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Preface 1

Reading a City, Enjoying its Poetry

Prof. Dr. PEI Gang | President of Tongji University
27 August 2015

“| call architecture frozen music”, while
“architecture is flowing music”. The two
proverbs well illustrate the artistry and
aesthetics of architecture. Yet one single
building hardly boasts the sense of
cadence and rhythm, however marvelous
or elegant it may be. One building makes
a musical note and a cluster a chapter.
These chapters interweave harmoniously
to compose a splendid symphony, a
beautiful city. Better architecture makes
better city and better life.

The traditional Chinese literature
believes “poems express ideals while
songs are prolonged poems”. Poetry and
songs are never seen separate in the
history. For the same token, architecture
could be a moving chapter or a passionate
poem. There are a thousand Hamlets
in a thousand people's eyes. Happy
men enjoy songs while literatis chant
poems. It is the same when it comes to
architecture. Buildings in orderly rows are
like poetry in the Tang Dynasty; buildings
scattered in ups and downs are the
iambic verses from the Song Dynasty;
courtyards with delicate gardens and
bridges over creeks remind us of dramas
of the Yuan Dynasty. Reading a city is
a process of probing into its history and
understanding its poetry.

“Looking down from high in the sky, all
the world's towns are in your sight."That

was once an imagination by Zhuangzi
in his A Happy Excursion. But today, it
has come to reality. The verse “Only in
one day/you can return from Jiangling /
A thousand miles away” is an illustration
of today's fast transportation, which also
leaves us no time to appreciate the places
you have set foot on though. Fortunately,
this world is never lack of wise men who
are always ready to bring us surprises
and pleasure. Professor LI Zhenyu of
Tongji University, is one of them. He
selected the pictures of 55 cities which
he shot from the air by plane during the
past 16 years. This book surprises us with
a unigue angle of city impression.

Prof. LI traveled thousands of miles and
read hundreds of cities. As an excellent
architecture teacher, he shows us,
through this book, that a beautiful city
boasts art rules, spirits and stories. | can't
agree more to this point, although | am in
the field of life science. My students used
to discuss Antonio Gaudi’'s masterpieces
during an academic exchange. At
this turning point of history, experts,
scholars and the younger generation
are required to look far ahead, shoulder
the responsibility of carrying forward
the tradition and paving a path for a
sustainable future.
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Preface 2

“He who has taught men to fly,

has displaced all cornerstones;
and all the cornerstones will fly

together with him in the air..."

(Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche. Also sprach Zarathustra. Part 3. 1884)

Prof. Dr. Peter Herrle | Technische Universitat Berlin

10 September, 2015

Can aerial photographs add to what we
can see on the ground? And can they add
to the bulk of information and imagery we
can retrieve from the Internet?

This is a valid question and yet, the
fascination of a view from the air down to
city, and landscapes has not vanished.
Honestly, what keeps me awake after a
hard working week in China or elsewhere
is exactly this: Take-off and landing may
sometimes be rough, but the in-between
is what counts for people like LI Zhenyu
and myself. Only the time in-between
offers a true and inspiring glance “from
above” out of the square window down
to places where | have been moving
around in the past days or hours. This
opportunity presents a certain “magic”
unparalleled in other travel experience.

And what exactly does the glance
from the sky add beyond this “magic”?
Landscapes and cities look different
from above, they reveal their “real” form
and structure, their character that is
hidden while traveling on the surface. We
identify connectivity and fragmentation,
ruptures and cohesion, old and new, big
and small, history and present, green and
built-up and — importantly — we see the
real shape and size of areas and land

uses, something we cannot capture while
walking and driving around. Cities show
their real dimensions and structure only
from the air and while watching them from
above we begin to understand where we
have. been or are heading for. And the
complexity of those images makes maps
look flat and poor.

LI Zhenyu is not only a blessed
photographer and an urban analyst but
also a “frequent traveller”. Countless
travels to countless cities around the
world have given him the chance to hit the
“right” moment and shoot aerial images
that speak for themselves. As an urban
planner and architect, he knows when
the right moment has come to press the
shutter button, and which side in the
plane to prefer.

Knowing LI Zhenyu for a long time, |
feel it was high time for him to open the
treasure chest of his photographs and
share them with a community much wider
than urban professionals: All those who
give priority to window seats and are
captivated by birds-eye views on cities
will greatly enjoy this book.
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City Air Reading

There are so many factors that affect a city, as
many as ways to see a city. As for me, | learn
about a city from an aerial view, especially during
commercial flights. In ancient times, rulers and
architects envisioned cities from an imaginary
heavenly perspective; while today's urban
planners focus more on the ground and citizen’s
daily activities. In this book, let us move back to
ancient ways to understand cities' space and
forms.

In the old days, from the West to the East,
people describing what cities would look like from
the sky can only do so through imagination. For
instance, Beijing and Paris may be conceived
through the aerial imagination of the designers.
Today, Dubai and Lin'gang New City (next
to Shanghai) seemed to be built with a pre-
conceived panoramic image from planners’
minds.

Great architects such as Camillo Sitte, Aldo
Rossi and Kevin Lynch inspired me a great deal
with their principles in the art of city making. |
believe the beauty of a city lies in its principles.
Elements such as boundaries, roads, regions
and markers contribute to the cognition of a
city; and the art of architecture cannot exist
without the city. Master planners like Sitte, Rossi
and Lynch had one thing in common: they drew
the viewpoint of a city from up-in-the-air to the
ground level, and built their theories based on a
comprehensive understanding of the pedestrian

experience. Planners in the 21st century focus
more on the efficiency of transportation and
facilities, on the behavior patterns of dwellers,
on urban ecology and sustainable development,
on cultural vitality and a greater degree of social
equality. .

It seems somewhat backwards to read a
city from an aerial view when social and
scientific researches on cities have reached an
unprecedented advanced level. Yet a great city
often impresses architects and urban planners
with a medium or macroscopic picture in their
minds. This picture is made up of fragments of
impression — maps, photos, videos or navigation
software — mainly based on personal experiences.
Seeing cities from the plane is like a flashback to
centuries ago when city makers would describe
their vision of urban landscape to their emperors.

In this little book, | will try to illustrate cities
through ten key elements: landscape, shape,
boundary, structure, street, district, fabric, height,
and special elements.
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