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ZHANG LEI: POET OF PROPORTION

by Steven Holl

The empty cave is a mystery

A finger showed me the moon
The moon is the hub of the mind.
(Han Shan, Cold Mountain}

In the chactic frenzy of Chinese building constructions over the past five years, pink and orange stucco piles with “lotus blossom” roof shapes elbow
bulbous forms in shiny multi-colored glass. Binge building’s grotesque indulgence has at least one strong counter force in the Manjing architect, Zhang Lei.

If today s indiscriminate use of kitschy, shiny, clumsy forms is the mass norm, Zhang Lei, like the recluse poet Han-Shan, has offered a refuge of
architectural works as clear and simple as the stone clifi where the ancient poet lived,

Zhang Lei’s works stand out in their geometric simplicity and proportional balance. The sparse details support the geometric clarity of composition of voids
and solids in a way comparable to the masters of rhythm Giorgio Grassi, Antonio Monestiroli and early Aldo Rossi. Yet to refer only to the ltalian neo-
rationalists of the 1970's-80's would be a mistake, for this rigor and meticulous geometry can also be found in ancient Chinese court yard houses or in the
pure rectangle and grid of the city of Chang an, the capital of the Tang Dynasty in China’s Golden Age. This same pure geometric grid was later adapted to
the plan for Beijing.

Regular recurrence of orthogonal geometric rigor is as rooted in ancient Chinese history as it is a potential pattern of the music of new architecture.

In Zhang Lei's works, orthogonal rhythm of negative and positive space and strictness of severe contour are orchestrated in wordless silence of masterful
proportions. The power of the regular recurrence of the beat in a simple pattern of music is an emotionally exciting experience difficult to describe in words.
Likewise in architecture. if the instruments are perfectly tuned, the proportions are on key and the silence of voids is in balance, an experiential joy is

immanent!

| have visited Zhang Lei's Graduate Student Dormitory of Nanjing University (2001) in which the repetition and proportional rigor are set off by wooden
shutters swinging akimbo over the facade offering a student-ordered counterpoint 1o the strict geometric envelope. Especially when viewed from the ground,
the resulting effects are more open—ended than expected.

The student dormitory at Foreign Language School (1998-1999) is a simple repetitive system almost harsh in its severity, One of the earlier constructions of
Zhang Lei, we can see the clear beginnings of a bady of work that has grown more subtly poetic and richly articulated.

So very many projects constructed in such a few years does not lessen the intensity of the clear language of planar composition at the Made! Animal
Genetic Aesearch Center, Nanjing University (2003).

Indeed. the consternation of building too much too fast would be the possible problem in witnessing the ongoing development in Zhang Lei's current work.
The curiously checker-boarded facades of his project for the office building in Qinpu, Shanghai (2004-2005) pose a question, One begins to hope he can
maintain the sensitive dimensions of such a large output. His mest recent work includes a fine and clear little house for the China International Practical
Exhibition of Architecture (2004).

In the Nanjing Pottery Studio (2001), the conical central form’'s mysterious interior has a dim but somehow powerful light. From the truncated top the straight
thin light slice casts a glow on the concrete plaster which transports me into the cave of Han Shan:

How transparent the emerald stream,
Transparent the moonlight above Cold Mountain.
In silence one sees through the soul,

Space, and the composed world.

(Han Shan, Cold Mountain)
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FUNDAMENTAL ARCHITECTURE

ZHANG LEI

The personal work-state of the architect is inevitably more or less integrated with the city he/she lives in. or it is ac-
tually an intentional choice in his/her sub-conscience. |f politics is taken as reference. Beijing is naturally the center
of power. While in southem China, political atmosphere becomes relaxed. |t seems like in the 1970s and 1980s when
people in Guangdong province could hardly understand Mandarin dialect,hence knowing little about the idea of the
central government, failing to understand many policies formulated in Beijing and even often misunderstanding them.
If we draw a line from Beijing to Guangzhou from the south to the north. Nanjing is almost situated in the middle.

Observed from a different angle, no one doubts that Shanghai is a city enjoying the highest speed and the best quali-
ty of economic development in China. Western China lies at the other end of this line, also witnessing Nanjing in the
midedle of this line from the east to the west. In fact, Nanjing is referred to as the middle situation because of its eco-
nomic development, rather than its geographic location. Therefore, the location of MNanjing is somewhat special, as it
develops at a moderate rate at the cross—point of two axles, almost representing the balanced development of exces-
sively expanding urbanization in the rapidly evolving Chinese society. Unlike some cities of excessive exaggeration
and impetuousness, Nanjing is blessed with conditions favorable for the fulfillment of undenakings. Living in such an
environment, | sincerely hope to work and think calmly in a normal manner. As luck would have it, the cost of most of
the design projects | have undertaken in recent years has been quite low. | have almost never encountered a building
of owver 1500 Yuan/square meter befare, hence leaving no conditions and reasons for extravagance. | have no idea
whether it depresses me or makes me feel lucky. Anyway. Architecture is something that can arouse enjoyment a-
meng all people when it is undertaken,

Architecture is a complicated job associated with almost all aspects in our social life today, Meanwhile, it can be as
abstract as the most fundamental state of spatial enclosure, confronting all the basic problems it must solve in terms
of adaptability and helping us to establish a certain visual order in this confusing world. Having designed his own resi-
dence as an architect, philosopher Weightgenstein regards architecture and philosophy respectively as a project of
self-reliance, an exposition of seli-reliance and a way of self-reliance in observing things. However, he believes that
architecture is obviously mere difficult. “Difficulties in philosophy are nothing as compared with those in architecture.”
Perhaps it is difficult to draw an objective conclusion on the difference of difficulties betwean architecture and philos-

ophy. Unlike the situation in which a philosopher faces puzzlement of human life perceiving and understanding archi-
tectural issues is the means with which the architect gets to know this world. An architect applies architecture as a
framework in chserving and understanding the world. Throughout life, an architect can have many experiences as
his/her opportunities to change his/her attitude toward life and understand architectural issues.

Over the past years, | have always been keeping in mind my memorable experience in 1998. After the terrible flood of
the Yangtze River. | got in touch with Ruichang in Jiangxi province and helped the locality to plan for their recon-
struction with my colleagues, maving low-lying villages destroyed by flood to settle on the high land. The building cost
for a local ordinary house was about 20 000 yuan, but most families were unable to build it. After discussing with the
local government, we decided to build roads with relief-funds provided by the government (5 000 yuan for each
household) while laying foundation for houses to be put up. Then, each household began to build the house on the
stone—foundation to tide over the winter according to their own situation. Most of the families were only able to com-
plete part of the house with the rest left behind for future compietion. Under such conditions, our frustration could be
well-imaged as we suddenly found that almost all our ideals and techniques of design accumulated for many years
were useless and that we had been thinking about how to help them solve actual problems as soon as possible and
how to reduce the building cost as much as possible by overcoming difficulties. A year later, getting to this familiar
place once again, we were confronted with unexpected visual and mental shock, i.e. Houses growing naturally in hard
lite, architectural scenes with real vigorous life are much better than all essentially tabricated architectural scenes around
us when architects no longer pay attention to stylized design issues and abandon professional habits of design.

The basic principle that the design should be concerned about is solving problems with the most reasonable and the
direct spatial organization and the way of construction, responding to requirements of adaptability with ordinary mate-
rials and construction methods as well as trying to find out the potential visual expressiveness from among ordinary
materials. This should further become a work-strategy applicable to the requirements of large-scale construction in
the rapid development of Chinese society today, as well as benefit rational application and arrangement of limited hu-
man resources. Meticulous analysis always takes place after acute intuition.  Attention must be paid to the fact that
the illusion woven by the consumer—oriented society with material products constantly enriched is luring us to lose a-
cute perception and accurate judgment of basic architectural issues,



B %

R Bz WFIL-TWR

BERH HW

iR

MBS EEFHPERE
MR R SR EE
MEAFHEZHARETES
MREAFKIZANARPCORME
MU ERRATEER
ARAFEHRELTE
EARARIHRMAMETELLETERE
P4k

R E X WA
FRAIFREIEEFE
ARAFMBWRRAET
IREaEAE

THAE
LtETRAMBE RSP LEESE
PEEFEHREATER 4 SRR EE
MHREXUAESEE"

3 T W A R A

AR R R

MEMEERRAEH

CONTENTS

Zhang Lei:Poet of Proportion by Steven Holl

Fundamental Architecture by Zhang Lei

BUILT PROJECTS

Student Dormitory of Mantong Foreign Language School

Pottery Studio of Nanjing Normal University

Taoyuan 02 Graduate Student Dormitory Of Nanjing University

Office Building of Yangtze River Research Center of Nanjing University
Complex Building of Xinhua Construction Company

Library Henovation of Nanjing University

Office & Lab Building, Model Animal Genetic Research Center

Office Building of Xinghua Government

Detention House of Nanjing Xuanwu District

Staff Residence of Dongguan Institute of Science & Technology
Sculpture Show Room of Nanjing University

Red Classic An Gallery, Nanjing

PROJECTS IN PROGRESS

Office Building of Finance & Tax Bureau in Qingpu, Shanghai

House No. 4 of China International Practical Exhibition of Architecture, Nanjing
“Yuniaoliusu” of Liangzhu Cultural Village in Hangzhou

Jingteng Office Block in Zhangjiang, Shanghai

Jianchuan Museum for Cultural Revolution Porcelain-Ware in Chengdu

Arist Club in Gaochun, Nanjing

22

26

36

48

52

76

80

94

98

102



i# f 1 &2 BUILT PROJECTS




L

The stu

dent dormitory of Nantong Foreign Language

School is an important component part of the campus
planning in which the staircase, as the basic structure,
n principle of
rved with the

constitutes c s framework. TF

rmitary is that the ur

linearity expresses the nature
be regarded as the

W0geneous

room can

rooms plus
jed as the

athroom for sha

sic unit.  Their linear inte a corndor

between the bedroom and the \







i

LI LI LI

[IIIIIITIT]

TATLRTRRRATRARE
mAETATianmn
amsTamaTies
WmEAMATAmes
Rt LR L RET AT



Users of the student dormitory are high and elementary
school students under the boarding system. Close link-
age between auxiliary rooms and bedrooms has to be
considered due to the semi-military management and
that a sense of responsibility for using public facilities
need to be fostered among students in addition to mu-
tual adjustment during the unified action when re-

quired. Meanwhile, unified cleaning should also be lak-
en into account to the convenience of cleaners. Arrang-
ing the bedroom in the south conforms to the basic re-
quirement for the dormitory of high and elementary
schools according to the design regulations. The rhyth-
mic lights of corridor from the gap between washrooms
in the north, making the corridor a room suitable for
various activities.
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ARITEXRFBZIE
Pottery Studio of Nanjing Normal University

7 %/ Nanjing, 2001

MHRAERZREZEC TR EAEHREE ERMAZREREERARAMOIEE, BNER 340M°
MERERERAS AN - TEE.RTERBEE.

MEEEFRRWEAFAFRNEAZRZAMNZH L FFRWELM AP RFMERRRA, 2 AR%5R
EOE 1980 FREAMBFE. AENEMNEEEMME S EHLRAHBTUERE,

The pottery studio of Nanjing Mormal University, situated on its Shuiyuan campus, is attached to the Pot-
tery Research Institute of Nanjing Mormal University. Covering a construction area of 340 square meters,
the pattery studio is divided into three parts, i.e. the studio, the exhibition-hall and the auxiliary rooms.

The pottery studio is located between the Music Department and the Fine-Art Institute of Nanjing Normal

University. The Music department is found in a modemn building of great appeal, while the Fine—Art Insti-
tute is in a teaching building put up in the 1980s. To its west is a forest and that a number of big trees on
the site need to be kept.

REERE Site Plan
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On the whole, the design is chiefly intended to link the buildings of different styles on
both sides through its round layout, while the space is clearly expressed by the integra-
tion of rooms of different utilization purposes, so as to manifest the clear relationship be-
tween the utilization and the form. Studios for teachers and students are the main space
of utilization. towering 3.6 meters high and that they are set up in the west with the best
scenery.  The lobby is combined by the corridor in the exhibition—hall. applying semi—
transparent side—windows and sky—windows of 4.8 meters high, so as to create an ap-
propriate atmosphere for display. The auxiliary—room, 2.4 meters high, is linked with the
studios and the corridor, while the cave—room, 7.2 metars high, resorts to sky-windows
for ventilation and high lights. The choice of materials is also corresponded to this idea.
This is a design that can be easily perceived. There is no cosmetic correspondence be-
tween vocabulary and the connotation that it expresses
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The ceiling of the cave-room is inlaid with
glass shutters, serving to provide lights and
ventilation. The hot air within the room can
be effectively discharged through shutters
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