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Ordinary Architecture

Gong Yan

The four Chinese characters constitute the VI system of the Chinese Pavilion, 11th
International Architecture Exhibition, Venice Biennale:

(Font: Song; Flexographic printing; C100)
(Font: Kai; Hot stamping foil; M100)
(Font: Zongyi; Offset printing; Y100)
(Font: San Serif; Screen printing; K100)
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Opposed to designed character, ordinary character is the basic unit of human being's
language. Opposed to extraordinary architecture, ordinary architecture is balanced, moderate,
and personal.

Ordinary architecture is, above all, an exhibition.

Here, the ordinariness is about mentality, stance, theme and methodology. Ditching power
and starchitecture, the exhibition was pushed forward collectively through the discussion of
the multiple meanings and practicability of 'ordinariness': Mr Yung Ho Chang has chosen the
'negotiation' perspective; Mr Zhong Acheng, the 'growing' perspective. The five participating
media have chosen the following sub-themes respectively: Commercial Residential Buidings
Since 1979 (Domus China), Post-Earthquake Reconstruction & Crisis Management (Urban
China), Bridges in the Suburb of Shanghai (47t World), The SZ River in Perspective (Oriental
Morning Post), and The Chinese Language of Architecture2002—-2008 (Southern Weekly).
Therefore, rather than the end result of a curatorial process, the exhibition is more like a
ongoing construction process which is constantly complemented by group discussions.

Ordinariness is not grassroots or egalitarianism, it's a state of balance.

Ordinariness stands against power, it's about authorisation. Ordinary Architecture is buildings
with authorisation. Raising the issue of Ordinary Architecture in a time when China serves as
the World's architects' playground means to question the authority's destructive approach of
urban planning; one that severs the link between current architecture and the tradition, ignores
the individual's basic needs for security and satisfaction. In this sense, Ordinary Architecture
is a way to rethink the authorisation of policy maker, architect and user. Ordinariness respects
the common ground shared by individuals and actively proposes to the power.

Ordinariness is not about academic terminology, it's about reality.

To talk about ordinariness on a biennale with proclaimed pioneering tendency is to stand
against 'experimentalism', which is being turned into a game of the mind and a utopia of
practice. Ordinariness is paradoxical, it's the realistic dimension that makes it stand out. We
choose to talk about ordinariness in the Chinese Pavilion, because the terminology of today's
Chinese architecture involves way too many 'extraordinariness'. But just like the selection
of typeface and tool, higher, bigger, and stronger are only matters of practicability, it's the
question of value that is decisive.

Likewise, architecture must have its own value—to make possible the physical and spiritual
existence of the human being.
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Ordinary Architecture / Sound Bites

Yung Ho Chang

The definition of Ordinary Architecture is about fabric, because it's part of the urban fabric,
and it's usually non-iconic. Ordinary Architecture has nothing to do with quality.

Acheng

Ordinary Architecture is ordinary—doesn't say much.

Ordinary Architecture is not extraordinary—doesn't say much.

Ordinariness is a concept that stands opposed to extraordinariness—doesn't say much.
Ordinary Architecture is one that stands opposed to extraordinary architecture—still, doesn't

say much.

When put together, however, these seemingly useless remarks will point us to what we want
to say.

Gong Yan

Ordinariness stands against power, it's about authorisation. Ordinary Architecture is
building with authorisation. Talking about ordinariness in the Chinese Pavilion, because the
terminology of today's Chinese architecture involves way too many 'extraordinariness'. But
just like the selection of typeface and tool, higher, bigger, and stronger are only matters of
practicability, it's the question of value that is decisive.

Likewise, architecture must have its own value—to make possible the physical and spiritual
existence of the human being.

Ge Ming

For us, Murmur is about experiencing ordinary architecture: It's a kind of daily language, a
'vocal practice' for us who regard architecture as craft. It's the murmur among the brouhaha of
the contemporary Chinese architecture scene.

Li Xinggang

Public architecture—and 'starchitecture'—are about publicity and special events, ordinary
architecture is about normal people's daily life.

While temples and shrines were understandably apotheosized, it's ordinary housing,
vernacular architecture and private garden that account for the simple yet touching
sophistication that is commonplace in the history of Chinese cities and architecture. If the the
former represents the magnificence of heaven, the latter embodies the generic-but-essential
carth. Together, the two constitute the sublime and profound human invention that we call
city. At the same time, thanks to the unique Chinese philosophy which maintains that human
and the universe are fully integrated, artificial cities and buildings have been keeping a
fundamentally harmonious relationship in a long period of time.



Liu Kecheng

For an observer, most buildings are ordinary; they look similar to each other, evoke a sense of
déja vu, and they usually don't make lasting impression.

For people who live in it, however, a building is a unique world in itself. The house in which
one is born and brought up preserves an immense amount of memories and hopes. It's the
place that helps building one's character, the silent witness of one's romance. It's the brewing
site of this vintage wine that we call life. It's whether you pour your life into it that determines
whether a building is ordinary or not.

Tong Ming

Architecture can never be ordinary, it's bound to be emotional. Usually, what's extraordinary
about architecture has nothing to do with theme, but with process. The presentation of
architecture always comes from a process of profound and detail-oriented thinking, as well
as skillful and precise implementation. It's such thinking and implementation that turn the
ordinary into magic.

Liu Jiakun

As the name suggests, 'Ordinary Architecture' is about our daily life. It holds the elitism
and narcissism of the architectural discipline in contempt, and aims at meeting the basic
needs of people. Choosing Ordinary Architecture as the theme makes tacit criticism on
‘extraordinary architecture', which is dangerous in its own way—to deliberately be ordinary,
to be 'unusually ordinary', or to be 'extraordinarily ordinary' are not, in fact, ordinary. It could
be an aesthetic posture that fakes simplicity and low profile. It would be overtly extravagant
and extraordinary to design an apartment in the fashion of an opera house; but designing an
opera house in the fashion of an apartment would be preposterously extravagant, because it's
further from people's natural intention. Buildings grow out of intention, and if one believes
in this, the first thing to be considered is whether the intention is reasonable, just and natural,
and then, whether the building suits the intention well. Ordinary Architecture is the ones that
suit the intention in a reasonable way.

Wang Di

Ordinary Architecture amounts to 90% of most people's daily viewing, therefore I think it
has a strong influence on their basic taste and aesthetics by interacting with their behaviour,
human/social relationship in a very direct way. It could be part of their deepest, yet unnoticed
memories about the living environment.



P
i =
"y
u
.
.
- > v
, ” .
T - B
)
i i
I
' N . -
I - < ey -




HEFR pat
Ordinary Architecture Negotiation
RN kAo

Curated by: Yung Ho Chang
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On Cosmos, Negotiation, and Gardening

Yung Ho Chang

Cosmos

What is a Chinese architect?
A futile question?
Maybe not.

Chinese architect has had a widely accepted definition: s/he is the architect with super
productivity and efficiency. Where s/he works is not called an office but an institute. Local
design institute or LDI, often as the partner of foreign design firms, is his/her collective
identity. This Chinese architect represents everything his/her Western counterpart could never
be. However, s/he is always completely disassociated from ideas and quality. Besides, s/he
is faceless. No individual name has attached to him/her. No media coverage either. In the
cosmos of the contemporary Chinese architecture, this invisible yet incredible concentration

of energy may be seen as the black hole in the real universe. Maybe, we can call them the BH

architects.

Today, BH architects are not the only architects practicing in China. The international media
has focused their attention on the China work of a few global mega stars, or major planets, as
they probably should be referred to, since they are just a handful and household names. These
major planets or MP architects typically design the important civic and cultural landmarks
and make grand and iconic formal statements. Although ethnically and culturally, MP
architects may not be Chinese; however, due to their exposure on television and in newspaper
and magazines often as the most remarkable if not the only worthwhile architectural efforts in
China, they may as well be considered as representatives of Chinese architecture or Chinese
architects. BH architects consume the bulk of the construction boom. MP architects eclipse
all other architects in media. But, do they add up to a complete picture of contemporary
Chinese architecture? I'm afraid not. Rather on the contrary, new constellations are forming
rapidly in the vast space between the BHs and MPs, especially in the past a few years. For the
Venice Biennale China Pavilion 2008, I intend to showcase a group of the new constellations
or NCs. Specifically, five architects are invited to take part in the exhibition: Ge Ming, Li
Xinggang, Liu Jiakun, Liu Kecheng, and Tong Ming.



NCs can be defined as the emerging independent practice in China. They are educated either
in China or abroad or both, although the five architects selected in the Biennale happen to
be all domestically trained. Because of their in between position, their mode of operation is
complex and diverse: Some may work individually (Tong Ming, Ge Ming), others collectively
(Li Xinggang, Liu Jiakun, Liu Kecheng); some are private practitioners (Liu Jiakun, Tong
Ming), others are based in design institutes or large corporations (Li Xinggang); quite a few
of them are also affiliated with academia (Ge Ming, Liu Kecheng, Tong Ming). They are
spread all over the country. The five architects are from five cities:

Ge Ming, Nanjing

Li Xinggang, Beijing
Liu Jiakun, Chengdu
Liu Kecheng, Xi’an
Tong Ming, Shanghai

Yet NCs are not so easy to identify since they may compete sometimes with BHs over real
estate projects and they may also occasionally share a bit of the limelight with the MPs and
thus mistaken as stars themselves. What are common among NCs and set them apart from
most architects in China are the following attributes:

Their concern with design quality

Their concern with formal language and materiality of architecture

Their ability to raise conceptual issues

Their ability to articulate and communicate ideas



