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Of what use this measuring of me if she does not measure my
character, but only the breadth of my shoulders, as it were a peg to
bang the coat on? We worship not the Graces, nor the Parcae, but
Fashion.

——F e KB RF*
Henry David Thoreau

*RFRRAEH M. R, . B EEFSUE AR, 2009: 26.
Henry David Thoreau. Walden, or life in the woods. Signet Classics; Reissue edition, 2012: 16.
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THREE QUESTIONS ABOUT VERTICAL CITIES ASIA

[BIfE— , REILMFZARER SR ?

Q1. What kind of vertical model do Asian cities need in the future?
B, IWMEERHHSRENENENA ?

Q2. What value can the VCA conceptual urban design competition contribute?
BE= , IR PIESH IR RE ?

Q3. How to supervise diploma studio set for specific design competition?
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LANDMARK has become the buzzword in studio courses. Students pursue
the word regardless of what kind of design they are doing. This overused
word has diverted our concern from important factors such as site, size,
typology, people, activity and history. We need to be highly cautious about
the phenomenon, because in reality the city in not composed only of
landmarks, on the contrary, the city could just as easily have no landmarks
at all!

Q1. What kind of vertical model do the Asian cities
need in the future?

The 21st century is an insane era for many Asian cities. Large scale
developments such as skyscrapers and shopping malls are spreading all
over the Pacific continent, declaring it is the time of Vertical Cities Asia!

There are so many reasons for Asian cities to choose verticality such
as the density, the technology, the development and the burning ambition.
The contradiction between high-density and land shortage, a problem that
has haunted Asia for thousands of years, has recently been amplified by
the rapid urbanization and harsh demands of urban renewal.

For the sake of preserving farmlands, the real estate market, or just to
be cautious of spreading cities, more and more Asian cities are adhering
to the strategy of vertical development. With their growing GDP power and
newly updated technologies the desire to surpass the UK and US has been
rekindled. With this goal, many Asian cities are planning new high-rise
high density developments that aim to not only compete with Manhattan,
but eclipse it! This is the age of The Great Leap Forward of Asian cities;
when the tallest building in the world has landed in Dubai, when Shanghai
renews its ceiling at five year intervals, when cites are accepting FAR 6.0
and more, vertical has become the prevailing trend.

While growing taller, at the least, seems like inevitability the future
contents of this VERTICAL trend still remain unclear. If the vertical city is
our destiny then at least we deserve more than just the title of landmark or
the face of CG Renderings.

Currently there is no statistic of exactly how many vertical Asian cities
are under construction, but almost each of them has affixed the tag of —
Landmark- to its shining spires. When Kevin Lynch used the word to record
the choice of the time, this insane age has eagerly added it onto creations
of its own. Behind the worn out word there appear often only the face
of rendered scenery. All the “landmarks” must fit into the viewfinder, no
matter their size or local, in order to make it possible to be represented via
highway billboards, television sets or even your smartphone screens. By
this means the new creations are pretendirig that they are as good a habitat
as any we have had in the course of human history.

With the help of camera drones, fisheye lenses and the “almighty”



Photoshop, vertical cities can be easily squeezed into any advertisement
space but they cannot shorten the distance between their height and
everyday life. Their existence alone cannot explain their meaning, do
vertical cities intend to provide spectacle, or shelter? To bridge the gap,
many mediums choose to broadcast the aforementioned two together, or
in a circular fashion. Via mass media, the vertical cities have turned into
an awful composition of curtain wall towers and young, beautiful, wealthy
persons, both shining and unreal. These montages usually make the
conflict even worse, tearing apart the faces and the contents behind. If
vertical cities at large can be summed up with just panoramic exteriors and
beautiful headshots what is the meaning of the built-up environment? If the
future vertical cities can be judged by merely the title of “Landmark” and
several CG renderings, what is the meaning of everyday construction and
everyday life? This is the paradox of Vertical Cities Asia, cutting edge but
far away, brilliant but blurred.

The blurry future of vertical cities didn't weaken its attraction or
profitability. With the name of “Mega-structure” or “HOPSCA™"| vertical
developments conquered more and more Asian cities, especially in the
country fondest of any kind of LARGE- China. The amount of vertical
projects keeps increasing; emerging “landmarks” are turning this country
into an album of cool and cutting edge CG renderings. The phenomenon
makes me hesitate about our future. It's hard to image the life between
high-rise and the skywalks, as hard as to read the EBITDAPrate.

Just as it is not only Asian cities encountering the vertical trend,
architects are not alone in searching for a better tomorrow between the
high-rise towers and the skywalks. The developer of vertical cities —
VANTONE established the “World Future Foundation” (WFF) in the centre
of urban Asia — Singapore. Sponsored by the WWF the National University
of Singapore (NUS) organized the Vertical Cities Asia competition. The
competition invites ten top architecture schools in the world, including
European schools like ETH Zirich and Delft of Europe, US schools such
as U Penn, Michigan and UC Berkley, as well as Asian schools- Tokyo,
Tsinghua, Tongji, CUHK and the host, NUS. Ten schools, each with two
teams every year, work every year for the five year series of competition
and symposium.

The competition changes sites and themes every year, but all follow the
same premise — one site of approximately one square kilometre for 100,000
residents. The first year (2011) chose suburban Chengdu, the capital of
the Sichuan Province of China, with the theme, “Everyone needs fresh air”.
ETH Zurich won that year. The second year moved to Seoul, Korea with
the theme, “Everyone ages” where Delft took the top prize. As supervisor,
| attended both years and won third prize twice. With the proposals
Boundless City (2011) and Soft City (2012) we drew the possibilities of
vertical cities via our Asian minds.
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Three Questions about Vertical Cities Asia
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Is it necessary for the vertical cities Asia to become landmarks? Is it
necessary for all urban design to rely on CG rendering? | do doubt these
things. With the desire to design from inside out without form or style
chasing, and the anxiety to design using new methods rather than CG
rendering, | started my supervision of VCA 2012.

Q2. What value can the VCA conceptual urban design
competition contribute?

The inevitable question for all the participants of the VCA competition —
what should we design? Should it be a proposal for realistic construction or
a fantastic utopia? In my view, the answer is neither; instead it is between
these two extremes, the conceptual competition itself.

Although the participants are from different level as undergraduate,
graduate and doctoral students, although there are professional instructors,
all participants are students. Michael Brawne has pointed out the difference
between school studios and real practices-“The major effort in the school
studio is on the first stage of design, in the office on construction drawings
and site supervision.®” Obviously, student competition should pursuit
different goals to competitions for the practitioners.

In the case of VCA 2012, just months before the competition the
developer of the Yongsan site contracted internationally renowned Jewish
architect Daniel Libeskind for the master plan. Compared with the star
architect the students have neither the professional skill to create new
forms or the eminent reputation helpful for marketing. The design proposal
from the students might have few uses in terms of marketing but the
students also have an advantage over the great professional architects
— pure thinking unobstructed by real world considerations. Regarding the
students who are better in research than real practice, utilizing their honest
understanding in the first research stage we can anticipate something
different from the previous competitions and design research.

In terms of that, research should become the core of this conceptual
design competition. The competition will harvest a series of research
achievements from different teams, via diverse backgrounds and through
various aspects. The result of this varied design research will benefit our
cities. In conclusion the true target of conceptual design competitions like
VCA should be a researched result with sufficient depth and wide, rather
than just cool or cutting-edge figures and outlines.

We need to be cautious about another intention- unlimited imagination
leading to an utopian design. “Only those orientations transcending reality
will be referred by us as utopian which, when they pass over into conduct
tend to shatter, either partially or wholly, the order of things prevailing at the
time. “” My reason for caution is the blurring of identity between architect
and artist. In the context of contemporary art, architects can see like artists,



just like the relationship between Rem Koolhaas and Vriesendorp; we also
can say that some sculptures from Richard Serra are much closer to the
essence of architecture than the work of many professional architects. Most
of us admit that crossing this boLmdary sometimes leads to extraordinary
masterpieces, but few understand that the phenomenon happens only
because the creators are really talented masters.

We have seen many student competitions embrace utopian design,
such as EVOLO. | think this trend has misguided our students. Antagonizing
or rejecting reality may be a shortcut to contemporary art, but it is also
a way to lose sight of the foundation of our profession — to build. In
short, between future architecture and utopia should always be written a
highlighted unequals sign.

Regarding “Vertical Cities Asia” as a competition instead of an art
affair the possibility to be built in the coming future must be the premier
prerequisite. Hence we must reject many, maybe very cool, contemporary
art methods such as fancy volume and antagonizing attitudes. Without the
possibility of construction, the VCA competition will become totally useless
for Asian cities and their billions of inhabitants.

The future deserves anticipation because it is unpredictable. Thus the
future we anticipate in the VCA competition should be future city or future
architecture, not utopia. In terms of future architecture, the most essential
and critical criteria that differentiates it from utopia is the possibility to be
built. However the value of future architecture stands not only beyond when
it is erected but also beyond the method or way of understanding. No matter
whether via digital design or hand sketches, future architecture reflects the
human pursuit of a better life. This dream provides us with a direction and a
goal, thus nobody will get lost in the darkness.

Most of the design, except for the final booklet required by the
competition, was finished during the studio process. Thus, the graduate
project of future architecture provided a strong symbolic meaning for
both our students and our school. In this way VCA became a valuable
opportunity for all the participants.

For most BArch students the design is the watershed between study
and practice, as well as the final review of their capability for design
research. Some anxiety over the last opportunity to design without market
influence, some regret for the incompletion of dreams planted in the ground,
can motivate the research based graduate design to become simple, but not
simple minded. This opportunity is rare as almost no company can devote
such a large amount of time to thinking and research during real practice,
especially in China where the mainstream is large institutes organized
for productivity. To review the capacity of design research, to accumulate
methods and knowledge for future practices, this is the essence of graduate
design.

Courtesy of the diverse curriculum of CAUP, Tongji University, | had taught
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several future architecture design studios before the VCA competition.
Through these teaching experiences, as well as my understanding and
observations of VCA 2011 | gradually made my teaching target. | think
the target is also the value of the Vertical Cities Asia competition — design
research other than research for design; a proposal that could be built in the
coming future and not a utopia of limitless imagination.

Q3. How to supervise diploma studio set for specific
design competition?

As in 2011, Tongji University combined the VCA competition with
the graduate design studio, the last studio of our five-year Bachelors of
Architecture program. | was excited because it is the first time for me to
take charge of a graduate studio by myself.[5] The teaching process took a
whole year, starting from July 2011 when | began my preparation right after
VCA 2011 and ended in July 2012 after the jury session of VCA 2012. The
third place is an award for the students’ hard work and an encouragement
for me to continue learning too.

Recalling the memory of VCA2012, apart from my studio convention of
no drawing intervention'®, there were four key principles during my studio
supervision- Preparation, Motivation, progress control and guidance.

Preparation determines the level at which the studio starts. When doing
competition the studio results can be largely considered as collaborations
between the students and their instructors. Taking advantage of their
knowledge and experience, the instructors should be the decision makers,
at least in the early phase. Their understanding of the competition, the
theme, the site and the studio syllabus will directly impact the whole |
process at large. | prepared well for VCA 2012. My previous research on
future architecture and the experience of VCA 2011 allowed me to help
the students enter competition mode ASAP. My doctoral research on aging
housing made it much easier for me to understand the theme of VCA 2012
— “Everyone Ages”. My long-term interest in Korean history and culture
gave me the capability to examine the site and the hidden connotations.
Six months of preparation is undoubtedly another important guarantee for a
well-developed result. Apart from Professor Huang and myself, | invited Mr
Zheng Tan to be the guest instructor. As a PhD candidate of UCLA Mr Tan
and his research on infrastructure urbanism consolidated our preparation
for the VCA 12012 studio.

Motivation guarantees the depth of studio results. Instructors should
take advantage of teamwork as division and collaboration, rather than
let shortcomings such as disagreements or quarrels frustrate. Therefore
it is essential to understand the characteristics of all participants, it is as
important as understanding the competition theme. The instructor should
distribute different assignments to every participant according to both the



competition requirements and the student’s personality. An appropriate job
not only mobilizes their personal enthusiasm but also ensures a diversity
of research. The breadth of study reduces contradiction and frustration and
leads to a design based on sufficient research. Such teaching requires the
instructors to not only feature the students well enough, but keep one step
ahead of them too. Giving encouragement when the students are on the
right track, criticizing with care when errors occur so as to avoid damaging
their enthusiasm. Through continuous excitation, a skilful instructor should
guide various researches into a common goal, and the consensus will then
become a gravity that pulls the team towards a predictably good end.

Controlling progress is another important job for the instructors. As
spectacular landmark design with fancy CG renderings became a prevailing
trend in China, it influenced not only real practices but the academic field
as well. More and more students fall into bad habits, they prefer epiphany
rather than steadily improving their design with rational development. When
a wonderful form becomes the only pursuit, students will chop and change
their proposals time after time until the deadline; therefore the result will
remain crude regardless of the timespan of the studio class. | have to
say that this phenomenon did occur even in the graduate studio. In my
opinion the solution lies in a well-planned syllabus with careful division of
assignments for different phases during the whole process. Emphasising
progress control rather than an ultimate final result the instructor can
prevent students from falling into blunt stereotypes of form and shape; the
progressive research can also provide adequate support for the result. In
sum, the goal of Control is to cultivate a gradual method of working, and
a way of design with the students’ personal stamp. As Frank Gehry said,
“I was not as conscious that it (the Bilbao Guggenheim) had something
to do with what | did before until later... Then | realize that | did it before. |
think it is like that because you can’t escape you own language ™ In order
to control the progress, | subdivided the studio phases into single weeks
with different assignments, tried to make more opportunities to deepen the
students’ thinking and design.

Guidance of the concepts is also the responsibility of the instructors.
The importance of concepts goes through the whole process, from the very
beginning all the way to the presentation, and serves as the basic reference
even during the construction. As a student competition it is essential to
ensure the concepts originate from the students instead of their instructors.
Hence the instructor needs to distribute research and design assignments
to every individual and make sure all the students are involved. When the
competition theme meets every participant’s personality the concepts will
automatically become colourful and informative. Based on their perceptions,
instructors should give sufficient guidance, choose a promising concept,
and then help students to develop the implementation. To avoid single form
thinking various design tools are as important as thinking during the concept
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Three Questions about Vertical Cities Asia
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[7] Bruggen, von Coosje, Frank O. Gehry: Guggenheim Museum

Bilbao, New York1997, p33.

of design — sections and layering and encouraged the students to explore
their concepts with the new perspectives. In the last stage of design, the
instructor should help the students to generalize and interpret their concepts
from the results. Regretfully | did not give enough support during this final
stage.

Inspired by my colleague Prof. WANG, Fangji, | started studio recording
from 2010. Recording the studio course is hard work, some people may
consider it meaningless, but | like to treat it as an opportunity to continue my
own education. | recorded my studio courses at different websites. | have
spent a large amount of time in the last three years collecting, recording,
discussion, rethinking strengths and weakness, then further adjustments for
the next class. | gained a lot through the studio recording — greater teaching :
and designing capability, and the confirmation and encouragement from
students and readers. | sincerely hope this record of VCA 2012 will give
readers the same values of reference and inspiration.

It took a whole semester finishing the design proposal for VCA 2012
and more than a year to record and edit this book. Yet it is still a very short
period of time compared with the time required to foster a good architect; it
is a wink compared with the time needed over the course of human history
to build a good city. Encountering rapid urbanization Asian cities are in
some sense facing their graduate design. There are so many interesting
discourses about the future beyond this book of record, such as what kinds
of design will our students do in their practice, and what will our Asian cities
choose as their new faces? | don't have the ability to predict, however |
hope the eventual answers will all contain a very solid core.

Feb2014 @ Munich

;¥ /Notes :

[1] The complex of hotel, office, park, shopping mall, club and apartments,
abbreviated as HOPSCA- is a word created by Chinese for advertising and marketing.
[2] EBITDA can be used to analyze and compare profitability between companies and
industries because it eliminates the effects of financing and accounting decisions.

[3] Brawne,Michael. Architectural Thought, MIT Press , 2003, P135.

[4] Mannheim, K. Ideology and Utopia, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1954,
P206.

[5] Prof. LI, Linxue and I supervised the 2011 studio together. Prof. HUANG, YIru was
the director of both 2011 and 2012 VCA studios.

[6] NO DRAWING INTERVENTION is my principle for all studio supervision, in order
to encourage the student’ s independence, I try to avoid draw anything on the
student’ s proposal. Instead, I will try my best to give vocal suggestion.

[71 Bruggen, von Coosje, Frank O. Gehry: Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, New
York1997, p33.



Site

Address: Yongsan District 2 (approx. 1km?)
Yongsan-gu, Seoul Metropolitan City, South Korea
(Consists of Yongsan IBD site and its surrounding sites)

Existing Land Use: Commercial, Residential, Railway facilities, Etc.
Note: Site consists of some existing buildings while Yongsan IBD site is vacant.

Team can have the option of considering retaining the existing buildings
or as tabula rasa.
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' YONGSAN
DISTRICT 2
(1KM?)

Yongsan IBD
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Original English site map from the VCA website
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Uniqueness is always in demand in competition. It is difficult
to be unique in every design, but it is very common in everyday
life. As everyone is different, our personality will guide us to a
way not of anyone else. Hence | believe the responsibility of
our education is simple and clear — encouraging the students
to develop their own characteristics rather than chasing
unpredictable design forms.

Like other diploma studios the VCA 2012 studio was open
to all ‘07 BArch students. | selected twelve students from more
than twenty applicants. To guarantee collaboration for the whole
semester | asked the students to form their own groups.

The studio started from understanding and reinterpreting
the competition theme. In order to avoid any preconceptions
the studio started with imagination and narration. Reading,
research and discussion, we spent the first two weeks doing
things unrelated to any design. To encourage personality |
gave different assignments for different students. The first
assignment was a presentation on the topic of “future”. With my
encouragement of unlimited expression the students responded
with movies, documentaries, manga, novels and music. The
second assignments were based on six keywords for individual
research such as Vertical City, 100,000 inhabitants, Seoul and
Aging (from the competition theme), along with Traffic Systems
and Clean Energy, which | thought were important for Asian
cities. The third assignment was regarding Megastructure, the
masterpiece of R. Banham. Every student took at least half a
chapter to translate and present in class as a seminar.
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Two students full of imagination — TAN, ZI. and WU, Ys.
illustrated the possible future world through sci-fi films and
illustrations. To begin with a three dimensional universe TAN,
Zl. talked about how human beings could live a life in space,
underground or above the water. He put more thought about
what changes would occur to buildings when restrictions of
horizontal transportation were broken. Ten movies including
2001: A Space Odyssey, The Fifth Element and EVA were
mentioned as dealing with the situation when people step into
space and how to live in a space city that rotates cylindrically.

WU, Ys. talked about some issues people would probably
meet after an apocalypse. For example, the development of
biological science might lead to a biochemical crisis and global
warming would lead to the melting of the pols. If nuclear war
broke out human beings would have to hide underground for
centuries. She also mentioned the world where the problems of
current society become more extreme and mental crisis brought
on by robots and artificial intelligence become possible.

ZHANG, Jw. shared her thinking of the mega-structure
from her previous future architecture design studio. Because
per capita carbon dioxide emissions of cities are less than those
of rural areas high density developments like mega-structures
aim to save resources. A crowded subway just displays a best
picture of the full use of urban resources. Finally she narrated
her perceptions of cities: the changing view of a double-decker
bus, people and trees in the Square Pagoda Garden and the
getting along with senior people in the He-lou-xuan Pavilion'".

WU, J. and ZHAO, Jn. once went to Korea to attend a
competition and told us of their experience. Their site was
located in a hilly village in Busan. The aim of this competition
was to help the villagers deal with a serious aging crisis due to
young people emigrating for work.

In conclusion | impressed on the students that everyone
could have a broader definition of all aspects. We should seek
for keywords related to people in the process of design. Korea
is @ modern country that simultaneously maintains its cultural
traditions. In Korea tradition has been interpreted in modern
languages and forms, while in China most things linked to
tradition remain separate, sheltered like the exhibits of extinct
species. On the other hand no matter old or young, Korean
people take a decent personal appearance for granted.

[1] The Square Pagoda Garden is the masterpiece of Prof. FENG, Jizhong, the founder of Tongji University’s
Architecture Department. He-lou-xuan Pavilion is within the park and designed by Prof. FENG.



