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LIU Xiaodu + MENG Yan + WANG Hui
By Huang Yuanzhao

Liu Xiaodu (born in 1961), Meng Yan (born in 1964) and Wang Hui (born
in 1967) all graduated from Qinghua University majoring in Architecture.
After further study and work in America they collaboratively established
and registered the company “URBANUS Design Worldwide” in the United
States in 1999. Shortly afterwards the relocated studio in Shenzhen
has revised its name to URBANUS Architecture and Design. The name
“URBANUS" is derived from the Latin word for “Urban”, expressing the
firm'’s primary design philosophy of searching for content in its architecture
through the comprehensive reading of urban realities. The company'’s
mission statement has clearly stated that URBANUS strives to “read
architectural programs from the viewpoint of the urban environment in
general, and ever-changing urban situations in particular.” URBANUS has
also encouraged an active attitude in engaging in society with revolutionary
design and passionate design attitudes, aiming to search for an alternative

but utopian life with architectural design as an inter-medium.

URBANUS, following its mission statement’s blueprint, tackles the urban
issues from an approach named “urban engagement”. The drastic
development of urbanization and modernization in China during the
1990s has relatively affected the fundamental perspective on urban
planning, and consequently on design approaches in singular architecture
entities. Architecture, as the most significant element from cities are
constructed, has performed its role with vast influences on the mechanism
and metabolism of the urban environment. Therefore, the “urban
engagement” concept has become a major research topic in URBANUS,
who continuously endeavors to solve critical and complicated problems in
the urbanization process and to explore design possibilities emphasizing
on urban characteristics rather than the knowingly conventional market-
oriented or commercialized approaches. When URBANUS first relocated
back to Shenzhen, the city was just entering the stage, in which massive
constructions were completing. The company has hence decided to
evaluate the already-planned city from a critical point of view, noting
the absence of quality with diminishing cultural content, as well as the

inappropriate scale and neglected ambiguous urban village issue.



The beginning of the “urban engagement” strategy has focused on
inhabited ambiguous spaces in urban settings which are generally
neglected in planning and development. URBANUS has proposed
urban interventions to reflect complicated urban fabrics in modern
Chinese cities. For example, in the Shenzhen Diwang Urban Park |
and |l projects the design attempts to renovate existing urban public
spaces; by means of landscape design the urban surface system
was reconfigured using terrace gardens, paved pedestrian paths
and interconnected ramps. This is a unique explanation URBANUS
has provided in translating a diverse urban public space, from which
originally fragmented vacant lands emerged and were linked to
reform intimate and user-friendly public spaces, encouraging social and
community activities. Another instance in urban intervention is the Jade
Bamboo Cultural Plaza, where the compensational lands were turned
into a contemporary Chinese garden, providing zig-zagged terraced
fields raised along the existing topography as a journey of the traditional
courtyard experience. From the examples above, the urban strategies
from URBANUS could be conceived of as pro-active and objective
problem-solving processes, where the conflicts were initially addressed
before the particular project on site, and urban voids were progressively
filled and stitched in. As a result, a revitalized new urban public realm is

emerging.

Another main urban research topic for URBANUS is the revitalization of the
urban village. The unique phenomenon of “urban village” refers to the self-
emerged grey zone on both the outskirts and downtown sections of major
cities, commonly inhabited by transient and lower-income groups. Under
China’s extremely fast urbanization reform starting from the late 20th
century, those urban villages are commonly associated with overcrowding,
illegitimate vertical construction, un-hygienic living environments and
other social problems. URBANUS has an alternative perspective on the
nature of the villages, which are not regulated by any form of centralized
urban planning. They are independent living models on the edge of major
metropolises due to infinite modernization and increases in migrant

population. From a micro-perspective, the city and the village should

be complementary to each other; it is precisely a contradictory duality
composing the full image of a particular urban living style. Starting from
architectural studies, sociological research and urban-cultural analysis,
URBANUS has proposed various hypothesis and public projects in re-
habitation and regeneration of existing urban villages. In the project of
Gangxia Village, the proposal acknowledges the existing social structure
emerging from the village, and votes against the overall demolition
program suggested by the city. URBANUS advises a revolutionary concept
of respectful co-existence, and plans partial demolition and reconstruction
with architectural intervention and infill, stitching and adjusting the existing
heavily populated buildings. The density of the village is then re-evaluated,
with maximum preservation of the dynamic and energetic nature of the
village’s mechanism. Another research example is rebuilding the Fuxin
Village, in which the residents were relocated and the existing buildings
were altered to perform a commercialization purposed function. The
outcome was a high-density, mixed-used urban community with a hidden
network infrastructure system, connecting existing buildings with variously
proportioned passage rings, reinforcing the ordered but chaotic structure
of the village. Last but not the least, in the planning of Xinzhou Central
Plaza, the projects encountered problems stemming from the rupture and
isolation of public spaces due to over-development of the surrounding
urban villages. The complex is hence transformed as “city-in-village” zone
amongst the urban village periphery. On one hand it aims to mix residential
functions to contain various urban activities. On the other hand, through
careful planning, the fusion between such diversities would stimulate the

instinctive community with attractive divergence.

From the above-mentioned modes of research and design approaches,
URBANUS has established realistic and objective strategies while
investigating the spatial characteristics of an urban environment, using
an intuitive phenomenological approach to actively extract the intrinsic
quality of the facts, avoiding prejudice and pre-existing perceptions. In
other words, the variation on architectural designs should arise from site-
specific and socially-respectful attitude; materialize the urban problems

into architecture interventions.



The dialogue between the company's design approaches and the city
was best expressed in the Shenzhen Dafen Art Museum project. The
design proposed a concept of “inverted urban village” which open up the
ground level to connect the lively village town and the surrounding urban
fabric. By introducing the casual street market and spaces for commercial
galleries, the project hopes to diminish the existing negative hierarchical
social structure, infiltrate and encourage creative activities in the new
public spaces. The museum has combed through the periphery of the
village's context, and integrated the independent three social groups—
artists, residents and businessmen—to enable a forum or communication
platform for interaction, observation and education. The project has further
evaluated an urban intervention approaches based on the analysis of local
commercial pattern through a series of conversation between existing

environment and hidden hierarchy.

Tulou Collective Housing project is a representational example of
URBANUS' hypothesis research towards diversification and integration
of multiple urban layers. Commencing from a commonly noticed social
problem, the Tulou Collective Housing's essence was extracted based
on a traditional cultural phenomenon. It provided in-depth discussion
of variable metamorphoses on residential typology and possible micro-
urbanization possibilities, as well as tackled the complexity and conflicts
in the living mechanism within the low-income group under modernization.
The logic and process of the tulou program has set up a solid foundation
and excellent precedent between translating research-based feasibility
studies and design realization. It also reflects part of URBANUS statement,
namely to evaluate architectural concepts potential based on site-specific

sociological orders.

In addition to theoretical urban research, URBANUS has in recent project
gradually turned its attention to contemporary elements in architecture
vocabularies. Practicing in a land-art architectural experiment, the Dalian
Maritime Art Museum implies a continuous space experience of the
movement of the topography. Through actions of folding, tearing, extruding

and repeating, the architecture was explicitly expressed as a sequence of

motions. The fluent movement within the spaces, the building and the site

has extended interactive possibilities.

Some other examples of alternative architectural vocabularies include
Shenzhen Merchant Maritime & Logistics Tower, Shenzhen OCT Art
& Design Gallery and White Cloud Temple Jewelry Garden. The three
projects all indicate a facade-focused language while expressing distinct
characteristics. The vertical fagade of the Shenzhen Merchant Maritime
& Logistics Tower was scarred and sliced in a three-dimensional
imitation of a shipping container. In the OCT Art & Design Gallery, the
main architectural gesture was to wrap the entire warehouse with
a hexagonal glass curtain wall. With differentiated arrangement
of four different sizes of hexagons the honeycombed structure is
further extruded towards the interior spaces, extending, stretching
and unfolding until it connects to the ceiling of the exhibition space.
The unique inter-dependent facade and interior system have re-
defined the existence of the skin of the building; it becomes more
than an additional 2-Dimensional extension of a renovation program,
but more importantly it allows the fagade to intimately relate back to
the spatial unity of the building. Lastly, in the White Cloud Temple
Jewelry Garden, URBANUS critically considered the proposition
between modernity and tradition. To pinpoint the neglected urban
void in the temple the project used modern glazing material to
manifest traditional cultural patterns, activating the site by returning

its essence to the contemporary urban environment.

URBANUS, by believing in realism and holding a vision of revolutionary
social ideology, strives to build its reputation as a design firm through
interventions based on urban reality. In the past decade, the firm
has persistently scrutinized critical design in architecture with social
responsibility, and anticipated the progressive development the community.
URBANUS firmly stresses contemporariness as its original intention in
its mission statement. With a consciousness toward common citizens
and vulnerable groups, they will continuously pinpoint and evaluate the

architectural problems in society.
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Tulou is a dwelling type unique to the the Hakka people.
It is a communal residence between the city and the
countryside, integrating living, storage, shopping,
religion, and public entertainment into one single building
entity. Traditional units in tulou are evenly laid out along
its perimeter, like modern slab-style dormitory buildings,
but with greater opportunities for social interaction.
By introducing a “new tulou” to modern cities and by
carefully experimenting its form and economy, one can
transcend the conventional modular dwelling into urban
design. Our experiments explored ways to stitch the
tulou within the existing urban fabric, which includes
green areas, overpasses, expressways, and residual

land left over by urbanization. The cost of residual sites

is low due to incentives provided by the government; this
is an important factor for the development of affordable
housing. The close proximity of each tulou building
helps insulate the users from the chaos and noise of
the outside environment, while creating an intimate and
comfortable environment inside.Integrating the living
culture of traditional Hakka tulou buildings with affordable
housing is not only an academic issue, but also implies
a more important yet realistic social phenomenon. The
living conditions of impoverished people is now gaining
more public attention. The research of tulou dwelling
is characterized by comprehensive analyses ranging
from theoretical hypothesis to practical experimentation.

The study examined the size, space patterns, and

9

functions of tulou. The new programs also inject new

urban elements to the traditional style, while balancing
the tension between these two paradigms. As a
consequence of such comprehensive research, the
tulou project has accumulated layers of experiences in
various aspects. The project provided a platform for an
in-depth discussion on feasibilities and possibilities of
contextualizing the variable metamorphoses of traditional
dwelling modules with an urban reality. It also introduced
a series of publications and forums on future hypothetical
designs for a “new tulou project”. The logic and design
process of the tulou program set up a solid foundation
and excellent precedent for translating research-based

feasibility studies to design realization.
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