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Over the past few years there has been a significant
increase in the number of digital workshops offered in
China.

They have proliferated all over China and have produced
some remarkable results.

But why has this phenomenon happened?

And what kind of work are they producing?

This fresh and original book traces the development of
these workshops and analyses why they have become so
popular.
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HIE _ PERAZSEFRITZTIEZSES & BERFERAFR
Xu Weiguo _ Director of Chinese Digital Architecture Design Association & Tsinghua University
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Some scenes are unforgettable. In 2004 Neil
LEACH and | curated an international exhibition
of young architects (as part of the Architecture
Biennal Beijing). We invited Karl CHU, Mark
GOULTHORPE, Greg LYNN, Jesse REISER, Hani
RASHID and13 other architects, including 7
famous architectural education institutes such as
AA DRL, Harvard GSD and so on. The exhibition
showed the best architectural projects designed
with the help of digital technology in the world.
The exhibition was held at UHN construction site
in Chaoyang District, Beijing. We invested great
efforts and costs for this exhibition, but there
were only a few visitors. The exhibition hall was
always locked. Subsequently we curated several
exhibitions for young architects and students
onthe same topic in 2006, 2008 and 2010. The
exhibition in 2010 was held in 798 Art Space, 600
visitors participated in the opening ceremony
and excitedly vieweddigital projects designed by
architects from all over the world. This scenewas
in distinctivecontrastwith 2004. One of the reasons
for the success of exhibition wasthe greatly
increased level of digital design. However, the
main reason was that more people had developed
an understanding of the potential future of
digital design. Now in China, more and more
architects, students, scholars, manufacturers,
constructors, and even developers are trying to
find out aboutdigital technology and apply it in
their own industries. This increasing popularity
in digital design is now having a major impact on
the architecture of China.

Digital design has developedrapidly in China
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because of academic education, the influence of
the media, exhibitions, the promotion by design
institutes, practical projects, and so on. But the
importance of the "Digital Design Workshop”
deserves specialattention. During the Young
Architects Exhibition in 2008, some young
architects who had graduated from the AA (such
as GAQ Yan and XU Feng) suggested that a "Design
Workshop” be organized at the same time. A year
later, we cooperated with the School of Continuing
Education in Tsinghua University to organize the
first ever digitaldesign workshop. Since 2009, the
“Non-Llinear Parametric Workshop“has beenheld
each summer in the Tsinghua University School
of Architecture. Almost one hundred students
join the class every year. We have had nearly 400
registered studentsapply, but because of limited
facilities, only 180 students were accepted. At the
same time, the AA Visiting School has beenheld in
Shanghai and Beijing every year. Tongji University
and USC have cooperated to hold digital design
workshopsin Shanghai. In recent years, more and
more institutes are holdingdesign workshops.
Last year, at least 8 institutes held this kind

of workshop. McNeel, SCUT, HUST, Hunan
University, NCF parametric design association,
and so on have also participated in this group.
The role of the digital design workshop is to
teach people about digital design, although
because it requires an understanding of software
applications, itis difficult formany people.The
workshop does not have anentrancerequirement.
It even accepts students with no professional
background. Therefore, it becomes anengine
forpromotingdigital design. Many architects and
students actually start their careers in digital
design with these workshops. On the other hand,
the teachers of theseworkshops come from
different backgrounds - somefrom China and
some from abroad. Taking partin aworkshop

is actually an opportunity to learn from each
other. It promotes communication and contact
withthe latest thinking and technology. It is the
catalyst forpromoting the development of digital
design. The most important thing is that students
come from not only China but everywhere else

in theworld. They share what they have learnt
elsewherein the world. They influence their
colleagues, classmates andeven their teachers.



They encourage more people to learn about
digital design. Therefore, the workshop is like

a seed spreader that spreadsdigital design
ideas like a virus everywhere in the world. The
educationalachievements of theseworkshops

is also valuable. Prof. Philip F. YUAN, as a
workshop organizer, has gathered these
achievementstogether and donea great work of
editing. Prof. Neil LEACH, as a key witness of
the development of digital design in China, has
recorded the progress and analysed what lies
behind this workshop fever. We really appreciate
their efforts.

Last century, the American architectural critic
Charles JENCKS predicted that, the impactof
complicated scientifictechnologies would

lead to a non-linear architectural movement

in 21st century. His prediction was regarded
asgroundless at the time. However, when we read
his words now we realize that his prediction was
right. This digital design movement with digital
technology as its core engine has opened up the
future, and is now developing at a rate faster
thanhas ever happened before. What Charles
JENCKS did not expect, perhaps, is that this
digital design revolution would now be happening
also in China.

7 May 2013, Tsinghua University
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Rethinking the Digital Workshop in China
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_ Digital Design Research Center, CAUP, Tongji University

It is interesting to study the development of
modern architectural education in China. The
initial introduction of architectural education in
China was no doubt influenced greatly by Western
education. ltwas mainly composed of a Beaux-
Arts academic system upholding classical logics
of scale and size, and a Bauhaus system backed
by civil engineering technology, space functions,
shape structure, and so on. These two systems
influenced the education and architectural
products of architects born in the 50s, 60s and
70s. At present, these two modes of architectural
education have begun to be integrated gradually
into a single system in certain aspects of

the instructors’ background, course design,
educational system and purpose, and other
aspects through evaluation activities organized
by the committeefor architectural professional
education in China. However, in the past ten
years the “tectonic system” which explores the
practical and poetic features of the construction
process has been having a significantinfluence
onarchitectural education in some academic
institutions in China.

From another perspective, however, much
architectural education in China is now
developing in line with the ideas of Western
architectural theory on the one hand, and
paying more attention to problem solving -
namely professional concerns - on other hand.
In reference of the above fact, we seem to

lack the capacity for self-criticism in terms

of our architectural background. Anyhow, the
understanding of architecture itself, as well as
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its design method and theory has never stopped
developing. It is therefore difficult to imagine how
the present educational system that separates
education from research could really benefits the
development of architecture in the future.

3R ARTICLES

This article attempts to make a detailed
comparison between the different educational
concepts, subject matter and feedback in relation
to the educational practices in nine digital
workshops organized by professors and architects
in China - including the HKU and AA Summer
School programs.

Rethinking Digital Design

Digital design is the use of digital tools not only
to produce and control the design process and to
create designs, but also to make physical models
and analysis using the relevant digital software.
As tools within the construction process are
being updated, so too architectural education is
now turning rapidly from research to production.
The influence of digital technology is becoming
greater and greater on architectural design and
the building industry as a whole. Whenconsidering
developments in recent years, we could make the
following conclusions:

1. The educational model of digital workshops is
turning from “software teaching” to combining

software teaching into a "design method
education”.

The influence of digital software on architectural
design is obvious, and is popularly accepted in
practical design. The digital design method based
on the use of algorithms can be a very important
engine in influencing the design method. In

fact, in the future the effective combination

of design methods and the application of
software programs, together with the upgrading
and development of “tool kits”, will surely

have an important impact on enhancing the
internal design logic, geometric features and
performance-based design presentations.

2. Another factor has been the development

of a series of parallel forums and research

workshops.
Nowadays, there is a gap between academic
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education and avant-garde research. In recent
years, digital design workshopshave become
accompanied increasingly by a series of academic
lectures and forums. Effective conversations
between instructors and leading architects not
only improves theoretical awareness within
architectural practice, but also demonstrates the
importance and impact of academic discussion
within the educational workshop.

3.Digital fabrication has also become an
important component within the teaching process
and architectural training.

Again and again the refusal to link digital

practice to architectural theory on the part

of Kenneth Frampton has been shown to be
detrimental to practical architectural projects.
Digital architectural theory is an indispensable
component in the revolution of digital
architectural design, in the production of a new
architectural product. A revolution in industrial
production is now happening. With the emergence
of 3D printing and robotic fabrication, as well as
the development of architectural prefabrication
and modularization, a completely new method of
production has been developed that redefines the
poetic and cultural content of architecture.The
gradual coalescence of digital fabrication and new
industrial processes is now bringing architectural
education up to date and reconfiguring the
fabrication process with a completely new logic.

4. The bottom-up digital design process has an
important contribution to make to the design of
urban space and environmental performance.
There are extensive examples of the application
of digital technology at an urban scale. Both
research into the “Smart City” based on Multi-
Agent Systems and the study of the generation
of urban space based on Swarm Intelligence
and other logics have demonstrated convincingly
the potential of bottom-up design methods at

an urban scale. The analysis of environment
performance at an urban scale and the application
of GIS and other technologies now enable us to
study the city with far more precision.

In recent years, many academic institutions
have added digital design coursesto improve the
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integrated design ability of students andto keep
up to date with recent developments. Traditionally
architectural education is composed of two
stages: an introduction to architectural design

for junior students and an advanced architectural
design program for senior students. Different
digital courses are arranged for different stages.

According to the Recommendations for
Promoting the Development of the Teaching of
Digital Architectural Technology issued by the
Architectural Professional Education Committee
of China, basic digital design courses should
cover: instruction in CAD conceptual design
software, instruction in drafting software,

and introduction to digital design technology
(including popular software such as Building
Information Modeling,environmental analysis,
collaborative design, intelligent CAD, digital
architectural design theory). In recent years it
has been found that in educational practice the
settingand arrangement of these courses and
the realization of their configuration does not
always achieve the predicted result. Facing the
fact that theory is disconnected from practice,
that technology and its applications are wrongly
positioned, that design conceptsdo not relate

to the designsproduced, and so on, we have to
reflect on the problems and misunderstandingsin
digital education:

1. The coherence and connection of the
arrangement of digital courses are ignored.

The principle that the whole is made of the sum of
the parts is generally believed. The arrangement
of various courses - such as supporting
software, history and theory, and physical
performance - is disconnected and unrelated.
There is no connection between these courses,
nor anyoverlap between them. The traditional
education model of teaching methods and tools
is not connected to their educationalapplication.
This linear distribution of these courses has a
serious impact on the blending and combination
of various forms of knowledge, and results in the
disconnection between theory and practice.

2. Courses operate on a mono level, and are
relativelyinflexible.

iR ARTICLES
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Generally, courses are fixed. Students are not
encouraged to select their courses according

to their own interests. The structure and
arrangement of these courses fail to encourage
creativity and exploration among the students.
Furthermore, some courses are out of datein
terms of their content, and fail to meet the
shifting requirements ofarchitectural design and
practice.

3. Mere practice and experience in the application

of new digital technologies are not enough.
There is too much design emphasis paid on
simple form-makingduring the concept design
stage, leading to cool, flashy designs. But this
emphasis on style conflicts with the actual
fabrication method. Although the students have
learned how to use the software programs to
evaluate and study the physical performance
and intentions behind their designs, they have
learned their knowledge of materials, structural
performance and fabrication onlyfrom books, and
have no practical experience.

Education in Digital Design Workshops

The architectural critic, theorist and educator,
Jeff Kipnis, thinks that, at present, the famous
academic institutions could be classified

as belonging to three types: rational design
approaches represented by ETH Zurich;
experiment education represented by AA,
England and early practitioner of ontology
researchrepresented by Harvard and Yale.

Generally speaking, the purpose of architectural
education is to provide professional training.
However, the power to promote the development
of architectural theory always lies with the
academic institution that challenges or advances
the basic architectural method. The development
of digital design workshops in China in recent
years reveals the expansion and development of
some classical educational approaches.

1.From Digital Software to Digital Design
Of the many workshops, it is only the education

practice of the LCD study center that seems to
be critical of the organization of architectural



