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Portrait

By Huang Yuanzhao
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Zhu Xiaodi, born in 1964, after graduating from
the School of Architecture, Tsinghua University in
1988, went to work at the BIAD (Beijing Institute
of Architectural Design). After he was appointed
as the president of the BIAD, he devoted himself
to reforming its system and pushing forward the
establishment of local branches and studios. In
addition to undertaking the task of reformation,
he persisted on architecture designs, seeking for
design methods, concepts and values of his own
through trials and errors.

Zhu went through the tide of going south in the
architecture sector, which was in vogue in 1990s.
He took part in some projects in the BIAD Hainan
Branch, of which a representative work was
Huandao Tide Hotel, Haikou. He himself was in
full charge of it, and engaged in all its architecture-
related tasks. It is a design that applies plants
to buildings, just in consistent with the tropical
phenomenon of numerous plants in local
environment. Besides, in view of the sufficient
sunlight in Hainan throughout the entire year and
its high photosynthetic capacity, a 27-meter-high
hall of pyramid space truss structure is designed
to let in plenty of light and illumination. Therefore,
it can be seen that it is a design, closely based on
the locality, in terms of plants, application of light
and creation of space. The triangle turriform spire
against the blue sky has an abstract symbolic
significance. It’s like a bell tower of west classical
church or a Chinese classical tower. Zhu thinks
that he merely hopes to design a place where
people in it can feel the atmosphere.

The atmosphere constantly appears in his design.
Creating an atmosphere has been a key point
in his thought of design. When he took part in
designing Xiu Bar located at the top of Beijing
Yintai Centre, Zhu made use of water, trees,
plants, light, lamp and music to create a kind
of fashionable and relaxing atmosphere, trying
to involve the Chinese oriental culture into the
modern space. He wanted people to deeply
involve themselves into his designs as much as
possible, with their vision and sense amazed by
the atmosphere, which is a process like a ritual.

The Xiu Bar, located at the top of the building,
is a kind of parasitism and annex. The graphic
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layout is of a functional consideration in a limited
area. Zhu uses the layout of Chinese traditional
sequence. Moreover, the curved roof, a typical
roof of the Song Dynasty, is attached to the top of
buildings. It seems that the ancient government or
ministry councilor’s residence was reproduced in a
modern style, with fabrication of Chinese classical
atmosphere under the sentiment of modern
vogue. The curved roof is constructed with the
modern glass and concrete, which embodies the
coexistence and combination of modernity and
tradition in terms of structure, space, material
and atmosphere. We can see his intention very
clearly that he wants to express a modern and
fashionable atmosphere in a traditional building
form. Though the outcome of this design exists in
the modern world, it's actually a more traditional
and more local thought, which is more or less
eclectic.

The Xun Bar is a project of rebuilding and extra
building, that is, parasitizing and attaching a new
structure to the old one. In design, people are not
allowed to enter directly through the portal but
to walk in from the two side corridor entrances;
thus, the portal serves as some kind of buffer.
And then Zhu utilizes water, plants and paths
to disconnect the buildings’ interior and exterior
parts. Meanwhile, the assembly composed of
walls and galleries directs people’s sights and
actions to twist and turn, stop and linger once
in a while, creating a kind of turning or scenic
path. So Zhu combines the paired-and-balanced
conception of the courtyard with the traditional
space movement of garden-visiting. He prefers
using abstract metaphor in the design of path. And
modern materials like glass and steel are added
to the original brick wall. That combination of old
and new factors is to create a modern fashion
atmosphere.

Scattering is a design concept that Zhu commonly
uses. He intends to let people walk on his soul
path, rather than to pursue an exaggeration of the
form. In the design of the Xiu Bar and the Xun
Club, the stylistic dialogue that he demonstrates
is appropriate. Each of them expresses its own
meaning, which seems not abrupt at all. Zhu
attempts to make buildings with a simple, still and
silent sense. He understands scattering as the



concept of arranging structure levels which means
to consider design in different aspects. It needs
gradual experience, searching for the steering
possibility repeatedly and the correlations of how
to correspond, and then arouse the bright spots of
the design, line them up, make choices and finally
file one thing.

We can always find the conflict and bond between
the tradition and the modern, the new and the old,
in Zhu Xiaodi’s design. In his view, the time axis
is used to translate the design. And the utilization
of time axis can offer a chance to recollect all
different elements in the design. The Xiu Bar is a
time axis demonstration of the tradition and the
modern. When seeing nodes and scenes designed
in a way of “sceneries changing after step moves”,
with the curved roof in the Song Dynasty style, we
will be drawn back to an ancient time long ago. It
would seem that, in the day we wander along the
palace avenues or pass through residence with
yards in a traditional atmosphere. While in the
evening when the music and lights are on, dance
music in the bar, wine fumes and courtyard leisure
chairs, all we see, hear and taste are immersed
into an atmosphere of modern fashion, which
is quite contemporary. Therefore in a moment,
people seems to travel back and forth in time over
a thousand years. Some may feel lost while others
may be slightly blurred. The conflict of the tradition
and the modern is in plain sight, which serves as
a display and transition in the time axis that Zhu
applies in his design.

As for cultural traditions, Zhu considers that
Chinese traditional architecture is extremely
abundant in contents, however with several
specific characteristics by summarizing. First
is direction, also including axis symmetry and
bilateral symmetry, which is the foundation for
creating Chinese traditional architectural space.
Second is courtyard. He takes courtyard as the
essence of Chinese traditional architecture, which
reflects the correspondence between human and
architecture. Such low-to-high correspondence
enables people to realize where he is and what
kind of relationship one is in. The last one is level,
which is the multiple spatial illation established
between courtyard and architecture and also
the artistic conception of Chinese traditional

architecture. According to the above mutually
independent and also included binary relations
between people and traditional architecture, there
is no architectural meaning in case of no people
and also no need for specially emphasizing a
certain party, so his design tries to avoid eye-
catching formal visual expression, such as
SOHO Modern City, China Petroleum Plaza,
reconstruction project of Hademen Hotel, etc..
Based on form relaxation, Zhu Xiaodi endows
traditional courtyard with modern representation in
all his projects, either planar or three-dimensional,
such as three-dimensional quadrangle in SOHO
Modern City and air quadrangle in reconstruction
project of Hademen Hotel. It can be observed
from these design thinking and viewpoints of
Zhu Xiaodi that all his design works bear close
relations with traditional culture. Even simple and
modern architecture tends to be traditional and
regional design inwardly. Actually, his attitude is
rather clear: it is clean and modern in outer form,
however with traditional culture rippling inward.

“Level” theory is Zhu’s research topic in basic
theory, also regarded as one of the important basis
for his own architectural practice and architectural
criticism. In his opinion, as current architecture
increasingly relies on industrialized production
and is built up by construction members produced
by various materials, and also forms architecture
cluster in mutually similar forms, it is of certain
difficulty in defining inside and outside defined by
forms of architecture. Under urban environment
of dense architecture, space formed by multi-
layer interface division has gradually become
the basic impression of people perceiving a city.
Therefore, corresponding theoretical system
must be established to conduct design and
criticism correctly. Through analyzing the design
methods of current typical architecture, the author
puts forward “level” concept broadly existing in
architectural forms, and clarify “level” as the basic
word of current architecture and “compilation”
as the method of rationally processing “level”.
He further expands the concept of “level” to city
and considers city space as multidimensional set
of “level group”, so as to establish new thinking
framework of recognizing architecture. Although
individualized creation of architecture bears
different ways, it can be summarized as the
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process of performing special order expression
for “level group” that forms enclosure, and
forming architecture space appearance through
“compilation” method.

As for dynamic planning, Zhu Xiaodi thinks that
architect must expand professional field to the
research on city space and traditional space, and
determine the direction of design therein. From
the aspect of researching city space, he pays
attention to the concept of world city, comparing
study of city and acquisition of urban experience,
and then puts forward the theory of dynamic
planning and emphasizes the correspondence of
public space to public interest, with free and open
pedestrian system as the sign. Therefore, urban
planning must give response to the scope and
responsibility defining of urban public space, which
is the inevitable requirement of current urban
planning and economic development in China. In
summary, the theory of dynamic planning clearly
defines the benefit-based relationship between city
space and construction project, with self-restraint
mechanism of construction unit formed to ensure
the scale and quality of city space; it equally
treats all construction projects in city and gives
full play to the value in land resource utilization;
it also activates the possibility, enthusiasm and
creativity of societal forces to jointly participate in
construction tasks, thus locating city planning and
construction in a state of dynamic development
and maintaining urban vitality.

Of all Zhu Xiaodi's design belief and works, he
expects to, based on the traditional architectural
culture, perform its value by modern ways.
This is not a kind of retro, but a new try
and annotation corresponded to the historic
proposition of how the architecture moves
from tradition toward modern. He believes
that he has a responsibility to undertake the
proposition. Furthermore, he positions buildings
on the starting-point of urban space scales to
find suitable environment for people. Then he
designs according to the environment, handling
the space by research findings and techniques,
and finally creates a scene and vibe for people
to feel. This is his understanding of architectural
design.
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The project is located at Shentang valley scenic
spot at Huairou District, Beijing, with intermountain
road in the west across the river. The south, east
and north of the site are surrounded by mountains,
which form the pattern of “shady well combined
with sunny side” described in geomancy. A
complete section of Great Wall on the ridge draws
the outline of the mountain vividly and elegantly,
which also serves as the natural barrier for this
area. The construction site, covering an area
of about dozens of mu, is located at several
platforms with different heights and left with
several simple houses constructed by the former
owners.

The riverway here is broader than that at other
locations and forms deeper riverbed with slope of
3 to 5 meters at both sides. Water head more than
one meter is also formed here. The only way from
the road to the opposite site is an east-west stone
bridge spanning across the riverway.

The left side of the road, i.e. mountain at the west
side, extends to the road edge from the peak far
away, forming the eastward trend. On the tortuous
ridge of the mountain is a section of ancient Great
Wall with several well-spaced beacon towers
scattered at the peaks with different heights. After
climbing up the west slope along the road, one
can arrive at the first beacon tower to overlook
the opposite construction site at hemi slope with



mountain surrounded, river girdled and green
overlapped. Watching the cloud shadow floating
between mountainsides, a taste of time seemingly
appears in a trance, enchanting and intoxicating.

The design based on the most valuable landscape
elements abovementioned decomposes the
building dimensions and divides it into three
independent buildings according to spatial
functions, namely private, semi-public and public
areas. Split-level layout is applied in combination
with the platform terrain and the repeating rhyme
outlines the distinct spatial relationship. Taking
the beacon tower in the west as core, the three
buildings are distributed in the form of a fan within
the best lighting spectrum in the south and at 20
degree from the south to east, thus protecting the
original landform to the greatest extent, integrating
the buildings into the surroundings and also
providing the maximum view for each interior
space. The three buildings are connected and
clustered with vestibules, naturally establishing
two interior gardens and simultaneously leaving
each building with both suburban and yard funs.

The staircase at north side of each building is
slightly high, on which the single slope roofing at
south side relies. The west side on the third floor
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is backward, leaving three viewing terraces facing
the water to serve as the outdoor activity space.
The large meeting room at the west side of north
building is overhung for 8 meters to keep away
from a willow at river bank, and the part extruding
the water becomes a riverbank scene no matter at
night or in daytime.

For the purpose of creating the best aesthetic
effect and avoiding the visual retardation, the
design applies frameless landing glass window
with the whole piece of glass directly embedded
into cast finish concrete beam column. The exterior
windows at south and west side are equipped
with horizontal wooden linear sun shadings to
keep off the superfluous sunshine. The flowing
water and static pond in the yard provide amiable
courtyard environment and the French window
introduces the changing shadow in the yard to the
room, forming a harmonious atmosphere. Square
windows are provided in specific positions in small
rooms facing north and west sides, presenting the
outdoor scenery like a picture frame.

The buildings’ outer walls apply both natural and
artificial materials to highlight the contrast and
combination between tradition & modernism
and nature & artificiality. The rough wall is close
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natural environment, leaving people a feeling
of growing from surroundings. The roof applies
bluestone pieces, a local common practice. The
adumbral pine batten strengthens the harmony
between buildings and environment. The cast
finish concrete and low reflecting glass further
highlight the achievements of modern technology
in terms of color and texture, etc.. The usage of
these materials extends to interior design. All
public roofs and staircase wall surfaces apply cast
finish concrete, with transparent glass luminaries
as main decorations to express a sense of freshness
and elegance of cast finish concrete. Partial rough
wall is constructed surrounding the interior yard.
A fireplace constructed with rough stone and
connected to the roof is designed at the meeting
area. The transparent low reflecting glass minimizes
the boundary limits of the outer walls and introduces
the precious natural scenery into room.

The top roofing of each staircase, top washroom
roofing, dinette roofing and roofing of the middle
building yard are all designed with skylights which
can be opened to provide natural ventilation.
Interior floor applies bluestone, timber floor and
white marbles to control the overall indoor color
tone, with an intention to draw on visitors’ attention
to the natural scenery for a longer time.




