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Portrait

By Huang Yuanzhao

Li Xinggang, born in 1969, after graduating from Department of
Architecture, Tianjin University in 1991, he directly began to work in China
Architecture Design & Research Group (CAG) until now. In 2001, he
acted as the vice chief architect of CAG. In 2003, in CAG, he established
his own atelier. Li Xinggang is always interested in the Chinese feature
in architecture, so he focuses on the classical Chinese gardens & their
contemporary characteristics, as well as applies the modern architecture
languages — structure and form, skin and material. He intends to
strengthen personal design power, and express his own value judgment
and architectural philosophy on these two main routes.

Xingtao Reception & Exhibition Center, was one of the most important
work in his initial practice. From this work, we can seek out his design
pursuit hidden in his mind. His attention to the classical Chinese
gardens and feeling to segments were implied and realized with walls:
the horizontal and vertical continuity and extension of walls were used
to define the interior and exterior spaces, indicating the vision and
movement of people and combining architecture streamline and space
effectively, which seems like scene changed with the position of visitors
in Chinese gardens. We can observe that his focus and thinking on the
gardens has started from this work and will gradually continue in the
works afterwards.

In Xihuan Plaza & Xizhimen Transportation Hub, as the chief designer,
he presided engineering design and particular work. Undergoing the
complication of Sino-foreign cooperation and urban traffic node, he had
harvested much, namely the master and control of large projects, the
control and execution of tecnologies. Moreover, by establishing an equal
relationship, the mutual learning, reference and exchange among Chinese
and foreign architects were available, and the Chinese increased their self-
confidences and international thoughts, and could communicate with the
foreigners freely. The experience in and improvement from such aspects
granted him the very good basis before his participation in the design of
“Bird’s Nest".

By virtue of “Bird's Nest", he had touched and dialogued with Herzog & de
Meuron (HdeM). At that time, from multiple roles and angles, such as the
angles of an architect, the public, an expert, the government and authority,
and the Chinese-featured culture and so on, he determined whether this
design was in line with social demand and acceptable in China. With his
work experience and design imagination of many years as a professional
architect, he gave the “Bird's Nest" design team with suitable and proper
reference, which, proved by facts, were absolutely valuable and fruitful.
Of course, at the engineering design and implementation stage of “Bird's
Nest" later, as the chief designer of the Chinese party, Li Xinggang's role,
contribution and experience were remarkable. Besides, via the touch and
cooperation with HdeM, he learned their working methods and mode—how
to graduately start, develop and complete a great design and implement
of a building from the beginning to the end. In the environment and
atmosphere at that time, he participated all steps in the whole process and
accordingly he was greatly affected. Later, he established his own atelier
and also set up such similar working methods and mode, and his own
team.
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Skin is the design language expressed by “Bird's Nest”. From the point of
architecture, what “Bird's Nest" expresses is a “structural” skin. Thereby, Li
Xinggang starts to pay attention to this modern architectural language, the
operation of skin, which glimmers in his other projects. In Reconstruction
of No. B-59-1, Fuxing Road, he conceived connecting the skin and the
interior space so as to form a feeling of perspective extension with the
design inclination of “skin-space”. This interior space was regarded by
him as a garden in vertical direction; the place with the stay and the
space of action corresponded to different exterior skin — so were their
transparencies. Namely, the combination of skin with path was related to
organs and sense of vision, and different transparency was the different
indication to the interior space. This discovery and thinking of structural
grids and materials were learnt from HdeM, i.e. how to note the potential
of materials and re-development & re-design of them. Accesses of Line 4
of Beijing Subway expresses the design inclination of “skin-shape”. In the
repeated action of structural grids from smaller to bigger, a shape gradually
comes into being, evolving into the multi-directional and multi-angular
integrity. The expression is completely a skin-shape body and seems an
artwork. Observing such several projects, we can find the same design
language: skin. While he was participating in the design of “Bird's Nest",
the independent design projects of his atelier were ongoing. As a result,
they were influenced by each other more or less.

How to indicate the Chinese feature in the contemporary architecture is the
subject Li Xinggang is always thinking about. In respect of this Chinese feature, in
the early time, he paid attention to the “compound” between city and architecture.
Later, he shifted his attention to the contemporary characteristics of the classical
Chinese gardens. For example, Xingtao Reception & Exhibition Center has
created one “garden-sightseeing” mode and space in a modern commercial
building. In such course, he again shifted his attention to the architectural
language of skin. However, he has never interrupted his thinking about Chinese
gardens. As a result, he started to combine these two routes in order to reinforce
personal creation power therein and obtain a clear and remarkable design
route. Reconstruction of No.B-59-1, Fuxing Road was the primary test of the
combination of these two routes, i.e. the combination of skin and vertical garden;
however, the skin language was too remarkable, locking the vision of people. In
Jianchuan the Cultural Revolution Museum & Wenchuan Earthquake Memorial,
the combination of these two routes was even more remarkable. Bricks were
used to treat the skin on the facade, creating the leaky brick-wall surface of
different transparencies, corresponding and indicating the interior functions. Bricks
were also used to realize the effect of enclosure and introversion in order to stress
the scene and experience. With the method of “double-corridor” and “pavilion”,
the linear exhibition space was formed a complicated garden-type space. The
mirror, as the best medium in this project, reflected the theme of the building and
also was designed as the installation, the “mirror-door”, which created a visional
atmosphere and allowed people to personally experience an attractive and forced
historical scene.

In a whole, the design of Li Xinggang seems swinging between modernism
and tradition, or the combination of both. Tradition absolutely is the garden
within his attention, from which he feels and looks for the expression of
contemporary character. The mondernism as he knows is closer to the
contemporary and the future, i.e. a modern skin, the mutual inspiration and
conversion between structure and form, and the exploration and recreativity of
material potential. In a word, he is gradually constructing his own architectural
language system or philosophy. From the original indulgement, he slowly
becomes rational and actively thinks & constructs his own system. He takes
the orderly and reasonable steps, and holds the attitude of ease and freedom.
He thinks this course is natural and needs experience, and the result is
satisfactory. Next, let's see how he inspires his own design power.
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The Discovery and Presentation of Architecture
By Li Xinggang

To me, the enigma of Architecture exists in its longevity and antiquation —
its endurance and history are the result of natural instinct and plain logic.
The so-called process of “design” is the journey to find the almost one
and only perfect solution, solely realized after analyzing the various given
conditions and possibilities. Naturally, the journey and destination bear
the tendency or impressions of the architect, in this case me — a specific
Chinese person.

After 18 years of study and working on architecture, | gave a report named
“Discovering Architecture” to my Alima Mater in 2004. The lecture began with
four jade articles of the Shang Dynasty within the collection of the Sanxingdui
Ruins Museum of Sichuan Province. They include a Yupu (Rough Jade), a
Jade Bi in the Shape of a Qi Axe, a Jade Pendant in the Shape of a Qi Axe,
and a Ring-shaped Jade Bi. If the rough jade is deemed as the “precursor”
of the other three articles, the following story can be imagined: the forth
craftsman carved the rough jade into a perfect ring and presented the natural
texture of jade on the surface; the third craftsman appropriately processed the
rough jade according to its original shape and texture and got a shield-shaped
and symmetrical Jade Pendant; and the second craftsman generally kept
the natural shape, and texture of the rough jade and only drilled a delicate
hole, which perfectly combines the natural roughness with artificial creativity;
but, the first craftsman, thinking the rough jade was inherently perfect, purely
did nothing at all on the the Rough Jade, which, after thousands of years,
unexpectedly became a nonesuch.

This is a process of discovery and presentation: studying the present
situation, discovering clues, customizing strategy, and presentation. It is
also a process starting from rational thinking to emotional expression. Such
description of the design process, although plain, should be true because
it was, is, and will be used by many architects, including successful ones.
But why have some craftsmen become masters but others are always
mediocre? What on earth is the “one and only perfect solution”? Just as
a rough jade only has one chance to become a jade ware, a building only
has one chance to be itself. As an architect, you can never start over again.
This is the drawback and challenge but also the charm of this profession.

The architectural discovery is important because tt leads the direction
and is the prerequisite to generate an ideal solution. The architectural
presentation is even more important because it determines the destiny
of architecture and whether it is mediocre or excellent. The process from
discovery to presentation is often the one as hard as the generation of an
elegant jade ware. Moreover, the final presentation of architecture does
not end at the design. It cannot be completed until the building has been
erected used and verified by people finally.

What is the essence of architecture? Is there any permanent criteria of
good architecture? These questions periodically puzzle me, although
| clearly understand the following points: style is not the purpose of
architecture (but of business); architectural design should first answer
why a building should exist and should respond to human instinct; a good
building should be harmonious with the soul of users at a given time and
place and in a given context; and a good professional architect, who is
within his/her time, social and cultural background, should assume his/
her responsibility by promoting the development of architectonics (or some
aspect of it) with his/her thinking and practice.
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| was surprised and made thinking for a long time by an unexpected
experience on a construction site. That was a group of temporary work
sheds built by constructors. These sheds had many elements and
characters of good architecture in terms of the shape, space, materials,
construction, details, and even architectural expression and temperament.
They were unsophisticated and self-restrained but have nothing petty. They
were also relaxing and naturally in place. Just like the work of a master, it
was superior over the desired “works” of architects (including mine) that
were to be built nearby. When | mentioned them to architect Liu Jiakun, he
called them “natural people's architecture”.

“Picasso said he took ten years to learn to draw, and then ten more to learn
to draw like a child, the architectural training lacks of this second ten years
nowadays”, said Alvaro Siza. When we grow up and are educated, we in
fact lose much of our nature and creativity. It is rare to keep ourselves to the
greatest extent and represent the creativity that fits in with human instinct
and the original state of things and the unique artistic judgment is attached,
which makes our works powerful and impressive. The great architect Louis |.
Kahn said that he loved the origin because it was the most engaging time of
all human activities. | believe that this is where architects and all other artists
should rethink and get an idea. We should answer the questions: Where are
we? How far have we been away from ourselves?

In my opinion, it is no good for architecture to become a profession up
above. A good architect may finally find that the so-called professional
skills is less important for him/her; instead, he/she should first become a
real person who has emotions, extensive knowledge & understandings,
sensibility, and intelligence; who is critical to and responsible for culture
and society; who has and continuously develops his/her creativity and
artistic intuition; who is dedicated and enthusiastic to his/her job; and who
is healthy, peaceful, and enjoying life as well. Just like an article mirrors
its writer, a building shows its architect. This is why | increasingly feel that
the quality of me as a person decides the quality of the buildings. The
activity of design comes from the activity of life, which originates from the
sensitivity and endless thinking of life.

One of the topics related to our life and architectural presentation is culture
and tradition. The life and lifestyle related to the beauty of intangibility,
spaciousness, peacefulness, and conception are the invaluable tradition
that our easterners have lost or are losing. If | were radical, | would say
that the beauty and eastern philosophy may be the only way to save our
cities, save us living in cities, or even our culture. The eastern culture
may be most suitable to us who live here, although we may not realize it
because we are living in a global, fickle, and commercial society. However,
it is in our heart and subconscious.

In fact, we get much feel and inspiration from gardens and settlements: we
can see and feel the surprising contemporary, where the unique Chinese
culture and living philosophy exist. They are the place where we can find the
root of our culture and the confidence to our life in today’s society that is full of
fickle, confused, and vague culture. We attempt to find the secret that makes
gardens and settlements going beyond time and reaching resonance between
people of the past and present. We believe that this will provide extraordinary
hint to our design. In the complex and challenge reality society in China, it will
be our mission and ideal to finally discover and present our cultural aesthetics,
judgment, and self-confidence in architecture.

The following statements encourage me and associates in career: Architecture
is continuous discovery and unspeakable presentation; Architecture is an
enjoyable job despite the long-time redundant and trivial efforts; Architecture
is not a profession up above, but the natural expression made by an architect
as a human; and Architecture is nothing of empty talk or drawing on paper, but
practical construction, experience, touch, and scrambling.
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Xingtao Reception & Exhibition Center, Beijing
2001
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Xingtao Reception & Exhibition Center is located at the entrance to
residential quarter in suburban Beijing. It provides reception, exhibition,
and negotiation functions, a residential sample unit, and the gate &
guardroom of the quarter.

The entire building is divided into two masses at each end of the parcel but is
joined together by a long wall/corridor, which extends and changes to guide
a dynamic flow of exhibition, reception, visiting, negotiation, and sale. Such
dynamic guidance of walls to the spatial experience is one of the important
characteristics of Chinese traditional architecture where continuous walls are
unique guides that inspire visitors to find all things out involuntarily. When they
move, the visitors gain abundant experience of the space and the gardens
become truly four-dimensional buildings. This is just the case in Xingtao
Center, where a white wall starting from the entrance continuously extends
and moves in the horizontal and vertical direction. Although this vertical
wall changes to a horizontal platform at some places, it keeps rising up and
down to form the building skeleton and internal & external space in which a
transparent glass body and corridor, a grey-brick sample unit and guardroom,
and a black shallow pool are inserted.

This building tries to integrate its unique commercial characteristics
with the spatial experience and eastern meanings of traditional Chinese
gardens so that its commercial and modern functions can be realized in an
interesting and traditional manner. Locally available, current/contemporary
and operational technologies are used to meet the practical needs of
owners and to quickly construct the building at a low cost.

Photographs: Zhang Guangyuan
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