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PROLOGUE

The year 2008 is the 30th anniversary of reform and
openning, and the 23rd year when Mr. CUI Kai took up his
career, it has been almost 30 years since he had entered the
profession as a university student. To the first edition of China
Architecture Education, | wrote, “the reform and opening-up
of our country has witnessed important advancement in the
educational course of architecture, of which a remarkable
symbol is that successive generations of distinguished
architects were fostered, and they in turn have contributed
significantly to the prosperity of Chinese architecture...”.
Positively, Mr. CUI Kai is a member of them.

Prolific as he is of remarkable works, CUl Kai always
retains modesty. | remember many years ago, | advised
him to compile his works into a book, and promised a short
prologue to it. However, this advisory was fruitless, as |
learned afterward that although he had done some projects
by then, he still thought himself not so well seasoned as to
write a book. Many years later, he published a book, Projects
Report, which was tidy and concise, and well matches its
name. Compared to the present flamboyant and showy social
mode, this book was in all modesty.

Here I'd like to say something about my opinion of fame and
fortune. In old days, fame and fortune were severely criticized
as the bourgeois ideas. However, | don't believe people should
easily “make light” of them. As a matter of fact, it's quite good
if people do not “make too heavy” of them. In the present
society teemed with vanity lust, it is totally impossible to live in
seclusion like our ancestors. As a real gentleman only get his
wealth in right ways, so it is with the case of fame and fortune.
“Making light” means gaining what is desired in natural
course, rather than pressing for it by trick or by force. In this
regard, Mr. JI Xianlin is truthful and candid. ZHANG Ailing, a
famous female writer once said, “Become famous, when you
are young”. This is the candidness | respect much. While the
predominating Confucius ideology makes light of fame and
fortune, she stands out to declare her desire for fame, and the
sooner, the better. It really needs great courage. Then, why
should | advise CUI Kai to publish his collection early? Maybe
it's also out of the hope that he could become famous when
he was young. This shows that he still lacks courage in this
respect, and needs exterior force to give him a push.

Tianjin University is the smallest-scaled one among the aged

architectural institutes. When the number counts so much in
all kinds of institutional evaluations nowadays, our university
can feel more or less some pressure whenever assessed.
Fortunately, many of our graduates assert themselves well.
Succeeding CUI Kai and ZHOU Kai, LI Xinggang and ZHAO
Xiaojun manage to prove their eminency among young
architects via Olympic projects. Their accomplishments are
naturally the glory to their mother school, or at least, the
manifestation that small institutes are as good as big ones at
developing talents.

1977 was the year when college admittance examination
was restored, and the year when CUI Kai passed the test and
entered Tianjin University. In the turbulence of “Gang of four”,
study was promulgated as being useless, but there were still
some young people who would not buy it. Therefore, those
succeeded in the first restored admittance exam were all
hard working, and disciplined by experiences in countryside,
they were generally well qualified. CUI Kai had been a good
student with two things leaving me deep impression. One
was that in the first university students design contest, he
cobperated with his classmates and won the top prize; the
other was the “Beidaihe Tourism Development District”
scheme he handed in when he was still a post-graduate. The
scheme was not only strictly designed, but also neatly and
exquisitely drawn. In the students’ academic communication
with Kobe University, Japan, the design attracted a good deal
of popularity of Japanese professors, and one of the effect
drawings was made a poster for publicity. Teachers were
deeply impressed at that time, and many foretold this student
would make deeds in the future.

After the graduation in 1984, CUI Kai was assigned to the
Architecture Design Institute for Ministry of Construction of
China, and before long, was dispatched to Shenzhen branch,
Hua Sen Architecture & Engineering Design Consultants Ltd.
When Professor NIE Lansheng and | were on business in
Shenzhen, the person-in-charge of the branch was Mr. GONG
Deshun. He ungrudgingly praised CUI Kai as a graduate of both
ability and integrity from Tianjin University. Meanwhile, CUI Kai
introduced to us his works, among which Ming Hua Center
in Shekou and Er Pang Gong Hyatt Hotel were memorable.
For a young and inexperienced architect as he was, it's quite
commendable to have been able to create designs as such.



Years later, CUIl Kai was recalled to Beijing, where he drew
on his familiarity with the place and the times and completed
a batch of new projects. Among them, Feng Ze Yuan Hotel
was relatively remarkable. Though | didn’t see it with my
eyes, | could tell from the picture that it's a well-deliberated
design mixed with modern and traditional elements. Another
notable example was the 1st and 2nd Phases of Foreign
Language Teaching and Research Press (FLTRP). | went to
Beijing and watched the programs for twice. Functionally
and environmentally, and both in terms of exterior structure
and interior space, the wits and excellent skills of the creator
were effusively illustrated. And the leaders from FLTRP were
full of praise, and felt it fortunate for them to find such a good
designer. Compared to his earlier works in Shenzhen, works
by this time definitely had progressed a lot, which indicated
that CUI Kai was well on his way towards maturity.

Shortly afterwards, | heard that he would soon be
promoted to leader’s position. It was of course his splendid
achievements and good reputation that placed him in leaders
favor. However, | was a little worried about him, because |
used to oppose academic people doubling official work. In
my opinion, taking the whole society into consideration, we
never lack official talents, but top-flung talents in a certain
academic field are always fewer than few. Once these rarities
take up administrative posts, it not only causes waste for the
society, but also great lass for the individual. Or more gravely
put, it can ruin the glorious future of that person. Fortunately,
leaders might already have a clear insight of the gain and
loss, as although appointed as a deputy, he was placed in a
post more favorable for him to bring his specialties into full
play, which also met his desire.

These years, CUI Kai performed exceptionally in his position.
When | received this heavy draft, | was amazed with the
number of projects included. Yet | was ever more excited with
the broad category and coverage of these projects when they
were illustrated, extending from coastal cities to inland, or
even boundary areas.

The number tells something, but what’s more telling are the
creative designing conceptions and nice tastes of the works.
Though not all the works in this collection reached superiority,
each one is distinctive and characteristic, containing palpably
profound cultural connotation.

As to architectural aesthetics, | believe it can be divided into
three levels. The first level is the beauty to be seen, which obeys
the accentuated technical discipline of united variety of forms.
A sense of beauty can be conveyed when this level is reached.
CUI Kai has acquired mastery in this respect, and all his works
are suitably expressed and agreeable for eyes. The second level
is the beauty to be sensed, which is achieved in the same way

as poems are composed of beautiful but familiar words. When
this level is reached, the building will not only be a feast for
eyes, but for heart as well. In terms of the “sense”, in his book
Comments on Earth (Ren Jian Ci Hua), WANG Guowei made
innovative description by detailing the connection between it
and the “locus spirits” in western architectural theory, which
in my understanding, refers to the state of physical space
surpassing its substance scope, inspiring emotion, recollection
and association inside people, and proceeding to produce a
poetic sense. In relishing CUI Kai’s works, | am encountered
far more than once this feeling. One typical example is the Han
Meilin Art Gallery. The third level is the beauty endowed with
cultural connotation, which intuition only will not be sufficient
to perceive. It is via “further explanation” that makes it possible
to comprehend what the creator gives to works, and that is the
so-called “meaning” in western architectural theory. For sure,
these three levels are compatible with one another, overlapping
and reuniting as a whole. It is evident in the works and some
essays of his that CUI Kai endeavors to bestow cultural
connotations into his creations.

His current Lhasa Railway Station seemed a little rough and
awkward at the first sight, yet some exotic flavor could be
sensed in the after-taste. This is the flavor of the profound
cultural connotation. The title used to introduce this project
was “Station Belonging to Lhasa”, and good coverage was
distributed to the explanation of his conception. Indeed, the
station turned out to belong to Lhasa, and that’s why it received
universal appraise among local officials and the public.

In my epigraph to China Architecture Education, though
the accomplishments made by the younger generations
of architects groomed since the reform and opening-up
were fully affirmed, but “... we should keep in mind that in
some high-end fields, we still fall behind western developed
countries”. Then, where are the gaps? In the global scope,
our architects still “follow the suit” rather than “take the lead”,
which means we haven't so far entered the world market in
the real sense. As a developing country, due to the limitation
of different kinds of internal problems, we may not take the
lead in the short term. But we have much to do to get rid of
being led around by others, and strive to develop along a self-
reliant line. CUI Kai has just entered his fifties, positively in the
prime time for his scholarship. Thus | came to recall the name
he entitled to this collection, Native Design. Apparently, he has
set firm goals on the line he follows, despite the way ahead is
long, and the responsibility await is weighty.

PENG Yigang
Oct. 23rd, 2008
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ON THE VISIBILITY AND PERCEPTIBILITY OF LOCALIZATION

CUI KAI

I'd like to take the seat next to the window whenever taking flight. It
provides me with a bird’s view to overlook wild greens and forests,
gorges and deserts, land sceneries intoxicatingly vibrating with intense
power and graphic delicacy. However, as an architect, | don't find city
an attractive sight for me. Except for the glitter and glimmer at night,
those man-made buildings are so boring that | almost come to doubt if
what we have done is a fair treat to this land.

Driving across the city, | look unavoidably at the vista of blocks on
each side of the road. The bland and mild buildings suppress the due
features of the city, while flashy ones impart the not-so-refined taste
of their owners. The vein of the culture and the soul of the city can, as
to me, only be felt through those aged walls and ancient palaces. And
then, | cannot refrain from asking myself, as contemporary architects,
whether we are the creator or the destructor of the culture.

Currently, the inexorable torrent of globalization helps to open the
domestic market to an increasing number of international architects,
who win the bids for many a magnificently symbolic building. On one
hand, we are amazed at their ingenious design and supreme creativity;
on the other hand, we are overwhelmed with grief and remorse.
Apparently we haven’t well prepared ourselves for what rushes in all of
a sudden. We still need to calm our mind down from hustle and bustle;
we care so much about profit targets that we will surrender ourselves
to catering to political and economical motives; we rest content with
simple mock and mimic because we haven’t got a grip on the esteem
and confidence of our culture; we don't ever take architectural design
as social responsibility and professional ethics that cannot be shifted,
but hug ourselves on the ego vanity instead. When we finally come to
face it, when the architectural feast of Olympics has drawn down the

10 A+igit

curtain, when the world is deluged with financial and estate crises,
when energy and environment issues present themselves too gravely
to be ignored, should we slow down our hasty pace, and look back at
the road we have come by? We need to ruminate, to think over how we
can find the orientation of our local design.

In the past few decades, Chinese architecture has gone through a
lengthy way of modernization. The earlier generation made great
efforts in the hope of combining traditional style with modern functional
space in an artful manner. As a result, some attained “the similarity in
appearance”, which is visible; others reached “the similarity in spirit”,
which is perceptible. Excellent works of both kinds can be found all
over the country, constituting a respectable architectural feature of that
age. Now, when we have entered the Information Age, it seems that
everything can be taken as information carrier, and every contact be
deemed as information exchange. Nowhere can the trait of this age
not be found. As for architecture, the culture information is no longer
conveyed merely through teaching and instruction, nor collected simply
by means of being passed on from generation to generation. The
connection between architecture and culture has taken up a plural form.
Say, compared to the general concept of national characters, should
the features of different regions command more attention? Is it
recognized that culture should be more than decorative symbols or
marks, and what'’s inside it counts more than what’s outside it? As the
nature of history is development, the prototype of tradition is innovation,
should the inheritance of history and tradition thus be concentrated
on innovation and development? Culture is not far-fetched theory; it is
closely linked to the environment where it takes place. However, the
environment is not stagnant by any means. And that is the reason why




at this time when we come together, we talk more and more about local
culture rather than national characters.

As far as | understand, this local concept contains several meanings.
The first is about environment, that is, the land on which we live. The
change of climate, the dry-up of rivers, the pollution of environment and
the depletion of resources all bear close relation to architecture. Local
designs should stand out and shoulder this responsibility. The second
is about culture, the culture growing and thriving on this fertile land.
It represents five-thousand-year civilization, yet reflects the present
modern life. Local designs should take roots in it, and continue to
produce new cultural leaves. The third is about space, the regionalism
and localization of buildings. Without this localization, buildings slip into
fashions. When the city is teemed with this kind of fashion buildings,
it appears capricious and dull. Local designs should be the creation
with such localization, helping the city to retrieve its features, and the
citizens to recognize themselves.

Visible or perceptible, localization is a fascinating scene pertaining to
the highlands and lowlands, woods and forests, visions and visuals,
lights and shades. Talking about the connection between buildings and
local environment, buildings spring up from the land, and ultimately
disappear and return back to the land. And that buildings have roots
in the local land and boom on it can be regarded as a metaphor to
culture status: one lays emphasis on the internal relationship between
architecture and local culture, which is concerned with perceptibility;
the other underlines the external creation of buildings in local forms,
which is concerned with visibility.

Buildings are social products, arts of the public. Therefore, they should
neither be too perceptible to be understood, nor too visible and

thus become superficial. How to strike a balance between visibility
and perceptibility? Personally, | believe it depends on objective
circumstances. Sometimes it should be visible, sometimes perceptible;
and sometimes visibly perceptible so as to convey profound under-
meanings, sometimes perceptibly visible to indicate deep connotations.
Localization is a cornucopia of culture resources, which can also
be distinguished between visibility and perceptibility. Those that are
tangible and substantial only take up a fraction, while those that
are intangible and spiritual constitute the majority. And ever in that
tangible fraction, what is related to architectural tradition holds a small
proportion. Most of the culture elements are reflected in different
aspects of material life, from labor instruments to consumption goods,
from unearthed relics to ancient ruins, as well as diverse national
features and religious activities surviving from modern civilization.
They still remain vibrant and resilient. Through the records of historic
stories and legends, the courtesy, creeds, protocols, social psychology,
emotions, believes, customs and other experiences inherited from our
ancestors can be categorized as what is intangible. When we have such
culture conception, we will find abundand treasures of that visibility and
perceptibility in where we come from. And we are enable to assimilate
nutrition, and inject cultural genes to modern local designs.

In conclusion, in my understanding, the inheritance of culture should
cease to be taken as a heavy burden, instead it is an inexhaustible
resource for creation; we needn’t afflict ourselves with what is the
criteria or formula for the best combination of tradition and modernity.
We shall try different possible means of creation with a more relaxed
and positive state of mind, and divert our local designs to be more
organic, colorful and dynamic.
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