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Recombinant Urbanism in
a Chinese Context

~

Urban design is about living together, designing how we live together in cities
and not only the visual aspects. It calls for a collective, shared intelligence
and understanding by individuals, groups, community organizations, political
structures and professional organizations. This shared intelligence is codified
differently in every nation. Every state has a different history and each city in its
turn has had a different development sequence from initiation to contemporary
situation. Even the definition of what a city is can vary from period to period,

from nation to nation, from continent to continent.

The goal of Recombinant Urbanism when it was written 10 years ago was to
reflect on the patterns of living together, the patterns of urban design. This
involved thinking at a variety of scales, from the architecture of a building to
the planning of megacities. The aim was to identify several languages that had
developed in the profession in Europe and America over the last 50 years when
the profession emerged as an important mediator between the planning and
architectural scales. The study was Euro and America centric, reflecting my
restricted travel opportunities, with some orientation to Latin America, Japan,
Hong Kong and Australia.

Based on this limited survey Recombinant Urbanism concentrated on three
ways of living together formalized in urban models that appeared widely in
urban history and theory. The first model was feudal and often imperial, based
on the great mass of people tending the land in agricultural production. The city
was intimately bound to the village and countryside, becoming an exception
where market trade and exchange took place beside administrative and military
functions. In 1945 most of the world’s population still lived in such agricultural
villages, often inside European, industrial and colonial systems. The symbols
of these great urban empires still haunt modern cities, the castles, great palaces,
temples, cathedrals, walls and gates that form a collective urban memory. The
American planner Kevin Lynch (1981) identified this “city of faith” model.

The second model surveyed was industrial, accelerated by the global trade

of the British empire and then spread to other European states and scaled up
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enormously to a continental scale in the USA. Europeans in the 19th century
were amazed at the scale and speed of growth of American industrial cities like
New York and Chicago. The industrial model, like the feudal came in many
variations and urban designers tried to segregate heavy, polluting industry from
workers housing and institute green belts, as in the British planner Ebenezer
Howard’s Garden Cities of Tomorrow (1898) or in Le Corbusier’s City of Three
Million (1922). Lynch (1981) identified this as the “city as a machine” model
and developed it further to include the automobile based suburbs of the post-
war era, creating a new visual and analytical language. This is the familiar
contemporary model of the sprawling city with its office towers and residential
slab blocks, great highways and subways, railway stations and airports.

Lynch (1981) proposed a third urban model the Eco-city but did not fully
develop it before his death in 1983. Recombinant Urbanism links this model
to the work of contemporary landscape architects like James Corner and
Field Operations, building on the earlier ecological work of Ian McHarg to
relocate the city back into the countryside, topography, geography and larger,
global, industrial economy, including the real-estate industry. Written in 2002-
3, Recombinant Urbanism hoped that the new Landscape Urbanism (2005)
movement might provide a fresh framework for grounding the city and urban
development back into a new global sensitivity to ecological issues such as

climate change.

The key argument of Recombinant Urbanism was that all these urban models
shared certain organizational and spatial characteristics, patterns that could occur
at various scales and which, thanks to the computer, designers could now easily
identify. The idea of urban elements is not new, nor is the idea of a pattern language,
but the idea of scaling between the architectural and planning scale in urban design
provided new opportunities. Theoretically designers could mix and match patterns,
even scales, developing the idea of Rowe and Koetter’s Collage City (1978) in
new, contemporary urban forms. Theoretically these forms could be applied to
earlier forms to recondition them for contemporary uses. Even new towns and
Le Corbusier’s models of slabs and towers could be reconditioned if necessary.

Recombinant Urbanism provides theories and tools for this important future task.

Looking back at Recombinant Urbanism 10 years later this ideal of retrofitting
and adaptation, as well as the creation of new hybrid models, still seems like a
useful goal. The equations proposing combination of the three elements, enclave,
armature and heterotopia in new models definitely need more research, but it is
still possible to imagine the emergence of a new urban design science based on
the idea of such fractals. The heterotopia as place of urban change still seems a

very useful analytical device that shifts form and moves place over time, also
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Recombinant Urbanism in a Chinese Context

working at multiple scales. The third form of heterotopia, the heterotopia of
illusion linked to modern media and telecommunications, still seems especially

important.

Such models are offered humbly against the background of China’s recent
historic process of urbanization on an unprecedented scale in human history.
This enormous achievement in the last 10 years has lifted millions out of poverty
and created new cities and districts at an accelerated rate unknown before.
The plan is to continue this process even faster in the next ten years while also
incorporating the “floating” population of unregistered workers into the settled

urban population.

Any urban designer or historian must be humble in front of this gigantic
achievement. Any urbanization process and human migration on this scale will
inevitably involve some suffering. The goal must be to minimize such migration
costs and suffering through processes to manage the transition as best as
possible. Creating modern cities and moving from an agricultural base has never
been easy as both European and American industrialization and urbanization
demonstrated. The new inhabitants can suffer from “new town blues” and a
sense of isolation from the disruption of old social ties just like in European new

towns or in American suburbs after the Second World War.

Recombinant Urbanism is intended to provide a toolbox of urban components
that can be combined and recombined to adjust and refine previous urban
designs to make this transition more sustainable and compassionate. One of the
costs of the speed of the Chinese urbanization process has been the repetition of
standard typologies of housing design and urban design layouts. The simplicity
and standardization of these designs makes them a well-known product,
economic to construct and easily accepted by the construction industry. The
housing produced is a great improvement over the migrants’ previous houses

that might lack water, plumbing, sanitation and electricity.

Hopefully Recombinant Urbanism can provide one framework for reconsidering
and redesigning some of the new towns and housing blocks at some future
time to become more integrated with their host city and more complex in their
functions and use, allowing people a richer life together in modern housing.
China has a long tradition of urban design and invention. Recombinant
Urbanism will encourage new hybrids with Chinese characteristics that can
emerge from this historic, accelerated urbanization process.

I am very grateful to my translator Zhang Yungfeng who has spent many years
struggling with this complicated text that took me several years to write and edit.
This has been in addition to his daily work as a busy planner. It has been truly
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a labor of scholarship, working at a difficult conceptual and intellectual level
between two very different cultures. Translation is always difficult, especially
so when dealing with apparently simple words that acquire a technical meaning,
like an armature for instance. In English this is a line, a linear sequence of space,
like a street or path, a framework, an organizational device that has nothing
to do with a soldier’s armor, the translation suggested by a digital dictionary.
Translator Zhang has struggled with such complexities with much skill and I am
deeply grateful.

In addition I must thank Professor Aseem Inan who first used Recombinant
Urbanism as his textbook at UCLA and argued for its importance in the Asian
situation to the Chinese Visiting Scholars including Translator Zhang. I would
also like to thank my London Editor Helen Castle for facilitating the permission
to translate at Wiley. Finally and most importantly I would like to thank the
China Building, Architecture and Urban Planning Press for their decision to
translate this book and make it available in China. I dedicate this book to all my
Chinese ex-students and friends in the hope that it is useful in the construction
of new, hybrid urban and rural habitats with Chinese characteristics.

Donid Grahame SAhang
New York
April 2015



~

FiAg T “EA” RETHEAELE I ) 9 B FE - 5 E 5T (Francis
Crick ) FIEMW+ « KA (James Watson ), 2T H7E 20 42 60 4E4L
SEEE T DNA ROMES . Moo IRARAIZEEHT - BUREHT (Maurice
Wilkins ) 7E 1962 -4k 15 04 VURS BB, B REHH—25F4, B
st 3 Ak 1 Al ] B & BRVR R T o AR AR, X B 7E B SR AR
i BYRISE H R %A TR 22V A B A AL

73 H DT IR A 1953 4E & LA DNA 4544, #8/8 T2 5% (mutation )
B2 F RO N FEDLE . — R RS . W RLEE . AT LA iR
DNA J¥51, B8 FUF 5 L RE S (A LA R 250 K A2 1. LA,
AR — HRGEIR.O L - Wi B AT BRAFAE—Fh 5412 B DNA
IXFERIE S CAS AR P32 B . i, 3T B (urban actors ) HX
LR AR R, BfE—A ik, BIEHERRARE A RE FR 2R, 7
XX AN [] B 400858 A1 2 A AR RIS BRI 5 Bk Tl A7 A K
DT BRI T AR R, RS g An T heE
MAWT . RMAEE AV, B ZAEMIETR, S o= R
T DNA BN DU BRI TE R BRZE T 2

“FIAfEL i X “FEH” (recombinant ) I — B & “&
FoB/RFEFNOERAE” ; B DB “XTREETEHAEN
DNA ; DNA S AR =A/" adirbhxt “FE4 DNA” Bk “5y
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ST A 2 AP AR P I A R R SR AL TR, X L H
FHAESR T B 25 ROBE b, 30— b B2 I 1] F) 4 RE 8 28 AN AS [R] 3k i
R, 1970 4540, AR A& B TT oh—BERE E 14 37 i X A8 A AT e
SRR A PR HEVE T, i Se3g B VR A S s ] . FEZR S asalHh, (
) BFEH (utopia ) AR R LIVEAFLNFD B ARAAAEI HOR AR
SR, X A% s ) 2 32 B i ] A B BRI i, R AR BIE Y S 4EH.
FERIGN2E T2 BEBE . SRR MRR A S 78 S5 s (R () B . 7R ix st 3
prip, AR AEBITRA . B BUETRAL . XFhE S R GEXT
PARE T R R E R, B EEER R N T-Be (architectural
means ) SKRAEFRFALPIME, QU H ENIFRAA-FIR G, A TR
Fid e, GRS TR T —— & AN [F] T 3k i B —
ICHS AN, e SE 40 b SRR R A N a5 53 (I an ik ),
X LE35 S 7E A0 A 2 S g SE T bR AR 1A

Sl 6 B3 AT e SR S At e ) A S 2 [ B 8 e eh 8
fe, TALE B KMBATERG . RS, 8 5] LS
BRI AR A PO (B R AR ), BEE R RHERS, X st
WU, AT Ay 8 2 Nt i BB SER) (P& ) JFAiA
TR S B E FIRT A S sckrh . AR TARZ AR RS ], A
FAEPHIIE =2 « B RAS ] e 52 R HIL TR A 5725 (]

Xy



BT —XTEAF. EHRITNETER S ERE

7. T ERTERMT S (heterotopic nodes) FARIZE (network) 2
B B R L5

ST 6 53 FH BV ) D7k 0 R A TR B R 45 2R 48 (armature ) KA
T R AR PR R 5 TR e 36 N R A 2 A0 R A A Y 7 S S ]
RARHEARAL . ST G AT AR RS ek (F2ASZsE) ), fEKF R m B
XUERE e R, TR RO (reverse city ) FYHIAR ; S& A —
AT PRI PR, R —FEIE T EER R BOWER+oE
o HARMAT LRI ST TR, 7E 1980~1990
AL BOHITTEET 4G AR S ROk B A KR (FJER) RS
1Mo HARAF X R R R B9 G Tl ks, BEA K2 A
RS ], SOOI 35 AR X S P Y T AR R R FH AL 5 (3R
W A A0 25 T 75 T )

1980 4FAX, Al F2 A R RS P YT HEA T Be % (sectional
configuration ) FIFIHR 4] ( recombinant poetry ), iX S B T AT 3k i
BN ERR S BN A 3 SCERBOHIRATEE X 23k 16 R 2%
HBE A 3 T 8 2 FE 15 45 (hyperdense nodes ) FGETHR 5, 18 1 B 1k B A
AERAAL (media rich ) BIAIEZSTE], EAERME . hRSH SRR |
IR FRRGEEERK, TTREZ BN ZEGR R EE, i
B, RIETER T G R BRI 19 77 28, AT AT BE ™ A 3T
BE . REMPEG (collage ). PFZE (bricolage ). BIM ( decoupage ).
5% ( montage ) ¥ . ZH%% (assemblage ) HeZE4{% ( rhizomic assemblage ) ®
Ja SCH TR S ) R 1T IR 4 BHARE R R T A [F] A9 EK
SRR . X BCHREE RO S W T 3T I G AR R Al R R s B
BN I Z TR B R R

X7 AR RERIK T TS BT A B B — AT AR R
SREE. I A BRI ARAE Rl i 5 St
UWI]%?SEKW:E%%%%IE%%K{{B‘J@EE ( heterogenous ) FIVE &

@ @ HTHRERATE, IRIESUIREES T MA S . R R T ERIANNE,
FIULAR SR, A — R B 2 AR 2Bk, AR5 FH MRS (o h 8 1
Bk, —IFHIE

@ RBETHEETFFEHEOTAE . (ESZZ B ) (kR ) b MT¥
BESHIRR D - BEER Y, (BRI LA | SRR LR AR
Y. Mk, YEERAIER, RAREERE—Fretha. JEEEhR ESE, HL T
R TTAEARABIAR, IR BT IIRZE, RFREEaiE. R S%E—H, —8
REM BB, BT AR A BRRIZE . —AEORREER — R, SRR
AR RRIEER, EEZIEX DR R AR RS TER)
HARMTHE R PEREZ . —F&E



