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Feature:

Architects in China
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The years since 2003 saw continuous rapid economic
development in China. With its GDP surpassing developed
countries, China became the second largest economy after the
United States. The population in its two major cities, Shanghai
and Beijing, leapt respectively to 24.26 million and 21.52 million,
making the list of global metropolises. In urban construction,
the urbanization rate rose from 40.53% to 54.77%. Provinces
and municipalities actively responded to the national policy

of “One Belt, One Road”, prudently put forward by the central
government, gradually shifting away from the surge of mass
urban development and toward ideas like urban regeneration
and quality urban life. The completion of 2008 Beijing Olympics,
2010 Shanghai Expo and Shanghai Disney Resort in 2016
brought the progress of Chinese architecture, which has recorded
unprecedented achievements in design concepts and technology,
into the global spotlight.

Looking back to the evolution over the last decade, there are two
events that are significant to the history of contemporary Chinese
architecture.

The first event is Wang Shu winning the 2012 Pritzker
Architecture Prize. With the introduction of western culture,
contemporary Chinese architecture is influenced by western
theories, following the views of western architectural criticism.
The following facts might provide a glimpse of this situation:

a number of major national projects were designed by foreign
architects; likewise, most architects active in Chinese architecture
right now have studied or worked abroad. Although there are
different opinions about Wang Shu’s laureate, the first official
reception of a Pritzker Architecture Prize in China provides

a great opportunity for Chinese architects to rethink, evolve
and more importantly, return to the investigation of Chinese
culture that was once left aside. Projects do not necessarily need
to reference western architecture. They can be approved and
respected by international architecture criticism when they are
made with national qualities and inspired by regional culture as
well as individual background.

The other event is Ma Yansong winning the international
competition for the Chicago Lucas Museum of Narrative Art in
2014. In 2006, Ma Yansong became the first Chinese architect
to win an open international competition, successfully bidding
for the Absolute Towers in Canada. After eight years, winning
the bid for the Lucas Museum of Narrative Art set a new
monument for Chinese architects. Success in bidding for an
international cultural landmark is unprecedented for Chinese
architects, especially competing against a number of well-known
international architects and architectural offices, including Zaha
Hadid. Chinese architecture truly went global.

These various setbacks and breakthroughs, along with the up and
downs of the times, tempered Chinese architects, boosting their
confidence. Their current and future place became clear, and a
new era of Chinese architecture is surely being unveiled.

These various setbacks and breakthroughs along with the up
and downs of the times drilled Chinese architects, boosting their
confidence. Their place now and to be in became clear and the
era of Chinese architecture is surely being unveiled by Chinese
architects.

The title of this issue in Chinese, “ H %4+ ” (Contention of a
Hundred Schools of Thought) originally refers to the thriving
debates of philosophers and scholars during the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States period. Here, it is quoted to describe
an image of free ideological collision in contemporary Chinese
architecture. While “ F/£55ji¢ 7 (Hundred Blossoms) (a+u 03:12)
reflected the phenomenon of a variety of architecture emerging in
China around 2003, “ A %413 ” (Contention of a Hundred Schools
of Thought) reflects more profound architectural propositions. This
issue features over twenty projects of Chinese architects, ranging
from newly built to various kinds of transformation projects. These
projects, some of which are located in metropolises like Beijing,
Shanghai and Guangzhou and others in the vast countryside,
include a selection from large cultural institutions to mobile space
covering only a couple of square meters.

Chief Editor, Ma Weidong
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Read the Architecture in China by Graphs

MEREFEER

The last 10 years have seen tremendous economic expansion rh A 28 5 AL 2 1041 ) J2 R GRGHT, - GDPAE20044E 220144 [1]
in C]hina. lfSy 2014 the gmsi d(()mestil()' produclfl)ladiincrzist]‘:i B TG ITANE LRSS 77— BR R AL T 26 [ A 1 ey — ke ix
to almost four times over the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) o _ ) el et v
of 2004.. In 2004, China ranked seventh in GDP in the world, P MEREIOFRR R sl RS R HI — 5
but by 2014 it had become the second largest economy. just AT, EES AR BP9 A P B E P 8% 1 THE 1727.7%, hbiE
after the U.S. The last decade has also been a period marked AT B R T R LR L . JRAIAA P E R 2

by mass urbanization as well as an explosion of real estate

) = Woras {/ Leaghlll R e AL =i fd e 1 AR 5 0 o el 28 A A o
development and construction in China. Construction output RS MR BB AT A7 i 8 R, SRS o B AL
made up 18% of the GDP in 2004. In 2014, it accounted for LA A S . R B2 91 (9131 3 e/ 1 20044F 21120 144 (8] o [ 11 23 28

27.7_"/; (af the GDP. The gr.()w:‘h in} (tonstructionfandlreal eslale Ve s R 0 % SRR fr RN S PRI T L SR
provided great opportunities for the progress of architecture. L e B
Hence, it is essential to closely examine the indicators in Lk PRI SRR R R AR SEA LA, DA ) R G
economics, construction and architecture to have a thorough WE%.
understanding of the progress of architecture in China in the

last decade. Graphs of key indicators are presented to reflect

social, economic and architectural trends in China from 2004

to 2014.. A comparison of major economic indicators of the two

largest major cities, Beijing and Shanghai. is also provided as a

data reference for the theme of this issue.

Notes ik
All graphs on pp. 6-7 are based on the data collected from National Bureau of 55 67 BTG Fe P S PR Sk Fo b R E S0 . destilige R Eil g R

Statistics of China, Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, Shanghai Municipal
Bureau of Statistics.
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Essay:

From “Experimental Architecture” to “Critical
Pragmatism”: Contemporary Architecture in China

Li Xiangning
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Since the establishment of the New China in 1949, the key
players among Chinese architectural practices have always been
the state-owned medium and large design institutes. Privately
operated architectural firms began to emerge in the1980s and
arguably, they started to draw public attention as practices
independent of state ownership since Yung Ho Chang founded
Atelier FCJZ in 1993. The discussion aboul experimental
architecture among architectural journals is in effect attention
paid to the practice of the then budding individual architects
and an experimental paradigm, different from that of the
mainstream state-owned architecture institutes, which emerged
from the practices of these rising star architects.

Different from the experimental architectural practices

in the 1990s, today there are a larger number of younger
individual architects with more diversified patterns of practice.
Without evident common guiding principles or revolutionary
commitment, they work for the government, private developers.
small private owners and various other sorts of clients, and
more flexible and adaptive strategies have been evolved.
“Critical pragmatism” may be an appropriate term Lo describe
the collective practices of contemporary Chinese individual
architects of the new millennium.

1. Experimental Architecture as Resistance

No matter whether the term “experimental architecture”

is agreed upon or not, it is indisputable that in the 1990s a
kind of “new” architectural practice “different” from the past
practice appeared in the Chinese architecture. Such “new™ and
“different™ aspects are not only reflected in the architecture
image, but also in the more independent way of thinking and
manner of working. Many scholars in China described this
“new” architectural practice as “experimental architecture”,
and accordingly the designers, most of whom were emerging
individual architects. were tagged as “experimental architects”.
Over ten years, these “experimental architects” have turned into
a group of star architects with vigorous creativity and outstanding
works executed now and then in contemporary China.

As a matter of fact, the so-called “experimental architecture”™
and “experimental architects” were closely bound up to the
specific social, economic, and cultural backdrop of China in

the late 1980s and early 1990s. At the time, a new trend was
surging in both contemporary art and architecture, in the desire
to break through the tradition and communicate with the world.
The development of contemporary art and the introduction

and translation of foreign architectural theories set the stage

for Chinese “experimental architecture”. Yung Ho Chang, Ma
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Qingyun, Wang Shu. Liu Jiakun, and Tang Hua were definitely
the leading figures among the Chinese “experimental architects™.

Apart from architects and their works. a series of architecture
events (exhibitions, forums. etc.) evolved around Chinese
“experimental architecture”. Although it might be difficult to
clearly define “experimental architecture” in China. a rough list
of related key words will help understand this concept: young
architects, individual practice, privalely operated architectural
firms, avant-garde, marginality, conlemporariness. Chineseness,
ete. As Rao Xiaojun pointed out in his article, “express a strong
questioning attitude and challenge gesture towards orthodox

or mainstream architecture trends and ideas from the very
beginning”. I myself would rather use the term “resistance”

or “refusal”, to describe the attitudes of the independent
individual architects, to use architecture as vehicle to challenge
the Western and Chinese mainstream architectural discourse
and ideology, with or without consciousness in their pursuit of
avant-gardism.

2. Diversified Architectural Practice and Critical
Pragmatism

Today’s China has witnessed individual architects establishing
their own tribes and clusters in several important cities.
These individual architects meet and communicate in various
publications, exhibitions, collective design activities and
seminars, revealing different subpopulation characteristics of
different cities. In addition, they participate in the architectural
education at well-known Chinese architectural schools in
small groups. With a focus on architectural practice, these
architects also develop their career in multiple dimensions
including exhibitions, writing, leaching, academic research,
and cultural communication. Such a state is quite different
from that of Western architects and also their predecessor
Chinese architects, and even those in the contemporary state-
owned design institutes. Confronting the complex social and
cultural environment and featuring different living conditions
and practice strategies, they are seeking their personal positions
in such an intricate relation network of different poles such
as architectural autonomy vs. social reality. globalization vs.
localization, politics vs. form.

Firstly, they are confronted with the relation between
architectural autonomy and social reality. Architecture has
always been struggling between its autonomy and reliance on
capital and politics. The contemporary architecture discipline
is unable to ignore the social economy and political culture to
realize its pure autonomy. Therefore the majority of current
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individual architects now face up to the reality and try to
achieve a critical position through cooperation with reality

and to make the most of it. Diversity in client types. such as
the government, real estate developers, cultural institutes, and
individual proprietors, and constant variability in project nature
and scale may explain why few architects maintain a complete
and persistent architecture language, but constantly change
strategies. Such survival guidance more or less coming out of
passive choice, might have promulgated the reality that many
contemporary individual architects have Lo be confronted with.

Secondly. they are confronted with the relation between
globalization and localization. Thanks to the international
experience and vision brought by their overseas education,
many young contemporary Chinese architects are sensitive
enough to take the initiative to think over the position of
architectural practice in the binary opposition of globalization
and localization. as well as how to interpret issues of
“Chineseness” in a contemporary manner. To respond to
local conditions with a global modern forni may be a result of
negotiation and makeshift. but it has commendably presented
the balance between the architects” design ideal and the
complicated social reality. Among Chinese individual architects,
we can find those who preside over international architectural
education as deans and heads of architecture schools with
their oversea education background and architectural practice
at home, such as Yung Ho Chang and Ma Qingyun. those who
win international building projects by constant participation
in international competitions like Ma Yansong, and those who
are educated in China but internationally accredited through
persistent exploration of “Chinese contemporary™ architectural
identity like Wang Shu.

Finally, they have to achieve a balance between politics and
form. Form. as a matter of fact. is an important part of the core
of the architectural discipline. No matter how much an architect
claims his works are divorced from formalism, form has taken
rool in his architecture. The larger system of contemporary
Chinese architecture has developed competition evaluation
criteria based on judgment of form in most competitions and
tendering. Whatever approaches the evaluation takes, what is to
be resolved in the end is a proposition of form. The trajectory
of contemporary Chinese politics has inevitable influence on
architectural form. City policy makers with obscure political
desires and aesthetic tastes may eventually decide the formal
criteria of architecture and urban design. However, politics can
also have positive influence on architecture and urban design
given proper guidance.
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3. Current Opportunities and Challenges

Interaction between the traditional core of the architectural
discipline and new technological innovation has provided

new chances lo review the practice of contemporary Chinese
individual architects and therefore look for the way for future
development and the possibility of making a special contribution
to architecture. What we now observe from contemporary
Chinese architecture is mostly variations of typical Western
modern architecture, regarding space, dimension, structure,
material, function, or if going a little further. light. poetics, and
tectonics. From the practice of these individual architects. it is
hard to find an independent and insistent architectural language
(which Wang Shu’s works may have), or mature stralegies

that are responsive to the rapid transformation taking place in
contemporary Chinese cities, as well as continued attempts in
archilecture innovation and industrialization. But still some
trends could be noticed in the practice of individual architects
and these may become driving factors for the future Chinese
architectural evolution in China.

Digital building technologies (including 3D printing. Kinetic
architecture, and BIM system) and international waves of
parametric architecture brought by today’s digital innovation
have greatly influenced the practice of Chinese individual
architects. Xu Weiguo. Philip F. Yuan, Song Gang and Wang
Zhenfei are China’s representational pioneers in this direction.
The completion of some parametric buildings by those architects
in recent years, such as the Silk Wall and Tea House in J-Office
project built by Philip F. Yuan (Archi-Union Architects) in
Shanghai for his workshop, and Yujiabao Engineering Control
Centre by Wang Zhenfei, has demonstrated the possibility that
digital building technology will take root and develop in China.
Such an innovation does not only mean creative changes in
fancy forms. but also changes in the architectural culture and
way of space production. A recent example is the Phoenix
International Media Centre designed by Shao Weiping. chief
architect of the biggest state-owned design institute Beijing
Institute of Architectural Design (BIAD).

Another trend developing simultaneously with digital
architecture is the increasing concern about social justice and
building ethics in the practice of individual architects. One
symbolic event is the appraisal of the China Architecture Media
Awards which since 2006 exert an influence on the public

and the professional field. Advocating “civil architecture”,

this award places architectures” common and social character
and contribution to society at a more important position than
architecture aesthetics and the design itself. Award-winning
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this award places architectures’ common and social character
and contribution to society al a more important position than
architecture aesthetics and the design itself. Award-winning
projects such as the Gehua Youth and Cultural Centre by Li Hu's
OPEN Architecture, Maosi Ecological Experimental Primary
School by Wu Enrong, Changxing TV Station by Fu Xiao. and
the Xinya Primary Schools by Zhu Jingxiang have all pushed
forward a kind of public culture value. More projects appear
with higher sense of social responsibility like the Urban Tulou
(See pp. 120-123) — affordable apartment for low-income group
in cities designed by URBANUS adopts the form of traditional
southern Hakka dwellings - ring-shaped earthen buildings.
Inspiration from regional architectural style and user-friendly
design approach are both mobilized to create nice form.

A new trend correlative to the increasing social responsibility
and equity in architecture is that more individual architects
turn their eyes to the countryside, design and construct country
buildings and even take part in its social reconstruction. Until
nearly ten years ago, architects have concentrated on the
archilecture design and construction in cities, ignoring the
countryside because of its unfavorable economy and culture
condition. While in recent years, the crowded streets and
industrial pollution in cities have losl attraction to architects,
who then turn to the countryside where the idyllic pastoral
dreams still can be realized. There are projects like Bridge
School in Fujian province designed by Li Xiaodong and serial
rural construction including House for All Seasons (a+u 13:08)
designed by the Hong Kong architect John Lin. As some artists,
designers and social workers are stationed in the countryside
and participale in communily reconstruction there, some
individual architects also persevere in building the countryside
and even move out from their cities to become members of
the local community, such as Wang Hao, Zhao Yang, Huang
Yingwu, Chen Haoru, who have attracted a lot attention for
their architecture activities in mainland China’s countryside.

4. Conclusion

Today, the external environment for Chinese architects has
been greatly improved over ten years ago. Even young architects
are able to complete large-scale buildings with high construction
quality. At the same time. the main challenge confronting them
is how to choose among the ocean of styles, to hold their own
positions and, and to keep the continuity of their formal identity
and design strategy.

Although the individual architects have contributed a large
number of good-quality works over decades, they have not

12

responded forcefully to the distinctive characteristics of the
contemporary Chinese urbanism such as bigness, swiftness.
cheapness, uncertainly, and so on. Therefore. as we rejoice for
the good buildings springing up through Chinese individual
archilects” efforts, we have to be aware that the improvement of
design and construction quality also relies on the independent
critical consciousness. Reflecting the ethos of our, paying more
attention to social connotation of architecture, and exploring
the latent influence of new technological innovation might be
the impetus for the Chinese individual architects to step further
with greater expectations.

Prof. Li Xiangning is deputy dean of history. theory and criticism at Tongji
University College of Architecture and Urban Planning. He has published widely
on contemporary architecture and urbanism in China and he is teaching a
course on the same topic at the Harvard Graduate School of Design (GSD) in

the year of 2016. His recent books include The Real and the Imagined: Study

of Value System in Contemporary Urban Theory (2009) and Updating China:
Projects for a Sustainable Future (2010).



5 OURCT AT KRR ST T A L el SO 2
IESHFAE B A ARIZ A S0 o B RAE R S S0 [ 20064F
BIR GE AN RS E N 1 O S AU SR O N E3 7N 8 P B i s S -1 8
WL EHRAER, RRIEFB 2 ARERE 2, DB

Ry TTEk, ARECE T IR FESE B A S R N L K
PALHZFIRIOPENEHUH 55 AT it iy e ik b | 1A

A CESFAERTR N AR KGR L RS ¢
BT BB ESh TR ARSI . SubERE, 52 H R
TS A S TR, AR (PR 120-12300 ) —
URBANUSHER i SE B2 i T (G S 0 B AR il B, Ak iR A 4
BRI AN E . O RSB RME & . AYEIR S 48
A 1 TR LA ST

73— TR R 2 DT R 2 T A DG HK A B
HERWZH IR 2 4, DS S S, BES S
FIAORBEG S, 104FRT, AESIIMAT A SR A R0 40 v R A Ak
M1, 2 R HAS R A R 28 55 A SC AR AR T 2% 52 22 . ) Jr s
B ST A5 0 TR T e T R ST 2 TR T AT A
T8, e (] 2 A ——E 8 HELASCH T S FBe iy B AR A S s AT e, X
THBERABGTRERES TARE A EAET . DA A
AU —RIIER “WFE —FET" ( (atu) 13:08) [0
Ho 58P 25 i KRN ZAR K, Bt 2
TS —FE, —Se MR & M, s hll, Mol
HHIAATE R — 5, W, B el BRI AR D e
o R R A A B ST S0 ] 952 G T

4.4518

FE4 K, o T e SO0 A1 w05 4 M AR BE 105 T ilE A TR 2,
2 A BEAR AR A RS b AT RE ) AR o A TR T B S R R T
MLl Tl G fer M R O b, o 11 SR BRI
THERX RIS — P R T SREme 1 RE25 P Pk

S ST A ST TIL A4 8 T K ) B L (R 1405
A S AR SRS TR AT AN P R
SAERA RN . HE, SIRATATE S B RIS 2T
PR B A DL 5 AR SUAE b TR (R TR, AT b AR B e AN TR

JFC (Y AT OB ST RO AE R . FROT RS Rl S e, X 3
AT 2o IR OCTE , R ARSI R AT A IR AR R, #R
o R e SO T T L AT IR S )

PR, RS S RSB RI B . DT FNE SIS MR, KR T KR
KT AR S T (B RIS Y 8, IR T 2016 4E AEM Bl iR T BFE A B ( GSD )
PEHZ GUCAH DGR R TE MDA CRLR Y B —— Y (U Tl F 9 v O 9000 £ 047 )
(2009 ) FCHF T« R 7 A AT REEE A SR )( 2010 )

13



Profile

&

7

Atelier Deshaus was founded in Shanghai in 2001. Principal, Liu Yichun
(left) was born in 1969, obtained Masters Degree from Tongji University,
Department of Architecture in 1997. Principal, Chen Yifeng was born in
1972, obtained Master’s Degree from Tongji University, Department of
Architecture in 1998.

Deshaus attended major international exhibitions on contemporary Chinese
Architecture in Shanghai, Beijing, Hong Kong, London, Paris, Tokyo,
Vienna, Barcelona, Brussels, Prague, Venice, Milan, Rotterdam, Bordeaux,
Cincinnati and Dusseldorf etc. In 2011, Atelier Deshaus was selected by the
Architectural Record to be one of the ten firms in year’s “Design Vanguard”.
In 2014, Atelier Deshaus awarded “the Architectural Review Emerging
Architecture Awards” by the Architectural Review.

Hua Li received his B. Arch. and M. Arch. from Tsinghua University,

and then M. Arch from Yale University. Having practiced in New York,

he founded Trace Architecture Office (TAO) in 2009 in Beijing. TAO
explores the essence of place to make architecture deeply rooted in its
cultural and environmental context with respect to local condition. Hua

Li and TAO have won several important awards including the ARCASIA
Award (2013), the Architectural Record “Good Design is Good Business
Awards” (2012), and the WA Award (2012). In addition to his practice, Hua
Li lectures extensively in both Asia and Europe, and teaches as a visiting
professor at Tsinghua University. He has also been a guest critic for studio
reviews at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) Zurich, The
University of Hong Kong , The Central Academy of Fine Arts and the Berlin
University of the Arts (UdK).

Zhang Lei was born in 1964, graduated from Southeast University in
Nanjing and finished his postgraduate study in the Swiss Federal Institute
of Technology (ETH) Zurich. He started his architecture practice AZL
architects in 2001 in Nanjing. He is now teaching as professor in School of
Architecture and Urban Planning in Nanjing University.

AZL was selected as one of the ten firms as “Design Vanguard” by
Architectural Record in 2008. Concrete Slit House was entered for an
honorable mention project by “the Architectural Review Emerging
Architecture Awards” by Architectural Review in 2008. Zhang Lei’s projects
have been published extensively and involved in major international
exhibitions on contemporary Chinese Architecture in the Netherlands,
France, Germany, Italy and the US.

Dong Gong received Bachelor’s and Master’s of Architecture degrees from
Tsinghua University and Master of Architecture degree from University of
llinois. e worked for Solomon Cordwell Buenz (SCB) in Chicago, Richard
Meier & Partners Architects, and Steven Holl Architects in New York.

In 2008. Dong Gong founded Vector Architects and has become one of
the most active young architects in China. Dong Gong has been invited as
guest speaker by Tsinghua University, TianJin University and Southeast
University, ete.. He is also teaching architecture studios at Tsinghua
University. His firm and projects have won awards including China
Architecture Media awards, WA Chinese Architecture Awards, Chinese
Excellent Exploration and Design Industry Awards, Architecture and
Design Trophy Awards, Blueprint Award, and Architectural Record “Design
Vanguard”.

Atelier Z+, established in 2002, is a Shanghai based interdisciplinary
design team which covers urban design, architecture, interior and
landscape. Atelier Z+ is pursuing an open and introspective working method
instead of any specific form and style while carrying out tremendously
distinguished projects. In the face of rapid and abrupt change of social
value, material environment and life style in China, Atelier Z+ is persistent
in treating the specific problems of the different projects as the slarting
point of work, aiming at integrating various resources into a highly
consistent entirety. By revelation and presentation of the potentiality
hidden in respective projects, we shall have an insight into various kinds
of contradictions of the existing world: present and the history, local and
global, environment and development, reality and ideality.
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