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OPPORTUNITY AND DECISION #li85i%#%

..................... I. INITIATION  Three partners founded URBANUS

in 1999. Against the backdrop of China’s unprecedented
urbanization, the praétice aims to pursue high-quality design
from an international perspective and to establish critical ways
of thinking about the contemporary city. To achieve this goal,
good design is coupled with a unique point of view and a
methodology that is both analytical and critical.
Since the 1990s, globalization has facilitated an ever-expanding
dialogue between China and the rest of the world. The world
wants to share in Asia’s exhilarating urban development. China
S currently has construction projects that are massive in both scale
and quantity, and this invites a broader view of and a capacity
to absorb international influences. A drastic transformation
of China’s design market has already taken place. Before the
1980s, architectural design was monopolized by large state-

owned design institutes. In the early 1990s, design started to
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follow Western trends and was largely overtaken by Western
commercial firms. Since 2000, there has emerged a real need for
international contemporary avant-garde design. The continuous
opening up and multiplicity of the market reveals China's urgent
need for an architectural and urban culture that represents the
ambitions and achievements of a rising economic power. Driven
by tremendous opportunities, young design firms are emerging
as a new type of practice.
Following the calling of its time, URBANUS scrutinizes China'’s fast
rising but poorly constructed cities, and strives to build its reputation
as a design firm through interventions based on urban reality. The
%
firm involves itself in a wide scope of design, and believes that a
full understanding of the contemporary urban situation requires a
comprehensive practice that includes architecture, urban design,

as well as interior and landscape design. URBANUS believes good

design does not necessarily come out of high profile projects. It

FERAEIREEAEENES, EFITEANEERERMUN
PRI FREERYEENT W AOERMES, SEMRITRAN
YEFERS, AR MM b S BR K R KoE AR H L HRR, BRES
EirE NS RRER.
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comes out of thinking through concepts that appropriately address
the issues of its time and place. Indeed, China’s current urban
development is a true source for inspiration.

Fully aware of the limitations regarding quality and management
in today’s China, URBANUS believes that high construction
quality is a result of quality design. Based on the fact that China
is now becoming a world factory with a powerful manufacturing
potential, URBANUS strives to promote the integration of advanced
manufacture with the construction industry. It hopes to achieve
technical maturity through quality work in the hope of catching up

with international standards of quality.

..................... 1l. THE PRACTICE CONCERNING THE CITY
The name 'URBANUS' is derived from the Latin word urban,
expressing the firm’s primary design philosophy of searching for

content in its architecture through the comprehensive reading
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of urban realities. The firm's mission statement strongly reflects
the office's design approach: “Reading architectural programs
from the viewpoint of the urban environment in general, and the
ever-changing urban situations in particular.” This philosophy,
hitherto unchanged, contains two implications: first, for a
project, large or small in scale, the design approach shall
start from the relevant urban conditions, and the design shall
provoke improvements in its urban environment; second, the
understanding of the city shall be based on fresh experiences
from specific times and venues, independent of the knowledge
systems already established. LRN
URBANUS' conceptualization of the idea of the “city” has been
evolving and deepening as its practice grows. Contemporary
urban conditions in Asian cities have been constantly generating
new knowledge which challenges our previous perception of the

city. This knowledge emanates from direct experience and in-
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depth observation.

In 1999, the company’s original name- “URBANUS Design
Worldwide” (“# M ERR&IT") - was registered in the United
States. Shortly afterwards, it started a studio in Shenzhen. In
2003, while URBANUS added a Beijing studio, the company
revised its name to “#BHEE"” (“URBANUS Architecture &
Design”). From then, “URBANUS#BSEEL" became the name for
both the Beijing and Shenzhen studios. The new name expresses
the firm’s fundamental principles more explicitly and states the
urban nature of URBANUS' architectural work.

It has been widely acknowledged that urban issues are one
of the most pressing issues of our time. Such issues affect
every field of study and every profession. Although the urban
condition seems to conveniently address many theoretical
concerns, URBANUS constantly enriches its understanding of

the city through practice. Accumulating direct experience over
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time helps establish a solid theoretical standpoint. URBANUS’
non congenital thinking path has been recorded through a series
of published articles in the magazine -Time Architecture (T+A),
considered a window into Chinese Contemporary architecture.

In the article “Urban Practice” of the special edition T+A (fifth
issue, 2002), entitled “Mosaic of Contemporary Architecture
in China”, URBANUS elaborated the importance of observing
reality as a way to guide practice. “In Chinese architecture
today, the most urgent need for us is to understand urban
issues. China has developed a new type of urban form, without
reference to any existing Western model, and thus makes us

‘ s
Our vision grows sharper as we read it more

eager to learn. ...
and our solutions become more reasonable as our perception
is perfected... The city is not fixed and neither can be its
conceptualization. The city’'s form changes as people’s lives

change. Progress in modern science and technology has led

R EEARANEREREINEE, XRERBMNERRLE
WEe, EEAWASFREEM T, MNPRIA—ERENER...... R
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&
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to profound transformations in our lives that both enrich and
challenge the city and its development. The urbanization
movement we are undergoing is new, and outdates theories
cannot help us to understand the new urban form. Can our
cities, new or old, endure contemporary living conditions and
life styles? We cannot answer this question with any existing
theories. Therefore, we need to observe and experience the
cities we live in and find out the hidden rules and specific
characteristics of them...”"" In this article, URBANUS expresses
its enthusiasm and dedication to uncovering the real challenges
of China’s contemporary cities.

Two years later, such concepts were further defined in the
special edition of Time Architecture (fourth issue, 2004), entitled
“Overseas Returned Architects’ Practice in Contemporary
China”. In the article entitled “URBANUS: Making China and

Made in China”, the firm explains its design concept: “Today,
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the word 'city' is employed to superficially explain everything,
but at the same time it sets obstacles for further study. So what
is our theoretical pinpoint for the issue of the city? It should
be the concern about humanity in the process of urbanization
today. The city is a necessary means for modern people to seek
basic existence and development. In a country like China where
the economic foundation is weak and the society is developing
in a fast track manner, urbanization has sometimes become
a means to depress humanity and destroy resources while

bringing about unprecedented opportunities. The city may

bring endless joy, but it is also the source of pain and evil. in,.

recent years, the issue of the city has become the most popular
subject in literature and arts, but conditions with which literary
and art works are created are often problems or deficiencies in
reality. In those prevailing urban theories and practices, there

are many anti-urban elements as well as many elements which
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do not come up with or contradict with the development of
contemporary cities. Many architects have no independent
stands to criticize or resist those elements. In this context, it is
our objective to restore critical thinking on our reality, and the
basis of our critical thinking is our observations and experiences
on the current condition of urban reality.”"

Here, the article clarifies three principles of the firm's critical
practices:

1. Restoring urbanity within a climate of rapid and vast profit-
driven development vs. the spreading out and speeding up of
irresponsible urbanism;

2. Conducting an innovative and critical praxis with social
responsibility, vs. performing a conventional service and
repetitive practice;

3. Converting ordinary programs into active and interactive

urban devices that can energize urban life vs. indulging in a
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superficial way of making architecture as an art installation.
Understanding these three principles is the key in reading
URBANUS' designs.

Obviously, the most important issue is the concept of “critical
thinking” but is it aim purely academic or simply practical?
Critical thinking has only been significant in specific historical
periods. Today, the most critical topic in architectural practices
emanates from problems that emerge in the context of
globalization. In the special edition of Time Architecture (third
issue, 2006), entitled “Modern Strategies for Residences in
Chinese-style Context”, URBANUS published an article entitled
“Using Contemporaneity to Contemplate and Create Chi‘nt;se
Style™

“We don't deny that mainstream design concepts in China today
are imported from overseas. But we should also notice that

while the imported approach is eroding local traditions, it is

ROZER, FRMNEEXLLORERS, IRETELYREATT
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being changed by indigenous cultures and thus becomes a way
of living more fit for realities.”

URBANUS stresses contemporaneity in order to criticize
how architects and their clients look outside reality to base
their design approaches. By resorting to foreign or historical
resources, one ignores the potential opportunities of
contemporary conditions.

“Chinese contemporary” does not necessarily signify
Westernization. China’s contemporary living reality and
experience today certainly create its own characteristics.
Even through application of similar forms, this unique cultural
perspective can allow contemporary Chinese architecture to
develop an idiom based on the specificity of contemporary

Chinese culture.”

. THE PRACTICE WITH CRITICAL THINKING
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The contemporary architecture world has already witnessed a
shift from a critical notion of late modernism to a more neutral
and non-critical relativism. At its contrary, China is at the stage
when the development is compressed in a very limited time
span, and critical thinking has been a missing element waiting
to be installed into the practice. Architectural opportunities are
turned into regrets, not only about the aesthetic dimensions
but also about the content of urban life, due to the pressure of
development speed. To inject critical thinking in the process of
practice becomes important and urgent. URBANUS has been
developing its strategy of “critical urban intervention” since thg
first project it undertook in China. With a close examination of
China’s contemporary urban realities, URBANUS involves itself
in a proactive strategy with the city, focusing not only on quality
design but also on planning and social issues.

The ideology of Confucianism inspires responsible intellectuals
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to be involved in the society, rather than being detached
from the reality. URBANUS tackles the urban issues from two
different approaches: “urban engagement” and “urban infill".
“Urban engagement” refers to the initiation of urban strategies
with support from the urban planning institution. URBANUS
will not hesitate to take the design and service of architecture
as an opportunity to exert positive influence on the broader
urban environment. It will consciously propose positive urban
strategies for the city, going beyond the scope of service.
“Urban infill” refers to the effort of URBANUS to discover
opportunities of significance to the city in areas neglected by
others.

URBANUS has been fortunate to win public projects in an
environment where market- driven housing developments
define the majority of available projects. Public projects refer

to buildings that can be shared by the general public and
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have impact on urban life. In reality, many of URBANUS' public

projects started off as client’s mono-focused program without
public concern, but through URBANUS' persistent endeavors
and effective strategies these projects were enriched with
content that served the public with a more comprehensive
architectural and urban program.

Diwang Urban Park in Shenzhen was URBANUS' first built
project in China. It was initially a simple program for urban
beautification via landscape design. URBANUS fused the urban
design concept with modern landscape design and created an
urban public landscape that serves as an urban living rogm.
URBANUS has been actively involved with urban projects in
Shenzhen as evidenced by both its early projects such as the
site selection of Shenzhen Convention Center, the urban design
of Futian Core Area 23-24 Neighborhood, the lighting design

project along Shennan Avenue, the Central Public Square of Bao'

an New District, and recent projects such as the Luohu Public
Space Design Series. These opportunities enable URBANUS
to practice its architectural and urban design concept and to
explore its unique design vocabulary.

Shenzhen Public Art Plaza is an architectural design project in
which the strategy of “urban engagement” is applied. URBANUS
was initially involved in the building’s programming as a special
facility for art and culture; urban issues were addressed via
building design mingled with landscape design. For the case
of Shenzhen Urban Planning Bureau Office Building design,
URBANUS went beyond the original program requirement of an
office building, and pursued a design that intends to represent
a new governmental image of democracy and efficiency within
the context of an increasingly active civic society. Digital Beijing
is an effort of endowing the building with the spirit of our time

and raising civic awareness about architecture that stands for its
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public mission.

Different from the “urban engagement” which usually

concerning large scale ambitious projects, “urban infill”
focuses on urban voids. The effort is to regenerate neglected,
marginalized urban areas. This category including four types of
projects: Urban Regeneration- the renovation of existing run-
down industrial buildings; Urban Garden- the new urban public
space with landscape design in those neglected in-between

urban areas; Urban Village - a research project aiming to provide

alternative methods to deal with the old urban residential

areas of the less privileged and vulnerable groups; and Urb&n®:

Revitalization - the reconsideration about urban life in landmark

areas from the urban design perspective.

.................... IV. COLLABORATION URBANUS values true

collaboration; it is specific about its choices of partners and
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collaborators. For most other firms, each partner usually is
assigned with specific responsibilities to complement each
other, and this clear definition about work scope provides the
foundation for cooperation. However each partner of URBANUS
takes on extensive responsibilities including marketing,
management, design and research, with a multivalent approach
towards one shared goal. Having two offices in two cities,
URBANUS works as one firm and speaks with one voice. It
requires not only a smart operation but more importantly,
creative and critical minds to keep its position as a design
firm. Facing the chaotic urban reality under the impact of
globalization, even a wise individual could be easily caught by
the confusions of this time. Collaboration stimulates dialogue
and criticism, which helps one to establish a mechanism
that generates wisdom and helps on improving precision

and efficiency. Ideas become more legitimate after they
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received more scrutiny, challenge, or even confrontational
questioning. URBANUS believes that a dynamic and creative
office environment should encourage differences and nurture
distinctive qualities. To reject the conventional approach, and
generate new ideas requires an open and diverse team. A
method of collaboration was formulated from the very beginning
of the firm among its three partners, and it withstands the test of
time. All three partners recognize that collaboration is a winning
strategy, and the recognition of and respect for individual value
is only possible when priority is given to the URBANUS office as
a platform. [ N
URBANUS' fundamental nature is to be a platform for
architects and designers with talents and ideas to join, to
share, and to become the taskforce for creative work. It aims
to solve complicated problems in the urbanization process

and to explore possibilities of a new society and life through

NEECBANRENRE, BIt, ER—IMEENTESR, — MR
MES. N FENBXETEMRIERFTREANES, HREHRNY
BB S MAETENTREM.

R

[1] (RHARERK) 2002 B (PESRBAMNRE) THIPEBCE (BHXEK) ;

[2] (HREF)2004FF4H (BPRBRABELYRPEARK) THRPEHXEFE (BHX
B —HIETE" 5 “hEHE" ),

[3] (HREHE) 2006F 3/ (FEREEMHIMAKR) TERPTAXE(H "YRAK" XB

ZRHE “PER" ).

outstanding architectural design. This concept is first mentioned
in URBANUS' mission statement. Our goal is to be a think tank

and an organization for all.

NOTES:

[1] Time Architecture magazine (fifth issue, 2002), entitled “Mosaic of Contemporary
Architecture in China”.

[2] Time Architecture magazine (fourth issue, 2004), entitled “Overseas Returned
Architects’ Practice in Contemporary China”.

[3] Time Architecture magazine (third issue, 2006), entitled “Modern Strategies for

Residences in Chinese-style Context”.
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