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The “Hutong Flora Cottage” at the Forefornt

Wang Mingxian, architecture and art history scholar
curator of China Pavilion for the 10th Venice Architecture Biennale

The environmental transformation and continuous community
construction of the Yangmeizhu Xiejie has been an experimental project
of great importance with regards to the organic renewal of the Beijing old

city.

View Unlimited Studio presented a mixed-media installation at the
fifteenth Venice International Architecture Biennale, which featured
the laneway regenerations that have been applied to courtyards 66-76
in Yangmeizhu Xiejie. The installation was titled “HOME - Communal
Garden” and was displayed at the China Pavilliion. The works reflect
the urban problems of China from the unique perspective of the
dialogue between designers and ordinary people. At the Venice
Architecture Biennale, a space that represents one of the most important
platforms for international architecture, we were able to have face-to-

face communication with members of the international architecture
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community. The perspectives that they shared were outstanding in their
originality, which in turn inspired us with regards to our own forms of

thinking.

This year’s primary theme at the Venice Architecture Biennale was
"Reporting from the Front", which considered six major themes including
bionics and the future, war and refugees, informal structures, nature and
geopolitics, handicrafts and tradition, home and the sense of belonging.
These six themes were utilized to explain the methods of contemporary
architecture in dealing with issues such as economic inequality, the
uneven distribution of resources, energy consumption, natural disasters
and public spaces. The concept of the exhibition being curated at the
China Pavilion can be summarized as: “Daily Design, Daily Tacism”. This
is both a reflection and response to the primary theme of the Biennale,
and it is a genuine reflection of the current Chinese social phenomenon
and cultural issues present in architecture. The deep social concern that
the concept of “HOME - Communal Garden” is based on coincides with
the curatorial ideas of the Chinese Pavilion, and echoes the themes
present in the academic field. The site construction of the Virgin Garden
in Venice reflects an alternative way for Chinese designers and everyday
people to embody their own philosophy, and approach towards their
work with regards to the status quo of Chinese cities.

The Venice Biennale is the most famous conteﬁporaw art exhibition in
the world, and is known as the Olympics of the art world. Moreover, the
Biennale provides a unique platform for displaying exhibitions. Every
exhibition present reflects the frontiers of contemporary art, and indicates
emerging trends within the development of contemporary art. The

event includes the International Biennial of visual arts and International
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Biennial of architecture, which are held alternately. The Venice Biennale
was first held in 1980, and in the course of 30 years it has become
the worlds most influential event with regards to architectural art and
academia. The Venice Biennale is currently the world's top architectural
art biennale, and yields an important influence over the development of

the direction of global architecture.

In China, large-scale construction can be seen everywhere, and the
demolition and transformation has created an atmosphere of utter chaos.
“HOME - Communal Garden” considers the development of Chinese
cities, and how to allow ordinary people to participate in contemporary
architecture. Through the installation of this exhibition, a living exhibition
that has continuously grown and changed over the course of the past six
months, visitors can participate in planting and harvesting, by which they
may experience the interactions that inherently exist between people
and design, and the interactions that occur between individuals. The
installation is also equipped with live broadcasting equipment that allows
participants in Venice to see a live streaming of the Yangmeizhu Xiejie
in Beijing, which features a great amount of touching attention to details.
Its success has garnered the widespread recognition of the international
architecture art community.

As cities increasingly adopt a faster pace of life, Beijing's hutongs
have steadily disappeared. It has been no small feat to preserve
the remainders of the rare historical artifacts that still exist, such as
Yangmeizhu Xiejie alley that is located in the Beijing Dashanlan area.
The Yangmeizhu Xiejie environmental renovation project began in 2012
and is a multi-level collaborative project. It does not alter the textural

qualities of the hutong, and emphasizes elements of modern-day life and
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modern-day business in conjunction with the traditional lifestyle of the
hutong residents. After the implementation of the project, View Unlimited
Studio undertook an investigation and discovered that the attitude of the
existing residents towards the hutong transformation was reflected in the
voluntary behavior of their planting activities. Due to this, there was a
significant shift in the central characters with regards to the later stages
of the project, focusing on the conception of designs that would facilitate

the voluntary creative activity of local residents.

In 2015, View Unlimited Studio began renovations on the courtyards 66-
76 of Yangmeizhu Xiejie, with the aim of establishing a “Hutong Flora
Cottage”, which could act as an intermediary in order to establish an
effective way for short-term or long-term residents of the five households
to communicate with each other through shared activities such as
growing flowers, vegetables, etcetera. In doing so, the aim was to create
a community of shared values, so that even temporary residents could
enjoy a sense of belonging, whilst also improving the overall quality of
living for the residents of the alley. Xie Xiaoying, the chief architect of
View Unlimited Studio, stated, "Our goal is to upgrade and transform the
community, whilst making sure to preserve the original textural qualities
of the area. In this way, it may be possible to aid the local residents
in moving from a state of “instability”, to a state of “abiding”, thus
establishing an intersection between the declir;ing communities of the

old city and contemporary urban life.
The first step was for View Unlimited Studio to implement renovations,

including the construction of barrier free facilities and broader

passageways, which could improve the overall living environment with
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regards to common public space. Next, the team needed to establish a
flora cottage in the community that could be accessible to all, so that the
residents would be able to interact with each other in the form of natural
intermediary activities such as growing flowers, planting vegetables,
and promoting the healthy development of neighborhood relations. The
beautifully designed landscapes and gardening areas that professional
designers painstakingly planned out were not of any particular
importance to the people living in the bottom strata of society. Some of
the residents preferred to plant onions, beans, gourd, and sponge gourd
in the planting beds in front of their homes, rather than cultivating the
beautiful ornamental flowers that had originally been conceived for the

garden.

This phenomenon changed the perspective of View Unlimited in relation
to public space, landscape design and many other relevant issues,
overturning many of the modern western design concepts that they
had previously adopted. Thus, the group put forth the concept of an
"invisible landscape designer", and realized that design should adapt to
the object of the design rather than enforcing change. Essentially, the
designer is simply the coordinator of the site’s social life and economic
development.

With regards to installations and video featured at this year's Biennale
exhibition, the View Unlimited team’s work on the alley garden project
drew from estimation and early-stage results, which once the exhibition
closes, will continue to develop further. Thus, during the 2016 Beijing
International Design Week, the “Flora Cottage" held a "planting

exhibition" for the residents of Yangmeizhu Xiejie in order to display the
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planting experience and accumulated wisdom of ordinary residents.
In 2017, the “Flora Cottage" was once again featured as part of the
Beijing International Design Week, during which a planting exhibition
titled “Together we sow, Together we harvest” was held on behalf of
the residents in Yangmeizhu Xiejie, which integrated an exhibition
displaying the three-year period of renovations. These renovations
include a comprehensive fitness facility that is yet another step towards
encouraging locals to actively improve their living environment. Activities

such as these are these are well recognized by the community.

When a designer really cares about their society, they will not view
their role solely through such a narrow lens. Rather, they ideally
should use design as a tool to solve issues that are beyond the narrow
scope design, because there is a life beyond design that is even more
powerful. Today, architectural design and landscape design is moving
further towards the realm of fashion, art, and spectacle. Designers
are like giant celebrities, however the lives of ordinary people and
their living environment have become increasingly industrialized and
marginalized. View Unlimited Studio’s decision to explore this aspect
will undoubtedly hold the potential to aspire this generation of Chinese
designers. They consider the emotional connection that exists between
humans and nature. However, it is not a paradise that they dream of
achieving, because such idealism is too rich in naivety, and such a
goal is unreachable. Rather, the most common quality is to be kind and
sensible. The "Flora Cottage" project exists in an uncompleted form and
will continue to mature over time. One of its most important functions is
to create space that is conducive to social interaction and to reshape

the relationships between people residing in the hutongs. The residents
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participate in planting activities together, respecting the experience
of each and every family, and in doing so, are creating living poetry
together by jointly participating and sharing together in the restoration
of the old Beijing alleys. For the city of Beijing, this practice of civilian
design in action is bath a timely assistance, and also the metaphorical

icing on the cake.

September 2017, Beijing
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