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Portrait

By Huang Yuanzhao

Zhang Lei, born in 1964, graduated from Department of Architecture,
Southeast University, in 1988, and worked there after graduation. He
participated in government-funded overseas study in 1991, and graduated
from Department of Architecture, Zurich Federal Polytechnic University,
Switzerland in 1993. After that, he returned to Asia and taught at the
University of Hong Kong and Southeast University. He established the
Institute of Architecture in Nanjing University in 2000. At the same time he
started his own architecture studio. He then set up the AZL architectural

firm in 2009.

“Unity of opposites” is his current architecture philosophy that originated
from Eastern wisdom and also gradually emerged from his works. His
architecture practice contained two main phases. One is the period of “basic

architecture” and the other is the period of “unity of opposites”.

The reconstruction project, after the Nanchang floods in 1998, was his
first turning point. With limited funding he solved people’s living space

needs. It was a new problem he faced beyond architecture principles

and standards. So he began to be concerned about architecture without

architects.

The methods of designing “architecture without architects” completely
considers the real life situation——a reasonable way to build a house and
grasp the local citizens conditions. For example, in the Nanjing University
Taoyuan Graduate Dormitory project in 2001, he considered the local
climate factors and privacy. Design of wooden shutters on the balcony
ensured indoor ventilation while still providing privacy. It was a plain idea
and was put forward as a concept of the “basic architecture” or “human-

based” architectural design.

In practice, he changed a variety of difficult situations using creative
solutions. Rough technical ability, limited funds, and coarse ideas are not
problems that cannot be overcome. They are not stumbling blocks to be
circumvented, not a chain of imagination, but it is his point of departure. So
his projects broke away from the general form and rules and constructed

new ways to fit the local environment.



For example South Gallery, covering a layer of industrial asbestos and
using a rusted door, that are locally oriented. While inside the building
using a simple and effective practice, for example, using common
materials, such as white walls and fluorescent lighting, Zhang Lei, starting
from the fundamentals to satisfy the basic needs of the space, considered

the materials, construction, and made the right choices.

The Concrete Slit House is a good example to explain his concept of “basic
architecture” and “unity of opposites”. It is a very simple and small building.
In addition to the use of forms of abstraction, the house inosculated among
the local housing buildings in the Republic of China period. Its design was
accepted by the local people and coordinated with other buildings on size,
color, quality, and spatial relationship. Material is the regional thinking. On
the outside wall, he attempted to use concrete to make a good connection
with the surrounding gray stone house. The interior was made of cedar
board. White walls and fluorescent lighting created a minimalist and purer
atmosphere. So, even though the form and interior was so geometric and

pure, it still reflected a local and regional design.

In addition, slits were used to shape the center of the house bringing all
things together, like a courtyard in a traditional house. Transparent glass
on the slits and rectangular windows on the facade provided a channel to
see the building and establish a dialogue between inside and outside of
the building and the environment, the owner and guests, so that everything

was actually united in this space.

“Unity of opposites” is his core idea. It is also a method, attitude, and
philosophy. They all originated from his study and understanding of Eastern
wisdom. He sought out the keywords such as “square and circle”, “inside
and outside”, “depth and shallow”, “less and more” “positive and negative”,
“cause and effect”, and “full and empty”. He hoped that the architecture had
an antagonistic relationship and then was unified. Such as the Concrete
Slit House, it was about the new an old. The logic of unity of opposites is
simple, but the content of it is complex. Zhang Lei, during the period of
“basic architecture”, his attitude was to participate in real projects. During
the period of the conception of unity of opposite, his attitude was thinking

about architecture itself. So, he was working with the real and ideal.
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Public places embodying shared cultural values and ideals have the
opportunity to become the most important activity and urban life centres in
cities. Contrary to the iconic architecture and closed facades ubiquitous in
China, public buildings need to present an openness and give back to the
urban context, especially in the case of the Urban Planning Exhibition Hall.

Unlike other symbolic public buildings usually located in city centres, the
Zhengdong Exhibition Hall is in the southwest of street cross, adjacent to
a school to the north and east. The site is quite compact, with a total floor
area of 8450 square metres.

The south and east facades of the building are open at ground level. A
large ramp creates the main entrance, which directs public circulation
vertically through several entrance spaces and multilevel courtyards, and
eventually to the roof terrace. The privacy of the internal exhibition galleries
contrast with the transparency of the public corridors, as they are positively
intertwined. External surfaces are clad in 300mm glass louvred splayed at
angles of 0, 45, and 90 degrees based on programmatical requirements.
The angles provide for constantly changing sight lines, degrees of
transparency and refraction, the creation of motion. The effect is a pure

cubic volume.
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The 1st floor plan
The 2nd floor plan

/ The 3rd floor plan
The 4th floor plan
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