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The practicum is an urban strategy proposal aiming at promoting communal spaces for 
people living in a historic district of Beijing, the capital city of China. The practicum 
explores and applies landscape and urban planning theories regarding urban spontaneity 
and community building for enhancing environment under an urban context with rich 
history and culture. Research including literature review, background investigations and 
field studies were conducted to fully understand the unique historical, cultural and social 
characteristics of the site. The proposal includes urban strategies on a neighbourhood 
scale and human-scaled design of infrastructure. The major concern of the proposal is 
to explore the possibilities of people living in the highly-dense community with limited 
daily-based resources while maintaining the vitality of the unique living style inherited 
from history.
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1. INTRODUCTION

"The idea that the piece of work is not finished until the audiences come to it and add 
their own interpretation, and what the piece of art is about is the great space in the 
middle. That great space in the middle is what the 21st century is gonna be about." 
(David Bowie, 1999)
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This project is an urban strategy proposal aiming at promoting communal spaces for people living in 
an historic district of Beijing, the capital city of China. This document forms part of my practicum in 
the MLA program, at the Department of Landscape Architecture, Faculty of Architecture, University of 
Manitoba.

Chapter one presents a brief introduction to the background research and research plan of the project.

There has always been a paradox in the field of planning and design. Designers and planners have never 
stopped searching for a plausible future for humans by producing works, not only of an alternative built 
form but an alternative social condition, neither entirely market-driven nor bureaucratic-socialistic (Hall, 
2002). However, in reality, those works, more often than not, are monitored and established through acts 
of bureaucracies. It is always a Utopian vision that the designers create, and an anti-utopian act, if not a 
dystopia, that the real world authority produces.

The point is, in between, exists a large range of space types that are neither the creation of those 
ambitious professional designers and planners out of pure non-hegemony nor a direct production of 
bureaucracies. They are the informal public spaces in a city, spontaneously growing in the grayness.

First of all, it is essential to give a few definitions here to avoid ambiguity.

Space

The profession of landscape architecture is expanding the concept of space. While Issac Newton defined 
space and time as absolute but distinct entities (Newton, cited in Brown, 2006), from an Essentialistic 
point of view of Social Constructionists, the term 'space' is taken not only as a physical quantity, but also 
a socio-cultural one. This practicum aims to conduct research on communal space, which is a specific 
type with the engagement of the public under a designated social condition. Therefore, the term 'space' 
applied in this document, instead of being an objective entity, is better defined as a social construct with 
consideration towards connotations under specific social perceptions. 

Public Space and Communal Space

Public space represents the "common ground where people carry out the functional and ritual activities 
that bind a community, whether in the normal routines of daily life or in periodic festivities" (Carr, 
1992, p.xi ), and in which people conduct social activities in an economic, cultural and political sense. 
This definition contains several layers of public space: objects, an agglomeration of people, and events 
(Madanipour, 1996). Theorists have defined space as a concrete base upon which layers of temporal and 
social meanings overlap. And correspondingly, each of those layers acts as a component that contributes 
to the integral richness of this space.

"Communal Space" has common points with public space regarding the ways layers of meanings 

1.1. Background To The Research
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are overlain. However, the term also emphasizes the gradual changes that such spaces inherited, as 
well as the result of communal space being a dialectic compromise under modifications by people or 
communities under certain social conditions (Nelson, 2013).

This research addresses informal, communal public space. It is an intriguing type of urban public 
landscape with characteristics of both enclosure and openness, along with a high frequency of use by 
people from the locality. Thus, redeveloping communal spaces has always been an issue in the field of 
landscape architecture because of the complex context within which these spaces are situated.

The practicum enquires into the conditions of these shared urban spaces with respect to political, 
historical, social, and cultural forces, to achieve an understanding of how such spaces are functioning 
effectively in the city, and how people regard these spaces as a significant part of their lives. Proposals 
for one such series of spaces will be produced as an outcome of this enquiry.

Several issues have been taken into consideration, and have influenced the selection of the site. There are 
two principal justifications for my selection. First, the gradually growing demand for more communal 
spaces in Beijing. With rapid population growth and accelerating economic development, the need for 
better urban communal spaces has never been so great. The problem is particularly acute in developing 
countries with relatively high urban densities. As these cities accommodate a larger population per 
square kilometre, high-rise residences become more common, and less public space can be guaranteed 
for after-work activities. Thus a conflict arises between the growing needs of inhabitants in rapidly 
developing cities for public space, and the shortage of land on which to provide it.

Second, there is insufficient theoretical background to argue for additional public space in such cities. 
The most commonly applied theory is a set of universal guidelines, that are supposed to be capable of 
being applied anywhere around the world, for example, the current prognostication of the project for 
public space (pps.org). However, because these kinds of theory have been developed in societies with 
a well-developed welfare system and sufficient existing infrastructure, this kind of approach could be 
of little value for cities in developing countries. Furthermore, globalization has set off a new wave of 
development worldwide, making the demand for a more robust theoretical approach urgent. This is not 
an argument that currently adopted theoretical approaches have been a failure, but an argument that 
current approaches are fragmentary.

And in China, there are even more issues. Since the country went through a shift from a power-
centralized feudal society to a socialist economy and then a moderately opened-up economy in less 
than two hundred years, intensive shocks and impacts occurred. These included changes in urban 
structures and in housing. Such rapid changes created a dilemma with respect to historical and cultural 

1.2. Justification Of Research
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issues. While Beijing has emerged as an international city with a diversity of cultural and economic 
characteristics, it is important to ask whether these characteristics have developed harmoniously.

A further issue that should be mentioned here is the scope of research. It is restricted to the question of 
communal space development, and is specific to the Xicheng district. Nevertheless, projects worldwide 
will be studied and applied in terms of background, condition, design methods or the process of 
implementation.

Working at a more detailed scale, this practicum will examine the communal space in Xicheng District, 
a historic district in the center of the city. Two questions are regarded as critical:

1) How to promote the condition of existing urban communal spaces to make them compatible with the

increasing demand for diverse activities;

Rapidly-developing economic conditions, and multiplying population growth, while putting pressure 
on urban living capacity, have also brought humanistic concerns to landscape designers and planners. 
The question is, how - through planning and design - to harmonize the limited urban space resource 
with such a dense population, and to maximize the activities within these spaces while keeping the 
landscape at a human scale.

2) How to coordinate the relationship between the communal spaces and the historical and cultural 

aspects of the city;

In addition to seeing this project as a renovation of a community area, the particular circumstances 
of the site location, and the existing structures make it significant. As a city with over three thousand 
years' of memory, Beijing has a vast legacy, including an orderly gridded urban structure in the 
central part of the city. While the city is being developed and explored in every aspect in the 
21st century, it has always been beyond dispute that the old structure should be conserved. This 
contradiction between new construction and conservation brings out issues regarding how the urban 
structure, and related issues including architecture and landscape, should be addressed.

1.3. Justification Of Research

1.4. Delimitation Of Research

The structure and approach of the practicum, comprises two parts: Research phase and Proposal phase. 
They consist of five chapters, with the first four covering the research phase and the fifth chapter 
presenting a scenario for the site in the new future. 

All these chapters are independent of each other regarding pattern but the contents are interconnected 

1.5. Document Structure
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1.6. Methodology

and unified to address the two critical questions through the whole project. The contents of each chapter 
are given here.

Chapter One is an overall introduction to the practicum project, including information on the scope of 
research, justification, and alternatives, selected object of study, primary site conditions and research 
questions and issues. Also, the structure and methodology used to approach this practicum are 
determined. Starting from Chapter Two, each chapter contains a detailed topic of the project, within 
which sub-topics unfold. 

Chapter Two covers the first and second-hand literature sources considered relative to the core of the 
research, as well as the historical research of communal spaces in China. This provides a brief account 
of how the current site conditions arose. As communal spaces relate closely to housing, the history of 
residential development in China is an essential part of the research. 

Chapter Three contains case studies providing inspiration as well as addressing implications and 
reflections that are applied in Chapter Five. Chapter Four identifies the surrounding context and 
condition of communal space within the selected areas, as well as giving a more detailed problem 
statement regarding strengths and constraints of the site. Chapter Five presents proposals including a set 
of strategies, a tentative plan, and implementation schedule.

There are two phases of the practicum project and different methods are applied to each. For the 
research phase, investigations into fundamental theories and history in related fields were applied 
through literature review. These projects are related to community building and are always situated in 
a multidimensional reality. Case studies are also considered to be an excellent reference possibly being 
simulated in a similar urban context or in terms of demonstrating approaches that will work. Case 
studies should include maps, photographs, aerial photographs, and documentary sources that contribute 
to a comprehensive understanding of the projects. Primary theories, in this case, should work as part of 
the triangulation between the case studies, reinforcing the theoretical sense beneath the configuration of 
different projects.

In the site research phase, descriptive strategies will be applied in order to record the communal 
urbanscapes in the selected site area. Observations and numerical measures will be used to collect 
information and record both natural and human characteristics. 

There is, however, a cautionary note regarding objectiveness. As Deming and Swaffield stated, 
researchers should be aware of assumptions that they make due to the fact they tend to frame the 
research from a particular cultural perspective (Deming and Swaffield, 2011). There is a concern 
therefore whether a descriptive strategy for the site research phase would be sufficient. This 
consideration is significant because there are fewer written records of communal space usage in Asia, 
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1.7. Conclusion

than in western settings. This generates the question of whether analogy could work under these different 
cultural contexts.

To address this question, an interpretive strategy, more widely spread when people and social 
relationships are acting as a significant focus of research (Deming and Swaffield, 2011), will be 
incorporated into this site research phase. Although the document will not include open interviews and 
extended conversations, interpreted thoughts will be used to help promote cognition of human impact on 
these communal spaces.

The first step in the design phase will be to interpret and evaluate data collected from the site research 
phase. Using ethnographic methods, social and cultural impact, as well as the spatial organization will 
be evaluated as criteria to define patterns and to categorize these communal spaces into different types. 

After examination and categorization, a set of strategies aimed at improving the condition of these 
different types of communal space will be established. A tentative plan is to be conducted to show how 
the strategies could work. The design should not only address existing issues but also leave room in 
these communal spaces for possible spontaneous development in the future so that a combination of 
design control and public action could be achieved.

This project is considered as not only a study into how landscape should be designed to work 
functionally but how a landscape could be a point in the endless history of a city, as well as providing 
psychological (or cultural, on a larger scale) recognition. As Liangyong Wu claimed in the keynote 
report during the UIA conference in Beijing (1999), it is a question of what kind of world we would 
like to hand over to succeeding generations. This is not only about the physical environment, cities, 
and buildings, and garden works, but more importantly from centuries or even thousands of years, 
from famous architects to the unknown craftsmen, the spirit of humankind's well-being and the spirit of 
improving people's lives and mitigation of their suffering. We're seeking to ensure that the successes and 
failures of the whole landscape industry, can be passed on to future generations.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND HISTORICAL RESEARCH



8

For a project examining communal urban space, relevant issues include intensity of urbanization and the 
conflict between growing demand for urban public spaces and the possible inefficiency of such urban 
spaces. Upon consideration, instead of looking at these issues directly, it is appropriate first to examine 
the cause of contemporary conditions. Thus, investigations into theories of urban planning and landscape 
pattern are needed before studying particular issues. The history of the selected site is also needed in 
order to develop a complete picture of the context in which this practicum project is situated. Chapter 
Two includes two parts: 

1) literature review excavating the theoretical context of the practicum;

2) an introduction to the historical context of the selected site with respect to housing development and 
communal spaces.

The first step to understanding a type of landscape structure is through understanding the context in 
which it is situated. A review of the fundamental theories related to spontaneity in urban planning and 
landscape structure will be instructive. Two sub-topics are addressed in the literature review: 

1) initial theories of town planning relating to development of landscape structures;

2) research into human aspects of urban planning and landscape structure with respect to spontaneity.

The contents of both sub-topics are organized and presented in chronological order. 

The theories of urban planning started from the 19th century when the industrial revolution caused 
huge impact on the social structure and urban environment of cities. Since then, urban planners and 
designers have been in search of a balanced circumstance under which urban development could achieve 
satisfaction for both the social demands and protection of the humanistic nature of longing for freedom.

2.1.1.1. Howard and the Garden City

Ebenezer Howard, who proposed the Garden City, was an early advocate of planned schemes. The 19th 
century was a period in which urban problems were emerging as a result of the industrial revolution: 
growing population, industrial pollution, slums in cities, and all the related issues faced by 19th-century 
Victorian cities.

As stated in Howard's only book, "To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform" (1898), to resolve these 
problems, he proposed the Town-Country Magnet (Howard and Osborn, 1965). This is a polycentric 
socio-economic system in which the town works as the core and the countryside surrounding the city, 
was presented in the form of a green belt containing agricultural uses. Linking those cores, a so-called 

2.1. Theories of Urban Planning Relating to Spontaneity in Urban Public Spaces

2.1.1. Theories of Town Planning Informative to Developing Landscape Structure
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2.1. Theories of Urban Planning Relating to Spontaneity in Urban Public Spaces

2.1.1. Theories of Town Planning Informative to Developing Landscape Structure

Causes and Negative Impact of Urban Sprawl

Unfortunately, urban development throughout the next few decades proved Howard to be visionary. 
While he did mention the potential crisis in his book in 1898, the pace of urban sprawl did not cease, and 
social conditions were generally harsh for people at that time.

As the Second World War ended, all the most significant cities around the world started their post-
war development ---planning an idealistic city structure rather radically through developing urban 
infrastructure on a large scale, which induced population growth in urban areas. For instance, in the 
United States, the fourteen largest metropolitan areas grew between 1940 and 1950 by over 19 percent. 

'Inter-Municipal Railway' was proposed. Howard called this polycentric vision Social City (Howard and 
Osborn, 1965). 

Although Howard only wrote one publication, the theory was sufficiently clear for public dissemination 
and comprehension because it was supported by extensive financial calculations and consideration 
of social processes. Despite the fact that contemporary planners and designers see his theory more 
as a response to conditions in Victorian cities and as a proposal for decreasing urban density and for 
providing a better living environment, his theory remains applicable. The theory not only inspired 
subsequent town planners but also influenced the landscape architecture profession with respect to 
landscape planning for urban environments in conditions where density would cause problems for urban 
development.

Though the theory could be in a way contradictory, since Howard's theory focused on lowering density 
and relocating people to small towns away from the central city within a healthy natural environment, 
thereby it advocated controlling urban sprawl and keeping a specific density in towns at the same time 
(Hall, 2002).

While in Howard's time, the industrial revolution and accelerating growth of new technologies were 
creating a horrific condition in Victorian slums, they indeed “offered economic and social opportunities, 
lights and crowds” (Hall, 2002, p.93). On the other hand, though the late Victorian countryside provided 
fresh air and nature, “it was racked by agricultural depression and offered neither sufficient work and 
wages nor adequate social life” (p.93). As such, from Hall's perspective, instead of advocating a low-
density prairie planning, Howard was instead picturing his Garden City as a voluntary self-governing 
society with densities like inner London, albeit with a greener urban environment (p.88).

Howard claimed that it was "a combination of proposals," and he urged prevention of the rapid growth 
of urban population density, while at the same time addressing the potential crisis that urban sprawl 
could bring if it was not prevented in advance. 

2.1.1.2. The Inevitable Trend of Urban Development: Urban Sprawl and the Compact City Theory
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The metropolitan region of New York reached outwards at the fantastic rate of 50 square miles a year, 
together with an annual population increase of 200,000. At the same time, the population in Tokyo was 
growing at a rate of around 400,000 per year. Australia then had half of its population in merely four 
cities, and similar tendencies existed in all other countries in southeast Asia, in North and South Africa, 
and needless to say in Europe and North America. While living conditions in the inner areas of the 
major cities improved, the scale and intensity of congestion remained a significant issue (Self, 1957). 
Strong social forces such as “the desire to escape from congested central areas, the natural increase of 
population, the momentum of industrial growth” (Self, 1957, p55), all made urban sprawl inevitably 
happen.

Figure 2.1-1 The Automobile Shapes the City, Virtual Motor City Collection, 2004
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The occurrence of urban sprawl undoubtedly brought severe consequences to society. First of all, the 
decentralization of urban areas led to the scattering of facilities and functions. While urban sprawl 
lowers density and can ease congestion in crowded cities, it is only a palliative solution. As Self noted 
when talking about inappropriate urban growth, one of the advantages that an urban environment 
could provide was infrastructure-based social conditions with highly specialized functions, including 
education, medical services, culture, sport, and entertainment (1957). The fundamental principle of 
urban development was to promote these advantages that provide people with more comfortable lives 
while preventing as far as possible other negative impacts. Clearly, a critical negative effect could be 
the loss of the natural environment. Functions of the urban landscape are dictated by the needs of city 
dwellers. As Ewing stated (2002, p.523), when urban sprawl occurs, while there is abundant open space, 
it is either “all in private hands or holdings too small for community use”. When millions of people 
have spread out in uniform low densities, it is physically impossible to preserve large open space in 
reasonable proximity due to considerations of commuting cost and social effectiveness. “The barrack-
like development of land leaves people with the monotony of urban space and form at the scale of the 
street and private yard” (Schneider, 1970, p.69). Thus, even with an adequate amount of land, the forms 
of cities undergoing urban sprawl fail to provide functional open space regarding either the sense of 
"neighbourhoodliness" or simply the profusion of activities that those urbanscapes could have possibly 
provided. 

In Search of a Solution - The Compact City Theory

Aware of the possible negative consequence of urban sprawl, together with the issues of accelerating 
growth of urban populations in the later 20th century, research was done into developing new theories. 
The theory of “Compact cities” was first raised in a book called “Compact City: a Plan for a Livable 
Urban Environment” by Dantzig and Saaty in 1973. The authors stated that in response to uncontrolled 
urban growth, future cities should strive for change. Two principles, “more efficient use of vertical 
space,” and “around-the-clock use of urban facilities” were introduced as the central thesis of the book, 
to achieve “Total-System Planning” (Dantzig and Satty, 1973). The proposal included structural plans 
addressing spatial quality, transportation systems, and other socio-economic topics. The authors were 
providing more of a Utopian vision driven by a desire to see more efficient use of resources. However, 
by writing this book, Dantzig and Saaty posited the potential of mixed-use development and the 
possibilities of building more “four-dimensional cities in which vertical space and time are exploited” 
(Dantzig and Saaty, 1973, p.223).

While research aiming at promoting the compact city and associated theories is ongoing, there is, 
inevitably, questioning of these theories. Although the compact city model can be seen as a sustainable 
urban form in the context of developed countries, the theory was not been widely applied in practice. 
Although a vast amount of complexity exists, the theory itself has not as highly valued when it came to 
practice. Indeed a certain level of urban compactness can promote the viability of public transportation 
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and have other benefits regarding social developments; it can also cause environmental issues including 
the fragmentation of green patches, and air pollution. Accordingly, both lower or higher levels of 
compactness can lead to problems, and it would be reckless to consider compact city theory as versatile 
when applied to all related conditions (Jenks, Burton, and William, 1996). The central question raised 
here is the extent to which urban form can achieve sustainability.

Whether cities are built at high density or allowed to sprawl, there will be issues emerging from either 
mode of development. Achieving a sustainable and compact urban form is an issue of finding the middle 
ground where issues are balanced and the overall livability of the city is achieved. 

While approaches to compact city development emerged world-wide a few decades ago, issues of rural 
sustainability, mobility, and the quality of life have also emerged in a dynamic set of circumstances. 
As argued by Ovink, Wierenga and Boelen (2011), environmental regulations in many countries 
are becoming more rigid and there is little cohesion between the private and public sectors. Ovink, 
Wierenga and Boelen focused their research on the need for correlation between theory and its practical 
application, and emphasized the importance of forming new alliances through which contributors from 
all realms of thought are brought together to think and work holistically.

The theories mentioned above underpin the complex conditions which generate urban landscape. 
Although all those theories advocate different planning strategies in different historical contexts, there 
are some intriguing common points between each of them. Examining all the debates and solutions 
that those theories proposed, it is apparent that a society with more sophisticated control over urban 
population density is able to promote a sustainable urban development model with a more efficient 
landscape structure.

Another reflection is that, instead of urban development having a one-way impact on landscape 
structure, theorists suggest that urban compactness and landscape quality are mutually exclusive. 
Accordingly, urban form affects how landscape exists in a city, while planning of the urban landscape 
can contribute to the development of a more livable and sustainable urban form.

Further consideration of the scale of cities and landscape structures leads to questions of studies at a 
smaller human scale or more systematic studies at a macro level. Research of these two types differs 
significantly due to their different purposes. The former focuses on the sense and organization and 
cognition of space in landscape planning and design. It searches for insights into human aspects in the 
process of urbanization and landscape development that are affecting landscape design, including social, 
cultural and territorial variables. By contrast, the latter category focuses more on the monitoring and 

2.1.1.3. Reflection on the Planning Theories

2.1.2. Human Aspects of Urban Planning and Landscape Structures 

Influencing ‘Urban Spontaneity’
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assessment of broader ecological consequences of urbanization through quantification and qualification 
of urban landscape patterns on a larger scale. Studies of this type include landscape metrics or GIS-
based gradient analysis of urban landscape pattern in dense cities, as well as evaluation of landscape 
patterns based on standardized criteria. These are mostly supported by objective remote-sensing data 
bases.

Given that this practicum focuses on urban communal spaces, more human-scale studies are designated 
as the first choices to be examined and applied.

2.1.2.1. Kevin Lynch --- The Imageability of Cities

“The urban landscape, among its many roles, is also something to be seen, to be remembered, and to 
delight in. Giving visual form to the city is a special kind of design problem, and a rather new one at 
that” (Lynch, 1960, p.v, preface). 

In the 1950s, Kevin Lynch conducted research in three cities of the United States --- Boston, New Jersey 
City and Los Angeles, - into the role of environmental images in people's lives. In his research, two 
fundamental analyses were carried out in each of the three cities. A systematic field reconnaissance of 
the area made by a trained observer, through which a series of subjective judgments regarding visibility 
and presence of urban elements was developed. Then a lengthy interview of a small sample of city 
inhabitants was used to evidnce the city dwellers' image of their physical environment.

Based on the data and information collected, Lynch concluded that a series of public images exists 
within each city, and above all, from those images, there are five predominant elements: paths, edges, 
districts, nodes and landmarks. While those elements may be of general application, they represented the 
citizen’s image of their city. 

There are several reasons why later generations valued this research. It was one of the earliest pieces of 
research in which the interaction between people and place was determined through analyzing people's 
mental images of cities. As Lynch stated, they started the study in the hope of generalizing a series 
of component elements that contribute to the construction of a city using “bottom-up” methods. He 
considered the images essential both to people's actual functioning and their emotional well-being.

However, it was not the specificity, but the similarity of those images, that made his research valuable. 
While there is substantial flexibility and adaptability of human perceptions, those individual images 
had many common features --- “similarities that arose from common human strategies of cognition, 
shared culture and experience, and the particular physical form of the place that they live in. Thus, an 
observer, familiar with the local culture and with the general nature of city images, could, after a careful 
study of the town, make predictions about likely common features and patterns of organization in the 
mental images of that place” (Lynch, 1985, p.425). This research demonstrated that the shape of the 
physical world plays a role in environmental perception. The elicited series of mental images work first 
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to indicate an understanding of existing city patterns, and then as the basis for designing new urban 
patterns.

However, alternatives also emerged. In Lynch’s later writings in 1985, he responded to critics of his 
previous study and conceded that he had not treated cities as dynamic entities that are in constant 
development and not static. Thus, the research lacked a prospective vision that could guide future 
development for these cities (Lynch, 1985). 

Although the original study did not lead to an expected result, it did encourage researchers and 
practitioners to take into account the human condition in urban planning and design. Also, it generated 
the question of the importance of ‘urban spontaneity’ in the realm of planning and design.

2.1.2.2. The Spontaneous City Theory

“Our world knows no radically new cities. Every new design of a city is the result of past experiences, 
habits and convictions” (Urhahn Urban Design, 2010, p.9).

If the twentieth century is seen as the century in which a fundamental system of theories in urban 
planning was established, the 21st century might be one in which these theories become more 
complicated and cultural and social meanings attached to a space become much heavier. It is apparent 
that social spontaneity in the field of urban planning and design is growing at a faster rate than could 
have been imagined. Urban planners and designers have realized that the top-down methods applied 
previously are no longer adequate for addressing urban problems.

Urhahn’s Spontaneous Cities (2010) examines research into urban spontaneity both in theory and 
in practice. It includes both theoretical studies and experimental planning and design approaches to 
a variety of intriguing projects. For instances, research conducted by Lankester and Polito (2009), 
focusing on exploring types of informal spaces located in Amsterdam and Hamburg, is included. 
Through their research,  Lankester and Polito defined informal spaces, mapped - through objective 
records and a series of manual models - the urban environments in the city that inspired informal usage 
(2010). 

Another example is the “Noorderveld” located in the borough of Amsterdam-Noord, a part of the 
city that has a strong sense of freedom for individuals to carry out their own plans. While this sense 
of freedom was prevalent in the borough, there was also pressure from the government for new 
development which could bring new opportunities, but could also damage existing urban spontaneity. 

The initial concern of the project was to achieve the development under instructive urban strategies 
while preserving the borough's sense of spontaneity. As a theoretical testing project, Noorderveld's site 
is the W.H.Vliegenbos park, an urban park near the shores of the IJ, currently used as a natural resource 
in an urban setting that provides people with ground for camping and other leisure activities. This 
new design aimed at increasing freedom for “not only the freedom of the individuals, but also that of 
collective initiatives” (Urhahn Urban Design, 2010, p.85). 
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Different design methods were applied to redeveloping the park not only as a natural environment, but 
as a range of land upon which people could incorporate an enriched variety of activities in a setting of 
both natural and social characters. This kind of project, though not realized on the ground, addressed the 
possibility of public influence on the development of landscape forms.

Spontaneous Cities is an informative source regarding theoretical research with rich methods and a 
database for case studies.

2.1.2.3. Reflection of Research Relevant to Urban Spontaneity

It is evident that research related to the psychological and social aspects of urban planning and design 
does not suggest standard formulation. The variables in studies relevant to human impact appear more 
complicated compared to studies that require only systematic research methods. Clear, pre-established 
criteria will generally tend to simplify the scope and findings from such studies. Furthermore, techniques 
of expression are often relatively subjective and can vary with either subtle or massive differences. 
Nevertheless, development of this type of research should still proceed so that insights of different 
disciplines can be applied as sources of mutual inspiration. On the other hand, systematic and objective 
methods could also be applied to this kind of social-related research. The intervention of systematic 
methods, as long as they are subject to the criteria mentioned earlier, could standardize the result to a 
certain extent. The only alternative would be, once the techniques of applying systematic methods into 
social-related research become more stable, the convergence of the research methods could be at risk of 
causing the loss of correspondence to local circumstances.

While all the theories mentioned above provide the practicum with a series of research frameworks on 
urban structure and its relationship with urban landscape, it would be hard to conduct the practicum 
research with the methods mentioned above directily due to the particularity of the site being located in 
China and developed under the oriental cultural environment. Thus, case studies are especially valued 
under such circumstance in order to ensure that the research methods are considered both systematically 
applicable and respecting cultural differences. The case studies try to select cases that base themselves 
in cultures aside from mainstream western culture, while conforming to the methods mentioned above 
regarding research and design process. 
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Communal urban space, in the history of China, instead of being treated as an independent aspect of 
urban development, has always been seen as a component of urban housing development. Thus, it is 
important to first obtain background knowledge of the early Urban Housing Development in China for 
further understanding communal urban space in Beijing. 

The earliest communal urban-scape of China relied heavily on the traditional type of habitation: Chinese 
courtyard houses. The way that the houses enclosed space makes the whole parcel a quadrilateral, in 
which a courtyard appears. As people shared their lives in the yard, it became the earliest communal 
urban-scape in the country.

Courtyard houses are one of the oldest dwelling types in China. The first appearance of the Chinese 
courtyard house dates back to the Western Zhou period (c. 1046 – 771 BC) (Wang, 2000), and the 
development of it has been continuous since then. Through 3000 years of history, several different types 
have been derived from the original structure, and all of them formed their unique configuration under 
specific sociocultural customs and climatic conditions in particular locales. There are relatively apparent 
divergences between different types of courtyard houses across China. Among all these courtyard house 
types, Siheyuan in Beijing is the best known type.

2.2. History of Communal Spaces and Urban Housing Development in China

2.2.1. Traditional Chinese Courtyard Houses (Before 1840)

Figure group 2.2-2 shows the distribution of 
different types of courtyard house. Each letter 
represents a different type of courtyard house 
in China.

Figure 2.2-2-0 Range of Beijing through History
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2.2. History of Communal Spaces and Urban Housing Development in China The following Figures show different types of couryard houses across China.

Figure 2.2-2A Traditional Dwellings in Dongbei, northern China

Figure 2.2-2B Siheyuan: Courtyard Compound in Beijing

Figure 2.2-2C: Courtyard Houses in Shanxi

The traditional dwellings 
in Dongbei are located in 
the north end of China. 
With shorter daylight 
hours and lower sun angle 
during the long winter, 
these residences in Dongbei 
have relatively large yards 
with fences surrounding 
them. Distances between 
buildings are larger 
compared with other types 
of compound house in the 
south.

The Siheyuan in Beijing, 
among all types, have 
the neatest organization 
of rooms and the most 
symmetrical layout due to 
the impact of the orderly 
grid urban structure of 
Beijing.

Courtyard compounds 
in Shanxi follow a 
symmetrical layout 
while having unique 
styles regarding building 
materials and appearances.
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Figure 2.2-2D Courtyard houses in Huizhou

Figure 2.2-2E Tulou: Courtyard Houses in Fujian

Figure 2.2-2F Courtyard Houses in Tibet

Courtyard houses in Huizhou 
have much smaller central 
yards due to the hot weather 
and the high sun angle during 
summer time compared to 
the northern part of China. 
Eaves are usually extended 
to provide shade for people’s 
daily activities, and cloisters 
are more commonly seen.

The traditional courtyard 
compound in Tibet has a lot 
of similarities with the Tulou 
in Fujian regarding human 
aspects, though not reflected 
in the building layout. As 
the Tibetans were enduring 
harsh climatic conditions and 
wars at the same time, the 
configuration of the houses 
comes from the synergy of the 

Tulou in Fujian has a 
distinguishing appearance 
compared to other courtyard 
houses in China. History 
records the settlement in 
Fujian as destitute with 
limited land for cultivation 
and suffering from wars. 
Thus, self-defence became 
a necessity. As the natural 
topography presented people 

with these round-shaped mounts, building these fortress-style courtyard houses provided the dwellers 
with a house configuration more compatible with the local topographic conditions as well as a more 
defensive environment for living (Liu, 2003). Also, building the compound in a circular form allows for 
more space enclosed with limited materials.
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dual requirements for defense and warmth (Larsen, Sinding-Larsen, 2001).

All the houses are flat-roofed with a lower storey height. The compound is usually walled up and 
includes large yards on the inside. 

2.2.2. The Modern Urban Housing Development in China (1840-1949)

The traditional kind of inwardly-opened spatial structure provided by courtyard houses leads to the use 
of communal urban space for group activities based on the unit of single courtyard house or compound. 
However,  the development of courtyard houses encountered an upheaval that caused many social shifts, 
starting from the 19th century. This upheaval brought not only changes to the path of urban housing 
development, but also changes in the direction of urban development, including urban pattern and urban-
scape, in the following centuries.

The 19th and 20th century were turbulent for China socio-politically. Before 1840, China was a feudal 
society. Each dynasty was under the domination of a single royal family. The change of dynasties are 
the marks of revolutions and of the shiftings of political power between families. Starting from 1840 
when the Opium war broke out and struck the whole of society, revolutionary campaigns were again 
aroused. While the Opium war took the old government down and brought social issues, it was a catalyst 
for changes in Chinese society. It not only started a series of revolutions that overturned the feudal 
domination into capitalist governance between 1840 and 1911, but also provided people with a brand 
new social situation for development in the next few decades (1911-1949). Out of that turmoil, China 
was forced to open its doors to the entire world, through which new ideas were gained regarding urban 
housing development. That was when "urban housing in the modern sense emerged, resulting in changes 
in living patterns, construction systems and housing styles" (Lv, Peter, Zhang, 2001, p.13).

Clustered housing, developed in the basis of traditional Chinese dwellings, had the 
following characteristics. They were at once houses developed out of traditional residential 
architectures and out of the large-scale construction being practiced in cities, with many 
families living together in the same compound. Often they were built with indigenous 
features in order to adapt both the local climate and lifestyle.

(Lv, Peter and Zhang, 2001, p.63)

“

”

The instant result of the changing period was that different styles of houses either emerged out of the 
traditional kind of houses or simply redeveloped to hold more families. Anyways, all these different 
types catered for various demands of families living in cities country-wide. Figure 2.2-3 is a timeline 
showing the period of all the most common types of urban residential houses that emerged between 
1840 and 1949, the period in which most changes in living patterns took place. 
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The First Opium War
1840-1842

The Second Opium War
1856-1860

The Appearance of
Shikumen Houses
1860

Sino-French War
1883-1885

As shown on the timeline, the unceasing wars frequently interrupted the process of urban development. 
Thus, in the last few decades of the Qing Dynasty, the Shikumen house was the only new type of 
residential house. Interestingly, the only continuous period in which new forms of residential houses 
boomed was from the 1920s to 1930s, a few years after the Siege of International Legations. The 
phenomena indicate that the incoming of foreigners brought China new architectural forms capable 
of holding more population. The new forms later brought not only a new way of living but also new 
cognition towards communal relationships and further development of urban space.

Qing Dynasty 1644-1911

LEGEND

Critical Political

Time Spot

Time Spot for Emergence

of New Architectural types

War Periods

Period for Centralized Emergence

of New Architectural types

Figure 2.2-3 Timeline of Urban Housing Development in China
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Sino-French War
1883-1885

The Appearance of
Courtyard Complex
1920s

The Appearance of
High-rise
Buildings
1920s

The Appearance of
Western-style
Terraced Houses
1920s

The Appearance of
Detached & Semi-
detached Houses
1920s

Courtyard House
turned into
Dazayuan
(functional change)
1920s

The Appearance of
New-style
Shikumen Houses
1919

Siege of the
International Legations
1900-1901

The founding of
the Republic of China
1912

Second Sino-
Japanese War
Partial War
1931-1937

Second Sino-Japanese 
War
Full-scale War
1937-1945

The founding of
the People's Republic
of China
1949

First Sino-Japanese War
1894-1895 Republic of China 1911-1949
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Figure group 2.2-4 includes sets of plans and sections of the new forms of residential houses mentioned 
in the timeline.

Shikumen Houses

A Shikumen house is a two-story housing 
complex with courtyards in both front and 
back, and walls surrounding the exposed 
part of the houses and yards. The materials 
used for building Shikumen houses are 
brick and wood.

Shikumen houses in the mid twentieth 
century find their roots in the traditional 
houses south of the Yangtze River and can 
be found mainly in Shanghai and other 
cities located in the Southern part of China.

New-style Shikumen Houses

The new-style Shikumen house is a 
diversified type. Compared to the old kind 
of Shikumen houses, new-style Shikumen 
has a more unified appearance, an added 
number of stories, as well as a  greater 
variety of inner unit layout.

While keeping the wood structure with 
a "Ren" (人) style truss, the new-style 
Shikumen houses increased the use of 
reinforced concrete posts and concrete 
slabs, as well as solid brick load-bearing 
walls.

The new-style Shikumen houses have the 
same origin as the traditional Shikumen 
houses. These new-style Shikumen houses 
were located mostly in the Western 

Figure 2.2-4A Plan and Sections of Shikumen Houses

Figure 2.2-4B Plan and Sections of New-style Shikumen Houses

1 Living Room
2 Courtyard
3 Bedroom
4 Wooden Deck

1 Living Room
2 Bedroom
3 Central Courtyard
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concession of Shanghai. Apart from Shanghai, Guangdong and other cities in the south also have their 
own differentiated Shikumen houses adaptive to local climate and other social practices.

Figure 2.2-4C Functional Distribution of Courtyard
                   Compound before the 20th Century

Figure 2.2-4D Functional Distribution of Dazayuan after the
                    Founding of the Republic of China

Dazayuan

Instead of being a new form of a residential house, Dazayuan here more a shifting of living modes. 
They were based in courtyard houses (compounds) that were built earlier than the 19th century. Each of 
these traditional courtyard compounds once belonged to only one rich family before the end of the Qing 
Dynasty (before 1911). However, the fall of the country brought social chaos, and many families ended 
up living in poverty. Dazayuan emerged when families began to spontaneously move together and live 
close together in one compound after the founding of the Republic of China.

Figure 2.2-4C and 2.2-4D shows a contradiction of the uses of courtyard compounds before the 20th 
century and after the compound turned into a Dazayuan. 

N
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Figure 2.2-4E Use of Communal Space of Dazayuan from the 20th century

Clothes hanged 
for sun-drying

Table for storage

Bikes

Birdcage

Racks for Planting 
Vegetables

Planter

Ornamental
Plants

As shown, while the compound was once delicately programmed with plenty of rooms and functions 
for a single family, the later Dazayuan contains five families in one unit with all the functions blurred. 
Thus, the former courtyards and all the spaces for connectivity (e.g. corridor and porch) that were not 
previously assigned a specific function are redefined as communal space (see area of light blue in Figure 
2.2-4D). This kind of cramped living condition created a new form of communal space for Chinese 
people.

Figure 2.2-4E shows how the newly emerged communal space was used in the second half of the 20th 
century. Many daily activities (including planting, pet-keeping, storage, clothes-drying etc.) happen in 
the same space due to the tightness of the area. For instance, potted plants are commonly seen in such 
space due to the feasibility of being moved around. The vegetable racks were also movable so that they 
can be put away in winter to make room for other purposes. Ornamental plants not only add color to the 
courtyard space, but also serve as a visual barrier deviding the space and provide shade for the residents 
in summer time. Although the function of the space itself wasn't planned, the need for activity space 
drives people to take advantage of the existing limited space, and created a shared communal space.
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Courtyard Complex

Courtyard complexes preserved most of the outer 
characteristics of the courtyard house built before the 20th 
century. Following a symmetrical pattern with a courtyard 
enclosed by the surrounding buildings, the outer layout of 
this kind of courtyard complex looks similar to Siheyuan 
and other courtyard houses in ancient times.  Only changes 
regarding materials and internal spatial arrangement 
were made. The inner layouts were altered due to the 
consideration of holding more families in a single housing 
complex.

As shown in Figure 2.2-4F, the plan of a single courtyard 
complex indicates that distribution of functions inside 
of a building is radically different compared to the inner 
functional layout of the traditional courtyard house (see 
Figure 2.2-4C). Since a single traditional courtyard 
compound serves only a single family, the function of 
each room is relatively rich, and the area of each room is 
larger. A courtyard complex, on the other hand, has less 
average room area, singular room functions and contains 
three families.

Regarding locations, the courtyard complex was more 
widely spread in the Northern part of China, mostly 
existing in Tianjin, Yantai, Beijing, and Shandong.

Figure 2.2-4F Residential Layout of Courtyard Complex

Figure 2.2-4G Plan of Courtyard Complex

Figure 2.2-4H Birdview of Courtyard Complex
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Figure 2.2-4H shows the birdview of the courtyard complex and the green area indicating the location of 
communal spaces in between such architectural form. Uses of these communal spaces are also similar to 
those of Dazayuan.

Based on the similarity between the courtyard complex and Dazayuan in terms of spatial structure and 
the use of their attached communal space, it is evident that architectural structure has certain influences 
on the formation of such communal space in several aspects. However, considering that people are the 
mainstay of these communal spaces, it is better to say that architectural forms and the local residents' 
activities together defined such communal spaces.

First, a tighter connection between the inner (private) and outer (communal) space. As indicated in 
Figure 2.2-4D and 2.2-4G, the architectural form and the residents' habit of living (e.g. shared kitchen 
and washroom) make traveling frequently in the communal space a necessity in order to live their daily 
lives.

Second, a comprehensive use of space. Since the overall area is very limited, there is no room left 
out of use. Every bit of the communal space meets a specific functional requirement, and all of them 
share many common functions. Also, the enriched function of a single space created more chances of 
communication between people and hence promoted the sense of community.

Figure 2.2-4I Plan of Western-style Terraced Houses

Western-style Terraced Houses

Terraced houses are two to four-story 
buildings with a few dozen families 
living together in one unit. While 
families residing on the first floor have 
their courtyard, the others have private 
balconies.

The Terraced houses were inspired by 
Spanish, British and French terraced houses. 
These houses, in the early to mid-twentieth 
century in China, were mostly located in 
Tianjin, Hankou, Yantai and other cities 
having trade relationships with foreign 
countries.

1 Living Room
2 Dining Room
3 Pantry
4 Central Courtyard
5 Bedroom
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Figure 2.2-4J Plan of Detached &Semi-detached Houses

Detached and semi-detached 
houses are single houses with 
private gardens. They were 
mostly built either for railway 
workers in the cities with a 
relatively sparse and lower 
population or for officers and 
wealthy Europeans living in 
bustling cities of China in the 
early 20th century.

The Western-style detached 
and semi-detached houses 
largely inherited their features 
from the West and present 
themselves mostly in Harbin, 
Shenyang, Dalian, Tianjin, 
Shanghai, and cities that had 
western concessions and 
trading relationships with 
foreign countries.

Detached &Semi-detached Houses

1 Meeting Room
2 Living Room
3 Central Courtyard

4 Balcony
5 Bedroom
6 Pantry
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For the two types of residences above, while living conditions are much better compared to the former 
ones, communal space is in short supply as neighborhood communication and activities become rather 
unnecessary. Outdoor activities are also intended to be performed in private spaces.

High-rise Apartment 
Buildings 

Apartment buildings are 
mostly buildings with over 
six floors with or without 
elevators. To satisfy 
all needs of families of 
different sizes, each floor 
contains a mix of unit types 
with a different number of 
rooms.

Figure 2.2-4K Plan of High-rise Apartment Buildings 
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The high-rise apartment buildings inherited a lot of characteristics from Western mansions while 
incorporating designs meeting the needs of Chinese society. They were not as common as other 
housing types in the 1930s and initially were mostly located in Shanghai.

Aside from the internal situation (mentioned in the timeline) , external factors were also important. 
World War I sent many owners of foreign-funded enterprises back to their countries of origin, 
leaving the local Chinese industries to develop in the early 20th century. Laborers were needed for 
industrial works, and a lot of young people were moving towards the large trading port cities for a 
moderately better life. With a steadily increasing influx into these cities, a considerable demand for 
housing was emerging.

Thus, authorities and major enterprises started building residential properties in the urban areas. 
Most of the authorities were retired warlords, landlords, politicians and business people. As a lot of 
the trading port cities at that time were semi-colonial with concessions occupied by the rich and by 
bureaucrats, as well as foreigners. One of the ways of investing in real estate for the authorities was 
to purchase properties situated in the concessions of the cities and rent out the premises. Factories 
also constructed houses to support their workers. Meanwhile, after the new nationalist government 
(of the Republic of China) was finally founded in Nanjing (1927), the work of establishing laws 
began so that the commercial activities related to real estate could be regulated (Lv, Peter and 
Zhang, 2001).

Then, as the government intervened in urban housing development, the scale of development 
gradually grew. Aside from regulations, the government also attempted to raise the quality of urban 
living. Thus they brought up planning and design schemes and constructed new residential houses 
for the citizens. To reach a higher standard of living, social infrastructure such as markets and 
primary schools were included in the plans. As all the new plans were to be realized in new areas, 
the overall settings of all houses started from scratch rather than following existing road systems. 

Figure 2.2-4L shows a site plan for a cluster of residential houses in the early twentieth century. 
As seen, the residential block was clearly programmed with parking lots and sports grounds where 
people can spend their leisure time in sporting activities. Green space were also planned in-between 
buildings to provide people with space for communication and other activities. The sports grounds 
and the green space together counted as communal space. From that time, communal space finally 
started being considered as required service space attached to residences. 
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Examining urban housing development in China between the mid 19th and 20th century, it is apparent 
that there were not only huge shifts regarding living modes but also the cognition of public space. 
Although the traditional residential housing forms provided an inwardly opened space, because people's 
sense of family was very strong in ancient China, these enclosed courtyards were still under the name 
of a single family rather than being seen as communal. The only public space in China before the 19th 
century was the streets, upon which people transport and trade.

Events in the 19th century affected China in many ways. First, the spread and integration of culture 
from other parts of the world brought new ways of living. With the emergence of new types of houses, 
new senses of urban space were also generated. For instance, the appearance of Daazayuan turned the 
courtyards from private space (private property) into communal spaces in which different families based 
their daily lives. 

Second, World War I overthrew the absolute status of the royal power and the nobility. The intense 
social situation brought opportunities to people and chances of development for Chinese cities, which 
gave the government opportunities to create master plans. Although the widespread development of 
multi-storey terraced houses and high-rise apartment buildings were the preferred approach to meeting 
the considerable demand for housing on limited budgets, the government tried, nevertheless, to equip the 
apartments and houses with affiliated green space and other public spaces.

Overall, though there was not a large scale movement or revolution regarding promoting urban 
development or changing living conditions, the entry of foreign culture in the nineteenth century 
prompted enlightenment towards a new type of urban-scape.

2.2.3. The Development Trend of Communal Urban space in China from 1840-1949

N0 100M25M 50M
Figure 2.2-4L Residential Layout of High-rise 
Apartment Buildings 
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2.2.4. Urban housing development under the Socialist-planned economy (1949-1978)

The Social Background

The wars between 1937 and 1949 drained China in every respect. In the early times of the new Republic, 
China suffered a severe shortage of many resources. Renovation of the ruins from wars or building new 
infrastructure were both difficult.

As for the housing market, there were several changes in social conditions that brought out issues. 
The most significant difference was the switch of ownership. While houses were once under names of 
different individuals and private institutions, the newly central-planned economy re-regulated most of 
the houses. The re-regulation of these houses later facilitated the state control of the market.

Looking at the country as a whole, on the one hand, with few industries surviving from the war, the 
government was concerned about the future development of the country. On the other hand, the new 
Republic of China had close cooperation with the Soviet Union in many aspects and saw the Soviet 
Union as a model regarding reconstructing cities after World War II due to many political and social 
reasons. Hoping that heavy industries could support the country's overhead, the government established 
policies giving priority to heavy industries, which brought many difficulties for urban housing. Large 
labour forces are needed to underpin the growth of heavy industries. With work opportunities sitting in 
front of people living in rural areas, a great migration began. The rapidly growing population in large 
cities required an adequate amount of housing, which was beyond the capability of the government in 
the 1950-1960s.

Moreover, though housing construction was being undertaken, urban housing developments were still 
seen as non-productive construction so that no financial investment was put into it unless there was 
'enough' surplus. Thus, only houses near factories supporting the lives of workers were constructed by 
the governments. There was barely any other construction of houses in the old districts in big cities. The 
critical imbalance between the productive and non-productive construction started in the 1950s and did 
not end until 1978 when the "Reform and opening-up" policies were established (Lalkaka, 1984). Figure 
2.2-5 shows the trends in investment in different industries from 1950 to 1978.

A New Welfare Housing System under a Centralized Economic Plan

As mentioned, the most significant change in the housing market after the founding of the new China 
was the shifting of ownership. The reasons for this change should be more thoroughly explained here 
to help understand the new welfare housing system. Before the founding of the new Republic, the 
proportion of houses being privately owned was 84.3% of all units, with a relatively high propotion of 
people living in rented houses owned by bureaucratic capitalists and the old nationalist government. 
Also, there were properties owned by private households living in the cities.  Data for Beijing in the 
early 1950s indicates that the proportion of rented housing reached approximately 80%, and about 76% 
of houses in the city were under private ownership. While buying and selling of these private houses and 
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2.2.4. Urban housing development under the Socialist-planned economy (1949-1978)

the rental market eased the shortage of housing to a large extent, there wasn't a unified market for private 
rental property. By contrast, publicly owned houses for rent were managed by the government and had 
a more reasonable rent and better maintenance standards. Thus, the government started the shift by 
confiscating properties from large-property owners (while keeping medium and small-property owners 
under protection) as well as building houses for workers developing heavy industries.

Meanwhile, the government also implemented a series of policies with respect to citizens with low 
wages and low consumption. The policy indicated that all the people were supposed to pay rent for 
their housing, but at a lower rate compared than previously set by the government. The prices were 
"readjusted concerning the standard for civil servants" (Lv, Peters, and Zhang, 2001, p.115). The shift 
went on over the next 20 years and, by 1978, the percentage of publicly-owned houses went up from 
15.7% (before 1949) to 90.1%.

Even though this solution was far from enough to house all the citizens, it was still almost the only way 
of solving housing problems at that time because of the weak economic conditions (Liang, 2014).

Since it was in the same period that the country was in economic recovery from World War II, there was 
insufficient money for constructing sophisticated houses with facilities for everyone. However, under the 
pressing demands of stabilizing society, places for settlement were eagerly sought. Thus, the government 
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decided to improve people's quality of life through improving existing infrastructure, as well as building 
simple houses that could be constructed as quickly as possible. That is when the barrack-style buildings 
came into being. This kind of structure was a dormitory-like apartment designed with a very tight budget 
and the goal of housing as many families as possible. The requirements and constraints made private 
space an uncommon and precious thing in such houses. A single family was usually allocated with 
one to three rooms, based on the numbers per household, families sharing kitchens, toilets and shower 
supplies. As the Soviet Union influenced China in many respects, the style of design and the overall 
layout were also combinations of the Soviet experience and Chinese characteristics. On the one side, 
the design of the buildings followed the barrack-style informed by the Soviets to increase efficiency. On 
the other hand, axis and yards, which are two crucial Chinese characteristics frequently used in Chinese 
architecture, could also be seen from either the configuration of a single building or the overall layout of 
residential areas produced during the period (shown in Figure group 2.2-6).

Furthermore, a lot of older houses including Shikumen house and courtyard complexes, as well as the 
slums during the wartime, were also upgraded or redesigned as barrack-style buildings to accommodate 
more people.

Figure 2.2-6A Plan of Barrack-style Building Blocks

Figure 2.2-6B Functional layout of Barrack-style Buildings Figure 2.2-6C Photo of Barrack-style Buildings, By Cheng G., n.d.
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2.2.5. Urban housing development after the implementation of "Reform and 

Opening-up policies" (1978-now) 

With thirty years of recovery and capital accumulation, the new Republic gradually emerged from 
the shadow of the previous wars. With the thought of developing the economy and promoting living 
conditions, the government established the "Reform and Opening-up policy", also known as the 
Chinese economic reform. The reform began with introducing market economy principles into China. 
As mentioned before, the new Republic before 1978 was under a planned economic system, in which 
all investments were part of a centralized production plan. The reform advocated for a more dynamic 
and energetic economic market. To realize the goal, methods adopted included the de-collectivization 
of agriculture, permission for businesses regarding foreign investment, private enterprise and self-
employment. Since most of the industries were state-owned before 1978, the government also 
established protectionist policies and regulations to encourage the privatization and contracting out of 
the previously state-owned industries (Gao, 2008).

As a result, though there are still sectors including banking and petroleum remaining in monopolies 
(Engardio and Peter, 2005), the percentage of private sector business grew remarkably over the 
following forty years. By the end of 2017, there were approximately 27 million private enterprises in 
China. The products of these enterprises accounted for over 60% of China's Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) by 2017 (National Business Daily, 2018).
With the rapid growth of the 
economy, the social situation was 
more suitable for promoting living 
conditions. Thus, while development 
of agriculture and heavy industries is 
still critically valued, the government 
shifted their attention partially to 
the construction industry, including 
construction of residential areas in 
the city, together with the planning 
of the urban environment. Mid-rise 
and high-rise apartment buildings 
were the best choice considering 
budgets and need for metting future 
population growth.

Figure 2.2-7 shows the plan of 
Baiwanzhuang residential area, one 
of these residential community built 
in the 1980s. N 0 100M 200M50M
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Kingdergarten

Office Building
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Figure 2.2-7 Plan of Baiwanzhuang Residential Area
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2.2.6. The Development Trend of Communal Urban Space after the Founding of 

the People's Republic of China （（(1949-now)

As seen from the plan, the residential 
community was equipped with 
basic service facilities including 
kindergartens, schools, shopping 
malls, office buildings and parking 
lots. Green space was also allocated 
and designed between buildings to 
satisfy the residents' need for after-
work activities (see Figure 2.2-8).

Since the 1980s, many more 
residential blocks similar to 
Baiwanzhuang were developed in 
many cities of China on to the present day, only with more storeys. This contributed to the current urban 
structure of cities in China.

Figure 2.2-8 Birdview of Baiwanzhuang Residential Area

The development of communal space in China after 1949 can be divided into two periods. Before the 
economic reform (1978), when China was still in the recovery period, livelihood issues were far more 
urgent to the whole country compared to problems regarding the quality of life. Thus, not much effort 
was devoted to developing communal space for people compared to agriculture and heavy industries 
between 1949 and 1978. Although it was the period when the government did start the repaireand 
refurbishment of all the former royal gardens and gradually turned them into public parks, the whole 
thirty years had no records of developing communal spaces. Starting from 1978, the improvement of 
the economic situation brought chances for developing communal spaces in urban areas. Large-scale 
construction of residential blocks in cities also provided people with associated green space in their 
living areas, which led to the return of communal space. 

However, the changes were only made to newly-developed residential blocks. In housing areas built 
earlier than 1949, though refurbishments were done including implementation of basic facilities, not 
much work was done to promote the communal environment. In many areas, residents living in old 
residential developments such as Shikumen houses and courtyard compounds, gradually took over the 
responsibility of improving their communal environment spontaneously. 
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Xicheng District

The history of Beijing dates back to over eight 
hundred years ago when the city was first defined 
as the capital of the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) and 
was named as Dadu (the Metropolis).

The city was initially planned in a grided pattern 
due to geographical conditions and the study of 
Fengshui, understood as the art of placement, 
in China. As recorded by Xiong, Kublai Khan, 
the emperor of the Yuan, assigned lands to 
merchants and politicians, as well as wealthy 
farmers, in the late 13th century for residential 
uses (Xiong, 1983). Thus started the broad-scaled 
construction of Siheyuan in Beijing.

As the planning of the city follows a symmetrical 
pattern, the city was divided into several blocks 
with two north-south main streets parallel to the 
central axis, with lands and alleys on both sides running east-west. While buildings serving commerce 
and handcrafts were mostly located along the main streets, the housing was usually situated in the lanes, 
contributing to residential blocks (Wu, 1986). With such a grid street system neatly arranged, the design 
of Siheyuan followed the quadrangular shape of the residential neighbourhoods planned in the city.

Figure 2.3-2 shows the urban pattern of Dadu during the Yuan Dynasty and Figure 2.3-3 shows the grid 
pattern of the city, along with the central axis and the location of the imperial palace.

The later Ming and Qing dynasty continued the grid pattern established in the Yuan dynasty and 
emphasized the central axis through building the Forbidden City, as well as solidifying the residential 
pattern in the city. (Figure 2.3-4 & 2.3-5)

Xicheng District

City of Beijing in

Ming & Qing Dynasty

LEGEND

Site Area 

City of Beijing in

Yuan Dynasty

Figure 2.3-1 Range of Beijing through History

2.3.1. History Background - Urban development of Beijing Before 1949

元世祖忽必烈诏旧城居民之过京城老，以赀高及居职者为先，乃定制以地八亩为一分（熊梦祥，1983），分给前
往大都的富商、官员建造住宅，由此开始了北京传统四合院住宅大规模形成的时期。(See translation in bold italic below.)

2.3. The Development of Communal Space in Beijing

As the capital of China since the 13th century, the pace of development in Beijing reflects that of the 
country. The unique characteristics of the city regarding urban fabric, traditional architectural structure 
and details of urban development, together with the development history, pre-Figure the current status of 
the practicum site.
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Figure 2.3-2 Map of Beijing in Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368)
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Figure 2.3-3 Main Urban Structure of Beijing in Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368)
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Figure 2.3-4 Map of Beijing in Ming Dynasty (1573-1644)

After the Ming Dynasty(1573-1644) replaced the Yuan Dynasty, the urban grid pattern was inherited 
and further developed. The city was expanded on the south (refer to Figure 2.3-1). With streets being 
planned and constructed, the city was gradually enlarged.
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Figure 2.3-5 Map of Beijing in Qing Dynasty (1760)

The Qing Dynasty further classified the roads and streets to simplify management. The urban fabric in 
the Qing Dynasty indicated that large areas of residences were already build by the 18th century. 
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2.3.2. The Courtyard Compound In Beijing - Siheyuan

Figure 2.3-6 The Configuration of Siheyuan in Beijing

The word “Siheyuan”(四合院) contains three characters. While the last character “Yuan” (yard) indicates 
“What it is”, the other two “Si”(four) and “he”(enclosure) shows “How it is.” 

Si (four)

The four buildings in a Siheyuan are all 
positioned along the north-south and east-
west axis, and are opened up to the yard in the 
center.

He (enclosure)

Back in the times that Siheyuan were 
developed, enclosure and opening were the 
fundamental principles of design. Therefore, 
a typical Siheyuan is completely closed 
against the outside world and open only to the 
occupants (Balser, 1979). 

Figure 2.3-7 "Beijing in the late Qing Dynasty" by George Ernest Morrison, 1900.

To understand the spatial relationship between the urban structure and traditional architecture, an 
explaination of the structure of Siheyuan is necessary.
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Figure 2.3-8 The Spatial Relationship between Siheyuan and Urban Structure in Beijing

Figure 2.3-7 is a photo of Beijing taken by George Ernest Morrison, an Australian journalist, in 1900. 
The photo was taken from the Drum Tower located in the center of the city, showing the urban fabric of 
Beijing in the Qing Dynasty. The widest road in the center of the photo is Changanjie, the central west-
east axis of the city. As shown in Figure 2.3-8, the orange boxes are the courtyard compounds distributed 
in grids. While the yellow arrows indicate the east-west roads and streets, the red arrows represent the 
north-south streets and by the streets that connect the east-west ones.

While the courtyard inside each compound is the main place for people undertaking daily activities, the 
roads, streets and bystreets are places where commercial activities, trades and transportation happen. 
While roads and streets are more defined as spaces for movement, the bystreets, also known as hutongs 
in Mandarin, are considered the same kind of space as the courtyards where people share their lives with 
their neighbours.

Figure 2.2-3-9 is an old painting by Yang Xuan, a Chinese artist in the Qing Dynasty. The painting 
shows the atmosphere of the streets and bystreets (hutongs) of Beijing in 1761. 
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Figure 2.3-9 "Riyuehebi Wuxinglianzhu" by Yang Xu, 1761.
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As mentioned in the previous section, China went through a turbulent period starting from the mid 19th 
century to the mid 20th century. As the capital of the country, Beijing unsurprisingly became one of the 
most turbulent places. Thus, the urban development of the city slowed. It was not until 1949 that the 
People’s Republic of China was founded and rapid urban development re-commenced. Several huge 
changes happened, which influenced the future process of urban development.

First, there was a post-war will for a big step forward regarding social and economic conditions. As the 
country gave priority to heavy industry, factories were set up around big cities including Beijing, which 
attracted a massive influx of population in a short amount of time. With the surge of population after the 
founding of the People's Republic, Beijing was facing a huge and growing need for housing. 

Second, globalization inevitably affected China with repect to architecture and urban development. 
The planners of Beijing foresaw a future with great expansion, and decided that a new model of urban 
development should be established to address the new situation. Thus, based on the structure left from 
the Qing Dynasty, together with the newly planned ring road system, the city started its expansion 
radially (see Figure 2.3-10). The new ring road system currently contains six rings. The first ring is the 
wall of the Forbidden City (the yellow rectangle in Figure 2.3-10), whereas the other five work as the 
major roads of the city. 

Thus, Beijing gradually became a city with both traditional and modern characteristics. The second 
ring road follows the former city walls from the Ming and Qing Dynasties, and all the traditional urban 
structure that survived the wars is located within this ring road. While the city within the second ring 
road partially maintained the traditional urban structure with Siheyuans and hutongs, starting from 
the third ring road there were brand new developments. With an urgent need for housing but limited 
budgets, mid-rise and high-rise apartments were designed to hold as many families as possible. Also, 
viaducts, overpasses and highways were widely constructed out of the third ring road in order to shorten 
the distance and commuting time for people living outside the third ring road.

Figure 2.3-11, taken in the 1990s, shows a bird's view of Beijing. 

The picture was taken in the center of the city, from a high 

viewpoint, and recorded the changing urban texture of the city. 

As shown, all the traditonal Siheyuans (courtyard compounds) 

are within the range of the second ring road, and high-rises were 

constructed on the outer fringe of the city.

2.3.3. History Background - Urban Development of Beijing after 1949
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Figure 2.3.10 The Expansion Path of Beijing

Figure 2.3-11  Bird's View of Hutongs in Beijing, n.d.
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Figure 2.3-12 shows the urban fabric and road network 
structure of the central city of Beijing. Both the network 
within and out of the second ring road follows the grid 
pattern left from history.

Figure 2.3-12 Road Network of the Central City of Beijing   
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It is common to see children from 
different Siheyuans hanging out 
and playing together in the hutongs, 
and Figure 2.3-14 shows a scene of 
children picking pears and dates from 
outside of a Siheyuan. While Figure 
2.3-14 is a painting created in the 
early 20th century, Figure 2.3-13 is 
a photo taken during a research trip 
on site in July 2018. It is intriguing 
to see the same spatial structure 
being maintained in the city until the 
present day.

Figure 2.3-13 Hutongs in Beijing, 2018.

2.3.4. History Background - Traditional Uses of Communal Space in Siheyuan

The quote is from Renhu Xia’s Article about the customs and habits of living in the old city of Beijing. 
With only a few figurative objects, the life in courtyards is vividly pictured. 

The traditional uses of the courtyard are dependent on the configuration of the dwellers. For the ones 
occupied by a single family that is usually related to dignitaries, uses are more inclined to be recreational 
viewing and strolling. Most of the Suzhou gardens were once of this type, with delicate landscape design 
and construction, as well as picturesque scenery framed by windows and inner gates (e.g., moon gates).

For the other courtyards with several smaller families, the yards supported a vast variety of activities. 
Aside from gaining some coolness from the shade, life-supporting activities are also commonplace 
in these yards. As China has a long history of agricultural development, it is no wonder that early 
courtyard house inhabitants in their yards, first started with planting vegetables and fruits, which in a 
way promoted self-sufficiency. Pomegranate, mulberry, and persimmon are the most favoured fruits for 
people in the north of the country, while those in the southern region prefer figs and Osmanthus (usually 
for making Chinese desserts). Sun-drying clothes in summer and storing food in winter, the dwellers 
have been cleverly using the yards to make their lives more convenient.

Figures below are paintings of Zikai Feng produced in the early 20th century, recording the tradition of 
communal livings in hutongs.

"天棚鱼缸石榴树，先生肥狗胖丫头" （夏仁虎，1986）
“Tank of fishes and pomegranates trees, yards of your wishes.           
  Dogs and kids and summer shades, yards of your dreams” (Xia, 1986)

Figure 2.3-14 Childlike (“童趣” ) 
by Zikai Feng, n.d.
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Figure 2.3-17 and 2.3-18 shows how people have been hanging their clothes out to sun-dry them in the 
yards through the last hundred years.

Figure 2.3-17(left) Clothes Hanged in Hutongs, 2018.
Figure 2.3-18 (right) "Daily Life" by Zikai Feng, n.d.

Figure 2.3-15 recorded the scene of 
people living in Siheyuans gathering 
in summer after dinner in the early 
20th century. It is still common to 
see residents gaining coolness and 
chatting together in hutongs after 
dinner. Figure 2.3-16 is a photo 
taken in early September 2018. 
The same pushan (fans) being used 
in both Figures show the cultural 
connection between eras.

Figure 2.3-15 (left) The Watermelon Latern (“种瓜得瓜，
喫瓜得灯。” ) by Zikai Feng, n.d.

Figure 2.3-16 (right) Seniors gathering in Jianchang 
Hutong after dinner, by Y. Peng, 2018.
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2.3.5. Conclusion of Historical Research

The historical research in the proceeding sections explained the broad social and cultural background of 
the practicum, as well as how the current site conditions arose.  

Through all the historical research, conclusions are drawn regarding the development of urban structure 
and communal space of Beijing that later would be helpful for understanding current site conditions. 
The city of Beijing started thriving over eight hundred years ago, yet started its large-scale expansion 
only after the founding of the People's Republic in 1949. Thus, the city not only has the traditional urban 
fabric left over from history but also has modern urban fabric developed in the last seven decades. 

The co-existence of both tyoes of urban fabric indicates different modes of living based on the different 
residential environments in the same city. Due to large-scale development after 1949, a modernized 
living environment with multi-layered residential buildings and associated green urban-scapes is more 
common across the city. However, a minority of people are living in the remaining traditional residences 
within the second ring road. The very different living environment of these people has brought both 
issues and opportunities regarding the development of communal space in the city, and that is the focus 
of this practicum.
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3. CASE STUDIES
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Based on the practicum topic, case studies are presented here as research on urban projects that inform 
the promotion of communal space through either planning and programming, or through design. This 
chapter includes three cases that examine how programming, interdisciplinary cooperation and detailed 
design respectively could have positive effects towards human behaviour and further promote urban 
communal space. Criteria for selecting cases are set out first to ensure the studies are applicable.

As mentioned in chapter two, for case studies related to social factors and human impact, a clear set of 
criteria could help evaluate the result of the studies both qualitatively and quantitatively.

For case studies, this is especially important since the results of case studies can be somewhat 
subjective. The selection of cases is based on a set of predefined criteria in order to try and make them 
more normative.

First, instead of creating new urban-scapes, all the three cases are refurbishment projects intended 
to improve the urban environment. Either as programming on a master plan scale or designs for 
implementation, these projects aim at upgrading the existing urban environment rather than redefining it.

Second, all the cases aim at promoting a sense of community through encouraging activities addressed 
in the design or programming process. Strengthening the sense of community is the core value of these 
projects, whereas design and programming encouraging interaction in communities are the practical 
methods utilized. While the sense of community cannot be measured quantitatively, communal activities 
could be recorded and evaluated through descriptive methods both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
Third, the cases all gave spontaneity for the residents for future development. The design and 
programming works of the cases are left open-ended for spontaneous use and further growth.

Landscape Architecture: Derman Verbakel Architecture

Location: Bat Yam Sea Shore, Israel

Year Completed: 2010

Located in Bat-Yam, Israel, “On the way to the sea” is a project about in-between space. Situated 
between the city and the sea, the site barely had its self-identity except for the passage linking two 
nodes. The design presented a series of interventions that invite people to create their own unique space 
for all kinds of interaction. 

3.1. Criteria of Case Selection

3.2. Case One: On the Way to the Sea
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3.1. Criteria of Case Selection

3.2. Case One: On the Way to the Sea

The installation allowed people to engage 
with space in many different ways. As the 
installation is situated beside the sea, a platform 
with constructed elements is presented as an 
"unfolded" living room from which a panoramic 
view of the sea could be gained (Figure 3.2-3). 
The elements can be used either as a walking 
surface or chairs and tables for viewing from set 
points, sun-basking and gathering. Another area 
called 'picnic on the lawn' is a set of frames with 
wheeled tables and benches partially mounted on 
the frames (Figure 3.2-5). People can freely alter 
the position of the tables and benches to create 
space suitable for their personal use. Canopies 
are designed as attachments to the frames that 
could be used as either shelters or separators to 
produce space for social events or for private 
conversations.

The main part of the implementation is a set of frames along the route 
between the urban and natural environment. The frames are fixed on 

the ground, guiding directions, whereas other flexible 
elements integrated within the frames allow for 

multiple kinds of spatial arrangement for 
different activities and social events 

(Figure 3.2-3). 

Figure 3.2-3(top)  The "Unfolded" Living Room, by Tebol Y., n.d.
Figure 3.2-4(bottom)  Photo at night by Tebol Y., n.d.

Figure 3.2-1(left)  Isometric Drawing of  On the way to the Sea'
Figure 3.2-2(right)  Photo of 'On the way to the Sea' by Tebol Y., n.d.
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The most intriguing part of the design is the flexibility through which designers created not 
only an urban landscape project with installations but also a guide for spatial arrangement and 
freedom for people using the area. The flexible design not only gives people the chance to create 
different spatial experiences, but also gives subconcious clues to interact with the landscape, 
and with other people. The possibility of communication is enhanced through the medium of 
landscape in this case. This can also promote the sense of community.
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Figure 3.2-5 Isometric Drawing of 'Picnic on the Lawn'
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“With the growth of the economy, the environment is polluted, and people are getting dispirited.”

--- Murazaka Made

Location: Furukawa, Japan

Process Period: 1960s - 1970s

Furukawa, a small historic mountainous town in the Hida prefecture in Japan, has a population of only 
16,000 people. Surrounded by mountains and streams, Furukawa is one of the most praised towns 
in Japan. However, instead of crediting the praise to the natural scenery, the town is renowned for 
its continuous community building for over 40 years. As people in the town have been collectively 
improving their living environment through their daily activities, Furukawa has become a model of 
Japanese community building and was awarded the "Hometown Building Award" for its friendly 
communal atmosphere in 1993 (Zhikurenwu, 2017).

The story of Furukawa started over 40 years ago with the polluted Seto River, a stream with a width 
of a metre and a half. It was previously a stinky ditch running through the town, with the people living 
around it throwing garbage into the river. In the 1960s, the lack of responsibility for protecting the 
public environment was always an issue. While the government was concerned about the pollution, 
dwellers in the city did not see any result from their actions. The government found it difficult to make 
decisions about revitalizing the Seto River until the planning department promoted the idea of releasing 
carp in the river as a part of the new urban landscape, to remind the citizens of the river conditions. 
Soon as the suggestion went to the local newspaper pages, enthusiastic responses were received, and 
individual local enterprises donated over 3000 carp. All the carp were released on 19th April 1969 and all 
the citizens have been responsible for caring for these carp since that day.

Figure 3.3-1  The Seto River before revitalization, Taiwan Broadcast, 2001, 6:18

Figure III.2-1 
shows the conditon 
of the Seto river 
in the 1960s. With 
garbage disposed 
into the river every 
day, the river 
was filthy and 
unpopular.

3.3. Case Two: The Community Building in Furukawa, Japan
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3.3. Case Two: The Community Building in Furukawa, Japan To further encourage these acts, the local newspaper did a series of collaborative works with the 
government, including media communication with the public, educative information about the plan and 
its benefits. Thus, people became enthusiastic about intervening in the revitalization of the Seto River. 
To support all the spontaneous activities, the government provided the citizens with the guides and tools. 
Figure 3.3-2 recorded the scene of people working together to clean and refurbish the river. From then 
on, people stopped treating the Seto River as a flowing garbage bin. Instead, they cleaned the riverbanks 
and promoted the educative effect of such acts, including building a better socio-cultural atmosphere 
and a healthier natural environment. A whole new riverfront corridor was naturally formed after the 
cleaning. Having access to the Seto River became a pleasant experience. Keeping fish came to be a new 
trend in the town.

Figure 3.3-3  Seto River after Revitalization

Figure 3.3-2  The Revitalization of Seto River in Process, Taiwan Broadcast, 2001, 7:31
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As shown in the Figures, the whole progress included town planners, the government, local press, 
the general public and other related parties including equipment suppliers and venue providers for 
holding cultural events. However, among all the parties, the government department and the local press 
especially had a significant impact on the general public regarding guidance towards both thoughts and 
actions. The series of educative activities conducted by the government and the local press provided 

Figure 3.3-4  The Operation Cycle of the Seto river-cleaning project

Figure 3.3-5 The Operation Cycle of the Local Cultural Events

In addition to the revitalization of the river, cultural events inherited from history were also an essential 
part of people's lives in the town. Named after the town, Furukawa Matsuki is an annual town-wide 
celebration that is held every spring, when young people making their living elsewhere return home and 
get together to commemorate their ancestors. With the young people participating in the celebration, it 
has gained a reputation throughout Japan and has become a cultural symbol of the town.

The project is informative in two main aspects regarding community-building. Firstly, the progress of 
the project created an informative community-building model with coordinated operations by all parties 
involved. Figure 3.3-4 and 3.3-5 show the operation cycle of the town planning project including both 
the Seto river-cleaning project and the holding of cultural events. 
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tremendous support towards realizing the project, through which the community became aware of 
the significance of the environment as well as the consequences if no actions were taken for the river. 
Second, the core planning principles applied in the project were to build a sense of community through 
encouraging the activities of the general public. Instead of restoring the river condition through specific 
design and planning moves of professional teams, the central part of the restoration project was to put 
people at the front of the line. The communal engagement advocated by this project not only made 
people understand that a collection of individual efforts could be compelling but also promoted a sense 
of community during the progress of the public participation.

Location: Dashilar, Beijing, China

Process Period: 2011- now

Located in the center of Beijing, Dashilar was a residential block in Beijing with historical 
characteristics inherited from over a hundred years ago. The Dashilar Update is a historic preservation 
and refurbishment project launched in 2011, aimed at converting Dashilar from an old residential block 
into a mixed-use area with a better communal atmosphere and living environment. The project was 
initially driven by the government and later taken over by an open platform called Dashilar Platform, 
in which urban planners, designers and artists are connected and can work together as part of the whole 
update project. 

The Dashilar Update developed an overall strategy with consideration of both the system and 
human-scaled renewal. On a systematic scale, the project started its update with the planning of the 
service network and potential nodes for transformation. The existing urban fabric of the hutongs and 
architecture styles are well respected. Based on the planned network, node development was the next 
step. A cluster of nodes was selected as the first sites being redeveloped or refurbished, to trigger the 
whole network. Instead of renewing the Dashilar block radically, the update project opted for micro-
changes through which the residents can get the sense of co-construction and cooperation from different 
parties.

To realize the Dashilar Update step by step, many sub-projects were released to explore new models 
of organic renewal regarding historical blocks beginning in 2011, including the "Dashilar New Street-
scape" and the "Pilot" project. As one of the most well-known sub-projects, the "Pilot" is a cooperative 
exhibition being held annually. Through inviting architects, designers, artists, residents and businesses, 
the exhibition brings critical issues of the Dashilar as a historic block to the table and provides 
opportunities for interdisciplinary interactions. The exhibition includes many small experimental 

3.4. Case Three: The Dashilar Update
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projects that have taken place in the Dashilar area. All these innovative projects are practical tests of 
thoughts from multi-professional participants, aiming to resolve different issues on site. The exhibition 
itself provided collective publicity about all the experiments, through which residents obtained a 
straightforward understanding of professional ideas and can express their preferences.

A few experiments from the "Pilot" project are listed below as examples of how the previously 
mentioned node development could help promote a community environment in Dashilar.

The project No.22 Cha'er Hutong works as a prototype focusing on exploring new possibilities of 
space regarding configuration and function in the traditional courtyard compounds. The concept for the 
project came from the long-term issue of unauthorized construction existing in the courtyard compounds 
of Beijing. With very limited personal space for people living in such compounds, unauthorized 
construction has been the only option for the residents to expand of their personal space. The project 
aims at creating possibilities for new and unauthorized construction to be accepted and to become part 
of the cultural heritage in the future. 

Figure 3.4-3 to 3.4-5 shows the structure, perspective and model of the project.

Figure 3.4-1 and 3.4-2 are the poster of the Dashilar 
bazaar and a photo taken at the event. The venue for 
holding the bazaar is normally a farmers' market. The 
project turned the farmer's market into a vintage bazaar 
to attract more young people into Dashilar.

Figure 3.4-1  Poster of Dashilar Bazaar

Figure 3.4-2  Dashilar Bazaar

Dashilar Bazaar

No.22 Cha'er Hutong
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As shown, local materials are 
applied to indicate the cultural 
connection between the new 
construction and the existing 
courtyard compound. Structures 
are designed to enrich the selection 
of activities in the same amount of 
space.

Figure 3.4-3 Axonometric of Cha'er Hutong 22, by HyperSity Architecture,  2015

Figure 3.4-4 Perspective of Cha'er Hutong 22, by HyperSity Architecture,  2015
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Figure 3.4-5 Model of Cha'er Hutong 22, by HyperSity Architecture,  2015

The Website of Dashilar

Regarding public communication, the project also produced a website from which residents could obtain 

Figure 3.4-6 Interactive map of Dashilar
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The three case studies are inspiring in many different respects. For the restoration project of Furukawa 
and the Dashilar Update, the programming and strategic methods of the projects are more valued due to 
them being successful projects for promoting community building. Among all the strategies, the most 
critical ones contributed to the successes listed below:

1. The pilot experiments, as a part of the systematic network and node development, help facilitate the 
implementation of subsequent strategies on site: with pilot projects being launched first, the efficiency 
of communication between the professionals (e.g. planners and designers) and the uses is improved and 
helps decision-making regarding polices and plans. 

2. The programming encouraged individual actions, through which a stronger sense of community was 
gained during the process of the realization of such individual actions.

3. The planning of the projects was prepared with no predetermined outcomes, and similar open-ended 
projects could be launched in the future.

Figure 3.4-7 Announcement Page of Dashilar Community

updated information regarding all the new events, Figures 3.4-6 and 3.4-7 show the interactive map and 
the events listed on the web page. 

In conclusion, Dashilar Update allows different parties and stakeholders to work collaboratively on 
exploring new methods of creating an urban block with sustainable community development and vibrant 
commercial activities. As a result, the project directly and positively changed the Dashilar area and its 
internal community, and also promoted participation of the residents and businesses in the process of 
community building.

3.5. Conclusion of Case Studies
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The installation project in Bat-Yam, Israel, on the other hand, is more of an urban-scape design project 
in which detailed designs are implemented. However, ideas applied in the other two projects could 
also be applied to the first one. For instance, the flexible design allowed for spontaneous action of the 
users, and leaves freedom for people to create their own spatial experience. This kind of flexibility 
towards the management of space can considerably mobilize people's enthusiasm and make people feel 
responsible for their activities. The sense of responsibility to a large extent contributes to building the 
sense of community. Also, as the design provided a lot of space for gathering; it naturally guides people 
towards understanding which activities are more likely to be collective, thereby emphasizing the sense 
of community in another way. Although the design on a smaller scale had much less flexibility regarding 
programming, it still provided people with significant flexibility.
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4. SUBJECT OF STUDY: 
TARGETING COMMUNAL SPACE  
IN THE CENTRAL CITY OF BEIJING
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4.1.1. Land use of Xicheng district

Xicheng District is located in the center of Beijing. With an area 
of 50.7 km2, it is a relatively small district compared with others 
in the city, yet it has a strong cultural heritage and sucessful 
developments in commerce and tourism in the last few decades. 

Xicheng District has many different types of land use, including 
business, recreation, technology, and residences. Since the district 
is partially in the old city of Beijing, it contains a lot of residences 
and historic sites from hundreds of years ago, including Beihai 
Park, Houhai and a lot of celebrities' former residences. Of the 
above, some were developed for recreational uses, with commercial areas naturally growing around 
them, while others remained residences. 

Whether place of interest or ordinary residences,  the traditional characteristics remain culturally 
significant in Xicheng District. 

Figure 4.1-2 Photo of Beihai Park

Beihai Park was once a royal garden and was open to the public in 1925.

Figure 4.1-4 Photo of  The House of Gongwang - The Forner Residence of Shen He

Figure 4.1-3 Photo of Nanluoguxiang Commercial
                 Street in Xicheng Disict

Nanluoguxiang is one of the most famous commercial 
street with traditional characteristics in Beijing

Figure  4.1-1 Location Map of Xicheng District

Figure 4.1-5 Photo of Traditional Residence in Xicheng District

Beijing

Xicheng
District

4.1. Site Analysis - District Level
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By contrast, the last few decades saw modern architecture and contemporary urban development 
growing in Beijing as it became more globalized. China’s rapid economic development in 
Xicheng District was reflected in the rise of Jinrongjie in the 1990s.

As the central business area in Beijing, Jinrongjie welcomed the first batch of skyscrapers in 
China and became the first region in Beijing with modern urban fabric. Thus, Xicheng district 
gradually became a hybrid of both traditional and modern characteristics.

According to the different urban texture and building styles, Xicheng District can be divided 
into the general built-up area (from now on referred as the "G" area) and traditional-style area 
(from now on referred as the "T" area). The "G" area contains mainly buildings and urbanscapes 
with modern styles, as well as wider streets and more advanced facilities while the "T" area 
maintained all the urban structures from history, including the vernacular architectures and 
narrow hutongs froms hundreds of years ago.   

As shown in Figure 4.1-8, the practicum site is located in the center of Xicheng District, and is a 
residential block defined as part of the "T" area with traditional urban texture. It consists mainly 
of historical Siheyuans (flat courtyard houses), and one to two-storey architecture remaining 
from the mid-twentieth century. 

Figure 4.1-9 shows the very different urban morphology and atmosphere for the "T" and "G" 
area. The government's intention of keeping both the urban textures led to the situation under 
which two sets of planning schemes go in parallel. For the "G" area, attentions are put into 
establishing new plans and more efficient urban facilities to accommodate the rapidly-growing 
population, while for the "T" area, the maintenance of historic structure has priority over all other 
development. Thus, the design on site has to base itself on the fact that no big changes regarding 
structure and land use are allowed in such an area.

Figure 4.1-6 Photo of  Jinrongjie in the 2000s Figure 4.1-7 Photo of the block in Xicheng District south of the site



71
Figure 4.1-8 Land Use of Xicheng District
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Figure 4.1-9 Street Views and Urban Structure of Xicheng District
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With a population of approximately 1,243,000, about 5.7% of Beijing (see Figure 4.1-10), Xicheng has a 
smaller population than the other districts. Since the focus of the study is on a heavily urbanized area of Beijing 
with a high residential density, the analysis here will only consider the area within the central city of Beijing. 
As shown in Figure 4.1-11, the lighter the colour, the smaller the population; Xicheng has the second smallest 
population of the six central districts. 

Xicheng
District

Beijing

The Central City

4.1.2. Census Data of Xicheng District

Figure 4.1-10 Population of Beijing

Figure 4.1-11 Population of Beijing by district



75
N

However, with the area of 
land taken into account at the 
same time, the result came 
out very different. As Xicheng 
occupies only 50.6 km2 of 
land (0.3% of the total area 
of the Municipal of Beijing), 
the population density of 
Xicheng district is the highest 
among all the central districts. 
As shown in the Figure 4.1-
12, the darker the colour, the 
higher the density. 

Figure 4.1-13 shows the 
area and blocks of Xicheng 
District. The darker the colour, 
the denser the area.

THE POPULATION DENSITY
OF BEIJING: 1323/KM2

Figure 4.1-12 Population Density of Beijing by district

Figure 4.1-13 Area of Xicheng District
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TOTAL 
POPULATION

Figures 4.1-14 and 4.1-15 demonstrate the 
number and density of population in each 
block of Xicheng District. As seen, the site is 
located in the central block with a relatively 
low population and density compared to that of 
Xicheng District overall. However, the block 
in which the site is situated still holds a much 
higher population density compared to that of 
Beijing overall.

Figure 4.1-14 Population of Xicheng District by blocks
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POPULATION
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Figure 4.1-15 Population Density of Xicheng District by blocks
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ELDERLY PEOPLE (60+) PER HOUSEHOLD BY DISTRICTS

DISTRICTS Number of
Families

Families with
60+ (#)

Percentage
(%)

City 5375588 1273385 23.69%

Dongcheng 314402 106631 33.92%

Xicheng 441085 143579 32.55%

Chaoyang 1305469 284073 21.76%

Fengtai 790001 179827 22.76%

Shijingshan 219907 55076 25.05%

Haidian 932235 229719 24.64%

According to the census data regarding 
seniors per household, there is a much higher 
rate of families with seniors (60+) living 
in the old districts compared to the others, 
including Xicheng and Dongcheng district.

The high percentage of seniors living in 
the area means that safety issues should be 
taken more seriously, as well as their specific 
needs.

Figure 4.1-17 shows the percentage of 
residential buildings by year of construction 
in different districts. As the polyline 

Figure 4.1-16 Senior per Household by District
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City

Dongcheng District
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PERCENTAGE OF FAMILIES LIVING IN BUILDINGS
BY YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION

DISTRICTS Number of
Families

Before 1949
(%)

1950-1959
(%)

1960-1969
(%)

1970-1979
(%)

1980-1989
(%)

1990-1999
(%)

2000+
(%)

City 524457 1.40% 2.45% 1.93% 4.74% 19.01% 28.16% 42.31%

Dongcheng 32908 10.78% 8.03% 6.26% 10.78% 18.13% 13.68% 32.34%

Xicheng 41947 7.90% 8.83% 4.74% 9.26% 19.95% 24.18% 25.13%

Chaoyang 127543 0.07% 1.87% 1.45% 3.66% 20.89% 29.33% 42.73%

Fengtai 75753 0.00% 1.14% 1.61% 3.61% 21.30% 31.68% 40.66%

Shijingshan 21335 0.13% 1.55% 2.81% 6.07% 22.79% 30.76% 35.89%

Haidian 91119 0.19% 2.61% 1.77% 4.46% 21.67% 29.36% 39.95%

Xicheng
District

Haidian
District

Dongcheng
District

Chaoyang
District

Shijingshan
District

Fengtai
District

indicates, the rate of buildings constructed before 
the late 1970s was always higher than average for 
Xicheng and Dongcheng districts, while starting 
from 1980 the average rate of building construction 
outpaced that of Xicheng District.

The high proportion of old residential buildings 
leads to the fact that basic facilities are more likely 
to be old or worn out in the Xicheng district, as 
well as urban infrastructure.

Before 1949 1950-1959 1960-1969 1970-1979 1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2009

8.83%

4.74%
9.26%

19.95%

24.18% 25.13%

7.90%
2.45%

4.74%

19.01%

28.16%

42.31%

1.93%

1.40%

Figure 4.1-17  Percentage of Families Living in Buildings by Year of Construction
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Interestingly, most of the old houses built in or before the 1980s were public housing since 
they were mostly allocated by the government in the early years of the new Republic. These 
residences were once used as dorms for either factory workers or institutes working for the 
government from the 1960s to the 1980s. Thus, most users of these residences are seniors. For 
Xicheng district, the percentage of residential buildings being publicly owned account for 35%, 
which is almost 14% higher than the average rate of publicly-owned residential buildings in the 
central city. Aside from Xicheng district, Shijingshan is another district that contains a lot of 
publicly-owned residences, since it was once the most densely populated area with factories and 
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industrial activities. 

Furthermore, these old 
residential buildings have 
other issues regarding 
lack of kitchens and 
washrooms. Figure 4.1-19 
indicates that over nine 
percent of residents in 
Xicheng district have to 
either share washrooms or 
use public ones.

Figure 4.1-19 Percentage of people using shared washrooms

Figure 4.1-18 Percentage of Publicly-owned Residential Building 
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Unfortunately, the residents on site 
contribute to this 9% of people using 
shared or public washrooms.

Figure 4.1-20 Location of public washrooms on site



82

Primary Road

Secondary Road

Tertiary Road

Arterial Road

Xicheng District

Site Area

ROAD LEVELS

LEGEND

Figure 4.1-21 Road Classification Map of Xicheng DistrictN



83Figure 4.1-22 Road Standard of Xicheng District

ROAD LEVELS SUGGESTED 

WIDTH

NUMBER OF 

LANES

STANDARD WIDTH OF

ATTACHED WALK PATHS

SUGGESTED WIDTH OF

ATTACHED BICYCLE LANES

SUGGESTED MINIMUM

Arterial Road

(Principal Arterial)

60-80 M 6-8 (Two-way) 

(+2-4 relirf)

4.0M 3.0M 3.5M

Primary Road (A) 40-60M 6-8 (Two-way) 4.0M 3.0M 3.5M

Secondary Road (C) 30-40M 4-6 (Two-way) 3.5M 2.5M 3.5M

Tertiary Road (C) 15-25M 3-4 (Two-way) 3.0M 2.0M 2.5M

4.1.3. Road Classification of Xicheng District

The Road Classification Map shows the level of urban roads in Xicheng District. According to the 
Code for Planning & Design on Urban Road Space published in 2013 (Beijing Municipal Planning and 
Design Research Institute), roads in Beijing are classified in regards to their size and capacity. The levels 
of road include arterial, primary, second, and tertiary. There are differentiated design standards for each 
of these levels, including guides and regulations for vehicle lanes, attached bicycle lanes and walking 
paths. 

The table below shows information on the standardized road classification system, and the photos 
indicate the typical appearance of roads of different levels.

PRIMARY
ROAD

TERTIARY
ROAD

ARTERIAL
ROAD

SECONDARY 
ROAD
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Figure 4.2-1 shows the surrounding roads of the site on a smaller scale. The site is surrounded by two 
service streets on the north and south side, a secondary road on the east, and a narrow street on the 
west with class undefined. Among all, only the secondary and tertiary roads are classified and provided 
with references regarding standards of design. Classification of other streets at the level lower than the 
tertiary road is unclear and not well-documented.

Figure 4.2-1 Context Map of Selected Site

4.2. Site Analysis - Site Level

4.2.1. Site Context

Site Area

Secondary Road

Tertiary Road

Residential Street(local)

Service Street(local)

Unclassified Streets

LEGEND
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Figure 4.2-2 shows the directions of the roads surrounding the site. As shown, all the service streets on 
and around the site are one-way streets. However, since the service streets on site cannot meet the need 
of vehicles conveniently passing through site, these one-way streets are often used as two-way streets, 
which causes traffic violations and jams frequently.

Also, although the east-west connections are adequate, there is no connection between the north and 
south. together with the existing traffic direction (green arrows) on the map, no circulation can be found 
on site.

Figure 4.2-2 Road Standard Surrounding Selected Site

Site Area

Secondary Road

Tertiary Road

Residential Street(local)

Service Street(local)

Unclassified Streets

Traffic Direction

Violated Traffic Direction

LEGEND
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4.2.2. Site analysis - on site Road classification

Figure 4.2-3 Road Condition of Selected Site
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SIDEWALKUNDEFINED
AREA

MIXED-USE
AREA

PARKING
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BIKING LANE BIKING LANEPEDESTRAIN PEDESTRAINVEHICLE
LANE

VEHICLE
LANE

VEHICLE
LANE

VEHICLE
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Figure 4.2-4 Section of Xisinan Road (East of Selected Site)

Figure 4.2-5 The Photo of Xisinan Road (East of Selected Site) Figure 4.2-6 Photo of Service Roads  (North and South of the Selected Site)

Figure 4.2-7 Sections of Existing use condition of Service Roads 
                 (North and South of Selected Site)

Figure4.2-4 to 4.2-7 indicate the spatial 
features on site. Xisinan Road is the 
only road from which vehicles can 
enter the site. Although defined as a 
secondary road, Xisinan Road only 
possesses four vehicle lanes and is 
narrower than other major collectors in 
Beijing. 

The service roads on the north and 
south sides of the site are much 
narrower than Xisinan Road. While 
it was designed to provide two-lane 
vehicle access, long-term parked 
vehicles and people living in the 
residential areas spontaneously 
changed the function of the road (see 
Figure 4.2-7).

CAR DOMINATED 
SPACE

MIXED-USE
SPACE
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Figure 4.2-8 Road Width of the Site
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At an even smaller scale, records were made of all the streets on site. Streets wider than six metres were 
defined as local service streets, and streets narrower than six metres were undefined either by function 
or capacity. Furthermore, though the service streets were initially regulated to be the only vehicle-
accessible streets in the residential block, the high living density (which will be addressed later in this 
chapter) and a large number of private cars, caused serious violations regarding vehicle accessibility and 
traffic movement in the block.

Some typical sections that frequently appear in the area are shown below.

Figure 4.2-13 Photo of Hutong between Five and Seven Metres Figure 4.2-14 Typical Section of Hutong between Five and Seven Metres

Figure 4.2-11 Photo of Hutong between Three and Five Metres Figure 4.2-12 Typical Section of Hutong between Three and Five Metres

Figure 4.2-9 Photo of Hutong less than Three Metres Figure 4.2-10 Typical Section of Hutong less than Three Metres
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WALKING STREET

MIXED-USE
AREA

PARKING
LANE

Figure 4.2-15 Issues of Hutong Hutong less than Three Metres

Figure 4.2-16 Issues of Hutong between Three and Five Metres
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While the typical section illustrated the scale of the hutongs and the daily functions spontaneously 
engaged in by the residents, they do not reflect the fact that these hutongs do not achieve adequate 
standards of livability and are not appropriately managed.

Figures 4.2-15 to 4.2-17 demonstrate issues in different-scaled hutongs. For hutongs narrower than 
three metres, parking of bikes, mopeds, and electronic cars is the most challenging issue. Although the 
demand for a single parking space for these non-motor vehicles is usually limited, these small vehicles 
are quite invasive and can be seen everywhere on site (Figure 4.2-15). For hutongs between three 
and five metres, the issues get worse due to the addition of motor vehicles. As a four-metre hutong 
is just enough to accommodate a narrow parking lane and one-lane for movement, there are chaotic 
interactions between vehicles and people (Figure 4.2-16). The same issues can also be found on a more 
severe level for hutongs wider than four metres.

As shown in Figure 4.2-17, cars are blocking ways and having negative effects on people’s activities. 

UNDEFINED
AREA

MIXED-USE
AREA

PARKING
LANE

Figure 4.2-17 Issues of Hutong between Five and Seven Metres

4.3. Site Analysis - Identifying Issues
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Cars are parked 
all along the 
narrow streets 
and bystreets, 
making hu冋tongs 
cramped and 
dangerous for 
residents living 
in the area.

To understand this condition in which there is such a severe shortage of parking spaces, it is 
valuable to consider the history of the area. When it was being developed in the Qing Dynasty 
in the 19th century, motorized vehicles were rarely used. Even after the founding of the new 
Republic, the use of cars was still not popularized until the 1990s. The last thirty years saw the 
rapid growth of car ownership in the city, which made parking gradually more difficult. As stated 
by Xinhua News Agency, the number of private cars owners in Beijing has reached up to 5.64 
million, and the number of cars averages of 0.26 car per person (Lin, 2018). According to the 
population of Xicheng District and living density on site (Figure 4.1-16), it is estimated there 
are roughly 3,000 residents, which means around 780 parking spaces are needed at current car 
ownership levels, whereas only about 40 are provided. Together with the amount of parking 
along the hutongs, the site can currently accomodate approximately 200 cars.

While new apartments are equipped with underground garages, the old blocks provide no 
opportunity for redeveloping space for parking. As shown in Figure 4.3-2, there are very few 
public parking lots on site, all with a very limited number of parking spaces. 

4.3.1. Identifying Issues - Car Parking

Figure 4.3-1 Cars on Site
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Figure 4.3-2 Distribution of Parking lot on Site
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Location of Shared Bikes

LEGEND

Figure 4.3-3 Distribution of Shared Bikes on Site
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Shared-bike parking has been another 
challenging issue, though not as 
problematic as car parking. With narrow 
sidestreets and a complex road structure 
in the neighbourhood, people are more 
inclined to use bicycles. Shared-bikes have 
been a prefered choice since they can be 
parked anywhere and do not need to be 
returned to specific places.

Figure 4.3-3 shows the location of all the 
shared bikes on a randomly selected day.

4.3.2. Identifying Issues    

-         Car Parking

Figure 4.3-4 to 4.3-6
Photos of Shared Bikes on Site

Figure 4.3-6

Figure 4.3-5Figure 4.3-4
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The challenging parking conditions bring trouble not only for those owning a car, but also for 
people not using private cars. Due to the rapid growth of car ownership, the hutongs in the 
neighbourhood went from pedestrian to car-dominated space. 
As was advocated in one of his speeches: “Changing cities in five steps” (2018), Kristian 
Villadsen mentioned that with the pace of urban lives accelerated, streets become more and more 
significant for hosting people’s lives. This thought is especially applicable on this site.
While cars, mopeds and bikes are everywhere in hutongs, so are the people. Residents of 
different ages are living their daily lives in these hutongs, and have gradually developed the habit 
of using the street space. 
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Figure 4.3-7 Concluded Issues on Site
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As mentioned, the number of seniors per 
household in Xicheng District is much 
higher compared to the other districts 
in Beijing. This rate is reflected in an 
interesting real-life scene. It has almost 
been a consensus reached by every 
residential neighbourhood in the old 
districts (Xicheng and Dongcheng) that a 
wide variety of seats can always be seen 
along hutongs. These chairs are mostly 
abandoned and were spontaneously placed 
by people and used by the elderly in the 
neighbourhood. 

Figure 4.3-8 and 4.3-9 show life scenes in 
different neighbourhoods of Xicheng and 
Dongcheng districts. And the Figure 4.3-7 

4.3.3. Identifying Issues  

-          Space for Seniors

Figure 4.3-8 Seatings on Site
Figure 4.3-9
Seating in Hutongs, by Zhang, X., 2017.

Figure 4.3-9

Figure 4.3-8
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The lack of space for children has also been an issue. Figure 4.3-10 left was taken in 2013 showing 
children playing in summer. It is such an ordinary scene on site that no residents living there find it 
wrong, since it has been happening for decades. However, it is evident that children need a better 
environment for leisure activities.

(top) was taken on site. While the chairs seem shabby and obsolete in the 
hutongs, they are indeed traces of life. It is also proof that the activity space 
and facilities for the elderly are insufficient.

4.3.4. Identifying Issues - Space for Children

Figure 4.3-13Figure 4.3-12

Figure 4.3-11Figure 4.3-10



100

One of the most interesting scenes 
on site is the hanging clothes. Since 
personal space is very limited, the 
residents rarely have a balcony for 
clothes-drying. Thus, clothes can 
be seen everywhere along hutongs. 
Intriguingly, instead of seeing this 
phenomenon as an invasion of public 
space, the locals consider this action 
common and even an activity through 
which they share their daily lives.

Figure4.3-17 shows a smart family 
watering their plants with drips from 
the clothes above.

Aside from the issues identified 
above, there are intriguing 
opportunities for promoting the 
community environment on site, 
including clothes hanging on the 
streets and growing of plants.

4.3.5. Opportunities for Drying                  

-          Clothes in Hutongs

Figure 4.3-15 Hanged Clothes on Site

Figure 4.3-14 Hanged Clothes on Site

Figure 4.3-16 Hanged Clothes on Site



101Figure 4.3-17 Hanged Clothes & Planters
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Planters

The residents have a natural passion and talent for planting, 
and the plants on site are a huge benefit to the spatial 
experience. 

Planters are one of the most popular ways of planting 
in hutongs. People utilize old bricks and scraps to build 
planters and let new life sprout.

Tendril Climbing Plant

Tendril climbing plants are another selection in the 
neighbourhood. Virginia Creeper is the species most often 
chosen. Melons, calabash and loofah are also favoured 
as edible plants. Clearly opportunities for plant growing 
should be maintained and emphasized.

4.3.6. Opportunities - Plants in Hutongs
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Figure 4.3-20
Figure 4.3-21

Figure 4.3-18 Figure 4.3-19

Figure 4.3-18 & Figure 4.3-19 Self-constructed Brick Planter
Figure 4.3-20 Small Planters on Site
Figure 4.3-21 Creepers in hutong
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Figure 4.3-22 Plants on Site
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4.4. Conclusion of Issues

In conclusion, issues identified in this chapter are listed below:

1. Lack of management of local service streets (hutongs), negatively affect the residents' daily lives 
particularly pedestrian experience.

2. Severe shortage of parking spaces for cars lead to misparking of vehicles, which is one of the most 
critical reasons for the walking experience in hutongs being disturbed.

3. Disorderly parking of mopeds and bicycles, especially shared-bikes.

3. Shortage of space for activities at different scales and for all ages, especially for children and seniors.

4. Space is needed for facilities, including spaces and installations for drying clothes, and for garbage 
recycling.

5. Planting is a very positive element, but should be organized better to promote a more dynamic living 
atmosphere.
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5. PROPOSAL: TOWARDS A BETTER COMMUNITY
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Based on the issues identified in Chapter Four, this chapter 
presents a proposal intended to resolve problems and provide 
a better environment for the residents. The proposal includes 
two sections: a set of strategies on a neighbourhood scale and 
modular designs at a human scale. 

The strategies are devised with the goal of reorganizing the 
relationship between the various functions on site, as well as 
creating a more practical system upon which human-scaled 
design could be easily implemented. The human-scaled 
design is intended to resolve issues at a smaller scale, and to 
promote the community environment with as little impact as 
possible.

First, strategies help set up the framework for further 
development. Listed are the four core strategies based on 
which more details could be developed:

1. Develop a new hutong system for easier street 

management and better hutong experience;

2. Create a new interactive network with hubs for 

promoting services and daily-used facilities;

3. Identify different types of potential spaces on site for 

allocating functions;

4. Enhance the opportunities for successful ornamental 

and food crop plants.

5.1. Strategies

>7M

6-7M 

5-6M

4-5M

3-4M 

2-3M

Service Street（(Local)

LEGEND

STREET WIDTH

5.1.1. A New Hutong System

As noted in Chapter Three, there is no existing document 
for management of streets lower than the level of the local 
service street. Figure 4.2-9 shows that most of the hutongs on 
site are classified as being unmanaged. Thus, a new system 
is needed for easier management and better experience in 
hutongs.



109
Figure 5.1-0 Road Width of the Site
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PREREQUISITES - CONSTRAINTS

A number of prerequisites have to be mentioned at this point as a supplementary explanation of site 
conditions. As shown in Figure 5.1-1, a few government properties, a theatre and a museum are situated 
on the site. Since not much flexibility is given with respect to these assets, they are seen as constraints 
that are to remain on site.

Site Area

Government Property

Theatre

Museum

LEGEND
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Figure 5.1-1 Constraints on Site
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PREREQUISITES - EXISTING FUNCTIONS

Existing services within the neighbourhood are also very limited. Since the site is situated in the center 
of the city with large superstores and hospitals near by, the clinic and the two small groceries are 
relatively sufficient. However, outdoor fitness equipment and the single garbage recycling spots do not 
meet the needs of the residents.

Site Area

Constraints

Clinic

Recycle Spot

Outdoor Fitness

Equipment

Grocery

LEGEND
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Figure 5.1-2 Existing Services on Site
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The new street system categorized all the hutongs on the 
site into three levels, based on their width. The system is 
expected to respond to existing issues on site, including lack 
of parking and inadequate services.

Standards of Classification are listed as below:

Primary Service Street: >5M

Secondary Service Street: 3-5M

Tertiary Service Street: <3M

The hutongs are classified by width because their use is 
highly dependent on their capacity for different kinds of 
activity. For instance, currently hutongs wider than four 
metres are parked with cars due to the lack of parking space. 
Although their width makes them capable of holding cars, 
this precludes most other activities. A few changes are made 
to help create the new street system. Changes of width are 
made to these streets proposed as primary service streets. As 
all the existing service streets connect the site in a west-east 
direction, the hutong on the west side of the site is widened 
to over five metres and proposed as a primary service street 
to connect the north-south traffic. Traffic directions are 
also alternated to enable vehicles to pass through the site 
conveniently.

The other two levels of service streets also have problems 
respectively due to their scale and will be addressed shortly.

The classification system offers opportunities to resolve 
problems at all levels.
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Figure 5.1-3 The New Hutong System
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Figure 5.1-4 Proposed Sections for Primary Service Road
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Zooming in, Figures 5.1-4 to 5.1-6 indicate different strategies promoting environmental 
conditions at different levels of the new street system. As mentioned before, only primary service 
streets are car-accessible under the new classification, whereas the other two levels allow no 
vehicular access.

For primary service streets, mixed-use street spaces are advocated instead of the previous car-
dominated situation. As shown in Figure 5.1-4, the new system divides the street into different 
sections and redistributes the weight of pedestrian traffic on primary service streets.

For secondary service streets, cars are moved out and the originally occupied space is liberated 
and filled with installations to serve people's daily lives.

For tertiary service streets, part of the daily activities are moved to the secondary service streets 
(Figure 5.1-5 bottom), and tertiary service streets are no longer crowded and mainly carry 
pedestrian traffic.

Figure 5.1-5 Proposed Section for Secondary Service Road Figure 5.1-6 Proposed Section for Tertiary Service Road
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The new road system is intended to respond to existing issues 
on site, including lack of parking and inadequate services.

THE LOAD-SHIFTING PARKING PLAN

Since parking of cars and non-motor vehicles is the most 
critical issue on site, moving cars out is extremely important 
for inproving the neighbourhood environment. 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, it is estimated there is a total 
of roughly 3,000 residents on site, with around 780 parking 
spaces needed for cars. While about 40 are provided with 
another 150 cars parking along the hutongs, there is still an 
urgent need for nearly 600 more parking spaces on site.

To address this problem,  a shared parking system is 
proposed to ease the load for car-parking. As shown in Figure 
5.1-7, three public parking lots surround the site, with a total 
of over 600 parking spaces.

While these parking lots currently belong to the museum and 
the office buildings above, they are open to the public, but 
only for a very high parking charge. For these parking lots, 
the peak of their use is from 9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. when 
people come to work during the day, whereas few cars could 
be found in these parking lots overnight. This led to the 
proposal for a load-shifting parking plan. With negotiation 
and adjustments, there is the opportunity for the parking 
lots to be opened to the residents on site at minimal parking 
charge between 7:00 p.m. and 8:00 a.m. every day. With the 
plan, not only the 600 cars on the site can find parking space 
but also the parking lots could be fully utilized.
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IMPROVEMENT OF SERVICE FACILITIES

In addition to spaces for parking of cars and non-
motor vehicles, other daily services have also been 
inadequate.

Figure 5.1-8 shows the relationship between the 
new street system and existing recycling and 
garbage collection spots and public washrooms. 
Before the new street system was established, only 
one garbage collection spot existed. The chaotic 
parking and two-way traffic have caused obstacles 
for the passage of garbage trucks. Hence garbage 
trucks can hardly pass through the site. The new 
street system restores the traffic directions of the 
primary service streets so that garbage trucks can 
have better access to the site.

Also, to facilitate the lives of residents, the 
proposed washrooms and recycling collection spots 
are determined based on the existing facilities. All 
the recycling spots are situated along the primary 
service street and are next to a public washroom. 
Thus, residents can dispose of their garbage when 
going to the washroom.
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Figure 5.1-8 The New Hutong System
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Figure 5.1-11 Small Vacant Lot on Site

Figure 5.1-10 Linear Space on Site

Figure 5.1-9 Corner on Site

5.1.2. Identifying Potential Nodes

With the new hutong system and the proposal to establish a service network for better 
community development, potential nodes for development are proposed. Three types of spaces, 
including corner, linear space, and vacant lots, are identified as potential for becoming hubs 
linking the new service network. Figures 5.1-9 to 5.1-11 show the characteristics of the different 
types of space on site.

While corners are situated 
at the intersection of 
hutongs, linear areas are 
more often seen in the 
middle of hutongs where 
the building walls are 
backed off and not lined 
up with adjacent walls.
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Based on the location of these potential nodes and the existing services, several locations are 
selected and allocated with new functions. According to their spatial characteristics. While 
vacant lots are more suitable as parking lots and gathering space capable of holding large events, 
corners and linear spaces fit urban furniture and other small installations better. These smaller 
spaces are expected to be part of the residents' daily lives.
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Figure 5.1-13 Potential Spots for Community Development
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5.1.3. An Interactive Network

GATHERING GROUND

PARKING - TRANSPORTATION HUB

Although the issue of long-term parking by residents would be reduced by the load-shifting 
parking plan, temporary parking on site remains a problem. Since all the secondary and tertiary 
roads within the site will be closed to motor traffic, a temporary parking lot is needed for 
visitors. As shown in Figure 5.1-14, the largest vacant lot on the edge site is proposed to be a 
transportation hub within which temporary parking spaces are provided. Also, shared bikes are 
collectively managed and provided here so that people can pick a bike for riding through the site.
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5.1.3. An Interactive Network

GATHERING GROUND

PARKING - TRANSPORTATION HUB

The second largest vacant lot, situated in the center of the neighbourhood, is proposed as a 
gathering ground that can hold a large population and stage communal events.

Figure 5.1-14 Transportation + Event Hubs 
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NODES FOR 
ACTIVITIES + COMMUNICATION

On a smaller scale, two kinds of space are developed and widely allocated on site within the 
potential spots identified earlier: nodes for community activities (meeting and chatting) and 
community gardens.

Since seniors and children account for over half of the population on site, spaces for activities 
and communications are essential. Figure 5.1-15 shows the activity and communication network. 
All the nodes are small corners or linear areas that are developed into places with modular urban 
street furniture including benches, drying racks and installations for after-work activities.
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NODES FOR 
ACTIVITIES + COMMUNICATION

Figure 5.1-15 Activity + Communication Network 
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COMMUNITY
GARDEN

The community gardens aim at promoting the sense of community through one of the favourite 
activities on site: planting. All the nodes are small areas proposed with installations that provide 
people with efficient space for plantings and chances to start conversations around planted areas.

This next sector will graphically show all the modular urban furniture proposed for the nodes of 
the interactive service network.
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Figure 5.1-16 Community Garden Network
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Figure 5.1-17 shows the interactive services network as a whole. With the existing and proposed 
functions put together, the neighbourhood can receive both better management and a chance for 
more productive development in the future. 
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Figure 5.1-17 The Interactive Service Network
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5.2. Human-scaled Module Design

Based on the new street system, more detailed modular furniture designs are proposed to improve the 
quality of life for the residents.

MOVABLE PLANTERS

The movable planters are a set of wooden boxes attached to vertical racks on the wall. The boxes are of 
different sizes to accommodate different types of plants. Residents can plant vegetables, herbs, creepers 
and so on to create their vertical gardens. Also, the whole installation allows for seating places. With a 
single lid, the planter turns into a seat and welcomes people for relaxing and chatting.
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Figure 5.2-1 Perspective Rendering 01
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FLEXIBLE BENCHES + RACKS

The adjustable benches are seating attached to tracks either on the wall along linear areas or on 
the ground at hutong corners. Through different arrangements of the seats, people can create 
different layouts for communication with varying numbers of people.

Drying racks are set on the walls to provide space for neat and convenient clothes-drying.
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Figure 5.2-2 Perspective Rendering 02



138

LIGHTING AT NIGHT

Lightings can also be part of the spontaneous activity within the neighbourhood. With all the racks 
and tracks set in hutongs, a few jar bottles and light bulbs can light the night up and create a warm 
neighbourhood atmosphere.
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Figure 5.2-3 Perspective Rendering 03
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PLANTERS ON THE STAIRS

Space along the stairs in front of the houses are also used to put planters and small seats.



141
Figure 5.2-4 Perspective Rendering 04
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RUBBER TILES: CHALKS + HOPSCOTCH

Coloured Rubber tiles are selected as materials for children addressing safety issues and allowing 
for different activities. With chalk and imagination, children can create their small world in these 
corners.
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Figure 5.2-5 Perspective Rendering 05
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RUBBER TILES: BRUSHES + ON-GROUND CALIGRAPHY

Aside from children's activities, rubber tiles are also suitable for on-ground water brush 
calligraphy, which is a regular activity for seniors in Beijing. 
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Figure 5.2-6 Perspective Rendering 06
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5.3. Conclusion

The major concern of the practicum was to explore possibilities for people living in a high-density 
community with limited daily-based resources, to maintain the unique living style inherited from history. 
To achieve this goal, both urban strategies on a neighbourhood scale and human-scaled design proposlas 
for infrastructure are presented in this practicum.

The strategies focus more on concerns brought forward at a management level. With the new street 
system, the issues arising from lack of management of hutongs can be alleviated. Firstly, the new 
classification provides the basis for setting up rules for management practices of Hutongs. Secondly, 
while the old unsystematic neighbourhood was fragmented with many inconveniences, the new street 
system works as an integration of traffic and functions, making life easier for the local residents. Thirdly, 
the reduction of parking issues and restrictions on car traffic release space for a range of activities in the 
neighbourhood. As a consequence, opportunities emerge for detailed design to promote the condition of 
daily-based activities for the local residents. 

Detailed design interventions are all based on principles of saving space and enriching functions. 
Children and seniors are especially considered due to the high percentage of them residing in the 
neighbourhood. Opportunities for planting is also addressed through the design.

Ideally, the proposal can provide the neighbourhood with better management and with a chance to 
become more livable. 
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6. PRACTICUM CONCLUSION
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RESEARCH

Figure 6.1 concludes the process of the practicum. The motivation for the practicum is my 
interest and concern towards the historic urban fabric of Beijing. Growing up with my father's 
stories of his life in hutongs, I have always had this desire to see hutongs becoming not only an 
icon of Beijing but also a livable place for the local people. The subtle goal of this practicum was 
to bring forward this discussion regarding the future possibilities of development for such places 
of ambiguity. Situated in the fast-growing modern city but with very traditional characteristics, 
such neighbourhoods represent not only a unique part of the urban fabric but also a style of living 
inherited from history. The proposal presented in this practicum provides one of many solutions, 
designed to make a contribution to mitigating existing issues.

Figure 6.1 The Conclusion of Practicum Process
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Burgess, R., Jenks, M. ed., 2000. Compact Cities: Sustainable Urban Forms For Developing Countries. London ; New 
York : Spon Press.

Carr, S., 1992. Public Space. Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press.



157

Couch, C., Petschel-Held, G., Leontidou, L., (eds), 2008. Urban Sprawl in Europe: Landscape, Land-Use Change and 
Policy. Oxford ; Malden, MA : Blackwell.

Dantzig, G.B., Saaty, T.L., 1973. Compact City: a Plan For a Liveable Urban Environment. San Francisco : W. H. 
Freeman.

Dahlman, Carl J., and Aubert, Jean-Eric. China and the Knowledge Economy: Seizing the 21st century. WBI Development 
Studies. World Bank Publications. Available at: <http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/apcity/
unpan020319.pdf> [Accessed 18th January, 2008].

Deming, M. E., Swaffield, S. 2011. Landscape Architecture Research: Inquiry, Strategy, Design. Hoboken, N.J.: Wiley

Dernan Verbakel Architecture, 2010. On the Way to the Sea, Archdaily.  Available at: <https://www.archdaily.com/91335/
on-the-way-to-the-sea-derman-verbakel-architecture> [Accessed 13th February, 2018].

Etherington, R., 2010. “On the Way to the Sea by Derman Verbakel Architecture”, Dezeen.  Available at: <https://www.
dezeen.com/2010/10/12/on-the-way-to-the-sea-by-derman-verbakel-architecture/> [Accessed 13th February, 2018].

Engardio, P., 2005. China Is a Private-Sector Economy. Bloomberg Businessweek.

Ewing, R.H., 2008. Characteristics, Causes, and Effects of Sprawl: A Literature Review. In: Marzluff, J., Shulenberger, 
E., Endlicher, W., Alberti, m., Bradley, G., Ryan, C., ZumBrunnen, C., Simon, U. (Eds.). Urban Ecology: An international 
perspective on the interaction between humans and nature Streams in the Urban Landscape. New York : Springer. pp. 
519-536. Available at: <https://link-springer-com.uml.idm.oclc.org/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-0-387-73412-5.pdf> 
[Accessed 15 Jul. 2017].

Gao, S., 2008. The Course of China's Economic Reform. Beijing: Economic Science Press
National Business Daily, 2018. Short Economic Report 2017. Daily News. Available at: <http://www.nbd.com.cn/
articles/2018-09-06/1252561.html> [Accessed 18th January, 2008].

Gaubatz, P., 2008. "New Public Space in Urban China". China Perspectives, (4), pp.72–83. Available at: http://www.cefc.
com.hk/article/new-public-space-in-urban-china-fewer-walls-more-malls-in-beijing-shanghai-and-xining/ French Centre for 
Research on Contemporary China [6 February 2018].

Geddes, P., 1968. Cities In Evolution. London : Benn Available at:<https://archive.org/stream/
citiesinevolutio00gedduoft#page/12/mode/2up> [Accessed April, 26th, 2018].

Gifu Prefecture Tourism Federation, n.d., Furukawa Festival. Available at: <http://travel.kankou-gifu.jp/en/see-and-
do/33/> [Accessed 14th February, 2018]

Hall, P., 2002. Cities of Tomorrow: an intellectual history of urban planning and design in the twentieth century. Oxford, UK ; 

Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub.

Howard, E. and Osborn, F., 1965. Garden cities of to-morrow. Cambridge: The MIT Press.

Hui, X., 2013. Housing, Urban Renewal and Socio-Spatial Integration: A Study on Rehabilitating the Former Socialistic 
Public Housing Areas in Beijing. Beijing: The Commercial Press

Jenks, M., Burton, E., Williams, K., 1996. The Compact City: A Sustainable Urban Form? London. New York : E & FN 
Spon.

Lalkaka, D. 1984. Urban Housing in China. Habitat International, Volume 8, Issue 1. [online] Availablel at:
https://ac-els-cdn-com.uml.idm.oclc.org/0197397584900286/1-s2.0-0197397584900286-main.pdf?_tid=a66f1140-0c48-11e8-
991c-00000aab0f27&acdnat=1518036860_aa07e5949a89a5e7fbc446b4f3401c0c [Accessed 2 February, 2018].



158

Larsen, K., Sinding-Larsen, A., 2001. The Lhasa Atlas: Traditional Tibetan Architecture and Townscape. Chicago: Serindia 
Publications.

Liang, S.Y., 2014. Remaking China's Great Cities: Space and Culture in Urban Housing, Renewal, and Expansion. 
London: Routledge.

Liu, P., 2003. The Hakka-Punti War in Guangdong, 1854-1867. Beijing: The Commercial Press.
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