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EDITOR'S

Dating China

As modern architecture overcomes most
cities in the world, whatever meets the eve is
wogue and similar urban landscape. Spreading
homogeneous space makes contemporary
architecture in o discrete state for the lack
of centripetal sense, thus forcing people to
rethink about the question of “creative core®,
Philosopher Paul Ricoeur pointed out in the
Universal Civilization and National Cultures:
"Mankind as a whole is on the brink of a
single world civilization representing at once
a gigantic progress for everyone and an over
whelming task of survival and adapling our
cultural hertage to this new setting.” The re-
cohasion which creates the core needs to
accept and absorb modern civilization, while
at the same time integrates into the region's
cultural ethics and ethos, so that it can stride
forward to modern and again return to the
SOUICE.

The history of "modern architecture®in
Ching starts from eastward spread of western
culture, and the exploration of essence and
form between tradifion and modern times has
continuwed until this day, Once technigues of
modern expression introduced into China,

they were used and spread without criticism
and analysis, made many bulidings only tend
to superficial form, or pickup fashion image,
which is a deviation from long-term traditional
accumulation, The differant ematicons from the
process of conflict and fuslon couse multiple
interpretations of the relationship between the
bwo.

This month's Domus Plus is under the
context of this year's Venice Biennale: *Dating
China®, ond discusses the relationship between
the two thoroughly, Sheshan villas reflect
expressions in modern spaces which draw
traditional spirits from the forms of Chinese
classical gardens, traditional houses and 50 on.
Architects, landscape designars and developers
start a debate revolved around the possibility
and necessity of modernity and regionalism,
Although no certain conclusion is reached, the
process itself is worth consideration.

On this basis, we need to propose a new
method to combine these two in architecture,
make the blend of the tradition and modern
axceed the simplex combination or addition,
and result in new stuff, that is the aggregation
waoy of creating the core, MENG XUYAMN
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Unique in the Sheshan Villa M
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supporied by the perimeter fabric
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glow to light the south terroce

beneath the master bedroom

Londscope lighting is particularized bosed on the

I

specific condition of architectural

& and plant

materinls. Ger il

srally, light sou discralaly
ncorporated into architectural surfoces and plant

erals, Bormowed light from inside the vil

la, from the

overhangng shell structure and from the lop P Nkl

ploy an important rodl in Gghting the site

ARCHITECTURE The architectura of the
E26 villa iz at e abject and o

wWeltaming '\_-\.I.I"I:|I:J_"' T|1!? more gr

¥ an intraspe

y functions

@ kitchen and bedrooms ore

af the villa such as t

arra d mround o flexible open ace. These

SpOCes are Securs

v folding petal-like shells
which wrap fram the roof o wall and hover abave

the ground harboring the diophamnous public spoce

which flows out beneath the shell fo ¢

nto
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gtructure clad with aither naturally hinishad metal

o with o textured co

whencshion of '-l'llll.‘.-lr"__] and
t seams, of grey slate shingles. The remaining

enclasura of tha building is glass, either sheltered

bensath or behind the shell or presenting o public or

parmeahble

to the landscape,
As a flower opens and closes to reveal or

ect its inner parts, the perimeter fabvic offers

opportunities for spatial layerr for infrastruciure

for poragity and for visual rchress and opth Thi

enclosure as a whole s a mutable layer, like the

operable shutters or doors of the Chinese garden or
the thinly descriped surround of a center space in
a Chinese painting. The opembility of the envelope
buill up in layers, provides a maximum level of
flixibality i Ilglﬂ and air flow

The inward facing surfaces of the private
spoces are open and able to receive full light
tham by
the surrounding shell. These spaces all focus

and views due to the privacy affor

inan the ter space below. The center space

recerves these views through a glass roof and
redirects activities an the main level not back

to the overiocoking private spaces but out to
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the landscape beneath them through o series

of doors, paneis, and glass planes. There is a

constant rotational activity in the section of

the villa that gathers tocus toward the heart of
the villa enly to distribute it out again Into the

landscape, an almost respiratory function

INTERIOR Anon

central

ymous 1o a -;|'l_l:|f exient, the

addresses gsues of the constonkly

changing landscape of contemporary domestic
lite. Like the clearly formed bub lovered halls of
the Chiness garde
des to

8, the center space expands

aF sube

ommodate much or little, the
axtended family gathering or the singular accupancy

of ofie person an o qui ternoon

At the som that the center of the
villa 18 profected and private it 18 also open and
filled with bright or dappled or muted sunlight
Like the flexibility afforded by operable and
transformable walls, surfaces, and volumes, the

roal plane also offers

varation and adjustabil Iy’
Conceived os a transparent plane supporied

only by the stainless steel frames af tr nboo
planters. it registers the natural fluctualions
of Il(_,'|."|1 and dark, -s|||:I|-§]I'|I_ and cloud Fn!'r_i:"n;
Olll""'i-='l:.'.‘ layers of louvers and screens provide

the mechaniams fo contral the qualily and

gree of transparancy.
The flexibility of th

dependent on the mutability and layered quality of

living / dining area is

the perimater elements, an {he program pimbedded

in the warm woodclad perimeter a . and

on movable or transformable walls and curtains
As a completely open area with o continuous dark

marble floor, the space accommodates a great

party, or configured in sm multipte family
activities may occur simultanesously or sequentially
Coordinated casework and furnishings help
tacilitate transtormations.

The kitchen, which serves the dining and
central spoce, |5 screened by a large sculptural
fireplace which conceals an array of sliding
panels to close off the space from |'l_l|_'-k.'||l‘__:

adors, The casework of the kit hen, arranged

in o galley formation, is buill into and ates Both tha

fireplace @

and |

Thi shaped outer shall wall on the west

side. Overhead cabinets hang from the celling in andent of

the exterior walls and opera & on the north and

5 panel
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solth allows afil of the space ta

unhinderad by tha

and obstructions of a Kitchen
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and mechanical, the study, mald' = suite, fitness room wt

3 onto a screen porch shelt i beneath tha lolding sh

The ancl

ng facil

a5, and a lop pr

sure of the

pool penetrates up from the b

ement and generates a x«

of vert influence throunh all levels of willa in thi

of a wi ~influs

ed light well, At the upper and

the Light well s it miystericus with only glimpses to the wo

wanng light reflacting off the fipples in the pool

and the

below. Tha entertoinmen| space in the b

ament & similar to tha
conliguration of the centr s irvwiard
more on the pane

& around the

itral space amploy a more &

spatially and materially. With more solid w

] Ilglll from the s

tecture yat 1k

relatianship with the exteror and the center

ant etrategies; and differant

nas toward air w. The master bedroom is dis

trom the guest and second bedroom and

at i '-L':: i with the

the maoster bedroom access to two exterior

stone flooring, a vane

maferials, saveral

ar, wood panaling and

wopased throughout
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THE VILLA IS A STUDY

IN SEQUENCE TO MAKE
CONTEMPORARY ACTIVITIES AND
NEEDS RESONATE WITH A
SEQUENTIAL RICHNESS
AFFORDED BY THE TRADITIONAL
GARDEN
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ARCHITECTURE
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LANDSCAPE
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The front door of the villa is an opening in a

1 wall The wall sits sightly askew to the strest,
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DOMUS CHINA HAD SPECIAL INTERVIEWS
WITH 4 DESIGN TEAMS, PROJECT
DEVELOPMENT MANAGER AND LANDSCAPE
DESIGNER OF ZHONGKAI SHESHAN VYILLAS
AND INVITED THEM TO INTERPRET THEIR
DESIGNS FROM DIFFERENT BACKGROUNDS
AND PERSPECTIVES, MOREOVER, TO EXPLAIN
THEIR VIEWS AND OPINIONS UPON THE
BLENDING OF EASTERN AND WESTERN
ARCHITECTURAL CULTURES. MEANWHILE, WE
CHOSE 5 CHINESE AND FOREIGN ARCHITECTS
WHO INTEGRATE REGIONALISM AND
MODERNITY SUCCESSFULLY TO COMMUNICATE
AND DISCUSS HOW TO COMBINE THE CONCEPT
OF MODERN ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN WITH
TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURAL CULTURE,

AND CREATE REGIONAL ARCHITECTURE WITH
LOCAL CHARACTERISTICS.
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Domus:De you think your tourism experience in China is
source of creation of your design conception for Zhongkai
Shenshan villag? What is your typical and special

impression and perception for Chinese contemporary city

and architecture?

Marrill Elam: Mack Scogin and | were fortunate to travel

to China in 1983, We visited many beautiful and wondrous
sites, bul the Chinese gardens in Guangzhou were the
mast architecturally complex and intricate, In 2005 we
vigited Guangzhou again, this time visiting the Garden of
the Artist, truly o master work. Like other gardens, this
garden explores the complex organization of space but
then expands thot exploration with ideas of mutabitity and
transformation of space and the consequences for cultural
meaning and hierarchy, On a typical day, this extroordinary
garden s a totally pleasant ploce for people in the
neighborhood o have tea or foke a respite. Our modest
expasure to the Chinese gardens nfluenced our approach
to the design of the SheShan Villas.

We have traveled from Guangzhou to Beijing but not
inland, This urban trenstormation of Shanghal and Beijing
s certamly unprecedenied in the history of world urban
development. Never before have such enormous resources
been brought o bear in the creation of structures for human
habitation. The resulting urban fobric is extreordinary,
Stuart Silk; Absolutelyl | was deeply affected by the
gardens of Suchow, the giant bamboo foresis near
Hangzhou and the canal towns arcund Shanghal. | loved
thia ancient materials of stone and terracotta used in

the making of buildings, | was very moved by the Yuyuen
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Paloce garden in Shanghai and the waoy woler was used
to separate the various pavilions. | made 5 trips to China
in tetal each time we saw different parts of Shanghai, in
addition we made a number of field trips to various cities
including Beijing, Suchow, Hangzhou, Hong Kong and
several of the historicel canal towns around Shanghai. |
was very laken with the collision of very very new in contrast
with the very very old in the large cities. | was also very
taken by the historical restorations that have taken ploce
in Shanghai and Hangzhou. | enjoyed the new institutional
buildings in Pudang a greal deal especially the Oriental Arts
Center by Paul Andreu.

Scolt Allen: "China is o big, beautiful country and |
have s=en only a few parts of it. | toured the area around
Shanghai, and went ta Surhou and toured the gardens
there, which wera wonderful. | have also performed
architectural services in Hong Kong SAR, so am familiar
with that part of the country. Those experiences, plus my
exposure to China through books and films, formed the
visual memory for the design concepts.”

These cities are very vibrant and full of He, forward-loakin i
and busyl There seems o be a respect for the troditional
design values and cultures, and at the same time an

eqgerness Lo exdplore contemporary design. | remamber
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staying at the Four Seasons Hotel in Shanghai, and on one
gide there was a new development of tall, modern bulldings
and on the other side an ancient traditional neighborhood,
It was exciting to see all that side by side, Like all modem
cities, the new architecture in China ranges from the very
bad to the vary good.

Richard Bertman,; Being in China certainly helped us
understand the character of Chinese architecture and how
people live. In our designs, we tried to combine our own
knowledge and experience with that which we observed and
learmed while baing in Chino.

Certainly we could not design responsibly and creatively
withoul having seme understanding of the culture, the
character of the local architecture, the local climate,
vegetation, and materials that are indigenous or at least
sultable to the area, building construction processes,
etc. A major influence on our design was the client” s
request that we work within the guidelines of Feng Shui, We
considered this request important because in our opinion
the requirements of Feng Shui grow out of an intrinsic
undarstanding of what makes good architecture. (For
exampie, all hobitoble rooms focing south)
Domus:Regarding to your design for Zhangkai Sheshan
villas, what kind of elements of Chinese charocter and
nature you have adopted in your design, do you have
specific idea or vision at initiation of your design process?
Scott Allen:  "We were encouraged to look into the Chinese
character and the love you have for the notural world, This
started our design process, and we established the key
goals of a respect for nature, use of natural materials, and
the integration of interior and exteror spaces. Interestingly,
one of my designs was inspired by the Chiness idea of yin
yang, and has a curved wall set against a straight line.
Another | called “Dragonfly” | which has a roof like o
wing, because it reminded me of a dragonfly | saw when |

70

was in China. Both of these were directly inspired by the
character of the Chinese and your love of nature, | worked
closely with Charfes Anderson, a landscape architect from
Seattle, so that the londscape elements would flow right
inta the architectura.”

Richard Beriman: We tried to create a variety of designs
which would offer a choice to people relotive to the style
of the residence. Some people want something more
traditional, something that they understand and are
comfortable with. Some people wont something more
contempaorary and out of the ordinary, So there are a variety
of designs. But all designs are consistent in trying to
connect the inside to the sxterior, in trying to provide privecy
for the eccupants, in trying to provide interesting vistas
and views, in trying to provide spatial variaty within the
residence, in trying to provide a comfortable and gracious
living envirgnment, in frying to provide sunny and light fitled
rooms and in using materials that are beautiful and lasting.
CBT' s designs try to work with the landscope so that the
interior and exterior of the houses work together. We try to
use materials and forms that give a comfortable scale to
the people living within them,

Domus:When you are thinking of a new building, do you
already picture what it will look like when it iz completed?
Do you have “visions” or does the form stem from a
process of accumulating thoughts.

Stuart Silk; Always the latter. In the beginning we
collect information about our clients needs and study the
surfounding. This process s evolutionary in nature and
results into a single solution that meets all of the eriteria
of the project. We will try to envision a metaphor that most
accurately describes the concept.

Scott Allen:  “Parl of the design concept is immediate,
and part of it takes time to develop. On the one hand, a
designer needs to trust hiz intuition, and go with what his

or her heart says. On the ather hand, sometimes the first
idea just doesn’ t work out, and the designer needs to be
flexible and adapt the design as it gels developed, or throw
it out and start over if necessary, The site always plays a
majar rale in how the design develops.”
Domus:Comparing with design concept of other
architectures, which is differentiated motive of these
projects?

Merrill Elam: It was our hope and objective to invest the
four villas with o complex spatial experience conceptually
related to the Chinese garden as well as contemporary
Chinese life.

Richard Bertman: We tried to create o variety of designs
which would offer a choice fo people relative to the style
of the residence. Some people want something more
traditional, something that they understand and are
comfortable with, Some people want something mare
contemporary and out of the ardinary, So there are a
variety of designs. But all designs are consistent in trying
to connact the inside to the exterior, in trying to pravide
privacy for the accupants, in trying to provide interesting
vistas and views, in trying to provide spatial variety within
the residence, in trying to provide a comfortoble and
gracious living environment, in trying to provide sunny and
light filled rooms and in using materials that are beautiful
and lasting. CBT' s designs try to work with the
landscape so that the interior and exterior of the houses
work together. We try to use materials and forms that give
a comfortable scale to the people living within them.
Domus:What is the characteristic of landscape for Zhonghkai
Sheshan Villas project in China? How do you design your
architecture coexisted with or blend in surrounding, and fo
be part of it ultimately?

Merrill Elam; Each villo occupies a specific site within
the Sheshan development. Each site has an exact

configuration and e particular relationship to water and

to the adjoining properties. These conditions influenced
our design for each house, The spatiol complexities of
the Chinese garden were never far from our thoughts and
considerations.

Stuart Silk: The lendscapes tell their own stores in each
of these houses, In that way they are independent from the
architecturs but at the same time they complement the
building design without mimicry.

Scott Allen:  "The main characteristics of the Villas are
the flat nature of the site, the nearness of the water to
each site, the richness of the landscaping, and the distant
vista to Sheshan hill. Eoch design related strongly to the
water’ s edge, and for each home we oriented a major
view to the distant hilltop. The client gave us a list of
preferred planting materials, which we incorporated into
the garden designs. Landscape Architect Charles Anderson
and | worked closely to create gardens that would make
wonderful outdoor areas and blend ssamlessly into both the
surroundings and each unique building.”

Richard Bertman: The landscape was a very important
part of our house designs. We believe that the interior and
exterior spaces must work together seamlessly. In Chinese
architecture, the exterior landscape is also an important
element in design especially with the use of courtyards, We
incorporated elements of nature (water, wind, sun, plants)
into our design to complement both the interor and exteror
SpOCes,

Domus:Do you think there is collision and conflict between
regional culture and modemism, how to balonce relations
of two aspects?

Merrill Elam: In China much has been “erosed” to make
room for new development. While this has been important
and necessary at some paint it is smart to retain enough
traditional fabric so that people con appreciate their roots

and history. Chinese cities will be richer for the complexity
of the variegated fabric

Stuart Silk; There us definitely o collision between
regional culture and modernism. It is the same in the west.
Modernism begins from an antitheticolly different set of
premises than regional Chinese architecture. To try to blend
is folly. One can only be sensitive to scale and matenals,
Architectural gestures that recall ancient forms anly result
in “kitseh® |

Scott Allen: The idea of collision is interesting. There has
always been o cross-current betwesn traditional thinking
and more progressive thinking C | see the way architecture
has evolved as o manifestation of that. As designers, |
believe we need to be true to our own time C modern in
the true sense of that word C rather than clinging to a
pastiche of ideas from the past. But at the same time,
of course we need to respect the body of knowledge that
the past gives us, | think of that as a great gift, but not
something to merely copy. | think the best way to integrate
that knowledge is to look at the underlying values they
embody and understand the timeless slemeants of design C©
for example classic senses of proportion, materiality, and
scale.”

Richard Bertman: Mo, | do not think there is a conflict
although many people do. | think there is a vitality that is
created when the old and new exist together. The issue is
one of scale not style. If o modern building is placed in a
traditional context it needs to relate to the old by ensuring
that the elements that comprise it Cits maossing and
malterals, relate and are sympathetic to the traditional
architecture, It should not imitate the old that anly detracts
and tokes oway from the old. We can’ 1t do as well what
was done in the past. So why try to copy. What we as
architects often try to do is abstract the qualities of the
traditional architecture and reinvent those qualities in a
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contemporary way. It olso depends on the building type. For
example o rea.idelnca may want to fit with its surroundings,
butl a museum, which is mare iconkc, may want to contrast
with its surroundings.

Domus:Tapping into inhabitant angle, what kind of
emvironment do you attempt to create for your inhabitant,
and what kind of spatiol expenence you will bring to them?
Merrill Elam: It is our hope that the inhabitants of each
of the four Sheshan Villas that we designed will enjoy an
enriched day to day life because of the unigue guolities of
space, light, materiality and contextual situation of their
home.

Stuart Silk: For me my designs are always focused on
natural light, cpenness, views and conneclion to a courtyard
of garden,

Richard Bertman:We try to design homes that meet the life
styles of the people living there, We want pecple to have
the amenities they want and need. Qur first requirement
Is to provide an environment that is comfortable and
corvenient, Spaces need to be designed for many ditferant
kinds of gatherings and events C both formal and
informal, bath private and public. We want peopie entering
our houses to feel welcome and happy. Assthetically
designing @ house |5 like creating a painting. There needs
to be sufficient variely in space, form, light and views
to keep us interested but atb the same time not so much
variety that we are confused or uncomfortable. And on the
other hand sufficient order so that we can comprehend
our gsurroundings but not so much that we are bored. It s
finding the correct balance. Sunlight and how sunlight
enters the house Is most Impartant since everything is
perceived within thot framework. So ensuring the house
is bright and cheery and allowing the quality of light to
change over time and over seasons is crilical in ensuring a
pleasing environmant.
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