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Abstract

Based on the authors’ many years of research and practice in China,
this article analyzed the “urban village” in Caochangdi, Beijing, evaluated
the rapid urbanization process in China, and indicated that more and
more Chinese architects and landscape architects have gained great
international influence and reputation, and the future design field will
usher in a new “China Time”.
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We learned that you came to China to carry out your research and

practice activities as early as 2001, we would like to know what
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factors attracted you to come to China?

Robert MANGURIAN and Mary-Ann RAY (MANGURIAN
and RAY hereafter): Acturally, we first came to China in 1993.
We were invited by Yung Ho Chang. At that time, we were both
teaching at Southern California Institute of Architecture (SCI-
Arc), and Robert was running the graduate program. Chang asked
us if we could start an annex of SCI-Arc’s graduate program in
China, because at that time it was difficult for Chinese students to
have enough money to go to the U.S. for their studies. So we came
here to China. We realized that it might be too difficult for us to do
something really experimental. And twenty years ago, our ways of
thinking might have been too foreign to China’s college education.
Although it did not go through at that time, we had an idea to set up
an independent institution to bring a unique mode of education for
both Chinese and foreign students.

Then in 2001, we came to China again, and Weiwei Ai helped
us find a space. We decided to establish a laboratory to rethink the
way we educate within architecture. Like every school in the U.S.,
students used to make drawings in architecture, but they can barely
use their hands in a sophisticated way these days. Now the students

use 3D rendering software to make models which do not physically

exist. Nobody has ever thought to change the modes of education

in reaction to this change. I think it is the same in China. But
here we saw the potential for shutting away all the old habits of a
conventional architecture education. As a part of this laboratory for
new ways to study architecture, landscape architecture, and design,
we thought we have to be involved in actually making something
with the hands. So it was more like a criticism of American

education.

You have devoted much effort and enthusiasm toward China’s
urbanization issues in the last decade, and we wonder why you are

so interested in those urban problems, especially the issue of the

“urban village”?

MANGURIAN and RAY: We live in Caochangdi, an “urban
village” in Beijing which we did not know before, and we soon
discovered that there were lots of urban villages around. They are
shadow cities, and you might drive by them but do not notice them.
They are not part of your life, even not part of the city. But they
are there, with 30% of all city dwellers living in them. The urban

villages are a counterpart to the rest of the city (of Beijing) that
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1. Robert Mangurian (left third), Mary-Ann Ray (left first) with Yung Ho Chang (right first) in
1993. © B.A.S.E. Beijing

2. Map of Beijing Urban Villages © B.A.S.E. Beijing
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Yung Ho Chang calls the “City of Objects”. In the City of Objects,
there is no city life, no humanity. In terms of the urban landscape, it
is a terrible disaster.

The reason that we first became interested in the urban villages
is that Caochangdi, for example, has a great cultural mix, the
occupants include artists, taxi drivers, migrant workers, and the
local former farmers who have lived here for many years.

Another factor for our interest originates from the fact that we
met different kinds of people in urban villages, and noticed that a lot
of them are the Nong Min Gong (& X T), or the farmer workers.
We spent a lot of time with them and learned a lot. Through the
urban villages we became aware that half of the people in China
still live in rural China and many more have their roots there. The
Nong Min Gong are all migrants from the countryside, moving
to big cities like Beijing with other friends or family members.
Nowadays everybody talks about urbanization all the time. One
out of every five people on the earth lives in China, but one out of
every ten lives in China’s villages. It seems like only a few people
are really looking at villages and the countryside. Rem Koolhaas
actually made an announcement recently that he was no longer
going to look at urbanism. He is now totally shifting and looking
at rural areas. We think of the rural village as one of the most
endangered human habitats ever, but meanwhile, it could be one of
the possible places to live for the 21st century. So it may be a trend

that people are starting to focus on this.

Please take three key words to comment on the urbanization process

in China.

RAY: It would be so hard to refine the key words. One project we
are working on is called, A Lexicon of Chinese Urbanism (as a
continuation of Sylvia Wallis’ essay “A Brief Lexicon of Chinese
Urbanism”). Our intention is to collect all of the terms or phrases
which have emerged in the background of China’s contemporary
urban development over the recent decades. There are thousands
and thousands of terms like Ding Zi Hu (%] ¥ /') or Nail
Household, Yi Zu (Wj%) or Ant Tribe, Nong Min Gong or Farmer
Worker, Liu Dong Ren Kou (#i#)) \ 1) or Floating Population, etc.

For us, these terms, mostly developed and invented at a

grassroots level, are often both tragic and beautiful. They are the

true reflection and portrayal of the urbanization process in China,

full of vitality and a strong sense of this era. Yi Zu, the Ant Tribe,
has been a great lesson for us. What impresses us is that the Ant
Tribe shows how resilient and how strong human beings can be in

the midst of all of the changes, migrations and everything going on.

Do you agree that China is a “Playground” to designers?

RAY: It is absolutely an issue that there are some foreign designers
who come here because it is much easier for them to build any
shape they want in China. But we have no interest in that at all. We
believe we have had a very different relationship with China that
is not as if we come in and think we can contribute great ideas or
something like that. We have just learned so much from this place,
and we feel that if we are going to spend our time somewhere in the
world doing something related to architecture and the environment,
China, as a country encountering a wide range of problems and
craving potential solutions, is one of the places we look to. I think

one of the reasons we are here is because of those potentials.

MANGURIAN: Every city is a playground for all designers.
Architects always make an effort to realize their ideas, so do
landscape architects. For example, Sea Ranch in California,
designed by the landscape architect Lawrence Halprin in 1963,
marked a shift away from the conventional California residential
development, reflecting the processes of nature, and ideas of

ecological planning. Lots of groundbreaking or alternative thinking
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and proposals have emerged around the world, though some of
them were unappreciated or unaccepted ideas at that time. And the
word “Playground” is absolutely right.

However, there are some architects who are just interested in
shape making, with less concern about the connection with the
surroundings. So in a sense it is a “Playground” mostly about who
can make the more interesting shape. And most clients love to pay
for that, most media love to publish it as well. And this is not just in

China, it happens everywhere.

What influence do you think the surge of the engagement of foreign

designers has brought to China? Do you think foreign designers still

have superiority over local designers in the Chinese design market?

MANGURIAN and RAY: [ would say, the era of that is over,
meaning there was a lot of influence by foreign designers in the
1990’s and early 2000’s. So many Chinese people studied in the
U.S. and Europe, and then brought new ways of thinking back. In
the U.S., as for landscape architects, we had some early people,
like Lawrence Halprin and so on, but there are no remarkable
contemporary leaders. Nowadays, more and more Chinese
architects and landscape architects have gained great international
influence and reputation, such as Shu Wang and Kongjian Yu. Given
the context of the age of information and globalization, however,
lots of American students are excited by what Chinese architects
and landscape architects are doing.

When the U.S. was just forming its cities, it was a very exciting
time for business, for art, for design, for everything. And I think it
is the time for China. LAF

EFREEHIH YRR © B.AS.E. Beijing
A © B.A.S.E. Beijing

Local farmers live in Caochangdi © B.A.S.E. Beijing
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