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Chinese Design Community is Panning Gold out of Sand
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Abstract
In the process of rapid urbanization, China has become an inevitable
target for aspiring foreign designers because of the numerous
amount, large scale, and fast pace of urban construction projects. The
interviewee, his dual role as an educator and a practitioner, reviews
foreign designers’ engagement in China, and points out that Chinese
clients have been more and more rational to inviting foreign designers,
and the strength of Chinese designers has growingly enhanced.
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In your opinion, what factors attract foreign designers to China’s

design and construction industry?

Xiangrong WANG (WANG hereafter): First is the numerous
amount of projects. China is in the process of rapid urbanization. At
the same time, most Western countries are already highly urbanized,
and therefore could not provide such extensive economic support
for new design and construction. Design firms need projects to
maintain their businesses. Thus, China is an inevitable target for
aspiring foreign designers.

Secondly, many large-scale projects in China have provided
foreign designers with opportunities for both practice and research
in a way that allows them to use the full extent of their design
knowledge. Equivalent opportunities are often unavailable in their
own countries.

Third, the pace of construction in China is occurring
unprecedentedly fast. Abroad, the entire design process may take
several years, a decade, or even longer. On one hand, the rapid pace
of construction means designers face an accelerated timeline and
high level of work intensity. This may detract from the conceptual
design phase, and probably impacts the ultimate quality and
performance of built projects. On the other hand, it also means there
is less time to rework the design and rethink the process, which may
result in a greater likelihood of the project being completed in the

initial timeframe.

Do you think it is true that “foreigners are favored over locals” in

China’s design market?

WANG: We are past that phase. Perhaps there are two main reasons
why Chinese clients award new projects to foreign designers. First,
modern design culture has been developing for over a century in
Western countries, but has only gained wide recognition over the
last decade in China. Foreign design firms often have superior
designs that are supported by long careers of practice and research,
employ outstanding design professionals, and incorporate fresh
thoughts, new technologies, and creative working models into
their design processes. However, it is also undeniable that foreign
designers are often involved in high profile Chinese projects in

order to gain international recognition and increase economic

returns.

But in general, most Chinese clients have become immune to
only inviting foreign designers, instead rewarding good design,
despite nationality. Meanwhile, Chinese designers have been
increasing their reputations to compete and win against foreign
teams. Good foreign design firms are competitive in China,
and undoubtedly the most others will be pushed out of China’s

competitive design market.

Good foreign design firms are competitive in China,

and undoubtedly the most others will be pushed out
of China’s competitive design market.

Unlike architecture, it is difficult to point out any remarkable works

of landscape architecture by foreign designers in China. In your

opinion, what are the reasons?

WANG: Landscape is much more complex than architecture.
Architects usually have more control than landscape architects over
projects. Take materials for instance, the construction materials
for architecture are more sophisticated, diversified, industrialized,
standardized, and easier to transport. The most developed and most
appropriate materials can be selected and installed in almost any
building, anywhere in the world, with a high level of precision
control. In landscape design, however, standardized production
of common materials is rare and nearly impossible for plants and
vegetation. Without perfect materials, especially in China, which
lacks large, sophisticated, and industrialized plant nurseries, it is
difficult to create good landscapes.

Many foreign landscape architects are not necessarily better
designers than their Chinese counterparts. But after construction,
many foreign projects often have a better appearance due to the
high quality of their materials, planting, construction technology,

and maintenance.

Specific to landscape architecture, how have Chinese designers been

impacted by the surge in foreign designers in China over the past

several decades?
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WANG: This issue ought to be discussed in the context of
globalization. Nowadays, although there are over 200 countries
in the world, they are linked by similar ideas and technologies,
especially through communication and economic markets. After
the reunification of Germany, for example, non-German designers
built a majority of the new and important projects in Berlin. In
the reconstruction of the U.S. World Trade Center site, out of
seven new buildings, two buildings were designed by British
architects and one by a Japanese architect. Daniel Libeskind, the
chief designer of the reconstructed World Trade Center, was not
born in America. Looking around the world, there is not a single
country where only local designers have built the architecture and
landscapes. We should consider the positives of foreign designers
working in China. For example, because of the influence of foreign
designers on urbanization and the construction industry, Chinese
designers have been forced to increase their own standards for
design quality and craftsmanship. Chinese designers have looked
ahead and are increasingly earning respect from the international

design community because of their increased capabilities and skills.

Faced with the influx of competition and blend with foreign
designers, do you think Chinese designers will experience an

unemployment crisis?

WANG: If I had to guess, in the context of a globalized world, I
believe that designers from anywhere have the same awareness
of potential unemployment. Crises may bring progress, because
competition increases innovation and broad thinking. Being
competitive is the only way to gain opportunities. So, the threat of
unemployment is not necessarily relevant to only Chinese designers

or only to foreign designers.

Do you agree with the view that China is a playground for designers?

WANG: The short answer is no. Good design is not just several
blueprints or napkin sketches. A good design has to fulfill several
requirements. It must negotiate natural and social conditions,
the cost of construction, and balance function and use, as
well as maintenance and the client’s vision. Furthermore, the

implementation of good design will affect a wide range of social,

environmental, and economic conditions. Considering all this, how
could there be any chance for Play? 1 believe it is impossible for a
serious and responsible designer to treat design as Play, when what
they propose will result in a permanent, built project. It is hard to
believe that any foreign designer who treats design as Play would

have an opportunity to work in China.

In recent years, more and more Chinese students have gone abroad

to study in the United States and Europe. What role do you see these
students playing in the future of Chinese architecture and landscape

architecture?

WANG: Study of the built landscape has a long history in China,
but the ideas of modern architecture, landscape architecture, and
urban planning that we are now most familiar with have only been
introduced in China over the past few decades. Many of these
ideas, which are now common practice in China, where originally
introduced by students returning from studies in the United States
and Europe. Preeminent landscape architects and architects must
have wide perspectives and knowledge of diverse histories.
Education abroad is not new and will continue to be important.
For example, the British influenced Olmstead, Geoffrey Jellicoe
by Italians, Burle Marx studied in Berlin, Luis Barragan toured
Europe, and Isamu Noguchi was raised in Japan. Today, many of
the most remarkable Chinese designers were educated abroad or
have experience studying abroad. I believe that Chinese students
who are studying, or have studied, abroad will play a proactive and

definitive role in the future of China’s design professions. LAF
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