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Abstract ...

Brearley Architects + Urbanists (BAU) is an Australian design firm
which founded in 1992, with its Shanghai office established in 2001.
Concentrating on China's urban construction, their projects involve
architecture, urban design and landscape design. As the founder of BAU,

James Brearley reflects upon his team’s exploring of Chinese market, and
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criticizes China's urban construction on several aspects.
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1. Xiamen Conference and Exhibition Center (XICEC),
1998. BAU's first Chinese project. Layers of independent
operations overlayed resulting in a landcape of diversity
and complexity.

2. Shanghai Hong Qiao Park, 2005. Conversion of existing
traffic school into an open city park. Networks of paths,
running tracks and lineal plazas are superimposed on
the existing miniature street network.
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Brearley Architects + Urbanists
(hereinafter referred as BAU) began its

design practice in China with the Xiamen

Conference and Exhibition project in 1998.

Could you please introduce this project?

James BREARLEY (BREARLEY
hereafter): In 1998 we were a young
Australian architecture and urban design
office. During post-graduate studies we
met Chinese Landscape Architect and PhD
candidate Qun Fang, who introduced us to
the Xiamen competition. Qun Fang is now
a partner at BAU. Winning the Xiamen
competition was a dream come true. It was
huge by Australian standards, a 50 hectares
landscape around an enormous new exhibition
building. It made the Melbourne newspapers
and we were interviewed on television. We
were especially lucky to win the competition
without any experience or Guan Xi (K &),
but our design was rich with ideas and solved
the big problems very elegantly.

To cut a long story short, our luck changed
and the project almost sent our small firm
bankrupt. Only the bare bones of the design
was built. Our experience with the Xiamen
project was the first of many heartbreaking
and crazy roller coaster rides in our Chinese
voyage. We faced difficult times in the first
few years of practicing in China, but for some
inexplicable reason we kept our optimism and
passion.

After the defeats of the Xiamen project
we returned to China in 2001 and won a
competition to design a shopping complex
in Shanghai. We knew that we needed to
complete the project in China this time.
Since 2001, we have grown the Shanghai
office to 70 people, approximately with 50%
architecture, 35% landscape and 15% urban

planning.

We noticed that the number of BAU

projects in China have increased year by
year since establishing the Shanghai office

in 2001. We wonder how much the target

We would like to know what types of

projects BAU mainly focuses on in China.

In your design practice in China, what

base of China means to BAU?

BREARLEY: China is, and will be, the
largest urbanization challenge of our
generation. It is a pity more of the world’s
great designers are not able or willing to be
involved in China’s development.

China is not the sort of country that allows
designers to work from afar; its economy
and growth is too fast and unpredictable.
From 2001 to 2012 my partner and I lived
in Shanghai, and we slowed the Melbourne
practice down. Now that the Shanghai office
has matured we are again taking on some
urban planning projects in Australia. Small,
foreign design firms wishing to operate in
China need to move to China to achieve
quality projects. In the rapid design climate
of China it is critical to maintain face-to-
face contact with clients, project managers
and builders, and to visit construction sites
regularly. Foreigner designers also need to
immerse themselves in China’s culture to
understand the economic, social, and cultural
realities of its people, as well as traditional
and common practices of construction,

materials and skills.

areas of design do you usually pursue?

BREARLEY: We work at all scales of
landscape. We begin our urban planning
projects with landscape strategies.
Additionally, we do schematic design,
detailed design, contract documentations, and
site supervision for most of our landscape
projects. We have designed a number of
public parks in China, and our objectives are
usually to make them useful to the largest
number of people. We find most new Chinese
parks are picturesque at the expense of
everything else. We work instead to ensure
our parks are not only visually rich but
are also highly programmed and flexible,

environmentally sustainable, accessible,
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3. Linear Park, Jiangyin New CBD, Jiangsu, 2009. The
park provides basketball courts, a skate park, large
playgrounds, tea houses and small retails, and shaded
pedestrian networks. Paths ramp up to pedestrian
bridges to smoothly cross roads along the city to
mountain axis.

4.  Grapevines and Wisteria envelop the 750 m long
catenary-arched arbor in Linear Park, Jiangyin New
CBD.
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equitable, social, productive, and meaningful.
Street design is another satisfying area for us.
Being urban designers we have a passion for
streets! Rooftop gardens are another interest,
but we tend to not actively pursue residential
landscapes. This is not because of a lack of
interest, we just usually do not agree with the

low aspirations of most housing developers!

Can you speak some about how you

understand and respond to the histories
and cultural contexts of each project site in

China?

BREARLEY: [ think one good role of foreign
designers is that they often misinterpret
local culture! This can actually produce
original results that are neither imported nor
historical. Thankfully my Chinese partner,

our clients, and our Chinese designers prevent

us from making absolute blunders! Unlike
international offices working all over the
globe, BAU only accepts projects in our
backyard — or about four hours from site
to our office. Because of this self-imposed
limit, we are quite familiar with the Chang
Jiang Delta region and culture of Jiangsu and
Zhejiang.

We spend a lot of our time and energy
trying to keep people, ecological systems,
buildings, and sociocultural patterns intact
through site visits, street interviews, and user
and community consultations. However, it is
very difficult, given the extraordinary time
constraints we often face, and the lack of
available consultants and data to consider
all the factors affecting the site and design.
Designers have to build up their cultural
knowledge over many years. Hopefully,

through our now established presence in the

Chang Jiang Delta, we are slowly amassing

more knowledge of region.

What is the most significant difference

between China and other locations BAU

works?

BREARLEY: China has better food and

more projects!

What do you think are the important

issues facing landscape design and urban

construction in China?

BREARLEY: After a few years in China
we realized that urban planning is the most
important of the design challenges facing
China, yet urban planning is poorly done.
We found that most cities were planned to

be inconvenient, unsustainable, anti-social,

S=WigitE  Landscape Architecture Frontiers

inflexible, and downright boring! So we
sharpened the standard blunt instruments of
Chinese planning: land use, roads, public
programs, public transport, and density
(Floor Area Ratio). We applied these same

instruments, now sharper, in new ways.

In 2006, BAU has established a “space” for

public lectures to facilitate communication

and exchanges between China’s urban
planning and design . We would love to

learn BAU’s original intentions for this

space and how they have been promoted to

the public?

BREARLEY: We were so excited about
Chinese urbanization, and our own projects,
that we just wanted to share and to learn as
much about as we could. It is important for
a city to develop a “design culture”. This
involves communicating with all design
players, particularly universities, design
offices, and not-for-profit institutes of
architects, landscaper, and planners.

As far as the actual space, we created a
dedicated events space on top of our office.
We would ask interesting designers to talk
and we would invite all the designers we
knew to come along. Everyone was welcome.
We provided drinks and food and encouraged
discussion. We also had exhibitions, and
round table forums and workshops with
university students. We discovered that there
were groups such as the Green Drinks and
GIGA (green ideas green actions) who started
organizing their own monthly programs in
our space. The environmental warriors are the
ones with the biggest yearning to exchange.
Unfortunately our top floor was demolished
and with it a small but vital part of Shanghai’s

design culture.

Do you agree with the view that China is a

“Playground” for designers?

BREARLEY: The Chinese government and
private developers use wild contemporary
design to gain attention and sell property to
investors who believe playful design is the
newest and the best. In Australia to build even
the simplest thing is very expensive. Playful
design is a luxury. German architects are even
worse; they can only manage to build boxes!
Designers are very lucky to work in China,
especially landscape architects. In Melbourne
we only build one small park each year, and
the trees we plant are 1 m tall! In Shanghai
it is built in one week and the trees are 10 m

tall!

What influences has the surge of work and
visibility by foreign designers brought to

China?

BREARLEY: Foreigners’ influence is very
small! Most foreign firms are large and
commercial and their chief designers are
based in foreign countries. If they are Chinese
designers, they usually have little foreign
exposure. Surprisingly it is the smaller foreign
companies that are more interesting and

influential. Their influence is mostly through

the training of Chinese designers who work in

their office. They impart rigorous professional
procedures, detailing, and conceptual
thinking, and in turn they are exposed to an

idealism that is rare in Asian cultures.

What are BAU’s future strategies for

pursuing work in China?

BREARLEY: Our hope is to stay closely
involved with one of our eco-city projects
over the ten to twenty years it will take to
complete the project. This oversight includes
the design and construction of an extensive
park network. We currently have the
construction of one underway, but who knows
if the future mayors will share our exotic

vision! LAF
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5. Mixed Use Complex, Xiasha, Hangzhou, 2012. 30,000 m?
of retail, apartments, offices and entertainment. This
project integrates living, working and playing by
connecting all parts with continuous landscape.

6.  Suzhou Creek, Shanghai. 5 km of various public spaces
are connected through three parallel routes: exercise
route, promenade route, and intimate route.
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