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Abstract ...

Founded in 2004 in Beijing, SAKO Architects has completed more than 70
projects in China, Japan, South Korea, Mongolia, and Spain. In addition to the
core services of architectural design and interior design, the office also provides
services in graphic design, signage design, landscape architecture, and urban
planning. In this interview, Keiichiro Sako, founder of the office, introduces his
design practices in China, and his design philosophy of developing the “Chinese

brand” architecture.
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1. SAKOEHRIt Tt E%F © SAKO Architects

2. MEUBKE “demohd” (dEsORIHESTHEmE )
© SAKO Architects

1. Photo of all the members of SAKO Architects © SAKO
Architects

2. Aview of "BUMPS" (Designer Square, Beijing) looking
from the south. © SAKO Architects
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3. “LbExE” (LEIU-BWKRERE) MRS ©
SAKO Architects

4. JEFUEEZLAIE —#EERE © SAKO Architects

5. “REFL (KEENZIE ) F2IMIPERF
© SAKO Architects

3. The night view of "LABYRINTH" (Marco & Mari Club,
Shanghai) © SAKO Architects

4. The window-view of the second floor, Poplar Kid's
Republic Picture Book Store. © SAKO Architects

5. The elevated bridge in the semi-outdoor atrium,
"ZIGZAG" (International Elementary School, Tianjin)
© SAKO Architects
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How large are both the current offices in

Beijing and Tokyo?

Keiichiro SAKO (SAKO hereafter): SAKO
Architects has about 30 employees in Beijing
and 3 more in Tokyo. We set up a branch
this spring in Fukuka. Our firm started in
Beijing and so we are headquartered in

Beijing.
What attracts you to China?

SAKO: Jianwai SOHO, where SAKO
Architects is located, was also my first project
in China. At the time, I was responsible for
implementation of the project. Early in 2004
when the project was almost completed, I
became a researcher of Columbia University
in the United States. At that time I left Riken
Yamamoto & Field Shop, where I had been
working. However, because there were still
eight months before I left for the US, my
Chinese friend Zhenning Fang asked me
what my plans were for that time. Traveling
and learning English was my answer. Then
he said, why not design a project in over
the next eight months? He gave me an
opportunity, Jindong District Traffic Bureau
Office Building in Jinhua, Zhejiang Province.
Without such opportunity, I might not have

stayed in China.
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You have been practicing in China for

more than a decade. Could you please talk

about the project that impresses you most?

SAKO: I was first in China in 2000. At that
time, the architecture industry in Japan was
already very mature, while China was only
starting to build contemporary buildings,
and therefore was facing many difficulties
and challenges. Also at that time, I had never
lived or worked in a foreign country, and so
projects were interesting for me because of

the differences between Japan and China.
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In 2004 when I founded the firm in Beijing,
I was kind of confused. I had been born,
educated, and employed in Japan and I knew
nothing about China. I did not know if I was
making the right choice. At that time, we
all knew that China was developing rapidly,
but no one had experience with that type of
growth. However, I was more determined to
work in China after the interior design project
of the Poplar Kid’s Republic Picture Book
Store. After its completion, it was featured in
over 100 international media outlets, and thus
introduced the type of building construction
that was taking place in China to many new
places in the world. It was only a very small
project of interior design, but it made me
understand that, regardless of its size, one
project can influence the world. As a result,
the key is not about where the project is, but

how we do the project.

Projects of SAKO Architects in China

usually have strong visual impacts. What

are your considerations when responding
to and connecting to the original urban

texture?
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SAKO: Each of my projects in China are
based on my understanding of site. Take
the BUMPS in Fengtai District, Beijing for
example. Before this project, all my projects
were in the Chaoyang District. I did not
know what kind of place Fengtai was. After
communicating with the client, we established
that the project should be the landmark for
the district. Throughout the project, I had
been holding onto such an idea, hoping it
could bring influence to the surrounding
environment and become representative of
the local context. The project is located along
the southwest 4th Ring Road of Beijing,
and the strong visual impact leaves even the
passersbys with a lasting impression of the
neighborhood. Buildings should connect to
their surrounding environments — this is a
curtail aspect to be considered in architectural
design. However, in China, the surrounding
environment can change anytime. That

is to say, it is important to connect to the

surrounding environment, but it is of equal
importance to be able to adapt to the changing
exterior environment. This is also what I have

learned from my design practice in China.

After your designs are built, is the result

far from your original concept?

SAKO: In landscape and architecture, not a
single project in any country reflects 100%
the original intent its designers. Disagreement
with the client does not necessarily result in
negative effects on the design; the design can
also be improved through modifications based

on their suggestions.

When working with Chinese clients, what

impresses you most?

SAKO: I am very happy to work with
some private clients, such as the owners of

shops, who often pour themselves into the

design with a lot of emotions and openly

communicate with the design team, because
their future business development is closely
linked to the result of our work. After the
design is completed, I often become good
friends of these private clients. Developers,
on the other hand, might be working
simultaneously on several projects and
therefore might not put too much energy into

a single project.

You have been practicing in China for

more than a decade. What changes have

taken place in China’s design market over

that period?

SAKO: The biggest change is the narrowing
of gap between China and developed
countries. In 2000, when I was first in China,
there was a huge difference between the
architectural industries of China and Japan.

At that time, clients would invite foreign
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designers to work for them. But now, China’s
architectural market is maturing, and with it,
China’s local architects, who are producing
high-quality design. More and more foreign
design offices, such as SAKO, have started

staying in China on a long-term basis.

What do you think is the biggest problem

facing China’s design market?

SAKO: I think the greatest problem is the
supervision of project construction. For
example, in Japan, excluding the conceptual
design, the architects will involve on-site
construction supervision for all other phases.
The expenses of design and supervision
are separated. To make sure the design is
materialized as expected and to guarantee
the quality of the buildings, there should be a
sound construction management system. But
in China, designers end their task after they
finish the construction drawing; they do not
have the consciousness of on-site construction
supervision. Then additional designers are
needed to supervise the construction, resulting
in an increase of investment of the project.
Such mechanism has become a common

practice, leading to a weak consciousness of

on-site supervision of designers in China.

Do you agree with the view that China is a

“Playground” for designers?

SAKO: Around 2003 there was a more
sarcastic saying: China is the experimental
base of foreign designers. Meaning that
foreign designers materialize and build
the projects in China they are not able to
construct in their own countries. But I think
we should look at this phenomenon with a
more positive attitude. Pushed by enormous
economic development, cities in China are
constantly changing. Embracing foreign
designers to design Chinese cities, over such
a short period of time, reflects a very positive
attitude. However, where there is experiment,
there is failure. But it is failure that continues
to stimulate new ideas. Foreign designers,
who have received careful training, will
surely bring new concepts and ideas for the

design industry in China.

Do you think foreign designers will

continue to crowd into China?

SAKO: I think that within a period of time
foreign designers will continue to increase
in China. China is still experiencing fast

development and has a large demand for

skilled foreign designers. However, since the
number of Chinese designers is constantly
growing, the market for foreign designers
will begin to shrink, as local designers are
able to handle more and more design tasks. In
the future, foreign designers will face fierce

competition in China from local designers.

What is the future development plan for

SAKO Architects in China?

SAKO: I am 43 years old. I have spent a
third of these years in Beijing and so Beijing
has become my second home. I hope my team
and I can continue to grow here. As I just
said, foreign designers might not be needed
in China in the future, but I hope I can be

counted as a half “Beijinger”. LAF

NOTE

For more information about SAKO Architects, please visit: www.

sako.co.jp.
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6. The overall view of "PLXEL" (Zhonghong Beijing Plxel)
© SAKO Architects

7. The night view of "ASTERISK" (Shenglu Chateau,
Beijing), looking across the river. © SAKO Architects
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