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ABSTRACT

This paper starts with criticizing the design tide of Neo Chinese-style

in China’s contemporary landscape design, where it argues that the
indiscriminate use of Chinese elements in landscape design has terribly
deadened design uniqueness and diversity, and points out that the
popularity of Neo Chinese-style mirrors the narrow conservatism prevalent
in China’s contemporary design industry. The article also explores the topic
of how to celebrate the Chinese culture in contemporary landscape design
by reviewing the levels and dimensions of landscape culture and Chinese
culture, with an argument that designers ought to have a broader horizon
with a greater social responsibility.
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1 The So-called Neo Chinese-style
Landscape Design

In China, no design industry can be
completely separated from Chinese
culture. In the past few years, when
European-style design prevailing in
China’s design industries, a large number
of landscape projects imitated foreign
design works, resulting in many exotic
residential and commercial space built.
Against this blind imitation, lots of
native designers with an ambition to
carry forward the Chinese traditional
culture ideals began to use Chinese-

style elements in furniture, decoration,
architecture, landscape and many other
design areas, wantonly. Neo Chinese-
style design, raised since then as a
fashionable concept, started to be widely
received. Indiscriminately, most designers
attempt to embody Chinese culture by
introducing some well-known Chinese-
style elements into their design, such as
the arch bridges in Chinese traditional
private gardens; the door bolt of Beijing
hutongs; plum blossoms, orchid, bamboo,
chrysanthemum, and pine which are
favorite plants of Chinese traditional
scholars; red lantern and paper-cuttings;
white walls and grey tiles; firecrackers
and fireworks; jade decoration and clay
figurine; Peking Opera facial makeup and
dragon dance; embroidered shoes and
the famous aria from Opera Turandot....
Quite often, foreign designers take

this kind of assorted design to please
their Chinese clients’ fancy. Seemingly,

in China, Chinese culture can only be
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expressed with Chinese elements, as if it
1s a magic routine to win projects.
However, the magic routine
has killed the creativity in China’s
contemporary landscape design and
terribly limited designers’ outlook
and working methods. Sadly, they
are blissfully unaware of it. Once a
design is on some kind of beaten track,
there is no more creative sparkles: the
design would become a factory-made
product, without any uniqueness. More
regrettably, most students and young
designers are taught and trained in this
cultural context and their creativity is
shackled by these stereotypes, having no
critical thinking at all; when it comes to
design, what all they know is to follow
the design methods handed down, just

like reciting multiplication rhymes.

2 Design Is not to Please the Public

Ironically, developed to challenge
the stereotype of exotic-style design,
Neo Chinese-style design contents itself
with another stereotype. The popularity
of Neo Chinese-style design mirrors
the narrow conservatism prevalent in
China’s contemporary design industry,
from developers and governmental
agencies to users and media.

Indeed, the primary objective of a
design is to meet the requirements of
function and usage. But design is not
to please the public — here, the artistic
creativity of a design is referred to. Art
is an expression of the designer’s true
sentiments, instead of a work created to

please its audience. Designers need to
have an independent artistic aesthetic
and critical thinking. But what we

need to be aware of is that there is
never a correctness in art, and every
art work has a possibility to be faulty
and obsolete. In design industries, it is
important to have tolerance to trial and
error. Good works will never be born
in a culturally and socially conservative

aura.

3 Chinese Culture and Its Reflection
in Design

Here, the author does not mean to
oppose the use of traditional Chinese
elements in landscape design; Instead,
one argues that Chinese symbols are
not equated with Chinese culture or
the spirit of China.

Landscape culture consists of
different levels, in forms, concepts,
and manners. At a superficial level,
landscape culture is often understood
as visual images which, however, are
culturally peripheral (including most of
the examples mentioned). At a simple
level, landscape culture represents
some attributes of Chinese culture with
temporal and regional characteristics
(for example, folk customs, as well as
music, poetry, and other art forms).

At an essential level, landscape culture
reflects what is culturally inherent

and classic, including the cultural
connotation of the national and natural
qualities. Hence, landscape culture is a
complex expression about the historical
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process of inheritance and evolution.

It is necessary for us to understand
Chinese culture from dimensions of
time and space. First, regionality is the
cornerstone of culture, which gives the
possibility of linking and integrating
culture with natural environment.
Differences in regionality not only define
the distinctive quality of a nation, but
also support the national diversity. China
is a country rich in natural landscape
resources, which should be the source of
creativity we feel proud of and love to
express about.

Secondly, Chinese culture lives in
Chinese people’s life and China’s social
structure. Time moves on and leaves
history behind. The whole historical
spirit cannot be represented only by some
cultural pieces of a certain period or a
specific territory. We do need to learn
from history, and more importantly, we
need to examine history from a new and
critical perspective. Design is a creation
stemmed from designers’ understanding
of history and heritage and courageous
exploration towards the future.

As Tai-keung Kan, a renowned
modern designer, said: “We do not have
to wear a Beijing Opera facial makeup,
or put on a dragon robe to make
ourselves recognized as a Chinese....
Highly international elements can be
used to express Chinese spirit and
Chinese culture.”""' We are in the age of
celebrating cultural fusion and diversity.
As an integral part of world civilization,
Chinese culture exists to contribute to the
world. In this new era, China’s landscape
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design needs to focus on people’s life and

the land where people live.
4 Imprisoned Innovation

With the rapid economic growth and
cultural revival in China, innovation and
development become twin pressing topics
of the era, particularly to landscape
design, a profession of creativity. The
question that how to pass on and carry
forward the cultural heritage inspires all
of us. However, the Neo Chinese-style
landscape design, developed as a design
innovation, has brought us nothing but a
hotchpotch.

Then, what is innovation? Innovation
is to solve present problems in
contemporary context. Basically, Chinese
designers’ philosophy and their thinking
under the global background can be
reflected through their work. It is a
common agenda for them to understand
and explore Chinese culture in modern
context, and to make it more diverse and
vitalized with design.

In addition, it is always important
to see a big picture first. Every small
thing is supported by a larger system,
and every small decision should be
considered in a larger context. Designers
need to think big, beyond the small-scale
design of parks and green spaces — in
China, urban area accounts for only 3%
of the total national territory, of which
urban green space only takes a portion
of 30%. Designers need to consider how
to promote the healthy development
of the country and to enhance people’s
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wellbeing through their design, such as
how do we respect the nature? How

to reflect humanity and history? How
to make the site harmonized with

its surrounding landscapes? How to
connect the site with its topographical
and hydrological context? How can

we expand our design territory to the
rural areas, forests, wetlands, deserts,
and water systems at a national scale?
And, how to make our design serve not
only the mankind, but also all the living
beings on Earth? LAF

NOTE

The article is partly regenerated from an interview between
Landscape Architecture Frontiers (LA Frontiers) journal and the
author on November 2, 2017 (interviewers: Tina Tian, Ying Wang,
and Nancy Wang). Ms. Xin Huang from Orient Landscape, and
Ms. Jingrui Zhang, intern at LA Frontiers also contributed to this
article.
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