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ABSTRACT

The Cloud Paradise is located at the Luxelakes Eco-City, a new urban
community in Chengdu that incorporates industrial, commercial, and
residential functions. The design team aimed to provide a new park and
playground for the neighborhood by creating a natural environment for
people to connect with nature. The project is distinct for its efforts to
facilitate construction as part of the design process. The recreational
facilities at the park were designed in response to children’s behavioral
characteristics and development, and for the purpose of encouraging better
parent-child relationships.

The editorial team of Landscape Architecture Frontiers interviewed
Dong Zhang and Ziying Tang, designers of the Cloud Paradise to better
understand their ideas on issues related to the theme, design concepts,
the relationship between design and construction, and the influence of
landscape criticism on the design process.

KEY WORDS
Playground; Interactive Facilities; Natural Education; Construction;
Criticism
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LOCATION:

Chengdu City, Sichuan Province

AREA (SIZE):

2.5 hm’

CLIENT:

Chengdu Wanhua New Town Development Co., Ltd.
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE:

Z+T Studio

CHIEF DESIGNERS:

Dong Zhang, Ziying Tang

PROJECT LEADER:

Qing Zhang

PROJECT TEAM:

Min Xu, Xiao Zhou, Yang Peng, Qi Xi, Xinjun Gu, Qi Wang,
Shaohao Bian, Jialin Zheng, Hongchao Liu, Chuan Sun,
Yanjie Fan, Yihao Hu

DESIGN PERIOD:

May ~ December, 2016

COMPLETION TIME:

June, 2017
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The node of “The
Glaciers and
Canyons.” Mirror
walls made of
stainless steel reflect
the sunlight and the
surrounding.
Freehand sketching
of the mirror walls
imitating the shape of
glaciers and canyons
Visitors experiencing
the mirror walls
Railings of the
icicle-like arched
bridge mirror the
surrounding sunlight,
lake, and plants.
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The Droplet Theater
and drop-Llike stools
inspired by the shape of
water droplets
People-powered
stationary bicycles
causing water to spout
from the fountain




1 Background

Luxelakes Eco-City is a new urban
community located in south Chengdu
City. It has incorporated industrial,
commercial, and residential functions

to accommodate more than 300,000
residents, including permanent residents
and an additional working population.
With the efforts of constructing
revetments along the original site with
hilly landscape, diverting water from
the Dujiangyan irrigation system, and
ecological management for over a
decade, a coralloid clean water space was
created. Since 2014, a diversity of public
activities has been provided due to the
stabilizing aquatic ecosystems and high
water quality.

Cloud Paradise is located along the
linear green riverfront of Luxelakes Eco-
City, and covers an area of 25,000 square
meters. It is 450 meters in length from
east to west and 50 meters in width from
north to south. The highest elevation of
the site is 500.5 meters, compared to the
ordinary water level of 462.5 meters. To
preserve the existing piers and fire lane,
Cloud Paradise’s design was organized

around the existing revetments.

2 Design Concept

Water is the fundamental and most
significant element for living organisms
in the ecosystem. People living on the
Chengdu Plain have benefited from the
Dujiangyan irrigation system in the past
because the system helps reduce flooding
and drought emergencies, provides fertile
land for a better living, and establishes a
harmonious human-nature relationship.
However, as water courses disappear
due to rapid urban construction, people
are increasingly separated from water.
This separation has led to more negative

impression of urban water.

Most of the residents are new to the
Luxelakes Eco-City area, and therefore
public space is necessary not only to
foster neighborhood relationship, but
also to provide opportunities for people
to enjoy living with nature and to have
access to environmental education.

Thus, a playground with the theme
of “natural museum” was developed to
respond to the needs of residents and
the history of the site. The playground
included space and nodes which were
inspired by various forms and features
of water, with the aim to connect and
reestablish the relationship between

human, water, and nature.

3 A Natural Museum for Children

A series of distinct landscape nodes
were created along the linear lakefront
to support a variety of activities and
educational opportunities based on the
proposed project theme and the site

condition.
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3.1 Ice-like Structures

Two mirror walls inspired by the
shape of glaciers and canyons and
made of triangular stainless steel
were arranged along the original
revetments path. Electronic sensing
devices and loudspeakers were
equipped at the bottom of the walls.
Recordings of dripping water are
played through loudspeakers to
create a feeling of exploring along the
canyons.

An arched bridge along the lake
was designed with icicle-like stainless
steel railings, providing space for
boats to pass through. The railings
integrate the river location through
LED lights and sensors installed
inside the tubes which create changes
in light and shadow when pedestrians
pass by the bridge in the evening.

In daylight, the railings mirror the
surrounding sunlight, lake, and
plants.

A ramp for sliding was constructed




in white terrazzo to merge with the
already hilly topography. It is situated
next to other playful features such as
round corridors, spiral staircases, and a
sand pit. The snow-like slide references
a ski field and allows residents to
enjoy the pleasure of snow.

3.2 Cloud-like Trampoline

After passing through references to
ice and snow, a cloud-like trampoline
comes into view. The trampoline is
only accessible by crossing a bridge,
and its location ensures proper

maintenance and safety.
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3.3 Facilities Imitating Various Types of
Water

Inspired by the shape of water
droplets, a small “Droplet Theater” is
located near the pier. The theater is made
of stainless-steel special-shaped pipes and
interesting drop-like stools with springs
installed under them.

Similarly, the Dry Fountain Square
seeks to make water accessible and
educational for the residents. People-
powered stationary bicycles cause water
to spout from the fountain, providing an
opportunity for people to interact with
each other and with nature.

Water from the dry fountain travels to
the center of the square where it creates
a series of flowing creeks that ravel to a
shallow children’s wading pool. Seven
small spouts in the pool allow children to
play with and control the flow of water.

Climbing ropes, slides, and a tree
house in a whirlpool pattern populate
the playground with other opportunities
for play and water education. The whole
shape of these facilities was inspired by
the horn of deer, with the aim to create
a whirlpool-like visual sensation for
children.

The wetland is also an indispensable
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Freehand sketching of the
Creek node

. Visitors playing with the

Creek

Children playing in the
wading pool

Interactive recreational
facilities with its shape
inspired by the horn of deer
The educational wetland
garden

place for residents to connect with

water. Constructed on an existing water
system, the accessible wetland garden has
become habitat for a variety of aquatic
plants and animals. Visitors can observe
tadpoles, frogs and fish, providing
another opportunity for natural
education.

4 Integrated Design and Construction

Due to limited budgets, complex
construction techniques and difficulties
in maintenance, the construction process
might be inconsistent with the original
design plans. In response to this issue,
Z+T Studio founded the Art Workshop
in 2014 to explore the possibility
of designers participating in the
construction process. The team of artists,

designers, manufacturers, engineers and
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contractors works to control and reduce
costs, improve construction quality

in accordance with design plans, and
consider maintenance requirements in
advance. The specific implementation
processes employed by Z+T Studio will
be elaborated through Cloud Paradise

examples.

4.1 The Glaciers and Canyons

The two walls in the shape of
glaciers and canyons were covered with
concave-convex mirror plates to form
continuous reflecting images. With the
assistance of Rhino and Grasshopper
modeling programs, the three vertexes of
the triangular mirror plates were set at
random, two fixed on the wall and one
fixed above the wall. The mirrored plates,
whose maximum length and height were
calculated by computer software, could
be precisely located to save costs.

The construction of the mirror
walls helped to save costs and increase
efficiency by using software such as
RhinoNest to minimize material waste,
and utilized laser cutting to reduce hand
operations. To protect the walls from
being broken in transit, each of the whole
mirror walls was divided into three
sections. The design and construction of
the Art Workshop installation avoided
sculpture designer to further reduce the
estimated cost.

4.2 The Arched Bridge

To better represent the curved arch
of the bridge, a mirrored surface was
applied to the basic structure of the
conventional arched bridge. The design
and construction teams overcame two
major difficulties. First, furring channels
that were necessary to be designed based
on the main channels were provided
by structure engineers so that the main
structure of multiple triangular supports
could fit over the double-curved surface



of the bridge. Second, parametric software
developed elevation and section drawings
to explore how the double curved design
could optimize the size, number, and
variation of the mirror materials. Although
the stainless-steel mirror surface requires
periodic polishing, its maintenance costs are

less than if wood materials had been used.

4.3 The Creek

Utilizing the existing fire lane slope
of five percent, a path was created for
water from the Dry Fountain Plaza to
converge into a wading pool. Experiments
and modelling, supported by conceptual
sketches, computer-aided plans and
sections, computer models, entity models
(1:20), and cooperation between the
designers and the constructor helped the

design plan to be constructed.

5 Post-occupancy Evaluation

The Cloud Paradise opened to fourteen

families prior to its public opening. Their
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comments and feedback were collected

(Table 1), and appropriate adjustments

to the design and construction were
made. When the Cloud Paradise
officially opened, it welcomed 2,000
visitors per day by appointment only.
Based on post-occupancy evaluation,
the Cloud Paradise has been successful
in its role as a natural museum for
children, which could be summarized
by three achievements.

5.1 Growing up with Play

Healthy development is crucial to
children. During this time they explore
the world through play. Crawling and
walking, running, jumping, rolling,
and climbing are all conducive to their
physical development. The facilities
at the Cloud Paradise are moderate
and attractive for these activities.
Second, interaction with others is also
important to children. Activities such
as waiting in line for the slide, sharing

the seesaw, taking turns on the swings,

© KESW
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enhance children’s social competence
and help them better understand
sharing, cooperation, exchange, and
compromise. Third, the opportunity
to be connected to nature is also
critical for children. Nature-deficit
disorder'"! is cited by Richard Louv,
an American author and journalist, as
leading to problems of insensitivity,
attention deficit and depression when
children are kept indoors on electronic
devices. The shortage of natural and
safe playgrounds may exacerbate
these problems. The design of the
Cloud Paradise intends to provide an
opportunity for children to connect
with the natural world.

5.2 Learning through Play

Skills learnt through play can be
more intuitive, vivid, and profound
than that learned in the classroom.
Play promotes a child’s capacity for
self-awareness and creativity. Often, a

child’s fear on the playground of specific
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spaces, such as the slide, trampoline, or
climbing ropes, will vanish once they feel
safe. Self-awareness on the playground
could be enhanced with more challenging
but safe activities.

Human instinct as to what is fun or
playful is often weakened when there is
a flood of excessive rational information.
The materials, sounds, colors, textures
and shapes used at the Cloud Paradise
site are meant to facilitate visual, tactile
and auditory development. The rich
natural environment also provides
children with a greater appreciation for
the natural world.

Curiosity drives creativity. China’s
modern education system has been
criticized for killing creativity, in part
because the conventional culture
discourages children to explore the
unknown. Alternatively, the Cloud
Paradise, with its natural museum and
water droplets, clouds, creeks, and
whirlpool spaces, helps children to

explore more than human world and to
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better understand everyday life.

5.3 Parent-Child Interaction

Interactive bicycles, fountains and
other facilities at the Cloud Paradise
were designed to encourage parent-
child interaction. The parents, instead
of playing the role of guardians, can
actively participate in games and play
with their children.

6 Conclusion

The purpose of landscape design is
not simply to restore an ecosystem, or
to create a place only for enjoyment.
Landscape design should be aimed at
reestablishing the relationship between
human and nature. Thus, ecological
strategies, interactive facilities and
environmental education strategies were
applied in the Cloud Paradise design to
enhance human-nature relationships. We
wish for a better future for the children
playing and enjoying the Cloud Paradise.



Why is the Cloud Paradise conceived
as a Natural Museum? Is this necessary
in landscape design?

Dong ZHANG (ZHANG hereafter):
There are always a thousand ways
to view a project. In every design we
do our best to provide a variety of
interpretations for visitors.

The design of the Cloud Paradise
is centered on three core functions. Its
primary function is as a public park that
includes an arched bridge, pavilions,
and seating. Second, it is a recreational
facility for children and a playground
for neighborhood residents. The final
theme is its cultural function. The
natural museum concept emphasizes
the location, experiences in nature,
education through play, and outdoor
education.

In response to restrictions because
of existing topography, plants, and
revetments, the design of Cloud
Paradise aimed to transform the
fragmented site into an integrated park.
The different pieces were essential to
fulfilling this approach. In addition,
recognizable recreational facilities were
specially designed not only to provide
opportunities for children to jump, run,
slide, and crawl, but also to highlight its
function as a natural museum.

I think that design work should
be conducted with a driving concept
or a big idea. Designers can be easily
influenced by both rationality and
sensibility. Projects designed by
rationally-driven designers usually have
a problem-oriented solution stemming
from a clear logic. Concepts help ground
sensibility-driven designs, making
them more logical and impressive, and
help with decision making during the
design and construction process. In the
Cloud Paradise project, for example,
the theme of a natural museum helped
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our negotiations with the client to select
colors for the slides. Landscape design
focuses on solving problems and telling
stories, making design concepts effective
for guiding solutions.

The creek at the Cloud Paradise
project has also been used as part of
other courtyard and square projects by
Z+T Studio. The Yue-yuan Courtyard in
Suzhou is one example. Has this become
the design style of Z+T Studio?

ZHANG: Although the creek does
appear in some of the landscape projects
of Z+T Studio, it is not being repeated,
and it is not intended to become our
style. The core of design is inspiration
from nature. Zao Zhang, a painter in
the Tang Dynasty believed in this, and
it is the same in landscape architecture.
Japanese rock gardens imitate oceans
and reefs, the landscape designer
Lawrence Halprin was influenced by
the mountain streams of the Cascades.
Regardless of site investigation, the core
of design ultimately lies in the designer’s
own values.

The landscape nodes of the Creek
designed by Z+T Studio may stem from
my own experiences with nature. I lived
in the country as a child. There were
winding streams of water running down
the mountain paths. This became our
playground on the way to school. These
childhood experiences of play in nature
continue to inspire my approach to
landscape design.

The Yueyuan Courtyard project
was inspired by the architecture
designed with Taihu Lake stone, a
unique limestone that has been shaped
by millions of years of erosion. The
courtyard’s creek water was created to
demonstrate how the natural processes
of a river carve away the landscape

over millions of years. Although the

water feature is introduced with the
famous gathering of Chinese literati

at the Orchid Pavilion (353 CE) for
visitors’ better understanding, the creek
at the Yueyuan Courtyard was meant
to duplicate nature rather than record
a historical event or generate certain

design style.

Do you think the design and
construction processes are to be
integrated in the landscape industry?

ZHANG: The goal of many landscape
designs is to have a completed, built
project. Designs should be implementable
from construction drawings, but often
the material choices complicate this
interpretation. For example, when
creating a stone landscape, we can
only understand the properties of
the materials after fabrication and
installation trials, and after post-
maintenance requirements are clarified.
Then, we need to go back and update the
construction drawings accordingly. The
integration of design and construction
will probably not become standard
in landscape architecture. Although it
helps us understand different materials
and promote design concepts, and helps
with more effective detailing, it will
not become a trend. One reason is the
preference of ordinary materials and way
of construction applied in most projects.
Thus, specialization, on the contrary,
will be better received, especially in the

construction process.

Do you think criticism is beneficial to
improving landscape design?

ZHANG: Criticism encourages us 16, BRREAREEE

to think deeply about our designs. It IEE
is said that Haruki Murakami, one of 16, Radar chart
indicating users’

feedback of different
recreational facilities

my favorite Japanese writers, would

be angry whenever someone made a
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Table 1: Feedback by Visitors to the Cloud Paradise
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suggestion to his article. Afterwards, he
would find it useful, even if he did not
agree with the suggestion. I often feel
the same way about receiving advice
from others.

Ziying TANG (TANG hereafter):

I wrote an article on our Jiuzhuli
Courtyard project in response to a
friend’s inquiry into why Z+T Studio’s
projects are so popular. He stated that
our designs catered to the aesthetic
tastes of the emerging middle class. This
was interesting to me, and encouraged
me to reflect more on this topic.

In Chinese, the similarities between
criticism and judgement mean that
we often confuse the two. This leads
to a de-emphasis on critical thinking.
However, the words criticism and
judgement are conceptually different.
Judgement is less encouraged in the
western culture. It is necessary to learn
how to criticize an object, rather than
judging it to be good or bad. From
my perspective, the inspiring criticism
usually comes from non-peers. Without
this kind of criticism, designers are less
able to get feedback from others.

I was deeply inspired by Hunt’s
Haunts: History, Reception, and
Criticism on the Design of the High
Line, an essay written by James Corner
about conversations with John Dixon
Hunt on the High Line. From Hunt’s
point, gardens or places can become
landscape only when they are inspiring
and elusive, which is a fundamental
of all art”. Hunt elaborates on this
idea in three ways. First, the specificity
of site, which encourages a historical
reading prior to design; second, room
for interpretation; and third, the long
duration — how the experience and
meaning of the landscape can last
for a long time. This type of critical
thinking, from art, culture and history,
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and landscape, benefits all of landscape
design. Criticism is seldom made
between landscape architects and their
peers. The similarities in thinking might
hinder criticism.

Criticism is part of theoretical
research. However, education in
landscape criticism could be further
developed in China. In the U.S., there are
seminars offered in landscape criticism
which require students to do research
and discuss reading materials, with rules
of order set before discussion, including
no offensive statement and a limited
time for presentation. In these types of
classes, students can not only grasp the
core of objective and rational criticism,
but also learn to analyze problems from
broader social, cultural and economic

perspectives.

Are you inclined to become a
landscape critic?

TANG: No. Landscape criticism,
like the profession of landscape
architecture, requires concentrated and
in-depth investigation on the project’s
background, history, design plan,
designers, and clients. A comprehensive
understanding of the entire field is also
necessary to do proper criticism. For me,
it is another profession. I am a landscape
architect and I will always find it more
interesting to do design. LAF
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