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ABSTRACT

Through local culture and customs, we can see the relationship
between human beings and nature, the humanity, morality, and
value, the authenticity of life, and the wisdom of local folklore.
Can Architecture and the contemporary architectural practices
learn from local wisdoms to develop culturally sustainable local
architectural concepts and methods? What is the significance
of these methods for the development of rural communities?
Since 2015, Kuo Jze Yi, assistant professor from the School

of Architecture and Urban Planning at Shenzhen University,
has continued to work in different villages in provinces such

as Sichuan, Guangdong, Shandong and Henan, with research
assistants, students, and local collaborators, combining
teaching, research, and practical methods. In a participatory
design approach, they allied with villagers and tried to use
local resources to build public spaces that inherit local culture.
Taking the Square of Collective Memory in Xianniangxi Village
designed during 2017 and 2018 as a case study, this article
examines the teaching, research, and practice outcomes

of participatory design approach, and suggests methods of
inheritance and innovation of local resources.

KEY WORDS

Rural Resources; Local Wisdom; Participatory Design;
Community Development; Inheritance and Innovation
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2. Aerial view of
Xianniangxi Village

3. The coordinating group
discussing preliminary
plan

4. The table for villagers
to write down the
materials that they
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participate in materials
collecting

Villagers working on
paving
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Since 2015, instructors and students from the
School of Architecture and Urban Planning
at Shenzhen University (SZU) began to
participate in the practice of rural community
development. Aiming at combining

teaching, research, and practice, a series of
experiments have been carried out in China’s
rural villages. Affected by the enthusiasm
and idealism of social workers who reside

in rural villages, the SZU instructors and
students became friends with local people.

In the process of sharing visions and dreams
of village reconstruction among this group of
young people, the idea of building community
spaces collectively has sprouted. We

realize that the countryside is a place full of
resources for learning, not only for the study
of architecture, but also for adjusting the way
of living and dealing with the surroundings

of oneself. In addition to the values of rural
grounding, what attract us the most are

the local resources. These not only refer to
physical materials, but also cultural assets
such as the wisdom and customs of local
people. The following will take the example
of the construction process of the Square

of Collective Memory in Xianniangxi Village,
Guangdong Province, to share the inspiration

the village brought to architects.

Background

In February 2017, Gan Chuan, a village-
resident social worker from the Guangdong
Green Cultivation Social Development Center,
invited a team of instructors and students
from Shenzhen University to participate in
the planning of public space in Xianniangxi
Village to explore the potential of community
development through the construction
of public space in the village. During the
discussion, both the social workers and
villagers in Xianniangxi Village addressed
the need of new elements for the community.
They hoped that the architects could propose
novel and inspiring spatial planning. Although

with no clear plan, the villagers put forward
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several ideas for space intervention based

on their daily life: 1) design a trail system for
experiencing the mountain that surrounds
the village; 2) add activity space for the
homestay; 3] build wine cellar workshops; 4)
enhance the sanitation of the community, and
5) build a square. Taking into consideration
the limited amount of labour and financial
resources, we decided to build a community
square in the center of the village based on

public participation.

Methods and Concepts

In late August 2017, the SZU team
including Kuo Jze Yi, Zhou Zihao and Liu
Minhao went back to the village to discuss
the work plan and method of the square
building with the villagers. In this meeting,
they summarized the following five points:
1) establish a coordinating group consisted
of returning youth, social workers, and
architects, in which the social workers
are responsible for project planning and
coordination, the villagers for convening,
recording, and operating, and the architects
for design models making and construction
methods consulting; 2) all project-related
issues must be discussed openly by the
three parties. All the project details, such
as operation methods, positioning, site
selection, design, construction, and post-
management must obtain the consent of
local community. Through open discussion,
architects could learn local knowledge
from villagers, while the feedback from
villagers could help to improve the viability
of work plans; 3) the project should be built
completely and voluntarily by the villagers
without a hired construction team; 4] all
construction materials must be donated or
collected by the villagers. Construction waste
piling in front of each household, which was
generated from an earlier government-
funded village renewal project, should be
used for constructing the square. The idea

is to use the construction of the community
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square as the opportunity to reuse these
abandoned materials that are currently
occupying valuable public space in the village;
and 5) the traditional donor recognition

wall that typically displays donors’ names
along with numbers indicating the amount

of money they donated, will be replaced by

a different recognition system that displays
village volunteers’ names along with
information about their donated materials
and voluntary work time. The project team
aims to activitate as many villagers as
possible to participate in public activities on
an ongoing basis, and all voluntary labors
and material donations are to be publicized.
Challenging the rationale that “money as a
solution for every problem,” the three parties
should discuss the challenges openly and

find solutions collaboratively.

Reality and Construction

At the end of September 2017, the
university team reported to the village on the
plan and design. They found that the biggest
problem of the project was the complicated
rural land rights. Therefore, the project team
decided to exclude plots with ambiguous land
rights and focus on the construction of the
communal square.

The coordinating group used collected
waste materials to make a 1:1 paving pattern,
by which they tested different possibilities
of material combination, and made the
following classification according to material
characteristics:

Hard and rough materials: palm-size
stones (will be used in areas that slow down
the vehicles).

Hard and uneven materials: pebbles (will
be used in the walking areas).

Hard and flat materials: blue bricks, red
bricks, and step bricks (will be used in the
active areas).

Crisp materials: tiles and ceramic tiles
(will be used in the marginal areas).

Soft materials: hand stones, sand, and



soil (will be used in the planting area).

Featured materials: stoneware, ceramic
chimneys, water tanks (will be used as
stools and lampshades).

Other materials: cement, wood sticks,
wood boards, iron sheet, loam brick,
firewood, etc. (will be used as construction
auxiliary materials).

The third village design meeting was
held in late October 2017. Unexpectedly,
before any construction drawings got
prepared by the architects, the villagers
started drawing lines directly on the ground
using chalk and bricks the evening after
the project meeting. Following the shape
of a fengshui pond that defines the site
boundary, the villagers drew the plan of
an 8-meter wide arc-shaped stage on the

ground. In only a few weeks afterwards,
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the social workers and the villagers
collected materials and quickly built the
stage by organizing volunteering work. The
circular paving division of the stage was set
according to the size required for the hands
to unfold during the dancing. The final
paving method also adopted the expandable
cross-shaped joinery proposed by the
villagers.

At the beginning of December 2017,
villagers were called to participate in the
square paving together. Since the villagers
can only volunteer to work when they are
free, the square was divided into many small
areas, with each of which not exceeding
3 hours of construction. The coordinating
team divided the square into 81 grids, each
of which was 1 m x 1 m, exactly the size

just enough for 2 ~ 3 people to complete the

8. IHRGR

9. NRMNERIZSLEHK
BF

10. IipFRGERGsSR

1. RITRFHERICRES

8. Agroup photo of the
square's opening
ceremony.

9. Villagers looking for
their names on the list
of voluntary work

10. Celebration on the
Opening Night

11, List of investment and
donation

pavement within a few hours. The layout of
each grid in the square remains different.

It reflects the character of the different
villagers participated in the paving and their
mood of the paving day. Some who were
patient made it more rigorous, while others
who were busier made it more casual. One
of the villagers who love to play mahjong
even laid a mahjong block in the paving. As
such, a square full of stories and memories
was built, and the villagers named it Square

of Collective Memory.

Project Reflection

At the beginning of February 2018, the
opening ceremony of the square was held in
the village. While the resident population of
the village was 200, more than 400 people
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participated in the opening ceremony. Among
them were 140 villagers and 50 helpers who
participated in the construction of the square.
Others included residents from the village
next door, and migrant workers.

In mid-March 2018, the young villagers
and social workers of the coordinating team
shared their experience in the tripartite
cooperation at Shenzhen University, and

discussed and reflected on a few questions:

Was the square used after completion? Has
daily life of villagers been improved?

The square is not as crowded as expected
because that villagers are busy on different
stages of farm work in different seasons.
They get together only at special festivals. In
addition, the villagers do not care as much
as the architects about the function and
significance of the square. Their original
intention on the square was to simply use the
abandoned site and organize the surrounding
environment, or more about uniting villagers

to achieve something together.

Does the rural development require an
architect?
According to the answer from the

villagers, it is better involved with an architect
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than without, but it is not necessarily.
Architects bring different ideas, which

make the villagers aware of their cultural
characteristics. In the design of the square,
the university team also tried to comply

with the villagers' requirements and avoid
imposing designs that are too subjective. The
construction details mostly depended on the

villagers' experience.

Is there a possibility for continuing the
cooperation between the three parties?

In addition to a nostalgic sensation
of all the parties, the cooperation also
brings benefits to each party. It is therefore
a sustainable one. The interest for the
villagers is to build their hometowns; for the
social workers is the implementation and
promotion of their social work concept; for
the architects are practical attempts which is
a work mode combines teaching, research,

and practice.

Summary and Public Needs

After the construction of the Square
of Collective Memory, the villagers, social
workers, and architects continue to explore

their next cooperation plan. Young villagers
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have proposed that they want to build
a public building in the village that can
accommodate more than 100 people. In
this building, everyone would be able to
work together on the methods to explore
local culture, display and sell local
agricultural and cultural products, and
maintain community relations. It would be a
building that enhances life, production, and
livelihoods of the villagers.

The local resources of rural areas are
full of potential, which not only refer to
the construction technology and building
materials, but also the authentic rural
lifestyle, the local wisdom of villagers, as
well as the robust and engaged community
that are so rare nowadays in the city. In
order to realize the vision of strengthening
cultural identity through spatial practice, we
should continue making good use of these
resources by means of preserving and re-
adapting. LAF

NOTE

The project coordination team includes Yang Guoxing, Yang
Gancheng, Yang Yuwen, Yang Jianzhong, Yang Ruitang, and
Yang Jianfeng, villagers of Xianniangxi Village; Gan Zhuan, Liao
Fenglian, Zhang Qing, and Lin Jiayu, Green Cultivation social
workers; and architects Kuo Jze Yi, Zhou Zihao, and Liu Minhao.
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