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Introduction:

"There are many contradictions in architecture. One is surely the 
interaction between technology and place. Technology today is universal, 
and if  you are not careful, you may easily destroy the spirit o fa  place. On 
the other hand, the place is by definition local, and local traditions or 
other constraints may inhibit the fantastic potential oftechnology”

-  Renzo Piano

In the past 20 years, China has experienced rapid economic boosts and fast 
change in cultural and social structure. During this change, many 
traditional values and cultural heritages are being abandoned, western 
culture is being adapted and western life style is becoming the fashion and 
preferred life style by more and more Chinese. “Internationalization” has 
its influence on the development o f many Chinese cities like it had never 
before.

Under the slogan o f building an “International Metropolitan” raised by the 
city government, Nanjing, a city o f over 2000 years history, and ancient 
capital for 10 dynasties, is also taking on a development at an 
unprecedented speed. In order to rapidly change the living conditions o f its 
residence, and to generate more profit, city o f Nanjing has undergone a lot 
of constructions and real estate development. Many low-rise courtyard 
houses and small commercial buildings have been taken down and 
replaced with high-rises, streets have been widened, and the old city’s 
transportation system is being rearranged. Because o f  this, the old city 
fabric has been broken and rebuilt, but the new city pattern has not been



well planned out during the fast track constructions. In many places in the 
city, buildings o f all type and all age are standing next to each other, but 
the old and the new are unrelated.

When looking at the architectural styles o f those new buildings, we often 
see two extremes. Among most commercial towers, international style, 
western style and even western classical style are favored by many 
developers or government officials. They are being erected one after 
another everywhere in the city, some o f the are in shinny glass coats and 
others are decorated with excessive fancy symbolic elements. Most o f  
them have a western style cap on the top, totally irrelevant to Nanjing’s 
regional culture. The other extreme, some new buildings simply replicate 
the styles o f traditional Chinese architecture on the outside, which is also 
irrelevant to the current technology and occupant’s ever changing needs. 
Both of those trends are irresponsible to our contemporary culture.

Ever since the modem architecture was introduced to China in the 1930s, 
many efforts have been made to integrate it with our traditional culture by 
generations o f Chinese and foreign architects. Many examples can by 
found in Nanjing. Chinese art emphasizes the unity o f “shape” and “ 
Spirit”, but unfortunately most o f the buildings were focused on 
resembling the “shape” o f the traditional Chinese architecture, not the 
“spirit”. Whether they were the 1930-40’s classical modem, wearing a big 
roof on top o f the modem body; or the 1980’s postmodern that used 
symbols to imply tradition, neither o f them has caught the essence o f  
traditional Chinese architecture.



But what is the “Essence” o f Chinese architecture? Chinese architecture is 
a very broad term. The land o f China expands over a vast area. Because o f  
the differences in climate, geographic location, language, local economy, 
politics, and influence o f foreign culture, different regions have developed 
their own unique culture. As a reflection o f the natural and social 
environment, the architectural forms vary from one area to another 
accordingly. Most important architectural styles include monumental 
architecture such as imperial palaces and religious temples, and residential 
architecture such as courtyard houses and private gardens. These different 
types o f buildings are used by different people, they are totally different in 
function, form, scale and construction, so, any generalization is 
inappropriate.

During the search for the “Essence” o f Chinese architecture, I think is 
important to go back to the fundamentals, to look at not the styles but the 
everyday needs o f the occupants, physically and emotionally.

Imperial palaces were used to represent the power of the royal families 
and order o f the feudal society, they were big in scale, symmetrical and 
hierarchical in form. This has already been abandoned by the modem 
society, replication o f this style today is only going to bring criticism.

On the other hand, if  we look at the courtyard houses and private gardens, 
they were created by everyday people and provided them with everyday 
needs. Take private gardens for example, designed by ancient artists and 
scholars and enjoyed by them for thousands o f  years, they are elegant, 
private, free and dynamic, natural and organic, pictorial and poetic. They 
represent an exquisite lifestyle and a valuable ancient Chinese philosophy



that is still appreciated by the contemporary society worldwide. This is 
where we should be looking for the essences.

During the research process, I selected an urban site in Nanjing’s 
downtown area to design a medium size gallery that will be displaying 
ancient Chinese paintings and calligraphy. It also includes an art school; 
public gathering spaces such as the library and the auditorium; and storage 
and conservation spaces. A water garden is at the center o f the building 
complex. In this project, I am trying to achieve three goals.

First, at the urban scale: Since the site is surrounded by a mix o f high-rise 
commercial buildings, mid-rise residential buildings and many old 
courtyard houses, I carefully placed a series o f courtyards and buildings o f  
different heights on the site. This spatial arrangement helped to create a 
transitional zone in the city. It fits in between the old and the new in terms 
of architectural volume, space, style and material. It is related to both old 
and new grids, therefor it becomes a good mediation between the old and 
the new.

Second, the garden itself is an integration o f contemporary and regional 
culture. It is an architecture that reflects today’s lifestyle, contemporary 
people’s value, and as the same time implies essence o f Chinese 
architecture drawn from traditional private gardens.

Third, the quality o f the art display is carried to a high level by utilizing 
advanced technology such as sunlight control devices and a translucent 
glass wall system. My overall goal is to achieve the harmonious unity 
between the nature, art, architecture and the visitor’s mind.
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The Historical Background of Nanjing



The City of Nanjing
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Nanjing, meaning the “Southern Capital” in 
Chinese, is a famouse city in east China. It 
was one o f the six major capitals in ancient 
China, where ten Chinese dynasties setup 
their central goverment in the past.

With the purple mountain sitting on its east, 
the Yangtse river passing by at its Northwest 
and the Xuanwu lake laying right in the 
middle o f the city, Nanjing takes pride o f its 
abundance o f scenic places along with it 
historical and cultural attractions, it was 
dedcribed as “a birthplace o f southern 
beauties and a habitat o f royal rulers” by an 
ancient Chinese poet.

Today, with a populatio over 5 million, 
Nanjing ranks fifth among the 50 strongest 
cities in China and it is the second largest 
international trade port after Shanghi in the 
Yantse River Delta.

The “Stone City”

Known as the “Stone City”, Nanjing is famous 
for its masonry construction and stone carv ings. 
Ming Dynasty's city wall was 33.65 km long in 
girth, 14-22 meters in height and 19 meters thick 
at the base. Nanjing ranked the largest city in the 
world at that time.



Nanjing Scenes

Because o f its unique geographic location, Nanjing’s culture receives 
influences from both North and South China, its architecture also 
reflects both influences, but mainly that o f  South China.

Xuanwu Lake in the spring with the Purple Mountain 
lying like a curling dragon at distance



/ / The Site

Site Plan 1:2000

The proposed site for The Nanjing Garden o f 
Arts is at the Northeast comer o f Nanjing’s 
downtown central commercial area, a very 
urban setting. The site is surrounded by high- 
rise commercial buildings, mid-rise residential 
buildings and lots o f old courtyard houses.

Due to rapid growth in Nanjing’s economy anc 
fast development o f  city, the old city fabric has 
been broken and rebuilt, many low-rise 
courtyard houses and small buildings were 
taken down and replaced with high-rises, but 
the new city pattern has not been carefully 
planned during the new construction. Build
ings o f all types stand next to each other, but 
the old and the new seem unrelated .

The concept o f the garden o f arts is that 
through the careful placement o f series o f 
courtyards and buildings o f different heights in 
the garden, this garden tries to create a 
transitional zone between the old and new in 
terms o f  architectural volume, space and 
material. It is related to both grids, thus will 
mediate the dialog between the old and new.



Part II
The Art of Chinese Gardens



Main Features:

The Art of Traditional Chinese Gardens

Chinese classical gardens have attained a very high 
level in gardening and pavilion architecture because o f 
their unique style. They occupy an important place in 
the historical development o f  world architecture.

Chinese classical gardens can be divided into two ma
jo r types, imperial palaces in Beijing or other capitals 
and private residential gardens in South China. The later 
has the most influence on Nanjing’s architecture. Many 
famous private gardens can be found today in Suzhou, 
a medium size city located between Nanjing and Shang
hai. Called “the land o f rice and fish”, Suzhou has al
ways been one o f  the richest places in China.

In the history, private residential gardens were owned 
by high-ranking government officials or wealthy mer
chants, they were built within the city limits and were 
imitations o f the nature. Designed by famous artists or 
scholars with profound knowledge o f ancient Chinese 
arts and philosophy, the gardens are very closely re
lated to painting, poetry, music and calligraphy. Built by 
highly skilled craftsmen, constructions o f the gardens 
also show a high level o f  craftsmanship.

•  Part o f private houses, usually they are enlarged back
yards, compact in size compare to imperial gardens.

•  Enclosed nature, miniature o f the natural landscape.

• Architecture and landscape (trees-rocks-water) are 
inseparable.

• Borrowed landscapes: bring in the most beautiful land
scapes o f the outside world and make them part o f 
the scenes in the garden through elaborately selected 
openings.

• Free spatial arrangement, asymmetrical and irregular 
plan.

•  Highly dynamic, scene changes as one move.

• Lightweight structure, delicacy vs. grandeur o f monu
mental buildings such as palaces and temples.

• Verandas, terraces, stairs, bridges, pavilions and pave
ments form paths and viewpoints in the garden, they 
themselves also become part o f the scene.

•  Walls and openings arranged to separate spaces, 
block unwanted views or to frame beautiful views.

• Layers o f transparency created by building elements: 
columns, lattices, window frames, carved walls, moon 
gates and even placements o f the trees and holes on 
rocks.

• Fluid space, interior and exterior are highly integrated.

I believe those features represent the essence o f Chinese 
architecture in our region. They were used as guidelines 
for my design o f the Nanjing Garden o f Arts, from the 
overall spacial planning to the construction details o f many 
components. What I am trying to achieve in this study is 
to create an architecture that is both an representation of 
traditional Chinese arts and philosophy; and at the same 
time, an implementation o f contemporary construction 
technology. Concrete, steel and glass are the major mate
rials for the creations o f those traditional spaces



Wangshi Yuan
Wangshi Yuan, a medium size garden in Suzhou, though 
compact in size, is famous for its delicacy and exquisiteness. 
With a lotus pond at its center, the buildings, trees and rockery 
in the garden are beautifully planned out, and the relationship 
between the architecture and landscape is natural and harmoni
ous. In addition to the central water area, the garden is divided 
into several courtyards by walls and buildings, each one unique 
and artistic. Through elaborately designed paths, visitors can 
enjoy almost endless picturesque scenes in the garden. I t’s one 
o f  the best examples o f the traditional Chinese gardens in 
Suzhou area. The overall plan o f the garden was an important 
influence on my design o f Nanjing Garden o f Arts.
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Partlll
The Nanjing Garden of Arts



The Garden

Gallery Entrance

Bookstore & Giftshop

Service Building — 
(Storage, Workshop 
& Conservation )

Gallery

Art Shool Studios & 
Administration

Freight Entrance —

Art School 
Entrance

Auditorium

Library
(Lobby Below )

Tea Room 
(Terrace Above)

Veranda

-  Staff Entrance

The spacial arrangement o f  the gardei 
takes the form o f  the traditional Chines 
gardens: rich, harmonious, pictorial ant 
poetic.

The garden closes its south, north am 
west side with walls to create a quiet am 
private place for the art work while at tfo 
same time opens its east side through opei 
verandas, allowing the public on th< 
street to enjoy the beauty o f  the gardei 
and the exquisiteness o f the architecture

The paths for visitors o f the garden ar 
formed with elements such as verandas 
stairways, bridges and open walkways t< 
create an unforgettable experience. A 
one walks through the garden, he will ex 
perience spatial changes such as contrac 
tion and expansion, open and close, as 
cending and descending; he will be walk 
ing between the inside and outside, tb  
dark and the light. The scenes in front o 
his eyes keep changing as he walks along 
which makes him feel as if he is walking ii 
a picture. In the end as he approaches tfr 
gallery, his spirit becomes transcended 
the garden, the art work and his mind be 
come a harmonious one.
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First Floor and Garden Plan 1:600



Model

Second Floor Plan 1:600



East Elevation 1:400



Cast in place concrete is the major 
material for exterior walls due to its 
monolithic character and it resem
blance to the ancient city walls in 
color and texture. The overall gray 
tone o f the building blends with the 
sky during overcast days and form a 
stage for the interplay o f light and 
shadows during the sunny days. It 
speaks for itself as a serious building 
and separates itself from the busy 
and colorful commercial buildings 
surrounding the site.

North Elevation 1:400



None reflective translucent glass panels are 
used on curtain walls o f the main exhibit hall, 
which create a solemn and mysterious mood 
within the garden, like those created by rice 
paper window in ancient Chinese architec
ture. Light entering the exhibit hall is filtered, 
diffused and unified; inside the gallery, one 
feels surround by air and light, all material 
seems to disappear and the only visible 
objects are art works themselves.

Transparent glass is used at the lower part o f 
the first floor gallery, it allows views from 
gallery out to the water area o f the garden 
therefor established a visual connection 
between the garden and the gallery.

South Elevation 1:400
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Section A - A Enlargement 1:200

Cable Sunscreen

Steel cables are suspended 
between the tilted wall of the 
service building and a row of 
tilted steel columns in front of 
the gallery and then tie into the 
water. Adjustable alum inum  
louvers are fixed to cables to 
form a big flexible sunscreen 
for the gallery and the court
yard space below. The sus
pended cable screen is curved 
naturally due to the weight of 
the louvers, which resembles 
the gracefully curved roofline 
of traditional Chinese architec
ture. W ater changes plane 
where the cables go into the 
water, celebrating the transfor
mation of the force.



I—
/I



Some most cunWtedmokgyw ucad mAedemgn
of the gallery space to ensure the best quality 

display of the art works

lam inated UV glass roof 
on cable truss.

Gallery entrance lobby

^aaafer natural ligWog.

Cable truss iyatem for

Two layers o f tranalusent glass
for natjW  and diffuced lighting
in the gallery.

4-pomlglassjoint fixed to

Curtain waQ fiame fixed back
to concrete floor slab.

ofthe garden from tbe gallery
and prrvad  direct sunlight from

Exploded Isometric View ofthe Gallery Wall Section Detail 1:100



Veranda

Verandas are very important architectural elements in Chinese 
gardens They help to define touring paths thereby link different 
parts o f the garden. They offer shades on sunny days and 
provide shelters on rainy days. They also help to divide spaces 
and create layers of transparency. Traditionally, verandas take on 
various shapes and are often combined with other archtectural 
elements. The elaborate design o f  verandas often creates the 
richest, most interesting spaces in a garden.

Yuanxung Tang in Zhuoztwng Yuan

Corridor north ot Wuleng Corridor in Corridor In Yi Yuen Open corridor In Water-corridor in
Xianguan in Uu Yuan Wangihi Yuan Zhuozheng Yuan Zhuozheng Yuan

Double corridor in ShizilinDouble corridor In YI YuanCorridor in Yi Yuan
Double corridor in Shizilin

Various Veranda Shapes and Sections in Suzhou Gardens

Ezb

Veranda Section Detail 1:100

Isometric View of Veranda Detail


