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I 

Abstract 
 
 

Hanglai  is  the  village  in  the  Hunan  Province  of  South  China  which  we investigate 

in our thesis, because of its exemplary preservation of the authenticity of the site and the 

presence of the peculiar minority Miao. Those two are indispensable elements to reach our 

intent to discover the other China, far from the western Haidan district, where Tsinghua campus 

is located. Our research starts with a look at the Chinese reality to understand the central 

government's attitude towards the extreme poverty of the countryside, which is in sharp 

contrast to the dense urbanization of the New Town. The two phenomena, albeit with regard 

to totally opposite realities are linked. The abandonment of villages involves massive 

urbanization. Both have a single  problem:  the  loss  of  China's  authenticity  and  the  

enlargement  of  the  gap between cities and countryside. The central government, however, 

is recently implementing policies to redirect these two trends: (1) the New Urbanization 

Plan 

2014-2020, aimed at a conscious and sustainable urban expansion, and the amelioration 

of the city-country gap with targeted population action. (2 ) A plan on the recovery of 

rural villages through different actions, such as museum solutions, wellness tourism, social 

housing and population services in general. Analyzing to the complexity of the phenomenon, 

we realized since the beginning that it was necessary to go to the place, despite the 

suggestions of choosing a more convenient site, to understand this particular reality, and thus 

formally our point of view in this regard. We met locals and lived with them to understand 

their main needs. So we realized that our design approach had to set aside the creator's 

ego and focus on the analysis of the local context and culture to maximize local 

resources as well as the constructive habits of the inhabitants. Our project wants to be an 

alternative to local policies that despite our own goal do not always solve it. It is not building 

a home that improves a village, but through a strategy that takes into account different 

aspects and aims at improving the local economy and preserving tradition and authenticity. 

So our project does  not  only  provide  for  the  restoration  of  dwellings  or  a  simple  sky-

dumped building in a site, but a global approach. 
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1.1
Urbanization in China: 
Rural vs.urban
by Chiara Menna

A general introduction 
about urbanization ten-
dencies in China versus 

the abandon of rural 
areas and all the problem 
related such as the loss of 
authenticity of such places 

and the poverty of the 
inhabitants. The coexisten-

ce of urban and rural in 
China, is not just a binary 
opposition, but in most of 
the cases the boundaries 

between theese two states 
are blurred, presenting 

different nuances. The ef-
fect is still the same and to 
solve “big city diseases” 

and the loss of authenticity 
of the countryside, gover-
nment on one side and ar-
chitects from the other are 
taking different measures. 
For the former is the new 

urbanization plan, for the 
latteri is the rediscovery of 

regional architecture.
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1.1.1: Urban: New towns and new policies

China’s urbanization process has been ongoing since 30 years and is 

possible to approximately set its starting point after Mao’s death, in 1976, 

when Deng Xiaoping took power and started promoting the People’s 

Republic opening up to the rest of the world. The rapid economic growth 

and dramatic urbanization consequent to these policies brought an 

immense urban land expansion, which indeed increased by 513%, taking 

over rural areas1.  The urbanization, in general concentrated in the East and 

South East part of the country, being 60% of China’s territory occupied by 

mountains and plateaus, mostly located on the Western provinces. At the 

present day the three main urban agglomerates are indeed located on the 

East coast: TBH (Tianjn, Beijing Hebei), Yangtze River Delta (Shanghai) and 

the Pearl River Delta (Guangzhou and Shenzhen). With increasing urban 

population and expanding industrial activities, China has experienced 

vigorous land urbanization, with a growing number of so called “new towns”. 

However, being this phenomenon faster than the growth of urban inhabitants, 

it caused a decrease and uneven distribution of the population density.

China could take economic and social benefit from this phenomenon, 

but this brought also adverse impact. In the last 30 years, in fact, the gap 

between urban and rural areas got deeper on mainly two aspects. First, 

there is the uneven situation between urban and rural population, for what 

concern their rights. China’s urbanization’s peculiarities are, indeed, mainly 

due to the household registration system (hukou), established by Mao in 

1955 and still in place. This policy divide population into rural and urban 

hukou holders, so in two types of residents, with different rights and social 

assistance services granted. The urban hukou holders, in fact, have right to 

benefit from public education, health care and pension, while rural hukou 

holders have just the right to own a piece of land for agricultural purpose. 

The transformation of household registration is restricted, in fact rural citizens 

are allowed to move in the city for work but still keeping their rural hukou, 

because the only ways to permanently change their status is only by means 

of marriage, studying or by having a non-agricultural status when rural 

collective lands are acquired during processes of urban land expansion. 

Because of this policies, throughout the years, the Central government have 

been able to develop at a very fast pace since they cut off the cost of 

public services for over 800 million people.

The second important gap between urban and rural is the creation of informal 

village-like communities inside the cities, also known as Chengzhongcun2, 

the Chinese for urban village. Urban villages are by-products of rapid 

urban expansion, where, in the process of converting rural land into urban 

areas, the farmland is requisitioned, while rural settlement is left to avoid 

compensation cost and relocation of indigenous villagers, creating unique 

1 Chen M., et al, Challenges and the way forward in China’s new-type urbanization, Land Use Policy 
vol. 55, 2016, pp. 334-339.
2 Lang, W., et al., A new style of urbanization in China: Transformation of urban rural communities, 
Habitat International vol.47, 2015, pp. 279-284.

Fig.1 Distribution of urban built-up land 
area and urban agglomeration in 2012.

Fig. 2 City sizes and urbanization levels in 
China in 1978 and 2007.
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spatial phenomenon surrounded by both urban and rural landscape 

Those, with time became informal settlements mostly inhabited by rural or 

migrant workers and are  still nowadays effectively far form the modernity 

characterizing urban environment, not integrated with the urbanization 

process, unable to meet requirements of sustainable urban development 

and contribute to give a negative impact on city ’s image. The speed of 

urbanization has not allowed to take care of the transition between the city 

and the rural areas within it, whose boundaries are nowadays undefined 

and blurred3.

Linked with the urban-rural gap, the rapid urbanization brought other 

three main problems. Firstly, there is the loss of a substantial amount of high-

quality arable land, together with risks related to food security and scarcity 

of resources. Secondly, there is the growing phenomenon of the “gohst 

cities”. Such urban areas are the result of excessive housing supply and 

infrastructure construction, not taking into consideration the actual needs, 

along with business speculation on property demand. This urbanization 

mode was rooted in unreasonable evaluation on local government 

performance based on a single index of local gross domestic product, 

which in turn resulted in aggressive development and further induced social 

injustice. Thirdly, the continuously increasing urban expansion, connected 

with the conversion of the average middle-class Chinese towards a more 

westernized lifestyle, is one of the main influence on the urban heat island 

effect and global warming, together with other climatic and environmental 

changes, like air pollution, excess in consuming resources, flooding...4

The government, aware of this problems and threats brought by urbanization, 

in 2014 has set a new agenda called New Urbanization plan for 2020. 

The new foreseen policies are aimed to set a new path for urbanization to 

accommodate Chinese society ’s characteristics and transfer from a land-

centered urbanization to a people-oriented urbanization (Chen M. et al., 

2016). This means aiming at relaxation of hukou rule, redefining the existing 

mode of urbanization considering the inhabitants and not the efficiency 

of land use, and promoting a more sustainable urban development of the 

country, conscious of the threat for the environment and resources.

This will be carried out through 4 main policies5. (1) Make China’s urbanization 

more people oriented and a relaxation of the hukou status aimed at extending 

public services in the cities and town, focusing in particular on education 

for migrant workers’ children. (2) In order to balance the regional disparities 

in term of spatial distribution and scale structure between East and West, 

attracting migration in middle size and small cities by encouraging urban 

household registration in the less dense urban settlements. (3) To enhance 

3 Lang, W., et al., A new style of urbanization in China: Transformation of urban rural communities, 
Habitat International vol.47, 2015, pp. 279-284.
4 Chen M., et al, Challenges and the way forward in China’s new-type urbanization, Land Use Policy 
vol. 55, 2016, pp. 334-339.
5 Wang X. et al., The new urbanization policy in China: which way forward, Habitat International , 
2015, pp. 1-9.

Rate of Urban population
Rate of Urban population with urban hukou

Fig.3 Level of Urbanized population 
compareed to their Hukou status

Fig.4 Ordos, in Inner Mongolia, hosts one 
of the biggest gohst town in China.
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the sustainability aspect in the expansion, setting a target for what concern 

urban infrastructure, resources and environment, together with encouraging 

“green” production and consumption, like for example spreading the use of 

renewable energy, as a common ground for the urban lifestyle. (4) Transform 

informal settlement, rather than demolish them, by adopting a tourism and 

culture oriented approach in order to retain culture and history into a new 

type of urban community6. 

These policies, in order to implemented in the future, shall be preceded 

by different actions (Chen M., 2016). (1) Accelerate the process of the 

citizenization of peasants migrants, where the central government encourage 

and support local governments to promote this process through policies 

connected to a city ’s capacity to absorb migrants. (2) In order to promote 

the development of new urban areas and harmonious development of 

urbanization, industrialization and agricultural modernization, the government 

should first evaluate the quantity of off-farm jobs, the sustainability of the 

future economy, and the attraction to urbanization of a certain area to 

quantify and control the speed, scale, and spatial distribution of local 

urbanization or a new settlement. (3) Redirect people to cluster or disperse 

in cities of different scale, to avoid the consequences of “big city disease” 

in the major urban agglomerates: obstacles of environmental degradation, 

traffic congestion, fast-rising houses prices; in short, all factor derived from 

coexistence of insufficient or excessive agglomeration during urbanization 

process. (4) Consider the urban development and the urban planning 

system through policies that take into consideration at the same time 

the perspective of the city and of the villages, in order to guide to an 

harmonious urban-rural development and reduce the gap between the two 

Chinese realities. This relationship is indeed necessary to keep a balance 

on the distribution of national resources and public services. (5) Establish 

red-lines for what concern environment, resources use and land acquisition. 

The fast urbanization, in fact, has put a lot of pressure on the environment 

and damaged the natural resources. Red-lines are thus necessary to secure 

basic services and working infrastructures, such as running water and heating, 

an healthy environment, by reducing particle emission in the atmosphere, 

and a diverse ecosystem. (6) Give voice and information to all the groups 

forming the society. Public participation is fundamental in order to implement 

the new urbanization plan, for example for what concern recovery of informal 

settlements in the cities. Moreover information and education about the 

present situation in China is important to make Chinese people aware of the 

gap between East and West and encouraging people to emigrate from 

the Eastern seaboard of the country. 

To achieve sustainable urban development in China, policy makers may not 

6 “Considering that farmers are looking into a non-agricultural use of their land and resources to im-
prove their earnings, the best possible strategy, already used in some urban villages in Shenzhen and 
Xiamen, is the post-productivism, involving culture creative development and also public participa-
tion from the villagers. This is the ideal strategy for the Chengzhongcun because together with taking 
into account socio-cultural aspects and helping respecting the traditional culture of the original rural 
settlement, and using it to ameliorate the condition of the village through tourism-oriented functions, it 
also improve the transition between rural and urban areas.” (Lang et al., 2015)
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place too much emphasis on the quantity of growth and the growth rate, but 

mainly focus upon the reform of relevant policies so as to keep informed of 

growing urbanization. Multidisciplinary approaches are required to continue 

refining the understanding of the relative importance and complex interplay 

of population, land, economy and environment in the urbanization process.

1.1.2. Rural: loss of identity and transformation

The Chinese countryside has been often perceived, especially in the 

West, as an harmonious and uncontaminated locus, home of the authentic 

China, where you can find the pure-minded peasant with his triangular 

hat harvesting in the rice paddies, in opposition to the city as a place of 

trade, were relationships among people are only aimed to profit7. In reality, 

there are two wrong assumption in the common way of conceiving rural 

China. Firstly the countryside is more than a bucolic landscape unique in the 

world, but a 100% manmade place just like the city8. Secondly, besides the 

appearances, rural areas are more of a deeply contested and politically 

ideological terrain.  Especially after the 30s, rhetorical distinctions, often 

forced, between the countryside and the city, have been employed by 

officials and intellectuals as an effort to locate the site of an uniquely 

Chinese national identity. Architecture has played an active role in these 

efforts. More than other forms of cultural production, is building that have 

helped to formalize the imagined lines drawn between Chinese cities 

and countryside by giving each a visible material, tectonic and spatial 

distinctiveness. Especially after 1949, linkages between the Chinese 

countryside, perceived purity of vernacular construction and nationalistic 

notions of genuine Chineseness endured. Starting from this year, there is a 

big shift of the countryside’s situation from a place of harmony and peace 

to one of violence and fear (Dikötter, 2012). The so called Great Leap 

Forward and the manmade famine characterizing the Communist Party ’s first 

decade of rule has, in fact, brought to death at least 45 million people and 

even physically damaged the countryside and its built heritage. 

During the first years of the establishment of  the PRC, the majority of people 

lived in the countryside. The first action of the local party officials has been 

to “depurate” the countryside from the rich landlords and eventually share 

their belongings among the peasants, so that in the end the poor villagers 

had no one to rely on except for the Communist party. This made private 

entrepreneurship slowly decline, since everyone had a roughly similar plot 

of land. In addition, every village had to pay a tax to the Party in form of 

grain. In 1953 the Party decided to make the sharing of tools and resources 

among the villages mandatory and permanent by creating cooperatives 

that grouped together great number of villagers and imposed a monopoly 

of grain that enhanced the famine, since every family had left barely 

7 “Goodness develops only in the village, evil in the city. The city is the place of commerce and tra-
de. People relate to one another with the aim of making profit. They are superficial and pretentious. 
As a result the city is a sink of inequities. The village is different”. Quote from Gu Yanwu, seventeen-
th-century scholar-official.
8 “The countryside is an artificial constructed, constantly manipulated and managed by human 
intervention” (Tong Ming, Homecoming, 2013).

Fig. 5 Chen Yanning, Chairman Mao 
inspect a village in Guangdong, 1972, 
propaganda poster.
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enough grain to get through the year. Later, in 1955 the Party created state 

collectives, which means that the land was taken away from the villages to 

become state property. In the same year the state introduced the hukou 

system, in this way the rural inhabitants were literally tied to their land, or in 

other words, to the Communist Party, since they had no real private property. 

At this stage rural inhabitants became literally serfs, bonded servants of the 

state  and by the end of 1962 the countryside was a broken place, ruled 

by fear (Dikötter, 2012). The violence has not ben limited to the inhabitants 

but also to natural and built heritage. In Hunan, for example, 40% of the 

housing stock vanished, since the dwellings, mostly traditional ones, were 

torn down to make fertilizer or as a form of punishment. In the worst cases, the 

villagers had to eat the roof ’s thatch to survive (Dikötter, 2013).  

Together with these violences brought by the cultural revolution, the restless 

developmental pressures caused by the fast economic development 

happened during the years following Mao’s death, have dramatically 

altered many rural region throughout China with indiscriminating architectures. 

Moreover, the fast urbanization caused also a shift in the relationship 

between city and countryside. In fact, while before, like in every other 

traditional society in the world, it was the countryside the one supplying the 

city with food and resources, over the past 30 years it grew the reliance on 

the city as a major source of income and holder of wealth. As a result the 

notion of traditional village is slowly vanishing and in the rural areas there 

is currently a process of renovation, which fully reflects the socioeconomic 

gap between rural and urban and the desperate attempt to fill it. For what 

concern the dwellings, for example, now many rural settlements are prevalently 

composed of generic multi-story concrete brick and tiled houses. These 

generic buildings take place everywhere in China, they look the same no 

matter which is their geographical location in the country, and are replacing 

the very specific vernacular housing types that have adapted gradually 

over hundred years of history. In some villages, in fact, additions are made 

upon the traditional courtyard house through concrete structures, sometimes 

eliminating the courtyard itself, which is traditionally the expression of rural 

livelihood, and turning the old part of the house, the one that has more 

heritage value, into a pig shelter (Lin, 2013). This way of building  reveal the 

lifestyle transition happening in rural areas, that already took place in the 

city decades ago. Even though the villagers live in the middle of nowhere 

in a house where there is no running water and very few electricity, they 

are still looking forward consumer goods and they believe that a concrete 

house is synonymous with modernity and being wealthy. So the destruction of 

traditional architecture in rural areas is a direct consequence of the migrant 

workers sending money back to their families to get this consumer goods 

brought by globalization. After China’s opening up the amount of houses 

build in rural areas was four or five times higher than in the cities. The Sichuan 

earthquake in 2008 proofed that those houses were definitely of a worse 

quality in comparison to the traditional ones, which survived the disaster in 

good conditions. In other words, the most remarkable achievement in rural 

china after the opening up was to build crappy houses (Hsieh, 2013). The 

Fig. 6 Concrete white tiled building 
coexisting with traditional dwellings in 
Hanglai village. Most of the times this 
option is chosen by the villagers for their 
private houses because industrialized 
materials are synonimus with modernity. 
Sometiems, the government imposes this 
type of housing because is the cheapest 
solution to remodernize a rural village.
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original village houses are the ones that have integrity with their environment, 

but this DIY way of building new dwellings and thus the lack of control from 

professional designers, make it look like the connection to 2000 years of 

building culture has been lost. Regardless of this many years of tradition 

that villagers have on what concern vernacular architecture, new materials, 

values, techniques, make difficult for them to find their way to make their 

dwellings. 

Preserving the intelligence from our traditions is a challenge that Chinese 

architecture, in order to modernize the countryside appropriately, is 

necessary to make a new hybrid type of architecture that is able to respond 

to the local environment, economy, culture and history. This will also allow to 

create an harmonious relationship between human activity and nature and 

develop an intelligent construction that can coexist with the landscape. The 

only use of rough material, though, is not enough to bring the ancient craft 

back9. Moreover in order to fully respond to an ever changing lifestyle, it is 

needed to integrate vernacular techniques with contemporary ones in a 

way to revive traditional architecture, by triggering sensitivities and memories. 

This is very difficult to achieve nowadays, not only because of this apparent 

loss of identity in the countryside, but also because globalization brought 

in China the formal language of western modernism, now widely accepted. 

Moreover, to revive the vernacular is needed to abandon any attempt of 

looking for “Chineseness” in architecture; this, together with filling the cities 

with scenographic hybrids buildings, having both modern and vernacular 

features, is not possible to achieve, because China is a huge country with 

many different regional features, that would be lost if united together in a 

whole concept of “Chineseness”10.

The loss of identity in the Chinese countryside, though, is not only related to 

architecture. Agriculture is part of the identity of all the rural settlements that 

were founded throughout the centuries around the world. Nowadays, though, 

the urbanization is triggering also this aspect of Chinese rural environment, 

because of the huge loss of arable land. To face this issue, the Beijing 

based firm ZAO standardarchitecture, proposed a colossal infrastructural 

hybrid integrating rural and urban environment. The main concept of this 

project, called village mountain, is to make agriculture and dwellings coexist 

in a vertical structure and offer a totally new experience (Zhang Ke, 2013). 

The interest in this project is also that its main concern can be considered 

as close to the ancient Chinese conception of nature, because it epitomize 

the vita contemplativa up in the mountains. Besides this the contemporary 

agricultural techniques are extremely polluting and contribute to exploit 

intensively the rural environment and make its landscape very engineered. 

Another activity that in the last 30 years contributed to the alteration of the 

natural rural landscape is the XXI century western colonialism, tourism. Starting 

from the 80 Chinese countryside has been seen as a raw material for the 

9 Yung Ho Chang, Homecoming.
10 Li Xiaodong The celebration of superficiality: Chinese architecture since 1979, The Journal of 
Architecture, (2000) 5:4, 391-409.

Fig. 7 ZAO standardarchitecture, 
Conceptual representation of village 
mountain.
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exotic fantasies of Western travelers, willing to experience “the real China”11. 

Tourism have lately been by local authorities as a tool to economically 

improve not wealthy places full of potentialities in terms of natural and 

built heritage, but also to take away the identity of those places12. All the 

infrastructures built to make the foreigners reach the most remote places in 

China and all the services related such as hotels, info points, and leisure 

centers, contributed to alter massively the image of villages where the local’s 

lifestyle is far away from modernity. 

The emergence of hinterland of semi-industrialized and semi-agricultural 

landscapes in the middle of the city is also a phenomenon that makes 

question the rural China’s traditional identity. These sites of indeterminate 

fabric are often legally designated as rural despite being highly urbanized, 

representing a collective, social form of living and urban life that are not 

present within the formal city that encapsulates them. This very ambiguous 

situation and the various forms in which it reveal itself is the object of the study 

“Rural Urban Frameworks”, explained in further detail in the next paragraph.

1.1.3. Case study on urban transformation: Rural Urban frameworks 

studies by Hong Kong university 

Rural Urban Framework is a research made by by Joshua Bolchover and 

John Lin at Hong Kong University, which explores the fate of over 18 rural 

villages, with different scales of intervention. The projects promoted by the 

team deal with different kind of issues, all brought by the broader factor 

of urbanization process, and all of them aim to be robust enough to 

withstand and adapt to rapidly changing context.  Phenomenas of blurred 

boundaries make understand how the urbanization is actually tied to urban 

centers and the countryside is an active agent in the evolving process of 

urban transformation (Bolchover et al. 2014). The team, in particular, focus 

on territories that are characterized by places in an in between state: half 

finished, partially abandoned, half demolished. These zones present a 

critical juncture in China’s economic revival and bring to light unresolved 

contrasts existing in the country, such as black-market and discrepancies 

between individual and collective action (Bolchover et al. 2014). The 

authors identified 5 different conditions of contrast, all resulting from the 

original state of countryside, were they engaged with a huge variety of 

architectural projects, aimed to strengthen villages and communities and 

find new models for development that enables, in areas characterized by 

poverty and scarcity of resources, social, economic and spatial evolution of 

villages and resist the overwhelming process of urbanization. 

The interest in analyzing this research as a background for the recovery 

of Hanglai village stays in the fact that “Rural Urban Frameworks” represent 

what can be defined as the “first generation of recovery projects in rural 

11 Tim Oakes, Tourism and Modernity in China, Routlege, London, 1998, pp. 1-21
12 This strategy have been used in Guizhou province. This area of China, in fact, is characterized 
by a harsh landscape and many minorities groups, lacking of “developed culture”, which represent 
somehow a drag for the province’s economy. Tourism, contributed to bring wealth in Guizhou by 
making these minority acquire a more modern lifestyle ( T.Oakes, 1998). 

Fig 8 Map of the intervention of Rural 
Urban Framework.



1.1 Urbanization in China: Rural vs. Urban 15

China”13. It can be considered as first generation  all the redevelopment 

projecct which uses one single archiectural design as a catalyst to recover 

a rural village, while the more recent trend is to focus the redevelopment 

on a project involving the whole village and not the design of a single 

building. In the following paragraph are explained the 5 different conditions 

of villages analyzed in this research, and every condition is associated with 

an architectural project.

1.1.3.1. Urban Village

The urban village, is a rural enclave emerged as a result of the difference in 

policy over land use right with the surrounding urban fabric. This kind of areas 

develop in the city independently from it and follow informal processes and 

mechanisms normally typical of rural villages and can be considered as the 

Chinese version of ghettos, home of distinct ethnic minorities and migrant 

workers, and offering underground services such as black market (Bolchover 

et al. 2014). 

The village analyzed for this type of village is Yongxin village, where the HKU 

team designed a prototype for a secondary school that could adapt to 

variations in program according to state policies in sponsored education 

as well as different site conditions. Considering that new policies on school 

clusters are more focused on the urbanization of the new towns, the school 

plays an integral part in the process of rural urbanization. The design concept 

is to treat the school itself as a village within the city center,  modeling the 

volume as a courtyard building enclosing a large plaza, like in old Chinese 

towns. The big courtyard building create an abstract backdrop, its own 

individual context that allows each project to have an interesting resonance 

in either the city or the countryside. The inner courtyard is then divided in 

a series of smaller scaled spaces that activate the square, giving to the 

students interconnected spaces for living, working and socializing, where 

creating micro communities. This implementation of the courtyard stand as a 

reaction against the generic school building. The team, in fact, manage to 

make the prototype flexible by designing different ranges of social building 

that can be inserted in the large plaza according to the specificity of the 

different sites. 

1.1.3.2. Factory village

The factory village is a widespread phenomenon in particular in the Pearl 

Rriver Delta area and as its name suggests, it is related with the recent 

industrialization of China, its shift from a collective to an individual economy 

and in general the collapse of market economy, which caused a change of 

system, and the decentralization of the factories to Asia. After 1978 many 

villagers swapped fields for factories because many industries relocated 

to the attractive conditions offered by the special economic zones such 

as financial incentives, abundant resources of land and cheap labor. In 

other cases villagers started their own enterprises and this phenomenon 

13 Comment by prof. Peter Ferretto, 2018.

Fig. 9 View of the courtyard of the secon-
dary school designed in Yongxin village 
by the HKU team.
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generated a huge variety of activities. In general the coexistence of factory 

compounds and rural village is not problematic. The  factory worker, they 

rather spend time in the nearby village, where they can find better food and 

entertainment and, if they have enough money, even better housing quality 

(Bolchover et al. 2014). 

The presence of factory compound, though, altered massively the 

rural landscape and the social balance of the settlements, by requiring 

infrastructure to have connections with the city for supply. This is what 

happened in Taiping, a village in Guizhou province where the bridge was 

the most important place of gathering, and commercial center, but then 

lost its importance because of the construction of an highway. The team 

here focuses on renovating this 300 year old bridge by using both modern 

and traditional techniques, helped by the villagers. This project, though, 

goes beyond this and aims to give back to the village its most significant 

place and engage social, economic, cultural issues in it. The new surface for 

example, is made with hollow concrete bricks of different dimensions, where 

the holes are filled with grass and soil in order to make part of the bridge 

also a vegetable garden. Moreover these bricks are positioned in a fashion 

to recreate urban furniture and give places to sit and chill to the villagers. 

1.1.3.3. Suburban village

The appearance of the suburban village, correspond with the one of a 

middle class in Chinese society. Before the 80s, in fact, there was no such 

class subdivision, but after the economic reformation policies and the 

beginning of migration from the countryside,  many farmers turned into 

wealthy people. This led to a demand for a new lifestyle choice and 

creation of suburban typologies such as golf real estate developments, 

gated tower compounds, theme parks, shopping malls... Often these type of 

development areas are separated from the surroundings, which in most of 

cases are informal settlements, with walls and security guard always present 

at their gates. Moreover, when there are enough funds for expropriation the 

government use such new development projects to relocate the families in 

the villages that get replaced by urban fabric (Bolchover et al. 2014). 

An example of this phenomenon is Yanzhou village, a fisherman’s settlement 

in a small island on the pearl river, nowadays relatively empty, accessible only 

by boat and remains an oasis of under development in an otherwise fast 

growing town. The HKU team participated to a competition launched by 

a private developer, aiming to transform the island into a new recreational 

destination for the rising middle classes in the region. Their proposal is about 

inserting programs related to leisure and tourisms, concentrated as “islands” 

in the fabric, preserving the existing remote rural quality of the area, with 

every leisure island being linked to the others with pedestrian and bike paths. 

A remarkable thing to mention is that, through the lease process proposed 

by the developer the villagers hoped to become middle class citizens, also 

through their own investments on potential house rentals, restaurants, shops. 

Fig. 11 Conceptual view of Yanzhou 
project. The circles represent the 
functional island connected by bike 

Fig. 10 Refurbished bridge in Taiping 
village.
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1.1.3.4. Contested village

In the process of rapid development, policy changes and land reform, the 

building and land use regulation have led to evolve to try to keep pace with 

new, unforeseen conditions. Nevertheless the high potential for corruption of 

individuals or village collectives, seeking for mechanism to develop rural 

land into profitable investments, cause the appearance of the so called 

contested village. In this areas the ambiguity of developers’ rights and the 

unclear state of the land cause fragmentation and thus coexistence of 

patches of land having different speed of development and different stages 

of transformation, depending on power, financial status and political clout 

of individual agencies acting on the terrain. Contestation happen within 

different stakeholders including villagers, local government, developers and 

factory owners, in most of cases because of the lack of clarity in the land 

ownership rights, which can result in conflict (Bolchover et al. 2014). 

For this type of village, the HKU team engaged itself in Angdong village to 

design the first charitable hospital in China and a model rural healthcare 

building capable of supporting the many progressive reforms on rural hospital 

management and caregiving. Since the hospital as a public institution is a 

completely new concept in China, in this framework, the task for architecture 

could be to change the perception of rural institutions to conceive them as 

public, open and accessible to all. A peculiarity of the project is the outside 

facade, made of old gray bricks recycled from the demolition of a nearby 

factory building. 

1.1.3.5. Rural village

As mentioned above, the rural village is a place full of contrasts, where at 

first glance everything seems untouched by the events of the past 30 years, 

but at the same time migrant worker ’s revenue are replacing the traditional 

dwellings with new low quality housing. Moreover, lately, the concept of the 

new modern socialist countryside made the countryside as an ongoing site 

for experimentation for the government, which give out housing blueprints for 

multistory new village housing to encourage domestic spending.

In this framework HKU team conceived for Qinmo village a long term, 

strategic project to gradually enable it to become more environmentally 

friendly and economically self-sustainable. So the solution has been to 

build a new school, a new community center and demonstration of an 

eco-farm. It is clear the emphasis on environmental education and good 

practice. The building was designed to have a green roof above each 

classroom that could serve as student garden and since Chinese villages 

are characteristically dense and lack of public gathering spaces, from the 

beginning the school was envisioned as a public building, not just as an 

educational place for children. The volume of the building was quite unusual 

but, since it was following the line of the nearby rice field, it was conveying 

good fengshui and it was blending well with the landscape, which made the 

villagers appreciate the new architecture. Since with this new school, the old 

one has been abandoned, the latter has been turned into a community 

space. Here the idea is to create a demonstrative eco-household and 

Fig. 12 Axonometric section of the 
Charitable hospital designed for 
Angdong village. This project has not 

Fig. 13 Celebration in the courtyard of 
Qinmo’s new school.
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education center for agricultural techniques. Moreover an ecological cycle 

is implemented through linking household waste to the feed for pigs and 

chicken that in turn produce manure for plants beds.

1.1.4. Case Study on rural transformation: Wang Shu and Wencun 

village 

“Construction is actually ignorant destruction of the build environment, when 

architects have no understanding of traditions”. This is Wang Shu’s statement 

about the current trends in Chinese architecture. The main peculiarity of 

the work of the Chinese Pritzker prize’s office, Amateur Architecture Studio, 

is indeed, to preserve Chinese building traditions and regional awareness 

of materials in a nation that is rapidly loosing its building culture. According 

to Wang Shu, in fact, craftsmanship represent a counterforce against the 

estrangements and discontinuity that modernity seems to constantly present 

everywhere in the world and that nowadays constitute a threat in China 

because of the fast and rapacious development. To achieve a special 

sensibility towards the use of materials in traditional building techniques, 

Wang Shu spend the 90s on building sites, learning traditional skills from 

artisans. Those experiences contributed to give him sensitive and poetic 

approach to traditional construction experience and develop an hybrid 

architectural style, often a blend of recycled, modern and traditional 

materials.  Wang Shu believes in this type of architectural language because 

the reinterpretation of traditional style and forms help to give a continuum 

with the past. His work also reflects his ongoing concern about relationships 

between building, landscape and nature.

It is possible to see application of this thoughts in the Xiangshan academy 

of arts, where the arrangement of the 22 buildings that compose the campus 

follows the topography to well integrate the complex with the landscape. 

Moreover in this project Wang Shu reinterpret the use of traditional materials 

to regulate indoor temperature and implement recycled tiles, since this 

habit is particular of Chinese architecture as an economical way of building 

and already give to a newly-built architecture history of decades. Another 

project worth mentioning is the museum in the renovation of Zhongshan 

street. Here Wang Shu juxtaposes a modern version of a local wooden 

structure technique, dating back to the 10th century, on the clear lines of 

the envelope’s concrete walls.

Recently Wang Shu took care of a project in a rural village with remote 

accessibility in Zhejinag province, Wencun, consisting in the combination 

of new village housing and renovation of the existing one. This project 

is funded from the local government, in the framework of the “beautiful 

countryside” policy, already tested out in a number of villages in Zhejiang14. 

Besides national guidelines regarding this policy has been defined recently, 

the existence of such action shows the awareness from central and local 

administration of the importance of preserving traditional villages. The hope 

of all those policies is that enhancing the villages will attract young people 

14  Frampton et al., Wang Shu, Amateur Architecture studio, ,Lars Müller Publishers, Zurich, (2017).

Fig. 14 For Wencun village project,, 
Amateur architecture studio created 12 
new typolofies to implement in the existing 
fabric. The various typologies differ from 
one another in terms of size, material and 
technique. 
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back to the countryside. Before the recovery, Wencun had over 500 

registered households and around 1800 homes and the main economic 

activities practiced by the villages are agriculture, light industry and breeding 

of silk worms. The village is home to a mix of historic timber frame and masonry 

wall buildings dating back to the Qing dynasty and modern concrete 

housing covered in white ceramic tiles from the 90s.  Most of the houses are 

located along a canal crossing the village and built around a courtyard, 

which is the key element of the original rural architecture. The new project 

foresee 24 units for local families in 14 new building typologies. Wang Shu’s 

intentions for the new rural house type is to establish a new code for modern 

vernacular architecture and give typologies that can serve as a basic atlas 

to be included in many other village projects. The various typologies thought 

by Wang Shu are meant to differ from one another in terms of form, size, 

material and technique to recall the diversity of local building tradition and 

at the same time to create a more consistent villagescape according to the 

basic idea of coexistence between traditional and modern. Every house is 

articulated around the traditional courtyard, present adequate space for 

living and in general the ground floor is designed for family-run workshops 

to serve the rural industry, such as breweries or hardware production. 

Together with this every house have  space for  dining and cooking plus 

3 bedrooms and one toilet on each floor.  The use of traditional materials, 

like stone, bamboo, earth, is integrated and sustained through the use of 

an in situ reinforced concrete frame, in order to meet the current seismic 

regulations. Together with this, traditional techniques are used in a smart way 

to grant thermal comfort and energy conservation. To keep the architecture 

integrated, Wang Shu uses a particular “facade upgrade” process for 80s 

concrete tile buildings which consist in peeling off the tiles from the facade 

and then plastering with the same yellow clay above the wall footings which 

are chiseled like an artificial stone coating (Chen, 2017). The cornices are 

likewise modified to echo the new buildings. After this process, the dual poles 

of now and then in the village are not divided anymore, erasing the time 

between.

Fig. 16 View of the interiors of the new 
housing typologies in Wencun, showing 
the use of natural materials.

Fig. 15 View of the new buildings on the 
riverfront, in Wencun.
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Research Objectives
by Germana Isacco & Chiara Menna

It is here explained the aim 
of this research, which is to 
propose a theoretical ap-
proach, strictly connected 
with an architectural stra-
tegy to develop Chinese 
rural villages, which focu-
ses mostly on enhancing 

local culture and empowe-
ring local economy throu-
gh promotion of tourism. 
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Being two double degree students, the first focus of the research is how to 

approach a totally different culture and to propose a solution that would 

combine our background as italian architecture student with this different 

reality that helped us to grow and broaden our horizons with an experience 

which is uncommon compared to the basic research work. John van de 

Water says in one of his interviews “You can’t change China, is China that 

changes you”. By keeping in mind those words, before proposing a solution, 

we first try to see problems from the local perspective, by “removing our 

clothes and becoming Chinese between the Chinese”, going on a field trip, 

interviewing the local people and studying the local culture. The thesis tends 

to not limit itself to a theoretical part of paper work and design, but also to 

focused actions, starting from the field trip, to participation to conferences to 

promote the research and volunteering work. In general, the deeper aim of 

this research, is to propose a theoretical approach, strictly connected with 

an architectural strategy to develop a Chinese rural village. This approach 

focuses on enhancing local culture, ameliorating the life of the inhabitants 

by providing basic needs for everyday life and empowering local economy 

through the promotion of a sustainable tourism.

The key principles of this are mainly three. Firstly The research follows an 

holistic approach in order to understand the village in its overall. Holism is 

the idea that systems and their properties should be valued as a whole, 

not as a collection of parts. The rural village is thus considered as a 

complex system, a whole where its pats, synthesized in architecture, people 

and landscape. This whole is governed by an organic order that makes 

the parts harmonious to each other.  This means that the site survey does 

not limit itself to the catalogue of the buildings, analysis of their parts and, 

in general, of the physical elements of the village. The village thus, should 

be seen as a whole substance, formed by the above mentioned elements. 

The research, in fact, goes in deep by examining the intangible aspects of 

Hanglai, by understanding the local culture, how it influence the every day 

life of the village, and also how this latter affects its economic system. The 

choice of holism, indeed, is connected to the fact that this concept is very 

well embedded, still in modern times, in many aspects of Chinese culture, for 

example in the acupuncture or in the landscape scroll painting. 

From this come the second main focus, which is the respect and preservation 

of the Genius Loci, which can be also intended as local identity. The holistic 

research approach is helpful to realize that the Miao traditions are very 

strong in the village, and to fight against the tendency of loss of identity 

in the Chinese rural areas, the respect of local features is needed. This 

include a minimal impact on the overall architectonic image of the village 

and preserve its inner beauty, through an “archipuncture strategy”, focused 

not on implementing a new huge community center, but by intervening in 

the existing rural fabric, for example in abandoned buildings. The research 

also focus on the respect of human scale, to keep the impact minimal also 

on what concern the invisible image of the village, such as the life of the 

inhabitants. 

Thirdly, the locality is considered also for what concern the availability of 
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resources and building materials and the respect of the landscape. The 

design, indeed, focuses on ameliorating the building conditions through 

details that are not  necessarily visible at first glance, like implementations 

of the existing building technology that take into account the availability of 

local resources.
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3.1.3.1. Feng Shui and sustainable design
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3.1.3.2. Artificial elements of Hanglai Village





3.2
Architecture
by Chiara Menna

In this section is analyized 
in detail the original Miao 

house. As every type of 
vernacular architecture, 
the Miao house is holisti-

cally tied to its natural and 
cultural context, adapting 
itself to the topography 
and local avaliability of 
building materials and to 

the Miao minority’s cultural 
tradition. For example, it 

will be explored a typical 
comparison that this mi-

nority does between their 
dwellings’ nterior spaces 

and the organs of the 
human body. The cultural 
component in the house it 
is so importan -even more 

than the technological 
one- that Miao people 

“modify” their homes 
according to superstitions 

and beliefs.
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Miao people live, normally, in sites that present very difficult geographical 

conditions. Nevertheless they managed to build their houses in an 

appropriate way, coexisting with nature, exploiting its strength to build a 

good environment and optimizing it for production and living. Miao people 

normally like to live near the mountains, and such kind of settlements, near 

the mountains or in narrow valleys, are a symbol of how they have protected 

themselves and their culture overtime1. Most of Miao settlements are built 

in tight rows and follow the natural shape of the mountain. Miao people, 

indeed, try to balance their settlements with the surroundings trees, stone 

walls, gorges, water surfaces, to create an harmonious natural picture. This 

reflects on the Nuo belief, an animist cult based on worshipping nature. 

Architecture and nature both live together and mutually benefit and 

prosper from each other because the former is never invasive but modeled 

according to the geography of the location, bringing little environmental 

impact.  For this reason, and also to get a positive Qi from the mountain, 

Miao people traditionally built their houses on slits, instead than at ground 

level. The Miao house is, indeed, traditionally called  Diaojiaolou, translated 

as falling feet building, because of the very steep slope where normally such 

dwellings are built. To start building a Diaojiaolou, Miao people carve into 

the slope a double step foundation. The stilt house is normally multistory: the 

first floor serves to keep sundries or animals and has a grass covered wall, 

usually made of bamboo and mud; the second floor contains the living 

quarters, with the exterior corridors; the third floor is used as a storage. Houses 

in Hanglai village, though, do not respect this traditional way of building. 

Considering the topography of the village, located in a valley formed of 

rice paddies and gentle slopes, the houses are not on slits, but built on a 

normal platform foundation, and have, in most of cases, just one story.

“Architecture must be born from and inside nature and be in harmony with its 

surroundings, architects need to reflect on nature, use natural materials and 

consider the needs and feelings of men”. With these words, Frank Lloyd Wright 

is referring to organic architecture, which  deploys itself by being a realistic 

picture of human society. The organic architecture he is mentioning is created 

when the architect gets rid of predefined structure, plans it according to the 

use but mostly to the landscape, climate, local construction techniques and 

availability of materials. This description matches with vernacular architecture 

and in particular with Miao architecture that, as every type of regional 

architecture is organic since it is fully relatable to its physical and non 

physical context. This full relationship that vernacular architecture has with 

its sociocultural and physical context is the proof that holism can be found 

also in the villagers’ common sense, in the most remote village of China.

3.2.1 Catalogue of the buildings

The lower part of Hanglai village is composed of 56 dwellings. Six of these 

buildings are abandoned, in most of the cases because the family living 

there moved in the city or for decaying conditions. One of these abandoned 

1 Pu Xiaoyi, Chinese Vernacular Buildings, Yale center Beijing, 2017.

Fig.1 (above) A Miao stlit house and 
(below) a Miao house in Hanglai village.
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houses, in fact, is the oldest building in the village, being built more than 

100 years ago. Some of those houses are used for additional functions, for 

example the number 12 is also used as an informal cigarette store, the  21 

is a gathering space for women doing embroidery training and the  14 is a 

sickbay, being the doctor ’s house.

Village map with numbered buildings 
(see catalogue table at p, 65).
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3.2.2. Features of the house

Such type of Miao house is called “Five pillars, four rafts, three rooms”2, 

because of the type of lightweight structure, dividing the interior in three 

main areas. Almost every building in Hanglai follows this traditional Miao 

architectural style and only 3 buildings, are entirely made in  concrete or 

present additions made of prefabricated materials. Every component of all 

the other dwellings is made of local materials. 

The main material for the roof ’s bearing structure is wood and is built in 

Chuandoushi style, translated as column and tie, a type of lightweight 

structure present in other vernacular Chinese dwellings. All the elements are 

connected by an intertwining play of mortise and tenon joints, that reveals 

an excellent construction skills of Miao in building. An interview with the local 

construction master revealed that the Chuandoushi structure in Hanglai’s 

houses, follow three different sub-styles, where the difference between these 

three is that the dimension of every vertical element in the roof ’s structure 

is related to the horizontal ones through a ratio, which is different for every 

sub-style. For what concern the outer envelope as well, the main material is 

local wood, or other organic material, according to the different cases. For 

instance, if the family owning the house is rich, the outer envelope is made 

of cedar wood planks; if that is not the case, wood planks are used only for 

the front and back facade, while a wattle-and-daub technique is used for 

the sides. In general those techniques give the house a quite thin envelope. 

Inner partitions are also made in wood and are connected to the structure 

through interlocking joints. The floor and foundation, instead, s are originally 

flattened local limestone and in some houses, when is clear the intention 

of separating the central room from the dining room and the kitchen, the 

flooring of the latter is slightly elevated and made in wood.

The roof is the building element that give the typical image to Hanglai village. 

Being the clay tiles black, they make the house pop out from the green or 

brown landscape formed by the surrounding mountains and rice paddies. In 

the old times such tiles were produced by the villagers, while now they are 

prefabricated and purchased in the township. An average of 10.000 tiles is 

needed to make a roof. In all the houses the roof is overhanging to protect 

the fragile materials composing the envelope and on the ridge there is a 

typical decoration consisting of two tails and a central ornament, which 

is different in every house. Such shape, though, is not just a decoration, It 

defines, in fact, the orientation of the house, since the two tails at the edge 

are meant to frame one of the peaks of the surrounding valley and help 

inform the aesthetic contemplation of the nature. In fact, looking at Hanglai’s 

map, it is possible to notice that the houses follows three main orientations, 

according to the three peaks surrounding the valley. In addition to this, the 

shape of the roof ’s ridge is traditionally a metaphor of two dragons fighting 

to gain access to the treasure of the house, which is represented by the 

central decoration. The symbol of this duality of the dragon, which, together 

with the central jewel constitute a trinity, dates back to the most ancient times 

2 Pu Xiaoyi, Chinese Vernacular Buildings, Yale center Beijing, 2017.

Fig.2 Exlpoded axonometry of the Miao 
traditional house.

Fig.3 Contemporary reproduction of 
the traditional mortise and tennon joints 
typical of the traditional Miao house.

Fig.4 Detail of a stone foundation-pillar 
joint.
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and is present in many other early vernacular and official architecture in Asia. 

This symbol can be interpreted as the true conception of life according to 

Chinese culture. In China, in fact, people’s lifestyle present always a duality 

of qualities, standing as the two dragon fighting, but at the same time 

Chinese people as a nation as well as individuals are part of a pattern of 

a complete and uniform culture. Moreover the decoration here analyzed is 

not just “art for art’s sake”, but serve to slightly accentuate the architectural 

effect of the building.

For what concern the openings, every house have only two windows on 

the front facade. Normally they present a wooden lattice as a decoration 

and as a medium of shading and  wooden shutters. In the poorest families’ 

dwellings this lattice is the only way to protect the interior of the house, since 

the windows are not provided with a glazed panel. The door is as well on 

the front facade, paced in the exact center, and is normally made as a 

whole piece of wood.  

The construction process of the house is quite simple. The first step is to 

assemble the structural frame with the pillars on the ground. Then the 

assembled structural frame is lifted up and put on the foundations, if those 

have been already prepared. The most common procedure, indeed, is to 

prepare the foundation plateau after the spacing between the pillars on 

the long side of the house have been decided. This happens because 

Miao construction masters never build starting with fixed measures or a final 

blueprint and the villagers prefer a more flexible construction way because 

of superstitions. Studying the site according geomancy and Fengshui 

sometimes is not enough to secure luck to the family, so the measures of the 

house are settled on the basis of those numbers considered lucky in Miao 

culture. After the measures are decided, the foundation are prepared and 

the pillars are laid down. After this process the tiles are placed on the roof 

and the inner space is enclosed with envelope and divided with partitions. 

The use of the building techniques above mentioned, together with the 

economical conditions of the families, bring with it comfort and lifestyle issues 

related to the house. First of all the house’s only source of light is two 1 sqm 

windows in the front facade, which implies very dark rooms. Those conditions 

made some of the old women practicing embroidery getting blind. Such 

kind of openings, together with the presence of an open fire    as only source 

of heating implies also very smoky interiors. The only way in which the smoke 

manage to leave the interior space is through the air gaps between the 

tiles. The choice of too fragile materials for the envelope and the absence 

of climate control devices, instead, bring to thermal discomfort during winter, 

because the envelope does not have insulating properties, and during 

summer, because of inadequate ventilation. Moreover, the high humidity 

characterizing the local climate brings mould problems to the wooden 

components of the house and in the worst cases damages the bearing 

structures. Lastly, the absence of a proper sewage system and running water 

pipe system leads to unhygienic conditions for what concern the bathroom. 

None of the houses, indeed, is provided with a conventional shower, and 

the toilet is just a hole in the ground placed in the animal shelter.
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Fig.5 Diagram showing the roof as a device for orienting the house towards the peaks surroundng Hanglai village and as a metaphore of two 
dragons fighting for a treasure. 

Fig.6 Miao house main issues.

Climatization and Heating

Mould

Dark Interiors Smoky Interiors

Animals not 
properly separated 

from humans

Lack of basic 
hygenic conditions
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3.2.3.  Historical analysis of the elements of the houses 

The element that characterized most the Chinese dwelling and determine 

the organization of the space is the structures. A common characteristic 

is that the wooden structure support the weight of the roof while the walls 

are just “curtains” to divide the interior space from the outside. In fact when 

Liang Sicheng, one of the greatest Chinese architectural historians, define 

the three fundamentals components of Chinese buildings, he mentioned: the 

foundation, the pillar and beam skeleton and the pitched roof, but not the 

walls. The typology of structure is based on the common denominators jian, 

kaijian and jia, that are different spatial units. A jian is the fundamental mea-

sure of width and is define as the span between the lateral columns or pillars 

that constitute a bay. When the building is small the jian can constitute a 

single room. The term kaijian describes the horizontal compartmentalization 

space across the facade, while the depth of a building’s bay is called jia.

The base of the building, is of course the foundation, and in the traditional 

Chinese houses can be just based on compacted earth, or can slightly 

raise on a solid foundation made of earth, stones or bricks. As the wooden 

structure is independent also the foundations of the pillars is separated from 

the base and consist on a shaped stone, called pedestal, that can have 

different forms and patterns. This element has the function of avoiding the 

transmission of moisture to the wood, that is an expensive material and so 

help to preserve.

The wooden skeleton can be differentiate in two basic framework system: 

tailiang or pillar and beam, and chuandou or pillar and transverse tie beam. 

The chuandou are more suitable for earthquakes area because the pillars 

are not anchored to the ground, so they can absorb better the horizontal 

forces. The main characteristic of the tailiang that differentiate it from the  

chuandou is that only the pair of pillar in the corners support a perpen-

dicular beam (liang). This typology is mostly diffuse in northern China. The 

central peak of the roof marks the middle line of the double sloping roof, 

that can be either symmetrical or asymmetrical. To hold each side of the roof 

two squat queen post are located upon a beam and are used to lift one 

or two shorter bean, that at the top of the structure hold the final post. The 

chuandou system is instead more common in southern China and is different 

because of three main reason: the pillars support directly the roof purlins; the 

number of pillars is greater, the horizontal tie beam members are mortised di-

rectly into the pillars to form aa matrix. The weight of the roof arrived directly 

to the ground though the purlins that rest on the pillars. Another important dif-

ference is that chuandou can easily accommodate the additional structure 

necessary to sustain the overhang roof necessary to protect the fragile 

walls made in wood or earth, especially in the raining areas. The chuandou 

also requires a smaller diameter of pillar, 20 or 30 cm can be enough, and 

complex joinery, while for the tailiang depend only wooden dowels and 

wedges to ensure a snug fit.

Fig.7 Different types of pedestal

Fig.9 Chuandou frames

Fig.8 Tailiang frames

Fig.10 Mortise and tennon of Chuandou 
frames

By Germana Isacco



3.2. Architecture 61

The roof is the element that no matter how poor is the family it always has 

some sort of decoration or particular details often related to local legend, 

so it says a lot about the culture of the place. Also for the roof all the for-

mal differences can be summarized in four main categories: yingshanding, 

xuanshanding, sizhuding and xieshanding. The factor that differentiate these 

different roofs is the different connection of the gables  with the underpart 

structure. The yingshanding is the type diffuse in northern China, infact this 

name means “firm mountain”, and is more suitable to limited rainfall areas. The 

ridgeline at the peak pf the roof has always some ornamentation. With this 

category can be included also the matouqiang because it does not have 

a roof overhang, and is identify by a gable walls that rise in steps above 

the roof lines. The xuanshanding has an overhanging gables with purlins that 

extend beyond the end walls, so the gable wall is partially protected. The 

sizhuding is structurally a less complex hipped roof while the xieshanding 

combines gable and hipped gable and has four sloping surfaces and is 

used mostly in religious buildings.

Fig.11 Different endwalls of dwellings

Fig.12 Grain silos and airing frames

Fig.13 Dwellings of Yangdakai 
Stockade in Longli, mud wall house

Fig.14 Dwellings of Xiayan Stockade 
in Jianhe, half stilt house
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3.2.4. Inner space: the house as a metaphor of the human body

During Renaissance, Da Vinci draw the Vetrurian man, establishing a 

relationship between the measures of the human body and the measures 

of architecture, making the body and its parts the metric unit of architecture. 

Even Le Corbusier believes that man’s body can be used as measure 

unit for a harmonious architecture. The idea of Harmonious beauty born 

from combining human body with architecture, is also present in the Miao 

vernacular dwellings. Many of the villagers, indeed, describes the rooms 

forming the interior space of their houses as the various organs of the human 

body. 

The inner space, besides being quite free thanks to the structural type, is 

divided into three  functional zones related to daytime activities: the central 

hall, the dining room and the kitchen. In the Miao house, everything is 

organized around the central entrance hall. This is the sacred place for the 

family and on the wall facing it, it is usually possible to find a shrine of family 

ancestors with their pictures and sacrificial offerings. Sometimes, together with 

ancestors’ pictures, is possible to find a portrait of Chairman Mao, and when 

some family members are teenage kids, some idol’s posters. The central room 

is not only a place for activities in the family, but also for visitors and guests 

from outside: spacious and normally double height space, it constitutes a 

unique space with the dining room, just divided from that through a step. So, 

like the heart pumping the blood to make it flow allover the body, the central 

hall is the hub of the house, redirecting the flow of people in every space 

of the house.

On the sides of the entrance hall there is, to the left, the dining room while, 

to the right, we find the kitchen. The location of those rooms and the fact 

that normally, living room and entrance hall are not divided by any kind of 

partition, allows a continuum, where the normal daily activities can be done 

smoothly, allowing the inhabitants to move easily between the “day” rooms 

in the front of the house. The kitchen, instead, is sometimes separated with 

partitions form the entrance hall and living room, in order to preserve the 

intimacy and privacy of the house, dividing its public and private sphere. 

Those two areas, have something in common: both rooms contain a fire 

place. According to the tradition those fireplaces can be compared to 

the stomach and intestines, most used and smoky places in the house, since, 

as it is possible to imagine from the villagers’ life style, none of the houses 

is provided with modern kitchen appliances or heating stoves. In the exact 

center of the dining room is possible to find an open fire, which means a fire 

place without chimney. The dimensions of this spot of the house is normally 

1x1 m and is placed directly on the wooden floor, surrounded by stones.  

The fireplace is sacred, as it is where the family gathers during meals or other 

times and in fact for Miao people represent the idea of home, but also 

the main device to get warm or cook food, when not too many dishes are 

served. It is usually where the villagers spend most of their time, since, those 

who can afford a tv, place it in front of the fire.

The real stove is the fireplace located in the kitchen, by having three source 

of fire it acts as a real kitchen appliance and it is mostly used when the 

Created by Jakob Vogel
from the Noun Project

Fig.15 The central hall as the hearth

Fig.16 The two fireplaces (living room and 
kitcen) as the stomach. 
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family have to prepare food for many guests. As it is possible to understand 

from what mentioned above, Miao people attach much importance to 

fire, because of the natural setting they live in. This element is essential for 

heating and cooking food, thus a fundamental part of Miao housing, but 

since the main material of the house is wood, it is very important to prevent 

fire hazard. For this reason, traditionally, every day in Miao villages, people 

go from house to house to remind to put off fire. Who fails to do this, have to 

pay a fine which amounts to 120 jin3 of raw rice, 120 jin of meat, 120 jin of 

wine and 120 jin of vegetables. 

The spaces for day time activities are divided through wooden partition 

from the bedroom, which are quite small since they are used just to sleep, 

so they need only to host the bed. The ceiling of such enclosed rooms is 

normally lower, to create a sort of attic to have more space for storage 

or other bedrooms in case of a big family. When the house is big enough 

to provide one, the attic is compared to the head, since it serves to store 

goods and provide nourishment to the family, while, as the shoulders, the 

bedrooms are on the side of the house, connected to the central room, the 

torso of the house. 

The animal shelter and the toilet are, traditionally, considered as the 

intestines, usually connected to the kitchen through a door, so that the 

animals can be fed easily, without leaving the “clean” part of the house. 

The partition separating the two rooms, allows animals and people to live 

close, yet separated. In many houses, such space is built as a concrete brick 

addition, supposedly because the family managed to get extra money to 

purchase animals but their home did not provide extra room for breeding. 

In some houses the overall volume have a retreat in front of the main door, 

which can be defined as a grey space4 of the house. This idea points 

out the interaction between inside and outside. It is possible to consider 

a gray space, indeed, this retreat, but also all the lanes in between the 

houses, covered by the overhanging eaves of the roof. The central idea 

of a gray space is the coexistence: interior and exterior, architecture and 

nature, human and nature. It is a sort of intermediate space, like a third 

kind of space comparable to the engawa, the Japanese veranda5. This is 

materialized in the Diaojiaolou in the balcony on the suspended part of 

the house and in the very versatile interior space. The  interiors, indeed are 

divided according to the user: a living level for human on the ground floor, a 

storing space for objects on the upper level and a breeding space for the 

animals on the lower part or on the side. Animals, humans and object coexist, 

yet are independent in their own space. Circulation spaces, here intended 

as gray spaces serves as connection between these three types of areas.

3 Jin is a Chinese measure unit. One Jin is equal to 500 grams.
4 The concept of gray space has been theorized by the Danish architect Ian Gehl, as a space 
that is neither open, nor close, where interaction between people happen. (Pu X., 2017).
5 Kisho Kurokawa, 1955.

Fig.17 The bedroom as the shoulders.

Fig.18 The attic as the brain.

Fig.19 The toilet as the intestines.
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3.2.5.  House and Superstition

Miao building techniques still preserve a strong bound with the tradition: 

from the preparation of materials to the replacement of damaged elements, 

everything has its own rituals together with many taboos that must be 

observed. Related to this, Nuo cult’s related believes and superstitions bring 

some modifications6 to the house, according to the needs of the family. Most 

of the villagers put a paper amulet designed by the Ba Dai, the priest of the 

village, having different drawings and writings, but normally in a shape of a 

human figure. This is used to bring good luck and safety to the family. In the 

same way other families place a plastic fish tail on the main door. Another 

modification usually made by the priest is placing bamboo sticks across the 

roof ’s purlins in order to make a newly married couple having a kid. A common 

feature always present in the house, not counting as a modification, is a tiny 

mud dome popping out from the floor of the entrance hall. Under this shape 

is placed a bowl containing cinnamon bars, also supposed to bless the 

family with health and good luck. To pray for money, instead, in some houses 

near the entrance door there is a bowl containing joss sticks.

For what concern the house itself, considering the kind of material used, repair 

and maintenance of the various building components is needed. Before 

repairing an house, the villagers always ask advices to the geomancy expert 

living in the upper part of the village who by consulting the geomancy wheel 

and Feng Shui principles, suggest which period of the year is most suitable 

for repairing an house. Connected with this is the fact that the only building 

component that cannot be replaced is the ridge truss. This elements, in fact, 

being the back bone of the house, stands also as the back bone of the 

family so is considered like the most important component of the building. 

The ridge truss is replaced only when is highly damaged and constitutes 

a risk for the safety of the dwellers, and its replacement is preceded by a 

religious ceremony.

6 Such kind of actions are defined “modifications” by the translator of the interviews.

Fig.20 Paper amulets.

Fig.21 Plastic fishtail.
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N° Material Width Length Hight Other
1 organic 8,3 12,5 6,5
2 8,6 15,7 5,2
3 7 12,5 5,6
4 6 8 3.3 (lower part)
5 6,2 12,6 5,2
6 9,2 13,1 7
7 8,9 13,1 6,4
8 9 17,4 6,5
9 8,5 8,3 4 ( )
10 9,2 12,5 5,1
11 9 12,4 6,5
12 9 13,2 6,5
13 8,7 10 7
14 8,8 13,2 6,5
15 8,3 13 6,3  

16 8,3 11,5 6,5
17 9 13 9
18 8,3 12,7 6,1
19 8,3 12,6 6,5
20 8,4 13,4 7
21 9,2 16,8 7,2
22 8,3 12,8 7,2
23 9 12 6
24 8,4 13,7 6,5
25 4,5 8 6,3

26 9,2 11 7  

27 8 12,7 6,5
28 8 11,3 6,3
31 8,4 11 6,5
36 9 11,5 6,5

38    7,6 12,7 6,5

40 8 12,6 6,5
43 8,3 10,6 6,5
* 

1

organic 
organic 

organic 
organic 
organic 

organic 

organic 

organic 
organic 
organic 

organic 
organic 

organic 

organic 

organic 
organic 
organic 

organic 
organic 

organic 

organic 
organic 
organic 
organic 

organic 

organic 

organic 

organic + brick addition 

new wood 

new wood 

organic + brick addition 
organic + brick addition 

lower part

Owner wants to renovate

Abandoned, now used as storage
Fish tail on the door
Abandoned, now used as storage

Wine producer

Masha’s home

Doctor’s house
Small garden to grow vegetables 
in front

Renovated last year
Embroidery training

Balcony with new wood added
later
Solar panel on the roof
Family of 7 people

The whole family moved to the city

Drum players

Organic= Outer walls in wood on the main façade and soil+straw or bamboo on the side façade

Tab 1. Synthetic catalogue of Hanglai 
village’s dwellings and their main 
features.
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4.1
Strategy case studies on 
village recovery
by Chiara Menna

A recovery project should 

not limit itself to the mere 

architectural intervention, as 

it might only lead to install 

one single purposeless alien 

space ship. especially if 

the aim of the recovery is 

to keep the local identity, 

defining a village scale 

strategy is important and can 

lead to improvement of local 

economy and life condition 

in a more efficient way than 

a single community center 

can do. For this reason in the 

following paragraphs are 

illustrated two cases study, 

Sextantio diffused hotel in 

Italy and Cang Dong village 

recovery project in China. 

Both projects focuses on 

the same type of strategy: 

recovery of heritage and 

economy through sustainable 

tourism.
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4.1.1. Sextantio: a diffuse hotel in Santo Stefano di Sessanio, Abruzzo

The choice of analyzing an Italian case study is due not only to the authors’ 

nationality and familiarity with the case study’s context, but mostly to the fact 

that Italian rural and historical villages has been affected by similar issues 

as the Chinese ones. Since the 90s many professionals and academics 

enquiry on different recovery strategies for the architectural heritage 

located in Italian rural and mountainous villages, which after the 50s has 

been endangered by abandonment, caused by mass migration to urban 

areas, development of new production ways and concentration of wealth 

mostly in the city. The common thought in Italy, is that architectural heritage 

and the related settlements are the holder of story of a huge variety of 

communities. So their recovery and valorization is fundamental, not only in 

order to preserve the identity of such places and local people, but also to 

set new sustainable economic development models, respectful of the local 

heritage, resources and environment.  

To achieve this, the best typology to develop is the diffused hotel1, which 

have become recently a widespread strategy when it is about to redevelop 

an Italian rural village through tourism. The diffused hotel’s main feature is 

easily adaptable to a rural settlement, since it offers a model of horizontal 

distribution of the rooms, rather than a vertical one. The rooms are, indeed, 

spread around the village and not located in one single building. Another 

main feature of the diffused hotel is that it is normally managed by a single 

person or entity, for what concern supply of services related to tourism and 

accommodation. This alternative type of hotel makes not only the rooms 

themselves, but also the whole village, together with its traditional shops, 

restaurants, and other facilities, part of the touristic experience2. The living 

units, moreover, are characterized by a recognizable style, coherent and 

respectful of the local identity. The authenticity of the accommodation is 

also given by the close relationship that the diffused hotel have with the 

local culture and environment. In order to achieve this, the diffused hotel 

enhances the local identity, making it the main focus, in a way that it is never 

lost and always preserved. This close dialogue of the accommodation with 

the local environment and culture makes the visitor temporarily a part of 

the village’s life, rather than just a tourist. For this reason the diffused hotel 

becomes a successful recovery typology, when installed in a community 

where the traditions are still strong and part of the everyday life. In this way 

it can also make the village itself more attractive in the framework of a more 

sustainable tourism, since normally this kind of places are not  a mainstream 

destination for the basic tourist coming to Italy. 

In general it is possible to see that when a diffused hotel is successful, it 

1 “The diffused hotel give the opportunity to the visitor to experience the local lifestyle, through a 
non-seasonal tourism, that foresee a facility open all-year-round. This also means that the success of 
a diffused hotel is directly related to the quality of the local lifestyle. If the village is welcoming, then 
also the diffuse hotel will be so. On the contrary if the village is not easily accessible, there are more 
economical risks.  In any case it is a catalyst that contributes to make the lifestyle of a place more 
interesting, built a network between real estate owners and manufacturer, stimulates the birth of small 
shops and in short give an impotant contribution to fight against the abandonment of rural and alpi-
ne villages”. (Touring club italiano, July-August 2014).
2 L. Klarmann, Rivitalizzazione dei nuclei storici minori, l’esempio dell’albergo diffuso,  Tesi triennale 
Politecnico di Milano, (2014).
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brings an higher life quality to the villagers, since in most of the cases 5 things 

happen: increase of tourist numbers; increase of real estate value; rediscover 

of traditional arts and crafts jobs;  increase of income and of workplaces 

because of the involvement of local workforce, and appearance of new 

commercial activities in the community; redevelopment of agriculture and 

food supply chain3.

The Sextantio diffused hotel, in Santo Stefano di Sessanio, is one of the most 

successful diffused hotel in Italy. The project aims at the redevelopment of 

this middle age village in the Gran Sasso mountain, in central Italy, where its 

peculiar architecture has become the strength of the whole project, together 

with the mountainous landscape. 

The majority of the buildings has been built during the XII century and the 

main material used is white calcareous stone, that creates visual homogeneity 

besides the stratification of the various architectural style accumulated in 

the village overtime. The arrangement of the dwellings, like in every village of 

Italy ’s central provinces, follows the topography and has stayed untouched 

overtime. It is still possible to find also terrace fields, which underline the 

importance of agriculture for the local villagers. Starting from the XX century, 

the industrialization in the nearby cities and the consequent crisis of 

agriculture, make villagers leave Santo Stefano more and more. Besides this, 

since it has not been victim of urbanization, the village kept untouched his 

close relationship with the surrounding environment. 

The idea of turning the abandoned buildings into a diffused hotel, has 

been introduced by the entrepreneur Daniele Kihlgren, who funded 

Sextantio through private investments. The intervention aim to an high 

quality tourism oriented towards history, tradition and culture. The philosophy 

behind Sextantio mostly consists in recognizing the value of the heritage 

to be redeveloped, since it carry a very clear identity that is intended 

to be preserved, in respect of the place and the people that inhabited 

it. The building techniques used here are as close as possible to the 

original ones, not only to achieve an higher level of integration or for a 

restoration intervention that would result correct from a stylistic point of view, 

but also because it is through this type of intervention that a long lasting 

conservation of tradition is achieved. The restoration used in Sextantio is 

philological, which means that the added parts and all the interventions in 

general are meant to be distinguishable form the existing4. The actions on 

the buildings, in fact, focus on keeping the original volume, using recycled 

or recovered building materials and furniture as much as possible. Moreover 

the interventions on the abandoned dwellings removed the incoherent parts 

belonging to the 60s and 70s to revive the original value. The guidelines for 

the architectural recovery, which has been followed also by private owners 

afterwards, focuses on preserving the original volume, the amount and size 

of the openings, partitions and where it is possible, even the original function 

3 L. Klarmann, Rivitalizzazione dei nuclei storici minori, l’esempio dell’albergo diffuso,  Tesi triennale 
Politecnico di Milano, 2014, pp. 16-25.
4 L. Klarmann, Rivitalizzazione dei nuclei storici minori, l’esempio dell’albergo diffuso,  Tesi triennale 
Politecnico di Milano, 2014, pp. 16-25.

Fig.1 View of Santo Stefano di Sessanio.

Fig.2 Map of Santo Stefano di Sessanio. 
The highlighted buildings are the ones 
hosting the diffused hotel.

Fig.3 The interior of a room. 

Fig.4 View of The tower surrounded by 
some buildings, it is possible to grasp that 
the tower has been renovated besides 
the intervention is not too invasive and 
beld with the original architectural style.
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of the various rooms. 

Following the same conservative and respectful approach, the interior of 

the rooms and the various facilities, take inspiration from the ones of the local 

vernacular dwellings: poor and rough but welcoming. Even the furniture is 

indeed recovered from original pieces, which contribute even more to give 

a vernacular feeling to the interiors. The bedsheets, since their recovery has 

not been possible, have been crafted following the original local embroidery 

techniques. Nevertheless the interventions take into consideration the 

modern requirements for living comfort, by inserting furniture that through its 

contemporary design give an harmonious clash with the rough interiors and 

hiding high tech equipments. Together with the architectural interventions, 

there has been a process of analysis of the local traditions and folk, a 

very important element in order to recover local identity. All those local 

traditional arts and crafts such as embroidery, sewing and wood work has 

thus been reintroduced in the village. 

Following this strategy, Sextantio proved that the strong cultural component 

of the diffused hotel represent a more economically successful model, 

than other projects that just aim at the redeployment of historical villages, 

by building new invasive architecture for tourist facilities that destroys the 

relationship between architecture and environment. 

Together with accommodation, the renovation in Santo Stefano di Sessanio 

brought other facilities in the restored building, all more or less related to 

tourism:

•	Craft stores: the main domestic art and craft is mostly sewing and 

embroidery, but also wood work is practiced;

•	Restaurants, directly connected with local farms, which produce all the 

ingredients used in the local dishes served;

•	The winery, where is possible to taste local salami, ham, cheese and of 

course wine;

•	A brewery, where local alpine herbs are turned into herb teas or liquors;

•	Ensemble in residence, an orchestra that organizes seasonal concerts;

•	Conferences rooms;

•	Common rooms;

•	Spa and beauty center.

The project had a positive impact on the village and its nearby territory 

on the economic point of view, mainly for what concern four aspects. First 

of all tourism incremented exponentially. In 2001 touristic development was 

basically none, with 75,5% of housing being abandoned or not used5. 10 

years later, the amount of accommodation for tourists grew and among 

this Sextantio is 30% of the rooms6. Secondly the real estate registered an 

increase of 90% of its value7. Thirdly, the tourism brought an increase of the 

employment rate. This has been due not only to the new jobs positions 

in the field of touristic accommodation, which increased of more than 

5 Sextantio s.p.a.
6 Sextantio s.p.a.
7 Agenzia delle entrate.

Fig.5 The interior of a room. It is possible 
to see the clash between the minimal 
design of the bathtub and the rough 
feeling of the rest of the room.

Fig.6 The diffused hotel’s restaurant.
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30%88but also thanks to the rediscovery of ancient crafts and jobs, such as 

wood master, blacksmith, weaver, renovator, which in turn has encouraged 

tourist to buy locally crafted objects. Finally the impact on agriculture has 

been positive as well, since the locally grown grains are used to prepare 

bread and pasta that are served in the restaurant, and there has been the 

reintroduction of sheep breeding for the production of the wool.

The interest in this case study, is not in the architectural typology conceived 

in order to recover the existing, but mostly is the touristic strategy adopted 

and its positive impact on the local economy, proved by datas. On the one 

hand, the starting condition of Santo Stefano di Sessanio and Hanglai are 

quite similar: both of them are threatened by abandonment because of 

urbanization of the nearby areas; the local economy mostly consist in breeding 

and agriculture; the landscape and natural heritage is a big potentiality for 

both villages, as well as the cultural heritage. This makes Hanglai a perfect 

starting point for a sustainable, high quality tourism, based on an authentic 

cultural experience, considering the strong presence of the Miao minority 

and its traditions. On the other hand, the diffused hotel, as a typology, is not 

really suitable for Hanglai village for three main reasons. Firstly, even though 

many inhabitants left the village to work in the city, their parents and kids 

still live in their houses. There are, thus, not enough abandoned buildings 

to install tourist accommodations and related facilities. Secondly, besides 

the fact that tourism would greatly contribute to boost the economy of the 

8 Sextantio s.p.a.

Fig.7 An old lady doing embroidery.

Tab.1 Economical advantages brought 
by the diffused hotel in Santo Stefano di 
Sessanio.
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village, is first needed to ameliorate the life condition of the villagers and 

to provide them basic services and infrastructures. Thirdly, the accessibility 

conditions of Hanglai are limited, consequently less visitors will be able to 

reach the village at first, and thus not many rooms are needed.

4.1.2. Learning from China: Cang Dong village

Villages are an indispensable component of heritage in China and lately, 

more and more  community development projects are being implemented 

as a way to preserve them. In order to keep the traditional villages and their 

heritage there is one action that is fundamental in every recovery project: 

community involvement. This, which have to be implemented in the process 

from the very beginning, is important because the villagers are the ultimate 

stewards of heritage (V. Michael, 2016). Heritage, especially in the case of 

ethnic minority villages, is more than buildings and landscape, but as seen 

in previous chapters, includes in most of cases the intangible component of 

folk and habits which are still very important in the local daily life. It has been 

acknowledged that when dealing with a traditional village and its recovery, 

the real challenge, when the action wants to enhance the identity and 

with it the traditions of the village, is to make sure that the next generation 

is actually willing to carry those traditions and habits that might be seen 

as antiquated - for example embroidery in the case of Miao villages. For 

this reason villagers’ participation is very important from the earliest stages 

of the project, so that they can express their opinion on the designers 

and conservators’ ideas and bring a critical dialogue which can lead to 

improvement to the project.

In China, this direction towards traditional villages conservation and 

recovery has been taken starting from the late 90s. In particular the community 

involvement approach is embodied in the Burra Charter (1999)9. In short 

the document set heritage conservation as a process made of four main 

steps: identify, evaluate, register and treat. As it is possible to understand, 

the participatory aspect is the catalyst for this preservation process, as it 

is on the villagers the honor of identifying what according to them is worth 

preserving. For a rural village, the real boost for the economy is, indeed, 

not tourism itself, but being attractive for the next generation of villagers, 

because consequently young locals will contribute to make their community 

survive instead of abandoning it. 

This kind of strategy is necessary when one of the stakeholders involved 

in the design is someone not familiar with the local culture. In China the 

loss of identity of the villages and the lack of respect towards the villagers’ 

lifestyle and habits is not always only due to the rapid development of the 

tourism sector, but also to the stakeholders involved in the process, which in 

some cases means foreign designer, but in other can also mean the local 

or central authorities. For the former, it is because everywhere in the world, 

different cultures value different kinds of heritage. It comes consequently that 

9 “while experts may know best about specific approaches to conservation, intangible heritage and 
the techniques of making places are resident in living cultures and living communities”. (V. Michael, “The 
Challenges That Remain” in Traditional Chinese Villages bulletin, vol.3, March 2016,pp. 8).
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Western designers do not always have a clear understanding of the real 

needs and intentions of the villagers and thus participation and community 

meetings are necessary in order to have a successful project. For the latter, 

no matter of all the policies and funds sponsored by the government for 

village renovations, the authorities are in some cases blind and do not want 

to understand the real conditions of villagers. From this is possible to guess 

that the lack of heritage knowledge of ordinary people and lack of respect 

from decision makers are key issues in the conservation and development of 

heritage in China. Public participation can not only help to overcome such 

issues, but also be a great help for what concern the heritage management 

itself. In other words, the involvement of the community do not limit itself in the 

first phases of discussion before the recovery, but continues in making the 

villagers the main actors in the project, which means in the actual heritage 

management and economical development of the village10. This is what 

happened in the conservation and development project for the heritage in 

Cang Dong village, located in Guangdong province. The project began in 

2010 and since then it received many recognitions, such as the UNESCO 

Asia-Pacific Cultural Heritage Conservation Award of Merit11. 

Cang Dong village, has been founded by the Xie family about 700 years 

ago. The presence of this clan is still perceivable, since it is featured in 

the architecture itself. The village presents two ancestral halls dedicated 

to the two Xie brothers, who split the village in two parts, combined with 

local schools reflecting the Confucian patriarchal system that the villagers 

still respect. There is a Feng Shui pond, a bamboo plantation leading 

up to a Feng Shui wooded hill past a village shrine, an old banyan tree 

and an old water well. The village has also a community hall and both 

traditional and newer dwellings. All the above mentioned features are set in 

an agricultural landscape12. The main interest in Cang Dong village is that, 

besides showing the typical Southern Chinese village life and culture, its 

architecture embodies both Asian and Western features, being Cang Dong 

hometown of many overseas Chinese.  It is possible to notice the harmonious 

dialogue of western and eastern features, originated by overseas Chinese 

who came back to their hometown, in the Diaolou13.

10 “The main purpose and soul of conservation is to understand the place that people lived. It is not 
just about conservation of beautiful historical buildings, but also about the pride and self-identity of 
local people, and the practice and presenta- tion of their lifestyles“. (Tan J. “A Pilot Project for Heritage 
Conservation and Development: The Cang Dong Village of Guangdong Province”, Traditional Chi-
nese Villages bulletin, vol.3, March 2016, p. 33-42).
11 “Using a multi-pronged approach, the project to establish the Cang Dong Heritage Education 
Center has helped to reverse the gradual abandonment of this once prosperous farming community 
in Guangdong province. Located near the Kaiping Diaolou and Villages World Heritage property, 
the village contains noteworthy architectural typologies dating to the Ming Dynasty which the project 
has selected for conservation, resulting in the sensitive restoration of two ancestral halls, a defensive 
watch-over and the Furen Temple. By designing an outreach program targeting youth, the project 
has helped to raise awareness and concern about local heritage among the younger generation. 
The commendable efforts of community members, patrons and conservationists have realized an 
ambitious new vision for the revitalization  of the village” (UNESCO, 2015).
12 Cang Dong project website
13 “At the beginning of the 20th century with the fall of the Qing dynasty, there was a period of some 
lawlessness in Guangdong with the rise of local power-brokers and a prevalence of opportunist 
bandits. It was a time, too, of some natural calamity and flooding. Many of the Chinese overseas had 
accumulated substantial wealth but had retained a concern for their home villages. Some saw that 

Fig.8 Cang Dong village.
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A Pilot Project for Heritage 
Conservation and Development: 
The Cang Dong Village of 
Guangdong Province

A traditional ritual in the ancestral shrine

Dawn at Cangdong Village, by Li Zhuowen

Fig.9 A traditional house.

Fig.10 Some villagers doing some 
construction works in front of two Diaolou.
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The building recovery follows two main restoration principles. The first one 

is the minimum interference criteria, in order to respect the authenticity and 

integrity of the original buildings, maximizing the retention of the original 

style and using traditional materials and processes. The second one is the 

principle of reversibility, used to make sure that the restoration work do not 

destroy or contaminate the original building (Tan J., 2016). Like in Sextantio, 

not only original building techniques but also ancient furniture has been 

used to enhance the traditional atmosphere. Obviously some buildings 

have been slightly modified in order to suit modern needs. In this process 

community participation has been a key element, since only local villagers 

experienced in crafts and building construction were involved in the repair 

works.

The development goals of the project are numerous and do not limit 

themselves to the mere recovery or economical aspect. First of all is to 

enhance the pride of being a Cang Dong villager. Recovering Cang 

Dong does not mean just to conserve the beautiful historical buildings 

and eventually reuse them, but also to engender in the locals a sense of 

belonging and self-identity, through the practice and preservation of their 

lifestyle and traditional culture. This is not only meant for people currently 

living in Cang Dong, but also for the overseas Chinese descendant from 

this area. Consequently the project can provide a bridge and networking 

opportunities between Cang Dong, neighboring villages and overseas 

Chinese. The second aim is to educate ordinary people, mostly students 

and young tourists in heritage conservation, and through this achieve 

continuity of local culture. To make this even broader, the recovery project 

wants also to provide an actual field study for scholars involved in overseas 

Chinese history and their hometown research. 

A key element for the project has been, thus, the establishment of the Cang 

dong Heritage education center. This center enables people to explore 

and experience the indigenous village way of life in its many aspects and 

to learn about culture and heritage conservation. It carries out research 

and provides informations on the history of the area, its inhabitants and their 

traditions, as well as those who have emigrated and the reasons for the 

emigration. As mentioned above, the locals participate in the management 

of the center by offering guided tours, which, containing personal anecdotes, 

which give to the visitors a more authentic and original cultural experience.

In order to achieve such goals, the project do not limit itself to tourism, but 

embodies also an important educational side. The heritage education, has 

an important role in redeveloping the village economy, by using the model 

of the social enterprise, all of this in respect of the local community, history 

and way of life. The learning happens through various activities, like visit to 

UNESCO sites, lectures about the local culture and heritage preservation, 

participation in local farming, local food preparation, interaction with locals 

by building large defensive structures at their village, they could help those who still lived there. To do 
this, a few returned to live, and some visited long enough to establish the buildings before returning 
overseas, and some just sent money back as this was as much as they could do. The latter never made 
it back, but left their wives and families to guard the grand buildings, even until today. These fortified 
multi-story towers were known as Diaolou.”. (Cang Dong project website)
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interactive experience with local life 
and overseas Chinese living, and under-
standing protection of the environment 
and cultural heritage. This helps young 
people develop skills and appreciate an 
overseas hometown feeling; it also helps 
young people understand the importance 
of heritage conservation. Therefore, the 
main activities in Cang Dong include:

- Familiarization with Cang Dong vil-
lage and nearby sites of particular inter-
est.

- Visiting and understanding UNESCO 
World Heritage sites such as Kaiping 
Diaolou & villages (such as Zili vil-
lage, Ma Jiang Long village cluster, San 
Men Li village, Jin Jiang Li village) and 
the National Cultural Heritage sites at 
Chikan Town and Li Yuan (Li Garden)

- Depending on time permitting, we also 
include the opportunity to know more 
about the neighboring counties such as 
Taishan, Xinhui, Jiangmen and Enping 
and other sites relevant to the Sze Yap 
(Four Counties), its culture and land-
scape.

- Participation and involvement in Kaip-
ing local heritage conservation practice.

Daily programs can be tailor-made for 
groups, including students, and may in-
clude: 

- participation in organic farming

- harvesting and food preservation

- traditional food preparation

- interaction with local daily life and 
villagers

- tours with an environmental awarenessCanadian university students in a cultural 
workshop, 2015

A Pilot Project for Heritage Conservation and Development: The Cang Dong Village of  Guangdong Province

Fig.11 Canadian university students in a 
cultural workshop in 2015.
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With the rapidly developing economy 
and tourism sector in China, many his-
torical sites/villages are being exploited 
for tourism in the country. However, 
the development and management of 
these villages is rather haphazard: local 
people and their lifestyles are not neces-
sarily greatly respected during develop-
ment, local culture can be destroyed and 
villages can become too commercial 
and touristic, straying too far from their 
natural state. 

The author always believes that the 
lack of heritage knowledge of ordinary 
people and lack of respect from deci-
sion-makers are the key issues in the 
conservation and development of heri-
tage in China. The author believes that 
community is crucial in cultural heritage 
conservation; public participation and 
community planning and development 
are essential for heritage sustainability. 
The author also believes that conserva-
tion is a form of development.  It is not 

about retaining the past and resisting 
change, but about managing the pace 
of change in the built environment. The 
main purpose and soul of conservation 
is to understand the place that people 
lived. It is not just about conservation of 
beautiful historical buildings, but also 
about the pride and self-identity of local 
people, and the practice and presenta-
tion of their lifestyles. 

In view of this, the author used the 
Cang Dong Heritage Education Center 
(the Cang Dong Project) in Guangdong 
Province as a pilot project for heritage 
conservation and development. The 
Project began in 2010 and has since re-
ceived world-wide recognition. In Sep-
tember 2015, the project was awarded 
the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Cultural 
Heritage Conservation Award of Merit. 
There follows a summary of the experi-
ences and lessons learned during the 
past five years.

Canadian experts visiting Cangdong in 2015

Photographs are provided by the authors.

Fig.12 Canadian experts visiting Cang 
Dong in 2015.
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and their daily life, environmental awareness activities, cycling along the 

Guangdong greenway, appreciation of folk activities and so on. In this 

framework the recovered buildings are meant to host education related 

facilities, located in the clan houses together with a bed and breakfast type 

of accommodation. 

To conclude, the success of Cang Dong project is due not only to the 

peculiar heritage elements included in the village themselves, and the 

overseas Chinese culture, but by the touristic strategy that, in a similar way 

with Sextantio, encourage the visitors to become an essential part of the 

village and its survival and have as ultimate goal to make them aware of 

heritage conservation and make them discover a new culture.
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5.2
New materials, techniques 
and solutions
by Chiara Menna

The materials and buil-
ding techniques to be 
implemented in the new 

architectural intervention 
in the recovery of Hanglai 

village have in common 
ground to be natural, non 

standardized materials. 
The use of this kind of 

material is sustainable for 
Hanglai both economically 

and environmentally. For 
the former because locally 

sourced non-processed 
materials do not need to 
be purchased; for the lat-
ter, consequently because 
the lack of need of stan-
dardizing the raw mate-
rial to make it usable for 
building, lower the waste 

and the overall carbon fo-
otprint of the architectural 
intervention. Moreover, the 
building techniques pro-

posed are reinterpretation 
of existing vernacular 

techniques, which means 
that villagers without any 

experience in building can 
be involved directly in the 

recovery process.
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5.2.1 Building with Earth 

The interest in building techniques using earth, has been growing in the 

past few years. This material brings with it, indeed, numerous advantages 

that makes it suitable for building in underdeveloped areas, or places 

characterized by scarcity of resources and difficult accessibility. Moreover 

the construction process for this kind of technique, do not require specials 

skills or experienced workers, which make possible to fully involve the villagers 

in the recovery of Hanglai. The main advantages of earth as construction 

material are the following:

1. Earth can balance air humidity, by absorbing or desorbing humidity faster 

and to a greater extent than any other building material. This happens 

without the material becoming wet losing its stability or exceeding its 

equilibrium moisture content1. This property makes the  earthen wall 

keeping the relative humidity of indoor space almost constant, thus 

producing healthy living conditions2.

2. Loam, being an high density material, have a high thermal capacity and 

it becomes ideal when it is needed to store solar heat gain by passive 

means. 

3. Earth allow to save energy and reduce environmental pollution, as it is a 

material that can be sourced locally almost everywhere in the world, on 

the construction site itself, for example when doing excavation works for 

foundations. The fact that loam do not require transportation, reduces 

drastically the carbon footprint of the building. Moreover loam is 

unlimitedly reusable if soaked in water, never becoming a waste material.

4. Owing to its low equilibrium moisture content and its density, loam 

conserves the timber elements or other organic materials that remain 

in contact with it by keeping them dry. Similarly loam can preserve small 

quantities of straw mixed into it, provided that loam keeps a density 

higher than 600 kg/m3, otherwise it may lose its preservative capacity 

due to high capillarity of the straw, when used in such high proportions3.        

Building with earth, though, being not a standardized building material, 

requires some precautions. In fact, according from where earth is dug out, its 

composition may differ from site to site and it might be ùnecessary to modify 

its composition to solve determinate issues:

1. Earthen walls shrink when drying because of water evaporation used 

to prepare the mixture. Moreover shrinkage may make the loam wall 

susceptible to frost. To prevent this phenomenon, it is necessary to 

change the grain distribution and thus minimize the clay content. This 

can be achieved by adding aggregates such as sand, or different 

kinds of natural fibers. 

2. Loam is not water resistant and must be sheltered against rain and frost, 

in particular during its wet state during construction. So it is necessary 

1 “The equilibrium moisture content is the maximum humidity that a dry material can absorb, for loam 
is about 5%-7% by weight” (G. Minke, Building with Earth, Birkhauser, Base 2009).
2 G. Minke, Building with Earth, Birkhauser, Base 2009.
3 G. Minke, Building with Earth, Birkhauser, Base 2009.

Fig.1 Absorption curves of a 11,5 cm thik 
interior wall with two sides exposed at a 
temprature of 21 C° after a sudden rise 
in humidity from 50% to 80%.
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to protect earth walls with roof overhangs, damp proof courses, 

appropriate surface coating, since when in contact with water they 

swells and weakens. It is also necessary to protect building elements 

made in earth from the humidity coming from the ground. This is why most 

of the earthen wall have stone raised foundations.  

3. Earth is not good as thermal insulator as is not too porous. This issue 

can be solved as well with natural additives, which can be straw or 

animal fibers. Such elements, in fact, lower the density of the material by 

increasing its porosity. 

Earth is used in Hanglai in the traditional Miao house as wattle-and-daub. 

For the new intervention, the type of technique implemented is similar, 

consisting as well in a wet loam infill in skeleton structures. The loam is thrown 

on an interwoven mesh of bamboo sticks, which constitutes a formwork. the 

mesh is made in two layers, interior and exterior. Larger bamboo posts are 

placed as a reinforcement, whose diameter is supposed to be bigger than 

7 cm. Such posts have to be 50 cm apart from each other. 

This type of earthen wall is originally a vernacular technique called bajareque, 

and is traditionally used in subtropical areas of south america. The new 

earthen envelope implemented in Hanglai’s architectural intervention, 

would have a type of loam containing cut straw in a small percentage, to 

ameliorate the insulating properties, but also in order to not compromise its 

thermal capacity and heat storage. As well, in order to make the envelope 

work as a passive heat absorber, the wall is made thick in order to increase 

its thermal absorption properties. The foundation of the bajareque wall 

should be 70 cm above ground level, with a damp proof course on top of 

the foundation wall.

Fig.3 Bajareque wall with lime infill.

Fig.2 A bajareque wall cracked because 
of shrinkage.

Fig.4 Conceptual drawing representing 
bajareque wall’s construction process.
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5.2.2. Building with Bamboo
The use of bamboo, as mentioned in the previous paragraph, is connected 
with the  bajareque technique. It is, indeed, possible to find bamboo as a 
reinforcement of adobe walls in Latin American vernacular architecture. The 
interest in introducing this material, as well as for the earth, is connected to 
the locality, since bamboo is often used mostly in humid and tropical climates 
and among the 1200 species discovered, 750 exist in Asia and China 
itself have 6 million of hectares of bamboo forests. (lobovikov et al.,2007) 
Moreover, as well as loam, bamboo is easy to handle, do not require too 
much industrial processing to become usable as a building material and 
thus can allow the villagers to build outer walls entirely by themselves. The 
use of bamboo bring with it many environmental advantages:
1.   Bamboo, have a very low primary energy, 300 MJ/m3, compared with 

wood, which takes 600 MJ/m3 (Janssen, 1981). Moreover being it a 
lightweight material and considering that the raw bamboo stick do not 
need too much processing to become usable in building construction, 
the overall ecological footprint is very low4;

2. Bamboo grow more rapidly than wood, making it being usable as 
construction material only after 6 years and producing more dry biomass 
per hectare;

3. Thanks to its rapid growth, bamboo can also sequester from the 
atmosphere more CO2 than a tree;

4. Thanks to its dense network of roots, bamboo planting helps to avoid 
soil erosion due to rain and flooding. For this reason, considering that 
Hanglai is hit by an heavy rainy season every year, installing a bamboo 
forest would not only be an advantage to source building materials, but 
also to maintain the soil of the riverbanks and of the mountain intact. 

Besides this, bamboo is not traditionally used by Miao people as a building 
material, but more for crafting objects like mats or baskets. In the new 
intervention, as explained in the previous paragraph, will be implemented in 
the outer envelope as a part of the bajareque wall.

5.2.3 Building with Straw
The last material introduced in Hanglai renovation process is straw. As well 
as for loam and bamboo, straw can be locally sourced in Hanglai, thanks to 
the presence of numerous rice paddies. Straw bales are, indeed, made from 
a waste product. Once the edible part of the grain has been harvested, 
the stalks often become a disposal problem for farmers. By bailing the 
straw, new life is given to the material5. The raw material derived from rice 
harvesting, then, it is easy to process and handle even for unexperienced 
builders. This, moreover, imply as well that straw bale have a low embodied 
energy, as it require very little processing for manufacturing and no energy 
for transportation. Other advantages of building with straw are the following:
1. Straw bales have a very high insulation power, which can reach R values 

around 30 W/Km. The thicker the wall, the higher the value it is.
2. Straw bales are 100% biodegradable. They normally last for over 100 

years if properly maintained and when they have to be replaced they 
can simply be plowed back in the earth6.

3. Properly constructed walls made from straw bales have proven to be 

4 G. Minke, Build with bamboo, Birkhauser, Base, 2012.
5 http://buildingwithawareness.com/the-pros-and-cons-of-straw-bale-wall-construction-in-green-buil-
ding/ (consulted on 3rd of February 2018).
6  http://buildingwithawareness.com/the-pros-and-cons-of-straw-bale-wall-construction-in-green-bu-
ilding/ (consulted on 3rd of February 2018).

Fig.5 Bamboo skeleton of a bajareque 
wall.

Fig.6 Weaving style for the bajareque’s 
bamboo skeleton.

Fig.7 Straw bale wall.
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more flame retardant than conventional wood-frame construction. This 
is because bales are dense and tend to just smolder when the ignition 
source is removed7.

For the above mentioned reasons, straw bales will be mostly implemented as 
an insulation material on the roof, floor and North-facing walls. Nevertheless, 
considering the humid climate of Hanglai, precautions have to be taken 
to preserve straw bales from damp, as it might cause the straw to rot. 
Consequently, the core of the wall or roof, as well as the joints roof-wall, wall-
floor and between straw bale wall and earthen wall, have to be protected 
with a damp proof layer. Moreover it have to be taken in consideration that 
moisture might raise from the soil; for this reason, the stone foundation plinth, 
as well as for the earthen wall, have to be placed 70 cm above ground 
level.

7 “fires are caused by hay that was baled too early with high levels of moisture still in the crop. The 
fires start when that moisture creates heat by decomposing the hay and then the hay flares from the 
heat of the decomposition inside the bale. Straw is baled when the crop is dead and dry, usually 
around 8% moisture content by volume, so no interior decomposition occurs.The fact of the matter 
is that barn fires are caused by hay that was baled too early with high levels of moisture still in the 
crop. The fires start when that moisture creates heat by decomposing the hay and then the hay fla-
res from the heat of the decomposition inside the bale. Straw is baled when the crop is dead and 
dry, usually around 8% moisture content by volume, so no interior decomposition occurs.“ (https://
www.strawbale.com/straw-bale-fire-resistant-southern-california/ consulted on 3rd of February 2018).

Fig.8 Axonometry of a straw bale house. 
it is possible to see thaat straw bales 
constitute the main material also for floor 

Fig.9 Straw bale wall being plastered 
with lime render.





6.1
Masterplan
by Germana Isacco &Chiara Menna

The recovery strategy 
for Hanglai village have 

mainly three focuses: 
villagers, tourists. and 

ecosystem . The interven-
tions related to the villa-

gers concern two different 
design levels: a landsca-
ping level (e.g. squares 

and meeting points) and 
an architectural level 

(e.g. Prototype for house 
renovation). Their aim is 
in general to ameliorate 

the villagers quality of life. 
The strategy for the tourism 

mostly refers to a sustai-
nable tourism which will not 
threaten Hanglai’s authen-
ticity in its future develop-
ment. It will be focused on  
the discovery of the Miao 
culture through practical 
workshop and sports like 

Rock climbing. 
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The ma in  idea fo r  Hang la i  
v i l lage recover y  i s  a  mas te rp lan 
concern ing renovat ion  at  a 
sca le  o f  the who le  v i l lage,  wh ich  
fo resee two d i f fe ren t  phases  o f  
rea l i za t ion .  Cons ide r ing the i r  
cu r ren t  l i v i ng cond i t ions,  the f i r s t  
phase w i l l  focus  on p rov id ing a l l  
t he necessa r y  and u rgent  func-
t ion  to  the v i l lager s.  I n  th i s  i s  
i nc luded a commun i t y  cente r  
that  can hos t  pub l ic  meet ings  
and se r ve as  a t ra in ing room fo r  
young v i l lager s,  p rov ide san i -
ta r y  se r v ices,  bu t  a l so funct ions  
re la ted to tou r i sm,  l i ke  accom-
modat ion fo r  v i s i to r s,  wo r k -
shops. . .  Togethe r  w i th  the com-
mun i t y  cente r,  t he mas te rp lan 
fo resee a p rototype fo r  house 
renovat ion,   as  a tes t  on how to 
upgrade the hous ing to  accept-
ab le  l i v i ng cond i t ions  w i thout  
i nvas ive a l te ra t ions.  Th i s  w i l l  
se r ve as  a f i r s t  cata ly s t  fo r  
Hang la i ’ s  economy and to co l -
lec t  enough money to  lead to a 
complete renovat ion  o f  the 
v i l lage on the th i rd  phase,  wh ich  
cons i s t  i n  th ree ma in  po in t s :  (1 )  
res to r i ng the t rad i t iona l  dwe l l -
i ngs,  adapt ing the house reno-
vat ion  p rototype to the 50 
bu i ld ings ;  (2 )  imp lement ing 
accesso r y  funct ions  such as  
g reenhouse,  exh ib i t ion  ga l le r y  
and ch i ld ren ’ s  l ib ra r y ;  (3 )  p ro-
v id ing adequate pub l ic  spaces  
to  the v i l lager s  by  des ign ing a 
pub l ic  amph i theate r  and a 
p layg round in  p lace o f  the 
ex i s t i ng junkya rds.1
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6.1.2. Strategy on renovation and archipuncture

The Masterplan previously illustrated is thought in the framework of a recovery 

strategy which takes into consideration three main focuses under its two 

phases of realization: the improvement of villagers’ life conditions, tourism, 

and ecosystem .

Ameliorating the villagers’ life conditions is the main priority of the recovery. 

This is reflected not only in the house renovation prototype, meant to 

provide the whole community with dwellings complying with more proper life 

conditions, but also in all the other interventions, which cover different scales, 

from the landscaping one to the architectural one. Every intervention is 

meant to happen in respect of the original architecture, landscape, but also 

of the local cultural traditions, since they are still alive in the villagers’ daily 

life. Bringing a better quality of life, can be achieved through very simple 

actions, because most of the times the necessities identified by designers 

are not the same as the actual needs of the villagers. The community do not 

necessarily need to have a new dwelling with contemporary furniture or a 

complete sport facility to have a better life,.

The strategy for what concern tourism mostly refers to a micro or sustainable 

tourism1 which will not threaten Hanglai’s authenticity in its future development, 

unlike other touristic places in China. The tourism will be focused mostly on 

four main activities: the discovery of the Miao culture through practical 

workshops, regarding embroidery, calligraphy and basket making; tasting the 

traditional local products such as smoked meat and corn wine; an agriculture 

experience concerning rice harvesting; Sports such as rock climbing, since 

Hanglai is located in a valley with a 60m high cave, perfect for climbers of 

every level. Moreover, a rock maze located 30 min by foot away from the 

village, make Hanglai a good place for hiking as well. All this will be reflected 

into architecture by implementing a new community center in the village, 

hosting functions related with the above mentioned activities and services 

for visitors, such as accommodation. In order to enhance tourism, an event 

planning has also been thought. Together with the existing festivals already 

celebrated in Hanglai, such as the spring festival during Chinese new year, 

other events are implemented such as film festivals, traditional drum concerts 

and international rock climbing competitions. 

The ecosystem is taken here into consideration as a whole of the physical 

features of the village, like its environment and resources. The design take 

into consideration the scarcity of primary sources of energy, running water 

and also the limited availability of building materials in order to make the 

level of embedded energy and the economic impact on the village as low 

as possible.

The renovation, to be as complete as possible, should foresee interventions 

concerning different design scales. The first one is the landscaping scale, 

which concern, for example, the riverbank recovery, meant to make the 

1 ‘All tourism activities of whatever motivation – holidays, business travel, conferences, adventure travel 
and ecotourism – need to be sustainable. Sustainable tourism is defined as “tourism that respects both 
local people and the traveller, cultural heritage and the environment”. It seeks to provide people 
with an exciting and educational holiday that is also of benefit to the people of the host country.’ 
(Fien et al, 2010).



6.1 Masterplan 107

river a pleasant and safe public space, including a place for people to 

wash clothes. Secondly, the interventions at the architectural scale, focus 

mostly on implementing new public functions in abandoned buildings or 

introducing them into the new community center. While the community center 

will be explained in the following chapter, for what concern the former there 

are mostly five new functions implemented in the village. 

•	An office for the Serve for China volunteers, including accommodation for 

the fellows working in the village. This function has been foreseen to be 

implemented during the first phase since volunteers from NGOs can help 

the villagers with the management of the community center and of all the 

touristic activities;

•	Public Toilet, Shower and Sickbay. The first two functions are foreseen for 

the first phase of recovery, being urgent services necessary to improve 

the overall hygienic conditions. A sickbay has, moreover, been dislocated 

from its original location, the doctor ’s private home, to the main arrival 

square of the village, in order to have a more comfortable position in 

case of emergency;

•	Children’s Library. Considering the position of the elementary school, 

located in the upper part of the village, and the absence of a proper 

place for the children to play, it has been thought to take advantage of 

an abandoned building located in a relatively central position to place 

a facility entirely dedicated to the young villagers;

•	Archives. This function will be implemented during the second phase, 

to accommodate the eventual need of storing documents related to 

villagers’ meeting or other official papers in a place easily accessible; 

•	Exhibition Gallery. Assuming that, during the earliest stages of Hanglai’s 

recovery, the tourism will contribute to promote more and more the local 

arts and crafts at a wider scale, an exhibition gallery is placed in the 

oldest building of the village.

Thirdly, interventions at the urban scale concern the redeployment of all the 

empty spaces in the village, previously defined as “squares”, into proper 

public spaces:

•	A playground, including a basketball field and some machines for outdoor 

daily exercise;

•	An open-air deck, which can be used for leisure, meeting or any kind of 

social activity in the open air;

•	An open-air amphitheater, mostly thought for traditional performances 

during spring festival or other local holiday, like singing, dancing and drum 

playing, but also for open-air meetings and other activities like watching 

movies, small concerts...

Finally there is the scale concerning infrastructures, conceived to improve 

the village under the hygienic point of view and how to use and reuse 

natural resources without damaging the environment with waste like in the 

present situation. This intervention’s main elements are a system for rainwater 

harvesting in order to reuse it for flushing toilets and gardening, a natural 

depuration system of black water through reeds, to release water depurated 

from solid waste in the river; a system for heating, involving the kitchen stove 

Fig.1 Axonometric view of Serve for 
China Office.

Fig.2 Axonometric view of the green 
house.

Fig.3 Axonometric view of the play-
ground.

Fig.4 Axonometric view of the 
amphitheatre.
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as a main source for hot water, heating bedrooms and living rooms; and 

finally a system to treat organic waste, which can be reused for compost or 

fuel for fire. 

From what explained above it is possible to say that an important aspect 

of Hanglai recovery masterplan is that it is conceived to change the village 

through what prof. Li Xiaodong defines as archipuncture. Archipuncture 

comes from the words architecture and acupuncture and stands for a type 

of intervention restricted to a limited area, which is though meant to revitalize 

not only its site, but all the surroundings. In the same way, Hanglai recovery 

masterplan foresee design interventions in small and different parts of the 

village to ameliorate Hanglai as a whole, instead of simply installing a new 

and huge service center. This type of intervention has been chosen in order 

to respect the human scale of the village, since it is what makes Hanglai so 

authentic, compared to other places in urban China.

Rainwater for domestic use
Reuse water for 

WC flush

Black water
Phytodepuration

Release Depurated 
water in the river

Energy for heating

Rainwater for
vegetble garden

Compost

Organic waste
Organic
 digester

Biofuel for public 
transportation

Solar energy for public light

Fig.5 Suistainable system concerning 
reuse of resources. 
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7.2
MiAZe, Miao art Maze
by Chiara Menna

MiaZe is the art gallery, 
where traditional Miao art 
and craft and contempo-
rary art meet. The exhibi-
tion gallery, placed in the 
oldest building of Hanglai 
is articulated in three main 
rooms, each one hosting: 
traditionally crafted miao 
objects, contemporary art 
inspired by Miao culture 
and a pavillion, derived 
from an old woodshed, 

for temporary exibition for 
object crafted during the 
cultural workshops organi-
zed in the community cen-
ter. The first two areas are 
hosted in the abandoned 
building and divided by 

a semi open space, which 
connect the two squares 
surrounding the building 

and make the public spa-
ce fluid and active. The 
exhibition is articulated 
around a maze, formed 

by bamboo stick partition, 
which is meant to recall the  

rock maze near Hanglai.

“A place where people flow through like waterfall. Simultaneou-
sly being a place where people sit, gather and spend time”

Sou Fujimoto, Layered plaza, 2011.
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7.2.1 Introduction: Why Miaze

Miaze stands for Miao Art maze, and is meant to be an exhibition gallery 

where the Miao traditional arts and crafts and contemporary art meet. The 

building, indeed, is meant to host personal belongings of Hanglai inhabitants, 

most of them crafted by the villagers themselves -such as silver jewels, Miao 

clothes or other pieces of embroidery, bamboo baskets, calligraphy painting 

etc... The art collection is not just this, though, since the gallery showcases 

as well contemporary art pieces inspired to the Miao traditional culture. 

Together with this, the permanent collection is accompanied by a temporary 

exhibition concerning the objects crafted during workshops by tourists, or 

students as assignments for special educational activities organized in 

partnership with schools or universities.

The idea of implementing the collection of traditional objects with 

contemporary art inspired by Hanglai’s tradition and culture, comes from two 

main reasons both related to the fact that, according to the masterplan, the 

gallery is implemented in the village during the second phase of recovery. As 

the first phase will bring visitors to Hanglai, them in turn  will spread the word 

about their experience, which will attract more visitors, and the attention 

of artists that might be willing to showcase their art pieces in the village. In 

the same way Chinese and international educational institutions with art, 

architecture or heritage concentrations might be willing to organize joint 

workshops with Hanglai village to make students practice and learn about 

Miao crafts and then showcase the products as a temporary exhibition.

7.2.2. Concept Idea: The Maze
The intervention concerns the oldest building in Hanglai, and for this reason, 
the design of Miaze art gallery is meant to not limit itself as a leisure place 
for tourists, but also to be symbolical for the villagers. For this reason and 
also considering the diversity of the objects that would be showcased, the 
core idea is to embed in the architectural design the concept of harmony 
between architecture, people and landscape. The first one is represented 
by the intention of using vernacular building techniques, to recover the 
original Miao building that take into consideration the local availability of 
resources and architectural style. The second one, stands not only for the 
Miao people, represented here by their crafted and sometimes personal 
objects, but also to the foreign artists and visitors. The exhibition gallery, in a 
similar way to the community center, is meant to bridge these tree category 
of people together. Finally, the landscape is physically embedded in the 
architecture, by taking inspiration from the rock maze to articulate the 
exhibition path and the partition used as exhibition devices, and from the 
cave for what concern the niches sculpted in the envelope, used as display 
for objects. As in the miao house all the spaces occupied by the different 
users -humans, animals and objects- are linked together through the gray 
space, here this type of space is evoked and created as a third type of 
semi-open space, linking architecture the art it contains and the maze itself 
with the public life, going on in the surrounding open air squares, becoming 
itself a core of public life, always animated with activities.

Fig.1 The rock maze

Fig.3 The Oldest building in hanglai (1, in the 
mapin the next page)

Oldest building 
in hanglai

Landscape (maze + cave) Miao people + Outsider artists

Fig.2 Armony between landscape, humans 
and architecture is well expressed in the 
traditional Chinese painting. In MiAZE, 
art is indeed placed as a balancing link 
and meeting point between theese three 
categories
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7.2.3. Location and Site analysis
Miaze is located in a central position in the village, and as mentioned 
before is implemented as a recovery of the oldest building in Hanglai, 
which according to the interviews to the villagers dates back to the 19th 
century. The site is located in between two squares, each one containing 
a woodshed in very bad conditions and surrounded by inhabited houses. 
The main facade of the abandoned building is facing West on one of the 
squares, which is currently not used. This latter is located 1.5 meters below 
the other square, placed North East to the building, and is currently used 
to burn dead branches. The building is also located next to the main East-
West axis of Hanglai village, and next to another alleyway, leading to the 
rice paddies. The fluxes related to these two roads, give to the building 
a huge potentiality in terms of location, as well as the two squares giving 
opportunities to the design to not limit itself at the architectural scale, but 
also engaging the urban design and landscaping.

Fig.4 Hanglai’s oldest building, being aban-
dened, is used to store wood and its wooden 
elements (strutural and not) are in decay.

To the upper part

To
 th

e ric
e

 p
addies

12

3

Fig.5 Burning reeds in one of the squares (3). Fig.6 A wood shed in the square in front of 
Hanglai’s oldest building (2).

Fluxes analysis



RENOVATION OF HANGLAI VILLAGE150

7.2.4. Spatial Generation

The main idea around the spatial 

concept focus on exploiting the fluxes 

to shape the volume of the building and 

the new public space. This happens in 

mainly 8 phases. (1) The first thing to do 

is demolishing the woodsheds placed in 

the squares, and (2) to cut through the 

existing abandoned building, in order 

to create a new flow possibility between 

the two squares. In this way the cut 

divides the building in three parts: two 

enclosed spaces and a semi-open grey 

area, which is where the flow is supposed 

to happen. (3) In order to make the flux 

effective, the next phase is to overcome 

the level difference between the two 

squares through steps, which are meant 

to be not just a circulation space but 

contribute the public space to be fluid, 

offering a pleasant place where to sit, 

meet people or watch performances. 

(4) After shaping the public space, at 

the architectural level, the abandoned 

building’s cut volume is lifted up from 

the ground of about 70 cm in order to 

avoid mould problems and facilitate 

ventilation. (5) The volume is then 

further sculpted in order to meet space 

requirements. In this phase, the left wing 

of the building is expanded towards the 

southern square, while the other volume 

is pushed in to create a porch right in 

front of it. (6) Considering the height of 

the original building and to make the 

semi-open part of the building more 

alive, steps are modeled on the left 

wing. (7) The overall design is further 

enriched by renovating the woodsheds, 

making the smaller one, in the southern 

square, a semi-open pavilion, and the 

bigger one a glass pavilion. (8) Finally, 

the public space, both open and semi-

open, is enriched with greenery, to make 

it more pleasant.

Demolish1 Cut through2

Expand public space3 Lift up4

Sculpt the volume5 Add Levels6

Renovating woodsheds7 Insert Greenery8
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Perspective section AA’

Site plan

A
A’

B B’

C

C’

D

D’
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Ground floor plan

Perspective section CC’
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4.15

0.70
6.25

1.50

Mezzanine floor plan
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7.2.5. Build in the built: how 
to deal with the existing

The main feature of this 
intervention is the fact of 
renovating an old and 
damaged dwelling, built with 
traditional techniques, by 
giving it a new function. This 
means that the renovation 
process is not limited to 
a mere restoration. In 
fact, through a critical 
reinterpretation of vernacular 
techniques, the original 
building is implemented with 
new elements to solve existing 
problems. Moreover, in order 
to fit in a proper way the 
function of exhibition gallery, 
some actions, such as the 
expansion of the original 
volumes, are necessary. In 
general the aim is to not 
modify the volume visibly with 
added parts or by adding 
extra floors, but maintaining 
the original bearing structure 
and roof tiles, and then 
sculpting the volume in order 
to have an architecture that 
do not clash too much with 
the surroundings. 
The recovery and the actions 
on the existing building 
follows 6 main steps. The first 
thing to do is to remove the 
existing outer envelope and 
partitions. Such elements, are 
in fact wooden panels that, 
being 100 years old, are 
now highly damaged by the 
weather and bugs, so are 
not reusable for architectural 
purposes. The same thing is 
done with the flooring. Finally, 
some of the clay tiles covering 
the semi-open space are 
removed, in order to obtain 
an alternated pattern. After 
this, the damaged elements 
of the bearing structure are 
reinforced or replaced if 

Remove wooden envelope and extra tiles1

Reinforce wooden envelope and extra tiles2

Building new flooring 3
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their structural capacity is 
highly compromised. Since, as 
mentioned earlier, the left wing 
of the building is expanded, 
some additional structural 
elements are added. 
Moreover during this phase, 
glass tiles are added to fill 
the blanks of the alternated 
tile pattern created on the 
semi-open’s space cover in 
the previous phase.  The third 
step consist in building the 
new raised floor, the flooring 
for the mezzanines with all 
their additional structure. 
After this, the outer envelope 
of the two volumes is built.   
During the fifth phase, the 
maze bamboo partitions are 
assembled outside and then 
placed inside the volume, 
the lighting equipment is built 
and finally the envelope is 
completed with all the glazed 
surfaces. The final phase 
consist, obviously, in placing 
the art works, assembling the 
wires partitions that are used 
in place of railings on the 
mezzanines, and plant some 
vegetation in the gray space.

Building earth envelope4

Assemble maze partition and add glazed surfaces5

Assemble wire parititions, setting up exibited elements and plant vegetation6
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7.2.6. Space design 

As mentioned earlier, the exhibition 

gallery is articulated in two volumes, 

placed under the existing roof and 

separated by a semi-open gray space, 

placed on a raised wooden deck, in 

order to be at the same level as the 

other spaces. The roof portion covering 

this space is composed by the original 

tiles of the abandoned building, 

alternated with glazed tiles. This choice 

had been made in order to make such 

public space more pleasant and also 

to have the possibility to grow plants in 

it. The stone steps that creates continuity 

with the Western square paving, lead 

to the porch in front of the first part of 

the exhibition, the one hosting Miao 

arts and crafts objects. As soon as 

accessing the room, the visitor can 

experience the “art maze” by walking 

trough the bamboo stick partitions that 

are used as exhibition devices. At the 

core of the maze, the visitor can find, 

placed on a solid concrete platform, 

the highlights of the exhibition, some 

mannequins wearing Miao clothes, 

crafted by hand by the old ladies of 

the village. Considering that the height 

of the existing building allowed the 

presence of an attic, this volume present 

some 2,1 m high platforms, connected 

with a footbridge, from which visitors can 

either observe the showcased items 

from another perspective, or relax on 

the mattresses placed on the North side 

of the volume, where the height is not 

enough to make the space usable and 

watch some videos and short movies, 

obviously about Miao culture. As 

protection device for the attic, instead 

of regular railing, full height red fabric 

wires are used. The choice of fabric 

wires has been made in order to recall 

Miao embroidery, the main craft that 

made this minority famous in China and 

also around the world.

1

2

3
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Once the visitor manage to free himself 

from this first maze, he find himself in a 

grey space, the semi-open deck, where 

he can take a break in one of the niches 

sculpted in the earthen envelope, or go 

to the second part of the exhibition, 

showcasing contemporary art inspired 

by Miao culture. In a similar way to the 

first part, this volume present the same 

displaying devices, such as niches 

sculpted in the envelope, bamboo stick 

partitions and, on the side towards the 

square, a platform with the highlight of 

the exhibition. This latter, moreover, is 

placed near two big glazed surface, 

that allow to see partially from outside 

the sculptures exhibited. This, in a similar 

way as the bamboo stick partition, is a 

scenographic device that gives hint of 

what is showcased in the gallery, without 

entirely showing it, in order to attract the 

visitor ’s attention and making him willing 

to discover more. Like the first part of the 

exhibition, this volume present as well a 

mezzanine, accessible from the outer 

steps. 

After getting out of the exhibition room, 

the visitor can step out from the main 

building and through the wooden steps 

reaching the northern square, where 

the glazed pavilion obtained from the 

renovation of a woodshed form the last 

part of the gallery. This space, in fact, is 

meant to host the temporary exhibition 

for the workshops’ best works. As well 

as in the main building, the bamboo 

maze is present, but here, the light 

coming through the glazing and filtered 

by the bamboo sticks, give another 

atmosphere and different value to the 

showcased objects.

4

5

6
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METAL FRAME
 (2,5 x 6,5 cm)

BAMBOO STICK
 (h= 70 cm)

BEARING TRUSS
(d= 10cm)

METAL
WIRE

SPOTLIGHT 

7.2.7. Technology 

The building techniques chosen, like those in the community center, take into 

consideration the local climate and scarcity of resources. In this regard, for 

example, the partitions used as exhibition device in the maze, are made 

of small bamboo sticks stuck in between a metal framework. The choice 

of bamboo instead of wooden sticks, is indeed mostly due to the local 

availability of bamboo. For the same reason, like in the community center, 

the outer envelope is made following the bajareque technique. To take into 

account climatic issues, insulation has been implemented in the roof and in 

the floor through straw bags. This kind of technique, in fact, is cheap and the 

material is easy to get. The straw is here put in a bag placed in a lightweight 

framework that compose the roof ’s -or floor- core. The roof covering the 

enclosed volumes, moreover, keeps the original clay tiles in order to not 

alter too much the overall image of the building and to not clash with the 

surroundings. On the other hand the canopy covering the semi-open space, 

alternates glazed and opaque tiles. Having the two portions of covering 

two different stratigraphies, since the half opaque half transparent one do 

not have any kind of insulation, they are not connected to each other. 

The actual roof, in fact, overlaps the other canopy and is placed 50 cm 

above it, forming an air gap between it and the outer envelope. In this 

gap, two layers of wooden shutters are placed in order to facilitate natural 

ventilation. Finally another technique used to allow ventilation is, as said,  the 

raised floor. Some of the exhibition devices on the floor   are also used in 

this framework to allow a better ventilation. From the plan is possible to see 

that in each of the two volumes there is a gravel box area where a solid 

pedestal is placed, sunken in comparison to the floor. In the same way with 

the roof, in the gap between the gravel box and the floor are placed some 

ventilation shutter in the interior side and grids in the exterior side in order to 

avoid mice and snakes to enter in the building.

Detail of the bamboo partition used as exhi-
bition device and its rendered view.  
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TILES

TILES SUPPORT 5X5 L = 50 mm
distance gap= 250 mm

WATERPROOF LAYER
d = 10 mm 

ISOLATION d = 240 mm
(Straw)

VAPOUR PROOF LAYER

WOODEN BOARDING 
d = 20mm

BEARING STRUCTURAL FRAME 
FOR INSULATION

WOODEN STRUCTURE

WATERPROOF LAYER
d=10 mm

MAIN WOODEN TRUSS
O= 200 mm

VENTILATION WOODEN
SHUTTERS  H= 300 mm

TILE STOPPER

GLAZED TILE

GUTTER

TILES

TILES SUPPORT 5X5 L = 50 mm
distance gap= 250 mm

WATERPROOF LAYER
d = 10 mm 

ISOLATION d = 240 mm
(Straw)

VAPOUR PROOF LAYER

WOODEN BOARDING 
d = 20mm

BEARING STRUCTURAL FRAME 
FOR INSULATION

WOODEN STRUCTURE

MAIN WOODEN TRUSS
O= 200 mm

TILE STOPPER

GLAZED TILE

WOODEN STRUCTURE

JOINERY RING

RIDGE BEAM

GUTTER
Roof ridge-skylight joint detail

Roof-porch-wall joint detail
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Roof ridge-skylight joint detail

Roof-porch-wall joint detail

WOODEN BOARDING 
d = 20mm

WATERPROOF 
LAYER

SHUTTERS FOR 
VENTILATION

BEARING FRAME 
FOR STRAW BALES

STRAW INSULATION 
d = 240 mm

SCREED d = 20 mm

WOODEN BOARDING
 d = 10 mm

WOODEN PANEL

GRAVEL BOX  (FOR
 EXHIBITION PLATFORM)

Flooring shutters detail

ANIT-MICE GRD

Floor shutters for ventilation detail.

Key plan
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Birdview

The public space
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The Gray space

The higlights of the exibition
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The real process
by Germana Isacco & Chiara Menna

The recovery for Hanglai 
village started not only 

as a theoretical work, but 
as a real project in col-
laboration with a local 
firm in Beijing, WEI Archi-
tects. Our involvement in 
the project lasted for six 
month and has only been 

possible thanks to the 
amount of informations we 
managed to gather during 
our first trip to the village. 
The real process is arti-
culated around the work 
in collaboration with WEI 

Architects, which consisted 
in preparing presentation 
to look for investors, both 
public and privates; the 
collaboration continued 
then with SFC, after we 
managed to find funds 

by ourselves and tried to 
build the community cen-
ter in the summer of 2017. 
Together with this there’s 
our involvement in inter-

national competitions and 
event, such as the Lafarge 

Holcim awards and the 
World Design Summit in 

Montréal .
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H O U S E 
RENOVATION 
P R O T O T Y P E
The des ign  takes  i n sp i ra-
t ion  f rom Miao t rad i -
t iona l  house.  Fo r  th i s  
reason the house i s  i n  f u l l  
ha rmony w i th  the natu re,  
and the impact  o f  the 
cons t ruc t ion  on the env i -
roment  i s  meant  to  be 
m in ima l .  The a im o f  the 
renovat ion  i s  imp rov ing 
the l i fe  cond i t ions  o f  the 
v i l lager s  w i thout  chang-
ing the i r  l i fe  s t y le.  I t  i s ,  
i ndeed,  manta ined the 
cu l t ra l  gene o f  t rad i -
t iona l  M iao res idence in  
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RENOVATION OF HANGLAI VILLAGE

TIMING EVENT VIEW DESCRIPTION

22 February 
2017

22 February 
2017

28 June
2017

10 July
2017

28 March
2017

17 October 
2017

1st review with 
Wei Na,
just after 

the site survey

1st meeting 
Wei Na and Serve 

for China, 
for the real 
construction

Submission:
La Farge Holchim
1.Public Building 
by Wei Architects 
2.House Prototype

by G.I and C.M

1st Thesis Proposal
with Luo Deyin 

as Chinese mentor

2nd Thesis Proposal
with Li Xiaodong

as Chinese mentor

World Design 
Summit, Montreal:

“Going up 
to see better:

An Holistic approach 
to save 

the country side”

-

-

-

-

The site of the first draft of the community 
center building is located next to Hanglai’s 
arrival square. The project consist in 
different rooms taking the shape of the 
traditional Miao dwelling, connected by 
semiopen “gray spaces”. The building is 
arranged in a way to form a courtyard in 
the front, meant to host big gatherings of 
villagers and tourists.

The site is as well Hanglai’s arrival square. 
Here thei idea is to dispose the various 
rooms, still separated in single buildings, in a 
way to recall a micro version of the village.

This version of the community center is 
located near the rice paddies, in one of 
the few empty plots there in order to exploit 
the good view of the peak. The main idea 
is to build a community center that protect 
the villagers with its big roof. Under it all the 
rooms, like library for kids, meeting room and 
workshop room are articulated. The volume 
is all glazed to allow to see the peak

The community center, being located near 
the rice paddies, have here a more orga-
nic form, which try to blend in the topo-
graphy following the outline of the rice 
paddies. In order to blend more with the 
surrounding landscape the building have a 
green roof.

The community center ’s organic shape is 
here expressed on the porch that cover 
some smaller prefabricated units, which host 
the different rooms. The big organic roof, as 
for the previous version of the design, have 
greenery on it. 

The community center, in its final version has 
more contained surface, as it merge most of 
its functions -meeting room, training room, 
workshop room- in one multifuntional room. 
The building is a reinterpretation of Miao 
architecture and some other vernacular 
techniques, like the bajareque wall, are 
implemented. The idea of gray space is 
kept here, in the porch and the big deck.174
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CONCLUSION
China’s rapid economic growth and the massive urbanization brought by that caused more and more 

the impoverishment of the countryside, since the distribution of wealth and resources became definitely 

unbalanced. This phenomenon, besides contributed to open up China to the rest of the world and cre-

ate a middle class, contributed to the loss of identity of the rural villages, also through tourism. Moreover, 

the gap between urban and rural widened, since the villages could not keep up with the city ’s economic 

progress. 

In the past decade, many architects designed in the Chinese countryside, in order to recover rural villa-

ges and make the villagers’ daily life better.

Hanglai recovery project stands in this framework as a “second generation” village recovery design, be-

cause it is not only about placing one building hosting one or more public functions. Instead, it propose 

an holistic strategy through a masterplan that take into consideration not only the mere architectural is-

sue, but also social, economical and environmental factor, aiming at designing through small interventions 

in the village “urban” fabric that respect the local identity. 

The interest in this project has been how to apply the “Western eye” in the recovery of a village in a 

remote and inaccessible area of Southern China. The approach proposed, among the other things, aim 

at the preservation of the patina and the recovery of all the tangible and intangible heritage brought 

by the strong presence of the Miao minority in the village. This kind of strategy, definitely stands against 

the mainstream solutions imposed by the government, according to whom proposing to every village in 

China the same blueprint of an anonymous concrete house, is a synonymous of modernity.

The real aspect of the Hanglai project has been for sure the strength of this theoretical and practical 

research. Living day by day with the villagers for a week, experiencing their tradition and way of life, and 

not limiting the trip to the village to a mere site survey, has been a great motivation and catalyst for ma-

king the Hanglai project more than a thesis, but a sort of mission to ameliorate, even with small actions, 

the life of these Miao people. 

This experience, thanks also to the participation to the World Design Summit in Montréal in October 

2017, allowed to broaden our considerations on the importance of design as a change-maker in a 

social, cultural and economic way; in short, the importance of design as a tool to deliver a better quality 

of life, in particular in areas like Hanglai village. 

“Design has a potent role in making, protecting, nourishing, enhancing and celebrating cultural heritage 

and diversity in the face of globalization [...] Design is an agent of change and a source of creative 

transformation, critical role of design to create a world that is environmentally sustainable, economically 

viable, socially equitable and culturally diverse. [...] everyone deserve to live in a well-designed world”1

1 Montréal design declaration, 2017.
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