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ABSTRACT

The voyage towards the reali-
sation of this Thesis started a
long way back and has cros-
sed countless different routes.
As in any voyage, the departure
was full of expectations, but the re-
alities encountered along the path
led to results that were in part diffe-
rent from those expected. If initially
the objective was to deal with the
canonical rural world, the encoun-
ter with the Chinese reality, and in
particular with the case study on
which the project proposal was de-
veloped, revealed a completely dif-
ferent but extremely contemporary
course. The few months spent in
China helped to discover some dy-
namics that, because of Covid-19,
were then deepened at a distance
and on the basis of various and
heterogeneous materials, in sear-
ch of what are the main features
of today’s Chinese countryside.

In order to operate in a place,
transitional palimpsest that is

continuously altering, it beco-
mes necessary to know not only
its immobile present appearance
but also its transition over time.
However, this transition should not
only be considered in its purely
morphological aspects, but also
in its historical, economic, cultural
and obviously social dimensions.
Through an in-depth study of these
various and related general transi-
tions, it has therefore been possible
to get to know those contemporary
Chinese territories defined as the
rural-urban continuum which, as
a result of recent intense rural ur-
banisation, have become the pla-
ces where the conventional dicho-
tomy between city and countryside
blurs to create space for new hybrid
mixed entities in all their characters.

Hufu zhén, the town under investi-
gation and on which the project pro-
posal is developed at a distance, is
inserted in this type of territory, in
particular in an rural-urban land-

#rural-urban_
continuum
#hybrid_realities
#blurred_dichotomy
#transitional _
morphologies
#identity #community
fFrurality
#countryside
#development
#human_settlement
#¢coul

#courtyard_house

ture

#hydraulic_
civilisation

#feng_shui  #future



scape of Jiangsu Province in Chi-
na. It is precisely the observation
of this hybrid character that has led
the research towards the formu-
lation and application of analysis
tools and approaches, both perso-
nal and not, useful for understan-
ding first of all the phenomenon
of urban-rural blurring and then
the case study on which to act.

The analysis carried out led to some
conclusions about the close corre-
lation between different morpholo-
gical patterns repeated throughout
history and the society that inhabi-
ts them, and how the concepts of
identity, community and rurality in
their forms have evolved on the ba-
sis of the same morphologies. After
acquiring knowledge of the site,
architectural and urban planning
principles were sought to be used
as the basis for an alternative desi-
gn proposal for the future develop-
ment of the town. The project pro-
posal is therefore an alternative to

the frequent standardised planning
that has affected China in recent
years, and is addressed in parti-
cular not only to today’s rural inha-
bitants but also to China’s upper
classes, who are increasingly mo-
ving from the overcrowded cities to
the countryside in search of a place
with a greater sense of home and
community; this is possible thanks
also to the great infrastructural de-
velopment that makes it possible
to live in today’s Chinese country-
side while working in the city. The
formulation of the design proposal
was therefore based on successi-
ve analyses of the history and cul-
ture of the Chinese rural world and,
specifically, on the principles that
have been the foundation of Chine-
se settlements over time such as,
in particular, the courtyard house
typology and the water system as
a guideline for human settlement.
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INTRODUCTION

The period between 1950 and 2018
saw rapid and high levels of urba-
nisation worldwide, with the popu-
lation living in cities rising from 0.8
billion to around 4.2 billion. In 2007,
for the first time in history, the ur-
ban population surpassed the rural
population and it is expected that
the process of urbanisation and
thus growth will not stop in the co-
ming decades.! The percentage of
the world’s urban population, whi-
ch reached 55.3% in 2018, is set to
increase to 60% in 2030, when one
in three people will live in cities.

Considering that only 2% of
the earth’s surface is currently
occupied by what can be defined
as “urban fabric”, it can be de-
duced that the rest of the surface,
98%, is occupied by what cannot be
defined as cities and can be sum-
marised by the term “countryside”.?
Analysing this data can be intere-
sting to reflect on future urbanisa-
tion processes and how they could
be improved from the point of view
of well-being and sustainability.

The strong urbanisation

that has taken place over the last
few decades has the countries
of the global south as its prota-
gonists (“global south”); in par-
ticular, in 2018, 27 megacities
- cities with 10 million inhabitan-
ts or more - out of 33 worldwide
are located in these countries.
China, which alone has 6 mega-
cities®, is an extremely interesting
country in this sense. Its urbani-
sation and technological develop-
ment have taken place in a very
short time, and the results have
provided much food for thought.
At the end of the Maoist period,
around 1980, the rural population
in China was 80% of the total po-
pulation. It is only since 1990 that
there has been a massive migra-
tion of rural people to the cities in
search of better living conditions.
This shows us how spectacu-
larly fast China’s urbanisation
has been: in less than 30 years,
from a predominantly rural po-
pulation, it has gone from having
6 of the world’s 33 mega-cities.

This intense growth has

1. United Nations, Depart-
ment of Economic and Social
Affairs, Population Division.
World Urbanization Prospects:
The 2018 Revision (ST/
ESA/SER.A/420), New York:
United Nations, 2019, p.9.

2. Amo, Koolhaas, R., Coun-
tryside , a report, Koln,
TASCHEN, 2020, p.2-3.

3. United Nations, Department
of Economic and Social Affairs,
Population Division. The Wor-
Id’s Cities in 2018 - Data Book-
let (ST/ESA/SER.A/417), New
York: United Nations, 2018, p.5.
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4. Leroux, M., Terres Chinoi-
ses, mutations et défis ur-
bains en milieu rural, Genéve,
MeétisPresses, 2019, p.10.
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occurred both through the deve-
lopment of existing cities, which
have become increasingly popula-
ted and compact, and also throu-
gh the emergence of new large
metropolises, all of which are im-
mersed in a conjunctive fabric of
densely populated countryside
that also continues to urbanise.*
Many villages, which a few deca-
des ago might have been con-
sidered rural, have now turned
into small or medium-sized urban
centres, satellites of other larger
cities. Thus, what used to be sim-
ply either town or country is now
transformed into a much more
complex system in which the
distinction between urban and
rural is no longer so precise and
is perhaps even becoming obsole-
te from a descriptive point of view.
What is certain is that what we
canonically call “cities” in today’s
China have in themselves some
fundamental problems generated
by urbanisation itself, overcrow-
ding, disorder and pollution being
among the main ones. To the un-

stoppable development of their
suburbs or to the anonymous and
depersonalised rural urbanisation,
we then want to counterpose new
ideas of progress, which are al-
ready in place, more responsible
and aware of all that is involved.
It is clear that it is neither possible
nor desirable to have total control
over the development processes of
the future, but the analysis of the
current situation as a historical re-
sult can certainly make us reflect
and generate some guidelines,
design and otherwise, to be inser-
ted into the multiplicity of inten-
tions that converge in the future.

In particular, the Chinese country-
side and its recent evolution is an
interesting field to think about and
learn from. While since the new
economic reforms of 1978 the-
re has been a great deal of mi-
gration from the countryside to
the city, a more or less opposi-
te phenomenon is now begin-
ning to take place. The current
conditions of big cities sometimes

lead to a nostalgic feeling of the
past and of how, not so long ago,
everyday life was lived in China;
nostalgia, in turn, leads to a de-
sire to live in different places,
less formal and chaotic and more
like home. The enthusiasm of de-
velopment today gives way to the
need to live not so much as in the
past, but to recover certain values
and habits that have characterised
Chinese society throughout history.
Despite the fact that certain cha-
racteristics often reappear in the
cities themselves, especially in the
neighbourhoods mainly inhabited
by ‘villagers’ (called such by the
Hukou) who have recently moved
into the city’s turbulence, the need
to live in slower, smaller realities
and the need, on the other hand, to
control growing overcrowding and
all that it entails, lead to the sear-
ch for new ideas to resolve them.
Often, the search for more local
and less standard places to live
and the need to feel a sense of be-
longing to a place lead, outside the
big cities, to the creation of new nei-

ghbourhoods of families from the
middle and affluent classes. Inde-
ed, the countryside and rural villa-
ges have recently been re-evalua-
ted as suitable places for this; the
vastness of the continent evidently
has solutions that can go beyond
the density and compactness of
the large metropolises. Even if
some villages can no longer be
defined as purely rural, they have
certain characteristics that refer to
the identity tradition of the Chinese
countryside; these characteristics,
rediscovered in their specificity,
sometimes contrast with the stan-
dardised urban style. These small
or medium-sized rural areas are
certainly the places where the next
phase of China’s economic and
social development will be con-
centrated; an analysis of their so-
cial-historical evolution is therefore
necessary for the formulation of
new design ideas that are more up-
to-date and responsible towards
society and the environment.
The following work aims to give a
summative picture of these rea-
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lities and to illustrate how history,
particularly from the 20th century
onwards, has contributed to the
creation of certain identity features
of these places. Only from a histo-
rical-morphological understan-
ding of the spaces is it possible to
give a personal opinion and design
proposal which, inthis specific case,
will focus on Jiangsu province and
in particular on a rural town called
Hufu. The objective is therefore not
so much to propose a single final
solution to the problem posed, as
to seek possible new development
ideas on an urban and architectu-
ral scale in view of the growing mo-
vement of citizens towards more
rural areas, always bearing in mind
the new needs and at the same
time the specific features that
make Chinese civilisation unique.
In order to find new ideas for de-
velopment, it is necessary to un-
derstand how and why certain past
choices, in China as in the rest of
the world, did not work. Studying
past projects, whether for expan-
sion or the creation of new sett-

lements, is necessary so that we
can take the good and replace
the bad. For this reason, at the
basis of the proposed project, the-
re is not only a historical, social,
cultural and economic analysis,
but also a morphological analysis
of some case studies. In addition,
the project focuses in particular
on the social aspects, always re-
membering that architecture is
created first and foremost for
man. Therefore, in addition to Ru-
rality, the key words of the discour-
se will be Identity and Community.

Figure 1.0 A photo by Sa-
muele Pellecchia, China goes
Urban. The new era of the
city, MAO Museum of Orien-
tal Art, Turin, Italy, 2019.



#1 A TOUCH OF HISTORY -

el o B

The Chinese countryside has
always been a place of important
changes throughout history, par-
ticularly in recent times. Since
modern times, rural planning has
taken many different forms de-
pending on the socio-economic
as well as governmental context
of the historical period to which it
refers. Therefore, a review of hi-
story can provide a background
‘to better understand how con-
temporary rural development
design can be implemented”’

5. Zhang Xiaochun, Beautiful
Villages, Rural Construction
Practice in Contemporary China,
Melbourne, The Images Publi-
shing Group Pty Ltd, 2018, p.13.

Figure 1.1 A painting by Shen
Zhou, Ming dinasty artist, 1467.
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Ancestral view of
nature

The relationship that man has with
the countryside, and more general-
ly with nature, has a centuries-old
origin in Chinese culture. Starting
with landscape paintings (LL7K,
shan shui, lit. mountain-water) in
which man’s place in the world is
conceived, the concept of nature,
whether as a place of otiumor as a
place of production or change, has
been predominant until recent ti-
mes. On the one hand, the concep-
ts of yin and yang (B2B%, yin yang)
of ancient Chinese philosophy
stand out, symbolising a concep-
tion of the world in which man is
at the centre of a harmonious ba-
lance between heaven and earth,
from which Taoism and then the
art of feng shui (&K, feng shui,
lit. wind-water) and Confucianism
would later derive; on the other, the-
re is the great agricultural know-
ledge which, from the very begin-
ning, has modelled landscapes to

accommodate fields for cultivation.
The countryside and nature have
therefore been places for the se-
arch for immortality, purification
of the spirit and renewal, places
in which to meditate and found
temples; the wide-ranging phi-
losophical  production  around
the theme of nature and the ru-
ral world also influenced the in-
vention of the Chinese garden.
The Chinese man of the past, in all
these beliefs, was always in rela-
tion to nature itself, understood as
a set of elements that constantly
change and interact, in search of
moral and physical health based on
respect for the elements of nature.

The debut of the
20th century

Between 1920 and 1930 China saw
the development of its first modern
industries; the advance of the se-
condary sector led to a consequent
slowdown in the primary sector,
which was still deeply influenced

by archaic traditions and, in par-
ticular, by Confucian moralism.
The importance of the family com-
munity and of rituals and supersti-
tions is deeply rooted especially in
rural society, where agricultural pro-
duction is still managed according
to a patriarchal structure. Despite
this, at the dawn of the founding
of the People’s Republic of China,
Marxism began to spread, which
from 1949 onwards would lead to
the dismantling of this structure
and the reformulation of the agra-
rian production system. The pea-
sant class (XE8, néngmin), from
now on is gradually associated with
a category engaged in class strug-
gle, a symbol of a traditional so-
ciety opposing modern society,
or an oppressed class opposing the
dominant class of the State. This
view, however, inevitably leads to
the deterioration of the image of
the peasant class, which begins
to be reduced to that of an unedu-
cated and economically backward
population and will have reper-
cussions up to the present day.

Maoism

The period from 1949 to 1979 cor-
responds to the Maoist thirty-year
period, a period of great political,
socio-economic and cultural chan-
ge, which inevitably affected rural
landscapes and land-use models.
At the beginning of the PRC, the
rural population accounted for 86%
of the total population and, with less
than 7% of the world’s arable land,
China fed one fifth of the global po-
pulation. From now on there is a
series of milestones that will lead
to a major change in the Chinese
countryside. In 1950 there was a
first reform centred on the redistri-
bution of agricultural land to all
rural families, expropriating the
large landowning families; the re-
sult was an agrarian system made
up of a series of private properties
owned by rural families with a so-
cialist-Maoist ideology at its base;
it was based on the production
of the rural population and diffe-
red from Soviet socialism, based
instead on the struggle of urban
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workers. In 1955, with the institu-
tion of the division of the territory
into two categories, the city and the
countryside, saw for the first time
an official break that in 1956 would
be underlined by the introduction
of the hukou, a certification of re-
sidence created to distinguish the
rural Chinese population from the
urban one and to control their mo-
vements in the country and prevent
the rural exodus; belonging to one
of the two categories also establi-
shed different rights based on
geographical origin. From 1956,
there was the complete aboli-
tion of private property throu-
gh a collectivisation campaign
and a total reorganisation of the
agricultural production system.
From this moment on, the coun-
tryside was reshaped, rationalised
and homogenised, without much
resistance from the rural commu-
nities who were given the task of
realising the Maoist dream. With
the Great Leap Forward (KEKH,
Dayuejin) initiative (1958-1962),
the life of the peasants changed

radically; called upon to participate
in a collective effort to increase
agricultural production, but abo-
ve all to contribute to the coun-
try’s accelerated industrial and
technical development; they no
longer dealt with the management
of the fields and crops, which be-
came the business of the leaders
of the work brigades. The Chinese
rural populations were then orga-
nised into people’s communes,
leading to the integral collectivi-
sation of their lives, the perso-
nal good in this context giving way
entirely to that of the community.
Rural humility, altruism and dedi-
cation to the country became the
greatest aspiration for all citizens.
However, as a result of severe fa-
mine and hunger, probably due to
over-accelerated development, the
initiative came to an end in 1962. In
the spring of 1966, Chinese culture
and tradition, as well as the organi-
sation of the countryside itself, un-
derwent radical changes under the
movement of the Great Proleta-
rian Cultural Revolution. During

Figure 2.1 Painting by Chen
Yanning, Chairman Mao In-
spects the Guangdong
Countryside,  China, 1972.



this period, which was to end with
the death of the Great Helmsman
Mao Zedong in person, everything
that was in any way linked to bour-
geois thought was annihilated in
favour of the thought of the pro-
letariat, represented by the rural
populations themselves. So away
with everything that was linked
to old China, away with the god of
money, away with the gods of the
earth, away with superstitions and
propitiatory rites.® The country-
side again is the solution to ur-
ban poverty and with the slogan
“move the mountains and overturn
the seas”, almost 35 million young
educated Red Guards are sent to
remote villages with the promise
of “purification with countryside
values’, against the old feudal so-
ciety, reactionaries and capitalism.
The influx of urban population to the
countryside has a urban influence
on the countryside itself not forese-
en by political ideology. Moreover,
there is a phenomenon of indu-
strialisation that is not accompa-
nied by urbanisation; in fact, facto-

ries are built in the middle of lonely
fields (strict control of residential
mobility and limited construction
of infrastructure) and there is the
impression of ‘ruralising the city
and urbanising the countryside’.”
The dichotomy between town and
country is thus beginning to blur,
both socially and in terms of mate-
rial and spatial aspects; the Maoist
dream of reducing the distinctions
between city and countryside wi-
thin the sphere of an egalitarian vi-
sion seems almost to come true. In
1976, Mao Zedong died, and from
this moment on, circumstances
changed radically once again, lea-
ding to further repercussions from
both a social and a purely morpho-
logical and settlement perspective.

Economic reform era

In 1978, Deng Xiaoping took the
helm of the new government and,
moving away from egalitarian po-
litical and ideological ambitions,

6. Li Kunwu, Otié, P., Una vita
cinese, 1. Il tempo del padre, To-
rino, add editore, 2016, p.116 .

7. Leroux, M., Terres Chinoi-
ses, mutations et défis ur-
bains en milieu rural, Genéve,
MetisPresses, 2019, p.36.

Figures 4.1 Chinese folk pa-
per-cuts found in an ltalian
antiquarian  bookshop, Typi-
cal chinese peasant figures
of the second half of the 20th
century, Yangchow, China.
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Figure 5.1 Ascreenprint by Jacky
Tsai, Long Live Socialism with
Chinese Characteristics , 2016.
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aimed at the economic recovery of
the country through the so-called
four modernisations; the moder-
nisation of industry, agriculture,
science and defence, towards the
construction of a socialist society
with Chinese characteristics.
The ambitious programme of the
new head of government includes
three main stages: the first aims to
feed and clothe the people; the se-
cond, which is expected to last un-
til the end of the century, sees the
emergence of a small bourgeoisie;
the third moves towards competi-
tion with other countries. Thus be-
gan a new era which, on the one
hand, would lead to the decollecti-
visation of land and the encoura-
gement of private activities, and on
the other, to China’s opening up
to the outside world and in par-
ticular to the western world, which
had been avoided and denied until
a few years earlier. A socialist mar-
ket economy was thus put in pla-
ce and the countryside was once
again the centre of attention: China
is still a strongly agricultural coun-

try and peasants represent almost
the entire population; agricultural
production at the same time is no
longer able to meet the needs of
the population, as it has remained
anchored to traditional farming te-
chniques unchanged for centuries.
The people’s communes of the pre-
vious period were not the right in-
strument for industrial take-off and
were therefore abolished between
1981 and 1983. The Household
Contract Responsibility System
was introduced, which was first te-
sted in the village of Xiaogang in
Anhui Province and was to be the
decisive turning point for agricultu-
ral production. This system makes
it possible to maintain collective
ownership of agricultural land but,
at the same time, allows individual
families to have the usufruct and
therefore to use and manage it
with the sole contractual obligation
of paying collective and state taxes
and being able to keep all the rest
of the income for themselves. The
system transformed farmers
into producers and managers,

. x3
: HS




8. Li Kunwu, Otié, P., Una vita
cinese, 2. Il tempo del Partito,
Torino, add editore, 2016, p.185.

Figure 6.1 A bridge image
between Eastern and Western
culture in a traditional Chine-
se way by Jacky Tsai, Har-
monious Socioty, One Night
in Macau , Acrylic on canvas
120 cm diameter, 2017.
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giving them greater importance
in the production process. Than-
ks to these new reforms, the eco-
nomy has seen, since the 1980s,
a vertiginous growth in terms of
production, consumption and stan-
dard of living. To compensate for
the large surplus of rural labour for-
ce resulting from collectivisation, it
was decided to dedicate 10% of it
to the creation of private activities;
however, the small businesses that
sprang up in the small and me-
dium-sized centres were weak in
the face of the big competition and
therefore not profitable enough.
This factor, together with the lack of
national funds for infrastructure de-
velopment, education, health and
culture in rural communities, inevi-
tably leads to disparities and ine-
qualities between the countryside
and the cities, which are growing
year by year. In spite of attempts
to regulate the rate of urbanisation
of large centres in favour of smal-
ler ones, the search for fortune and
better conditions inevitably results
in a massive rural exodus. From

this moment on, the centrality of the
countryside begins to fade, giving
way to the large urban realities, a
new symbol of open-mindedness,
a place of reconciliation between
workers and capitalists.?2 The goal
is to reach the level of the other
big cities of the average developed
countries by the end of the century;
this is only possible with the effort
of the whole population, especially
the urban one, which must follow
the movement of the 5 constraints
4 beauties (5 jiang 4 mei) and the-
refore pay attention to civility, cour-
tesy, hygiene, order, morality and
beauty of heart, language, beha-
viour and environment. Thus, in
a very short time, China is seeing
an unprecedented evolution on all
fronts which, like all things, brings
advantages but also disadvanta-
ges. The gap between urban and
rural areas widened considerably
and, in the mid-1990s, the so-called
three rural problems came to the
fore; Deng Xiaoping died in 1997,
bequeathing to the new millennium
a number of unresolved problems.
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#2 AN HARMONIOUS SOCIETY ~

Indeed, at the dawn of the 21st
century, China’s national policy
began to focus on social issues,
in search of a more egalitarian
society. At the 16th National
Congress of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, it was decided to
‘build a harmonious society’,
which would not only aim to re-
duce the gap between rich and
poor, and therefore also betwe-
en countryside and city, but also
to improve access to health
and education, reduce pollution
and combat the corruption born
of the embrace of capitalism.

Figure 1.2 An image of the
the iconic building of China’s
state-run  television agency
in the background and hap-
py citizens enjoying China’s
ample harvest, CCTV Tower
With Bountiful Harvest, 2013.




Building a New
Socialist
Countryside

2005 saw the 11th Five-Year Plan,
which aims to revitalise rural China
and further develop the economy.
In particular, the aim is to absorb
the rural exodus and de-densify ur-
ban centres. The difficulties faced
by rural populations are highlighted
and the three rural development
issues - agriculture, rural areas
and farmers - are addressed. The
aim is to modernise agricultural
techniques, develop basic infra-
structure in rural areas and impro-
ve the socio-economic situation of
farmers respectively. To do this,
some of the surplus agricultural
labour is being shifted to the se-
condary and tertiary sectors, whi-
ch are being developed more in
small and medium-sized towns in
the rural areas themselves. Althou-
gh attempts are made to address
all three issues, the gap betwe-

en town and country is profound.
From an administrative point of
view, it is clear that the countrysi-
de is closely dependent on the
cities (or administrative regions);
on the other hand, hukou as a so-
cial status, linked simply to filiation
and place of birth and no longer
linked to a specific activity or ter-
ritorial reality, generates strong
inequality and segregation and,
therefore, difficulties in integrating
any rural immigrants into the cities.
In 2008, the economic crisis cau-
sed the global economy to rece-
de and China saw a steep drop in
demand for its products. In order
to improve the international com-
petitiveness of Chinese products,
the search for new innovations in
both the city and the countryside is
therefore intensified. In particular,
the 18th NPC of the Chinese Com-
munist Party created a new deve-
lopment plan for rural areas called
“Beautiful China”, a policy closely
linked to environmentalism. Thus,
in 2013, the government launched
the “Beautiful Countryside” project,

focusing on its sustainable deve-
lopment. In the same year, the Mi-
nister of Agriculture launched the
Beautiful Villages campaign, the
construction of which touches on
various aspects, from economic
production to environmental pre-
servation. With the 12th Five-Year
Plan, a new form of urbanisation is
created as an official development
policy. There is great confidence
in scientific progress in support of
food autonomy, towards the pro-
duction of more and more food
with optimised land use. Thus, ur-
banisation is advocated that focu-
ses on coordinating the industrial
development of cities and towns
with rural communities, in order to
achieve a more balanced econo-
mic growth of the country through
the improvement of international
transport systems and the stan-
dardisation of new cities, so as
to accelerate the development of
the New Socialist Countryside.

Issues raised

Thus, starting from the eleventh
five-year plan, the questions re-
lating to the overcrowding of the
continent’s large cities began to
become more and more pressing,
and with the economic reforms of
the 1980s, these cities grew out of
all proportion in just a few years. In
a context where, on the one hand,
there is an overabundance of popu-
lation condensed in the cities and,
on the other, a stagnant and under-
developed situation in the country-
side, the rural exodus remains the
biggest problem to be solved. In
order to understand how to solve
this problem, however, one must
first understand the causes of the
problem itself, which clearly lie in
the rural world and can be summa-
rised as the three rural problems.
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Figure 2.2 An image of people
that queue to get into a space
rocket. This painting is probably
both a symbol of China’s space
ambition and the enormous mi-
gration of country’s rural popula-
tion into cities in the last couple
of decades, City Migration, 2013.

Figure 3.2 A photo showing
migrant  workers on  the
move following 2008 layoffs.

Figure 4.2 A photo by Euge-
ne Hoshiko, returning migrant
workers carry their belonging
at Shanghai Railway Sta-
tion, Shanghai, China, 2011.



9. Leroux, M., Terres Chinoi-
ses, mutations et défis ur-
bains en milieu rural, Genéve,
MétisPresses, 2019, p.44-45.

10. Steinback, J., Furo-
re, Milano, Bompiani, 1940.
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In order to contain the growing
overpopulation of large cities, it is
necessary to focus on the roots
of the problem, which are clear-
ly inherent in the critical condition
of the Chinese countryside in the
recent past. Perhaps simplistical-
ly, it was then thought that if the
rural populations were going to
the city, then the city could sim-
ply be moved to the countryside.
So, since 2005, there has been
planning for the development of
small and medium-sized cities in ru-
ral areas, with the aim of redirecting
populations to these local desti-
nations. Vice-Minister Qiu Baoxin
himself believes that the solution to
the three rural problems cannot lie
in the rural itself, but that a rational
urban system must be created.®
Clearly people, in the universal hi-
story of the world, have always mo-
ved in search of something better
and this is the only way to find it.
“When you miss something, you go
and get it"°, and clearly this lack
has not been fully filled as in con-
temporary times the rural exodus in

China is still a partially unresolved
problem. Despite the fact that the
social status of the hukou makes
the life of “peasants” in the cities
very complex and that their reloca-
tion leads to the loss of their land,
many people still decide to move
to the city in search of fortune.

INTERPROVINCIAL
MIGRATION FLOWS

China 1995-2000
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Figure 4.2 Interprovincial mi-
grant flows map and personal
interpretation of the Chine-
se migration development:
1. Rural exodus
2. Rural exodus and urbanization
3. Migration of the rural po-
pulation from the Vvillages
to the cities and migration
of the wealthy classes from
the cities to the countryside.
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This raises the question, nowa-
days, of whether it was right to
consider the countryside as a
new urban terrain, whether it
was a good idea not to look at its
peculiarities, which are certainly
different from those of the city.
This can perhaps be considered
a first error of judgement; rural
areas are assimilated into purely
urban territory, so the general spe-
cificity of the countryside is lost.
Moreover, if we consider that the
rural problem is a problem that in
those years starts to become more
and more serious, the search for a
solution therefore requires an ac-
celeration in the urbanisation of
the areas in question. ltis clear that
wanting to speed up the process
inevitably leads to a standardisa-
tion of territorial planning, which
then follows generic norms, objecti-
ves and guidelines for the whole of
China. This way of acting on the
territory is based on a lack of awa-
reness of the specificity of places
and their social, cultural and land-
scape identity. Homologation to the

same standards and guidelines le-
ads to the depersonalisation of the
territory, a bit like the Modern Mo-
vement. Without denying that there
is a real and urgent need to create
new places of life for people in the
countryside immediately, unfortu-
nately the decision to standardise
projects across the continent leads
in turn to the loss of local speci-
ficity, creating a de facto anony-
mous and monotonous carpet.

The strong urgency to realise these
minor urban settlements leads to a
chain of decisions that result in the
current state of China’s territory.
The countryside and rural villages
that are chosen as planning sites
possess typical rural characteristics
that are not compatible with short-
term planned urbanisation. Large
areas of land are under-exploited
or unused; villages often have a di-
spersed configuration that makes
it difficult to establish infrastructure
and public facilities; functions mer-
ge with each other and zoning is
chaotic; and the flow of traffic wi-

thin them is often not fluid but inter-
rupted by dead ends or roads that
stop. These characteristics make
the construction of a town resting
on a rural settlement complex; the
most immediate solution therefo-
re seems to be the dismantling
of the villages themselves, lea-
ving carte blanche for planning.
Since the villages are obviously
inhabited, an expropriation of the
houses and land is necessary first.
In particular, while urban land is
owned by the state, agricultural
land belongs to the rural commu-
nities, but they cannot change its
use. Therefore, land is first requi-
sitioned and then transformed
into urban land owned by the sta-
te; through the transfer of owner-
ship it is then possible to modify it.
The dismantling of villages be-
comes an ideal solution not only
for urbanisation itself, but also for
what follows it; strong settlement
expansion leads to the loss of
agricultural land that has to be re-
covered through the dismantling
itself, in an unparalleled vicious

circle. Expropriation measures,
which have affected tens of millions
of rural dwellers over the past two
decades and led to the erasure of
almost 900,000 villages, are one of
the main causes of peasant revolts.

Once the space has been freed up,
the next step is to start the actual
urban planning process which, as
already mentioned, is based on
standard rules and regulations ap-
plicable to the entire continent. A
reference work in this sense, publi-
shed by the National Building Indu-
stry Press, is Principles of Urban
Planning (Chengshi guihua yuanli)
(Wu 2010), which brings together
all the rules and recommendations
for drafting and designing general
plans for new cities and is one of
the basic textbooks for university
education at the national level in
architecture and urban planning
schools in China. Basically, the
Town Plan consists of three main
elements: the road network, zoning
and landscaping. The shape of the
road network generally shows litt-
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le adaptation to the territory and is
everywhere designed in the same
form, usually using the “grid” as
the infrastructure pattern which, in
turn, generates a strong sectorali-
sation of the various meshes that
compose it. Sectoralisation, in turn,
is closely related to zoning into fun-
ctions; for example, residential are-
as will tend to be closed in on them-
selves, somewhat in the manner of
American gated communities, and
will have all the necessary facilities
within them. This clear definition
of zones allows the best manage-
ment of functions at government
level, but rarely corresponds to
the morphological reality of the di-
smantled settlement; moreover, it
must be pointed out that attention
is often focused only on the plan-
ning area without giving importan-
ce to the rural territories surroun-
ding it. The peripheries, therefore,
are often left to their own devices
and, less organised, see an expan-
sion generated by ever-increasing
endogenous  (spontaneous, in
situ) urbanisation outside official

planning (from scratch, ex nihilo).

Analysing the main features of ru-
ral urbanisation in China can cer-
tainly be helpful in understanding
what improvements could be made
in the contemporary world in the
light of increasing overcrowding.
Certainly, among the various limi-
tations that this system has had,
and to some extent still has, is
the environmental cost. Althou-
gh the government is no stranger
to the issue and tries to manage
the problem through large-scale
policies and campaigns, the im-
pact of development is extremely
strong on the landscape and thus
on the quality of the environment.
Some of the choices related to the
acceleration of planning, such as
the standardisation of projects at
continental level, lead to serious
problems later on. Not adapting
to the climatic and environmental
conditions of a specific place does
not allow buildings to make the
most of them; this inevitably leads
to higher energy consumption, for

example for air conditioning sy-
stems. In addition, the transforma-
tion of the countryside into cities
also leads to an increase in mobili-
ty, especially for individuals, which
is one of the main causes of air and
noise pollution, an issue that is no
longer negligible in today’s China.
The non-adaptation of infrastructu-
re to the landscape, and there-
fore its violent imposition, leads
to the loss of the actual iden-
tity of the place, as well as se-
rious damage to the land itself.
Dismantling villages and farmland
in order to create completely new
compositions does not only have
morphological and material reper-
cussions; such actions also erase
intangible values of the places
themselves. The standardisation
ex nihilo of spaces literally era-
dicates the culture and therefore
the specific identity of each rural
community and everything closely
related to it. The populations thus
find themselves living in anony-
mous, banal and depersonalising
spaces that cannot be assimilated

to the intimate sense of home (X,
jia)". It should also be noted that
uncontrolled urban sprawl often
leads to open construction sites
that are abandoned due to a lack
of sufficient funding, or to entire
neighbourhoods that are deserted.

This whole series of realities that
have arisen as a result of this type
of development make us reflect on
the real need to change direction.
Today, it is necessary to find new
ways of developing the countrysi-
de, which should no longer be seen
as new urban territories but as so-
mething in its own right. It is no
longer convenient to look at the
rural world with the same eyes
with which we look at cities; we
need to start thinking from a new
angle, in order to stimulate new ide-
as for development. China, in this
sense, has already started to give
rise to some more conscious and
responsible ideas about places.

—
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11. K, jia: home, family.
Character made up of =, mian:
roof and Z, shi: pig; the result
is a picture of a pig under a
roof, from ancient days when
livestock lived with the family.
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#3 CURRENT FRAMEWORK
OF CHINESE LAND

The best way to understand how
to develop a place in a new way is
to study it first, not only in its mor-
phological and spatial characte-
ristics, but also in its economic,
social and cultural ones. In the
following, therefore, an attempt
will be made to highlight some
general specific features of to-
day’s Chinese rural world in order
to grasp its authentic meaning.

Figure 1.3 A painting by Xue
Song, Bon \Voyago, 2018.




12. Meriggi, M., Larchitettu-
ra del continuo urbano-rurale
in Cina. Insediamenti Hakka
nel Guandong Orientale, Bo-
ves, Araba Fenice, 2018, p.4.

Figure 2.3 A photo by Sa-
muele Pellecchia, China goes
Urban. The new era of the
city, MAO Museum of Orien-
tal Art, Turin, ltaly, 2019.
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Rural urbanization

In today’s China, it is possible to
observe a number of very different
realities. These include the cano-
nical urban and rural realities, whi-
ch historically have always been
opposed to each other and have
constituted a distinct dichotomy.
However, the strong development
since the reform era has also cre-
ated much more blurred realities.
Since the 1980s there has been
extremely rapid development in
China’s large cities, but they are
not the only ones to develop; small
and medium-sized towns have
also become a destination for that
part of the countryside’s workforce
which, at the end of the Maoist era,
is overabundant. Thus, many vil-
lages (&, xian) turned into towns
and many towns (3&, zhén) turned
into cities; starting in 1979, small
and medium-sized towns, which
accounted for 12% of total urba-
nisation, reached 45% in 2015,
with 2,816 towns producing 84.5%
of the country’s total economy.'?

As already mentioned, the urbani-
sation of small and medium-sized
towns in countryside areas leads to
a series of stereotypical and anony-
mous places, repeated across the
continent in a very formal and zo-
ned manner. The result is clearly a
loss of original character and tradi-
tional building techniques in favour
of an exuberant globalisation of
places. The development of these
realities, however, has not been
entirely planned. Often, on the one
hand, new anonymous residential
neighbourhoods have been crea-
ted in the suburbs or in areas whe-
re the pre-existing historical fabric
has been dismantled, in order to
accommodate the new workfor-
ce of the secondary and tertiary
sectors; on the other hand, many
morphological-settlement changes
have taken place more spontane-
ously. Those of these villages who
have moved to the big cities have
in turn sent money to their families
who have remained in the village.
Thus, each family modified and
modernised its own dwelling by
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its own hand. As a result, the mor-
phological fabric of the dwellings
in these centres is often stratified
and also very diversified. Betwe-
en the villages that have remained
purely rural - often abandoned to
their own devices and inhabited by
an almost elderly population - and
the large Chinese megalopolises,
there are these new realities, whi-
ch are still constantly developing.
The sometimes sterile urban de-
velopment in these lands is the
consequence of two situations
that have followed one another
in Chinese history: the first is that
of the Maoist Cultural Revolu-
tion, which partly denied the an-
cient local traditions and thus
part of the country’s histori-
cal memory; the second is glo-
balisation, starting with China’s
opening up to the outside world,
which likewise partly denied its
architectural identity in favour
of more modern technology.
Thus, it can be said that seve-
ral generations of Chinese have
been somehow educated to have

no feeling of attachment to the
past.’® In particular, the popu-
lations living in the countryside,
having emerged from a past of
poverty and hunger and in view
of increasing modernisation, see
in the continent’s great econo-
mic development a beautiful fla-
me to be kept alive even at the
cost of uprooting their roots, the
symbol of an archaic past from
which to escape in order to im-
prove their living conditions.

Despite this phenomenon, it
must be pointed out that over the
years a great awareness of the
value of China’s historical herita-
ge has grown, especially among
intellectuals, and this has transla-
ted into increasingly responsible
planning and design for it. Howe-
ver, in the recent past, the lack of
awareness or deliberate neglect of
traditions, added to the urgency of
speeding up urbanisation proces-
ses, has generated places in rural
areas of complex interpretation that
no longer correspond to the sim-
ple city-countryside classification.

The blurred
dichotomy

At the dawn of China’s modernisa-
tion, the opposition between city
and countryside became stronger,
both because there was initially a
large rural exodus to the big cities,
and because the countryside itself
began to be characterised simply
as an agricultural space that was
being industrialised with a view
to providing food supplies for the
growing cities. As development
progresses, however, the issue of
overcrowding in the cities becomes
more and more serious and the
countryside becomes, after not so
long, once again the protagonist of
the continent’s development. This
led to what can be defined as ru-
ral urbanisation which, particu-
larly with the establishment of the
new socialist countryside, resulted
in a complete reversal of the ru-
ral-urban dichotomy. In spite of the
vastness of natural and rural terri-
tories in 21st century China, there

is a growing number of realities
that through urban development
can be defined as middle ground,
or rather as an rural-urban conti-
nuum in which the notion of rural
versus urban space becomes ob-
solete. This process can be com-
pared to that which took place in
the 1960s in Europe, which was
going through a period of econo-
mic renaissance and in which rural
space began to be considered as
interstitial and residual and the ter-
ritory as a homogeneous space on
which to place functions abstracted
from the specificity of places.™ Si-
milarly, the aim is to pull the coun-
tryside out of backwardness by
spreading urban ways of life, the
technologisation of agriculture and
the development of non-agricultu-
ral employment. This phenomenon
is well described in the research
carried out by Joshua Bolchover
and John Lin who, starting in 20086,
a year after the 11th Five-Year
Plan, made a journey through Chi-
na’s rural realities and recounted
the results in the book Rural Ur-

13. Gregotti, V., Lultimo hu-
tong, lavorare in architettu-
ra nella nuova Cina, Milano,
Skira editore, 2009, p.11-12 .

14. Rubino, A., La nuo-
va ruralita, Universita di
Firenze - Laboratorio  di
Progettazioe Ecologica degli In-
sediamenti (LaPEI), 2010, p. 3.
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15. Bolchover, J., Lin, J., Rural
Urban Framework, Transforming
the Chinese countryside, Basel,
Birkhduser Verlag, 2014, p.11.
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ban Framework: Transforming the
Chinese countryside. Interesting
is the description of the landsca-
pe they pass over, described as
being in a state of incomplete-
ness and transition, where distin-
ct urban concentrations alternate
with amalgamations of built fabric
and farmland. The study was con-
ducted in order to understand what
processes of rural transformation
and urbanisation have taken pla-
ce and what new settlement types
have been generated, arriving at
a true typological classification of
villages in the new millennium. It
is pointed out that many of these
emerging urban-rural areas in Chi-
na have progressively blurred the
canonical dichotomy between city
and countryside, becoming in fact
models that are neither rural nor
urban, but a combination of the
two. These new areas of transition
and overlap no longer correspond
to the countryside, which thirty
years ago was populated only by
farmers and herders; today the
society that inhabits them is extre-

mely more complex and stratified
in terms of work, leisure, home,
income, aspirations, etc., and is
also more complex and stratified in
terms of the people who live there.
Places with built forms, densities
and population levels that were
once attributed to the city are still
legally defined as rural land where
the attribution of a rural-type hukou
still applies and which, in reality, no
longer strictly have the characteri-
stics of the countryside. This gene-
rates ambiguous territories from a
material and legal point of view and
represents a new critical issue that
China needs to deal with from both
perspectives. In particular, there is
an increasing need to find new de-
velopment ideas for these places,
which often find themselves in an
in-between situation: half-finished,
partially abandoned or half-demoli-
shed.' It is probably also the spee-
ding up of processesinrecentyears
that is the cause of these indecisi-
ve states of places that are not only
often anonymous and standardi-
sed, but also lack an up-to-date de-

finition of their own and are them-
selves in an in-between position.

Culture and society
in contemporary
countryside

It is quite clear that places which
are quite difficult to define from a
typological or governmental point
of view correspond to a society and
culture which are equally difficult to
interpret. However, by analysing
the processes of birth and deve-
lopment of these settlements, and
taking into account the historical
evolution of Chinese society, it is
perhaps possible to define some
general characteristics that may be
useful for the purposes of a desi-
gn proposal for the future develop-
ment of these places. In particular,
it must be borne in mind that the
spatial changes that have taken
place in recent decades in China
correspond to very profound chan-
ges in the society inhabiting the

spaces. If in the Maoist period it
was easy to describe the society,
which clearly tended towards ega-
litarian instances, today, starting
from the birth of a new middle
class, the society is extremely di-
versified. First of all, it is neces-
sary to distinguish three types of
rural space that came into being
during the strong urbanisation of
the continent: that of the countrysi-
de not yet reached by modernisa-
tion, subject to abandonment and
rural exodus; that of the additional
crowns on the outskirts of the cities
which, defined as peri-urban are-
as, present a strong urbanisation
often in conflict with the rural origin
of the land itself; and finally those
areas where the increase in urba-
nisation, often in the form of densi-
fication around the nodes of the old
rural villages, depends both on in-
dustrial decentralisation and tourist
development, and on the growth
of the non-agricultural population.
As already described above, in
the recent past, rural urbanisation
was mainly based on the problem
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of rural exodus and the conse-
quent overcrowding of large cities;
with productive decentralisation
and agricultural industrialisation,
the problem was therefore partial-
ly slowed down. In recent times,
however, these places have seen
not only a settlement of popula-
tions with rural hukou, but also
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Figure 3.3 A photo by Aaron
Reiss, Floating Population, Whi-
le China’s strict household regi-
stration, or hukou, system limits
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the mobility of rural peasants to
cities, it has not curbed recent
massive internal migration to ur-
ban centers in search of econo-
mic opportunity. These migran-
ts, known as China’s ‘floating
population,’ face constant discri-
mination, economic hardship,
and a lack of access to basic pu-
blic services. Here plain-clothes
construction laborers from the
countryside are seen in front
of Guangzhou’s glittering skyli-
ne, Guangzhou, China, 2010.
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the social system of these places,
different lifestyles coexist, often wi-
thout integrating, that are closely
related to the morphological cha-
racteristics in which they develop.
The lack of integration between
different populations is mainly due
to the different perceptions and
meanings attributed to the rural
world: the old inhabitants have a




Figure 4.3 Xinhua photo,
Wang Guixian, 61, and his wife
Zhang Shumei, with four sto-
ols reserved for their four chil-
dren who left home to work,
sit in front of their home in a
village of Mawan county, Jin-
gbian county, Northwest Chi-
na’s Shaanxi province, 2011.

Figure 5.3 A photo by Kim
Kyung-Hoon, People ride esca-
lators and walk down the stairs
on their way to a subway pla-
tform during rush hour in Beijing.



16. Rubino, A., La nuo-
va ruralita, Universita di
Firenze - Laboratorio  di
Progettazioe Ecologica degli In-
sediamenti (LaPEl), 2010, p. 4.
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vision of it that is more linked to the
productive value of the land, while
the new inhabitants, belonging to
the middle class that has formed in
recent decades, see the country-
side as a harmonious and homely
universe, in contrast to the now too
chaotic and polluted metropolises.
Thus, these marginal areas begin
to change shape and transform in
terms of ways of living and dwel-
ling. On the one hand, there are
the villagers who, usually, going
from being farmers to being labou-
rers, live in ways that deny their
culture and identity, according to a
process of homologation to the ur-
ban model of their lifestyles and en-
vironments. Their vision of the rural
world is that of a place of ‘non-pos-
sibilities’ vis-a-vis the productive
city, which offers them the opportu-
nity to improve their social status.'®
On the other hand, citizens who
idealise life in the countryside,
exalting its idyllic characteristics
towards the ancestral culture of the
rural world. Many people in the new
middle class belong to the genera-

tion that has seen the drastic chan-
ges China has undergone since the
Maoist era and then the reform era;
many are therefore partly linked to
a past connected to the rural wor-
Id and life. The collection of me-
mories, often preserved in their
most pleasant images, leads to
a nostalgic feeling towards past
life that is lacking in recent ur-
ban contemporaneity. Thus the
idea of living in healthier places,
where one’s children can grow up,
and linked in a certain way to the
childhood of these generations is
expressed in the need to change
the place of life. It is as if everyo-
ne is trying to be something they
are not: the villager wants to be a
citizen in order to have access to a
series of rights and modernity that
are not granted to him in the coun-
tryside; the citizen wants to return,
even if in an “elevated” way, to the
life of a farmer, more healthy and
linked to the land and nature. Each
has something the other lacks,
both seek a better way of life. In
those villages that have turned into

towns, it is quite usual to identify, in
a more or less distinct way, types
of society that live in the same
town, but in a completely different
way. The lack of integration, first
of all social and cultural, but also
morphological and settlement-re-
lated, is an issue that needs to
be addressed with awareness.

If mutual aid has always
been a fundamental value in Chi-
nese history, then it seems almost
obvious that, in such a situation,
integration is the first step towards
the future. Those who have always
lived in the rural world and who
now find themselves living in villa-
ges that are now enlarged villages,
bring with them a series of cha-
racters and lifestyles that descend
from previous historical eras. In
fact, even the peasants who mo-
ved to the cities in search of fortune
and greater modernity unconsciou-
sly retain these characteristics, so
much so that it is not difficult to feel
that they are in a typically rural wor-
Id even within one of China’s many
metropolises. Many of these ways

of doing things, which may or may
not be spontaneous, generate one,
or rather, several collective iden-
tities closely linked to rurality. In
neighbourhoods inhabited by pe-
ople legally defined as rural, very
close-knit communities develop, in
which the common good often co-
mes before the individual."”” Many
daily actions are lived spontaneou-
sly and collectively, creating warm,
familiar and intimate environments.
This is no longer the case in the ci-
ties, where, especially in the new
residential areas, the shapes and
sizes of spaces combined with the
new hectic life of long home-work
distances and unhealthy places no
longer allow people to enjoy the
simplicity of village life. In hybrid
towns, with a rural village as the
original settlement core and new
residential districts and industrial
poles on the outside, the tenden-
cy is towards a levelling of living
arrangements, towards uniformity
of lifestyles; heavy urbanisation
seeks to dismantle the rural cha-
racter of these places in favour

17. Confucian derivation: the
fulfilment of the individual’s re-
sponsibilities towards others and
society. The individual, in consti-
tuting his or her relationship with
the other, should not see him-
self or herself as the centre, but
rather as the starting point for
valuing the other, submitting his
or her own personal interests to
the demands of responsibility.
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Figure 6.3 A photo by Chia-
ra Loi, laundry laid out
in an old neighbourhood
in  Nanjing, China, 2019.

Figure 7.3 A photo by Jor-
ge Silva, men drink and chat
outside a shop in the traditio-
nal neighbourhood of Yuexiu
in Guangzhou, China, 2019.




of modernisation and technology.
In reality, if one takes a closer look
at the original neighbourhoods of
these small towns, one still sees
chickens running away from some
amused children, clothes are hung
in the street and the smell of fresh
onions and beef in broth accom-
pany you along the narrow, twisted
alleys: everything smells extre-
mely like jia. Those old people
sitting there, drinking warm water
and playing Mahjong, first look at
you and then smile and say hello,
even if they don’t know you. And,
in fact, it makes you think that hu-
man beings are not made to live
their lives in eternal individuality.
Over the years, China has con-
quered the individual sphere of
people, but today it has gone to
extremes, just as perhaps in the
past it had gone to extremes in its
collective character. In the large ci-
ties as well as in the new residen-
tial districts of these small towns,
the depersonalising character of
the places has exasperated this in-
dividuality from which people now

want to escape. The great Generic
City has supplanted the identity
of places and people themselves,
who now feel as confused as the
space they inhabit. So the rural
world, or rather, what remains of
it, can represent today, in its evo-
lution, a basis from which to formu-
late possible solutions. The search
for a jia by the new urban elites
inevitably leads to the question of
what foundations this home should
rest on. Moreover, the extraneous
work of planners and governmen-
tal systems is no longer sufficient;
the actors must also include the
wise men, those who build the hou-
se in their daily lives, the villagers
themselves. The latter are indeed
the proponents of the founding
realities of what can be called ru-
ral society; these realities can be
summarised in the three concepts
of identity, community and rura-
lity. Their definition and evolution
can thus clarify how, in the con-
temporary world, a more integrated
and conscious development of the
new rural society can take place.

Figure 8.3 IUD image, A bar-
ber in Guangzhou, China, 2014

18. Koolhaas, R., Junkspace,
Macerata, Quodlibet srl, 2006.
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#4 POLYSEMIES

The three concepts of identity,
community and rurality have ta-
ken on kaleidoscopic meanin-
gs and definitions throughout
history; even today, attempts
are still being made to interpret
and define them in ways that
vary greatly from case to case.
This leads to the conclusion that
they are extremely complex and
polysemic concepts, especial-
ly when related to the history
of China. Starting from the ca-
nonical vocabulary definition,
it may therefore be useful, for
each one, to isolate important
characters and salient stages in
their historical and conceptual
evolution in order to better un-
derstand the characters of con-
temporary Chinese rural society.

AT

Figure 1.4 A painting by
Zhao Bo, Big Family, 2009.



19. Treccani on-line di-
ctionary: http://www.
treccani.it/vocabolario.

20. The Federal Commission
on Migration FCM: https://www.
ekm.admin.ch/ekm/it/home/
identitaet---zusammenhalt/
identitaet.html#tabO__con-
tent_ekm_it_home_identita-
et---zusammenhalt_identita-
et_jcr_content_par_tabctrl.

21. Di Miscio, A., M., La soglia
io/altro, identita e culture, Ri-
vista di Scienze Sociali, 2014.
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|dentity

noun [from late Latin iden-
titas -atis, der. of idem “same”,
cast from Greek TAUTOTNG].

In psychoanalysis, psychological
identity, the sense and awareness of
selfasanentitydistinctfromothers.®

Identity is the result of an inces-
sant process that influences it wi-
thout our knowledge or awareness;
it is also the result of incorporating
and sharing multiple realities, cul-
tures that coexist and contaminate
each other, differentiating themsel-
ves from time to time.?° It there-
fore follows that identity is a pro-
duct that is never finished and
is constantly changing, a provi-
sional and dynamic entity that is
extremely complex. Its continuous
evolution in successive stages also
determines its inevitable character
of stratification and diversification
over time; it cannot be reduced to
a single specific aspect but to an
indefinite plurality of situations and

variables. Moreover, it would be
better to speak of plural identities
or multiple identities: in a reali-
ty in which there are plural worlds
and not a single unified world and
way of life, the formation of multi-
ple identities is inevitable, which
converge, influence and interpene-
trate each other, but which differ at
the same time. The relationships
between worlds generate an in-
determinate number of possible
identities and, as a result of econo-
mic and cultural globalisation, the
distance between these worlds is
getting smaller and smaller. Thus,
not only globalisation, but the incre-
asing communication and accessi-
bility of information, the gap betwe-
en rich and poor, the facilitation of
mobility and migration reshape the
categories of space and time, di-
stance and proximity between cul-
tures, generating contaminated
hybrid forms of identity.?! Not
only is identity not unique, it is also
extremely heterogeneous: there is
no such thing as a pure identity.
Reducing identity to the identical

is tantamount to museifying and
mummifying the local cultures and
folklore of a given place; we can-
not delude ourselves into thinking
that we can preserve an identi-
ty and thus a timeless culture. All
these characters have to be kept
well in mind when deciding to lay
hands on a given culture in terms
of design and planning: extremes
on either side are not equally fa-
vourable to the development of the
identity itself. This means that it is
neither right to dismantle an enti-
re village by completely erasing
the specific identity of that place
but, at the same time, it is not ri-
ght to museify the same village by
keeping it as it is, or even worse,
by trying to impose on it a stere-
otyped identity given from above.
Taking into account the dynamism
and the continuous development
of the identity of places is funda-
mental in order to be able to un-
derstand that the designer, without
a careful study of the place itself
and without the teaching of those
who have inhabited and will inha-

bit those places, cannot be able
to modify and/or create morpho-
logies that truly give shape to this
aspect. In particular, it is neces-
sary to take into account the col-
lective identity, which is defined
through belonging to a given group
of people who share identity cha-
racteristics and feel united among
themselves. Like personal identi-
ty, collective identity “is never per-
manently acquired but continual-
ly experienced and renegotiated
through dialogue or not, with those
who belong to the us, but also with
those who belong to the them’.?
It is clear that, if the objective is
to study a certain collective iden-
tity, its aspects will only be partly
observable and detectable by the
observer, through the symbols
and language used in the group.
It follows that the very identity of
the group that one seeks to theo-
retically recompose will be nothing
more than a social construct.

In order to at least attempt to
construct an idea of what is the col-
lective or national Chinese iden-

22. Daher, L., M., Che cosa
e lidentita collettiva? Deno-
tazioni empiriche e/o ipotesi
di ipostatizzazione del con-
cetto, SocietaMutamentoP-

olitica, n.8(4),
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tity, one probably cannot rely only
on contemporaneity, but one must
try to summarise an evolutionary
identity history of China that ke-
eps in mind some important traits.

It would be presumptuo-
us and disrespectful to give a de-
finite description of the identity of
a community as large and varied
as China’s, but it is useful, for the
purposes of a project proposal, to
summarise some key general con-
cepts for today’s Chinese culture.
The rich history that characterises
China is clearly part of the evolu-
tion of the concept of collective
and national identity. Since ancient
times, the words of Confucius and
then the school of Confucianism,
as a moral teaching, have clearly
influenced Chinese society, espe-
cially through the work of the Ana-
lects (@&8, Lunyd), a transcription
of the Master’s maxims by his di-
sciples. Although his principles,
considered to be inimical to mo-
dernisation, were sidelined from
the 20th century onwards, cer-
tain notions of moral behaviour

still remain in the Chinese way of
life. At the heart of his thinking is
virtue ({Z, Rén, humanity, huma-
neness, goodness, benevolence,
love) towards one’s neighbour,
particularly the family and the sta-
te; only virtue can elevate man
to a higher level and it is the pre-
sence of virtue in varying degrees
that distinguishes people from one
another, not wealth or social class.

Nowadays, Confucianism
as a doctrine no longer exists, but a
number of identity traits can be cle-
arly identified as being very closely
linked to it: respect for the family
and elders, respect for the hierar-
chy itself and, above all, despite the
growing modern individuality, the
greater importance given to society
as a whole than to the individual.
This sense of mutual help and im-
portance of the common good did
not disappear in the Maoist period,
despite the denial of the doctrine it-
self. From 1949 onwards, however,
Chinese culture underwent strong
changes based on the negation of
capitalism, reactionarism and class

division, in favour of an egalitarian
society linked to the land; identity
in this period became in a sense
a political tool used to seek sup-
port and validation from within. In
a way, an attempt is made to eli-
minate everything that is linked to
the previous tradition, both the bad
and the good. However, the mate-
rial destruction since the Cultural
Revolution does not correspond
to a complete erasure of ancient
Chinese identity. With the egali-
tarian values based on humility
and poverty, the legends, rituals
and ancient stories, the artistic
and craftsmanship skills acquired
over the centuries, the culinary
knowledge and the pleasure of ae-
sthetics, even as an end in itself,
remain dormant. With the opening
up of the continent to the outside
world, including the western wor-
Id, in 1979 and the economic and
technological development, there
are once again changes affecting
national identity. With increasing
globalisation, it is clear that exter-
nal influences are affecting Chine-

se society in some way, first in the
cities but then also in the medium
and small villages. Rem Koolhaas
speaks of a total loss of past identi-
ty in the newly born Asian Generic
Cities and in the spaces he defines
as junkspace?; in reality perhaps
it would be better to speak simply
of a development of identity itself,
which is not a relic but an enti-
ty that walks and evolves with
humanity, bringing with it all the
stratifications that follow. It is an
identity that no longer has only
historical features of China’s
past, but also global features.

It is true that the depersona-
lising sensation caused by extre-
me globalisation is increasingly
leading to disorientation in lar-
ge cities. In the post-modern and
global contemporary world, people
have greater freedom, more expe-
rimentation with different identities
is allowed and relations between
individuals are becoming incre-
asingly complex. Freedom also
translates into a strong individua-
listic dimension focused on per-

23. Koolhaas, R., Junkspace,
Macerata, Quodlibet srl, 2006.
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Figure 2.4 & 3.4 A sculpture
by Xu Zhen performing a pro-
cession of classical European
sculptures which, viewed from
the front, creates the illusion of a
many-armed Buddhist image of
the Thousand-Armed Guanyin,
the bodhisattva of compassion.
This visual Hybrid fuses together
the artistic and cultural traditions
of east and west, exploring the
way in which these cultures
collide and how new forms can
be created through exchan-
ge, European Thousand-Arms
Classical Sculpture, 2014-2015.
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Figure 4.4 A sculpture by
Xu Zhen that combines one
of the most famous statues
of Wesetern antiquity with a
Buddhist devotional sculptu-
re creating an hybrid of tran-
scontinental histories,  Eterni-
ty - Aphrodite of Knidos, Tang
Dynasty Sitting Buddha, 2014.

sonal fulfilment and defining one’s
social position; this is the case in
the world as well as in China itself.
The multiplicity of choices,
however, translates into constant
uncertainty and a constant sear-
ch for one’s identity, awakening the
desire to have clear points of refe-
rence and a sense of belonging to
something. It is precisely at a time
of increasing disorientation that pe-
ople are searching for their own
identity, and this may be one of
the reasons why the new urban eli-
tes in China decide to move to the
countryside; the need is to orienta-
te themselves in more healthy and
communal daily realities, which
express in a renewed way a sen-
se of belonging to a place that
is less complex than the big city.

In conclusion, it is possible
to simply say that contemporary
Chinese collective identity is a
layered and multifaceted identity, a
product of history up to the present
day. At times it is hidden and part-
ly erased, at others exaggerated
and iconically magnified in some

skyscraper or other megastructu-
re. At present, however, a more
conscious approach is beginning
to emerge, an awareness of the
need to recover this identity, whi-
ch is in danger of being erased by
compulsive and unstoppable mo-
dernisation. The recovery of Chi-
nese cultural and social values is
not easy, but it is important to value
the differences that represent for
China, as for the rest of the wor-
Id, the only real reason for us to
travel and get to know the other.?*

Community

noun [from late Latin Communitas
-atis, der. of communis “shared”].

Organisation of a community at lo-
cal, national and international level.

Group of people having fellow-
ship, sharing the same beha-
viour and interests; collectivity:
doing the interests, the good of
the community; national, eth-
nic c.; family c., the family.®

24. Casamonti, M., Chinese
Identities, Area 137, 2014, p.4.

25. Treccani on-line  di-
ctionary: http://www.
treccani.it/vocabolario.
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Community is usually place-based
and consists of the interdepen-
dence and affinity of the people
who make it up and who, by sha-
ring it, lead to the development of
a certain collective identity; there
are obviously different types and
levels of community. In general,
territoriality has always been a
founding character of the com-
munity; before the development
of telecommunications, it was not
possible to create a communi-
ty except in a given material pla-
ce. Thus, in a limited territory, re-
lationships of interdependence
and sharing of certain characters
between people usually lead to the
formation of a community. This was
especially the case in the past, be-
fore the radical changes in society
brought about by new technolo-
gies. The proximity, physical pre-
sence and sharing of experiences
within a community leads to a de-
velopment not only of the personal
identity of each individual but also,
above all, to the development of a
collective identity. Of course, there

is not just one kind of community,
but there are countless commu-
nities mixed together, especially
in big cities, where distances do
not allow for the creation of a sin-
gle group as can happen in a small
rural village of a few inhabitants.
Being part of one of these enti-
ties means feeling protected in
a certain sense: everyone helps
the other in a mutual relationship
without ulterior motives. The sen-
se of belonging makes the mem-
bers of the community feel united
and comforted in a network of pe-
ople they really and deeply know.
Sometimes, however, being in a
community can also mean clo-
sing oneself off from the outside
world, not allowing those outsi-
de to have access to the group.

In the Chinese context, the
concept of community has always
been linked to a spatial and mor-
phological-settlement specifici-
ty and has evolved in this sense
throughout history. The importance
of place is also underlined by the
term used in modern Chinese par-

lance to indicate community: $t[X,
sheéqu, a term first coined by the
Chinese sociologist Fei Xiaotong,
which not only refers to a social
group with commonalities, but in
particular refers to a socially orga-
nised group within an identifiable
area. The emphasis on the pla-
ce-based nature of the Chinese
community is clear. In contrast
to sociologist Ferdinand Ténnies’
definition of community (Gemein-
schaff), which is a spontaneous
unit made up of deep and intima-
te ties and which is opposed to
society (Gesellschaft), which, on
the other hand, is a rational and
non-genuine entity between peo-
ple; the term sheqd relates more to
scholar Gerald D. Suttles’ definition
of community, according to which
community is nothing more than a
social construct, just as identity is.
In China, therefore, the communi-
ty is nothing more than the union
of spontaneous wills and rational
wills that generate a certain type of
social construct. In particular, the
sheqa varies in size depending on

whether we are talking about a vil-
lage, a neighbourhood, or the enti-
re nation, but no matter what type
of community we are considering,
each generally has as its common
goals administration and mutual
aid among its members.?® The lat-
ter objective is clearly derived from
Confucianism; the individual can-
notlive inisolation, but mustinstead
lead his existence within the group
and is always in relation to others.

From the earliest commu-
nities that emerged in China, the-
refore, these values were already
deeply embedded in it, so much
so that, for example, during the
Qing dynasty (%8, Qing chéo),
in order to strengthen the com-
munity, if a family committed a
crime, neighbours who were re-
sponsible for mutual supervi-
sion would be punished equally.
In the course of Chinese history,
a series of community orga-
nisational types followed one
another, to which a precise spatial
organisation always corresponded.
Starting from neighbourhoods or-

26. Rowe, P., G., Forsyth, A.,
Har Ye Kan, China’s Urban
Communities, Concepts, Con-
texts, and Well-Being, Basel,
Birkhduser Verlag, 2016, p.29.
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Figure 5.4 A redrawing of a
scheme rappresenting the Ne-
sted Scales of the Jia, Bao, and
Zhen or Xiang Configuration
Based on the 1939 Reguations
Under the Republican Gover-
nment (by Rowe, P., G., For-
syth, A., Har Ye Kan, China’s
Urban Communities, Concepts,
Contexts, and Well-Being, Ba-
sel, Birkhauser Verlag, 2016).

1. Households in a Unit (Jia)
2. Units (Jia) as a Pro-
tective Group (Bao)
3. Several Protective
Groups (Bao) as a Town-
ship (Zhen or Xiang).
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ganised into clans (i&, zu0), we
then have the baojia (-5, bdojid)
system, a neighbourhood orga-
nisation that began around the
year 1000 and continued until the
dawn of the 20th century. Around
the 1930s, in fact, the system whe-
reby several families united in a
unit (Jia), several units united in
a group (Bao) and finally several
groups united to form a village (2,
xiang) or a town (3&, zhén) came
back into use. The Bao in the re-
publican era became a veritable
tool for the education of citizens
and the building of the nation as
a whole, in which Confucian mo-
rals always formed the basis and
collective exercises were held to
impart a sense of loyalty, duty and
citizenship. This system lasted un-
til the beginning of the civil war in
China, after which the work unit
system (ER{i, danwéi) was offi-
cially introduced in 1951. This sy-
stem is the basis for the formation
of China’s urban communities and
is not only a system for employing
workers, but is also a system re-

sponsible for providing all neces-
sary services to its members. Each
of them, therefore, has its own hou-
ses, schools, clinics, shops...the
result is a real community ordered
by morphology where the everyday
life of the individual is governed;
almost the entire urban population
of that period is employed in these
communities. In the countryside,
on the other hand, the population
is organised into production teams
united in work brigades which in
turn are united in communes (A
Rtt, Rénmin gongshé); this sort
of community is the highest stage
of Chinese socialist collectivism.
The whole life of the peasants is
organised in group actions, from
breaks and conviviality to the work
itself; each member acts for the
common good and community
life becomes the only possible
life. These organisational systems
of work and life of the Chinese po-
pulation faded away after the de-
ath of the leader Mao; from this
moment onwards private action in
the market was again allowed and
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Figure 6.4 Adrawing by Li Kunwu
depicting typical life in a Chine-
se people’s commune: “Thanks
to this new system of organising
the countryside, everyone’s life
would be dictated by the sound
of the bell: the peasants would
go to the fields together...to-
gether they would come back...
and together they would eat at
the canteen, morning, noon and
night. From one day to the next,
any form of private life disap-
peared”, from the book written
by Li Kunwu, Otié, P., Una vita
cinese, 1. Il tempo del Partito,
Torino, add editore, 2016, p.37.
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slowly work units and communes
gave way to the new capitalism.
In contemporary times, the deve-
lopment of private companies and
China’s entry into international mar-
kets obviously have repercussions
from a community perspective. As
already mentioned, the cities begin
to grow and the new middle class is
born, individuality and personal
good become more and more im-
portant, almost to the point of sup-
planting, in the cities, the importan-
ce of the common good. Everyone
tries to enrich themselves as best
they can, dissociating themsel-
ves, physically and otherwise,
from their community in search of
fortune and individual fulfilment in
the city which, with time, begins to
have very different characters from
the more rural and traditional ones.

Today, in China, the very va-
riety and peculiarities of urban com-
munities leads to some reflections
that can sometimes generate a
certain sense of nostalgia for the
past. Nowadays, the communities
that form in the city no longer need

the requirements of proximity and
coexistence: with the ease of com-
munication, space has expanded,
making the very physicality of the
community null and void and, in
a certain sense, undermining its
identity; we find ourselves forced
into an unknown territory where we
no longer know who lives next door.
Proximity, therefore, no longer en-
sures the formation of a communi-
ty, and it becomes much easier to
establish relationships with people
thousands of kilometres away with
whom one shares common intere-
sts and passions. The communi-
ty’s liberation, through the virtual,
of its territorial character makes
relationships more fluid, almost
evanescent: today we talk, to-
morrow | stop answering you fo-
rever, just one click and | block
you; in the new network communi-
ties it is easy to close relationships,
something that cannot happen so
easily in person. These are the
new weak links in the commu-
nities of the new millennium;
through globalisation, the physical




character is increasingly lost, ta-
king refuge instead in the clouds.?”
The uncertainty and superficia-
lity of relationships, the lack of
physical contact, the fear of di-
rect confrontation, all generate a
sense of anxiety and loneliness
in people. Today more than ever,
following the diffusion of Covid-19
from 2020, given the negative so-
cial consequences of isolating pe-
ople in their homes for a long pe-
riod of time, these issues must be
addressed in a conscious manner.
Without denying the importance of
the network in the development of
long-distance communication, the
need for humans to interact physi-
cally with their fellow humans has
become more than clear. This is
not to say that there are no ‘old-fa-
shioned’ communities in the big
cities today, but urban changes
have certainly led to their impo-
verishment. In the countryside,
less aggressive urbanisation has
led to the greater preservation of
community neighbourhood rela-
tions, but in the dismantled areas,

the new residential neighbourho-
ods most often do not morpholo-
gically respond to the need for in-
teraction between people. In the
future development of China, whi-
ch sees the countryside as a new
place of interest, we certainly can-
not think of going back to the past
of the communes or creating new
types of utopian communities im-
posed from outside on the popula-
tion; it becomes necessary to seek
new models of development that
take into account the new so-
cial needs of those who decide or
find themselves living in rural are-
as. These can be of great help in
understanding how, through con-
scious and involved planning, we
can return at least in part to a de-
eper and more sincere relationship
with those around us in a new con-
temporary mixed community.

Rurality

noun [der. of rural]. - Rural cha-
racter: the pronounced r. of eco-
nomically backward countries; r. of

27. Bordoni, C., La comu-
nita perduta. Una nuova
idea di comunita, 2017, p.4.

Figure 7.4 Blurred figure in
reflected cityscape, a photo
from the article written by Wil-
liams, A., Home-grown Chinese
architects trained in America re-
turn with creative integrity, The
Architectural Review, 2015, ht-
tps://www.architectural-review.
com/essays/home-grown-chi-
nese-architects-trai-
ned-in-america-return-wi-
th-creative-integrity, 2021.
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28. Treccani on-line dictio-
nary, https://www.treccani.it/
vocabolario/ruralita/, 2020.

29. Sotte, F., Scenari evolu-
tivi del concetto di ruralita, In
Paesaggi del Cibo, Atti della
Summer School Emilio Sere-
ni 2015, Gattatico, 2016, p.2.
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a custom, of a popular tradition.2®

Rurality has always been related,
for obvious reasons, to the territory
and in particular to the specificity of
the place where it has developed.
However, the term does not only
refer to the production of primary
goods, but also to a series of iden-
tity and community characteristics
that determine what can be defined
as rural culture. From the dictio-
nary definition of the term, it can
be seen that it is often interpreted
in its negative sense of backwar-
dness. “Rurality” and “rural” tend
to be used as synonyms for agri-
culture and farming. In reality, ru-
ral has a more extensive meaning:
while on the one hand the term
agriculture is closely related to the
activities of cultivating land and
raising animals, rurality also en-
compasses the social, cultural and
territorial spheres. Although the ru-
ral world has, throughout history,
been extremely closely linked to
agricultural activity, it is not suffi-
cient to summarise its definition by

referring only to this aspect. It is
precisely this association, with the
development of the secondary and
tertiary sectors in cities and the
increasing performance of these
compared to agriculture, that has
led to a devaluation of the rural
world in general, which is increa-
singly seen in a negative light. Ru-
ral is always what is not urban and
nothing else, the white between the
dots; synonymous with marginality,
economic and cultural discrimina-
tion, disadvantage, dependence.?®®

In China, it is from the ad-
vent of Marxism that rurality begins
to be associated with a traditional
society opposed to modern so-
ciety, the rural world as a symbol
of class struggle. Theoretically,
therefore, during the Maoist era,
rurality is seen in a positive sen-
se, so much so that, in the pe-
riod of the Cultural Revolution,
a massive number of young Red
Guards (<112 E, Hong Weibing, a
mass student-led paramilitary so-
cial movement) are moved to the
countryside to learn from peasant

life; in reality, the introduction of
the hukou (PO, lit. "household
individual” )%° does not transpa-
rently correspond to this theoreti-
cal positive view of the countrysi-
de. From this moment onwards,
the countryside begins to be
an instrument of production for
development and, with the era
of reforms, this usefulness beco-
mes even more accentuated: with
the strong development of the
secondary and tertiary sectors,
the countryside takes on the dou-
ble passive role of supporting the
growing urban centres, guarante-
eing them sufficient quantities of
food, and that of contributing to the
development of industry through
the provision of large quantities of
labour to a growing rural exodus.

On a continent where rura-
lity has always been the founda-
tion of society, in modern times
we look towards the cities and
in the same urban perspective
we begin to look at the country-
side: small and medium-sized ru-
ral centres become new industrial

poles and a new dualism arises
within the countryside itself, a new
migration from marginal and minor
centres towards the new industrial
districts; once again the rural is at
the service of development, effecti-
vely losing its specific identity.

In spite of the strong rural
urbanisation of recent decades, it
is remarkable to note that rurality
and the culture associated with it
have not completely disappeared
in Chinese societies today: in the
streets it is still possible to immer-
se oneself in typical do-it-yourself
markets where each farmer and
artisan sells his or her own zero-ki-
lometre products, or to see how
urban furnishings in the village,
such as flowerbeds or gardens,
are used to create small vegetable
gardens for self-sufficiency. The
daily actions that have always
characterised the lives of peo-
ple in the countryside remain
imprinted in their lifestyle, despi-
te the fact that they are often sent
away from their homes and moved
to newly built residential areas.

30. The Chinese hukou system
designates a resident’s status as
being either rural or urban based
on their registered birthplace.
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This fact, linked to the revival of in-
terest in the rural world in its spe-
cificity, makes us think of a new
possible future development in
which the countryside, no lon-
ger seen as an instrument but
as a true protagonist, becomes a
new place for experimentation.
In China, more and more people
are deliberately deciding to settle
in the suburbs and rural areas,
which are increasingly seen as
better places to live. Architecture
and urban planning, together with
a whole range of other discipli-
nes, are engaged in a careful and
conscious study of these areas
and how life can be conducted in
the most sustainable way possi-
ble, given the extreme pollution on
the continent. Integration on se-
veral levels will certainly be a key
element of future progress: inte-
gration between economic activi-
ties of different types, integration
between tradition and technology,
integration between natural and
social aspects, integration betwe-
en local and global markets, cul-

tural and community integration.
And along with integration, diver-
sity, the key word of rural progress
and in opposition to the growing
standardisation of urban societies,
living and consumption patterns,
will certainly be important. Rural
territories, in China as in the rest
of the world, constitute a reserve
of culture, historical heritage,
landscape, agricultural tradition
and biodiversity that must be
protected, but not in a fixed way.
New technologies can be used to
find new ways of enhancing these
elements; for example, for biodi-
versity, the agricultural systems of
intercropping and permaculture,
so widely used in the Asian and
Chinese past, can be revived to
replace the current systems of in-
tensive monoculture, which weigh
down the land and ruthlessly de-
stroy it. In this sense, the architect
can, through design, contribute to
the conservation and progress
of the complexity and potential
of rural areas, each with its own
specificities and peculiarities.

Figure 8.4 IUD image, Xiancun
urban village, village absorbed
into Guangzhou, China, 2015.
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Indirect influences

In order to understand the current
Chinese rural realities in the best
possible way, comparison can be
a valid tool of analysis. In parti-
cular, we speak of a historical
comparison of certain events that
occurred in ltaly in a singularly si-
milar way, but also of a morpho-
logical comparison that can cla-
rify the new Chinese urban-rural
systems. Certain similarities do
not always derive from direct hi-
storical relationships between con-
tinents and nations but may have
an occasional origin. This fact can
be “explained by the principle of
convergence which applies to cer-
tain functional parallels resul-
ting from the unity of the human
spirit and the occurrence of the
same stimuli, from similar proces-
ses but independent in space and
time. We therefore also speak of
indirect influences which are the
consequence of the introduction
of new economic, technical, po-
litical and social principles”.®

Indeed, there are some si-
milarities between isolated histori-
cal events that took place in ltaly
and China that may be worth hi-
ghlighting. Even if the centuries of
greatest interest are the 20th and
21st, we should remember the
common ancestral idealisation of
the rural habitat and the aesthetics
of the landscape as a place of con-
templation and otium, both themes
widely addressed both in Europe,
and specifically in ltaly, but also
and especially in ancient China.

From the 1920s onwards, in
Italy under the Fascist regime, sta-
te actions were implemented to sol-
ve the problems of the rural world,
seen only from an agricultural point
of view. The actions took place in
the most marginal places, espe-
cially in the south, and had as their
main objective the self-sufficiency
of the country through the expro-
priation of the large latifundia, the
Sbracciantizzazione and the Bonifi-
caintegrale. The latter, in particular,
consisted in the hydraulic drainage
of unhealthy lands and their agri-

cultural recovery with the aim of re-
storing millions of hectares of land
for agriculture. The expropriations
and reclamations were sometimes
accompanied by the foundation of
new towns, always linked to Mus-
solini’s vision of a “return to the
land” proclaimed in a propagandi-
stic manner throughout the nation:
agriculture became a political tool.
The importance given to agricultu-
ral work for development is remini-
scent of the emerging importance of
Chinese néngmin for the develop-
ment of the Chinese continent itself
at the beginning of the 20th century.

In the 1950s in particular,
it is remarkable how, in both Italy
and China, two worlds extremely
distant from each other, there was
a major land reform. In China, this
corresponds to the redistribution of
agricultural land expropriated from
the large landowning families to all
rural families. The countryside was
thus remodelled, rationalised and
homogenised, without much resi-
stance from the rural communities
entrusted with the task of realising

the Maoist dream. In the same ye-
ars in ltaly, on the other hand, the
landscape of many regions was
transformed by a complex work of
land reform. A work of demarca-
tion, appoderament and colonisa-
tion. The reform, aimed at elimina-
ting and transforming the /atifundia
and keeping families on the land
by improving living conditions,
also radically affects human settle-
ment: a “reform house” is created,
evenly distributed throughout the
regions in a short period of time.
In both cases, the aim is to con-
trol the movement of rural po-
pulations to the cities and to in-
crease agricultural production;
however, social and morphological
consequences follow the reforms.

Between the end of the
1950s and the mid-1960s there
were two major events that had
more or less similar outcomes for
the rural populations. On the one
hand, the Great Leap Forwardwan-
ted by Chairman Mao, which ai-
med at rapidly overtaking England
and the United States economi-
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cally and which required an enor-
mous effort and participation by all
the peasants through the collective
cultivation of the land; on the other
hand, the so-called [ltalian miracle,
which led to a real economic boom
and a great industrial development.
In both cases the majority of the
population, before these even-
ts, is still employed in agriculture
and only a small percentage has
electricity, drinking water and indo-
or sanitation at home. But not even
afterwards, in reality, did the con-
ditions of the majority of the popu-
lation improve: in ltaly, in addition
to the strong inequality between
the city and the countryside, the-
re was also a strong imbalance
between the North and the South,
so much so that many peasant
families, in regions such as Sar-
dinia and Sicily, led a meagre life
in dwellings that looked more like
huts than houses, shared with do-
mestic animals, and almost always
fed only on bread and chicory.

In China too, the enormous
effort required ends in the Great Fa-

mine, caused as much by drought
and hostile weather conditions as
by certain political decisions taken,
such as the annihilation of the four
noxious species - rats, flies, mo-
squitoes and sparrows - with conse-
quent alteration of the ecosystem.??
The living conditions in the most
marginal rural areas, in both
contexts (in ltaly we are talking
especially about the south), re-
main poor and backward and
these conditions have dragged
on almost up to the present day.

Despite the fact that the
new industrial and technological
development took place in the two
countries at different times, in ltaly
around the 1980s and in China a
few decades later (but with extreme
speed), the conditions in which mar-
ginal rural areas find themselves,
despite the general progress and
enrichment, are always one step
behind the purely urban context.
If, on the one hand, the great atten-
tion paid to cities has led over time
to a continuous backwardness of
the countryside and to a slower te-

chnological progress of the same,
on the other hand it has also led to
a greater preservation of the tradi-
tional rurality of these places. It is
true that the countryside, in Italy as
well as in China, has not been able
to be completely extraneous to
development, but it is equally true
that in many villages and countries,
isolation has led to the preserva-
tion of traditional agricultural and
artisan practices for self-sustenan-
ce or for small-scale sales in mi-
nor markets or directly from home.

The recent rediscovery in
China, and somewhat less recently
in Italy, of the intrinsic values of rural
society and its spaces takes advan-
tage of these reminiscences han-
ded down and preserved in places.
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#3 SPACE AND SOCIETY

Identity, community and rurality,
terms previously analysed that
can summarise what rural society
is, are closely linked to the mor-
phology of places. The following
chapter will try to understand
more deeply the actual relation-
ship between the society and
the morphology of a place: the-
re are various relations between
the two, which, depending on the
specific case, see the greater in-
fluence of one on the other and
vice versa. The examples cited
are extreme cases which ser-
ve as a tool for analysing more
real and common cases, which
include the case study of Hufu
zhen, subject of this project.

Figure 1.5 Aniillustration from the
book A Little Bit of Beijing: Dashi-
lar by Li Han and Hu Yan, 2015.
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Analysis tool

The analysis of the three concepts
of identity, community and rurali-
ty in their etymological meanings
and their actual transposition into
the everyday evolutionary reality,
together with the morphological-hi-
storical comparison with the Italian
case, helps to understand what
may be some common features
of today’s Chinese countryside.

From a purely architectural
and urban theoretical point of view,
it is interesting to note how the
etymological and historical evo-
lution of the three terms in China,
closely related to what was and is
the Chinese society of the country-
side, corresponds to a morpholo-
gical evolution of the settlements.
Given this observation and gi-
ven the clear correlation betwe-
en the three terms and morpho-
logy, it becomes spontaneous to
ask whether it is morphology
that leads to change in society
or whether it is society itself
that changes morphologies.

Which of the two is the cause and
which the consequence? It may
be reasonable to say that neither
is the cause nor the consequence.
Morphologies can influence so-
ciety, in this specific case rural
society, just as the latter can mo-
dify and influence the morpholo-
gies of a place; each interaction
leads to change, to transformation.

Despite the fact that we are
talking about a reciprocal influen-
ce, of an interrelation, it is good to
keep in mind that the influence of
one on the other can sometimes
prevail: for example, where there
is a top-down design, and there-
fore a planned morphological evo-
lution, its greater influence on so-
ciety will be clear. In cases where
morphological evolution is sponta-
neous, then society is likely to have
a greater influence on morphology.

In order to better explain
how, in practice, an unbalan-
ced influence on one side or the
other can occur, it may be useful
to take into account extreme ca-
ses, both existing and not; to do

this, the comparative tool is used.
The aim of this analysis is then to
better understand those hybrid
urban-rural systems in which
the strong fragmentation and co-
existence of influences of different
types leads to the formation of ex-
tremely complex and contemporary
places in the Chinese countryside.

EX-NIHILD
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Ex nihilo
top-down planning

The planning of the morphologies
of a place from nothing, therefore
through an action that is foreign to
the pre-existences and specifici-
ties, influences the three terms and
therefore more generally the actual
society that is going to inhabit the-
se morphologies. Often this modus
operandi is based on the concept
of the tabula rasa, i.e. the com-
plete cancellation of everything
that is in a place in order to crea-
te something completely new and
very distant from the previous re-
ality. The model is related to the
hyper-planning frequently adopted
by the Modern Movement, who-
se criticism is the lack of centrali-
ty in the project of human factors,
a centrality that can be obtained
through attention to the natural, hi-
storical-cultural context and to the
needs of the psychic and emotio-
nal sphere, elements that can in
any case be taken into account

with the use of new technological
knowledge. The masters of the
Movement tried to give answers
to complex problems such as that
of expanding cities, for example
with Le Corbusier in the IV CIAM
Congress (Congres Internationaux
d’Architecture Moderne) in 1933
and with the writing of La ville ra-
dieuse (The Radiant City, 1935)
and then the famous Carte d’A-
thénes (Athens Charter) of 1943,
a document-manifesto of the Mo-
dern Movement’s vision of the city
towards modernisation. The Inter-
national Style, the name given to
the style of the Modern Movement
by the book of the same name
written by Henry-Russel Hitchcock
and Philip Johnson in 1932% is a
model that sometimes seems to
have formal and methodological
tools that can be applied to all pla-
ces in the same way, without consi-
dering the specificity of the location
or the specificity of the people who
are going to live there. It is a style
that seems designed for a generic
type of man whose needs can

Figure 1.5 A photo by Marléne
Leroux in the book Terres Chi-
noises, mutations et défis ur-
bains en milieu rural, exhibition
model of the ongoing develop-
ment in the eastern city of Den-
gfeng, Henan, China. The bal-
loons indicate the names of the
villages that will be destroyed by
the real estate operations, 2013.

33. Hitchcock, R., Johnson,
P.,  The International  Sty-
le: Architecture Since 1922,
W. W. Norton & Co., 1932.
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34. Leroux, M., Terres Chi-
noises, mutations et défis ur-
bains en milieu rural, Genéve,
MétisPresses, 2019, p.54.

Reading the pictures from top to
bottom starting from the left:

Figure 2.5 A photo by Samue-
le  Pellecchia, construction
of the city of Tongzhou,
a new town located in the
eastern suburban expan-
sion of Beijing, China, 2017.

Figure 3.5 A photo of the
construction of the new
town of Ordos, the wor-
Id’s largest ghost town, In-
ner Mongolia, China, 2013.

Figure 4.5 A photo by Marcel
Gautherot, construction of the
city of Brasilia, Brazil, 1956.

Figure 5.5 A photo of the mo-
del of Le Corbusier’s Plan
Voisin and his hand, 1964.
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be standardised, often leading
to the depersonalisation of places
towards serial production indiffe-
rent to local cultures; space is al-
most always ordered on a regular
grid and with functions separated
by a strong zoning. The underlying
thought is that of being able to ea-
sily define people’s needs and the
means of satisfying them without
actually knowing who these people
are and simply seeking absolute
control over their social life, made
much easier by the strong schema-
tisation of the plans themselves.

This system is also often
used in modern China, as it is
the fastest way to plan places.
The road network is used as the
skeleton of a sectoral spatial de-
velopment which generally shows
little adaptation to the territory it-
self. Actually, the use of the road
network as the main act of urban
development is not new in China;
in fact, this process was already
used almost two thousand years
before Christ for the planning of ca-
pitals such as Chang’an (Xi’an).3*




35. Peghin, G., Sanna, A,
Saiu, V., Pisano, C., Progetto
Eleonora di Saras SpA. Analisi
paesaggistica del Golfo di Ori-
stano. Sub-Quadro urbanisti-
co-architettonico, 2012, p.6-10.

36. Zuin, O., La societa e l'ac-
qua ad Arborea, Etnografia delle
percezioni di rischio in un paese
sardo dalle origini venete, thesis
at Universita Ca’Foscari Vene-
zia, 2014/2015, Ligi, G., p.20.

Figure 8.5 A propaganda ima-
ge by Zhang Yuging of Dazhai,
China, one of the sites of the na-
tional agricultural project, 1975.

37. Filippi, F., Mussolini ha fatto
anche cose buone, Torino, Bolla-
ti Boringhieri editore, 2019, p.26.

Figure 9.5 A folding of Mus-
solinia di Sardegna by Di
Girolamo G., Aerial view of
Mussolinia, Mostra Nazionale
delle Bonifiche, Napoli, 1935.

Figure 10.5 A propagan-
da image by Carboni E.
of Mussolinia, Mostra del-
la Bonifica Integrale, 1938.
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What has changed nowadays is
the sectorialisation given by the
mesh of the road network: each
sector corresponds to a specific
function and operates indepen-
dently of the others, with its own
services and basic activities. The
use of the orthogonal system and
the strong zoning, for obvious re-
asons, do not give attention to the
landscape and socio-cultural pe-
culiarities of the place, eliminating
in fact the intrinsic stratifications in
favour of total control from above.

This type of planning, howe-
ver, is not only linked to the ratio-
nalist and Chinese reality, in the
world the imposition of the simple
and the orderly has been and still is
widely used. The Italian context,
during the period of the Fascist re-
gime, is an example of this: there
were twelve foundation towns
which followed similar patterns and
which can be linked to the Chinese
case in that they too were based
on the objective of the country’s
economic development. The first
of these was founded under the

name of Mussolinia in 1928 in the
Italian region of Sardinia, which at
the beginning of the 20th century
was an extremely rural island. The
town, built entirely from scratch
and now renamed Arborea, was
founded in a swampy and pesti-
lential area that was first reclaimed
and only later planned with the aim
of making it cultivable and coloni-
sable. There are some interesting
observations to be made about this
new town: first of all, its nature as
a project from nothing (ex nihilo),
which can be achieved by making
virgin territory available following
reclamation; the tabula rasa is not
achieved by dismantling a pre-exi-
sting settlement, but by radically
modifying the natural landscape
and thus determining a new agri-
cultural landscape®, vaguely an-
ticipating the Chinese propaganda
slogan Move the mountains to
make farm fields (B %L, yu
gong yi shan) of the Maoist era.
This work serves as a real pilot
project and an example for all the
other ltalian realities that would

soon undergo similar processes®®,
more or less like the Chinese mo-
del village of Dazhai (KZ8), which
from the 1950s onwards was sur-
rounded by hundreds of agricultu-
ral terraces built literally by “moving
mountains” (figure 8.5). Mussolinia
had to represent the new rural Italy
according to the regime’s definition
and therefore, in order to guarantee
a development of the productive
economy in general and an inten-
sification of agriculture in particu-
lar, it was decided to increase the
density of the population®, moved
from other regions to Sardinia; the
great need for labour in this new
town would then correspond to the
taking of measures to discourage
the abandonment of the land.®
The most interesting observation
to make, however, concerns the
methodology used to build this
town, a superimposition of a plot on
the morphology of the places: the
streets intersect orthogonally with
a prevalent north-south direction,
according to a geometric model
alien to the Sardinian landscape.®®
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In addition to this, there is the use
of an unusual variety of archi-
tectural languages, added in the
short residential nucleus; at least
three linguistic layers in “cardbo-
ard style” are superimposed: it is
almost impressive the incongruity
of forms and stylistic features of re-
mote cultures, abruptly imported to
the island and inserted in the pla-
nar perfection of the environment
of the reclamation. No attention
was paid to the typical settlement
and rural dwelling of the context,
and the decision was made to opt
for an architecture completely forei-
gn to the naive creation of an ideal
city, as represented by Giulio di Gi-
rolamo in his coloured drawing (fi-
gure 9.5) for the “Mostra Nazionale
delle Bonifiche per la Rigenerazio-
ne Agraria d’ltalia”: a sugary image
of a green and sunny garden city,
a true urban utopia come true.%®

The settlement system of
the garden city, however, derives
from Ebenezer Howard’s theories
of the 19th century; in fact, in 1898
he wrote the book To-Morrow. A

Peaceful Path to Real Reform®,
(best known in the 1902 revised
version Garden Cities of To-Mor-
row) in which he proposes a model
capable of resolving the problem
of conflict between town and coun-
try.*° His famous theory of popula-
tion attractiveness sees cities as
magnets capable of attracting peo-
ple to them, generating the classic
problem of urban overcrowding. So
the need arises to create new at-
tractions, to build new magnets with
even greater power of attraction
(figure 11.5), and so between the
urban and the rural magnet a third
magnet is proposed that can redi-
stribute the population equitably:
the Garden City, a place where
the advantages of the countryside
and of the city are summed up and
their disadvantages excluded, with
a central park around which food
self-sufficient residential areas are
developed (figure 12.5). This model
would then become an example for
a long series of theoretical design
proposals that have persisted up
to the present day; the search for
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solutions to increasingly standar-
dised urbanisation and the conse-
quent environmental pollution has
led over time to many elaborations
of eco-cities or ecological uto-
pias. In this sense, the ecological
city of Dongtan is perhaps the ar-
chetype of a hyper-technological
conception of this model: it is a
project developed, but never rea-
lised, in 2005 by the engineering
firm Arup located on an island in the
north of Shanghai, offering a sym-
biosis of city, industry and agricul-
tural activities. The conceptualised
environment is almost futuristic,
with plenty of electric cars, solar
panels and avant-garde recycling
systems, multiple and efficient far-
ming systems in terms of land use
and savings. The idea seems ab-
solutely perfect for our immediate
future, except the fact that its rea-
lisation involves the complete and
irreversible erasure of pre-existing
structures: the destruction of old
farms, topographical and hydro-
graphic reorganisation, and the
replacement of villages with an

extremely regular urban structure.
If on the one hand there is a high
ecological and environmental per-
formance, on the other hand there
is also a profound modification of
the local economy and the reinven-
tion of the identity of the place.*
As Simon Schama says in the in-
troduction to his book Landscape
and Memory, taking the countless
grave problems of the environment
seriously does not necessarily im-
ply giving up our cultural heritage
and what comes from it*?, a mi-
stake that is probably made in the
planning proposal on Shanghai’s
island. In fact, if we compare the
master plan of the Dongtan project
(2005, figure 14.5) with the plan re-
alised for Mussolinia (1928, figure
13.5) it is impossible not to notice
their absurd and extreme similari-
ty; this happens for the simple fact
that a regular imposition foreign
to the peculiar characters of the
place can be effectively applied
everywhere and at any time. So,
even if the motivations behind the-
se two projects are very different

Figure 1.5 A picture of The
Garden  City  from Gar-
den Cities of To-Morrow by
Ebenezer Howard, 1902.

41. Leroux, M., Terres Chi-
noises, mutations et défis ur-
bains en milieu rural, Genéve,
MetisPresses, 2019, p.65.

42. Schama, S., Landscape and
Memory, New York, Knopf, 1995.
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43. The Land of Many Palaces,
Documentary directed by Smith,
A. J., Ting Song, Berlin, 2014.

Figure 15.5 Aerial view from
Google Earth of Ordos, one of
the world’s largest ghost towns.
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from each other, as is the histori-
cal period, we find ourselves faced
with a standardised model that ine-
vitably changes the way of life and
the identity of the people who live
there: it is like undressing the en-
tire world’s population and dres-
sing them all in the same colour;
the image is terrifying for obvious
reasons, even if the new clothes
are made of recycled material and
have zero impact. This is also de-
monstrated by the example of the
city of Ordos, in Inner Mongolia,
one of the world’s largest ghost
towns, which was planned for
300,000 new inhabitants but now
finds itself with two out of three
empty houses. The project literally
came out of nowhere in the middle
of the desert and impresses with its
colossal strangeness: everything is
made big: the size of the squares,
the width of the streets and the
height of its skyscrapers. Its inha-
bitants are mostly peasants whose
land has been expropriated and
who, forced to move, are asked
to live in a more civilised way.*®




44. Rudofsky, B., Architettu-
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The problem lies in the character
of this city, which has been de-
scribed as a sort of Mongolian Di-
sneyland and has no identity link
with the people who live there.
It is clear that planning of this kind,
whatever the place in the world and
whatever the historical period, does
not work. The depersonalising and
disorientating character of places
that have no connection whatsoe-
ver with the society that lives there
is typical of planning ex nihilo. The
discourse, however, is not intended
to be about the completely spon-
taneous formation of settlements;
certainly any kind of extremism is
not suitable for a good place to live,
which must be sought instead on
the balanced path of the middle.

In situ
spontaneous settlements

The spontaneous evolution of the
morphologies of places is deter-
mined, and therefore influenced,

by the society that creates them.
In this case, rural society, in general
and in the specific case of China,
can be considered as the expres-
sion of the three terms analysed
above: identity, community and ru-
rality. The influence of these three
terms, and thus of rural society it-
self, has over time led to the ge-
neration of certain morphological
evolutions that can be called spon-
taneous. This tendency to form
settlement patterns derived from
the generic rural society is typical of
every time and place, and has led
throughout history to an infinite va-
riety of architectural solutions that
cannot be overlooked, but which
instead require careful study in or-
der to understand the society itself
that inhabits them and thus to plan
future development that sees it as
the main protagonist of the place.
First of all, it is necessary to clarify
what spontaneous architecture
actually is, often also referred to as
vernacular, anonymous, minor,
indigenous and rural architectu-
re.* This refers to that production

made by anonymous builders,
where therefore it is not the archi-
tect or the planner who imposes
himself and his theories on the
project, but where instead it is the
needs of the community that define
the design. On this theme, the stu-
dies carried out by Giuseppe Pa-
gano together with Guarniero Da-
niel*, reflected in the VI Triennale
di Milano in 1936, and the studies
by Bernard Rudofsky, who in the
1960s curated the exhibition at the
MOMA in New York entitled Archi-
tecture Without Architects, are inte-
resting, dealing precisely with that
architecture without an author whi-
ch is often forgotten and ignored.
Architecture without an author is
that silent testimony without ma-
nifestos and clamour, without con-
gresses and with little recognition
in history; a modest morphological
evolution that nonetheless repre-
sents the image of a human way
of life, an antidote that frees us
from rhetorical, stylistic and monu-
mental architecture and responds
naturally to the climatic conditions

of the place, using locally available
materials and technologies.* The
anonymous builders are therefo-
re detached from the official ar-
chitectural language and do not
follow any fashion or stylistic
trend; they do not have any codes
to respect, but follow the stratified
memory of the collective savoir
faire for building their own homes,
their own environment. The forms
are often built by means of adap-
tations and superimpositions which
change with the changing needs of
the moment, the action is always
honest and transparent and often
renounces what is useless and pla-
stic, sometimes reaching peaks of
high aesthetic value without any
real aesthetic purpose. Throughout
history, “dialectal” architecture has
often been considered rustic, me-
diocre and of little interest due to
its inferior historical-architectural
value, but it has been re-evalua-
ted by various authors, including
the aforementioned Pagano and
Rudofsky, but also, in the Italian
context, Galimberti, Carli, Neu-

45. Pagano, G., Guarniero,
D., Architettura Rurale lItaliana,
Quaderni della Triennale, Mila-
no, Ulrico Hoepli Editore, 1936.

46. Manzi, L., Minimalia, Ar-
chitettura sacra nel paesag-
gio rurale dell’Emilia, PhD
thesis at Alma Mater Studio-
rum, Universita di Bologna,
2017, Agnoletto, M., p.26.
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Figure 16.5 & 17.5 Photos from
the archives of the Museum
of Modern Art, New York City
(MoMA), Exhibition Architectu-
re Without Architects, New York
City, Nov 11, 1964-Feb 7, 1965.



Figure 18.5 A photo of
Ho Keou, Yunnan, China.

Figure 19.5 A picture of a
water village, Floating Vil-
lage, China, from Erasmus
Francisci’s Lutsgarten.

Photo and picture from the
archives of the Museum of
Modern Art, New York City
(MoMA), Exhibition Architectu-
re Without Architects, New York
City, Nov 11, 1964-Feb 7, 1965.
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47. cf. Galimberti, N., Colo-
nie Rurali. Case Razionali, La
Casa Bella, n.60, 1932, p.56;
Carli, E., Il genere architettura
rurale e il funzionalismo, Ca-
sabella, n.107, 1936, p.6-7;
Neutra, R. J., Tecnologia regio-
nale dell’architettura moderna,
Casabella-Costruzioni, n.144,
1939, p.20; Diotallevi, 1., Ma-
rescotti, F., La borgata rurale
Metaurilia, — Casabella-Costru-
zioni, n.148, 1940, p.40-42.
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tra, Diotallevi and Marescotti.*’
The series of works that in the wor-
Id can be called “spontaneous” are
always necessarily works closely
linked to local contexts, built with
local materials and traditional te-
chniques. The result of a sort of
collective rationality that has for-
med over time, these works, which
are never bound to any law or lan-
guage, form real, often recurring
models that can become reference
models for contemporary design.
Careful study of these morphologi-
cal evolutions can on the one hand
help us escape from the standar-
dised, commercial schemes of to-
day’s architecture and planning,
and onthe other help us understand
popular environments and langua-
ges which, in the specific Chinese
context, tend to be misunderstood
and forgotten. It should also be un-
derlined that the vernacular can
be expressed in the most varied
forms, starting with the formation
of entire spontaneous rural villa-
ges, then moving on to settlemen-
ts at the level of actual living units

or, finally, to simple solutions or
additions to pre-existing buildings;
the spontaneity of morphologies
is therefore extremely multiface-
ted and multiform. The distribution
of dwellings to form a village that
can be defined as in situ usually
follows the typical characteristics
of the landscape in which it is sett-
led, there is no regular grid impo-
sed from above but a more tangled
distribution of elements without
any plan drawn up on the drawing
board; the landscape guides the
arrangement, the mountains are
therefore no longer aggressively
displaced by the imposition of a
settlement or agricultural project.

This phenomenon can li-
terally be observed in cases such
as the Chinese city-prefecture of
Huzhou in the province of Zhejiang,
in particular in Changxing county
(figure 20.5), where a series of vil-
lages are embedded in the passes
of various mountains almost like a
fluid that fills them, generating ex-
tremely organic and natural for-
ms. A similar situation occurs in

the Italian municipality of Buggerru
(figure 21.5), in the region of Sar-
dinia, which in the same way, de-
spite rising in completely different
circumstances and at completely
different times, cascades like a
waterfall between two mountains
directly over the sea. In both ca-
ses, the landscape is not tamed
or modified, but simply indulged,
thus preserving the peculiarities of
the place that make the morpho-
logies unique and unrepeatable.
The spontaneous conformation of
more agricultural contexts is highli-
ghted above all in the comparison
withthatorganised and studied from
the top. If we compare the afore-
mentioned case the newly founded
town of Arborea with the village of
Marrubiu, two cases geographical-
ly close to each other, again in the
region of Sardinia, we immediately
notice the difference between the
two systems: the first is extremely
regular both from the point of view
of cultivation and settlement, while
the second is irregular and tends
almost towards the natural gene-

rated by the division of land “from
below” (figure 23.5). Such an irre-
gular conformation corresponds to
environments that are never the
same or banal, and the spontanei-
ty of these environments can only
correspond to a social spontaneity.
The repetition of similar geo-
graphies in different places and at
different times of formation is once
again disarming: if one looks at the
southernmost area of the Pudong
New Area of Shanghai, China, one
notices the harsh contrast betwe-
en the highly planned spaces of
Nanhui New City, which in this
case not only follow the orthogo-
nal logic but also that of concentric
circles, and spontaneously inha-
bited and cultivated landscapes,
where the plots of land are visibly
smaller and where the crops vary
more than in the large fields of in-
tensive monocultures (figure 22.5).

On an architectural level,
Chinese vernacular culture, par-
ticularly in the Chinese countryside,
is rich and varied, and obviously
differs from province to province.

115



Following  natural  sinuosity.

Figure 20.5 Aerial view from
Google Earth of Changxing
county, Zhejiang, China.

Figure 215 Aerial view
from Google Earth of Bu-
gerru, Sardinia, Italy.



Orderly  vs. spontaneous.

Figure 22.5 Aerial view from
Google Earth of the southern-
most area of the Pudong New
Area of Shanghai, contrast
between the planned Nanhui
New City and the spontane-
ous fields and villages in the
nearby countryside, China.

Figure 23.5 Aerial view from Go-
ogle Earth of of the southernmost
part of the province of Oristano,
a contrast between the planned
part of the town of Arborea and
the spontaneous landscapes
around the area of the villa-
ge of Marrubiu, Sardinia, Italy.




Vernacular villages.

Figure 245  Aerial view
from Google Earth of Hou-
gacun, Jiangsu, China.

Figure 25.5 Aerial view from
Google Earth of Barati-
li San Pietro, Sardinia, Italy.
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Literature has systematically ca-
talogued and analysed Chinese
spontaneous architecture and the
types of settlement that have emer-
ged over time: among the best-k-
nown types are the siheyuan (4
&%, si hé yuan, courtyard house),
typical of Beijing culture, consisting
of four rectangular buildings arran-
ged in a quadrangular shape to
create an internal courtyard. This
typology, which has a more or less
precise layout, then gave rise to a
whole series of evolving courtyard
houses in different Chinese provin-
ces, where the pattern is always an
alternation of full and empty space,
between building and courtyard;
depending on the context and cli-
mate, the forms vary, but espe-
cially the materials used in their
construction. Siheyuan are often
arranged in rows to form neigh-
bourhoods; the narrow streets and
alleyways between them are called
hutongs (figure 26.5 & 27.5), but
sometimes this name is also used
to indicate the neighbourhood itself,
made up of this type of dwelling.*®

Inner courtyards are used as a
convivial, familiar and private
space with respect to the outside
world: typical Chinese life, in its
traditional history and especially
where the climate has allowed it,
has always been strongly linked to
shared outdoor space, both in the
family and in the community. Once
again, rural and traditional Chinese
culture comes close to ltalian and
Sardinian culture: the closed-cour-
tyard house is one of the types of
rural home identified in Sardinia
in Osvaldo Baldacci’s study of the
geography of rural buildings in his
book La casa rurale in Sardegna®,
volume VIII of the collection Ri-
cerche sulle dimore rurali in Italia.
The geographer Maurice Le Lan-
nou also identified the typical cour-
tyard house in the small and large
villages of the Campidano®° (figure
28.5), a vast Sardinian plain, as
a perfect synthesis of living spa-
ce and working space, based on
the central void which became the
place for domestic work and the
centre of relations and collecti-

ve life.>' In both cases, the result
is an introverted landscape and a
labyrinthine system of narrow
streets and alleys which are often
non-carriageable, the sensation
of getting lost and never knowing
what you will encounter a few
steps further on. The experience
of these places is never trivial and
gives the sensation of an envelo-
ping, protective place, where both
the interior and exterior become a
welcoming home, a safe refuge.
Other typical Chinese settlements
include the tulou (1%, tuléu), a
traditional collective peasant dwel-
ling of the Hakka people in southern
China, usually built of earth and
rice straw, but with variations also
made of granite stone or terracot-
ta.The peculiarity that first catches
the eye is the circular shape of
this type of settlement, probably
chosen for defensive reasons,
making it worthy of recognition as
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Only the entrance to the tulou is vi-
sible from the outside, while all the
other openings face the inside of

the structure, organised in a ring,
where there is a well-lit courtyard
that serves as a collective space
for the peasant community living
there. The first tulou date back to
the seventh century, while the most
recent ones date back to the end of
the Qing dynasty. Many of them are
surprising for their perfect preser-
vation, probably due to the stren-
gth of the walls, up to six metres
thick, which make them real for-
tress-villages (figure 29.5 & 30.5).

This last character once
again illuminates how, in human
history, one can come across mor-
phological and functional analo-
gies even at enormous physical
and temporal distances: the form,
fortification and singularity of these
works, in fact, fit perfectly with tho-
se of the Sardinian nuraghi, or ra-
ther, the complexes of nuraghi that
form the Sardinian nuragic fortified
villages (figure 31.5). For example,
one cannot ignore the fascinating
morphological analogy between
the Tulou of Fujian ({82 14%, yuan
lou) and the nuragic village of Pal-
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Vernacular courtyard houses.

Figure 26.5 Xinhua photo, ae-
rial view of Tongli ancient town
in  Suzhou, Jiangsu, China.

Figure 27.5 A photo by Stef
Hoffer, aerial view of Lijiang
ancient town, Yunnan, China.

Figure 285 Aerial view
from Google Earth of Nu-
rachi, Sardinia, Italy.



Vernacular fortified  villages.

Figure 29.5 A design of Tulou
architectural complex in Fujian
province, China. Provided by
Prof. Zhang Song, College of
Architecture and Urban Plan-
ning (CAUP), Tongji University.

Figure 30.5 Aerial view of
Tulou architectural com-
plex, Fujian, China.

Figure 31.5 Aerial view of
the nuragic village of Pal-
mavera, Sardinia, Italy.



mavera or the village of Su Nuraxi.
These two architectural typolo-
gies, which are very distant from
each other, both temporally and
physically, are in reality extremely
related, always because the mor-
phological recurrences and uses of
certain territories, due to the unity
of the human spirit, often coincide.
The way in which a population,
beyond time and space, expe-
riences a certain situation accor-
ding to certain needs, can someti-
mes be expressed in architectural
forms that are also very similar.

Although we could talk at
length about the vernacular mo-
dels that have emerged over the
course of Chinese and ltalian hi-
story, we must nevertheless bear
in mind that the spontaneity of
morphologies does not always
lie only in the repeated and re-
cognisable but also, and above
all, in the ordinary and random.
If initially the study of anonymous
architecture was a way of rebelling
against the canonical and typolo-

today we must perhaps also move
away from the models identified
in the vernacular and rural herita-
ge towards ordinary spontaneity.
While the extraordinary and the
heroic are fascinating features of
architectural objects, on the other
hand not everything is fantastic
and unique, but often in reali-
ty simply ordinary and normal.
It is precisely in the ordinary, jag-
ged, shapeless contexts in which
objects do not relate to each other
that normality becomes unique.
The streets become tangled, the
anonymous elements overlap,
generating a pattern that is not en-
tirely legible, but only noticeable
and observable. The apparent or-
dinary chaos, however, becomes
an expression of the human soul
of the inhabitants who live the-
re and shape it from time to time.

Although the following pa-
ragraph deals with vernacular and
mostly rural architecture, it may
be useful to refer to the resear-
ch conducted by Robert Ventu-

ven lzenour, which is recounted
in the 1972 book Learning from
Las Vegas: The Forgotten Sym-
bolism of Architectural Form.*?
On a theoretical level, in fact, we
are still talking about cities and
places where most of what is built
is not built by architects and whe-
re the object of interest becomes
everything that is everyday and
ordinary artefact and that depicts
man and his needs specific to that
place. Every civilisation expres-
ses itself in a certain kind of or-
dinary, so the above-mentioned
book explains how the American
consumption and commodity ci-
vilisation of the 1950s and 1960s
is materially reflected in the Pop
and Kitsch aesthetics of the Strip.53
The spontaneous forms of the
landscape, whether in Las Vegas
or in a small Mediterranean vil-
lage, express the essence of the
civilisation that lives in them, and
studying them allows us to under-
stand it and collaborate with it. It is
therefore undeniable that we need

taneous conformations, both in
their patterns that become repea-
ted types, as well as in their more
random and ordinary elements.
Only by studying the vernacular
and ordinary architecture of a spe-
cific place is it possible to grasp
certain details that can then beco-
me tools for many contemporary
design issues. The idea, therefo-
re, is not to establish whether it is
better to design a city entirely or
to let it go on its own in its spon-
taneous formation, but to un-
derstand how design can find a
third, intermediate way between
the two extremes, which in truth
often coexist in a single reality.

52. Venturi, R., Scott Brown D.,
Izenour S., Learning from Las
Vegas: The Forgotten Sym-
bolism of Architectural Form,
Cambridge, MIT Press, 1972.

53. Rossi, U., Learning from the
road. Autopia vs dystopia, Firen-
ze Architettura 1, 2017, p.158.

Figure 32.5 Map of the Las Ve-
gas strip showing every written
word visible along the street
from the book Learning from Las
Vegas: The Forgotten Symboli-
sm of Architectural Form (v.52.).
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In the evolution of cities in gene-
ral, i.e. in most existing real cases,
it is very rare for a morphological
conformation to remain intact over
time. It is therefore plausible to see
that the idea of a city planned only
and designed by an external figure,
as well as the idea of a completely
spontaneous conformation, are ex-
tremes that can, however, be used
to understand more real cases in
which the two coexist in a given
place. Although there are indeed
cases of large planned cities, such
as the large city of Ordos already
mentioned, or cases of entire villa-
ges that have preserved their more
spontaneous and vernacular mor-
phologies, what usually happens is
that the two generic morphological
systems coexist in a single city or
town. It is clear that the historical,
social, cultural, political and eco-

nomic evolution of places corre-
sponds to a morphological evolu-
tion and sum in continuous being.
Cities are mutable entities that are
constantly changing, not necessa-
rily enlarging, but also just overlap-
ping from time to time. In particular,
the contemporary city is extremely
complex to read because of its
extreme plurality of fragments
and overlays; the elements that
compose it always have different
characters, they can be global
as well as local and traditional.>*
This, for obvious reasons, makes
eachtown unique and unrepeatable
and it is precisely in its contempo-
rary singularity that the difficulty of
reading and analysing its peculiar
morphologies resides. The choice
of differentiating the morphological
systems planned in the territories
from nothing from the more spon-
taneous and vernacular morpholo-
gical systems stems from the need
to be able to read and interpret the
morphologies of the rural town that
is the object of the project of this re-
search which, as often happens in

Figure 33.5 A photo by
Frank Wang, urban Vvilla-
ge of Bashizhou, Shen-
zhen, Guangdong, China.

54. Governa, F., Memoli, M., Ge-
ografie dell'urbano, Spazi, politi-
che, pratiche della citta, Roma,
Carocci editore, 2015, p.80-81.
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the Chinese countryside, turns out
to be a spontaneous rural village
that in the fast Chinese economic
development, which first involved
the secondary sector and then the
tertiary sector, expanded in a stan-
dardised and externally planned
way. Understanding how the two
morphological systems have fun-
ctioned throughout history and how
they function in our contemporary
times may perhaps help to under-
stand how certain spaces and pla-
ces in Hufu zhen, the subject of the
study, are currently experienced.
The intention is therefore not to
understand the general aspects of
the contemporary city, but rather to
look for tools to understand this city
in order to be able to think about
how it could develop in the near
future. Therefore, identifying and
analysing morphological systems
that can also be found in other
places can be useful in order to
understand how these places are
experienced and what the morpho-
logical characteristics are that can
then become the starting point for

added action. Studying the mor-
phologies of a place, considered
as a palimpsest, necessarily me-
ans starting from the observation
that, more often than not, these
possess traces of mutations that
have taken place consequen-
tially; studying the traces and gi-
ving them meaning, trying to un-
derstand them, therefore means
giving oneself the opportunity for
a more intelligent intervention.®®
Thus the intention becomes that
of rewriting over a territory, which
already possesses elements that
in turn become our guide in rewri-
ting a text that can be adapted to
contemporary needs. Itis clear that
the identification of the soul of a
specific place that is as comple-
te as possible cannot be based
solely on a purely morphological
analysis, but it is also true that in
reality the city lends itself to being
studied and interpreted through
different perspectives. There can
therefore be parallel readings of
the same, ranging from urban so-
ciology to anthropology, and even

Figure 34.5 A drawing by Wil-
liam Xerra, Thinking about city.



Figure 35.5 A painting by René
Magritte representing the am-
biguity of perception to which
every observer is subjected, La
condition humaine (The Human
Condition), National Gallery
of Art, Washington DC, 1933.

literary and artistic narratives; the
city can be analysed from a variety
of angles and methodologies, and
in reality each of these will give a
different but related interpretation.
The search for tools to identify cer-
tain peculiarities, therefore, is not
a univocal method of reading, but
an attempt at interpretation among
the many existing ones: space,
understood as a place, does not
speak on its own but thanks to
the filter of perception and the
culture of those who read it.>®
As a tool, the aerial view of the ur-
ban morphologies that compose
a town can give some hints as to
how the spirit of the place adapts
and evolves, but it is undeniable
that, for a more complete interpre-
tation and reconstruction of it, the
so-called act of flanerie is one of
the most effective methods of gra-
sping part of its meaning. Reading
a place not only from its images,
but also and above all by experien-
cing it, can certainly help to disco-
ver the soul of places, the genius
loci. Certainly, however, whatever

the way and resources available
for reading a space, there is no
denying the great complexity invol-
ved in reading the stratifications of
the various epochs. The knowled-
ge and analysis of different cities
and places in general can there-
fore help in the understanding of a
specific place, and the analysis of
similar or even analogous morpho-
logies can be understood almost
as a mental training towards the
subsequent reading of the object of
interest. Obviously this is not inten-
ded as a single method of analysis,
but rather as a personal way of in-
terpreting spaces, a bit like Marco
Romano himself says in his book
Le belle citta*®, in which he tries to
outline his own methodology for
analysing cities, based above all on
wandering around in search of col-
lective themes and their transgres-
sions, in which the specific style
of each city can be recognised.

The approach

As already mentioned, the mor-
phological structure of a place is

56. Nuvolati, G., Llinterpre-
tazione dei luoghi, flaner-
ie come esperienza di Vvita,
Firenze, Firenze Univer-
sity Press, 2013, p.68-69.

57. Romano, M., Le bel-
le citta, cinquanta ritrat-
ti di citta come opere dar-
te, Milano, UTET , 2016.
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almost never homogeneous, but
rather hybrid, “something made up
of heterogeneous elements that do
not fit together well”.%® In the speci-
fic case of the Chinese countryside,
it is possible to identify recurrences
of a morphological type that often
coexist with each other. Their tran-
sformation happened during the
great moment of urbanisation that
took place above all from the era of
the new economic reforms, starting
around the end of the 1970s. Not
all villages have evolved in the
same way, some have lost many
of their original agricultural traces,
some have seen their agricultural
plots transformed into large re-
sidential neighbourhoods, while
others have developed industrial
complexes on the outskirts. The ru-
ral in these transformation proces-
ses is always an important factor
in the morphologies of these new
complex urban-rural systems, as
stated by the previously mentioned
Joshua Bolchover and John Lin,
who in their book Rural Urban Fra-
mework, Transforming the Chinese

Countryside, identify five types of
rural village (or small town) modi-
fied as a result of the urbanisation
of recent years, describing their
characteristics and giving concrete
examples. In particular, the types
identified are the urban village,
the factory village, the suburban
village, the contested village and
finally the so-called rural village.
Urban villages (figure 35.5) are
modern rural villages incorporated
into the new urbanised contexts,
almost like social ghettos housing
mainly immigrants. They lack plan-
ning and struggle with difficulty
against the incidence of the city,
which tends to erase them. Fac-
tory villages (figure 36.5), which
have been formed since the great
industrialisation which took pla-
ce from 1978, are formed in rural
areas mainly because of the gre-
at availability of “free” land (which
in reality was often occupied by
crops) and the economic workfor-
ce in those areas. In this type of
town the industrial complexes are
always accompanied, for obvious

Figure 36.5 Urban Vvillage:
aerial view from  Google
Earth of Bashizhou, Shen-
zhen, Guangdong, China.

Figure 37.5 Factory Vvillage:
aerial view from Google
Earth of Foxconn com-
pany, Longhuazhen, Shen-
zhen, Guangdong, China.

Figure 38.5 Suburban village:
aerial view from Google Ear-
th of the new town of Tha-
mes Town, Shanghai, China.

Figure 39.5 Rural Vvillage:

aerial view from Google
Earth of the village of Luk
Zuk, Guangdong, China.
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reasons, by a series of residential
complexes for the same workfor-
ce that goes to work in the new
industries. Often, since industry
generates wealth, the workers in
the industry itself become part of a
middle class, which gradually de-
mands better living conditions, and
thus better housing estates. This
is then reflected in the very mor-
phologies that make up this type
of village. Suburban villages (fi-
gure 37.5) are those villages which
come closest to the European con-
cept of peri-urban space and arise
with the growth in the number of pe-
ople in the middle class: large nei-
ghbourhoods are generated with
urban-type dwellings completely
out of context, especially in relation
to the traditional houses which are
not too far away from them. These
neighbourhoods are usually wal-
led off and safely isolated from the
outside world, creating residential
islands. Contested villages are
characterised by a strong fragmen-
tation, cultivated fields reduced to
small patches of land are mixed

with landscapes of building specu-
lation in a hybrid territory. Finally,
the rural villages (figure 38.5) are
those villages that could be defined
as vernacular, i.e. those villages
that have not undergone any kind
of external modification due to ur-
banisation. These are villages that
have not undergone any kind of
external alteration due to urbanisa-
tion. Elderly people usually live the-
re and receive a portion of money
from their children who have gone
to work in the city, which is often
invested in renovating their tradi-
tional dwellings spontaneously.*®
The exercise carried out by the
authors of the book is therefore to
identify types of village that are
distinguished by their morpholo-
gies and causes of formation, in
particular the fact that each type of
social, cultural and economic con-
text corresponds to certain types of
development that generate certain
types of settlement. It should be
borne in mind that an understan-
ding of the morphologies of these
places should be understood more

as an understanding of the tran-
sitions of the villages themselves,
which see in them the passage of
different Chinese historical epochs
beginning with the centuries of the
Ming and Qing dynasties, the period
of the Republic of China, the gre-
at leap forward and then the more
recent period of technologisation.

The type-morphologi-
cal approach, typically ltalian, of
analysing the transitional mor-
phologies of a place, has at pre-
sentfew applicationsinthe Chinese
context, particularly if the specific
context of the Chinese countryside
is taken into account. The difficulty
in applying this method, Italian and
more generally European and We-
stern, in the Chinese context, lies
above all in the difficult availability
of cartographic material in the va-
rious periods up to the present day.
Reconstructing changes in detail in
order to understand Chinese urban
and rural landscapes is much more
complex than for Western ones;
often traditional Chinese maps and
plans only indicate the road system

and the key landmarks of urban
configurations, while drawings re-
presenting roads, plots and building
block-plans are rare in China over
history; moreover, although more
accurate maps of cities have been
produced since the 1990s, their
availability was and still is difficult.®°
However, it is useful to see two
examples of the study of morpholo-
gies and their dynamism in order to
then be able to try to make areading
of Hufu zhen, as already mentioned
township under study located in the
countryside of Jiangsu province.

A first example can be the
research project using the method
of plan analysis of the ancient city
of Pingyao conducted by Jeremy
W. R. Whitehand and Kai Gu.®
The city is located in Shanxi pro-
vince and over the course of the
salient events in Chinese history
its morphologies have changed,
which in their plot patterns and
street plans are products of plan-
ning schemes. According to these
scholars, therefore, the analysis
of the plan helps in a conspicuo-

60. Kai Gu, Zhen Xu, Applying
Conzenian and Caniggian ideas
in China: recent research advan-
ces and problems, U+D urban-
form and design, n.1,2014, p.17.

61. Whitehand, J. W. R., Kai
Gu, Extending the compass
of plan analysis: a Chinese
exploration, Urban Morpholo-
gy, n.11(2), 2007, p.91-109.
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Figure 40.5 A scheme from the
article written by Whitehand, J.
W. R., Kai Gu, Extending the
compass of plan analysis: a Chi-
nese exploration, Urban Mor-
phology, n.11(2), 2007, p.99.

Principal ~ plan  componen-
ts of central Pingyao, 2006.

140

us way the understanding of the
historical development of the sha-
pe of towns and cities, in particular
referring to the methodology deve-
loped by M. R. G. Conzen for the
understanding not so much of the
shape of things for what they are
as in their historical becoming,
in their continuous state of tran-
sition and metamorphosis. We
can see how the research identi-
fied the main components of the
plan of the centre of Pingyao (figu-
re 39.5) and how an analysis of the
road system in general was carried
out to then move on to the study
of each plot and therefore of its
conformation, identifying some as
more irregular than others that are
more ordered; the analysis of the
morphology of each plot is always
accompanied by the objective of
understanding its origin and evolu-
tion. Obviously, in the essay cited
above, it is emphasised that an
analysis of this type can be con-
ducted not only for the purposes of
knowledge of a place but also as
a basis for urban landscape ma-
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nagement at the planning level.
Another example concerns the
analysis of the transitional mor-
phologies of a neighbourhood in
the southern part of central Nanjing
called Hehua Tang. Again, this in-
volves a study of the site plans,
particularly from different periods,
in order to understand how the
morphologies have changed over
time. Thus, starting from a Conze-
nian approach, the study then mo-
ves on to the scale of the building
and the urban fabric, drawing on
the Caniggian school. The aimis to
trace the permanence, variations
and permutations of the city form
over time, reinterpreting the Ita-
lian type-morphological appro-
ach towards the unexplored wor-
Id of contemporary Asian cities.®?
In order to proceed with this type of
approach, it was necessary to con-
sult historical cartography, archae-
ological surveys, architectural me-
asurements and cadastral maps.
However, as suggested in the es-
say referred to here, other sources
such as literary sources, old pho-

tographs or ancient paintings can
sometimes be used, but these will
have to be interpreted with a greater
degree of difficulty than the analy-
sis of actual cartographies. Throu-
gh the study of the various carto-
graphies and aerial photographs of
different periods of Hehua Tang, it
was then possible to create a typo-
logical map capable of describing
the transition of the place itself. In
particular, through the study of the
urban fabric, the typological-tran-
sitional map was drawn from six
building types including the tradi-
tional Nanjing courtyard house,
the compact courtyard house, the
multi-storey building, the industrial
building, the shop and the informal
additions. The aim of this method
of approach is always not only the
awareness of a place but also the
creation of a base from which to
start urban regeneration and con-
scious design in today’s China.

The initial analysis

The study of the morphologies of a
place, always through the resour-

Figure 41.5 A plan from which
the diagram shown above is
obtained, from the article writ-
ten by Whitehand, J. W. R,
Kai Gu, Extending the com-
pass of plan analysis: a Chi-
nese exploration, Urban Mor-
phology, n.11(2), 2007, p.95.

Plot  boundaries and out-
lines of the block plans
of the buildings: central
Pingyao, c¢. 2000. Plot boun-
daries are shown in black. Bu-
ilding outlines are shown in red
(in black where they coinci-
de with a plot boundary). Ba-
sed upon an unpublished plan
prepared by Shanxi Rese-
arch Institute of Urban and
Rural Planning and Design.

62. Trisciuoglio, M., Note on
the transitional urban morpho-
logies as a criticism of urban
studies in the chinese context.
The typological map on Nanjing
Heua Tang, U+D urbanform
and design, n.14, 2020, p.15.
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Figure 42.5 Pictures from the
article written by  Trisciuo-
glio, M., Note on the transi-
tional urban morphologies as
a criticism of urban studies
in the chinese context. The
A PTTTY 1 2 1 typological map on Nanjing

; ] T e o 3 Y J 5, Heua Tang, U+D urbanform
Mdahid o R ety o ' 2 - = L and design, n.14, 2020, p.16.
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Maps of Hehua Tang in different
historical periods, from left to
right: Ming, Qing, 1931,1936;
Maps of Hehua Tang in four dif-
ferent historical periods: 1911,
1929, 1946, 1975; Hehua Tang
in the aerial photo of Nanjing
in 1929 and the satellite photo.



Figure 43.5 A photo by Chia-
ra Loi, Coexistence of diffe-

rent urban resiential patterns,
photo taken from Hui Yuan

Li's new gated neighbourho-

od,

Nanjing,

China,

2019.

146

ces available, can therefore lead to
an understanding of it. In particular,
if we refer to those contemporary
mixed realities in which morpholo-
gies of different types and periods
are often juxtaposed, their obser-
vation can be useful not only to
understand the forms in their evo-
lution, but also to understand in
a certain way how people inhabit
these spaces. It was decided to
make an initial distinction between
spontaneous morphological evo-
lutions and conscious design from
the top and from outside the con-
text in which they operate, which,
coexisting, generate hybrid cities
in which one can therefore identify
not only different settlement types
but also different societies. It is
reasonable to say that it often hap-
pens in China, especially in the
countryside, that the types of villa-
ge identified in the book Rural Ur-
ban Framework actually coexist in
a single entity. Over time, medium
and small urban settlements have
seen an overlapping and an enlar-
gement of different types of urban

fabric: it often happens, therefore,
to observe villages with a more
spontaneous morphological core,
similar to the rural village, which
then in the outer circles have new
residential and/or industrial distri-
cts (suburban village, factory viil-
lage) to form a hybrid and mixed
reality. The types that can be iden-
tified will then correspond to diffe-
rent ways of inhabiting space and
different types of society living
together in a single town or villa-
ge to form what can be called the
mixed community of our time: it
is as if there were multiply cities
in a single entity that can there-
fore be defined as fragmented.
The fragmented nature of a pla-
ce can be determined by varia-
tions in factors as diverse as po-
pulation size, income, levels of
car ownership, but also the avai-
lability of good, unpolluted wa-
ter, the preponderance of infor-
mal settlements, and sometimes
even the presence of topographi-
cal restrictions on expansion.

In the specific Chinese




63. Angel, S., Parent, J., Ci-
vco, D. L., The fragmentation
of wurban landscapes: global
evidence of a key attribute of
the spatial structure of cities,
Enviroment &  Urbanization,
International Institute for En-
vironment and Development
(IIED), 24(1), 1990-2000, DOI:
10.1177/0956247811433536,
2012,p.257-261.

64. McGee, T. G., The Emer-
gence of Desakota Regions in
Asia: Expanding a Hypothe-
sis, The Extended Metro-
polis:  Settlement Transition
Is Asia, Honolulu, Univer-
sity of Hawaii Press, 1991.
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case, the fragmentation of spaces
is remarkable, often the result of
rapid urbanisation involving a lar-
ge number of villages that have ei-
ther been incorporated into larger
towns or have seen their own chan-
ge over time, making them quite
urban in terms of their residential
and industrial composition. Many
of these villages often fit into that
broad “rural-yet-urban” area where
there is usually a dense dispersion
of villages with a high percentage
of non-agricultural activities and a
large number of workers commu-
ting to urban jobs in the city proper.

Thus, as previously stated,
the process of urbanisation that
has involved China in recent deca-
des is not only caused by the mas-
sive movement of population from
the countryside to the cities, but
also by urbanisation in situ, which
has led many villages that initially
had a purely rural character to be-
come more urbanised at all levels
in our times, generating the so-cal-
led rural-urban continuum.®® This
typology of space described often

coincides with what is known as
desakota, a term coined by Mc-
Gee in 1991% to indicate preci-
sely those spatial structures, al-
most always Asian, hybrid and in
some ways ambiguous, that are
densely populated and that see
an intense mix of agricultural and
non-agricultural activities espe-
cially in the corridors between the
large urban centres. The urban
processes in these places usually
go hand in hand with a persistent
rurality within them, creating very
particular patterns. It is clear that
the formation of this type of pattern
can be defined as a transition over
time of morphologies which, the-
refore, have changed over time,
generating today’s rural scenarios.
However, not only the country-
side, for obvious reasons, sees
a coexistence of different pat-
terns (figure 42.5), because even
the city is almost never homoge-
neous and the overlapping and
alterations of morphologies lead
to very complex spaces to analy-
se and interpret from a morpho-

logical and social point of view.
Moreover, in this specific case, the
considerations made are mainly ai-
med at understanding rural areas,
or rather, the new rural-urban areas
that have formed overtime in China.

The search for Chinese and We-
stern examples from a historical,
cultural and above all morphologi-
cal point of view in rural and urban
areas, together with the search for
a tool and method for reading these
same examples, have made it pos-
sible to understand, even from a di-
stance, some of the characteristics
of Hufu zhén. Through the study of
different realities that in some ways
can be assimilated to different pie-
ces of the town and with few mate-
rials available (mostly aerial photos
of the present day and a few pho-
tos of a survey of the place carri-
ed out in 2017 by some students
of Southeast University of Nanjing
in China) it was possible to make
some considerations regarding
the morphology and society of this
town that is now a hybrid and mul-

..................
...............
..............
............
...........

.....

Major cities
Peri-urban
Desakota
Densely populated rural
Sparsely populated frontier
Smaller cities and towns

Communication routes

Figure 44.5 A scheme by Mc-
Gee, T. G., The ideal desa-
kota spatial system, 1991.
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#6 HUFU AT FIRST GLANCE

Through the reflections made in
the previous chapters, it is pos-
sible to take a more conscious
glance at the small town under
study. In spite of the distance
and the limited amount of ma-
terial available, in fact, by stu-
dying the history and the main
characteristics of the Chinese
countryside in the present day,
together with the study of the
morphological patterns that can
be found in rural areas in Chi-
na but also in the West, it beco-
mes possible to identify some
characteristic aspects of Hufu
zhen that can suggest how the
material and social develop-
ment of these spaces took place.

FRmE R ok

Figure 1.6 An old map of the
city of Yxing and the village
of Hufu zhen from the archi-
ve of the city of Yixing, 1797.



Figures 2.6 On the following
pages: Aerial views from Go-
ogle Earth Engine of different
years (starting from 1984 until
2020) of Yixing city and Hufu
zhén area, Jiangsu, China.
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tiform entity extremely complex.
Hufu zhen, the case study inve-
stigated in Jiangsu province, was
originally a rural village that has
changed over time as a result of
the historical, economic and so-
cial events that have involved
China. Observing some aerial
photos of the area that includes
Hufu zhen from different historical
periods starting from 1984 up to
2020 (figures 2.6), it is clear that
the development of Hufu zhen
took place in a fairly short time
and in relation to the development
of the largest city near it, Yixing.

Beyond the territorial fra-
mework of this place, which will
be studied in depth in the following
chapters, it is interesting to simply
study the morphologies in tran-
sformation through the photos
and maps in order to try to under-
stand how and what were the con-
sequences of the transformation
of the place itself through the tool
and method suggested above.
Although the aerial photos of se-
veral years from 1984 onwards

do not allow, due to the quali-
ty of the images, a closer look at
what has happened in the town
of Hufu over time, it is still possi-
ble to make some preliminary
considerations about the evo-
lution of the object in question.

In 1984, for example, one
can see that Hufu zhen is still a
small rural village, which will un-
doubtedly have already undergone
some changes following the death
of Mao and thus the end of the era
of Chinese communes in the coun-
tryside, but still remains a purely
rural entity. To its right is the larger
town of Dingshu zhen which, still
under the Yixing city district, rapi-
dly expanded over time to occupy
vast formerly agricultural land.
We can also see the creation of new
major roads and lower infrastructu-
res connecting the various towns to
the big city, as happens in the rest
of China during the period of major
urbanisation. Starting in 2010, work
began on the dam and artificial
lake near Hufu zhen (on the left),
which were completed in 2013; in

the meantime, urban development
continued in the village, both in ter-
ms of residential and industrial de-
velopment, up to the present day.

In spite of the absence of
more comprehensible materials, it
is possible to date some salient sta-
gesinthe development of the object
of study which, from a rural village,
actually began to expand from the
1990s. In fact, first the larger village
to its right, which is also closer to
the large city of Yixing, was urbani-
sed, and only afterwards the villa-
ge of Hufu itself began to expand.
This happened because urbani-
sation, which at first only invol-
ved the outskirts of medium-large
Chinese cities, then also involved
small and medium-sized villages,
and therefore also many small ru-
ral villages, as explained above.

If we take a closer look at
the current conformation of the
case study, we can then make
other considerations of a morpho-
logical nature and therefore social
deductions; starting from the distin-
ction between more spontaneous

conformations and conformations
designed ex nihilo (figure 5.6), in
fact, we can already distinguish
different areas, or rather, different
morphological patterns, and it
is also possible to identify diffe-
rent types of village that coexist
in the entity of today’s town. The-
re is thus a more spontaneous,
plausibly older part of the town,
and a more recent part generated
by the strong urbanisation of re-
cent years, which has thus made
the rural village no longer just ru-
ral but a mixed hybrid object.
Over the years, new industrial distri-
cts and new housing blocks have
sprung up on the outskirts of the
village, which probably, at least in
the beginning, served to house the
workforce of the industries them-
selves. The new housing estates,
however, have nothing to do with
the spontaneity of the original fa-
bric, but are designed in a way that
is completely alien to their context.
The fragmentation and detachment
between the different morpholo-
gical patterns is clearly legible at
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Figure 3.6 Aerial view from
Google  Earth of  Yixing
city and Hufu zhén zoo-
med area, Jiangsu, China.

Figure 4.6 Aerial  view
from Google Earth of Hufu
zhén, Jiangsu, China.




Figures 5.6 Some perso-
nal analysis on the mor-
phology of the town Hufu.
On the right page some cut-
outs of an aerial photo showing
respectively: part of an original
rural village, part of an industrial
village, part of a suburban villa-
ge and part of cultivated fields
and rural permanence. The
analysis was made with refe-
rence to the study Rural Urban
Framework, Transforming the
Chinese Countryside (v.p.125).




65. Porfyriou, H., Urban Heritage
Conservation of China’s Historic
Water Towns and the Role of
Professor Ruan Yisan: Nanxun,
Tongli and Wuzhen, Herita-
ge, n.2, DOIl: 10.3390, 2019.

Figure 6.6 A photo by an anony-
mous showing one of the pain-
tings on the walls of the houses
in the oldest part of the town of
Hufu, there is thus a depiction
of the typical houses parallel to
the course of the river in front of
which collective and commercial
spaces are generated, Ancients’
tales, Hufu zhen, China, 2017.
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first glance and suggests that the
way of experiencing the different
spaces is probably also different.
The expansion of the original villa-
ge does not totally deny the rural
and agricultural nature of the place,
but it certainly leads several areas
of the town to be less linked to the
primary sector economy towards
secondary and tertiary economies.

The most spontaneous, and there-
fore definable vernacular, pattern
is found mainly along the river that
runs through the town, so it is re-
asonable to think that, even in the
light of the 1984 aerial photo, the
oldest part of the town of Hufu is
indeed that along the waterway.
This is not only true for these re-
asons but also because, in the
history of China and in particular
in the history of Jiangsu provin-
ce, many villages have formed
around the waters of the Yangize
River, the Grand Canal and on
the banks of Taihu Lake for rea-
sons related to the configuration
of the land, the historically predo-

minant Chinese agricultural eco-
nomy but also in relation to the
commercial and communication
nature of these majestic routes.
Traditionally  the  waterways
played a more important role
than the roads as goods were
shipped into the cities from the
countryside and all activity took
place on the docks where mar-
ket squares were then formed.®®

In particular, streets and bu-
ildings run parallel to the rivers,
given the convenience of access to
both water and land, and the hou-
ses were built close to the water
with the street in front and the river
behind, often with the ground floor
used as workshops, warehouses
or shops and the houses on the
upper floor; between the buildin-
gs there were often narrow pede-
strian alleys where community life
was spent outdoors. In these water
towns, the trinity of bridge-wa-
ter-home always exists, and in
fact all the general characteristics
listed above are partly observable
even in the most spontaneous

@

ot
 PEESRen

SE . smul
TR E WAy

&

B 11
AN W
LT e
SEBRMEK

<

[

R BEELE

RRBE R

FREPRRD

& [9] el

HEENRR .=

FORRRRG

RRmpalE




Figure 8.6 On the following pa-
ges: photo by an anonymous
shows a painting of what must
have been the original rural
hamlet of Hufu zhén, with hou-
ses arranged parallel to the
river and others forming inner
courtyards. The typical Chine-
se idyllic rural life can be seen:
collective life, transport of agri-
cultural goods, livestock and
symbols of an ancient China

such as the dragon, Ancients’

tales, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.
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part of Hufu zhen. Although many
houses have been privately mo-
dified over the years, there is still
a morphological structure partly
parallel to the watercourse and
some dated bridges still survive.
It is clear that the homogeneous
pattern of houses along the wa-
tercourse and the narrow streets
has changed over time, and has
been partly replaced by buildings
and complexes of different sca-
les, probably including some wor-
king-class communes, typical col-
lective structures of the Chinese
rural world in the Maoist period.

Looking more closely at
what is presumed to be the oldest
part of the town of Hufu (figure
7.6), and which therefore certainly
existed before the 1980s, it can be
seen that along the course of the
river the houses are actually ar-
ranged parallel to it, the traces of
the original village still being le-
gible today. The houses then face
the other side of a narrow street,
probably a pedestrian street, whi-
ch still exists in the contemporary

town; it is interesting to note that
the narrow street was created pre-
cisely because the commercial
areas and therefore the trading
areas in the old water towns were
on the side of the river (figure 6.6),
which we can imagine was also
the case in this particular instance.
The morphologies of this place,
extremely spontaneous and ver-
nacular, follow the course of the
river in its curves, leading to the
formation of a unique and un-
repeatable urban fabric: the wa-
ters determine the genesis of the
urban morphology, which almost
seems to arch its spine in order
to fit better into its context. Cle-
arly there is no plan whatsoever
in the formation of these dwellin-
gs, only the need to find a place
to live that drove previous gene-
rations to influence the place and
modify it spontaneously, guided
only by the pre-existing landscape.

The origin of the village
can however be guessed not only
from the considerations made, it is
in fact possible to observe some

Figure 7.6 Drawing by Chia-
ra Loi, Vernacular settle-
ments along the river throu-
gh the town of Hufu, Hufu
zhén, Jiangsu, China, 2020.
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Figure 9.6 A photo by an anony-
mous showing a newly reno-
vated house in the oldest part
of the town of Hufu, at the en-
trance clothes are hanging on
a handmade structure made of
three tree branches, Necessity
and permanent traditional inven-
tion, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.

Figure 10.6 A photo by an
anonymous showing the coe-
xistence of renovated buildin-
gs and old buildings in a state
of disrepair and the search for
a common language with the
past through materials and
colours, Different ages coexi-
sting, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.

Intergenerational encounter.
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paintings made on the walls of
old houses in the area under study
which, although they were made in
recent times, were probably also
based on the tales told by the el-
derly who still live in those places.
Beyond the depiction of the houses
that originally formed a scattered
rural hamlet closely linked to the ri-
ver (figure 8.6), these images show
how the rural and agricultural iden-
tity of these places has not comple-
tely disappeared despite the strong
urban development undergone in
recent times; many flowerbeds,
for example, created to regene-
rate these old neighbourhoods,
are now used as small vegetable
gardens for personal sustenance.
There are therefore some clues
and traces that can be found
among the photos and maps of
the town in question that can sug-
gest how the spaces actually evol-
ved and how life was conducted in
them. It is clear that, in these in situ
conformations, life was conducted
in a more traditionally rural way;
not only the vegetable gardens cre-

ated from the flowerbeds, but also
the small canopies and escamota-
ges added to the houses by their
owners, as well as the commercial
streets overlooked by the houses
of the remaining farmers and craft-
smen, suggest a permanence of
social life that must have existed
even before the last urbanisation.
The addition of canopies suggests
that, in a geographical area where
rainfall is fairly frequent, it is neces-
sary to find solutions for living in
the open air. Stowing a few chairs
in a circle and talking to the people
living next door are gestures that
still exist in these places and refer
to a typical life linked to the con-
cept of community and rurality.

As the village developed and
expanded over time, and as not
only the waterways but also the ro-
ads began to have a commercial
importance, it is likely that some
commercial spaces and streets
were created of which some traces
still exist today (figure 11.6). In fact,
in the most spontaneous part of the

Figure 11.6 Drawing by Chia-
ra Loi, Vernacular settlements
and the market street, Hufu
zhén, Jiangsu, China, 2020.
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Market meetings.

Figure 12.6 A photo by an
anonymous showing a few stal-
Is set up at the entrances to
houses in the market street in
the old part of Hufu zhén, Zero
kilometre  home-grown  pro-
duct, Hufu zhen, China, 2017.

Figure 13.6 A photo by an
anonymous showing life in
the market street, Just like
home, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.




town, it is possible to see a stre-
et flanked by stratified morpholo-
gies; there are some older buildin-
gs, others more recent and larger.
Even today, the street is used as
an open-air market directly on
the street, which becomes a li-
vely reality in which people often
sell their agricultural and/or craft
products directly from their ho-
mes, which open the doors of the
ground floor to possible buyers.

The feeling you get walking
through the streets of these neigh-
bourhoods, where you often come
across traditional and older archi-
tectural elements inserted in more
recent morphological modifica-
tions, is that typical village and rural
atmosphere. The narrow streets,
the elderly man sitting just outside
the door observing you, the hustle
and bustle of people buying local
and zero-kilometre products, the
small vegetables grown on some
old paint buckets and the children
running in the streets are some of
the many elements of a traditional
Chinese community reality which,

in fact, can in some points be very
similar to that experienced in any
village in the world. It is perhaps
this similar sense of traditional and
rural community that unites the way
we live in certain places in the world
that is now driving many urban pe-
ople to seek out realities that feel
more like home, no longer finding
themselves in contexts organised
in a totally ordered and depersona-
lising manner and tending towards
the more individual sphere of man.

It is precisely these last-mentioned
characteristics that are common to
many of the new outer districts
that have emerged from recent ru-
ral urbanisation in China and whi-
ch can also be found in the town of
Hufu zhen. The so-called ex-nihilo
neighbourhoods in the outer rin-
gs of the town, which are certainly
linked to the industrialisation of
the local economy, have an ortho-
gonal composition and consist of
multi-storey blocks of flats as op-
posed to low houses in the centre.
Often these new neighbourhoods

Figure 14.6 A photo by an
anonymous showing some of
the vegetable gardens that now
stand in front of the houses
along the river, Permanent ru-
rality, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.
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66. Hamama, B., Jian Liu, What
is beyond the edges? Gated
communities and their role in
China’s desire for harmonious
cities, City, Territory and Ar-
chitecture, 7/13, 2020, p.2-5.

are fenced off and therefore clo-
sed to the outside world, creating
an initial level of community iso-
lation that somewhat resembles
the model of typical American ga-
ted communities and is commonly
defined in Chinese as xiaoqu (/)\
[X), although the latter can be as-
sociated with different types of re-
sidential neighbourhood. In fact,
the phenomenon of gated com-
munities, which is now globally
recognised, has been rooted in the
Chinese history of city construction
and the arrangement of society wi-
thin the city; it can be traced back
to the walled cities of the pre-so-
cialist centralised feudal monarchy,
through the enclosed danwei of the
socialist period to the contempo-
rary gated communities found in
practically every Chinese city sin-
ce the economic reforms of 1978.
It is reasonable to believe that con-
temporary closed conformations of
this type today are based mainly on
the distinction between different so-
cial classes, referring in particular
to rural migrants living in the cities,

each such community will have a
certain level of quality and therefo-
re of services within it based on the
level of well-being of the society li-
ving in it. This planning system that
has recently become widespread
in China’s large urbanisation is
then supported by the state as it
becomes a tool for social control
and is then preferred by the citi-
zens themselves for its closed ma-
nagement and sense of security.®®
Despite the fact that the practice of
closing off living areas and sepa-
rating private and public life is ro-
oted in the tradition of ancient Chi-
nese planning, the debate among
scholars today is focused on how
to reconcile this tradition with
the concept of the open city,
finding no small number of diffi-
culties, as new closed residential
neighbourhoods continue to spring
up both inside and outside Chinese
cities. What may seem to western
eyes to be a system that does not
work on a social level is probably
not a major problem for Chinese
society, given the tradition of the

phenomenon from ancient times
and the habit of living in spaces
organised in this way. However,
there is an undeniable lack of
connectivity between the various
neighbourhoods and between the
streets inside the gates, which
are private, and the streets out-
side, which are therefore public.
These neighbourhoods, in fact,
being closed, are lacking in per-
meability, accessibility and street
connectivity, and are completely
closed off from the outside world,
resulting in sometimes dull, unli-
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Figure 15.6 Drawing by
Chiara Loi, New ex-nihilo
and outer settlements, Hufu
zhén, Jiangsu, China, 2020.
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Figure 16.6 Drawing by
Chiara Loi, New ex-nihilo in-
dustrial  settlements, Hufu
zheén, Jiangsu, China, 2020.
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vely, ordinary and monotonous
from a purely human point of view.
Itis clear that the concept of the Chi-
nese gated community cannot be
reduced to this description alone,
as there are so many types of ga-
ted community, but in general, and
probably also in the case of Hufu
zhen, this type of neighbourhood is
home to closed communities where
people do not experience the tra-
ditional sociability that is typical of
neighbourhoods in the older part of
town. However, it cannot be denied
that in contemporary China we can
no longer just talk about typical and
traditional by referring only to the
most spontaneous spaces, but we
can say that even these more re-
cent and ordered morphologies,
ex-nihilo, have themselves beco-
me, in a certain way, typical and
traditional in Chinese planning cul-
ture, given their continuous repeti-
tion everywhere on the continent.

These new morphologies that have
recently become typical since the
period of strong urbanisation are

usually accompanied by new in-
dustrial complexes that since
the economic reforms have for-
med not only on the outskirts of the
large cities but also in the Chine-
se countryside, thanks also to the
strong infrastructural development
that has taken place there. The
creation of new major roads and
the branching off of new major tran-
sport systems has made it possible
to create new industrial plants just
about everywhere, and this has
consequently led to the rapid cre-
ation of the previously described
new residential neighbourhoods
especially for the industrial workfor-
ce, and sometimes new large cities
have sprung up as a result of this
phenomenon. Thus the old village
of Hufu also found itself at a cer-
tain point with new large industrial
plants, which consequently led to
its development from a rural villa-
ge to a new contemporary town.
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The great variety of morphological
patterns that have overlapped and
flanked each other in a very short
time in this area has generated a
new reality that can no longer sim-
ply and banally be defined as a ru-
ral village in the countryside. The
need therefore arose to be able to
define in the right way this new hy-
brid reality which is unique in itself
but which in truth corresponds, at
an evolutionary level and then at
a morpho-sociological level, to a
sort of model which has spre-
ad throughout China over time.
Precisely thanks to the observation
of both Chinese and non-Chinese
examples (such as those previou-
sly mentioned, particularly Italian
ones), it has been possible, in a
certain sense, to schematise the
structure of the small town in a sim-
plified way, in order to be able to
understand its main features from
a distance, even if only in part and
from a more or less personal point
of view. The aim of this analysis,
however, is only to acquire informa-
tion regarding this object but also

sees in it the basis for being able to
understand how in fact, nowadays,
it is possible to operate in these
new contexts. The search for new
alternatives for the development
of the now urban-rural Chinese ter-
ritories has been going on for some
time, just as there is a lot of resear-
ch, also in the West, on the subject
of the development of towns at
an urban level but which refers to
many fields such as the obviously
social but also cultural, economic,
environmental and so on. It may
therefore be useful, after having
acquired a certain degree of know-
ledge and awareness of the place,
to try to identify some guidelines
for what could be a project for the
future development of a town in
the Chinese countryside, defined
as a contemporary hybrid entity
at a socio-morphological level.

Figure 17.6 A photo from Bai-
du Maps (BEME]) showing
one of the closed quarters
with an orthogonal layout
in Hufu zhén, New unca-
ring order, Hufu zhén, China.
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#1 TOUCHING THE CONTEMPORARY

CONTINUUM

A large part of China’s rural ter-
ritory today is no longer an un-
touched and idyllic landscape.
Many of these territories, al-
though having some rural per-
manences, are at the same time
influenced by the urban sphere
and its unscrupulous expansion.
Analysing some points can
therefore help to understand
how, on a conceptual and mor-
phological level, it is possible
to act on this type of contem-
porary  Chinese landscape.

€t

Figure 1.7 A painting by Xue
Song, Coca Cola, 2005.
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Prelude

As explained in the previous chap-
ters, today’s Chinese countryside
often no longer corresponds to the
image of an untouched and natural
landscape, nor to the idyllic image
of a rural and agrarian landscape
where life takes place traditionally
as in the past. There are certainly
places where these characteristi-
cs still persist, but the aim of this
research is instead to understand
the ambiguous landscapes ge-
nerated by recent Chinese urbani-
sation, where precisely the distin-
ction between city and countryside
is no longer defined and where
the territory is blurring into entirely
new facets towards what is defined
as the rural-urban continuum.

It is precisely in this conti-
nuum that towns such as Hufu, whi-
ch are usually located in a rural con-
text but also have a distinctly urban
character, are situated. In recent
years these places have become a
destination for many middle-class
citizens who have decided to move

from the big cities to less complex,
less chaotic and less polluted are-
as. The fact that there are these
new migratory flows towards the
countryside, almost as if a second
Cultural evolution were taking pla-
ce towards the new Chinese rural
world, obviously implies planning
and building new neighbourhoods,
new parts of town in which these
people can settle. In order to be
able to make a project proposal
in this sense, therefore, it may be
useful to look for some guidelines
that can support the proposal itself,
referring to the context in which it
is inserted, to the people who are
going to live in these places and to
the approach with which they can
be acted upon. It may also be use-
ful to compare some Western and
Chinese design examples and to
refer to the Chinese urban and ar-
chitectural past in terms of settle-
ment and typology. In the following
paragraphs, therefore, an attempt
will be made to summarise the
main principles for contemporary
architecture in today’s rural China.

Long-distance
relationship

The process of knowing a place is
an extremely complex activity that
brings into play many factors to be
taken into consideration. As alre-
ady written, of course, knowledge
of a place can never be univocal
and completely objective, but will
depend very much on the point of
view, the moment in which it is ac-
quired and the materials available
at that time. In this particular case,
knowledge of Hufu zhén came from
a great distance, without ever ha-
ving met it in person and with ac-
cess to certain types of information
about it. For this reason, the study
of the history and main characters
of Chinese territories similar to the
one in which the town is located
was fundamental to understanding,
at least in part, the evolution of this
place. The process of understan-
ding the ambiguous reality of this
small town has been multifaceted
and has involved the most varied

fields; traces of it have been sou-
ght in novels, aerial photos, maps
and similar towns: the flanerie has
been spiritual and getting lost has
no longer been in the middle of real
narrow streets but in the ocean of
available materials. Despite the
distance, it was nevertheless pos-
sible to come up with useful con-
siderations for thinking about an
alternative way of developing the-
se particular spaces in the future,
in search of a balance between the
traditional rural past and the new
Chinese urban contemporaneity.
Not only the aerial views and pho-
tos of the town were useful, but
also the painting, photographed by
students from Southeast Universi-
ty in Nanjing in 2017 in the actual
town of Hufu (figure 8.6). Thanks
to this it was possible to under-
stand if not what exactly the origi-
nal rural village looked like, at le-
ast what its memory is currently of.
Thus, the painting represents the
image, the scenario of the past
of this place, somewhat remini-
scent of Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s fu-
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ture scenarios in his fresco cycle
Allegoria ed Effetti del Buono e
del Cattivo Governo (Allegory of
Good and Bad Government) of
1338-1339 in the Palazzo Pubbli-
co in Siena, Italy. This last work
is almost like an instruction bo-
oklet for the future world, a re-
cipe to follow, a scenario urbis
explaining to future generations
the right attitude towards the world.
Through the images, the author
explains how, through good go-
vernance, we can live a good fu-
ture: the representation of society
in the landscape is alive, dynamic,
everything works in a balanced way
between work and leisure, betwe-
en town and country. Thus, these
frescoes represent the utopian
ideal of society in the future world,
what we would like to strive for and
perhaps have not quite managed to
achieve in the contemporary world.

On the other hand, the
simple painting on the wall photo-
graphed in one of the narrow stre-
ets of the oldest part of Hufu zhén
can be seen as a representation

of a nostalgic scenario of the
past now gone, the permanence
of a rural and community feeling
where life is always conducted in
a harmonious manner and in rela-
tion to the context in which it is set.

In the past, people dreamt
of the future, and in the present, in
which we may not have been able
to apply Lorenzetti’s teaching, they
dream of the idealised past that is
now gone. However, it is incredible
how, from a simple photo, it is pos-
sible to make many considerations
and try to intuit some of the feelin-
gs hidden within a place. Not only
feelings, but also morphological
and settlement characteristics
can be identified in this small pain-
ting, which suggests what the rural
village must have looked like phy-
sically before it was hit by the fre-
netic urbanisation that China has
undergone in recent times. It would
in fact be almost possible to extract
the plans of traditional Chinese ur-
ban spaces and buildings that sto-
od along the river in the past, a bit
like what Liu Diyu does in a study

Figure 2.7 A fresco by Am-

brogio Lorenzetti,

Effetti del

Buon Governo in citta (Ef-
fects of Good Governance
in the City), Palazzo pubbli-

Co,
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Siena,

Italy,

1338-1340.



67. Trisciuoglio, M., Note on
the transitional urban morpho-
logies as a criticism of urban
studies in the chinese context.
The typological map on Nanjing
Heua Tang, U+D urbanform
and design, n.14, 2020, p.25.

Figure 3.7 An extract from a
colourful remake of the ar-
twork by Zhang Zeduan, Along
the River During the Qing-
ming Festival, 18th century.
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published at Tongji University in
2014, who redraws Chinese urban
morphology starting from the stu-
dy of the famous scroll painted by
Zhang Zeduan during the Northern
Song dynasty (1085-1145) depi-
cting the celebration of the Qinming
festival along the Kaifeng river.®”

It is therefore possible to un-
derstand how, even if it is not pos-
sible to physically visit a place, it is
still possible to get to know it from a
distance through certain materials,
and it is precisely through knowled-
ge of it, which will in any case derive
from one’s own personal interpre-
tation but will always be based on
a careful study of the historical, so-
cial, economic and cultural context,
that it is possible to try to imagine a
way of acting on the territory itself.

Influence versus
collaboration

As we have seen, large-scale
planning in China is often ex-nihi-
lo, meaning that new large resi-

dential neighbourhoods, planned
and built in a very short space of
time, make little reference to the
context in which they are located,
let alone to the actual needs of
the people who will live in them.
Knowing and becoming aware of a
place therefore becomes a funda-
mental rule in order to be able to try
to propose something new which
will have a better effect in the area.
In fact the aim becomes not so
much to design aform as a social
space, and in this task, knowledge
and study of the existing space be-
comes the first action to be taken.
If it is true that the morphologies of
a place are able to influence the
society that goes to live in them,
and if it is also true that therefore
a top-down approach to architectu-
re can in a certain sense control
and manage people’s lives, then
it is now necessary to search for a
more responsible way of thinking
about future morphologies. Taking
into account the three terms analy-
sed above in their contemporary
relevance, i.e. collective identity,
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mixed community and contempo-
rary permanent rurality, the future
development of small towns into
new intermediate centres between
the countryside and the city must
take place through architecture and
therefore conscious planning.
The aim then becomes not to in-
fluence society but to collabo-
rate with it. Only by considering
the terms in their traditional but
also contemporary meanings, and
therefore by understanding the
past and present of a place and
the type of society that will inha-
bit it, is it possible to achieve this
aim. Working in a landscape that
has a rural past but no longer has
only rural characteristics does not
mean looking for an idyllic image
to restore in that place, it is neces-
sary to face the passage from a
rural reconstruction to a rural reju-
venation always paying attention to
the culture, to the Chineseness,
to the specific society of this place.
A collaborative project, therefore,
collaborates with the space in whi-
ch it is inserted in its entirety, and

therefore also with the people who
are going to inhabit it, who modify
it in its continuous evolution. This
is because the architects’ defini-
tion of cultural heritage, and the-
refore of vernacular images useful
to the project, is very likely to be
different from that of the locals,
and what becomes important for
a local to have may escape the
eyes of an outsider to the place.
Moreover, it becomes important to
participate in the development of
the economy, including the rural
economy of these territories, the
continuation, in a new way, of the
agricultural life of which permanent
traces can still be found today. For
all these reasons, the role of the
architect acquires a great respon-
sibility towards the desire for co-
operation and social reflection.%®

Between
detachment
and fusion

The entities that can be identified
in today’s Chinese countryside, as
already noted, are often hybrid en-
tities in which morphological pat-
terns of different types are flanked.
The first division into more sponta-
neous neighbourhoods and extre-
mely planned and unconscious nei-
ghbourhoods suggests a third way
that can perhaps be taken for the
future development of these areas.
The almost clear-cut detachment
between these morphologies can
in fact be replaced in the future by a
fusion of the two, where on the one
hand there is the design of spaces,
this time conscious and collabora-
tive, and on the other the sponta-
neity of the locals who can actively
participate in their design. So se-
arching for a balance, a harmony
between the two ways becomes
necessary in order to go beyond

the contemporary and usual way of
enlarging small and medium-sized
cities in the rural Chinese world.
The fusion we are striving for be-
comes fusion between design by
an external hand, i.e. a non-local
but technical hand, and an inter-
nal, local and vernacular hand,
which actually knows its own
life needs. This is why meeting
and actively getting to know the lo-
cal craft is a fundamental task for
all scholars and designers involved
in the development of these new
areas in the rural-urban continuum.

An urban village/
a rural city

The ambiguity of the territories
lies in the difficulty of defining
them, in which the distinction
between town and country is defini-
tively lost to leave room for a mixed
reality in which the canonical di-
chotomy blurs to the point of
merging. It therefore happens that
certain spaces, previously defined
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Rural-urban meeting.

as rural-urban continuum or de-
Sakota, have a new and unprece-
dented profile. In these places one
certainly cannot imagine building a
new village with purely traditional
and rural characteristics to imitate
the idyllic landscapes depicted in
the landscape paintings of the past,
but neither can one continue to plan
and build with the city and its exclu-
sive urban characteristics in mind.

These landscapes can
therefore no longer be seen as
pure nature and agro-pastoral
world, but neither can they be
seen as virgin territory to be ur-
banised according to purely ur-
ban standards. Given the coexi-
stence of morphological, social and
economic characteristics deriving
from both worlds, the urban and
the rural, it is necessary to work in
this direction in order to research
what requirements a project for fu-
ture development in the Chinese
countryside should actually have.
So not only are the morphologi-
cal characters mixed, but also
the people. There will be some

who were born and raised there,
others who have come from dif-
ferent villages, and still others, a
more recent phenomenon, who
come from the cities, belonging
to the more wealthy classes.
These latter people in particular
are part of the new phenomenon
of escapism and evasion from
China’s overcrowded and polluted
big cities, seeking a new home in
the countryside. It is clear that this
type of contemporary mixed com-
munity has different needs, and
the spaces that house it must be
able to respond to these needs,
which will be both urban and rural.

The city, therefore, will
have its merits and its flaws
just as the countryside does,
and it may be useful to take the
good in both in such a way as
to imagine a self-sufficient pla-
ce that can support a dynamic
economy and provide cultural
and intellectual stimulation by
overcoming the inequalities and
divisions that cities currently
inflict. Thus the countryside be-

Figure 4.7 A photo by @btrshan-
ghai from Instagram, Chinese
common brand plastic bottles
with cultivated seedlings insi-
de: urban and rural characters
mixed, Shanghai, China, 2021.
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69. Lee, C. C. M., Taigian, The
Countryside as a City, Com-
mon  Frameworks,  Rethin-
king the Developmental City
in China Part 3, Cambridge,
Harvard University Graduate
School of Design, 2014, p.8.

Figure 5.7 A photo by @cao_fei
from Instagram, Windows se-
ries of IKEA Singapore, photo
by me, actress: my daughter
Qing. Location: IKEA Singapo-
re show rooms. Questioning
the fictional and reality of the
Singapore urban life. Made me
thinking about the film “Tru-
man Show”, Singapore, 2020.
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comes a space of equal and plu-
ral coexistence, oscillating betwe-
en the polarities that have defined
the spatial habitation of Chinese
civilisation: natural and built.®®
The idea is to accompany a new
urban-rural community in which
social ties go back to being deep
and not superficial, and in which
there is a new balance between
common and individual intere-
sts, creating spaces in which
involvement, solidarity, the slow
rhythm of life and tradition are
rediscovered in a contemporary
way, giving space to the techno-
logy and open-mindedness typi-
cal of the city to guarantee peo-
ple’s psychophysical well-being
in healthier places. In this sense,
it is possible to identify some at-
tempts at formulation, both We-
stern and Chinese, that can give
an idea of how to actually rethink
the development of rural territories.

Western tales

If, from time immemorial and

everywhere, the principle that
has driven man to settle in a gi-
ven place has been necessity,
so too today for the same reason
alternative forms of development
of rural territories are being sou-
ght: the need to find a good place
to live and to feel at home there.
In the last century development
and settlement in the countryside
have been seen as a solution to
the inhuman act of urban conge-
stion, so many design proposals
have been made over the years
in search of a design solution ca-
pable of creating new types of sett-
lement different from urban ones
but still linked to new ways of living.

One of the most famous ca-
ses from the early 20th century in
the western world is Frank Lloyd
Wright’s project for Broadacre City,
a new type of city that spreads
across the landscape as it chan-
ges with the land and in which each
family has at least one acre at its di-
sposal, a character from which the
city’s name derives. What promp-
ted the architect to design this new
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city was the situation in which man,
in America, found himself around

the 1930s in the big cities: “frustra- _
Figure 6.7 A photo by Skot

ted by mass-life only competing Weidemann of a square-mi-
with. never completing life”.70 le section of Broadacre City,
- g N ) Frank Lloyd Wright, 1934.
As Wright himself writes in his book
The Disappearing City of 1932, be- 70. Wright, F. L., The disappe-
. aring city, New York, William
fOI’e the advent Of Unlversa| and Farquhar Payson’ 1932, p_19_
standardised mechanisation, the _ _
. . . Figure 7.7 Broadacre City map,
city was more human, its life as Frank Lloyd Wright, 1932,

well as its proportions were more
human in the same way, the city he :
was living in is instead compared L cren]”
to a cancer that has rapidly grown LU ST Tl
out of the human scale. The project
is therefore based on the idea of a
large decentralised communi-
ty that had as its fundamental
unit the union of a single-family
house and a cultivable plot (a
traditional rural unit), including a
whole series of services necessary
for life in order to make the com-
munity completely self-sufficient.
The city’s buildings are all desi-
gned as a combination of stan-
dardised and prefabricated ele-
ments, responding to modern
models in a purely rural context.
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Figure 8.7 A drawing by Le
Corbusier, Description of the
phenomena which, as a result
of the diffusion of the car, have
caused overcrowding in the city.

Figure 9.7 A drawing by Le
Corbusier, Proposal for hi-
gh-density  clusters  scatte-
red across the countryside
to provide a solution to the phe-
nomenon of urban overcrowding.
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By integrating the rural environ-
ment with the urban one, creating
a type of decentralised low-den-
sity spatiality, it is therefore pos-
sible to create a prototype city,
the Broadacre city, which, rising
in the countryside but at the same
time exploiting the benefits of pro-
gress, becomes the only possible
city looking towards the future.

However, it is not only Frank
Lloyd Wright who deals with ur-
ban overcrowding and solutions
for a new modern countryside, Le
Corbusier himself is also intere-
sted in the rural area in relation
to the increasing rural exodus du-
ring his lifetime, proposing some
solutions in the countryside in or-
der to modernise it (figure 9.7).

Another inherent example
is represented by Ludwig Hilber-
seimer’s studies such as The New
Regional Pattern / The New City
(1945-1949) in which he always
talks about urban decentralisation
and low-density residential settle-
ments in rural areas. As with Wrigh
and Le Corbusier, for Hilberseimer

the infrastructural connection
in the countryside plays a funda-
mental role in encouraging decen-
tralisation and thus in the design
of this type of settlement, which
can then be connected to the rest.
In this specific case, however,
unlike Wright, the project no lon-
ger follows an orthogonal layout,
but is guided by the landscape
context itself, and thus by topo-
graphy, hydrology and vegetation.

The extreme actuality of
these ideas was later taken up
by Andrea Branzi with Agronica
(1993-1994) and Territory for the
New Economy (1999). These are
always applications of weak urba-
nisation and therefore a horizontal
spread over a sparsely populated
territory in which the potential re-
lationships between agricultural
and energy production are studied.

More recent examples in-
clude Aldo Cibic’'s 2010 book
Rethinking Happiness, in which he
collects four examples of projects
he defines as ideal. The objective
is always to generate an improve-




Figure 10.7 A picture of The City
in the Landscape, Ludwig Hil-
berseimer, The New City, 1944.

Figure 11.7 Agronica model view,
Andrea Branzi, 1993-1994.
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ment in people’s quality of life on
a social, economic and environ-
mental level through design, which
must therefore be based on a new
approach for the 21st century.
The four project proposals inclu-
de one that is placed precisely in
the Chinese context and is called
Rural Urbanism, The city enters
the countryside, the countryside
enters the city. In particular, the
project area is located in a large
rural area one hour from Shanghai,
which today is squeezed between
an expanding industrial zone and
a new city and can therefore be
purely defined as an rural-urban
continuum. The project then con-
sists of a large rural park of 4 sq
km inhabited by 8000 people with
low-density housing, preserving
agriculture and offering green spa-
ces to the inhabitants. The buildin-
gs are raised and grouped together
to create a perpendicular mesh on
the countryside. In the centre are
specialised farms producing inte-
grated crops for sustainable, pro-
fitable development of the coun-

tryside. The project therefore aims
to create a new community with
shared services and relation-
ships in harmony with the land.

All these projects and ideas of
the Western twentieth century
have in common a profound re-
conceptualisation of the city ba-
sed on a radical decentralisa-
tion and dissolution of the
urban figure in the landscape.
This dissolution in turn renders the
classic dichotomy between city
and countryside irrelevant, effecti-
vely taking a step forward from the
past and consequently referring to
what is really the actuality of vast
rural territories all over the world.

Chinese tales

In China, things have developed
a little differently from the We-
stern world. The historical and
political events that have affected
China in the last century have led
to various phases of rural plan-
ning, which only in recent times,

Figure 12.7 A model of Rural Ur-
banism, The city enters the coun-
tryside, the countryside enters
the city view, Aldo Cibic, 2010.
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however, have begun to focus
more on the characteristics of the
landscape and cultural context
in a contemporary perspective.

The period from 1949 to
1978, China’s Maoist era, saw
the planning of some rural uto-
pias, in particular the planning of
rural people’s communes. At
that time the theoretical objecti-
ve was to eliminate the distin-
ction between town and country,
and thus the inequalities, through
the planning of these largely col-
lective spaces. Usually the layout
used was always the orthogonal
one with rationalisation of agricul-
tural fields and the insertion of re-
sidential groups and services, but
in reality, however, these rural uto-
pias were rarely realised in reality.

Even the following phase,
despite the period of decollectivi-
sation and economic and political
change, saw an orderly and ortho-
gonal type of planning, with a homo-
geneity of building types, a typical
example being the village of Huaxi
in Jiangsu Province which, initially

developed spontaneously, was la-
ter guided by a regular master plan.
In spite of this, over the years a
way has been sought to find a so-
lution to the growing gap between
town and country and the continu-
ing depopulation of villages and
rural areas, and there have also
been some proposals for urban-ru-
ral integration such as the Chong-
ging-Chengdu District of the early
2000s, a Comprehensive Expe-
rimental Zone of coordinated ur-
ban-rural development which uses
integration to stimulate rural deve-
lopment. In particular, the project
focuses on the urban-rural frin-
ge where architectural prototypes
were to be built, bridging the gap
between the countryside and the
city and where migrant workers
and commuters would live. The bu-
ildings designed, however, imitated
more the urban model, making no
reference to the local and rural cul-
ture in which they were inserted.

Today, however, we can
perceive a renewed interest in the
countryside and its special cha-

racteristics, also in view of the
new migration of the wealthier
classes to these landscapes, fle-
eing the city. Since around 2015,
the Chinese countryside has been
attracting a new and more con-
scious interest in its potential, ba-
sed on ecological and sustainable
ideas towards the rejuvenation
of today’s Chinese countryside.”

It is therefore possible to
cite a few recent projects that fit
into the rural landscape in a con-
temporary way, experimenting with
a way of living that is rural but also
urban, traditional but also contem-
porary. A first example is the Jintai
village in Sichuan, built in 2014 fol-
lowing the 2008 Wenchuan earth-
quake. Although it is a village born
from nothing, a tabula rasa village,
its construction becomes an oppor-
tunity to create a model of commu-
nity which integrates rural and su-
stainable features, always referring
to the context, and in which repe-
atable prototype buildings are
used and spaces for collective cul-
tivation and breeding of domestic

animals are arranged. The objecti-
ve is therefore not only to pay atten-
tion to the context but also to crea-
te a certain degree of awareness
in the inhabitants of these spa-
ces, trying to propose a repeatable
model in the surrounding areas.

Another example is Xibai-
po China Resources Hope Town,
a project in rural Hebei that re-
spects the original natural envi-
ronment, cultural elements and
different levels of land. The project
also preserves the original trees,
farmhouses, courtyard gardens
and ancient bridges for histori-
cal continuity in the new settle-
ment, which is being built in clo-
se contact with the local people.”

The innovation of these Chinese
examples also lies very much in
the context in which they are set,
as a very recent phenomenon is
the creation of settlements and
residential morphologies which
refer to the historical, cultural and
landscape context of China, as op-
posed to many settlements which

71. Lee, C. C. M., Taigian, The
Countryside as a City, Com-
mon Frameworks, Rethinking
the Developmental City in Chi-
na Part 3, Cambridge, Harvard
University ~ Graduate  Scho-
ol of Design, 2014, p.23-38.

72. Zhang Xiaochun, Be-
autiful  Villages, Rural Con-
struction Practice in Contem-
porary  China, Melbourne,
The Images Publishing Group
Pty Ltd, 2018, p.154-217.
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Figure 13.7 Jintiai Village
site plan by Rural Urban Fra-
mework team, Nanjiang Coun-
ty, Sichuan, China, 2014.

Figure 14.7 China Resour-
ces Hope Town designed by
Li Xinggang Studio, Pingshan
County, Hebei, China, 2012.
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73.Gazzola, L., Lacasadella Fe-
nice, la citta e la casa nella cultu-
ra architettonica cinese, Roma,
p.55-59.

Diagonale, 1999,
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are instead extremely organised
and standardised in Chinese terri-
tories. The rediscovery of the im-
portance of rurality and architectu-
ral history now makes it possible
to use its teachings to create new
forms of settlement and new spa-
ces for living in the Chinese coun-
tryside, which is seeing a high po-
pulation return in the present day.

Foundamentals

For a contemporary and conscious
design in the Chinese rural-urban
continuum it may be useful to consi-
der some characterising aspects
that provide a contextual basis
for the formulation of proposals.

Among these, for example,
the study of typologies can have
operational validity at the initial sta-
ge of design, and in particular, in
the Chinese case, that of the clo-
sed courtyard house can suggest
new methods of creating alterna-
tions between closed and open
spaces, between built and unbuilt.
The Chinese courtyard house has

been the main housing model in
China for several centuries, a resi-
dential type best suited to accom-
modating a social microcosm as
tightly knit as the Chinese family, a
safe residential territory and quiet
productive land, a symbol of family
unity. The courtyard, therefore, ta-
kes on high symbolic values, beco-
ming the most important part of the
house from a morphological and
functional point of view, leading to
the exclusion of the external urban
reality and the tumult of the city.
It takes on a square or rectangu-
lar shape, harmonious proportions
and a balanced symmetrical pla-
cement of trees, pedestrian paths,
doors, fish ponds, bird aviaries;
it is also the main element of di-
stribution and a place to stop and
contemplate the interior space.”
Over time the courtyard, and more
generally the garden, became a
place that could stimulate the sen-
ses, give pleasure and create spa-
ces in which to enjoy solitude; its
link with the home is so close that
the house, or jia, is also popularly

called jiating (courtyard house).”
In these spaces not only solitu-
de is cultivated, but also family
and non-family sociability, and its
constitution seeks to embody har-
mony in social relations, following
the Confucian teaching, but also
harmony with nature according to
Daoism. In particular, the theory of
Feng Shui has been closely linked
to Daoism in its practical applica-
tion to housing, expressing a rela-
tionship between man, home and
the universe by giving guidance to
builders to find a good living en-
vironment in which to build their
ideal home. In detail, according to
this theory, an ideal site for a sett-
lement is one surrounded on three
sides by higher land or mountains
to provide greater protection from
inclement weather or enemies; the
settlement should also possibly
be near a river or water source.
So the layout of the site must be
arranged in relation to the settle-
ment, almost as if to embrace it,
and in the same way the courtyard
house becomes an ideal symbo-

lic model linked to this theory, in
which the building embraces an
internal space, the courtyard: a
reflection of the cosmos of he-
aven and earth. For the Chinese,
the square figure symbolically re-
presents the earth, while the sky is
circular, which is why the courtyard
of houses is often square or at least
quadrangular; when man is close
to the earth, health prevails ac-
cording to Chinese belief. In rea-
lity, over the years the courtyard
house, depending on where it was
built, adapted to the natural envi-
ronment and climatic conditions,
as well as to social conditions,
but in any case, for a long period
of time, its form did not undergo
great variations and its main cha-
racteristics remained unchanged.

Nowadays, however, some
examples of reinterpretation of
the courtyard house typology for
horizontal planning can be identi-
fied, creating a transition from the
traditional single family housing
form to a contemporary multi-fa-
mily housing form by using new te-

74. Knapp,

R. G,

Kai-Yin

Lo, House Home Family, Li-
ving and Being Chinese,
Common Frameworks, Spa-

tial Habitus,
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2005,
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Figure 16.7 Feng shui ide-
Figure 15.7 An ideal concep- alization by Schinz, A. in
tual and topographic landscape The  Magic  Square: Ci-
of feng shui by Skinner, 2011. ties in Ancient China, 1996.




75. Ying Liu, Awotona, A., The
Traditional Courtyard House
in China: Its Formation and
Transition, Evolving Environ-
mental Ideals, Changing Way
of Life, Values and Design
Practices: 1APS 14 Confe-
rence Proceedings, 248-260.
IAPS. Stockholm, 1996, p.2-10.

76. Wittfogel, K., The Hydrau-
lic Civilizations, Man’s Role
in Changing the Face of the
Earth, Chicago, 1956, p.153.
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chnological systems and finding a
good balance between private and
public spaces. A typical application
is high density flats surrounding an
inner courtyard, this system forms
a unit which in turn, together with
other units, can be arranged to
generate a larger open space for
community social interactions. The
social organisation of this system,
therefore, sees three levels of so-
ciality: the community level, the
neighbourhood level (high den-
sity flats) and the family level so
as to form different levels of social
interaction. In addition to this sy-
stem, one can also find the flat unit
model that generates the courtyard
compound system, which is intere-
sting in that it can expand, repeat
and detach itself according to the
needs of the particular situation.”

As already mentioned, the
role of water in Chinese hu-
man settlement has been of
great importance throughout an-
cient history, almost all the gre-
at Chinese cities, in fact, were
founded on riverbanks for tran-

sport, defence and subsistence.
Then, with the succession of wa-
ves of industrialisation and mo-
dernisation, starting from the pe-
riod of Chairman Mao and ending
with Deng Xiaoping’s economic
reforms, water gradually disappe-
ared from town planning and from
the layout of residential areas be-
cause cities became increasin-
gly based on the road system.
Thus, from the great importance
of water and canals in settlement
principles, we have moved from
using them as channels for wa-
ste and dirty industrial water, be-
coming more and more polluted.
Before this strong disconnection
between water and settlement,
China went through a long period
of hydraulic civilisation’ in whi-
ch the morphological evolution of
cities was inseparable from river
systems, generating different sett-
lement patterns depending on the
area of China. One of the most no-
table examples is the now immen-
se city of Suzhou, also known as
the Eastern Venice, which lies on

the banks of Lake Taihu and the
lower reaches of the Yangize River
in the south-east of Jiangsu Provin-
ce, where a complex system of
canals has structured the urban
form, with eight transversal and
eight longitudinal canals and an
enormous moat, all interconnected
with the lake and later connected
with the Grand Canal. The purely
functional character of these canals
has always been accompanied by a
more aesthetic relationship with
the water, so this city has become
world famous for its beautiful priva-
te gardens, sacred temples, pala-
ces, Buddhist towers and the many
buildings with different uses.””

Unfortunately, the growing
importance of road systems and
more generally infrastructures has
led to a progressive loss of con-
nection and confidence betwe-
en water and human settlement.
However, in recent times there has
been renewed interest in this the-
me, including some examples of
projects by the Turenscape team
such as the Yingzhou Central Ri-

ver Trans-formation (2006-2010) in
Ningbo in Zhejiang Province; the
Quzhou Luming Park (2013-2015)
in Quzhou, also in Zhejiang, and the
Xi’an Juehe River Fanchuan Park
(2017) in Xi’an in Shaanxi Province.

It is clear that nowadays, in con-
temporary Chinese design, it is
important to take account of the-
se principles, which can form the
basis of new design ideas that are
always linked to the context and
history, but especially to the civi-
lisation, or rather the society that
will actually live in the new spa-
ces of the future. The creation of
good places to live can therefore
also be based on characteristic
features of a culture such as the
Chinese one, and in this specific
case the type of Chinese cour-
tyard house and the practice of
interconnecting human settlement
to watercourses become guideli-
nes for the proposal of future de-
velopment in China’s rural areas.

77. Shannon, K., Chen Yiyong,
(Recovering) China’s Urban
Rivers as Public Space, Fo-

otprint  7(1),
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In the following chapter, all the
drawings were jointly made by
Chiara Loi and Michele Tabellini.

#8 THE CASE OF HUFU ZHEN

In light of what has been writ-
ten above, the following chap-
ter begins with a territorial fra-
mework and an analysis of the
landscape and morphological
characteristics of Hufu zhén.
The second part of the chapter
concerns the design proposal
based on the reinterpretation of
the traditional Chinese courtyard
house that fits into the landscape
according to the lines generated
by the watercourses. The propo-
sed system has a modular cha-
racter and can therefore be inter-
preted and repeated according to
the place in which it is inserted.

N\

Figure 1.8 Drawing of the con-
ceptual master plan of the pro-
posed development project
for the town of Hufu zhen.
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Hufu zhen is a small town located
in Jiangsu Province (China). It is
home to about 20,000 inhabitants
with a population density of 209
inhabitants for square kilometre,
and an area of about 98.6 square
kilometres. This small town is go-
verned by the district of the city of
Yixing and is under the prefecture
of Wuxi at the governmental level.

As explained above, Hufu zhén
has a purely rural origin, which
has recently undergone rapid de-
velopment due to rural urbanisa-
tion, consequently transitioning
it from being a rural village to
a town with a mixed character.

The large-scale urban deve-
lopment has also led to the stren-
gthening of a dense infrastructure
system connecting the small town
to larger surrounding cities, espe-
cially Yixing, Wuxi, but also Suzhou
and Shanghai. This dense infra-
structural network makes it easy
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Figure 2.8 An old map of the

city of Yxing and the village
of Hufu zhen from the  archi-
ve of the city of Yixing, 1797.
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to move from this small town to the
big cities. People can live in a ru-
ral context such as Hufu zhén and
work in bigger cities far from home.

The town is part of a province
strongly shaped by its water sy-
stem and is located near the banks
of Lake Tai hu, crossed by a river
and marked by a dense network
of canals used mainly for field irri-
gation. It can be seen that, in the
oldest part of Hufu, the settlements
are arranged in relation to the main
watercourse according to traditio-
nal Chinese human settlement de-
velopment (zoom 1 and zoom 2).
The more recent morphologi-
cal parts, on the other hand, do
not communicate with the wa-
ter ways (zoom 3 and zoom 4).

Figure 2.8 A photo by an anony-
mous showing the arrangement
of houses in the older part of
Hufu zhén in relation to the ri-
ver, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.
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Despite the strong urbanization
that affected Jiangsu Province and
therefore also the areas that inclu-
de the town object of study, it is
still possible to identify large-sca-
le green areas that surround it.
Focusing on the town of Hufu itself,
we can see that green areas predo-
minate, especially in the peripheral
areas, in the form of overgrown
vegetation, woods and mostly cul-
tivated fields. The latter denote
the rural and agricultural origin of
the area. Inside the town, on the
other hand, urban greenery does
not find much space except for a
few tree-lined avenues and flower-
beds which are often used to grow
vegetables for self-sufficiency.
Therefore, the morphological layout
as a whole renders the town very
compact in its building forms, whi-
ch are embraced by the surroun-
ding greenery in its various forms.

Figure 3.8 A photo by an anony-
mous showing a tree that has
survived concrete in residential
areas, Hufu zhén, China, 2017.
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Design proposal

The project proposal stems from
the recent issue involving the
more affluent classes in contem-
porary China. Nowadays more
and more families want to move
away from the chaotic reality of the
city to simpler places with more
connections to the countryside
in search of a healthier lifestyle.

The project therefore aims
to find a new method for the fu-
ture development of the existing
rural villages and towns in the Chi-
nese countryside, which specifi-
cally applies to the town of Hufu.

For this reason, the project
area is located outside the existing
built environment. In particular, the
northern area of the town was cho-
sen due to its diametrically oppo-
sing position to the southern part,
which has undergone recent urban
development. The project is there-
foreintended as an alternative and
a critique of the regular morpholo-
gical pattern adopted in the south.

The new typo-morphological ap-
proach applied in Hufu is there-
fore based on certain settlement
and architectural design principles.
Modular buildings are studied to
be repeated and assembled ac-
cording to necessities to revisit the
traditional typology of the Chinese
courtyard house. The assembly of
the modules allows to create pri-
vate internal courtyards for pri-
vate dwellings. Modular buildings
are then inserted into the context
following both the pre-existing wa-
ter road systems. The layout of
these blocks not only uses these
two systems as a foundation, re-
ferring to the traditional layout of
Chinese human settlements along
watercourses, but also genera-
tes a series of large courtyards
with open spaces for communi-
ty and agricultural livelihood acti-
vities. The result is a system of
courtyards within bigger cour-
tyards where balanced relation-
ships exists between full and emp-
ty spaces, built fabric and resilient
soil, public and private spaces,

PROJECT AREA
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always pursuing a continui-
ty between past and present.

The different combinations of
residential, commercial and crafts
modules create four different bu-
ilding blocks: Dwelling & com-
merce, Dwelling & co-working,
Dwelling & crafts and Mixed con-
figurations of the previous blocks
(v. following page with prototypes).

Modules are based on a
grid of 4,8 x 4,8 m, creating in-
finite possible combinations
of full and empty spaces.
Inner courtyards, called sky-well
or light-well in the Chinese ar-
chitectural tradition permit the li-
ghting of inner buildings of the
block. The structure and organi-
zation of inner courtyards, ar-
ranged alternately with the buil-
dings, takes its origins from the
traditional Chinese courtyard hou-
ses of the Yangtize River Delta.

The regular size of the modu-
les also comes from the Chine-
se architectural tradition. The

square module in the project
originates from the square bay
that is the space between 4 co-
lumns in ancient buildings.

The buildings height is va-
riable, but it never exceeds three
floors in height as in ancient
towns, to have a harmonious re-
lationship with the landscape,
favouring a horizontal rather
than a vertical development.

The orientation of the buildin-
gs follows existing roads and
water canals in order to respect
the local urban morphology.

As introduced previously, cour-
tyards play an important role
within  this  project proposal.
Courtyard houses were wi-
dely spread in ancient China and
were an important building typo-
logy in the Jiangnan Region.

Traditionally, big  cour-
tyard houses in the Yangtze Ri-
ver Delta were characterized by
small inner courtyards betwe-
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Merge modules
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Full & empty spaces

BUILDING BLOCKS'
PROTOTYPES

#1 Dwelling & commer-
ce block; #2 Dwelling &
co-working spaces block;
#3 Dwelling & crafts
block; #4 Mixed configu-
ration of spaces block.

#interpretable
#tmodifiahble
#flexible
#modular  #adaptable
#repeatahble




BUILDING BLOCKS
ON PRE-EXISTENCE

Arrangement  of buil-
ding blocks according
to existing watercour-
ses and roads to form
large open court-yards.

On the right page, reading
the layers from the top:

#1 Building blocks ar-

rangement; #2 Wa-
ter canals system;
#3 Road system;

#4 Pre-existing buildings.

Each building block con-
tains private courtyards

The arrangement of seve-
ral building blocks forms
large public courtyards

A system of courtyard
in courtyard is created
as a reinterpretation of
the traditional Chinese
courtyardhousetypology
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en buildings and bigger gardens
in the rear part of the dwelling.

This project serves as a contem-
porary reinterpretation of this tradi-
tional building typology. As can be
seen from the urban sections and
from the masterplans, it is possi-
ble to identify two different types
of courtyards: the ones internal to
building blocks are private, and
the bigger ones created by buil-
ding blocks allow public access.
The project can be considered as
an extension of the rural-urban
landscape instead of the common
placeless urban scenario that is
nowadays spreading everywhere
in China. Large courtyards host
public functions such as urban ve-
getable gardens, playgrounds for
children, sports fields, and fore-
sts. While inner private courtyards
are used as private gardens, li-
ght-wells or private patios for re-
staurants or co-working offices.
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#2 DWELLING &
CO-WORKING SPACES BLOCK

Ground floor & Second floor &
first floor plans roof floor plans
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#3 DWELLING &
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Ground floor & Second floor &
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#4 MIXED CONFIGURATION
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Ground floor & Second floor &
first floor plans roof floor plans
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Conclusion

The design proposal is the result of
long research carried out from gre-
at distance and without ever phy-
sically visiting Hufu zhén. For this
reason, guidelines have been iden-
tified to support the project. They
are linked to the morphological,
typological, social and cultural con-
text in which the town is located.
These guidelines are based on
the reinterpretation of the Chine-
se courtyard house typology whi-
ch traditionally is arranged in the
landscape following the pre-exi-
sting water and street systems.
The design proposal is based on
prototypes of building blocks for-
med by the combination of modu-
les that can be assembled in infini-
te combinations. Mixed-use blocks
are generated merging residential
blocks with other activities. The re-
peatability of the blocks makes it
possible to create new settlement
spaces in a short time, responding
to the new need of many Chinese
citizens to move to healthier pla-

ces like the countryside, or better
to the new rural-urban continuum.
This approach is flexible and adap-
table in different contexts as it is
based on the Chinese traditional
settlements: blocks can be modi-
fied and architecturally interpreted
according to the cultural context
in which they are inserted and
can be arranged according to the
existing layout of the landscape.
The results represent a new way
to develop portions of cities in
the countryside that differs from
the common way that residential
neighbourhoods are built in Chine-
se suburbs. The outcome are spa-
ces that are never the same and
never monotonous, where there is
a balance between full and empty
spaces, built and resilient land, and
particularly between city and coun-
tryside. In the future it would be
interesting to visit Hufu zhen and
experience this reality first hand to
be able to communicate with the lo-
cals so as to enrich the design pro-
posal with information from inside
the community of Hufu zhen itself.
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Cisifamale dasolisuunaterrazza

Chiedi un parere perché il tuo

non ti basta

Ci provo a stare senza

Se ti do I'anima che avanza

Dici non é abbastanza per te
Non e abbastanza, e un tuo limite
Vincere non é niente di che
Vorrei un abbraccio perché

Il successo fa male alla testa

Se pensi di non essere all’altezza
Nel buio guarda tua madre
Tidira: “L’'amore écio chetiresta””®

We get hurt when we’re alone on
a balcony

You seek others’ advice because
your own isn’t enough for you

[ try to get by without any

If | give you what's left of my soul
You say it’s not enough for you
It's not enough, that’s your limit
Winning is no big deal

I'd like a hug, because

Success gives me a headache
Ifyouthink you're notgood enough
Look at you mother in the dark
She’ll say to you: “Love is what
you've got left” 8

78. A passage from a song by
Mahmood, Ghettolimpo, 2021.







