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EMBRACE DIVERSITY AND
SPECIFICITY GENERATED IN THE
CONTINUUM OF TIME-SPACE
THROUGH ARCHITECTURE
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Wang Shuo was raised in a work-unit campus in Beijing. After graduation
from Tsinghua University, he received further education in America and then
worked in New York and the Netherlands, which helps form his understanding
of culture and architecture. He pursues his architectural dream in a down-to-

earth and responsible methodology.
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Wang Shuo (Wang for short): Not really. | have been
drawing well since | was a child and | excelled in
science. So | went to study architecture in college.
Architecture is not bound by discipline, with many
possibilities and initiatives, and in the meantime, the
lines are very clear and each discipline has their
own criteria. This is what | like architecture the most.

Wang: When talking about architecture, it is city
that is more involved. | think architecture is one

of the many angles to read culture, and on the
other hand, culture can be seen as an approach
to make architecture. An architect’s experience
contributes to the way in which he values things,
how he sees culture and architecture.

My own experience influences my way of seeing
Beijing and other Asian countries. If you haven't been
out of one culture, you wouldn't truly understand
the core of the culture. | studied in Houston of the
US, and | worked in New York. Life in these two cities
are different. And | also worked in the European
countries, where there are more historic heritages
and thus life there are rather different. When | got
back, my understanding of Beijing changed a lot.

| have been doing research about Beijing city. |
used to do it while | was abroad, but that was more
about how to develop the outskirts, how to expand
the city. Now | concentrate on the unique life style
and things about it, like urban village and hutong,
which are disappearing in the globalization process.
| used to dislike hutong because | was raised in

the courtyard, hutong seemed rather caotic to

me at that time. Therefore, | believe if | had not
been away, | would not dream to preserve such
life style and the things it contains. So this is how an
architect’s experience changes his ways of seeing
architecture and culture.

When doing a cultural architecture, an architect’s

ways of seeing architecture and culture should
be treated as background, and he should focus
on the specific condition of location, trying to
seek a linking point between its history, it current
status and its future development and express
that in architecture. For example, when we

did this renovation project of a water tower of
an army plant, while trying to decide whether

it should be demolished, we considered that
the tower locates between an existing army
plant and a future residence. So we renovated
it info a small gallery where people can enjoy
exhibition, plays or take wedding photos.

My understanding of the uniqueness of culture is
not the so-called “stereotype”, such as specialty.
| pay more attention o specific culture not

general one. We should respond to the specifics.

Wang: If | am to design a large program for
Beijing, | would consider its unique characteristics
different from other cities. However, if | am o
design a resident house, | would consider the
condition of the location as well as the client’s
cultural needs. For instance, we had this client
who had bought a house of about 60 square
meters. He wanted the house 1o be flexible in
pattern and structure: when there is guest, it can
be a living room, when he wants to sleep, it can
be a bedroom, when he playd movies, it can
be a theater... SO we designed a set of flexible
fumniture to respond the different needss. So in
this case, it would not matter that much whether
he is an American or a Chinese.

Wang: | think, a culture phenomenon per se

is meaningless, say the grey bricks and tiles of
Beijing. These taken cultural symbols are lifeless.
And the meaning of grey bricks to normal
people’s life has changed. So | think, we should
grab those changing elements. Whatever size
of the projects, you should be able to see

the culture’s changes in fime and space. For
example, when we first took over the project of
the water fower, it was an abandoned building.
Considering that Shenyang is no longer a
heavy industrial city. Its aim is to be a living city.
Hence, at this point, the water tower’'s meaning
changes. And with one side is developing into
a residence areq, the other side remaining an
army plant, the water fower holds a special
place. So we should reflect this special feature
in our design. That's why it was not demolished,
but renovated as a small gallery.

Such considerations are avoidable whether you
are dealing with large or small cultural projects.
Of course, the people in charge of projects
would have different thinking in different times.
Nowadays, large cultural projects are designed

by prestigious foreign architects. | understand this
is the way of displaying China’s determination

of drastic reforms. However, | don't think these
designs reflect the local culture’s changes
through time and space. Chinese independent
architects used to design only smaill scale
housing projects. But | think we are the ones who
can find that linking point of culture and express
it in architecture. The newly built Long museum
in Shanghai is a good example. It reflects
Shanghai’s west coast cultural background and
the design connects to the exhibits.

Wang: Why are Chinese cities becoming
similar? First, they haven't abandoned their
history. Second, the technology and material
are modern. You can see people imitate old
buildings with new material. Our cities are

not modernized. We are only contemporary,
because people keep chasing the moment
thing, without consideration of the overall
development. Modern city has different
meaning. | tried to inferpret moderness. In

my opinion, glass, concrete and steel do not
represent moderness. They are only new material
brought by modernization. Moderness refers to
the banishment of history and to inferpret history
in a brand new way and to make a leaping
continuation.

Wang: This is what had been an important issue
in our communication with the client. Doing
projects in China gives you the advantage

of jumping out of the box as long as you win

the approval of the clients. The client we were
dealing with is a comprehensive enterprise.
They did not intend to be purely commercial.
They wished to enter the place with a positive
image. They hoped to bring benefits to the local
society. We talked about the location together.
At first, it was thought to be by the road which

is more commercial. Then we changed to a

site near the public beach. It was not easy
since there are a lot of army facilities and the
National Sports Games facilities being built. The
client wanted a closed structure of their own

but we did not think it contribute to their original
infention of being public. So we kind of led them
in the architectural sense, and built what we see
today a public building.

Wang: Architects’ life could be very boring, since
we work most of the time, even we are with our
children. This is also the reason why architects
are capable of realizihg many specific details

in their designs. We keep thinking about our
work, which is just fine as long as we gain
rewards, such as solving problems elegantly
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and that people like to use our designs and we are
respected as architects.

These days some architects might go to remote
area where there is beautiful scenery to build houses
to pursue their dreams, while | prefer to experience
the changes of cities and how it changes our
lifestyle. | truly believe that the changes Chinese
major cities are undergoing are unprecedented.
We should cherish such experience. When we first
went fo the US, European countries, we always said:
“wow, this place really doesnt change!” You would
stay in the place, without seeing any change in a
year or two, the coffee neither the café... While in
Beijing, you might not find the place you pass the
day before.

Wang: | believe in diversity. | think there is a point
of species diversity. If not, why do we need horse,
cattle and sheep... We might as well just need
horse! | think cities should be more diverse.

I think there is a difference between belief and
religion. You believe in something because you think
it might boring new possibilities of better life. However,
you choose a religion because you think it might
not worsen the situation.

Wang: Good architecture brings you delightful
surprises. It might not necessarily be the
appearance; it is more about some specific brilliant
thinking of design. For example, the Portuguese
Pavilion for the 1998 Lisbon World's Fair designed

by Alvaro Siza. It consists of two independent parts
connected by a curved concrete roof of only 4 cm
think, which | think is very brilliant.

Another example is the Prada Transformer project
designed by Rem Koolhaas. The architects
designed a temporary structure picked up by
cranes and rotated to accommodate a variety of
cultural events,

Wang: | read different kinds of books. | also read
science fiction. | have been very interested in
Japanese culture. | am reading works of two
Japanese prestigious monks, one of which is Hojoki
(variously franslated as An Account of My Hut or
The Ten Foot Square Hut). | am also reading Rem
Koolhaas's Project Japan.

| like listening to non-lyric and post-rock.

Wang: | like New York. It is a city full of surprises with
plenty of cultural events. The life infensity is amazing.
On the other hand, | also like Tibet. | would spend a
month there without foo much thoughts. But once a
year is enough.
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‘Thus, the center cc xhibition
a, meeting rooms, café/bar, covered
event space and even a beach-sport field in front, offering-all
sorts of activities for the visitors of the bay. While elevating their
expectations, it also activates the cuttural life of the entire city.
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Simplified Dynamics

META-Project’s design is rather a clear
deduction process, than a generalized
solution. The panoramic sea view is of prime
importance for the building, so the concept
had fo be decongested and cleared, emptied
of any symibolic content, so as to stimulate a
new reality, which enhances the experience of
the seaq.

Experiencing the sea horizon from multiple
levels becomes the building’s own demand,
such concept is deducted to a key section:
to float the front 2/3 of the building — creating
a cantilevered floor for the “stage” to catch
more public attention, af the same time
offering a covered space for outdoor event;
and additionally, a roof-top viewing deck
opening to the entire surroundings.

Visitors entering the building, elevated to the
cantilevered floor through the inclined stair-
cube, then totally engulfed by the panoramic
sea view, this simplified sectional dynamics is
actually controlling the entire building, and to
let the spatial experience unfold around the
different level of views.

Spatial Complexity

The main volume of the building is a floating
box of 35m x 35m, perpendicular to the
seashore, with floor to ceiling glass curtain on
the south side maximizing the panoramic view.

The cast-in-place concrete stair-cube, which
links the three levels of circulation, also
functions as the structural support for the
cantilever. It bluntly penetrates the floating
box with a 25-degree inclination. To augment
this conflict, 150 random eclipse holes are
perforated through the concrete wall.

In shear contrast, the double-height exhibition
space under the other side of the cantilever
is totally transparent, with full-height glass on 3
sides to maximize the beach view. It does not
collide into the floating box, but rather carved
out a space from it

Between the two cubes, where it supposed
to be the center of the plan, the massing is
unexpectedly empty, allowing light casting
info the back of the building, at the same
fime adding another layer of nature into the
complexity of space.

Other program includes ground-floor reception
bar protruding out of the north facade, steel
meeting-room box floating between the floor
and ceiling, linear gallery and sky-bridge linking
the model space to the west - Each program
forms a clear defined volume that collides
with one another in an almost “unresolved”
manner. Such “collision” lead to rough but vital
fension, through which a space of unexpected
complexity emerges.

The building as a whole is a result of the clear
deduction and programmatic-volumetric
combination. Through this speculation, META-
Project tries to demonstrate how to catalyze
spatial complexity based upon a simplified
dynamics, and how to address concerns for
the public in a commercial-based project.
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