Friday, August 31, 2018

COMING OUT
OF THE SHELL

Entrepreneur’s selfie-centred
idea arrives in Shanghai

> ARTS C13

A Pritzker Prize-winning Chinese architect and his wife are
fighting to preserve the country’s traditional building style
through the use of artisanal techniques and natural materials

Tamara Thiessen
life@scmp.com

‘Wang Shu'’s rejection of what he
calls “professional, soulless
architecture” has almost become
a war cry. That kind of
architecture, he believes, is
Tuining China.

“We are the largest construc-
tion site in the world, but most
materials used are concrete and
steel,” he says. “There isalmost no
place for handmade, traditional
and natural materials. But we are
committed to turning that
around. We want to bring back
manual construction into
modernisation.”
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translate the countryside to cities.
“Aricher, more diverse world lies
in the countryside. We want to re-
cover different ways of building,
and re-establish the relationship
between buildings and nature. At
the Xiangshan Campus you can
look out and see the buildings’
relationship to each other - they
are having a dialogue with each
other like village buildings.”

Also on show at the Bordeaux
exhibition are two Amateur
Architecture Studio projects from
eastern Zhejiang province that
made waves at the 2016 Venice
Biennale: the continuing regener-
ation of the isolated village of
‘Wencun, west of Hangzhou city,
and construction of the newly
opened Fuyang Cultural
Complex.

‘Wangsays he accepted the job
of designing the Fuyang Cultural
Complex,asprawling430,500sq ft
art gallery, history museum and
archive centre in Fuyang district,
onthebasis thathe would be able

design and conserve the rural
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with the French, in particular,
which is why a major retrospec-
tive of his and his wife Lu Wenyu’s
workis on show in Bordeaux.

Even the name of the architec-
ture firm they founded in 1997
draws from their rebel-with-a-
cause ethos. “We called it
Amateur Architecture Studio
because, in China, we have alot of
professional architects, but
almost no good architects,” Wang
says, chuckling softly.

“Secondly, our Chinese tradi-
tion lies not in professional
architects but the history of crafts-
manship, which is quite differ-
ent.” That is why he prefers the
title “artisan” to “architect”.

Wang also calls for the safe-
guarding of China’s threatened
countryside against what he des-
cribes as the sweeping destruc-
tion of history and culture in the
rush towards urbanisation. In
2012, he even became the first
Chinese citizen to receive the
Pritzker Prize, architecture’s most
prestigious award, for his stand-
pointontheissueand forhis com-
mitment to reviving traditional
craftsmanship. The jury cited his
ability to transcend the usual
past-versus-future, traditional-
versus-modern divide in produc-
ing architecture that was
“timeless, deeply rooted in its
context and yet universal”.

Wang Shu

Huge agencies monopolise
the system, employing
thousands of workers on
large-scale mega projects
that ... are really bad for

the environment

WANG SHU

Asheralliesto the cause, Wang
believes education is critical. He
and his wife have taught at Hang-
zhou's fine arts school, the China
Academy of Art, since 2000, and
Wang is now the school’s dean of
architecture. In 2002, the couple
started to design aschool campus
on the city’s outskirts. Wang des-
cribes the Xiangshan Campus,
completed in 2002, as “an experi-
mentin trying toinfluence the city
with the countryside”.

That mission may be of
universal relevance, and is gain-
ing the couple worldwide recog-
nition, but, according to Lu, they
remain marginalised on the
mainland.

“Huge agencies monopolise
the system there, employing
thousands of workers on large-
scale mega projects that are not of
ahuman scale and are really bad
for the environment,” she says.
“Wedon’twant to be partofthat.”

‘Wang has also been a visiting
professor at Harvard University in
the United States, and has given
guest lectures everywhere from
the Singapore University of Tech-
nology and Design to the Univer-

series of exhibitions dedicated to
“pacesetting and prize-winning
architects”.

The current retrospective in
Bordeaux-the firstshow forAma-
teur il Studio in France

village of Wencun about 50km
away. About 30 other villages in
thearea, he says, had beendemol-
ished inrecent years.

Inspired by the mountainous
landscape, he built two dozen
houses around the surviving
buildings that incorporated the
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cultural and environmental
guardianship in the fields of ur-
banism and design (the centre’s
name is a play on words that
means “dream architecture”).

Francine Fort, director of the
centre, says the pair’s thoughtful
resistance appeals to tradition-
loving French people. “In China,
intellectuals were resistance
fighters and they paid steeply for
that,” she says. “Now Wang Shu
and LuWenyu are fighting to stop
the wholesale construction that is
destroying China.”

Under the vaulted cathedral
ceilings of the centre’s grande ga-
lerie, the show spotlights five key
projects by Amateur Architecture
Studio, including models of some
of the 30 buildings of the
Xiangshan Campus made with
materials brought from China.

‘Wang, who visited Bordeaux
with his wife in July, calls the
couple’s 97,000 sq ft campus a
“big village”. It comprises a series
of small buildi includi

g textured facades.

We want to
recover different
ways of building,
and re-establish
the relationship
between
buildings and
nature
WANG SHU

“For me, the most important
thing was to make buildings in
scale with the surrounding
environment and ensure a close
relationship with local materials
and craftsmanship,” Wang says.

Lu says the same wa pan
recycling ique was used in

peaked-roofed studios for
individual professors, as well as a
tea house, meeting centre and
guesthouse.

Insignature fashion they used
traditional Chinese building
materials such as natural stone,
wood and bamboo, which were
combined with textured concrete
and recycled bricks and roof tiles.

“We invented a new construc-
tion system by adapting artisan

the Ningbo History Museum, a
structure designed by the couple
thatopened in2008. “The artisans
used stones, bricks and other
debris - up to 1,500 years old -
gathered from the ruins of nearby
villages to make the [soaring
angular] facades of the museum,”
shesays.

Despite Wang's love of crafts-
manship, he rejects overly quaint
reinterpretations of tradition. As
hy in the Bordeaux exhibiti

building to a more
contemporary style,” Wang says.
“In the walls we used 40 different
sizes of salvaged materials. This
new way of craftsmanship makes
students realise how much of a
richmix they can use in projects.”

Hesays theywere successfulin
going beyond the usual separa-
tion between city and country,
adding thathis driving vision is to

R -

Stones, bricks and other recycled debris used
by artisans to make the Ningbo History Museum

(above) were

this many years old

literature: “Reducingtraditiontoa
decorative symbol and then
applying it to the surface of a
modern buildingis preciselywhat
kills the true meaning of
tradition.”

At the Fuyang Cultural Com-
plex, the huge multi-peaked roof
mimics the mountain silhouettes
inthebackground and traditional
Chinese pagoda architecture.

Wang compares the com-
plex’sdesign toalandscape paint-
ing, the same analogy he uses for
the Xiangshan Campus with its
surrounding lakes and forest.
Nature - clearly his wellspring of
creativity - is all around, he says,
adding: “Ourlonghistoryin China
isrooted in the countryside.”

But Chinese culture and his-
tory are fast vanishing because of
unbridled development. Wang
says 90 per cent of the country’s
built heritage has already disap-
peared, including many of his
projects from the 1990s.

“The countryside is in the pro-
cess of becoming the city,” he
says, adding that future construc-
tion could help the country hang
on to its past if his message gets
through. “China has a big chance
tokeephold ofwhat'sleft ... butif
they do not take care and turn the
current situation around, all will
be gone within adecade.”

m

Exterior of the Wa

il

I ‘f ]m;

I

i
|

‘ I
l' ‘
”
i
il I
| |
1[I
I |

i

o

WMWWmumwmm

i
'
l

il i i
I :fi}’,*“‘f

Al

the China Academy of Art's

style form part of

Wencun village. Photos: Handouts




