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With the rapid development of Beijing’s economy, 
more and more people have been attracted to the city 
in the past two decades. In order to settle the huge 
numbers of people moving to the city, the government 
has constructed numerous commuter towns on the 
outskirts of Beijing. However, the residents of the 
commuter towns typically have a poor quality of 
life because of the long commute time and lack of 
local public service facilities. The main function of 
the commuter towns is for sleeping, which is why 
locally they are called “Sleep Cities.” Moreover, there 
is not much developable land left to build on. The 
urban complex, as a special urban phenomenon, is a 
concentrated presentation of urban intensive, organic, 
and vertical development trends. By examining the 
origin and development of the urban complex concept 
and the evolution of mixed-use development, it can be 
shown that an urban complex might solve some of the 
problems that exist in commuter towns like those in 
Beijing. 

This project takes the Huilongguan Community, 
one of the largest commuter towns in Beijing, as a 
research subject. By analysing the current situation of 
the site, as well as learnings from literature reviews 
and successful precedents around the world, a possible 
design solution is identified. Based on data and 
analysis, the design introduces an urban complex at 
one traffic node to optimise traffic transit and provide 
plenty of diverse public service facilities. The project 
makes up for the lack of public resources and seeks 
to create more jobs and to enhance the vitality of the 
commuter town. This research definitively answers the 
question, “How can a town with a lack of functions 
and limited space be reformed?” It also identifies the 
values of urban complexes. If such urban complexes 
are promoted, it may improve the quality of life of 
the residents living in the commuter towns and make 
society more harmonious and stable.

Abstract
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  1.0 Introduction
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1.1 Background

Over the past decades, China’s economy has 
grown rapidly. Along with the fastpaced economic 
development, the speed of urbanisation accelerated 
strikingly during this time. As the political and cultural 
centre of China, Beijing has experienced a powerful 
concentration-effect during the urbanisation process. 
According to data from the Beijing Municipal Bureau 
of Statistics, the city’s permanent population grew 
from 13.6 million in 2000 to 21.7 million in 2017. 1 In 
other words, the population of Beijing has increased 
massively by over 8 million within the last twenty 

years. In order to meet the needs of the growing 
population, the government built numerous new towns 
on the outskirts of the city, which can be described as 
urban sprawl, to settle the large numbers of residents. 
These new towns were planned as economically 
affordable housing to settle hundreds of thousands 
of inhabitants, most of whom were from low-income 
backgrounds and were immigrating from other parts 
of China. However, these new towns only provided 
for residential functions, with few career opportunities 
outside of the central areas of Beijing. People who 
live in the new towns in Beijing typically commute 
very long distances to their work places. 

The average commute time in Beijing in 2017 was 
56 minutes to cover an average distance of 13.2 km, 
according to a research report published by Jiguang, a 
“big data” analysis company. 2 However, the commute 
time is much longer for those who live further away 
from the city centre. To avoid rush hours, commuters 

leave their homes early and often return very late. 
Due to a lack of public service facilities for many 
new towns in Beijing, including supermarkets and 
restaurants, commuters have to eat or buy food in the 
city centre. They suffer from the effects of spending 
large amounts of time travelling, spend less time with 
family, and have insufficient time to sleep. Owing 
to a lack of places for entertainment, residents even 
need to travel downtown to refresh themselves at 
weekends. The only function of their community is 
to rest or sleep. These new commuter towns are also 
called “Sleep Cities” in Beijing. A study shows that 
overly long commute times (greater than 1 hour per 
day) can lead to extreme dissatisfaction with life and 
unhappiness, which can negatively impact physical 
and mental health and result in a community where 
its people do not possess a sense of belonging. 3 
Moreover, people who live in commuter towns can 
have a limited sense of belonging not only to their 
communities but also to Beijing. 

1. “Beijing Statistical Yearbook 2018,” Resident Population, 
Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, accessed Sep 16, 2019, 
http://tjj.beijing.gov.cn/nj/main/2018-tjnj/zk/indexch.htm

2. “Jiguang Big Data: Research Report of Commuting in Chinese 
Cities in 2018, “ Jiguang, accessed Sep 16, 2019, https://www.
jiguang.cn/reports/305

3. Peng Nie and Alfonso Sousa-Poza, “ Commute Time and 
Subjective Well-Being in Urban China.” China Economic Review. 
2018 no.48 (2018) :188-204, http://dx.doi.org.libproxy.unitec.
ac.nz/10.1016/j.chieco.2016.03.002.
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The reasons for the formation of commuter towns 
around Beijing are complex. However, they include:

1.Backward urban planning.
The speed of development in Beijing has been so 
rapid in that government’s urban planning has lagged 
behind development needs. The plans tended to only 
solve the problems they were facing at that time. 
Housing was the first imperative for Beijing, but other 
functions that were not addressed and are causing 
many new problems for Beijing residents now. 

  

2.Fragmented public service facilities: Urban code 
problems.
In order to solve the housing problem of immigrants 
as quickly as possible, urban authorities sold massive 
amounts of land to property developers in separate 
pieces. The urban code set up the whole town with 
index ratios to control the proportion of public service 
facilities, but developers typically broke the index 
into parts to intersperse the facilities around their 
projects to save money. For example, a big hospital 
was replaced by several clinics. As a result, most of 
the sections were developed into residences in the 
interests of developers while the support facilities 
were fragmented and only partially met the original 
specifications.

3.Transportation pressures.
There are only a few office buildings in commuter 
towns. The proportion of occupants working locally 
is very small. When the rush hours come, the public 
transportation system is under massive pressure due 
to a “tidal effect” whereby large numbers of people 
flow into the transport hubs at the same time for key 
periods of the day.
The government is aware of the problems inherent 
in commuter towns. A three-year governmental plan 
was published in 2018 to improve public services 
and infrastructure. 4 Meanwhile, to ensure healthy 
development of new towns in the future, new versions 
of building standards have been established which will 
improve the living quality of residents by providing a 
more balanced ratio of housing, working and public 
service facilities. This recently developed policy 
framework is important for new construction areas 
but does not address the established commuter towns’ 
needs.

4. “Three-year action plan for optimizing and upgrading the public 
services and infrastructure in Huilongguan and Tiantongyuan 
District (2018-2020)”, Changping District People’s Government, 
Beijing, updated Jul 4, 2019, http://www.bjchp.gov.cn/cpqzf/
xxgk2671/ghjh/4962895
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First, from an urban perspective, this project discusses 
the advantages of urban complexes (defined in Section 
2.1). These kinds of mixed-use buildings can offer a 
range of important urban functions with limited land 
use. Additionally, from an architectural point of view, 
mixed-use buildings make the most use of space, 
with multiple functions able to promote each other 
harmoniously. Moreover, transportation is a significant 
part of the project. A proper transportation system not 
only makes it possible for people to arrive and leave 
effectively but also brings the people stream into the 
building vertically. The project offers an opportunity 
for the inhabitants who live in the commuter town; 
they could start their own business or work in local 
companies, potentially avoiding up to two hours of 
commuting time per day.

On the premise of dense population and short 
supply of urban land, this project aims to achieve 
an example of architecture with sufficient public 
service facilities, offering job opportunities to weaken 
the negative effects of a commuter town, while 
letting inhabitants enjoy easy family life locally, 
and more importantly, forming a sense of belonging 
and community attachment to replace the current 
common experience of exhaustion and unhappiness. 
The problems of commuter towns beset China’s big 
cities currently because of the excessive speed of 
growth. These towns, with their lack of functions, are 
products of a particular time. This project attempts to 
integrate many functions, especially public facilities, 
into an urban complex in order to reorganise a node 
of city transportation grids to decrease commuting 
times. With the continuous development of Beijing, 
such kinds of projects can benefit local workers and 
activate the whole community into fully functional 
towns. It would also contribute to creating a healthier 
and more liveable city with a more sustainable future.

1.2 Project outline 1.3 Aims and objectives
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1.4 Research question 1.5 Scope and limitations

How can a town with a lack of functions and limited 
space be reformed?

This study will focus on improving living conditions 
in one commuter town via a massive urban complex 
that can improve public service facilities, offer local 
jobs, and organise transportation. In this project, 
developable land is extremely limited in the area. The 
urban complex, as a special urban spatial morphology, 
can utilise land more efficiently. Moreover, the urban 
complex can be well integrated with transportation 
to improve the experience of public transit, and 
businesses in the urban complex will benefit 
considerably from the stream of people brought in by 
public transportation. 

As stated above, the causes of commuter towns are 
diverse and complex. This project is focusing on 
one particular commuter town. Therefore, many of 
the design solutions proposed within might work for 
Beijing’s commuter towns which are the same age 
as the research target, but may not necessarily be 
appropriate for other parts of China. Rome was not 
built in a day. Similarly, all the problems inherent 
in this commuter town cannot be solved completely 
via architectural design only. However, this project 
aims to inspire more human-oriented thinking about 
our living environment. With long-term continuous 
effort, the living conditions in commuter towns can be 
substantially improved.
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1.6 Methods

The project started by analysing the urban problems 
inherent in commuter towns in Beijing. Based on 
discussion, a possible answer can be presented, 
and some regular patterns in contemporary urban 
development may be revealed. Through logical 
analysis and deducting, a theoretical system can be 
constructed to conclude some coping methods. Finally, 
theories can be applied to actual urban environments 
to present possible solutions that can finally solve the 
inherent problems.

1. Precedent study
During the research process, large numbers of urban 
complexes have been selected, sorted and organised. 
The precedents range from historical to contemporary, 
from home to abroad. The analysis of these cases 
laid a good foundation for the project and brought 
objectivity and accuracy to the research questions and 
answers.

2. Literature research
This study involves the sorting of relevant literature, 
from which we have learnt about the present research 
status in the field. Additionally, Internet resources 
have been fully utilised to ascertain the latest 
information and identify the trends in study.

3. Analysis and deduction
Based on the comprehensive analysis of precedents 
and literature, implicative disciplines can be 
concluded. Analysis and induction are the two main 
basic research methods that are utilised throughout. 

4. Combination of theory and practice
Theory is summarised from significant examples of 
practice, and can be used to guide further practice. 
This project follows the idea that theories should 
be combined with practice. The project begins with 
objective urban appearances of commuter towns and 
then summarises problems and the reasons behind the 
phenomena. 
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  2.0 Context Research
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2.1 Vertical city and urban complex.

The root of the idea of the urban complex comes 
from a vertical city with mixed-use development. 
Due to the rapid increase in productivity after the 
industrial revolution, humans have been able to build 
their cities more freely without relying so much on 
nature, but uncontrolled development has also brought 
about a series of problems, such as overcrowding 
and environmental degradation. This had led people 
to thinking about concepts of the “vertical city” in 
order to adapt to the new environment. The “vertical 
city” is a broad concept. It is a creative attempt to 
change human habitat conditions when there is a crisis 
of space. By studying the historical “vertical city” 
thoughts and practical explorations, the ideological 
roots of urban complexes as a special  urban 
phenomenon in the contemporary metropolis can be 
revealed.

2.1.1 Embryonic forms of vertical city.
Chongqing is a typical city of the mountainous southwest of China with an embryonic form of the vertical city. 
It is well known as the “mountain city” because of its location. Given the geographical features of mountains 
and variable terrain, a city with rich vertical features constructed in accordance with local conditions. It not 
only made the most use of city land, but also formed a singular urban space. 

Figure 1. The mountain city: Chongqing. Image by Hua Ouyang.
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2.1.2 The modern vertical city of the United States in 
the early 20th century.
Humans demonstrated the potential for a vertical 
city at the beginning of the 20th century. The rapid 
development of capitalism spawned an American-style 
metropolis. The craze for skyscrapers began to appear 
in Chicago and New York. 

2.1.2.1 Skyscraper design produces a vertical lifestyle.
Theodor Starrett proposed a 100-story skyscraper 
design in 1906 (see Figure 2). In this design, the 
ascent is interrupted every 20th floor by public plazas 
that articulate the demarcations between the different 
functional sectors: industry at the bottom, business 
in the second quarter, living in the third, and a hotel 
in the fourth. 5 This design embodied the ideals of 
Manhattan architects and planners in New York, 
and also shows the main features of the subsequent 
development of vertical cities: multiple functions, 
vertical stratification, and integration of public space. 
This 100-story skyscraper is a typical urban complex, 
a city within the city with more complete functions.

2.1.2.2 The development of building technology has 
provided support for the form of the vertical city.
The development of the skyscraper is based on a 

leap in construction technology. Chicago was the 
birthplace of this architectural revolution. After the 
1871 fire in Chicago, where many buildings were 
destroyed, architects began to learn new construction 
patterns to build higher for extra floor area in the 
process of redevelopment. The uses of elevators and 
steel structures were the most important technological 
innovations at that time. “The contemporary critic 
Montgomery Schuyler remarked in 1899, ‘the elevator 
doubled the height of the office building and the 
steel frame doubled it again’.” 6 There was a cartoon 
(see Figure 3) in 1909 which described a vision of 
the vertical urban form supported by elevators and 
steel structures. The use of structural technologies 
has greatly increased the height and span of the 20th 
century architecture, which has made people have 
more countermeasures in the face of congestion in 
the metropolis. Expanding into the air is undoubtedly 
the most important method. The new structural 
technologies were first applied to the design of bridges 
and industrial plants, which influenced the depiction 
of structural systems in the cartoon.

5. Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York : A Retroactive Manifesto 
for Manhattan, (New York : Monacelli Press, 1994), 91.

6. Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1992), 52.

Figure 2. Theodore Starrett’s proposal for 100-story building, 
1906. Image by Theodore Starrett.
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2.1.2.3 Corbett’s Manhattan planning.
In the eyes of architects in the early 20th century, 
Manhattan was filled with all sorts of cumbersome 
and crowded problems, but they never gave up 
their efforts to put them in a beautiful and poetic 
urban environment. Harvey Wiley Corbett was a 

new generation teacher at Columbia University who 
contributed many ideas for the future of Manhattan. 
Koolhaas appraised him as a “prominent Manhattan 
theoretician”, but follows “after a lifetime of 
‘visioning’”. 7 This slightly ironic evaluation shows 
that Corbett’s vision of Manhattan has never been 
realised, instead remaining just theory and drawings.
Corbett proposed a bold idea to solve the city’s 
future traffic problems. In this design, the ground of 
the city is almost fully occupied by motor vehicles. 
Continuous walking arcades are lifted into the air. 
Rail transit is also organised with connections to the 
underground or sidewalk. On both sides of the street 
are towering skyscrapers. 
 

7. Koolhaas, Delirious New York , 121. 8. Koolhaas, Delirious New York , 122.  
Figure 3.1909 theorem: the Skyscraper as utopian device for 
the production of unlimited numbers of virgin sites on a single 
metropolitan location. Image Author unknown.

Figure 4,5. Visions and designs from Harvey Wiley Corbett. 
Image by Harvey Wiley Corbett.

In the end Corbett’s vision was inspiring, the 
improvement of the urban environment in this 
scenario is obvious. The core ideas of his vision 
are: traffic diversion through vertical stratification; 
Expanding social space through the construction 
of diverse public spaces; All parts of the city being 
connected in a network. 8 
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2.1.3 Vertical city exploration under the influence of 
the modernist architecture movement in the second 
half of the 20th century.
As a pioneer of the modernist architectural movement, 
Le Corbusier had a great influence on the later urban 
theory. His concept of the “Radiant City” features 
vertical stratification of urban traffic and separation of 
people and cars. In addition, Corbusier applied some 
of his architectural ideas to urban design. The underly 
settings of overhead and sky gardens make public 
activities three-dimensional. He believes that under 
the conditions of modern technology, it is possible to 
maintain the high density of the population and form a 

quiet and hygienic urban environment. The key lies in 
the use of high-rise buildings and the handling of fast 
traffic.

2.1.4 Colourful vertical city genres in the second half 
of the 20th century.
Since the early 1960s, Asia has gradually shown the 
momentum of economic growth. 

2.1.4.1 How to develop high-density Asian cities has 
also begun to be studied.
SPUR which was composed of a group of Singaporean 
architects published their views on the future of Asian 
cities in 1960s :

     “Anyone with any appreciation for the sense 
of a city will agree that a true city is a congested 
city – congestion not of cars but of people 
drawn close together by a multitude of related 
activities... High buildings will be the norm rather 
than the exception.” 9 

9. Singapore Planning and Urban Research Group, “The Future of 
Asian Cities,” Asia Magazine, May (1966): 7-8, quoted in Winy 
Maas, and Berlage Institute, KM3, Excursions on Capacities 
(Barcelona, ES: Actar, 2005), 493.  Figure 6. Le Corbusier’s Radiant City. Image by Le Corbusier.
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This prediction for Asian cities has been partially 
realized in the economically developed high-density 
cities of Hong Kong and Tokyo since the 1990s. 
These cities’ successful development experience has 
great significance for China which also has a large 
population density.

2.1.4.2 Modernist architects attach great importance 
to urban transportation and they explored the 
traffic-based urban forms with the vertical city 
concept. Kenzo Tange’s design was for an A-shape 
town sitting on Boston harbor incorporates a huge 
structure coverings highways and railways with 
stepped platforms formed on the sloping frame. The 
various functions of the city are combined through 
the huge structure and transportation nodes formed 
by terminals, highways, and railways. This design 
approach, which is closely linked to traffic, has a 
profound impact on the subsequent urban complex 
designs.

Figure 7. “Asian City of Tomorrow”. Image by SPUR.

Figure 8. Kenzo Tange’s design for Boston harbor. Image by 
Kenzo Tange.

     “Imagine a city where we have dwellings 
stretching upwards towards the sky and 
beneath them people humming with activity 
in the business houses, governmental offices, 
educational centres, theaters, open spaces, 
and recreational centres… where the various 
centres of activities are linked up…centres of 
entertainment and culture in the heart of the city 
that light up in the evening…Imagine clean parks 
and roads free from scores of hawkers and street 
vendors, and open drains unlettered. This is our 
Asian City of Tomorrow.” 10                 

10. Singapore Planning and Urban Research Group, SPUR 65-
67(1967): 52, quoted in Winy Maas, and Berlage Institute, KM3, 
Excursions on Capacities (Barcelona, ES: Actar, 2005), 493. 
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2.1.4.3 Underground space is also a key component 
of the concept of the vertical city. This concept was 
often related to the construction of underground urban 
transportation facilities in the early days of urban 
development, but the design of “Geotropolis” (see 
Figure 9) for Tokyo in 1989 included the development 
of mega-scale underground cavities for cultural, 
commercial, and office uses. For various reasons, 
this plan has not been implemented. Due to the high 
density of cities, Japan attaches great importance to 
the development and utilisation of underground space, 
and it is not difficult to realise underground cities 
of this scale given its economic and technological 
capabilities.

Figure 9. Geotropolis. Image by Tokyu Construction Co., Ltd
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2.2 Mixed-use development and hybrid buildings.

The driving force of mixed-use development is 
humanity’s constant pursuit of high space utilisation. 
Trajan's Market of Ancient Rome in 110 AD is one of 
the earliest mixed-use buildings all over the world (see 
Figure 10). It integrated many functions, including the 
arcades, shops, apartments and a library. 

The urban Land Institute (ULI) has gave a simple 
definition of mixed-use building with three basic 
elements:

11. Robert E. Witherspoon, et al., Mixed-use development: new 
ways of land use (Washington, DC: ULI,1976), 4-5.

12. “What are mixed use developments,” Mixed use development 
design, Auckland Design Manual, accessed Sep 5, 2019,http://
www.aucklanddesignmanual.co.nz/sites-and-buildings/mixed-use

T h e  A u c k l a n d  C o u n c i l  s t a t e s  “ M i x e d  u s e 
developments combine two or more uses within 
a building, site or block. They can be organised 
vertically, horizontally, or a combination of the two. 
Shops or other commercial premises at ground floor 
with apartments or offices above are a common 
example of a vertical mixed-use development”. 12  

From both two definitions, it can be found that mixed-
use development is a simple stack of several functions, 
and different functions can be operated independently, 
with stiff and clear boundaries in between. It 
can be said that several independent projects are 
superimposed in one building. With the continuous 
development of society and the increasing population, 
the value of land is becoming more prominent than 
ever. Although mixed-use development can improve 
the utilisation of urban land to a certain extent, with 
the appreciation of land driven by urban development, 
the utilisation rate of mixed-use development can no 
longer meet the requirements of modern society. Then 
hybrid building came into being. 

Figure 10. Trajan's Market. Image by Markus Bernet.

 Three or more significant revenue-producing 
uses.
 Significant functional and physical integration 
of project components.
 Development in conformance with a coherent 
plan. 11 
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     The hybrid building is a specimen of 
opportunity which has the mixed-use gene in its 
gene code.
It turns against the combination of the usual 
programs and bases its whole raison d’etre on 
the unexpected mixing of functions. The hybrid 
is the consequence of a rant against tradition, 
giving typology the one finger salute.
It is an opportunist building, which makes the 
most out of its multiple skills, a key player 
which revitalises the urban scene and saves 
space.
…….
The intimacy of private life and the sociability 
of public life dwell within the hybrid and 
produce constant activity, making it a building 
working full-time. It is not a disciplinary 
prototype but a concentration of interests, based 
not on tradition but rather on the future and the 
survival of which hinges on consensus. 13 

13. Javier Mozas, This is Hybrid (Impression Printing: Vitoria-
Gasteiz, 2011), 13.

The utilisation rate of hybrid buildings is higher 
than that in traditional mixed-use building. Different 
functional spaces interspersed with each other and 
the public space can be extended to every corner 
to achieve a higher land utilisation and intersection 
of users. Hybrid buildings consider not only the 

connection of inner functions, but also the integration 
with urban context. Hybrid building is an evolved 
version of mixed-use development and it is the main 
direction in the current research on urban complexes.

Figure 11. Diagrams of mixed-use building and hybrid building. Image Author unknown.

According to Javier:
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2.3 Current development status of urban complexes in China.

China’s cities are in a period of rapid development, 
and urban expansion and renewal of the two modes of 
growth coexist.

2.3.1 Transportation complex and commercial 
complex are developing fast.
With the government's continuous investment in 
infrastructure construction, the construction boom 
of rail and subway stations continues to rise. Various 
advanced and even radical design concepts can find 
a market in China. The traffic complex has been 
recognised in China, and the megacities represented 
by Shanghai and Beijing have tried different 
models of urban complex in the construction of new 
transportation hubs.The urban complex, which is 
mainly based on shopping malls, also appears in 
all levels of cities in China. The urban complex, 
combining shopping, dining, entertainment, and 
pedestrian streets, has become a new model of 
commercial development.

Figure 12. Huamao Centre. Image Author unknown.
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2.3.2 Although the urban complex is in a stage of 
rapid growth in China, the shortcomings are still very 
obvious. That is, the development of many urban 
complexes lacks connection with the external urban 
space and cannot form an organic integration with the 
city. 

As an example, take the development of Wanda Plaza, 
which is one of the most successful urban complex 
brands. Through its efforts and exploration, Wanda 
Real Estate called the current commercial urban 
complex model the third-generation commercial 
real estate. Before 2005, Wanda Commercial Real 
Estate was known for the first and second generation 
commercial real estate models, which are the single 
store model and the compound store model. Both 
the models generate economic benefits through the 
sale of shops. Wanda's current urban complex model 
integrates shopping, entertainment, leisure, and other 
functions with pedestrian streets, and combine the 
development of residential, office, and hotel to form 
an independent city or regional centre, with “one-stop” 
services to meet the various needs of urban life. 

Wanda Plaza has developed a set of effective business models that have achieved great success throughout the 
country. However, this method of pursuing speed and short-term benefits makes it pay more attention to the 
improvement of its internal value chain and the efficiency of its products. The resulting urban complex models 
are mostly self-contained and lack organic links with the surrounding urban space. To achieve the goal of the 
urban complex integrating closely with the urban space in China, investment and promotion from government 
are necessary. However, from the overall interests of the city, the organic integration of the urban complex and 
the city can bring higher efficiency, a more comfortable urban environment, and longer vitality. This is also a 
difficult point in the development of urban complexes.

Figure 13. Wanda Plaza. Image Author unknown.
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2.3.3 Inadequate planning and design experience
The ideas of contemporary urban complexes are 
imported goods for China. Successful cases are mostly 
foreign projects. Today, with the rapid development 
of urban complexes, the experience and capabilities 
of the domestic planning and design industry cannot 
meet the needs of urban construction, which is also an 
important factor affecting the development of urban 
complexes in China. The Chinese design companies 
lack experience in urban development models 
for urban complexes and need to strengthen their 
knowledge to catch up.



20

  3.0 Literature Review
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Because of their significant effects of improving the 
environment and efficiency of cities under certain 
conditions, the value of urban complexes is gradually 
becoming more accepted worldwide. The phenomenon 
of urban complexes ranges over multiple disciplines 
and fields, such as land planning, architectural 
design, urban transportation, estate development, city 
management, and more. Understanding of the urban 
complex therefore varies, with different angles and 
domains, allowing diverse options and ideas to form. 

Via research on cities and architecture, design 
practice, and culture analysis activities, Koolhaas 
and the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) 
have greatly influenced the way we look at urban 
culture and the urban complex phenomena for urban 
development.

Rethink of the relationship between metropolis and 
architecture.
Koolhaas started to rethink the relationship between 
the metropolis and architecture after the publication 
of Delirious New York in 1978. This book is not only 
the representative work of Koolhaas’s youth but also 
the keystone of his main urban theory so far. Facing 
the huge power of urbanisation, the traditional value 
system of architecture was unprecedentedly affected. 
Koolhaas started with the adversarial relationship 
between metropolises and their own historical and 
cultural features. He reconsidered the architecture 
and the cultural features and values it represented. 
Then Koolhaas creatively carved out a new way of 
architectural research by inviting consideration of the 
unsteadiness of the metropolis into the architectural 

3.1 Rem Koolhaas: Breakthrough the boundaries between cities and buildings.

design process. Koolhaas’s theory and OMA’s urban 
practices defined a new binary relation between a 
city and architecture. On one hand, he saw a lot of 
real contradictory phenomena in metropolises and 
he was determined to accept and create reasonable 
space for them. However, he also had a disregard for 
the historical urban context in the architectural design 
process. On the other hand, with his special research 
methods, Koolhaas managed to set up an innovative 
relationship between cities and architecture on a new 
layer. 

Figure 14. Freud unlimited. Image by Madelon Vriesendorp.
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Urban culture of high density.
Due to the population explosion and emergence of 
new technologies, Manhattan has been a laboratory 
of new lifestyles since the middle of the 19th 
century. Koolhaas believes that New York architects 
unintentionally accomplished architectural designs 
which happened to suit the urban culture. Those 
designs also reconciled the internal contradictions 
between cities and their architecture on a cultural 
level. He called the phenomenon in Manhattan “The 
Culture of Congestion.” 14 Within that type of culture, 
Manhattan architecture had huge high-rise shapes, 
multiple functions, and an uncertain relationship 
between form and meaning. The Downtown Athletic 
Club (see Figure 15) is a good example gave by 
Koolhaas. These features were so different to those 
of traditional buildings and needed to be evaluated in 
new ways. 

Urban state of super-scale.
Bigness is one of the most important concepts 
discussed in Koolhaas’s 1995 book, “S, M, L, XL.” 
He recognised that Bigness was the main feature and 
state of contemporary cities and architecture. When 
a building reaches a super scale, it gains a feature of 
Bigness which is one of the main ways to counteract 
fragmentation and chaos. 15 Shopping malls at a large 
scale have come to represent the consumer culture in 
the consumer society. Koolhaas states:“Shopping is 
arguably the last remaining form of public activity… 
shopping has infiltrated, colonized, and even replaced 
almost every aspect of urban life. Town centers, 
suburbs, streets, and now airports, train stations, 
museums, hospitals, schools, and the Internet, and the 
military are shaped by the mechanisms and spaces of 
shopping”. 16 Shopping has been gradually integrated 
with urban public space and is representative of 
the living conditions of urban dwellers in the era of 
consumption.

15. Rem Koolhaas et al., Small, Medium, Large, Extra-large (New 
York: Monacelli Press, 1998), 495-496.
16. Chuihua J. Chung et al., Harvard Design School guide to 
shopping (Köln : Taschen ; Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard Design 
School, 2001), 129.

14. Rem Koolhaas, “‘Life in the Metropolis’ or ‘Culture of 
Congestion',” Architectural Design 47, no. 5 (1977).

Figure 15. The Downtown Athletic Club. Image Author unknown.
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The contemporary urban complex phenomena are the 
outcomes of urban vitality. Traditional urban plans 
cannot suit the new age of urban development, the 
old urban order has to be partially broken to solve 
the problems in a new age. Besides, urban vitality 
provides the inspiration that can guide the creation of 
more unique urban places. 

Vitality instead of order.
Traditional urban theories maintain that the structure 
and order of cities are necessary to achieve continuity 
and integrity. The inheritance and continuation of 
urban structures is the Bible of current urban and 
architecture theories. However, Koolhaas has a 
completely different view that a model city has a 
simple appearance of all kinds of architectures types 
instead of a structural whole. The appearance doesn’t 
treat a city as a group of architectures, but a pure 
phenomenon of symbiosis.
Koolhaas’s observations capture the importance 
of vitality behind the urban form. There is nothing 
constant except change. Vitality has replaced order, 
or in other words, vitality has formed a new order. 
Koolhaas has seen the huge power of vitality behind 
the delirious modern metropolis. His architectural 
theories and practice have broken a new ground 
in thinking about architecture and urban design. 
The vitality is the base point of Koolhaas's theory. 
Diagrams, built upon rational analysis and statistics, 
are often used to show abstract vitality by OMA (see 
Figure 16).

Figure 16. OMA's diagram. Image by OMA.
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MVRDV’s research and projects have been famous 
for their conversable design concepts and their 
ability to apply them to real situations. The book 
KM3 embodies a concentrated reflection of three-
dimensional urban theory. MVRDV uses the theory to 
build a prototype for the development of high-density 
cities. Meanwhile, they apply computer techniques 
and three-dimensional space coordination to search 
for the prospective patterns of cities in the future. 
More importantly, they have applied these to unique 
projects designed with bold vision and strict logical 
thinking. MVRDV have been recognised for their 
creative conceptions and architectural works. 

3.2 MVRDV: Multiple and high high-density city. 

Utopian density experiment.
MVRDV believes that the utopian research methods 
can contribute towards understanding the operating 
principles of our society. They cited examples of 
three-dimensional cities from early 19th century to 
the  present, most of which are hypothetical concepts 
with utopian spirit. Historically, the utopian concepts 
of the future cities often show a three-dimensional 
and organic urban vision, which is also an important 
driving force for the emergence and development of 
urban complexes.
Based on the analysis of reality and the prediction 
of the future, MVRDV explores new methods and   
ideas to solve real problems, and also put forward 
new requirements for the development of related 
technologies. Once the technical problems are 
properly solved, the bold ideas will become reality, 
thus completing the transition from the vision to the 
reality and promoting the progress and development of 
society. This kind of utopian research, which focuses 
on the necessary conditions for human survival, is 
therefore of great practical significance. For example, 
at the 2000 World Expo in Germany, the Dutch 

pavilion, which was designed by MVRDV, is a kind of 
experiment for their advance concepts. The pavilion 
seems a three-dimensional natural landscape that 
breaks through the concept of general architecture and 
natural planes, creating a vertical micro-biosphere.

Figure 17. EXPO 2000 Netherlands Pavilion.Image by MVRDV.
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A vision of the sustainable dense city with multiple 
layers.
Sustainable development is the theme of humanity in 
the 21st century. Based on ecological and sustainable 
theories, urban researchers discuss the goal of 
“compact city”. How to achieve a more compact and 
efficient city pattern is the focus of much current 
urban research, and is the reason why the urban 
complex has caught the attention of more and more 
scholars. Based on people’s possible living styles, 
MVRDV’s city model involves basic maintenance 
systems, such as water source, agriculture, industry, 
forests, and more. This city model goes far beyond the 
concept of a high-density city.

MVRDV showed a new kind of relationship between 
architecture and the city. The city model was more like 
a huge building which could gain more possibilities 
by increasing density. In contrast, a building which 
included many compound functions was more like a 
mini-city. The frontier between architecture and the 
city was blurred. Through rational analysis, MVRDV 
converts restriction into possibility, allowing a 
completely new city and architectural form to come 
into being. 

Three-dimensional space strategies in the practice 
of cities.
MVRDV classified their works into 22 kinds by 
space strategies. They included Bend, Connect, 
Cover, Dig, Extrude, Hang, Lift, Interiorize, Open, 
Mix Horizontal, Mix Vertical, and more. Although 
the strategies are different, most of MVRDV’s works 
present the unique urban proposition that three-
dimensional and mixed-use are the trends of the 
future.
From macro urban planning to micro building 
construction, there are several problems related to 
the urban complex. The design of urban planning is 
on the middle level, where architects need to walk 
between urban design and architecture. However, all 
the reflections and strategies can only be achieved 
by operating in an architectural space. Therefore, 
mastering the flexible use of three-dimensional space 
strategies are essential for reaching a good urban 
complex development.
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The Jerde Partnership International has a unique 
opinion of the relationship between people and place 
within a commercial circumstance. As the originator 
of “Placemaking”, Jon Adams Jerde has brought a 
large amount of impressive experience in commercial 
space. Jerde has aimed at creating a style of his own 
and making unique urban places.

3.3 Jon Adams Jerde: Spatial mixing and Placemaking.

Connected space.
Jerde states “You are in the midst of a crowd of 
people meandering through lively streets, alleys and 
open piazza. On all sides are stores, cinemas and 
cafes, in vivid buildings with dazzling signs; around 
you are colorful stalls and push-carts, fountains and 
trees. There is a cacophony of sounds emanating 
from all directions; there are mime artists and street 
performers. It’s chaotic, vibrant and loud. Where are 
you? You are in public space, Jerde-style”. 17 The style 
of Jerde’s works differs a lot from some modernist 
architects. Most of his works were estate development 
projects with a rich commercial flavor. But that didn’t 
block the deep thought given towards architectural 
space and his design talent. Jerde believes that people 
and the city are firstly connected by emotion.

Citizens’ shopping centres.
According to Jerde, “The shopping center could again 
be an urban experience, a communal setting that 
renewed a public life of richvness and complexity”. 
18 In the age of consumption, public space and 
commercial space are merging gradually. Jerde 
realised a shopping centre should be a kind of public 
space in the city. He takes the openness of commercial 
facilities as a significant urban environment quality. 
He has also paid much attention to the combination 
of public life and architecture and he believes that 
space does not only serve consumers but also citizens. 
Meanwhile, publicised commercial space has a great 
effect in attracting citizens to experience an interesting 
public life, and it may bring some new changes to the 
developing urban mode.

17. Anderton Frances, You Are Here: The Jerde Partnership 
International (London: Phaidon, 1999), 9.

 18. Frances, You Are Here, 84.Figure 18. Zlote Tarasy. Image Author unknown.
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Placemaking.
“Connected space” and “citizens’ shopping mall” 
are both methods to realize “placemaking”. Jerde is 
against simple and boring buildings like machines. 
He insists on people-oriented principles, and his core 
design value is offering places with both identification 
and comfortability. Jerde has finished many mixed-
use development projects which are good examples of 
placemaking theory.

Figure 19. One Reeperbahn. Image by Jon Jerde.



28

The Urban Land Institute (ULI) was founded on 
December 14th, 1936. It is a non-profit organisation, 
focusing on the development and utilisation of land. 
ULI has published a large number of monographs 
about how to improve the quality of the environment 
through mixed-use and joint developments.

Research on mixed-use development.

ULI has carried out thorough research about land 
mixed-use since the 1970s. It published the Mixed-
Use Development Handbook in 2004. In the book, 
ULI summarised the theories of land mixed-use 
and development. The overall process of mixed-
use development was discussed in detail, as well as 
ten specific instances from all over the world. ULI’s 
research on mixed-use development include features 
of systemic, comprehensive, and high operability. 
The research includes the detailed multiple functions 
involved in mixed-use development, and also gives 
out full instructions of later-stage development, such 
as operation, management, maintenance, and more.

3.4 Urban Land Institute: mixed-use and joint development.

Research on joint development.
ULI has engaged in research on the joint development 
of real estate and transportation since 1977. In the 
book Joint Development: Making the Real Estate-
Transit Connection, ULI stated the significance 
and features of joint development by analysing five 
representative real cases. Rail transit is the lifeblood 
of urban traffic systems. The subway is the backbone 
and axis of the underground space. Each station along 
the railway can easily connect to the surrounding 
areas. The formation of huge underground spaces 
has an agglomeration effect and a network effect. 

However, some situations have changed greatly over 
nearly 40 years. Today’s joint developments face 
more complicated problems in more fields, and the 
ULI research targeted cities in North America whose 
problems were different from those in China. ULI 
has paid close attention to the optimisation of urban 
land mixed-use. Research and summaries from the 
perspectives of urban development and management 
provide an induction of the basic theory of urban 
complex development.
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The Philosophy of Symbiosis talks about an attitude 
and skill to deal with many kinds of problems in a 
smart way. It has the following characteristics:
1) Symbiosis is a creative relationship established 
from competition and tension including opposition 
and contradiction.
2) Symbiosis is a relationship that under the condition 
that while individuals are opposite to each other, they 
still give each other the required understanding and 
affirmation.
3) Symbiosis is the mutual respect of individuality and 
each other’s domains, and the expansion of mutual 
commonality.
4) Symbiosis is giving or being given something that 
exists in the life system. 19

3.5 Kisho Kurokawa: The Philosophy of Symbiosis.

Intermediary Space, the core concept which was 
summarized from eastern culture, is a way to deal with 
problems. It is key to understanding the Philosophy of 
Symbiosis. As Kurokawa stated, “Symbiosis instead 
creates a dynamic relationship between the two 
elements while allowing them to remain in opposition. 
A relationship between two opposing elements can be 
achieved by placing spatial distance (a neutral zone) 
or temporal distance (a cooling-off period) between 
them.” 20 It is a connection rather than a buffer for both 
sides. From the design perspective, an intermediary 
space is a kind of space that can reconcile multiple 
functions. Meanwhile, different functions of different 
spaces are linked by the intermediary space and form 
a series of continuous spaces.

Kurokawa values the effects of marginal and 
ambiguity space highly. He calls the semi-public 
and semi-open spaces integrated with architecture 
“Dao Space.” He also promotes creating of more 
intermediary spaces. These mixed-use, multiple 
meanings and semi-public spaces can increase the 
tolerance of places as well as the vitality of cities. This 
view coincides with the views of many followers.
In the design of the Melbourne Centre, Kurokawa 
applied the philosophy of symbiosis to the urban 
scenario and achieved a dynamic urban place, full of 
life with many integrated factors. The philosophy of 
symbiosis is an important theory of space forming in 
urban complex practice.

19. Kishō Kurokawa, The Philosophy of Symbiosis (London: 
Academy Editions, 1994), 8-15.

20. Kurokawa, Philosophy of Symbiosis, 164. 
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Owing to its developed commodity economy and 
dense urban environment, Japan has become a leader 
in urban complex development. Therefore, the 
research on high-density urban space in Japan has 
important reference value for an urban complex study.
The Architectural Institute of Japan has summed 
up the detailed experience of Japanese mixed-use 
development in The handbook of environmental 
design .  A large number  of  mixed-use urban 
development  examples have been col lected. 
These cases are classified as being centred around 
commercial facilities, linking to transit stations, 
connecting through the travel space, utilising 
waterfront space, centred around cultural facilities, 
integrated with parks, continued over time, integrated 
roads, and more. Many cases are in line with the 
characteristics of urban complexes, so they would be 
very helpful to the study of urban complexes.

3.6 Research on mixed-use development in Japan.

From an international perspective, the book Made 
in Tokyo introduces some interesting and creative 
spatial organisation methods in Tokyo’s high-density 
environment. Through a series of real cases, authors 
from Tokyo university analyse the special scenarios 
which were formed by ultimate three-dimensional 
space utilisation. These cases from Tokyo have 
shown the potential of a three-dimensional spatial 
organisation in high-density environments and would 
be useful precedents for other Asian countries.

Figure 20. Mixed-use development in Tokyo. Image by Momoyo 
Kaijima.
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  4.0 Precedent Review
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The Rockefeller Centre in New York is the earliest 
urban complex of the last century. It is located in 
Manhattan, the most prosperous business and financial 
centre in the United States of America. This urban 
complex includes 19 high-rise buildings and the total 
floor area reaches 676,000 square metres.

At the early stages of development, due to the lack of 
two basic functions of an urban complex – residential 
and hotel – it was hard to form a good functional 
coordination, and the Rockefeller Centre looked fairly 
desolate. In the later development process, the owners 
realised that the lack of these functions was causing 
market downturn as well as inconvenience. A Hilton 
Inn was then built inside the Rockefeller Centre 
which increased visitor flow and brought vitality to 
the centre. This case shows that the urban complex 
can be one of the most crucial development directions 
for a metropolis. Office space, hotel, commercial, 
residence, and entertainment are also shown to 
be important fundamental functions of the urban 
complex. The function ratio needs to be adapted to 
local conditions, and only in this way can the healthy 
development of the urban complex be guaranteed. 

4.1 Rockefeller Centre

Figure 21. Rockefeller Centre. Image Author unknown.

Rockefeller Centre, New York, USA, 1939  
Raymond M. Hood
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Through underground links, urban complexes 
can maintain traditional patterns in landscape and 
urban form. This is important in some areas that are 
traditionally controlled in urban areas, or in areas 
where external space patterns are strictly controlled. 
Rockefeller Centre is a typical large urban complex 
which is connected through an underground pedestrian 
network. Through the sunken square, people can feel 
the existence of underground space and are attracted 
into it. The underground spaces were combined into a 
network and the spaces of the buildings are connected 
into one. Meanwhile, the architects have offered many 
public spaces in the design. These public spaces create 
a comfortable environment and allow people to stop 
and enjoy a moment among the buildings. It can be 
said that the Rockefeller Centre is one of the most 
prestigious landmarks in the world. Its use of public 
space has also opened up a new era in urban planning. 

Figure 22. The main building of Rockefeller Centre. Image by 
Gray Malin.

Figure 23. Underground plaza.  Image by Gray Malin.
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Figure 24. Site plan of Rockefeller Centre. Image Author unknown. Figure 25. The relationship between the buildings and urban context.
Image Author unknown. 
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The Market Hall has been created as a new 
architectural model that combines residence and 
markets. The arch structure accommodates 228 
apartments itself and covers a large market hall 
which includes market stalls, restaurants, stores, 
a supermarket, and 1,200 underground parking 
spaces. Every apartment has a good view outside, 
and also has an internal view of the market without 
worrying about the negative impacts of smell or 
noise. The interior of the arch is well decorated by 
artists. Both visitors and residents can enjoy creative 
spaces in the hall. Lively markets and apartments 
are such different func-tions, but they have been 
integrated into one in a very harmonious way. That 
is the beauty of mixed-use development. 

4.2 Market Hall

Figure 26. Market Hall. Image by MVRDV.

Market Hall, Rotterdam, Netherlands, 2014
MVRDV
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Figure 27. Inner view. Image by MVRDV. Figure 28. Inside view of residence. Image by MVRDV.

Figure 29. Outside view of residence. Image by MVRDV.
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The site of the Osaka Grand Front used to be a busy 
logistics terminal but eventually fell into ruin as 
the industry changed. Then the Osaka government 
launched an urban renewal plan to restore the area. 
Osaka Grand Front is a typical urban complex with 
a group of buildings integrated well with the city 
transit system. The functions of the project include a 
five-star hotel, sales apartments, offices, retail stores, 
exhibitions, medical centres, and more. The total area 
of the Osaka Grand Front is about 560,000 square 
metres. There are seven rail transit lines passing by 
here and seven stations including a city train station, 
urban rail stations and urban subway stations around 
the site. The convenient transport and the large number 
of passengers are also two of the many reasons for the 
project’s success. Passengers can arrive here through 
underground tunnels and pedestrian bridges from 
different transit lines. The underground space is also 
coordinated with both transit lines and other functions 
in the building. The vertical circulation has a key 
impact on the efficiency of the whole project.

4.3 Osaka Grand Front

Figure 30. Osaka Grand Front. Image Author unknown.

Grand Front Osaka, Osaka, Japan, 2013
Mitsubishi Estate Company, Ltd
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Figure 32. Functions analysis. Image Author unknown.

Figure 31. Site plan. Image Author unknown.



40

A key functional part of Grand Front is called 
“Knowledge Capital” which is defined as “a base of 
knowledge to create value.” The whole area is about 
88,000 square metres with all kinds of convenient 
facilities for communicating, such as large and small 
offices, salons, laboratories, exhibition halls, theaters, 
activity space, a conference centre, and more. With 
these multiple functions, Grand Front offers a series 
of new cultures, new ideas, new products, and new 
services. It has attracted many well-known brands 
to join. Moreover, many academic institutions and 
high-tech companies were invited to base themselves 
here. They work together to present several unique 
retail styles. The procedures of producing, studying, 
researching, displaying and selling are perfectly 
integrated here. The closed-loop of business ecology 
forms a positive environment for the development.

Figure 33. Special services. Image Author unknown.
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The Berlin Central Train Station is the largest hub 
railway station in Europe. This new train station was 
built on the original site of the old station. More than a 
dozen train lines pass by here, and passenger numbers 
have reached 300,000 per day. Berlin Central Train 
Station is a typical traffic-led urban complex.

The core idea of the design is to emphasise the main 
direction of the rails. The huge glass roof covers the 
main transportation space of rails on the ground, and 
the architectural language is a good interpretation of 
this design principle. Two main tall buildings stand on 
the rails and imply the direction of rails underground. 
The concept of the whole design is simple and clear.

In addition to the main hub function, the functions 
include retail, restaurants, servicing, and offices. 
These functions are distributed along the glass hall 
from Level 1 to Level 3. Level 4 to Level 13 are all for 
office buildings. The station connects all commercial 
spaces with traffic flow lines and greatly increases the 
commercial value of space.

4.4 Berlin Central Train Station

The central area of the cross-shaped hall is designed 
with a huge courtyard from where sunlight can spill 
into the hall. The wide views in the hall are helpful for 
passengers to identify where they are and where they 
want to go to. Visually oriented design is very important 
in creating an efficient interior space within traffic-led 
architecture.

The Berlin Central Train Station has become a 
significant transportation centre since it was finished 
in 2006. It was just an isolated individual piece of 
architecture when it was first completed but is now 
an energetic urban transportation complex with 
commercial and office has integrated diverse urban 
spaces. 

Figure 24. Berlin Central Train Station. Image Author unknown.

Berlin Central Train Station, Berlin, Germany, 2006
Meinhard von Gerkan
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Figure 35. Site plan. Image Author unknown.

Figure 36. Aerial view. Image Author unknown. Figure 37. The central hall. Image Author unknown.
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Figure 38. Functions analysis. Image Author unknown. Figure 39. Sectional perspective. Image Author unknown.
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Linked Hybrid is a complex project of 220,000 
square metres. The project opens to the city on 
one side and provides a public open space, where 
citizens are welcome to enter. The space that 
surrounds and runs through the different levels of 
the project creates a unique urban public space that, 
together with the numerous bridges and corridors 
that connect the buildings, creates a contemporary 
“Open City in the City” project. Linked Hybrid seeks 
to promote opportunities for public communication 
and encounters, whether you are shopping or living. 
The whole complex is a three-dimensional combi-
nation of urban spaces, and the ground, underground, 
and above-ground spaces are closely integrated. This 
project offers numerous open passageways through 
the site for both the inhabitants and the visitors.

4.5 Linked Hybrid 

Figure 40. Aerial view. Image by Steven Holl.

Linked Hybrid, Beijing, China, 2009
Steven Holl
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The presence of the surrounding shops enlivens the 
urban space along the central pool. The roof gardens 
on the lower level provide a quiet public green space, 
while the private roof gardens on the eight residential 
towers are exclusive to the top floor apartments. 
All public functions on the ground floor, including 
restaurants, hotels, Montessori schools, kindergartens, 
and cinemas, are connected to the green spaces 
surrounding or inserted into the project. The elevators 
levitate people from the underlying city corridor into 
the high-altitude corridor like a jump clip in a movie.

Figure 41. Site plan. Image by Steven Holl.
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There is a group of versatile flyovers between the 
twelfth and eighteenth floors of the buildings, which 
include the swimming pool, gym, cafe, exhibition 
hall, conference hall and small salon. This air corridor 
connects eight residential and hotel towers to each 
other and provides a spectacular view of the city. The 
architect hopes that the public air ring and the ground 
ring will promote chance encounters and random 
relationships. They are like a large social container in 
which they can produce different urban life experi-
ences, whether for residents or visitors.

Linked Hybrid builds a new community model 
that further develops the urban space from a flat, 
vertical connection to a three-dimensional urban 
space. The connection and communication between 
neighbors would be inevitably strengthened by the 
air corridor. It also explores a new model of urban 
living in the future, which combines residential, work, 
entertainment, leisure, and transportation.

Figure 42. Dance. Image by Henri Matisse.             Figure 43. Steven Holl's sketch. Image by Steven Holl. Figure 44. Circulation analysis. Image by Steven Holl.
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Figure 45. Inner view. Image by Steven Holl.

Figure 46. View from the bridge. Image by Steven Holl.
Figure 47. Perspective. Image by Steven Holl.
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Parkview Green is located in Beijing. It is a new 
type of building complex integrating high-end office 
buildings, shopping centres, art exhibitions, and 
hotels.Different from other shopping centres, the 
proportion of office buildings here is far greater than 
that of commercial buildings, although many citizens 
think that this is just a shopping place. Fangcaodi 
creates a three-dimensional composite consumption 
and living space, giving people a diverse business and 
leisure experience.

The creation of an artistic atmosphere is a highlight 
of the Parkview Green as an urban complex. In the 
public atrium, commercial plaza, outdoor courtyard, 
corridor, elevator hall and other areas, creative 
artworks can be seen everywhere. On the tenth floor, 
there are also fashion art exhibition halls which are 
free to the public. Even the signboards, garbage bins, 
and manhole covers are full of design ingredients. 
Together with the rigorous and simple architecture, 
they create an artistic space. People are subtly exposed 
to the art, which is integrated with the architecture, 
while they go about their leisure and shopping 
experience.

4.6 Parkview Green

The display of various artworks in the sunken 
square, the horizontal and vertical interactions 
of the transportation system, the integration, and 
transformation of the architectural space sequence, 
and the rich variety of decorative details, together 
with the flagship stores of the high-end brands, have 
created a diverse but symbiotic layout for consumer 
and leisure activities. 

Parkview Green is undoubtedly successful in business. 
A large number of people have been attracted to the 
venue, and its various functions, such as shopping, 
have driven the comprehensive development of 
other functions. Together with its southern World 
Trade Centre, the Parkview Green has formed a new 
commercial centre.

Figure 48. Parkview Green. Image Author unknown.

Figure 49. Level 1 Floor plan. Image Author unknown.

Parkview Green, Beijing, China, 2012
Integrated Design Associates Ltd
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In fact, in the areas around the two urban complexes, 
Sanlitun, CBD, Wangjing and other areas have 
gathered more complexes. Despite their different 
forms and development and operation modes, they all 
have certain commonalities: the mixing and intensive 
functions, the landmark creation of postmodernist 
architecture, the shaping of characteristic public 
spaces, the rich experiences of places, and the 
application of green building technology, and more. 
The urban complexes have become embedded in the 
texture of changing urban development in the form of 
high-density block-type building groups, which have 
positive effects on the lives of the citizens. They also 
help improve the vitality and quality of urban spaces 
in the region to a certain extent.

Figure 50. Lobby view. Image Author unknown.
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  5.0 Site
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The research site is Huilongguan Community in the 
north of Beijing. This area used to be a small marginal 
town between old Beijing city and the Changping 
county town, with large farmland spaces and a 
few villages, up until the 1990s. Then the Beijing 
government approved the large-scale establishment 
of affordable housing in 1998. With the first batch 
of affordable housing in 2000, the large residential 
area gradually took shape. Now, the Huilongguan 
Community has grown into a huge residential area 
with more than 8 million square metres of residential 
housing and over 300,000 residents. Looking 
around the community, vast areas of densely packed 
and similar residential buildings are everywhere. 
However, it is precisely because of the large-scale 
housing blocks with no architecture that provides for 
other functions, that Huilongguan has become a “Sleep 
City.”

5.1 Huilongguan Community

Huilongguan community

Figure 51. Location of the Huilongguan community in Beijing. Image by Author.                 
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Figure 52. The boundary of the Huilongguan community. Image by Author.
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Figure 53. The built time of different parts of Huilongguan community. Image by Author.
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Employment
Most of the inhabitants are new immigrants who have 
come from other parts of China. The relatively low 
cost of housing is the main reason they choose to 
live there. Since most of the land in the community 
is allocated to build residences, there are few areas 
where industry and offices can be developed. 
According to Meng, the proportion of residents 
who work outside the Huilongguan Community is 
70.8%, while the proportion of commuters who work 
in Huilongguan but live in other places is 29.2%. 
21 Figure 54 shows the distribution of residents in 
Huilongguan Community on working days. It is 
clear that the job opportunities in Huilongguan area 
are nowhere near enough. For this reason, most of 
the residents have to work outside the area. There 
are several major industrial parks nearby, including 
Beiqing pioneer park on the north, Xisanqi, Xierqi, 
Shangdi, Zhongguancun, and other areas where 
internet companies gather. Therefore, a considerable 
number of residents in Huilongguan Community are 

engaged in the internet industry. Owing to the location 
of multiple IT companies and the low housing cost 
of the area, the community has also attracted a lot of 
college students and newly graduated students who 
intend to work in the IT industry. 

21. Bin Meng, “The Spatial Organization of the Separation 
between Jobs and Residential Locations in Beijing,” Acta 
Geographica Sinica 64, no.12 (2009): 1457-1466. Figure 54. Many residents work outside the community. Image by WIFPIX.
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Transportation
Huilongguan seems to have become a young 
persons’ world. The low rents and house prices have 
effectively controlled the cost of living. This is the 
most convenient reason for these young people to 
choose this community, but it also brings unavoidable 
traffic pressures. People rush out together early in 
the morning and return to their nests in the evening. 
Traffic jams are caused by a “tidal effect” and this 
significantly impacts on travellers. The crowds of 
people waiting outside the subway stations and the 
blocked roads are the most common landscapes in 
Huilongguan Community during the peak hours in the 
morning and evening. The traffic on the road is too 
congested to arrive at the work places on time, so rail 
transit is the main mode of travel for local residents. 
Usually, residents start from home by busing, cycling, 
or walking to the nearby subway stations, then take 
the subway to their work-places. Although the subway 
stations are crowded, as long as you can squeeze in, 
you can still arrive on time. Many residents even leave 
their homes hours earlier than their start times at work 
and work overtime after work to avoid the peak hours. 

Figure 55. The subway entrance in morning. Image Author unknown.

Figure 56. The traffic jam at evening peak time. Image Author unknown.
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Public service facilities
Owing to  shor t -s ighted urban planning,  the 
Huilongguan Community is currently in a state of 
serious shortage of public service facilities after 
experiencing rapid population growth. Many aspects 
of social infrastructure need to be created. The 
residents need more schools, hospitals, shopping 
malls, cinemas, and fitness centres. Moreover, it is not 
only the quantity, but also the quality of the existing 
facilities that is a problem. As mentioned earlier, 
most of the residents in Huilongguan Community are 
young and middle-aged, and they are well educated. 
They pursue a certain quality of life. For example, 
Huilongguan’s existing commercial facilities are 
generally considered too old and poor. Since local 
commercial conditions cannot satisfy them, the 
residents consume outside the community. On working 
days, they go grocery shopping after work in the city 
centre. On weekends, they travel a long distance for 
entertainment avenues such as watching movies and 
playing sports (see Figure 57). In order to rebuild 
the public service facilities, any new construction 
of commercial outlets needs to appen first to get rid 

of the traditional, low-end business status. Different 
types of cultural and recreational facilities should also 
be added to create a cultural atmosphere to meet the 
needs and expectations of residents' spiritual lives.  

Figure 57. Many residents go to the city centre at weekends.  Image by WIFPIX.
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The community sense of belonging
Young people are trapped in the “Sleep City.” They 
are fighting and struggling here, attracted only 
because of the low cost of living. Because life here is 
hard, most of them will leave in the end, regardless 
of success or failure. The community has never been 
a home, just a shelter. When you can do nothing but 
sleep in, it is hard to produce a sense of belonging. 
The young residents are busy travelling between 
home and work-places. Because of the lack of social 
entertainment activities and the long commute time, 
the young persons’ social entertainment relies mainly 
on internet-based social products such as WeChat, 
Bilibili and Tik Tok. However, excessive addiction 
to virtual social life makes it difficult for them to 
integrate into real-life communities or establish a 
close link with others. Meanwhile, there are few 
public spaces for the residents to get to know and 
understand each other in the community. All of the 
above can lead to a situation that residents are lacking 
a sense of belonging to society and their own identity, 
which may cause serious social problems.

Figure 58. New ear of entertainment. Image Author unknown.

Figure 59. Low-headed people on commuter road. Image Author unknown.
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Summary
In response to the analysis of the current situation, 
the main objectives of this project are summarised as 
follows:

1. Creating job opportunities so that some 
residents can solve employment problems in the 
community. The design and arrangement of offices 
should fully consider the needs of the residents to start 
their own businesses.

2. Making  fu l l  use  o f  the  communi ty ’s 
transportation resources and optimise them to save 
transfer time so that the project can have a positive 
effect on traffic while improving land utilisation.

3. Providing plenty of public service facilities 
to enrich local cultural and recreational activities 
and improve local commercial services to meet the 
residents’ high expectations for standards of living.

4. Offering rich public spaces for residents to 
socialise and enhance residents’ sense of belonging to 
a community. 
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Although the function of the Huilongguan community 
is very uneven, the urban road network has a good 
plan for the entire city. Through observation, it was 
found that there are usually reserved traffic sites on 
the nodes of the road network, which are generally 
used for functions such as parking lots. In the case 
of urban land shortage, it is a waste of resources 
to use large areas of land only for parking. Based 
on the objectives and learnings from literature and 
precedents, the selected site is located near the 
Huoying subway station which is an important 
transfer station in the Huilongguan area. It is a large 
triangular site with two rail lines passing by. The site 
is also used as a bus terminal with ten lines. The site 
has great development potential and is suitable for 
mixed-use development as a traffic-oriented urban 
complex. High-density development can occur above 
the ground and in underground space, and the original 
bus terminal function can be put underground to make 
the bus and subway transfer smoother, leaving the 
ground floor space as the main space for pedestrians. 

5.2 Site analysis

Figure 60. The site of the project. Image by Author.

Line 8  Subway 

Line 13 Subway

Bus terminal
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In the latest standard, the planning management 
department put forward the concept of the pedestrian-
scale neighborhood. It is a residential area that is 
based on the principle that residents can meet their 
material and living culture needs within a certain 
distance from home.  22 
This method of division is to ensure that the public 
service facilities in the area benefit all residents 
in the area as much as possible and to minimise 
the imbalance of regional functions in the case of 
unbalanced resource allocation. Following this 
method of thinking, the main functions required by the 
residents in the area have been determined according 
to the radius of ideal distance to the different 
functions.

5.3 Programme

22. Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, PRC and 
State Administration for Market Regulation, Standard for Urban 
Residential Area Planning and Design GB 50180-2018 (Beijing, 
China Architecture & Building Press, 2018), 2.

Figure 61. Diagram of radiation circles. Image by Author.
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Table 2. Analysis of functions. Table by Author.

Table 2. Analysis of functions.
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Site area                            70,000 m2

Construction area：

 Commercial                        100,000 m2 

 Office                                    80,000 m2 

 SOHO                                   40,000 m2

 Hotel                                     50,000 m2

 Public service facilities         60,000 m2

 Parking & transportation      50,000 m2

 Auxiliary space                     40,000 m2

 TOTAL                                                       420,000m2

Based on the chart and regulation, the estimated area 
of functions follows:
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  6.0 Design Process
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Because this project is a transit-oriented urban 
complex development, the transportation system is 
one of the most important starting points of the design. 
There are a lot of people transferring in this area every 
day. People flow just like water flows. Imagine that 
the project as a huge rock which is washed by the 
“water flow,” it always pursues the shortest path and 
carves the rock in a unique dynamic style. When the 
most convenient way forms, a stunning appearance of 
“canyon landscape” will show.

6.1 Architectural concept

Figure 62. Diagram of the process of weathering. Image by Author.
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Due to the channel formed by the flow of people, 
the whole site is divided into three main parts which 
would be developed as three building blocks. The 
canyon between the blocks would be a central hall 
for the public. The unique landscape would be the 
highlight of the project and activates business.  

Figure 63, 64. The dynamic shape formed by water. Image Author unknown.

Figure 65. Diagram of the concept. Image by Author.
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Mass
Based on the previously estimated area (Section 5.3), 
the building blocks have been assessed in the form of 
a physical model. In this physical model, the towers 
were too high to suit the atmosphere of the area 
because of the small floor plan of three towers. To 
form a hybrid urban complex, the towers also needed 
more connections in the air. This model helped to 
gain a basic grasp of the relationship between project 
volume and urban environment.

6.2 Development exploration

Figure 66-68. The mass model. Image by Author.
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In order to strengthen the connections between the 
towers, an extreme situation was tried by digital 
modelling. The three buildings grew up and met each 
other at a certain height. Though the connection was 
increased, the project turned into a single building. It 
would be difficult to organize functions in a building 
with such huge floor plans. 

Figure 69, 70. Digital models. Image by Author.
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The building blocks needed to be kept separate from 
each other instead of joining into one. An intermediary 
space could then be introduced between different 
functions as a buffer. The towers could be connected 
through platforms that could be used as public space. 
The concept of weathering was also applied to the 
surface of the project.

Figure 71-74. Model applied the concept of weathering. Image by Author.
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Circulation
As a large-scale transportation hub, safety and traffic 
efficiency are the most critical factors. According to 
China’s fire protection regulations, two stairwells are 
required for every 4000 square metres to ensure that 
everyone in each area can escape as fast as possible. 
Basement 1 is the main transfer level for the bus 
terminal.

To subway line 8

To subway line 13

Rotating ramp

Underground bus line

Transfer walkway

Vertical traffic core

Escalator

Retail/Restaurant

Parking

Other

Logistics

B1

B2

B3

B4

To south

Figure 75. Circulation analysis of underground space. Image by Author.
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Figure 76. The transfer hub. Image by Author.
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Structure
The project adopts the core tube frame structure of the 
concrete beam-column system which is widely used 
in large-scale buildings in China. The advantage of 
this structure is that it can concentrate various service 
spaces to the centre of the plane so that the main 
function space occupies the best lighting positions 
to achieve good daylighting, outlook and convenient 
internal traffic. Moreover, building plane boundaries 
with this structure can be more flexible for expression 
of architectural concepts. The dynamic surface has no 
load-bearing function. The setting of the column grids 
fully considers the use of underground space, in order 
to be as regular as possible. This not only makes the 
transfer space straightforward, but it also gives the 
parking space a high utilisation rate.

Figure 77. Structure floor plans. Image by Author.
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Functions
This project integrates multiple functions, including 
offices, hotels, SOHO (Small Office Home Office), a 
shopping mall, and a series of public service facilities. 
There is a public floor between each two functions, 
which allows different functions to coexist. The 
functions of the middle layer will be more ambiguous, 
allowing users of different functions to communicate 
with each other and provide shared services. 

Figure 78. Function analysis. Image by Author.
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Inner space
The main hall of the building is a concentrated 
expression of the architectural concept. The building 
blocks of the three towers surround this space. Three 
large glass curtain walls cover the space and suggest 
three important directions. The ultra-high internal 
space allows people to feel the stunning visual impact 
when they enter the space. The dynamically changing 
floor slabs are like canyons washed by rivers. As 
people walk in different locations within the space, 
the landscape will also change dramatically due to 
different perspectives, far or near, high or low. 
   

Figure 79. The view of the central hall. Image by Author.
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Sustainability
In this project, sustainable development is both 
an opportunity and a challenge. On the one hand, 
high-density development and large investment are 
conducive to the application of new sustainable 
technologies, on the other, it would be a failed project 
if the effective use of energy cannot be well controlled 
in such a huge architecture. Most of the building skins 
of this project are Double Skin Façade (DFS) which 
can greatly reduce the energy used on air conditioning 
system. 

   

Figure 80-83. Double skin facade glass curtain walls. Image by Author.
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Landscape
This project also attempts to create a comfortable 
outdoor space for the public. The greening, together 
with the paving, forms a flowing space feeling which 
echoes the dynamic appearance of the building. Stroll 
along the perimeter of the building, people can find 
some space that they can stay and rest for a while. At 
both ends of the main road at the site, a parent-child 
park and a square would be created for public. These 
places are not only places where citizens can relax, but 
also the important space to promote communication 
and understand each other. 

   

Figure 84. Landscape nodes. Image by Author.
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Figure 85. The parent-child park. Image by Author. Figure 86. The square. Image by Author.

Figure 87. Outdoor public space. Image by Author.
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  7.0 Design Outputs
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Master plan
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Elevations

East Elevation

South Elevation
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North Elevation

West Elevation
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The central hall
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  8.0 Conclusion
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With the rapid growth of China’s economy, many 
“Sleep Cities” have formed in the quick process 
of urban expansion in Beijing. The Huilongguan 
Communi ty  i s  a  typical  example .  The huge 
community, intensive population, and inadequacy of 
the public service facilities and land have brought 
about obvious problems: imbalances in employment, 
traffic congestion, weak infrastructure, and a lack 
of educational and medical resources. This thesis 
demonstrates how a commuter town with a lack of 
functions and limited space can be reformed. The final 
design has introduced an urban complex with multiple 
functions to a transport node to reverse the trend. 
This mixed-use development mines the potential of 
reserved land and maximises the utilisation. This 
project seeks to provide the residents with the urban 
functions that the community currently lacks in a 
limited space. To achieve the goal, the relationship 
between architecture and the traffic system is the 
foundation. The optimised transportation hub can save 
residents' commuting time and integrate convenient 
services on the transfer route. Spaces for various 
functions are well blended under the premise of the 

urgent needs of residents. Human accessibility is also 
a very significant principle throughout the project, 
this has led to increase the use of vertical spaces. The 
high-intensity and large-scale development would 
attract more high-end businesses and enterprises to 
meet the urgent needs of local people. The dynamic 
architectural shape may become a new landmark in 
the community. 

Through such a series of changes via the urban 
complex would provide some relief from the current 
problems experienced in commuter towns. However, 
to completely solve the problem of commuter towns, 
urban managers need more macro-operations and 
long-term unremitting functional reforms. The design 
philosophies and approaches applied in this project 
could inspire other commuter towns or cities with 
unbalanced functions and limited space. It is also true 
that, with the increasing population in metropolises, 
development  of  ver t ical  c i ty  and mixed-use 
developments, such as urban complexes, will become 
hot topics for further research.
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 9.0 Final Design
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on the City; 2. Köln: Cambridge, Mass.: Taschen; Harvard 
Design School, 2001.

Frampton, Kenneth. Modern Architecture: A Critical 
History. London: Thames and Hudson, 1992.

Gladstone Associates, and Urban Land Institute. Research 
Division. Joint Development: Making the Real Estate-
transit Connection. Washington: Urban Land Institute, 
1979.

Jiguang.  “Jiguang Big Data:  Research Report  of 
Commuting in Chinese Cities in 2018.” accessed Sep 16, 
2019. https://www.jiguang.cn/reports/305
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