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Abstract 

Beijing has been the capital of China since the Yuan dynasty, 
over 850 years, and yet it is also a modern metropolis that is 
still growing rapidly and dynamically. However, the city is trying 
to expand without taking into consideration its existing context 
and urban fabric.
 
Lack of accessible land for development, the increase in popula-
tion and real estate prices have led to the rise of mixed-use devel-
opments to solve the huge issues that are present in twenty-first 
century Beijing. The traditional courtyard compound housing 
design in architecture is not unfamiliar in Beijing; it has a history 
dating back to the beginning of the Yuan dynasty.

Courtyard architecture has been utilized within modernisation 
and renovations for residential purposes. It has also been em-
ployed in design solutions for modern business complexes and 
cultural projects.

How can the vernacular architectural typology of the courtyard 
be adapted in a way that makes a positive contribution to modern 
urban life in Beijing? 

The focus of this project is not on individual forms shown in 
scattered courtyards. However, it is more about encouraging an 
exploration of the potential, and the opportunities that apply to 
the ancient typology of courtyard housing to developments can 
provide social and environmental benefits to the chosen context. 

Therefore, this project will explore the process of typology analy-
sis in the context of modern Beijing as the first principle for the 
production of courtyard urbanism.
 
Through the research of related pieces of literature and prece-
dents, a defined methodology with a focus on analysis and inte-
gration will support the development of a series of mixed-use 
courtyard architecture that based on the current understanding of 
this traditional typology.
 
This project will accommodate the use of drawings and models 
as the methods that are bounded with the practice of architecture 
in the making of the proposed explorations. A portion of Beijing 
was selected as the site of this research project due to the proj-
ect’s brevity.

Abstract 



When I was very young, I was looked after by my grandmother 
in her courtyard house. It made life easier for my working parents 
during weekdays, as it was close to my kindergarten and primary 
school.

This traditional siheyuan (courtyard house) and its hutong (alley-
way) might be my earliest memory of architecture. Boys played 
football in the hutong, yelling loudly, and girls were playing with 
their favourite dolls quietly inside someone’s courtyard.

Late in the afternoon, parents and grandparents called their kids 
home for dinner, and this was the sign that the ‘party’ was tempo-
rarily over.

My mother usually came to pick me up around dinner time, and 
I refused to leave every single time, but I nearly always lost the 
battle. ‘I don’t want to go back to the lonely apartment’, ‘I want 
to play with the other kids’. Sometimes I would use my most 
potent weapon, as many kids do, I cried until they said yes.

My grandmother’s courtyard house is tiny in terms of area, but it 
carried all my childhood memories.

Prologue



Figure 1-0-1. My mother and sister in grandmother’s courtyard house.
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1.1 Project Outline

The Beijing courtyard house is a type of family residence with a more than 
3000-year history, making it one of the oldest residence types in the world.

As cities face the challenges of rapid modernisation and growing urbanisa-
tion today, the traditional courtyard residence, or siheyuan, is disappearing. 
According to a survey conducted by the Beijing Institute of Civil Engineer-
ing and Architecture in 2006, less than one-third of Beijing’s traditional 
hutongs, or alleyways, and courtyards remain intact. Fifty-two per cent of 
these courtyards are severely damaged, and 15% of this total has been de-
molished. The main period of demolition on record is from 1990 to 2005.1

1 Huang et al., “Conversation and Management of Hutong-historical and Cultural 
District of Beijing Inner City Supported by GIS,” 2.

There are two major factors causing the decrease of hutongs and court- 
yard housing.

First, the ‘great leap forward’ urbanisation, which was undertaken by the 
central government, some of the low-rise residential blocks were demol-
ished to make way for high-rise apartments and commercial complexes.

Second, real estate developers took advantage of the government’s urbani-
sation policy, seizing these traditional areas because it was a great opportu-
nity to maximise profit, colluding with government officials and occupying 
land against the  residents’ will. This was to have an effect on the overall 
environmental design of Beijing.

Amos Rapoport, in his book Culture, Architecture and Design suggested 
that the cultural features of any environment are the basis for environmen-
tal design. “Generation, delivery and modification of its context are dom-
inated by culture during the interchange between human beings and the 
environment.”2  

2 Amos Rapoport, Culture, Architecture, and Design (Chicago: Locke Science 
Pub., 2005), 37.
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The advantages of applying the courtyard housing paradigm to present 
and future urban design include but are not limited to; reviving the cultur-
al identity and history of Beijing for residents, and environmental design 
improving social sustainability. Thus, investigating and adapting the ver-
nacular architectural model, in this case, courtyard housing, is a beneficial 
strategy not only for current urbanisation, but it will also create a better 
environment for future generations.

Internationally urban environments have exhibited an increased interest 
in traditional architecture through various approaches such as restoration 
and modernisation. The focus of this project is not on individual forms of 
courtyard housing. However, it concerns itself with how this vernacular 
architectural paradigm could contribute to the urban morphology of modern 
Beijing through its unique spatial and organisational patterns.
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In 1949 when the People’s Public of China was established, the redesign of 
the capital Beijing—the city which served as the capital of China for 850 
years—became a priority for Chairman Mao.3

The founding father of modern Chinese architecture Liang Sicheng and his 
colleague Chen Zhanxiang proposed to keep the old city centre and put a 
new administrative centre to the west of it to prevent massive-scale demoli-
tion and provide more space for future development. 

However, this proposal was not carried out for political reasons, and the 
demolition of ancient Beijing took place, destroying the biggest imperial 
city in the world at that time. 

3 Zhou, “The Beijing That Never Was: A Two-Center Beijing Under the 1950 
Liang-Chen Proposal.” 

China’s new urbanisation movement began to accelerate with the economic 
reforms directed by Deng Xiaoping at the end of 1978. The uneven pattern 
of urbanisation and development created more urban planning issues and 
created high levels of pressure on major cities such as Shenzhen, Shanghai 
and Beijing. Growing numbers of high-rise buildings and motorways did 
not solve problems related to population growth; in fact, these became cata-
lysts for environmental problems.4

As Beijing’s hyper expansion and growth unfolds, there has been a drastic 
transformation of this ancient city. The formerly low profile, the pedestri-
an-friendly city is progressively being taken over by motorways and sky-
scrapers. Unprecedented growth has developed tension between the ancient 
and new as part of its uncontrolled urban fabric.

4 Fei Chen and Kevin Thwaites, Chinese Urban Design: The Typomorphological 
Approach (Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2013), 32.

1.2 Project Background 
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Residents, urban planners and architects have realised the value of tradi-
tional courtyard housing since the demolition of the old courtyard houses to 
free up space for high-rise buildings.5 

The composition of traditional Beijing includes hutong (alleyway) and an 
architectural vernacular, the courtyard house. These two elements have 
been present in Beijing since 1271 when this city became the capital of the 
Yuan dynasty.6

5 Zhang, Donia. “New Courtyard Houses of Beijing: Direction of Future Housing 
Development.” URBAN DESIGN International 11, no. 3-4 (2006): 133–50. https://doi.
org/10.1057/palgrave.udi.9000173.
6 Schinz, Alfred. The Magic Square: Cities in Ancient China. (Stuttgart: Ed. Meng-
es,) 1996, 286.



1.3 Research Question

How can the vernacular architectural typology of the courtyard be adapted in a way that makes a positive contribution to
 modern urban life in Beijing?



How can the vernacular architectural typology of the courtyard be adapted in a way that makes a positive contribution to
 modern urban life in Beijing?
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Research Aims

Develop a design solution for a cultural centre in the heart of Beijing’s old 
city centre that is based on the concept of ‘Courtyard Urbanism’ derived 
from the traditional courtyard typology.

Research Objectives 

1. Collect and review relevant literature and precedents relating to the tradi-

tional courtyard typology. 

2. Derive and define from related literature and precedents the methodolog-

ical concept of  ‘courtyard urbanism’. 

3. Determine a site and a design brief.

4. Apply the established design methodology from Objective 2 to the se-

lected site.

5. Design a cultural centre within the chosen urban site in Beijing.

1.4 Aims&Objectives
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This research project investigates ideas that apply the concept of ‘courtyard 
urbanism’ to a cultural centre. Basic requirements for this unique urban 
complex are explored in detail and applied to the design. These require-
ments include but are not limited to; courtyards, multi-purpose rooms, of-
fices, retail spaces, a visitor centre, and amenities. While economic factors 
are also explored, they are not discussed in any depth. 

The scale is a crucial factor that impacts the social and spatial quality of the 
project. The standard block size in Beijing’s old city centre is about 200m
x 200m and the typical courtyard house includes four single-story buildings 
facing into a central courtyard. High-rise development, buildings ten stories 
or more significant conflicts with the ancient urban fabric and any potential 
sense of community.

Therefore, the ideal scale of this project is most likely to be a low-rise (1 
to 2 stories) development that reflects the spatial and social quality of the 
traditional courtyard typology but one that is adapted to modern Beijing.

Working with rather than against the existing urban fabric and context, pay-
ing attention to spatial layout, acknowledging local history, selecting appro-
priate materials and construction methods are all critical to this project.

1.5 Scope and limitations of the project 
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Typology

The primary driver of this research project is the traditional architectural 
typology, courtyard housing.

This will require analysing the architectural characteristics of courtyard 
housing in terms of its context, spatial and circulation system. This includes 
the history of courtyard housing, the context in which it fits, and the distri-
bution and value of the use of the central courtyard space.

An analysis was carried out for the purpose of understanding urban plan-
ning for modern cities, the historical impact of, and the values within 
Liang-Chen’s Proposal, ‘The Suggestion of the Location for the Adminis-
trative Centre of Central Government’ in preparation for the later stage of 
the design process.

Thirdly, as the brief is for a future courtyard in 2050, it is necessary to con-
sider the needs and values of the residents in the past, present and future. 
It is essential to take both modern urban planning strategies as a crucial 
design principle and the original urban tissue of Beijing into consideration 
for this project to express the best spatial relationship between the tradition-
al courtyard houses and the proposed urban complex. This design is to be 
based on the same paradigm, and the importance of traditional courtyard 
houses as an architectural typology emphasizes using spatial analysis. 

 
This research project will also include information about China’s recent 
urbanisation activities in order to understand their impact on particular con-
texts in Beijing, and this will help predict the future use of Beijing’s new 
central urban complex.

1.6 Approaches to Design and Research: Methods, Techniques
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Precedents

It is necessary when creating a design to collect and analyse numerous 
precedents of courtyard housing and urban planning of cities from both 
Eastern and Western countries. The precedents will inform the focus on the 
re-use of public building space to create a harmonious relationship between 
public building and human activities. 

Literature analysis and a study of precedents provide insight into the cho-
sen model - the courtyard. Site analysis informs the design in tandem with 
the information obtained from the literature review and precedent research. 
A working methodology is then developed for the study, using the analysis 
of precedents to provide new knowledge, which is then realised through 
sketching, building 3D models and also computer modelling. The final 
design outcome aims to enhance the sense of community for residents in 
the heart of Beijing while promoting the traditional culture and values to 
visitors. 



2.0 Context Research
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The following plan and photograph of the Silverland Middle School in 
Fernley, Nevada, USA demonstrate how a typical school could also be used 
as a community centre that provides flexible spaces for both educational 
and social opportunities.

The idea of community centres began with the settlement movement in the 
inner areas of fast developing cities such as New York in the United States. 
The earliest community centre development took place in 1907 in Roch-
ester, New York. Edward J. Ward, a local Presbyterian minister, became a 
prominent figure in community centre development began a national cam-
paign for such centres.7 

He organised the Wisconsin Bureau of Civic and Social Development that 
sponsored a landmark national conference in 1911 to use schools as social 
centres after school hours for educational and recreational programmes. 8

The community centre movement developed rapidly. Smith claims that 107 
cities had community centres between 1918-1919, the number increased to 
240 cities between 1923-24, and New York City had almost 500 centres by 
1930 with more than 4 million regular attendees.9

7 Mark K Smith, “Community Centres (Centers) and Associations: Their History, 
Theory, Development and Practice,” December 31, 2012, https://infed.org/communi-
ty-centers-and-associations/.
8 Smith, Community Centres (Centers) and Associations: Their History, Theory, 
Development and Practice, 4.
9 Smith, Community Centres (Centers) and Associations: Their History, Theory, 
Development and Practice, 4.

2.1 History of Community Centre
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Figure 2-1-2. Silverland Middle SchoolFigure 2-1-1. Plan of  Silverland Middle School 
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The development of community centres in China began in the mid-1980s. It 
followed the economic reforms in 1978 led by Deng Xiaoping, which were 
considered the country’s transition from a centralised economy controlled 
by the government to a free market economy.

However, rapid economic development not only boosted the economy, 
but it also established a series of social issues such as urban poverty and 
economic inequality. For instance, free-market policies attracted local and 
foreign investment. This brought opportunities for labourers who used to 
work as farmers in rural areas. Fleisher and Yang claim that about one-third 
of the agricultural labour force had  switched to non-farm activities by the 
end of the 1990s.10

The huge increase in the urban population from rural areas has exerted 
enormous pressure on urban infrastructure and increased urban poverty. Ac-
cording to Chun’s report produced in 2000, an estimated 20 million work-
ers in urban regions were classified as unemployed. Almost 90% of these 
labourers are under the poverty line. An increasing divorce rate and
cases of domestic violence are among growing social concerns.11

10 Belton M. Fleisher and Dennis Tao Yang, “China’s Labor Market” in China’s 
Market Reforms, (Stanford University, 2003), accessed August 4, 2020, https://kingcenter.
stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/203wp.pdf.
11 Lin Chun, “Participation and Recognition: The Transforming of (Un)Em-
ployment in China,” New Political Science 22, no. 4 (2000): pp. 529-552, https://doi.
org/10.1080/713687970.

To resolve these social issues, the Ministry of Civil Affairs has formulated 
a series of national policies that focus on community development. One of 
the significant components of this process is building a community-based 
service network supported by community centres. This movement creates a 
need for physical infrastructure such as community centres as well as trans-
formed administrative organisations that focus on delivering community 
services within and by local communities.12

This community infrastructure movement aims to implement the new 
administrative structure policy with physical structures such as communi-
ty centres, allowing residents to access community services through these 
centres. This will also help the local government manage these service 
facilities and resources systematically.

12 Qingwen Xu, Jianguo Gao, and Miu Chung Yan, “Community Centers in 
Urban China,” Journal of Community Practice 13, no. 3 (2005): pp. 73-90, https://doi.
org/10.1300/j125v13n03_05.

2.2 Community Centre in China
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Figure 2-2-1. Administrative Structure in China

Local government in Beijing has a vertical administrative structure, made 
up of four tiers, the City and District levels at the top are focused on form-
ing policies, while the Street level and Residents’ Committee implement 
these policies. The Street Level is the lowest level of the urban movement 
mentioned above, which manages about 5,000 households. The Street level 
administration is responsible for overseeing local schools, clinics and pub-
lic safety as well as community centres (See Figure 2-2-1).

The Residents’ Committee in urban areas is not considered part of the for-
mal governmental machinery but is a community institution that supports 
local government in implementing policies. The Residents’ Committee 
manages about 1,000 households.
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In 1995, the Ministry of Civil Affairs published a detailed guideline for 
building community facilities as part of the National Standard of Com-
munity Services. Each district must have at least one community centre, 
and the minimum spatial requirement is 1,000 square meters. A minimum 
of eight types of services, including cultural and educational facilities are 
required for senior citizens, people with disabilities, children and youth in 
each community centre.

According to the MCA’s statistics, in 2001 there were 6,444 community 
centres in China. 45,000 staff were employed by these community centres. 
The ministry recorded 13 million visits nationwide.

However, the majority of these community centres at the ‘Street level’ had 
no financial assistance from the government. The government encourages 
community centres to find their own sources of operating funds.
According to Xu, Gao and Yan, all community centres in Jinan city provid-
ed fee-based services such as recreational activities. Some of the communi-
ty centres have been transformed into wholly privately-owned
facilities that generate profits the owners.13 

13 Qingwen Xu, Jianguo Gao, and Miu Chung Yan, “Community Centers in 
Urban China,” Journal of Community Practice 13, no. 3 (2005): pp. 73-90, https://doi.
org/10.1300/j125v13n03_05.

The study stated that 37 community centres in Jinan were built between 
1990 and 2002, but four no longer existed when the study was completed in 
2005 and two were in the process of being closed. There were only 22 cen-
tres operating, and 9 of these community centres had no permanent location 
or had stopped operating.

2.3 Development of  Community Centres 
and Community Services
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Figure 2-3-2. A Typical Community Centre in ChinaTable 2-3-1. List of Community Services in China



3.0 Evolution of Beijing and Siheyuan
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Beijing’s urban fabric consists of two basic elements: siheyuan and hutong. 
It is crucial to understand the intimate relationship between these two 
fundamental components in order to understand the urban morphology of 
Beijing.

The urban streets in Yuan Dadu, as Beijing was then called, were classified 
into avenues, streets and hutong. Hutongs are the narrow paths that connect 
the siheyuan, that are still being used today.

The majority of hutongs are straight lines running from east to west. This 
urban layout (along with the grid pattern of the avenues and streets) gives 
residents a strong sense of direction (See Figure 3-1-1).14 

Yuan is the title of Kublai Khan’s dynasty which founded its capital in 
what is now Beijing. Dadu means ‘the grand capital’. The spatial layout of 
Yuan Dadu follows the traditional idea of the capital in Han culture. The 
city should have easy access to water as the majority of the population are 
nomadic people. 

14 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 20. 

3.1 The Evolving Urban Form: Beijing

Beijing in The Yuan Dynasty (1267-1368)
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Figure 3-1-1.Plan of Yuan Dadu(Beijing) during The Yuan dynasty

(1267-1368)
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In the Ming dynasty, the Hongwu Emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang, settled Beijing 
(Beiping) as the northern capital and Nanjing as the southern capital after 
the overthrow of the Yuan dynasty in 1368. The southern capital Nanjing 
had a significant population and more resources than Beijing at that time; 
thus, the splendid Yuan Dadu was in effect ‘abandoned’ from 1368 to 1402.

The population started to boom in what was now named Beijing after the 
Yongle Emperor, Zhu Di, decided to move the capital from Nanjing to 
Beijing in 1403, with wealthy families, scholars and military forces from 
Shanxi and Zhejiang province moving to the new capital. The existing 
courtyard houses could not meet the demand of the growing population and 
so Beijing started to expand its boundaries beyond those which were set in 
Yuan Dadu.

More courtyard houses and hutongs were built, and this changed Beijing’s 
character. The Yongle Emperor authorised the construction of the For- bid-
den City in 1406.

Beijing in The Ming Dynasty (1368-1644)

Why did Zhu Yuanzhang make Beijing the northern capital but stay in Nan-
jing? Why did the Yongle Emperor, Zhu Di decide to move the capital from 
Nanjing to Beijing? The stories behind these crucial decisions are fascinat-
ing.

The Hongwu Emperor, Zhur Yuanzhang, was born in Chuzhou, Fengyang, 
a small county which was relatively close to Nanjing. He preferred to live 
in Nanjing as he felt more comfortable there. He was also aware that the 
powerful Mongols from who had been overthrown could seek revenge and 
attack Beijing. That was why he sent his fourth son, Zhu Di, the Prince of 
Yan to defend Beijing.

Zhu Di had an opposite but similar reason for moving his capital from Nan-
jing to Beijing. He had spent most of his time in Beijing, and he wanted to 
send a strong message to the Mongols that revenge would not be possible. 
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Figure 3-1-2. Plan of Beiping (Beijing) during The Yongle Era

(1403-1425)
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The Great Qing was the last imperial dynasty of China, founded by the 
Manchus, who were a minority ethnic group living in the north-eastern 
region of China. The Manchus are descended from the Jurchen people, who 
founded the Jin dynasty (1115- 1234). The Qing defeated the Ming and 
started to rule China in 1644.

The Qing dynasty saw the peak of the siheyuan style throughout imperial 
China. Although the urban fabric of Beijing proceeded from the Ming dy-
nasty, the style of siheyuan changed under the Qing government’s ‘Manchu 
First’ policy, reflecting their lifestyle and the social status of residents.

The most significant differences in siheyuan between the Qing and the 
Ming are spatial arrangements and site coverage areas. For instance, the 
front yard area in Ming-style siheyuan is larger than those of the Qing 
dynasty. The siheyuans which were built in the Qing dynasty had bigger 
backyard space areas as this was used to meet the demand for family space.

Beijing in The Qing Dynasty (1644-1911)

The ‘Manchu First’ policy was reflected in many different ways, for in-
stance, the ‘inner city’ which was located in the northern part of Peking 
(Beijing) was for Manchus only, people from other ethnic groups were 
forced to move to the ‘outer city’.

The number of hutongs varied during different periods, Weng Li who carried 
out a census of hutong in his book, Beijing’s Hu Tong, proposed that there 
were 413 during the Yuan dynasty, 2,077 in the Qing dynasty and 3,200 in 
1944. That number has decreased to 1,000 today due to China’s urbanisation 
over the past 30 years.15

15 Weng Li: Beijing’s Hu Tong. (Beijing: Beijing Yanshan Press, 1992.), 80. 
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Figure 3-1-3. Plan of Peking (Beijing) in The Qing dynasty

(1900)
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In 1949 when the People’s Public of China was established, a redesign of 
the capital, Beijing—the city which had served as the capital of China for 
850 years—became a priority for Chairman Mao.16

The founding father of modern Chinese architecture, Liang Sicheng, and 
his colleague, Chen Zhanxiang, proposed to keep the old city centre and 
put a new administrative centre to the west of the existing one to prevent 
extensive demolition and provide more space for future development (Fig-
ure 3-1-4).

However, the proposal was not undertaken for political reasons. Thus, the 
demolition of ancient Beijing took place, destroying the largest  imperial 
city in the world at that time.

China’s new urbanisation movement began to accelerate in line with the 
economic reforms directed by Deng Xiaoping at the end of 1978. The un-
even pattern of internal urbanisation and development was a result of urban 
planning issues and extensive pressure on major cities such as Shenzhen 
and Shanghai, Beijing was not an exception. 

16 “The Beijing That Never Was: A Two-Center Beijing Under the 1950 Liang-Chen 
Proposal.” Untapped Cities, January 8, 2019. https://untappedcities.com/2013/08/09/the-
beijing-that-never-was-a-two-center-beijing-under-the-1950-liang-chen-proposal/.

Beijing in The Modern Era (1911-Present)

More high-rise buildings and motorways did not solve issues caused by the 
rapid growth of the urban population, and these become catalysts for envi-
ronmental issues.17

As Beijing’s hyper expansion unfolded, it transformed the ancient city. 
Motorways and skyscrapers were progressively taking over the low horizon-
tal pedestrian-friendly city. Unprecedented urban growth developed tension 
between the ancient and the new leading to an uncontrolled urban cityscape.

Local residents, urban planners and architects only realised the  true value of 
traditional courtyard houses after the demolishing of these buildings to free 
up space for high-rise buildings. 

17 Fei Chen and Kevin Thwaites, Chinese Urban Design: The Typomorphological 
Approach (Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2013), 32.
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Figure 3-1-4. Plan of Liang Chen Proposal in 1950
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The Present Urban Fabric of Beijing 

The current urban fabric of Beijing contains six distinct sectors.

1. Historic City Core

The heart of Beijing, including some of the most famous attractions such as 
The Forbidden City, Beihai Park and Jingshan Park.

2. CBD Area

Beijing’s CBD Area is located between the 3rd and 4th Ring Roads. This 
area has developed rapidly since the 1950s. The skyline composed of enor-
mous skyscrapers represents the modern image of Beijing.

3. Inner Greenbelt 

A planned greenbelt area was established in 1982, about 300 square kilo-
metres that aims to define the edge of the central part of the city while pro-
viding green open spaces for residents. However, this area has been contin-
uously encroached by developers, and there are only 100 square kilometres 
left.

4. Outlying Districts

The outlying  districts are made up of massive residential developments 
which in turn are the primary reason there are so many dormitory towns, as 
they are solely made up of apartments lacking other facilities such as com-
mercial and entertainment spaces.

5. Satellite Towns

Satellite towns such as Changping and Tongzhou were planned to reduce the 
pressure on the infrastructure of the city centre.

6. The Ring Road Network

The ring road network is a transportation system consisting of six ring roads 
that provide access between the outlying districts, satellite towns and other 
cities. 
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Figure 3-1-5. Plan of Beijing in 2019
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The Beijing courtyard house, also known as siheyuan has a crucial role 
to play in the history of Chinese dwellings. This vernacular design can be 
traced back to the Western Zhou dynasty (1045BC-771BC).

The ruins of ancient houses discovered in Fengchu Village, Shaanxi Prov-
ince reveals a house featuring a front yard and a back yard. It is enclosed by 
houses on four sides. This is arguably the original model of the courtyard 
house, found not only in Beijing but in a variety of places in the northern 
region of China.

Knapp describes Beijing siheyuan as quintessential courtyard houses that 
provide seclusion and security while forming the template for family rela-
tionships in North China for centuries. 1811As a building typology, a typical 
siheyuan comprises adjacent quadrangles of low buildings enclosing at 
least one courtyard and surrounded by grey brick walls. 

18 Ronald G. Knapp, China’s Vernacular Architecture: House Form and Culture 
(Honolulu: Univ. of Hawaii Press, 1989), 30. 

The history of Beijing siheyuan began with the formation of Yuan Dadu 
when Beijing became the capital city of the Yuan dynasty in 1271 when 
Kublai, the grandson of Genghis Khan, became the fifth emperor of the 
Mongol empire.19

19 Jun Jia, Beijing Courtyards (Beijing: Tsing Hua University Press, 2012), 20.

3.2 History of The Beijing Courtyard House

Beijing in The Yuan Dynasty (1267-1368)
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Figure 3-2-1. Plan of Yuan Dadu(Beijing) in Yuan dynasty

(1267-1368)
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The siheyuan originated in the Yuan dynasty but those siheyuans which 
were built in that period gradually disappeared. The majority of existing 
siheyuan are from the Qing and Ming dynasties.

In 1965, the oldest ruins of a siheyuan of the Yuan dynasty was discovered 
in Houyinfang hutong in the north-western part of what would have been 
Yuan Dadu.

The excavated plan suggests that it consisted of a front yard and a back 
yard, which was enclosed by houses on four sides. A unique feature of 
this courtyard house is the veranda between the south and the north house, 
which forms an I-shaped layout.20 (Fig. 3-2-2). 

The fact that this form is common in Song era paintings (Song dynasty 
960-1279) indicates that courtyard houses of the Yuan dynasty were likely 
influenced by Han houses of that time. It must still be remembered that this 
was a capital built by nomadic people.21

20 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 17. 
21 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 17. 

Siheyuan in The Yuan Dynasty (1267-1368)

Figure 3-2-2.  Plan of the ruins in Houyingfang hutong dating from the Yuan dynasty.
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Figure 3-2-3.  . Modern plan of the ruins found in Houyingfang hutong. 
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The evolution of the siheyuan throughout the Qing and Ming dynasties 
resulted in a residential building standard which has a distinct order, a sym-
metrical layout and is flexible in terms of size.

The most significant differences between the style during the Qing dynasty 
and those of the Yuan dynasty include the spatial arrangement and site area. 
For instance, the site area of a typical siheyuan in the Ming and Qing dy-
nasties reduced significantly from 8 mu (5,336 sqm) to 1-5mu (667- 3,333 
sqm) as a result of Beijing’s increasing population.22 

The area of the front yard in Ming style siheyuan is larger than in the Qing 
dynasty. The siheyuans which were built during the Qing era had a bigger 
backyard space which was used to meet the need for more family space.

22 Zhang, Courtyard Housing and Cultural Sustainability: Theory, Practice, and 
Product (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 81.

Siheyuan in The Ming Dynasty(1368-1644) & Qing Dynasty (1644-1911)

The Qing dynasty is the peak of siheyuan evolution throughout imperial 
China. Although the urban morphology of Beijing comes from the Ming 
dynasty, the style of siheyuan changed as a result of the Qing government’s 
‘Manchu First’ policy, which was dictated the lifestyle and social status of 
residents.

There were two types of siheyuan which were based on the social class of 
the household in the Ming dynasty. The social structure in the Qing dynasty 
could be divided into five classes.23 The top class was the emperor and his 
immediate family. The other classes in descending order were gentry or 
landowners, scholar-bureaucrats, the working-class and lower classes.

Siheyuan is designed to accommodate an extended family, typically in-
cluding three generations; grandparents, parents and children. The typical 
siheyuan features four basic characteristics: an introverted form, central 
axis, bilateral symmetry and hierarchical structure.24

23 Philip A. Kuhn, Rebellion and Its Enemies in Late Imperial China: Militarization 
and Social Structure, 1796-1864 (New York: ACLS History E-Book Project, 2005)
24 Zhang, Courtyard Housing and Cultural Sustainability: Theory, Practice, and 
Product, 81.
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Figure 3-2-4.  Plan of a typical courtyard house in Qing dynasty. Figure 3-2-5.  Plan of a typical courtyard house in Yuan dynasty.



4.0 Characteristics of Siheyuan & Hutong
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There are four typical types of siheyuan which have different spatial ar-
rangements. The most recognisable similarity among these different con- 
figurations is how many Jin (‘rise’) and Kua (‘side yard’) that the siheyuan 
has. Jin and Kua are the basic units that form a siheyuan, the more Jin and 
Kua the siheyuan has, the more site area it will cover. A jin includes a hall 
and a courtyard along the north-south central axis. Kua means the side yard 
along the east-west axis.25

25 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 41.

Typical Types of Siheyuan

 1. One-jin Siheyuan
 2. Two-jin Siheyuan
 3. Three-jin Siheyuan
 4. Four and more jin Siheyuan
 

Non-Typical Types of Siheyuan

 1. Parallel layout
 2. Siheyuan with gardens 

4.1 The Spatial Arrangement of Siheyuan



49

Figure 4-1-1.  Plan of the typical three-jin siheyuan. Figure 4-1-2.  Plan of a non-typical siheyuan with gardens.
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One-jin Siheyuan

The one-jin house is the smallest siheyuan, having only one enclosed court-
yard surrounded by four houses (Fig. 4-1-3). The main gate is located in the 
southeast corner, and there may be an internal screen wall facing the main 
gate, maintaining privacy from the hutong.

The compound is composed of the main house in the north, which is con-
sidered the best in terms of sunlight, a southern house and two side houses 
in the east and the west. The One-jin siheyuan is the most common
siheyuan style for an average family.

Typical Types of Siheyuan

Figure 4-1-3.  Plan of a typical One-jin courtyard house.
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Two-jin Siheyuan

A two-jin siheyuan consists of a front yard and a central courtyard (Fig. 
4-1-4). 

The long and narrow front yard is considered external, and the spacious 
central courtyard is the centre of family life.

Figure 4-1-4.  Plan of a typical Two-jin courtyard house.
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Three-jin Siheyuan

A three-jin siheyuan includes a front yard, a central courtyard and a back 
yard. It is the most typical form (Fig. 4-1-5), the owners of which are usual-
ly from the middle class or above.

The length of the three-jin siheyuan is usually around fifty meters, which is 
the distance between two average hutongs in Beijing. It allows the
residents of a three-jin siheyuan to easily access two hutongs one at the 
front and the other at the back entrance.

Figure 4-1-5.  Plan of a typical Three-jin courtyard house.
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Four and more jin Siheyuan

The most common method of expanding a siheyuan is adding one or sever- 
al inner courtyards between the front yard and back yards (Fig. 4-1-6).

For example, large mansions, occupied by higher class families such as 
scholar-bureaucrats and the landed gentry, have variations based on the 
typical three-jin siheyuan.

 

Figure 4-1-6.  Plan of a typical Four-jin courtyard house.
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Parallel layout

Luxury mansions have a number of parallel courtyards and can contain sev-
eral hundred houses. This type of siheyuan was generally owned by high 
social classes such as scholars or bureaucrats.

Some of these siheyuans have a small yard to one side of the central court- 
yard. The buildings which were located in the side yards are the equivalent 
of the buildings in the backyard of normal siheyuan and served as sup-
plementary buildings for cooking or performing chores. For instance, the 
mansion of Ruilin located in the Dongchang hutong (Fig. 4-1-7) has many 
of these supplementary buildings.

Figure 4-1-7.  Plan of Ruilin’s mansion in Dongchang hutong.

Non-Typical Types of Siheyuan
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Siheyuan with gardens  

Siheyuan with gardens are considered the finest siheyuan — many of these 
siheyuan were owned by the emperor’s immediate family or senior gov-
ernment officials. For example, Prince Gong’s mansion is a siheyuan with 
gardens that has been preserved.

The position of the garden within the siheyuan varied depending on the 
owner’s preference. Some of these gardens are located in the front or back 
of the siheyuan; some were parallel with the siheyuan.

Figure 4-1-8.  Plan of Prince Gong’s mansion.
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Summary

What follows is an examination of how a typical three jin courtyard com-
pound functions in terms of spatial arrangement, circulation and privacy.

Analytical diagrams were produced by analysing typical floor plans of 
different types of courtyard compound in Beijing to provide an insight into 
how different zones and spaces for this design project might be organised.

It is crucial to study and analyse the original spatial planning of traditional 
siheyuan in order to achieve a design that connects the past with the future. 
The following fundamental spatial planning principles were taken into con-
sideration during the design process of this project.

Figure 4-1-9.  Circulation Analysis of A Traditional Siheyuan. 

Summary of The Spatial Arrangement in Siheyuan
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Fundamental Spatial Planning Principles of Siheyuan

• Indirect Access to Hutong 

• Central Courtyard

• Linear Circulation Flow

• Hierarchy of Different Zones

Figure 4-1-10. Privacy Analysis of Traditional Siheyuan.
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Feng Shui  

The history of Feng Shui can be traced back to the mid-Neolithic period in 
Chinese history, which is about six thousand years ago. It was a system of 
rules that guided communities when choosing a place to settle. The original 
term for Feng Shui is Kan Yu, which was to ‘observe the ways of Heaven 
and investigate the ways of Earth’. Feng means ‘wind’ (movement, dispers-
ing air currents) and Shui means ‘water’ (harnessing, replen- ishing, pro-
tecting). It underpins the philosophy of the harmony between
human and nature.26

In terms of feng shui, for siheyuan, a rectangular shape is best, a ladder 
shape, with the southern part being short and the northern part being long, 
or a square shape coming next. Regarding orientation, exposure to the 
south is the best choice, which is also adopted in practical construction.27

26 “Feng Shui Origins: Master Feng Shui Consultant: Ancient Feng Shui: China: 
Master Sylvia Bennett,” Feng Shui Living, accessed April 12, 2020, http://www.feng-
shui-living.com/feng-shui-origins)
27 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 246.

Figure 4-2-1.  Fengshui Compass.

4.2 Architectural Elements of Siheyuan
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Grey Brick ‘MountainWall’
 

All the houses in a siheyuan have gabled walls (Fig. 4-2-2) made of grey 
brick. These are known as ‘mountain walls’ because their triangular form 
looks like peaks of a mountain. 

These gabled walls are thicker than other walls in a siheyuan. However, 
they are not load-bearing walls, and the purpose of having such thick walls 
for tremendous thermal performance during winter, as they keep the hot air 
within the building. These walls are also designed to prevent the spread of 
fire.

Figure 4-2-2.  Mountain Wall.
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Timber Frame
 

Post and lintel is the most common system for timber framing in siheyuan. 
The traditional method was to construct columns on a stone base and then 
place a horizontal beam on top of these columns. Shorter columns put on 
the lintel to support the beams at the highest point of the roof. 

Figure 4-2-3.  Post and Lintel Structure.
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Gate
 

The front gate indicates the social status of the owner with the major types 
of gate including Guangliang Gate, Golden Column Gate, Manzi Gate, 
Ruyi Gate and unclassified gateways.

The Guangliang Gate is the highest class of single-bay gates and  Guangli-
ang and Golden Column gates being reserved for government officials only. 
The Manzi gate was typically for wealthy families. Ordinary families com-
monly used ruyi gates and unclassified gateways. The hierarchy of different 
gates showed the social structure of the time.  

Figure 4-2-4.  Guangliang Gate.
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Screen Wall 

 

The screen wall can be found in two positions in a siheyuan. It may seem 
opposite the front gate across the hutong, or it stands facing and within the 
front gate as people enter the compound. In Chinese, these are called Zhao-
bi or spirit walls, and they are usually covered with Boston ivy, and a water 
vat or flowerpots are positioned in front of it.28 

The typical screen wall has a flush gable roof or an overhanging roof which 
is made of grey tiles. The centre of the wall is usually made up large square 
bricks laid slantwise, or decorated with a carved image of flowers, grass or 
auspicious phrases in Chinese characters.29 

28 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 97.
29 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 97.

Figure 4-2-5.  Screen Wall.
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Roof
 

The roof in siheyuan is covered with a mixture of straw and mud, which is 
known as ‘grey back’. Two layers of titles that interlock are laid on top of 
the ‘grey back’, one layer facing downwards and the other layer is facing 
upwards forming runnels to allow rain to drain off quickly.

Figure 4-2-6.  Roof of a Siheyuan.
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Windows

 

Removable Windows 

The removable windows in siheyuan are divided into two parts. The upper 
part can be pushed open and propped with hooks; the lower part, usually 
fixed, can be removed during summer for better ventilation. 

 

Figure 4-2-7.  Removable Window.
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Ornamental Windows

Ornamental, shaped windows were influence by the traditional Southern 
garden style and they come in various patterns and sizes. 

Figure 4-2-8.  Ornamental Window Pattern.
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Hutong and siheyuan are the two fundamental elements of Beijing’s urban 
layout.

Yang claims that the term ‘hutong’ first appeared during the Yuan dynasty 
(1271–1368), and it means lanes or by street in the Mongolian language. 
Traditional courtyards are situated on both sides of the hutong.30 

Hutongs form the grid-like network of the historic Beijing, where fish-
bone-shaped lanes define traditional courtyard neighbourhoods. The hutong 
network has an incredibly close relationship with the planned layout of 
irrigation channels, settlements, markets, and traffic corridors.31

30 QingQing Yang, “Transformation of Living Space in Hutongs through the Process 
of Urban Development: Semantic Scholar,” 69.
31 Yuan Yuan, “A City Within A City: Protecting the Spirit of Hutong” (dissertation, 
2014), https://surface.syr.edu/architecture_tpreps/236.

Figure 4-3-1.  Urban Fabric in Beijing

4.3 The Characteristics of Hutong
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Figure 4-3-2.  Hutong Life in Beijing Figure 4-3-3.  Siheyuan Life in Beijing



5.0 Sense of Community
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5.1 The Siheyuan Community 

The Siheyuan Community before 1949

The siheyuan was a fundamental component of community life in Beijing, 
as well as a central element of Beijing’s urban tissue. They contained the 
memories of many residents.

The courtyard in the siheyuan provides a social space not only for the resi-
dent family members but also provides access to certain social activities for 
the wider community, usually neighbours and guests. For example, resi-
dents organized wedding ceremonies in their courtyard.

This custom still exists in some regions, especially for those living in vil-
lages. Nowadays the majority of people living in apartments in urban areas 
would hold ceremonies in specialist venues such as hotels, as they do not 
have this type of space available to them. 

 

Figure 5-1-1.  Wedding Ceremony in 1942.
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Figure 5-1-3.  A photo of a Siheyuan in 1942Figure 5-1-2.  A photo of a Siheyuan in 1942
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Figure 5-1-4. Typical Dazayuan

From Siheyuan to Dazayuan

Dazayuan literally means ‘big messy courtyard house’. It usually refers to 
a courtyard compound occupied by multiple families. One of the major rea-
sons for the shift from siheyuan to dazayuan was that the number of siheyu-
an could not meet the demand of the increasing population in the 1950s.32

The movement of dazayuan creates a series of issues between the previous 
concept of siheyuan that owned by a single household and the micro-com-
munity, which contains multiple families in one residential compound. 

 1. Overcrowded living spaces 
 2. Poor quality of essential utilities such as bathroom and               
  kitchen 
 3. Lack of maintenance

32 Jun Xia et al., Living in China (Beijing: China Intercontinental Press, 2009), 11. 
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Figure 5-1-6.  Shared Kitchen in DazayuanFigure 5-1-5.  A photo of  Dazayuan
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Dazayuan Community

“A close neighbour means more than a distant relative” is an old Chinese 
saying that speaks clearly of social relationships that still play a critical role 
in modern social life.

The demographic changes that occurred in the dazayuan are one of the 
critical factors that lead to the current urban, social situation.

Younger generations who had lived with their parents in a dazayuan start-
ed to move to apartments located at some distance from the old siheyuan 
neighbourhoods for a better quality of life.

People from areas outside Beijing, who wished to earn more money than 
they could in their hometowns started filling this gap and relocated to 
dazayuans. Those non-local people chose to settle in the dazayuans, as 
they usually had low-income jobs, and they had to put up with poor living 
conditions for financial reasons.    

Figure 5-2-1.  Demolition of Siheyuan.

5.2 Destruction of The Siheyuan Community
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The urban fabric of Beijing changed dramatically after 1949 when the 
communist party, led by Chairman Mao, established the People’s Republic 
of China. Cities and urban infrastructure were severely damaged and lacked 
maintenance.

An enormous amount of housing in these war-affected cities turned into 
slums. However, maintaining the traditional form of old cities in both eco-
nomic and physical terms was not an option for chairman Mao. He shared 
the vision of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, the significant practitioners of 
socialism, that the socialist revolution was a constant war to eliminate the 
differences between town and country.

Thus, when Liang Sicheng and Chen Zhanxiang put forward their ‘The 
Suggestion of the Location for the Administrative Center of Central Gov-
ernment’, Mao rejected the proposal and then invited urban planners in 
from the Soviet Union.

 

Figure 5-2-2.  Demolition of Walls in Beijing. 
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The socialist urban planning practice which favoured long, wide, straight 
boulevards was applied to Chinas’ urban planning practise under the com-
munist party before the economic reforms of 1978.

The concept of superblocks which contained state-owned work units; broad 
boulevards and civic squares that were out of human scale, was formed and 
dominated urban planning and design from 1949 to 1978.

The construction of these superblocks necessitated the destruction of the 
old urban fabric. For example, in order to construct broad boulevards, 
ancient cities like Beijing and Suzhou were forced to remove their ancient 
city walls. 

Figure 5-2-3.  Construction of High-rise Buildings in 1981.
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With the stagnation of the Chinese state-led economy in the late 1970s, a 
need to engage with globalization was the fundamental driving force for 
Deng Xiaoping’s economic reform policy in 1978. The government opted 
for a ‘let some get rich first’ policy which privileged the coastal cities.24

At this time there was intensive construction of high-rise apartments fed by 
developer’s speculation. Thousands of substantial residential blocks were 
built on agricultural land but with poor urban infrastructure. 

Figure 5-2-4.  Gated Residential Compound in Beijing.
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Closed residential compounds started to dominate contemporary Chinese 
cities. In a certain sense, these closed neighbourhoods represent villages 
within the city; they are similar to the traditional elements that constitute 
the Chinese city.33 

As with the courtyard houses before them, the modern closed residential  
districts define not only exact borders but also a clear separation of interior 
and exterior. The interior access pattern within the compound is not part of 
the urban infrastructure. 

33 Dieter Hassenpflug and Mark Kammerbauer, The Urban Code of China (Basel: 
De Gruyter, 2012), 48. Figure 5-2-5.  Aerial View of Beijing.
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Beijing’s present urban landscape consists of traditional courtyard houses 
and their hutong, low-rise buildings such as the working units (danwei)
which were built in the period between 1949 and 1978, high-rise closed 
residential compounds and some signature buildings which feature elegant 
facades and dynamic characteristics.34

The communist era destruction of the original urban tissue, composed of 
hutong and siheyuan, was also responsible for the destruction of the siheyu-
an community in Beijing. The economic reforms which brought with it the 
new wave of building high-rise apartments accelerated the devastation of a 
sense of community. People were proud of moving into enclosed concrete 
blocks where there was no designated space for social interactions outside 
the family. 

34 Peter G. Rowe, Emergent Architectural Territories in East Asian Cities (Basel: 
Birkhäuser, 2011), 17. Figure 5-2-6.  Abandoned  Siheyuan.
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Figure 5-3-1.  Community Architecture by Nick Wates and Charles Knevitt

The deeply rooted Chinese cultural tradition of three generations living 
under the same roof (or within the same compound) is being replaced with 
every generation living in their own, separate apartment. The strong sense 
of family and community is being replaced in the higher and bigger con-
crete blocks due to their smaller living space.

A growing population and less land for development have led to the inevi-
table fast urbanisation movement. However, a thoughtless planning policy 
of  ‘Demolition and Relocation’ which forces residents out of their homes 
through government orders based on the interests of developers
and government official’s without consideration of the homeowners is a 
major factor causing the destruction of a sense of community.

5.3 Rebuilding Communities
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The initiatives of the central government since 1987 have been aimed at 
developing nationwide community services in urban areas by modifying 
the local administrative system and establishing physical infrastructure and 
these moves have been remarkable and unprecedented.

Wates and Knevitt claim that the critical issue in the regeneration of lo-
cal communities is to give people more pride in their environment.35 The 
community architecture movement includes community planning, design, 
development and other forms of technical aid. 

The mismanagement of the built environment is a significant contributor 
to the nation’s social and economic ills. The modern urban environment 
is widely considered to be a disaster with congestion, pollution and the 
destruction of communities, leading to the term development becoming a 
negative one.

35 Nick Wates and Charles Knevitt, Community Architecture: How People Are Cre-
ating Their Own Environment (London: Routledge, 2014), 15.

Figure 5-3-2.  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
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Figure 5-3-3.  Arnstein’s “ladder of citizen participation”

Creating an environment that fulfils the needs of the user

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a motivational theory in psychology. It de-
picts the hierarchy of human needs in a five-tier pyramid model.36

Meeting the psychological and self-fulfilment needs that make up the top 
three tiers in Maslow’s pyramid model (Figure 5-3-2) is increasing rapidly 
in China at present. For example, the number of museums being construct-
ed in China is growing at an unprecedented rate. There were about 2,000 
museums in China in 2000. This figure had increased to 3,800 in 2012. 37

The reason behind this development is that the government of China has 
adopted a policy which places a higher priority on the development of cul-
tural industries as a result of formerly losing the balance between economic 
and cultural development. This decision is to promote both social cohesion 
and stability as well as economic growth under the government’s guidance 
and control.

36 Saul Mcleod, “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs,” Simply Psychology (Simply Psy-
chology, March 20, 2020), https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html)
37 “Shanghai Is Racing to Become China’s Cultural Capital,” The Economist (The 
Economist Newspaper), accessed April 23, 2020, https://www.economist.com/books-and-
arts/2016/11/24/shanghai-is-racing-to-become-chinas-cultural-capital) 
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Creating a strong, participating community 

Richard Hatch has suggested that involvement within ones’ community 
leads to the improvement of people’s ability to work collectively, which 
will be beneficial for the strength of the community.38

The most visible result is that members of a community take pride in their 
immediate surroundings, every individual taking care of each other and the 
community to which they belong. In one sense, environmental experts and 
practitioners are like doctors, in that they can only maximise potentials if 
the patient is willing to take self-responsibility.39 

Sherry Arnstein created the “ladder of citizen participation” to demonstrate 
different levels of participation within a system. The higher the level of 
community/citizen participation involved, the more chance of success the 
project/community will have.40

38 Nick Wates and Charles Knevitt, Community Architecture: How People Are Cre-
ating Their Own Environment, 115.
39 Nick Wates and Charles Knevitt, Community Architecture: How People Are Cre-
ating Their Own Environment, 116.
40 Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation, accessed April 24, 2020, http://citizen-
shandbook.org/arnsteinsladder.html

Figure 5-3-4.  A hutong close to the site.
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The Human Dimension

Jan Gehl has pointed out that modernism, as a dominant planning ideology, 
has put the human dimension and public space at a low priority. The prece-
dence shifted from community spaces to isolated and impersonal individual 
buildings due to pressure from developers and the market.41

As a result of the modernist movement, decreasing and limited public spac-
es, air pollution and social obstacles are among the top ‘illnesses’ apparent 
in the majority of cities around the globe.

41 Jan Gehl, Cities for People, 3.
Figure 5-3-5. A painting of hutong life.



85

Jane Jacobs has suggested that lifeless cities which are created by the 
dramatic increase in car traffic and a decrease in urban public space are 
dangerous for city life, they could also lead to the deterioration of a sense 
of community.42

The contrast between Figures 5-3-4 and 5-3-5 is dramatic. These two pic-
tures demonstrate the transformation in a traditional siheyuan community, 
from a human-oriented hutong which functions as a playground for kids, to 
a parking lot holding the little possibility of social activity.

42 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Random 
House, 1961), 25.

Figure 5-3-6. A painting of hutong life.
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The term ‘Critical Regionalism’ was first mentioned in Alexander Tzonis 
and Lefaivre Liane’s “Critical Regionalism, Architecture and Identity in a 
Globalised World”. Around this time several young architects, including 
Jørn Utzon, Alvar Aalto, criticised and challenged postmodernism, and 
were  introducing an alternative way of designing for cities.43 The book 
provides a history and examples of regionalism from the Roman Empire to 
the trends apparent in the age of globalisation, covering different regions 
and cultures.

The phenomenon of regionalism in the architectural field became signif-
icant as residents from different cultures realized that the utopian idea of 
international design was starting to undermine the unique, inherent charac-
teristics of their own culture.44

43 Lefaivre and Tzonis, Critical Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Global-
ized World, 10.

44 Kenneth Frampton, “Ten Points on an Architecture of Regionalism: A Provisional 
Polemic,” in Architectural Regionalism: Collected Writings on Place, Identity, Modernity 
and Tradition, ed. Vincent Canizaro (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2007), 375. Figure 5-4-1. Beijing CBD.

5.4 Critical Regionalism
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Kenneth Frampton claims that critical regionalism is consciously seeking to 
deconstruct universal modernism in favour of values and images which are 
locally cultivated, while at the same time adulterating these autochthonous 
elements with paradigms drawn from foreign sources.45 

Loss of cultural identity is a significant issue in this era of rapid globalisa-
tion with some cities getting involved in a competition to build bigger and 
taller landmarks than others. 

45 Frampton, Ten Points on an Architecture of Regionalism: A Provisional Polemic, 
375. Figure 5-4-2. A demolished neighbourhood in Beijing.
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5.5 Precedent Studies

Spatial Layout Analysis

Junshan Cultural Center is located just outside of Beijing in the undulating 
mountain ranges and meandering rivers near the Miyun Reservoir. The 
cultural centre consists of a clubhouse and a sales centre.

The architect transforms the courtyard typology by crafting two sequences 
of interlocking journeys, one for clubhouse member, and one for sales cen-
tre guest. All spaces are designed in a way that has access to nature.46 

The layering of the central courtyard and gardens is inspired by the Chinese 
philosophy of ‘the harmony between human and nature’.  

46 González, “Junshan Cultural Center / Neri&Hu Design and Research Office.”
Figure 5-5-1.  Spatial Layout Analysis of Junshan Culture Centre.

Junshan Cultural Centre 

Neri&Hu Design and Research Office
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Spatial Layout Analysis

“The building quietly rises out of the water as a brick mass with carved out 
spaces for programs interlocked with gardens that blur the boundary be-
tween inside and outside.”47

“A double-height reception welcomes potential buyers to embark on a jour-
ney through the media room, winter garden, then upstairs across a bridge 
over the courtyard to a  sales presentation lounge complete with VIP rooms, 
bar and children’s playroom.”48

47 González, “Junshan Cultural Center.”
48 González, “Junshan Cultural Center.”

Figure 5-5-2.  Spatial Layout Analysis of Junshan Culture Centre.
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Circulation Analysis

The traditional courtyard house was the inspiration for the circulation path 
of the Junshan Cultural Centre in Beijing. The central courtyard and audito-
rium can be easily accessed from any part of this building. 

“The sales centre is part of the programme of this cultural centre. The 
double-height foyer welcomes potential buyers to start the journey through 
the garden, media room and courtyard that leads to a sales lounge with VIP 
rooms and playroom for children.”49

 

49 González, “Junshan Cultural Center.”
Figure 5-5-3.  Circulation Analysis of Junshan Culture Centre.
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Facade

On the façade, aluminium panels with warm-toned wood pattern form a 
veil that softens the heaviness of the brick facade. Series of screen connects 
with interior space, creating an experience that is different on every face.

Figure 5-5-4.  Facade of Junshan Culture Centre.
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Materiality Analysis

In terms of materiality, bricks and timber panels are the primary elements 
for the interior spaces, a continuous theme throughout the interior are the 
sculpted ceilings.

The bricks, timber, tiles and sand are relatively common in Chinese vernac-
ular architecture. Neri&Hu employ these materials to create a connection 
between traditional architectural elements and a more modern Chinese 
lifestyle.

 

Figure 5-5-5.  Materiality Analysis of Junshan Culture Centre.
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Art Gallery

The gallery space is one of the most eye-catching spaces in this cultural 
centre. A series of hanging moveable walls that offers a flexible space for 
display, event and many other functions. 

The sculpted ceiling above the gallery allows a visual connection to the up-
per level. The large glass windows extend the interior space into the central 
courtyard. 

Figure 5-5-6.  Art Gallery of Junshan Culture Centre.
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Context Analysis

Suzhou is a city that well known for its unique landscape and heritage 
gardens. Suzhou Gardens are the metaphor of their personalised spiritual 
world, and also a reflection of the ancient methodology of the relationship 
between human and nature. 

The Humble Administrator’s Garden, located in the northern end of the 
museum, is considered as the finest example of the vernacular Chinese gar-
den. Pei references the spiritual and physical elements from The Humble 
Administrator’s Garden and the wider context, incorporating the cultural 
heritage in a modern way.

Figure 5-5-7.  Context Analysis of Suzhou Museum.

Suzhou Museum 

I.M. Pei + Pei Partnership Architects
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Aperture & Threshold

  

Pei translates the geometric element of the traditional circular threshold and 
wooden pattern aperture into a more linear and simplified version.
 

Figure 5-5-8.  Apertures and Thresholds of The Suzhou Museum.
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Materiality Analysis

Pei translates the essential components of a traditional Chinese garden into 
a relatively simplified form. For instance, the rocks are artificially cut in a 
more linear way rather than natural rocks used in the traditional garden. He 
uses the same strategy at the boundary of the central lake.

Figure 5-5-9.  Materiality Analysis of Suzhou Museum.
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Pei uses the white wall belonging to The Humble Administrator’s Garden 
as a reference to a piece of paper, being inspired by Mi Fu’s traditional 
Shan Shui paintings. This demonstrates Pei’s genius in creating a visual 
connection between the past and the present simply and elegantly. The lake 
and these marvellous rocks compose a unique scene for visitors which cre-
ates a modern version of Mi Fu’s painting.

Figure 5-5-10.  Mi Fu’s painting.
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Circulation Analysis

The definition of circulation here refers in general to the paths of move-
ment throughout the organism of a building.

John Motloch, in his book Introduction to Landscape Design, claims that 
circulation can be seen as flow; it creates different experiences based on the 
characteristics of the circulation.

Figure 5-5-11.  Circulation Analysis of Suzhou Museum.
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Circulation Analysis

The circulation within the Humble Administrator’s Garden is considered 
as a ‘Meandering’ circulation, while an angular circulation pathway was 
applied in the design of the Suzhou Museum.

Figure 5-5-12.  Circulation Analysis of Suzhou Museum.
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Concept 

The concept was inspired by the indigenous artist Cathy Adam’s painting 
“The Meeting of Many Paths” and the Bunjil eagle hawk. The approach 
reflects the history and diversity of the site and will help keep alive the sto-
ries that have shaped the community that continues to grow and evolve.50

“The vision of this project is to create authenticity and a sense of gathering 
place. The identity loss resulted from the development of transforming a 
semi-rural residential town into a major growth corridor.”51

 

50 “Bunjil Place,” 2018, https://www.premiersdesignawards.com.au/
entry/bunjil-place/.
51 “Bunjil Place,” 

Figure 5-5-13.  “The Meeting of Many Paths”.

Bunjil Place

FJMT
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Narrative 

The name and concept of this project were inspired by stories of Bunjil by 
First Nation’s people in Australia. Bunjil, the ‘creator’  is a wedge-tailed 
eagle that floated above the earth and brought the world and life into exis-
tence. There are elements that are specific to each First Nation’s group that 
embed the story firmly into the context of each tribe, such as the species of 
eagle and the local topography Bunjil may inhabit.

The architects transformed the shape of Bunjil’s wings into the timber 
structure that floats protectively over the people that occupy the space.

Figure 5-5-14.  Bunjil Eagle Hawk.
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Programme Analysis

The programmes of Bunjil Place include a performance theatre, public 
gathering space, library, exhibition space, and flexible spaces for different 
types of events. The central foyer offers a place where all these activities 
could happen in one place.

 

Figure 5-5-15.  Programme Analysis of Bunjil Place.
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Materiality Analysis

The timber waffle structure in the lobby reflects the design concept. This 
iconic roof structure is designed to resemble the Bunjil’s wings with the 
timber grid shell in the foyer acting as its legs.

The curves of the partition walls are express the concept of bringing peo-
ple into this place which creates a unique experience for people inside the 
space.

Figure 5-5-16.  Timber Waffle Structure  of Bunjil Place.



6.0 Context
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6.1 Historical Context

The Central Axis

The Central Axis is the best-preserved core area of the old city of Beijing.
It is 7.8 kilometres long starting in the south of the city from the Yongding 
Gate, running across the Zhengyang Gate, Tian’anmen Square, the Forbid-
den City, the Jingshan Hill, and ending with the Drum Tower and the Bell 
Tower in the north. Most of the most significant buildings in the old city of 
Beijing are situated along the central axis.52

The central axis demonstrates the well thought out urban planning of the 
Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties, as well as those of the People’s Republic 
of China. Its location and design not only represent the “value of the cen-
tre” in traditional Chinese culture but also highlight Chinese philosophy’s 
respect toward nature and its appreciation of the mutual relationship be-
tween man and nature.53

52 Jeffrey Hays, “Temple of Heaven: Its park, buildings and the axis of central Bei-
jing,” 2020, http://factsanddetails.com/china/cat15/sub94/item428.html.
53 Hays, “Temple of Heaven.”

Figure 6-1-1.  The Central Axis of Beijing
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The Forbidden City

The Forbidden City is a large precinct of red-walled and yellow-glazed roof 
tiled buildings located in the heart of Beijing. It is China’s best-preserved 
imperial palace and the largest palace in the world.54

The Forbidden City covers an area of about 72 hectares (180 acres) with a 
total floor space of approximately 150,000 square meters (1,600,000 square 
feet). It consists of more than 90 palaces and courtyards, 980 buildings and 
over 8,728 rooms.55

The Forbidden City was the political centre of China for over 500 years. 
After its completion in 1420, the Forbidden City was home to 24 emper-
ors, their families and servants during the Ming (1368–1644) and the Qing 
(1644–1911) dynasties.56 

54 YingChen Peng, “The Forbidden City (Article) | China,” Khan Academy 
(Khan Academy), accessed October 6, 2020, https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/
ap-art-history/south-east-se-asia/china-art/a/forbidden-city.
55 Peng, “The Forbidden City.”
56 Toby Simkin, “Toby Simkin - Broadway Theatrical Producer - China, NYC,” 
Toby Simkin Broadway, accessed October 6, 2020, http://tobysimkin.cn/forbiddencity/.

Figure 6-1-2.  The Forbidden City
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Beihai Park

Beihai Park, also known as Northern Sea Park, is one of the oldest, most 
extensive and best-preserved ancient imperial gardens in China and is in 
the centre of Beijing. The park has a history of over 1000 years and was 
initially built in the Liao dynasty (916 – 1125) but was repaired and rebuilt 
during the Jin, Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties.57

Beihai Park is now one of China’s finest imperial gardens with artificial 
hills, pavilions, halls, temples and covered corridors. It was designed to be 
an ideal place for royal families to escape from the heat during summer.

The White Pagoda is a 40-metre Buddhist temple located on the highest 
point on Jade Flower Island, built to honour the visit of the 5th Dalai Lama 
in 1651. It is constructed of white stone. Sun, moon and flame engravings 
decorate the surface of the tower.58

 

57 “Beihai Park.” Beihai Park, Beijing – China’s Oldest &amp; Best-Protected 
Imperial Garden. Accessed October 6, 2020. https://www.travelchinaguide.com/attraction/
beijing/beihai.htm.
58 “Beihai Park.”

Figure 6-1-3.  Beihai Park with The White Pagoda
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Jingshan Park

Located in the centre of Beijing, Jingshan Park is an imperial garden that 
has over 1000 years of history. Covering an area of  230,000 square metres, 
the park stands on the central point of the central axis of Beijing and faces 
the north gate of the Forbidden City.59

The height of the hill on which it stands is 45.7 metres, making it the high-
est point in Beijing. Visitors can enjoy a panoramic view of The Forbidden 
City from the park.

The dictates of feng shui long suggested that tombs and residences be sited 
south of a nearby hill, serving to channel both harmful yin and cold north-
ern winds. With Jingshan serving that purpose, it gained the name Feng 
Shui Hill. It is also well known to locals as Coal Hill, from an old rumour 
that the emperors kept a hidden stash of coal in this park.60 

59 “JingShan Park,” China tours, China Tours Package, Car Rental, Layover tour, 
accessed October 6, 2020, https://www.chinatoursnet.com/beijing-travel-guide/attraction/
jingshan-park.html.
60 “China – Beijing – Xicheng,” Novo Scriptorium, April 3, 2019, https://novoscrip-
torium.com/2019/04/04/china-beijing-xicheng/.

Figure 6-1-4.  Jingshan Park
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The Drum Tower
 
The Drum Tower of Beijing or Gulou located at the northern end of the 
central axis of the inner city to the north of Di’anmen Street. Initially built 
for musical purposes, it was later used to announce the time and is now a 
tourist attraction.61

The Bell Tower of Beijing or Zhonglou stands near behind the drum tow-
er. Together, the Bell Tower and Drum Tower have panoramic views over 
central Beijing, and, in ancient times, they dominated Beijing’s ancient 
skyline.62

61 “Beijing Bell and Drum Towers,” The China Guide, accessed October 6, 2020, 
https://www.thechinaguide.com/sight/beijing-drum-tower-and-bell-tower.
62 “Beijing Bell and Drum Towers.”

Figure 6-1-5.  The Drum Tower
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The Bell Tower

Bells and drums were major musical instruments in ancient China, and they 
were used by the government and local communities to announce the time. 
The Bell and Drum towers of Beijing were central to official timekeeping 
in China in the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties.63

The Bell and Drum Towers continued to function as the official timepieces 
of Beijing until 1924, when Puyi, the last emperor of the Qing dynasty was 
expelled from the Forbidden City, and western-style clockwork was adopt-
ed for official timekeeping.64

63 “Beijing Bell and Drum Towers.”
64 “Beijing Bell and Drum Towers.”

Figure 6-1-6.  The Bell Tower
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6.2 Physical Context

Site Location 

HuangHuaMen Community Centre is located along the central axis of Bei-
jing, the best-preserved core area of old Beijing.

The site is surrounded by UNESCO World Heritage Sites, such as the For-
bidden City, Beihai Park and Jingshan Park.

Beihai Park is the former imperial garden positioned in the north-western 
part of the imperial city. It contains several historical palaces and temples 
such as The White Pagoda and The Nine-Dragon Wall.

Jingshan Park serves the purpose of channelling both harmful yin and cold 
northern winds away from the Forbidden City, and thus it has earned the 
name Feng Shui Hill.65

 

65 “Jingshan Park,” The China Guide, accessed October 6, 2020, https://www.
thechinaguide.com/sight/jingshan-park.

Figure 6-2-1.  The Physical Context of The Site
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Figure 6-2-3.  The Site ConditionFigure 6-2-2.  The Site Condition
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Figure 6-2-4.  Site Location Figure 6-2-5.  Site Condition in 1949
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Figure  6-2-7.  White Pagoda in Snow.Figure  6-2-6.  Central Axis in Snow.
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Figure  6-2-8.  North-East Section of  The Site
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CENTRAL AXIS

BEIHAI PARK

FORBIDDEN CITY

Site

CENTRAL AXIS

BEIHAI PARK

JINGSHAN 
PARK

FORBIDDEN CITY

Figure 6-3-1. Site Location. Figure 6-3-2.  Subway Stations

6.3 Site Analysis
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Figure  6-3-4.  Zoning AnalysisFigure 6-3-3.  Parks around The Site
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Beijing is considered as typical for a city in the cold climate zone (Figure 
6-3-1). The most common characteristics of cold climate include dry and 
windy winters that are attributed to the Siberian anticyclonic system. It has 
a hot summer with occasional heavy rains associated with the East Asian 
monsoon system.66

The average temperatures and precipitation for Beijing indicates that  Janu-
ary is the coldest month of the year with -7 °C as the average temperature, 
and -27.4°C as the lowest recorded temperature. July is the hottest month 
of the year with 26°C being the average temperature and 42°C the  highest 
recorded temperature (Figure 6-3-2).

The wind direction and speed charts (Figures 6-3-4 and 6-3-5) demonstrate 
that Beijing’s climate is heavily impacted by wind. The Siberian High which 
collects massive cold, dry air centred around Lake Baikamakes makes the 
winter in Beijing extraordinarily windy and dry. The summer in Beijing is 
hot and humid if there is no rain or wind. The East Asian monsoon system 
helps cool the city down, but it also brings heavy rain.

These data and infographics provide critical information to inform the final 
design outcome and will be taken into considerations during the design 
process of this project. 

66 Feifei Sun, “Chinese Climate and Vernacular Dwellings,” Buildings 3, no. 1 
(2013): pp. 143-172, https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings3010143.

Figure 6-3-5.  Climate Zone of Beijing and Other Major Chinese Cities

Climate Zone
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Figure  6-3-7.  Average Temperatures and Precipitation of BeijingFigure  6-3-6.  Maximum Temperatures of Beijing

Temperature Analysis
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Figure 6-3-9.  Wind DirectionFigure  6-3-8.  Wind Speed

Wind Analysis
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Figure  6-3-11.  Sun Path AnalysisFigure  6-3-10.  Numbers of Cloudy, Clear, and Precipitation Days

Sunlight Analysis
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A typical community centre in Beijing features a variety of programmes 
such as multifunctional space, library, Multimedia space and outdoor activ-
ity space. 

Based on the research and comprehensive study of the community centre 
in Beijing, the following programmes are the most common ones that the 
majority of community centres have.

Most Common Programmes:

• Gallery 

• Classroom 

• Office 

• Library 

• Studio 

• Lobby

• Ourdoor Activity Space

• Auditorium 

 

Figure 6-4-1.  Typical Beijing Community Centre Programmes

6.4 Programme Analysis

Library

Multimedia Space

Multifunctional Space

Outdoor Activities Space
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Figure  6-4-2.  Mind Map of Elements in A Typical Community Centre
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Figure  6-4-3.  Programme Diagram of Proposed Community Centre
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Figure  6-4-4.  Mind Map of Elements in Proposed Community Centre
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Estimated Result (based on precedents and code for design 
of the Public Culture Center JGJ/T 41-2014 ) 

Figure 6-4-5.  Estimated Floor Areas
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7.0 Design Process
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7.1 Narrative

Harmony between humans and nature is part of the Chinese philosophy that 
has always had an enormous impact on Chinese lifestyle and architecture.

Siheyuan is a vernacular typology in Beijing that has existed for more than 
3000 years, regardless of changes that have occurred in other aspects of 
society.

Siheyuan is not only an architectural form, but also a fundamental social 
unit that connects many generations. However, modern political and eco-
nomic factors have been changing the Chinese social structure and are also 
having an impact on the destiny of siheyuan. Demolition and destruction of 
this urban heritage form in Beijing started in 1950, and with it has come the 
demolition of the siheyuan community.

Taking this traditional, vernacular typology into the design of this cultural 
centre will enhance the experience for its users and also help to rebuild the 
relationships between local people and thereby strengthen their community. 
 

 

Figure 7-1-1.  Shan Shui Painting

Harmony Between Humans And Nature
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Figure 7-1-2. Relationship Between Human, Nature and Architecure Mind Map
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Shan-Shui City

The Shan Shui city aesthetic has been influential in Chinese culture, es-
pecially in architectural design, considered by ancient the Chinese as the 
embodiment of virtue and beauty. The height of Chinese Shan Shui was 
mainly in the 5th century, found in poetry and traditional Chinese landscape 
paintings that often portray an ideal natural environment in which humans 
inhabit. 

The concept of Shan Shui also plays a significant role in site selection. This 
mountain-water-city spatial structure diagram (Figure 7-1-3) illustrates the 
relationship between humans, nature and architecture. It is similar to that 
demonstrated in the traditional Shan Shui landscape paintings and poetry; 
the hierarchy was considered charming both aesthetically and spiritually. 

It places natural elements alongside human settlement so that residents may 
still appreciate nature.
 

Figure 7-1-3.  Relationship Between Human, Nature and Architecture
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The spatial layout of the traditional centre of Beijing is an example of the 
concept of a Shan Shui city. It is composed of three major parts: the city 
structures, water and mountains. The Forbidden City represents the city, 
Jing Mountain and the North, Middle and South Seas, (the Beihai, Zhong-
hai and Nanhai lakes), represent mountains and water respectively.

The Forbidden City was initially located on a flat site where no prominent 
mountain or water existed. Emperors from the Yuan, Ming and Qing Dy-
nasty continuously built lakes and man-made mountains to create a Shan 
Shui landscape.

The presence of mountains and water elements was considered so crucial 
that adding them artificially became necessary if those elements did not ex-
ist naturally. Chinese people believed that the best environment for human 
habitation was amid the works of both nature and humans.

Figure 7-1-4.  Shan Shui in Beijing
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Concrete City

 

Figure 7-1-5 shows Beijing as it is now.

Cars and large, concrete gated communities have started to dominate the 
city and people have had to start wearing masks due to the high levels of air 
pollution.

But what will happen if;

 the traditional courtyard houses and alleyways continue to be demolished,

the sense of community that has existed for over 3,000 years is replaced by 
concrete and steel,

the imperial city that carries the traditional Chinese spirit and values starts 
to fade? 

Will this still be the city that I can proudly call home? What will the future 
of Beijing look and feel like?

Figure 7-1-5. Gated Apartment in Beijing 
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Figure 7-1-6.  Community Timeline in Beijing
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7.2 Concept

Based on the literature review, analysis of the architectural elements of si-
heyuan and hutong and precedents studies, the design concept started with 
an exploration of the elements that continue the vernacular architectural 
typology of siheyuan and hutong.

The Shan Shui painting promotes the philosophy of respecting nature while 
containing the fundamental principles of human settlement in China. The 
ideal place for settlement, according to Feng Shui, is a place surrounded by 
mountains and water. Shan (mountain) is a primary natural element that has 
an enormous impact on urban planning, it has also been translated into an 
architectural element that not only serves as a part of the structure, but is 
also considered a poetic metaphor.

The presence of shan also functions in several other ways: as symbolically 
highlighted features, they define a city’s geographic territory and orienta-
tion. Shan contribute to a place’s identity as natural landmarks with sig-
nificant cultural and cognitive value; they provide the inhabitants with an 
opportunity to pursue the philosophical goal of achieving the harmonious 
relationship between humans and nature.

 

Figure 7-2-1.  Shan Shui Painting

Shan (Mountain)
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Figure 7-2-2.  Beijing on a Snowy Day Figure 7-2-3.  Hutong Life
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The section of a typical three-jin siheyuan shows the outline of the moun-
tain wall. It demonstrates an example of ‘scene borrowing’, the form of the 
mountain wall makes a reference to the natural mountain ranges that are 
located on the eastern, northern and western sides of Beijing.

The curved roof of the siheyuan is an echo of mountain ranges; it has the 
ability to be scenery itself and could perhaps become a solution to the issue 
of a Shan Shui city with within a modern city.

Could the vernacular architectural elements of the siheyuan be the answer 
for the future of Beijing?

The future is in the past.

Figure 7-2-4.  Section of Traditional 3-Jin-Siheyuan

The Future Is In the Past
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Figure 7-2-5.  Concept Sketch Figure 7-2-6.  Concept Sketch
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Figure 7-2-7.  Concept Sketch
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7.3 Design Development

Identity

The spatial arrangement of this cultural centre is an adaptation of the ver-
nacular typology – the courtyard house.

The traditional three-jin siheyuan that features a front, central and back 
courtyard is the model that defines this space.

Firstly, it defines the identity of this space.

Secondly, it fits the broader context, both in the social and physical aspects.

From the research and precedent study, it was found that the average Bei-
jing three-jin courtyard house is a fundamental element that has shaped the 
city.

It is important to design a space that fits the urban fabric and this can be 
achieved by implementing a traditional spatial arrangement; it also delivers 
a message to residents and visitors – ‘This is Beijing.’

Figure 7-3-1.  Courtyards in a Traditional Siheyuan

7.3.1 Spatial Arrangement
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Figure 7-3-2.  Reference to Courtyards in Traditional Siheyuan Figure 7-3-3.  Reference to Courtyard in Traditional Siheyuan
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Journey

Hutong, a fundamental element of Beijing’s urban fabric, created numerous 
journeys and experiences.

One of the most important qualities that this project is trying to achieve 
is the creation of a journey that brings locals and visitors to one space. A 
space where residents have access to modern facilities that most courtyard 
houses could not offer, and a space where visitors can experience real 
Beijing daily life for themselves. This project employs the existing hutong 
typology by crafting two interlocking journeys, one for locals, and one for 
visitors. 

All programmed spaces are designed in a way that they have proximity to 
nature. The layering of the primary courtyard and smaller courtyards allows 
this cultural centre to connect with nature harmoniously.
 

Figure 7-3-4.  Hutong as a Fundamental Element of Beijing’s Urban Fabric
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Figure 7-3-6.  Concept SketchFigure 7-3-5.  Concept Sketch
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Circulation
 

The circulation of this cultural centre is designed to attract people from 
three directions to experience this space. Visitors would come from the di-
rection of the Drum Tower and Jingshan Park, which are located along the 
central axis. Residents would come from the local residential areas.

The site is organically formed from four spaces that are connected by alley-
ways which are inspired by the hutong typology. It creates a hierarchy of 
experience, depending on the direction where people come.

For instance, visitors coming from the Drum Tower will experience the 
facilities in the visitor centre, which offers necessary information about 
Beijing and its culture. The journey then continues past by a series of spac-
es that are designed to encourage visitors to experience traditional daily 
activities such as playing cards in the alleyway.

The central courtyard is the space that synthesizes all the elements - the 
people, nature, culture, activities and experiences.

Figure 7-3-7.  Circulation Diagram.
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Figure 7-3-9.  Concept SketchFigure 7-3-8.  Concept Sketch



150

Figure 7-3-10.  Concept Model
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Figure 7-3-11.  Concept Mass Model
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Figure 7-3-12.  Concept Diagrams
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Figure 7-3-13.  Concept Diagrams
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Figure 7-3-14.  Daily Activities in Hutong&Siheyuan Community

Playing Ping PongEateryBird Keepers

Playing Chess Playing Cards Playing Music in Courtyard
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Figure 7-3-15.  Concept Diagrams of Integrated Hutong&Siheyuan
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Figure 7-3-16.  Daily Activities in Hutong&Siheyuan Community

Kids’ AcitivitiesLibraryGroup Study

Calligraphy Playing Mahjong Playing Go
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Figure 7-3-17.  Concept Diagrams of Integrated Hutong&Siheyuan
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Figure 7-3-18.  Concept Render
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Figure 7-3-19.  Concept Render
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Timber
 

The post and lintel timber structure is one of the most common structural 
systems throughout Chinese building history and is used in all siheyuan in 
Beijing.

Timber is a natural, renewable material which could be easily sourced, 
which met the increasing demand as the population in Beijing grew, espe-
cially in the Yuan dynasty period.

Another advantage of the timber structure is that it provides more sta-
bility during an earthquake, a low-rise timber structure being considered 
the most earthquake-resistant type of structure. Beijing is close to the 
Yanshan-Yishun earthquake zone, which explains why the post and lintel 
timber structure was commonly used in the construction of siheyuan. 

Figure 7-3-2-1.  Timber Structure of Siheyuan

7.3.2 Materiality
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Brick

The history of bricks as a building material can be traced back to ancient 
China. Bricks were produced in small batches due to the limited capabili-
ty of ancient technology and were only used on certain parts of structures 
until the Ming dynasty.67 

Different types of bricks are used for different parts of the siheyuan; for in-
stance, the type of bricks used on walls are called “Tingni”, while pavement 
requited large, square bricks.

The best processing method for bricks is called “Wubapi” which literally 
means cutting and polishing five sides of the brick.

Ganbai is the name of the advanced bricklaying method that was special-
ly designed for the bricks that are processed by “Wubapi”. Ganbai means 
there is no gap between each layer of bricks. It is used on the most import-
ant parts of the structure, such as sill walls and screen walls.

67 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 108.
Figure 7-3-2-2.  Ganbai Wall on Site
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Tile
 

Grey tiles are the most customary material for roof construction in siheyu-
an. Huibei, literally means “grey back” and is the name of the mixture of 
straw and mud from which the tiles are made. They have many layers that 
are mainly composed of mud and hemp fibres.68

Huibei provides excellent insulation to keep the house warm in winter and 
leak-proof during stormy, rainy weather during the summer. 

68 Jia, Beijing Courtyards, 112.
Figure 7-3-2-3.  Grey Tiles
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Painted Timber

Timber as the most common construction material of siheyuan has a variety 
of advantages, such as it is convenient to transport and process as well as 
being flexible for installation on site.

The disadvantage of timber is that it can catch fire relatively easily, and,  if 
it is untreated, it could decay through insects or dampness. 

Figure 7-3-2-4.  Traditional Painted Timber Door and Window
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Figure 7-3-3-1.  Facade Design Test 1

7.3.3 Facade Design
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Figure 7-3-3-2.  Facade Design Test 2
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Figure 7-3-3-3.  Facade Design Test 3
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Figure 7-3-3-4.  Facade Design Test 4
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Shade Analysis Drawings

Shade analysis has been undertaken for this design proposal to assess both 
direct and potential reverse sensitivity.

• The following shade analysis drawings, Figures 7-3-4-1 – 7-3-4-15 show 
- (early morning/mid-morning/noon/after- noon) shade conditions for the 
times of year stated.

• The shade analysis is location-specific and includes an allowance for day-
light saving time and other adjustments where necessary.

• The shade diagrams show the nature and extent of shading effects on 
adjacent buildings, streets and areas of open space, both within the devel-
opment site and beyond it, including neighbouring developments.

Figure 7-3-4-1.  10AM

7.3.4 Shading Analysis

• WINTER                               Critical Date: 21 December
LATITUDE:       39.9042° N
LONGITUDE:  116.4074° E
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Figure 7-3-4-2.  12PM Figure 7-3-4-3.  2PM

• WINTER                               Critical Date: 21 December
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• Spring Equinox                          Critical Date: 20 March

Figure 7-3-4-5.  10AMFigure7-3-4-4.  8AM

LATITUDE:       39.9042° N
LONGITUDE:  116.4074° E
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• Spring Equinox                          Critical Date: 20 March

Figure7-3-4-7.  2PMFigure 7-3-4-6.  12PM
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Figure 7-3-4-9.  10AMFigure 7-3-4-8.  8AM

• SUMMER                                   Critical Date: 21 JUNE
LATITUDE:       39.9042° N
LONGITUDE:  116.4074° E
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Figure 7-3-4-11.  2PMFigure 7-3-4-10.  12PM

• SUMMER                                   Critical Date: 21 JUNE
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• Autumn Equinox                  Critical Date: 22 September

Figure 7-3-4-13.  10AMFigure 7-3-4-12.  8AM

LATITUDE:       39.9042° N
LONGITUDE:  116.4074° E
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• Autumn Equinox                  Critical Date: 22 September

Figure 7-3-4-15.  2PMFigure 7-3-4-14.  12PM



8.0 Design Outcome
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Rapid urbanisation after the Chinese economic reforms of 1978 created a 
more robust economy. However, the move to building gated communities 
of high-rise,  single-household apartments has seriously undermined the 
sense of community that once existed in the daily lives of many generations 
living in Beijing.

This project aimed to reactivate the sense of community that existed in the 
heart of Beijing for centuries by undertaking a systematic study of the ver-
nacular architectural typology as well as the urban fabric of Beijing that has 
changed drastically over its 3000-year history.

In summary, this cultural centre endeavours to usher in the return of com-
munity life that occurs in hutong and siheyuan while offering spaces that 
encourage people from different backgrounds to discover and experience 
Beijing’s essential culture. 

This project explored new design approaches to redefine the image of the 
cultural/community centre in China that can raise awareness of the loss 
of daily social interactions within the community. It could also help build 
cultural confidence by investigating vernacular architectural elements and 
translating those elements into a series of experiences within this cultural 
centre.

This project has discovered that, with a comprehensive investigation of the 
local culture and its sense of community, it is feasible to create a cultural/
community centre that restores the lost local identity of the traditional 
siheyuan and hutong community. It would also encourage opportunities 
for more social interactions between residents and visitors from different 
regions and cultures.

9.0 Conclusion
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Figure 9-0-1.  Central Courtyard
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