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ABSTRACT

Background and strategies of this redevelopment project
located in the U-Center plaza had been introduced in this
paper. Based on such a redevelopment project of small urban
open space, it illustrated the understanding of design concept,
space flexibility, and participation within landscape design
from the view of Z+T STUDIO. In addition, it discussed the
content of intuition and rationality, landscape vocabulary, as
well as sustainability.
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LOCATION:

Haidian District, Beijing

AREA (SIZE):

3,500 m’

CLIENT:

Beijing Bontop Asset Management Co., Ltd
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE:

Z+T STUDIO

CHIEF DESIGNERS:

Dong Zhang, Ziying Tang

DESIGN TEAM:

Hongchao Liu, Jialin Zheng, Hua Zhao, Yanjie Fan, Chuan
Sun, Min Xu, Xin Liu

DESIGN PERIOD:

April ~ August, 2015

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD:

September, 2015 ~ May, 2016
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Nature shapes us, guides us, and in it we immerse
ourselves.... In this amazing, colorful and marvelous
world we explore, where space is granular, time
does not exist, and objects may not be anywhere....

— Seven Brief Lessons on Physics

1 Background

In recent years ever-evolving internet
technologies have made great changes

to traditional ways of life. Among these
changes, online shopping has gradually
replaced physical modes of consumption,
and with this the design of urban commercial
spaces are now facing new challenges and

opportunities.
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This project is located in the Wudaokou
commercial area, in Haidian District, Beijing.
The area is not far from a subway transfer
station with heavy passenger flow, and it has
long been a popular area for young students
and white-collar workers, as it is near to
Tsinghua University, Peking University, and
a large number of office complexes. The
U-Center Plaza is a narrow, hardscaped
space on the eastern side of a commercial
building, located between the building and
a bicycle parking shed. The client wanted to
promote the area as an active urban open
space that would improve the commercial
experience through a dynamic landmark

landscape.

2 Strategies

2.1 Design Theme

The areas to the west side and north
of the U-Center underwent a landscape
renovation a few years ago. Although
basic use requirements were met after
the renovation, the area did not become
a dynamic destination. Implementing
an overall theme in line with the site’s
characteristics and vision was the primary

design task.
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Limited by building code, fire regulations, 10, BRRELIFESNEIR
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and boundary setbacks, interstitial building 12 BESEE, FHHTR
space tends to be highly homogeneous. DREALERD
In response to the homogeneity of the 10. The fountain can be a

quiet reflection pool

building environment, designers often 11 Children playing with

use eye-catching forms to highlight the water
) ) . ) 12.  The site could be
uniqueness of their design. In this case, an open square for

however, relying on an exaggerated form \C,:)hrzl:n;rec‘:)luenvt:':s
would not help sustain the vitality of the shut off
site or show the peculiarity of the place.
Located in the heart of the Wudaokou
business district, the U-Center is often
called “the center of the universe,”
with the U in U-Center referring to the
universe. With time and space in mind, the
design concept of “Waiting for the Next Ten
Minutes” is reflected through dry fountains,
tree planters and bench seatings. The
end of the dry fountain and one of the
tree planters are located in a rotatable
platform. The rotatable platform moves
at a rate of 50 minutes, then the fountain
starts to spout. The rotatable platform will
move on, when the fountain stops. Visitors
who want to watch the fountain need to wait
for the next 10 minutes.

The theme is intended to convey a sense
of time passing and the cycle of the universe.

As individuals, our understanding of space

5 o K5
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and time in the scope of the universe is
extremely limited — merely from millimeters
to kilometers, from seconds to years. The
rotating platform set in the middle of the
site moves at a certain rate, measuring the

experience of 60 minutes in one space.

2.2 Space Flexibility

Maintaining a flexible space during
different seasons and business events
was another important consideration. To
increase flexibility of urban open space,
designers often choose open programming
to accommodate the possibility of various
activities. However, this design sought
to simulate various activities through
appropriate design while also avoiding
limiting the possibility of other activities.

Function and flexibility drove the design.
The 18-meter-diameter rotating platform
was slow enough to ensure pedestrians’
safe passage. On the west side of the site,
a series of planters were combined with
the benches, which would not obstruct the
fireescape and passage. On the east side,
seatings provided spaces for students to
practice their English, friends to meet and
chat at noon, and an evening audience
area. A shallow fountain in the center of
the site can be a quiet reflection pool, a
paddling pool, or an open square for winter
or commercial events. However, despite the
site’s simple landscape elements, trees,
benches and water, the design is not as

simple as it looks.

2.3 Public Participation

Compared with often low participation
in the design, here human participation was
both the starting point and the ultimate goal
of the design of the commercial space. In this
case, participation did not mean including
stakeholders in strategy development, but
rather to encourage the public to embrace
the vibrancy of the space.

The rotating ground forces people to

stop and observe. The gray and white bricks
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on the ground are staggered; some people
stop to put a foot on the moving platform,
watching their feet parting from each other
while others sit and watch the platform.
Someone hastily takes a photo to leave a
memento; someone who likes watching
fountain cannot help sighing for how short
the water spray lasts.

The design provides users with a

stage, making people the protagonist.

3 Discussions

3.1 Intuition and Rationality

Landscape architects often conduct
a detailed analysis of the site in the early
stages of a project, hoping to develop a
strategic and logical design approach.

It seems that geographical information
analysis presented as a mathematical
model will result in a clear design
intention. However, we do not believe that
logical reasoning is the only way to develop
a design. This is not meant to deny the
importance of site analysis, but rather that
an emphasis on rational analysis might
detract from the creativity engendered by
intuition.

The design of the U-Center Plaza was
a process of both intuition and rationality.
After a site visit and initial communication
with the client, the site characteristics
were cleared and the basic design vision
was established. For such a small urban
open space, logical deduction and spatial
analysis seemed to have lost their power;
no interesting concept could be generated
from such rational thinking. Rather, the
ultimate site concept was formed by
chance.

On the high-speed train ride from
Beijing back to Shanghai, the designers
questioned relationships between the
orderliness and persistence of time, and
the orientation and extensibility of space
in the universe. Integrating preliminary

intuition and the previous site research,
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the idea of the rotatable platform, referring
that the ever-rotating status of the universe,
was proposed. Specific technical principles,
including operation and maintenance costs
soon followed. After the concept plan was
approved by the client, design details,
including the size of the rotatable platform,
integration of the water features, design of
the underground garage roof, plant capping,
and paving were developed. While rational
thinking is one solution for the questions
mentioned above, the color choices, material
textures, and seating treatments were the

result of intuition.

3.2 Landscape Vocabulary

The vocabulary of landscape architecture
has not changed dramatically over time. It
has always revolved around elements such
as vegetation, soil, water, and structure.
Modern landscape architecture has derived
little benefit from modern technology.
The vocabulary of water foundations, for
example, has changed very little. During
the Renaissance period, gravity fountains
were introduced to Italian gardens based

on the use of water transferring by copper
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Someone takes a photo
to leave a memento of
this place

People sit on the benches
on the rotatable platform,
watching around while it
rotating
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pipes. After the Industrial Revolution, pumps

that used for agricultural irrigation made
fountains easier to construct. Today, new
technologies have produced new fountain
forms including dry fountains, music
fountains, interactive lighting fountains, and
jumping fountains. The bearing technology
used in the design of the rotating fountain
has been used in the creation of revolving

restaurants, amusement park equipment,

engineering machinery, and military radars

and tanks. There are many more modern
technologies that could be attempted,
explored, and applied in landscape
construction.

3.3 Sustainability
In China, urban open spaces such
as green parks and street squares are

considered public places, and are usually

operators believed that the landscape
maintenance cost would not produce
strong economic returns. Nevertheless,
not every project can survive on low
maintenance. One maintenance model
of small urban open space discussed for
the U-Center Plaza was the possibility

of adding private open space. The design
would create urban open space privately
operated and managed by the owner, yet
open to the public and integrated into the
surrounding context. As a commercial
investment, the client paid great
attention not only to the quality, but

also to the sustainability of the project.
Efficient communication and coordination
between the client and the landscape
architects ensured the development of

a quality outdoor public space. For this

project, moveable containers helped
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funded and maintained by the government. provide commercial services and revenue
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In the context of rapid urbanization, to cover maintenance and operation

o

projects often benefit to increased land
value and government attention, resulting
in abundant funds during construction
and a shortage of funds for long-term
operations and maintenance. Operations
and maintenance accompany the vast
majority of the lifecycle of a project, and
for a high-quality open space project,
long-term maintenance and management
are indispensable. With rapid real estate
development, public open space is
increasingly funded by developers. Once
the sale of the real estate has ended,
these open spaces are handed over to
public departments for management and
maintenance. Follow-up high maintenance
costs were not properly considered during
construction, and some of the open
spaces that performed well during early
construction phases quickly declined.

For urban open space, economic
sustainability was of greater significance
than ecological sustainability. In previous
projects, the maintenance cost was reduced

to be as low as possible because project

092

© KESW

o

VOLUME 4 /ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2016 SMIRIHE / EMLRE

costs.

Rational management and operation
is an important factor for the success
of the project, and worth considering as
an appropriate incentive mechanism for

other small Chinese urban open spaces.
4 Conclusion

Landscape architect James Corner
was told by his colleague, the landscape
historian John Dixon Hunt, during the
design process of the High Line that the
landscape was “haunted by undeniable
spirits, (wherein) the environment can
become landscape."m In other words,

a good design is one that triggers
people’'s imagination, one unlimited by
given form. How visitors receive a given
work, how they experience, understand,
value, and extend various interpretations
of the work will stimulate people’s
imaginations of time and space, like the
rotating fountain at the “center of the

universe.” Perhaps it is not important

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES

whether the designer’s intent be felt by the
audience, but that what the designer sees
does not necessarily need to be what the

audience sees. LAF
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Concept drawing of the
rotatable platform
Detail structure of the
rotatable platform

. The construction

process of the rotatable
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