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The delicate work of Chi-
nese-born architect Zhao 
Yang is a staunch coun-
terpoint to the urban 
development booms and 
megalomaniacal proj-
ects that often character- 
ize contemporary Chinese 
architecture. Using local 
craftsmen and sustainable 
materials in rural places 
like Dali (in Yunnan, Chi-
na’s southernmost prov-
ince) and Tibet, Yang’s 
approach sits in tension 
with the hyperreal mon-
uments rising over old 
towns. The 32-year-old 
spoke with PIn–UP about 
his current project with 
Sanaa’s Kazuyo Sejima 
for the Rolex Mentor and 
Protégé arts Initiative, 
and his country’s chasing 
of the “Chinese dream.”

Paul Feigelfeld
What is the scope of your 
collaboration with Kazuyo 
Sejima?

Zhao Yang
We’ve been working 
together on a building 
called home-for-all, a 
small gathering space 
for local people affected 
by the 2011 tsunami. 
Located at a harbor fac-
ing the Pacific Ocean, it’s 
going to be used as a place 
for fishermen to meet and 
rest after returning from 
the sea. It can also be used 
as a temporary fish market 
and a place to hold events 
and festivals. Understand-
ing the fishermen’s life-
style and the climate of 
Japan’s Tohoku region 
is critical. Each time we 
travel to the site we dis-
cuss the project with the 
locals. Sejima guided me 
through the whole process 
of the project. She is very 
straightforward when giv-
ing her impressions about 
my design. She shows me 
the potential or the prob-
lems that I fail to notice 

by myself. For example, 
she will point out that the 
shape of an eave may be 
incompatible with the sur-
rounding landscape or 
push me to refine the over-
all plan until each corner 
feels right.

PF
What does it mean for you 
to work as an architect in 
China today? 

ZY
China is chasing an illu-
sion and its architecture 
serves this purpose. The 
power of illusion is so 
overwhelming that it feels 
more secure to live with 
illusion than with common 
sense. I need a sense of 
reality for my work; with-
out it I couldn’t make any 
judgment. Circumstances 
brought me to Tibet or 
Yunnan where I started to 
find small opportunities to 
relate my work to a tan-
gible social, cultural, and 
natural background.

PF
The expression “Chinese 
dream” has received 
considerable attention 
recently. how do this 
dream and what you call 
China’s illusion relate to 
each other? how are they 
manifest in architecture 
and urban development?

ZY
The Chinese dream is polit-
ical propaganda. It boasts  

all that is wonderful with-
out any practical mea-
surement, so the dream 
becomes the illusion. Con-
temporary China is ruled 
by a severely short-sighted 
materialism. People are 
driven for short-term rev-
enue but unfortunately 
architecture and cities are 
long-term investments. 
For contemporary China, 
architecture means no 
more than square meters 
or the equivalent in money 
or something entertain-
ing like an architectural  
Disneyland. The specula-
tion and practice of the 
discipline contribute very 
little significance to real-
life experiences. 

PF
In contemporary-art dis-
courses, there is often the 
quest for something cul-
turally authentic, a “Chine-
seness.” are you an archi-
tect living and working in 
China, or are you a Chinese 
architect? 

ZY
Culturally, I am Chinese.  
I feel there is a contempo-
rary China, which is dom-
inant but culturally not 
very Chinese, and there is 
a latent China, which is old 
and mature and confident 
but is hidden somewhere 
beneath. I feel I belong to 
the latter, but have to live 
with the former. “Chinese-
ness” sounds to me a little 
decorative.

PF
The West often can’t resist 
the assumed exotic “oth-
erness” of China, and 
in doing so projects an 
obscuring rather than an 
illuminating image onto it.
 

ZY
This “otherness” is indeed 
pathetic. It originated 
from the more-than-30-
year lack of confidence 
and patience. We need 
patience to discover our-
selves and find the latent 
China, which I would say 
is still something unknown 
to most Westerners. Then 
we need the confidence to 
reconstruct an order for 
our own life. and then we 
can act from within and 
won’t be misunderstood. 
I spent my childhood in a 
courtyard house in a small 
old town in hilly Chongqing. 
The whole intricate spa-
tial and social structure 
of that Chinese vernacu-
lar environment taught me 
all the basics of being Chi-
nese. Of course I admire 
and have been influenced 
by many people, both in 
real life and in history. 
The encounter with these 
remarkable individuals 
inspires me to discover 
my own roots and nature, 
and to try to be coher-
ent between what I do 
and who I am. What I call 
“latent China” is very old, 
and it actually matured a 
long time ago. Like an old 
man, it has seen this world 

too much and doesn’t want 
to be disturbed. however, 
contemporary China has 
nothing but a wild energy 
of transformation. The 
friction between the latent 
and the contemporary is a 
rivalry between the most 
cultured and the most bar-
baric. The old, wise and 
elegant has to tame the 
young, ignorant and dis-
ordered, at least to try to 
prevent the latter from kill-
ing itself.

PF
Will you continue to chal-
lenge the standard in Chi-
nese architecture?

ZY
When I graduated from 
harvard’s GSD last sum-
mer, I moved back and 
temporarily based my 
office in Dali with a team 
of four colleagues and 
several interns. Besides 
the home-for-all project in 
Japan with Sejima, we’re 
working on three proj-
ects in Dali. Perhaps this 
combination of projects 
explains our expectations 
for the near future. We like 
Dali, which is developing 
quickly but is not dictated 
by a senseless master 
plan, as is the case with 
most Chinese cities, espe-
cially new urban develop-
ments. Besides, Dali pre-
serves a good balance 
between the urban and 
the rural, the artificial and 
the natural, which for me 
serves as an interesting 
frontier of Chinese urban-
ization. at the same time, 
we will carefully choose to 
do projects in other places 
and cultures. In Japan or 
Tibet, although our proj-
ects are tiny, we enjoy 
the process of building up 
a rich understanding of a 
place and its people, then 
providing something that 
looks as if it grew there 
naturally.
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