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Though 32-year-old Chinese architect Yang Zhao just 
graduated from Harvard’s Graduate School of Design 
last year, he’s already making headlines. As the first archi-
tecture winner of the Rolex Mentor and Protégé Arts 
Initiative, Zhao has been collaborating with the project’s 
debut mentor, Kazuyo Sejima of SANAA, while also run-
ning his own three-person studio in Dali, a rural town 
located in China’s Yunnan province. Zhao’s approach 
to the business is the opposite of most Chinese archi-
tects, who choose to work in big cities like Shanghai and 
Shenzhen. Mass Studies principal Minsuk Cho, who nomi-
nated Zhao for the Rolex program, hails Zhao for his holis-
tic, local-minded take on architecture. “He’s not interested 
in building dazzling structures that have no connection to 
their surroundings,” Cho says. “On the contrary, each of 
his projects is acutely sensitive to its social and environ-
mental context.”

Did you ever have an a-ha moment, when you discov-
ered that you wanted to be an architect?

Like every preteen, I was wondering: What am I going to 
study in college? Then I happened to watch a TV interview 
with I.M. Pei. This kind of program was very rare in China, 
and I was really lucky to have watched it. It helped me make 
my decision.

What was it about I.M. Pei that fascinated you?

I didn’t really know the profession at all. In I.M. Pei, I could 
feel the joy of creation. I wasn’t aware of what, exactly, cre-
ation is about. I was working on math and physics in high 
school. It was very far away from me at that time.

Did growing up in China influence the approach to archi-
tecture you’ve taken?

Yes. I especially feel that way since graduating from Harvard. 
I feel that Ciqikou, the small town I lived in for six years as 
a child, had a huge impact on my intuition and understand-
ing of what architecture should be. Its rural topography, its 

natural buildings—China felt like 
that 20, 30 years ago. It was more 
immaculate. Everything was 
much more natural at that time, 
and because of this, people had to 
find really smart ways to deal with 
nature. 

What defines the architecture in 
Ciqikou?

In Ciqikou, the profile of 
things is so dramatic. The archi-
tecture there is completely dif-
ferent from what I’ve learned 
about Western or European 
architecture. It’s not object-

like. It’s all about how to create an environment, how 
to deal with problems, how to make a relationship with 
nature. In my mind, I don’t really experience object-
making. Frame is what I’m interested in. And also how 
to introduce aspects of nature into built environments, 
to always have a glimpse of nature in a building. I think 
that’s very important.

What was it like to leave China for Harvard?

The two years I spent at Harvard were really valuable and 
really intense. There was so much information I had to 
digest. The first semester, I was in a hard-core parametric 
studio taught by a German teacher, Achim Menges. I just 
wanted to try it. I wondered, “Why are they so interested 
in this kind of thing?” It was very tough. The first day I got 
into that studio, I felt that maybe I had made a big mistake, 
but during the process, the huge pain I had to endure, it led 
to something really different from what Achim would have 
imagined. Harvard introduced me to the whole scope of 
European culture, Western culture, North American cul-
ture, and that was really important. As an architect in China, 
I can’t avoid being influenced by what’s outside of China. 

After Harvard, did you move straight back to China?

Yes, immediately. After one year of studying, I had a three-
month vacation of travel and was introduced by a friend to 
Dali, where I now live. It’s quite remote from central China 
or the big cities. It’s a beautiful place. It’s famous for its vil-
lages, and the weather is always nice. The climate is not 
as extreme as it is in Beijing, especially nowadays. When I 
got here, I got the feeling this was the best place to practice 
architecture that’s quite different.

What attracted you to the region? 

Well, first off, if you look at architects in China’s major cit-
ies, what they can get are almost all commercial and gov-
ernment-development projects—a fancy opera house or 
a bridge to nowhere, all according to a ridiculous master 
plan that doesn’t really make any sense. In Beijing, I’d have 
to do these kinds of projects because it’s the only way to 

survive there. What I’ve found in Dali, though, because it’s 
remote, is that the influence of that system is much weaker. 
Although we don’t have an ideal society—a society with 
democracy, like what you can have in Western countries—
at least common sense is recognized here.

You were recently chosen as the first architecture win-
ner in the Rolex Mentor and Protégé Arts Initiative. 
How did you find out?

Oh my God, that email. When I got that email, I thought, 
“This is not possible. They are going to select one architect.” 
I applied with very little hope. I gave them all my plans and 
explained my intentions. In that email, they explained how 
this program was going to work—that the winner would 
work with Kazuyo Sejima, who I’d always admired. After 
that, I went for an interview, and then they told me I got 
selected as one of the finalists. That was a very big surprise. I 
thought, “At least it’s a free trip to Japan.” I went there with 
the two other finalists, and we met with Sejima. I showed 
her what I was doing in Dali, and she seemed very interested. 
That’s when I thought that there might be some hope. After 
two weeks, they told me I won. I thought it was like fate, like 
destiny. It was like a message from somewhere above say-
ing, “You’re doing the right thing. Be confident.” What I’ve 
chosen to do is quite rare, and this is a real encouragement.

Is there an architect other than Kazuyo you admire?

Oh, there are many. One of the guys who influenced me most 
is Alexandre Chemetoff. He said at a lecture at Harvard that 
he decided to practice architecture freely, in a way that’s 
open to the world. This seems very attractive to me. I really 
don’t think it matters in architecture what we can take from 
history, schools, previous styles, or aesthetics. I know this 

sounds very abstract, but when 
he talked about his practice—his 
way—it was very inspiring. 

How would you describe your 
approach?

Instead of making buildings, I 
would say that I’m making places. I 
think this is very important: to not 
differentiate a wall from the exte-
rior pavement. They should work 
together to provide a sensation. 

Do you think all architects have a responsibility to con-
sider nature as you do?

I think architecture is formed by whatever is not architec-
ture. When architects are aware of this, they will learn to 
respect the world, not just create big eccentric things show-
ing what we’re capable of. What we need is not very hard to 
understand if architects start to give up showing off archi-
tecture as a discipline. Interview by Spencer Bailey 

Mass Studies 
principal Minsuk 
Cho recognizes 
the keen sense 
of place that un-
derlies the subtle, 
anti-monumental 
work of this  
young architect.

A model for a private residence in Dali, China. (oppoSite, top 

to bottoM) the Niyang River Visitor Center in Linchi, tibet, 
completed in 2009. An interior view of the Niyang River project. 
Yang Zhao in tokyo. portrait: Hideki Shiozawa.
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