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A Living Monument for a Rootless City

By Weiqian Liu

Submitted to the Department of Architecture on January 19th, 2017,
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Architecture

Abstract

The Chinese city of Shenzhen has transformed from
a small village to a megacity in just three decades
due to the nation's economic policies. Despite its
economic success, the city struggles with a lack of
identity. In this thesis, monumentality is used as an
analytical and design tool to address the city's root-
lessness. Defining Shenzhen as a city of immigrants,
this thesis proposes to build an urban monument
for the immigrants. In addition to its symbolic
meaning, the monument is an excuse for preserving
a preeminent Urban Village in the Shenzhen Central
Business District. Urban Village is essentially urban
slums that accommodate thousands of low-income
migrant workers. It carries much of the immigrants'
memories about the city and exhibits a strong life
vibrancy. By analyzing the prevailing mode of Urban
Renewal in Shenzhen, this thesis focuses on how
the new building satisfies the different groups of
interest. The design contains a strong Janus-faced
nature to respond to different parties'requests and
the specific site conditions. As a result, a living mon-
ument for thousands of migrant workers is made as
the city's true memory.

Thesis Superviser:

Mark Jarzombek
Professor of the History and Theory of Architecture
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Chapter 1
Shenzhen - A Rootless City
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Oftentimes when people introduce Chinese
City Shenzhen, they like to call it a modern mir-
acle of how a small fishing village in Southeast
China has been transformed into a megacity
within only three decades. And that is true.

Since the founding of PRC, Planned Economy
has been the core of the government's policies,
and it stifled economic growth. In the late nine-
teen seventies, Mao passed away, and Deng
came to power. The country began to switch
over to Market Economy. Deng chose Shen-
zhen as the Special Economic Zone to test out
the new policy.

Since then, among much controversy, Shen-
zhen has been growing up at a rapid pace.
Modern high-rise, stock market, commercial
housing and MacDonald's started to appear in
Shenzhen. Behind them are not only the eco-
nomic success but also the city's adventurous
spirit.

The subject of the city's success are the numer

ous immigrant workers. They are from different
places in China, working in different industries.
Like that America is a nation of immigrants,
Shenzhen is a city of immigrants. Today, over
70% of people living in Shenzhen are immi-
grants.

Such character made Shenzhen different from
other Chinese cities. For example, in 2012,
Chinese Internet had a brief turmoil. While
citizens in Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou
sent posters against immigrants to their cities
for that they take up much public resources,
Shenzhen declared a much welcoming attitude
to immigrants. "Come to Shenzhen; become
Shenzhen".

Behind all these glamorous stories, however,
the city has an intrinsic problem of its rootless-
ness. For a city with little history, Shenzhen has
not really found its unique identity culturally
and socially. Such rootlessness can be seen
from the city's landmarks. Here, let's look at
three.
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The first is Shenzhen Civic Center, which is
essentially the city government. Built in 2002,
it is located at the very core of the CBD, at the
intersection of two artificial axis. Aiming to be
the first un-walled government in China, its
monumentality is achieved mostly through its
horizontality that contrasts with the surround-
ing high-rises. It is obviously extravagant.
And Unlike Beijing or Shanghai which can
use historical references, the building's highly
abstract form again reflects the city's lack of
history.

The second one is Plaza of Deng's Portrait.
As mentioned before, Deng became China's
actual leader after Mao, and he led the eco-
nomic reform. Therefore, Shenzhen people
always have the gratitude for him. This plaza
featuring Deng's billboard is a famous tour-
ist place in Shenzhen. The imagine on the
billboard has changed a few times, but has
always been Deng's face in front of Shenzhen's
updated skyline with his quote.

The third one is Window of the World, which

is a theme park that features with copied
monumental buildings around the world. Built
in the early nineteen nineties, this theme park
has over fifty miniatured monuments, as an
ambition for Shenzhen to embrace the world.

In fact, this theme park is a representative of
the city's copycat culture in many industries.
Dafen, a place in Shenzhen where you can find
hundreds of small workshops that produce
fake famous paintings; Huaqiangbei, the big-
gest market of counterfeit electronic products;
Portofino, the most high-end real estate in the
city that mimics western countryside living,
are good examples of such copycat culture.

Here, monumentality is an analytical and
design tool I use to understand and ad-
dress the city's rootlessness. Monumentality
is different because it shows the collective
idea of the society to memorize and praise
one thing. Like Giedion said, "monumentality
derives from the eternal need of the people to
own symbols which reveal their inner life, their
actions and their social conceptions."
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Chapter 2
Urban Village - An Emerging Memory
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My thesis proposes to build a monument for
immigrants in the city of Shenzhen, a mon-
ument that memorizes and praises the city's
openness to immigrants.

To maximize the its meaning to the immi-
grants, the monument will be placed in an ur-
ban village. Urban Villages, or called "Villages in
City" are a unique phenomenon in Shenzhen.
It was originally small houses farmers built on
their own farm lands to house the immigrant
workers while the city was just opened up in
the 80s. After so many years, these houses are
surrounded by high-rises and became almost
urban slums.

Currently, urban villages house many low-in-
come immigrant workers. Although the living
environment is poor, urban villages contains
strong vibrance. Oftentimes, urban villages
would be torn down to redeveloped into new

complex. The immigrant workers will be kicked
out, and the collective memories about this
place will be gone.

I think, urban villages are a special evidence
to the city's short history. Its value to the city
has not been fully realized and itself should
be preserved. The exact site I chose is Gangxia
Village, which located right in the CBD, and is
called "the last standing urban village in CBD"
Without exaggeration, this urban village would
be wiped down and redeveloped at any time
for its precious land value.

My basic design strategy is to invent a mech-
anism to use this monument as an excuse to
avoid the prevailing financial mode in urban
renewal. Therefore, this Urban Village would be
kept, and new intervention can serve different
groups of people.
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Chapter 3
A Multifaceted Monument
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Overall Strategy

1) Currently, the west side of the site is a gated community of lowrise built in the late 1990s in dilapi-
dated condition. The first step is to demolish these under-utilized buildings.

2) Instead of adopting the conventional mode (podium as the commercial and the tower as the res-
idential), the two parts are flipped. By doing so, the new residents will be living on the same ground
with the people in the urban village.
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The Podium

1) The podium is cut out at two locations to extend the existing streets in the urban village and to form
two plazas.

2) The outer part of the podium is a spacious co-work space for mostly start-ups. The inner part is a
series of low-rise residentials with walled gardens. Currently, Shenzhen government tries to introduce
well-educated elites to the city. These residential will be part of the government's social housing proj-
ect for the elites.
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Layers

Monument Service

The primary focus of this thesis is given to the slab building, which contains several layers.
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The Monument

The actual monument is at the most outer side facing an urban park. Being
at a highly visible location, the monument is a pure white marble billboard.
It blocks the views looking into the chaotic urban village. To emphasize its
purity, the bottom part is the glass facade reflecting the blue sky, which
makes the white billboard almost a mirage.
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Behind the monument hides a gagantic retractable robotic arm. Every month, the robotic arm will
swings to the front side, and engrave the names of ten outstanding immigrant workers selected by the
city government.
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Since each of the names is very small, from far distance they will not affect the overall reading of the
monument's purity. The billboard has enough space for 12, 000 names, or for one hundred years.
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Living

The inner side of the building are a series of different public programs serv-
ing mostly the residents in the urban village. The bottom parts are large
programs like cinemas and theaters; and the upper parts are commercial. By
exposing the circulations of people and the billboards to the urban village,
this side exhibits the chaotic and vibrant living atmosphere.
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Public programs

Art Museum

Skate Park

Theater
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Movie Cinema

Swimming Pool

A

Museum of Immigrants



Circulation

Stairs and CorridorsVertical Streets

Primary Elevators Service
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The Villas

Currently, Shenzhen has a huge housing bubble. It has the highest housing
price among all Chinese cities. At the same time, real estate developers are
reluctant to take on social housing projects for its low profits. In this project,
a series of villas mimicing western living style with a tilted park is added on
top of the building to motivate the developers to participate.
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r V
The Tilted Park

While the tilted park blocks the residents'views into the urban village, the
backside of it is a large LED display. At night, the LED will play TV programs
for the urban village residents, which fits their living style. In this way, the
rich pepole's western villas and tilted park become the poor people's enter-
tainment.
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The Service Cores

Between the monument side and the living side is massive steel frame struc-
ture. Within the structure are a series of cores and service space (restrooms
and storage). Some of the service spaces have an accesible rooftop, and
they could easily be occupied by the urban villagers for casual activities like
group dancing or playing poker.

At night, while the marble billboard is being used to project propaganda
images, the lower part of the facade becomes the poor people's playground
and stage.
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The accessible roof top of service spaces
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People's casual activity happening in these hidden spaces
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