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A year spent in Italy will leave just about anyone with a new view on – and perhaps even a new respect for – the idea of public space.  With its countless piazze, in as many different sizes and uses as one can imagine, Rome and other Italian cities demonstrate the great enhancement that public space can offer to any community, large or small.  A swift study of China will reveal rather quickly that the language, the people, the architecture, indeed the very country itself, differ much from Italy and the Western world.  It might be wondered then, could the Chinese idea of public space also differ so greatly from Western notions?  It is with this question in mind that this research paper will explore the Chinese idea of public space.

China, with the world’s second fastest growing economy and home to 1 in every 5 people on the planet
, is a country of rapid change.  Ideas on social concerns, architecture, and many other aspects of Chinese life have changed much in just the past few decades.  In the same way, Chinese perception of public space has change as well.  Just as with Italy, modern China has a much different idea of what public space is and the ways in which to use it.  Examining the Chinese idea of public space is not only an examination of different areas of China or different sizes of cities, but also requires a look at ideas of public space throughout China’s history.  In addition to studying both traditional as well as modern China, the influence of European urban design and architecture on the Chinese idea of public space must be considered as well.  These three areas each show unique attitudes on the subject in question, and all three are worthwhile areas to research.

Public Space in Traditional China

[image: image2.wmf]Private lives are private, and not meant to be lived out in the open, in the street, or in public spaces.  This attitude is one seemingly held by many Chinese, even in today’s more modern cities.
  The traditional attitude held by many Chinese was, and in some cases still is, quite influential on architecture and urban design.  Traditional Chinese homes are walled completely around their exteriors, with the walls extending completely around the property edge, right up to the street.
  Front porches, as in the American South, or overlooking balconies, as in Italian cities, are non-existent. The gateway to a property is the gateway to a traditional Chinese person’s life; a life that it not often lived as publicly as in Italy or other Western nations.

Because of this traditional view on public space, larger, more open spaces in traditional China are often at the interior of Chinese dwellings.  In the traditional hutong areas of Beijing, several homes cluster around a small, open interior space.  This courtyard is where many of the daily activities are carried out.  The space, although small and often cramped, is about as public as anywhere in the traditional hutongs.   Further south in Hong Kong and Kowloon, small interior space remains the norm in traditional China.  Clan villages consisting of multiple families of the same ancestral background built walled compounds in which to live.  Similar to the hutongs, these often heavily fortified villages had a central corridor or space that the homes opened inwards to.  The spaces in these clan villages was often more open than in the hutongs of Beijing, adding to a more public feel.  Also contributing was the larger number of families and individual dwellings contained within the compound walls.
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Continuing this idea of public space as more interior than exterior is the traditional Chinese temple compound.  Temples often had imposing exterior walls with larger, more elaborate entrances.  Within these temples, the space opens up, allowing worshipers to move about to the various points of veneration and contemplation.  Even today, crowds fill temples, both large and small in size.  Socialization often occurs within Chinese temples, the crowds of people mingling and conversing with one another.  Like churches and their large piazze in Italy, the temples of traditional China served as a public meeting space, albeit an interior one.

Gardens serve a somewhat smaller role as public space in traditional China, although they are much more public in modern China.  The interior gardens of Suzhou are virtually undetectable from the street, but once the gates are entered, an often-extensive maze of ponds, streams, buildings and green space opens up to the visitor.  In traditional China, it is likely these gardens were not as open to the public as they are today (and even more doubtful that they charged admission fees), but for those guests of the owner, it would have created quite a grand, social space indeed.
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Commerce leads to – even requires – interaction between individuals in any society, and the same holds true for traditional China.  Markets outside the city were where many people often went to buy and sell on a daily basis.  In traditional Italian cities, markets were often set up within already-public spaces, but it seems in traditional China that the public spaces and markets were often one and the same.  Differing from Western ideals as well, markets were often located outside the city rather than at its core.  Although this was largely for purely logistical reasons ​– markets smelled horrible at times – it did change the dynamic of a constantly-in-use, central public space.  Later on, the role of markets in modern Chinese ideas of public space will be examined, and it can be seen how their role is a much different one than in traditional China.

Commerce, and religion are not the only examples of public space and interaction in traditional China.  In fact, there are some examples of public spaces quite similar to those in Italy and the Western world.  Often, these examples are found in smaller Chinese cities, although it is harder to tell if the larger cities in traditional China would have had [image: image5.jpg]


similar public spaces as well.  In present day China, many smaller cities remain largely unchanged from their traditional states, where larger cities have often had their more traditional centers ripped out and replaced.
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In the small, central village of Cheung Chau island off of Hong Kong, there are several smaller, piazza-like spaces where the locals meet to sit and talk, much as they would centuries ago or even today in small Italian villages.  These spaces appear almost western in influence, and could possibly be especially with nearby Hong Kong and its western inhabitants.  In the canal-laden villages of Tongli and Zhouzhuang, near Suzhou in central China, public space is often not a carving out of city blocks as with Cheung Chau.  Instead, it is often only the meeting and slight widening of streets.  Similar to the Italian classification of a largo (literally “wide” in Italian), these spaces are a central focal point for the nearby residents, and have many of the same characteristics of a western neighborhood square.  And unlike Italian cities, these spaces are not formal or named specifically, but are much more natural, chance happenings within the urban fabric of smaller, traditional Chinese towns.  In addition to these spaces, more formal square-like spaces do exist, but less frequently in the smaller towns.
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European Influence on Chinese Public Space

Where public space in traditional China does exist, it often reminds the visitor of similar spaces in Italy and other European countries.  And in some Chinese cities, this is more than just a chance similarity.  Rather, this similar look, feel, and use are the direct result of European architecture and urban design influence.  Starting as far back as the founding of the silk roads and Marco Polo’s 13th century expedition, European nations have been interested in the possibilities of trade with China. Following the Opium War in the 1840’s, the Chinese were forced to secede land to England and other Western nations.  In addition to seceded lands of other Western nations, the Portuguese founded Macau, the first European settlement in East Asia, as a trading colony in the 16th century.
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Of all the cities in China, Macau was the first, and likely the most European influenced.  A visitor who has experienced Italian and other European cities will almost assuredly see the similarities of Macau.  With its arcaded streets, large central public spaces, and dense urban core, the Special Administrative Region of Macau is perhaps more traditionally European than Chinese.  Tourists and locals fill the streets with a mixture of western technology and Chinese culture, all beneath the 3 and 4-story buildings of a Mediterranean or Portuguese city.  The warm and humid climate lends to architecture similar to southern Spanish and Portuguese cities, and the large, open spaces in the city center are sided by café’s and commercial stores and seem crowded at almost any part of the day.  Macau’s trademark paving pattern of its central public spaces adds to the social atmosphere, making it an inviting space to spend time in, not simply a street to pass through from one destination to another.  This last element, even more than the others, gives Macau’s character a very European feel to it.

Of all the Opium War’s foreign concessions in China, the cities of Hong Kong and Shanghai are the most emblematic of a European city.  Hong Kong, a British territory until 1997
, was widely influenced by Western Europe.  Nowhere else is this more visible than in its economy when compared to mainland China, but the influence of England is also visible in its architecture.  Old Hong Kong is more difficult to find as the city is constantly and rapidly growing, and the influence of Europe on public space is more akin to urban space in a large European city, rather than a smaller, more traditional one as with Macau.  Tucked within the towering skyscrapers are moderately sized urban parks and spaces for lunch workers’ lunch breaks.  At night, the spaces become more deserted, similar to spaces in larger American cities, and do not continue with as much nighttime activity as in Italy.  The spaces seem more like concessions from the urban jungle for a little breathing room, rather than as communal spaces for social interaction.  More of this is seen in other large Chinese cities in modern China, but Hong Kong, unlike others, still manages to retain some public space for the use of all.

As “Let’s Go” travel guides point out, the skyline of The Bund in Shanghai “looks like the capital buildings of several European cities were all moved here and placed next to each other.”
  Indeed, the architecture of The Bund is distinctly European, and the rapidly growing Pudong area across the river is emblematic of many swiftly rising cities across the globe.  So too does the grand promenade along the Bund remind one somewhat of the boulevards of Europe.  Public space within the city of Shanghai, away from the river and the Bund, is more difficult to find as the city takes on many of the characteristics of both modern Chinese cities and their European counterparts.  Unlike Macau with its traditional European feel, Shanghai and Hong Kong were influenced by Europe several centuries later, and retain modern European characteristics rather than traditional ones.  But within that, they still have similar ideas on public space (or the modern lacking of the same) as with European cities.
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Less known than Hong Kong or Shanghai as a western influenced metropolis, the southern Chinese industrial city of Guangzhou has still been affected somewhat by European outsiders.  In a similar concession of the Opium War, foreign nations were given a specified area for trade in the southern part of Guangzhou, along the Pearl River.  Shamian Island, as the concession is called, quickly took on the characteristics of a European city: broad boulevards lined at the center with gardens and parks divide the rows of European looking buildings; a larger park at the island’s southern end on the river is busy with tourists, expatriates, and Chinese citizens alike.  Public space abounds throughout the island, in the form of parks as well as smaller squares.  The division between industrial Guangzhou and Shamian Island is not only physical (a small river separates the two) but can be seen in the architecture, urban design and use – indeed, existence at all – of public space within the city areas.

European influence on the Chinese idea of public space is not only a thing of the past, however; some modern Chinese cities are looking specifically to European cities for urban design inspiration and precedence.  In a residential development in Kowloon, an area outside of Hong Kong known for its often isolated, large residential apartment complexes, the designers attempted a different approach.  The development still contained several large apartment towers, but the developers modeled the interior public [image: image10.jpg]


space after smaller Italian towns.  Complete with a clock tower, commercial shops, and community venues, the development takes on the feel of an Italian village.  Public space proliferates within this development, and the space is well used by those that live in the surrounding towers.  Rather than have to travel outside their residential area, the residents have most of their basic needs accounted for within their development.  The development has been successful in its attempt at public space and amenities; a visitor might hope that other such developments would follow a similar pattern.

Modern China, in many ways, has changed dramatically from the China that existed just a century ago.  With the rise of the Cultural Revolution and Communism that followed, ideas about many aspects of the Chinese way of life changed.  In the same way, ideas about public space have changed as well.  Public space in modern China is often designed to suit a specific purpose, rather than general public use as with Campo dei Fiori in Rome for example.  Commercial spaces and ceremonial or governmental spaces occur throughout modern Chinese cities, but they are often only geared towards their specific tasks.  At some places there are spaces for general use, but they do not occur as often.  Modern China now not only has public spaces, but the ideas of how to use and adapt older, more traditional spaces has changed as well.

While much public space in Italy and western countries centers around a healthy commercial life, many public spaces in modern China rely almost solely on commercial enterprises.  Shopping malls in China, as in the United States, have large public spaces within them, but this space is reserved exclusively for the purpose of commercial activity.  A mandarin-speaking visitor would no doubt be able to translate the signs in a Nanjing shopping center to read “no loitering,” just as they would say in the United States.  Loitering – sometimes seemingly the only activity In an Italian piazza – is not an element of these modern Chinese spaces.  This, and the lack of residential buildings or floors above commercial establishments, changes the dynamic of Chinese public space.  Rather than use the space for social interaction, their use is often only to pause in-between errands or store trips.  In Nanjing, several massive shopping centers, each with their own internal public spaces, surround a larger outdoor space.  While this space seems more “public” than the interior spaces, even if just for the fact that it is outside of buildings, it still exists solely for commercial use.  But this space, and others in commercial establishments, do exist and do allow for some, if only a limited amount, of public interaction.

In addition to the purely commercial activity of shopping malls and centers, markets of a more traditional style exist as well.  While some specific market-only spaces do exist, such as the Jade Market in Hong Kong, these spaces are not as public as market-specific spaces and often occur within their own buildings (buildings that close entirely after hours, no less).  Street markets occur within many Chinese cities, and often night-markets set up in the evening thrive more so than their daytime counterparts.  These markets are not in designated public spaces; in fact they are often not in their own spaces at all, but rather simply fill up streets in neighborhoods from Hong Kong to Beijing.  The social interaction at these hastily built up street markets is intense and active from early morning until closing.  Although these markets are not public spaces in themselves, and the space disappears when the markets close, the interaction is not unlike a market in an Italian piazza, albeit in a more elongated layout.
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Aside from commercial spaces, modern Chinese governments have set up many new public spaces, many with a strictly anti-commercial feel to them.  In Nanjing, the public space at the Mausoleum of Sun Yat Sen is massive and continues up several hundred steps to the tomb at the top.  Although an admission fee and a bus ride out of town are required just to see this space, one cannot help but see the expansive crowds and spread out, well-maintained space as something not entirely unlike Piazza San Pietro fronting the Vatican in Europe.  In some ways, the two exist solely because of the buildings at their furthest ends.  No commercial use occurs (save for the crowding souvenir shops at both locations), no markets, and no lively nightlife are present, but both serve as large areas for the public to gather and hint at chances of social interaction.  A visitor to Nanjing might wonder what kind of possibilities could be in store for a space such as the Mausoleum if it were to occur within a large city like Nanjing, not on its outskirts.
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Temple spaces in modern Chinese cities serve much the same purpose as they would in traditional Chinese cities.  More are now open to the public than in the past, including formerly closed Buddhist, Daoist, and Taoist monasteries, and crowds fill them often with tourists and visitors alike.  As in the past, and similar to the memorial spaces, they are not true public spaces, but do offer some sense of public interaction.

No study of public space in China, or perhaps the world, would be complete without the world’s largest public square: Tiananmen Square in Beijing.
  Occupying the space of roughly 90 football fields, Tiananmen Square is truly the grandest public space in China.  Similar to Piazza del Popolo, Rome’s massive tributary space to the public at large, this space fronting the Forbidden City contains little or no commercial space around it.  The space exists quite basically as nothing more than space itself.  At its southern end lies the Mausoleum of Chairman Mao, founder of the Chinese Communist State, and the tall, obliesk-like Monument to the People’s Heroes at its center towers over the crowd.  At first glance this [image: image13.jpg]


seems like the greatest of any public spaces, but to many it is little more than a tourist attraction. The space, while it does allow for social interaction, has no facilities, no areas for sitting, and specifically prohibits much of what would be common in public spaces in Italy, including Piazza del Popolo.  Tiananmen square is public space at its largest, but perhaps not public space as it could be best used.  Still, one might say that public space such as this, even with its restricted usability, is still better than no public space at all.

While modern China has created new public spaces throughout the country, the ideas and uses of old public and semi-public spaces have changed as well.  The gardens of Suzhou are now largely open to the public.  The Forbidden City, long closed is now open to large crowds every day of the week, although these mostly consist of tourists as with the Mausoleum and other admission-based spaces.  These spaces, considered private have changed in to semi-public spaces in modern China.  The hutongs of Beijing have changed in their own way as well.  Courtyard space is smaller now than in the past, largely due to the expanding of homes within the hutongs.  But also, now parks and public gardens have opened in Beijing’s “back lakes” area, in and around what are some of the few remaining hutongs in the city.  These new public spaces operate much like those in small villages in Italy, and draw neighbors from their homes out into the public.  While the hutongs are often threatened by the city’s development, it could be hoped that this idea of smaller, community based public space is not threatened as well.
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Modern China in some places, such as the development in Kowloon or the Beijing hutongs, has seen the benefits of public space and the social interaction they can add to a crowded and sheltered community.  As a result, new public spaces are being built along with China’s rapidly expanding cities.  In Shanghai, the Xiantiandi shopping district is a revitalization of an older, traditional Chinese village.  The residential floors have been removed entirely and replaced with commercial development, and the new shopping district with its upscale restaurants and retailers is rapidly becoming the trendiest new shopping center in Shanghai.  New parks nearby enhance the visitor’s experience, although visitors are prohibited from walking on the grass, and benches are nowhere to be seen.  Like many newer spaces in modern China, the public space seems more as a centerpiece than one that is actually meant for the public benefit.

The emphasis on new public space and its benefits does not come without some negative aspects.  In early 2004, the Chinese government suspended all construction of public squares (along with large roadways) in cities across China.
  Many local leaders, wishing to leave a legacy and likely seeing Tiananmen Square as an example, began to demolish urban fabric and construct lavish public squares in their own towns and cities.  These leaders, unfortunately, were not building public space for the public’s common use, but rather as the centerpieces mentioned above.  This is perhaps not the best, nor a natural, use of public space.

Public space in China is at times both an oxymoron and a rapidly changing aspect of Chinese urban design.  In traditional China, public space was not at all seen in the same light as public space in Europe and western nations.  Life simply was not to be lived publicly, and urbanism in traditional China reflected that.  With the arrival of European colonization after the 16th century, European influence began to spread through many aspects of Chinese life, among these the ideas of public space in urban design.  Purely European cities clearly showed their imported idea of public space and other Chinese cities began to be influenced as well.  This European influence continues in Chinese urban design ideas even today, as China moves into the 21st century.  Modern China is a nation expanding and changing rapidly, adapting to outside influences.  Public space is moving more into the forefront of urban design consideration, although modern Chinese cities face the same problem as Western cities with regards to public space.  Over development, suburban sprawl, and dense urban fabric that springs up with no reference to the public realm or space is a problem not only in China.  China’s past tradition of public space is one quite different from that of Italy and other Western nations.  But as China catches up with the rest of the world in many aspects of life, so too is it starting to reflect Western ideas of public space, for better or for worse.
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