
MP-80.01
Building Area: (sf)
6555 sqft (pavilion)
6.7 acres (park)

Cost per Square Foot: 
Withheld

Construction Cost
Withheld

Date of Completion:
2021

Program Summary:
A biodiverse community park with pavilions, gardens, and walking 
paths, anchoring a new multigenerational housing development in 
Beijing.
Program Statement:
In May 2020, our firm designed an urban park in Beijing as the focal 
point and unifying element of a new development for multi-
generational living and learning. The site is encircled by senior living 
facilities and an early learning center for children. The park and 
pavilion cater to young and old alike, with a small playground, open 
lawns, a meditation garden, a “singing wall,” and recreation trails. 
The pavilion houses special events and additional classroom spaces 
for adult continuing education and kindergarten field trips.

Designing a project in China at the height of the pandemic provided 
unique challenges and opportunities. On the one hand, our team was 
unable to visit the site and had to rely on photographs, surveys, and 
collaboration with Chinese partners to develop the vision. On the 
other hand, the speed of the Chinese construction industry allowed 
us to realize this project on a timeline unheard-of in the US. We 
delivered design development-level bridging documents at the end of 
August 2020, and construction was complete within a year. 

To deepen bilingual communication and to access traditional 
“painterly” approaches to Chinese landscape design, a more poetic 
narrative was developed and shared between architect and client as 
a companion to standard visual and written communication during 
the design process. Throughout our award submittal, excerpts of this 
narrative supplement more prosaic descriptions.



MP-80.02
Two Paths

The park is organized by two 
overlapping loop paths, one wider 
and more public, one narrow and 
meditative. Outdoor rooms housing 
spaces for various activities are 
created between the two braided 
paths. The botanical nature of the 
planting plan and rolling topography 
creates interest and variation in the 
outdoor spaces with native species 
dictating the character of each 
outdoor room.
_______________________

Where to begin? Principles of feng 
shui guide the first actions: “Turn to 
the southwest, avoid the northeast.” 
Block “evil” forces, like cars, traffic, 
noise. If the land is too flat, create 
land form to activate good forces 
that run through the earth in streams 
and currents. Plant the forest for its 
ecological function, preventing water 
runoff and soil erosion, and to gather 
qi, the universal energy and material. 



MP-80.03
The Chinese Garden

Chinese gardens are typically 
designed as spaces for quiet 
contemplation that unfold in a 
sequence of carefully composed 
views, often traditionally enjoyed by 
scholars, poets, and other rarified 
figures searching for a retreat from 
city life. For this park, the garden is 
interpreted as a place where 
architecture is inseparable from 
landscape, where inside is 
connected to outside, where nature 
is continuous and flowing. Pavilion 
space, sensory paths, community 
gathering spaces, and quiet places 
of contemplation are all integrated 
with nature. 
_______________________

This park, with its twin paths 
converging and programmed areas 
for both small children and the 
elderly, embraces togetherness and 
family. The overall form is that of the 
double-bodied gourd, emblem of the 
other world and the immortals. This 
is meant to embed the message and 
meaning of health with longevity and 
good luck. In the garden, even the 
cyclical idea of life in death is 
positive, with autumn implying 
spring. Gardens with nature at their 
core are “havens of inner strength” 
where a human can harmonize with 
the inevitable passage of the 
seasons while the beauty of the 
physical world relieves the struggles 
of everyday life. There is something 
inherently hopeful about a garden.



MP-80.04
Concepts and Structures

Early vignettes of the project were 
delivered in a hybrid format of hand 
and digital drawing, a nod to 
Chinese traditions of landscape 
representation. 
_______________________

Gardens in China are conceived as 
a form of architecture, and Chinese 
gardens always include buildings. 
There is a saying that once a place 
has a ting, a freestanding open sided 
platform, we can call it a garden. In 
this park, we also have a tang, our 
reception hall, and a zhai, our study 
or studio. These pavilions work in 
concert with the land and are 
arranged so that the elements 
respect the ideal of natural 
irregularity. 



MP-80.05
Building in the Garden

The main pavilion links earth and 
sky, with a distincitve roof form and 
strong horizontal datum. 
_______________________

A garden is at base a work of nature, 
and as such should conceal signs of 
the artificial. Its builder should avoid 
the obvious, and seek the unusual 
and unexpected, with a diversity of 
views not all to be discovered at 
once. Buildings are partly hidden by 
trees, with sequestered places. The 
landscape is meant to be 
experiential and scenographic, to be 
explored and discovered, to be 
spontaneous and uncontrived. 
Emphasis on meandering through a 
maze of complex and continuous 
surprises is common to Chinese 
gardens and intended here. 



MP-80.06
Paths & Berms

Gently sloping berms and mounds 
create thresholds and moments of 
discovery as visitors move along the 
intersecting paths, extending the 
limited space of this urban park into 
a more expansive experience.
_______________________

The tradition and approach to 
gardens grows from the Taoist view 
of the person, not as the measure of 
all things, or ultimate source of value 
as in Western philosophy, but as an 
inseparable part of the universe. 
According to Taoist beliefs, while the 
person is a crucial component of all 
things, he or she is advised to follow 
the flow of nature’s rhythms. 



MP-80.07
Building and Landscape

Elements such as shelters, benches, 
and bridges are nestled into planted 
areas, knitting architecture with 
landscape. In keeping with traditional 
Chinese garden pavilions, all 
structures are raised slightly above 
surrounding grade to create a 
dialogue between moments of 
activity in the open landscape and 
moments of repose in the shelter of 
structures at the landscape’s edge.
_______________________

Buildings and structures are not 
conceived as above the landscape 
or separate from the landscape, but 
as integral to the systems of nature. 
One can hardly overstate the 
importance of this perspective in our 
era of climate change and disruption.



MP-80.08
Contours and Layers

Planting was designed with an 
architect’s eye for urban space, 
generating unfolding cinematic 
sequences of space. 
_______________________

As this new garden is built, it is wise 
to embrace the advice of the 17th 
century scholar Qi Biaojia, who 
wrote “In general where there is too 
much space I put a thing; where it is 
too crowded I take away a thing; 
where things cluster together I 
spread them out; where the 
arrangement is too diffuse I tighten it 
a bit; where it is too difficult to walk I 
level it out; and where it is level I 
introduce a little unevenness.”



MP-80.09
Planting Across Seasons

Trees in the park were selected for 
their long blooming and flowering 
seasons – a show of color from early 
Spring until late Fall. This diagram 
shows the blooming schedule for all 
trees in the park, describing the 
character of the landscape 
throughout the seasons. Below, 
selected tree species are rendered 
to compare height and relationship 
to ground. 
_______________________

In no other cultural tradition has 
nature played a more important role 
in the arts than in China. With nature 
as root and common ground, 
landscape gardening can be 
understood and appreciated as a 
kind of landscape painting. 



MP-80.10
Defining Outdoor Rooms

Carefully placed plantings - in 
groups, in lines, and as individuals -
define outdoor rooms, paths, and 
moments of focus. 
_______________________

Taoism guides the design of this 
garden, which grows out of an 
intuitive, contradictory approach: to 
gain you must yield; to grasp, let go; 
to win, lose. This is the idea of wu 
wei, or non-action, or at least no idea 
that is contrary to nature. This park, 
in keeping with Chinese garden 
design principles, reflects the 
principle of wu wei because all its 
elements are designed to flow with 
the soft interconnected forms and 
curves of nature. In the garden, 
which will be home to many elders 
on a daily basis, wu wei can also be 
appreciated as justification for 
retiring or retreating from society into 
a more passive state.



MP-80.11
A Garden for the Senses

Near the garden entry of the 
adjacent Early Learning Center, an 
edible garden offers a place rich in 
sensory experiences and tactile 
details, balancing large urban-scale 
gestures with close-up experiences.
_______________________

Enjoyment of a garden is both 
contemplative and active, scholarly 
and sensuous, to make the most of 
the everyday. The park is a place for 
receptive and intuitive knowledge, to 
release the creative imagination 
through the senses rather than the 
mind. Through exploration there are 
layers of meaning to be discovered 
in the shade and shadows, in the call 
of birds, circling the sky above, 
tracking the light, flying to roost in 
trees at evening time.



MP-80.12
Construction Coordination

Construction of the park occurred on 
a timeline astonishingly fast 
compared to US standards. Low 
permitting barriers and a building 
industry accustomed to rapid 
turnarounds coalesced in project 
completion in little over 6 months. 
Skilled concrete and paving 
subcontractors helped to realize the 
built features on tight timelines 
coordinated around landscape 
plantings. Thanks to nursery grown 
trees much larger than those in the 
US, the newly-planted landscape felt 
strikingly mature. 
_______________________

The park’s ambition is to be nature 
improved: we shape the ground, we 
build, we plant. Thus, the garden 
begins to grow. The Yuan Ye, the 
17th century work on the craft of 
gardens, advises to follow nature’s 
plan but do not forget that it will be 
executed by human hands. A garden 
can never be really finished. It will 
take some time. 



MP-80.13
A Walk In The Park

In the hyper-urban context of the 
megacity, the park offers an escape 
from urban life for young and old 
alike.
_______________________

Gardens have spiritual dimensions 
as microcosms of the natural world. 
Two wise human beings from 
distinctly different cultures spoke in 
this regard. The Prophet Mohammed 
said that going to the garden you are 
not going into nature, you yourself 
are nature and going into gardens 
reminds you of that. Closer to our 
time and place, Emperor Qianlong 
spoke of gardens as “refreshment for 
the heart” and sought a place in 
which he could stroll, look around 
and relax his heart, observing that “if 
he has a suitable place for this it will 
refresh his mind and regulate his 
emotions”. In a world that is “too 
much with us”, this park aspires to 
be a place apart as well as the place 
to be.
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