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A new kind of street in Shanghai 

STEPHEN STIMSON 
How modem New England looks 

A DEATH -HUNGRY BUG 
Danger h>r the bury1ng beetle 

FORESTRY AND DESTINY 
America and the sum of its trees 
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HE GUBEI PEDESTRIAN PROMENADE 
SLICES THROUGH WHAT WAS A VAST AND 
FORGETI ABLE CANYON OF APARTMENTS 
in western Shanghai with a half. mile stretch of relative tran· 
quility. an oasis in this hyperdense city of t8 million people. 
All around the promenade are till towers that house foreign 
professionals and their families, and these are m any of the 
people you see in the street. relaxing or talking by fotmtains 
and garden nooks, cycling. Rollerblading. or practicing Tai Chi. 
It is a remarkable space am id Shanghai's unbridled growth, not 
le-•st beeause its designer. SWA, has helped to break the spell 
of classical European revival designs d>at officials have for so 
long fow1d appealing and has demonstrated how sustainable 
infrastructure in crowded Chinese cities might look. 

W<e so many parts of urban China. the Gubei neighborhood is 
fairly new. Shanghai's govenunent first set it up in the 198os 
to house the expatriates who would be coming to work in a 
nearby •economic technological development zone," one of 14 
such zones set up to accelerate growth in China (d1ere are now 
about 50 of them). Gubei covers more than rso acres in the 
Chang11ing District Until d1e 198os. Changning was m ainly 
agrictdturalland with a few low-rise colonial villas. Govern· 
ment officials saw the area as prime residential real estate 
and a natural place to expand Shanghai's traditional "upper 
quarter," the French Concession, where foreigners, wealthy 
Shanghainese. and high-level Communist Party officials Jived 
in villas witll walled gardens. 

In 1986. the Shanghai governm ent fonned a public- private 
joint venture to coordinate Gubei's developm ent Its first phase 
housed a huge number of expatriates-m ainly from japan, 
Korea. Hong Kong. and Taiwan (hence the nicknames "little 
Tokyo" and "Little Taipei"), and also from dte West- in more 
than so acres of h igh-rise luxury towers and single-family ~ 
garden houses. ~ 

T he architecture of this fi rst phase was Western European 
and neoclassical, a style d>at was poptdar in China during d1e 
r98os and I990s. Leaders of the Changn.ing District bad de· 
cided that the buildings and gardens for Gubei should follow 
this expensive. ersatz ''Con tinental European Classic Style.'' 
Although contemporary landscape designs could be found in 
smne areas of Shanghai, and in other Chinese cities .. Gubei's 
developer-the Shanghai Gubei Group Corporation-carried 
the neoclassical design language into d1e second phase of d1e 
project in the late t990s. T he Phase Two design brief was for a 
traditional European-style promenade to serve as the shopping 
and recreational center for Gubei. 

But the developer grew frustrated in its seard1 for a landscape 
~ architect, which was an invitation-only a f!il ir. By 2005, it had 
~ invited four different design firms from Europe and Singapore 
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OPPOSITE TOP 
Before the promenade 
the sp&.ce wa.~ barren. 

OPPOSITE BOTTOM 
Bold design geometry is 
illterwoven with g••een 
Infrastructure. 

ABOVE 
A bridge crosses the 
constructed waterway 
&nd a vegetated 
b;oswale. 

lEFT 
Seat walls givE> locals 
a place to relax. 

lANOSCAPEARCKITECTURE MAGAZINE DEC Ul12/57 



·• 

PARK 
RESTAURANT 
PROMENADE 

< .... 
z 
' N 
I 
c: 

"' 0 
:p 
0 

to formulate master plans, but none proved satisfactory. Tess 
Pan , who was the representative for the developer at the time. 
says the fourth rejected landscape master plan was too static. 
complicated. and overdesigned. 

Fin all)'. because of a brief previous encounter with SWA, tl1e 
developer invited the firm to propose a concept The formal 
brief was the salne, for a classical European linear park that 
would be consistent with the style of Phase One. 

Ying-Yu Hung, AS LA; GerdoAquino, FASLA;and Kui-Chi Ma 
of SWA in Los Angeles flew to Shanghai to meet the prospective 
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client In the initial meeting, the team leamed that tl1e developer 
wanted an exciting outdoor setting along the promenade and 
that it had a dear program for eacl1 of the three blocl<s: From 
east to west. there would be a luxury retail zone, a cen tral public 
space, and a restaurant zone. SWA would also have to make 
room for emergency vehicles along the pedestrian corridor. 
(The space was originally planned as a vehicular road but re­
conceived as a pedestrian corridor before Phase Two.) 

During d1e short. single week the designers had to work up their 
proposal, d1ey dug into research and design exploration, hoping 
to secure the contract before they went back to their office in Los 
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Angeles. Hung was the principal designerfortheproject. Diplo­
macy. she realized. would be essential if SWA W"dS to propose 
stretching the given design parameters in ways that would still 
satisfY the developer's needs. The team decided to educate the 
client about fu.<ring the strengths of both traditional French and 
modem design grammar seen in Paris's contemporar)' parks: the 
clas;ical axis, topiary and sculpture, and ground cover and path. 

SWA formulated a notion of "cultivar gardens: drawn from 
the idea of a plant cultivar created for its parents' desirable 
qualities. This was a •new species of landscape; SWA said in 
its client presentation. 

PLAN 

1 WEST ENTRY PARK 

2 WEST ENTRY PLAZA 

3 WATER FEATURE 

4 O UTDOOR RESTAURANT DI NING 

5 ARCHITECTURAL FOI.lY 

6 PEOESTRlA~ CROSSING 

1 STREET TREE PLAt,~TING 

8 COMMUNilY SCULPTURE 

9 INTERACTIVE FOUNTAIN 

10 GARDEN FOR SENIORS 

1 t TREE BOSQUE ON VIEWING 
PLATFORM 

12 GINKGO BOSQUE 

13 EAST ENTRY PAR)( 

SHANGHAI 

GU BEl NEW DISTRICT 

I HGNO!AO ROAD 
2 YAN'AA18.£VATEOROAO 
3 GUYANGROAO 
4 GU9El ~OAO 

S Y!NlHU ROAD 
6 NA'NAO ROAD 
1 LANBAOSHI ROAD 
8 Yll..l ROAO 
9 H0'JG8A0Si-U ROAD 

10 MIDDLE RING ROAO 
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WOODEN OINCH DETAIL SECTION 
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By !his time, in 2005, lhe neoc.lassial trend was waning in 
Shanghai and olher Chinese cities. Shanghai had become 
more globalized. The Pudong District. across lhe river from 
Gubei, had emerged as a sandbox for signature designers 
from around lhe world, such as lhe American architects 
Adrian Smilh and William Pedersen, who helped create a 
skyscraper district to rival Hong Kong's. A two-block pe· 
destrian retail and entertainment area called Xintiandi (the 
name means ·new heaven and earth"), completed in 2003, 

integrated new buildings and old shiktmoe" (stone gate) 
houses. Designed by the American architect Ben 

Wood, it was the fi rst commercial project in China 
to demonstrate tlte financial benefits of adaptive 

re use and has since become a development 
model duplicated throughout Chi na. 

Meanwh ile, innovative la ndscape design 
was emerging in other Chinese cities. Betsy 
Damon's Living Water Garden. completed 
in the late '990S in Chengdu, was U1e 
first urban ecological park in China witl1 
biomimetic waler·cleansing processes (see 
"Teaclting the River," LAM, Mardt 2004). 
Zhongshan Shipyard Park in Guangdong 

Province won an AS LA award in 2002 for 
its designers at Turenscape, China's first 

private landscape architecture linn (see "In· 
dustrial Strength; LAM, June ZOOJ). EDA\V (now 

i\ECOM) recei~ a 200JASLA award for the )inji 
Uke L3ndscape Master Plan in New Suzhou (see "Fu· 

ture Scale; LAM, Augustzoo4). 

During its wceldong workshop in Shanghai, SWA came to 
grips with program elements, technical requirements, and 
lhe promenade's spatial geometry. It has tJuw voids !hat span 
more than 200 feet across on average. and its edges are defined 
by curvilinear facades atlhe podiums of high-rise towers. The 
whole n.4·acre site spans U1ree city blocks and is traversed by 
two local streets that run north-south. 

Once it had done analysis and section studies of the s ite. SWA 
produced lhree design alternatives and, from U1ose, a final 
conceptual master plan. The master plan carved out a variety 
of spaces for people within the site. It represented something 
new in Shanghai- a kind of outdoor I iving room for the people 
who live in the towers around it, which rise 15 to z8 s tories. 
They could use the promenade as an extension of their small 
apartments, much as Parisians use their parks. 

UNIT PAVING DETAIL 
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The idea of the cultivar garden, when it was fully Aeshed ou~ 
was to fuse modem and classical European garden designs but 
also to plug them into Shanghai's urban heritage (small lanes 
and alleys of traditional courtyard housing) and lhe Suzhou 
garden tradition, wbidt emphasizes rocks and water. Hung was 
inspired by lhe intimate scale ofthe Suzhou gardens and by Ute 
hybrid Chinese-European architecture of Ute nearby French 
Concession. She persuaded the developer !hat lhe intimate 
pedestrian-oriented scale should be their guide. 

The Gubei Pedestrian Promenade was built block by block, 
from east to wcs~ between zoo6 and zoo8. The phased con· 
struction tunted out to be fortunate for SWA and for I lung 
as lhe principal designer. She was able to perfonn lhe addi· 
tiona! setvice of construction oversight in the implementation 
phase--something not typically offered to international design 
firms. She reviewed materials, mock-ups of various types of 
flatwork, and other construction details. 

That extra oversight paid handsome dividends, as I discovered 
on a visit to Shanghai in late May. I walked lhe promenade 
wilh Tess Pan, Ute former client represetttative, who studied 
landscape architecture at Shanghai's Tongji Un iversity College 
of Architecture. a Bauhaus·inAuenced school. It was midday, 
and families were using the central plaza. Parents watched 
tlteir d tildren play. People sat by the fountain and read or 
worked on lhei r laptops. 
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Pan gave a runn ing description of the promenade from the 
developer's perspective. Ground-floor uses in theeastemmost 
block are given to high-end retail shops. The curvilinear ar· 
chitecture of the central block created the largest plaza, which 
has become a natural place for people to gather. The proximity 
of the western block to Gubei Street, a commercial corridor, 
lent itself to a restaurant zone with outdoor dining. However, 
Pan was quick to note, Changning District officials had felt 
strongly that the promenade should be an open space acces­
sible to everyone. She pointed out curbside parking spaces on 
the cross streets that are free-no meters- to bri ng in people 
from beyond just lhe surrounding high-rises. 

As we walked along, my brain's RAM spun through the usual 
list of high-end retail corridors: Avenue des d1amps-Elysees 
in Paris; Fifth Avenue in New York; Rodeo Drive in Beverly 
HilJs, California; Omotesando Dori in Tokyo; Orchard Road 
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in Singapore. These are outdoor pedestrian shopping places 
built around haute couture and next to lanes of vehicular 
traffic (except Ordtard Road). The scale of these iconic retail 
sh-eets varies, and except for Orchard Road, the archi tecture 
is memorable and has d1aracter. There are buildings by noted 
architects on these streets, for example, by jean Nouvel on 
U1e Champs-Eiys~s. by Frank Uoyd Wright on Rodeo Drive, 
and by Tadao Ando in Tokyo. But 1 quickly conduded that the 
Gubei promenade was not part of this luxury-class typology. 
It has an entirely different sensibility. 

The promenade does have three distinctive ard1itectural fol­
lies (individual one-story buildings induding a bakery and a 
pub/restaurant), but it is designed to work in a number of 
ways for the neighborhood, not just as a high-end retail street 
Amid the breakneck urbanization of Shanghai and China, 
U1e promenade is part of China's larger post-Mao urban ex-

periment. Over only a few decades, China grew from a mral 
peasant society to an urban one, developing at a pace and on a 
scale unmatched in history. But just s ince U1e 199os, as China 
stalled to allow more Western des igners to practice, have the 
Ch inese begun to embrace Western contemporary design 
language and concepts of public space. 

SWA has created an open, flexible, safe outdoor place where 
a variety of things can (and do) happen, in the manner of the 
West. But its design draws on Shanghai's specific type of public 
pedestrian ways, on the fine-grained quality of the alleys and 
lanes in the French Concession, as well as its mature tree 
canopies. The majestic street trees in U1e French Concession­
stands of London plane trees ( Platalli<S acerifolia)- date back 
to the early 2oth century. 

The design team was also aware of Shanghai's consumerist 
bent and the popula ri ty of the commercial walking sh-eets 
such as Xintiandi and Nanjing Road. The westernmost block 
ofSWA's promenade, next to commercial Gubei Street, is the 
most urban; as you move east from a gateway area with foun­
tains, the park becomes denser and greener. In addition to the 
(single-purpose) follies, there are shops at tl1e ground level, but 
they are small in scale, and among tltem are businesses sudt 
as banks and dry cleaners that serve people who live nearby. 

Throughout tlte promenade, the level of craftsmanship is 
quite high. The main fields of paving were made of custom· 
cut granite. At the eastern end, the paving contrasts grays and 
beige in a dbevron pattern and transitions to a reddish color, 
with episodic black segments in U1e central area. This height· 

OPPOSITE 

An elliptical olaza has 
a densely planted edge 
that separates activlties 
atang the promenade. 

LEFT 
A slmple bridge crosses 
the heavily vegetated 
bioswales that serve 
as stormwater filters. 

BELOW 

The interactive fountain 
in the centr al plaza is a 
popular place for children 
living in the r esidential 
towers to play. 

ens tl1e sense of movement fi·om the weste m block toward the 
plaza. In U1e quieter, secondary areas, SWA specified porous 
paving- custom-made precast concrete units with curvilinear 
forms inspired by Ch inese roof tiles. The custom-designed 
furniture, water features, and wood decks are of exemplary 
quality, especially compared to shoddy construction I've seen 
in recent landscape projects in other Chinese cities-! would 
attribute the difference to SW"'s ability to oversee construction. 

The greatest revelation of the Gubei promenade is SWA's 
authenticity as landscape archi tect-its homage to the impor· 
tance of ti1e tree canopy and a mastery of planting generally 
across the project More tltan r,ooo trees were planted: allees 
of Gingko bilcba as gateway elements; Os•..a~tthus, planted 
throughout and to define the main patlt systems; flowering 
dterry trees as specimens. SWA made a number of bold geo­
metric strokes for definition, sud1 as ti1e ordered bosques of 
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ABOVE 

Contrasting gr&nlte 
pavers. in a chevron 
pattern mark waldng 
spaces a:nd hgnt­
colored pavers 
SJrround sitting areas. 

OPPOSITE 

An arcmtectural folly 
made of metal panels 
is located io the centre I 
block at the promenade. 

alk<ll!tl sermla i11 raised rectilinear platforms and plantings that 
follow and reinforce the cuJVe of the glowing red polycarbonate 
bench in the central gathering space. 

Clearly, S\VA understands that an urban forest performs 
crucial ecological functions to offset urban heat sequester 
carbon. generate oxygen, and remove pollution. In the prom· 
enade"s western zone, heavily vegetated and crisply ordered 
bioswales become a major design element Along with the 
permeable paving. they help manage stormwater. SWA did 
not provide formal stormwatcr management on the projec~ 
but !-lung nevertheless wanted to show that it was possible­
and desirable-to m i nirnize the amount of hard paving. She 
believes the bioswales serve an educational purpose as well. 

Many parks in China conform to what I caU the Chinese Pictur· 
esquc-containing rockery, a lake, a green lawn with trees, and 
pavilions. Early post-Mao public spaces were plazas in harsh 
environments-big and empty, with expensive s tone paving. 
By contms~ parts of the Gubei promenade are as wide as a six· 
lane highway, but when you walk up a few steps onto one of 
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the platforms, you feel as if you"re on a sl1aded private island. 
What Hung and S\VA have done in Gubei w..s to change the 
narrative for one project But as design professionals from 
around the world converge on China, and as China"s younger 
professionals tra•'el more outside its borders, this new narrath-e 
is likely to be repeated many times ovct • 
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