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Diagram of Hutong’s evolution
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Hutongs

The narrow alleyway connecting small courtyard residences,

or Hutong, has been heralded as the definitive exemplar of
Beijing’s urbanism since the city became the capital during the
Yuan dynasty. To this day, legions of critics and writers have
looked to Hutongs as a kind of architectural endangered species,
evidence of how traditional urban fabrics have been crushed in
the maw of modernization. This explanation is too convenient,
too simple, however, and does not capture the reality of the
situation in Beijing, a city that has been enduring massive
political and social upheavals in ways others could not, one that
continuously defies categorization or explanation.

[META:HUTONGS]

Born in Beijing, and now based in the center of the old city’s
core, Wang Shuo has been continuously concerned about the
Hutongs’ evolution and regeneration.

Since 2012, together with his friend Andrew Bryant, he
initiated the [META:HUTONGS] project, which became an award
winning, internationally recognized research collaborative.

It has been sponsored by Graham Foundation and the Urban
China Initiative (UCI) over a period of three years.
[META:HUTONGS] is a collaborative platform that examines,
reveals and envisions urban development as it unfolds in

the Hutongs. It consists of a series of workshops, charrettes,
symposia, and roundtable discussions that consider Hutong as
a unique socio-cultural space, a locus of distinct urban data, as
well as an exemplar of urban regeneration. Architects, planners,
media artists, social anthropologists, and historians will all
participate in this investigation with the goal of providing
alternative models for decoding and instigating one of the
world’s most dynamic and vital cities-Beijing.

At this moment, Hutongs have become laboratories that
exemplify the current reality of Beijing’s urban situation and are
a key to potential future urban regenerative strategies.

Public discussions in Beijing have become increasingly obsessed
with the utopian idea of preservation, and yet pressure from
developers is prompting massive demolition and rebuilding
from a tabula rasa. In this relentless, dystopic reality, Beijing’s
Hutongs are disappearing at a rapid pace with no alternative
models for effective regeneration. Between the UTOPIA and
DYSTOPIA, [META:HUTONGS] looks at the current reality. The
goals of this cross disciplinary investigation are to generate
dialog for understanding and evaluating the unique qualities

of this urban emergence, and to provide alternative models for
instigating projective possibilities.
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Stage 1: Year 2000 Stage 2: Year 2010

Diagram of program growth in Hutong
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Opposite: View from the forecourt
toward the West Sea. Photo by Chen
Su, ®META-Project.

Stage 4: Year 2050

Fueled by the numerous discussions and knowledge produced from the
[META:HUTONGS] research, Courtyard by the West Sea is a parallel attempt on
Hutong regeneration that sits in-between preservation and demolition.

Unlike the introverted quality of the traditional courtyard house, the owner of

this site asked for a variety of mixed-use programs, including tea house, dining,
party space, office, and meeting, as well as dwelling and entertainment. The
contemporary and sometime “public” program opened up the courtyard to become
“extraverted”, so as to induce more human interactions. These required us to break
the general understanding of the courtyard as an enclosed typology by introducing
the experience of “meandering in the Hutongs” into the courtyard.

We converted the narrow corridor between two rows of brick buildings to a mode
compatible with the Hutong-courtyard typology by demolishing the temporary
structure to the east and in the middle, so as to introduce cross-sectional changes
along the 60-m long site. Then by adding three different types of “loggia” at the
hinge of the expanded spaces, we reconstructed a “three-step-courtyard”.

Here the “three-step-courtyard” is not an imitation of the traditional symmetrical
courtyard pattern in the Hutongs, but a contemporary reinterpretation of the multi-
layer courtyard space and its possible variation along the depth, and how it will
shift the movement of steps and sense of space. All the mixed-use programs were
sorted and divided by three courtyards full of vegetation, making the daily routine
of walking in and out of the site a continuous spatial experience full of rhythm.
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