
55

Seeding:
An Architecture of the City 

CHRISTOPHER C. M. LEE

Shaping_Cities_CTP.indd   55 14.09.16   09:21



56

Seeding: An Architecture of the City 

I

Urbanization used to be reactive; it  was the provision of housing, amenities, and sup-

porting infrastructure for the proletariat,  a reaction to the real demands of the expanding 

city.1 Today, especially in East Asia, urbanization is speculative. It  is a predictive provision, 

based on the pressure to differentiate developments as marketable products for the de-

velopmental city—a city used primarily as a developmental tool. 2 Instigated by specula-

tive capital and orchestrated by local governments, this form of urbanization becomes 

a profit-driven economic driver in itself.  It  places the demands of the market above all 

other considerations. The developmental city has a few distinct characteristics. It  is often 

constructed from the amalgamation of speculative real estate plots, and serves up an ur-

banism of enclaves—fragmented and closed-off according to social class, an urban land-

scape of inflated and duplicated roads, spaced out towers, and oversized building blocks. 

The developmental city is also characterized by its tendency to define itself through its 

strategic positioning in opposition to other cities, often exacerbating their comparative 

differences to gain a competitive advantage. This tendency to overspecialize sets up dis-

tinct labor and social classes, stratifies spaces, and limits opportunities for its citizens.

As the developmental city is tasked with attracting investment and human capital from 

the global market, the race to make and, in most instances, brand cities as unique, attrac-

tive, and livable 3 has spawned an entire l ist of consultants and experts: economic plan-

ners, environmental and ecological planners, infrastructure planners, city diagnosticians, 

transportation consultants, place-makers, resilience advisers, sustainability consultants, 

environment and resource management consultants, zero-energy specialists, planning 

process consultants, community and stakeholder engagement consultants, and urban 

acoustic and lighting specialists. In these circumstances, architectural and urban design, 

often inheriting strategies and design briefs further downstream, are consigned to the 

mere management of the practicalities of urbanization on the one hand, and to hubris-

tic place promotion on the other. Coupled with a loss of confidence stemming from the 

failure of Modernist utopianism, they are unable and reluctant to project any alternative 

futures through design speculation.

Furthermore, a laissez-faire attitude towards urbanization today—to ensure the least 

resistance to capital taking hold in the city—results in a city that is inequitable, divided, 

bordered, exclusive, wasteful,  and polluted, as well as economically and ecologically vul-

nerable. The city is dissolved, i l legible to its inhabitants, and bereft of a civic dimension 

and a public sphere. This dissolution into a sea of enclave urbanism does not constitute 

the idea of the city, neither in the Western tradition as a space of plural coexistence, nor 

in the Chinese sense, where the city is also seen as an accommodating framework for 

plural coexistence, but with a clear and legible deep structure that regulates its spaces 

and social composition.4

If architecture is to make a claim for its continued relevance and simultaneously offer 

an alternative to the city that is now held captive to the mantras of security, comfort, 

and convenience, it  should do so through its reification of the idea of the city as a space 
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of equitable and plural coexistence. This is not a reenactment of the mega-Structural-

ists’ agenda of the nineteen-sixties, which responded to the problems of the city ’s rapid 

growth with colossal architectural solutions exemplified, for instance, by Kenzo Tange’s 

Tokyo Bay Project (1960) and Paul Rudolph’s Lower Manhattan Expressway Project 

(1970). Neither is this connected to the misplaced faith of modernists during the nine-

teen-twenties in the possibility of designing entire cities based on architecture as their 

main component and on tabula rasa as a precondition, which is exemplified by Le Cor-

busier’s Ville Radieuse (1924). Instead, I  propose an architecture that is l imited in scale, is 

economically and politically expedient, is familiar to its users and yet strangely different, 

and, most importantly, draws on its potential as a “punctuated artifact” that emanates a 

qualitative transformative potential,  or,  in other words, the seeding of an architecture of 

the city.

II

This notion of “seeding an architecture of the city ” is an elaboration on Richard Sennett’s 

idea of “seed planning” and a revalidation of Aldo Rossi’s concept of the “urban artifact.” 

Both these ideas rest on Aristotle’s definition of the nature of the polis, or city/state. In his 

Politics,  Aristotle first defines the polis as a space of association that comes into being 

for the sake of the common good. This space of coexistence requires both a nomos—i.e., 

constitution, law, or customs—and a physical manifestation that consecrates this space 

of coexistence. Considering the city as an artifact, this reification of what is common 

gave us the great public buildings or monuments of historical European cities, wheth-

er town houses, l ibraries, temples, or churches. They stand apart as “punctuators” in a 

consistent sea of housing, demonstrating another important embodiment of the spatial 

division of the polis—the public and the private realms of the city. 5

As the city today becomes increasingly privatized, and its growth or reconstruction is 

driven by private capital and developed as self-contained private parcels, the continued 

erosion of the public realm is palpable. Thus, Sennett’s recent clarion call  for an open 

city deserves our attention. One of his strategies for making the city more inclusive, re-

sil ient, and equitable involves the practice of “seed planning.”6 This involves the strategic 

positing of buildings with high architectural merit that are programmed predominantly by 

public amenities and functions (a community center or school, for instance) in deprived 

areas so that communities could grow around them. He argues that this legible and finite 

insertion not only gives a sense of civic pride to the community, but serves as an attractor 

that draws well-to-do families and businesses into the area , which in time increases the 

diversity of the area and introduces much needed public services.7

What Sennett does not tell  us is how to go about designing these punctuators that will 

instil l  the sense of community he speaks of. It  will  certainly not be the so-called “iconic 

architecture” so favored by private developers to differentiate their products in the mar-

ketplace. To be different and “new,” these buildings twist,  bend, and contort their way to 
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media prominence. What matters here is 

the imageability of the container or form. 

The opposite is true if we are to envision 

an architecture that fosters a sense of 

belonging. Such architecture must begin 

with what exists—especially with what is 

most typical,  for what is most typical is 

common to all .

Rossi,  in his masterful reading of the 

historical city in The Architecture of the 

City,  coined the term “urban artifacts” to 

describe architectures that embody the 

very idea of the city. 8 He argues that the 

urban artifact is a permanent and pro-

pelling element in the city, and that it  also 

serves as a mnemonic structure for its 

citizens. Both housing and monuments 

can be urban artifacts if  they have been 

involved in the continuous transforma-

tion of the city; i .e.,  by being a permanent element or fragment of the city and simultane-

ously propelling the city forward through growth and continuous use. And this continu-

ous involvement means that the memory of the city—through use for housing and in the 

form of collective events for monuments—is accreted on the structures of these artifacts. 

Through this collective memory, the architecture of urban artifacts becomes one that 

is common to its citizens, an architecture of the city. Crucially, Rossi suggests that the 

architecture of urban artifacts is independent of function, as they have the capacity to 

house different programs over time, and that their irreducible structure, which comprises 

a specific spatial organization, has persisted through time, sanctioned by use and social 

acceptance.

Although The Architecture of the City  contained no architectural proposals from Rossi, 

his reading of the permanent structure of the city through its urban artifacts informed the 

way in which he appropriated the different typologies of the historical city for his architec-

tural projects. By abstracting the irreducible structure of urban artifacts, recasting them 

as fragments of the city on an architectural scale, and subjecting them to an incongruent 

use, his early projects—such as the Gallaratese housing project in Milan (1969–73), the 

San Rocco housing project in Monza (1966), and the Milan Triennale (1964)—were en-

dowed with a quality that is rational and seemingly intuitive, familiar yet disconcertingly 

strange and new. As housing projects, they are intimate and grand, private and public 

in equal measure. This aspect of Rossi’s early works is often overshadowed by his later 

projects, which fell  into the pastiche of the historical revivals of Postmodern architecture, 

but they stil l  hold many lessons on ways to architecturally articulate the idea of the seed 

that Sennett has sown.

Seeding: An Architecture of the City 

Fig. 1: Site for the proposed Horticultural 

Expo in the Chinese city of Xi’an.

The site is located at the northeastern corner of 

the city. The project brief was simply to design 

five greenhouses scattered around a proposed 

horticultural park that will anchor the 

expansion of the city at its northeastern corner.
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III

To view an architectural punctuator as a seed is to acknowledge the temporal dimen-

sion of the project itself.  This is not to say that the building will  l iterally grow (a mistake 

often made by bio-mimetic designers), but that it  must be flexible or “incomplete” enough 

to allow different uses to unfold within its framework, while maintaining its legibility and 

recognizability. This common artifact should draw its architectural grammar from the 

most typical elements of the city, and, through abstraction (and subjective interpreta-

tion), offer a new or alternative architectural proposition.

Our 2009 proposal at Serie Architects for the Xi’an Horticultural Expo design competi-

tion, which received second prize, is one attempt to draw upon the proposition outlined 

above. The site for this project is located at the northeastern corner of the city of Xi’an in 

China (fig. 1).  The brief was simply to design five greenhouses scattered around a pro-

posed horticultural park that will  anchor the expansion of the city at its northeastern cor-

ner. We felt this was inadequate in l ight of the vastness of the city ’s urban sprawl. At the 

same time, we were struck by the beauty and audacity of the tradition of city making in 

Xi’an. The city wall of Xi’an, which was built during the rule of the Tang Dynasty (618–907  

AD) and measures 13.6 kilometers in length, is lodged firmly at the heart of the city (fig. 2).  

It  stil l  forms an important anchoring point for the expanding metropolis despite its being 

breached by a sea of urbanization. As the city wall continues to reside in the collective 

experience and memory of the city, our proposal is an attempt to recuperate this tradition 

of city making by revalidating the design of the city wall.

CHRISTOPHER C. M. LEE

Fig. 2: The City Wall of Xi’an. The 13.6-kilometer-long wall, which was built during the rule 

of the Tang Dynasty (618–907 AD), is firmly lodged at the heart of the city. 
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Instead of a closed quadrangle city wall,  we imagined and proposed an open linear wall 

that is punctuated by walled gardens and supports public amenities (figs. 3 & 4).  The 

wall is reimagined as a one-kilometer-long, multilevel footbridge that cuts across the hor-

ticultural park and Shibo Avenue, organizing the main circulatory path of the park and 

Seeding: An Architecture of the City 

Figs. 3 & 4: Design 

proposal by Serie Architects 

for five greenhouses for 

the Xi’an Horticultural 

Expo, 2009: Diagram of 

typological transformation 

(above); model of the 

proposed open linear 

wall. Instead of a closed 

quadrangle city wall 

(below), we imagined and 

proposed an open linear 

wall that is punctuated 

by walled gardens and 

supports public amenities.
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its surrounding context (fig. 5).  Within the wall itself,  the greenhouses are arranged as 

five sequential climate zones that one may travel through (fig. 6).  On the ground plane, 

pedestrian paths are woven periodically from one side of the wall to another, thereby 

allowing visitors to encounter various gardens on the ground level as they pass through 

walls in alternation (figs. 7 & 8).  More importantly, the reinterpretation of the city wall 

forms a counterpoint to the city center, drawing a historical and cultural l ink to the city ’s 

collective imagination and creating a punctuator in a sea of urbanization. Instead of being 

a continuous mega-structure, our proposal presents a finite framework that functions as 

a common artifact, a seed that allows city l ife to unfold within (figs. 9 & 10).

CHRISTOPHER C. M. LEE

Fig. 5: Design proposal by Serie Architects for five greenhouses for the Xi’an 

Horticultural Expo: Aerial perspective. The wall is reimagined as a one-kilometer-long, multilevel 

footbridge that cuts across the horticultural park and the Shibo Avenue motorway.

Fig. 6: Design proposal by Serie Architects for five greenhouses for the Xi’an 

Horticultural Expo: Interior perspective. Within the wall itself, the greenhouses are arranged 

as five sequential climatic zones that one may travel through.
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Seeding: An Architecture of the City 

Figs. 7 & 8: Design proposal by Serie Architects for five greenhouses for the Xi’an Horticultural 

Expo: Plan and elevation drawings of a section of the wall (above); collapsed isonometric  

of the bridge and wall (below). On the ground level, pedestrian paths are woven periodically from 

one side of the wall to another, thereby allowing visitors to encounter various gardens  

as they pass through walls in alternation.
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IV

Seeding an architecture of the city first requires a shift in the prioritization of the goals of 

urbanization. It  must go beyond the mantra of security, comfort,  and convenience as pre-

requisites for a city ’s competitive differentiation in the global economy. We must recog-

nize that the city is first and foremost a space of plural coexistence, an equitable space, 

and a social construct, and that this very essence is challenged today by the inequity and 

uneven development associated with speculative urbanization. The developmental city, 

however, cannot be wished away that easily; any new planning practices should at least 

confront its excesses and aim to hold it accountable for them.

The enactment of the architecture of the city as a seed for a more diverse and plural city 

is not overly onerous. This may be achieved through planning tradeoffs in private develop-

ments and the use of design advisory panels in public projects to ensure high-quality archi-

tecture that engages a wide constituency and balances the demands of direct users and the 

general public while recognizing that the architecture of the city is at its best when it is seen 

as an inclusive and rarefied public art. Such architecture eschews the novel and the exotic. 

It alludes instead to the typical, to that which is common, sanctioned by use and cultural 

discourse, and tempered by time. It is punctuated, limited in its scale and extent, and forges 

a dialogue with the city’s history and artifacts as a common work of art par excellence.

CHRISTOPHER C. M. LEE
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Figs. 9 & 10: Design proposal by Serie Architects for five greenhouses for the Xi’an Horticultural 

Expo: Aerial collage showing the two walls of Xi’an (above); a Capriccio of the wall (below). 

Instead of being a continuous super-mega-structure, our proposal presents a finite framework that 

functions as a common artifact and a seed that allows city life to unfold within.

Seeding: An Architecture of the City 
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1 The planned large-scale expansion of the city 

to meet the housing demands of workers of the 

Industrial Revolution in the 19th century was the 

genesis for the space of the urbs, the root word 

for urbanization. See Leonardo Benevolo, The 

Origins of Modern Town Planning,  trans. Judith 

Landry (Cambridge, MA, 1971),  pp. 105–47.

2 Manuel Castells first coined the term “The Devel-

opmental City State” to describe Singapore. For 

Castells, a state or city is developmental when 

“it establishes as its principle of legitimacy its 

ability to promote and sustain development, un-

derstanding by development the combination of 

steady high rates of economic growth and struc-

tural change in a productive system, both domes-

tically and in its relationship to the international 

economy.” See Manuel Castells, “Four Asian Ti-

gers with a Dragon Head: A Comparative Analysis 

of the State, Economy, and Society in the Asian 

Pacific Rim,” in States and Development in the 

Asian Pacific Rim,  ed. R. Appelbaum and J. Hen-

derson (Newbury Park, CA, 1992).

3 See Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative 

Class  (New York, 2001).

4 Christopher C. M. Lee, “The City as a Common 

Framework,” in  Common Frameworks: Rethinking 

the Developmental City in China , Part 1,  Xiamen: 

The Megaplot  (Cambridge, MA, 2013), pp. 8–26.

5 Aristotle,  Politics,  trans. Ernest Barker (Oxford, 

2005).

6 This was outlined in Richard Sennett’s lecture 

entitled “The Open City,” delivered at Harvard’s 

Graduate School of Design on September 21, 

2013. Available online at https://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=eEx1apBAS9A .

7 This is already evident in some areas in East Lon-

don, where the insertion of well-designed schools 

and academies have transformed the desirabil-

ity of those areas, leading to improved housing 

conditions and a more vibrant High Street. The 

dangers of gentrification that accompany such 

a transformation are real,  but may be kept at bay 

when the existing stock of affordable housing is 

maintained by local authorities, and the provision 

of future stock is assured through new construc-

tion by housing associations or through planning 

trade-offs in private developments.

8 Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City, trans. Diane 

Ghirardo and Joan Ockman (Cambridge, MA, 1982).
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