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01_PROGRAMME  

The aim of this workshop is to develop an alternative and 

sustainable strategy to regenerate Dong Minority villages in 

China via new architectural prototypes that respond to 

contemporary rural developments and foster minimum impact to 

the existing fabric of the village. 

 

The Dong ethnic minority people are one of China’s 56 ethnic 

groups, who live in the region delimited by southwest Hunan, 

southeast Guizhou and north Guangxi.  With a population of 

almost three million and a long history of more than 1,000 

years dating back to the Tang Dynasty, the Dong communities 

are today, in a similar manner to many other Chinese rural 

settlements, deeply affected by the phenomenon of “Village 

Hollowing”. 

 

This unprecedented exodus of rural populations to expanding 

urban areas, has resulted in almost vacant villages inhabited 

by struggling communities of mostly elderly people and 

children.  The complex relationship between daily life, 

rituals and buildings is a vital part of how the Dong 

community dwell within their environment.  Dong culture is 

essentially a material culture, they possess no written 

language, where their most important means of self-

identification derives from an inherent relationship between 

the inhabitants and their artefacts, rituals and their 

architecture.  Public structures such as the “Wind-and-Rain 

Bridge” and “Drum Tower” are at the heart of all social 

activity, supporting an elaborate public space system anchored 

in daily practice.  This social structure which results from 

the habitus of acquired and settled dispositions of its 

individuals, represents Dong’s greatest asset to stem the 

exodus. 

 

Using the Dong Minority village of Gaobu, located along the 

Pingtan River in Hunan Province, China as a pilot project, the 

aim is to generate an integrated masterplan that will act as a 

guideline to both national and regional policy makers working 

on the regeneration of Chinese Minority villages.  

 

Following the previous 2 year’s summer electives, we have 

identified one specific issue that addresses the complexity of 

the present Dong settlement, namely: “Adapting the Domestic 

Dong House” that will allow us to propose a series of 

innovative architectural prototypes that can contribute to the 

village becoming a socially and ecologically sustainable model 

in the future. 
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02_THEORY 

Outside of the metropolitan areas of China, out of range of 

even small urban communities, one finds the three story 

generic Chinese concrete house.  Endless examples litter the 

landscape, all variations of a typology that paradoxically, 

given its extensive profusion, has hardly been studied or 

challenged.  This default architecture requires no architect, 

follows a basic reinforced concrete frame structure, can be 

erected quickly and is relatively cheap. 

 

The concrete 3 story house is literally invading, like a swarm 

of locust, the Chinese rural landscape.  It represents a 

reality that would be foolish to deny or even try to prevent; 

rather the challenge lies in adapting, altering and even 

subverting the typology to cater for modern contemporary 

living standards.  To this effect, there are several 

architectural studios, most notably Rural Urban Framework, who 

are currently exploring alternative scenarios based on 

redesigning the core - vertical circulation of the house (Lin, 

2016, p. 77).  However the basic premise of most of these 

counter proposals lie in questioning the typology from within 

the concrete frame system, vis-à-vis a legacy of the “Maison 

Domino” system instigated by Le Corbusier in 1914-15. 

 

Inspired by traditional Chinese timber architecture, this 

proposal contemplates an entirely different position where 

experimentations into a single material could generate a new 

architectural vision.  Rather than concrete being the default 

housing material, China is the largest cement-producing and 

cement-consuming country in the world today (Lei, Zhang, 

Nielsen, & He, 2013), engineered timber and prefabrication 

systems are proposed as a viable alternative.  Compared to 

concrete, timber is a material that can grow, does not require 

large amounts of water and energy to make, is lighter and 

importantly can be prefabricated and designed to 

specification, cutting time and waste. 

 

Constructionally, the Dong house exists as a wooded frame, 

which “by nature follows an orthogonal system whereby the 

carpenter must think sequentially as to how each component is 

assembled” (Blundell-Jones, 2016, p. 225) Every element of the 

three story Dong residential building is connected to their 

cultural identity, from the symbolic ritual of the felling of 

some China fir, to collectively hoisting the timber pillars 

into position, building a village house is a communal effort.  

Key to the whole process is not the architect, but the village 

carpenter, who is responsible for coordinating most of the 

work.   
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At the heart of this proposal, beyond the creation of a new 

architectural paradigm, lies the ambition to research, test 

and experiment with innovative timber ecosystems, that might 

enable and even empower the Dong community to generate a new 

sustainable technologically industry deeply connected to their 

heritage. 

 

The proposed prototype timber house is planned to be built and 

tested in the Dong Minority village of Gaobu (高步), located 

along the Pingtan River (坪坦河) in Tongdao County, Hunan 
Province.  Finally, at a moment in time when one of the 

leading architectural stars, Patrick Schumacher, claims “Rural 

Architecture is an oxymoron” (Schumacher, 2016) the 

contradiction of pairing traditional timber architecture with 

innovative timber technologies might give rise an opportunity 

for a potential rural regeneration and influence rural Chinese 

societies for the better. 

 

The prototypes aim to develop a handbook of practical 

recommendations for sustainable adaptive regeneration of the 

Dong villages, allowing communities to modernize through 

contemporary interventions which do not compete with 

tradition, rather complement integration with existing 

culture. 

3.0_OBJECTIVES 

3.1 - To survey existing domestic structures of the Dong 

Minority village of Gaobu located along the Pingtan River 

valley, Tongdao County, Hunan Province.  

 

3.2 – To implement innovative architectural prototypes, 

focusing on regenerating and adapting existing houses of the 

Dong Minority village of Gaobu, Hunan Province, China. 

 

3.3 – To generate a new house prototype design with new 

materials as a framework, in the form of a blueprint for the 

village of Gaobu, outlining alternative development strategies 

of regeneration that aim to better rural living for the whole 

Dong community for years to come. 

 

4.0_LEARNING OUTCOMES  

 

Mapping  

Working in groups students will map the existing social 

structures, generating 2D and 3D drawings of the Gaobu village 

from both Macro and Micro perspective.4  



School of Architecture, CUHK 

Arch5131 Summer Workshop  

 

 

5 

 

Skills: Hand Drawings, CAD, and 3D Sketch-up and Rhino 

Modeling.  

 

Timber Tectonics  

With the aid of local craftsmen we will analyze the techniques 

and methodologies of constructing traditional timber Dong 

buildings.  

Skills: Timber detailing and building tectonics  

 

Prototyping  

Having absorbed the craft and techniques behind Dong buildings 

students will propose a series of “fragments”, i.e. prototypes 

to attach, enhance, adapt local buildings.  

Skills: Fabrication using traditional tools.  

 

Presentation  

The final projects will be presented to the community chief in 

a public ceremony.  

Skills: Graphical representation and public speaking  

 

05_SCHEDULE  

 

Destination and Travel 

 Gaobu Village within the Tongdao area, Hunan Province, 

China 

 All travel arrangements will be organized by the School 

 We will travel by train and coach, the get to Gaobu from 

HK takes 12 hours 

 Students will be entitled to travel subsidy 

 Accommodation for students will be provided at the 

village with local families 

 

Collaboration 

 The elective class will be held in conjunction with two 

other mainland Universities, Guangzhou University and 

Hunan University 

 Students will work in teams with students from other 

universities  

 

Schedule and Dates  

 Duration: 11 days 

 Dates: from 14.07.2018 until 25.07.2018 

 


