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Abstract 
This article explores the Background City, i.e. the everyday city we inhabit but fail to acknowledge and argues 
for its relevance in establishing the cultural identity of a city.  The discussion focuses on the anonymous and 
marginal architecture of Hong Kong, a city that embodies the idea of city as background, coming into existence 
virtually by accident, it is today a manufactured and superimposed urban amalgam that has to constantly 
adapt to mitigate the hard realities of dwelling within extreme density- more than a city Hong Kong represents 
an urban condition. 
 
The article further makes the case, in line with the writings of the Italian anthropologist Franco La Cecla that 
architects, urbanist, and planners are today no longer able to engage and appreciate the everyday urban 
condition, and by association have lost the capacity to observe.  Within Hong Kong’s invisible conditions lie 
the daily narratives of how citizens inhabit the city, a constellation of occupied spaces where local customs 
survive and form the real, as opposed to the “real estate”, living organism that is Hong Kong.  By switching 
the attention from individual architectural works, the foreground city, towards a layered background, we can 
understand ways to categorize and transform Hong Kong’s rich urban fabric and at the same time retain its 
essential cultural DNA. 
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1. Introduction  
 
“Ordinary things contain the deepest mysteries” (Evans, 1997, p. 56) 
 
To talk about the Background City, as the French would say, “C’est pas evident”, the connotations do not 
immediately inspire and the associations are ordinary, in short, the notion of background, just like your desktop 
background, rarely stimulate our imagination.  There are never any architects who claim its authorship, shame 
and indignation typically prevail.  By definition, the urban background is an orphan and circumstantial soul 
that, at best, can be described as a default urban by-product, only acknowledged via its antonym, the 
foreground city. 
Just as one can never recollect a background noise, considered a form of acoustical interference, the 
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background city can never be reproduced or replicated without falling into the realm of the kitsch.  
Understanding the city as a backdrop raises fundamental questions regarding what constitutes a city, what 
defines architecture and how cities transform over time. Today in an age of extreme specialization, where 
experts perpetually dissect every element of the city, we have become numb to our everyday surroundings, to 
our daily existence, the background noise of the city that is simply there, taken for granted and rarely 
questioned. 
 
This article attempts to identify some of the patterns that define the notion of background in relation to everyday 
life, observing the transformative effects of how people inhabit their urban environment, understanding the “a 
city as a state of delirium so habitual as to be almost unnoticeable” (Beaumont & Dart, 2010, p. 10).  The 
background city happens simultaneously, we inhabit sequences and clusters of space, settings, ultimately 
defined as urban conditions.  The character of a city depends on its capacity to accommodate different 
backgrounds: horizons of cultural resources, inexhaustible constituents that, for the most part, are anonymous.  
As Dalibor Vesely argues (Carl, 2012, p. 76), architectural interpretation is a hermeneutics of typical situations, 
where the background condition cannot be avoided, it is simply a matter of interpreting them well or badly. 
 
2. The Enigma of Background 
 
Our fascination with cities lies, in large part, with not being able to understand them; the enigma of the city 
fascinates our curiosity and allows us to speculate. Paradoxically, artists rather than architects have historically 
been more adept in capturing this mystery, to strip away the allure of the personae - the city as an accumulation 
of objects and allow the framework, i.e. the city’s background to come into focus. 
 
A group of artists who conceptually challenged the notion of depicting the city simply in terms of backdrop, vis-
à-vis Renaissance paradigm, was the Novecento1 movement in Italy.  By reversing the typical compositional 
structure of utilizing the city as a backdrop, artists such as Mario Sironi2 inverted the subject matter in such a 
way that the backdrop became the subject.  Mario Sironi’s depiction of an absent city, the anti-iconic urban 
landscape of Milan in the 1920’s, captures the reality of a modernizing society through the overwhelming and 
bewildering honesty of the city as a setting.  Sironi’s city possesses no rhetoric; although most of his painting 
are devoid of people, the presence of walls, warehouses, streets, factories and generic housing estates evoke 
the reality of a modern metropolis in the making. 
 
More recently, following in the same intellectual footsteps of deciphering the generic elements of city, 
contemporary photographers such as Bernd and Hilla Becher3 in Germany and Gabriele Basilico4 in Italy, 
have conceptualized the background as an “imprint of the collective of togetherness of things very personal, a 
human membrane that discloses the character of a city” (Sennett, 2012). However, the artist/photographer 
who comes closest to capture the enigmatic essence, the “Élan vital” of our contemporary cities is Thomas 
Struth5.  His images objectively record our cities, where the mundane, nondescript and anonymous, i.e. the 
“Unconscious Places” (Struth, 2012) become the neutral narrator depicting human habitation, paradoxically 
most of his photographs are devoid of human presence.  The context becomes the habitation of the city; 
architecture, traces and constant accretion revealing in the process the “human unconscious” of a city. 

 

1 An artistic movement started in 1922 in Italy, typically associated with Italian Fascism. 
2 Mario Sironi (1885 – 1961) was an Italian modernist artist who was active as a painter and sculptor. 
3 Bernhard Becher (1931 – 2007), and Hilla Becher (1934 – 2015), were German conceptual artists and photographers.  
4 Gabriele Basilico (1944 - 2013) was an Italian photographer who defined himself as "a measurer of space".  
5 Thomas Struth (1954) is a German photographer who is best known for his photographs of the streets of Düsseldorf and New York. 
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3. Urban Dialect 
 
In contrast to the above aesthetic understanding of background, an alternative perspective is the “Local” 
anthropological city identified by Franco La Cecla in his book “Perdersi” (La Cecla, Perdersi, 1988).  La Cecla 
is interested in observing and deciphering how people inhabit the city, using the idea of “Local Mind” (La Cecla, 
Mente Locale, 1993) vis-à-vis a form of local hermeneutics, he develops an interpretation of the city in terms 
of its local customs.  The city ceases to be understood as an analysis of scientific rational data, rather 
becomes, to quote the Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo a “reflective synthesis” (La Cecla, Perdersi, 1988, p. 
10) of overlapping elements: climate, languages, smell, noises, customs, styles, decorum, prejudices, 
preferences, beliefs, materials, topography - in other words the authentic culture of a city. 
 
According to La Cecla, we are conditioned by our surrounding to a much greater extent than we acknowledge.  
Too often we look at the existing city, as a form of pathology, a disease where architecture is the perennial 
solution. Modern Architecture has “lobotomized” (La Cecla, Perdersi, 1988, p. 37) our spatial understanding of 
the city, generating an agonized and indifferent urban territory where residents are no longer allowed nor able 
to affect, modify their immediate environment.  The only space residents are today free to organize, La Cecla 
states, are the interior domain of their apartments and houses typically with generic prefabricated furniture. 
 
The city has become an indifferent territory to most citizens, an alienated world of building codes, planning 
regulations, “The cumulative effect of architecture during the last two centuries has been like that of a general 
lobotomy performed on society at large, obliterating vast areas of social experience… incidentally reducing  
daily life to a private shadow play.” (Evans, 1997, p. 90).  Unfortunately, the architectural discourse of late, 
regarding the city has shifted; of prime importance today is the idea of the “Urban Spectacle” (La Cecla, 
Perdersi, 1988, p. 131), or the loud architecture the profession seems infatuated with.   
 
The domain of the spectacle, the “star” architect approach, propels architecture away from the local and social 
dimension, towards a domain of entertainment.  Architecture here, is governed by sensational effects, citizens 
are treated as customers and architecture is reduced to a “packaging” treatment or a form of pure publicity.  
An example of this superficial relationship between architecture and context, and there are many, is the no 
longer recent but very much symptomatic of its era, 1983 Hong Kong Peak project by the late Zaha Hadid.  
The project relies on fluid shards and dynamic levels generated by external forces (i.e. abstract interpretations 
of the existing topography and visitor flows), which are a clear reference to the spatial experiments of the 
Soviet artists Lissitzky and Malevich but importantly “emptied of any social message” (Curtis, 1999, p. 667). 
 
In contrast to the notion of “Urban Spectacle” is the idea of “Urban Dialect”.  Dialect is the language of local 
people.  Embedded in all dialects are the nuances and subtleties of place, identity, and culture.  Customs, 
rituals, history and environment are all integrated into a configuration that resonates directly with its inhabitants.  
Dialects represent the authentic, they are not coherent nor abstract languages, rather disfigured and real 
idioms.  Dialects relate to how local people dwell within their environment, importantly differentiating itself 
from the standard. 
 
To understand the true definition of dialect it is best to refer to its antonym: standard, in this context the urban 
dialect refers to the non-standard city, i.e. the opposite of the formal.  Through the lens of urban dialect, it is 
possible to compress distances, the mental distances hidden in our assumptions and preconceived notions of 
place, and thus get closer, more intimate to the local condition. 
 
4. Hong Kong Condition 
 
The combination of Hong Kong’s political and economic system, combined with its exceptional topography and 
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large population make it one of the densest urban environments in the world.  Originally composed of 
scattered villages, Hong Kong officially became a British colony after the First Opium War in 1842.  The British 
established the city of Victoria which today is still considered the political and financial center. The colonial 
territory further expanded twice in 1860 and 1898.  Rapid population growth did not take place until the end 
of the Second World War, when the communists took over China, resulting in thousands of refugees fleeing to 
Hong Kong.  Satellite towns were set up 1950’s onwards in the New Territories, in an attempt to alleviate the 
problems brought by increasing population and densification (Shelton, Karakiewicz, & Kvan, 2011). 
 
As a consequence of this urban intensity, a counter urban form of inhabitation has developed that relies on a 
network of by-product spaces in opposition to the vertical city we typically associate with Hong Kong.  Again, 
I would like to refer to the work of another German photographer, there definitely seems to be a school of 
thought here, Michael Wolf who in his book “Informal Solutions” (Wolf, 2016) generates a taxonomy of Hong 
Kong’s informal habitation, where local inhabitants generate utility and function in spaces that appear to offer 
no possibility.   
 
Wolf’s pictures capture the DNA of Hong Kong’s background, informal solutions developed by residents that 
allow city dwellers to cope with the density of Hong Kong.  Nothing is ever wasted in this temporary form of 
architecture, design is constantly driven by two factors: functionality and the need to resist.  Rather than form, 
we are here dealing with “Active Form” (Esterling, 2012, p. 44), a temporary architecture practice that allows 
residents to reclaim their own space within the ever-densifying urban fabric. 
 
“While architects are best trained to craft singular masterpiece buildings, most of the architectural enclosures 
that the world inhabits are by-products of formulas considered to be outside the discipline.” (Esterling, 2012, 
p. 41) 
 
In her article “Stones in Water” (Esterling, 2012), Easterling highlights a critical consideration vis-à-vis how we 
acknowledge cities today.  According to Easterling “Form” represents the standard notion of building as static 
object version of architecture, while “Active Form” establishes a set of parameters or capacities for what the 
organization will be doing over time, they are available as an enhancement to object form.  These active forms 
have time-related powers to introduce unfolding relationships or a contagious component into a population of 
buildings.  They allow architects to shape an ongoing set of spatial relationships without being confined to a 
single object.  Active forms which are conceptually so difficult for architects, are quite ordinary and practical 
for many other practitioners who have an enormous effect on cities. 
 
Before highlighting three Hong Kong episodes of “Active Form” within the context of the background city it is 
important to briefly discuss the methodology of the research in question.  Firstly, the research study relies on 
an “emic” as opposed to “etic” research approach; in anthropological terms there are two forms of research: 
an “emic” account is from the point of view of the observer who is outside the culture, as opposed to an “etic” 
account produced from within the culture (Lucas, 2016, p. 10).  Secondly, the research has been carried out 
over a two-year period at The Chinese University of Hong Kong, School of Architecture, together with a series 
of Masters Students as part of a Topical Elective Research Course.  Finally, due to the restricted length of 
this article, it has not been possible to outline a comprehensive literature review of similar studies into Hong 
Kong’s unique urban condition. 
 
The following three episodes recount urban scenes, fragments of Hong Kong’s background.  Each situation 
characterized by a singular, invisible moment of inhabitation.  As to represent a cross section through the 
diverse territory, each instance is taken from a distinct area: Hong Kong Island, Kowloon and New Territories.  
The three moments also recount diverse urban narratives, much in the manner of the Japanese graphic master 
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Hokusai6 who spent his life tirelessly recording the biggest city in the world at the time, Edo (now Tokyo).  
His illustrations could be classified in a comprehensive study of the enigma of the every day (Schama, 2017). 
 
1_The Inhabited Column 

 
Figure 1, The Inhabited Column of Sham Shui Po - Lai Chi Kok Road. 

The Sham Shui Po area situated in the North West part of Kowloon is characterized by its orthogonal grid (in 
contrast to Hong Kong island) and its vibrant street markets.  The neighbourhood is defined by its unique 
coexistence of density and diversity, where embedded within the rich urban blocks are old shop houses built 
during the 1930’s which today sit side by side more modern complexes.  Shop houses today have become 
virtually obsolete buildings, too narrow and deep to attract customers, forcing their owners to adapt and alter 
this awkward situation.  In this example, the shop owner appropriates and converts the building’s heritage 
into an asset.  The classical façade column, complete with capital and base is transformed into a commercial 
display.  Each side of the column exhibits a different type of merchandise (the shop specializes in electrical 
ventilation hardware), with the resulting effect of the shop extending into the public domain of the portico.  
Finally, the column also manages to integrate a micro shrine to a local divinity to protect the good fortune of 
the vendor.  
 
2_The Back Alley Tailor  

 
Figure 2, The Back Alley Tailor, Sai Ying Pun - Eastern Street 

The condition of the Hong Kong back alley has been a topic of numerous publications, most notably “Hong 
Kong’s Back Alleys: The Ugly, the Bad and the Good” (DiStefano & Lee, 2016).  Back alleys between buildings 
exist as a practical form of separation, a statutory requirement to provide: daylight, fresh air and service access 
to buildings.  Hidden away, deep inside the Sai Ying Pun district of Hong Kong Island is a small tailor business 
that has occupied the interstitial space of the alley to create an open shop.  The alley provides the perfect 
dimension for the store to operate: working table with sewing machine, storage for clothes to fix, all under a 
plastic sheet shelter “tailor made” to protect against sun and rain.  This little fragment of urban inhabitation 
represents a perfect example of Hong Kong’s background condition. 
 

6 Katsushika Hokusai (1760 – 1849) was a Japanese artist, ukiyo-e painter and printmaker of the Edo period.  
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3_The Futile Gate 

 
Figure 3, The Futile Gate, Tin Shui Wai - Tin Wah Road 

The new town of Tin Shui Wai, literally translated as “Village of Sky and Water”, is located in the North Western 
part of the New Territories of Hong Kong.  Built in the 1980’s it houses today roughly 300,000 inhabitants in 
what could be classified as a dormitory town.  To the foreign eye, Tin Shui Wai appears as a version of the 
dystopic “Alphaville”7, due to its dense social housing and relatively remote location.  The resulting highly 
regulated urban landscape is scattered with surreal paradoxical moments that contribute to a persistent sense 
of laconic melancholy.  Right in front of a large public housing estate is a transport hub housing on ground 
level a bus depot and above a carpark.  This non-descript nonplace is framed by what can only be described 
as a futile structural element, a steel truss, with no apparent function besides acting as a public landmark. 
 
All three episodes recount micro-moments of the banal and normal city, urban episodes that most of us would 
not notice, invisible amongst our prescribed mode of seeing.  Yet inherent to each condition is a deeply rooted 
sense of place, a tangible presence that belongs to the actual here and now. 
 
5. Conclusion  
 
Despite the best efforts of urban planners and architects, a city is rarely defined by its landmark buildings and 
projects, and Hong Kong certainly does not lack these, but rather, by the way its inhabitants appropriate and 
repurpose urban spaces according to their needs.  In this regards, the background city represents the 
“connective tissue” (Feustel, 2016) of the city, the moments of resistance and ingenuity of the urban dwellers 
of Hong Kong. 
 
As cities evolve and depending who you consult the statistics are staggering8, they will have to adapt, 
compromise and mitigate with their context.  This article attempts to widen the critical horizon as to what 
defines context and how all parts of the urban fabric deserve to be considered with dignity.  Our cities are 
constructed by accretion, similar to a process of sedimentation, where people inhabit and occupy their daily 
spaces.  This practice is by no means harmonious and smooth, rather it is frequently fractured, haphazard 
and circumstantial; to this effect the city is relational, relating to how we inhabit buildings but also how buildings 
inhabit the city.  Inhabitation here refers to both the cultural and the physical manifestation of the urban 
dwelling that constitutes the identity of a city. 
 
Typically architects avoid discussing the background, to quote Frank Gehry: “In this world we are living in, 98% 
of everything that is built and designed today is pure shit. There’s no sense of design, no respect for humanity 
or for anything else. They are damn buildings and that’s it.” (Burgen, 2014). By observing one specific 
manifestation of urban background, Hong Kong, this article tries to highlight how the tensions, unevenness 
and multiple singularities that contribute to a condition of background as a representation of the real city. 

7 Alphaville (1965) Noir film by Jean-Luc Godard. 
8 An alarming portrait is given by Stephen Emmott in his book “10 Million” (Emmott, 2013) 
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Hong Kong’s struggle to define its identity is to a certain degree connected with the notion of 
“compartmentalizing previously interwoven forces into mutually exclusive entities” (Latour, 1993).  According 
to Latour, complex hybrid networks that existed for centuries have, in the age of modernity, slowly eroded, 
ironed out by a practice of rationalization (functionalism, efficiency, sanitation).  This erosion of cultural identity 
is evident in Hong Kong where “local life”, to quote La Cecla, has been confined to the margins and residual 
lost spaces of the city.  Finally, I conclude this article with a quote by Gordon Matthews, the Hong Kong 
anthropologist who has long explored the topic of cultural identity of Hong Kong, who maintains the advantages 
and opportunities in understanding the complexities and natural hybrid-nature lie behind the cultural identity of 
a city: “between cultural frozenness and freedom, cultural purity and promiscuity, lies an uncomfortable yet 
potentially liberating middle zone.  This is the world we live in: maybe it’s time to embrace it!” (Mathews, 2013). 
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