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Architects since 1986. Responsible for residential, hospitality,
institutional, and large-scale planning projects worldwide, he
co-leads the firm's work in China. He was partner-in-charge
of two of the most influential planning projects of our time:
Celebration, Florida, and the theater block of New York's
42nd Street. His recent buildings include the record-setting
15 Central Park West in New York and 50 Connaught Road in
Hong Kong.
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Abstract | {HE

A high-density urban habitat must engage the public in a walkable setting that unfolds as a
coherent but multifaceted experience. In our work at a variety of scales we look to the most
admired places in the best cities worldwide and combine their most successful features with local
and regional traditions. This paper outlines strategies we have developed to create compelling
navigable social environments. An urban community is not just about sweeping planning
gestures, but depends upon the fine-grain pedestrian experience, creating lively streets to
encourage walking and human interaction. For inspiration we look to New York City, where high-
rises define broad avenues, smaller-scale buildings line side streets, and a mix of uses are tied
together by related architectural vocabularies at a variety of scales. We apply these principles to
high-density neighborhoods with a high proportion of tall buildings, which we believe represent
the future of urbanism worldwide.

Keywords: Community, Density, Human Scale, Master Planning, Urban Design, Urban
Habitat
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Walking Matters

As cities grow ever denser, governments,
developers, architects, and planners must
keep in the forefront of their mind the vitality
of the human experience that leads people to
gather in cities in the first place. As our urban
habitat evolves, it must continue to engage
the public with walkable settings that unfold
as coherent but multifaceted experiences. We
cannot forget that the successful planning of
an urban community depends upon attention
to the fine-grain pedestrian experience:

the creation of lively streets that encourage
walking and human interaction.

Jeff Speck, in his excellent Walkable City
(Speck, 2012), breaks down the requirements
of walkability into four components:
communities must be useful, safe,
comfortable, and interesting. People in cities
need a high level of interest to engage the
eye at walking pace; a sense of order to help
wayfinding without signs; and variety to
engage the mind and to make every part of
the city memorable in its uniqueness. As Jane
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Jacobs said, "Almost nobody travels willingly
from sameness to sameness and repetition to
repetition, even if the physical effort required
is trivial” (Jacobs, 1961).

While Jane Jacobs's argument for active,
human-scaled, mixed-use streets is now
conventional wisdom, those responsible

for building today’s cities remain too often
seduced by sweeping formal gestures that
are compelling at the scale of a printed page
but lifeless at full scale. Careful study of the
world's most admired places — both those that
have been planned all at once and those that
have evolved serendipitously over time — can
teach us a lot about how to design new urban
environments to meet society’s needs for
today and tomorrow.

Some of the fundamentals of urban design
date back to ancient villages as they
developed into towns and then into cities:
one pattern of development common to
early Western and early Chinese towns is
characterized by a hierarchy of streets that
aerate neighborhoods, with plazas and
squares supporting civic functions distributed
along a main street lined with commercial
activities (Figure 1). Over many centuries

the challenge of maintaining the livability of
these settlements as they grew ever denser
has been one of civilization's great puzzles.
The most successful and most beloved
contemporary large cities, from London

to New York to Shanghai, are those that

have managed to carry forward these basic
qualities of civic life in neighborhoods similar
in scale to these early villages and towns,
though greater in density (Figure 2). At the
level of the street, the successful juxtaposition
of the village scale with tall buildings can
create a dynamic urban experience if there

is some commonality among the buildings,
such as masonry walls with punched windows
(Figure 3).

Learning from Manhattan

One of the great urban settings that we

have studied extensively is our own home
city of New York. New York was one of the
few cities to incorporate significant high-rise
development into a dense urban fabric in
the years before World War II. On the gridiron
plan first mapped across Manhattan Island

in 1811 —itself a direct descendant of the
classical Roman town plan, though at a vastly
larger scale — early experiments in buildings
of great height were promptly balanced

with regulations aimed at preserving the
essential qualities of the city: the 1916 Zoning

Figure 1. Lively, walkable, and human-scaled streetscapes
in the traditional villages of Wuyuan, China (above) and
Cirencester, UK (below). (Source: Paul Whalen, RAMSA)
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Figure 2. A blend of low-rise buildings, mid-rise
apartment houses, and towers in Shanghai (above) and
New York City (below) provide for the density and variety
that help make walkable neighborhoods and great cities.
(Source: Google Earth (above), Paul Whalen, RAMSA
(below).)
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Figure 3. Finely articulated high-rise buildings that add
density combine with low-rise buildings that maintain
the scale of the neighborhood in Shanghai’s French
Concession district (above) and in New York City’s
Greenwich Village (below). (Source: Google (above),
Paul Whalen, RAMSA (below).)
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Resolution, conceived to ensure that the

new skyscrapers would not prevent light

and air from reaching the street, guided

the location and shaped the forms of the
city’s first generation of towers. This led to

the juxtaposition of tall buildings along
Manhattan’s broad avenues alongside mid-rise
buildings and townhouse rows lining the
city’s narrower side-streets.

Beyond the general order established by
zoning, the individual New York city-block
merits closer analysis. In ideal form, such

as one might find on Manhattan’s Upper

East and Upper West Sides, each block
accommodates buildings at a range of scales,
the taller buildings at the east and west block
ends bracketing lower buildings along the
side-streets, allowing south light to penetrate
to the center of the block, occupied by
gardens that are private but visually shared.
Sometimes the realities of commercial
pressures on the ideal block led to a messier
and less predictable result, such as the
incorporation of taller towers, but importantly,
because these towers were massed to

be sensitive to their lower neighbors, the
original zoning goals were still realized
(Figure 4). Along the avenues, shopfronts
engage passersby, serving residents' needs
within comfortable walking distance of their
homes, while on the side-streets, articulated
townhouse entrances maintain a domestic
human scale.

In tandem with the deliberate shaping of

the cityscape by zoning, pre-World War Il
New York enjoyed an architectural culture
that applied principles of Western classicism,
such as a system of proportion, a language of
ornament, symmetry within variety, and brick
and masonry expression, to buildings at all
scales, so that townhouses, mid-rise buildings,
and towers conversed in a common rhythm
and palette of materials, thereby maintaining
an overall coherence amid great diversity.

In particular, buildings at all scales were
designed to offer a good deal of interesting
detail at eye level, either with ground level
retail or with frequent street-level doors and
windows creating a sense of activity and
safety (Figure 5). Even the towers pay a lot of
attention to how they meet the street; they
do not stand as isolated objects but hold to
the streetwalls, meeting the sidewalks with
shopfronts and other openings that extend
the pattern of their lower-scale neighbors

so that they stand comfortably side-by-side;
together they all participate in a continuous
pedestrian experience. These neighborhoods
remain to this day among the most desirable
in the city.

Figure 4. A typical Manhattan city-block combines variety within the order of the grid. Buildings within the block are
situated to allow for light and air while responding to the hierarchy of streets; lower buildings are situated on narrower
east-west streets, while taller buildings mark the ends of the blocks along wider avenues. The system is occasionally
punctuated by a taller building, here the tower of the Carlyle Hotel, which serves as a visual marker for the surrounding

neighborhood. (Source: Google Earth, RAMSA)
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Figure 5. These two Greenwich Village streets illustrate two ways of achieving a comfortable
walking environment: with frequent building entrances, or with continuous small, varied
shopfronts. Both strategies create visual diversity and a perception of safety. Here the details
of brick walls, windows, and metal work further add to the pedestrian scale of the street.

Figure 6. (A) Detailed and highly varied urban fabric in a traditional Chinese
neighborhood (B) Repetitive apartment blocks facing south (C) A super high-rise
tower and its surrounding block (D) An intricate new community composed of a
finely grained urban fabric within a series of blocks (Source: RAMSA)

(Source: Paul Whalen, RAMSA (above), Google (below))
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This much beloved traditional urbanism was
the typical pattern throughout the world
until after World War Il, when a new theory,
based on ideas including Le Corbusier’s

Ville Radieuse, led to the development of
“towers in the park,"in practice too often
either isolated high-rise towers or endlessly
repetitive residential slabs. The lack of
defined urban space combined with deadly
monotony created a disjointed cityscape that
discouraged walking and weakened any sense
of community. Despite the recognition of
the shortcomings of this model, the urgency
of quickly housing millions upon millions in
today’s rapidly expanding cities has allowed
this easily replicated, often mass-produced
form to persist.

Is it possible to design for the unprecedented
scale and density of tomorrow’s cities
without sacrificing the qualities of urban life
of celebrated cities throughout history? We
think so, and we believe that the urbanism of

pertinent clues, with its sympathetic
juxtaposition of high-rise and mid-rise
buildings that accommodate high densities
while playing nicely with adjacent lower-scale
buildings, all in a mix of continuous, engaging
urbanism (Figure 6).

Building Blocks

In 2009, our firm was asked to design a new
community with 200,000 square meters

of residential development on a peninsula
jutting into a lake on Huxindao Island in
Xiamen, China. The program for Heart of
Lake, as it originally came to us, called for
freestanding villas and high-rise towers — two
residential types at vastly different scales
that are difficult to reconcile into a coherent
neighborhood. Bringing to the assignment
the lessons learned in our study of New
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Figure 7. Combining the principles that make great neighborhoods and cities, the master plan of Heart of Lake, Xiamen
(RAMSA) comprises a hierarchy of buildings at all scales organized within a clear but varied system of streets, walkways,

parks, and gardens. (Source: RAMSA)
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York's pre-War urbanism, we advocated

for a hierarchy of building scales, adding

a mix of mid-rise apartment houses, low-

rise residential buildings, and townhouse
rows that mediate between the scale of the
single-family villas and that of the towers. We
organized these types not by segregating
them into zones but as a kit-of-parts that we
combined into blocks formed by a hierarchy
of streets, taller buildings on broader north—
south boulevards and lower buildings along
narrower streets, an adaptation of the pre-War
New York block model (Figure 7).

Importantly, we did not simply plop down
New York urbanism in a historic city in coastal
China; rather, we took the lessons learned

in New York and synthesized them with our
analysis of local and regional patterns of
development to create an urban environment
uniquely appropriate to this site and program.
We looked specifically to nearby Gulang
Island, where an historic open port had

given rise to Western-style villa compounds
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overlaid on a Chinese vernacular network

of winding streets that followed the natural
topography; this pattern, infused with lush
tropical gardens, also informed our design.
The hierarchy of streets we developed for
Heart of Lake is centered on a broad park
oriented to capture prevailing breezes during
Xiamen’s long tropical summers; larger and
smaller streets run both east-west and
north—south; and the grid is given a radial
twist so that pedestrians encounter ever-
changing perspectives as they walk along the
east-west streets, similar to what we found in
Gulang Island. Towers are located to minimize
afternoon shadows; mid-rise buildings face
north—south streets; low buildings face east-
west streets; townhouse rows face the lake;
and intimate paths defined by garden walls
incorporate tea houses in private gardens.

The whole is united by a vocabulary that
combines Chinese and Mediterranean
influences realized in a common palette of
golden local granite and red tile roofs. The rich
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and varied experience of this entirely pedestrian
neighborhood is a marriage of the walls and
gardens of a traditional Chinese village with the
organization of a New York city-block; buildings
at all scales engage the street with a variety of
sculptural detail, windows, and doors, as well as
forecourts, gates, and small gardens. Another
idea we drew from the example of Manhattan
is the reintroduction of the scale of the street at
the crown of each tower, thereby extending a
continuous urbanism from sidewalk to skyline
(Figure 8).

both as an integral part of the city’s life and as
a tourist destination; in particular, as planners
we admire the way its highly identifiable forms
do not stand apart from the surrounding city
but are deftly woven into the larger urban
fabric. Additionally, it felt especially appropriate
to evoke this specifically New York example in
Dalian, a city that has a tradition of integrating
foreign architectural influences.

AVIC International Square fronts Dalian’s
Zhongshan Road, a key urban thoroughfare
that runs from the city’s historic port district to
the fast-growing Shahekou district, connecting

A Continuous Urbanism a string of important civic plazas along its

length, to which our project adds one more. We

For an even higher-density development in
Dalian, China, which includes significant office
and retail components along with residential
towers, we drew lessons from another New
York model: Rockefeller Center. Conceived
and realized as a single endeavor, Rockefeller
Center occupies four Manhattan blocks in the
heart of the island, creating a new urban core. young professionals( the intention being to
Incorporating mid-rise office buildings and a provide a complete live-work environment in a
single high-rise office tower that together define fine-grained urban setting (Figure 9).

a variety of public spaces wrapped with shops,

developed the five-hectare site as four blocks
divided by streets that tie into the existing grid.
352,000 square meters of development are
accommodated in eight strategically placed
residential towers, two office blocks, and a
40-story office tower flanked by lower wings
accommodating loft-style apartments for

Figure 8. Above: Aerial rendering of Heart of Lake shows towers concentrated on the east and north, allowing for
maximum daylight to penetrate to the pedestrian streets. Below: At the street level, buildings at all scales engage the
street with a variety of sculptural details, windows, and doors, as well as walls and garden pavilions. (Source: Crystal
Digital Technology Co. Ltd. (above), RAMSA (below))
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Rockefeller Center has proved its enduring value,
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Figure 9. Above: Three primary building scales combine
to define street walls, gardens, and courtyards.

Below: The four blocks that compose the project engage
Zhongshan Road with a linear garden that widens

the boulevard. The two primary streets engage the
surrounding city fabric. (Source: RAMSA)
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A wide landscaped setback facing Zhongshan
Road establishes a sense of place, broadening
the boulevard to offer an inviting, accessible
entrance. Mid-rise building heights relate

to those adjacent, while all of the buildings
are wrapped at the base with shops and,
following the model of Rockefeller Center,
work to define streets and mid-block
passages and frame a variety of gardens,
courtyards, and public plazas that provide
porosity through the site. Secondary streets
continue the city grid; in this way the towers,
including the iconic office tower, participate
in a streetscape that is fully integrated into
the life of the city, permeated with attractive
pedestrian destinations that connect to
Dalian’s pre-existing fabric (Figure 10).

A Fast Growth Template

Larger still is AVIC Jinjiang Uptown, a
residential and retail townscape on 23.5
hectares. Whereas AVIC International Square
plugs into an existing grid, AVIC Jinjiang
Uptown lies at the edge of a rapidly growing
city, where it will set the pattern for future

Figure 10. Above: A mixed-use community with its own
clear identity nonetheless connects seamlessly with the
surrounding city, taking cues from Rockefeller Center

in New York City. Below: Towers and mid-rise buildings
come together to create clear urban spaces. (Source:
AVIC Legend Co. Ltd.)
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development that we anticipate will soon
envelop it —an important responsibility. To
attain the required density and mix of uses in
a lively, walkable urban community, we again
applied a hierarchical and varied urbanism
that works at multiple scales. Facing the major
arterial road that runs along the north edge of
the site, we developed a welcoming plaza, a
great arc lined with retail that leads to a broad
diagonal boulevard inspired by admired
precedents such as Barcelona's Las Ramblas,
preserving a protected view corridor that runs
through the site. We made this boulevard
fully pedestrian so it will serve as a linear town
square for the community and also as a future
shopping destination that will draw people
from the entire city. Two crescent streets

— the only streets open to cars — connect
north to east and west to south, introducing
unfolding picturesque views as they provide
permeability to this large site (Figure 11).

To further break down the scale of the
community, shop-lined streets define seven
unique smaller neighborhoods of varying
shapes and sizes, each with its own residential
and retail components. The largest of these
are further divided into residential blocks
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Figure 11. A complex system of streets, blocks, and squares combines with a hierarchy of building heights to create an

ordered but varied community. (Source: RAMSA)
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that, on the model of Manhattan city blocks,
accommodate a hierarchy of building types
and scales, giving us tools to define wide and
narrow streets, mews, and plazas. The urban
garden-like quality of Shanghai's former French
Concession district — with curved tree-lined
streets, trellised pathways, and intimate pocket
parks — inspired AVIC Uptown’s network of
greenery threaded throughout with landscaped
pathways, parks, and shared gardens.

Side streets with small shops and single-
story homes mix with towers sited to meet
stringent light and air requirements; we

lined the narrower east-west streets with
lower buildings to allow light to penetrate
into south-facing courtyards. The project’s
architectural expression introduces to Jinjiang
a distinctive blend of local and Western
classical traditions that add interest at street
level; local materials and motifs that thread
through the detailing — including brick, stone,
and terra cotta patterns specific to Jinjiang

- reinforce the sense of place. The crowns

of the towers reprise the scale of the street
and townhouses, unifying and reducing the
apparent scale of the whole (Figure 12).

Conclusion
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Figure 12. Whether in a park (above) or on a shopping street (below), public spaces are clearly defined by low- and
mid-rise buildings while taller towers create a dynamic skyline in the distance. (Source: RAMSA)
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Walkable streets and neighborhoods that
encourage engagement and community

are just as fundamental to the continuous
urbanism of high-density 21st century cities as
they are to historical villages. We are fortunate
to have in front of us paradigms of cities such
as New York and Shanghai that in the years
before World War Il saw the development of a
heterogeneous urbanism that carried forward
time-honored human scale at the street,
creating dense, walkable neighborhoods of
proven, lasting value. We have done our best
to sequence the DNA that made it all work,
not to clone it but to cross-breed it with other
traditional and new patterns of development
and to apply its lessons to high-density
neighborhoods with a high proportion of tall
buildings, which we believe represent the
future of urbanism worldwide. We advocate
for the continuous urbanism of the world’s
best cities, but we also propose a continuity
of urbanism across time, so that the lessons
of the past continue to support our cities into
the future.
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