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URBAN PUBLIC SPACE FOR
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ABSTRACT

Tetris Square is a commercial plaza located in a
corner of a large mixed-use development in Tianhe
District, Guangzhou. Designers treated the site as
an urban public space rather than a commercial
place simply for children play, with focus on
younger users and core families. Landscape
architects attempt to respond to a series of
community demands with a smarter proposal.
Instead of a direct use of finished play equipment,
designers create many flexible spaces for diverse
play experience, and “hide” a grove by integrating
it into the play facilities, which introduces an
urban oasis attracting more visitors to the square.
This does not follow the conventional design
principle of commercial spaces which is to plant
as few trees as possible for a maximum storefront
display. The grid modules of squares make facility
fabrication and installation much easier, helping
save the costs and ensure the construction quality.
Assembled precast concrete outdoor furniture was
used extensively in the whole complex. Landscape
architects designed only two basic precast
concrete modules, which could be assembled

into more than twenty combinations. Now Tetris
Square is an urban playground for children and
their parents, as well as a public space for other
residents in adjacent communities. The project
provides children with fun and happiness through
user-friendly and naturalized design, encouraging
children’s cognitive learning from the external
world, and simulating their imagination and
creativity in play.
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1. Site plan of Tetris
Square
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The pixel design
language used with grid
modules

Children play happily in
Free Island

A "cave” beneath the
Free Island
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5. Popular hammocks in
the Family Pocket
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6. Abird-eye view of the
Cloud Curtain

7. Kids playing under the
Cloud Curtain
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8.  Young residents in the
Cloud Pavilion with kids

9. The "hidden" grove of
the commercial plaza
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1 Design Context

Guangzhou Vanke Cloud City Phase 2 is a pioneer community
complex which is comprised of a diverse blend of affordable
small apartments, incubator offices, a middle school, and a

shopping mall. The targeted user groups are mainly young
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people and core families. Sitting in the northeast of the Tianhe
District, Guangzhou, the complex centers in the Tianhe Smart
City, one of the nine newly planned towns in Guangzhou

City, neighbors to many smart industries such as the Internet
of Things, cloud computing, e-commerce, and information
services, and enjoys convenient transport facilities. There are
also many reputable universities nearby such as South China
University of Technology, South China Normal University, and
South China Agricultural University. Although many long-term
plans are under construction by stages, this area still suffers
from an insufficiency of amenities, such as plazas, parks, and
stadiums. Open spaces within community for parent-child
interaction, sports exercises, recreation, gatherings, and social
communication are particularly needed.

The younger user groups of the complex hint that this
mixed-use development is operated for people who want to
live and work in this first-tier city but cannot afford the high
price / rent of housing. So this project is a meaningful practice
for improving citizens’ livelihood, and brings reflections on
how to balance the daily needs of the young and children and
the commercial interests of the developers in an urban public
space. At the same time, it has to address challenges such as
limited budget, urgent construction speed, and low-standard
construction teams.
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2 Design Strategies

2.1 A Pixel Plaza
At the community scale, landscape architects conceived a
“pixel plaza” with a unified gridding landscape framework
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to echo the appearance of surrounding buildings, forming a
strong identity for the community. At the site scale, the pixel
image (500 mm x 500 mm by each grid) was used in paving,
outdoor furniture, planting, and elevation design of the
square, responding to diverse interaction of younger families.
Following these ideas, Tetris Square was built up in the
northwest corner of the complex with a size of 6,000 m*. The
highly recognizable “Tetris” image in this commercial square
makes users feel as if they are in a vivid three-dimensional
Tetris Game, transforming the site into an active place for
children’s activities, and arousing children’s rich emotions
and real happiness. It needs to be clarified that the unique
design form of Tetris is not the inspiration for the design, but
a creative strategy based on the site investigation. Now Tetris
Square has become the largest public space of this young
community, bonding all residents together.

2.2 A Mini Park

Even though established as a commercial plaza, Tetris
Square was designed specially as a mini park to connect
people in the community. There are playgrounds on both
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10. A Delonix regia tree
integrated with the play
space

11. Groves of Terminalia
neotaliala around the
Cloud Curtain and
the Sand Pool provide
shade for kids and
parents as they enjoy
the facilities.
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12. Outdoor furniture
modules made of
prefabricated concrete

sides of the square corridor, catering to various activities and
psychological needs of children in different ages. Instead of

a direct use of any finished children equipment, the design
focused on place making. The Family Pocket consists of a
series of hammocks where kids and parents could interact

in joy and comfort. The Free Island is a multi-layered play
facility for kids to discover spaces and exercise their bodies,
which provides the richest interactive experience in the
square and allows children to freely explore, learn, and
understand the world. Other creative design elements such

as the Cloud Curtain and the Cloud Pavilion, painted in an
energetic orange color, provide private spaces for children
and parents. The Amphitheater in front of the shopping mall
not only provides a gathering space for commercial activities,
but also can serve as an outdoor classroom for the middle
school nearby. The series of small spaces for various programs
make this mini park widely attractive to children and adults,
enhancing its value as a precious open space within the high-
density neighborhood.

2.3 A Growing Grove

Tetris Square has a decent number of trees. Landscape
architects “hide” a grove by integrating it into the play
facilities. This does not follow the conventional design
principle of a commercial plaza, which is to plant as few trees
as possible for a maximum storefront display. The strategy
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is successful as it attracts many visitors here to enjoy the shade
as a shelter from the humid tropical climate in Guangzhou.
Since parent-child interaction is the primary need to be satisfied,
designers specifically chose Delonix regia and Terminalia
neotaliala with strong resistance to wind and air pollution as
backbone tree species to enhance the safety and comfort of the
space. From the sidewalks approaching the shopping mall, trees
were planted in a dense-to-sparse gradient, with openings that
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lead to the mall. Two fully blossoming Delonix regia trees,

each was planted in the center of the Family Pocket and the
Free Island, refresh visitors on their way to the square with
appealing blossoms and featherlike leaves. At the same time,
groves of Terminalia neotaliala around the Cloud Curtain
and the Sand Pool provide shade for kids and parents, where
adults can enjoy the quality time with their children, and

the kids would harvest a beautiful memory of playing and

growing up in such a green wonderland.

2.4 An Economical and Ecological Strategy

The design of this project was not embarrassed by
the limited construction budget (about half of common
commercial projects), which, on the contrary, spurred the
design team for a smarter proposal. The grid modules make
facility fabrication and installation much easier, helping save
the costs and ensure the construction quality. Assembled
precast concrete outdoor furniture was used extensively in
the whole complex. Landscape architects designed only two
basic precast concrete modules, which could be assembled
into more than twenty combinations. Site managers can select
appropriate combinations according to different scenarios,
while users could select the most comfortable furniture
combination to meet their needs, which appeals strongly
to younger users. The precast concrete was also used as the
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13. Asculptural bench used
as the slide for toddlers
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substitute for the traditional stone pavement in spite of the
problems caused by technological limitation. This decision was
proved to be both economical and environment-friendly: the
unit price of precast concrete is about one-third of the stone

paver, which also helps conserve the natural stone resource in

China.
3 Post Occupancy Observation

Right after completion, Tetris Square has soon become
a popular daily public space for the complex and adjacent
communities. Besides the highly welcomed Freedom Island
and Family Pocket, the sculptural benches are used as slides
for toddlers — By returning to place making without finished
equipment, designers have successfully maximized the function
of public space as such a low-cost commercial (private) plaza
with the limitation of construction budget and period, which
brings challenges to the long-term operation and maintenance.
Therefore, designers conducted a continuous post occupancy
observation for one year after its opening and retrieved
interesting and provoking feedback.

3.1 Space Flexibility in Operation and Maintenance

The flexible spaces created through the place making
strategy support a more elastic operation and maintenance. For
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15.

The frame structure of
hammocks after the
rope net has been worn
out

The Children

Theater behind the
Amphitheater is
temporarily used as

a sitting area due to
insufficient fund.
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example, the steel frames of hammocks in the Family Pocket

can be remained after the rope nets have been worn out, for
reinstalling new hammocks, swings, or other facilities. Due to
the fund shortage, the Children Theater behind the Amphitheater
is temporarily serving as a sitting area with a distorting mirror,
and can be re-activated in the future.

3.2 Negotiations of Public and Private Spaces

This project achieved a win-win between the public and
the client through design approaches. Even though part of the
Tetris Square is under exclusive use, e.g., the music plaza and
the Cloud Curtain have been occupied by an electric amusement
park for a fee, the majority of the square remains open to the
public, facilitating social communication and parent-child
interaction which in return brings more consumers to the
businesses around.

4 Conclusions

The design language of “Tetris Square” was generated from
the needs of core families, inspired by the spirit of younger
users, and addressed the scarcity of public space around the
site and the limitation of construction budget and period. Even
though positioned as an outdoor children play space, the square
has actually solved a series of community problems. From the
overall design framework to the variety of details, designers
attempted to connect the children playground with community
identity, public place making, and natural environment in the
city. By overcoming construction obstacles, the project provides
children with fun and happiness through user-friendly and
naturalized design, encouraging children’s cognitive learning
from the external world, and simulating their imagination and
creativity in play. In addition, young residents and parents
are also attracted to the square, realizing the vision that
intergenerational people could enjoy the square together. With
a continuous post occupancy observation for one year, the ideas
and strategies above have been proved working. LAF
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