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ABSTRACT

Jason Ho, the interviewee, founded Mapping Workshop in 2013,
offering an alternative option for interpreting city and urban

space with a unique agenda of “observation — mind mapping —
representation — curation.” In this interview, he shares the intention
to launch Mapping Workshop and interprets “urban acupuncture”
based on his practice. Having been long focusing on studying
negative urban spaces, Ho indicates that the hidden order behind
the chaos in a city generates vigor and maintains the city safe. The
interview also covers the topic of community empowerment, in
terms of which Ho believes that how to negotiate and coordinate with
different stakeholders will be the biggest and most difficult issue to
urban designers in future community empowerment in China.
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exhibition on 2017
Shenzhen-Hong Kong
Biennale. In this
workshop, slippers
are used as a mapping
element to investigate
and understand the
context of the site.
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Mapping Workshop

Although a map is an inventory
comprising all the physical characteristics
or visible conditions of a given site, it
fails to reflect ordinary everyday life and
spatial experience; without speculations,
it does not have much influence on the
final outcome either. The nature of maps
as an objective representation ignores the
hidden potentials and hence simplifies
the complexities and the richness of

a place. Instead of replicating what

is already known, mapping unearths
hidden aspects of a place and articulates
the space we live in. It is a process of
observation and discovery, through
which new relationships and connections
across the site may be established and a
systematic understanding of space / place
may emerge. Mapping is also a product
of a creative activity which suggests

new narratives and constructs to better
understand the city with a particular
agenda.

Jason Ho, the interviewee, founded
Mapping Workshop in 2013, offering an
alternative option for interpreting city
and urban space with a unique agenda
of “observation — mind mapping —
representation — curation.” From
October 2014 to October 2017, Ho had
led 38 Mapping Workshops in China,
Australia, and the United States, which
have influenced many faculties and
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students, and become a reference for the

architectural education reform.

As a teacher, you did not follow the
conventional teaching method, instead
you employed Mapping or Mapping
Workshop as a new way of learning and
understanding cities, why? And what is
the intention behind?

Jason HO (HO hereafter): During my
PhD study, I followed and studied several
vendors for three years who opened take-
away food business nearby a university
campus in Xiamen. Slowly I got to
know about how they delivered food
from their kitchen outside the boundary
wall to the students’ dormitories by
employing tactics like “bribing” security
guards, hiring “insiders,” and using high-
tech devices. What I learnt from it is
that designers had been trying to create
different types of boundaries in our cities,
but people could easily overcome and
even topple down these boundaries and
turn limits into opportunities with their
living wisdom. In my PhD examination,

I was asked that how I would apply

the knowledge in China. Now I finally
have an answer after leading so many
Mapping Workshops in China in the past
years.

In 2013, I was invited to conduct
my first Mapping Workshop at South
China University of Technology, and it

was nothing more than an academic
exchange. Since then, I have continued
to lead Mapping Workshops in many
colleges in China, which is not as what I
planned at the beginning.

There are three purposes to conduct
a mapping workshop. First is to convey
a design value. The workshop is to
encourage the students — the future
designers — to walk out of the walled
campuses to observe and to understand
the real life of ordinary people. Only
by doing so can their future work
focus on real problems. Secondly, in the
workshops, I always encourage students
to look at small things, keep the details
in mind, and do small efforts. I try to
tell them that their achievements are
not measured by the scale of projects.
Thirdly, instead of providing a solution
or a final product, I focus more on the
improvement of students’ abilities of
creativity, observation, communication,
expression, making, and thinking, which
are often not given enough training
in current architectural education
in China. The four parts in the
Mapping Workshop — observation,
mind mapping, representation,
and curation — work together to
train students and provide them an
alternative way to see and understand
our cities and everyday spaces.

Architecture education needs to
provide students with all possibilities
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for knowing about the world; there is
no such thing as the only answer or
standard. In fact, Mapping Workshop

is a supplement to the fundamental
architecture education in China. As

a teacher, I have been working on
stimulating students’ enthusiasm and
potential, offering them opportunities to
re-examine the existing conventions and
rules. I believe the most meaningful thing
is that through Mapping Workshops,

a network linking the teachers with
similar values and teaching concepts is

established.

How can the method of Mapping be
applied in general practice?

HO: According to James Corner,
mapping is always the initial intervention
of site design'"”!. In this sense, “mapping”
has to be a critical part of the design
process.

However, it is almost impossible
to spend days and weeks conducting
site observations and investigations,
considering the tight schedule of most
projects in China — in most cases, early-
stage investigation would be done by
walking around the site and taking
photos, or worse, relying on Google
Maps instead of site visiting. But for
me, to “look at” and to “see” are two
different things. Quite often, designers
simply look at and only record the

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

visible physical elements on the site like
vegetation, buildings, lakes, or rocks. As
designers, we need to be able to see the
hidden things, relationships, and stories.
Through these discoveries on invisible
qualities of the site, designers can create
something that truly respect, serve, and
touch the users. It is a shame that in
many projects, the process of design

is peripheral, compared with the final
schemes. Sites are often wiped out in a
violent way while the blueprints only
need to meet the national requirements
for fire prevention, seismic resistance,
usage, and transportation. For me, a
design without thinking may only bring
construction, instead of creation.

At the end of his book The Edifice
Complex”', Deyan Sudjic underplayed
that architects would, without
exception, realize that the powerful
and wealthy determine what actually
gets built in the world. Here, I do not
want to say whether such pessimistic
argument is true or not, but in every
workshop, I try to encourage the
students, who design our cities in future,
to pay more attention to ordinary
people’s usage and demands of daily
space, and to reshape urban spaces with

their subtle inventions.
Urban acupuncture is a widely

applied concept in urban renewal
nowadays. Based on your own practice,
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could you please share your opinion on

urban acupuncture?

HO: Urban acupuncture is a concept
of urban renewal originally coined by
Spanish architect and urbanist, Manuel
de Sola Morales in the 1980s."" At
that time, large-scale extensive urban
planning was predominant in Western
cities, resulting in many urban qualities
and distinctiveness ruined. The theory
of urban acupuncture provided urban
planners with a new approach of
spatial intervention to sustainably
improve citizens’ living environment
while maintaining the lifestyle.

Instead of a completely new design,
urban acupuncture, referred from

the traditional Chinese acupuncture,
can be understood as a method using
minimum, subtle and economical
interventions to improve the quality

of urban public spaces and encourage
public engagement, boosting an
revitalization in a larger urban context.

My own practice shares a
common ground with the theory
of urban acupuncture. In Mapping
Workshop, for example, small
inventions are employed to stimulate
big changes. Besides, in the process
of mapping, how to find an accurate
“acupoint” — intervention site — is
also crucial to activate a broader urban
renewal and to create a social blending



network across scales. However, urban
acupuncture can be considered as a
result-oriented theory focusing on the
results and changes brought through the
interventions; while Mapping Workshop
emphasizes the process of observation
and thinking, and the reflection and
inspiration stimulated in the process.

In your practice, you often put much
attention on the crowded, chaos, and
marginal places in the cities. What do
you understand the role of such “negative
space” playing in urban renewal?

HO: In her book The Death and
Life of Great American Cities, Jane
Jacobs argues that, compared with the
tidy, charming places in cities, more
vitality and creativity could be found
in the “negative space.”””' In many
cases, those so-called elite architects
and designers are not able, and have no
time to understand the significance such
negative space has in people’s daily life,
and attempt to transform those places
into “active spaces” through ornamental
design. As a result, the original vibrant
lifestyle disappears, along with the loss
of dynamic spatial potentials.

It is a human nature to desire a clean,
tidy, and quality life. But for the citizens
who have no architectural training, it is
difficult to realize how their life can be
improved through the small inventions.
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In fact, the hidden order behind the
chaos generates vigor and maintains the
city safe. In Mapping Workshops, I take
the students to the most crowded, messy
places and let them think of the hidden
order which supports and organizes the
whole community living. We should re-
examine our daily life as urban designers,
and explore opportunities to create a
better living environment for the so-
called “disordered places,” which would
be the best tools for the designers.
However, before all the actions, we
need to be clear about why renewals
have to be done, and who such renewals
serve for. In some urban villages or old
residential areas, many people hope that
their dwellings could be pulled down so
that they could receive a compensation
and resettle to some places with better
living conditions. Quite often, urban
regeneration plan is developed by those
planners and architects who have no
experience living in an urban village
or old residential area, or have no
idea about how the dwellers live and
what they really need either. In a field
investigation to an old neighborhood in
Wuhan, we found that many “ant tribes”
lived in the windowless basements. The
crowd, narrow space where they shared
laundry room, bathhouse, toilets, and
dining room, was like an underground
city. Most of the dwellers were families

of migrant workers, living there for a

minimum rental cost. Once these urban
villages and old residential buildings

are demolished, the migrants who
contributed to urban construction of our
cities would lose their shelters. Even if
their dwellings were not demolished, but
were “renewed” instead, it is predictable
that the rent would rise and the renewed
buildings might become commercial
space eventually. It is an irony that

the improvement of public space and
living condition results in a place where
the original occupants have to leave.
Moreover, it would reduce opportunities
for people to choose where to live.

A really inclusive city should enable
different groups of people to find their
affordable houses, which should also

be the original reason why we start an

urban renewal.

What methods do you think can be
used to encourage public engagement in
community empowerment in a bottom-up

way?

HO: First, architects and planners
need to ask themselves what is
community empowerment exactly. Many
people confuse and misunderstand
community empowerment as to refurnish
facades, repave roads, plant trees and
flowers, and paint walls with graffitis.
Worse, the concept of community

empowerment is often used as a selling
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In a Mapping Workshop
conducted in the Central
South University, Henan
Opera costumes, and
related performing places
and events are used

as a mapping element

to investigate and
understand the context of
the site.
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point to win projects and to attract
investments. According to my knowledge,
community empowerment is to rebuild
the relationship between different groups
of people, between human and space,
and between different spaces. And
designers act more like a “match-maker”
to negotiate and coordinate with all the
stakeholders, including governments,
residents, non-profit organizations,
scholars, and artists. Urban designers

or architects cannot regard themselves

as a savior to change the residents’ life;
residents’ willingness and enthusiasm

to engage in and promote community
empowerment can only be stimulated
when designers really concern and
generate inventions which truly serve and
benefit them. For designers, how to find
the balance among different stakeholders
will be the biggest issue in future
community empowerment in China.

In Taiwan, urban renewal and
community empowerment are widely
promoted. The Bodhi Evergreen Village
in Puli Township, Nantou County is a
good example. In the community, free
accommodation and food are provided to
the seniors; the villagers share vegetable
gardens, chicken farms, Buddhist and
Christian prayer rooms, and run a
tofu factory; and a mutual-helping
model is established — the younger
seniors take care of the elder ones,
and there is no need to get help from
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volunteers. Villagers’ original lifestyle
and livelihood are also maintained. In
the context of a serious aging problem,
the case of Evergreen Village can serve

as a reference for the future urban
renewal and community empowerment
in mainland China. In Tamsui, Taipei,
another example, there is a strong sense
of ownership and all the community
members — the vendors, waiters,

or security guards — can give their
opinions on community development,
like a professional or expert. In mainland
China, there is also a need to explore
more approaches to encourage public
engagement to community empowerment
and to foster a sense of ownership. LAF
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