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A Project About A Project

Zhou Jianjia

A Project being Constructed

On an early spring afternoon, my friend and I visited Cui Jie’s studio,
situated in an artists’ complex in Songjiang, Shanghai. Units with red
bricks facades in gradient patterns and giant curving roofs fill this area,
sitting next to each other. Artists active in Shanghai have gathered here
together in this location, making this campus a prominent art landmark.
In 2019, when preparing for a solo exhibition in London, Cui Jie received
an invitation from Focal Point Gallery to visit some twentieth century
urban developments in Essex during her trip, in preparation for a first
institutional exhibition in the UK. ‘I went to Essex for one visit but was
not able to fulfill the planned residency because of the pandemic, and
so I had to get information through documentation,” Cui said. ‘Even
if I could have stayed there, it would still have been tough for me to
get the sense of ideology as well as cultural background of this place.’
Essex occupies an interesting position in the history of modern British
architecture, while Cui Jie’s works to date have mainly been based
on contemporary Chinese urban and architectural landscapes. This
essay explains this collaborative project and why I am interested in
Cui Jie’s work and her exhibition, ‘New Model Village’ as an architect
and researcher.

The experience of living in Shanghai, studying in Hangzhou, and working
in Beijing, mobilised Cui Jie’s sensitivity to the constantly changing
urbanscape around her. Extracting, interweaving, and mutating these
urban fragments has become a continuous theme in her project. What
drew her attention in particular are the buildings constructed between
the 1980s to 2000s; buildings that were never considered ‘beautiful’
in a common sense. People of the same generation who witnessed the
phase of urban development, such as myself, would give a tacit smile:
we know only too well what these years meant to Chinese cities. The
architectural theories and forms poured in as China opened its doors to
new urban developments, the good and the bad. Various architectural
styles were appropriated in the heat of rapid design and construction,
overused even misused. On the other hand, with the advancement of
urbanisation, these banal buildings converged and constituted the
matrix of daily life, which fascinated Cui Jie. (Fig 1) ‘I kept asking
myself what exactly constructs my visual experience, and this is how
I precepted these architectures. ‘People of the same generation share
this feeling: the repeated construction, demolition, then re-construction
that has shaped our ways of seeing and feeling our environment. Cui
Jie captured it and made it her project.
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Fig 1. Cuilie, Green Glass Apartment Building, 2018, courtesy Antenna Space

‘T could not get any closer to Essex, so the only way is to imagine.’
Cui Jie continued, ‘Among the research materials from Essex, I was
especially interested in Silver End and the Bata Factory and Estate; the
modernist architecture that evoked working together, living together.
A film clip from the Bata Factory documented the worker’s sports
meetings. The intimacy between individual and collective shown in the
film immediately reminded me of my days living in the workers’ new
village as a child. It is the counterpart I found for my imagination of
Essex, I guess.” Next to the table where we talked stood a whiteboard
with small, square photos of architectures from Essex on one end (Fig 2)
and on the other end photos depicting life in Caoyang New Village, the
other protagonist of ‘New Model Village.” They look just like newspaper
clips that are no longer available from this era. For the first time in her
practice, Cui Jie included the theme of the workers’ new village in her
project. It is an imaginative journey back to the workers’ new village
where Cui Jie grew up via a modernist project far away from her, in
the sense of both geography and history. Like the clippings pinned
on the whiteboard, landscapes from Essex, and life in Caoyang come
together, floating in an endless white sea.
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Fig 2. Whiteboard pinned with photos of Essex
and Caoyang New Village in Cui Jie's studio

A Project that was Modelled

In terms of planning and construction chronology, the area where
Caoyang is located, Huxi (West Area of Shanghai), is closely related to
Hudong (East Area of Shanghai), where Cui Jie grew up. There were two
main industrial bases in Shanghai decades ago. In 1951, the Shanghai
Municipal Government established the ‘Shanghai Workers’ Housing
Construction Committee’ to solve the housing scarcity faced by three
million industrial workers. Caoyang New Village (No. 1 Village,!) marked
‘the beginning of a larger-scale construction of workers’ housing in
the future.’ (Fig 3) Built in 1951, Caoyang New Village occupied 94.63
hectares. It provided an integrated residential area accommodating 167
units and 1002 households, with a living area of four square metres per
person. Instead of being in the city’s centre, the site of Caoyang was in
the northwest of Shanghai, a suburban farmland near the industrial
zone, overgrown with ditches and weeds.

Fig 3. Birdview of Caoyang New Village. Image source:

The planning of Caoyang New Village was exemplary. (Fig 4) Its chief
designer, Wang Dingzeng (1913-2014), published ‘The Planning of
Caoyang New Village Residential Area in Shanghai’ on Architectural
Journal, the nation’s most influential journal in the field, in February
1952. According to Wang, the plan was divided into three hierarchical
levels: neighbourhood, cluster, and village. Each cluster had its nurseries,
kindergartens, and primary schools, located at independent sites within
a 10-minute walking distance. (Fig 5) Community facilities such as co-
op shops, post offices and banks were at the centre. At the same time,
commercial establishments included markets at the periphery to keep
daily life undisturbed. The street system in the village was laid out in
a flexible pattern to accommodate the natural environment of the site.
Wang’s attitude was complex when introducing the neighbourhood unit
(‘The master plan of the new village cannot be denied to be affected
by the idea of neighbourhood units’), mainly because of criticism from
the Soviet advisors. Soviet advisors sought to transplant the superblock
scheme (dajiefang) in terms of residential design, which later became
prevalent in Chinese cities. With four- to six-story flats arranged around
a quadrangle with public facilities in the centre, the superblock scheme
emphasized strong symmetrical axes, grandeur facades, and location
in the city centre. ‘According to the principles of the Stalin era of
construction,” Wang wrote in his article, ‘the idea of neighourhood units
in a capitalist country is in complete opposition to superblock schema,
which is the ‘organic component of Soviet cities...with all the most
economical and superior methods of construction.” (Fig 6)2 Another
point of criticism was the ‘Garden City’ tendency shown in Caoyang
due to its low rise, low density, and friendly environment, which was
also sensitively considered by the British architects who visited the
village in 1953, and who later introduced Caoyang as a typical case of
Garden City in an British architecture magazine.3

The site of Caoyang New Village was another point that was criticized
by Soviet advisors for being far away from the city centre. The choice
was intentional and endowed with symbolic meaning. Workers were
taken away from the hardship of living in overcrowded streets, then
reaccommodated on a ‘blank slate’ to form a new community. Caoyang
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Fig 4. Master Plan of Caoyang New Village.

Image source: Wang Dingzeng, ‘The Planning of
Caoyang New Village Residential Area in Shanghai’,
Architectural Journal, 1956

Zhu Xiaoming, ‘Planning, Design and History of Shanghai
Caoyang No.1 Village’, Housing Science, 2011




Fig 5. Neighbourhood Unit drafted by Wang Dingzeng.
Image source: Wang Dingzeng, ‘The Planning of Caoyang

New Village Residential Area in Shanghai’, Architectural
Journal, 1956

Fig 6. The 1955 award-winning residential design
proposal based on the Soviet superblock schema.
Image source: Lu Duanfang, ‘Travelling Urban
Form: the Neighbourhood Unit in China’,
Planning Perspectives, 2006

New Village became a benchmark for reshaping the beliefs of the
working class, a way of living for the most outstanding workers. Hua
Lanhong (1912-2012), one of the most famous first-generation architects
in China, commented, ‘It is very difficult to imagine what life would be
like in a socialist environment, especially at this point of turning’.4 Wang
Dingzeng and the planning team understood this hope and provided
an exemplary real example. A picture of buildings with red tiles, white
walls and lattice with traditional Chinese decorative patterns, freshly
red-painted flooring (Fig 7), and meandering paths leading to the
waterfront. When completed, the 1002 units in Caoyang New Village
were allocated to the workers from 217 textile mills and hardware
factories from several districts by the government. That meant each
factory could only get four or five houses. Priority was given to the best
workers, and there was a saying, ‘one person who moves into the New
Village honors the whole factory’. Those workers moved into Caoyang
with great enthusiasm and showed their colleagues a bright future. “The
establishment of Caoyang marks the beginning of building workers’
housing. The government will continue the project in Hudong, Huxi,
and other places’, said Pan Hannian, the vice mayor of Shanghai on
the inauguration ceremony of Caoyang New Village.>

Fig 7. Workers walking on the lawn of Caoyang New Village

Caoyang New Village soon became well-known in China through the
circulating images actively promoted to show the new life. The August
1952 issue of China Pictorial published a series of photographs of life
in Caoyang Village, taken by a famous former-field photographer, Yu
Chuangshuo®. These photos show the healthy, smiling young couple and
their family of four moving into the unit and the pleasure of collective
life. (Fig 8&9) For a country rising from the ruins, the images of a new
life were undoubtedly evocative. One photo shows the couple decorating
the house by hanging up the family photo, and the other shows a worker
installing a clock with the gate of Caoyang as a backdrop. (Fig 10)
These images sent a clear message: a new era has begun, and life is in
the workers’ hands. The subsequent films How They Live (1957) and My
Day Off Today (1959) set in Caoyang, further reinforced the norms of
what new life should look like. These were the golden days of Caoyang.

Fig 8,9,10. Photos of Life in Caoyang New Village by Yu Chuangshuo
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A Project to be Finished

When laying the planning ideas, overall layout, and buildings of Caoyang
New Village alongside those of Silver End and the Bata Estate in Essex,
the similarities and differences are equally evident. Wang Dingzeng
absorbed the idea of ‘Neighbourhood Unit’ and ‘Garden City,” while the
Czech-born founder of the Bata Factory, Tomés Bat’a, was influenced
both by the ‘Garden City’ concept from England and the standard
assemblage line from the US. He had Le Corbusier take part in the
international competition of workers’ housing designs” and later exported
the whole Bata concept to its branches in Europe, including the Estate
in East Tilbury. If Caoyang and Bata in Essex were two parallel lines
on different planes, almost crossing at certain angles, Cui Jie’s ‘New
Model Village’ provides a moment for them to meet. In her drawings,
the buildings, sculptures, and landscapes from Shanghai and Essex
intertwine, indistinguishable from each other, until they come together
to create a new object. The circumstance of public housing and the
related collective life being considered as a cultural field is not an
accident. It is the field in which everyday life is constructed, which also
contains the inherent contradictions of modernity. They are both the
experiment in how to give a form to the future, or to take modernity
as a programmatic project.

Reading the history of twentieth-century architecture, this commitment
to an egalitarian, enthusiastic, and orderly life was conceived and
practiced everywhere. The slogan of ‘one person who moves into the
New Village honors the whole factory’ in Caoyang New Village, or
‘Work Collectively and Live Individually’ in the Bata Factory, drew a
utopian vision of collective life.8 The decline of this new model life was
also witnessed. Unlike Bata’s fortunes going up and down, the decline
of Caoyang New Village came at a slow pace but with no less pain. As
the political aura faded over the decades, the people and their younger
generations had to face a drastic drop in living conditions. Since the
restructuring of the industry since the 1990s, a considerable number
of workers were laid off, which was particularly evident in the textile
industry. It also means the decline of a stable working class. The glory
of the first generation of residents in Caoyang New Village became a
thing of the past. Now after thirty years, the memory of'its origins is no
longer recognizable from the current Caoyang New Village, just as the
country villages and farmland on which it was built were erased with
ease. Even though Cui Jie grew up in Shanghai, and even though 2021
marked the 70th anniversary of the founding of Caoyang when many
houses and landscapes were restored, she has never visited. She believes
that Caoyang New Village is a place that ‘could not get any closer’ and
‘only can be imagined.’ I prefer to regard the delicate strokes on two
large, black paintings in the ‘New Model Village’ series as a way of
weaving. (Fig 11) The horizontal and vertical lines reminded me of the
fine warp and weft in textile factories and the stitching in shoemaking.
In Cui Jie’s painting, the disparate relationship between the individual
and the collective, the past and the present, is interwoven into a large
building suspended, ready to escape at any minute.

Fig 11. Detail from Harlow Town Hall, 2021

8. Jonna Smith, ““Work Collectively
and Live Individually”: The Bata
Housing Estate at East Tillbury’,
Twentieth Century Architecture,

2008

Bata Shoes has seen turmoil in the last few decades; with its factories 51
in Essex and other European cities ceasing to function, so that Europe
is no longer the major production centre for the company. With the
advent of globalization, the footwear industry has been moving to places
including India, Vietnam, and China is among them. In celebrating the
70th anniversary of Caoyang New Village, an elevated linear park was
built on a former railway track that is to the east of the New Village,
which was also part of the project to connect the industrial bases in
Shanghai together. Walking all the way along the park, one can find a
large palace-like shopping mall. It is the liveliest place in the West part
of Shanghai. What Wang Dingzeng had foreseen in the pre-planning
phase - that the city centre in the 1950s would eventually expand
into the suburban farmland of the industrial area - is verified here.
Caoyang New Village has silently witnessed the rising skyscrapers and
commercial centres. On the ground floor of this grandiose shopping,
you can find a shop with a sign in flowery font, ‘Bata’.
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Archive

Presented in this section are some of the archival materials and information
about the architectural projects that inspired Cui Jie’s paintings and
works on paper in ‘New Model Village’.

With special thanks to Jade Chen, Bata Heritage Centre, BFI National
Archive, Essex Record Office, East Anglian Film Archive, Pathé Films,
Royal Institute of British Architects, Silver End Heritage Society and
The Francis Frith Collection.

Residents from Coayang New Village, 1960, Courtesy Antenna Space
and History Museum of Caoyang New Village

Caoyang New Village

Caoyang New Village was built in 1951. It was the first new workers’
village built in China. Its first residents were front-line workers, who
. ., ; L were carefully vetted so that the housing went to skilled model workers
Caoyang New Village, 1959, Courtesy Antenna Space and History Museum of Caoyang New Village who were selected for various factories, cotton mills, maChinery plantS,
chemical factories and food manufacturers. The overall planning of
Caoyang New Village was designed by the famous architect Wang
Dingzeng, who innovatively integrated the concept of ‘neighbourhood
units’ into the planning of the new village. ‘New Village’ is not only a
living mode, but also a utopian experiment of socialist transformation of
the ‘villagers’ in work and life. Wang embraced a layout that embodied a
‘community-centric’ lifestyle, incorporating a cinema, a shopping mall,
hospital, primary school and wet market all within walking distance
for residents.
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Aerial view of Silver End, 1938, Courtesy Silver End Heritage Society

Silver End

Silver End in Braintree, Essex was conceived as a model village by
Francis Henry Crittall who founded the Crittall Windows factory built
in 1926. The factory manufactured and supplied components for metal
windows. Silver End workers’ village was designed and built in the Art
Deco style and includes some noteworthy early examples of Modernist
architecture with distinctive white, flat-roofed houses, many designed
by architect Thomas S. Tait. As a part of the Model Village, this area
was planned by C. Murray Hennell in the manner of the Garden City
Movement. With the largest village hall in the UK, it boasted to have a
first-class dance floor, cinema, library, snooker room and health clinic.

Le Chateau, Silver End, 1928, Courtesy RIBA Collections

Left to Right: Babs Adams, Mary Gallacher, Elsie Upson,
Daisy Bicker and Josie Turkentine on tea break, 1950
Courtesy Silver End Heritage Society

" ' o -

View of Crittall workers on factory floor, c.1930
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Following opening: The Crittall Magazine, Volume 3 No. 9,
Front Cover and p. 206, September 1927



Opening of the new Hard Tennis Court presented to Silver End residenis by Mr. F. H. Crittall

REVELS AT SILVER END

Favoured by genial climatic conditions, the
fete held on the occasion of the formal opening
of the hard tennis couris at Silver End,
kindly presented to the residents of the
Garden Village by Mr. F. H. Crittall, proved
a great success. A big crowd witnessed the

ceremony and the tournament which followed.

Subsequently a long programme of sporis,
games and compctitions provided interest for
those present, and it may be truly said there
was not a dull moment during the afternoon
or evening. The children ran races for prizes,
a committee of lady judges cajoled handsome
men to compeie for clocks and other trophies,
a committee of gentlemen cast expert eyes on
ladies’ ankles and there were various guessing
competitions - for hams, cakes and other
comcstibles. Side shows included.a ‘‘ spin-
ning jenny,”’ darts, cocoanut-shies, football,
golf-putiing and other games of skill, whilst
the C.M.C. band enlivened the whole proceed-

Winners in the Prettiest Ankle Competition,

with their Judges

ing with spirited music, afterwards playing
for dancing. i _
The lady with the prettiest ankles was
adjudged to be Mrs. Frost (London); the
handsomest man was Mr. Crozier (Cressing) ;
the cake competition was won by Mrs. W.
Pennock, the ham by Mr. Rawsthorn, the
bowls by Mr. Thorogood (Braintree), Mr. F.
Pennock (Silver End) being second, the lucky

- number by Mr. H. Kerlogue and “‘ staking the

claim ”’ by Mr. Moore. Mr. Purl guessed
most correctly the number of peas in a bottle,
but the name of the Teddy Bear proved to be
too elusive for the entranis and it was eventu-
ally sold to the highest bidder in an auction
sale. J

The committee responsible for the arrange-
ments, all of whom worked hard to make the
function the compleie success it was, were
Mrs. Scott and Messrs. Beswick, Howell,
Spurgeon, Morley, Elliott and Cottis.

Winners of “Most Handsome Gent” Competition,
with their Judges :
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Bata Hotel, 1932, Courtesy Bata Heritage Centre

Bata Estate

The Bata Estate was founded in East Tilbury in 1932 by Tomas Bat’a, the
Czech shoe manufacturer who built a model town for his workers when
he established a new factory in England. A large housing development
of'352 houses in a ‘garden village’ setting was built to house the workers
around the Bata shoe factory. Amenities, including a theatre, sports
facilities, hotel, restaurant, grocery and butcher shops, post office,
and its own newspaper was built and provided for the town. The estate
predates many of Britain’s modernist gems, building ‘flat-tops’ in a
checkerboard pattern. Architects Frantisek Lydie Gahura and Vladimir
Karfik allowed space around each property for the comfort of each
resident.

Bata Hotel, 1932, Courtesy Bata Heritage Centre

British Bata East Tilbury, Handbook, 1932

e

WELCOME

[ S s

EMPLOYEES HANDBOOK of THE BRITISH BATA SHOE Co. Ltd.

Welcome to Bata Employees Handbook
of the British Bata Shoe Co. Ltd Index
No: 4978, 1930

¥

Bata Community Publication, 1939
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Following opening: British Bata East Tilbury, Handbook p. 26, 1932
These images have been reproduced by kind permission of the Bata

Heritage Centre



Social Services

British Bata of East Tilbury is a community which sets an example of industrial
welfare fostered in the highest standards of democracy. The organisation earnestly
feels that it has a duty to see that its members are provided with an epvironment in
which healthy minds, active brains and energetic bodies can flourish.

Two basic needs in life — food and housing — are provided by the Company. Four
hundred attractive, modern houses have been built by the Company for its workers,
and these testify to the founder’s great concern for the provision of social security
for its employees. These homes, eagerly sought in a country where housing is a
major political issue, are rented nominally, and there is great pride in their
appearance and in the charming gardens that surround them. The immense task of
provision of meals at subsidised cost for the majority of factory employees each day
is a job undertaken by well-organised catering departments. Two restaurants and a
running buffet are fully maintained to cater for work-breaks.

A large hotel containing more than 100 bedrooms and several self-contained flats is
a mecca for guests from all over the world and provides accommodation for
employees. There is a ballroom for dancing and other activities which help to bring
the members of the community together to enjoy one another's company. The milk
delivered to the employees’ doorsteps is collected from the Company’s model farm,
where a T.T. herd is maintained to provide a full range of dairy products.

A medical centre, cafeteria, butchers shop, supermarket, post office, hairdressing salon,
and a garage are all operated for the convenience of British Bata employees.

Educational facilities for the children of the estate have also been provided through
the establishment of a modern, airy school.

¢ Thas WL
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A club and cinema provide further outlets for leisure activities, and the finest sports : s L a5 = R T J@Y} B
facilities have been developed for the use of adults and children alike. These include & el AT . o e P R e, Y
a swimming pool, tennis courts, a sports ground containing cricket and two footbal!l
pitches, a training pitch and running track.

L L

The Manager. of social services discusses arrangements for An up-to-date espresso bar caters for the teenagers and serves A comfortable recreation club lets employees relax after
a festive occasion in the new ballroom light meals and snacks a day's work
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Previous opening: British Bata East Tilbury,

Handbook p. 27,1932

Courtesy Architectural Press Archive /RIBA Collections

Basildon New Town

In 1946, the New Towns Act was passed by Prime Minister Clement
Attlee’s post-war Labour government. Basildon was one of eight ‘New
Towns’ created in the South East as an attempt to address the post-
war housing crisis in London. The design and building were led by
the newly incorporated Basildon Development Corporation, with Sir
Basil Spence as consultant. The compulsory purchase orders that
followed were met with resistance, as the compensation offered was
accused of being ungenerous, and involved breaking up existing plotland
settlements. However, building began in 1956, with the town inaugurated
in 1962. The New Town comprised of ten neighbourhoods; Pitsea,
Laindon, Langdon Hills, Vange, Lee Chapel South and North, Fryerns,
Ghyllgrove, Barstable and Kingswood.

Town Square, Basildon, 1962,
Courtesy Architectural Press Archive / RIBA Collections

Harlow, Market House, 1955, Copyright The Francis Frith Collection

Harlow New Town

The original masterplan for Harlow was conceived by Sir Frederick
Gibberd in 1947. The purpose of these New Towns was to house people
and commerce, they were intended to be self-contained, balanced
communities rather than satellites to London. The site was ideal for a
New Town, reasonably close to London, a large undeveloped rural area
at the junction of a motorway and with a main line railway. Gibberd
was passionate about art and had idealistic notions of the New Town as
a place where people who might not normally have access to art could
enjoy great sculptures by great artists on every street corner. Inclusion
of sculpture, now managed by Harlow Arts Trust was core to the vision.
In 1980 Sir Frederick wrote, ‘The Plan was concerned with three arts:
architecture, road design and landscape architecture. These three arts
are fused to become town scenes or townscapes, the making of which
is the art of Town Design.’
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Harlow, Water Gardens, 1965, Copyright The Francis Frith Collection
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