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“When Berlin’s Aedes Gallery first reported on it in 2001, it was a sensation,” wrote Roman Hollenstein 
in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung in 2007. He was referring to the exhibition TU MU – Young Architecture of 
China, curated by Eduard Kögel and Ulf Meyer for Aedes Architecture Forum. For the first time, five 
independent architectural practices and one artist from China were introduced to a European 
audience. Working beyond the mainstream and outside the state design institutes that dominated the 
profession at the time, they developed their own architectural approaches rooted in local realities 
while engaging with international discourse.  

A Platform for Critical Reflection on Urbanism and Architecture in China  
Before TU MU, contemporary architecture in China was often perceived outside the country as little more 
than anonymous building production. Design concepts frequently relied on decorative references to 
historical precedents, applied as symbols largely detached from their functional context. The architects 
presented in the Berlin exhibition represented a different approach. They developed their work from 
content, context, material and use, seeking individual responses to the profound social and spatial 
transformations taking place across China. In doing so, they established a new architectural language 
that derived form from ideas rather than image, granting architectural expression a greater degree of 
autonomy. Their work quickly became a point of reference for a younger generation of architects, 
encouraging them to pursue independent positions and contribute to the development of a 
contemporary architectural culture. 



 

While many Western architects travelled to China around the turn of the millennium in search of 
commissions and new opportunities, Aedes was interested in a different question: what was the state of 
contemporary architecture in China, and what visions were emerging from a new generation of 
architects? The aim was both to provide international visibility for these voices and to foster a deeper 
understanding of the transformations taking place within China. This remains just as relevant today. If 
Europe wishes not merely to observe future developments but to participate in them technologically, 
culturally and economically, it must seek to understand them.  

A Discovery 
The original exhibition featured two future Pritzker Prize laureates, Wang Shu (2012) and Liu Jiakun 
(2025), as well as the artist Ai Weiwei, who today divides his time between Berlin and Portugal and 
continues to provoke international debate through his work. Also represented were architects Zhang Lei, 
Zhu Jingxiang, Wang Jun-Yang and Ding Wowo, then professors at Nanjing University, alongside Ma 
Qingyun (MADA s.p.a.m.), who later served as Dean of the USC School of Architecture in Los Angeles from 
2007 to 2017, and Yung Ho Chang (Atelier Feichang Jianzhu), who subsequently became Dean at MIT and 
today holds the Chair of Architecture at the University of Hong Kong. 

It was Yung Ho Chang who proposed the title tǔ mù (“earth and wood”). Historically, the term referred to 
architecture itself before being replaced in the twentieth century by the more technical term jiànzhú. Tǔ 
mù evokes traditional Chinese building materials and, by extension, ideas of cultural continuity and 
tradition. As such, it stood in deliberate contrast to prevailing architectural practice and distinguished 
the young independent studios from the state-employed jiànzhú architects. The title was therefore less 
about the literal use of earth and timber than about positioning itself in opposition to dominant 
professional conventions. 

Ahead of his time, Yung Ho Chang would later expand an interdisciplinary perspective in the Aedes 
exhibition AND (2007), which explored the interaction of architecture with product design, fashion and 
music. 

Neither the exhibition space in Berlin nor the accompanying catalogue – long since out of print – could 
accommodate all of the featured projects. To complement the exhibition, an issue of Bauwelt (No. 35, 
2001), edited by Eduard Kögel together with Ulf Meyer and Peter Rumpf, was published. Together, the 
exhibition, catalogue and the Bauwelt issue provided the first international platform for China’s emerging 
independent architectural scene. At a moment when the internet was beginning to connect architectural 
discourse globally, these architects quickly found resonance far beyond China’s borders. 

The discussion sparked by TU MU also reached young Chinese architecture students studying abroad, 
many of whom returned home to establish their own practices. In this sense, the exhibition marked a 
turning point. It opened up a new path for independent practice in which architecture was measured by 
more than the number of square metres built. 

Major exhibitions on contemporary art, architecture and visual culture – including Alors, la Chine? at the 
Centre Pompidou in Paris (2003) and China Contemporary at the Netherlands Architecture Institute in 
Rotterdam (2006) – featured many of the architects first introduced in Berlin, alongside a growing 
number of newly established practices. The presentation of this generation on the international stage 
after 2001 therefore played a significant role not only in shaping global perceptions of Chinese 
architecture but also in strengthening confidence and self-awareness within China’s own architectural 
culture. 
 
Museum Boom, Rural Space and Revitalisation 
Since the launch of TU MU in 2001, Aedes has continuously presented exhibitions from China and 



 

organised a wide range of well-attended events in Berlin and other European cities. The group exhibition 
zài xīng tǔ mù: Sixteen Chinese Museums, Fifteen Chinese Architects (2016) explored China's museum boom 
and critically examined its various dimensions. For the exhibition, Aedes commissioned an artist from 
Dafen, the famous “copy village” near Shenzhen, to create large-scale oil paintings based on small 
photographs of each museum, thereby reflecting on the relationship between copy and original in an 
unexpected way. 

The exhibition Rural Moves – The Songyang Story (2018), featuring the work of Xu Tiantian and her practice 
DnA_Design and Architecture in rural Songyang, addressed an issue of global relevance and introduced 
her strategy of ‘architectural acupuncture’ as a means of revitalising neglected economic structures. An 
international conference organised by Aedes together with local authorities in Songyang in 2019 brought 
experts from around the world to rural China and subsequently introduced the topic to UN-Habitat in 
Nairobi. This led to the development of an ongoing international exchange programme through which the 
‘Songyang Model’ continues to be promoted today. 

Xu Tiantian received the Swiss Architecture Award in 2023, the Berlin Art Prize of the Akademie der 
Künste in 2024, and the Wolf Prize in Architecture, endowed with USD 100,000, in 2025. Once again, Aedes 
helped draw international attention to an architect and an approach that had long been overlooked in the 
West. In addition to exhibitions at the 2018 Venice Architecture Biennale and presentations in Paris and 
Bordeaux, Xu Tiantian was the subject of a major exhibition at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in 
Humlebæk, north of Copenhagen, in 2026. 

The innovative solutions currently being debated and implemented in China also continue to offer 
important insights into questions of sustainability and urban transformation. Projects linking wastewater 
infrastructure with public space, as presented by Doreen Liu and her practice NODE in the exhibition 
Wind Blows, Water Rises (2025), or the extraordinary urban densification of the Pearl River Delta explored 
in Shenzhen-ness: Space in Mutation (2018), introduce perspectives on sustainable development that 
often appear remarkably ambitious from a European standpoint. Likewise, the transformation of former 
heavy industrial sites along Shanghai’s Huangpu River, presented through the work of Liu Yichun and his 
practice Deshaus (2023), is of global significance in the context of climate change and resource scarcity. 
Most recently, the exhibition on the work of Li Xinggang (2026) demonstrated how new architectural 
narratives can emerge even within large state-led structures through the use of poetic spatial and formal 
strategies. 

The Future Now  
After twenty-five years of critical engagement with architecture and urban and rural development in 
China, Aedes has established itself as a place where developments in East Asia are continuously 
observed, discussed and contextualised. This role has become increasingly significant as China has 
evolved into a major political and cultural power, with economic considerations representing only one 
aspect of a much broader transformation. For Europe, developing expertise in this field and engaging in 
meaningful exchange is essential if new approaches to the major challenges of the future are to be 
identified and debated. 

Looking back at the architectural mainstream in China since the turn of the millennium also reveals how 
fragile the position of independent architects has remained. Since the 1950s, large state-owned design 
institutes – often employing several thousand people – have been the dominant force in architectural 
production. From the 1990s onward, they became the ideal partners for commercially driven 
urbanisation, delivering large-scale solutions for entire city districts. Today, however, countless often 
unfinished residential developments stand at the centre of an ongoing real-estate crisis. 



 

In the construction of residential high-rises, developers typically prescribed standardised floor plans, 
while specialised experts within large design institutes created façades tailored to prevailing market 
trends. The saying, “As long as the fountains in a housing complex are still running, not all apartments 
have been sold,” became emblematic of a development model driven primarily by commercial interests 
and resulting in socially homogeneous neighbourhoods. 

Urban planning remained firmly under state control, and the widespread practice of tabula rasa 
development frequently erased the last traces of historical urban identity. Independent architectural 
practices found opportunities in niche sectors, often associated with prestigious cultural commissions 
such as museums, schools and public institutions. In challenging fields such as the transformation of 
historic industrial sites and the adaptive reuse of existing buildings, however, independent architects 
were able to pioneer approaches that later served as models for larger state-run organisations. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent collapse of China’s real-estate market after 2021 – today, 
approximately three quarters of property developers are insolvent – have fundamentally altered the 
conditions under which architecture is practiced. Both public and private actors face new realities. State 
design institutes now compete for comparatively small commissions, while private firms often lack 
access to the political networks through which projects are awarded. At the same time, government 
policies associated with the ‘Made in China’ strategy increasingly favour state-affiliated actors, making 
access to projects more difficult for independent practices. As a result, private offices are being forced 
to develop new strategies for economic survival. The downturn in the construction sector is also 
affecting architectural education, with fewer students choosing to study architecture at universities. 

Against this backdrop, the steadily growing international exchange with younger Chinese practices 
makes continued engagement not only relevant but essential. Through its longstanding commitment, 
Aedes has established itself as a uniquely qualified platform for this dialogue. 

To mark the 25th anniversary of TU MU, Aedes presents A Structure of Feeling from 4 July to 14 October. 
Curated by Shanghai-based curator Gao Changjun, the exhibition brings together twelve projects by nine 
architectural practices alongside works by several artists, offering a timely reflection on the current 
state of architecture and culture in China. 

 

https://www.aedes-arc.de/cms/aedes/de/programm?id=22609855

