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We need to discover the new within 
what we have and know.

Aaron Betsky

A radical project does not necessarily view 
design as a solution, but as a fundamental 
restructuring of assumptions in the way 
we live.

Alfredo Brillembourg and Hubert Klumpner

Rather than striving toward pure economic 
growth, we need a vision of a more 
balanced urbanism.

Doreen Heng Liu
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11 INTRODUCTION  

Gideon Fink Shapiro

This book presents the exhibits and curatorial visions of UABB 
2015. Four originally separate volumes, prepared before and 
during the Biennale, were combined to create this rich collection of 
projects and essays.

Re-Living the City, the theme articulated by the curators, 
sets a markedly different agenda from the more obvious projects 
of redesigning, rebuilding, or re-planning the city. It lays emphasis 
on the life of the people in the city, while also attributing a kind 
of sentience to the city itself. Living suggests that the city is an 
ongoing project that belongs to everyone, every day. It reflects the 
embodied knowledge of people and places as well as professional 
expertise in the designed environment. Most of all, the living of the 
city evokes a shared process of reinvention and reflection that is 
never complete.

The re in re-living suggests a return: but to what, where, or 
when? Certainly this Biennale is no exercise in repetition or resto-
ration. Instead, it experiments with processes for generating a new 
city out of the existing one. Adaptive reuse and recycling are part 
of this conversation, but so are other, more figurative metamor-
phoses. Re-living may signify the return of a memory—one that 
changes every time it is recalled, colored by new perspectives. Thus 
the Biennale asks participants and visitors to re-live the city as they 
bring new potentials to light. 

Urbanisation in the world’s fastest growing regions today 
(particularly in Asia, Africa, and Latin America) has a dual character: 
a bonanza of officially-sanctioned, standardized development shad-
owed by a second, unregulated or ‘informal’ city built by disenfran-
chised migrants. The present Biennale operates between these poles, 
seeking alternative paradigms to generate more sustainable, equi-
table, and imaginative urban habitats. It calls for clean air and water, 
but also wider freedom and power to participate in remaking the 
city and to express one’s place in it. Through experiments and case 
studies, the curators and participants embrace a hands-on role for 
designers, makers, and ordinary residents alike. 
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The projects and essays in this volume show the status quo 
of architecture and urbanism to be inadequate on many accounts. 
But they also reject the false dream of designing a perfect city from 
zero, tabula rasa. Instead, they portray the city as the incremental 
product of its inhabitants and designers, who make and remake its 
fabric—through tactical, systemic, improvisational, social, physical, 
ecological, or other means—without full control or knowledge of all 
of its parts at once. Even if no single plan or intervention can make 
the city whole, they can introduce new functions and experiences 
that have a wider effect.

Each of the curators has charted a different approach to 
the theme of Re-Living the City. They have contributed not only 
curatorial essays, but also conceptual or polemical briefs to frame 
the exhibitions and installations. Aaron Betsky writes that the 
built environment already has ‘enough buildings, enough objects, 
and enough images.’ To inject fresh vigor into worn material and 
figural fragments, he proposes, architects can selectively reuse 
and recombine them, either literally or metaphorically, as in early 
modern collage art. The participating artists and architects in his  
‘Collage City 3D’ exhibition were asked to create adjacent three-
dimensional installations to explore the idea of habitable collage. 
This section also contains guest essays from Jimenez Lai and 
myself.

Alfredo Brillembourg and Hubert Klumpner, curators of the 
‘Radical Urbanism’ exhibition, call attention to the contributions of 
ordinary citizens in reshaping the urban fabric to their needs. They 
trace a brief history of radical urbanism, a concept that asks profes-
sional architects and planners to learn from ad-hoc practices. The 
etymology of radical refers to roots, and indeed radical urbanism 
seeks the roots of urbanism in bottom-up innovations. Guest 
essays by Pedro Gadanho, Lydia Kallipoliti, and Justin McGuirk 
lend further critical perspective.

Doreen Heng Liu, curator of ‘PRD 2.0’, advocates for a more 
balanced relationship between people, technology, and the envi-
ronment in Shenzhen and the Pearl River Delta. She contends that 
this industrious region, which is quite possibly the largest conur-
bation in the world today, has focused too narrowly on economic 
growth since the establishment of the first Special Economic Zone 
in 1980. The catalogue of the PRD 2.0 exhibition is followed by 
topical essay contributions by Jacob Dreyer and Lori Gibbs.

Renny Ramakers of Droog describes Social City, an online 
sharing platform and installation at UABB that merges the public 
with the personal, and the physical with the digital. Like a reflection 
of the urban unconscious, it allows people to voice their needs and 
dreams for a better city, while logging their activities, intentions, 
and affections. 

Benjamin Ward, curator of the Maker Maker exhibition, 
explains how new tools of production are spurring a democratic 
renewal of craft, turning everyone into a potential maker. Manufac-
tured objects, long seen as units of alienated labor, here express 
personal and collective inventiveness. Documentation of the 
national, regional, and thematic pavilions reveals a variety of inter-
national perspectives on the future of urbanism and architecture.

As the contents of this volume make clear, Re-Living the 
City can take many forms. It remains for the reader and exhibition-
goer to decide which hold the most promise, and how they might 
stimulate further experiments.  
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