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The life-cycle of a void 

Architects and planners have long been interested in urban voids. Or left-over 

spaces, terrain-vague and other terms for the same idea. My former PhD student, 

architect and planner, Christine Mady (Notre-Dame University) studied the 

evolution of these spaces in post-civil war Beirut. Students on FoAôs 

interdisciplinary foundation course AFC1001 have an exhibition next week in 

Hong Kongôs PMQ centre. Beyond What We See might sound like the title of a 

Kazuo Ishiguro novel but it is an attempt to capture the essence of the intellectual 

challenge posed to AFC1001 students. There are reasons behind every pattern 

we observe, whether in nature or the man-made elements of a city. I used to give 

second year urban planning undergraduates a lecture purely based on 

understanding homologue patterns: like the similar sinusoidal forms created in the 

sutures of a human skull, a meandering river and a snake trail. These are 

homologous in the sense of originating from similar physics processes (at vastly 

different scales). What we see in the patterns of a cityôs built environment has 

evolved and is bound together by regularities in the way individuals interact via 

the trade in land and buildings. Working on the exhibition with Matthew Pryor 

(Landscape Architect) and Nik Ettel (graduate of the Academy of Fine Arts, 

Vienna), we may have developed a new theory. A theory explains and  

predicts patterns by generalising from particular cases. Iôve called the theory the 

life cycle of a void, or in more exotic terms, life cycle of a Thomasson1 (donôt ask). 

A left-over space is a left-over land-use. Itôs not actually a void. But letôs call it a 

void for now.  

 

                                                
1  Akasegawa, Otsuji, Fargo, & Fargo, Matt. (2009). Hyperart: Thomasson (U.S. ed.). New York 

City: Kaya Press: Distributed by D.A.P./Distributed Art. 



2 
 

To the east of the Roman city of London lies the naturally marshy, clay-rich land 

of the Thames flood-plain. As London grew, the cattle and other herds that 

sustained the cityôs population would have roamed freely on ancient commons ï 

land with no specific ownership. As overgrazing reduced the productivity of the 

grassland, a tragedy of the commons2 would have unfolded: it is in everyoneôs 

interest to overconsume because in grazing cattle on Londonôs commons, a 

farmer reaps 100% of the gains but shares only a fraction of the cost. Theoretically, 

a tragedy of the commons occurs when there are too few property rights (over 

land in this instance). Then at some stage in Londonôs history, the commons were 

enclosed, which incentivised the new owners to invest in the land, draining it, 

improving it and curating it to produce more private and social value. Imagine a 

small piece of difficult-to-drain marshy moorland on the outskirts of the City of 

London in the 15th century. A void in the otherwise productive agricultural estate 

of the medieval Manor of Finsbury, leased since 1350 to the Lord Mayor of London. 

As London spread eastward, the moor became a void in Londonôs built 

environment, surrounded initially perhaps by informal worker cottages, then 

traders and then industrial uses. While it may have been more rational, profitable, 

efficient and beautiful to redesign the whole of this part of the Finsbury Manor in 

a grand redevelopment scheme, the void continued to exercise its stubborn 

influence on urban morphology.  A mile or so to the west, 18th century surveyors, 

developers and architects turned the Bloomsbury and St Giles Manors, into the 

smart squares around what is now UCL territory. Bloomsbury is on higher ground 

as the topographic model shows, and as far as I know, there were no awkward 

marshes to interrupt the architectôs plan (although it is interesting to note in the 

topographic map, that Russel Square appears to be lower than its surrounding 

built-up land and therefore potentially may also have been shaped by poorly 

drained land). 

 

(Source: https://en-gb.topographic-map.com/maps/lpj5/London) 

 

But the old moor in Finsbury Manor had become trapped in a patchwork of 

privately owned properties, making grand-planning impossibly costly. The 

situation is described in legal scholarship as a tragedy of the anti-commons3. An 

anti-commons problem arises when there are too many property rights (not too 

                                                
2  Hardin, G. (1968). The Tragedy of the Commons. Science, 162(3859), 1243-1248. DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243  
3  Heller, M. (1998). The Tragedy of the Anticommons: Property in the Transition from Marx to 

Markets. Harvard Law Review, 111(3), 621-688. DOI: https://doi.org/10.2307/1342203  

Bloomsbury 

Finsbury Circus ï 

the old moor 

https://en-gb.topographic-map.com/maps/lpj5/London
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243
https://doi.org/10.2307/1342203
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few as with a commons tragedy). In 1527, perhaps because of the mosquitos or 

a different kind of commons tragedy ï garbage and sewerage dumping, the moor 

was drained and laid out with walking paths using gravel from the Thames. Almost 

500 years later, it is the green jewel of Finsbury Circus, not far from Liverpool 

Street station and highly valued by city workers in their lunch-breaks, by visitors 

and by owners of properties that face it. The park yields private value and public 

value to citizens who use it and appreciate it from a distance.  

So, hereôs a theory of voids, or Thomassons, or left-over-spaces. In the beginning 

there is a commons problem. This resolves by the emergence of a land market. 

Land is fragmented into private ownership parcels. City land becomes well cared 

for, well designed, coordinated with other land and functions, and it grows in value. 

But some left-behind bits of land and perhaps also structures on the land, escape 

this process. They remain in ambiguous ownership, or too small or awkward or 

costly to turn into more productive contemporary use. They may become anti-

commons problems. Then over time, some of these gain value in and of 

themselves. Perhaps by some collective investment. Or perhaps because they 

become one of those quirky features of a locality that help give a place its identity. 

Over time, an ancient ruin becomes a valuable heritage asset. A surviving 

Chinese nail-house becomes a national monument. The anti-commons problem 

that trapped unproductive land eventually creates something that adds more-

than-the-sum-of-the-parts value. Not all Thomassons make the final cycle. Some 

voids eventually die. Some remain unnoticed, being neither valuable nor a 

nuisance. Others complete their life-cycle in triumph. All cities have their 

examples: Times Square, which started as an awkward aberration in the 

Manhattan grid caused by an old Native Indian trail crossing the island diagonally. 

Or a tiny left-behind gap with rising land value, eventually gets developed into the 

narrowest house in the country, or into some artfully designed commercial 

building that commands a price premium for its uniqueness, spill-over land value 

and cultural value. 

Colleagues in the Department of Landscape Architecture have asked if DLA 

students can have more exposure to academic discourses on property rights, land 

economics and urban governance and management. To think about realisation of 

the many brilliant design ideas coming from DLAôs studios, students have to 

understand something about the processes beyond what we see. Perhaps we 

could have a common course developing such knowledge at intermediate level 

for all our undergraduate, or postgraduate, students? 

If anyone is interested in working up the tentative theory of urban voids above into 

a formal academic paper, I have the ideas if you have the time. 

Many congratulations to those mentioned below. Great achievements from great 

scholars. I am particularly pleased at the progress of FoA colleagues who are 

turning their research into start-ups and other forms of entrepreneurial 

work (Llewellyn Tangôs company is featured, as is Jiangping Zhouôs platform 

technology grant, which follows on from his recent Innovation Technology Fund 

project). While moving into business and industry engagement more generally  
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can give us less time to research and write, I have observed that when correctly 

balanced, it can sharpen our academic research and writing, enhancing 

significance, rigour and originality. In the new FoA space we plan to open up on 

Knowles Ground Floor later this year, there will be a place for technological and 

artistic making (for example with wood and other natural materials, robots, 

sensors and IOT), which is an essential part of the academic-to-society value and 

knowledge production chain. 

 

Chris 
Dean, FoA 
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Faculty of Architecture 
 

1. óBeyond What We See ï First Year Students Interpreting the Cityô Exhibition 
 

 
 

 Date:  5 July 2021 (Monday) ï 16 July 2021(Friday) 

 Time:  10:00am ï 8:00pm 

 Venue: 
 S502 & S503, 5/F, Block A, PMQ, 35 Aberdeen Street, 

 Central, Hong Kong 

 Opening   

 Event: 
 5 July 2021 (Monday), 7:00pm 

 
Beyond What We See exhibits studentsô investigations and theorisation about 
two kinds of observations as they explore the streets of Hong Kong. The 
exhibition juxtaposes healthy city science curves with studentsô mind maps 
that explore links between the built environment and health, while setting a 
single theoretical economic curve against studentsô discoveries of 
óThomassonsô, a quirky name given to the often quirky relics of urban 
obsolescence found in all cities. 
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Curators:  

Professor Chris Webster ï Dean, Faculty of Architecture 

Mr Mathew Pryor ï Head, Division of Landscape Architecture 

Mr Nikolas Ettel ï Lecturer, Division of Landscape Architecture 

 
Curatorial Assistants: 
Michelle Chan, Xinjie Jiang, Yadian Wang 
 
Participants: 
First Year Faculty of Architecture students 
 
For more information, visit the HKU Architecture Gallery webpage.  

  
  

https://www.arch.hku.hk/event_/beyond-what-we-see-first-year-students-interpreting-the-city-exhibition-pmq/?subcat=hku-architecture-gallery
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2. Welcome to the following colleagues, who have joined the Faculty in June 2021: 

 

 
Dr Jiang, Feifeng  

 

Post-doctoral Fellow, joined the Faculty of 

Architecture, w.e.f. 1 June 2021. 

  
 

 
Dr Wang, Chongyu 

Michael 
  

 

Assistant Professor, joined the Department of Real 

Estate and Construction, w.e.f. 1 June 2021. 

 

 
Dr Xu, Jinying 

  

 

Post-doctoral Fellow, joined the Department of Real 

Estate and Construction, w.e.f. 11 June 2021. 

 

 
Dr Yang, Tianren 

  

 

Assistant Professor, joined the Department of Urban 

Planning and Design, w.e.f. 16 June 2021. 
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Department of Architecture 
 

1. Dr Cole Roskam 

 

- gave an invited lecture titled óConstructing Climate in Colonial Hong Kong, 

1842-1912ô as part of the Collins/Kaufmann Forum for Modern 

Architectural History at Columbia University, on 4 May 2021. 

 

- gave an invited lecture titled óAfrica, China, and Architecture in the 

Intermediate Zoneô as part of the Entangled Modernities: Perspectives of a 

Global History of Architecture public lecture series, at the Bauhaus 

University Weimar on 25 June 2021. 
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- his book, Designing Reform: Architecture in the Peopleôs Republic of China, 

1970-1992 (ISBN: 9780300235951), will be published by Yale University 

Press on 30 November 2021. 
 

 
 

Abstract: In the years following Chinaôs Cultural Revolution, architecture 
played an active role in the countryôs reintegration into the global economy 
and capitalist world. Looking at the ways in which political and social reform 
transformed Chinese architecture and how, in turn, architecture gave 
structure to the reforms, Cole Roskam underlines architectureôs unique 
ability to shape space as well as behavior. Roskam traces how foreign 
influences like postmodernism began to permeate Chinese architectural 
discourse in the 1970s and 1980s and how figures such as Kevin Lynch, I. 
M. Pei, and John Portman became key forces in the introduction of 
Western educational ideologies and new modes of production. Offering 
important insights into architectureôs relationship to the politics, economics, 
and diplomacy of post-Mao China, this unprecedented interdisciplinary 
study examines architectureôs multivalent status as an art, science, and 
physical manifestation of cultural identity. 
 
 

2. Ulrich Kirchhoff 
 

- Was interviewed in the South China Morning Post article titled óProbe into 
wobbly Shenzhen skyscraper turns to vibration tests after inquiry fails to 
find causeonô, published on 1 June 2021: 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3135593/probe-wobbly-
shenzhen-skyscraper-turns-vibration-tests-after-inquiry  

https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300235951/designing-reform
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300235951/designing-reform
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3135593/probe-wobbly-shenzhen-skyscraper-turns-vibration-tests-after-inquiry
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3135593/probe-wobbly-shenzhen-skyscraper-turns-vibration-tests-after-inquiry
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Division of Landscape Architecture 
 

1. Dr Ren Chao 

 

- has been awarded a grant of HK$860,986 by the Food and Health Bureau, 

under the Health and Medical Research Fund (HMRF) 2019, for her  

project titled óDeveloping a Spatial Model of Dengue Fever-related 

Vulnerability and Risk Detection of Hong Kong from a Socioeconomic and 

Environmental perspectiveô (Project No.:  20190672). 
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Department of Real Estate and Construction 
 

1. Dr Llewellyn Tang 
 

- his start-up, Llewellyn & Partners Co. Ltd. (LPC), received Gold Award 
(Emerging BIM Company Category) from the Hong Kong Institute of 
Building Information Modelling (HKIBIM) at HKIBIM Awards 2020, on  
29 March 2021: https://www.hkibim.org/media/2021/HKIBIM%20Award% 
202020_Result.pdf  

Winning speech sharing: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6JoudaHXdo  
 

    
 

- LPC has also been awarded the new BSI BIM Software KitemarkTM on the 
same day, for its AutoCDE and AutoBIM softwares having achieved full 
compliance with the ISO BIM standards.  LPC has become one of the first 
organisations globally to achieve this mark of trust.  
 
The BSI Kitemark is a global benchmark for excellence in digital project 
delivery. The certificate highlights LPCôs full capability to offer a true digital 
twin platform and full compliance of ISO19650-1 to ISO19650-5 and 
BS1192-4 to adopt BIM functionality, security-minded approach, user 
support, and organisational resilience. 

https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/about-bsi/media-centre/press-
releases/2021-press-releases/march/asite-llewellyn--partners-and-zutec-
become-first-organizations-to-achieve-bsi-kitemark-for-bim-software/ 
 

   

https://www.hkibim.org/media/2021/HKIBIM%20Award%202020_Result.pdf
https://www.hkibim.org/media/2021/HKIBIM%20Award%202020_Result.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6JoudaHXdo
https://www.linkedin.com/company/lpc-autocde/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/lpc-autobim/
https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/about-bsi/media-centre/press-releases/2021-press-releases/march/asite-llewellyn--partners-and-zutec-become-first-organizations-to-achieve-bsi-kitemark-for-bim-software/
https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/about-bsi/media-centre/press-releases/2021-press-releases/march/asite-llewellyn--partners-and-zutec-become-first-organizations-to-achieve-bsi-kitemark-for-bim-software/
https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/about-bsi/media-centre/press-releases/2021-press-releases/march/asite-llewellyn--partners-and-zutec-become-first-organizations-to-achieve-bsi-kitemark-for-bim-software/
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Department of Urban Planing and Design 
 

1. Dr Roger Chan 
 

- served as PhD Thesis External Examiner to WANG Jue, Department of 
Geography and Resources Management, The Chinese University of Hong 
Kong. Thesis title: óA Study of Government-driven Regional Cooperation in 
the Yangtze River Delta Regionô.   
 

 

2. Professor Rebecca Chiu 

- was invited to be advisor for the tender of Ove ARUP & Partners Hong 
Kong Ltd for the consultancy study on artificial islands in Central Waters 
under the Lantau Tomorrow Vision. The company is awarded the 42-month 
study; and the value of the contract is about HK$220 million. It covers 
planning, engineering, and a feasibility study on road and rail links.  The 
development project aims to alleviate the acute shortage of land in meeting 
the medium-to-long-term housing, social and economic development 
needs of Hong Kong. Professor Chiu shall continue to advice on the study.  

 

3. Dr Weifeng Li 
 

- has been awarded a University Seed Fund for Basic Research, at the 

amount of HK$118,000, for his project titled óDo Climatic Factors Modify 

the Effect of PM1 on Lung Cancer Incidence in China?ô. 
 

4. óWorking in Canada as a Development Plannerô Alumni Sharing Session  
 

- Three young graduates from the MSc in Urban Planning (MUP) 
programme gave an alumni sharing session via Zoom Webinar on 10 June 
2021, to share their professional planning and development experiences 
in two Canadian cities (Vancouver and Edmonton). These graduates were: 
 

Mr TEO Jia-Jie, Jerome (MUP 2017) 
Real Estate Development Manager 
Vancouver, Canada 
 
Mr TING Yick Nam, Edison (MUP 2017) 
Development Planner 
City of Coquitlam, Vancouver, Canada 
  
Mr YEUNG Kin Ho, Kenneth (MUP 2014) 
Development Planner 
Edmonton, Canada  
 

They discussed the opportunities, challenges, and career paths for new 

graduates in the pursuit of a planning career outside Hong Kong. This 

Webinar was part of our 40th Anniversary Event Series launched in 
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celebration of the establishment of the Centre of Urban Studies and Urban 

Planning (CUSUP) in 1980 and its subsequent development to become the 

Department of Urban Planning and Design (DUPAD) at the University of 

Hong Kong. 

 

Watch the Webinar at: https://fb.watch/697UrezCiM/ 

 

  

https://fb.watch/697UrezCiM/

