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Heritage value, wars, pandemics and the passage of time 
 
For those reading this elsewhere, Hong Kong is now in its own Covid darkest 
hour, having mistakenly thought it could escape, with our unvaccinated elders 
most at risk. It does not feel a good time to write either a light or a profound 
DRup focusing on what might seem irrelevant to Hong Kong colleagues making 
critical travel decisions, hunkering down and preparing for a war-time form of 
government public health intervention (mandatory city-wide testing with, rumour 
has it, curfew and restrictions on inter-district movement). 
 
Instead, I will wish colleagues well in the coming weeks; note that it will 
hopefully be over soon, with signs of the global pandemic burning itself out; and 
take as a trigger, a question raised by two or three items in the sample of FoA 
work recorded in the following pages, which has by and large been conducted 
during the last 1-2 years of pandemic. 
 
Life has gone on and will go on. We rarely, I suspect, appreciate that during 
WW2, many social institutions continued in one way or another. My own parents 
continued their high schooling, albeit forcibly relocated to rural locations far 
away from Londonôs bombs. University professors over the age of conscription, 
tried to continue their scholarship. 
 
Cecilia, Eunice and Ying and colleagues in the Built Heritage Research 
Collaborative (BHRC) have been thinking about how the interpretation of 
modern-era buildings changes over time. Lawrence Lai (REC) has long 
championed conservation of HKôs many WW2 relics. At one stage, such relics 
were concrete monstrosities rapidly erected on some of the cityôs most 
beautiful, rugged and prominent natural topographical features. Look carefully 
and you will notice that the top of Mount Davis has an artificially flat-rectangular 
profile, hidden by trees but created by bunkers.  

 
Acknowledgement: header photo by Ms Yuxin Ding, an MSc(Construction Project 
Management) student from the Department of Real Estate and Construction. 
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How long does it take for a buildingôs social and cultural value to shift to 
óculturally positiveô? Is it inevitable? Do invasive military installations make the 
shift more quickly after a victory over foes? Do they quickly become symbolic 
rather than functional? BHRC will have a better idea than me about the factors 
that govern this dynamic in commercial, residential or government buildings, 
and infrastructure.  
 
Anecdotally, I can think of buildings around the world that have accrued cultural 
heritage value in some part because of an infamous design. Does this reveal 
elitism in the conservation industry, with specialists convincing the powers that 
be, that a bad design should be preserved for posterity? Or does the general 
public grow fond of follies?  
 
Can you think of a single building over, say 200 years, that is not endowed with 
high heritage value? If not, perhaps time itself, turns functional value into 
heritage value regardless of design, beauty, quality, craftsmanship and 
materials. As a methodological aside, thatôs a nice example of the power of the 
case study in refuting a hypothesis. If you could think of a single example of a 
200-year-old building being demolished in a liberal democratic urban 
government context, you could perhaps reject the hypothesis that time itself is 
the value-maker. The only situation I can think of where this might happen, is 
where the building is demolished for structural safety reasons, being too 
expensive to rescue. And of course the quantity of buildings over 200 years old 
in a city, region or country, also factors into the progression of value. 
 
If time is the predominant value-maker, urban planners and the designers of 
redevelopment schemes, should perhaps attempt to preserve a proportion of 
the old as a matter of policy, regardless of quality. Old buildings (I would guess 
roughly > 150 years old) and old neighbourhoods in Europe always add 
cultural, economic and real estate value to a city. In this context, it is a good 
thing that many urban villages (chengzhongcun) in China have now been 
taken off the demolition list. They are, perhaps, an equivalent to HKôs post-
war estates and old commercial neighbourhoods. Hold onto them and they 
will eventually yield heritage value, gentrification, new use value and premium 
investment value.  
 
I am not convinced by Wanchaiôs famous Blue House model, notwithstanding 
its UNESCO heritage status, which attempts to retain a former, low monetary 
value use, while trying to enhance heritage value. If nothing else, the model 
seems generally financially unsustainable. There is also the issue of visitorsô 
interests conflicting with residentsô and the poor becoming part of a living 
museum. There is a time and place for preserving something less than 
óhighest-and-bestô use by policy or by covenant/land lease (or in HK, by both). 
I predict that the Blue House function (use-value) will change in the coming 
years as its heritage value rises, and that its micro neighbourhood will more 
fully gentrify.  
 
 
 



3 
 

 
I once visited a beautifully restored low-income neighbourhood in Jeddah, 
Saudi Arabia, where the original families remained living in multi-tenancy 
arrangements in former inner city vernacular mansions. There was only one 
single sign of gentrification, where a famous architect had taken a huge 
financial risk and bought up an entire mansion to restore to its 18th century glory 
(I visited it). I suspect that it will take a huge and unsustainable public policy 
effort to retain the established use of the other buildings. The current snapshot 
is a transitional moment. 
 
The most striking similarity to the Jeddah example I have seen in Asia includes 
the old colonial district along Kyee Myindaing Kanner Road in Yangon; the old 
overseas Chinese-owned mansions on Xiamenôs Gulangyu island; and 
perhaps the hutongs in central Beijing. In Yangon, low-income multi-tenanted 
occupation sits side by side beautifully gentrified former colonial apartments 
and offices because of lack of capital in Myanmarôs stalled progress out of post-
war poverty. If ever Myanmar re-joins the global economy, the district will be 
the first in the city to uniformly upgrade. 
 
When I last visited over 10 years ago, Gulangyuôs bizarre colony of derelict 
mansions remained the homes of low-income families because of the 
complexities of pre-1949 inheritance laws. These have meant that ownership 
of any one mansion is now divided into hundreds of co-ownership rights but 
with no suitable legal mechanism to come to collective action ï presuming you 
could trace all or a majority of owners scattered around the world since the 
1940s and earlier.  
 
When I last visited Beijingôs hutong district, some of them were still occupied by 
multiple families under pre-1979 housing allocation rights. A friend of mine 
inherited and still óownsô, the right to a tiny one-room apartment with access to 
a shared kitchen in what used to be the hutongôs beautiful courtyard and  public 
toilet facilities serving what seemed to me, two adjoining hutong complexes. 
His fatherôs brother had been allocated the room by his work brigade more than 
five decades ago. My friend is now its landlord. 
 
Social and private value of the built environment constantly co-evolves. The 
pandemic will make very little difference despite all the talk about reducing 
densities and designing for pandemic resilient cities. The following graphic 
shows Londonôs Soho district at the time of John Snowôs 1854 prototypical GIS 
analysis, conducted during the worldôs 3rd wave of cholera pandemic. Alongside 
it is a 2021 map of the same area. The streets remain unchanged and the only 
difference is that the buildings are now higher and people live and work in the 
same streets at higher, not lower, densities. Land value and property rights 
nearly always trump all other determinants of built environmental evolution. The 
reason why Soho has not been comprehensively redeveloped since John 
Snowôs day is its complexity of property rights, just like downtown Yangon and 
Gulangyu. 
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The same may be said of wars. There were surprisingly few comprehensive 
redevelopment schemes in Londonôs East-end after WW2. Street alignment 
and the general urban configuration remained remarkable similar after the Blitz 
(intense bombing campaigns). Higher buildings emerged on individual building 
sites. The 18th century town house owned by one branch of my family on the 
edge of the Oxford Streetôs commercial neighbourhood was surgically taken out 
by a bomb, along with two of its neighbours, and is now a Harley Street clinic. 
The rest of the Georgian street still stands, providing London pied-à-terres for 
family members of minor Russian oligarchs and Middle-eastern Sheiks. 
 
Congratulations to colleagues for the works mentioned below. Another good 
year for FoAôs share of elite HKU Presidential PhD scholarships. Thanks to 
Weifeng for taking over the RPG portfolio so actively and effectively (I also note 
that it has been a bumper time for Weifengôs own scholarship ï well done). 
FoAôs scholarship goes onward and upward. Keep safe, those who are 
travelling to protect young children, and those who are staying. 
 
Chris 
Dean, FoA 
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Faculty of Architecture 

1. Dr Kristof Crolla (ARC) 

- has been appointed to the post of Associate Dean (Special Projects) of 
the Faculty, for the period from 5 March 2022 to 30 April 2023.   

The position has been vacated by Dr Eric Schuldenfrei following his 
assumption of duty as the Head of the Department of Architecture. 
Thanks to Dr Crolla for his support to the Faculty.  

2. HKU Presidential PhD Scholarship: Main Round of 2022/23 

- Our Faculty has been informed by the Dean of the Graduate School that 

the following PhD applicants have been awarded the HKU Presidential 

PhD Scholarship (HKU-PS): 

Department Name 

ARC Mr Jingliang Du 

DUPAD Miss Zixin Feng 

DUPAD Miss Scarlet Nga-chin Tong 

REC Mr Bokai Yang 

DUPAD Ms Yuling Yang  

ARC Mr Gong Zhang 

Out of the 145 candidates shortlisted by the HKU-PS Advisory Panel for 

interview in late January, they were among those recommended for 

receiving the HKU-PS, based on their academic qualifications, interview 

performance, and other factors such as research track record/potential 

and publication.  

The University established the prestigious HKU-PS in 2019, with the 

objective of attracting top candidates from around the world to pursue 

full-time PhD studies at HKU. 

 

About HKU-PS: 

https://www.scholarships.hku.hk/Scholarships/detail/622 

 

2.  Dr Cecilia Chu (DLA) and Professor Shenjing He (DUPAD) 

 

- have co-edited a new book titled The Speculative City: Emergent Forms 

and Norms of the Built Environment, published by the University of 

Toronto Press (UTP). 

 

The book has also been selected as one of UTPôs featured titles at the 

2022 American Association of Geographers Annual Conference. 

 

https://www.scholarships.hku.hk/Scholarships/detail/622
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Abstract: óThe Speculative Cityô explores property speculation as a key 

aspect of financialization and its role in reshaping the contemporary built 

environment. The book offers a series of case studies that encompass 

a range of cities whose urban fabrics have undergone significant 

transformation in recent years. While the forms of these developments 

share many similarities, their trajectories and social outcomes were 

contingent upon existing planning and policy frameworks in addition to 

the historical roles assumed by the state and the private sector in 

housing and welfare provision. By paying close attention to the forces 

and actors involved in property development, this book underscores that 

the built environment has played an integral part in shaping new values 

and collective aspirations, while also facilitating the spread of financial 

logics in urban governance. The essays in this collection show that these 

dynamics represent a larger shift of politics and culture in the ongoing 

production of urban space and prompt reflections on future trajectories 

of finance-led property speculation. 

 

 

 

  

https://utorontopress.com/9781487524883/the-speculative-city
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3Ux8Ew9r-U
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Department of Architecture 
 

1. Mr Maxwell Ho-chuen Lau (MArch graduate, Class of 2021) 
 
- won in the 2021 Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) Ideas and 

Sketches Students Competition (Asia & Australasia region), for his 
MArch thesis project ó2061 Pabulum Odysseyô, as announced by the 
RIBA on 23 February 2022. 
 
Under the theme of óReimagining Cities and Towns Post-COVIDô, the 

Competition invited architecture students worldwide to propose ideas for 

designing buildings, cities and towns of the future in the wake of the 

pandemic. A total of 73 entries were received from 20 schools across 

four international regions: Americas, Asia & Australasia, Europe, Middle 

East & Africa. 

 
Advised by Mr Christian Lange and Mr Kaicong Wu, ó2061 Pabulum 

Odysseyô questions whether the role of technology in restaurants will 

increase over the next 40 years, as the transmission of viruses leads to 

less human contact. It envisions a machine-dominant future of virtual 

dining and serving food via drones in abandoned MTR stations. 

 

ó2061 Pabulum Odysseyô is commended by the Evaluation Panel as 

óprogressive, showing dreams and aspirations whilst providing a clear 

vision for the future. The project is imaginative and provocative and at 

the same time grounded in reality. It touches on one of the most 

important activities in big cities, which is food and dining in a social 

context. It also introduces quality drawing and a creative way of 

presentation, demonstrating a deep understanding of the issues linked 

to buildings, cities, and pandemic é The images presented are 

expressive showing first class quality in its ideas, development, and 

structure.ô 
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Find out more about the winning project: 

https://www.arch.hku.hk/march-graduate-won-at-ribas-ideas-and-
sketches-students-competition-2021/ 
 
https://www.architecture.com/knowledge-and-resources/knowledge-
landing-page/reimagining-cities-and-towns-post-covid-results 

  
2. Mr John Lin 

 

- delivered a public lecture titled óUncertaintyô, on the use of models in 

design research, for the Department of Architecture at the National 

University of Singapore on 17 February 2022. 

 

   
 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.arch.hku.hk/march-graduate-won-at-ribas-ideas-and-sketches-students-competition-2021/
https://www.arch.hku.hk/march-graduate-won-at-ribas-ideas-and-sketches-students-competition-2021/
https://www.architecture.com/knowledge-and-resources/knowledge-landing-page/reimagining-cities-and-towns-post-covid-results
https://www.architecture.com/knowledge-and-resources/knowledge-landing-page/reimagining-cities-and-towns-post-covid-results
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Division of Landscape Architecture 
 

1. 2022 Landscape Architecture RPG Seminar Series  

 

 
 

- provides a platform for MPhil and PhD students, visiting research 

scholars, and Faculty members from the Division to share their ongoing 

research projects. These talks are open to the public, offering an 

opportunity for our students to present their work to other landscape 

architecture students, Faculty members, and members of the broader 

academic community at HKU and beyond. More information: 

https://www.arch.hku.hk/event_/land-arch-rpg-seminar-series-2022  

 

Schedule: 

 

22 February 2022 (Tuesday) 13:00 ï 14:15 HKT via Zoom (completed) 

Topic: Materials and Methods for Novel Ecosystems 

Speaker: Ms Jiali Li, PhD student 

Primary supervisor: Dr Bin Jiang 

Moderator: Ms Xueming Liu, PhD student 

 

 

https://www.arch.hku.hk/event_/land-arch-rpg-seminar-series-2022/
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17 March 2022 (Thursday) 12:45 ï 14:00 HKT via Zoom 

Topic: Remittance House in China: Migrant Workersô Journey of 

Manufacturing Hope 

Speaker: Ms Yiling Lin, PhD student 

Primary supervisor: Dr Cecilia Chu 

Moderator: Ms Ting Wang, PhD student 

*Joint event with Department of Architectureôs Research Seminar Series 

 

29 March 2022 (Tuesday) 13:00 ï 14:15 HKT via Zoom 

Topic: Art Fairs, Urban Renewal and the Making of South Island 

Cultural District 

Speaker: Ms Wenxin Zeng, PhD student 

Primary supervisor: Dr Cecilia Chu 

Moderator: Ms Xinhui Chen, PhD student 

 

21 April 2022 (Thursday) 12:45 ï 14:00 HKT via Zoom 

Topic: Examining Environmental Impact on Driversô Mental and 

Physiological Status on Urban Roads 

Speaker: Ms Wenyan Xu, PhD student 

Primary supervisor: Dr Bin Jiang 

Moderator: Ms Yuwen Yang, PhD student 

*Joint event with Department of Architectureôs Research Seminar Series 

 

3 May 2022 (Tuesday) 13:00 ï 14:15 HKT via Zoom 

Topic: Landscape Framework for an Adaptive Urbanism in Chiang 

Mai, Thailand 

Speaker: Ms Kanisa Sattayanurak, PhD student 

Primary supervisor: Dr Xiaoxuan Lu 

Moderator: Mr Yilun Li, PhD student 

 

Pre-registration is required. Zoom link will be provided upon successful 

registration.  

 

This event is supported by the Built Heritage Research Collaborative Lab, 

Division of Landscape Architecture, and the Faculty of Architecture. 
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2. Ms Jiali Li (PhD Student) 

 

 
 

- delivered a seminar entitled óMaterials and Methods for Novel 

Ecosystemsô on 22 February 2022. It was the first of the 2022 Landscape 

Architecture RPG Seminar Series organised for the spring semester.  

 

Abstract: Landscape architects design novel ecosystems. These 

dynamic socioecological environments lack adequate natural analogues, 

yet pristine, idealized ecosystems are often used as references for 

projects in these complex sites. The project óDesign with Dredgeô located 

on Hart-Miller Island in Chesapeake Bay, Baltimore is a typical case for 

novel ecosystem restoration. Through cross-disciplinary collaboration, 

compound research methods, and direct stakeholder engagement, the 

research provides a lens through which to explore emerging and future 

landscape infrastructure issues facing novel ecosystems and 

communities. It also serves as a medium for material investigation and 

a cooperative paradigm for engaged civic action across different scales 

and different research methodologies. 

 

More information: https://www.arch.hku.hk/event_/materials-and-

methods-for-novel-ecosystems 

https://www.arch.hku.hk/event_/materials-and-methods-for-novel-ecosystems
https://www.arch.hku.hk/event_/materials-and-methods-for-novel-ecosystems
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Department of Real Estate and Construction 

 

1. Professor Kelvin Wong 

 

- was invited to join the Jury Panel for the Construction Management 

Awards 2022, organised by the Hong Kong Institute of Construction 

Managers. 

 

 
 

 

2. Professor Lawrence Lai 

 

- was featured in an NHK news programme on 1 March 2022, in which he 
introduced war relics in Hong Kong. 
 
Watch the full video: 
https://hkuhk-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/g/personal/viannwyy_hku_hk/EQ-

ZlL_MjCNMhj17f3q-D38Bs8bcwPVBYVHpJqgFZlpqzQ?e=E600d8 

 

 

 

  

https://hkuhk-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/g/personal/viannwyy_hku_hk/EQ-ZlL_MjCNMhj17f3q-D38Bs8bcwPVBYVHpJqgFZlpqzQ?e=E600d8
https://hkuhk-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/g/personal/viannwyy_hku_hk/EQ-ZlL_MjCNMhj17f3q-D38Bs8bcwPVBYVHpJqgFZlpqzQ?e=E600d8
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Built Heritage Research Collaborative (BHRC) 
 

1.  Dr Cecilia Chu, Dr Eunice Seng and Dr Ying Zhou 
 

- were invited to participate in a panel discussion titled óRevisiting Hong 
Kong Modernô at Goethe-Institut Hong Kong on 10 

February 2022, to exchange views on the documentation and 
conservation of the cityôs modern architectural heritage.  
 
The event, which was co-organised by Docomomo Hong Kong, was one 
of the activities in support of the launch of the book Hong Kong Modern 
Architecture of the 1950s-1970s 1950 1970

by Walter Koditek.  
 

   
 

Outline: Postwar Hong Kong has long been narrated through heroic 

stories of modernization and progress associated with relentless building 

development. However, such narratives have begun to change in recent 

years amidst widening interests to protect the cityôs architectural heritage 

and enhance its urban identity. In this panel discussion, the author 

Walter Koditek and other panel members explore the changing 

interpretations of Hong Kongôs postwar architecture and how 

documentation of these buildings might play a role in reshaping our 

relationships with the built environment and senses of history. 

  


