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PREFACE

Pastoral in the City

| remember it happened when | was studying at Tongji
University, a notice posted on campus, notifying those teachers who
did not kill the poultry within the allotted time, including Mr. Chen
Congzhou. All the students laughed and speculated that Mr. Chen’s
chickens should be used to observe and paint, or to hold a feast at
home for a better reception once Leoh Ming Pei paid a visit.

Before the 1980s, keeping poultry is a common phenomenon
in domestic families in China. Like in rural area, the first sound the
city dwellers heard usually was the loud crows cocks made every
morning. The buildings in many cities was not yet in high density at
that time and there were still large fields. My hometown Lanzhou
is a linear city along the Yellow River. The connectives between
the building clusters in the city were farmland, vegetable plots and
fruit garden, feeding poultry was also popular in the neighborhood.
Residents living in bungalows or the first floor of buildings will
grow some vegetables and corn or grapes in the yard, make up for
the food shortage and nutrition supplies. The whole city is just like
a large village.

It is not difficult to understand the city at the time. Fei Xiaotong
described the city of China in 1940s in the book Chinese Gentry:
“Land plots were usually reserved for planting in cities. Even in
such big cities as Beijing and Nanjing, there were agricultural areas.
These fields enclosed in the city could provide residents with
the necessary vegetables and other hard-to-store products. From
the conventional point of view, the ideal ‘city’is a self-sufficient
fortress.” Urban life requires continuous supply of agricultural
products, which needed to be produced within or around the
city especially when the storage technic and transportation were
extremely underdeveloped. Coupled with the improper policies
and low agricultural output, urban food supplies were too scarce
to meet the daily food needs of urban residents. As a result,
lands in the city were spontaneously developed to grow crops
and vegetables or to raise poultry to supply food deficiencies and
to improve living conditions. Some regions in the city, especially
residential areas, were more or less like a large village, with a strong
rural atmosphere at that time.

Today, there are extremely abundant supplies of agricultural
products in cities from all over the country and even the world. The
agricultural land near cities is no longer indispensable. With the
rapid urbanization, these lands were then quickly transformed into
new urban areas. The bungalows and low buildings with yards were
replaced by densely-built high-rise constructions, and the interspace
between buildings are dotted with beautiful parks and green spaces.
The urban land lost the necessity of producing food, and the city
lost its pastoral atmosphere. The lands in the city lose the necessary
function of food production, along with its pastoral atmosphere.
The children today in the city can no longer be awakened by a
rooster crow in the morning, nor can they see crops and vegetables
growing on urban land. China’s cities today have been far from the
countryside and rural areas. The rural landscape 30 years ago exists
only in some literary works, video records and memories of those
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who have lived in that era.

In contrast, some of the developed countries retain more
complete pastoral scenery. Not only is the whole country full of
magnificent pastoral sceneries, but also the city is rich in villatic
atmosphere. In the 1990s, when [ first went abroad, eagerly for
an investigative study on modern European cities and landscape,
surprised to find that many small and medium-sized European
cities abound pastoral flavor. The plants and trees are mostly
unadorned native species. Many family yards are decorated like
farmhouse, also public spaces in urban are designed like a country
field.

Actually, European cities have also gone through rapid
transitions in the process of industrialization and urbanization.
Many scholars put forward the strategies to improve the living
environments directing at the urban land deteriorating and social
structure imbalance on account of industrial expansion and
population growth. In the middle of the 19th century, a German
doctor, Daniel Gottlob Moritz Schreber, proposed an assumption
of building domestic horticultural gardens in the city, small gardens
that can be rented by citizens, especially low-income groups,
used for vegetables and fruit trees cultivation, and raising poultry
in order to increase food supply. Later, the main roles of these
gardens acted as were to relax the rushing citizens, keep them close
to the nature and enjoy cultivating and harvest. These small patches
of gardens are also a type of the community garden in the city,
which may bring about strong rural atmosphere.

“Garden City”, an urban assumption raised by England
sociologist Howard at the end of 19th century is a combination of
urban and rural advantages. Cities are surrounded by the farmland,
including the cultivated land, pasture field, orchard and forest. Thus
city residents can be supplied with fresh and sufficient agricultural
products. Since then, these ideas have long been influenced the
urban structure and landscape in Europe. In many European cities,
the natural landscape and rural landscape are integrated into the city
structure, while family and community gardens retain many features
of its practicability and productivity. City landscapes and parks are
also mainly characterized by pastoral scenery. Large amount of cities,
though equipped with modern infrastructure and high-quality urban
life, can still maintain a quiet, easy and relaxed pastoral atmosphere.

Originally, cities in China stemmed from agricultural civilization,
with urban and rural areas accepting and supporting each other.
The love for the land and nature is an indigenous consciousness
lasting for thousands of years in Chinese culture, and the pastoral
life is an ideal image. No matter how the cities develop and change,
enough space should be reserved for ruralized landscape in cities,
in order to let citizens feel the nature, involve in horticultural and
agricultural activities and give children access to know the nature
and enjoy harvest. All should not be a fantasy but a reality.
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