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on urban spaces in China

The world is urbanising faster than ever  
before. For the first time in history, urban 
environments are becoming the habitat of the 
majority of the world’s population. It is  
predicted that by 2050 70% of our species 
will live in cities. And yet, a full, global 
discussion on what urban spaces are, how 
they shape our lives and how they inform  
society, hierarchies and economies is still 
in its infancy.

China is experiencing the most rapid  
urbanisation in history. Within 20 years 
the country has transformed from a rural  
society of communal farming to an urbanised 
society of mortgages and careers. This has 
involved the migration of at least 100million 
rural residents to the cities and has, as any  
visitor or resident in China will surely know, 
created sprawling concrete jungles of little 
parallel in the world. The implications of 
this unparalleled process of urbanisation are 
manifold, diverse, and under studied.
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In tandem with global urban growth, the study of urban environments has become an  
increasingly popular and prominent subject across the world. A number of academic insti-
tutions have set up specific research departments and majors in ‘urban studies’. Meanwhile, 
blogs such as Polis, Mashallah and the New Urban Topologies project of the Swedish 
art gallery Fargfabriken have garnered much attention and interest. These projects have 
adopted a holistic, inter-disciplinary approach to investigating the meaning of these urban 
spaces, including writing of all forms, graphic design, fine arts, video, maps and infographics. 
Every discipline can offer new insights into a topic, and the interaction between disciplines 
holds the potential to provide new modes of understanding for the world’s new, urbanised 
modes of living. 

This kind of analysis, which has blossomed over the last few years, is lacking in and has rar- 
ely turned its attention to China, where urban developments are particularly acute. Concrete 
Flux—whose name reflects the static, the old and the constantly shifting new, the rhythm  
of destruction-construction, and the flow 流动 of people around the country—intends to  
provide a platform for such scrutiny of Chinese urban environments. 

China, however, is a special case. Despite 
only last year becoming majority urbanised, 
China has a much longer history of urban 
settlement and urban environments than 
almost anywhere else in the world. During 
the Tang dynasty (600s-900sCE), the popu-
lation of  the city of Chang’an (today’s Xian) 
may have reached one million, at that time 
the largest city in the world. Marco Polo 
remarked that China’s major cities of the 
1270s “seem[ed] quite beyond all possibility” 
in their scale, the size of their population  
and their wealth. Chinese history also con-
tains a distinct set of theories on urban 
design, involving qi flows and fengshui. The 
remnants of these fengshui urban designs 
remain, even after the radical change and 
destruction of China’s modern history, the 
backbone of many Chinese cities. Imperial 
Beijing’s central meridian, for example, is still 
the spine of the city. China’s long history of 
urban environments means that, despite the 
fact that the rapid urbanisation of the 21st 
century is a global phenomenon, the theories 
and observations of cities made in Europe 
and America cannot simply be transposed 
onto the urbanised Chinese map. 

Early 8th century 
murals in Prince 
Yide’s tomb give 
an idea of the 
magnificence of 
Chang’an’s city 
walls with their 
towering gate and 
corner towers. 
(Unknown Tang- 
era tomb artist),  
Wikimedia  
Commons.

City planners’ vision of Shanghai in 2020 at the 
Shanghai Urban Planning Exhibition Center museum. 
(Harry Alverson), Wikimedia Commons. 
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http://www.thepolisblog.org/
http://mashallahnews.com/
http://www.fargfabriken.se/en/new-urban-topologies
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/marco_polo.htm


Concrete Flux regards this complexity as fundamental to any analy-
ses and observations on China’s urban environments. It will welcome 
contributions from all media, in either English or Chinese, with 
only one requirement, that all works be well-informed, critical and 
sensitive to the complexities of the topic at hand. In regards to 
written submissions, there is one more requirement; articles must 
be readable and not weighted down in specialist, esoteric jargon.  
We intend this journal to be serious, but also enjoyable.

Each edition of the journal will be posted as 
a PDF file to be read online or downloaded. 
The PDF will also be hyperlinked to external 
sources, maintaining dialogue between proj-
ects and enabling the PDF file to host sound 
and video media. 

The theme for the first issue is simply  
‘Beijing’, a city with an extensive history,  
of rapid change and of central importance  
to China’s past, present and future.

Marco Polo once wrote of Beijing that “it is impossi-
ble to give a description that should do it justice.” And yet,  
Marco Polo did provide a rich description of 13th century  
Beijing. Concrete Flux believes that the urban China of the  
present day is still impossible to explain and to fully understand.  
But the journal will strive to create a forum for the free flow 
of thoughts on and an exploration of these remarkable urban 
environments. So to anyone in or with an interest in Beijing 
and other Chinese cities; critical and creative non-fiction, film 
and photography, design, fiction, poems, we welcome it all.  
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Submissions will be published in themed  
instalments, rather than as a rolling blog, 
on the Modes China website. The themed 
grouping of works will better facilitate  
dialogue and contrast between both text 
and image projects, which we hope will spill  
energetically out onto the Concrete Flux Twitter 
and Weibo feeds. These feeds will also be used 
as forums on which readers can announce  
projects and make calls for participants. 

JoyCity Shopping Mall,  
ChaoYang District, Beijing. 
(Solveig Suess). 
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Be in touch.

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/marco_polo.htm
http://www.modeschina.com


Concrete Flux
流动的水泥

Tom Baxter  
is from Belfast and is currently a student and free-
lance writer based in Beijing. He graduated with a 
degree in History from the University of Glasgow, 
where he won prizes for best dissertation and the 
Thomas Logan Memorial Prize for distinction in the 
arts. He has also studied at the University of Hong 
Kong. His articles on social, cultural and historical 
topics have been published on platforms such as the 
China Story and China Beat.

concreteflux@gmail.com

Solveig Suess  
is a research-based multi-disciplinary designer,  
who graduated from the Visual Communications 
department of the Glasgow School of Art. Her work 
has been featured in the likes of Blueprint Maga-
zine, MobileMuseum, and has participated in a 
residency program at Chintsao Space in Beijing. She 
has had exhibitions in Glasgow and Beijing. Half 
Swiss and half Chinese, she grew up internationally 
and is now based in Beijing. 

http://www.tomjlbaxter.wordpress.com
http://www.thechinastory.org/
http://www.thechinabeat.org/
http://www.solveigsuess.com
http://www.blueprintmagazine.co.uk/index.php/about/
http://www.blueprintmagazine.co.uk/index.php/about/
http://www.themobilemuseum.net/

