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Shan-shui City – Exploring Sustainable Urban 
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This ThinkChina.dk Policy Brief explores the concept of Shan-shui City – a development concept 
which seeks to integrate sustainable urban development with rapid urbanization by combining 
nature and city. In the 21st century, as part of the process of China's rapid urbanization, there are 
many crude practices that blindly seek only economic benefits. They have resulted in the 
disappearance of existing city textures and caused great damage to the natural environment. The 
phenomenon of “one thousand cities, one face” is proliferating. In the backdrop to globalization, 
China's urban development must retain its own characteristics and avoid construction damage. 
Hu Jie argues that China needs to advocate for a national self-improvement consciousness, 
promoting oriental traditions that are still valuable and vital in the world today. It should also 
actively seek the "co-prosperity of man and nature" and a harmonious development model of 
humanity and nature. Therefore, while China is facing the massive challenges of balancing 
sustainable urban development with rapid urbanization, the "Shan-shui City" is the ideal living 
environment model for our era. It is a characteristically Chinese ideal city. 
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Introduction 
Since ancient times, the Chinese people have 
had a special passion for the concept of “Shan-
shui”--mountains and water. This is manifested 
fully in the “Nature and humanity” ideology. 
The “Shan-shui City” concept was advanced by 
the great Chinese scientist Qian Xue-sen in 
1990. He imagined that “Shan-shui City” is a 
coalition between traditional Chinese garden, 
the whole city and natural scenery. It enables 
people to live within a garden environment; 
they don’t need to go to the suburbs for green 
spaces. The “Shan-shui City” with Chinese 
characteristics is the symbiosis of nature, 
humanity, and city. Its ideal model is that water 
makes the mountain lively, the mountain 
makes water strong, and water makes the city 
full of Aura. Its essence is “the Natural State, the 
Picturesque State, and the Ideal State. 
 
The Origin of “Shan-shui City” Concept 
The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle said, 
“to lead a life people came to cities; for better 
life they resided in cities.” The theme of World 
Expo 2010 Shanghai is "Better City, Better Life". 
From ancient times until now, from a land far 
away to where we live, no matter whether in 
Shangri-la or in garden cities, people never stop 
pursuing an ideal settlement environment. 
Shan-shui City is an ideal city with traditional 
Chinese garden design characteristics. Chinese 
scientist Qian Xue-sen put forward the concept 
of “Shan-shui City”, which was derived from the 
Chinese traditional philosophy and classical 
garden design. On July 31, 1990, in a letter to 
academician Wu Liang-yong of Tsinghua 
University, Qian Xue-sen wrote, “Is it possible to 
make Chinese landscape poetry, classical 
garden architecture, and landscape paintings in 
a whole for creating a concept of Shan-shui 
City?” His idea of Shan-shui City is to ‘integrate 
the traditional garden design concepts with city 
construction and natural landscape conditions 
in order to allow every citizen to live in a 
garden” . 

Mr. Wu Liang-yong proposed “Chinese 
traditional urban landscapes often constitute 
the city as an element of prevailing 
circumstances, resulting in the formation of 
distinctive city patterns. If one could build a city 
according to mountain-water structure, and 
classify these big cities into several groups, then 
an organic scale of ‘Mountains-Waters-City’ 
would be formed, and this would represent the 
vitality of Shan-shui landscapes.” Wu Liang-
yong continued, "(1) A Shan-shui City is a city 
integrated with nature. (2) A Shan-shui City also 
has special cultural significance, namely, 
Chinese landscape culture and landscape 
aesthetics. (3) The characteristic urban 
surroundings of Shan-shui have become a 
unique environmental state.”  
 
Shan-shui City Interpreting the Chinese Shan-
shui Complex  
Cities integrated with natural landscape exist 
probably everywhere in China. The “Shan-shui 
City” developed from early “Shan-shui 
adoration” of the specific aspects of nature - 
such as heaven and earth, sun and moon, 
mountains and rivers, shrubs and trees - into 
the later abstract aesthetic personification of 
Shan-shui. “Shan-shui Poetries” describe the 
natural beauty of mountains and rivers, as well 
as artistically expressing the authors’ emotions 
and dedication; “Shan-shui Paintings” refine 
the natural landscape of mountains and rivers 
so as to achieve a tightly similar spiritual state 
and convey the artists’ yearning for nature; 
“Shan-shui Gardens” provide the population 
with a place to enjoy natural forest without 
traveling far from city - these gardens are not 
only green city spaces but also the spiritual 
homeland of people. The “Shan-shui City” 
works in the same way as “Shan-shui Poetries’, 
“Shan-shui Paintings” and “Shan-shui Gardens”; 
interpreting China’s national landscape 
complex from the perspective of the living 
environment. Examples of the typical “Shan-
shui City” from ancient China include the capital 
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city Xian Yang of the Qin dynasty, the capital 
city Lin An of the Song dynasty and the capital 
city Beijing of three Dynasties. 
 
The Ideal Development Model of Shan-shui 
(Mountain-Water)-City 
Academician Wu Liang-yong has summarized 
the interactive relationship among “Mountain, 
Water and City” and has proposed an ideal 
development model “Mountain relies on Water 
to be green; Water relies on Mountain to be 
grand; City relies on Mountains and Waters to 
be lively”. The following figure is the core of 
“Shan-shui City”. 

 
Figure 1 “Mountain-Water-City” Model 
(From “Introduction to Sciences of Human 
Settlements”, Wu Liang-yong) 
 
We have inherited our predecessors’ ideas and 
explored further a way to form nature, 
humanity and city into a large spatial system 
through city construction practice, which is like 
the two halves of Yin and Yang of the Taiji 
diagram, thus forming the "Shan-shui city" 
model.  

 
 
Figure 2 Taiji Diagram of “Shan-shui City” 
 
 

The Essences of “Shan-shui City” 
Professor Sun Xiao-xiang of Beijing Forestry 
University has summarized the design theory of 
Chinese Natural Landscape Gardens as the 
following states: Natural State, Picturesque 
State and Ideal State, which are the essences of 
“Shan-shui City”. 
The “Natural State” reflects the beauty of life 
and beauty of nature, which is the 
representation of realistic creation. In the 
design of classical Chinese gardens, the Natural 
State creates a beautiful natural environment 
such as “prosperous woods and a trickling 
stream”, or a harmonious living environment 
like “the joy of relatives’ prattle and the delight 
of music and books”, to make a garden which 
can be observable, walkable, enjoyable and 
livable. From the “Shan-shui City” perspective, 
the “Natural State” means that the design 
should meet the demands of various ecological 
factors to create a good environment for 
inhabitation, including living, working, 
recreation and transportation.  
The “Picturesque State” reflects the beauty of 
image and art, which is the re-creation of the 
primary elements in the above state – 
converting the primary elements into time and 
spatial layout of landscape. The layout of 
classical Chinese gardens is mainly based upon 
the composition and theory of Chinese Shan-
shui paintings, rather than mechanically 
imitating real nature to achieve the level of 
“rooted from the nature, standing above the 
nature” by refining and summarizing real 
nature. From the “Shan-shui City” perspective, 
the “Natural State” means that design should 
solve the demands of the artistic beauty and 
environmental beauty of cities and should plan 
cities by artists’ aesthetic taste and composition 
of paintings in order to provide a picturesque 
urban space.  
The “Ideal State” reflects ideal beauty, which is 
romantic passion stirred by sight. Both 
traditional Chinese garden design and classical 
painting and poetry emphasize pursuing the 
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“Ideal State” – “the thing is felt by heart, rather 
than by senses”. The “thing” here is not 
objected images or specific substance, but the 
thing that includes human emotion, spirit, and 
soul. Artistic creations are not only the 
objective imitation and realistic narrative, but 
actively seek the object beyond the object, the 
state outside the state, the elegance exceeding 
the elegance. Every city has its own unique 
character; the “Ideal State” means the spiritual 
civilization of the city. The “Ideal State” of 
“Shan-shui City” means that the design should 
fully respect nature, history and local culture 
and should embody Chinese characteristics, 
which therefore can enhance the cohesiveness 
of the city, promote people’s adaptability to the 
city, and form a unique and romantic ideal 
environment. 
The “Natural State”, “Picturesque State” and 
“Ideal State” of "Shan-shui city" are embodied 
in the following aspects: 
(1) Respecting the existing natural conditions; 
protecting and optimizing the ecological 
environment 
(2) Respecting history, culture and regional 
characteristics 
(3) Making full use of modern science and 
technology 
(4) Serving the public  
(5) Giving expression to Chinese unique 
characteristics and inheriting Chinese 
civilization 
In summary, the “Shan-shui City” is an ideal city 
with Chinese characteristics, which deals with 
the relationship among “Heaven, Earth and 
Humanity”. The essence of “Shan-shui City” is 
“Adjust measures to local demands” and 
“Design with nature.” 
 
The Project Practice of “Shan-shui City” with 
Chinese Characteristics  
From an environmental point of view, ancient 
China once created livable human settlements, 
integrating architecture and landscape with 
cities as a whole. In the Spring and Autumn 

period, Guan Zhong said in Guan Zi. Cheng Ma 
that: “when establishing a capital for a nation, 
it should be located in an area with high terrain 
but no higher than dry land, thus there will be 
enough water, avoiding flood threat, and saving 
the cost on digging channel and constructing 
dams. They are all making the most on existing 
conditions.”  
Presently, some countries advocate for great 
opportunities to create a "scientific 
development view”, “ecological civilization”, 
and “harmonious society", which obviously 
improve the comprehensive national strength. 
They provide adequate material and spiritual 
support to realize the concept of Shan-shui City 
and our three urban scale projects have also 
further explored this idea. 
 
Beijing Olympic Forest Park----Axis to Nature 
“Man ruled by earth, Earth ruled by heaven, 
Heaven ruled by the Dao, the Dao ruled by 
nature” is the general planning concept for 
Beijing Olympic Park. The park is located near 
the Fifth Ring Road of Beijing’s city boundary, 
and is at the intersection of the green belt 
alongside the north Fifth Ring Road and the 
south-north axis. It is an important transition 
zone between the city’s central and peripheral 
areas, and it plays a crucial role as an ecological 
balance to the city center. The master plan 
concept “Axis to nature” allows the central axis 
to represent urban history and the extension of 
ancient civilization into the forest. 
Since China was going to hold Olympics Games 
for the first time, the question of how to 
incorporate China's 5,000-year history in the 
planning and design was an important 
consideration in the project’s success. Many 
aspects of Chinese culture had to be 
interpreted. 
Urban design considerations applied the 
balance concept of the traditional Chinese 
weight scale to the layout of Olympic venues - 
taking the central axis as the pivot of the scale 
while the eastern Bird's Nest as the tray and the 
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three western buildings as the weight. This 
concept forms an asymmetric layout across the 
central axis with more quality (the Bird's Nest) 
on one side, and more weight (the three 
western buildings) on the other side. The space 
in-between acts in the same way as Tiananmen 
Square - a landmark social space for citizens’ 
leisure activities, and becoming another 
desirable recreational space. In addition, the 
"Chinese dragon" stream and the linear central 
axis enhance each other’s beauty, displaying 
the distinguished power of Beijing as the capital 
of three dynasties and the place of emperors.  
 

   

 
Figure 3 Winning Master Plan by Sasaki and 
Winning Plan by Sasaki and THUPDI from left 

to right 
 
The concept for Olympic Forest Park is derived 
from the imperial palace gardens’ ‘One Pool 
and Three Hills’ concept and the ideal world or 
Shangri-la of Chinese scholars’ representative – 
TaoYuan-ming. The general layout is 
characteristic with “coexisting shan-shui, 
unbroken mountains, harmonious yin-yang, 
and asymmetric composition”, and it creates a 
unique shan-shui landscape integrated with 
characteristics of imperial China and ancient 
scholars. At the north end of the park, a 
mountain, "Yangshan", was built using soil 
excavated from the construction of the Olympic 
venues and Olympic lake. The viewing platform 
“Tian Jing” on the top of the mountain is 
surmounted by a giant rock from Tai Mountain 
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which represents stability and protects the 
mountain according to feng-shui principles. As 
Jing Mountain is the dependence of the 
Forbidden City, Yangshan Mountain also 
provides a northern shelter for the city center.  

 
Figure 4 Implementation Plan 
 
The park is now an important ecological zone 
that improves the environment and climate of 
Beijing and it is also the largest public park in 
the city. It displays the features of Chinese 
ancient Shan-shui Poetry, Shan-shui Painting 
and Shan-shui Garden and integrates city-
building with traditional and modern culture, 
scientific technology and fine art.  

 
Figure 5 Olympic Forest Park - A Shan-shui 
Garden Integrated with Classical and Modern 
Principles (August 2008, Ma Wen-xiao) 
 
Tieling Fanhe New City –Constructing a City 
by Landscaping Strategies 
The design of Tieling Fanhe New City is aimed at 
building a characteristic northern Shan-shui 
city, applying ecological strategies to make full 
use of existing conditions and natural landscape 
resources - such as the Fan River, Lotus Wetland 
and eastern mountains of the Fan River source 
- to form the layout of a Shan-shui city with 
distinguished features. 
The specific methods including: Constructing a 
water management system by digging a water 
supply channel from the Tianshui River to the 
northern Lotus Lake wetlands; Planting a 
greenbelt on both sides of the Fan River, the 
Tianshui River and the eastern highway; Digging 
a lake at the conjunction of the Fan and 
Tianshui Rivers and the eastern highway (the 
Lake was named Ruyi, indicating happiness and 
a Zhuque (a kind of bird-Rosefinch) island was 
built in it); Building a Fengguan (Phoenix) 
Mountain in the surrounding area of the 
northern Lotus Lake, using earth excavation 
from the southern lake. As the north end of the 
new city central axis, Fengguan Mountain is not 
only for storing air and accumulating vitality, 
but in concert with Dragon Mountain of Tieling 
Old City, it implies that the dragon flies with the 
phoenix, bringing auspiciousness to people. 
These features compensate for a deficient 
native fengshui to form an idealized city 
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pattern—rosefinch (Zhuque Island) in the 
south, phoenix (Fengguan Mountain) in the 
north, dragon (Tianshui River) on the left side 
and white tiger (Fan River) on the right side. 
There are both natural and man-made 
mountains and waters - with those man-made 
intended to reconstruct the less-than-ideal site 
into an overall man-made structure that 
appears to be built by a higher power.  
 

 
Figure 6 The Prime City Master Plan Urban 
Design Concept Drawing and Master Plan

from left to right 
 
Regarding the arrangement of city functions, 
the plan combines the original administrative 
areas into one, which in the old city plan didn’t 
consider hierarchy and stood opposite each 
other on the two sides of the river. This forms a 
steady Chinese character “Pin” layout, making 
the river detour around the administrative 
center by flowing along the east side to avoid 
the ancient taboo of “breaking the court”. The 
peripheral land of southern Ruyi Lake avoids 
being just a symbol of etiquette with a single 
function, by providing a diversified functional 
arrangement, becoming a public recreation 
center. In this way, the administrative center, 
representing national ideology, coexists with 
public recreation needs and transforms an 

important resource into a shared public water 
space that also complies with the Confucian 
principle of harmony between national 
ideology and citizen. 
 
 

 
Figure 7 Night Rendering of Tieling Fanhe New 
City 
 
 
Tieling Fanhe New City integrates ecological 
protection with urban construction to form a 
distinctive North China Shan-shui City, and 
avoid losing the uniqueness of modern cities. 
This results from combining tradition with 
modern philosophies.  
 

 
Figure 8 Tieling Fanhe New City---- A Shan-shui 
City (Completion Photo in August, 2009)  
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Tangshan Nanhu Eco-City – A Shan-shui City 
Generated from Ruins 
The planning of Tangshan Nanhu Eco-City fully 
embodies “Local demands” and “the Dao ruled 
by nature” concepts. Nanhu District is a former 
coal mining area with subsiding ground and a 
large area used as a trash dump. Subsidence 
began while coal mining was active and was 
accelerated during and following the Tangshan 
earthquake. Prior to physical planning, a 
comprehensive analysis of the geological 
structure, construction suitability, and 
ecological capacity for land development was 
made to understand the potential to integrate 
urban development and ecological processes.  
A stable sunken area north of Tang Xu Road is 
planned for residential, office and other 
functions. In the southern area, where 
subsidence continues, “dynamic design” 
methods were adopted to implement 
landscaping and prevent large areas of hard 
landscape construction; to construct most 
buildings as quake-proof wooden structures; 
and to emphasize the maintenance of existing 
plants on the site in order to improve the 
environment with native plants.  

   
 

 

Figure 9 Planning Boundary and Master Plan of 
Core Area 
 
Wang Guo-wei, in his Notes and Comments on 
Ci Poetry in our Human World, described the 
relationship between static and motion as that 
between elegant and magnificent. Tangshan 
Nanhu Eco-City reflects this Shan-shui beauty in 
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the same way. The planning and design 
concepts incorporate the site’s natural ecology, 
history, culture, and modern civilization. They 
focus on preserving, restoring, and 
reconstructing the original landscape elements 
– the mountain, water system and wetlands - to 
form an inlaid spatial unitized construction with 
man-made spaces. For example, making the 
most of the landscape element of “water” in 
the park and evaluating the existing situation, 
two large lakes were formed in north and south 
parts. These lakes create a vast expanse of 
water, punctuated by “Yunfeng Island”, “Jin Lin 
Island”, and “Xiang Lin Island” which have been 
transformed from an existing island. These 
islands have imbued the lakes with depth and 
mystery. Additionally, both the stream named 
"Seeking the Sweet Aroma Creek" and the city’s 
50 kilometer peripheral water system reformed 
by the Dou and Qinglong Rivers use the various 
status and forms of water to transform the post 
earthquake urban grid of Tangshan from the 
former single straight line planning method. A 
waterfront corridor incorporating recreation, 
leisure, exercise, and ecology has been created 
to activate this phoenix city and arouse the 
pride of the Tangshan people.  

 

Figure 10 Master Plan of Tangshan Nanhu 
Central Park 
 
The “Five Lakes and Five Islands” in Tangshan 
Nanhu Lake receive poetic names according to 
their function, local history or culture. For 
example, “Wu Zhu Jia Yuan” – the north 
botanical garden - was created from a previous 
pile of coal ash. “Phoenix Platform” is remade 
from a 50-meter-high garbage mountain and 
now is a landscape mountain. The name of 
“Yunfeng Island” originated from the saying: 
“the voice of the young phoenix is clearer than 
the old”. All these designations are related to 
the word “phoenix” and refer to the rebirth of 
Tangshan after the earthquake from a 
resource-based city to an eco-city. “Yong Sheng 
Xi Yuan” on Yunfeng Island is derived from Ping 
Ju, the local opera. The “Hushan Zhenyi” scenic 
zone tells a story about two hermits, BoYian and 
ShuQi, who lived in seclusion in ShouYang 
Mountain and refused to receive grain from the 
King of Zhou. The “Wang Hai Chan Si” is built on 
the original Wang Hai Temple site and a Zen 
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teahouse is built for visitors. The remote, 
weedy, dusty, sewage-contaminated, and 
mosquito-infested Tangshan’s “slum” has now 
become a healthy and popular district of the 
city. The “Phoenix Rebirth” of Tangshan is like a 
phoenix in fire and it will regenerate and 
become more beautiful.  
 

 

Figure 11 Tangshan Nanhu Eco-City - The 
Regenerated New Phoenix City (Completion 
Photo in August, 2009) 
 
“Shan-shui City” is City Construction with 
Chinese Landscape Orientation, Prior to the 
“Landscape Urbanism”  
Shan-shui City has been practiced in China for 
thousands of years where its cities are situated 
to take advantage of natural conditions. 
However, Shan-shui is not only a city’s natural 
foundation, but also a vital part of a city’s 
planning pattern. City construction should fully 
respect the natural quality of Shan-shui. If it 
cannot fulfill the ideal city layout, then man’s 
power must also be used to adapt the city - 
though the city is actually made by ma, it should 
look like it’s been done with God’s favor. 
The concept for Shan-shui City, defined by Qian 
Xue-sen in his letter to Wu Liang-yong in 1990, 
uses Systems Theory to advocate that “city 
construction as an integration should 
synthesize architecture, planning and 
landscape architecture, meanwhile, also take 
into account technique and art in city 
construction."  
 
 
 

Professional Collaboration and Integral 
Design 
As the academician of the Chinese Academy of 
Sciences and Chinese Academy of Engineering, 
former Vice Minister of Construction Ministry, 
and Chair of the China Society of Landscape 
Architects, Zhou Gan-chi said, “The Shan-shui 
City, as a concept, is the model of a city. It 
creates a characteristically Chinese city 
integrated into a natural environment with a 
highly civilized culture. It is a conceptual idea, 
an academic point of view - not policy, not 
technological, neither forced uniformity. The 
Shan-shui City actually calls for diverse cities in 
line with local circumstances.” These three 
projects have used Chinese classical garden 
ideas and methods, modern science, and 
technology to explore the idea of the Shan-shui 
City. While each of the projects embodies 
“Local demands”, the traditional idea of “the 
Dao ruled by nature” and the essences of the 
“Natural State”, the “Picturesque State”, and 
the “Ideal State”, they also draw from the 
circumstances of their site to attain unique 
qualities. 
 
Wu Liang-yong said: “In history, the 
development of Chinese human settlements 
was not only just about architecture - but 
integrate architecture, city planning and 
landscape as a whole. This oriental holistic 
design idea is important in Chinese 
architectural history, worthy of being inherited 
and developed.”  In practice, we see human 
settlements as the basic problem and we have 
integrated three independently functioning 
disciplines – architecture, urban planning and 
landscape architecture - to design by urban 
scale, realizing holistic design with an attitude 
that embodies oriental design principles. 
The main active body of a city is all kinds of 
people and their human demands should not be 
ignored. City construction is a long–term rather 
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than a temporary work while cities should be 
the combination of real space and art space. 
The ancient Chinese Shan-shui Culture provides 
an ideal example for the world, especially for 
Chinese human settlement. Shan-shui is a way 
of realizing people’s yearning for the ideal and 
regulating soul and body, which is 
complementary to cities, showing people’s 
common need for both urban and rural life. 
Integrating Shan-shui concepts with city 
planning will help to realize ideal Human 
Settlements enhanced by characteristic views 
of natural mountains and rivers. 
If the exploration of regional Shan-shui culture 
is integrated with preservation of ecosystem in 
city development, taking it as a priority to 
discuss the future development of city space, 
coexistence and coordination between the 
city’s human demand and regional eco-demand 
will be realized. Integration of Shan-shui 
environment principles in shaping city features, 
will conceive a unique local culture. The whole 
process of design will be the combination of 
reasonable analysis and sensational design, 
leading to a livable city that people are yarning 
for.  
 
Conclusion  
In the 21st century, as part of the process of 
China's rapid urbanization, there are many 
crude practices that blindly seek only economic 
benefits. They have resulted in the 
disappearance of existing city textures and 
caused great damage to our natural 
environment. The phenomenon of “one 
thousand cities, one face” is proliferating. In the 
backdrop to globalization, China's urban 
development must retain its own 
characteristics and avoid from construction 
damage. We need to advocate for a national 
self-improvement consciousness, promoting 
oriental traditions that are still valuable and 
vital in the world today. We should also actively 

seek the "co-prosperity of man and nature" and 
a harmonious development model of humanity 
and nature. Therefore, while China is facing the 
massive challenges of balancing sustainable 
urban development with rapid urbanization, 
the "Shan-shui City" is the ideal living 
environment model for our era. It is a 
characteristically Chinese ideal city.
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