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“Shopping is arguably the last remaining form of public 
activity.”1 Rem Koolhaas stated twenty years ago. Through 
increasingly predatory forms, shopping has infiltrated and 
colonized urban life. From the explosion of suburban shopping 
centers in the mid-20th century to today’s specialized big-box 
stores with highly computerized goods-tracking systems, 
this paper calls for a reformulation of alternative models of 
retailing. One that engages the community and challenges citi-
zens’ demands. How to fight back unsustainable urban retail 
models and have the shopping center be a balanced urban 
ecosystem becomes a crucial question to answer now. From 
this approach, the research discusses a comparison between 
two examples: Downtown Charlottesville in Virginia by Anna 
and Lawrence Halprin (1976) and the Chengdu Sino-Ocean 
Taikoo Li by Oval Partnership (2014). Although these two proj-
ects are nearly four decades apart and have very different 
socio-cultural and political backgrounds, both align the 
formula of the shopping street as an antidote to the current 
unsustainable urban mechanisms that perpetuate inequality.

INTRODUCTION
Drawing a parallelism with the explosion of suburban shopping 
mall in the United States and China, this paper defines the term 
of adaptive reuse in two very different moments of recent urban 
history: the American mid-20th century and the beginning of the 
Asian millennium. Today, the increasing decline of the shopping 
mall in North America contrasts with the rapid development 
of Asian cities which has brought back, once again, the shop-
ping center as an emerging trend. A phenomenon which raises 
important questions of how to fight back unsustainable urban 
retail models and have the shopping center be a balanced urban 
ecosystem. In this paper, two examples interrogate the viability 
of the pedestrian street mall under the formula of community 
inclusion, historic reuse, small scale, and program diversification 
by which the traditional rules of the vast shopping mall typology 
are voluntary interchanged: Charlottesville Mall, Virginia in the 
United States and Chengdu’s Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li in China.

In United States, in the 1960s and 1970s, as a response to the 
suburban expansion and the migration of white population to 
the outskirts of the cities, several urban renewal strategies to 
bring economic development back to the core of the city took 
place. Suburban shopping malls were becoming popular and 
drawing shoppers out of the downtown area. To draw them 
back, planners embarked on the experiment of the so-called 
American pedestrian mall. Although this formula introduced 
new fresh ideas into the city, very few of them had success. Only 
11 percent of the 200 pedestrian malls, which were created dur-
ing that time, survived. 2 An alarming figure which showcased 
not the mistakes but the assets behind the success of these early 
attempts on pedestrian shopping streets. Among the ones which 
did survive, Charlottesville’s pedestrian mall made a significant 
contribution for not only its subtle and innovative public space 
but also for incorporating community workshops into the de-
sign process itself. “A shift away from a demolition-oriented 
program known as urban renewal to a more socially conscious, 
preservation-oriented form of planning.”3

Unfortunately, this small-scale and community approach was 
not the one that the United Stated exported to the world. After 
China entered the WTO (World Trade Organization) in 2001, the 
increasing level of consumption of its population facilitated the 
adoption of the suburban shopping mall. From the early 2000s, 
Chinese cities built many comprehensive shopping malls and big-
box supermarkets following outdated urban planning guidelines, 
at the time that this process took place with Internet develop-
ment and the widespread use of online shopping platforms. 
Since 2010, the newly constructed and diversified shopping 
malls rapidly negatively affected old shopping districts while vir-
tual shopping expansion captured the opportunity to popularize 
and exponentially grow during the covid-19 pandemic. A reality 
which raises questions about how to imagine alternative paths 
of shopping while making possible a true urban balance in the 
city. From this approach and transforming the prototype of tra-
ditional Sichuan regional dwellings, the paper explores Taikoo Li 
takes the Daci temple from Tang Dynasty and six well-preserved 
private dwellings as the foundation of urban renewal and site 
regeneration in the city heart. 4 
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Charlottesville and Taikoo Li, unlike many other cultural-com-
mercial mixed-use or historic preservation projects that mimic 
historical typologies or migrate the heritage to suburb areas, 
both approach adaptive reuse innovatively. An array of two 
vibrant public spaces which, engage the user in an inclusive envi-
ronment to strengthen social networks, cultural atmosphere, and 
local daily experience. A comparative analysis of two examples 
of working with the community that, although separated more 
than four decades, provide references for innovation in real es-
tate development, urban planning, and historic preservation. In 
essence, this paper hopes to explore adaptable and sustainable 
community localism to satisfy the daily experience and social 
interaction of residents and potential routes to inherit urban 
history and culture.

CHARLOTTESVILLE MALL AND COMMUNITY 
INCLUSION, CHARLOTTESVILLE, VA, USA
In the United States, the shopping mall was the one formula of 

successful land use, real estate, and retail business concept of 
the 20th century. 5 The large centers not only served as shopping 
destinations, but also offered a wide range of dining, enter-
tainment, and recreation experiences. However, their success 
contributed to the urgency of doing something with the empty-
ing of the city centers. In the 1960’s, Downtown Charlottesville in 
Virginia was not an exception to this rule.  “We could see for our-
selves downtown Charlottesville was dying,” explained Charles 
Barbour, the City’s first black Councilor and Mayor. “There were 
empty buildings and closed up businesses. The question was 
what to do about it.”6 At this point, the prestigious couple of 
landscape architects, Lawrence and Anna Halprin were invited to 
propose an idea for the site. An example of a vision of a bustling 
public space, which represents an anomaly in North American 
collective space: the pedestrian shopping street. 

Although the urban concept of a slow pedestrian street for shop-
ping was simple, a set of circumstances embodied a change of 

Figure 1. Geographical location and site feature for Charlottesville Mall and Chengdu Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li.
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an urban trend from the mid-20th century to the late 20th cen-
tury. The successful pedestrian street malls were those ones in 
areas with populations under 100,000; were near a major an-
chor of activities; were designed to be a relatively short numbers 
of blocks; hosted a varied mix of activities and uses, had efficient 
public transportation together with an extensive nearby parking; 
had strong anchors, including a retail component at the time that 
had a continuous maintenance. Lawrence Halprin was aware of 
this but beyond these factors, he launched community work-
shop as part of the design and creative process. 

From this approach, Halprin spent an entire weekend with a busi-
ness group of thirty-two people who were invited to participate 
in exercises which showed the difficulties of people living in 
the central area of the city. As an example of this, the exercises 
included attempts to try to buy food with one dollar with no 
grocery nearby. “We were forced to look at things we’d seen for 
years but looked at in different ways,”7 said George Gilliam, City 
Council in 1972. From this approach, the Halprin’s proposal was 
significant not only for its subtle and innovative design solutions, 
but also for becoming Charlottesville’s public living room, after 
incorporating community workshops into the design process 
itself. A design strategy for an eight-block-long by 60-foot-wide 
street corridor, which brought back to the city a lively space scat-
tered by willow oak bosques, brick floor, and populated with 
significant outdoor seating with moveable furniture. For the 
Halprin’s couple, the stability of the space would depend on the 
degree of its complexity and diversity. Complexity, they would 
argue, is a biological and psychological necessity for people. In 
Charlottesville, theaters, restaurants, shops, and apartments 
sum up as a mix ecosystem. “All natural communities move from 
a state of simplicity to a state of complexity. So does the evolu-
tionary process by which organisms themselves have evolved: 
from uni-celled organisms to complex aggregations.”8

According to Allison Hirsch, “the Halprin’s Process was a unique 
outgrowth of his own circumstances- a response to both the 
historical moment in which he was practicing and to the idiosyn-
crasies of his own life and career. The Halprins’ experiments in 
participatory approaches were a natural part of the revolution-
ary landscape of the 1960s Bay Area. (…) On Halprin-designed, 
students at the University of California at Berkeley initiated the 
Free Speech Movement, demanding the right to public gather-
ing and political organization. Nationally, the struggle for civil 
rights, women’s liberation, the protest of the war in Vietnam, 
and reaction to urban renewal policies, aggressively challenged 
the long-established power structure that dictated how one was 
to perform in society.”9

However, Halprin’s idea was beyond the pedestrian street mall but 
to “tie the downtown area back to the city and repair the clearing 
of urban renewal”. An urban renewal which affected the nearby 
African American community of Vinegar Hill, including housing 
on Vinegar Hill and housing and light industry on the adjacencies 
of Garrett Street. “A network of intensely programmed streets 

and landscape connections, so that the mall would reach out in 
all directions.”10 Halprin created a process he called Take Part 
Workshops to encourage citizen participation. The workshops 
involved a series of choreographed activities, a community par-
ticipation technique Halprin had developed with his wife, Anna, 
who was a dancer. “The goal was to see the community in a new 
way and to have a common language to talk about the city and 
its potentials,”11 said Nathan Foley, a landscape architecture and 
urban and environmental planning graduate student who was 
the design historian on the 2010’s exhibition More Than Just 
Bricks: A Social and Design History of the Charlottesville Mall/
Lawrence Halprin Associates 1973-1976. “This was pivotal for 
the City of Charlottesville and the firm. It was a transition for 
the city of how they could embrace public participation, and for 
the firm, it was the first time they employed the whole range of 
their services on one project. The designers did a good job, but 
also benefited from the stewardship of the community leaders, 
and not every landscape has that.”12

SINO-OCEAN TAIKOO LI AND HISTORIC INTEGRATION, 
CHENGDU, CHINA
As Charlottesville Mall innovated with community participation, 
Chengdu Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li offers a new shopping approach 
to an historic site while respecting the local spirit and existing 
urban fabric. Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province, is a fa-
mous historical and cultural city in China, well-known as the 
“Land of Abundance” since ancient times. 13 The importance 
of its heritage is reflected in its urban renewal process, where 
developments considerably respect its cultural and historic 
context as seen in Jinjiang District, a commercial area which in-
cludes Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li Chengdu, the ancient Daci Temple 
and Chunxi Road blasted with commerce.Nearly a century, 
Chunxi Road has been continuously updated as a pedestrian 
street containing shopping malls, shops, supermarkets, cafes, 
and public squares, while maintaining its character and historic 
significance. Taikoo Li, the most recent urban intervention in this 
site, matches the Chunxi Road atmosphere -- injecting vitality 
into the historical impression while delivering an enjoyable and 
leisurely urban experience for the entire city. 14 

Taikoo Li design approaches a low-rise, open-plan, cultural-com-
mercial and mixed-use masterplan designed by Oval Partnership 
firm. In response to today’s lifestyle-and-leisure-conscious con-
sumers and the urban vision for preserving the heritage and the 
local spirit (Genius Loci), Oval Partnership proposes a design 
strategy that stretches from modern times to the Tang Dynasty 
(618 – 907) surrounding the well-preserved Daci Temple in the 
city’s heart. 15 The Taikoo Li building complex draws inspiration 
from the traditional commercial streets and housing fabric rep-
resented in the ancient Qingming Scroll 16, an adaptive reuse 
of old residential dwellings which provides a continuation of 
Sichuan province folk architecture. By unifying details, tecton-
ics and materials, and grey pitched roofs that span the entire 
district, Taikoo Li portrays the folk of traditional Chinese city. A 
spatial / visual distance but coexistence in concord with the Daci 
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Temple, as described by Christopher Law, the director of the 
project, which highlights the following motto: “we weren’t look-
ing at the individual buildings. It is the whole district here that is 
the architecture. The important thing is for the new district to 
work as a center.”17

Unlike many cultural-commercial, mixed-use, or historic pres-
ervation proposals that mimic historical form to construct new 
volumes or migrate the heritage to low-value-land suburb areas, 
Taikoo Li highlights another judgement. Through collaborating 
with the custodians to restore the Daci Temple and attempting 
to enhance the historical sensitivity of tenants and clients, Taikoo 
Li has visions, in the long run, to satisfy the social, economic, and 
other public benefits of the relevant stakeholders. 18 From this 
approach and translating the historic street pattern, Taikoo Li 
applies the concepts of fast lane and slow lane to combine high-
end commerce with the regional historical environment. While 
the fast lane contains the commerce, the slow lane provides res-
taurants, cafes, outdoor seating, introducing a human-scale and 
open-air entertainment atmosphere in the high-density urban 
center. 19 The inspiration of combining commerce, recreation, 
art, and history not only invigorates Taikoo Li and the surrounded 
contexts but also avoids the formula of a single commercial/ca-
tering cluster or a single type of user. The crisscrossing of lanes 
throughout the building complex adequately represents the 
traditional cultural complexity of Sichuan Province. A sense of 
urban history and vibrant experience of a public space, which 
reinforces Taikoo Li as a strong destination beyond the online 
shopping platforms, which contrasts with the uniform high-rise 
typology and western-oriented buildings but the contemporary 
local historical and cultural environments. 20

CHARLOTTESVILLE MALL VS. CHENGDU TAIKOO LI
Charlottesville Mall in Virginia and Chengdu Sino-Ocean Taikoo 
Li, although separated more than four decades and having very 
distinct historical, social, and cultural backgrounds, both propose 
design strategies through which a socially engaged architecture 
generate standing physical atmospheres. Public spaces which 
transcend the domain of authorless processes, online platforms, 
and ad hoc artifacts but reinforce local characteristics of the 
existing communities in the urban process. Vibrant pedestrian 
shopping districts to support daily shopping and leisure activities 
which share five similarities in their design approach: context 
sensibility, small scale, multi-functionality, connectivity, and 
participation inclusion.

1. Context Sensibility
Both Charlottesville mall and Chengdu Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li 
faced improper management, and underutilization of land value 
before their site interventions. In both process, designers chose 
to respect residents’ behaviors and the historic street fabric. 
While Anna and Lawrence Halprin applied collective creativity to 
the community, launching a survey to improve the walkability as 
one main factor of regeneration; Oval Partnership worked with 
scholars to explore the relationship between traditional Chinese 
historic streets and dwellings in a contemporary context. Both 
proposals started from the transformation of the street block 
into the revitalization of the urban fabric while designing a 
community/urban public space parallel to both the cultural 
characteristics of each region.

Figure 2. Programs in Charlottesville Mall cross-section. Figure 3. Programs in Chengdu Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li cross-section.
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Figure 4. Charlottesville vs. Chengdu
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 2. Small Scale

One and the other apply small-scale building footprints, street 
widths, and blocks for a friendly walking experience. Anna and 
Lawrence Halprin redesigned the public street from automobile 
access to pedestrian, incorporating public seating, shade, and 
soft green landscapes in the middle of a main avenue. Their strat-
egy split a wider pavement into three narrower, human-scale 
walking sections. From another approach, Oval Partnership took 
the Qingming Scroll as a reference to design Taikoo Li, taking a 
relatively small width of lanes (almost forty six feet) and build-
ings’ footprints with two to three floors in height to in tuned with 
the traditional Sichuan residential dwellings and Daci Temple. 

3. Multi-functionality

A mixed type of retails, recreational activities, historic anchors, 
and various events, both Charlottesville Mall and Taikoo Li can at-
tract a multiple body of consumers. On one hand, Charlottesville 
Mall presents a comprehensive daily urban experience with a 
mix of businesses, restaurants, hotels, institutions, medical clin-
ics, and offices. On the other hand, Taikoo Li organizes shopping 
and dining programs separately into its Fast Lane and Slow Lane. 
A two parallel layout connected by auxiliary alleys, shopping and 
dining which feeds each other’s pedestrian traffic. In addition, 
both examples host plazas at the intersections of junctions 
of lanes and the heritage trails, in the case of Tainkoo Li; and 
between the mall and the perpendicular streets, in the case of 
Charlottesville. 

4. Connectivity

Both projects have convenient accessibility with the combination 
of public transportation and pedestrian experience. While Anna 
and Lawrence Halprin improved the walkability in Charlottesville 
Mall, Taikoo Li connects Chunxi and Hongxing roads looping a 
pedestrian shopping area with automobile infrastructures 
nearby. Charlottesville Mall has about fourteen bus lines that 
connected the city to downtown with on-site parking areas ad-
jacent to stores. In contrast, Taikoo Li has Chengdu Metro Line 
2 and Line 3 converge at Chunxi Road Station Sino-ocean Taikoo 
Li Exit, and a total of 16 bus lines gather from all directions in 
Chengdu. At the same time, Taikoo Li provides enormous under-
ground parking resources (over 1000 parking lots) to facilitate 
the arrival of customers. 

5. Participants Inclusion

Charlottesville Mall and Taikoo Li deliver powerful regional 
design outcomes that serve the everyday urban life. On one 
hand, Anna and Lawrence Halprin developed the RSVP Cycles: 
Creative Processes and held a workshop with people from dif-
ferent backgrounds to record both driving and walking scores 
in Downtown Charlottesville to provide participants a more 
reliable understanding of the existed predicaments as well as 

collect data (evidence) to generate design ideas about visiting 
experiences from the potential users to improve the surrounded 
environment. 21  On the other hand, Taikoo Li maintains a high 
degree of cooperation with the administrators of the historic dis-
trict, while “building tenant’s awareness of historic sensitivity.”22 
Therefore, while preserving a historic locality and constructing 
a modern leisure atmosphere for Chengdu and its customers, 
Taikoo Li standardizes its tenants’ operation and usage principle 
as well as encourages them “to be creative, and to capitalize on 
the uniqueness of place as part of their branding strategy.”23 

Through collaborating with multiple actors and attempting to 
enhance the historical sensitivity of tenants and users, both 
precedents have had success in the long run to satisfy the social, 
economic, and other public benefits of the relevant stakeholders.

CONCLUSION
Both Charlottesville Mall and Chengdu Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li en-
gage users’ senses by providing City-owned spaces for people 
to communicate and socialize. Inclusive environments whose 
designs condition human interaction through a dialogue be-
tween the built context and its socio-cultural conditionings. An 
exchange about strengthening an ongoing story of the city, the 
community, and the collective, but also a dialogue about leading 
us to consider other related modes of action in the practice of 
architecture. In other words, both examples turn is but one way 
in which the architecture can engage community, resist ubiq-
uitous shopping formulas, and propose alternative solutions in 
the world. A process of engagement and consequent recovery 
from depredatory modes of building, particularly crucial dur-
ing a global pandemic that has fundamentally affected shared 
space. A negotiation between a vivid atmosphere of inclusion, 

Figure 5. Multi-function, program analysis
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low-density open space design approach, which especially during 
the pandemic, both proposals can help us to better understand 
the multifaceted, global, and unequal cycles of consumption that 
continue to shape our shared environments and lives.  An analy-
sis which makes us reflect on the fact that today, not everybody 
in the city shares a sense of belonging to public amenities. The 
formulas of production, revitalization, and commodification of 
common spaces need to leave room for true inclusivity of the 
agents who are behind the decision-making, the planning, the 
imagination, and the representation of a collective realm for all. 
On the contrary, how is it possible to engage everybody if not 
everybody is included in the process?
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