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Abstract
China’s exports of architectural designs to numerous countries in Asia and Africa 
during the Mao era generated significant tensions regarding the necessary 
geographical knowledge. As many of these countries are situated in tropical regions, 
understanding and responding to the unique hot, humid or dry climate conditions 
was crucial for successful transnational architectural production. This article 
situates the practical knowledge generation process within a complex process of 
political, institutional, individual, and intellectual interactions, examining the role of 
Chinese architects and technocrats in constructing geographical and architectural 
imaginations for China-aided projects built in Africa. Specifically, in this article, two 
case studies of assembly buildings erected in Guinea (1967) and Sudan (1976) are 
presented to demonstrate Chinese efforts to address the climatic, cultural, and 
practical requirements of architectural aid. Through political negotiation, personal 
observation, onsite visits, media publication, and scholarly exchange, Chinese 
professionals constructed geographical and architectural imaginations in Africa, 
creating modernist architecture that retained a particular sense of place and time, 
thereby reflecting continuity and transformation of their domestic work. These 
subjective imaginations were shaped by the combination of economic rationality 
and technical expertise, manifested in the selection of appropriate site, climate 
responsive designs, materials, technologies, cultural articulations, and economic 
considerations. The aided buildings, as embodiment of the Chinese professionals’ 
geographical and architectural imaginations not only displayed a critical process of 
knowledge production situated within the physical, material world in the tropics, but 
also served as China’s political engagement with Guinea and Sudan that aimed to 
interrogate existing structure of international order.

Keywords: Tropics; Geographical and architectural imaginations; Guinea People’s Palace; 
Sudan Friendship Hall; Chen Deng’ao; Wang Dingzeng

1. Introduction
Recent scholarship has increasingly focused on the emergence and exportation of China-
built architecture in Asia and Africa during the 1960s and 1970s, as a form of material aid 
(Ding & Xue, 2015; Liu, 2022; Roskam, 2015; Song, 2022; Xue & Ding, 2022). However, 
a fundamental question that remains under-examined is the historical, geographical, 
diplomatic, and cultural contexts under which Chinese architects designed foreign-
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aid buildings. During the Mao era (1949 – 1976), China’s 
primary diplomatic targets were countries in Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America, yet the Chinese possessed limited 
geographic knowledge of foreign countries, and few 
individuals had the opportunity to travel or study abroad. 
This limited accumulation of geographical knowledge had 
a significant impact on foreign-aid architectural practice. 
Furthermore, given that many countries receiving Chinese 
aid are situated in tropical regions, how did Chinese 
architects recognize, understand, and interpret tropical 
architectural culture? Finally, how does this cognitive 
process and personal expression inspire contemporary 
overseas practice? By exploring these questions, this article 
seeks to shed light on the complexities of China’s foreign-
aid architectural practices during the Mao era, and their 
ongoing significance in contemporary global architectural 
discourse.

From the 1950s to the 1970s, the People’s Republic of 
China delivered numerous industrial, institutional, and 
civic projects to less developed countries, in the form 
of gratuitous material assistance, and low-interest and 
interest-free loans. These constructions substantially 
contributed to the recipient nations’ economic, political, 
social and cultural development and well-being (Ding 
& Xue, 2015). However, China’s architectural aid to 
many Asian and African countries during the Mao era 
presented considerable challenges regarding the necessary 
geographical knowledge. Designing buildings in vastly 
different social, political, and cultural contexts posed 
significant difficulties for Chinese professionals, including 
architects and technocrats, as their geographical knowledge 
of the tropics was very limited. Nonetheless, the political 
and economic nature of China’s architectural aid afforded 
Chinese professionals opportunities to engage critically 
with these challenges. Properly applying geographical 
knowledge was a crucial precondition for discovering 
other forms of knowledge, including architectural 
knowledge. In this sense, the provision of architectural aid 
enabled Chinese professionals to develop a more nuanced 
understanding of the complexities and specificities of the 
tropics and contributed to the advancement of architectural 
knowledge in China.

According to Marxist geographer Harvey (2005), the 
production of geographical knowledge is associated with 
a diverse range of factors, including states, nations and 
empires, supra-national institutions, non-governmental 
organizations, the institutions of civil society, commerce, 
industry and corporate interests, the media and 
entertainment industries, tourism and travel, and the 
institutions of education and research. In this context, 
China’s architectural aid can be viewed as a process of 

producing geographical knowledge, entangled with 
numerous critical sites of knowledge production, such 
as state-power, organizational and financial institutions, 
design institutes, civil diplomacy, transnational travel, 
media publication, academic research, and embedded 
architectural design practice. Through the lens of 
“geographical imagination,” this article examines how 
Chinese professionals produced geographical knowledge 
of the tropical region and applied this knowledge to 
develop architectural imagination.

To investigate the Chinese professionals’ process of 
understanding and expressing geographical conditions 
and cultural identities in China’s architectural intervention 
in tropical Africa, this article focuses on the analysis of 
two assembly (huitang) buildings, namely, the People’s 
Palace in Guinea (1967), and the Friendship Hall in 
Sudan (1976). It is important to note that the selection of 
assembly architecture does not undermine the significance 
of many other building types such as industrial factories 
and agricultural training centers, which formed the 
cornerstone and backbone of China’s architectural aid, and 
represented China’s emphasis on economic independence 
(Liu, 2022). However, the assembly buildings possess 
unique characters that are highly relevant to the discussion 
of formal and political issues. Among the limited number 
of assembly buildings built during the 1960s and 1970s, the 
two projects render three remarkable features.

Politically, both projects were significant edifices 
in their capital cities, playing an indispensable role in 
the political life and international exchanges of each 
country, and marking a symbol of national independence 
and new order in international relations. Esthetically, 
both buildings can be regarded as the representatives 
of the most formally articulated modernist projects for 
each architect and their affiliated design institutes, and 
therefore, represent remarkable material and spatial 
legacies of Chinese, Guinean, and Sudanese architectural 
cultures. Architect Wang Dingzeng once emphasized that 
the Sudan Friendship Hall was his most satisfying work 
(Lou & Tao, 2017). The Friendship Hall has recently been 
listed in the proposed Docomomo Sudan Chapter. Globally, 
both projects demonstrated Chinese architects’ alignment 
with international practice in the tropical regions and 
manifested the tension of global power competition during 
the Cold War (Friedman, 2015).

However, what made the two projects different is that the 
People’s Palace was a result of “imagination with presence,” 
as the architects designed the building on site, deeply 
exposed to the Guinean architecture past and present, 
including vernacular buildings, colonial heritages and 
Western and Soviet practices. In contrast, the Friendship 
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Hall was a result of “imagination with absence,” as the 
architects were not permitted to travel to Sudan and lacked 
local architectural references while creating the building 
in a politically marginalized status. Whereas the design 
of the People’s Palace tended to follow established rules 
and norms, including the function and layout of domestic 
precedents, as well as forms and languages of international 
works, the creation of the Friendship Hall presented new 
possibilities of formal and spatial compositions. Both 
projects exemplify the two oppositional implications of 
“imagination,” with one pointing to the imitation and 
reproduction of the existing, while the other referring to 
the creation of something out of nothing (Zhang, 2021).

In this article, the author begins by examining the 
definition and theoretical framework of geographical 
imagination, and then explores how the Chinese building 
professionals developed their geographic knowledge 
of the tropical area through methods such as personal 
investigation during field trips, studying the works 
of domestic and international peers, and engaging in 
individual reflection and creative exploration. To illustrate 
the application of these methods, the paper presents 
two case studies: the People’s Palace in Guinea, and the 
Friendship Hall in Sudan. In these case studies, the author 
analyzes how architects understood the tropical climate, 
articulated local culture and responded to the building 
site. Finally, the article discusses the implications of the 
principle of adaptation to local conditions (yindi zhiyi) and 
the incorporation of formal-aesthetic, social, and political 
values of imagination in China’s transnational architectural 
practice.

By engaging with political negotiation, personal 
observation, onsite visits, media publication, and scholarly 
exchange, Chinese architects and technocrats constructed 
their geographical and architectural imaginations in the 
context of China-aided assembly projects in Africa. Through 
the creation of modernist architecture that retained a 
particular sense of place and time, these transnational 
architectural endeavors profoundly contributed to the 
formulation and expression of an alternative physical 
and social space that sought both bodily and political 
emancipation. While politics played a significant role in 
determining the dissemination and approach of China’s 
architectural aid, the implementation of these projects was 
shaped by economic rationality and technical expertise. 
This was evident in the planning, design, construction, and 
operation of the projects.

2. Geographical imaginations of the tropics
The concept of the geographical imagination serves as 
a valuable tool for analyzing the relationship between 

individuals and larger social and spatial structures. David 
Harvey’s discourse on geographical imagination was 
inspired by C. Wright Mills’ concept of the sociological 
imagination, but Harvey sought to complement Mills’ 
ideas by focusing on issues of space, place, and territory. 
Harvey (1973) claimed that “spatial consciousness” 
or “geographical imagination” enables the individual 
to “recognize the role of space and place in his own 
biography, to relate to the spaces he sees around him, 
and to recognize how transactions between individuals 
and between organizations are affected by the space that 
separates them.” The geographical imagination, for Harvey, 
allows people to “fashion and use space creatively and to 
appreciate the meaning of the spatial forms created by 
others.” In addition to Harvey’s ideas, other scholars have 
developed and refined the concept of the geographical 
imagination from various perspectives. For example, 
geographer Derek Gregory re-defined it as the spatialized 
cultural and historical knowledge that characterizes social 
groups (Gieseking, 2017). Overall, the term geographical 
imagination can be understood as “a way of thinking 
about the world and considering the relative importance of 
places and the relationships between ‘our’ places and ‘other 
places’ (Gilley, 2010, p.1221).”

The term geographical imagination encompasses a wide 
range of meanings, including individual mental images 
and socially produced discourses about cultures, spaces, 
and differences. How people see the world is influenced 
by various factors, including social class, education, and 
personal and political philosophies. It helps people to 
better understand the other part of the world, which 
refers specifically to tropical Africa in this article. While 
recognizing the significance of geographical imagination 
in social theory, the author introduces the concept of 
architectural imagination, which refers to the ability to 
search for an alternative form, space, and experience in 
architectural practice. Key to this notion, by paraphrasing 
what landscape architect Corner (2014) called “landscape 
imagination,” is the centrality of the imagination in both 
understanding and projecting new forms of architecture, 
as well as the tools and techniques available for such a 
task. Architectural imagination might consist of some or 
all of the following envisions, formal, material (Mindrup, 
2015), environmental (Hawkes, 2020), topographical, and 
experiential (Pallasmaa, 2014), among other aspects. While 
Harvey argues that the philosophy of social space could 
connect the geographical and sociological imaginations, 
the author proposes that space, whether physical or 
social, can link architectural imagination to geographical 
imagination. Both concepts share a common goal of 
promoting alternative spaces for social transformation and 
spatial justice.
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Western colonial powers developed their understanding 
of the tropics through a combination of travel, exploration, 
scientific research, and conquer. The knowledge they 
produced through texts, drawings, and mappings 
significantly influenced European vision of the region 
(Driver & Martins, 2005). In contrast, the Chinese 
journalists, diplomats, and building professionals were 
among the first to develop an understanding of the 
tropical area. They did so through visits and the use of 
geographical and architectural imaginations, which were 
expressed through various media such as texts, drawings, 
and buildings. These imaginations of the tropics were 
interwoven with a range of cultural, social, and political 
knowledge.

2.1. The production of geographical knowledge of 
Africa

The emergence of geographical knowledge of Africa in 
the early period of the People’s Republic of China was 
closely tied to political objectives and was a product of 
diplomatic engagement. China’s participation in the 1955 
Bandung Conference (Asian-African Conference) helped 
many Asian and African countries to establish a new 
understanding of the People’s Republic of China. In the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, independence movements were 
surging in Africa, and China showed sympathy and support 
for countries resisting European colonial rule and U.S. 
imperialism. China’s engagement with newly independent 
countries often included material and economic aid, 
opening up diplomatic relationships between China and a 
number of Asian and African countries.

For example, Guinea was the first sub-Saharan 
African country to establish diplomatic relations with 
China in October 1959, and received 15,000 tons of rice 
from China a few months later (Meng, 2020). Guinean 
President Ahmed Sékou Touré was the first African head 
of state to visit Beijing in September 1960, and he received 
a warm welcome from the Chinese government. During 
his visit, China’s state-sponsored Renmin ribao (People’s 
Daily) and Renmin huabao (People’s Pictorial) devoted a 
significant amount of space to introduce Guinea’s basic 
circumstances through rich illustrations (photographed by 
Xinhua journalists and photographers based in Conakry) 
and texts, marking the first comprehensive publication 
of the newly independent Guinea in China (Anonymity, 
1960 September 11) (Figure 1).

In addition to the initial exchange of visits between 
high-level officials, non-governmental diplomacy between 
China and Africa also played a crucial role in deepening 
mutual understanding. In April 1960, for example, the 
Chinese delegation participated in the second Afro-Asian 
People’s Solidarity Organization Conference (AAPSO) 

held in Conakry, Guinea, contacted representatives of 
Asian and African countries, and actively promoted 
China’s propositions and policies (Jin, 1960). During this 
period, the Chinese Acrobatic Art Troupe visited Guinea, 
and showcased the exquisite skills of Chinese artists to the 
Guinean people (Zhou, 1960). Several months later, in late 
1960, the China Economic Construction Achievement 
Exhibition was opened in Guinea, exhibiting Chinese 
goods and urban and rural construction and attracting 
the attention of hundreds of thousands of Guineans (Jiang, 
2007) (Figure 2).

From March to June 1961, the delegation of the China-
African People’s Friendship Association visited eight 
countries in West Africa (Feng, 1962). After returning, 
the delegation members contributed articles to Shijie 
zhishi (World Affairs) and Renmin huabao, introducing 
the customs, culture, arts, and social development of West 
African countries (Feng, 1961a) (Figure 3). For instance, 
Feng Zhidan, a member of the delegation, passionately 
described Guinea as a beautiful country with a superior 
geographical location, rich natural resources, political 
unity, and strong national pride (Feng, 1961b) (Figure 4). 
Feng’s description that Guinea had built a large number 

Figure  1. The eighth page of Renmin ribao devoted to introducing 
Guinean culture, environment, agriculture, and social conditions, 
September 11, 1960. Source: Renmin ribao.
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of roads, bridges, schools, hospitals, and housing drew 
a prosperous picture of the newly-independent nation. 
These publications were among the earliest sources of 
geographical information accessible to Chinese readers 
and helped them to develop a preliminary understanding 
of West Africa.

The journalistic endeavors that focused on the general 
condition of West Africa were complemented by an initiative 
to translate and introduce Asian and African literature to 
Chinese audiences. For example, from 1958 to 1964, the 

journal Shijie wenxue (World Literature, previously titled 
as Translation, or Fanyi), the only periodical publishing 
translated literature in the early 1950s, presented nearly 
200 translated works from African literature, including 
poems, novels, dramas, folk tales, and other genres (Yuan & 
Zhang, 2020). The production of geographical knowledge 
(architecture, art, literature, and geography) through 
travel, observation, communication, and publication 
embodied China’s intention to better understand the vast 
developing countries in the context of Western isolation. 
China and the African nations, to some extent, shared 
similar experiences of political independence, economic 
development, and cultural prosperity.

2.2. The experiences and lessons gained in aided 
projects in the tropical regions

In contrast to certain Western architects who relied on 
colonial networks to practice modernist architecture 
in tropical regions, Chinese architects developed their 
knowledge of these areas through continuous practice, and 
learning from experience gained in the foreign-aid projects 
(Zhu, 1964). But in the mid-1950s, the understanding of 
Chinese professionals of the tropics was limited. When 
designing factories in Vietnam, some Chinese architects 
relied on domestic experience, particularly the northern 
design specifications and norms influenced by Soviet 
expertise, to address local demands. As a result, many 
industrial buildings featured “fat” beams and columns 

Figure 2. The planning of people’s commune in Hebei Province, exhibited 
in Conakry, 1960. Source: Shijie zhishi, 1961, no. 24.

Figure 3. Chinese delegation visiting eight countries in West Africa. Source: Renmin huabao, 1961, no. 9.
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(Feiliang pangzhu), a solid appearance, and small windows, 
which negatively impacted natural ventilation and lighting, 
and which resulted in high economic cost and material 
waste (Fangyi zhuan bianxiezu, 2008).

In response to the hot and rainy climate in Vietnam, 
which required buildings to be protected from salt spray, 
damp heat, and mold, Fang Yi, China’s head of aid to 
Vietnam in the 1950s, established a “task force team” to 
address these design flaws. The team collected local data 
on climate, wind direction, wind pressure, rainfall, and 
geological conditions, and compiled a special booklet 
Yuanyue renyuan xuzhi (Information for China Aid 
Personnel to Vietnam), which provided fundamental 
engineering knowledge and introduced local climatic, 
cultural, and socio-economic conditions to Chinese 
professionals.

Similar design mistakes and improvements were 
also observed in the China-aided factories in Cambodia 
during the early 1960s. Jin Oubo, the Head of the Beijing 
Industrial Architecture Design Institute (affiliated to the 
Ministry of Architectural Engineering), visited these 
projects in 1962, and identified several planning, design, 
construction, and operation problems. For instance, 
the factories were located far away from the urban area, 
resulting in insufficient market access. In addition, the scale 
of the factory was too large, and the scattered layout led to 
excessive infrastructure costs, while some buildings were 
constructed with excessively high standards. Jin reported 
these issues to senior officials, such as Fang Yi and Liu 
Xiufeng, Minister of the Architectural Engineering, who 
then brought them to the attention of Premier Zhou Enlai 
and Deputy Premiers Chen Yi and Li Fuchun.

Premier Zhou responded by instructing the State 
Administration of Foreign Economic Relations and Trade 

to study and propose suggestions for improvement. Fang 
Yi took this task seriously and collaborated with design 
technicians and experts to find solutions. These design 
flaws were not unique to the Cambodian factories but were 
also evident in similar aided projects in other countries. As 
Li Fuchun emphasized, adjusting design measures to local 
conditions, prioritizing economic effects, and considering 
national conditions posed significant challenges for both 
foreign-aid projects and domestic constructions. Therefore, 
carefully discussing and summarizing experience were 
crucial. Indeed, these problems and solutions, experiences 
and lessons became a valuable reminder for designers and 
managers of aided-projects.

2.3. The observation and publication of tropical 
architecture

Chinese architects’ perception about the tropics was largely 
associated with four main channels such as discourse, 
practice, visiting, and media publication. Between 1963 
and 1964, the state-sponsored academic journal Jianzhu 
xuebao (Architectural Journal), run by the Architectural 
Society of China, introduced local vernacular residential 
houses and modern institutional and industrial projects in 
Indonesia, Myanmar (Yuan et al., 1963a), Vietnam (Yuan 
et al., 1963b), and Guinea (Ren, 1964) (Figure  5). These 
articles were accompanied by detailed information on 
ventilation, shading, layout, formal appearance, function, 
and basic construction conditions of local buildings, 
illustrated by rich photographs and hand drawings.

For example, in the article “Introduction to Indonesian 
Architecture,” architect Dong (1963) presented the Hotel 
Indonesia, a strikingly Corbusierian building designed by 
architect, Abel Sorensen, and his wife, Wendy Becker, and 
inaugurated in 1962 by Indonesian President Sukarno in 
preparation for the 1962 Asian Games. This kind of large-
scale modernist building with formal richness, tectonic 
articulation, and iconic tropical languages had never been 
seen in China at the time. The majority of these published 
modernist buildings were designed by Western architects 
and characterized with strong tropical formal languages. 
But the authors did not mention the name of the architects, 
partly due to the lack of relevant information, partly due 
to the then political climate, which weakened the role of 
individualism.

In addition to these carefully drafted articles, Jianzhu 
xuebao also published a large number of architectural 
images during the early 1960s. Each issue focused on a 
particular country, such as Ghana, Cuba, Mexico, North 
Korea, Hungary, and Albania. These publications on 
architecture in the so-called “Third World” represented 
a significant departure from the situation of the 1950s, 
when the presentation of foreign architecture in the 

Figure 4. Feng Zhidan’s visiting note on Guinea. Source: Renmin huabao, 
1961, no. 7.
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journal mainly came from the socialist bloc (Lu, 2017). 
The publications of the early 1960s were partly indicative 
of China’s desire to break away from Soviet influence 
and engage more with developing countries in Asia and 
Africa. These introductions were also closely associated 
with China’s architectural aid program, in which Chinese 
architectural professionals were sent to visit these countries 
for project surveys and investigations. On their return to 
China, their writings became an essential source for fellow 
architects seeking to understand tropical architecture.

While some Western architectural magazines, such as 
the Architectural Review and Architectural Record, were 
available in China’s large design institutes and architecture 
schools, those interested in tropical climate design could 
turn to other specific monographs, such as Maxwell Fry 
and Jane Drew’s Tropical Architecture in the Humid Zone of 
1956 and the research report such as Housing and Building 
in the Hot-Humid and Hot-Dry Climates of 1952. Those 
works served as bibliographical resources for architect 
Chen (1962) in his article on tropical building design. 
These publications provided valuable knowledge about 
tropical architecture to Chinese audiences that would 

otherwise be unavailable at the time. China’s state-owned 
design institutes had their own ways of assembling and 
analyzing geographical and architectural information for 
their purpose of production (Xue & Ding, 2018). The result 
is the emergence of a specific in-house sector (qingbao chu) 
responsible for assembling national and international 
knowledge and the establishment of internal design group 
within institutional settings that focused specifically on 
foreign-aid projects.

3. The People’s Palace, Guinea: Presence 
and imagination
Following Guinea’s overwhelming vote for independence 
in 1958, the French promptly withdrew from the country, 
taking everything that was not bolted down and leaving a 
dilapidated economy. At the time, the capital city of Conakry 
exhibited a monotonous urban landscape characterized 
by a scarcity of modern constructions built by the French 
colonizers and primarily composed of lower-rise houses 
constructed by locals (Goerg, 2011). Guinea rapidly aligned 
itself with the Soviet Union and implemented socialist 
policies. By modeling on the contracts and agreements 
that governed intra-Bloc exchange, Guinea and the Soviet 
Union signed trade, financial, and technical agreements in 
1959 and 1960, which encompassed the Soviet provision of 
blueprints, industrial plans, and equipment, as well as the 
dispatch of Soviet experts (Jersild, 2016).

The Soviet model of aid posed several challenges for 
Guinea, which had just gained independence and was 
reluctant to accept the Soviet “hegemonic” behavior and 
“unfair” protocol. Guinean President Touré was quickly 
disappointed with the Soviet Union and turned to the 
People’s Republic of China for assistance. During Touré’s 
visit to Beijing in September 1960, China and Guinea 
signed an economic and technical cooperation agreement. 
In 1961, the two countries discussed the first batch of 
China-aided projects, which included a match factory, 
a cigarette factory, a hydropower station, and a tea test 
station.

The match and cigarette united factory represented 
China’s foray into Africa and its emerging international 
ambition (daxiang feizhou diyipao, or firing the first 
shot in Africa), and was the first project aided by China 
in Africa (Figure  6). It is not surprising, then, that the 
factory design received considerable attention from both 
Chinese central and local governmental leaders, including 
Premier Zhou, Fang Yi, and Guinean officials. By then, 
Fang Yi had left Vietnam for Beijing and was appointed as 
director of the newly established State Administration of 
Foreign Economic Relations. The Shanghai Light Industry 
Bureau, which had already gained extensive experience 

Figure  5. Guinean architecture survey published in Jianzhu xuebao. 
Source: Jianzhu xuebao, 1964, no. 8.
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in foreign-aid project delivery in Vietnam, was tasked 
with designing the project. This industrial project was 
completed by several design institutes, including Shanghai 
Light Industry Design Institute (responsible for equipment 
design), Shanghai Food Design Institute (process design), 
Beijing Industrial Architecture Design Institute (building 
design), and Shanghai Pudong Cigarette Machinery 
Equipment Factory (providing machinery equipment), all 
coordinated by the Shanghai Bureau (Wang, 1993).

Despite being considered a priority by political officials 
and design technicians, the implementation of the match 
and cigarette united factory encountered numerous 
challenges in terms of inappropriate design standards, 
logistical operation, management, coordination, and 
protocol negotiation. Nevertheless, with the intervention 
of Premier Zhou and Fang Yi, these difficulties were 
managed, and the project produced good economic 
performance (Rivière, 1977). During his visit to Guinea 
in 1964, Premier Zhou inspected the site, and praised 
the efforts of both Chinese and Guinean technicians 
and builders. He also pointed out some construction 
problems, including the cumbersome appearance of 
the factory building, which required a lot of materials, 
more investment, and longer construction time. Zhou 
suggested that some lightweight buildings should be 
used in Africa, and issues of ventilation and moisture-
proof should be properly addressed. In response to 
Zhou’s comments, Fang Yi immediately called a meeting 
of experts from the State Administration of Foreign 
Trade and Economic Cooperation and the Ministry of 
Architectural Engineering to study key technologies for 

building tropical buildings and light steel structures. The 
aim was to improve the quality of foreign aid design and to 
promote domestic construction and manufacturing levels.

While celebrating the initial success of the match and 
cigarette united factory, during Zhou’s visit, Guinean 
government requested to expand the existing aid program, 
including building a huitang (the People’s Palace) in 
Conakry. The Beijing Industrial Architecture Design 
Institute was tasked with the project, and chief architect 
Chen Deng’ao was selected to design this project on the 
grounds of his achievements and good background (Lian, 
2020). Chen Deng’ao was considered one of the most 
significant architects of his generation after completing 
the Di’anmen Military Dormitory buildings in the mid-
1950s and the Beijing Railway Station (collaborating 
with Nanjing Institute of Technology) in 1959 (Figure 7). 
These two large-scale institutional projects demonstrated 
his prowess to deal with complex formal and functional 
problems in sensitive urban contexts. In the 1950s, 
Socialist Realism dominated the ideology of Beijing, 
and both projects maintained symmetrical layouts and 
a sense of monumentality. While the former was a pair 
of U-shaped linear buildings located on the two sides of 
Di’anmennei Street, part of the city’s urban axis starting 
from Tiananmen to the Forbidden City to Jingshan Park 
to the Drum Tower, the latter was the city’s state-of-the-art 
and largest transportation hub. Both projects reinforced 
the existing urban order and shared a similarity of Beaux-
Arts style formal composition and eclectic articulation. 
To be more specific, the Dormitory buildings and Railway 
Station were characterized by a juxtaposition of modern 
concrete structures and traditional pitched roofs and 
decorations.

In 1961, Chen Deng’ao visited Guinea to conduct 
a design investigation, where he was impressed by 
Conakry’s modernist architectural heritage, designed 
by architects from both colonial France and the Soviet 
bloc. During his visit, Chen meticulously observed and 
analyzed how local buildings in the area responded 

Figure 6. The layout of the match and cigarette united factory, Conakry. 
Source: Redai jianzhu, p. 29

Figure  7. Elevation of the Di’anmen Military Dormitory Buildings, 
Beijing, 1953. Source: Jianzhu xuebao, 1954, no. 2.
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to ventilation, sun-shading, and heat insulation using 
specific architectural techniques (Figure 8). This visit and 
observation on Guinean architecture (local vernacular, 
colonial, and post-colonial buildings) enabled Chen 
to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 
relationship between architectural design and tropical 
climate and to maintain an intention to situate his design 
in this specific context. 4  years later, in 1965 Chen led 
a design group, comprising assistant architect Liu 
Dayuan, structural, mechanical engineers and a model 
maker from the Beijing Industrial Architecture Design 
Institute to revisit Conakry for 3  months. During this 
time, the team conducted a survey, developed proposals, 
and completed a whole set of schematic drawings, 
renderings, and models (Liu, 2015). Once the Guinean 
officials confirmed the scheme, the design team returned 
to Beijing. Architect Wang Rongshou led a project team 
within the design institute to carry out the construction 
drawings.

The proposed palace was situated on the narrowest 
point of the slender Kaloum Peninsula extending into the 
Atlantic Ocean. In an attempt to respond to the narrow 
and irregular site, the architects strategically positioned the 
24,000 sqm People’s Palace at one end of the site, leaving 
the other end for the plaza and parking lot. This intentional 
arrangement resulted in dynamic spatial consequences 
in the front plaza, visible to those walking or driving 
along the north road, where visitors could appreciate the 
building’s main façade (Figure  9). The building’s layout 
closely resembles that of the Great Hall of the People in 
Beijing, albeit on a smaller scale. The 1180-seat auditorium 
is situated in the center, flanked by the auxiliary functions 
in either side, and two landscaped inner courtyards in 
between (Figure  10). This layout recalls that of Beijing 
Railway Station, where the courtyards incorporate some 
native plants, and break the sense of closure of the super-
large building plan.

The auditorium’s impressive volume and strong 
centrality dominate the building’s formal composition, 

Figure 8. Illustrations in Chen’s article on tropical architecture; modernist 
building with brise-soleil (up); the ground plan of the Grand Hotel 
de L’Independance (middle); plan and section of Guinean vernacular 
building (bottom).Source: Jianzhu xuebao, 1962, no. 10.

Figure  9. The People’s Palace, Guinea, completed in 1967. Source: 
Courtesy of China Architecture Design and Research Group.

Figure 10. The natural ventilation diagram of the People’s Palace. Source: 
Chen Deng’ao, Redai jianzhu (Tropical Architecture; Beijing: China 
Architecture and Building Press, 1989).
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while the horizontal base conveys a sense of stability. The 
first floor of the base is raised and functions as public 
spaces, facilitating sea breezes to lower indoor and outdoor 
temperatures and enhances natural ventilation. Visitors 
access the second-floor lobby via large outdoor steps 
(Figure  11). The double-height lobby connects to bright 
lounges on both sides, which are linked to the courtyards 
through zigzag stairs outside (Figure  12). The building’s 
interior maintains good natural lighting and ventilation 
conditions, creating a comfortable microclimate 
environment with the outdoor courtyards. Reflecting on 
the centralized layout years later, Chen (1987) recognized 
that different groups of people, such as bureau members, 
conference delegations, journalists, and the public, require 
distinct foyers and lounges. A  single spacious and lavish 
hall may not be economical or intimate enough.

In addition to its monumental character, the building’s 
tropical identity is best exemplified by the way in which the 
central volume is covered by down-to-floor prefabricated 
cement blocks, and the base volume is wrapped by dense 

vertical concrete slabs. Importantly, this façade redefines 
the relationship between design and climate by presenting 
strong visual connections to tropical modernism, with the 
use of devices to block the heat of the sun or brise-soleil, a 
technique once characteristically used by Le Corbusier in 
the 1930s and later widely appropriated by international 
architects practicing in tropical regions.

During Chen’s visit to Conakry in 1961, he was impressed 
by the deliberate design of modernist architecture in 
response to local hot and humid climate, exemplified by 
the Grand Hotel de L’Independance designed in 1953 by 
the French architects Atelier LWD, with contributions 
from Charlotte Perriand and Jean Prouvé for interior and 
furniture design. The hotel was composed of a long, seven-
storied slab building, supported by pillars, with a circular 
pavilion hosting the restaurant. A direct staircase links the 
elevated entrance to the lobby on the 2nd floor. Among his 
detailed documentation of local architectural heritage, the 
most noteworthy were the designs of facades for natural 
ventilation, such as the lobby enveloped by the brise-soleil 
and the restaurant facade created by Prouvé, consisting of 
screens that swing open to the sea.

In 1962, the Soviet architects E. V. Rybitsky and G. N. 
Tsytovich designed the Institut Polytechnique de Conakry 
(later renamed as Gamal Abdel Nasser University, 
Conakry) (Meuser & Dalbai, 2012). One notable feature 
of the project was the lecture hall, which was enveloped 
by prefabricated concrete blocks with a hollow pattern 
designed to facilitate natural ventilation (Figure  13). It 

Figure 11. The main entrance of the palace. Source: Courtesy of China 
Architecture Design and Research Group.

Figure 12. The entrance lobby of the palace. Source: Courtesy of China 
Architecture Design and Research Group.

Figure 13. The Institut Polytechnique de Conakry. Source: Courtesy of 
Sputnik.
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was possible that Chen (1989) had encountered with the 
university buildings during his 1965 trip, as he mentioned 
the campus building in his published notes. Nonetheless, 
Chen would also pay tribute to other Soviet architects 
such as Viktor Andreyev and Kaleriya Kislova, who had 
designed the Inya Lake Hotel for the government of 
Burma. The canopy of the Guinea People’s Palace, with 
its subtle sectional change, was reminiscent of that of the 
hotel’s design, which was published in Jianzhu xuebao in 
1962, with photographs taken by Chen’s colleagues.

It was within this dynamic international context of 
architectural practice that the palace building was created. 
Chen effectively synthesized a wide range of design 
references to produce a delicate wholeness that maintains 
a subtle balance in various dimensions. These include 
the equilibrium between formal lightness and volumetric 
heaviness, the interplay between the horizontality of the 
base and the verticality of the central assembly hall, and 
the coexistence between institutional monumentality and 
civic accessibility. This formal expression, adapted to local 
climatic conditions, to some extent, drew lessons from the 
construction of the match and cigarette united factory, 
whose bulky forms were amended.

Throughout the construction process, which began 
in early 1966, just several months before the outbreak 
of the Cultural Revolution, and completed in 1967, 
Chinese professionals encountered many difficulties, 
such as language barriers, climate inadaptability, large 
projects, and tight construction schedules (Xinhua 
News Agency Reporter, 1968, January 8). Despite these 
challenges, the project progressed smoothly, benefiting 
from both Guinea’s political stability and Chinese and 
Guinean builders’ collaboration and dedication. Since 
its completion, it has served as an important venue for 
national political conferences and international meetings, 
emerging as a symbol of Touré’s regime. For example, in 
1972, several African Heads of State and representatives 
of 25 other countries paid their respect to Ghana’s former 
President Kwame Nkrumah, who lay in state at the People’s 
Palace. This event marked a special moment in Guinea’s 
leadership in fighting racial discrimination, segregation, 
and colonialism. In 2008, Chinese professionals renovated 
the palace in commemoration of Guinea’s 50th anniversary 
of independence.

4. The Friendship Hall, Sudan: Absence and 
imagination
During the 1960s and 1970s, several Chinese architects 
were involved in designing assembly halls in developing 
countries. Although many influential figures, such as 
Chen Deng’ao and Dai Nianci from Beijing Industrial 

Architecture Design Institute, were part of this movement, 
the design of the Friendship Hall in Khartoum, Sudan, by 
architect Wang Dingzeng and his collaborators from the 
Shanghai Civil Architecture Design Institute merits close 
attention. This project, although less well known, was even 
more elaborately engaged with its site. Not only did they 
introduce new ideas about the huitang architecture, but 
their approach to the site also paved the way for creative 
exploration and formal articulation.

On January 4, 1959, China and Sudan established 
diplomatic relations when Sudan formally recognized the 
sovereignty of the People’s Republic of China. Beijing’s 
non-interference diplomatic principle supported Sudan, 
even in the case of suppression of an attempted communist 
coupe which was opposed by the Soviet Union (Large, 
2008). This laid the foundation of a positive relationship 
between the two countries, followed by economic grants 
and technical assistance from China throughout the 1970s. 
China’s economic and aid relations with Sudan took the 
form of barter trade, concessionary loans, arms transfers 
and medical assistance as well as assorted infrastructure 
construction projects (Dijk & Pieter, 2009). The mutually 
beneficial relationship which started as early as the 1960s, 
included bilateral trade agreements for the export of long 
staple cotton to China, in exchange for manufactured and 
capital goods, and has continued to trend upward (Ali, 
2006).

In August 1970, Sudanese President Jaafar Nimeiry 
traveled to China, and visited factories, people’s communes, 
military and schools in Beijing and Shanghai. He was 
warmly welcomed by Chinese leaders and the people 
(Anonymity, 1970). During his visit, the two nations signed 
an Agreement in Economic and Technical Cooperation 
and a Cultural, Scientific, and Technical Protocol in 
Beijing. A year later, the United Nations General Assembly 
voted to admit the People’s Republic of China, with the 
support of many developing countries, including Sudan. In 
appreciation of Sudan’s firm political support of the One 
China policy, China decided to provide Sudan with a wide 
range of construction projects in the form of free-interest 
loans. Among these aided projects was the Friendship Hall 
initiated in response to a request from Sudan for a much-
needed multipurpose conference hall.

When Chinese architects started designing the project 
in 1971, China was still embroiled into the Cultural 
Revolution and the design team faced double dilemmas. 
First, they had little knowledge of Sudan in general, and 
its architectural culture in particular. But they did know 
that Khartoum was an extremely hot city in the summer, 
as mentioned in a 1964 article published in Shijie zhishi 
(Chen, 1964). Earlier articles published in 1960 in the 
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same magazine, by Yan (1960), provided more detailed 
information about his travel to Sudan, including a visit to the 
Mahdi tomb in Khartoum, where he admired the bravery of 
the Mahdi against the British army officer Charles George 
Gordon. Gordon had participated in the suppression of 
the Taiping Rebellion in the Qing dynasty of China and 
later was killed by the Mahdi army in Khartoum. Yan Biao’s 
condemnation of colonialism and imperialism helped 
to establish an emotional resonance with the Sudanese 
people. His travel notes became the limited geographical 
knowledge accessible to Chinese audiences at the time. 
Due to domestic political turmoil, principal architects in 
charge of the Friendship Hall project were not permitted to 
travel abroad, unlike the 1960s when architects were able 
to visit foreign-aid project sites. Together with the absence 
of published materials on Sudanese architecture, architects 
have little relevant information for reference.

Second, the design team at the Shanghai Civic 
Architecture Design Institute lacked the necessary 
experience to undertake such large-scale foreign-
aid projects. Previously, such large-scale, high-prolife 
foreign-aid projects were usually assigned to the Beijing 
Industrial Architecture Design Institute. However, due to 
the dissolution of the Beijing institute in the late 1960s, 
and the inability to immediately reorganize, the state 
authorities responsible for foreign aid assigned the task to 
the Shanghai institute.

At the schematic design phase, Wang Dingzeng, the 
former chief architect of Shanghai institute before the 
Cultural Revolution, was not permitted to participate 
in the project design by ultra-leftists who removed him 
from his leadership position. The design team produced 
several Beaux-Arts informed proposals and presented 
them to Fang Yi, the Minister of Foreign Economic Liaison 
Department in Beijing (Guo, 2017). However, these 
proposals were not approved. In the subsequent round, 
Wang was invited to contribute and presented a sketch 
characterized by an asymmetrical layout, showcasing his 
unconventional approach towards the project’s complex 
functions (Figure  14). In 1972, Wang and his colleagues 
traveled to Beijing and presented the project to Chen 
Muhua, Deputy Minister of Foreign Economic Liaison 
Department. It was unclear how Wang’s asymmetrical 
proposal, instead of the other three symmetrical layouts, 
was received by the Sudanese officials (Wang & Qi, 1996). 
When the asymmetrical scheme was ultimately selected 
and approved by both Beijing and Khartoum, Wang and 
his colleague Chen Zhi coordinated a group of talented 
architects within the design institute, including Guo 
Xiaoling, Li Yingqi and Zhang Zhimo, and spent 1 year in 
completing construction drawings (Figure 15).

Despite Wang Dingzeng’s appointment as chief architect 
of the project, he was never able to visit Sudan for site 
surveys and project inspections. This was largely associated 
with the political climate at the time, in which the selection 
of professionals for overseas aid project was primarily 
based on political factors, such as loyalty, background 
examination, and health, rather than expertise. Wang’s 
American educational background and potential personal 
connections with foreigners likely led to mistrust by the 
authorities. Despite the lack of local references, Wang and 
his collaborators were able to acquire certain knowledge 
on designing for a hot and dry climate through the works 
of fellow architects who had already practiced in tropical 
regions a decade earlier. In addition, the completion of 
the People’s Great Hall in Beijing and the People’s Palace, 
Guinea and the ongoing construction of the Bandaranaike 
Memorial International Conference Hall in Sri Lanka at 
the time likely provided valuable inspirations for Shanghai 
architects.

Wang’s sketch for the Friendship Hall project reflected 
a cautious yet relaxed engagement with the site. The 
preference for asymmetrical composition was consistent 
with his previous work during the 1950s, such as the 

Figure  14. Wang’s sketch for the Friendship Hall. Source: Shanghai 
Institute of Architecture Design and Research.

Figure 15. The model of the Friendship Hall. Source: Shanghai Institute 
of Architecture Design and Research.
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residential community design project of Caoyang Village 
(Figure  16). In contrast to the then dominant Soviet 
planning principle in China, the Caoyang Village followed 
the existing river on the site and revealed Wang’s intellectual 
debt to the neighborhood planning practices in the 
United States. Similarly, in his 1956 project for the Lu Xun 
Memorial Hall, Wang employed vernacular forms to create 
an asymmetrical layout, repudiating the conventional 
monumental building that tended to use traditional pitched 
roofs of imperial palaces. Wang’s background in both civil 
engineering (Shanghai Jiaotong University, 1935) and 
architecture (The University of Illinois, 1937) helped him 
to consciously maintain subtle balance between arts and 
technology. The Caoyang Village, Lu Xun Memorial Hall 
and the Friendship Hall projects collectively exemplified 
Wang’s repudiation of the Beaux-Arts principles that 
dominated China’s state-led architectural practice.

Adjacent to the 2-story Sudan National Museum, 
the 24,700 sqm Friendship Hall was situated on a flat 
site near the confluence of the White Nile and the 

Blue Nile in Khartoum (Shanghai Civic Architecture 
Design Institute, 1981). The architects’ geographical 
and architectural imagination for the project were 
explicitly embodied in three aspects: response to the 
site, articulation of Islamic culture, and understanding 
of hot-dry climate.

To begin with, the Friendship Hall complex exhibits 
an overall asymmetrical layout with a free, Bauhaus style, 
which can be observed from a first glance (Figure  17). 
However, on closer examination, it becomes apparent 
that several building components, such as the cinema, 
the main conference hall and the banquet hall, maintain 
a sense of regularity. The outside plaza serves as the 
interaction of two axes that define the main hall and 
the cinema, respectively. During the initial sketching 
phase, Wang utilized main and secondary axial lines to 
measure asymmetries against the overall volume of the 
masterplan. It is noteworthy that few modern institutional 
buildings designed by Chinese architects maintained 
dynamic balance and asymmetry. A comparison with the 
Bandaranaike Memorial International Conference Hall 
in Colombo, Sri Lanka is interesting (Ding & Xue, 2022). 
The Colombo project consisted of an octagonal, main 
conference hall and a free-style auxiliary building hosting 
medium- and small-sized rooms, offices, and restaurants, 
which were connected by a corridor. This approach created 
a monumental order that satisfied the client’s requirements 
in an economical manner. Otherwise, a number of rooms 
and spaces that were arranged for a ritual gesture would 
have been wasted or poorly functioning. In contrast, 
the architects of the Friendship Hall integrated varying 
functions, including conference, theater, cinema, banquet, 
office, and exhibition, into an organic complex (Figure 18). 
The interior of the main conference hall was particularly 
impressive, with warm wood finishes, fine furniture, and 
an overall solemn atmosphere (Figure 19).

Figure  16. Caoyang Village, 1954. Source: Ministry of Architectural 
Engineering of the People’s Republic of China, edited by the Architectural 
Society of China. Jianzhu sheji shinian (10 Years of Architectural Design; 
Beijing: Ministry of Architectural Engineering of the People’s Republic of 
China, 1959).

Figure  17. The aerial view of the Friendship Hall. Source: Shanghai 
Institute of Architecture Design and Research.
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Second, the project’s remarkable strength is 
attributable to one simple fact: the building reinterprets 
Islamic architectural tradition in an abstract way. The 
architects accomplished this feat by transforming the 
predominant pointed arches — characterized by two 
curving sides meeting at a relatively sharp angle at the top 
of the arch — into triangular forms with pure geometric 
languages. The canopy comprising continuously folded 
triangular plates creates a strong sense of rhythm, and 
indirectly implies its relation to the façade and local 
culture (Figure 20). What is notable is that the design team 
deliberately rejected the appropriation of iconic domes 
that were frequently employed in the context of Islamic 

culture. This stands in contrast to the eclectic expressions 
found in the China Institute of Islamic Theology built in 
1958 in Beijing (Zhao et al., 1958). The Friendship Hall 
showcased an alternative, modernist understanding of 
Islamic architecture that was not a simple appropriation, 
but an innovative transformation of traditional forms. 
As such, it offers a benchmark for evaluating subsequent 
exported architecture to the Islamic cultural context. For 
instance, the China-aided People’s Palace constructed in 
Djibouti City in 1985 utilized similar triangular arches to 
express Islamic cultural identity (Zheng, 1983).

Third, the architects’ response to the local hot and dry 
climate was manifested in their approach to light control. 

Figure 18. The first plan of the Friendship Hall. Source: Shanghai Institute of Architecture Design and Research.

Figure 19. The interior of the conference hall. Source: Shanghai Institute 
of Architecture Design and Research.

Figure  20. The main volume of the Friendship Hall. Source: Shanghai 
Institute of Architecture Design and Research.
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To regulate the amount of light and heat, the architects 
employed two types of sun-shading devices: vertical 
brise-soleil on the north façade of the conference hall and 
pre-fabricated cement blocks (huage qiang in Chinese 
architecture or Jalis in Islamic culture) that enveloped the 
façade of the horizontal platform and the cinema hall. 
Given that the complex’s main façade faces the Blue Nile in 
the north, there are fewer windows on the east, west, and 
south façades, which effectively reduces solar radiation.

As one of the most remarkable edifices built in 
Khartoum, the Friendship Hall showcased the highest 
quality of Chinese design and construction, committed 
collaboration between Chinese technicians and Sudanese 
engineers and builders, and an international profile and 
political gesture of architecture. The project epitomized the 
consistent characteristics of Chinese-aided construction. 
During their collaboration with Sudanese Ministry of 
Construction and Public Works technicians, the Chinese 
professionals maintained a hard and simple spirit of 
sacrifice, disregarding personal gains or losses, and 
contributing their own strength to the country’s foreign 
aid mission. On the project’s completion in 1976, Sudanese 
scholar Ali (1976) provided a detailed account of the 
construction process:

 When the hot summer months came, the technicians 
worked in the interior of the Hall and when the 
cooler weather approached, they shifted to work on 
the exterior of the building, thus saving energy and 
time. That is why the projects they undertake either 
finish on time or earlier than scheduled, but never 
after the target date… The Chinese normally prefer 
to be involved in the construction of the project in 
full collaboration, actually in real partnership, with 
Sudanese engineers and labors. While the Chinese 
receive a low wage, the Sudanese technicians are 
paid according to the prevailing wage rates. All 
the Chinese from the team leaders to the lowest 
technicians receive the same wage (LS. 30.7 per 
month in the case of the Friendship Hall). Moreover, 
the Chinese technicians mostly live in groups in 
a hostel-like setting and therefore do not create 
a problem of accommodation. The 200 Chinese 
technicians who participated in the erection of the 
Friendship Hall lived in three government houses 
(opening into each other), under the normal 
circumstances occupied by three Sudanese families 
who are in government service. Their dwelling was 
across the street from the project site and they did 
not require transport to and from their work.

On May 23, 1976, the Sudanese government held 
a grand ceremony in Khartoum to mark the opening of 

Friendship Hall, a cultural center built with Chinese 
aid of loan (5.4 million U.S. dollars). The ceremony was 
attended by a Chinese delegation headed by Fang Yi, and 
was warmly received by the crowd and military band 
(Fangyi zhuan bianxiezu & Zhongguo jingmao huabaoshe, 
2005). President Nimeiry and Fang Yi were both adorned 
with large garlands for the occasion. As the third assembly 
building aided by China, the Friendship Hall once received 
unprecedented political attention internationally.

5. Imagining tropical modernism elsewhere
The People’s Palace and the Sudan Friendship Hall not 
only serve as physical landmarks that defined the horizon 
of local urban landscape or cityscape, but also embody the 
vision of Chinese architects and technocrats during the 
1960s and1970s. These buildings form part of a large set 
of China-aided industrial, institutional, civil, and medical 
projects that aimed to transform the socio-economic and 
cultural wellbeing of the recipient African nations. While 
sharing certain geographical awareness and architectural 
sensibilities, these two buildings exhibit distinct approaches 
in producing alternative forms and spaces. The People’s Palace 
features a centrally symmetrical layout and emphasizes a 
clear spatial sequence from the outdoor entrance steps to 
the lobby on the 2nd floor, evoking a traditional arrangement 
of the piano nobile in Western architecture. With little 
contextual references, the palace asserts its self-centered 
architectural order. The building’s columns with decorative 
textures and lines and large-scale paintings in the interior 
spaces reproduce Guinea’s traditional and political culture, 
which adds to its symbolic value.

On the other hand, the Sudan Friendship Hall 
presents an ingenious adaptation to the site environment. 
Its asymmetric layout subtly highlights the towering 
auditorium’s dominant position, while lowering the 
traditional large-scale entrance steps to create a more 
intimate atmosphere. Unlike the People’s Palace, the 
Friendship Hall does not employ obvious symbolic 
decoration. Instead, its light-colored materials and 
consistent formal languages produce a serene atmosphere 
that responds to the local dry and hot climatic conditions.

During the Mao era, foreign-aid projects presented 
important opportunities for Chinese architects to explore 
and experiment with modernist ideas, which showed both 
dramatic changes and certain continuities when compared 
with their domestic works. While architects such as Chen 
Deng’ao, Gong Deshun and Dai Nianci had completed 
several institutional buildings with political significance 
and Beaux-Arts expression in Beijing during the 1950s, 
they also designed modernist architecture in Guinea, 
Mongolia, and Sri Lanka, respectively, during the 1960s. 
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The coexistence of domestic eclecticism and overseas 
modernism in the work of individual architects reflected 
the complex interactions between aesthetic expression 
and socio-political, economic, and cultural dynamics. 
Architectural historian Zou (2001) remarked that the 
ideological context of foreign-aid practice, which was more 
relaxed than that of Socialist Realism in domestic projects, 
enabled architects to experiment with abstract formal 
languages that would have been otherwise impossible. 
However, a more nuanced reading of China’s architectural 
aid reveals that such a complex and interdependent process 
was closely tied to knowledge exchange, socioeconomic 
condition, and subjective imagination.

To some extent, Chen’s and Wang’s modernist 
architectural imaginations in Guinea and Sudan were 
remarkable, but not created in isolation from broad 
intellectual context. In the 1950s, Cantonese architects such 
as Xia Changshi and others had already begun exploring 
the design practice of building ventilation, shading, and 
daylighting for the subtropical climate of Guangzhou. 
Their series of design works were published in the widely-
circulated Jianzhu xuebao based in Beijing. For instance, 
Xia (1958) published an article in Jianzhu xuebao, which 
for the first time systematically introduced his approaches 
to climate-responsive design. Although Xia’s creative 
exploration of concrete brise-soleil and roof ventilation 
solutions had limited influence on peers in Beijing and 
Shanghai, it nevertheless provided inspiration to fellow 
architects who practiced architectural aid in Southeast 
Asia and Africa, helping them to better understand the 
particularity of tropical and sub-tropical conditions.

Internationally, during the 1950 and 1960s, many 
European and Soviet architects practiced architecture in 
Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Africa, creating a form 
of tropical modernism characterized by the utilization of 
passive technology strategies, such as cross-ventilation, 
sun-shading, and insulation to enhance indoor bodily 
comfort (Le Roux, 2003; Jackson & Holland, 2014; Stanek, 
2015). The earlier history of tropical architecture was 
deeply entangled with medical and racial discourses, 
biopolitics, and the political economy of colonialism 
(Chang, 2016). In contrast, China-aided buildings in 
tropical areas during the Mao period were designed with 
less emphasis on political and racial domination but 
more with economic rationality and political solidarity, 
displaying a preoccupation with techno-scientific expertise 
and political and economic engagement. Drawing on 
the tropical experience of international counterparts, 
Chen, Wang, and their colleagues challenged the colonial 
discourse of tropical modernism in their own unique way. 
They aimed to achieve bodily comfort in the China-built 

assembly halls, factories, stadiums, schools, and hospitals, 
not for the benefit of the Chinese officials and professionals, 
but to improve the working conditions of locals.

Despite the deficiency of scholarship and knowledge 
about tropical regions at the levels of both top policymaking 
and techno-scientific understanding in the Mao era, the 
Chinese-designed modernist architecture demonstrated 
refined expressions of climatic response and cultural 
identity. In the 21st  century, Chinese professionals have 
accumulated vast knowledge about the tropics, although 
sometimes incomplete or misleading. Yet, they still struggle 
to construct local identity and esthetic articulation. As 
Marri (2022) recently remarked, the Chinese-backed 
buildings and infrastructure in the context of the Belt and 
Road Initiative, present a kind of “eclectic and pragmatic” 
character. This observation becomes even more meaningful 
when we compare the “eclectic and pragmatic” expressions 
in the regions of Pakistan and Djibouti in the 2010s with 
the pure modernist forms created in the 1960s and 1970s 
in Africa. Perhaps, one would say that the historical 
significances, values, and implications of the two China-
aided assembly buildings lie in the fact that architects and 
technocrats employed the guideline of appropriateness to 
construct a sense of place that was appropriate to local 
contexts.

6. Conclusion
In this article, the ways in which Chinese architects 
and technocrats conceptualized and articulated their 
geographical and architectural imaginations in Africa 
through building two site-specific assembly buildings 
in Guinea and Sudan are investigated. This knowledge 
production was shaped by various factors, including 
geopolitical power competition during the Cold War, 
institutional arrangement within the China-aid program, 
collective intervention of design institutes, individual 
onsite visits and surveys, scholarly publications, and 
knowledge dissemination. Understanding the geography 
of the tropics was a necessary prerequisite for the 
application and discovery of architectural knowledge, as 
transnational practices required architects to deal with 
complex requirements of climate, culture, function, and 
logistics. In response to these requirements, Chinese 
architects employed their architectural imagination to 
deal with climate, culture, context, function, materiality, 
and representation, ultimately striving to achieve the goal 
of geographical imagination — the realization of social 
change and the facilitation of spatial justice through 
architecture in specific contexts.

Through the design of the two huitang buildings, 
Chinese architects and technocrats envisioned alternative 
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physical and social spaces, creating a different assemblage 
of social relations in spaces of engagement with a different 
geometry of power, set of knowledge and politics of 
representation (Robertson, 2006). For one thing, they 
experimented with modernist ideas of flowing spaces 
and abstract formal languages, while highlighting the 
appropriateness of adapting to and articulating local 
specificities. The two assembly buildings, as instruments of 
diplomacy, not only served as China’s exports of materials 
and expertise to recipient nations, but also embodied 
how Chinese professionals learned from local cultures 
and techniques. For another, these institutional spaces 
compensated for the lack of proper venues for national 
and international activities, symbolizing Guinean and 
Sudanese political independence. The People’s Palace 
and Friendship Hall formulated alternative political 
identities, imaginations, and representations, standing in 
sharp contrast to the colonial period’s conditions of racial 
discrimination and segregation. Both projects represented 
Chinese intervention into the international political order, 
imaging, and constructing the possibility of alternatives 
and conveying a sense of political emancipation.

Acknowledgments
This paper forms part of an ongoing research project 
with Charlie Xue on the theme of China’s architectural 
aid in the Global South. I  am indebted to him for many 
helpful communications. I am grateful to the Editors and 
two anonymous referees for their helpful comments and 
to Karina Hasnulina for her help in sourcing the image. 
Thanks go to Ye Liu for discussion on tropical architecture, 
to Suha Babikir Hasan for providing valuable information 
on Sudan, and to Mohieldin Gamal for inviting me to 
present the material at the Inaugural Conference for 
Docomomo Sudan, 2022.

Funding
None.

Conflict of interest
None.

Author contributions
This is a single-authored paper.

References
Ali, A.A. (1976). The Sudan and the People’s Republic of China: 

An appraisal of trade and aid relations. Sudan Notes and 
Records, 57, 50-71.

Ali, A.A. (2006). The Sudanese-Chinese Relations Before and After 
Oil. Khartoum: Sudan Currency Printing Press.

Anonymity. (1960  September 11). Xinsheng de Jineiya Zai 
Shengli Qianjin. [The Newly Independent Guinea Marching 
Victoriously]. Renmin Ribao [People’s Daily]. [Article in 
Chinese]

Anonymity. (1970). Zhongguo Sudan Youhao Guanxi de Xin 
Jieduan [A New Stage of Friendly Relations between China 
and Sudan]. Renmin Huabao, 10, 9-11. [Article in Chinese]

Chang, J.H. (2016). A Genealogy of Tropical Architecture: Colonial 
Networks, Nature, and Technoscience. New York: Routledge.

Chen, D. (1962). Feizhou redai jianzhu jieshao [Introduction 
of tropical architecture in Africa]. Jianzhu Xuebao 
[Architectural Journal], 10, 15-20. [Article in Chinese]

Chen, D. (1987). Dui woguo jianzhushi suozuo guowai huitang 
sheji de jidian kanfa [Several views on the design of foreign 
assembly halls by Chinese architects]. Shijie Jianzhu [World 
Architecture], 2, 10-12.

Chen, D. (1989). Redai Jianzhu [Tropical Architecture]. Beijing: 
China Architecture and Building Press.

Chen, Z. (1964). Katumu zhixing [A trip to Khartoum]. Shijie 
Zhishi [World Affairs], 4(5), 22-23. [Article in Chinese]

Corner, J. (2014). The Landscape Imagination: Collected Essays of 
James Corner 1990-2010. J. Corner and A. B. Hirsch. (eds.). 
New York: Princeton Architectural Press.

Dijk, V., & Pieter, M. (2009). The Political Impact of the Chinese 
in Sudan. In: M. Pieter and V. Dijk (Eds.). The New Presence 
of China in Africa. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, p. 141-156.

Ding, G., & Xue, C.Q. (2022). Traveling ideas: Appropriation and 
identity in the China-Sri Lanka architecture exchanges. In 
C.Q. Xue and G. Ding. (eds.). Exporting Chinese Architecture: 
History, Issue and “One Belt and One Road”. Singapore: 
Springer, p. 83-113.

Ding, G., Xue, C.Q. (2015). China’s architectural aid: Exporting 
a transformational modernism. Habitat International, 47, 
136-147. 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2015.01.019

Dong, Z. (1963). Yindunixiya jianzhu jieshao [Introduction to 
Indonesian Architecture], Jianzhu Xuebao [Architectural 
Journal], 5, 22-26, 37-38. [Article in Chinese]

Driver, F., & Martins, L. (Eds.) (2005). Tropical Visions in an Age of 
Empire. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press.

Fangyi zhuan bianxiezu, (2008). Fang Yi Zhuan [Biography of 
Fang Yi]. Beijing: People’s Press.

Fangyi zhuan bianxiezu, Zhongguo jingmao huabaoshe, (Eds.) 
(2005). Fang Yi. Beijing: Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe.

Feng, Z. (1961a). Kena keli fangwen ji [Notes on the visit to 
Conakry]. Shijie Zhishi [World Affairs], 17, 18-20. [Article 
in Chinese]

Feng, Z. (1961b). Meili de Guotu, Qinlao de Renmin: Jineiya 

https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.200


Geographical and architectural imaginations

Volume 5 Issue 1 (2023) 18 https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.200

Journal of Chinese  
Architecture and Urbanism

Gongheguo Fangwen Ji [Beautiful Land, Hardworking 
People: Notes on the Visit to the Republic of Guinea]. 
Renmin Huabao [People’s Pictorial], 7, 40-41. [Article in 
Chinese]

Feng, Z. (1962). Xifei Baguo Manji [Notes on the Eight Countries 
in West Africa]. Beijing: Shijie Zhishi Chubanshe.

Friedman, J. (2015). Shadow Cold War: The Sino-Soviet 
Competition for the Third World. Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press.

Gieseking, J.J. (2017). Geographical imagination. In: D. 
Richardson, N. Castree, M.F. Goodchild, A. Kobayashi, W. 
Liu and R.A. Marston (eds.). International Encyclopedia of 
Geography. New York: Wiley-Blackwell and the Association 
of American Geographers, p. 1-5.

Gilley, J. (2010). Geographical imagination. In B. Warf (ed.). 
Encyclopedia of Geography. London: Sage Publication, 
p. 1221-1225.

Goerg, O. (2011). Conakry. In: S. Bekker and G. Therborn (eds.). 
Power and Powerlessness: Capital Cities in Africa. Cape 
Town: HSRC Press, p. 8-29.

Guo, X. (2017). Wang ding zeng zong jianzhushi canjia sudan 
youyiting sheji. In: Shanghai Architectural Design and 
Research Institute (eds.), Jianzhu Dajia Wang Dingzeng 
[Wang Dingzeng: The Master Architect]. Tianjin: Tianjin 
University Press, p. 101. [Article in Chinese]

Harvey, D. (1973). Social Justice and the City. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press.

Harvey, D. (2005). The sociological and geographical 
imaginations. International Journal of Politics, Culture and 
Society, 18, 211-255. 

 https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-006-9009-6

Hawkes, D. (2020). The Environmental Imagination: Technics and 
Poetics of the Architectural Environment. 2nd ed. London and 
New York: Routledge.

Jackson, I., & Holland, J. (2014). The Architecture of Edwin 
Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew: Twentieth Century Architecture, 
Pioneer Modernism and the Tropics. Farnham: Ashgate.

Jersild, A. (2016). Sino-soviet rivalry in Guinea-Conakry, 1956-
1965: The Second World in the Third World. In: W.P. 
Babiracki, A. Jersild. (eds.). Socialist Internationalism in the 
Cold. London: Palgrave Macmillan, p. 303-325.

Jiang, X. (2007). Wo Zai Feizhou Shiqi Nian [My Seventeen Years 
in Africa]. Shanghai: Shanghai Cishu Chubanshe.

Jin, Z. (1960). Tuanjie zai fandi fanzhimin zhuyi de daqi xia: Ji 
dierjie yafei renmin tuanjie dahui [United under the banner 
of anti-imperialist and anti-colonialism: Notes on the second 
Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization Conference]. 
Shijie Zhishi [World Affairs] 9, 14-17. [Article in Chinese]

Large, D. (2008). China and the contradictions of ‘non-
interference’ in Sudan. Review of African Political Economy, 

35(115), 93-106.

Le Roux, H. (2003). The networks of tropical architecture. The 
Journal of Architecture, 8(3), 337-354. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/1360236032000134835

Lian, Z. (2020). Jianzhu dashi chen dengao [Master architect 
Chen dengao]. Bainianchao [Hundred Year Tide], 4, 84-88. 
[Article in Chinese]

Liu, D. (2015). Yuan [Fate]. In: Book Editorial Committee (eds.). 
Suiyue Qinghuai: Yuan Jiangongbu Beijing Gongye Jianzhu 
Shejiyuan Tongren Huiyi [Feelings of Time: Memories of 
Colleagues from the Beijing Industrial Architecture Design 
Institute, Ministry of Architectural Engineering]. Shanghai: 
Tongji University Press. p. 144-147. [Article in Chinese]

Liu, Y. (2022). New China and the new world: Three lines to 
understand China’s early architectural foreign aid. In: C.Q. 
Xue and G. Ding (eds.). Exporting Chinese Architecture: 
History, Issues and “One Belt One Road”. Singapore: Springer, 
pp. 25-44.

Lou, C., & Tao, Y. (2017). Keshou benfen, danbo mingli de jianzhu 
zhuanjia wang dingzeng. In: Shanghai Architectural Design 
and Research Institute (eds.). Jianzhu Dajia Wang Dingzeng 
[Wang Dingzeng: The Master Architect]. Tianjin: Tianjin 
University Press, pp. 109-111. [Article in Chinese]

Lu, D. (2017). Architecture and global imaginations in China. The 
Journal of Architecture, 22(4), 639-661. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2016.1204080

Marri, S.A. (2022). Architecture of eclecticism: China’s 
architectural projects in Pakistan (2001-2019). In C.Q. 
Xue and G. Ding, (eds.). Exporting Chinese Architecture: 
History, Issues and “One Belt One Road”. Singapore: 
Springer, p. 209-228.

Meng, J. (2020). Yijiu wujiu nian zhongguo yu jineiya jianjiao 
lichen shulue [A brief account of the establishment of 
diplomatic relations between China and Guinea in 1959]. 
Dangdai Zhongguo Shi Yanjiu [Researches in Contemporary 
Chinese History], 27(4), 113-125, 159-160. [Article in 
Chinese]

Meuser, P., & Dalbai, A. (eds.). (2012). Sub-Saharan Africa 
Architectural Guide: Western Africa along the Atlantic Ocean 
Coast. Vol. 3. Berlin: DOM Publishers.

Mindrup, M. (2015). The Material Imagination: Reveries on 
Architecture and Matter. Farnham, Surrey, Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing.

Pallasmaa, J. (2014). Empathic imagination: Formal and 
experiential projection. Architectural Design, 84(5), 80-85. 

 https://doi.org/10.1002/ad.1812

Ren, G. (1964). Jineiya jianzhu [Guinea architecture]. Jianzhu 
Xuebao [Architectural Journal], 8, 29-33, 41. [Article in 
Chinese]

Rivière, C. (1977). Guinea: The Mobilization of a People (V. 

https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.200


Geographical and architectural imaginations

Volume 5 Issue 1 (2023) 19 https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.200

Journal of Chinese  
Architecture and Urbanism

Thompson & R. Adloff, Trans.). Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press.

Robertson, S.L. (2006). Absences and imaginings: The production 
of knowledge on globalisation and education. Globalisation, 
Societies and Education, 4(2), 303-318. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/14767720600752882

Roskam, C. (2015). Non-aligned Architecture: China’s designs on 
and in Ghana and Guinea, 1955-92. Architectural History, 
58, 261-291. 

 https://doi.org/10.1017/S0066622X00002653

Shanghai Civil Architecture Design Institute. (1981). Sudan 
minzhu gongheguo youyi ting” [Friendship hall of 
the democratic republic of Sudan]. Jianzhu Xuebao 
[Architectural Journal], 9, 49-51. [Article in Chinese]

Song, K. (2022). China’s Foreign aid architecture in a transitional 
period, 1964-1976. Journal of Asian Architecture and 
Building Engineering, 21(2), 234-248. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/13467581.2020.1869012

Stanek, L. (2015) Architects from socialist countries in Ghana 
(1957-67): Modern architecture and mondialisation. Journal 
of the Society of Architectural Historians, 74(4), 416-442. 

 https://doi.org/10.1525/jsah.2015.74.4.416

Wang, A. (1993). Cong jiefangqu de juanyan xiaochang dao 
yuanjian jineiya juanyan chang [From small cigarette factory 
in liberated area to the aided cigarette factory in Guinea]. 
In: Zhou Ruizeng and the Editorial Department of China 
Tobacco Work. Zhongguo Yancao Shihua [History of Chinese 
Tobacco]. Beijing: China Light Industry Press, p. 278-281. 
[Article in Chinese]

Wang, D., & Qi, K. (1996), Wang Dingzeng tanhualu 
[Conversation with Wang Dingzeng]. Jianzhu Shi [The 
Architect], 72, 71-72. [Article in Chinese]

Xia, C. (1958). Yaredai jianzhu de jiangwen wenti, zheyang, gere, 
tongfeng [Problems on lowering building temperature in the 
subtropical zone: Shading, heat insulation and ventilation]. 
Jianzhu Xuebao [Architectural Journal], 10, 36-39, plus 
inside cover 4. [Article in Chinese]

Xinhua News Agency Reporter. (1968, January 8). Ganxie Mao Zhuxi 
Pailai de Hao Zhuanjia [Thanks to the Good Experts Sent by 
Chairman Mao: Record of China’s Aid to Guinea in Building the 
October 2 Great Hall]. Renmin Ribao [People’s Daily].

Xue, C.Q., & Ding, G. (2018). A History of Design Institutes in China: 

From Mao to Market. London and New York: Routledge.

Xue, C.Q., & Ding, G. (eds.). (2022). Exporting Chinese 
Architecture: History, Issues and “One Belt One Road”. 
Singapore: Springer.

Yan, B. (1960). Zai qing bai niluohe huiliu chu: Sudan fangwen 
zazhi zhiyi [At the Confluence of the Green and White Nile 
Rivers: Miscellaneous Notes on a Visit to Sudan, 1]. Shijie 
Zhishi [World Affairs], 4(5), 25-26. [Article in Chinese]

Yuan, J., Zhu, S., & Ren, G. (1963a). Miandian jianzhu 
[Architecture in Myanmar]. Jianzhu Xuebao [Architectural 
Journal], 8, 24-28. [Article in Chinese]

Yuan, J., Zhu, S., & Ren, G. (1963b). Yuenan jianzhu [Vietnamese 
architecture]. Jianzhu Xuebao [Architectural Journal], 11, 
24-29, 37-38. [Article in Chinese]

Yuan, M., & Zhang, L. (2020 August 19). Lengzhan Shiqi de Yafei 
Wenxue Yundong yu Feizhou Wenxue de Zhongyishi [The 
Asian-African Literature Movement during the Cold War 
and the Chinese Translation History of African Literature]. 
Pengpai Xinwen [The Paper]. Available from: https://www.
thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_8788202 [Article in 
Chinese] [Last accessed: 2022 Jan 15].

Zhang, B. (2021). Lun xiangxiang: Cong zhexue dao yishu [On 
imagination: From philosophy to art]. Wenxue Pinglun 
[Literary Review], 6, 122-130. [Article in Chinese]

Zhao, D., Zhu, Y., & Song, X. (1958) Zhongguo yisilan jiaojing 
xueyuan sheji jianjie [Introduction to the design of China 
institute of Islamic theology]. Jianzhu Xuebao [Architectural 
Journal], 6, 13-15. [Article in Chinese]

Zheng, J. (1983). Jibuti gongheguo renmingong [People’s palace 
of the republic of Djibouti]. Huazhong Jianzhu [Huazhong 
Architecture], 1, 15-18. [Article in Chinese]

Zhou, H. (1960). Qingshen yizhong de jineiya renmin: Zhongguo 
zaji yishutuan fangwen yanchu sanji [The Guinean people 
with deep friendship: Random notes on the visiting 
performance of the Chinese acrobatic troupe]. Shijie Zhishi 
[World Affairs], 18, 25-27. [Article in Chinese]

Zhu, S. (1964). Shire diqu gongye jianzhu sheji de tantao 
[Discussion on industrial building design in hot and humid 
area]. Jianzhu Xuebao [Architectural Journal], 8, 23-28. 
[Article in Chinese]

Zou, D. (2001). Zhongguo Jianzhushi Tushuo: Xiandaijuan [A 
Pictorial History of Modern Chinese Architecture]. Beijing: 
China Architecture and Building Press.

https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.200

