
Tao Ho's New Housing, Hong Kong 

D espite its being so close to 
mainland China and hav
ing a predominently 
Chinese population, 
Hong Kong's geography 
and history have resulted 

in a very un-Chinese city. Situated on an 
island with numerous peaks, steep slopes 
and valleys, the city grew from a relatively 
unimportant seaport occupied by the Brit
ish at the end of the 19th century to one of 
the most densely-populated, economically 
and commercially vital cities in the world. 
But visually it bears little resemblance to 
traditional Chinese cities in terms of its 
architecture or urban configuration. 

Hong Kong's fortunes rose particular
ly after two major events in history. One 
of these was the decline of Calcutta as the 
major banking centre of the British 
Empire in Asia when New Delhi was 
chosen as the capital in 1911 and Hong 
Kong gradually took over this financial 
role; the second was the Communist 
political takeover of the mainland in 1949, 
and the ensuing stream of refugees which 
have entered the city at different periods, 
providing a vast pool of inexpensive in
dustrious labour as well as one of dyna
mic merchants. These factors, among 
others, have contributed to the success of 
Hong Kong in materialist terms. 

Although a large majority of the re
fugees who flowed into the city over the 
last 30 years came from both an urban 
and a rural milieu in which traditional 
Chinese courtyard-houses predominated, 
the pressure for huge numbers of accom
modations (160,000 new units are pro
jected for this year) and the inherent lack 
of space on which to build them, have led 
to a pervasive dependence on high-rise 
construction for housing. This typology 
of apartment units, developed in the 
West, has nothing in common with in
digenous dwellings on the mainland. 
Moreover, these tower blocks having 
few amenities often "sprout up" barely a 
few metres from one another, in a totally 
anarchical marmer, as the colonial author
ities have failed to impose a Master Plan 
for urban development. 

Architect Tao Ho has practised in 
Hong Kong for 25 years since returning 
from Harvard University's G.S.D. Origi
nally from Shanghai, he took his first 
degree in art history before studying 
architecture under Gropius and Sert in 
the States, and this puts him in a category 

with other important designers of the 
post-ClAM era (e.g. Charles Moore) who 
have training as historians. This is impor
tant - even in a cultural environment 
like this city, which has little architectural 
heritage to begin with - because it in
evitably deepens their sensitivities, critical 
attitudes, and approaches to design. So 
although Tao Ho's language of form is 
strongly tied to that which evolved from 
the Modem Movement in the West, his 
recent work reflects an awareness of his
tory both recent and ancient. Projects in 
Beijing, Shanghai and Hangzhou have 
offered him the opportunity of designing 
within the rich cultural heritage of ancient 
China while continuing to challenge the 
mainstream Hong Kong ethos that 
"architecture is a business". 

The t;o housing complexes pre
sented here are, in a sense, critical reinter
pretations of solutions formulated in re
cent times, but adapted in the specific 
circumstances of Hong Kong. With an 
appreciation of past prototypes ranging 
from Le Corbusier's "apartment-villas" 
project to Jose Luis Sert's Barcelona block 
of the 1930s, Tao Ho accepted the im
posed constraints of a narrow lot and 
vertical construction to demonstrate on 
Bowen Road that unconventional de
signs, rich with diversity need not cost 
more. In a city which strikes many out
siders by its aggressive visual chaos and, 
paradoxically, muth uniformity and 
monotony in its architecture, the Bowen 
Road residences attempt to show that one 
can have what Tao Ho likes to call 
"orderly chaos". In other words, an 
architect can introduce variety, commod
ity, and elegance on the exterior, thereby 
circumventing the standard Hong Kong 
solution of balconies cluttered with 
wrought iron grills, potted plants, old 
fumiture and assorted rubbish. 

His newest completed building, the 
Bayview apartments, illustrates the de
sign philosophy he espouses, of taking 
the liabilities of a site and a brief and 
turning them into assets. The extremely 
steep terrain was not levelled as is the 
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usual method of site preparation, but in
stead each house is set upon four pillars, 
thereby leaving the slope relatively un
touched. (Rather like Corb's "Roq et 
Rob" houses.) In fact, Tao Ho's idea 
from the outset was to landscape the area 
beneath the dwellings with plants that 
needed only a minimum of sunlight and 
could grow upwards to envelop the 
structure. Although rather stark and 
assertive as they jut out from the hillside 
today, these residences will very soon be 
submerged in carefully selected vegeta
tion - almost like tree-houses poised 
above the slope. 

This alternative model for high
density housing on a difficult site also 
exemplifies Tao Ho's major concern that 
buildings should be designed to wear 
well, to age graciously. Perhaps he is 
being overly self-effacing in the Bay
view project since the dwellings may not 
be visible at all if the plants grow as 
perdicted! What is apparent both here and 
in the Bowen Road block, is that they are 
solidly constructed, and in the former, 
the exterior surfaces have been covered 
with easily washable, repairable, col
oured tiles. Moreover, the Bayview un
its have narrow courtyards (more like 
lightwells) which bring natural light into 
the centre of the house; and, given the 
structural system, a certain degree of 
modification is possible internally to suit 
different owners' tastes and needs. 

In the highly consumer-oriented, 
value-for-money atmosphere of Hong 
Kong society, the often nefarious effects 
of economic priorities upon cultural de
velopment are pointed up once again. 
Whether it be private, speculative hous
ing or public mass housing, dwellings as 
cultural artefacts reflecting rites and tradi
tions of family life have been persistantly 
neglected by designers and builders. Few 
clients, even in affluent Hong Kong are 
willing to subsidise research towards in
novative design, which explains why 
Tao Ho and a brave few remain relatively 
marginal to the local building scene. 
Highly talented young graduates from 
Hong Kong University's School of 
Architecture find little demand for their 
ingenuity on the marketplace. Thus, the 
significance of these two buildings, how
ever modest it might seem, must be 
judged within the paradoxical context of 
Hong Kong's economic development 
but architectural stagnation. - Editors 



Project Data 

Location: Hong Kong 
Client (Developer): Hsin Fu Ltd 
Site area: 1,096 square metres 
Architect: TaoHo Design Architects 
Number of units: 15 of single flat 
5 of duplex 
2 of penthouse 

Total built area: 4,603 square metl'e5 
Engineer: H.K. Cheng & Partners 
Contractor: Hsin Chong Construction Co Ltd. 
Completion date: 1983 

All photographs by 
Sam Tse, unless 
where otherwjse 
jndjcated. 

Bowen Road Apartments, 
Hong Kong 
A twelve-storey residential block located 
on a difficult, narrow site on the hills 
above downtown Hong Kong contains 
six varieties of spatial arrangements: two 
penthouses, two different duplex designs, 
and two different types of apartments. 
Such a diversity of living accommoda
tions in one building is unusual for the 
city, where the prevailing tendency is to 
repeat the same plan-type in 30 or 40-
storey skyscrapers - whose monotonous 
facades simply reveal this uniformity 
within. The architect of the Bowen Road 

Site plan. 
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units (who is sometimes known in de
velopers' circles as an "impractical" desig
ner because he does not simply produce 
the conventional housing types) has in
stead provided alternatives for urban 
living. 

Although it is a high-rise block, every 
effort was made to offer residents a sense 
of living in individual dwellings. For ex
ample, the entrance lobby has a more 
'home-like' atmosphere, the elevator was 
specially conceived in terms of its interior 
decor, and the swimming pool rendered 
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more private and even garden-like with 
its fountain and built in barbecue. How
ever, it is the units themselves that reflect 
the greatest innovation and attention to 
detail. Due to the hot humid climate 
most apartments in Hong Kong have 
individual air-conditioners in each room; 
in older buildings these clutter up the 
facade, while newer ones provide places 
for these. Here a place has been provided 
too, but incorporated just above the hori
zontallouvres that allow for the choice of 
purely natural ventilation if needed or 
desired. Bow-windows on the facades 
have transparent glass in some units if 
they're attached to livingrooms, or glass 
bricks if they form an alcove for the bath
tub; a mixture of glazing was employed 
when this space became a private chapel 
for one penthouse resident. 

The reinforced concrete structure is 
covered with a light, pinkish mosaic tile; 
horizontal panels 9n the exterior have 
been extended beyond the comers, to 
articulate these and to emphasise the 
structural material. In terms of architec
tural vocabulary, the Bowen Road block 
is clearly indebted to European move
ments of the 1920's, to Le Corbusier's 
'apartment-villas' or the constructivists, 
but re-interpreted and adapted to the 
programme which was for luxury apart
ments. It might usefully serve as a model 
for economical solutions in the future. 

Right, above: The terrace with installation for bar
becues next to the pool. 
Right: A swimming pool provides an oasis for 
residents and guests, closed on the street side (left) 
and partially open on the side overlooking the har
bour. Photograph: B.B. Taylor. 

Axonometric drawings of apartment type 1 (left) 
and type 4 lower (right). 
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Left: Detail of the north facade at the uppermost 
levels. 
Left, below: View upwards into the double-height 
space of a chapel requested by the owner of the 
penthouse in the western part of the building. 
Below: Interior of a bathroom, with the tub located 
in an alcove enclosed by glass bricks that allow 
natural light to enter. 
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Left: Entrance to the building and lobby , 
Left, below: Entrance to the elevator specially 
designed by the architect, 
Below: Detail !if the lift's interior. 



Project Data 

Location: Hong Kong 
Client: Conquer Enterprises (HK) Ltd 
Site area: 4,789 square metres 
Architect: TaoHo Design Architects 
Number of units: 8 
Total built area: 3,567 square metres 
Engineer: SLN & Associates 
Contractor: Johnny Ho & Partners 
Completion date: 1987 
Cost: HK$25,OOO,OOO 

This complex consists of eight luxury 
housing units, each having a gross floor 
area of 278.7 square metres, and 167 
square metres of private terraces and roof 
garden. In his project the architect 
attempted to create a more suitable 
method of building on a steep slope as 
opposed to the conventional cut-and-fill 
approach 

Inspired by the idea of a treehouse, the 
basic concept behind this design was to 
leave the natural slope uncut. Each house 
is built on a transfer plate supported by 
four extended caissons. The natural slope 
is designed as landscaped garden for the 
enjoyment of the residents. This building 
method avoids extensive geotechnical 
work and expensive retaining structure 
normally required for building on similar 
slopes in Hong Kong. As a result, this 
project saves large sum of site formation 
costs and shortens construction time con
siderably. 

Another special feature in this project 
is that the three lower units are accessible 
by a lift, thus cutting down the costs for 
building a vehicular access road which 
would also, ifbuilt, damage the environ
mental quality of the development. 

A series of tie beams are provided on 
the roof of each house linking the entire 
development together as an architectural
ly unifying element. These tie beams can 
also be used as basic supports for wooden 
trellises placed between the beams for 
plantings. It is envisaged that when the 
vegetations both on the slope, and on the 
trellises, are fully grown, the entire de
velopment will be a very pleasant living 
environment blending harmoniously 
with the natural surroundings. 

Right, above: Detail of one of the lower units seen 
.from the West. Vegetable is growing upwards ji-om 
beneath. Note the Jantastic urban context surround
ing the development. 

Photographs courtesy of the architect 
unless where otherwise indicated. 

Bayview Residential Development, 
Hong Kong 
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Above: Elevation, indicating the steepness of the 
site and the future vegetation jilling the void beneath 
the houses. 
Overleaj End wall detail of one of the units show
ing panoramic view of the islands and sea. The slit 
allows penetration of natural light into centre of the 
house. Photograph: B.B. Taylor. 





Mechanical 

Sectional drawing of one unit 

Site plan 
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Top: Partial view of the newly completed houses 
.from below. Photograph: Sam Tse. 
Above: The interior of a double-height livingroom. 
Right: Entrance for automobiles from the south. 
Trellis to he covered with vegetation. Note the 

jantastic urban context surrounding the develop-
ment. 

It is worthwhile to mention that 
although this slope treatment was favour
ably received by the Land Department as 
an excellent design solution for building 
on a slope, the proposal as such was in 
contravention of the Lease Conditions. 
The architect had to produce an alterna
tive scheme following the Lease Condi
tions in order to demonstrate that the 
proposed design was a better solution. 
The Authorities finally accepted the ori
ginal design on environmental grounds. 
In this respect, Bayview can be regarded 
as a break-through in design for building 
on slopes in Hong Kong which is a major 
construction constriant. 
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