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The Politics of Placemaking in Chinatown
Study of Culture & Identity in the Architecture
of North American Chinatowns

HENRY
TSANG

MATT
PATTERSON

CHANEL
VINET

Background

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit North American Chinatowns particularly hard, dispropor-
tionately affecting local businesses and sparking increased and sometimes violent anti-Asian
racism. These acute threats add to several longer-term challenges facing Chinatowns includ-
ing gentrification, development pressures, and the rise of competing Chinese “ethnoburbs.”
Moreover, changing immigration trends and shifting hybrid identities have raised questions
about the relevance of traditional Chinatowns to a Chinese population in North America thatis
more populous, diverse, and dispersed than ever.?2 Demonstrating the social and cultural res-
onance protecting these neighbourhoods still hold for many, “Save Chinatown” movements
have emerged across North America, often adopting cultural planning and placemaking
strategies to protect the unique social and cultural characteristics of Chinatowns. The prolif-
eration of these strategies raises important sociological questions. How are abstract notions
of race, ethnicity, identity, and culture translated into concrete urban design guidelines and
placemaking projects? Whose notions of identity shape the development of official planning
guidelines? To what extent have these notions been reflected in or eroded by the actual real
estate development taking place in Chinatowns? Finally, how has the COVID-19 pandemic
been experienced in Chinatowns and how have these communities responded? These
guestions not only help us to understand the changes, challenges, and political struggles
occurring in North American Chinatowns today, but they also speak to an enduring issue at
the centre of urban sociology: the complex interrelationship between the formation of ethnic
and racial identities and the development of place.

Objectives

Grassroots “Save Chinatown” movements have emerged in cities across North America,
aiming to protect historic Chinatowns and their communities from threats such as gentrifi-
cation, development pressures, suburbanization, and, most recently, the anti-Asian racism
and economic fallout brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic.® This study investigates how
these movements have adopted planning and placemaking strategies in response to these
threats. In doing so, the study seeks to understand how key Chinatown “placemakers” trans-
late abstract notions of race, ethnicity, culture, and identity into concrete urban planning
guidelines and placemaking projects within the context of larger community power struc-
tures, real estate markets, and systemic racism. These groups include community activists,
local artists, members of business improvement associations (BIAs), city planners, and real
estate developers active within North American Chinatowns. Moreover, this paper seeks to
explore how identity can emerge from an authenticity that honours the history and culture
of the Chinese diaspora in North America. The investigation is structured around four key
research questions:

JSSAC % JSEAC | V50 N°1-2 | 2025 #& 29-41 29



ANALYSE | ANALYSIS

Dr. Henry Tsang is an architect,
associate professor and the
chair of the RAIC Centre for

Architecture at Athabasca
University. He holds degrees

in architecture from McGill
University and a PhD from the
University of Tokyo, awarded

as a MEXT Scholar. He is the
founding principal of Henry Tsang
Architect in Calgary. A Chinese
Canadian with global experience
across Asia and Canada, his work
explores sustainability, health, and
culture in the built environment.
He has edited major publications,
lectured internationally, and
received numerous national
awards for education, design
excellence, leadership, and
innovation. His design and
research work with Chinatowns
earned him the 2023 CBC Calgary
Asian Changemaker Award.

Dr. Matt Patterson is an associate
professor in the Department

of Sociology at the University

of Calgary. He is an urban
sociologist whose research
examines the relationship
between cities and culture,
focusing on how places both
generate and are shaped by
distinctive cultural practices,
products, and institutions.

His work includes studies of
museum development, the
emergence of arts districts, and
the economic and social impacts
of iconic architectural projects
("starchitecture”). He is currently
researching cultural planning
and placemaking initiatives in
North American Chinatowns. His
research has been published

in Urban Studies, Urban Affairs
Review, City & Community,
Poetics, and the American Journal
of Cultural Sociology.

Chanel Vinet recently earned
her Master of Architecture from
Cranbrook Academy of Art and

is a Research Assistant at the
RAIC Centre for Architecture at
Athabasca University. Based in
Toronto, her interdisciplinary
practice explores the
intersections of architecture

with art, culture, urbanism, and
research through making. Her
work focuses on neighbourhood
care and resilience, with

a particular emphasis on
Chinatowns, an interest sparked
during her BDes studies at OCAD
University. Drawing on her
Chinese and French-Canadian
background, her work reflects
themes of identity, placekeeping,
memory, and community. She has
exhibited and lectured in Canada
and the United States.

1. How do placemakers conceptualize Chinatown's identity and translate
this into placemaking practice?

2. What notions of Chinatown identity have become dominant
within official planning documents?

3. How has urban development within Chinatown reflected or eroded existing
notions of identity?

4. What is the impact of COVID-19 on Chinatown communities and how
are they responding?

Chinatowns Past, Present & Future

The relationship between architecture and identity is inseparable from the events that
have shaped the history of Chinatowns in Canada and the United States. Across a history
spanning over one hundred and fifty years, Chinese people have been immigrating to
North America and established neighbourhoods that served as labour camps, as well as
sanctuaries. Though every Chinatown is unique, and significant differences also exist
between Canadian and American Chinatowns, broad historical trends have cut across
many of these historic neighbourhoods. For our purposes, it is possible to think about
the history of Chinatowns in North America as unfolding through several major per-
iods. The first three of these periods occurred before, during, and after the imposition
of immigration restrictions by the US and Canadian governments, specifically targeted
at Chinese people, between the 1880s and 1940s. In the United States, the Chinese
Exclusion Act was passed in 1882 and repealed in 1942. During this period, many Chinese
people were forced out of the states beyond the southern border to Mexico contributing
to the establishment of Barrio Chino in the 1880s. In Canada, the Chinese Head Tax was
first imposed in 1885, followed by full Chinese exclusion from 1923 to 1947. The fourth
period began in the mid-1980s, as Chinatowns underwent a revival period due to the
political activism of North American-born Chinese communities, the arrival of new gen-
erations of Chinese immigrants, and changing public and government attitudes toward
Chinatowns. More currently unfolding, a contemporary period can be considered for
the dynamic shifts which occurred after the 2000s to present, perhaps characterized
by a community that is more diasporic than ever, and active community efforts against
the overdevelopment of Chinatowns.

Chinatowns trace their origins to the Opium Wars and the colonization of Hong Kong by
Britain in the mid-nineteenth century. These events led the port of Hong Kong to become
a central node connecting China's Pearl River Delta to ports around the Pacific. Continued
political strife and poverty within this region, along with gold rushes in California and British
Columbia created a combination of “push” and “pull” factors that resulted in a system of
“chain” migration which connected villages around Hong Kong to Canada and the United
States”. Following the gold rush, the construction of the transcontinental railways created
further incentives for migration. The western portion of the Canadian Pacific Railway, for
example, was almost exclusively built by Chinese labourers.

Upon arriving in North America, Chinese migrants faced extreme xenophobia among the
white majority, which manifested itself informally in violent anti-Asian riots, as well as for-
mally in terms of legal sanctions. With the completion of the railways, both Canada and
the United States imposed immigration restrictions designed to drive Chinese people out.

30
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Nonetheless, Chinese migration continued, and those already in North America made their
way eastward, settling in cities across Canada and the United States, and establishing
ethnic enclaves known as “Chinatowns.”

According to Zhou®, Chinatowns served three main purposes for the Chinese. First, they
were a safe residential space within a hostile society. Second, they were social cen-
tres based around various types of associations, particularly related to kinship or clan
membership. Third, Chinatowns provided an economic base for the community, built
on niche jobs left vacant by the white working class, particularly in the service sector,
including laundries and food services.

The service sector orientation of Chinatowns eventually led to the development of a dis-
tinct consumer culture that played to the white majority’s stereotypes of Chinese people
as dangerous and exotic. As mentioned, Chinese entrepreneurs in San Francisco financed
the creation of a new type of orientalized architecture in the 1900s which eventually spread
across the world®. Similarly, a new cuisine centered on chop suey gained popularity.

The Second World War marked a turning point for Chinese people in North America.
Chinese soldiers fighting for Canada and the United States successfully fought for the
rights of citizenship and eventually, anti-Chinese immigration laws were repealed in both
countries. These reforms allowed for some family reunification, but it would take decades
longer before additional reforms set the stage for higher levels of Chinese immigration
in the late twentieth century’.

Ironically, the post-exclusion era created a series of new challenges for North American
Chinatowns. After decades of Chinese exclusion, two world wars, and the great depres-
sion, Canadian and American Chinatowns experienced significant demographic and
economic decline. Furthermore, by the 1950s, these centrally-located neighbourhoods
caught the interest of governments and developers eager to expand downtown business
districts. As a result, Chinatowns were targeted for so-called “slum clearance” and “urban
renewal” schemes in which Chinese communities were removed from their homes (vol-
untarily or not) to make way for expressways, office buildings, and residential high rises.
Some public works projects resulted in the virtual disappearance of entire Chinatowns,
such as Autoroute Dufferin-Montmorency in Quebec City and Nathan Philip Square in
Toronto. Most Chinatowns that survived this period became permanently hemmed in by
major expressways or fortress-like office buildings.

Urban renewal also sparked political opposition movements in Chinatowns across North
America. Organizations such as the Philadelphia Chinatown Development Corporation or
the Sien Lok Society in Calgary fought expropriation and the development of express-
ways, as well as pushing for more housing options and services for their communities.
Moreover, these activists recast Chinatowns from dangerous, dilapidated slums, to
vibrant cultural destinations, with hard-working, tight-knit communities or residents and
business owners. In other words, they presented Chinatown as an asset to be preserved
rather than a problem to be solved.

The work of these activists ushered in what Lai calls the “revival” period of historic
Chinatowns®. While they fought for their neighbourhoods, urban planning itself was
undergoing a paradigm shift. The modernist approach which justified urban renewal was
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quickly being replaced by a postmodern perspective that embraced cultural diversity and
the reappropriation of public spaces by pedestrians. Bringing with it pedestrianization
and street beautification projects. At a broader level, immigration reforms in the 1960s
and '70s had led to record levels of Chinese migrants arriving in Canada and the United
States. While these migrants tended to be wealthier and more educated than those of the
pre-exclusion era, and often settled in the suburbs, they nonetheless invested money
into businesses and real estate within historic Chinatowns, as well as patronizing busi-
nesses and joining community associations. Moreover, the East Asian economic boom
of the 1980s and '90s resulted in significant capital investment flowing from countries
like Taiwan and Hong Kong into North American Chinatowns.

The revival period ensured that many of these nineteenth-century neighbourhoods
survived into the twenty-first century, at least in North America’s largest cities. Today,
many of Chinatowns' most prominent public buildings, plazas, and parks were built in
the 1980s and '90s, such as Vancouver's Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden (1986),
Calgary's Chinese Cultural Centre (1992) and Chicago's Ping Tom Memorial Park (1999).
Montreal's Chinatown also saw changes including the addition of the iconic Dr. Sun Yat-
Sen Park (1986) and the conversion of Rue de la Gauchetiére into a pedestrian street
(1987), which runs through the neighbourhood core.

Throughout the first two decades of the twenty-first century, the conditions that had
produced the Chinatown revival had waned. Large cities, where historic Chinatowns
have survived, have undergone significant gentrification. As a result, inner cities that
were once home to patchworks of immigrant enclaves in the twentieth century, have
become whiter, wealthier, and largely inaccessible for newcomers and working-class
people. Today, immigrants and lower-income communities are increasingly found in
suburban areas, forming what are now known as “ethnoburbs.” As defined by Wei Li,
"Ethnoburbs are suburban ethnic clusters of residential areas and business districts in
large American metropolitan areas. They are multi-ethnic communities, on which one
ethnic minority group has a significant concentration, but does not necessarily comprise
a majority.”® Large suburban Chinese ethnoburbs such as Richmond, British Columbia,
Markham, Ontario, and Brossard, Quebec dwarf historic Chinatowns in terms of Chinese
residents and businesses.

Furthermore, North America's Chinese population is larger and more diverse than ever,
tracing their origins to a variety of different countries and regions, with different lan-
guages and under different historical circumstances. Many are newcomers and others
have been in North America for several generations. The status of historic Chinatowns
in relation to this larger, more diverse population is unclear. The architecture, food,
and other cultural amenities that have historically characterized these neighbourhoods
can be seen as "alien” or inauthentic to many other Chinese North Americans. This is
particularly true as Asia-based corporations and franchises have expanded into North
America, targeting Asian and non-Asian consumers alike.

On top of these longer-term trends, the COVID-19 pandemic placed additional strains
on historic Chinatowns. Leading to a spike in anti-Asian discrimination, violence, and
the disproportional suffering of Chinatown-based businesses,'® which has been further
exacerbated by the fact that restaurants and hospitality services make up alarge portion
of local Chinatown economies.
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As in the postwar period, the threats facing Chinatowns have been met by fierce resistance
from these communities. Non-profit and grassroots “Save Chinatown"” movements have
once again risen to confront gentrification, and anti-Asian racism, and rethink Chinatowns
for the twenty-first century. The JIA Foundation in Montreal, Friends of Chinatown in Toronto,
Welcome to Chinatown in New York City, Chinatown Foundation in Vancouver are just a
few examples of community groups that are advocating and organizing for the well-being
of Chinatowns. These movements have increasingly turned to urban planning, design, and
architecture as a tool for reinforcing the place of Chinatown within the larger urban landscape
and creating spaces for key stakeholder groups—Ilow-income, elderly residents, small,
immigrant-run businesses—to continue to find a home in these neighbourhoods. Notably,
the Small Business Innovation Hub in Manhattan Chinatown (fig.1) designed by Justin Ng
of Spaced Agency and opened by the Welcome to Chinatown group in the fall of 2024,
acts as a dedicated gathering space to empower small local businesses, and encourage
community growth. Chinatown Community Land Trusts have formed in cities like Boston in
2015, Los Angeles in 2021, and Toronto in 2023, with common goals to defend against the
gentrification of their neighbourhoods, to acquire and steward land for their communities
and to protect culturally competent and affordable Chinatowns.

FIG. 1.
SMALL BUSINESS INNOVATION

HUB, NEW YORK.
SOURCE: PHOTO BY NAHO KUBOTA.

Architecture and Identity in Chinatowns

Cities such as Vancouver have conducted historical studies focusing on the heritage aspects
of Chinatown buildings. Visual surveys of Chinatown architecture have been completed for
San Francisco and David Chuenyan Lai has written about the common visual characteristics
of Chinatowns in a North American context in The Visual Character of Chinatowns. Lai notes
that the hierarchy of scale in Chinatown contributes harmoniously to its rich and complex
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character.? However, beyond visual and historical descriptions, most existing literature on
Chinatown architecture focuses on its political dimensions.”™ Thus, a gap in the discourse
exists in analyzing the connection between Chinatown'’s architecture and how it conveys
the stories of the Chinese diaspora.

Although a homogenous architecture for Chinatowns was never developed, Chinatowns took
on a distinct exotic identity characterized by orientalism and ancient Chinese architecture.
The architecture expressed Chinese identity by replicating traditional architectural motifs
such as pagodas, upturned flying eaves and roof corners, recessed balconies, and paifang
(decorative gates). This exotic image of Chinatown was constructed in San Francisco as a
means of economic and social survival, what Umbach and Wishnoff call “strategic self-ori-
entalism” in Strategic Self-Orientalism. By contrast, New York City's Chinatown tends to
convey Chinese identity and culture through auspicious symbols and feng shui in design
elements and spatial organization.

In Learning from Chinatown: The Search for a Modern Chinese Identity 1911-1998,
Broudehoux calls Chinatown a hybrid architecture because itis a product of the architectural
and ideological climate of the time.” During the rebuilding of San Francisco’s Chinatown in
1906, the decision to capitalize on the exoticism of Chinese architecture resulted in buildings
designed by American architects who used images of monumental Chinese architecture
as references. However, buildings retained their conventional local structures and Oriental
representation was limited to facade treatment, roof overhangs, and the occasional corner
placement of small pagoda-like towers.

In Chinatown: un marquage ethnique de I'espace urbain, Liu argues that as an ethnic enclave,
Chinatowns are established and develop under the influence and tension between two cul-
tures and “duo-modernities” —Chinese and North American. Chinatowns retain traditional
Chinese essence but are adapted through interaction with their environment in the host
society. This amalgamation is clearly reflected in the hybridity of Chinatown architecture,
which merges urban vernacular architecture with Chinese iconography and signage. Josi
Ward also explores this duality in Dreams of Oriental Romance: Reinventing Chinatown in
1930s Los Angeles, through an analysis of two Chinese-themed areas in Los Angeles, China
City, and New Chinatown.”® China City retained a traditional aesthetic and was white-owned,
while the New Chinatown presented a modernized vision of Chinatown and was operated
by Chinese Americans.

In their work Chinatown, Not Coffeetown: Authenticity and Placemaking in Vancouver's
Chinatown, Leslie Shieh and Jessica Chen note that "authenticity is useful for thinking about
neighbourhood change, particularly in culture-based communities such as Chinatown,
because it draws attention to the retention of the culture and identity of a place and the con-
nections community members have to each other and to place.”” In some North American
cities, other Asian ethnic minorities immigrated and settled in Chinatown, developing a
multi-ethnic rather than monolithic ethnic space and adding further layers to its identity. In
their writing, From ethnic enclave to multi-ethnic translocal community, Abramson, Manzo,
and Hou argue that “the issue of cultural identity is critical to the continued social, cultural,
and political construction of a multiethnic neighborhood"”® such as Seattle's Chinatown-
International District. Umbach and Wishnoff cite this district of Seattle as an exception to
the scholarly tendency for Chinatown’s portrayal as “self-orientalization” in the first half of
the twentieth century.
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FIG. 2.
LITHOGRAPH DEPICTING
THE SING FAT CO., BUILDING,

SAN FRANCISCO, 1911.
SOURCE: SAN DIEGO STATE UNIVERSITY

DIGITAL COLLECTION, LOCAL ID: PC-004-078A.

Chinatown’s placemaking is understood as part of symbolic identity formation. The imagin-
ary geography of Chinatown as a “place” and the gradual transformation of the enclave into
gentrified or deteriorating neighbourhoods have detrimental effects on the community's
identity. For historic Chinatowns, identity is complex and fluid. Chinatown's identity is in flux
as it navigates changes in Chinese immigration patterns, demographics, roles, and meaning.

Chinatown Style of Architecture, Seeking
Authenticity in Culture and Identlty

“After an earthquake hit San Francisco’s Chinatown in 1906, a new identity was ascribed to
the Chinese population and Chinatowns. The Chinese merchant elites worked with White
architects to erase the old and villainized Chinatowns. The Chinese merchant elites self-ori-
entalized themselves to cater to tourists."?° The architectural style of Chinatowns, which
originated in San Francisco, was conceived by White architects at the time, based on frag-
ments of information available on Chinese architecture. The available information typically
consisted of photographs of Chinese imperial architecture, such as the Forbidden City, and
religious architecture, such as pagodas. Stand out characteristics of building exteriors were
pagoda-like towers with upturned eaves, Chinese motifs, the use of the colour red, yellow,
and green on facades.

CHIN a
| 5 "SAN FRANCISCO, CAL!FQRNIA
‘ BRANCH: 548-550

LOS AN

L@...,.,.,.u;... AR EIS %

The Sing Fat Co., Building (fig. 2), designed by architects
Ross and Burgren in 1907, was among the first businesses
rebuilt after the devastating earthquake and subsequent
fire in San Francisco. Its plan does not differ from similar
commercial buildings of the time. The facades and decora-
tive awnings were painted yellow, a colour traditionally
associated with the emperor. On the top of the roof, a
decorative pagoda serves as an architectural folly to attract
the eye as it does not have a functional spatial purpose.

In New York City, the On Leong Tong Merchants
Association was originally designed by Chinese American
architect Poy Gum Lee in 1948 but was completed by
and credited to Andrew J. Thomas in 1950. The latter had
adapted the project from an image of cultural hybridity
into a caricature-like design.?’ The remodelling included
recessed balconies, ornament, and a false roof mimicking
traditional Chinese forms.

Existing spaces were being adapted, creating a new hybrid
identity that was rooted in a stereotyped image of the
Chinese community—pagodas, archways, upturned roofs,
gardens, red and yellow colouring—much of which began
by looking back to imperial China, not a contemporary one??
but shifted as Chinatowns across North America were influ-
enced by the earliest Chinatown of San Francisco. Shortly

OUTH BROADWAY, S before New York's On Leong Tong Merchants Association

ELES.

: J was completed, the China Village urban renewal plan was

announced. A plan intended to improve Chinatown for its
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FIG. 3.

CHINATOWN PAGODA AND
VACANT RESTAURANT AT
CASS AVE. AND PETERBORO

ST., DETROIT, 2024.
SOURCE: PHOTO BY CHANEL VINET.

residents and the blending of modern Western buildings with sinicized ornament and colour.
Rather than looking to traditional architecture in China, San Francisco’s Chinatown was now
to be looked at as a reference and as a base standard of colour and ornament.??

These adaptations, though often facade and imitation, may now function as reminders of
Chinese American and Canadian communities where Chinatowns were lost. In cities like
Detroit, Michigan, and Eureka, California, it is now this type of visual language that signals
where Chinatowns and Chinese communities once existed. Detroit’s first Chinatown which
grew between 1890-1920, was displaced to the lower Cass Corridor in 1960 due to urban
renewal projects, and eventually lost by the 1990s due to dwindling populations, suburban-
ization, economic decline, and racially motivated crime causing further alienation. Now, few
material markers of Chinatown remain. An ancient pagoda placed to welcome Detroiters to
the new Chinatown location in the 1960s still stands and has since been refurbished (fig. 3).
Across the street, another red pagoda-like roof, the former Chung's restaurant building,
which has been largely unoccupied since its closure in 2000, still stands anticipating re-oc-
cupation and restoration.

In the case of Eureka, California, the Eureka Chinatown Monument is an anticipated col-
laborative community effort. The project proposes a landscaped parkette that would
incorporate a moon gate and gardens drawing from traditional architecture and a step-
stone historical timeline. It may serve as an educational tool, by resurfacing stories of
discrimination against Chinese people in the city, particularly in response to the Chinese
Exclusion Act and the subsequent 70-year expulsion of Chinese people from Eureka
beginning in 1885. The project acts as a step towards reconciliation and will commemor-
ate the city's former Chinatown history while pointing to its current active community. In
these cities that have lost their Chinatowns in the face of exclusion, anti-Asian racism, and
displacement, such physical characteristics hold the memories of a past community and
identify a current community that commemorates its Chinatown.
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FIG. 4.

CHINATOWN PUBLIC LIBRARY,
CHICAGO, SOM ARCHITECT.
SOURCE: JON MILLER | HEDRICH BLESSING

Spatial and Architectural Projects Commemorating
Chinatowns in North America

As Chinatowns demonstrate resilience and continually adapt to changing demographics and
surrounding influences, the architectural approaches within them follow suit. Community
members, activities, and architecture intermingle to create meaningful and culturally relevant
spaces true to contemporary Chinatowns. Examples of recent approaches in Chicago, San
Francisco, New York, Boston, Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver, and Calgary, emphasize story-
telling and preservation in the form of community building remodelling, parks, urban furniture
and interventions, research, and archival projects. Each is unique to its respective context
and city, but together they provide an overview of spatial practices of various typologies
and scales in North American Chinatowns. These projects honour history, memory, and
community connection, and respond to the growth and emotional needs of these culturally
rich and increasingly diverse neighbourhoods.

The Chicago Public Library opened its first Chinatown branch in 1972 before being outgrown
by active community members. In 1990, the second branch opened offering more exten-
sive library services, until it was outgrown once more, leading to the latest branch by SOM
Architect Collective in 2015 (fig. 4). Modeling public libraries as community centres, it wel-
comes people of all ages and increases long-term utility by providing flexible and adaptable
spaces. Through its south-facing entrance, rounded plan, central atrium, and fluid circula-
tion, it references feng shui principles and draws from traditional Chinese courtyards. Local
history and stories are brought to the interior spaces through a community-informed mural
by artist CJ Hungerman. Now a focal point of the neighbourhood, this library sustains the
sense of belonging within this active community by responding to its growth and providing
neighbourhood-specific resources.

The formerly named "Chinese Playground” has served the San Francisco Chinatown com-
munity since its initial opening in 1927. Renamed Willie "Woo Woo" Wong in 2006 in honour
of the local basketball star born and raised in this Chinatown, it was later followed by an

AGQ PUB[IC LIBRARY CHINATOMN Ay
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FIG. 5.
WILLIE "WOO WOO" WONG

PLAYGROUND, SAN FRANCISCO.
SOURCE: PHOTO BY BRUCE DAMONTE.

extensive multi-level remodel by CMG Landscape, reopened in 2021 (fig. 5). Influenced by
community engagement surveys, workshops, and meetings, the new design emphasizes
intergenerational activities, and features play structures inspired by Chinese mythology,
and the restoration of the original pagoda and murals. It restores a playground that has
served the community for nearly a century while emphasizing connection and cultural
heritage. A clubhouse designed by Jensen Architects serves as an indoor-outdoor com-
munity centre and is one of the many points of entry to the playground. As visitors enter
the space, they are welcomed with a mural by San Francisco-based artist Julia Chang
inspired by Chinese iconography and neighbourhood heritage, infusing site history and
culture into the new clubhouse.

In collaboration with the Boston Chinatown Neighbourhood Center, community members,
and landscape architect Prakkamakul designed interactive urban furniture displayed on an
empty lot near the Chinatown Gate in Boston in 2019. These pieces aim to take ownership of
the neighbourhood'’s physical space while preserving Chinatown's identity. The bright red
benches are rounded in shape, allowing the rocking movement of the benches to provide
comfort and gentle playfulness as people stop by to recharge. The etched quotes in English,
Mandarin, Cantonese, and Braille are from the conversations had between the design team
and residents who frequented the site before the intervention was added. They touch on
life in Chinatown, immigration to the United States, and the effects of gentrification on their
neighbourhood. The public installation is a reminder of history and unity.

Beginning in the summer of 2020, A+A+A Design Studio and Think!Chinatown—an inter-
generational non-profit working in arts and neighbourhood engagement based in Chinatown
Manhattan—began the design/build initiative Assembly for Chinatown, which provided res-
taurant owners with outdoor dining solutions. It aimed to help these businesses reopen and
adapt to post-COVID-19 pandemic shutdowns and worsening anti-Asian sentiment. This is
an example of reactive hyperlocal design and joint community efforts meant to complement
the city's top-down efforts. It bridges the gap to resources that are often unattainable to
business owners in Chinatown due to language and financial barriers. Itis a design method-
ology developed for and with the community and is an amenity for the entire neighbourhood,
created in collaboration with local artists.
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