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An Interview with Fritz Hubert

ith the launch of the
renovation project of the
old district of Qingdao

including Zhongshan Road and
Zhejiang Road, we are fortunate
enough to get the opportunity to
interview Fritz Hubert, the chief
consultant of this project. With
white hair, a mild smile and a pair
of glasses, he looks kind and gentle.

When asked about his ideas
concerning the renovation, he
answered, "The plan is to showcase
German architecture by creating
German shops, art galleries, theaters
and so forth. We'll also study traffic
patterns to avoid congestion. And
finally, we should harmonize old

German houses with new Chinese
houses and buildings."

Traffic is almost always a problem
here in Shinan district. Concerning
this problem, Mr. Hubert also gave
us some of his ideas: "I'm thinking
about letting Zhongshan Road
remain a pedestrian street while
making Zhejiang Road a mixed one
with both pedesttians and vehicles."

What about the parking problem?
You must not have failed to observe
those cars clustering on both sides
of the road. Mr. Hubert answered
that there are basically two solutions
-- one is to build an underground
parking lot, making use of a nearby
concrete field somewhat like a park;
the other is for the community to
contract with a nearby skyscraper
whose underground floor is vacant
to make it a public parking lot.

In spite of the traffic, Mr. Hubert
is also willing to add a little human
flavor to this district. Just like the
essayist Hilaire Belloc, he prefers
crooked streets to straight ones. It
appears that the rectangular style
does not appeal to him so much.
He wants people to take a walk
along a crooked street where they
could be here at one moment and
there at another. He'd like people
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to be amazed by frequent surprises,
instead of being able to view the
whole street at a glance. Actually,
back in 1900, his grandfather had
participated in a project adopting
this "crooked street" concept.

"The surroundings of the old
buildings such as gardens with old
trees, courtyards, walls and iron
fences, are as important as the
buildings themselves. It is necessary
to preserve them, too."

Then what's the fate of those ugly-
looking electricity wires hanging in
the air? "They are not only ugly, they
are dangerous. A flying kite caught
by the wires can kill a child," Mr.
Fritz answered. "These wires will be
buried underground together with
other facilities such as water and
drainage. Consequently, the road
will be paved with plaster instead of
concrete in order to facilitate their
maintenance."

When we moved on to the
renovation of the old buildings, he
stressed that it should be as energy-
efficient as possible. He suggested
that a second layer of windows be
installed with certain distance from
the outer windows to retain the
heat and keep warmth in winter
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or the cool in summer, instead of
merely depending on heaters and
air-conditioners. "If you want to
be healthy and comfortable, just go
outside and start jogging. Depend
on your own body instead of the
house," he added. After all, houses
need to breathe, too.

Mr.Hubert pays much attention to
keeping the originality of the old
buildings. He takes it as a maxim to
keep as much as possible the original
ones instead of replacing them
with new ones in a rush towards
renovation. Rather than changing
the window-frames, balconies and
old wooden doors into modern
ones made out of aluminum or
steel, he prefers to keep and restore
the ongmal accessories. Of course,
it’s not possible because of the bad
condition, and then they should be
replaced in the traditional manner.
Yet will those wooden ones remain
in good condition for a long time?
"They would last for a hundred
years. What's more, if they are
made of oak, they can stand for
five hundred years. So it won't
be a problem using wood as the
material."

Take tiles as another example: only
the damaged ones, instead of the
entire roof, will be replaced. Again,
how long will these new tiles stand
the wear and tear? "The new tiles
would probably last for 40 years,
or perhaps 60 years if under good
care," Mr. Fritz said. Furthermore,
he suggested that when building
a new house, extra tiles should be
stored so that the damaged ones
can be replaced without being too
conspicuous.

In addition to originality, Mr.
Hubert also attaches great
importance to the variety of the
living environment. "Rich and poor
together make the city function.
There ought to be shoemakers
and people who make and sell
bread in a community. Leave the
residents in the building. Do not



throw them out. Actually, there is
a chance that they can help with
the renovation and maintenance of

these buildings."

Though he appreciates Qingdao's
efforts to renew the old district,
he still has some disagreements.
When asked about his opinion with
regard to decorating all the shops
in German style and rendering the
entire street into European style,
Mr. Fritz said, "Generally speaking,
Chinese have a misunderstanding
about 'German atchitecture. They
are not renovating or constructing
real German buildings. They
are doing it in accordance to the
'German architecture' in their mind.
Lots of special German buildings
clustered together are not German
in reality. You cannot find a street
like that in Germany."

"One more point: it appears a little
bit strange to me to decorate them
in the so-called 'German style." We
Germans do not make the new
old," he said. "Personally, I would
combine the modern with the
ancient."

Differences are unavoidable, but
fortunately we can draw lessons
from those differences. "A Master
Plan is a must," Mr. Hubert urged,
"What Chinese are doing now is
restoring one spot and then another
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in an isolated fashion. We also have
to consider the city plan, traffic,
pedestrian zones, the synergy of
living, services, shops, and so forth.
You have to be far-sighted. You
must see beyond the boundary of
merely several years."

The laws here should also be more
comprehensive, according to Mr.
Hubert. "In Germany, those who
construct buildings without required
facilities such as heating to go with
them would face punishment by law.
It seems that this does not happen
hete in China. What's more, when
you want to build a high building,
you are required to negotiate with
your neighborts, such as perhaps a
kindergarten, and pay them a certain
amount of money; otherwise you

could be punished.”

Chief consultant of the renovation

project as he is, Fritz Hubert
does not work here in Qingdao.
He works most of his time in
Germany, though, he usually comes
to Qingdao about every six weeks
to present his draft plans and talk
with other consultants as well as
the decision-makers for about a
week or so. During the six weeks in
Germany, he stays in contact with
them through e-mail.

Unlike most architects, Mr. Hubert
works half-independently. He
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works in his office alone, but in the
meantime he has independent and
creative” employees". He would
designate certain parts of the
project to certain employees; while
still have a firm hold over a project
on a whole. "But you have to know
them. You have to know what they
are good at. And they also have to
know me. Most of my 'employees'
have been working with me for 10
to 15 years."

As an architect, how does
Mr. Hubert conceive Chinese
architecture? "Where are your
Chinese buildings?" he asked.
"I can't find many Chinese
characteristics in Chinese buildings
now. Chinese architects should
develop their own modern Chinese-
style buildings rather than merely
learning from other countries."

Architecture, what's more, is not
the only subject Mr. Hubert is
enthusiastic about. As we have seen
in the previous paragraph, he lays
great emphasis on energy efficiency.
"To produce energy by wind, tide,
sun, and especially hot underground
water,” are among his futuristic
ideas. "Energy-efficiency is not
merely a kind of knowledge. You
have to do it!"

"You have to do it!" With this
exclamation, our interview
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concluded. Let's keep our fingers
crossed concerning the renovation
project! -Laura Wu
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