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Abstract:	 With	 the	 development	 of	 human	 civilisation,	 the	 urban	 environment	 is	 renovated	 continually.	
Although	a	new	building	often	appears	in	an	environment	as	an	independent	form,	people	will	interact	with	the	
whole	urban	environment	such	as	a	street,	a	road	and	a	square,	rather	than	with	an	individual	building.	Frederick	
(2007)	 points	 out	 that	 ‘beauty’	 is	 usually	 due	 more	 to	 the	 harmonious	 relationship	 among	 elements	 of	
composition	 than	 to	 the	 elements	 themselves.	 This	 paper	 will	 focus	 on	 three	 aspects	 (reflection	 and	
transparency;	distance;	and	pattern	and	rhyme)	to	explore	how	a	new	building	integrates	into	its	surroundings	
in	the	visual	dimension.	The	harmonious	architectural	martials	could	be	the	driving	force	behind	the	evolution	
of	the	regional	culture,	and	will	stimulate	the	regional	identity.		
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1. Background		
Humans	can	interact	with	the	built	environment	in	a	variety	of	ways.	Visual	perception	is	one	
of	the	most	direct	ways	to	 identify	the	place;	 it	 is	a	medium	to	connect	not	only	concrete	
constructions	 and	 mental	 thoughts	 but	 also	 professional	 architects	 and	 the	 public.	 The	
information	delivery	of	vision	can	stimulate	human	psychological	activities	and	assessment	to	
the	built	environment.		

One	 approach	 to	 discussing	 architectural	 development	 is	 by	 analogy	 with	 human	
manners.	Human	manners	can	be	exhibited	through	communing	with	others;	similarly,	Zhao	
et	al.	 (2004)	state	that	a	building	can	express	 its	 ‘personality’	by	building	space,	types	and	
surface;	 this	 kind	 of	 information	 delivery	 will	 lead	 to	 interaction	 with	 the	 building	
surroundings	to	reflect	the	building’s	‘manners’.	The	similar	idea	is	proposed	by	Littlefield	and	
Lewis	(2007)	as	well,	they	argue	that	buildings	have	voices	and	that	it	 is	worth	listening	to	
what	they	have	to	say.	For	example,	in	this	anthropological	reading	a	building	can	be	bold,	
confident,	brash,	self-effacing,	humble,	respectful	(Carmona,	2010).		

It	is	clear	that	some	maverick	architectures	which	are	full	of	confidence	and	arrogance,	
not	only	show	the	development	of	building	technology	but	also	become	tourist	attractions	to	
promote	regional	development;	representative	architects	of	this	approach	are	Frank	Owen	
Gehry,	Santiago	Calatrava	Valls	and	Zaha	Hadid.	However,	 such	 flamboyance	 is	 rare;	most	
buildings	play	as	reliable	members	of	the	chorus,	instead	of	a	soloist	(Tibbalds,	2012).	Further,	
‘designing	a	new	building	with	 few	apparent	concessions	 to	 the	existing	spatial	and	visual	
character	can	lead	to	vibrant	contrast,	but	the	approach	is	eminently	capable	of	producing	a	
disastrous	 result	 in	 the	 form	 of	 arrogant	 exhibitionism’	 (Wells-Thorpe,	 1998).	 Therefore,	
integration	 is	 an	 important	 element	 to	 evaluate	 whether	 a	 new	 building	 is	 polite	 to	 the	
context.	

The	 purpose	 of	 this	 research	 is	 to	 analyse	 how	 a	 new	 building	 integrates	 into	 its	
surroundings	in	the	visual	dimension.	The	integration	strategies	will	focus	on	three	aspects	to	
explore	 a	 ‘well-mannered’	 building,	 namely,	 reflection	 and	 transparency,	 distance,	 and	
pattern	and	rhyme.		



2. Reflection	and	Transparency	
Cantacuzino	(1994)	points	out	that	materials	are	one	of	the	most	important	criteria	for	the	
harmonious	integration	of	new	buildings	into	existing	contexts.	Reflection	and	transparency	
relate	primarily	 to	 the	materials	of	building	 facades,	such	as	glass	and	mirrored	materials.	
New	buildings	covered	by	these	materials	can	‘disappear’	into	the	surroundings.	They	seem	
to	be	standing	on	the	side	of	the	established	urban	settings	‘silently’,	and	‘humbly	listening’	
to	neighbours	telling	stories	about	the	past	here.	

2.1 ‘Humble’	characteristic	
The	proportion	relates	to	the	ratio	of	solid	to	void	in	a	building’s	façade	or	the	way	in	which	
windows	are	arranged	in	relation	to	solid	wall	elements.	Due	to	the	limitations	of	architectural	
technology	in	the	past,	traditional	street	scenes	built	in	load-bearing	masonry	tend	to	have	
the	 larger	 proportion	 of	 solid	 wall	 on	 an	 independent	 building	 (Carmona,	 2010),	 which	
enhanced	a	sense	of	existence	 through	hindering	people’s	visual	axes.	However,	owing	 to	
improved	 durability,	 safety,	 appearance	 and	 efficiency	 of	 transparent	 materials,	 these	
materials	are	more	widely	used	in	the	contemporary	built	environment	(Pariafsai,	2016).	

The	development	of	technology	promotes	the	diversity	of	architectural	concepts.	Some	
architects	tend	to	create	new	buildings	to	integrate	daringly	into	established	urban	settings.	
For	example,	Kengo	Kuma	proposed	the	theory	of	making	the	building	‘disappear’	from	the	
environment.	According	to	Kuma’s	theory,	when	in	the	process	of	trying	to	erase	the	building	
from	 its	 environment,	 architects	will	 face	 the	 challenge	of	 the	 overwhelming	 presence	of	
materials	 (Bognar	 and	 Kuma,	 2009).	 Reflective	 and	 transparent	 materials,	 which	 contain	
strong	non-solid	properties,	 could	be	one	of	 the	best	ways	 to	undertake	 this	 challenge.	A	
building	 decorated	 with	 reflective	 or	 transparent	 materials	 will	 blur	 the	 architectural	
boundary	 (Yang,	 2016).	 Thus,	 it	 reduces	 the	 impact	 on	 the	 surroundings	 to	 achieve	 the	
integration.	

Solid	 materials,	 such	 as	 stone	 and	 concrete,	 need	 decoration	 and	 arrangement	 to	
present	 visual	 effects.	 By	 contrast,	 reflective	 and	 transparent	materials	 such	 as	 glass	 and	
mirrored	materials,	are	relatively	‘easier’.	They	will	be	decorated	by	reflecting	or	transmitting	
the	scenery	of	their	surroundings.	It	 is	clear	that	keeping	consistent	with	surroundings	is	a	
successful	form	made	of	integration.	Reflective	and	transparent	façades	can	provide	endless	
possibilities	in	aesthete	and	atmosphere	to	surrounding	public	realms.		

Although	reflective	and	transparent	façades	can	make	the	buildings	disappear	into	their	
neighbours,	 a	 large	 number	 of	 new	 buildings	 which	 have	 dominating	 positions	 in	 the	
architectural	area	have	become	the	pride	of	their	regions.	The	‘well-mannered’	new	buildings	
can	 realise	 that	 they	 lack	 a	historical	 trace.	 Therefore,	 they	decide	 to	 ‘quietly	 learn’	 from	
‘seniors’	who	have	already	established	the	place	identity,	to	fill	the	weakness.	It	can	be	seen	
as	a	 ‘humble’	characteristic	which	 is	defined	as	 tending	 to	consider	yourself	as	 ‘having	no	
special	importance	that	makes	you	better	than	others	and	not	proud’	(Cambridge	Dictionary,	
2018a).		

In	short,	a	new	building	can	show	the	‘humble	characteristic’	through	using	reflective	
and	 transparent	 façades	 to	 integrate	 into	 the	 established	 built	 environment.	Meanwhile,	
making	oneself	hide	in	the	urban	surroundings,	the	‘humble’	building	can	still	be	the	centre	
of	attention.	

3. Distance	
Heritage	buildings	are	lonely	in	the	crowded	urban	environment.	It	is	the	reason	that	they	are	
surrounded	by	the	jagged	scales	of	contemporary	buildings.	The	crowded	urban	environment	



seems	to	become	visual	screens	to	interrupt	the	sight	lines	of	people,	so	that	the	heritage	
cannot	be	shown	to	the	public.	This	section	will	focus	on	the	space	concession	of	the	new	
building	which	aims	to	bring	‘visual	respect’	to	heritages.	

3.1 ‘Respectful’	characteristic	
The	urban	environment	can	be	compared	to	a	museum;	storing	the	historical	memory	and	
place	identity;	the	heritage	buildings	are	the	objects	in	this	museum.	The	sight	lines	of	the	
people	in	this	museum	are	important	to	influence	their	movement	(Hiller,	1996).	Hence,	the	
objects	 (heritage	 buildings)	 should	 be	 displayed	 in	 eye-catching	 places	 instead	 of	 a	 dark	
corner	 in	 the	museum	 (urban	 environment).	 However,	 various	 buildings	 are	 occupying	 a	
shared	 and	 crowded	 urban	 environment;	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 provide	 unshielded	 space	 to	
celebrate	 the	 individual	 heritage.	 Providing	 good	 eye	 connection	 to	 heritage	 buildings	 in	
crowded	urban	environment	will	play	a	significant	role	in	integration	design.	

Visual	 interaction	with	the	heritage	buildings	relates	to	the	building	scale.	The	scale,	
which	 is	 different	 from	 the	 size,	 is	 the	perception	of	 that	 object	 relative	 to	 other	 objects	
around	it	and	people’s	perception	of	those	objects	(Carmona,	2010).	According	to	the	scale	
of	the	heritage	buildings,	the	interruption	of	sight	lines	can	be	divided	into	two	possibilities.		

Firstly,	due	to	the	limitations	of	a	human’s	view,	larger-scale	buildings	are	important	for	
viewing	over	longer	distances	(Carmona,	2010).	By	contrast,	a	few	built	sites	can	provide	a	
satisfactory	distance	to	the	heritage	in	the	urban	environment	without	any	obstructions.	Thus,	
changing	the	position	of	the	viewpoint	makes	it	possible	to	increase	the	sight	distance.	For	
example,	Figure	1	shows	that	if	the	person	stands	on	the	ground,	the	sight	distance	towards	
to	the	object	is	‘X’;	if	the	person	who	can	see	the	object	stands	on	the	roof,	the	sight	distance	
is	‘Y’,	which	is	much	longer	than	‘X’.	

	
Figure	1.	The	sight	distances	towards	to	the	object.	

Secondly,	it	is	necessary	for	the	built	environment	to	guide	the	heritage	buildings.	The	
new	building	should	give	space	to	make	the	sight	line	pass	through	and	touch	the	heritage.	
For	instance,	people	standing	in	the	central	street	of	One	New	Change	can	see	the	St.	Paul's	
Cathedral	through	the	gap.	At	the	same	time,	the	reflective	material	on	the	façade	of	the	One	
New	 Change	 blurs	 the	 boundary;	 and	 the	 reflective	 surface	 shows	 multiple	 fragmented	
images	of	the	cathedral,	which	can	attract	people's	attention	(Figure	2).	



	
Figure	2.	One	New	Change	provides	a	visual	guidance	for	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral	in	London	city	centre.	

The	 integration	 of	 historic	 conservation	 with	 surrounding	 concerns	 has	 become	 an	
innate	 feature	of	 an	agenda	 to	 support	 sustainability	 (Bullen	and	Love,	2009).	 In	essence,	
giving	distance	to	the	sight	line	is	the	‘respectful	behaviour’	shown	towards	heritage	buildings;	
meanwhile,	creating	harmonious	coexistence	by	‘respecting’	each	other	can	be	the	driving	
force	 behind	 the	 development	 of	 integration	 (Mayor,	 1995).	 Furthermore,	 the	 role	 of	
building’s	‘respect’	does	not	just	act	on	the	two;	it	has	the	deeper	implication.	A	‘respectful’	
building	is	a	medium	which	connects	the	public	and	the	heritage	as	well.	

4. Pattern	and	Rhyme	
Pattern	and	rhyme	are	like	principles	to	unify	the	architectural	style	of	the	whole	street	to	
achieve	 the	 purpose	 of	 integration.	 New	 buildings	 are	 seeking	 similar	 elements	 from	 the	
neighbours	which	can	build	an	‘affinitive	sense’	to	the	surroundings.	To	some	extent,	the	new	
building	‘learned’	the	old	neighbours’	elements	and	‘radiated’	the	light	of	a	new	age.	

4.1 	‘Affinitive’	characteristic	
Pattern	and	rhyme	involve	similarity	in	the	elements	of	the	building	and	its	neighbours.	They	
will	inherit	the	key	elements	of	the	regional	architecture,	and	continue	the	people’s	memory	
and	perception	of	the	place.		

A	new	building,	which	has	similarity	with	its	neighbours,	can	be	defined	as	possessing	
affinitive	 character	 (Cambridge	 Dictionary,	 2018b).	 Since	 affinity	 can	 help	 overcome	 the	
effects	of	visual	differentiation	such	as	size,	material	and	style;	this	strategy	is	widely	used	in	
the	visual	integration,	for	example,	Tate	Modern	in	London	uses	similar	materials	to	express	
the	old	and	new	as	a	whole.		

Smith	(1980:	74)	argues	that	 ‘rhyme	patterns	do	not	comprise	simple	repetition	and	
copy,	as	in	fabrics	and	wallpaper,	and	are	better	considered	as	a	system	in	which,	while	there	
may	not	be	‘point-to-point	correspondence’,	there	is	nevertheless	substantial	affinity’.	The	
visual	 integration	of	urban	 space	 is	unified	 through	 repetition	of	a	particular	architectural	
‘style’.	At	one	extreme,	uniformity	or	matching	involves	imitating	or	copying	the	local	spatial	
and	visual	character.	Such	an	approach	can,	however,	dilute	and	weaken	the	qualities	it	seeks	
to	retain	(Carmona,	2010).	After	all,	facades	are	designed	for	private	interest,	they	desire	for	
novelty	and	individualism.	Thus,	Carmona	(2010)	emphasises	that	buildings	with	pattern	and	
rhyme	can	exhibit	great	variety	and	yet	are	unified	by	common	design	patterns	or	motifs.	He	
explains	the	ideas	further:	‘Unifying	elements	may	be	present	in	the	form	of,	for	example,	the	
building	silhouette;	consistent	plot	widths;	fenestration	patterns;	proportions;	massing;	the	
treatment	of	entrances;	materials;	details;	scale;	style;	etc.’	

In	 addition,	 pattern	 and	 rhyme	 are	 the	 key	 part	 of	 the	 transition.	 The	 transition	 is	
the	process	of	changing	from	one	form	or	condition	to	another	(Cambridge	Dictionary,	2018c),	



in	which	 the	 two	adjoining	 stages	 should	 contain	 the	 same	elements.	 If	 the	new	building	
transits	 from	the	old	one,	 the	elements	on	the	side	of	 the	old	building	must	be	repeated;	
otherwise,	the	transition	will	be	replaced	by	contrast.	Therefore,	the	transition	contains	not	
only	the	changing	but	also	the	repetition.	

Overall,	an	‘affinitive’	new	building	uses	a	new	architectural	language	to	describe	the	
traditional	elements.	Pattern	and	rhyme	not	only	are	important	means	of	integrating	a	new	
building	into	the	traditional	context,	but	also	can	make	the	aesthetics	of	the	built	environment	
achieve	organic	development.	

5. Conclusion	
This	paper	attempted	to	analyse	buildings’	integration	with	their	surroundings	in	the	visual	
dimension.	 It	 can	 find	 that	 the	 buildings	 can	 present	 their	 ‘humbleness’	 through	 ‘hiding’	
themselves	by	reflection	and	transparency,	can	demonstrate	‘respect’	to	the	others	through	
retreating	 or	 providing	 distance,	 and	 can	 evoke	 ‘affinity’	 through	 continuing	 traditional	
elements	 in	 a	 contemporary	 way	 via	 pattern	 and	 rhyme.	 Additionally,	 through	 the	 case	
studies,	one	strategy	can	be	used	with	others	in	a	new	building.	If	a	‘well-mannered’	building	
has	 ‘pleasant’	 personality,	 such	 as	 ‘humbleness’,	 ‘respect’	 and	 ‘affinity’,	 it	 may	 be	 more	
popular.					

The	existent	surroundings	store	people’s	memory	of	the	place.	However,	integration	is	
different	 from	 stagnation.	 A	 ‘well-mannered’	 building	 will	 not	 only	 make	 the	 memory	
continue,	but	also	satisfy	people’s	needs	of	contemporary	activities	and	visual-aesthetic.	The	
‘well-mannered’	buildings	also	can	demonstrate	individualism	and	strong	identification,	even	
becoming	landmarks	in	their	cities.		
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