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Activate “today” in ancient city of Dali

The old city district of Dali is one of the famous 
tourist’s destination in Yunnan, China. More than 
40 million tourists visit Dali every year to see 
this “ancient city.” The city continuously develops 
tourists facilities and its old cityscape. The devel-
opment of Dali old city is highly focusing on tour-
ism, and the city’s main streets are full of souvenir 
shops and new buildings decorated as “old.” 
However, those tourism developments are intend-
ing to keep the city as “old” and concentrating in 
the city’s central area, the west side. The east side 
of the city is left out from the tourism develop-
ment and remain as “today.” But public facilities 
such as schools, markets, hospitals, the cultural 
and religious place are all in the west, and the east 
area is lacking lively public spaces. 
 
This project aims for developing today’s life in the 
east area of the city and keep touristic develop-
ments stay in the west. The main focus is develop-
ing an unutilized green space next to the military 
base in the south. Improving the accessibility 
from the surrounding and adding leisure and 
educational values to collaborate with the existing 
function on the west side. At the same time, open 
the existing green assets in the north to the public 
and create a new north-south spine of the public 
spaces in the east side. Convert inactive tourist 
facilities into new multifamily housings and 
support the new residents. In the end, the east side 
becomes “the center of today” from “the outside 
of the old.” 
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Activate “today” 
The old city of Dali is a famous 
tourists’ destination in Yunnan, 
China. Old cityscape and the trace of 
ancient city structure attracts millions 
of people every year. However, its 
tourism development does not have 
enough power to cover the whole 
city. Some places do not have enough 
attention from the city, lacking with 
the	liveliness	and	could	not	define	
their character. 
Moreover, the development of the city 
is focusing on making an old city for 
tourists and locals’ life of today is left 
behind from its strategy.  
 
This project is aiming for activating 
those inactive areas not for tourists 
but for people who live in the city and 
enable them to update today’s life in 
the heritage city.
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Concept
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South Reservoir park

The main aim of this project is to activate South Reservoir, which is currently only used for parking 
space. Improve accessibility, add leisure and educational functions, and organize the water quality 
treatment	flow	synchronized	with	leisure	activities.	
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proposal:
Herb garden & cooking studio
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Traditional herbal medecine in Dali 
The altitude of Dali city is about 2100m 
above the sea level. Cang mountain in the 
west is about 4200m high. This geograph-
ical feature enables Dali to produce rare 
herbs. Herbal medicine in Dali has a long 
history related to Bai culture. It adapted to 
today’s Chinese patent medicine. Today, 

Dali is producing  300 tons of Chinese 
patent medicine every year. 
Herb garden and cooking studio are de-
signed to enlight this local product.  They 
give opportunities to learn how to use 
traditional Chinese herbs in daily food. The 
garden and the studio will collaborate with 

the Chinese medicine clinic and the organic 
restaurant in the city and brings people who 
are interested in organic food and health 
down to the park. The place also gives 
learning opportunity to the local students to 
understand the cultural and natural value of 
their city.
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Relation with the suroundings

The west side of the herb garden is open to the residential area of the city. The other side is open to the 
city gate area, which is one of the tourists’ attractions in the city. 
Herb garden and the cooking studio will collaborate with the Chinese medicine clinic and the organic 
restaurant in the city and brings people who are interested in organic food and health down to the park. 
Those places are also aiming to give opportunities for learning and leisure to students from two middle 
schools in the city.

The north-west entrance of the park. People can 
see the cooking studio on the left. 
The iconic tree is one of the popular features of 
the village entrance and square in Bai custom.

The north-east entrance of the park. 
Connect	their	3m	of	height	difference	
by stairs and slopes and make people 
access easily to the park.

Playground for kids is designed in the south of the park. Kids from kindergarten and families 
visiting the art center can walk along the stone wall of the military and experience its old city 
structure.	Since	the	military	base	is	blocking	the	commercial	activities	and	vehicle	flow,	kids	
can take a safe and quiet path to visit the park. 
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Water	treatment	flow	&	activities

Water quality of the South Reservoir needs treatment. 
First, create the water garden in the north part. It uses 
plants and biotechnology to absorb pollution. At the 
same	time,	install	water	purification	facilities	to	the	
existing	water	monitoring	office	to	help	to	purify	wa-
ter. The water treatment station pumps up the water 
from the water garden and cleans the water into level 
II, which is the level of tap water in China. This water 
from the station will release in kids playground for 
recreation and go down to the south of the reservoir. 
The reservoir is split into three zones by bridges. 
The sluice gates under the bridges control the water 
to	flow	from	south	to	north.		The	cleaned	water	from	
the station stored in the south and gradually released 
in the north. The south area will open for swimming 
after collected enough water from the station. 17



Trace of the old city frame
The 7m high dike is surrounding the south and east side 
of South Reservoir.  Although this dike is blocking the 
access and the visual connection from outside to the 
reservoir, this soil wall is the part of the old city frame.  
The openings to this soil wall are restricted to one place 
to keep the characteristic of the heritage.  
Two stairs are leading people not to climb the random 
place of the dike and emphasizing the strict feature of the 
old city frame.

On the other hand, inside of the dike has open and soft features. The gradual 
slopes make wheelchairs and strollers easy to go up and down the wall. The 
wide stairs facing the water become terrace to sit and rest.

18



Open the fringe of North Reservoir

New housing with 
traditional typology

before before

before

after

A section B section

C section
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after

C

A

B

North Reservoir had been turned into the theater stadium and 
surrounded by fences. However, North Reservoir has rich 
green assets inside, and those should be open to the public to 
provide a better visual environment to the city. Open those 
greens on the fringe to the public and create a safe walk path 
around the theater.  
Closing down the theater and recovering the reservoir should 
also be discussed for the future. Opening up the fringe green 
to	the	public	is	just	the	first	step.

Some inactive tourists facilities should be closed and 
turned into the houses. The new public environment of 
South Reservoir will attract more young people to live 
in this area. Scale up the Bai housing style Tree Cham-
ber One Screen Wall to the multiple family housings. 
Courtyard and inner terrace corridor help people interact 
with each other and create a new community.  Bai style 
architectural feature will not only keep cityscape of Dali 
in traditional style but also keep their traditional custom 
to today.

21



Appendix: 
research and analysis

Site contidions
Fact sheets

Bai architectural style and structure of the city
Bai architectural elements and city scape

The site from photographs

Reflection
Developing tourism and updating the lifestyle of locals are a 
dilemma for Dali. It is a challenge for many tourism cities. The 
demand for old history and traditional culture in China are huge. 
Tourists	are	consuming	the	different	cultures	of	ethnic	minorities.	
This project is challenging to those issues. The aim of this project 
is not rejecting tourism but co-exist with them. Keep developing 
tourism and develope public spaces for locals at the same time. 
The new public spaces show a new face of the city, and it will 
attract not only locals but also tourists. The new public facili-
ties enlight local tradition and custom, make locals realize what 
qualities they have and what should keep. Exposing the life to the 
tourists and exaggerate the culture for tourists have a fear of losing 
everyday important customs. Understand the traditional customs, 
adopt them into modern life, and keep them for the next genera-
tion. This project is one of the suggestion to achieve this future.
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Site conditions

Dali is the city located in the south-west of 
China, almost close to the Myanmar border. It 
has a beautiful lake Erhai in front and dynam-
ic mountain range Cang mountain in behind. 
Erhai is 40 minutes walk, and  Cang mountain 
is 30 minutes walk from the city. But the lake 
does not have a proper walk path around. And 
for the mountain,  there is no way to get in the 
mountain without a fee. Dali is rich in natural 
resources, but they are not for daily leisure.

Dali old city has four unique areas. The 
largest area is the touristic area. It has 
commercial streets with souvenir shops 
and restaurants for tourists, several tem-
ples, a history museum, and large hotels. 
The market area has one large market hall 
in the middle, and shops in this area are 
selling daily goods and groceries. The hos-
pital area is a large general hospital, and 
it is the medical center of the region. And 
the military zone in the south is blocking 
the city’s movement and creating a void 
in the city. 
Besides those characters of areas, the city 
has several schools. Two middle schools 
are close to each other, and some streets in 
the touristic area are full of students in a 
specific	time.

1.
5 
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Bai architectural elements
& city scape

White colored wall with light blue decoration is a typical Dali city’s 
color tone.  
Edge of the tiled roof is curving upward. Center of the screen walls has 
calligraphy, which is wishing good luck or showing the name of the 
household. Decoration in the frame of the walls which look like tiles is 
paintings. 
Not only white walls, but there are also old stone walls. 
Square and entrance of Bai village have an iconic large tree. 
Those architectural elements are creating the unique cityscapes of Dali.
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History of Dali old city
  779  Established as capital of Nanzhao南诏
  937  Dali kingdom
1256  Liang Kingdom
1390  Ming Dynasty -> part of China

Fact sheet
Scale of Dali

Climate of Dali

Bai architecture style 
& the city structure
Bai housing typology

LiFang planning system

Bai ethnic’s housing style called “Three Chambers 
and One Screen Wall(三方一照壁).” It generally 
puts the main chamber on the mountainside and 
facing east.

fig01

fig02

Dali old city district was established as the 
capital of Nanzhao in the late 8th century by 
Bai people. It is the time of Tang dynasty in 
China. Square shaped city frame is a typical 
feature of the city planning system in that 
age.

Dali is rural prefecture in Yunnan prov-
ince.	It	is	an	hour	flight	and	2	hours	by	
fast train from the capital city Kunming. 
Dali city is the center city of Dali Prefec-
ture, and Dali old city is the one district 
in Dali city.
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Ethnic groups in Dali city

Distribution of ethnic groups in Dali by regeion

State-recognized Ethnic Groups in China

Tourism in Dali
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Tourists’ commercial area

1

2

4
5

6

3

The site from photographs

1

3

5

2

4

6

33



Market area
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City walls and gates
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The site from photographs 37



Religious places
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Military base and walls
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North Reservoir
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South Reservoir
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