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Figure 3.6 Highlighting key moments in Chinatown's history which define its architecture 



M i t c h e l l  | 26 
 
 Special District Design Guidelines: In order to preserve and enhance the historic 

character of Chinatown, the following objectives are stated in the City and County's zoning 

code and the Land Use Ordinance20

 

: 

1. Help promote the long-term economic viability of the Chinatown District as a unique 

community of retail, office and residential uses 

2. Retain the low-rise urban form and character of the historic interior core of Chinatown 

while allowing for moderate redevelopment at the mauka and makai edges of the 

district 

3. Retain and enhance pedestrian-oriented commercial uses and building design, 

particularly on the ground level 

4. Preserve and restore, to the extent possible, buildings and sites of historic, cultural, 

and/or architectural significance, and encourage new development which is compatible 

with and complements these buildings and sites, primarily through building materials 

and finishes, architectural detailing, and provisions for pedestrian amenities, such as 

storefront windows and historic signage details  

 

 

       
(a)    Source: Honolulu Department of Land Utilization       (b) Source: Honolulu Department of Land Utilization 

 

Figure 3.7 (a) Typical building façade in Honolulu Chinatown  

(b) Façade components required to incorporate for new buildings in Chinatown 

                                                           
20 Honolulu Department of Land Utilization, Chinatown: Special District Design Guidelines, (Honolulu: Department of 
Land Utilization, City and County of Honolulu, 1991) 3. 
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C.  Conclusion 

 

 San Francisco and Honolulu's Chinatown district are great examples of historical 

communities that exist within a dense city environment and illustrate the essence of 

Chinatowns throughout the United States, all which contain a concentration of alleyways. As 

integral components of the city fabric, several Chinatowns have started to implement design 

guidelines in order to preserve their architectural appearance and historic character. However, 

these guidelines only refer to the design of the storefronts facing the main street, not the 

alleyways. While the front facades are dictated to all look the same, the alleyways are open to 

design interpretation and unbounded by rules. This in turn creates a wonderful juxtaposition of 

the facade's texture and form, and the opportunity for the implementation of innovative design 

to effectively use the alleyway space. 
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4 MATERIAL STUDY: TRANSFORMABLE SYSTEMS 

 

 Transformable systems are the best built installation to insert into alleyways due to 

their ability to change based on user, community events and site conditions. Understanding the 

different types of transformable systems and their movement patterns are key to creating a 

successful intervention. The installation that will be used for this project is the telescopic 

square tube due to its wide range of movements and adaptability. 

 

A. Typology + Movement Patterns 

 

Transformable architecture is a versatile tool that is able to adapt to different needs of 

the occupant. Temporary architecture guru, Robert Kronenburg states, “Architecture that is 

designed for adaptation recognizes that the future is not finite, that change is inevitable, but 

that a framework is an important element in allowing that change to happen.”21

 

 The type of 

movement the structure is able to perform is key to the transformability and overall framework 

of its form and function.   

Transformable design can be broken down into four main categories: sliding, folding, 

expanding, and connections.  In Figure 4.1, a catalog of these typologies illustrates the 

different movement patterns and advantages of transformable architecture. The movements of 

these structures allow for a wide range of opportunities such as hiding or revealing elements 

and being able to compartmentalize and transport them in an easy manner. They are also 

capable of creating a wide range of design opportunities with a few extra components and the 

unique way it is able to create space. The benefit of transformable design is the ability to 

create more design possibilities for different kinds of spaces and uses less material and effort. 

The ability for multifunctional use with minimal alterations is the biggest asset of these 

transformable systems. 

 

A flexible structural system is a great instrument to incorporate and conform to 

alleyway site conditions. Alleys are narrow and provide little space for built elements to be 

placed into the site. Transformable structures, with their modular and moveable components, 

are attractive design solutions to enhance and utilize in alleyways.  

                                                           
21 Robert Kronenburg, Flexible: Architecture That Responds to Change (London: Laurence King Publishing, 2007), 115. 
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Figure 4.1 Transformable System Typology 
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B. Telescopic Tube Structure 

 

 Telescopic tubes are great examples of transformable structural systems, since they 

are alterable in all four of the movement patterns (Figure 4.2). Telescopic tubes typically 

include holes to allow for alterations and connections (Figure 4.3).  Manufacturers like Unistrut 

have created catalogs of the wide range of fittings that can be incorporated into designing the 

desired structure (Figure 4.4). The multiple variations and sizes of the tubes provide for 

greater design possibilities. 

  

 

 
 

Figure 4.2 Telescopic Tube Structure Movements 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.3 Telescopic Tube Structure 

Image Source: Atkore International Inc. & Ultra Built Industries Inc.
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Figure 4.4 Catalog of the wide range of fittings for Telescopic Tubes 

Image Source: Atkore International Inc.
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C. Conclusion 

 

 Flexible structures are a great way to create adaptable spaces that fit within a wide 

range of sites like alleyways. Robert Kronenburg explains further the value of transformable 

design: “In a built environment that is now affected more and more by rapid and dramatic 

change, ecological considerations, and social and cultural impact, a form of architecture that is 

flexible, lightweight in construction, has minimal impact on sensitive sites, and is responsive to 

new technological and aesthetic opportunities has great value.”22

 

 Inserting a transformable 

structure into alleyways will assist to reprogram and reclaim the neglected space for public 

use. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
22 Robert Kronenburg, Portable Architecture: Design and Technology (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2008), Preface. 
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5 EXISTING KNOWLEDGE CONCLUSION 

 

 Void and unused spaces occur in varying urban contexts and can be utilized to promote 

urban growth and renewal. This doctorate project looks specifically into neglected alleyways 

and seeks to celebrate their unique characteristics. Roger Trancik's Urban Design Theory 

(figure-ground, linkage and place) provides a framework of how to analyze the contextual 

information of alleyways in a macro scale. Switching from a macro scale study to a micro scale 

analysis, alleys are further identified into specific site typologies. Comparing the different 

typologies led to the selection of alleys that reside in "low-rise mixed use" environments, due 

to their more intimate setting (low-rise buildings) and the constant flow of people (mixed-use 

programs). This resulted in the creation of a "Site Criteria Guideline" as the overlying system 

that determines the type of alley on which this project will focus on (Figure 5.1). Along with 

the "Site Criteria" diagram, the "Site Analysis Guideline" was developed to assist in the process 

of choosing a specific site (Figure 5.2). This guideline is a step-by-step process in 

understanding both the general site context and specific alleyway characteristics, which is 

based off of the combination of the macro and micro scale mappings and diagrams analyzed in 

Chapter 1. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.1 Site Criteria Guideline 
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Figure 5.2 Site Analysis Guideline 
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 Now that the alleys within Chinatown have been identified, the following catalogs will 

assist in further distinguishing the specific site context in which each alley resides (Figure 6.6). 

The catalog is broken into two main categories: "Typology" and "Dimensions". Within the 

"Typology" category, there are four subcategories that help classify each alley: orientation 

(North-South vs. East-West), use (Destination vs. Passageways), type (Dead-Ends, Throughway 

vs. Gated Alleys), and surrounding context (Residential, Commercial vs. Mixed-Use). Within the 

catalog, each alley has been highlighted with either a purple or blue box, which indicates 

whether or not it fits within the "Site Criteria" established from the previous chapter. Purple 

represents any conditions that do not fall within the criteria, while blue represents alleys that 

are potential sites. From the twelve alleys that have been identified, five standout as ideal 

sites for an intervention to be implemented. After several site visits and analyses, the alleyway 

on Nu'uanu Street between Hotel Street and Pauahi Street have been chosen to study further 

and create an in-depth or micro site analysis. This portion is discussed in more detail in the 

following section. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.6.1 Chinatown Alleyway Catalog 
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Figure 6.6.2 Chinatown Alleyway Catalog 
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Figure 6.6.3 Chinatown Alleyway Catalog 
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B. Micro Site Analysis 

 

 The alleyway on Nu'uanu Street is a great example of an alley that fits within the "Site 

Criteria", and showcases the fascinating juxtaposition of carefully maintained storefront and 

unrefined facade common to many Chinatown alleyways (Figure 6.7). The two facades of the 

alley not only differ from each other, but also from the front of the building that faces the 

street. This is a result of the Chinatown: Special District Design Guideline that the city of 

Honolulu put together to preserve the overall look of the buildings within Chinatown, but 

again, only refers to the front-facing facades. With further site context study, it is evident that 

the buildings surrounding the chosen alley maintain a similar front facade that is characteristic 

of Chinatown (Figure 6.8). The buildings range from two-story to three-story with the shops 

and restaurants on the ground floor and residential or offices above. As a typical attribute of 

Chinatown, the alleyway is bordered predominately by mixed-use occupancies.  This diverse 

mixture of building uses attract more people to frequent the area, which also implies that 

there is a constant flow of pedestrians passing by the alleyway. 

 

  

Figure 6.7 Rendering of chosen site (Nu'uanu St. & Hotel St. – Pauahi St.) 
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Figure 6.8 Chosen site context with grid overlay to highlight the similar architectural elements 
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 The following figures look into more detail of the facade characteristics of the 

alleyway. There is a clear difference in design and material of the east and west facade, as 

well as its relationship to front of the building (Figure 6.9). The east facade displays a more 

updated and cleaner look, but the strict grid of the window and door placements make it a 

more monotonous layout (Figure 6.10a). The east facade relates a bit to the front-facing 

facade, exhibiting a strict grid for the placements of the openings (Figure 6.11). The west 

facade, on the other hand, has very little correlation to its front facade. The windows on the 

west side of the alley are located in more of a random pattern, not following a specific grid 

line (Figure 6.10b). This side of the alley also contains distinct and charming brick material, 

full of history and layers of paint throughout the decades (Figure 6.12). 

 

 
 

Figure 6.9 Panoramic views of alley and surrounding building context 

 

  
(a)         (b) 

 
Figures 6.10 (a) Grid pattern of west facing facade (b) Grid pattern of east facing facade 
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Figure 6.11 Rendering of alley’s west facing facade  

 

 

 

     
 

Figure 6.12 Rendering of alley’s east facing facade 
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7 DESIGN PROPOSALS 

 

 From the mapping and catalog studies done in the previous chapter of the alleys in 

Honolulu Chinatown, a site has been chosen to implement the transformable telescopic tube 

structure. To further enhance the purpose of the installation, the "User + Community Events 

Matrix" is incorporated to apply a specific function within the chosen alleyway (Figure 7.1). 

The events listed on the matrix are current activities occurring in Chinatown, specifically the 

farmer's market (Tuesdays and Fridays) and First Friday Art Walk (first Friday of every month). 

The diagram describes the surfaces, type of users and the time of day the respective events 

take place. It will help to inform the design of the structure, which is able to transform from 

one function to another.  The telescopic structure will adapt to both the use of the space 

(farmer's market / First Friday Art Walk) and its site condition (intrinsic facade).  

 

 
 

Figure 7.1 User + Chinatown Community Events Matrix 

  

 Before starting the design intervention, a basic study of horizontal surfaces is required 

to understand the height and placement within the alley (Figure 7.2). This diagram illustrates 

the typical location of horizontal surfaces for specific use, such as seating spaces that are to be 

18" from the ground. This basic understanding will help to inform the design of the installation. 
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Figure 7.2 Basic Horizontal Surfaces + Heights 

 The grid overlay of the alleyway's facade and heights for the basic horizontal surfaces 

are combined in order to visualize how the space is utilized (Figure 7.3). These lines illustrate 

the potential placement of the telescopic tube intervention. The tube is inserted into the 

facade's opening based on the program of the space and also highlights the unique facade of 

the alleyway. The facade openings help to support the telescopic tubes and serve as an anchor 

for the overall design intervention. Spaces are created by connecting different points of the 

facade's grid, which also further exemplifies the intrinsic features of the alleyway. 
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 Canopy + Shelter: A canopy structure is implemented into the site to illustrate how the 

alley's facade dictates the design of the intervention. The height of the existing canopy along 

the storefront facade is highlighted in order to inform the height of the canopy installation 

(Figure 7.4). The structural components of the canopy are broken down into three parts 

(Figure 7.5): primary (placed along the alley's facade opening), secondary (helps to define the 

space), and tertiary (the infill that helps to utilize the space). A final rendering of the 

installation helps to visualize the potential of the alleyway (Figure 7.6).  

  

 
 

Figure 7.4 Utilizing the alley's facade to support a canopy installation 
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 Farmer's Market: The main design consideration for the farmer's market installation is 

to provide surfaces for the products being sold. Referring back to the "Basic Horizontal 

Surfaces + Heights" diagram, tables are to be 30" and counters 42" from the ground (Figure 

7.7). In order to achieve this, the alley facades will be utilized to help support the horizontal 

surfaces, as well as integrate the site conditions within the overall design of the intervention 

(Figure 7.8). The rendering of the proposed farmer's market design (Figure 7.9) illustrates how 

basic design elements transform the mood and use of the alleyway. 

 

 
Figure 7.7 Utilizing the alley's facade to support a farmer's market 
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 First Friday Art Walk: With continued interest of rejuvenating Chinatown as a local 

artist hotspot, a community event entitled "First Friday Art Walk" was established to showcase 

the talent of local artists from different venues throughout Chinatown. The site of the chosen 

alley for this project is located in the center of the existing galleries; therefore, participants 

will be able to view the artwork displayed in the alleyway with ease. Once again, the design of 

the transformable installation will be able to exhibit the artwork utilizing the alleyway's 

facades (Figure 7.11). This intervention will hopefully inspire the use of other alleys in 

Chinatown as community gathering spaces. 

 

 

Figure 7.10 Utilizing the alley's facade to support artwork for 1st Friday Art Walk 
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8 PROJECT CONCLUSION 

 

 This doctoral project showcases the potential for successful utilization of alleyways as 

community use spaces. Analysis of existing research led to the development of several 

guidelines to assist in the evaluation of alleyways and the identification of their unique 

characteristics and site-specific qualities for the determination of appropriate transformable 

interventions. The "Site Criteria Guideline" and the "Site Analysis Guideline" were applied to 

study and understand an alleyway's contextual information. Through a series of specified 

criteria and macro and micro scale context analysis, the guidelines helped narrow down the 

project focus to Low-Rise Mixed-Use communities and highlighted the characteristics of 

alleyways that were subsequently employed to generate site-specific installations. The  

"User + Community Events Matrix" that was developed informed the reprogramming of the 

alleys by incorporating existing community events within a chosen site. The essential asset of 

the guidelines is their applicability to any alleyway condition.   

 

 In creating an installation for the chosen alley in Honolulu's Chinatown district, the 

biggest indicator in the placement of the telescopic tube structures was the design of the 

facade. The facade also helped to support the structure of the installation; therefore, the 

location of the openings within the facade was crucial in determining the layout of the 

proposed intervention. Since no two alleys are alike, this allowed for diverse design solutions 

befitting to each alleyway. The reliance of the installation on the existing makeup of the 

alleyway facade highlights the importance of the alley's facade for site-specific design. 

 

 With growing urban environments and the need for more space, this project 

demonstrates how a simple installation can transform neglected alleyways into areas of rich 

culture and community activity. Numerous alleyways exist in various urban settings; therefore, 

utilizing these spaces helps to reclaim the alleyways and create usable public spaces.  
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