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Abstract 

Title: 'Chinese Architecture' + Western Architecture': A False Dichotomy 

Name: Hua Li 

Supervisors: Mark Cousins, Stephan Feuchtwang 

For some time, even if this is not expressed explicitly, 'Chinese architecture' and 'western 

architecture' are conceived and perceived as two homogeneous totalities, in opposition to one 

another. In consequence, the fast transformation of Chinese cities in the last three decades is 

often accounted for in terms of the influence of 'western architecture' upon 'Chinese 

architecture'. Indeed, the urban growth in this period has involved architectural expertise, 

products, technologies and designs from Europe and the USA. To some people, what is seen as 

'new' is 'western', and hence, the transformation is a process of 'westernisation'. However, this 

is precisely what the thesis argues against. It argues that to use the category of the 'Chinese' and 

the 'Western' to explain the products of architecture and urbanism in last thirty years China is 

neither useful nor appropriate. 

This thesis concerns the issue of 'conceptual translation' of architectural discourse from Europe 

and the USA into the context of China, as an opposition to 'linguistic translation' which 

concerns literal meanings of terms. Its examination focuses on the category that the concept 

'western modern' indicates in Chinese architecture, and relates its operation and construction to 

the importation history of European and American architecture throughout the twentieth century, 

as well as pedagogy of architectural training, regularisation of design principles and methods. 

identification of architectural profession. practice of the architects' offices, organisation of 

design competition, and management of the city, mode of marketing and purchase in the real 

estate market, state politics and cultural interpretations. The analysis reveals that while waves of 

importation have sustained the formation of architecture as a modern practice in China from the 

early twentieth century up to now, they have not arrived as symmetrical reflection of what they 

are in the 'original' context. A difference, in comparison to European and American architecture. 

can be characterised by the absence of a coherent 'modernism' and the continuity of the 

modified 'Beaux-Arts' practice in Chinese architecture. Therefore, the assumption of 

'westernisation' is wrong in its first place, as there is no such distinction that could be made 

between the 'Chinese' and the ·Western'. 
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Notes: 

I. Where parts of quotations are in bold they indicate emphasis added by the author of the 

thesis unless this is otherwise specified in a footnote. 

The example offormer (pp.132): 

The term 'Chinese inherent style' first appeared in a document, 

the Planning of Capital Nanjing in 1929: 

... the buildings in the administration area should adopt the Chinese 
inherent style to the most, and every merit of ancient [Chinese] 
palaces should be utilised. 

The example of latter (pp.141): 

On the 28th of March 1955, the People's Daily issued an editorial, 

Fighting against Waste in Construction. On behalf of the Central 

Committee and the Central Government, it alleged that: 

The principle of architecture. as the Party and the Government have 
already pointed out, is that every construction should be functional, 
economic and beautiful when the circumstances allow. [ ... ] What is 
the main mistake of current construction? This is not taking 
account of economic principle. [ ... ] One reason for the waste in 
construction is the formalist and revivalist thoughts among some of 
our architects. Many architects do not want to do standard design, and 
regard it as a third class job. They want to do individual design.. to 
design big buildings, luxurious buildings. Under the pretext of 
opposing 'structural-ism' and 'inheriting traditional architecture', 
they develop an approach to 'revivalism' and 'aestheticism'. 

In its footnote: Editorial (1955). Quoted from: Yang, Yongsheng (2003). pp.3-5. [ ... ] The words in 

bold are from the original text. 

2. Volume I is the main text of the thesis with full illustrations. Higher resolution of such 

images are provided in Volume 2. 

v 



Contents 

(Vol. 1) 

Abstract . 

Acknowledgements 

.. i 

.. ii 

Notes .. . .... , .... , ... , ........................... v 

Introduction .. 

Research Background and Questions - An Autobiographic Account 

The Problems of 'Translation' and 'Evidence' ... , ........................ , 

Chapter 1 

..I 

.. I 

...... 24 

The 'Western Modem' and 'Conceptual' Translation in Twentieth-century Chinese 

Architecture.. .37 

1.1 The 'Modem' and Problematic of the 'Western' .. 

1.2 The Category of the 'Modern' in the Chinese Contexts 

1.2.1 The 'Modern' in Socio-political Discourse .. 

1.2.2 

1.2.3 

1.2.4 

The 'Modern' in Twentieth-century Chinese Architecture 

Modern, Modernity and Modernism in Europe and the USA 

'Mistranslation' of 'Constructivism' .. , 

1.3 Historical Study in Architectural Training in China 

Chapter 2 

,.40 

.45 

. ..45 

..56 

... 73 

. ,77 

.92 

The 'Beaux-Arts' Practice and Constitution of Architectural Knowledge in 

Contemporary China 109 

2.1 The 'New' and the 'Chinese' - Indications in Liang Sicheng's Drawings .. 1 12 

2.1.1 The Beaux-Arts' Composition 

2.1.2 Liang Sicheng's 'Grammar' . 

2.1.3 Legitimacy of Architectural Profession with Political Discourses 

2.2 'Composition' and Constitution of Design Principles for Architectural Production 

2.2.1 On Space Composition of Architecture .. 

2.2.2 The History of Chinese Architecture .. 

2.2.3 The Principles of Housing Design 

Chapter 3 

... 115 

,.,121 

.. 128 

159 

.161 

168 

.177 

The Huangpu Garden: The 'European Style' and Production of a 'Luxury' Living ... 189 



3.1 Profile of the 'Luxury' Living ................................................................... 200 

3.2 Production of the 'Luxury' ...................................................................... 206 

3.2.1 Vagueness of the 'European style' ..................................................... 206 

3.2.2 Large Scale and Sufficiency ............................................................ 218 

3.2.3 'Home as a Hotel' ......... , .............................................................. 233 

3.2.4 Operation of the Architect Office ...................................................... 249 

3.3 Seeking a Comfortable Home ................................................................... 259 

Chapter 4 

The China Central Television Headquarters: 'Is China an Experimental Field of 

Foreign Architects'? . . . .. . . . .. . .. .. . .. ........ 275 

4.1 Production of the 'Display' Building. 281 

4.1.1 The CCTV: A Building for 'Display' ................................................... 281 

4.1.2 Rem Koolhaas's 'Beijing Manifesto' ................................................... 295 

4.1.3 The Competition Jury ..................................................................... 31 0 

4.2 Reflection: 'Is China an Experimental Field of Foreign Architects'? .. 324 

4.2.1 Emergence of the Debate: The Problem of Being 'Modern' . . 327 

4.2.2 The 'Western Modern' Now ........... 335 

4.2.3 The Issue of 'Cultural Identity' 

(Vol. 2) 

Illustrations 

Credits of the Illustrations 

Appendices 

Appendix I Curricula of Architectural Training in China 

Appendix 2 Translated Books in the 19805 and 1990s 

Appendix 3 Classification of Buildings in China 

Appendix 4 Major Appraisal Indices of Design Institutes in China 

Appendix 5 Interviews with the Residents in Huangpu Garden 

Appendix 6 Politicization of the Meanings of the Terms 

.. 345 

Appendix 7 The International Prizes that Chinese Architects Were Awarded from 1980 -1986 

Appendix 8 Glossary 



Introduction 

introduction: chinese architecture + western architecture: a false dichotomy 

Research Background and Questions -An Autobiographic Account 

It is unusual to start a thesis with an autobiographical account. 

But in this case, I think it is justified. 

This thesis is about architecture and urbanism in China over the 

last three decades. In particular it argues against the assumption 

that what has characterized the development of Chinese 

architecture and cities over this period is a process of 

'western isation , . In doing so, the thesis will deal with two main 

issues: the concepts that are used to explain 'importation' from 

European and American architecture, and the architectural 

situation itself in China from the 1980s onwards. The research 

immediately encounters two difficulties. On the one hand, the 

meanings of terms that are often used in such discussions, such 

as 'western', 'modem', 'modernism', etc., which seem to be 

self-evident, are in fact highly 'ambiguous'. When they are 

employed to interpret 'importations', a different meaning between 

an English-speaking context and Chinese context often emerges. 

For instance, in China, 'western modem' is often used to 

describe a range of buildings whose forms normally refers to 

certain building styles in Europe and the USA1; they might, for 

example, have a high-modernist appearance, or a glass curtain 

) The problematic notion of the 'western modern' will be examined in Chapter One. In order to allow 
readers to understand how the question at the heart of this thesis first raised itself, this Introduction wiJ/ 
stick to the usage familiar in Chinese-speaking context. 



Fig. 0-1. 

Introducllon chinese architecture + western architecture a false dichotomy 

wall with 'Ionic' capitals. However, in English, there is no fixed set 

of features covered by the term 'westem modem'. Definitions 

provided by dictionaries and normal semantic usage are not 

adequate to explain how this divergence of meaning has taken 

place. In addition, when official definitions play an ideological role, 

they are far from sufficient to address actual usage - the 

categories that the terms/concepts indicate rather than the 

meanings that they signify.2 Therefore, apart from checking the 

statements and documents, a specific interpretation needs to be 

added in order to make the effect and operation of the categories 

more intelligible. 

On the other hand, the research will refer to the large number of 

recent texts on the history of Chinese architecture in the 

twentieth century - especially with regard to the dramatic 

increase in the number of buildings and the expansion of cities 

over the last thirty years. These texts would include archives, 

materials, interviews with practicing architects, and those that 

draw on the writings of architectural historians. Undoubtedly, 

there are some works dealing with these matters in Chinese. But 

their writings are based more on political history than archives of 

practice. Inasmuch as practice appeared not to be well 

documented, it seemed difficult to find a means of dealing with 

this state of affairs. Then it occurred to me that I myself have 

lived through this period and am a kind of 'product' of the system: 

my own story could be seen as crucially relevant to the present 

2 In Appendix 6 of this thesis, we trace the definition change of'mod m ' and 'communism ' in Cihai
the most authoritative dictionary - from 1936 to 1999, in order to show how political ideology 
intervenes the official definitions of the rds 

2 



Fig. 0-2. 

Fig. 0-3. 

Introducbon: chInese architecture + western architecture: a false dIchotomy 

research. Of course, I am aware of the dangers and pitfalls of 

personal testimony. But I have tried as far as possible to check 

my own documentation of this period with the experiences of 

friends and professional colleagues. 

I belong to the generation of architects who were born during 

the Cultural Revolution , and who trained and practiced during 

the Reform period. I grew up in a work unit - the Xi'an 

Architecture Technology University, which is one of the 

so-called 'eight old architectural schools' ('lao ba xiao) in the 

country.3 Xi'an, the city where I lived for sixteen years, is a 

historic city and major centre of tourism in the northwest of 

China. It possesses among other architectural attractions a 

preserved city wall and an urban grid fabric. In order to elevate 

the character of the city, its architecture has long tried to bring 

'history' into the present; or to use the terms familiar in China, to 

search for a combination of the 'traditional' and the 'modern'. 

(Fig . 0-2) In 1986, I went to Chongqing Institute of Architecture 

and Engineering (now Chongqing University) - another one of 

the 'eight' - to study architecture at both undergraduate and 

graduate schools. Chongqing is an industrial and a mountain 

city in southwest China. Its topography together with its 

vernacular buildings and juxtaposition of countryside and urban 

areas makes for a unique urban landscape. The 'vernacular' 

character of its architecture and its relation to 'modem' 

structures has long been an academic issue there. (Fig. 0-3) In 

1993, after graduating with a master's degree, I was assigned 

3 Li, Xiaodong and Chong, Keng Hua (2003). 

3 



Fig. 0-4. 

Introduction: chinese architecture + western architecture. a false dichotomy 

to Shenzhen and worked as an interior designer and freelance 

architect. Shenzhen is a young commercial city in the south of 

China on the border with Hong Kong. From 1980 when it was 

designated as one of the first Special Economic Zones to 2004, 

it developed from a small town with a population of 31 0,000 to a 

big city with 10,290,000 residents. Until Shanghai Pudong was 

opened up in the early 1990s, Shenzhen had been at the 

forefront of 'new' architectural ideas, styles and technologies. 

(Fig. 0-4) To many Chinese architects and academics, 

architecture in Shenzhen is 'modem' but has no 'culture'. 

Throughout the whole course, 'western ' architecture - its 

buildings, theories, ideas and technologies - was often referred 

to in discussions and projects, and was explicitly or implicitly 

associated with the notion of the 'modem'. However, what the 

term 'western' referred to was unclear. By default, being 

'modem' was somehow regarded as equal as to being 

'westemised'. Some people thought that the problem of 

Chinese architecture and cities was the imitation of the 'west' 

and hence the loss of their own characteristics. Others argued 

that the 'imitations' were very superficial and did not embody the 

'real' merit of 'westem ' architecture. This kind of phenomenon 

was once satirised in the manner of Pere David's Deer ('four 

unlikes' in Chinese) - 'not Chinese, not western, not ancient 

[traditional] and not modem' (buzhong, buxi, bugu, buyang). I 

myself did not really realise the difference until 1998 when 

collaborating with an office from the USA. When first 

exchanging the portfolios, my colleagues and I were surprised 

to see that they still used free-hand sketches, and the architects 

4 



Introduction: chinese architecture + western architecture· a false dichotomy 

from the American office were amazed by our computer 

rendering. To my mind, their proposal was nothing special when 

compared with those that we knew from magazines and books, 

and to which ours referred. However, there were still some 

apparent differences, not so much in terms of style, use of 

building materials, tools of representation, and even 'ideas'. 

Instead, these differences seemed to be more than the sum of 

these factors, and were something to do with what I called the 

'starting point' at that time. Yet, I did not really know what it was 

or how to characterise it. 

In the same year, the international competition for the National 

Grand Theatre in Beijing was inaugurated. That was the first 

international competition for a national project in China since 

the 1950s. Leaving personal preference aside, one thing that 

became more evident than before was the difference between 

the projects of Chinese architectural offices and those of foreign 

offices, even though they might share certain considerations, 

such as monumentality, context, etc.4 It was around that time 

that people began to talk about two things: the necessity to 

learn the 'method' of 'western' architecture rather than 'form'; 

and the problem of Chinese 'translation' and interpretation, 

which could be seen as having distorted the 'original' meanings 

of 'western' theories and works in the first place. Since I was 

willing to know exactly what these problems were, I decided to 

go abroad to study after practicing for eight years. 

4 My friends and I performed an experiment at this point, the result of which was that without even 
knowing the names of the architects and architectural offices, we found we could distinguish which 
proposals were from Chinese offices and which ones were not. 

5 



introduction: chinese architecture + western architecture: a false dichotomy 

My pUrpose, then, was quite simple. I wanted to know what 

happened and was happening in the 'west', and if it was true, 

the differences between Chinese architecture and 'western' 

architecture. In 2001, I came to London and worked on a PhD at 

the Architectural Association School of Architecture (AA). At that 

time, the AA was not as well known as it is now in China. 

Although its reputation was acknowledged in certain circles, 

very few people could tell what the AA exactly was or what it 

did.S My decision to come to the AA was mainly based on two 

reasons. One was its location: London. Since the 1990s, 

several Chinese cities claimed that their aim was to become an 

international metropolis. I was curious to see what an 

international metropolis would be like. The other was the 

introduction of the 'Histories and Theories Programme', whose 

point of departure was 'modernism' and whose courses would 

focus on twentieth century architecture and urbanism. This 

frtted my own interest in knowing about a historical process and 

context that lay behind the contemporary practice of 'westem' 

architecture. 

I was 'shocked' by what was going on at the AA when I first 

arrived, although I was quite prepared for seeing things that 

were very different from what I was used to. In the first week, I 

went to several presentations given by the unit masters of 

Intermediate and Diploma Schools, the students of the AADRL 

Phase One and a graduate from Landscape Urbanism. I was 

5 From my point of view, even though the AA is quite well known as an experimental school in China, 
not many people know what the AA is doing and how the system is organised and run. 

6 



intrOduction: chinese architecture + western architecture: a false dichotomy 

impressed by the diversity, the images, physical models and 

computer animations that I had never seen before, and was 

amazed to find that there were no 'building designs' and 

renderings with which I was familiar. Meanwhile, I attended the 

introductory courses for some programmes, such as 'Histories 

and Theories', 'Housing and Urbanism' and 'Environment and 

Energy' in the Graduate School, and General Studies (now 

'Histories and Theories') of the Diploma School. Most of the 

topics were just entirely new to me. I found that the more 

technological the courses were, the easier they were to 

understand; the more theoretical, the more difficult. The 

experience was exciting and yet frustrating. On the one hand, it 

was fascinating to see so many new things; that was why I had 

come here. On the other hand, it was extremely difficult to 

understand what people at the AA were talking about and doing, 

and why. Such experience was not just mine. The Chinese 

students at the AA, whom I knew through the following years, 

shared the same difficulties, when they finished their training in 

China and first came to study in the UK. 6 Certainly, a first 

obstacle that we all shared was the poverty of our English. But 

as time went on, I gradually realised that this was not just a 

problem of language, but more profoundly to do with a gap in 

architectural knowledge. Even though I understood the English 

words literally, I could not get the point 'architecturally'. I will 

come back to this issue later and will explore it throughout the 

whole thesis. To understand the 'shock' that I experienced and 

6 At that time, a group of Chinese speaking students at the AA gathered together and set up an informal 
forum to exchange what we learnt from different programmes, to share experiences and interests. and to 
discuss 'new' issues and the questions that interested us. Our first discussion was about the differences 
between architectural training at the AA and in China. This kind of discussion was later extended to 
students from different schools. 

7 



Introduction' chinese architecture + western architecture: a false dichotomy 

the questions at the heart of the thesis, we first of all need to 

outline the architectural training that I had received in China. 

When I had first enrolled in university, architecture was not a 

well-recognised profession. To people who were not in 

building-related fields, 'architecture' was often confused with 

civil engineering. Indeed, according to the system of national 

higher education, architecture was and still is an engineering 

diSCipline. All architectural schools were subject either to 

engineering-based universities or to specialised institutes of 

building sciences. Students who wanted to study architecture 

had to pass a General Examination for Science and 

Engineering. Sometimes, the acquisition of certain drawing 

skills was made an additional requirement for entry. 7 In the 

public sphere, although there were a number of famous 

landmark buildings, such as the Ten Grand Buildings in Beijing, 

their architects' names were hardly associated with them.8 

However, by the mid-1980s, as cities expanded, architecture 

was becoming a popular subject. I was told then that in the near 

future, 'architects' would take over the leading position (/ongtou) 

from the civil engineers in the field of building construction. 

The change came about in the mid-1990s. In 1990, after 

7 The sketch exam did not take place in every province before recruitment to universities started. Even 
when it did, it was far less stressful than the General Examination. Apart from providing a reference 
record of the students, it also acted as a sign warning the students of the specialities required when 
studying architecture. The more serious and indispensable one was held after new students registered. It 
would be suggested to students who had no basic skills that they ought to change to the other 
departments, such as civil engineering, or equipmCllt engineering. Passing the sketch exam is no longer 
held to be a condition for enrolling in architectural schools. although most architectural schools retain it 
as a way of assessing beginners. 
8 The cause of the situation was complicated. Because many works were accomplished on the basis of 
collective collaboration, to some extent, it became hard to attribute works to individual architects. 

8 



introduction: chinese architecture + western architecture: a false dichotomy 

completing a four-year undergraduate programme in the 

Faculty of Architecture, I was granted a degree of 'Bachelor of 

Engineering'. In 1993, however, I graduated from the 

postgraduate programme with a degree whose title was 'Master 

of Architecture'. Meanwhile, in architectural practice, 'architect' 

as a title became separated from that of 'engineer', and a 

national Architect Registration scheme was launched in 1994. 

Partly because of official recognition and partly because of a 

fever in the design market, more and more people 

acknowledged 'architecture' as a particular occupation. 

However, still to many people, including architects and 

architectural students, 'architecture' was a technical profession 

with an artistic aspect, which was mainly conceived in terms of 

'making the appearance of a building more beautiful'. 

The institutional categorisation of 'architecture' determined the 

direction of architectural training. From my point of view, 

architectural training in China was systematically organised in 

order to prepare for practice. This did not mean that the training 

was about how to make a building 'to stand up' in terms of 

construction, but was more about how to draw a building 

scheme that could meet the functions of the building, the 

financial and technical specifications and the feasibility of the 

building structure. In my university, both building mechanics and 

construction were taught, with the former aspect being covered 

over one and half years from the Second Year to the Third Year. 

In most schools, building mechanics was taught by tutors from 

the civil engineering department and was almost as 

9 



introduction: chinese anchitecture + western anchltecture: a false dichotomy 

comprehensive as it was for the civil engineering students. My 

school then underwent a reform of the syllabus that attempted 

to de-emphasise detailed calculations and put greater stress on 

general principles. In either case, the course itself did not refer 

to actual buildings or actual constructions. As a consequence, 

the principles became doctrines to obey and constraints on 

architectural design. In a similar way, the 'Suilding Construction' 

course did not make any studies of actual buildings. This 

educational process was conducted via two-dimensional 

drawings. 

Indeed, drawing was a fundamental skill in architectural training. 

In the First Year, three related courses dealt with this: 'Primary 

Architectural Design', 'Fine Arts' and 'Descriptive Geometry, 

Shade and Perspective'. The Fine Arts course ran for two years 

- charcoal sketch in the First Year and watercolour in the 

Second. In theory, this was not just about drawing skills, but 

also concerned with the aesthetic taste that sustained the 

artistic nature of architecture.9 'Primary Architectural Design', 

on the other hand, was about professional drawing: how to write 

the proper fonts - gongcheng z; _,10 how to work through the 

process from a sketch in pencil to a formal drawing in ink, how 

to draw a proper plan, elevation and section, and how to do ink 

and colour rendering. The course ended up with two 'small 

designs with simple functions' - an entrance and a teahouse -

which seemed to be more about how to represent a building 

9 Chang, Yung Ho (2001). Yung Ho Chang has aiticised the drawing-based architectural training in 
China as 'Fine-arts' architecture in his article On Architectural Education in 2001. 
10 The school once held a 'Gongcheng=i Competition' for students in the First Year. 
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scheme properly than how to organise a space.11 In the Third 

Year, there was a course called 'Architectural Representation' 

(jianzhu biaoxiantu), which provided more practical training, for 

example, the skills of using different 'media', such as pen with 

water colour, pen with coloured pencil, marker pen, gouache, 

etc. Physical modelling was quite absent. In the first two years, 

design quality was largely accounted for by drawing quality - or 

to use a term from that time, 'representational capacity' 

(biaoxian nengll). I did not realise then that this training was 

very much based on the 'Beaux-Arts' education system, and 

only began to understand this when I studied at the AA. 

(Appendix 1) 

The 'Beaux-Arts' system was hardly ever explicitly discussed, 

although everyone seemed to know somehow that it was a 

foundation of architectural education in China. In general, this 

foundation was acknowledged to be a form of fine arts training 

that sustained artistic quality in architecture. As far as I know, 

the system of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts was not clear1y 

described in China until Gu Oaqing's article Atelier Workshop 

and Design Laboratory was published in 2001. 12 But in terms of 

student experience, what we thought we learnt was to do 

'architecture' rather than 'Beaux-Arts' architecture. In our 

II My actual experience was slighdy different. Since a young tutor was in charge of the teahouse design, 
he gave more encouragement to students when it came to developing the expression of personal ideas. 
This understanding was acquired when I looked back over the whole training process. 
12 Gu, Daqing (2001). In 2007, Gu published another article, The Beaux-Arts Education in China, 
which is so far the most detailed examination of how the pedagogy of the Beaux-Arts accounts for the 
curriculum and methods involved in architectural training in China, and of 'its influence on Chinese 
students in terms of working method and design attitude'. Gu, Daqing (2007). In 1944, Tong Jun wrote 
an article on Architectural Education of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. The article was not published until 
2000 when the Tong Jun Works came out. Nonetheless, Tong Jun's article seems quite brief. Tong, 1un 
(2000). 
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discussions, 'Beaux-Arts' as a term was actually mentioned less 

frequently than 'modemism', 'postmodemism', etc. Now I would 

put it the other way around: the 'Beaux-Arts' was a precondition 

for those discussions in the first place. 

The mid-1980s was a heyday of 'postmodemism' in China. I 

was aware of 'modem ism' and 'postmodemism' almost at the 

same time in the First Year from senior students and 

publications. To some extent, 'modem ism' at that time was 

understood as what was criticised by 'postmodemism'. But for 

us, the distinction between 'modemism' and 'Beaux-Arts' 

architecture was unclear. Joumal articles aside, the books that I 

read then were mixed. They included books whose contents 

were based on the 'Beaux-Arts' system, such as Peng Yigang's 

Space Composition of Architecture and Talbot Hamlin's The 

Principles of Composition (translated by Zou Oenong), books 

on 'modemism', such as Tong Jun's New Architecture and 

Trends and Bruno Zevi's Architecture as Space (translated by 

Zhang Sizan), and the book on 'postmodernism' - Charles 

Jencks's The Language of Postmodem Architecture (translated 

by Li Oaxia). Readings were not systematically arranged or 

guided by tutors in order to link critical points one to another. I 

grasped them according to what was in vogue and what I could 

find in bookshops. Architectural publications, especially those 

on theory, were not common at the time. For instance, Le 

Corbusier's Towards a New Architecture was translated and 

published in 1981. but was not widely circulated. I could not find 

a copy until 1992 when another translation came out. 

12 
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Nonetheless, if the 'postmodemist' critique of 'modernism' was 

relatively clear, the opposition of 'modem ism' to the 

'Beaux-Arts' system was quite hazy for me, since the 

'Beaux-Arts'-based books were about architecture in general, 

and incorporated certain elements of 'modem ism' . 

Take the notion of 'composition'. In our understanding at that 

time, 'composition' was supposed to be a 'universal' principle of 

aesthetics and means of practice for the generation of 

architectural spaces and building forms from ancient to 

'modem' times. 'Modemism' was not regarded as something 

that contradicted this, but continued it and made 'new' 

contributions to it. For instance, in my first year, the school 

launched a reform agenda, as a result of which a course on 

'composition, whose contents were based on 'modem' graphic 

design and even derived from Bauhaus's 'Elements of form and 

colour theory', was taught.13 But since this course paralleled 

the 'drawing' courses in which 'compOSition' relied on the 

'Beaux-Arts' principles, this was not perceived as an opposition 

but as a complement. This was true also of academic writings. 

In Peng Yigang's book, I. M. Pei's East Wing of the National 

Gallery in Washington and Viljo Revell's New City Hall of 

Toronto were characterised as 'new ideas and new means of 

modern architecture in the composition of building volumes'.14 The 

analysis of the book, as Peng admitted, was based on Hamlin's 

Forms and Functions of Twentieth-century Architecture 

published in 1952 and N. C. Curtis's Architectural Composition 

13 Wick, Rainer K. (2000). pp.52-91. 
14 Peng, Yigang (1983). pp. 250. 
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published in 1923, even though its contents contained more 

'modem architecture' rather than only focussing on 'classical' 

bUildings. 15 However, both Hamlin's and Curtis' books were 

developed from Julien Guadet's Elements et Theories de 

l'Architecture and retained a sort of descent from the 

'Beaux-Arts' system. This situation, however, does not mean 

that 'modemism' was not regarded as a 'revolution' against 

nineteenth century architecture, in terms of forms, design 

process and a response to the development of industrialisation 

at both a technological and an economic level. It simply means 

that 'Beaux-Arts' architecture and 'modemism' were not clearly 

distinguished in terms of concepts, organisation, perceptions, 

and techniques to materials and objects. For a student who 

fulfilled this training was supposed to be able to design a 

'modemist' style building and an eclectic building at the same 

time. 

The situation was made more complex and puzzling when 

'postmodemism' was introduced. From my point of view, 

'postmodemism' was never entirely accepted in China. Instead, 

it was taken on in coincidence with different views. In fact, many 

of the older tutors in my school did not accept 'postmodernism' 

in the first place. For them, the omaments of the 'postmodemist' 

projects were uneconomical, the forms were eccentric, and the 

theory was intricate. That they later partially agreed with it came 

to terms with its criticism of the uniformity of building 

appearances and its promotion of historical and traditional 

IS Interview with PengYigang by Hua Li, 12 February 2007. 
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references in the 'new' creations, i.e. a 'modem' architecture 

with local or 'traditional' characters and styles. But for young 

tutors and students, 'postmodemism' was regarded not only as 

a 'new' school of architecture in the 'west', but also as a sort of 

revolt against the conventions of architecture in China. The 

distorted proportion, the 'misplacement' of building elements, 

the 'new' terminologies and even the cynical attitude 

contradicted what orthodox Chinese architecture had believed 

in: unity, harmony, efficiency, economy, rationality, etc. Yet, its 

references to history and local customs and promotion of 

cultural pluralism fitted the broader contemporary movement of 

'seeking cultural root' (wenhua xungen) that had emerged as a 

reaction to its suppression in the Cultural Revolution. 

In the later years when 'postmodemism' passed its heyday, it 

gained a 'new' interpretation. Instead of being thought of as a 

particular architectural school or style, it was regarded as a 

reflection of the 'postmodem' situation of contemporary Chinese 

culture and cities, i.e. coexistence and mixture of 'pre-modern', 

tradition and local continuity with 'modern', 'westem' and global 

influences. As Wang Mingxian, an art and architecture critic, 

said: 

What makes Chinese architecture postmodern is not the style of the 
individual buildings but the characteristics of the city as a whole. 
Chinese postmodernism is characterized by its spatial plurality. its 
hybridity, and its inclusiveness, in which various schools, theories, 
and ideologies coexist and compete in the same socio-economic 
environment. But Chinese cities also deeply reflect the cultural 
traditions of an ancient East Asian civilization. The diversity, 
complexity, and fragmentation of contemporary Chinese 
architectural culture betrays a kind of conscious, sober 
schizophrenia indicative of the cultural logic of the contemporary 

15 



Introduction: chinese architecture" western architecture: a false dichotomy 

world as it is articulated on Chinese terrain. 16 

In one way or another, the notion of 'postmodemism' in Chinese 

architecture was quite vague. Whether it was raised as a 'new' 

importation from the 'west' or as a 'new' description of 

architectural phenomena in China, it did not necessarily mean 

an opposition to the existing system. Instead, it was often 

regarded as something 'new' coming after 'modem ism' . This 

view led to the misunderstanding that 'postmodernism', which 

included various schools 'after modem ism' , prevailed 

throughout the world in place of 'modemism'. So the Chinese 

architect who visited Europe in the late 1990s commented: 

I thought 'postmodernism' had been everywhere, but actually the 
majority of the new buildings in Europe were 'modernist'. 

From the viewpoint of an architectural student at that time, the 

popularisation of 'postmodemism' had as its therein 

pedagogical backgrounds: the 'vacuum' of architectural theories 

and the practical orientation of worK in the design studio. During 

my years in university, there was simply no proper course on 

architectural theory: only in the first semester of the Third Year, 

did the History of Foreign Architecture touch upon some 

theoretical issues; and the History of Chinese architecture, 

taught in the second semester of the Second Year, offered even 

less. History after the 1950s was not tOUched, and history from 

the nineteenth century to the 1940s was still very 'political'. In 

consequence, two effects were profound. On the one hand, 

'history' was regarded as the documentation of historical facts, 

16 Wang, Mingxian (1997). pp.163-164. 
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which had nothing to do with the current practice and situation. 

On the other hand, 'theory' was thought to be an application of 

philosophy(-ies) to architecture, rather than an outcome of 

theorising architectural problems and issues from the 'facts' and 

the history. These two effects led to a critical disjuncture 

between practice and historical and theoretical discussions. In 

fact, for many tutors, the job of an architect was to design a 

building. Theories and histories were not very useful. But 

students were 'hungry' for something 'new' and something other 

than just 'designing a building'. At that time, and I guess right up 

until now, what students were more interested in was not 

modem Chinese architecture but contemporary architecture 

outside China, especially in Europe and the USA. The 

introduction of 'postmodemism' particularly filled the 'vacuum'. 

This 'hungriness' also related to teaching methods in the design 

studio. The design studios in my school, as well as in other 

architectural schools, were organised according to building 

types. It started from the 'small and simple' ones - such as the 

gallery, department store, school, etc. -, to the 'large and 

complex' ones - such as the cinema, hospital, residential area 

and overall urban design. The final project aside, it finished with 

the 'Vemacular Museum', which was supposed to provide more 

space for the expression of 'cultural meanings' and personal 

ideas. Every semester had two 'long term' projects taking eight 

or nine weeks, and one sketch design (in the Beaux-Arts' term, 

esquisse) that focused on developing an idea into a proper 

proposal in a short time. As far as I understood, the philosophy 

17 
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behind it was that students ought to learn skills, techniques and 

principles first and then be able to use them to express ideas. 

This philosophy sustained the teaching structure of design 

studio, which normally consisted of two parts: lecture(s) and the 

process of design or exercise. In the first week, there were 

lectures to introduce the general design principles of a building 

type - its function, key requirements, relationship between 

different parts, circulation, typical plans, character, advantages 

and disadvantages of different solutions, etc. The principles 

were often demonstrated and illustrated by real projects. For the 

rest of the time, the students' job was to carry through the 

principles with a particular design brief and site and to meet the 

requirements of the economic and technical index under the 

guidance of the tutors. The design process began with analysis 

of the site and the composition of the plans, and then 

proceeded to the formation of elevations and perspectives, the 

outcome of which would lead to a readjustment of the plans. 

The process was conducted in an orderly way, and thinking 

about all the factors simultaneously was encouraged. This 

training might have been efficient in terms of corresponding to 

practice. But there was clearly a danger of design becoming 

purely mechanical. 

An extreme case in my experience was in the Second Year. 

When designing a secondary school, most students in my class 

(thirty students) came up with similar spatial arrangements - the 

plans - and in consequence, similar and simple building forms. 

18 
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The differences between the schemes were minor, mainly about 

the location of the lecture hall and the treatment of facades. As 

far as the tutor was concerned, the 'best' model for the plan of a 

school had already had been arrived at in terms of functional 

and economic efficiency. But for our students, this economic 

constraint was a 'killer' to any innovative idea. 17 A dramatic 

change occurred after a young tutor took over the studio at a 

stage that all plans were settled and the final draft of the 

proposal was about to be submitted. 18 Without making 

substantial changes to the spatial relations, we reconfigured the 

facades and added some elements in order to make a building 

have certain 'meanings' and characteristics. That was the 

moment of moving from frustration to enjoyment in doing design. 

Clearty this way to acquire the 'meanings' was highly superficial, 

but we were excited with finding our own 'voice' in the projects 

and with talking about something 'meaningful' rather than just 

concentrating on the issues of financial and technological 

feasibility. It was at this point that the critique of 'functionalism' 

was echoed. 

In the late 1980s and earty 1990s, the weakness of 

'postmodemism' was gradually recognised. This recognition 

contained two aspects. On one side, people began to question 

the superficiality of its approach to the acquisition of 'meanings'. 

As the approach to making a 'postmodemist' building was not 

very different from the previous one adopted for creating 

Economic constraint was a typical source of tension that existed between tutors and students thm. 
However, probably the most tragic thing about this was that when the economic constraints were 
loosened a few years later, we did not actually see many innovative projects and ideas coming out. 
18 The design process in the design studio was organised in three or four stages: the first sketch, the 
second sketch (for long term projects), the final draft and the final proposal. 
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'modernist', 'eclectic' or 'Chinese characteristic' buildings, 

'postmodemism' had not produced such 'new' things as had 

been expected. The 'meanings' thus became a sort of additional 

'attachment'. On the other side, criticism of 'postmodemism' 

was heard from outside China, and the 'newer' trend 

'Deconstructive architecture' began to be introduced. However, 

from my point of view, the fading of 'postmodemism' had a side 

effect that has not been clearly addressed in academic circles: it 

strengthened the suspicions about architectural theory. 

Because 'postmodemism' did not produce substantial changes 

in architectural design, a lot of tutors and students thought that 

theory was no more than a rhetorical tool, and the use of new 

terminology was just 'a game of terms' (wenzi youx/). This 

critique that was sustained by the practical view of learning 

technique from the 'west' in tum enhanced it. We will analyse 

the cause of this situation in Chapter One. But to my mind, what 

happened with the introduction of 'postmodemism' happened 

with all imports - Deconstruction, critical regionalism, tectonic 

architecture, etc. - from then right up to the present. The only 

difference was that the duration from introduction to 'stylisation' 

and 'fading' was shorter. 19 

In parallel, and often intertwined with 'importation', the pursuit of 

the 'Chinese character' or 'Chineseness' in architecture was 

constantly promoted. I cannot remember how this issue first got 

19 To say this, I do not mean that there were no serious discussions or personalities involved in the 
introductions. What I describe is simply a general phenomenon. My point is that when the 'new' things 
were so easily and quickly popularised, there was not enough space and time to comprehend, debate, 
examine and rethink. When they were largely flattened to fashion of style one after another, the critical 
potential that the 'imports' could bring to the development of Chinese architecture was quite easy to 
lose. 
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into my mind. It seemed to have been there as an orthodoxy for 

some time. In my years in university, this issue was reiterated 

under different names - 'national style', 'spiritual resemblances' 

(shensl) to Chinese tradition, contextual respect, cultural identity, 

local character, etc. Conservation of historical cities and the 

preservation of vemacular areas were often discussed. At the 

beginning, there were a few questions concerning the conflict 

between 'modemisation' and the promotion of 'national style'. 

Soon after, it became readily acknowledged that a 'modern' 

creation ought to possess recognisable 'Chinese 

characteristics', and this kind of question was heard and raised 

with decreasing frequency.2o As a student studying in these 

circumstance, I did not question the proposition that it was 

necessary to pursue a form of architecture with 'Chinese 

characteristics, and instead felt that it was certainly the 

responsibility of Chinese architects to find a way of achieving 

and realising these in their work. 

To preserve a unique Chinese or local 'tradition' was central to 

this pursuit. No matter how different were the views people held, 

the common understanding was that Chinese architecture had 

its own 'tradition' which was rooted in a distinctive Chinese 

culture. Nonetheless, the 'tradition' in its definition had a 

particular scope. It normally referred to the 'primes' (jinghua) 

that were inherited from ancient times. Urban culture and living 

styles of the Nationalist and Revolutionary periods were rarely 

referred to. When I was in university, the first theoretical book 

20 In a broad cultural sense, this acknowledgement corresponded with the movement concerned with 
'seeking cultural roots' that was seen in the literature of the mid-J980s. 
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that I read in relation to this issue was Zhong Baihua's Essays 

on Aesthetics (Meixue sanbu). Since Zhong was a philosopher, 

this book was not particularly about architecture, but rather 

about ancient Chinese arts, including poetry, painting, 

calligraphy, architecture, etc., and their differences from the 

'western' arts in artistic conception.21 Some of his points, for 

example, that 'westem' arts represented the conflict between 

subject and object/nature (wuwo duill) whilst Chinese arts 

stressed their integration (wuwo ronghe) , could be found in 

many architectural articles and discussions. At that time, the 

'hannony of heaven (nature) and Man' (tianren heyt) was a 

widely respected Chinese tradition, which could be seen 

embodied in the arrangement of the courtyard house, the 

employment of wooden structures, and the building forms, 

components and ornaments. But feng shui was cautiously and 

partially accepted. I did not know anything about it until I 

listened to a lecture on the ancient mausoleums of China in the 

Third Year.22 Even then, feng shui was taken as an aspect of 

environmental science and a design principle. The part that 

related to everyday practice was condemned as 'feudal 

superstition' (fengjian meixin) and abandoned. 23 The causes 

that lay behind this situation were themselves quite complicated 

and are beyond the scope of this thesis. My point is that in 

21 Zhong, Baihua (1981). Zhong's Essays on Aesthetics was quite influential at that time. and his points 
were widely spread. 
22 The lecture was given by Wang Qiheng. Wang is Professor of History and Theory of Chinese 
Architecture at the School of Architecture, Tianjin University. He is one ofthe first scholars to advocate 
architectural research into feng shui. 
23 When I frrst encountered feng shu; practice in Shenzhen and the requirements of clients, I neither 
understood nor accepted it. Gradually, I learnt practical knowledge of feng shu; from them, and found 
that it was quite different from what had been talked about in academic circles, although they shared 
some principles. In the last ten years, the practice of feng shu; and its practical account become more 
and more popUlar. But, officially,feng shu; has not been openly talked about except either in the narne of 
preserving traditional culture or in terms ofacadernic research taking a 'scientific' viewpoint. 
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reality, the pursuit of the 'Chinese character' in architecture was 

not to conserve or rescue 'traditional' culture as a whole, as the 

'traditions' were already selected and constructed.24 

When I look back at my university training, what I learnt was to 

design a building rather than particularly a 'Chinese' building. In 

my four years at undergraduate school, only two courses were 

directly linked to this issue: the History of Chinese Architecture 

in the Second Semester of the Second Year, and the project of 

the Museum of Vernacular Architecture (sixteen projects in total) 

in the Fourth Year's design studio. In some schools, students 

adopted the practice of surveying an ancient Chinese building 

(gujian cehUl) under the guidance of teachers. My school did 

not have one at that time. We had watercolour practice in the 

countryside (Huaxi in Yunnan Province), which indeed had a 

distinct natural scenery, local customs and vernacular buildings. 

But the purpose of this practice was not to understand how 

vernacular construction was integrated with local culture, but 

rather to cultivate artistic taste and to train representational 

skills. In daily conversation, we talked more about the 'western 

modem' architecture - the architects, projects and theories -

than ancient Chinese architecture. Throughout the whole 

course of training, unless there were specific requirements, 

students were usually free to choose any style, expression or 

model, none of which were necessarily 'Chinese'. Moreover, the 

principle of designing a 'vernacular style' building in Chongqing 

was not actually very different from designing one in Xi'an, or 

24 Chapter Two will give a detailed analysis of how 'Chinese characteristk architecture' was 
constructed and how this pursuit was legitimated through the twentieth century. 
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any other place. From my point of view, pursuing 'Chineseness' 

was mainly associated with the identification of 'architecture' as 

both a representation of culture and an art-form - which were 

more than a mere question of 'building technology' -, and 

somehow a 'politically correct' line. In effect, to many students, 

to make a reference to Chinese 'tradition' - such as the 

relationship between yin and yang, qigong, harmony of nature 

and Man, 'vemacular' life style, etc. - was a way of imbuing 

their projects with a certain degree of 'theoretical' depth, 

meaning and uniqueness. 

The Problems of 'Translation' and 'Evidence' 

The central problem that I met in studying at the AA and in my 

research is 'translation'. This problem was basically entangled 

with three issues: the difficulty of 'translating' architectural 

concepts; the fonn of interpreting architectural history, and the 

view of architectural theory. In consequence, these three issues 

lead to a crucial matter that the thesis deals with - the 

'evidence'. 

The first and major difficulty of studying at the AA was the 

problem of 'understanding'. However, this was not simply a 

problem of 'language' in a linguistic sense. At the beginning, it 

seemed to be the poverty of my English. However, while my 

English was improved in relation to the extemal world, it got 

worse when I was at the AA. Literally I could recognise the 

words in English, but when they were used in architectural 

context, I found it diffICult to understand what the 'reference' 
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was. 

In 2004, Huang Xiaojiang, a graduate of the AA Design 

Research LAB (ORL), published his ORL projects in a bilingual 

edition - Chinese and English - in China. I wrote a glossary for 

his book to explain what a group of words meant - such as 

programme, infrastructure, surface, responsive, scenario, 

diagram, mapping, etc. -, because when he tried to translate 

his own work, he found that a number of terms were 

'untranslatable'. On the one hand, in English, these words 

indicated their own specific meanings in both the general 

architectural context and his particular projects. All the same, 

they were hardly used in the context of Chinese architecture at 

that time. We agreed that the 'literal translation' did not make 

sense to Chinese architects and architectural students. For 

instance, 'programme' was a common term at the AA, but its 

literal translation chengxu had not appeared in architectural 

discussions in China. The difference between 'programme' and 

'function' in architectural discourse was not very clear to 

Chinese readers. Indeed, neither the English dictionary nor the 

English-Chinese dictionary seemed adequate enough to help 

us with the references of the term, and I guess its meaning 

might not be clearly discemible to ordinary English readers 

either. For me, writing this glossary was part of the process of 

overcoming the difficulties and constituting an early exercise in 

trying to translate architectural concepts from English into 

Chinese. Nonetheless, as the research goes on, instead of 

solving the problem, the problem grows. When I first came to 
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the UK and started this research, I faced one problem - the 

'translation' of Westem architecture' and English terms into a 

Chinese-speaking context. Now I faced two problems - the 

complexity of the translations between the two architectural 

cultures. 

Wrth regard to the complexity of 'translation', let us look at two 

examples. The first term is 'representation', which was the first 

difficult term that I met with. This may sound a bit strange for an 

English-speaking architect, because 'representation' must be 

one of the most common terms that are used in daily 

conversations and theoretical writings. But it is not at all 

common in Chinese architecture. I faced three difficulties of 

understanding it. The first was literal translation. Literally, 

zaixian should be the most proper Chinese term for 

'representation'.25 But in actual translation, several words, such 

as biaoda, biaoxian, tixian, xiangzheng, juxiang, fanying and 

biaoshi, are often used.26 These words in fact cut across 

various meanings but are, nevertheless, interchangeable in 

general use. Amongst the meaning this term encompasses 

'presentation', 'symbolisation', 'embodiment', 'reflection' and 

'indication'. This is not a question of 'accuracy' - one word is 

more appropriate than the others. Rather, it means that 

'representation' in Chinese translation does not stick to the 

specific sense of one thing standing for something else. The 

second difficulty is that although I knew this meaning of 

26 biaoda (Rib), biaoxian (.t<J'\(l.), lixion (U.J'\(l.), xiang=heng (#uI), juxiang (~ftf{'), fanying(fXl~) 
and biaoshi (::k jJ~). 
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'representation', it was unclear to me just how it was used and 

what kind of things it referred to in the context of architecture. In 

English architectural discourse, 'representation' can refer to a 

range of things, which include rendering, plan, elevation, sketch 

and model. However, in Chinese, it specifically means 

rendering (biaoxian / biaoxian tu). In addition, moxing (building 

model) and tu (drawing) are never put together under one 

umbrella. 27 The situation becomes more complicated, when 

'diagram' is introduced. In contemporary English architectural 

discourse, 'diagram' is intentionally differentiated from 

'representation', but in Chinese architecture, tubiao / tushi 

(diagram) is taken as one type of tu just as rendering is.28 At 

this point it becomes clear that this problem leads to the 

emergence of the third difficulty - the category that the concept 

indicates. In English-speaking context, 'representation' or 

'representational' is a key concept that relates to the 

differentiation of neo-classicism, 'modernism' and 

'postmodemism'. But in Chinese-speaking context, it makes no 

such indication, since 'representation' is a quite loose term, and 

has not established itself as a strong concept as it has in 

English. 

The second was 'western modem' (xifang xianda/). Readers 

may have noticed that this phrase has already appeared 

several times in this introduction, and we will discuss how it was 

used and what it indicated in twentieth century Chinese 

27 Tu as a category includes biaoxian lu. or xiaoguo /u (rendering), jian=hutu (plan, elevation and 
section) and caotu (sketch). IU (!1j). biaoxian IU or xiaoguo tu (to:*,-~, ~~~). jian.:hulu (ij!1ltitIJ 
~ - ->jL, -:r., 1M), caolu (Q.~) and maring(&!f}). 
28 tubiao / tushi (/!I'/':" / /!I/j,j. 
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architecture in more detail in Chapter One. When I 

unconsciously kept using this phrase at the AA's PhD seminar, 

my tutors and classmates looked puzzled. They did not quite 

understand what I was talking about. For them, the formulation 

of the phrase seemed awkward, and the 'references' of it were 

unclear, because English architectural discourse does not have 

any such concept as the 'western modem'. However, it is a term 

that has been extensively used in Chinese architecture, and this 

translation retains the literal formulation of the Chinese term. 

In the context of Chinese architecture, 'westem modem' is a 

broad umbrella which covers a range of 'imports' from European 

and American architecture since the early twentieth century. 

The term could be used to refer to eclecticism, 'modernism', 

'postmodemism', neo-'rationalism', 'Deconstructive 

architecture', etc. But the 'west' - in this case, Europe and the 

USA - itself lacks the category of 'westem modem' architecture; 

instead it only has individual categories, such as eclectic 

architecture, 'modernist' architecture, 'postmodemist' 

architecture, etc. As was the case with the translation of 

'representation', this is not a simple question of 'specificity', but 

instead indicates the operation of several different categories 

across different architectural discourses. 

Through such kind of experiences, I realised that what I had to 

leam was not English but architectural English, not language 

but discourse. That is to say, the difficulties that I faced were to 

do with the asymmetry between the Chinese and English 
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architectural discourses. This does not imply that Chinese are 

unable to understand English discourse spontaneously, but 

rather that they systematically misread it. The attempt of this 

thesis is to explore what these 'misreadings' actually are. One 

way of reading this thesis is that it is my attempt to come to 

terms with the difficulties. 

Now let us move to the second issue - the form of writing 

architectural history. At the AA, I experienced a quite different 

conception of 'history' from what I was used to. In the First Term 

of my first year, I joined the seminar 'Narratives of Modernism' 

from the 1920s to 1960s. It was very different from the way in 

which architectural history was taught in my training in China, as 

it was neither constructed on the basis of dogmatic 

periodization, nor a single narrative, but rather relied upon a 

group of potential narratives. Some of the books on the reading 

list, such as le Corbusier's Towards A New Architecture, Bruno 

Zevi's The Modem Language of Architecture and Pevsna's 

Pioneers of Modem Design from William Morris to Walter 

Gropius, I had already read. However, most of them. such as 

Hitchcock and Johnson's The International Style. Giedion's 

Space, Time and Architecture, Banham's Theory and Design in 

the First Machine Age, Aida Rossi's The Architecture of the City 

and Taturi's Theories and History of Architecture, I had not 

heard of. or had not read.29 Apparently. there were many things 

absent from my knowledge, for instance, how 'intemational 

29 Some of the books were published in the last seven years. Aldo Rossi's The Architecture l!fthe Cily 

was translated into Chinese and published in 2006. Giodien's Space. TIme and Architecrure and 
Benham's Theory and Design in the First Machine Age have not seemed 10 be translated and published 
so far. Appendix 3 of this thesis lists the translated architectural books published in China from the 
I 980s to the I 990s. 
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style' was produced, and where the difference between 

'international style' and 'modernism' lay. As a consequence, the 

history of 'modernism' became both richer and more complex 

for me. Nonetheless, more than the actual content itself, I was 

struck by the question of what the 'real' history was. The 

narratives often chose different evidences to support their 

arguments. Even when they were based upon the same 'facts', 

they could still have different or even opposite viewpoints. By 

the middle of the term, I was completely confused. But through 

this course and others in the 'Histories and Theories' 

Programme, I gradually learnt that there was no such thing as a 

'neutral' history and that the 'histories' reflected particular values. 

This conception of 'history' fundamentally challenged what I had 

been taught in China, where 'history' was understood as the 

objective documentation of 'truths' and a chronological progress 

determined by social and technological development. 30 

The way in which the English texts interpreted and constructed 

the history of twentieth century architecture was very different, 

too. In China, historical studies usually took two forms of 

representation. In general, the representation of architectural 

development adhered to the schemes of political periodization. 

For instance, the general history of architecture was normally 

divided into periods that corresponded to the 'primitive', 'slave', 

'feudal', 'capitalist' and 'socialist' epochs of society. Chinese 

architecture in the twentieth century was periodized into two 

parts by the year 1949, which was when socialist China was 

30 I am sure that readers will know more about this from the discussion of Section 1.3, which is about 
historical studies in Chinese universities. 
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established. In accordance, architectural development was 

represented by the change of styles driven by the progress of 

technologies and techniques and by the changes in society. An 

individual architect's contributions were normally regarded as 

being in conformity with these broad changes. Of course, there 

were a number of more specific studies on the activities of 

certain groups, institutions and individual architects. But there 

was no narrative that was based upon a succession from one 

genius architect to another. This was not simply a way of 

representing Marxism, as many researches in the 1980s and 

1990s were not directly linked to Marxist orthodoxy. Instead, 

they relate to forms of historical representation, and probably 

more importantly to official ideologies that stress that individuals 

are reflections and products of their social relations. 

By contrast, the architectural development of the twentieth 

century in the English texts is accounted for either in the form of 

the heroic narrative of one genius being succeeded by another, 

such as Kenneth Frampton's Modem Architecture - A Critical 

History or Alan Colquhoun's Modem Architecture; or in a critical 

succession of different schools with distinctive figures, such as 

Reyner Banham's Theory and Design in the First Machine Age. 

Either way, the narratives are organised around individual 

architects. This does not necessarily mean that Chinese way of 

representing the history opposes to the historiography of 

westem writers, but literally it opposes to the genre of 

architectural history. The idea of one genius handing the battle 

of architectural inspiration to another genius is not so much the 
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dogmatic conviction of western architectural historians, but has 

remained an important mode of representation of the 

presentation of architectural history. That is to say, these two 

forms of representing history may not be the problem in 

themselves, but they do show that the one of composing the 

history in the English texts cannot be simply applied to Chinese 

architecture in the twentieth century. In this thesis, the way of 

organising the narrative itself reflects architectural situation in 

China, and, indeed, is part of its central argument. 

The third issue is about how theoretical research is conducted. 

In the preceding section, I mentioned that in contrast to the 

practicality displayed in Chinese architecture, the works of 

philosophers were often a form of established authority in 

research projects. A general way of doing an architectural 

research in China is to take a philosophy's viewpoint - whether 

it is Marxist materialism, structuralism or post-colonialism - as a 

basis and a starting point to frame architectural problems, to 

analyse them and in tum to confirm the philosophical 

proposition. This kind of account may be systematic to some 

extent, but it is unclear how it links to architecture. My 

experience at the AA was the opposite. At the beginning, I 

thought that the courses of the 'Histories and Theories' would 

be very philosophical. Surprisingly, aI/ of the courses were very 

'architectural'. This is not the question of whether philosophy is 

or is not 'useful'. But for its concern, architectural research 

needs to formulate its own question(s) by looking through 

materials and is driven by the question(s) on the basis of 
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reading through the 'facts'. One example of my experience was 

Roland Barthes's Mythologies. I knew semiotics when I was in 

China, and in my Master's dissertation I used semiotics as 

framework to justify the cultural meanings that architecture 

signified. But this time reading Barthes was different. What I 

leamt from Barthes's analysis was to read the 'objects' in detail 

and to link their organisation to a broader context. For the 

central question of this research - whether the Chinese 

references were reproductions of 'westem architecture' - I tried 

to look at how the 'imported' objects were constructed 

architecturally, which involved examining the employment of 

materials, the relationship between components and objects, 

the design methods used to compose them, the location in 

space, etc.; how they were used and associated with different 

activities in daily life, commercial exchange, city administration 

and political strategies; and how they were interpreted in a 

Chinese context, both culturally and historically. On the basis of 

these readings, the arguments of the thesis were built up. 

Therefore, the main task of this research is not to demonstrate a 

philosophical proposition, but to search, read and interpret the 

'facts', i.e. to construct and provide legitimate 'evidence'. 

Indeed, nothing is more crucial than 'evidence' in this thesis. 

This thesis does not pretend to name a distinct methodology, 

but rather its task is to clarify the issues and to provide readers 

with the form of architectural 'translation'. In doing so, I have 

tried to document as many Chinese sources as possible to 

support my arguments. Most of these Chinese sources have not 
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appeared in English documents so far. For instance, in the 

chapter concerning the China Central Television HQ project in 

Beijing, Chinese views in the debate have not been heard 

outside China. More generally, I have deliberately quoted from 

various resources: the writings of Chinese architects and 

architectural historians, Chinese textbooks, official documents, 

newspapers and advertisements. I also conducted informal 

interviews which I present not as systematic evidence, but to 

show a range of opinions that are possible in China. 

Translation' is central to making the 'evidence' and arguments 

of the thesis intelligible. Yet, as showed above, 'translation' itself 

is a complex issue. This thesis adopts three forms of 

'translation' to deal with this issue. The first one is 'actual 

translation', which is govemed by clarity and the fact of 

comprehension. The meanings of the terms of this type, such 

as 'national style', 'formal resemblance', etc., deviate little 

between English and Chinese. The second is more difficult. 

Some terms may be translated well in the first sense, but are 

not symmetrical in their connotation. This thesis tries to indicate 

this as far as possible, for example, 'architecture' (pp. 78), 

'luxury' (pp. 198-199) and 'avant-garde' (pp. 278-281). The most 

difficult and important one is the Chinese terms that are not 

translated in the proper formation of English, such as 'westem 

modem' and 'structural-ism'. This is what may be called 'literal 

translation', not because it is the 'real'translation, but to mark 

out that it is still 'unreadable' in English. To retain such 'literal 

translation' may seem to be awkward to an English reader. But 
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indeed it is my intention. I have deliberately kept the 

formulations of Chinese in order to underline the need for 

further 'translation' and more detailed glosses. In addition, for 

the convenience of readers who wish to check the 'translations' 

given in the thesis, the original Chinese texts of the quotations 

are provided in footnotes and the keywords in three versions -

English, pinyin and Chinese - are available in footnotes and 

Appendix 8: Glossary. 

While this thesis is written as a PhD, and while it may be 

addressed English readers in order to clarify the relation of 

'western' architecture to China, it is really directed to Chinese 

students. I hope that this thesis is in the end able to help 

Chinese students make a quicker and more efficient 

understanding of the relationship between the two architectural 

cultures. For the continuity of this research, I have co-organised 

a collaborating research project on 'Anglo-Chinese Conceptual 

Translation in Architecture', which was initiated by Mark 

Cousins, the Director of the 'Histories and Theories' Programme 

of the AA, and who continues to lead it, and Professor Tong 

Huiming, the Head of Design College of the Guangdong 

Academy of Fine Arts. It is our ambition that the research will 

provide practical tools for architects and architectural students 

who come cross over from the two different architectural 

cultures, and reliable and useful resources for academic 

discussions and further researches. 
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The 'Western Modern' and Conceptual Translation in 

Twentieth-century Chinese Architecture 
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An English reader will probably wonder why the title of this chapter includes the phrase 

'western modern'. In English, it is an obscure phrase, whose meaning is unclear to the English 

reader. However, the phrase is used because it is a literal translation of a Chinese category that 

will help us to understand the problem of conceptual translation as opposed to linguistic 

translation, something that must be confronted by anyone concerned to understand Chinese 

discourse on architecture. 

To use the phrase 'western modern' raises the questions: what does the 'western modern' mean 

in the Chinese cultural and architectural context? How does the concept 'modern' operate in 

accounting for 'imports' from Europe and the USA? What kind of relationship does it indicate 

between the 'imports' and Chinese architecture? Is Chinese architecture a reproduction of them? 

Or, if it is not, how can we characterise the differences? 

This chapter addresses these questions by examining the role that the category of the 'modern' 

occupies in soci~cultural discourses and architectural discussions in twentieth century China. 

This itself involves two distinct but interrelated problems - the difference between the Chinese 

signification of the term 'modern' and its European use, and secondly the content of the 

Chinese use. As will be argued. the Chinese use of the term 'modern' is different from the 

European use. The Chinese use of the term is much more distinctive. It is mostly organised 

around the idea of importation and aspirations for the future. By contrast. the European use is 

much more general, and usually its meaning depends upon its context. The second relates to 

the content of the category or rather its capacity to exclude other categories. As will become 

clear, one of the central characteristics of the use of the category of the 'modern' in Chinese is 

that in the architectural context. it seems to exclude any distinct reference to what in Europe 

would be called 'modernism' -- the sweeping change in architecture and in architectural theory 

that historians date at around 1920. and with which architects. such as Le Corbusier and Mies 

van de Rohe, are associated. 
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In China, the blanket term 'modern' and or more usually 'western modem' abolishes the 

distinctiveness of 'modernism' as a historical turning point in architectural history. As a 

consequence, we are dealing not only with asymmetry of categories, but one which in China 

represses the historiographical significance of 'modernism'. 'Western modern' is simply a 

series of importations from the 'west', all of which have a kind of architectural equivalence. 

They may have been insistence to the European that there would seem to be 'modernist' 

building. But its status in China is as a stylistic variation of other examples of 'western 

modern'. 

Central to the argument of entire thesis is that Chinese architectural history in the twentieth 

century up to the contemporary period is characterised by a continuing absence of 'modernism' 

and its discourse. 'Western modern' refers simply to a series of imports since the nineteenth 

century. These are interpreted in China in terms of the category of 'western modern', which we 

will elaborate later. What is important to recognise at this point is not simply that China has a 

different history from Europe and the USA. but that its system of interpretation of 'western' 

architecture is quite different from 'western' interpretations of 'western' architecture. This 

latter point is just important for the thesis as the former one. Thus, whenever the Chinese 

talked about 'western modern' architecture, they always were referring to imports which were 

subject to their own classification and interpretation. This point is central to understanding 

what to a European eye would seem to be a continuous eclecticism of architecture. At a 

methodological level. it should seem that this argument is based not on some global 

comparison of Chinese and 'western' architecture - which we find neither useful or intelligible 

•• , but upon the mapping of different forms of perception. 'Western modern' refers to a system 

of importation and use whose terms are purely Chinese and must be explained historically in 

terms of emergence of the category of 'western modem'. 
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Compared with English, Chinese had no distinct concepts for 

'modernity' and 'modemism' in its own culture, and operated 

with a singular notion of the 'modern' (xianda/). To say this, it 

does not mean that Chinese had no literal words for modernity 

(xiandaixing) and modernism (xiandai zhuiy/) in a linguistic 

sense, but they did not operate as different categories as in 

English, and their concepts were largely confined to a European 

and American reference. 1 Indeed, 'Chinese modernity' is more 

raised in recent scholarship, mainly by overseas scholars, as a 

counterpart to 'western rnod ern ity' , in order to characterise 

modemisation and its attendant ideologies in China. However, 

within domestic writings and discussions, 'modemity' or 

'Chinese modernity' was not widely used until the beginning of 

the twenty-first century. To some people, 'modernity' was a new 

or alternative version of the 'modern'. In the meantirne, the lack 

of 'modemism' and 'modernity' did not prevent the promotion of 

'postmodemism' and even 'post-modernity' in the domain of 

conternporary Chinese culture. In order to understand this, we 

have to look at how the category 'modern' operated in a 

Chinese context, although the term itself was originally 

translated from English and French. 

1.1 The 'Modem' and the Problematic of the 'Western' 

As a concept, 'modem' functions as an entity and category in 

political, social and cultural discourse. According the Cihai, an 

I Modern (xiandai, modeng) (fJMI:. IfIl); modernity (xiandaixing) (JJIl.fl.:tl); modernism (xiandai 

=huiyi) (fJII. fl.:.±:5(). 
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authoritative Chinese dictionary, 'modem' had at least three 

direct applications historical periodisation, temporal 

description and cultural activity, 

J, The epoch of imperialism and proletarian revolution. In 
history it generally refers to the period when capitalism exists and 
the proletariat carries through socialist revolution. [Therefore] the 
Russian Revolution of October 1917 may be regarded as the 
beginning of modern world history. It is generally understood that 
China's modern history begins with the May Fourth Movement in 
1919 (which begins the period of the New Democratic Revolution); 
2 it is also suggested that it [the Modern History of China] begins 
with the establishment of the People's Republic of China in 
1949. 2. The present. 3. A literary journal, [which] published a 
number of influential works in the 19305.3 

Beyond this, 'modem' has plenty of other associated terms, 

which have been used to cover all socio-cultural aspects, such 

as 'modernisation', 'modem culture', 'modem consciousness', 

'modem Chinese language', 'modem sociology', 'modem 

industry', 'modem literature', etc. 

Before examining the operation of the term 'modem' ;n different 

fields, and in order to discern its nature in a Chinese context, it 

is also necessary to look at the notion of 'western' which is often 

associated with the 'modem'. 'Modem' (xianda/) was originally 

translated from English and a Japanese-European loanword 

2 The May Fourth Movement, which is also called 'Chinese enlightenment', was both a political and a 
cultural movement. It was initiated by intellectuals and students with the objective of opposing 
imperialism and feudalism in 1919. Because it became associated with the 'new cultural movement', the 
May Fourth Movement had a profound effect upon Chinese intellectual culture. Along with promoting 
'democracy' (Mr. De) and 'science' (Mr. Sai). Marxism was introduced into China from the Soviet 
Union during the May Fourth, and later on became the theoretical basis for the Chinese revolution 
against the Nationalist regime. Historically, the Nationalist revolution led by Sun Yat-sen, which aimed 
at toppling the imperial regime, is called the 'old democratic revolution'. and the revolution led by the 
CCP in terms of Marxism is described as the 'new democratic revolution'. 
3 Cihai (1989). pp. 3155. "J.Il.P*(jd:t)(~XF~fl'tVV:lfir!¥Jff-tfto JJj'12~ riM11HI1~*t:)({ttE~ 
xFilfl't&.ill:fH±~:t)(1¥ 1iIl'!¥Jatfto 1917 1rffH!>l I fl f±~t:5(1¥tf,fiJJft }Jtit WfW, {\:J7j ~!¥JJf3iil 0 

-~v...}J, <=P1ll!JII.t\:J7j 1:tztiT 1919 ~ fi(7llibz.tJ (.iZtAii~:t. =t5('f f,jr!!twn, ;fj;'fj-**tzti T 1949 
if<=p$A~)t-fUl1'l".lU1AL 2. f~:tt~-atf\:o 3. X'riiJ~o =-t-:rttfJ]'I!I':tt::&i:tW~~~~!¥JQIJ 
fto " 
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4 Liu, Lydia H, (1996). 

and entered into Chinese usage in the 1920s, when a series of 

movements were launched to transform the country,4 It is not 

only the linguistic origin of the term which makes the meaning of 

'modem' semantically linked to the 'western', but also in its use, 

the word 'western' has been implicitly or explicitly used as a 

reference, standard and articulation of the 'modern', However, 

the notion of the 'western' is itself problematic, Its definition 

varies in the fields of geography, politics, economy, social 

structure and cuHure, 

In terms of official definition, the 'western' was not a 

geographical but a political concept in China, According to the 

Cihai, the western countries were 

[".] generally the developed capitalist countries. such as America. 
Britain. France, Japan. Australia. etc, It is a political rather than a 
geographic concept. Because historically capitalist countries first 
emerged in the west, they are called [ western]. 5 

This definition contrasts with the notion of 'Oriental' that Edward 

Said discussed. To Said, a geographical designation has been 

an entity for the whole 'Orienta list' discourse. But in the political 

discourse of China, there is no such an entity. The notion 

'western' is a more abstract and ideological construction. This 

political definition of the 'western' encounters problems of 

recognition, as sometimes it also contradicts itself. The obvious 

case is Japan, which is politically designated as 'western' but is 

geographically and culturally regarded as 'eastern'. The Soviet 

Union is another problematic case, which was politically 

5 Cihai(l989). "rLWI3i*l::5CttibOO¥:. fIuJUl<J. ~1JIl. i'EOO, H4>-, ~AflHJi~rn. 1i':~iti. 
~, +;Il±&.I1IfIllt~. ffiJjj~J:j~'f*l::5(Il<J*R5tt£V!l Jillij:J4l., /iti;." 
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'socialist' but culturally 'westem'. In 2000, Zhang Yaozeng, a 

Chinese architect who was selected to study in the Soviet Union 

in the 1950s, recalled: 

As well as emphasising the special expectations of the Party and 
People concerning our cultivation, the preparatory briefing to 
welcome the new students [destined for the Soviet Union] also 
informed us for the first time of some of the things we had to know 
about if we wanted to go to the Soviet Union, enjoining us to pay 
attention to the different situation between the 'inside' and the 
'outside', which we had to engrave in our hearts, so that we were 
neither to accept the other side nor adapt or lose immunity to it. 
[We were told that] the ethics and customs of the Soviet Union 
were very different from ours. Even under the leadership of Stalin, 
there were a lot of negative aspects, For instance, the Soviet Party 
and the [political] activities within the party were different from 
ours. Our overseas students should not accept the influence of the 
Soviet Party: in their society, the black-market and hidden 
prostitution existed, and relations between men and women were 
unregulated, their students cheated in exams and cohabited outside 
of marriage. The decadent contemporary westem culture had had 
an effect there. In short, [we should] be mentally alert to the Soviet 
Union: we were sent there to study their science and technology 
rather than their politics and life style. 6 

Zhang's recollection exposed the ambivalence of the political 

differentiation. According to him, under the auspicious name of 

'socialism', the material amenities, which the 'westem' countries 

had and China lacked, were appreciated and enthusiastically 

leamt. The socia-cultural aspects, which threatened Chinese 

morality, social conduct and political ideology, were rejected as 

'westem'. The contradiction between the official definition and 

the actual accounts undermines the idea that there is any 

consistent content in the category 'westem'. The 'westem' is a 

6 Zhang, Yaozeng (2000). pp. 162. "iC.fijm.~1I'tffl;P1TfIJ(J'JJm~*f1 <f'IliT5!liif.l)tfUAR;xtft1fJCJ<j 
tfHf fIltif7:* il''1JNW ltll~ 9~, ;g )j:QlfflJ ~ :t JJ.I!X £. ~ il ft If] mit! il'J®.11i;)'.. if III( P1Hhl.@; ~ 9b 
{i~lJ. g~iC.tf'L."t', :;r;fc¥tl71J1lit.1~:;r;JliI;..zl',tl:t::;k~m:il\tn.JJo ftffJ:til''1JJ.]fX, £tR~;fflJX1.± 
.Am {f1j8-I:ift1"JHt~liiJ. l!P~tfJlJi:k# Wi.wr: R~~IfI;, !i/t·t e #:;r;yfftiTiJ~ ~~Jlli 0 it tm~JfA(f.J 
>i:}k>i: ~ ~u,t;.!..jft1fJ£t:;r;liil. !lC.11'J1li $":'t~flt~~ ~.j:Jf:tlt(j<Jt,;r(.!J. ft!!.1(]f±~ 1: ~~f!'!:'l I1L litHIA. ~ 
~4~~~&~~. ~4~~~.~.~~~~,~~&~~P~ . • a@~mM~~am~~ 
fl~Uf~o -iiJi!. mJJ.lf*IJii"'f~~fl -~W5. fitffJ~itH:1JlIIL±:~:li1o"1').Jft!!.ffJ(J<J:f4'1'H*. --I,M; 
'1'f1tJ.lfJil''.lj]~ -~jflU#fU1:.mH~ ... 
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generalised concept that is set up in opposition to China, which 

is designated politically as 'socialist', geographically as 'eastem', 

economically as 'developing' and culturally as 'Chinese'. 

This kind of generalised opposition not only exists in political 

discourse, but also in intellectual circles, academic discussion, 

journalistic reporting and daily usage. In 1934, Lu Xun, a 

leading figure of the leftist writers of the time, put forward an 

influential idea 'appropriation-ism' (nalai ZhUYI).7 The short 

article has been widely circulated since the time it was 

published. From then onwards, it has been reprinted in the 

course of continuous publications of his collected works, in 

anthologies, in school textbooks, and in citations of other 

authors. In the article, Lu Xun satirised the fear of importation, 

and argued for active 'appropriation' rather than passive 

'acceptance'. He advocated: 

We must take, We must either use, or store. or demolish. And then, 
the owner will be a new owner. The house will become a new 
house. [ ... ] Without appropriation. people cannot become new on 
their own. Without appropriation, literature and art cannot become 
new on its own. 8 

Lu Xun did not directly use the term 'western'. But the matters to 

which he referred from England, Germany, France, America 

and Japan fitted a common understanding of the 'western' in 

China. Lu Xun's viewpoint was pragmatiC. What he was 

7 'Appropriation-ism' (na/ai =huyi) (#:)tct50. 
8 Lu XUn (1934) Appropriation-ism, in Qiejieting Essays ... ftl(J~$::*. f\t1(J~~{tffj, t1.ff1/J., 
d~*.W~, ±A~~±A. ~~&~~~~~~*. ~~n~.~A~., ~~, trmm, 
+tJU. &ff$:*fl'J. A1~fll?:tJ~~¥#iA, &tr$:*B'J. x~;'Hl?:tJ~~¥#ix~." Themetaphors 
in his writing are familiar to many Chinese people. i.e. the house as the country. the owner as Chinese 
people. etc. Lu XUn played a profound role in the formation of Chinese inteIlectual culture. especiaIly 
leftist literature. Since 1949. promoted by Mao Zedong and the CCP. his thoughts have been 
appropriated by the orthodoxy ideology. 
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concerned with was not the origin of the things, but rather the 

things which did not exist in Chinese tradition and reality, and 

which were useful to renew the Chinese people, Chinese 

culture and the Chinese nation, 

We can see that the 'westem' as a Chinese concept is a 

complex construction. In order to understand it fully, one must 

understand that the term 'modem' whenever it is used, means 

we must go beyond a purely semantic definition of the term. In a 

way, it parallels the complex construction used in Europe and 

the USA when referring to the 'east'. The 'east' is not just an 

adjective. It is a category, as Edward Said has shown, which 

encapsulates a whole philosophical and ideological tradition. In 

the same way, the Chinese category of the 'westem' refers to 

such a complex set of conditions. 

1.2 The Category of the 'Modem' in the Chinese Contexts 

1.2.1 The 'Modern 'in Socio-politica/ Discourse 

The discussion in the last section has pointed out that the 

Chinese notion of the 'westem' is a part of being 'modem'. This 

section will look at how the concept 'modem' operates in the 

political agenda and mass culture of twentieth century China in 

terms of 'modernisation'. In doing so, it immediately relates to 

the concept 'new', which can be found in Lu XOn's proposal and 

which has been often associated with ideas of the 'modem'. In 

general usage, 'new' and 'modem' indicate social and cultural 

transition in China. To be 'new', to move away from tradition and 
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to depart from the immediate past have all been the tasks of a 

national project - 'modernisation'. Of course, the 'new' and the 

'modem' are not necessarily always everywhere and in every 

time identical, But in general, 'modem' implies things that are 

new, and which relate to the 'western' as opposed to Chinese 

tradition. 

As a social and political project, 'modernisation' as a national 

project was elevated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), 

proceeding from a series of 'new' proposals dating from the late 

Qing Dynasty until the regime of the Guomingdang, The term 

'modem' appeared shortly after the Chinese intellectual 

enlightenment of the May Fourth movement in 1919 - about 

sixty years after the first reforming project, the 'foreign matters 

movement', was promoted by Qing bureaucrats, For nearly a 

century, beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

the 'new', which had referred to European and American 

knowledge, was used by either reformists or revolutionaries to 

propose different and opposite positions to the imperial and 

Nationalist systems, In 1860, a series of internal crises and 

extemal failures in the military led to the 'foreign matters 

movement', which intended to strengthen the imperial regime 

by employing imported technologies and engineering, 'New 

learning' (xinxue) - which was also called 'western learning' 

(xixue) - was urged for this pUrpose,9 In 1898, the emperor 

9 The phrase 'Western learning as utility, Chinese learning as essence', which was put forward by a high 
official Zhang Zhidong in the 1860s. has been widely quoted to illustrate the Chinese idea of social 
reform and modernisation. Though the differentiation of 'utility' and 'essence' is arguable in terms of the 
nature of Chinese modernisation, the idea at least explicates the hybridisation of social and cultural 
transformation in China since the second half of the 19'" century. 
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Guangxu of the Qing Dynasty issued a political reform - the 

'new politics' (xinzheng) - in order to maintain imperial power 

by adopting constitutional norms. In 1934, in response to 

'chaos' in China, the Nationalist government launched a social 

movement called the 'New Life Movement', which was 

advocated by the head of the Guomingdang, Chiang Kai-shek. 

This movement attempted to 'lead to the social regeneration of 

China' by preserving traditional Confucianism in 'a new national 

consciousness and mass psychology'. 10 The causes and 

consequences of the marriage of the 'old' and the 'new' are 

historically complicated. But what I want to point out is that the 

'new' agenda, which called for the reform of the existing 

structures and conventions and for moving towards the future, 

in fact, neither completely broke away from the 'old', nor was 

identical to the 'importation' in its original context. 

After the CCP came to power in 1949, the term 'new' frequently 

featured in communist propaganda Le. 'new society', 'new 

epoch', 'new people', etc, in order to distinguish the 'new' 

regime from the previous one. 'Modemisation' was constantly 

promoted under the different leaderships at critical moments for 

the nation in the transition from a traumatic past to the future. 

The 'Four Modemisations', which set up a national objective at 

the end of the twentieth century, was first suggested by Mao 

Zedong and was put forward by Zhou Enlai in the Government 

Report of 1964, - three years after the 'natural disaster' which 

10 Spence, Jonathan E. (1999). pp. 356. 
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took place from 1959 to 1961," The nationwide famine, which 

resulted from the failure of the 'Great Leap Forward' in 1958 and 

was intensified by the Sino-Soviet rift, caused enormous 

mortalities and economic retrogression, 12 Scepticism 

conceming the leadership of the CCP spread, and although 

repressed, threatened political stability. In 1978, two years after 

the 'Cultural Revolution', the target of the 'Four Modemisations' 

was raised again by Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping. Ten 

years of political movements and 'class struggle' had exhausted 

the nation, which was in deep crisis in terms of social 

relationships, economic development and culture. The proposal 

of 'modemisation' embodied a shift in the focus of govemmental 

policy from 'political struggle' to economic development. At the 

social level, its implementation was about re-establishing public 

confidence and preventing criticism of the past dragging society 

back into chaos. In 1992, the new leader of the CCP and 

Central Govemment Jiang Zeming reinforced the commitment 

to modemisation and Deng's strategies by advocating to 'speed 

up Reform and Opening up' in the country. 13 It was three years 

after the 'TIan'anmen Affair', which manifested the conflict 

existing between the political and administrative system, on the 

one hand, and the pressure of economic development and 

social aspiration, on the other. The Reform policy, which had 

engendered the rapid development of the economy, faced the 

dilemma and the nation was struggling to move beyond and to 

II At that time, the objective of the 'Four Modemisations' was: to achieve the modemisations of 
apiculture, industry. national defence and science and technology by the end of the twentieth century. 
I Spence, Jonathan E. (1999). pp. 544-564. 
13 In October 1992. the Fourteenth Congress of CCP was held in Beijing. On behalf of the Central 
Committee, Jiang Zeming gave a speech entitled 'Speeding up Reform and Opening up and 
Modernisation, Obtaining More Success for Socialism with Chinese Characteristics'. 
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overcome the obstacles. 

From the Qing Dynasty to the Communist regime, both the 

'new' proposals and 'modemisation' projects were consistently 

promoted under different leaderships with the aim of reforming 

the country and leading the nation to 'modernity'. As the 'new' 

placed more stress on the difference between the present and 

the past, 'modemisation' has a vision of the future which 

functions as a 'forgetting' of the immediate past, a cure for 

reality, and the insistent nature of political power. Although the 

content varied from one instance to another, being 'modem' 

articulates a continuous aspiration for transition in the 

socia-political agenda, 

In the history of China, the approach to, as well as the 

delineation and assessment of 'modemisation', was modified 

from time to time in correspondence to the conditions that 

existed at the time. However, in terms of the general objectives, 

standard and strategy, 'modemisation' has consistent attributes. 

According to the official definition 'modemisation' is 

a process and Objective pertammg to an undeveloped society 
becoming a developed society. As a process, the first sign is the 
development of productive forces by advanced science and 
technology. the improvement of production and consumption. and 
the resulting changes in social structure and political ideology 
(which are represented by political democracy. rationality. the 
scientific spirit. social mobility and a modernized consciousness). 
As an objective. it generally suggests a level of advanced science 
and technology. advanced productive forces and consumption, with 
contemporary developed society acting as a reference. The trend 
towards modernisation started from the Second World War. There 
is no single model for the modernisation of different countries. 
Chinese modernisation is socialist modernisation with Chinese 
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characteristics. t4 

Two aspects are notable in this definition. First, 'modemisation' 

or being 'modem' above all privileges material improvement; or 

in Marxist terms, it aims to develop the forces of production. 

Second, it is an integrated mechanism that denies the 

independent formation of political constitutions, economic 

systems, social structures and cultural discourse, and reduces 

the complex relationship between them into one of achieving a 

single goal. This kind of homogeneity of the conception of 

'modernisation' empowers China to take a different approach to 

it, which sets out from the reform of the political and economic 

system, and subsequently gives rise to 'modem forms' of social 

relationship and cultural custom. This integration seems to 

indicate that the 'modem' is also an inclusive category which 

contains both ideology and practice. 

In the process of 'modernisation', imported 'things' became an 

object of desire which in itself articulates the standard of 

'modem' life in Chinese mass culture. The quality of the 

'modem' is often accounted for as 'novel' or 'fashionable', which 

in popular parlance is called modeng, a transliteration of the 

14 Cihai (1999). pp.1847. "~a:i3:?Ji:IJX~:&:0:Hi':!¥'li1f!jl;fll Elt!);, {l~i1f!jl, jt:~'*t!);.J.d~ffl 
:Jt:it!H*'tt*1.tJi'tf'=t.J, 1:f'=fO~f1* :ifZ~$i~~, *±i::Mf~J&i&m~imf~~-tEMIzlfjrJll.~i{: 
(X~~~tl~~~, ~tt*~fOM*,M~. tl~mMfO~RitAm),*hRU, t-.m~ 
~f~1sUtf±~j.J~~~ug7t:it!H~11**:ifZ. 7t:it!'.t,'~1J &il'l ~ * 'f 0 f~fUt~?m.~tzf;TJ;tL-':IX 
1tJ:WJ.:I&r.:i, {H'l<JfI.,Il. f\;{tjU::tjt·-.,.ht, <ptIl I'nf.l\l.{UtJH± 0 ±5UtJf.l\I.{\;i{:. JHf<Pl'JJtf~, II 

On another occasion. a different approach to modernisation is further explained. 'To economically 
underdeveloped countries, it [modernisation] means to accelerate the development of productive forces 
and their transformation into modern industrialised societies, to catch up with the developed countries as 
soon as possible. and then to adapt to the new reality and development environment of the world, by 
adopting effective means based on their own conditions. implementing strategic economic and 
technological reforms and considerable social reforms which meet the need for the development of 
productive forces.' 
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English modem or French modeme. The association of the 

'foreign' or the 'western' with 'novelty' was not a seamless 

process. It took some eighty years to change perception from 

rejection, to recognition and finally to the desire for occupation, 

if the wholesale importation is dated back to the First Opium 

War of 1840. In studying the formation of the urban culture of 

Shanghai in the 1930s and 1940s, Leo OU-fan Lee pointed out 

that the pursuit of novelty and fashion reflected Chinese 

fantasies about 'western' material civilisation: 

These material aspects of Western modernity, according to Tang 
Zhenchang, a leading scholar on Shanghai history, proved easier to 
accept than the 'spiritual' aspects, and the response of Shanghai 
natives to these material forms of Western modernity followed a 
typical pattern of shock, wonder, admiration, and imitation. 15 

Imported architecture was one of the 'material forms of Western 

modernity,.16 It appeared in Chinese cities in the second half of 

the nineteenth century, with the construction of foreign 

concessions, in the 'new' form of urban fabric, municipal 

infrastructure, and of building types, styles and technologies. In 

the case of Shanghai, the 'westem style' buildings, which were 

designed, built and occupied by the Europeans and Americans 

were despised by the Shanghainese in the early years.17 This 

attitude gradually changed. By the early decades of the 

twentieth century, the 'Westem style' house had become a 

favoured type of dwelling. In 1933, a journalist from Shanghai 

recorded the fashion of the day: 

When Chinese people move into a new western-style house, they 

15 Lee, Leo Ou-fan (1999). pp. 6. 
16 Ibid. pp. 3-42. 
17 Wu, Jiang (1997). pp. 22-25. 
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all light up with pleasure. Unless they encounter a major 
misfortune or the decline in the fortunes of their families, they will 
not move back into houses built in the old style. There is no 
doubt that the western-style house holds a very big attraction. 18 

The reasons why the Chinese were fascinated by the 'western 

style' house, were explained by the joumalist as 'wide 

surrounding windows, the comfort of the storied building, the water 

supply basin. the lavatory, the bath and other facilities'. All these 

facilities provided 'convenience and cleanliness', and made it easy 

for 'the dwellers to get used to hygienic habits. So much was this the 

case that if they were allowed to move back to the former residence 

[the Chinese house], they would feel it incompatible.' In other words, 

no matter how diverse the building styles were, the distinct 

quality of the 'western style' house was dependent upon 

material amenities which accorded with modem evaluations of 

convenience, hygiene and comfort, and which the 'imported' 

houses shared in common, and in contrast, the Chinese house 

did not offer.19 . 

More than the question of physical comfort, the 'western style' 

house embodied personal achievement and social status. Most 

of the Chinese who lived in the 'western style' houses were 

engaged in new occupations which did not exist in the 

traditional society: they were compradors, industrialists, 

educated professionals, and employees in finance, trade, 

18 The word actually used means 'foreign-style' but this is usually equivalent to 'western-style'. Lai, 
Delin (1995). pp.51. .. $)dlH1il J.tlti ~ r..:;. Ifk~$,:~fli l~HLz. @'. Jltl': $: A. *Ill. 4Jt FH IA.rttt 
mff¥M~~m~, .~~mm~ .• mf~.~G.#~ffi~~~, •• ~.~~. *~eM 
ilAIU:l:tH-J1i. ~:t;t;tJ(. lJ.l!pJ~~+J'\mli. :<k·'fH!-K:<:'IQHI))." 
19 The point here is not whether Chinese house could or could not offer the convenience, hygiene and 
comfort in modem sense, but rather a change of conception and perception of living conditions and 
valuation. This kind of changing point can be found in many literatures at the time and thereafter. Chi, 
Li (1999). Yang. Nianqun (2001). 
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industry etc. In the new type of city, such as Shanghai, their 

identity, either personal or occupational, had little to do with the 

traditional forms of recognition in a society - kinship, locality 

and bureaucratic position. Economic strength played a greater 

part in the identification, In the late nineteenth century, a 

building which adopted a 'westem style' could cost twenty times 

more than one employing a more traditional style in Shanghai. 20 

Apart from the expense, the 'westem style' lent a physical 

appearance to the new classes of power, wealth and success 

Under these circumstances, it is of no surprise that possessing 

a 'westem style' house signified personal progress at that time. 

In Shanghai Modem, Leo Ou-fan Lee has interpreted the 

psychological and social signification of the skyscraper during 

the 1920s and 1930s.21 Shanghai's skyscrapers, which were 

associated with the new Art Deco style and derived from the 

New York's prototypes, were raised after the neo-classicist 

edifices of the city. The way in which the skyline was renewed 

by its actual height somehow symbolised the shift of power from 

British to American dominance. When translated into local 

culture, their signification of the colonial imprint was 

correspondingly decreased. The skyscrapers were 'portrayed as 

showcasing socioeconomic inequality - the high and the low. the rich 

and the poor.' At this point, the imported style buildings became a 

physical embodiment of social class, and to some extent 

articulated the emergence of the Chinese bourgeois. 

20 'When Shanghai Municipal Council decided to build a police station, someone once suggested using 
a Chinese style. But finally it was decided to adopt Western style which was more than twenty times 
more expensive than the Chinese style building.' Wu. Jiang () 997). pp. 25. 
21 Lee, Leo Ou-fan (1999). pp.7-13. 
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What is interesting here is the category - the 'westem style'. It 

seems that the category includes all architecture 'imported' from 

the late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. 

Whether they were 'colonial style', neoclassical, Art Deco, art 

nouveau, English revival, or German neo-NOmberg, their formal 

character was first of all its difference from the Chinese tradition, 

and hence 'foreign', 'new' and 'modem'. In effect, eclecticism 

was still a 'new' presence in contrast to traditional Chinese 

architecture, when 'modernism' was introduced as yet another 

fashion and style in the 1930s. Wu Jiang, an architectural 

historian from Shanghai, once commented: 

To the Shanghai natives. the western revivalist architecture in 
Shanghai never represented a kind of conservative idea. On the 
contrary. it represented a new thing - its old style was newly 
imported. Because of this, when western modernist architecture 
entered into Shanghai. it did not contrast with the revivalist 
architecture. but only added one more modem style. 22 

This comment lends support to the argument that the 

development of architecture in twentieth century China was 

dependent upon waves of importation from Europe and the 

USA. But it is crucial to understand that these waves did not 

necessarily come in the same order as they did in Europe and 

the USA. The most obvious fact here is that the Chinese never 

experienced a 'moment', either in the 1920s or afterwards, like 

that which in Europe led to the intense concem for architecture 

which preoccupied and inspired the likes of Le Corbusier and 

Mies van de Rohe. In other words, Chinese architecture never 

22 Wu. Jiang (1997) ... J:.;iftJi'fJtffi:1iM,t1 iUt{[J:.;iftJ.A.H~1I!.~*fX1'f\:~-f'I'f~'<Ti'fJlt1)O'A!*, ttl 
&, 't!lJJ1:f\R:tr 'f'I'Wi1¥~- - 't~~~i'fJ*.ltJ1.t.#iJ.A.:*i$.!.1::fJJt~lmlJ.ill.*1' ~a<JfIi.~ . .iE 
~~~~,~~:1i~*~*a<J~~@ •• HJ:..a<J"M.#&~~".~~~.m.~*~J1~. 
rfu H ~ tEi'F ~ jJlj }Ja!.~fi''i' JZ.DU T 'f4'''ft~fi'rm i2 ... 
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'experienced' what became known as 'modernism', The history 

of the waves of importation has to be studied according to a 

chronology which is different from that of Europe. From the 

European point of view, it is characterised by the absence - the 

continuous - absence of 'modernism'. While in Europe and the 

USA, 'postmodemism' would be considered as something that 

occurred after a certain crisis of 'modernism', in China it is 

merely something that continues the 'modem'. The effects of 

this are complex and will appear time and time again in this 

thesis. 

This results in a puzzling situation for the Chinese. While the 

imports were 'western' and 'modem', from a European or 

American perspective, they were neither. 'Western' architecture 

itself lacked the very notion of 'western modem' architecture. To 

those in Europe and America, they just had architecture, 

although it might stylistically be differentiated between 

neo-classical, revivalist or even something represented as a so 

called national style. What was important after the First World 

War was a self-conscious break with the past that was called 

'modemism'. In China, by contrast, all the architecture from 

Europe and the USA was always already both 'modem' and 

'westem'. There was no room in this sense for the complete 

meaning of the category 'modernism', which became a 

specialist term for a certain style, but which never established 

itself as a pivotal category. From this, we come to the 

conclusion that there is a fundamental asymmetry between 

China on the one hand and Europe and the USA on the other, 
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1.2.2 The 'Modern'in Twentieth-century Chinese Architecture 

In last section, we reached the conclusion that the concept 

'modem' in China operates as a category which contains all 

imports of being kind of the 'other' to the political, social and 

economic agenda and daily life, These imports are not only 

embedded in the government agenda but are desired by the 

great mass of people in tenns of the Chinese aspiration to be 

'modem' - leaving the past, moving to the future and improving 

living standards, Nonetheless, the Chinese 'modern' is, and 

never has been, just a reproduction of the imports, In terms of 

architecture, there is no organised perception of 'modernism', 

This section will continue the investigation into the architectural 

profession. We will argue that not only for the masses, but also 

for Chinese architects, the 'modem' has been seen as an 

integrated category to account for the imports from Europe and 

the USA throughout the twentieth century, from 'eclecticism', to 

'modernism' and 'postmodemism', and will demonstrate the 

conceptual differences that exist between Chinese architecture 

and the imports. 

In doing so, the central question should be: what does 'modem', 

as a category, mean in Chinese discourse on architecture? How 

to define 'modem' has been a problematic issue in historical 

writings, academic discussion and professional practice, The 

issue essentially points to two interrelated questions: how to 

define 'western' imports and how to identify the character of 

'modem' Chinese architecture, 
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In writing the history of modem Chinese architecture, Zou 

Denong, an architectural historian, admitted to prefer the term 

'modem architectural movement' in accounting for Chinese 

architecture in the twentieth century. He intentionally avoided 

using 'modernism' in his work, because for him, 'modernism' 

had different meanings in its broad and interdisciplinary 

applications. It not only was unable to cover all the 'modem' 

activities concerned with architecture across the world, but also 

often confused with 'International Style,.23 By contrary, the term 

'modem architecture', which was based upon industrialisation, 

contained new social programmes, as well as new architectural 

forms and new architectural types, which were in tum supported 

by new materials, technologies, design ideas and methods.24 

Under these conditions, the correspondence between 

architectural activities in China and those in the wider world was 

set up. However, the way in which the 'modem' is characterised 

is ambiguous. For instance, on the one hand, regarding 

industrialisation as a basis for the 'modem architectural 

movement', he included 'non-industrialised' and revivalist 

23 Zou, Denong (2001). pp.2. 
24 Zou's definition of the 'modem architectural movement' is influenced by L. Benevolo whose History 
of Modern Architecture is taken by Zou as a classic and a model for historical writing. Zou Denong is a 
professor in the School of Architecture of Tianjin University in China. In the 1980s and 1990s, he 
co-translated the History of Western Modern Art and the English version of the History of Modern 
Architecture by the Italian historian L. Benevolo into Chinese. The History of Modern Architecture was 
first published in Italian in 1960 and its English version was issued in 1971. The Chinese name of this 
book is the History of Western Modern Architecture, published by the Tianjin Science and Technology 
Press in 1996. Apart from these two translations. Zoo has published a number of introductory articles on 
contemporary architecture in Europe and the USA, and comments and critiques on Chinese architecture. 
Since 1982, Zou has devoted himself to the history of Chinese architecture after 1949. In 1989, together 
with two other authors, he published the book Outline of Modern Chinese Architecture 1949-1985. In 
1999, Zou co-edited the Chinese Architecture in the Past 50 years.' 1949-1999. The content of these two 
books was partly included in A History of Modern Chinese Architecture. The objective of this bo~k, as 
Zou put it, was to 'comprehensively and precisely represent historical truth'. Indeed, the book IS the 
most comprehensive documentation of buildings in China from 1949 to 1999 so far. In terms of the 
content, it actually covers the history from the 1920s to 1990s. 
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buildings in the category of the 'modem', in terms of the 

supplement they provided to industrialisation, as an integral part 

of 'modem' consciousness, and the adoption of new structures, 

technologies, facilities and management techniques. On the 

other hand, he thought that 'revivalism' was contradictory to the 

'modem': 

During the time of 'learning' from the Soviet Union, the 
confrontation between so called 'ideas of socialist design' [which 
are regarded as instances of revivalist architecture by him] and 
'ideas of capitalist design' (i.e. modem architectural thinking) 
indeed existed. 25 

This contradictory account of revivalist architecture as well as 

the repression of the use of the term 'modemism' highlights the 

absence of 'modemist' discourse in twentieth century Chinese 

architecture. The application of the term 'modem' is done in 

order to make a contrast with 'traditional' Chinese architecture. 

This shows that 'westem' architecture is understood differently 

as a concept from the way it is in Europe and the USA. So it is 

not a surprise to learn that in Zou's account, the truly eclectic 

Sun Vat-sen Mausoleum of 1925 and the highly contemporary 

National Grand Theatre of 1999 are both ascribed to the 

'modem' category. In order to understand the complications, we 

need a certain historical investigation of Chinese architecture, 

which at least has a firm chronological basis. 

Architecture as a profession in China started with the import of 

the 'Beaux-Arts' system in education, practice and academic 

research, mainly via America, in the 1920s. Chinese architects 

25 zou, Denong (2001). pp. S. 
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who received an architectural training abroad played a pivotal 

role in its formation. In the 19105 and 19205, while 'modernism' 

was the issue in Europe, most Chinese architects were trained 

in America where the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition still dominated. 26 

Their effect on China was profound not only by their number but 

more importantly by the active careers of the American-trained 

Chinese architects in teaching, practicing and researching. 

Before the 1930s, only two architectural schools in the higher 

education system existed, the Architectural Faculty in the 

National Northeast University and the one in the National 

Central University. The Architectural Faculty in the Northeast 

University was founded by Liang Sicheng - a graduate of the 

University of Pennsylvania - in 1928, on the basis of Paul P. 

Cret's curriculum.27 All of Liang's colleagues were trained in 

America, with four out of the five, including Liang, having 

graduated from the University of Pennsylvania, where three of 

them were Cret's students. 28 The school was closed by the 

Japanese invasion in 1931, but its effect was diffused by 

relocation of tutors and students to other school(s) then and 

after. 

26 Before 1936. the distribution of overseas Chinese architectural students: Britain 3. France 3, 
Germany 2, Japan 4, Italy I. America 37. And nearly half of the Chinese architectural students were 
studying in University of Pennsylvania. Zhao. Guowen (1987). pp.73. 
27 In architectural education, Paul Philippe Cret was a key figure of American 'Beaux-Arts' - 'modem 
classical', 'From 1890 onwards. French Beaux-Arts architects, assisted by Beau-Arts trained Americans, 
became the driving force in architectural pedagogy'. And 'the University of Pennsylvania was identified 
with the name of Paul Cret, [ ... J. created an outstanding Beaux-Arts school'. See: Frampton, Kenneth 
~d Latour, A. (1980). pp.5-39. Paul Philipe Cret is a French born in Lyon in 1876. and entered the 
Ecole des Beaus-Arts in Lyon in 1893 and in Paris four years later. In 1903, he took a teaching position 
at the School of Architecture in the University of Pennsylvania. and stayed with the position until he 
retired in 1937. He was a key figure of the Society of Beaux-Arts Architects. See: Grossman, Elizabeth 
Greenwell (1996). 
28 Tong Jun and Chen Zhi were Liang's classmates in the University of Pennsylvania. Lin Huiying, 
Liang's wife, studied in its Art Department and was specialised in stage and interior design. The other 
professor, Cai Fangyin, was trained in MIT. 
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The Architectural Faculty in the National Central University was 

set up in 1927, and its curriculum combined a 'Beaux-Arts' 

training with a technological orientation. 29 While the faculty 

members had a more diverse educational background, having 

been trained in Japan, Europe and America, the American 

graduates played important part in the pedagogy.3o In practice, 

the Chinese architects who were trained abroad joined the 

'Beaux-Arts' tradition and frtted into a 'modem' architecture in 

which an eclecticism had been initiated and carried out by 

foreign architects in China. Thus, while this eclecticism was on 

the wane in Europe and later in America, it lent vitality to the 

establishment of a 'new' status for the architectural profession in 

the 1920s in opposition to the existing Chinese construction 

tradition. 

In the 1930s, art deco, art nouveau and modernism came into 

view as new architectural 'fashions' and styles in contrast to the 

former 'classical' style through the buildings themselves. 

Compared to the resistance of the Chinese fine arts, 

'modernism' in Chinese architecture was accepted smoothly at 

the level of ideology.31 Not only did some foreign architects in 

29 Architectural training in China will be discussed in more details in the section 1.3. 
30 In the 1930s, Liu Futai, the Dean of Architectural Faculty, was a graduate of the Oregon State 
University. His proposal for Beijing National Library which won the second prize in an internal design 
competition was an eclectic building. Among the professors. Lu Shusen and Tan Huan were classmates 
of Liang Sicheng in the University of Pennsylvania. 
3) In 1929 when the First National Exhibition of Fine Arts sponsored by the Ministry of Education was 
held in Shanghai, a famous debate occurred between a key realistic artist Xu Beihong and a well-known 
poet Xu Zhimo on 'modernism' in art. From the 1920s and 1930s, although modernism was hardly 
systematically introduced into China, there were wide discussions on the schools of 'modernism' in 
publications and exhibitions. lllll, Boqiong and Chen, Ruilin (1989). pp.490-492. Hearn, Maxwell K. 
and Smith, Judith G (200 I). In taking modernism into China, the return of overseas Chinese students 
played an important part, with subsequent waves of importations via Japan in the 19205 and 1 930s, and 
from France in the 19305 and 19405. 1930s was the most active time for the Chinese 'modernist' artists. 
After the Japanese invasion started, and later after CCP took over the country, the artists either 
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Fig. 1.2-1-1, 1931. 

Fig. 1.2-1 -2, 1933. 

Fig. 1.2-2 

China, such as Hudec, rapidly shift to the 'modemist' style, but 

Chinese architects themselves oscillated between eclecticism 

and design with a formal 'mode mist' character. (Fig. 1.2-1) But 

because it lacked the context of social transformation, 

technological progress and intellectual development that it had 

had in Europe and America, 'modernism' was largely regarded 

as a 'fashion' among the various imported styles and to be 

merely contemporary with the 'west'. Someone once satirised 

the 'modernists' architects 

today see the German invented style and copy it. See the English 
style tomorrow and you will copy it. [ . .. J The classical architecture 
which was the previous cynosure is not attended to by anyone 
now. 32 

In this respect, nothing could be more expressive than the 

image of the 'architectural style of the future' published in the 

Commemoratory Volume for the Shanghai Architectural Society 

in 1931 . (Fig. 1.2-2) The combination of a Hollywood style 

female figure, a transparent glass ball and a 'modemist' model 

artiCUlated the way the Chinese imagined the 'modem' urban 

life style as fashion and entertainment. In fact, the building types 

to which the art deco and 'modemist' styles were applied, in the 

case of Shanghai in the 1930s, were mostly committed to 

commercial use, such as hotels, luxurious high-rise apartments, 

department stores, banks, dance halls, cinemas, and only later 

voluntarily left their pre iOlls direction, or devoted themselves to socil>-political work, or were forced to 
give up painting due to political , economic and social conditions. ee: hen, Kuiyi (1998). pp.l72-180. 
In any case, 'modernism' was CUI off in China for nearl forty ear from rhe 1940 to 1970s. 
32 Zhao, GuO\ven (1987). pp.77. ~[l1!$t 1'1' f1r.TtttUl1fJl 'tJJ' '4!Jf,9Jif , -'!tl'&jaf1i, JA, Rf'1. 
M.A. ~tJlflffi~iITiM>~z, flI1R \!.~ btfll1 *,iIUfN~z' , [1f~ I!R: ] ' ffUJltZAElzatJ~o ll! 
m , Jtx.A.i1fOJ.' .. 
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on hospitals and private houses.33 In contrast to 'modem ism' in 

Europe, which was concerned with social engineering and was 

supported by industrial production, 'modem ism' in China was 

intertwined with consumption from the very beginning and did 

not address the issue of normal people's lives. 34 

Observing this situation, Zou Denong commented: 

Some [Chinese] architects who designed western and Chinese 
classical architecture turned to the new style. At the beginning, it 
[modernist style] was the fashion. And thereafter, the essence of 
modern architecture was gradually appreciated.

35 

From the mid 1930s, 'modernism' often in the name of the 'new' 

and 'modem' was often accepted in terms of 'utility'. Some 

Chinese architects, such as Tong Jun and Fan Wenzhao, came 

to realise that design should start 'from inside to outside,.36 

However, this 'gradual appreciation' does not seem to have 

located 'modernism' as a critical opposition to 'revivalism' and 

'neo-classicalism'. An architect of the day commented: 

any building design, whether American classical style, or British 
classical style, or Italian classical style, or even completely 
'modem' ideas, if adaptive to utility, is not unable to attain its 
development'. 37 

33 Lai, DeIin (1995). pp.60. 
34 When reviewing the Chinese Architectural Exhibition held in Shanghai in 1936, Tan Dianzi 
commented, 'Have an overview of the exhibition. the outcomes of the Institute for Research in Chinese 
Architecture are richest, but only focus upon ancient architecture. The work from our society [Shanghai 
Architectural Society] and of Society of Chinese Architects was mostly modern architecture. The whole 
exhibition does not seem paying enough attention to the buildings for ordinary people.' Tan, Dianzi 
(1936). pp.ll. The quotation is from: Zhao, Guowen (1987). pp.82. It should be noted that what is called 
'modem' architecture is not necessarily completely 'modernist', and yet is distinguished from the 
neoclassical architecture. 
35 Zou, Denong (2001). pp.83. .. -~JA$illli-$gJ('jll:!\lil A~V}:ri9:itI¥Ht$tl[rji~ ",]f4i JX\.. il!:7tJ!fH 
t'~ZJX\., lfO)§~M1*~i.w.fUt1JlIY.]1{W." 
36 Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (2003). pp.61. Zhao, Guowen (1987). pp. 80-81. 
37 Yang, Zhaohui (1933). pp.3. u/9Tl;J.fffuJ9ifii9:if, x~~@*il~z."k('ilL~t, eJG.9t~-"t, i!;lt;~ 
Ill~, ltJ:iJt7t~~fJ\I.{-Cz..~~, fflijlm~-fr~ffl, *fl~fJT;!;tJt{Z.i£:1f", The similarly utilitarian 
and indiscriminative viewpoints can also be found in other architects' statements. such as Lu Qianshou 
and Wu Jingqi. See: Zhao, Guowen (1987). pp.81. 
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Meanwhile, in parallel with the introduction of 'modernism' into 

Chinese architecture, a form of architecture with 'Chinese 

characteristics and spirit' - the 'inherent Chinese style' - which 

took up eclecticism, was promoted. The historical complications 

involved in the issue of 'Chinese characteristic architecture' will 

be discussed further in Chapter Two. The point here is that 

instead of objecting to 'modernism', the 'inherent Chinese 

architecture' was proposed in order to oppose the 'western 

style' as a whole and to transform traditional Chinese 

architecture into 'modem' on the basis of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

system. Some buildings with a 'modernist' appearance also 

combined with simplified traditional motifs and elements and 

were understood in terms of being both 'new' and 'Chinese'. 

This kind of combination indicates that the opposition between 

'modernism' and 'edecticism' existing in Europe was blurred in 

Chinese architecture. 

The potential for modem Chinese architecture to move in a 

'modernist' direction was cut down in the 1950s. Given the 

interference of state ideology, 'socialist content, national form' 

became the orthodox approach for constructing 'new' Chinese 

architecture. 38 'Modem ism' was no longer associated with 

'fashion' and 'novelty'. It was condemned as a representation of 

capitalism and was criticised for lacking artistic content and 

38 'Socialist content. national form' was promoted by Stalin and was addressed in the First AII-Unirn 
Congress of Soviet Architects in 1932, in terms of the method 'socialist realism': ' ... The path of 
socialist realism, which is the principal creative technique of out artistic culture, ought to lead, in the 
field of architecture. to the creation of buildings combining high technical qualities and economy with 
artistic simplicity and expressiveness. ' Ikonnikov. Andrei (1988).pp. 178-180. 
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national character. 'International style', 'fonnalism' and 

'functionalism' were terms more frequently used than 

'modernism' in architectural criticism. 

The 'socialist content, national fonn' fonnula was first 

introduced from the Soviet Union via the Soviet experts and the 

buildings they designed in China around 1953. (Fig. 1.2-3) Soon 

after, it dominated the design of landmark buildings and 

academic discussion with the demands of the Communist 

regime. As 'realism' in the Chinese arts of the time, 'socialist 

content, national fonn' stressed the formal representation of 

socia-political meanings. Zhang Bo, a Chief Architect in the 

Beijing Institute of Architectural Design at the time, recalled: 

He [the Soviet expert] thought that [since] in its early years the 
Soviet Union had been encircled by more than ten imperialist and 
capitalist countries, [the imperialist and capitalist countries] had 
wanted to use the influence of the international capitalist style of 
architecture to corrupt proletarian Soviet architectural art. 
Consequently, in order to resist the effect of outside erosion, 
Comrade Stalin proposed the slogan 'Socialist Content, National 
Form ', and asked planners and architects to be nourished by the 
traditional architectural arts and styles seen in Russian history, and 
to create works that would conform to people's tastes and inspire 
patriotisrrL For this reason, he [the Soviet expert] described both 
the Peace Hotel in Beijing and the office buildings in the western 
suburbs as 'structural-ist works in cubic boxes with large glazed 
windows. [He] thought we were deeply poisoned by capitalism.

39 

It was the first time J had heard this sort of criticism, which was 
grounded in philosophical theory, and I also felt both ashamed that 
I had ignored our own ancestral traditions and that the pursuit of 
the western form was disgraceful, or at the very least damaging to 
the People s feelings of self-esteem. But I did not know what to do 
yet. 0 , J asked the expert at the meeting to give some illuminating 
examples. Unexpectedly, what we saw were all Renaissance 
houses and church style buildings with spires, and after showing 
my incomprehension I was once again condemned.40 

39 The problematic of the 'structural-ist' architectural will be discussed in Section 1.2.4. 
40 Zhang, 80 (1993). pp.71-72. " ftM:$lI*1i;~niA~] , :ro;lI*mrEfJJWL tE-t ;vr 'WIE.:tJ( ;f{I l:\'f.<$::£ 
J(ffil*-@ffiJ~ , tEm$t~*JX\.:f3.J: , 1!}ml:\'f*.:tJ(.f±~f)<J~IW~*mft!l! , ~~xF~fl" rJt'!i jJ$CFa<J 
m;JIH1!1Jt~* . frl!.*iM±~'±:5UfJ~bf;!;!ElillJ , lJc}E.:ti"J:}iB1!$tJ¥].~ iJU~~. m.llt , Wi*# Ia)$: , 
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Two points can be drawn from Zhang Bo's reaction. First, 

architectural justification relies upon the relationship between 

the formal characters and designated symbolic meanings, One 

typical example is that, from the 1950s to the 1970s, the 

horizontal strip-window was regarded as the representation of 

'capitalism', and the vertical window was that of 'socialism'. 

Second, insofar as the 'socialist content, national form' was 

associated with the legitimation of the new regime of the CCP, 

the spontaneous continuum of architectural practice and 

development was officially cut off. But in architectural terms, 

this kind of 'modem' was not 'new', but continued the 

'Beaux-Arts' tradition in the name of the 'new' and served the 

'new' political ideology. 

At the same time, buildings with a 'modemist' appearance -

mainly housing, factories and stadiums, and the designs made 

for foreign countries and foreign residents - spread over the 

country. In the mid-1950s, without challenging 'socialist content 

and national form', the Chinese 'big roofed' 'national style' was 

criticised by the 'anti-waste' movement. Nevertheless, the need 

for the 'new' to be wrapped up in the political justifications for 

the 'socialist', meant that certain techniques, means and 

methods of 'modemism' were anonymously appreciated and 

rtiJ~1Jt~, ~J\!:Wiji~tfi 'U0±:5(i¥J~~, RD~I¥H~j\' Q I}, ~M.~~WiJjj ~1:j~Hi'rr*I¥JR 
.~.~1Jt~*~.~, ~~~.~, *mA~W~~m. ~~.OO~5(i¥J*£, ~~*.M* * B<J J9f t!I! ' t; ~ 0 tJ Jlt, fIB ~ , ~ ~ J~U¥J ffJ f ~ i1i fIJ illi J:ll ffr ~ i¥J t.r 0 ~ , tfIl ff:: 1i i[ T , j;: ~ JIll Uif i¥J 
rMi;J.±)( it ~. iA AI fit ffJ <P T '5'f ;4>::t)( U ~ i¥J i:UU( i!+! • 

•• -~~~~~.~~~.~i¥Jm~, &.ffl,~A~m.~~illi1i%~m •. ~~~fu 
7~.~.~.m~~~~H~M.AI~.a~~~.~ •• ~~., ~~~~.~M •• i¥J~ 
;It: )C~ ~V\~ It.j M I¥J tt "6;fIJ j;:~:tlf , ft(¥: j\ i¥J It1Jt 0 ;&;;J~ l' M f2i, 1f} Jj: ~'¥'Jm *,J. " 
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absorbed in terms of industrialisation and standardisation. We 

will come back to this in Chapter Two. 

Perceiving 'modernism' as either a style or as a technological 

advance partly resulted from the limited information. From the 

1950s to 19705, there was no translated text published on 

'modernism', and only a few Chinese introductions to it. 41 

Foreign architecture, in the case of the Architectural Joumal -

the only nationwide architectural periodical at the time - was 

mainly represented by photographs of the buildings themselves, 

without the benefit of introductory texts. 42 This abstraction and 

limitation enabled politicisation and homogenisation of the key 

architectural discussions, especially when all the quotations 

were either taken from communist leaders' work or from the 

'dogmatic' conclusions reached in the Soviet Union. The 

constraints and degree of homogenisation imposed on 

resources not only empowered the manipulation of political 

guidelines, but also set the ground for a 'misunderstanding' of 

'modernism' both at the time and later. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, because of the intense waves of 

political discussions and the swaying guidelines in architecture, 

ideological discussion stopped. Architecture was reduced to 

symbolic translation and technical application. Instead of being 

based on any particular theory, buildings in the capital, Beijing, 

41 The two articles about Mies van de Robe and Walter Gropius in 1957 could be exceptional at the time. 
Luo, Weidong (1957). Zhou. Puyi (1957). 
42 The situation did not mean that no one systematically studied contemporary architecture in Europe 
and the USA. But repressed by the political movement, no systematic introduction and independent 
research was circulated. In fact, just as the country was opened and the rigidly political criteria slightly 
loosened, Tong Jun published a series of articles and four books on modern architecture between 1978 
and 1983. 
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were exemplified and buildings across the country came to 

resemble them, The term 'modern', which was associated with 

the 'western' and 'capitalism', was hardly used. All buildings 

produced at the time, whether revivalist, eclectic or 'modernist', 

counted as 'new'. In brief, from the 1950s to 1970s, because of 

political interference, economic constraints and limited 

information, 'rnodernism' was confined to being a stylistic and 

technological issue. While 'modernism' celebrated its triumph 

throughout the wor1d, Chinese architecture remained the 

'Beaux-Arts' tradition. Formal considerations, the stress on 

symbolic meanings and the uniformity of cityscapes became 

grounds for refusing 'modem ism' and accepting 

'postrnodernism' in the last two decades of the twentieth 

century. 

When China reopened to the wor1d at the end of the 1970s, 

'modernism' and 'postmodernism' entered into China at the 

same time. The temporal compact did not give enough time for 

Chinese architecture to digest and rethink 'modemism', and 

soon led to the prevalence of the 'newer' trend 'postmodernism'. 

'Modernism' missed out again. Apart from pursuing the 'new', in 

opposition to the previous level of suppression, 'postmodernism' 

which attacked modernism's hegemony, uniformity and 

simplicity met a sympathy in Chinese criticism and its aspiration 

for distinctive creation and 'seeking for cultural roots'. Therefore, 

when the general issue of cultural expression in architecture 

was raised in the mid-1980s, 'postmodernism', which stressed 

metaphor, symbolism and historical context became the 'new' 
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theoretical basis to support it. At this point, the importation of 

'postmodemism' lent effedive devices to the opposition of the 

orthodox domination of the immediate past. Although having a 

different context and purpose from 'postmodemism' in Europe 

and the USA, the result was that 'modem ism' was once more 

criticised and ignored in China, 

'Postmodemism' in China could be said to have taken up 

Charles Jencks's version and interpretation. Because of the 

limited circulation of foreign publications, the few translations 

that were available have played a vital role, In the 1980s and 

1990s, Jencks's articles and books were translated much more 

than others, In the ten years from 1982 to 1992, two of his 

books, The Language of Postmodem Architecture and What is 

Post-Modernism, and some other five articles were published in 

nationwide periodicals,43 His influence continued into the early 

1990s when 'deconstructive architecture' was introduced into 

China, Compared with Robert Venturi, another key figure in 

'postmodemist' architedure, whose Complexity and 

Contradiction in Architecture was partially translated in 1981 

and published as an offprint in 1991, Jencks was more 

influential.« Till the end of the 1980s, The Language of 

Postmodem Architecture was basically the most available 

43 The Language of Postmodern Architecture was first extracted and translated by Li Daxia, and was 
serialised in Architect (Beijing), Vol. 13, VoL14, Vol. IS, from 1982 to 1983, The offPrint of the extracted 
version was issued in 1986, The translation of What is Postmodernism was first serialised in World 
Architecture (Beijing), 04/1987, 0511987, 0611987, and was published individually in 1988. 
44 Robert Venturi's another influential book Learn from Las ~egas was translated and published in 
China at the beginning of 2006. In the I 980s, the Chinese version of the Complexity and Contradiction 
in Architecture published in Taiwan could be found in the libraries of the architectural schools. but was 
not publicly circulated. 
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interpretation of 'postmodernism' in China."5 From my point of 

view, two factors led to the emergence of this situation. First, 

The Language of Postmodem Architecture was more 

contemporary - the third edition was just published in 1981, 

and met the Chinese eagerness to know what was happening in 

Europe and America. Second, Jencks's metaphors and 

semantics, although they contained brand new terms to the 

Chinese, actually corresponded to the previous 'symbolism' 

designated by politics and formal representation and were 

consistently acceptable to Chinese architects. At a practical 

level, 'words' and 'syntax' as modes of design were not difficult 

to operate for Chinese architects who were familiar with the 

composition skill inherent in the 'Beaux-Arts' training. The 

'radical eclecticism' promoted by Jencks fitted into the existing 

architectural knowledge and context, and enhanced the 

'eclectic' tradition of China. Whether or not Jencks's 

'postmodern architecture' was critical enough of 'modem ism' in 

European and American context is arguable. But it did not bring 

up critical points necessary to re-examine modem Chinese 

architecture. 

The stylistic recognition of 'postmodern architecture' was partly 

ascribed to a truncated version of 'The Language of 

Postmodem Architecture'. Its serial publication in Architect had 

fewer illustrations than the original book, and most of them 

concemed the appearance of the buildings. The notes to the 

illustrations, the pictures articulating historical and cultural 

45 Zeng, Zhao fen (1989). pp.1. 
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context, and most of the diagrams and photos of interiors were 

not present, except for the metaphoric illustrations of Ronchamp 

and the Pacific Design Centre with the images of the two 

buildings. In effect, the linkage between the appearance of a 

building and its metaphoric meaning was further stressed. 

Particularty when the context was abstracted and the content 

was unfamiliar to the Chinese audience, the representational 

linkage was crystallised more by the subjective interpretation of 

the professionals, and lacked a dimension to communicate with 

the pop culture proposed by Jencks. 

In Chinese architecture, building itself has been a significant 

entity in the articulation of architectural ideas, approaches and 

methods. Apart from introducing and reinterpreting the theories 

of 'postmodemism', the real projects from Europe and America 

caught equal and even more attention. In 1989, the World 

Architecture (Beijing), the main channel for introducing 

international architectural activities into China, held an election 

for the 'Most Notable World Bui/dings of the 1980s'. Selected by 

'experts and readers', the ten most popular buildings were: 

Headquarters for the HSBC, Portland Public Services BUilding, 

Corporate Headquarter of AT&T, New State Gallery Stuttgart, 

Tsukuba Centre Building, Extension Project of Palais du Louvre, 

King Khaled International Airport Riyadh, IBA Social Housing in 

West Ber1in, Pare de la Villette, and Roy Thamson Hall in 

Toronto. The list may not have represented everyone's 

viewpoint, but projected a general perspective on contemporary 

architecture all over the wor1d - the prevalence of 
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'postmodemism', the popularity of figurative architecture, and 

the tendency to combine local context with 'modern' structure. 

Because the understanding was based upon the images 

presented, it was devoid of the physical context of the situated 

buildings. This led to the misunderstanding that 'postmodernist' 

architecture was predominant in Europe and the USA.46 

In the 1990s, more information about contemporary architecture 

in America and Europe was introduced into China. Along with 

the emergence of Deconstructive architecture, 'postmodemism' 

passed its peak in the academic sphere. Some Chinese 

architects started to question the inadequacy of 

'postrnodemism' which directly linked sign and symbol to 

cultural meanings. This realisation did not really lead to a review 

of and rethinking of 'modemism', the relationship between 

'modemism' and 'postmodemism', and the relationship between 

'modernism' and current 'western' architecture, but rather urged 

the pursuit of even 'newer' architecture in Europe and America. 

The comprehension of 'modernist' architecture, as 

characterised by formal simplicity, functional determination and 

technological advance, remained at least till the end of the 

twentieth century. The difference between 'modernism' and 

'international style' was not clarified. In other words, the 

difference between conceptual establishment and formal 

appearance were not well distinguished. 

46 The reason for this misunderstanding was partly because few Chinese architects had chance to go 
abroad in the 1980s. While more and more Chinese architects who were trained in the 1980s went to 
Europe at the tum of the twenty-first century, many of them were surprise to see that 'modernism' was 
still in currency, and 'postmodemism' was not as prevalent as they thought in China. 
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47 Wang, Lu (2000). 

In 2000, Wang Lu, the Chief Editor of the World Architecture 

and an architectural professor in Tsinghua University, wrote a 

summary of the architectural trends in the last decades of the 

twentieth century. For his purpose, the article attempted to 

'provide a way of understanding and a concise reference for 

architectural students who felt confused when facing the various and 

even contradictory architectural schools.'47 In regard to the shift 

from 'modemism' to 'postmodemism', Wang Lu wrote: 

At the end of the nineteenth century, modern architecture began to 
eliminate decoration in traditional historicist architecture. Chapter, 
pediment, pitched roof were replaced for simple cube and flat roof. 
Reinforced concrete and glass wall were largely employed. 
However, during the process of development, although the 
expressive curves of Corbusier and Saarinen and the rigid grids 
and details of the founder of Bauhaus Gropius and Mies showed 
varieties of modern architecture, a new architectural trend had 
already started in the 1960s. It re-claimed interest in the style of 
historical architecture and concern for decoration. They [the 
architects in this trend] did not want any longer to follow 
Bauhaus's functionalism that was regarded cold and boring. They 
wanted to re-input historical meaning into architecture. This trend 
was later called the school of postmooernist architecture. 48 

The summary shows that the general tone of what Wang has to 

say carries on discussions in Chinese architecture of the 19505 

and 19805. Whereas the political justification was drawn out, his 

account was largely dependent on a formal account of the 

relationship with history. To Wang Lu, the 'postmodemist' retum 

to historical reference was not 'backwards', but 'forwards' in 

architectural development: 

48 Ibid. pp. 22. "191it~*, !JHUt$'i1f~~j)~~jij<fMJtJ7) .'tct)(iI!1)'uNl':JiI'itfp1t;lt, lfX~ttj\, 
ili~, •• ~~.ro.~~~_~~.~, ~ .. ~±MM~.~.OO1fM*.~m.M~~X 
~~tt~~,~M~~~,~~7~.fl~~~~~~~&§*AA.m~~~~AA,*AA~~~ 
~~~&~l'iffr.!i!.~~~f¥f.tI¥JJJIl.f~~$t~~, @tt 60 iff~e.1fM7-·f.piil¥Jit$t~mt, :l:ii 
•• W~~~~$t~J:tI¥J~@,~.tfpl¥J~~,~n~~~.~~~~~M~-~§.AA~~± 
)( , f1B frl~"ff ~1Jt rp ~ii ttl A~ ~ ~. ~f.p ,miiWf flBf~ ~~ ff Jfi TJI'3t± JOt.ttt,IDAYl ... 
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Venturi's architecture was not modern, but conservative and 
anti-modern, It is certain that he did not want to drive back 
architectural development, but acted as an alternative to the boring 
and inhuman in modern architecture,49 

The point about Wang's comment is the term 'modem'. In 

Europe and America, Venturi was neither regarded as 'not 

modem', nor 'anti-modem', but as an opponent of 'modernism'. 

The deviation, on the one hand, shows the differences between 

the conceptual establishments in Chinese architecture and in 

European and American architecture. On the other hand, it 

shows that 'modernism' is a weak concept in architectural 

discussions in China. 

In addition to this situation in which there is no 'modernism', the 

history of architecture in China becomes quite a different object 

from that in Western Europe. The situation is also characterised 

by being independent of the history of importation. Whether the 

Chinese speak of the 'Beaux-Arts', of art deco, of 'socialist 

realism', or of 'postmodernism', they are always speaking of an 

'importation' and its adaptation to a specifically Chinese context. 

1.2.3 Modern, Modernity and Modernism in Europe and the USA 

Different from their use in China, the terms 'modem', 'modernity' 

and 'modernism' respectively operate in a relatively stable 

fashion in Europe and the USA. 'Modem' is a general term 

which has a long history in Europe. According to Lefebvre: 

[t]or a long time the 'modern' has been seen as the opposite of the 
'ancient'. It is a word which for centuries the new and the 

~Th~ "~~~.X~J~fr~~~.~~m~~, ~~~~~. &~ft~. ~~~#+~. 
Tf~.1tJl{i'f<JfitJ$, mHiH,!~7 fmiAj;t¥JfMiz~, ~~Attt¥JJJIl.fut.t¥J- '1-~~ff3~." 
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here--and-now have used in triumphaIist self-justification as a 
means of relegating everything that is not themselves (or that they 
think is not themselves) to the past. Its magic powers seem 
inexhaustible. Yet its meaning has changed. 50 

According to Habermas's investigation and observation, 

[t]he word 'modern' in its Latin form 'modemus' was used for the 
first time in the late 5th century in order to distinguish the present, 
which had become officially Christian. from the Roman and pagan 
past51 

Continuingly, 

[p]eople considered themselves modern during the period of 
Charles the Great, in the 12th century, as well as in France of the 
late 17th century ... the term 'modern' appeared and reappeared 
exactly during those periods in Europe when consciousness of a 
new epoch formed ... 52 

And since the seventeenth century, 

ideas and situations [of the modem] become more complicated. 
Someone who wants to be 'modern' in one area can appear to be 
'antimodern' in another. 53 

The complexity of the meanings and the history of the word 

'modem' reveals that modem as a term in Europe does not 

have a particularly conceptual articulation, but rather it is a 

general account of the opposition of something 'new' to 

something traditional. 

However, quite different from the loose usage of 'modern', 

'modernity' is clearty a category of philosophy in describing and 

conceptualising the conditions of being 'modem'. In terms of 

50 Lefebvre, Henri (1995). pp.168. 
51 Habermas, Jurgen (1983). pp. 3. 
52 Habermas, JUTgen (1981). 
53 Ibid. 
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historical periodisation, 'modemity' usually refers to the time 

dated from the Industrial Revolution in the late eighteenth 

century - the emergence of capitalism and the consequent 

changes in social, political and economic structures and 

systems, such as public laws, state constitution, etc, Behind the 

substantial transformations and subsequent modifications, the 

general 'aim' of 'modemity' is to organise society in a 

progressively rationalised way, At the philosophical level, 

'modernity' owes its existence to the European intellectual 

movement of the Enlightenment in the late seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, which emphasised reason and 

individualism at the expense of religious authority and 

traditional thinking. Although modernity is interpreted in a 

number of ways and is the object of some criticism, the core 

definition has been consistent from the eighteenth century 

onwards. 

'Modernism' is a specific cultural formation of 'modernity' in a 

range of fields, including art, literature and architecture. It is 

normally dated around 1920s, and some suggest the starting 

pOint is around 1900. 'Modem ism' has taken various forms 

across the different fields of art, i.e. futurism, surrealism, cubism, 

etc. But in general, the defining feature of 'modernism' is to 

abandon the domination of representation according to tradition 

and to promote abstract and subjective expression. In terms of 

architecture, 'modemism' emerged around the 1920s and 

abandoned historical and external reference and the decorative 

forms of neo-classicism and eclecticism that defined the 
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nineteenth century's architectural organisation, with the 

educational institution Bauhaus and the representative and 

influential architectural figures Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe 

and Walter Gropius from Europe. After the Second World War, 

'modernism' spread over the world with the reconstruction of the 

cities destroyed by the War and the rise of new cities in the 

Third World, such as Brasilia. At the end of the 1960s, in 

reaction to the problems caused by 'modernism', 

'postmodemism' arose as a retum to historical and contextual 

reference, figurative decoration and a sort of neo-eclecticism. 

Whether or not 'postmodemism' is a critique of 'modernism', the 

pOint here is that 'modernism' is sharply distinguished from the 

eclecticism of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and 

also of the 1970s and 1980s 'postmodemism'. 

Comparing architectural perceptions in China with those of 

Europe and the USA, the architectural conditions and 

perceptions are different. Since modern Chinese architecture 

has not experienced the same process of architectural 

development as Europe and the USA, eclecticism, 'modernism' 

and 'postmodemism' all fall into the same category of the 

'western modem' architecture. The main difference between 

them rests upon stylistic distinctions. In terms of the 

socio-cultural context, unlike Europe and the USA, the 'modem' 

discourse of China has taken up different formations of the 

category. 'Modernisation', 'modem' culture and 'modem' in 

China have not been conceptualised as a strong ideology and 

rationalised into different categories. The operation of the 
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singular idea 'modem' has suggested a practical flexibility and 

integration which intends to intertwine the political, the 

economic, the social and the cultural into one mechanism. 

Under the influence of an entirely different cultural context, a 

fundamental 'mistranslation' of 'western' architecture has 

inevitably occurred. 

1.2.4 'Mistranslation' of 'Constructivism' 

The whole chapter deals with the issue of the 'translation' of 

Eurpean and American architecture into Chinese architecture in 

the twentieth century. The conceptual interpretation is 

investigated as an entity in order to tackle the difference 

between architectural concepts in China and in Europe and the 

USA. In the preceding sections, we have argued, instead of the 

development from eclecticism, to 'modernism' and to 

'postmodemism' in Europe and the USA on the basis of criticism 

one of the other, they were integrated into a single category of 

the 'modem' on the basis of stylistic innovation. At this point, the 

history of Chinese architecture in the twentieth century is 

characterised by a continuous absence of 'modernist' discourse. 

This situation was immediately related to the socio-cultural 

discourse in China, which does not have separate categories 

for 'modem', 'modernity' and 'modernism' as Europe and the 

USA have. That is to say, because of the different historical 

processes and cultural contexts, modem Chinese architecture 

is a different phenomenon from the 'imports' in its 'original' 

context. And it is of significance to note that lNhen Chinese 

architects talk about the 'western', they are always dealing with 
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'imports' that have already been reconstructed by the Chinese. 

This section will focus on the 'mistranslation' of one word, 

namely 'Constructivism', in Chinese architecture from the 1950s 

to the 1990s. By 'mistranslation', we mean not only distortion in 

the linguistic sense, which did happen in this case, but perhaps 

more importantly the recognition that this twisted signification 

indicates an entirely different concept of 'architecture'. In 1953, 

Liang Sicheng pointed out the vagueness of the word 

'architecture' in Chinese: 

The meaning of the term 'architecture' (jianzhu) is very unclear 
nowadays in China. Railways, dams, houses, etc. are included in 
'architecture' (jianzhu). However, in many western countries, 
railways, dams and so forth are normally called 'civil engineering'. 
Only the art and science of designing and constructing buildings is 
called 'architecture'. In Russian, 'architecture' (jianzhu xue) is 
'apxIITeKTYPa', which usage is carried on from the Greek. Its 
original meaning is 'technology of hugeness', i.e. an inclusive and 
synthetic science and art. This word is used in the languages of 
England, Italy, France and Germany.54 

In fact, within the architectural field, 'architecture' is not clearly 

defined as an ideological, intellectual and conceptual category. 

Building, construction and architecture are often 

interchangeably used under the rubric of 'jianzhu'. Construction 

means fairly physical engineering work. The mechanism of the 

conceptual meaning underlies the 'misunderstanding' of 

'Constructivism' and later Deconstructive architecture. 

The terminological translation of 'Constructivism' into China 

54 Liang, Sicheng(l986). pp. 197. " '~$'{' ~1-ZiiiJ. ~:A:tft:P~jf:fi:~)('tR:'f'H)Hif(jl¥J; ~~, 
*~~~ ••• ~~@M~'~$'{' ~~.m.~finl¥J~$~., -~ •• a~,*~ •• ~ 
'±*I~', .Rffl5iit-fO~~~~I¥JZ*flJM~Q4~ '~$i$"'. (EfflJt11.00, 'if:$i$" , M 
'apxHTeKTypa'. ~.M.:$JHl'Jt*ffl~*I¥J. ~~Ji!: ');:i¥Jtt*·, tIP~j}'li~I¥J~il'11I¥J#,,¥:Z*. 

~9t, ;@,;, ~, ~.~Jtq:.~ffl~-t-~." 
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experienced a literal 'misreading' of the 1950s, the 'correction' 

of the 1980s and 'reinterpretation' in the 1990s.55 But we will 

argue that the literal revision does not need to be symmetrical 

with the concepts in Russia, which relates to the category of the 

core concept of 'construction'. For this, our questions are: what 

was the Signification of 'Constructivism' in the 'translation'? How 

was it justified and interpreted under particular political and 

cultural conditions? Which category was the concept 

'construction' ascribed to? And in consequence, what kind of 

architectural knowledge was indicated in terms of 

'construction'? 

In the 1950s, 'Constructivism' was first mistranslated as 

'structural-ism' which was literally understood as the priority of 

physical structure, and hence technology over artistic and 

cultural expression in architecture.56 The linguistic translation 

from 'construction' in Russian to 'structure' in Chinese lays 

down the primary reduction of the conceptual dimension and 

organisational totality of 'Constructivism'. This reduction was 

carried on until the end of the twentieth century. The attack on 

'Constructivism' was first brought into Chinese architecture by 

the Soviet experts in the earty 1950s - some twenty years after 

'Constructivism' was suppressed in the Soviet Union - while 

'socialist content, national form' was imported. Because of the 

historical gap, limited information and the lack of experience, 

the literal comprehension and 'mistranslation' enabled political 

55 zou, Denong (2001). 
56 Here the 'structural-ism' has nothing to do with structuralism in philosophy, anthropology, etc. In 
order to distinguish the two unrelated concepts, which are the same in written Chinese, the thesis uses 
'structural-ism' particularly for the Chinese translation of constructivism from the 1950s to 1 970s. 
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manipulation to take place in architectural production. In 

consequence, 'Constructivism' was interpreted differently and 

even in opposition to what it initially advocated in the Soviet 

Union in terms of its aims, approaches, concepts and 

perceptions. 

On the 4th of June 1959. Liu Xiufeng. the responsible minister of 

the Construction Department, gave a whole-day speech on 

'Creating A New Chinese Socialist Architectural Style' in the 

Shanghai Housing Standards and Architectural Art Symposium. 

The symposium was one of the biggest architectural meetings 

before the Cultural Revolution. It lasted 18 days from the 18th of 

May to the 4th of June, and consisted of a series of lectures and 

group discussions. More than 120 architects and educators 

attended it. Liu Xiufeng, who was the highest officer in the field 

and directed the construction of the Ten Grand Buildings in 

Beijing in 1959, joined most of the talks and discussions, His 

speech was on the last day and acted as a conclusion to the 

whole event and for aU the issues and questions raised in the 

symposium. More importantly, his speech was expected to set 

the tone for the justification of the architectural work of the past 

ten years, to dissolve the current confusion and to guide future 

practice and discussion.57 The speech was influential in both 

architectural academia and practice. The text was published in 

the Architectural Journal at the time and was reprinted in the 

57 In A History of Modem Chinese Architecture, Zoo Denong has commented, 'The writing background 
and social effect of the speech are extremely complicated. It is an academic report, but is also an 
administrative article. It animates academic atmosphere, but also constrains the thoughts in the future. 
[... however J It is after all a valuable theoretical essay. It almost includes all the questions about 
architectural creation in the ten years, and has clear points. [ ... J Liu Xiufeng was wronged [to death]. 
The article Creating A New Chinese Socialist Architectural Style was one of the charges.' Zou, Denong 
(200 I). pp.251. 
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joumal Architect in 1979, twenty years after the first publication 

and three years after the end of the Cultural Revolution. 

At both practical and theoretical levels, 'Constructivism' was an 

inevitable issue to tackle in Liu's speech, As we have discussed 

before, in the mid 1950s, the pursuit of the 'national form' 

represented by the 'big roof' and traditional omamentation was 

attacked, because it clashed with the principle of 'constructing 

socialism more rapidly and economically', At the practical level, 

technological consideration and formal simplicity of 

'structural-ism' somehow met an urgent requirement in mass 

construction to resolve the shortage of housing, to build 

factories, and to reconfigure the urban fabric for enhancing 

industrial production. But at the theoretical or ideological level, 

'Constructivism' was condemned as a product of capitalism. 

The conflict between the political premise and practice 

confused many architects who felt it made design difficult. In his 

speech, Liu responded: 

The importance of architectural structure. which was put forward 
by 'structural-ism', indicates the relationship between modern 
architecture and mechanical and industrial technology, and 
opposes the academicism of 'art for art's sake'. In terms of 
rejecting revivalism and eclecticism and breaking down the 
constraints of old formalism. [structural-ism) has advanced 
architectural structure. However, structural-ists exaggerate the role 
of structure. regard structure for all [of architecture). only concern 
themselves with technical utility, reject artistic expression. 
abandon social contents, merely obey the rules of science and 
technology, emphasise the un-differentiation of modern 
architecture in socialist and capitalist countries, advocate 
'internationalism', and hence completely deny the national and 
historical identity of architecture. 

Constructivism 'absolutises' material, structure and technology and 
denies other factors. It takes the house as a machine for living, 
stresses structure shows off structure and plays with structure 
without any reas~nable consideration. They appreciate the beauty 
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of structure and yet drop into a new formalism. The cone-shaped 
columns cannot allow people to feel safe and comfortable. [In 
regard to that] a bare box supported by several 'chicken legs', is 
not only a weird form that cannot be called beautiful, but probably 
cannot even meet the functional requirements. 58 

To some extent, Liu's comment on 'Constructivism' was fairly 

neutral in public at the time. However, as 'Constructivism' was 

only to be appreciated in terms of its practical and economical 

approach, affirming technological advance did nothing to clarify 

the cause of the movement of 'Constructivism' and 'modem ism'. 

Meanwhile, based upon the same position, 'structural-ism' as 

well as 'modemism' was condemned for a lack of 'artistic 

quality'. In the criticism, the matter of 'artistic quality' did not 

address perception, artistic concept and aesthetics, but instead 

was about political justification. In this sense, the artistic 

expression of architecture, mostly in the name of national 

identity, was not about a formal issue, but depended upon 

symbolic signification. The critique of 'constructivism' was 

essentially a matter of political position rather than 'architecture' 

itself. In terms of ideological critique and economic appreciation, 

'construction' was equated to physical 'structure' as a merely 

practical and technological issue. The interchangeable use of 

'structural-ism', 'modemism' and 'international style' in Liu's 

speech not only exposed the level of confusion in historical and 

58 Liu, Xiufeng (1979). "!S~=t)(~m:±l!SfJ;ja<J~~tl, i.lta)Hw.f1!~~l'iJmfjjUUI\jvti*a<J*~, 
&xt~~IlJti*:1J~*ffij~*trJl1Il~, &xtN:~±)(, m~±)(, n~IBtrJJf5.i:t±S(trJ~~f, xtOii1t 
~1}(~~fI<]:&Jtffi--ltftfflo m-JldtB1fJi17H!~T~~(J'~~~tj:, iA:1J~fJ;jJl\t~ ·m, JWttt* 
~B,&xtttM~*~I,~~Y~~~a<JU0 •• ~~*~3,R*iA~~~OO"¥~*~~, 
~~~~~*a<J~~~~, ~.~ft~maU~~)(oo.~a.*~)(oo.oo~-tl,.mfr~ 
"~~±)(~a<J.1}(, M~~.~~~~T.1}(a<J~.tl~m~~.o 

!S~~)(reM",!s~.tt*M~~7, ~~TX~~., rem •• WttAa<Jm~,.~~ 
~ •• ~~:±lM~,a~M~, ~#M~, iA~M~.~~,~AT.a<Jm~=ts(a<J~~o.m 
tt~,#~.~A~~~&ma<J~., ~ __ a<J~*~, fflA~'_~'M., .m~~a<J~~ 
}j~fPJf5~, ~m.;f.f*z.~~, tE.~-JE.~JEJj;.fI<J~*o" 

82 



chapter one: the 'western modem' and the conceptual translation in twentieth-century chinese architecture 

theoretical knowledge, but also stated an official account of the 

instrumental function of architecture which left out any 

conceptual dimension, In this sense, 'architecture' was just a 

technical issue. 

'Constructivism' did not gain a proper corresponding term in 

Chinese until the earty 1980s. When the corrected term 

'construction' replaced 'structure', 'Constructivism' gained back 

a positive contribution to architectural development, and its 

relationship with 'modernism' was clarified. Tong Jun was the 

first person to make the correction and clarification. 59 In 

reviewing the history of 'western new architecture' from the 

mid-nineteenth century to the 1950s, he wrote, 

In Russia in 1913, the pursuit of the interrelationship between 
cubes through constructive sculpting proposed by abstractionist 
artists led to the emergence of Constructivism in the Soviet Union 
in the 1920s. Constructivism, which focused on architectural 
structure and spatial innovation, lent inspiration and advancement 
to new architecture. Due to ideology, Constructivism was criticised 
and was left out in the Soviet Union in 1932. But after the Second 
World War, it returned to its homeland and prevailed over the 
country in the appearance of western new architecture. 60 

Tong Ju's account of the advance of 'new' architecture was 

based upon 'technological determinism'. He said: 

After the Industrial Revolution in the west, the massive production 
of steel and concrete in the nineteenth century basically resolved 
the structural problem of wide-span and large-space building. It 
reinforced the strength, enlarged the lighting area, and benefitted 
fireproofing and self-weight reduction. These progresses and 

59 Tong Jun published a book Soviet Architecture - Including Modern Architecture in Eastern Europe in 
1982, by China Architecture and Building Press. Tong, Jun (1982). This quotation is from his article 
Genealogy of New Architecture in order to show how the historical sequence was redefined. 
60 Tong, Jun (1981). pp.200. "~~wrtE 1913 ifH:l:I!tI~,Jf~**l1t~iBl;i:Ut1J(ttJfft~tl~ti.:V:1J1* 
ffi1i~*, ~fi 1920 ifrtJnX.±)(tf1!)1!T~II*o tlJ~tnt1J(!iifiJfI.l~r'fl](j<]QIJffr, X1ffr1i!$titillil 
~~ •• ~mo tf1T.~m~~~,~~.TI~2if§tE~.*±~Bm~#.ffA»a. ill 
M.~.=.l.xttf:j'f. *~!i5tfJXl}).lffijjii1i!1J(jjf~~~~~ mH!I!~~OO. " 
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merits cannot be achieved by brick, stone and timber, and give rise 
to fundamental changes of architectural technology and art, and to 
the emergence of architectural appearance never seen before, i.e. 
so called 'new architecture,.61 

In the first half of the 1980s, apart from its correspondence to 

technological development and the contribution to new 

architectural features, Constructivism was also valued for its 

social aspiration to promote public ownership and an ascetic life 

style, and to serve the masses and workers.62 Worthy of notice, 

albeit the revaluation inverts the previous criticisms, the formal 

innovation of 'Constructivism' is regarded as a direct response 

to technological development and social transformation rather 

than the outcome of a systematic constitution from concepts, 

methods to organisation of objects. In this respect, the concept 

of 'construction' in China by default remained in the technical 

dimension of instrumental means and methods. 

The discussion of the concept of 'construction' arose when 

'Oeconstructive' architecture was introduced at the end of the 

1980s and the ear1y in the 1990s. From the late 1980s onwards, 

more information and material on European and American 

architecture came to China. Some foreign architectural journals, 

such as Shin Kenchiku (Japanese), Architecture and Urbanism, 

Architectural Review, AA Files, etc., became accessible to 

teachers and students in architectural schools in China. 63 

61 Ibid. pp.I96. "lfll1it£I~* $!;J.J§, +1L t!i;cmi9u](i£::k:.fi:i:r', lb;.$:Mfk -nt$'t4t::k:~1i 
::k:~~M~~~, Xft~~~Ii,.::k:*ftOOm, .~+~*~~@~ •. ~@*~~ttA.~ 
WHH:j-*Mffr/f'ftltifJi¥J, '251~it$ttt*~~*i¥Jm*3t:ft, t±W!l.7liUlfr*J!!.i¥JiI1.1J1:00~. 
!IP Affr)3 $ i¥J '~itiJI:'." 
62 Li, Weiwei (1984). pp.224-232. 
63 Becoming accessible does not mean architectural students are free to read them. In most architectural 
schools, most of the foreign magazines were only open to teachers and graduate school students. If the 
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Among the joumals, Architectural Design (AD) from the UK 

played a particular role in promoting 'avant-garde' architecture 

and a window through which the Chinese were informed of new 

architectural tendencies in Europe and the USA. In 1988, the 

AD published a special issue on Deconstructive architecture. 

One year after, the discussion on 'Deconstruction' appeared in 

Chinese architecture. and was carried through the first half of 

the 1990s. In this wave, 'Deconstruction' not only drew the 

attention of the young students and teachers, but also the elder 

scholars who had once advocated 'postmodernism', 

Charles Jencks's shift to ideas on 'Deconstructive' architecture 

caught the attention of people, and somehow intensified the 

message that Deconstruction was the new 'fashion' succeeding 

'postmodemism'. Although other names, such as Jacques 

Derrida. Peter Eisenman, Bemard Tschumi, Daniel Libeskind, 

Frank Gehry and Zaha Hadid, and their work were widely 

known, the special Chinese attention to Jencks was for two 

reasons. One stemmed from his popularity in the circles of 

'postmodemism'. Zou Denong, who was active in the 

discussion of 'Deconstructive architecture', has reviewed as 

follows: 

While Chinese architecture opened the door [to the world in the 
late 1970s], the postmodernist architecture advocated by C. Jencks 
was the frrst one to enter into China. And it occupied architecture 
in China for more than ten years, During this time. this theory 
stagnated. Promoting 'radical eclecticism', such as tradition, 
decoration and metaphor, was its basic characteristic. Until 1989 
when deconstruction emerged in architectural discussion in China, 
what we accepted was still the version of this theorist. Our 

inaccessibility of foreign pUblications was initially attributable to political constraints, the constraints in 
the 19805 and 1990s were more likely down to economic considerations. 
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impression about deconstruction was that if it was not a [new] 
architectural epoch, it would be a big architectural trend which was 
replacing postmodem architecture. The people who were used to 
describing architectural development by change of architectural 
styles undoubtedly believed it. Later [though], there was no 
'deconstruction fever' in the world, and the discussion in Chinese 
architectural theory gradually came to silence. 64 

The second reason is more complicated. As the theoretical 

basis of Derrida's philosophy was far removed from the Chinese 

linguistic and cultural context, Eisenman's theory, as it was 

appropriated from linguistics and philosophy, was not easy to 

comprehend, and was somehow reduced to a literal link 

between abstract theories and the generated 'new' form of 

architecture. By contrast, the projects of the Pare de la Villette 

and the Peak Leisure Club had a more profound effect in terms 

of formal features, such as colour, irregularity, etc, In one way or 

another, the emergence of 'Deconstruction' did not only surpass 

'postmodemism', but also enhanced the idea that 'modernism' 

was outdated, 

In translating the term 'Deconstruction', the ideas of 

'construction' and 'structure' again became problematic. Zou 

Denong was the first person to bring forward the question. 

Instead of Derrida's theory, Zou was in favour of Philip 

Johnson's formal similarities between the Deconstructive 

projects and Constructivism, and Mark Wigley's argument that 

Deconstructive architecture emerged from architectural tradition 

64 Zou, Denong (2001). pp.617. "'+'lElt1}[I¥J:kf1-]f, ~-1-**(!',j:l!c.~£WrmE:fliI¥JFnfJII. 
ft~X~., ~~m<poooo~.~~, A+*~.~~,~M~~~*a •• ~~,~fifli- • 
• ~.~ •• '~*OO~.~X'~~OO~*M~.*~1~9~M~~Xm.tr<p~~~~W 
.OO".,ftfi.~~.~.~Q:k.~.~.*.Am~M~m.ili.~I¥J~.~,~*~~ 
-1-m.~ft. &:I!-1-m.*~. ~tr.ft~~ft~ •. ~~f~~.~.~~.~.~.* 
m:OOAffJ, ~lItiJtHfj~~. ~*ttt~~#ll!:ffilil.lU¥~~, '+'OO~1Jt.~I¥J~:l:i&~i!tJTiXli[r*." 
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rather than from Deconstruction philosophy. He suggested that 

Deconstruction in the sphere of architecture should be 

translated as 'anti-construction' (fan goucheng) which meant 

opposing construction and was derived from its formal 

character: 

Form is indeed the media that carries all the information of 
architecture, No matter how much theorists speak, it would not be 
clearer than what architectural form expresses in silence. Thus, it is 
of significance that the translated term refers to the formal 
character. In the sphere of architecture, it would be better to 
apparently address the word construction that consists of 
deconstruction (Deconstructionism and Deconstructionist) [in the 
translated term], from either literal meaning or the relationship 
with Constructivism. The immediate information that it conveys 
will be closer to the core meanin~ of 'against construction' rather 
than the peripheral [expressions]. 5 

Whether or not Zou's translation is accurate, his idea reflects a 

typical way in which Chinese architects perceive and 

understand the imports, - the direct connection between word, 

form and meaning. The abstract aspect is somehow a 

secondary articulation. In respect to that, the process from 

Constructivism to Deconstruction was more perceived at the 

level of formal transformation. 

This kind of connection between words and architectural form is 

strongly embedded in architectural thinking in China. Agreeing 

that the literal meaning of translated terms played an important 

role in addressing architectural form and architectural form bore 

architectural ideas, Zhou Puyi, another architectural theorist, 

65 Zou, Denong (1990). pp.l5. "~JtIiffl~~ff!tt:i:$Jt$l:ffi.!jj.A<Ji!ffh :f'lfJt~*iM~d>i.?i. :f 
~~~A<JJt$l:~~.~N~~a. ~~~~&.~~M~_.*«.x~ •. a~$l:.~, 
Deconstruction elk Decon struction ism , Deconstructionist) ~§m~ "f1;jJilG" (Construction) ---iii]. :f 
~M*OO~dM~~~~X~~~~* •. ~~~W.~&.£*~~Am~W~ •• ,~~ili 
"&~~"A<J.~, ~:f.£~*m." 
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came over another term 'loosening structure' (san gou), in order 

to avoid the 'misunderstanding' of 'deconstruction' Uie gou) 

equating to 'destruction': 

To the people who interpret the word literally, deconstruction (jie 
gou) seems to indicate that the structure of a building has been 
disintegrated. The architectural components become a disordered 
assembly rather than a building. It clearly has a passive and 
destructive meaning. But by definition, architectural structure is 
the basis for a building, no matter how three-dimensional 
framework and two-dimensional components are constructed. If it 
is true, would not the currently prevalent Deconstruction be 
'architecture against itself' and become an architectural style of 
'self- destruction'? 

However, in terms of the formal character of deconstructionist 
works, their structure is neither disintegrated, nor becomes 
fragmented pieces. Instead, in certain orderly ways, it loosely 
composes the three-dimension space (which to the people who 
believe in modem architecture is inevitably instable, disunited and 
loose), and yet still resists gravity and serves people and the 
buildings' function. 66 

Thus, he suggested, 

'Loosening structure' avoids the passive and destructive meaning, 
and reflects the actual, active and constructive meaning in 
distributing (loosening) structure (construction). [In this sense], the 
word matches the actual situation and is easy to understand. 67 

This way of interpreting imports at different times in the 

twentieth century will appear in different parts of the thesis, and 

will sustain the discussions of the 'mistranslation' of the imports 

into Chinese architectural context. Besides the formal 

perception, Zhou Puyi's suggestion persists in that 

66 Zhou, Puyi Ibid. uE~-~~::x:1:5Uf~A*iJL i!;).-'fit~~rLJB~~Mf*, it~f1.Jftj:3l::lix~!L
~B~~~~.mT, EAW~BOOm •• ~Z •. m~, ~~~*~, R~~~~~&~~OO 
~~, ~&~OOOO~#, ~.$~~~~~T •• OO.~~*~, ~O.ffOODecOOdru~~~ 
~m, E! l' ~~m&~ B !;t <architecture against itself) ~pjG t':jftt~!}( (self destruction) 8''.!-f'P~~ 
JX1.f'I!.T~? 

!f1M. deconstructiooism ft~l¥J~nt.HE:i', 't::I¥J#itiJ:Jt-&ffM 1* , tE&ffxit.W~px-:!t 
W J1, rm :lHJ. E - ~ OO:!lt ~ . t.t /tH 5t1fi) ftf!t·1;JI&_=1.f ~ rBJ i¥J ~ f~ 1* (~ffi $JJM-t it1Jt ~* ~ ~ !k 
ff:lf'~JE. :If'#t-, ~~1f.'Z~), f]}f!.'ta~mftf!'L.'p&jJ. J.JAf;UJjj~i¥JJ}JffE:ijIH}' .. 
67 Ibid. ,to Itt~· :iI!¥!k T 'M~' 1'f.J~j'H&i'ttr-~)(. :1HI~ T 5t1tX (t.tlfi) ~~ (~nlG) i¥J.~ffljf.Hm 
~~&tt.~~m~nx~,~m.~T ... 
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'construction' is a physical issue and the basis for the structure 

of a building. The distinction between the physical structure of a 

building (,structure') and the methodological and ideological 

concems of structuring the components (,construction') is not 

made clear. Due to this, 'construction' as a concept was not 

comprehended so differently from the way it was before. 

Inasmuch as considering 'construction' as a formal, 

technological and technical issue and lacking a differentiated 

conceptual dimension, 'architecture' in China is a fairly practical 

knowledge. 

'Constructivism' meant differently in both the generating context 

of Soviet art and architecture, and in the process of its 

spreading across Europe. To state the difference does not 

mean the entire distortion of the 'facts' or the matter of its 

'existence', but the way to interpret and comprehend the 'facts'. 

The kind of deviation comes from a different category in which 

the concept 'construction' works. 

'Constructivism' was one of the pioneering movements of 

'modemism' in the 1920s together with Futurism, Cubism and 

Dada. As the Chinese have long known, the emergence of 

'Constructivism' was initiated by the social transformation driven 

by the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the technological 

development of those days. Responding to these, the Russian 

constructivists urged a new type of art which broke with artistic 

tradition, dedicated itself to industrial production, employed new 

technologies and materials, formulated new aesthetics, 
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invented new forms of art, and involved itself with everyday life, 

Nonetheless, instead of reflecting social and technological 

progress, the radical break with traditional art was to get rid of 

any representational reference, Alexander Vesnin, one of the 

leading figures of architectural 'Constructivism' and an artist in 

his early career, once explained: 

The artist should neither represent nor interpret existing objects, 
whether produced by nature or human hands, but should create 
things that were new; that every object should structure perception. 
That the order of an object was determined by the rapid tempo of 
modern life and its mathematically accurate rhythm, by its 
component materials and by its effectiveness; and that whatever an 
artist made should be constructive without any vestige of 
representation.68 

What Vesnin proposed was an organisational machine that 

would work systematically and effectively. What the artists and 

architects do is to invent the abstract system - the order of an 

object - which was determinant and 'invisible'. The abstract 

organisation would lead to a new form of art which was the 

outcome of 'construction' rather than an 'imitation'. The new 

form is just one outcome rather than the purpose. The historian 

Selim O. Khan-Magomedov has commented: 

The literal meaning of Constructivism carries a number of 
overtones - associations with technological constructions, with the 
structuring of a work of art (described in Inkhuk at that time as a 
'construction'), with engineering work in the construction process, 
and with the task of organizing - or constructing - a new 
environment. All these expressions were current in Soviet art early 
in the 1920s.69 

Catherine Cooke, a historian of the Soviet architecture, has 

further explained the conceptual dimension of 'construction' in 

68 Khan-Magomedov, Se1im O. (1987). pp.153. 
69 Ibid. pp.149. 
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the architectural context. 

The Russians have one word for construction in the building sense 
which is stroitel'stvo, from stroit', to build: this is what you do in 
muddy boots on a building site. It demands that you understand 
about materials; that you are, in their period in particular, 
concerned with the material reality of the physical world. Then 
there is quite another word, the one from which the term 
Constructivism comes, which is konstruktsia. This is construction 
in the sense of structural organization, struktsia, and finds its most 
literal use in the grammatical sense. Konstruktsia has to do with 
the structure of ideas, with the construction of arguments through 
assembling sequences of ideas. It is, as the Constructivists said, an 
intellectual category. 70 

[ ... J 
Konstruktsia denotes a mode of thinking. a certain ordering of 
the processes of thought. 71 

Cooke's account of 'construction' provides an essential 

distinction between 'Constructivism' in the Soviet Union and in 

China. The conceptual category of 'construction' with the denial 

of external reference indicates the pursuit of autonomous 

architecture, which consistently embeds itself in Deconstructive 

architecture. In brief, architecture in Europe and the USA 

through 'modernism' attempts to be a more autonomous and 

intellectual knowledge. Albeit the nature of the pursuit might be 

arguable, the point here is that modem Chinese architecture, 

which has not experienced the course 'modernism' took place in 

Europe and the USA, is different. Due to this, 'mistranslation' 

has inevitably occurred. 

What is argued in this section is that there is a profound gap not 

just in the meaning of words between English and Chinese, but 

a gap in the categories in which the meaning of the concepts 

operates. Above of al/, referring to Section 1.2.2, we may say 

70 Cooke. Catherine (1989). pp.11. 
71 Ibid. pp.12. 
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very crudely that in Europe and the USA, at least in architecture, 

'postrnodemism' comes out of a scepticism of 'modernism', and 

is supported or opposed on that basis. In China, there is no 

such perception. At this point, two correlated points should be 

highlighted. Firstly, because the conception and perception of 

architecture is different, although sharing the same references 

and origins, 'Constructivism' is defined and operates differently 

in Chinese architecture. Secondly, the pursuit of the 'newness' 

in Chinese architecture has been sustained by and has 

combined the consistency of Chinese concept with the 'imports' 

which are absorbed from European and American architecture. 

In other words, modem Chinese architecture is a complex 

hybrid. 

1.3 Historical Study in Architectural Training in China 

In the previous sections, we tried to demonstrate the hybridity of 

modem Chinese architecture whose process of constitution and 

development accompanied the mixture and 'mistranslation' of 

certain 'imports'. The point is that the 'mistranslation' occurred 

not in terms of literal meanings, but were rooted in cultural 

interpretations that arose under particular social and political 

conditions. Inasmuch as the 'mistranslation' is largely based 

upon the absence of 'modernism' in Chinese architecture, this 

section will look into the question of this institutionalised 

'absence' through a historical study of architectural training. 

To discern this question, we have to be aware that historical 
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study of twentieth century architecture has been weak in 

architectural pedagogy. The reason for this situation is partly 

because architecture is regarded as technical training, and 

partly because of the interference of state politics. In ancient 

China, building skills were regarded as a craftsmanship, which 

was never counted as a serious academic or intellectual sphere. 

It was until the first decades of the twentieth century that 

'architecture' became a 'proper' profession. The professional 

training of architects, as with other modem subjects, began with 

the sending of students to study abroad in Japan, America, 

Britain, France, Germany, etc. Zhuang Jun, who was sent to 

America in 1910, was the first architectural student in the 

history.72 

In the 1920s, foreign-trained Chinese students returned, and 

commenced with proper professional training. In 1923, the first 

architectural department was founded by four Japanese-trained 

Chinese architects in Suzhou Polytechnic.73 As the graduates 

aimed 'to take charge of the whole construction process from design 

to building and to understand construction work', it was mostly an 

engineering~rientated training. 74 In 1927, the school was 

merged into the Architectural Faulty of the National Central 

University in Nanjing. Because the tutors came from different 

72 Zhao, Guowen (1987). pp.73. Architectural training in China lingered behind other modem subjects, 
such as engineering and mechanics. The first architectural student appeared almost thirty-seven years 
later than students in other subjects, and the first architectural school in Suzhou Polytechnic was 
founded twenty years later than civil engineering. 
73 They are Liu Shiying, Liu Dunzhen, Zhu Shigui and Huang Zuomiao who were all trained in Tokyo 
Polytechnic. Zhang Yongsen, complied by Wang, Huiying (1985). pp.160. Pan, Guxi and Shan, Yong 
~1999). pp. 90. 
4 According to the memory of Zhang Yongsen, a student at that time, the courses included architectural 

design, architectural history, construction (details) of Chinese and Western architecture, structure, survey 
and fine arts. Zhang, Yongsen (1985). pp.160. Lai, Delin (1993). pp.87. Pan, Guxi and Shan, Yong 
(1999). pp. 89-96. 
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training backgrounds,ls the curriculum combined the American 

'Beaux-Arts' and engineering orientation, and thus paid equal 

attention to design and engineering. 76 In 1928, a more 

American 'Beaux-Arts'-based Architectural Faculty in the 

Engineering Department of the Northeast University was 

established. Its design studio took the Atelier System, and Fine 

Art skills were particularly emphasised. Free hand drawing, 

charcoal drawing, water colour and figure sketching were 

carried on throughout the four-year course.77 At the same time, 

the students were asked to join the technological studies 

provided by the Civil Engineering Faculty, such as calculus and 

mechanics.78 The technique-based pedagogy in the first two 

architectural schools laid the foundation and framework for 

professional training in later years. 

By the end of the 19405, fourteen architectural schools had 

been set up in different universities. 79 While most of them were 

established on a similar basis to the first two, 'modem ism' 

began to find fertile ground. In 1942, the first and the only 

'modemist'-based training school in China, the Architectural 

Faculty in St. Joseph University, was established by Huang 

Zuoshen, who was a graduate of the AA School and a student 

of Gropius in Harvard University. In 1946, when Liang Sicheng 

75 Apart from the tutors graduated from America mentioned before, Liu Dwlzhen was trained in Japan 
and was the only remained tutor from the Suzhou Polytechnic. Li Zuhong was graduated from Glasgow 
University, and Bei Jimei from Berlin Industrial University. Liu Jipiao and Yu Binglie were trained in 
Ecole des Beaux-Arts. From the student's viewpoint, Liu and Ye belonged to 'western and new'. Zhang, 
Bo (1993). pp.9-1O. Pan, Guxi and Shan, Yong (1999). pp. 89-96. 
76 In 1944, Tong Jun, a graduate of the University of Pennsylvania, wrote an article in Architectural 
Education which was not published until 2000. Toog, Ju (2000). pp.114-115. The curricula also see: Pan, 
Guxi and Shan, Yong (1999). pp. 94. (Appendix I) 
77 Zhang, Bo (1993). pp.7. 
78 Ibid. pp.6-7. Tong, Ju (2000). pp. 113-116. 
79 Lai, Delin (1993). pp. 86-89. 
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founded another American 'Seaux-Arts'-orientated architectural 

school in Tsinghua University, he came to realise that 

architecture was not only about building but also about a 

physical environment 'where humanity, technology and arts were to 

be welI integrated', 80 In brief, from the 1920s to 1940s, 

architectural education gradually grew up in China, Although 

'modem ism' had a certain presence in the 1940s, the whole 

training system which combined the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition with 

technological studies was largely technique-oriented. 

Architectural training became more technological in the 19505. 

In 1952, under the aegis of 'Ieaming from the Soviet Union', the 

state proceeded with a nationwide adjustment in the higher 

educational system in order to enhance specialisation and 

standardisation. Literature, arts and science were separated 

from engineering, to which architectural training has been 

assigned since then. From 1952 to 1959, all architectural 

schools were grouped into eight departments located either in 

the engineering-based universities or in the special building 

science colleges. While the previous curricula continued, 

practical ability was particularly emphasised, as it was deemed 

that 'education should face production, education should face 

livelihood'. Practice in the construction field became compulsory 

in the whole training process.81 In the Cultural Revolution from 

80 Li, Xiaodong and Chong, Keng Hua (2003). pp. 305. 
81 This is from my interviews. Xia Yun, a graduate of Tsinghua University in 1954, recalled that the 
students were requested to work in the construction field twice during the school. One was in the middle 
of the course and the last one was graduating practice in the final year. He once joined in constructing a 
steel factory in Anshan. Chen Dexiang, another graduate from Tsinghua University in 1956, had strong 
memory in their building the teaching building in the campus. Lu Xiaodi and Chen Dexiang who 
graduated from Tsinghua University in 1956 recalled the same experience. The training process, on the 
one hand, could make the graduates more suitable to practice; on the other hand, met the urgent request 

95 



chapter one: the 'western modem' and the conceptual translation in twentieth-century chinese architecture 

1966 to 1976, architectural education basically ceased. Most of 

the architectural departments were disbanded or merged into 

civil engineering faculties, many of which were called 'industrial 

and civil construction' departments. Institutionally, architecture 

was not recognised as an independent profession but a branch 

of civil engineering. 

The present phase of architectural training started in 1978, and 

took over the educational model of the 1950s and 1960s. 

Chang Yung Ho, a student in the early 1980s, recalled: 

In the very first architecture class I entered after the Great Cultural 
Revolution in 1978, any ideological content, and even the notion 
of design, was avoided. It was training in building technology. 82 

Since the 1980s, more and more architectural schools have 

been set up and most of them are arranged as independent 

departments, In the early 1990s, 'architecture' began to be 

awarded as a degree to graduates from architectural 

departments. Nevertheless, architecture was still designated as 

an 'engineering' discipline, and the framework of architectural 

education retained the technical aspect of training. The 

institutionalised training sustained and led to the practicality of 

architectural profession in China. 

Because of its technical orientation, studies of architectural 

history were marginalised, although they were still compulsory 

courses. The proportion of the course devoted to historical 

studies was one year in a total of four (later five) years of 

of the state for trained professionals for the new constructions. 
82 Chang. Yung Ho (2004). pp.87 
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training. History studies consisted of two courses - the History 

of Chinese Architecture and the History of Foreign Architecture, 

which respectively took one semester in the second year and 

another one in the third year. As each course contained an 

ancient part and a modem part, the modem history of 

architecture was taught for less than half a year in total.83 For 

instance, in the Xi'an Architecture and Technology University, 

the modem part of foreign architectural history occupied ten 

percent of course time in the 1980s, and half a percent by the 

end of the 1990s. B4 In Chongqing University, the history of 

Chinese architecture from the late nineteenth century to the 

1940s was taught in three sections out of twenty in the early 

1980s, and nearly seven sections at the end of the 1990s.85 

The ratio between the ancient part and modem part varied 

slightly from school to school, but in terms of institutional reality, 

the modem history of architecture was treated mainly as a 

matter of general knowledge rather than as a necessary part of 

the process of developing architectural knowledge. 

The history of modern architecture was not 'properly' taught 

until the 1980s. That is to say, in terms of institutionalised 

knowledge, the idea of 'modemist' architecture entered China 

about sixty years after Europe and America. The history of 

modem Chinese architecture lagged behind even more. 

83 The information is from curricula in the Chongqing University. Tianjin University, Tsinghua 
University and Shenzhen University, interviews with the historical Professor Zhang Sizan from Xi'an 
Architecture and Technology University, and Professor Yang Songlin from Chongqing University, 
interviews with ten graduates from different universities at different times, and also from my personal 
experience. 
84 Interview with Professor Zhang Sizan by Hua Li. January 2006. Zhang is specialised in the field of 
modem history of Western architecture. 
85 Interview with Professor Yang Songlin by Hua Li. January 2006. Yang is specialised in the field of 
modem history of Chinese architecture. 
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Because the history of contemporary Chinese architecture 

since 1949 was deemed too 'sensitive' in both political and 

academic senses, it remained absent until the third edition of 

the textbook History of Chinese Architecture included this part in 

2000. In consequence, the institutionalised vacuum, on the one 

hand, allowed the space to be taken up by mainstream ideology. 

On the other hand, it brought up an obstacle to not only 

perceiving and situating current world and Chinese architecture 

within a historical sequence, but also to defining the 

architectural problems and questions which on the basis of 

criticism drive development. In the following discussions, I will 

focus on a key teaching device - the textbook on the history of 

modem architecture in Europe and the USA. 

In Chinese education, the 'textbook' plays a powerful role in 

forrnalising professional knowledge and passing on mainstream 

ideology. It is the major reference source for leaming and 

provides a framework for teaching. The textbook The History of 

Modem Foreign Architecture was basically about the history of 

modem architecture in Westem Europe and the USA.86 The 

first edition was published in 1982 and was the second 

introductory book on this field in China. 87 It was widely 

circulated in every architectural school and had been in use for 

more than twenty years when the second edition came out in 

2004. The History of Modem Foreign Architecture was 

sponsored by the government and followed the framework set 

86 The Editing Group of the History of Foreign Modem Architecture (1982). pp.3. 
87 Tong Jun's New Architecture and Schools published in 1980 was the first systematically introductory 
book on 'modem' architecture one, two years earlier than the History of Foreign Modern Architecture. 
Tong, Jun (1980). 
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by the Ministry of Education, Instead of being written by an 

individual, it was compiled as a standard teaching model by a 

group from four architectural schools. Its 'length was determined 

by the teaching hours decided in the "Meeting of Architectural 

Textbooks" of 1978. [ ... ] The written type and the length of the book 

were discussed in the Meeting on the Outline of Teaching Materials'. 

The first draft, individual chapters of which were written by 

different authors, was unified and approved through collective 

meetings.aa 

Two aspects are embedded in the collective decision-making 

process. Firstly, it ensured the consistency and 'correctness' of 

political line in writing and accounting the history. Secondly, it 

intended to possess a sort of 'objective' position in historical 

account, which concealed any 'subjective' intention and 

discarded individual criticism. Therefore, the textbook not only 

framed the essential knowledge to be taught and to be leamt, 

but also formulated the authentic way to perceive and to 

process the 'facts'. 

The History of Foreign Modem Architecture was arranged in the 

form of 'general history' in which the idea of 'progression' was 

based upon Marxist historical materialism. The validity of this 

historical perspective might be Questioned, but the way in which 

the history was narrated had effects upon the understanding of 

architectural development that cannot be ignored. In 

accordance with the orthodox view of the political and economic 

88 The Editing Group of the History of Foreign Modern Architecture (1982). Forward. 
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course of development taken by capitalism, which goes from 

the 'primitive', 'developing', and 'prosperous' stages, and then 

somehow to one of 'crisis', architectural history from the 

eighteenth century onward was divided into four successive 

stages. The architectural history was adapted to and 

subordinated to a general social periodisation, architectural 

development and activities became a mere reflection of the 

socia-political progress. For instance, when accounting for the 

emergence of classical revivalism as a manifestation of the 

political requests of the rising bourgeoisie, the editors of the 

History of Foreign Modem Architecture wrote: 

Before the eighteenth century, the architectural styles of Baroque 
and Rococo prevailed over Europe. It reflected that the life of the 
noble [class] more and more degenerated and that despotism was 
going to end. The considerable employment of excessive 
decoration and valuable metal-made mosaic in architecture caught 
antipathy of the new rising bourgeoisie. Their attitude to Baroque 
and Rococo style was as the same as to the despotic system. They 
thought that they constrained creativity of architecture and did not 
fit to art idea of the new epoch. Thus, they asked for concise means 
to replace the outmoded things. In seeking the new architectural 
form, they borrowed classical envelop to perform the progressive 
role. The heritage of classical architecture of Greece and Rome 
then became the resource of the creation. 89 

This kind of commitment to political justification may not be 

widely accepted nowadays, but it strengthened the direct 

relationship between architectural style and symbolic content. 

Hence, formal renovation or creation rather than critical thinking 

was privileged. In regard to the changes of Le Corbusier before 

the Second World War and after, the editors commented: 

89 Ibid. pp.9. "tE-t Aill:!'GliiJl¥J$:l:Hi. E.~:R:fO~jlJIlJ}t1JtJXI.fIHf1:tJ-Bt. '8&~ 7 tft~~mEl 
iaJu.Ht~1i, ~%lJlti~&C~l~L*~. tEi!1Jtl:j;;:l:ftffl.I!i11¥J~i'ffj-'j:lll:m:~r,ijI¥J.~. ciJlltg 
.~.~~.1¥J~A.~mMfE.~~8~1lJ~~M~~~M~ •• &-W.~~€.~7}t. 
1¥J~iJiUi. ;;r-~~fiTBt{~1¥J~*~. 1!I!It~*m~t~a)j#.!t¥J~J!Il.-¥l3!:~tf~*}j~~,*IA7~*IDi. 
~mtE.*iT}t.%~t¥Jtle~. ~.ffl7~.t¥J*a~ ••• ~t¥J~~,.~fO~~t¥J~.~ 
m:~r= ~ 7 ~ 111 E:ll tF t¥J~ *-... 
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Under the social condition of capitalism, architectural style is 
unable to keep stable for a long time, As the other artists, architects 
have to continuously propose new things. The new architectural 
style in the 1920s, which later becomes a fixed means called 
'international style', is no longer popular. This is another reason 
that forces Le Corbusier and other architects to seek for new 
style. 90 

The point here is not to deny the relationship between 

architectural development and social conditions, but to argue 

against the reduction of the architectural issues to political 

judgement. 

Apart from the reduction, the politicised periodisation, which 

was taken as a standard to apply to architectural history, 

created certain obstacles. In China, the general history of the 

world from the eighteenth century onwards is divided into two 

parts. The period from the beginning of the Industrial Revolution 

(1640 to 1917), when capitalist society arises and develops, is 

jindai - the quasi-modem time or the capitalist time. The period 

from 1917 onwards is xiandai - the modem time or the socialist 

time, whose Origin is signified by the October Revolution in 

Russia and the establishment of socialist countries. The 

politically deSignated periodisations cause some ambiguities in 

accounting for the 'modem'. Before the 1950s, there was no 

such distinction between 'quasi-modem' (jindai) and 'modem' 

(xianda/). Jindai, which was first borrowed from Japanese, had 

the same meaning as 'modem', which in tum was translated 

90 When I read such kind of words time by time through the textbook, I feel hard to discern whether the 
editors believed or how much they believed the political judgement. But it seems evident that this is an 
obligation to legitimate architectural account. Ibid. pp.89. "t£!JII.ft~*j:5Cf±~fdIjc1'·, ltiAJ5<tftt 
~~n*M~M.~,.iA~~X~Z*.-~,&~~~~.W.~*fi*.=+~ft~ •• 
iAK.~*~~T~~ 'OO~~' ~~~T~¥~, ~~~.R.~&~~~.·H~fi.~& 
Jt:ftt!..A~*.Ji<l.ftt~X-1-ffll.I2iJ. " 
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from English and French.91 While jindai was appropriated as a 

particularly historical term, twofold meanings were created. On 

the one hand, the history before the end of the First World War 

was 'non-modem'; on the other hand, as the previous 

signification was inherited and capitalism was still to a 

considerable extent carried on, jindai and xiandai were often 

combined together as jin-xian-dai, generally meaning 'modem 

times'. 

When applied to architecture, the differentiation and 

combination of jindai and xiandai generated double accounts of 

'modem' architecture. In general terms, all buildings and styles 

that had appeared in Europe and the USA since the eighteenth 

century could be regarded as 'modern', and this account is 

enhanced by the fact that revivalist and eclectic architecture 

from Europe initiated the commencement of the modem 

architectural scene in China, as has been discussed in Sections 

1.2.1 and 1.2.2. In more professional terms, according to the 

History of Foreign Modem Architecture, 'modem' architecture 

with distinguishing characteristics from the previous movements 

began in the 1920s between the two World Wars, along with the 

start of the 'modem' period. The gap between the two accounts 

left an ambiguity regarding nineteenth century architecture, 

which somehow manages to sway between 'non-modern' and 

'modem'. Inasmuch as the periodisation lacked an insight into 

the architectural questions that formed the development and the 

philosophical and ideological dimension of the account, the 

91 Liu, Lydia H. (1996). pp.284, pp.292. 
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historical sequence of architecture was determined by social 

and technological developments, and was judged by formal 

characteristics. Discussions of the changes of concepts and in 

thinking were missing. That is to say, the concept of 'modernity' 

did not exist in the historical account. 'Modern' architecture, in 

one way or another, became a 'broad church' within which the 

different architectural schools coexisted. In this respect, the 

formalised knowledge somehow organised a basis for counting 

'modem ism' and 'postmodemism' in the same category as the 

'modem' in the years following. 

The whole textbook ended with a brief introduction to 

'postmodemism', after charting a range of derivations of 

'modem architecture' from the 1940s to the 1960s. 

On a recently appeared school called 'postmodemism', several 
sentences need to drop here. 'Postmodernism' is a trend which 
intends to negate the present situation, and thinks that architecture 
must proceed to a complete renovation. It comprises a number of 
schools which do not have consentaneous opinions and approaches, 
except for the same desire of renovation at the academic level. The 
most remarkable one of them is that cares about the historical 
manners, and was once called 'The Grays'. 
[00 .J 
UndOUbtedly, things are continuously developing. The new things 
will eventually replace the old ones. Can 'postmodernism' become 
a main trend? So far, whether it is just a flash in the pan, or it only 
exists at most as one direction of a number of tendencies, is unclear. 
At present, postmodernism is much cry and little wool. Its impact 
upon the design principles of 'modem architecture' is 
comprehensible. However. architecture cannot be free from the 
nature of a social and material production. It seems that, unless 
'postmodernism' changes the meaning of the term, i.e. changes its 
contents, it is difficult to be a main stream. 92 

92 The Editing Group of the History of Foreign Modem Architecture (1982). pp. 299. "AT:ilI$*l:IifJII. 
~-~~~ '~~I~Z$' ~~~~m~~~~~A~. '~~I~Z$'~~-~~~~~ 
!JII.~iA~lt$t16·~:itl:fftIJ.Jr~.!l;:r~i~~jJIJ. rt*~~'E!mffif~~, 'tffJ:{£~*.t~7jtrnJ~~tIi 
J.!U~Z9r, #&~'-3&~~M, Jt~iT~.f£tB~~faP~tf~. §iltriiBI}d.til~H:Jt<t'-~i#~ 
m~~tf~ •• , ~~ •• ~ff~~~Z •• 

[00'] x~:ttB .... 4tH::;r-~1tI&I¥J, IBt¥J*@.~:j1f~iTl¥J3T~lf. m.~ '~~I~Z$' i~ 
R.~:;r-~~J&.~-MI~.~~?R~MH:.n-., •• ~~~~~~~M~~t¥J-~ 
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The chronological narrative implies that the emergence of 

'postmodemism' was brought a newer direction to architectural 

development. Whether or not 'postmodernism' would prove to 

be the 'real' direction of the future, 'modernism' or 'modem' 

architecture of the 1920s was fading and somehow outdated, It 

is worthwhile noticing the way in which the editors were 

concerned that whether 'postmodemism' could be a future 

tendency was dependent upon practical feasibility, In other 

words, the historical valuation of architectural trends stressed 

the priority of the practicality of the design approach over the 

critical nature of the thinking behind it. 

It is fair to say that this kind of commentary and conclusion may 

not be accepted by students, teachers and academic 

researchers. But its importance should not be under-estimated. 

The training of architects was a purely technical training in 

which the historical sources of buildings and the periodisation of 

architecture were not considered to be a central part of the 

business of architectural education. Moreover, the situation was 

even more radical. Official texts on architecture and on style 

were reduced to discussions about the relations of form and 

architecture to different political lines. This situation resulted in 

problems with two aspects. To Chinese architects, it prevented 

the imports from giving rise to a re-examination and 

reformulation of architectural problems and issues within 

nww~a,~~~~~Mo ~O,g.fo~.~~+.~'.~.~'~.*.~.mm~~. 
~~~~~M~o~~ .• ~~~.~7g~~-~tl~~~~~noo~~~~. ~*~~F'. 
K±:5(z.JI§· ~~1'-~,*~~ 5(.ml.&~. ?JJ;t'!Pt:'~f13~fl~J!. ~l)!tl:JjH[Vm~~'±:Vltfj<J." 
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architectural knowledge. To researchers who are interested in 

trying to reconstruct the history of recent Chinese architecture, it 

brought about an obstacle because no obvious sources of the 

most published literature on information about governmental 

and administrative discussion, the formulation of building 

programmes, the involvement of architectural ideas and 

techniques, and the assessment of their effects, were available, 

In consequence, architecture in China has remained at the 

practical level where issues and methods are not amenable to 

being generalised and theorised. 

We can draw a number of conclusions from this. Throughout the 

twentieth century, China imports architecture, architectural 

pedagogy, architectural ideas, etc. from Europe and the USA. 

But this process cannot by itself be regarded as a simple 

mechanism of importation, for the effect of the importations was 

determined by the context of their appropriation. This fact exists 

at various levels. Whether in the form of architectural ideas, 

architecture itself and ideas relating to education, they were 

appropriated by a distinct Chinese institutional, intellectual and 

political history. 

Certain features of this process stand out clearly. The first is the 

Chinese conviction that architecture was a practical skill which 

ought to be placed close to the discipline of engineering and to 

practical issues of design and construction. This meant the 

Chinese appropriation of architecture was ripped out of the 
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westem context in which architectural positions were clearly 

related to a close involvement with other arts and discussions 

about the relationship of architecture to forms of life and in 

general to the cultural conditions of architecture, Throughout 

the twentieth century, the appropriation of western architecture 

elevated the technical, constructional and technological 

conditions at the expense of a cultural and social appreciation 

of the intentions of westem architecture. This reached a climax 

with what we might call the 'misreading' of imported architecture 

which resulted from the tendency to prefer the dangers of literal 

translation to any attempt to understand imported architectural 

discourse in terms of its own context,93 

93 At a level of architectural discourse, we have made strong distinction between ooat we might call 
literal translation and contextual translation. This is a complex issue and cannot be reduced to a purely 
linguistic phenomenon. We are not saying that the literal translation in a simple sense is incorrect and is 
impossible to translate, but we are saying that in general it is a form of translation ooich reduces the 
term to be translated to a translated term ooich privileges the meanings of the host language. It tends to 
eradicate the difference between foreign terms and host terms. Doubtless all translations are guilty of 
this and it has led some people to suggest that ultimately languages are not really translatable into each 
other. This is not however our problem. Let us imagine the literal translation is based upon the operation 
ooich tries to find a word with ooich to translate a foreign word. Such translation must concern itself 
with the meaning of a word. But it is one ooich moves very quickly to a common sense equivalent of 
concepts. This can be seen very clearly from the examples given of 'constructivism' and 
'deconstruction'. The appearance of structure in 'constructivism' and construction within deconstruction 
produce the situation in ooich the former two terms dominates the translation. This ignores the obvious 
linguistic phenomenon in ooich words frequently perhaps even always migrate from the origins of the 
meaning to a projective meaning in the other context. The term deconstruction refers to conceptually if 
not linguistically to the work of Jacques Derrida. 'Deconstruction' had long established itself within 
philosophic and literal practice before being associated with architecture. In Chinese translation or 
perhaps any Chinese glossary. the commentary would take it into account or ran the risk to provide a 
suitable translation of the term. Architectural discourse is full of such terms. A translation of the term 
functionalism within modernism makes it vital to indicate its meaning in Le Corbusier rather than 
reliance upon the engineering or mathematical concept of function. 

Nonetheless a literal translation is always one ooich 'severs' a certain point of view. In the Chinese case, 
it is quite clear that literal translation always move in one direction - a way from cultural complexity 
within ooich the term has distinct meaning and towards the simplicity of abstract but practical meaning 
(construction, structure, etc.) The history of the importation of English categories just as much as 
European and American architecture is a history of the attempt to domesticate certain terms ooich 
would otherwise seem foreign into a framework of architecture in ooich the practice of architecture is 
neutral and technical. and content is not so much cultural but political. The prominence of the technical 
and political themselves goes a long way to explain the history of literal translation of the imported 
terms into Chinese. Indeed, rather than an element of translation at all. it is perhaps easier to regard them 
as element of a linguistic machine to appropriate imports through the discipline in a specifically Chinese 
common sense. Translation here refers not to a universal necessity of 00 at everybody knows but rather 
specific cultural formations of meaning. 
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The 'Beaux-Arts' Practice and Constitution of Architectural 

Knowledge in Contemporary China 
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This chapter is about the 'Beaux-Arts' practice in Chinese architecture, In the last chapter, I 

discussed the issue of the difference between contemporary Chinese architecture and European 

and American architecture, This difference is characterised by the absence and continuous 

absence of modernist discourse from twentieth century Chinese architecture, Two points 

should be clarified, First, while twentieth century Chinese architecture is largely free from any 

general modernist influence, some buildings may be described as 'modernist' or indebted to 

'modernism', They are exceptions, Second, in absence of any distinctive 'modernism', China, 

in effect, relied from the late nineteenth century up to the 1990s on the essential outlines of the 

'Beaux-Arts' practice, This chapter wiII examine how the 'Beaux-Arts' practice sustained the 

constitution of architectural knowledge in China from the 1950s onward, and will argue that 

there is no such homogeneous totality of 'Chinese' architecture, 

'Beaux-Arts' architecture, at least form the viewpoint of China, but probably more generally 

cross the world, is one of the elements of what we might call 'modem architecture', Using the 

term 'modem architecture' runs risk of being misunderstood, for it by no way implies anything 

like 'modernist' architecture, Rather, it is more concerned with the argument that 

architecture was a modern form of practice into which the 'Beaux-Arts' system fitted in 

the following senses. First, the architect emerged as a professional figure in a modem society, 

acting both as an agent dealing with the project, coordinating the different requirements of 

clients, planning agencies and users, and a mediator of the design ideas, engineering 

technologies and construction specifications, In this respect, the professional figure had a 

recognisable social standing and usually a legal identity, Second, professional training was 

conducted in a university or quasi-university rather than by means of apprenticeship in the 

workplace, and was thus independent of practice, spatially, administratively and financially, 

Third, the system of architectural knowledge provided a common way of approaching design 

problems, analysing sites, processing materials and forms and organising spaces, which was 

shared by architects working in different offices and working in different styles, Fourth, it was 
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able to develop recognisable forms for new types of function, such as banks, railway stations, 

offices, etc. Fifth, architectural training and practice were organised and operated in a modern 

financial condition. Sixth, the system incorporated different forms, meanings and construction 

traditions within itself and under the circumstances of different national conditions. Finally, it 

was modern in the sense that Michel Foucault regarded modem medicine as originating in the 

nineteenth century. Of course there had been doctors, medicines and therapies before. 

Nevertheless, for Michael Foucault, the rise of the clinic and the clinical method of 

incorporating new knowledge initiated the start of modern clinical medicine. Likewise, 

architecture was a discursive practice conditioned and determined by modernity, and it was 

these circumstances of this modernity that enabled the organisation of the 'BeaUX-Arts' 

system. 

The influences of the 'Beaux-Arts' came into China through different channels at different 

times in the twentieth century. Two of them are significant. One is the American 'BeaUX-Arts' 

in the 1920s. This was the system that trained most of the first generation of modern Chinese 

architects and provided the basis upon which architectural education, practice and historical 

research were built. 1 The other means of entry is by way of the architectural theories and 

practices of the Soviet Union in the I 950s, which were themselves influenced by the 

'Beaux-Arts' tradition, and which were made to stand in China in place of those from America 

and Europe. Indeed, while a great deal of research and literature has dealt with the former, the 

latter has received much less scholarly attention, and the few studies are largely concerned 

with ideological and formal effects. It is sure that architectural activities in the 1920s and 

) 930s constituted the basis of architectural knowledge in China, and that the basis is still sound 

and effective. Nevertheless, the influence of those developments that took place in the 19505 

and 1960s should not be underestimated. Although they did not substantially change the 

method of architectural design, the curricula of architectural training, and the nature of 

architectural practice, the reconfiguration of the whole system laid the foundation for 

I See: Section 1.2.2, pp. 58-60; and Section 1.3, pp.92-94. 
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architectural practice at the time and thereafter. 

One may wonder then about the influence of s~called 'postmodemism' in China since the 

J 980s, which seems both so obvious and current in contemporary practice and architectural 

discussions. In terms of constituting the architectural system in China, it seems to have less 

effect than the two systems mentioned above. As Chapter One revealed, its prevalence 

corresponds to the continuity of the 'Beaux-Arts ' practice in Chinese architecture. Because of 

this, this chapter will majnly focus on the formation of architectural knowledge in the 1980s, 

which will in turn link back to the architectural activities of the 19505. Perhaps from this 

perspective, we can have a better understandjng of contemporary Chinese architecture and 

urbanism, which has retajned the 'Beaux-Arts ' practice in tile changing circumstances of state 

policies, ideologies and economics. 

Fig. 2. 1-1 

2.1 The 'New' and the 'Chinese' - Indications in Liang 

Sicheng's Drawings 

In 1954, one year after visiting Moscow, Liang Sicheng 

published two drawings of the 'imaginary' 'national form' of 

Chinese architecture in his book, the Architecture of Motherland 

(zuguo de jianzhu). (Fig. 2.1-1) Liang is an important figure in 

the history of Chinese architecture. He is well known for his 

unsuccessful attempts to conserve old Beijing and for his 

promotion of a 'national form' of Chinese architecture. As 

mentioned in the last chapter, Liang was one of the first Chinese 

architects who received the 'Beaux-Arts' training at the 

University of Pennsylvania in the 19205, and was one of the 

founders of architectural education in China, and indeed one of 

initiators of historical research into Chinese architecture. 
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Although he was largely uninvolved with practice, his 

contributions to some monumental projects, such as the national 

emblem and the Monument to People's Hero, were remarkable. 

When the book was published, Liang was Vice President of the 

Society of Chinese Architecture, the Dean and a professor of the 

Department of Architecture at Tsinghua University, and an 

expert advisor to the govemment. Nonetheless, the Architecture 

of Motherland was not just for professionals. The content came 

from his speech at the Scientific Lectures of the Central 

Committee, and it was published by the National Council for 

Popularisation of Science and Technology, and was sponsored 

by the state. In this sense, the book acts as a bridge introducing 

architecture and the architects' job to officials and the pUblic.2 

The two sketches were skilfully drawn and presented in an 

eclectic style. Take the one of the high-rise complex as an 

example. The building body, type and technology, such as the 

glass-curtain wall, are 'modem' and 'universal'. They do not 

have any particular 'Chinese character' and could be found 

anywhere in the world. Yet, the eaves wrapping the bodies and 

the reoves are apparently derived from 'traditional' Chinese 

architecture and stand for the 'Chinese' character. Neither the 

form of construction nor the formal coherence of 'traditional' 

2 In the first half of the 1950s, Liang Sicheng published a number of architectural articles in 
professional and public media, such as Architectural Journal (Beijing), New Construction, People s 
Daily, Guangming Daily, Beijing Daily, etc, Zou Denong has commented that Liang Sicheng was 
almost the only one Chinese architect to write for public at the time, due to his position and his 
knowledge. The series articles basically share the same ideas in the book of the Architecture of 
Motherland. In 2000, in honour of his contribution to Chinese architecture, the first national 
architectural design prize was founded in his name, 
Liang has been extensively studied and has appeared in many historical writings and researches since 
the 1980s. Some of them are listed referring to his biography. English: Fairbank, Wilma (1994), Li, 
Shiqiao (2002). Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (2003). Chinese: Lin, Zhu (1996). Liu Xianjue (2000); 
Fu, Chaoqing (1993 );Zoo, Denong (200 I). Wang, Jun (2003). 
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Chinese architecture is retained. It is rather a re-composition of 

traditional elements within a modem structure. Indeed, for Liang 

Sicheng, 'national form' is by no means a repetition of the 'past', 

but instead should be 'new' and 'Chinese'. He said: 

The artistic form of our new buildings, no matter whether seen up 
close or from a distance, or from the exterior or the interior, should 
be absolutely but not ambiguously 'national and have the character 
of our nation' [ ... ] But they are definitely not the copies of existing 
altars, temples and palaces that have been built but should develop 
from the basis of their traditional artistic forms. [ ... J At the same 
time, they absorb the advanced science and technology of foreign 
architectures and their artistic forms that 'are useful to us,.J 

That is to say, in terms of the intention of Liang Sicheng, the 

'new' creation with 'Chinese characteristics' is a hybrid 

combination. 

For Liang, nevertheless, to represent the 'genuine' Chinese 

character was founded on a regulated system: 

From these two sketches, I intend to illustrate two points. First, no 
matter what the size of the house and how many stories it has, we 
can always use our traditional forms and 'grammar' to deal with. 
Second. national form is achieved above all by outline of a building 
and a building complex, and then by proportion and rhythm of 
walls, doors and windows. Motifs and ornaments are secondary 
aspects. [ ... J Only when we master the rules of architecture of the 
motherland, are we able to create things newer in the future. 4 

However, the terms of outline, proportion and rhythm in Liang's 

statement simply did not exist in traditional Chinese construction. 

3 Liang, Sicheng (1986). pp. 228. Liang's quotation was from the Selected Works of Mao Zedong. "ft 
m~~.~~~*~m~,x~~ •. m •. *., .~.~W~~. ~~~~M~$~~~fi 
x!1irR::ftinj,!1'Rp*81 , ffl'ffftin~p*i¥JtHl' 0 [ ... J {fHe~l[:Ht$t~x-t::f:lt:-.$~ d~lfi:hX:81 
ii. Jill. ;g~81Ifl!l&. ~~JAEffHHftl¥.J~*:ilI~UrJltli:fU.:.iJ:J&ffiBt~i¥Jo [ ... J 1lIi"Jatll&i&7j~piJ 
.~~5t;itl:W~tt* 1<J..&ft!!.f(JI¥.J~*l23:~U~.I¥.J'ftinm mlft¥J*jJ§'" 0 

4 Ibid. pp. 156-157. ":t£j3:Wi*~'i'. ftp.:1t:OOiJ/.aJjWi1'-liiJ!Hi: ~-. x~m£jc'l\, M~~fl£, 
.~l<J.mft~~.l¥.Jm~~U~~"~R; .~. R~m~I¥.J~~.~~.m.~.m.I¥.J~~ 
~. :Jt(?':.f:E:taifij~fl$"~$:5tI¥.Jl.t~J~tP.lW. -H::tX:~t(jjp.M:Jt<=P{X~I¥.JI;!;l~"o The words have been 
quoted widely, such as in: Fu, Chaoqing (1993). pp. 178-181; ZOII, Denong (2001). pp.154. 
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The 'grammar' and the controlling principles were equally 

absent. Instead, these categories were borrowed from the 

'Beaux-Arts' 'composition' to interpret the 'traditions' of Chinese 

architecture and to transform the interpretation into a 'new' 

creation, the 'national form'. The 'tradition' was thus a 'modern' 

and conscious reconstruction on the basis of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

system by referring to traditional construction in China. 

Therefore, the 'grammar' and the principles proposed by Liang 

were a Chinese version of the 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition', rather 

than a development of any Chinese 'tradition'. 

2.1.1 The 'Beaux-Arts' Composition 

Of course. to create 'new' things with the 'old' is a central belief 

of 'Beaux-Arts' architecture itself. and composition is the 

essential technique to make it into practice. Julien Guadet once 

declared, 'to compose is to make use of what is known' 

(Composer, c' est faire I' emp/oi de ce qU).5 Here. we need to 

distinguish two views of history in 'Beaux-Arts' architecture. the 

academic and the practical. At the academic and theoretical 

level. history seems to be a complex, controversial and 

ambivalent issue. But at the practical level. on the contrary. it 

seems quite clear. The 'Beaux-Arts' architects did not intend to 

imitate the past. whether it was Greek, Roman, or medieval 

Gothic. According to Joesph Rykwert, the 'Beaux-Arts' takes 'a 

wholly unhistorical, wholly aprioristic approach to design, in which 

the procedure of the architect is wholly autonomous, and the past a 

5 The English translation and original French texts are from Banham. Reyner (1960), pp. 20, pp. 36, 
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mere repository of conventions'.6 That is to say, to 'Beaux-Arts' 

architects, the 'past', rather than being a set of traditional norms 

to be blindly followed, works as a reference serving the 'new' 

creation and 'present' requirements, Howard Robertson, who 

was trained in the Ecole des 'Beaux-Arts', made it clear that, 

Engineering science, and the novel plan forms arising in modern 
problems, give the clue to design which may be as satisfactory in 
composition as any Roman thermae, and yet entirely fresh in 
character and expression. 7 

'Composition' is thus the means of the 'Beaux-Arts' by which the 

'past' is used. As Zanten has pointed out, it 'has to do with the 

presentation of architectural ideas, but not with the generation of these 

architectural ideas itself, and is 'a method of architectural 

presentation nonetheless valid whatever the choice made'. 8 

The central act of 'composition' is to 'put elements together' as a 

unified whole - 'an act of unification'. This act is accomplished 

through a set of procedure: to choose a best solution to a given 

problem (partl); to select the proper elements, formally and 

functionally; and to appropriate them and combine them 

together in a certain way and for certain purposes. The process 

relies on two established aspects: to 'choose' depends upon a 

systematic construction of the resources; and to 'combine' the 

elements properly requires directing rules and principles, That is 

to say, while the choices are free and individual, the established 

basis for them is rational and universal.9 

6 Rykwert, Joseph (1984). pp. 16. 
7 Robertson, Howard (1924). pp. 147. 
8 Zanten, David Van (1977). pp. 115. 
9 Julien Guadet once said that 'composition cannot be taught'. In response, Neil Levine has pointed out, 
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Many 'Beaux-Arts' treatises contribute to the systematic 

constructions, which were particularly rich at the tum of the 

twentieth century. 'Composition' was first developed into French 

architecture during the nineteenth century.10 It began with 

teaching in ateliers of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and with 

Durand's treatise, Precis of the Lectures on Architecture, in the 

early nineteenth century, and became common in the second 

half of the century. In the early twentieth century, along with the 

spread of the 'Beaux-Arts' system outside France, discussions 

dealing 'composition' proliferated.11 A number of books came 

out in the first three decades of the twentieth century, just before 

'modem ism' superseded the influence of 'Beaux-Arts' 

architecture. In 1904, Julien Guadet published the Elements et 

Theories de l'Architecture in French, an informative manual for 

architectural deSign. In 1908, B. J. Robinson published 

Architectural Composition as 'an attempt to order and phrase ideas 

which hitherto have only felt by the instinctive taste of designers'. 12 

In 1923, N. C. Curtis brought out the book in the same name but 

concerning 'plan of composition, a direction which, to Architecture at 

least, is universally conceded to be of prime importance.,13 In 1924, 

Howard Robertson's book The Principles of Architectural 

Composition came out, with the aim of rationalising the common 

prinCiples to control the unity of composition. In 1926, Robert 

Atkinson and Hope Bagenal published the Theory and Elements 

in the Ecole des 'Beaux-Arts', 'what the student could learn was the vocabulary, the method, and the 
taste needed to study and refine the composition and execute it with care.' Levine, Neil (1982). pp. 121. 
10 Zanten, David Van (1977). Colquhoun, Alan (1991). 
II Banham, Reyner (1960). pp. 14-22. 
12 Robinson, Beverly John (1908). 
13 Curtis, Nathaniel Cortlandt (1923). Preface. 
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of Architecture, which tried to grasp the general laws for building 

structurally, functionally and aesthetically. In 1927, J. F. 

Harbeson compiled his series in the Pencil Points as The Study 

of Architectural Design - with Special Reference to the Program 

of the Beaux-Arts Institute of Design , an instructional book which 

reinterpreted the principles and methods of 'composition' of the 

Ecole des BeaUX-Arts. The last echo of the whole series, at least 

in Anglo-Saxon architecture, is probably the four-volume Forms 

and Functions of Twentieth-century Architecture, edited under 

auspices of the University of Columbia in 1952, and attempting 

to extend Guadet's thesis into a contemporary use. Talbot 

Hamlin claimed: 

Guadet's Elements et tMarie de I 'architecture was a great work and 
in fact still contains a wealth of information valuable today, for the 
basis of architectural composition is unchanging and holds good 
in tbe present as it did in the past. The last half century has 
brought many changes, however, and Guadet's book, destined for 
European architects of fifty or sixty years ago, is woefully 
inadequate for twentieth-century designers who must cope with 
new methods and new problems and must create types of buildings 
that did not then exist. I 

Such books were not necessarily narrowly loyal to the Ecole des 

Beaux-Arts or the nineteenth century French BeaUX-Arts 

tradition, but rather underlined and located its influence in 

different cultural and national contexts. Unlike the suggestion of 

some modernist historians, such as Sigfried Giedion, the 

'Beaux-Arts' influence actually continued much longer. The 

trans-national penetration and endurance of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

system suggest that although it is a different organisation from 

'modernism', they both share certain common ground of fitting to 

14 Hamlin, Talbot Faulkner (1952). pp.xi. 
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the requirement of 'modemity'. 

It seems impossible to generalise these diverse texts, since 

each book has its own purposes, approaches and interests. But 

leaving aside their specific contents and ideas and taking them 

as a part of the formation of architectural knowledge, we may 

still be able to outline a picture of them. Firstly, rules and 

resources are abstracted and generalised from various 

materials, without specifically addressing one style, one nation, 

or one region, although they are mostly from European 

architecture. Secondly, the rules that are elucidated are more 

practical and informative than theoretical and critical. These are 

intended to link to the activity of design uncoupled from any 

particular ideology. Thirdly, the supporting materials which are 

mostly from classical and historical buildings and constructions 

demonstrate the perpetuity of the rules, and reflect the 

'Beaux-Arts" belief that: 'the present is a new growth but one that is 

vital because it springs from the deep roots of the past'. 15 

Fourthly, some contemporary projects and building types are 

included in order to show that the system itself is 'open' and is 

capable of adapting to the 'modern' conditions. Fifthly, the books 

were written by educators and were destined to guide 

architectural students and beginners to function as a primary 

foundation for architectural training and practice. In sum, the 

universality and instrumentality of 'composition' allows the 

'Beaux-Arts' system to cope with the various requirements of 
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new building functions, styles and symbolisms. At this point, 

'composition ' might be responsible for the eclectic styles of the 

nineteenth century, but as Alan Colquhoun has pointed out, it 

itself is 'a means by which rules of design common to all styles can be 

established'. 16 

As the 'Beaux-Arts' system permitted 'aI/ styles' of the 

eclecticism of the nineteenth century. it lent the 'means' to 

various symbolisations and 'national styles' in the twentieth 

century. Consider two comparable examples with Liang's 

high-rise complex. One is from 1920s America, where the 

'Beaux-Arts' then prevailed. The Nebraska State Capitol of 

Lincoln, designed by an American nee-classical architect 

Grosvenor Goodhue in 1920, was 'described as the nation's first 

truly vemacular State Capitol,.17 (Fig. 2.1-2) 'The Tower, in its 

upward sweep, serves as a gnomon of the Heavens and a symbol of 

the more abstract conceptions of life derived from historic experience', 

with the capitals of the columns dressed by agricultural motifs, 

such as com, wheat and sunflowers, and a figure of 'The Sower' 

on the top of the tower representing the identity of Nebraska's 

people, who were primarily agricultural.18 

The other case is from 1930s Soviet Union. The final proposal 

16 Colquhoun, Alan (1991). pp.39. 
17 The Nebraska State Capitol of Lincoln was subsequently built up from 1922 to 1932. Liang's teacher 
Paul P. Cret was invited to attend the competition, and failed to win the project. Choosing the Nebraska 
State Capitol has three reasons. First, . C. Curtis used this project as a demonstration of his 
architectural principles in his book Architectural Composition, which seems a reference of Liang 
Sicheng. Second, it was selected as one of 'masterpieces of architecture in United tates' and was 
regarded as ' representative American architecture ' of the time. Third. the time when the building was 
designed and was constructed corresponds to the time when first Chinese architects including Liang 
Sicheng were trained in America. 
18 Hoak, Edward Warren and Church, Willis Humphry (1930). pp. 115-125. 
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for the Palace of the Soviets in Moscow in 1934 indicates the 

moment when Constructivism was suppressed and the issue of 

'socialist content, national form' was raised. 19 (Fig. 2.1-3) To 

symbolise the 'first triumph of Communism', the building was 

designed to be the tallest construction (415 metres high) in the 

world, the columns were crowned by the symbols of the 

Hammer and the Sickle, and a 100-metre high status of Lenin 

was placed on the top. The three projects apparently have 

different elements, appearances, programmes (which Liang's 

lacks) and significations. At the same time, they share common 

ways - the means of 'composition ' - of approaching the 

symbolisations, i.e. the ways of processing the symbolic 

elements, of composing the architectural and symbolic elements 

together and of controlling the thematic unity all the way from 

outline to detail. Therefore, the national forms or styles 

sustained by the 'Beaux-Arts' system, in tum, manifests that the 

'Beaux-Arts' practice is trans-national. 

2.1.2 Liang Sicheng's 'Grammar' 

As in America and various other countries, Liang Sicheng's 

'grammar' is a reinterpretation of the 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition' 

in a national context of China. Liang hardly used the term 

'composition', nor directly referred to it, although he must have 

known it well from his training , his teacher Paul P. Cret, and his 

reference to N. C. Curtis's Architectural Composition. The 

reason for this is that 'composition' for him was a basic norm 

19 Ikonnikov, Andrei (1988). pp. 170-171; pp. 197-202. Zou, Denong (2001). pp. 148-149. 
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and technique to follow and use rather than to discuss,2o What 

Liang was interested in was a way of tuming the traditional 

construction of Chinese architecture into a body of knowledge 

that was the equal of those in Europe and other parts of the 

world, and to find a correspondence between the tradition and 

the 'modem' system of architecture, and in consequence, to 

create 'new' architectural forms with a 'Chinese' character, As 

early as the 1930s, he noted the similarity between the 

construction system of traditional Chinese architecture and the 

'international style,:21 

The most remarkable character [of the 'international style'] is that 
the reasonable appearance comes from scientific structure, [,',] 
However, those people who really know the new architecture 
should be aware that, although the materials are different, the 
newest modem construction shares the same principle with that of 
inherent Chinese architecture, - lifting framework first, and adding 
walls after, Because the principle is the same, many aspects of the 
'international style' are like Chinese (or oriental) styles.22 

This observation, which indicates an appreciation of the latent 

potentiality of Chinese architecture to make the transition from 

the 'Beaux-Arts' to 'modernism', was seized upon in the 19505 

by the intervention of the 'socialist content, national form' 

movement. Yet, the intention of accounting for 'modem' 

architecture by reference to traditional roots continued. 

20 In his article Architecture and Art of Architecture published in 1961, Liang took the principles of 
'composition' - outline, proportion, scale, balance, rhythm, texture, colour and decoration - as basic 
skills to deal with architectural form, though he did not use the term of 'composition'. It is probably 
partly because 'composition' was condemned as 'formalism' at the time. Nonetheless, he rarely used the 
term in his 1930s and 19405' writings. 
21 The term 'international style' that I use here is a literal translation from Liang Sicheng's words in 
order to avoid the confusion with 'modernism' and somehow keep the loyalty to the his idea. 
22 Liang, Sicheng (1935). "[J;!iJIl-j;AJ:lil~~f19~uE. iI'~ffif4$'~f!;J%IJ~Jt:il-J:!1!.I'tJ5'''*o [ ... J if:! 
~~~5 •• ffi.~~~I'tJA,$@~ •• ~.51'tJ~.~.~~OO~W •• f19~.~,mfflU 
l;J..!fi/f'[ii], ~*J]tlJ!iJ1;jJ'W, --$~5E.JL1f., ~1Jn~~l'tJo ~;;9J]tlJ!IJI'tJ:ftI[ii], "OO/W-5:t" ~ 
.W~~$~~~~~~(.*~)%Ao " 
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'Grammar', for Liang Sicheng, is a means of making the tradition 

of Chinese architecture locate itself in the present, both 

theoretically and practically, Like the 'Beaux-Arts' architects and 

theOrists, Liang believed that architectural form was essentially 

made up of two parts: 'elements' or 'words', such as doors, 

windows, columns, beams, comices, brackets, tiles, etc,; and 

the 'order' or 'grammar' which was employed in order to gather 

them together. While the classification of them was universal in 

every nation, the elements and components provided by and 

abstracted from traditional Chinese architecture in each 

category would make up the 'Chinese character': 

I think that a nation's architecture, like its language, has a set of 
form and rule followed by the whole nation. In language, every 
nation creates its own words and grammar. In architecture, it 
creates a set of means or order for processing and joining material 
and component, and consequently gives birth to its unique 
architectural form. [ ... ] European architecture has its own 'Five 
Orders', which has been carried on from ancient Greece and Rome 
up to now. [ ... ] Chinese architecture also has our own 'Orders', 
which was called 'Fashi' in Song Dynasty and 'Zuoja' in Qing 
Dynasty.23 

Different nations' languages have plenty of words [whose words 
have] equivalent meanings [to words in other languages]. For 
instance, 'column' in English is equal in meaning to our 'zhu'. 
Likewise, architectures from different nations have many 
components of similar function and meaning, but with different 
forms. [ ... ] Pitch roofs, walls, columns, corridors, windows and 
openings compose many different buildings just as words compose 
different articles. But because grammar is different, Greek 
architecture is different from Italian, and Italian is different from 
ours,24 

23 Liang, Sicheng (1986), pp. 191-192. It was the key lecture that Liang gave in the First Congress of 
Architectural Society of China in 1953, and was later published in New Construction in 1954. "ft1.\t~ 
-~~~a<J~$tjl.lJ-~~~a<J$~X+jl.lJ~±t!!.:ff··~~B!:»H~l'>Jit'\)'(j<JmJt~~IJ!D. tE~$tJ.'
lID, ftt!.ffJ-B1JifJ: T -~~'f4ij~-~U:M, #;JfHnl103t~I¥J:n$§.tt$~, M.lfijf=1: y fd!.fn~ffI¥Ht 
$t%~. [ ... ] ~lffl]l$tffBI¥J '1i#m~'. M.$JHL ~.!?JIJ-t~-}[*m.ftlA,~. [ ... ] rjl[;!!1l'1'~]t 
$t-tMH~ffJa<J 'IDim', *WJIJ4f$ ',,*~', nt~1J4f$ 'f$lt'. " 
24 Liang, Sicheng Ibid. pp. 204. "tEtt[\;;McB<Jitl-~lt!.:m'Milf~#5(fIE~I¥JW, ~HlIl. ~itl-.lIl.fj' 
"column"-iiiJffi ~T~ffJB<J "tt" fl¥J~,ffi.. tE'£~ IY-J}t$t..t lliflilf~fi.Jf4Jt.fljl.lJffi¥Jf1:m13~ 

5(. @~ff~W~-ff.fl~~~I'>Ja<J]l • ..ta<J~#. fl~tt~itl-~~I¥J~ID~~~.re~mm 
~j8.HI~I¥J:n${BtIl1"I'>J. fl~tt~8itl-I¥JX;1;;;,r;~. bf.:J1t., :Jfi[ffi, ttr, iMr, li1r;fOn~ffi.~ 
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The deduction of the architectural 'grammar' leads to Liang's 

assumption - the 'translatability' of architectural form between 

different nations, (Fig. 2.1-5, 6, 7) Zhang Bo, Liang 's student, 

recalled how Liang exemplified the 'translation ' process in his 

.::.:, lecture given at the First Congress of the Architectural Society 

of China. 

He [Liang] drew an outline of the St. Peter's Cathedral [of Rome). 
First, he altered the Dome in the centre to the triple eaves of the 
Blessing Hall (qiniandian); second, amended the four small domes 
at the corners to the cube, double eaves and pyramidal-roofed 
(chuangjian) pavilions; third, weed out the pediment at the front 
entrance in western tradition, because traditional Chinese 
architecture never used gable as main entrance; and replaced it by 
the front of double-eave gable and hip roof (xieshan) with the 
pediments at two sides' fourth, changed the western style 
balustrades at the main porch to white-marble board with wangzhu 
on the top and xumizuo at the bottom; Fifth, redressed the 
colonnades in front according to the Long Corridor of the Summer 
Palace. At the end, Professor Liang said that by using Chinese 
language, speaking Chinese architectural words, employing 
traditional Chinese artistic means and forms, while modified and 
applied to the super-si2e St Peter's Cathedral, [we) would 
transform the masterpiece of Italian Rena issance into a work that 
would be fitting to Chinese taste. 25 

This idea of 'translation' and its relation to architecture is very 

important for the argument of this thesis. It seems to propose an 

idea of different national architects or architectures divided by 

historical period into a systematic relation with language and 

above all with 'translation ', as in Liang's terms. The difference 

lif~~~(j{J~$t~. tMlH~ff*~JlX~~(j{JX~o &~~Xr!8<J~~, *Jm!'J<Jf;t;fIJ~):;f!J!'J<J~ 
ii>J, Bj;:jf1Ji¥.JX~ft1nl¥.J~~o " 
25 Zhang, Bo (1993). pp. 70-71. 'f1l!.1jtjjjjjl~¥:tJIi~j;::~.1:tI¥J~JnI!l. 7t:1E"I='fBJm1IJ9! (DOME) t& 
.~~~I¥J=~~oA=~re~m~~a.~ •••. M~.~o.~~.reAnili. 
( PEDIMENT ) f)liitr 8<J ~ ~~fJtfFr!W m;tf '* , ~ ~ "I=' 00 f~ !;U£t1tM* ~.m @!ili. :B: ili ~W: t.1J-tt 

1:1 IE n. 1E'taJ~lUllJJXll.rm~, {t/j\ UI.:tEfJi jRJ~OO • .m~~. 1EJ::~nJ&l¥.J~il...to<J~~t::k)L 
!t\tl¥.Jl~HfK~~.ff. anJ(;il{f~:I3S:~~. J:1fmtt. r~~~~. lt3HeJ:·~ilo<J);:ilflfr, iRnc~1J!tl 
~A, ~m~~I¥.J.~.~n~.re~~~~J~I¥.J@$~~~ill~~W~*~~a~,~~ffl 
lIHt.tti ~;lJf.) !;l ~*. " 
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between architects can be reduced to the elements and the 

'grammar' of architecture, Whatever the difference between the 

architectures, he supposed that they could be translated one 

into the other. For him, architecture exists at two levels - words 

(or elements) and 'grammar' (or 'orders') that is the way in which 

the elements are articulated. However, this would of course not 

work in characterising a language. Firstly, in language, 'words' 

do not have direct and transparent translations into other 

languages. 'Words' are related in their meaning with other 

'words' in their languages. They are always at best overlapping. 

The French word 'conscient' has no direct translation in English. 

It overlaps two quite different words 'conscience' and 

'consciousness'. That is to say, words in different languages cut 

up meaning in different ways. There is no such thing as a 

universal dictionary or lexicon, which could contain a universal 

set of meanings together with the local ways in which national 

language realised the meanings. 

The second aspect involves Liang's idea of 'grammar'. A 

linguistic meaning of 'grammar' is equivalent to the rules of 

languages which govem its use. The rules of one language are 

not only different from the other languages. They are not 

comparable. This is because there is no universal grammar, and 

if there is no universal grammar, there is no logical possibility of 

directly comparing the grammars of particular languages. 

In fact, Liang's whole idea of 'translation' can only use language 

as a vague and misleading metaphor. When he tums to 
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architecture, what in effect he is arguing is that there is a 

universal architectural 'grammar', and one in which direct 

comparison is not only possible but relatively Simple, While 

Greek and Roman 'Orders' would be of course different from 

Chinese architecture, there will be 'Orders' underlying both, We 

see here that the very justification of 'national style' is logically 

dependent on their being a universal framework of architectural 

categories. On this point we completely disagree. By contrast, 

we would argue that we do not need a universal theory of 

architectural form. We have here a clear demonstration that 

'modem' architecture in the 'Beaux-Arts' form, which we are 

identifying, is one which can easily provide symbolic elements 

which can be adjusted to any culture. Thus, insofar as the 

'translation' occurs, the system that enables it undermines the 

very assumption - the homogeneity of the 'Chineseness' - at 

both formal and constructional levels. 

Some contemporary Chinese scholars and critics think that 

Liang's theory on architectural language and architectural 

'translatability' is a unique invention. 26 Zou Denong has 

commented: 

[The idea of] Architectural linguistic and 'translatability' that Liang 
Sicheng put forward is a significant creation, but should be further 
testified, systematised and supplemented, [ ... ] The issue that he 
proposed in the 1950s was not widely discussed until the 1980s, 
although the backgrounds and contents were different. 27 

26 Several scholars hold the point, see: Wu, Liangyong (J 982);Fu, Chaoqing (1993 );Liu, Xianjue 
(2000);Zou, Denong (2001). 
27 Zou, Denong (2001). pp. 155-156. "~,\!l,!&ti!t±JI¥H!$tii},*"¥:fU "J:JJiftt". JU!:·-1'1f;~.:x.i¥J 
-€IJ~, $~~fU~-~~i.iL ~H'x1tfUmlli¥J~rJt;. [ ... ] ftl!.:(£ 1950 4'=f1C¥Uii!t±J7 1980 if-ft::t 
r~.~i¥J~~, ~W=.W~~~. ~8ili~-~. " 
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Wang Jun, a joumalist from Beijing, also agrees that, 'in the west, 

architecture was not linked to semiotics and linguistic until the 1970s 

and 80S'.28 Undoubtedly, the 1970s and 1980s architecture in 

the 'west', to which both Zou and Wang referred, is 

'postmodemism'. To decode the differences and similarities 

between Liang's architectural language and architectural 

semiotics is not the focus of this chapter. But what I want to point 

out is the comparison that was made between Liang's ideas and 

postmodemism. As far as Liang's 'grammar' is based upon the 

'Beaux-Arts" 'composition', the comparison once again lends 

support to the argument put forward in Chapter One: the 

proliferation of 'postmodemism' in China corresponds with the 

continuity of the 'Beaux-Arts' influence and the absence of 

'modem ism' in Chinese architecture. 

European and American architecture might not theoretically 

articulate the analogy of architecture and language during 

Liang's time, but the analogical comparison was not rare either. 

Rexford Newcomb, a contemporary of Liang in America, made 

the equivalence clear in 1933: 

For years, books on architectural design and composition have 
presented the 'elements' of architecture - orders, windows, walls, 
columns, stairs, pediments, and the like - as though they were the 
fundamentals out of which designs are 'composed' in much the way 
that we put words together to form sentences in our lingual 
expression. This approach was perhaps all very well in a world of 
fixed categories where it appeared that most of the 'words' and 
'grammar' of architecture had been perfected by our predecessors 
and that about the best we could do was to recompose these 

28 Wang JW1 is a famous journalist based on Beijing. From 1993, he spent ten years OIl investigating the 
stories, struggles, decision-making processes and debates behind transformation of Beijing since Beijing 
became the capital of Chinese Communist regime in 1949. His journalist book, Record of the Cily 
(chengji) provides comprehensive details and is probably the most comprehensible research on this topic 
so far. Wang, Jun (2003). pp. 142. 
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'elements ' to meet the demands of the day. 29 

There is nothing to suggest that Liang knew Newcomb's words, 

and this is not the point. The similarity in Liang's and Newcomb's 

thinking simply confirms the penetration of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

practice in different countries and different architectural cultures_ 

2_1.3 Legitimacy of Architecture in China with Political Discourses 

The 'national form' that Liang Sicheng proposed, in terms of 

appearance and design approach, was not exceptional in the 

context of twentieth century Chinese architecture. We can find a 

Fig. 2.1-8 number of such cases both before it and thereafter. (Fig. 2.1-8) 

Zou Denong has commented, 

The two sketches are a rather precise prediction. It could be said, 
either for the 19505' national form architecture, or for the 1990s ' 
search for Chinese traditional and Chinese style architecture does 
not abandon the model. Nonetheless, this form is not entirely a 
unique invention of Liang Sicheng. If looking at the 19305' 
'Chinese inherent style', we can find out its root. 30 

Generally speaking , it can be said that the waves of 'Chinese 

characteristic architecture' in the century climaxed in three 

periods: the heyday of the Nationalist Government in the 1920s 

and 1930s, the beginning of the Communist regime in the 19505 

and 1960s, and the start of the Reform period in the 1980s and 

early 19905.31 The recurrence is not only represented by the 

repetition of architectural 'forms' - although these are refined 

29 Rexford Newcomb ()933) Foreword to Ernest Pickering, Architectural Design, New York: John 
Wiley and Sons, pp. ix. Quoted from: Pai, Hyungmin (2002). pp.l03 . 
30 Zou, Denong (200 )). pp.155. uMWBIE~I~H!-1'-;ffj~~lifUi¥J}t1)tffi11, ~~;l! 1950 ~f~I¥J~ 
.%~ .. ,~;l!1~0~~.*~OO~.~~OO~.OO.1)t , ~~~.&~~iliM-~~o~ 
ti, ~f'lr~~:n=~7f:;~;IiHfV~,~£I<J~BIJ. ~--l,t- 1930 £Ffti¥J "~I,;i!I[iHfZ.*~". ~i'iJ~t.UUE 
oom~.-- " 
31 Fu, Chaoqing (1993). Zou, Denong (2001). Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (2003). 

128 



chapter two: the 'beaux-arts' practice and constitution of architectural knowledge in contemporary china 

and modified in each period -, but also unveils the consistent 

operation of the concept of 'new' and 'Chinese', which has acted 

as the other side of the 'western modem', By this, we mean that 

the notion 'western modem' and the notion 'new' and 'Chinese' 

were constructed on the same ground - the continuity of the 

'Beaux-Arts' tradition and the absence of 'modernism', The 

question is: how could the 'Beaux-Arts' be legitimated as an 

orthodox convention with the promotion of the 'new' and 

'Chinese' architecture? To understand this, we need to make a 

chronological examination of the legitimacy of the architectural 

profession in terms of political discourses that date back to the 

early twentieth century. 

Historically, the creation of the 'Chinese character' in 

architecture paradoxically relied upon the 'Beaux-Arts' system. It 

was not associated originally with the promotion of Chinese 

nationality, nor even with the identification of the architectural 

profession. Rather, the movement was initiated by the 'western' 

missionary schools and foreign architects in China at the tum of 

the twentieth century. For the sake of 'Christianising the Chinese 

nation' and avoiding local hostility, missionary schools decided to 

adopt the traditional appearance of Chinese architecture as a 

way of showing the 'combination of the primes of Chinese culture 

and modern knowledge', and to attract young Chinese to the 

religion.32 The architects commissioned by the schools, such as 

32 Lutz, Jessie Gregory (1971), Fu, Chaoqing (1993). Missionary schools, founded by western 
missionaries and sponsored by overseas investment, commenced modem education in China in the 
nineteenth century, and played a role in modem Chinese culture and society. In the first three decades of 
the twentieth century, nearly thirty missionary colleges and universities were set up. The curricula of the 
schools combined Biblical instructions and Chinese classics, with Chinese cultural studies, such as 

129 



Fig. 2.1-9 

Fig. 2.1-10 

chapter two: the 'beaux-arts' practice and constitution of architectural knowledge in contemporary china 

Harry H. Hussey, Henry K. Murphy, etc., all came from America 

and Europe and were 'neoclassical architects'. Indeed, the 

'Chinese style' (zhongguo (eng) created by them was a Chinese 

version of 'neoclassicism', i.e. the 'Beaux-Arts' buildings which 

combined traditional features of Chinese architecture. (Fig. 

2.1-9, 10) Henry K. Murphy, an active practitioner, stated his 

approach as follows: 

In the face of the proved adaptability of classic and of Gothic 
architecture to the new and markedly differing requirements of 
modern building, it did not seem to me logical to deny to Chinese 
architecture, with its very simple plan, a similar adaptability. 
[ . .. ] 
I decided that we must start out with Chinese exteriors, into which 
we would introduce only such foreign features as were needed to 
meet definite requirement; [ .. . ] as a result, our completed buildings 
really are Chinese. 33 

What Murphy called 'really Chinese' is undoubtedly not 

'traditional Chinese'. Nor does the way in which he perceived 

and constructed this 'Chineseness' have anything to do with the 

construction tradition as it was in China. Instead, his 

combination of traditional features with 'modern' technologies 

and functions was based upon 'Beaux-Arts' principles, as many 

historians have pointed out. It is worthy of note that for Murphy 

and probably all the foreign architects, the issue of constructing 

the 'Chinese character' in architecture was not for them 

Chinese painting, literature and poetry, and extensive modem subjects, such as mathematics, physics, 
chemistry, mechanics, world history and geography, sports, etc. In the nineteenth century, the students 
were mainly orphans adopted by churches and children from poor families . In the twentieth century, dle 
student background varied. Many of them came from the families of merchants, bureaucrats and 
intellectuals. A number of their graduates becanle influential figures in various fields of twentieth 
century China, from politics, literature, to science and engineering. 
J3 Murphy, Henry Killam (1928). Henry H. Murphy was trained in the University of Yale in the late 
nineteenth century, and came to China for dle project of Yale-in-China in 1913. From then to 1935, he 
designed several missionary schools inc/uding the Yenching University in Beijing and the Ginling 
College in Nanjing, and was invited by the ationalist Government to consult and participate in the new 
city projects in capital anjing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. Cody, Jeffrey W. (2001). 
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particularly a matter of addressing the representation of the 

'Chinese nation', It rather came out of a general belief in 

bringing the 'past' into present. Accordingly Murphy declared: 

It had long been an article of my architectural faith that in every 
country having its own distinctive architectural development an 
architect - whether himself of that country or from outside - should, 
in building, preserve that style, 34 

The association of the issue of architectural character with the 

task of differentiating the 'Chinese' from 'others', including the 

'western', came later with the advent of the 'Chinese inherent 

style' (zhongguo guyou shl) in the 1920s and 1930s, 

In architectural terms, the 'Chinese inherent style' was not very 

different from the 'Chinese style': they shared the same hybrid 

nature, stylistic character, as well as the 'Beaux-Arts' basis and 

traditional references,35 Anne-Marie Broudehoux discovers: 

Neotraditional buildings designed by foreigners were labelled 
'Chinese style'; similar work by Chinese professionals was 
identified as 'Indigenous style', Such designations were very 
important for Chinese architects, as each category carried different 
connotations in terms of authenticity, In reality, both styles 
remained very similar in their basic characteristics, and both 
approaches rarely ventured beyond stylistic and formal 
explorations.36 

The issue of 'authenticity' not only suggests a continuity 

between the two styles, but also suggests that the differentiation 

of the two styles was related to the 'authority' of the executors of 

them, 

34 Murphy, Henry Killam (1928). pp. 468. 
35 The Chinese architects in this practice received the same 'Beaux-Arts' training and some of them, 
such as LU Yanzhi, etc., had worked for the foreign architects' projects in China. Broudehoux, 
Anne-Marie (200 I). 
36 Ibid, pp.l65-166, 
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Central to the emergence of the 'Chinese inherent style' was the 

sponsorship of the Nationalist Govemment. The term 'Chinese 

inherent style' first appeared in a document, the Planning of 

Capital Nanjing in 1929: 

... the buildings in the administration area should adopt the Chinese 
inherent style to the most, and every merit of ancient [Chinese] 
palaces should be utilised.37 (Fig. 2.1-11,12) 

Slightly earlier than date when the term was first literally used, 

the brief for the intemational competition for the Sun Vat-sen 

Mausoleum in 1925 - one of the first national projects of the 

Govemment - had made the same demand: every entry 

must adopt ancient style of Chinese architecture and has uniqueness 
and monumentality, or creates a new style in terms of the spirit 
of Chinese architecture.38 

From the 1920s to 1930s, a similar requirement was made of 

projects sponsored by the Govemment, such as the National 

Library of Peking, the new administrative centre in the capital 

Nanjing, and in the urban areas of Shanghai and Guangzhou. 

This shift in 'patron' did not change the way in which the 

'Chinese character' was represented in architecture, but instead 

designated 'new' tasks for it. That is the tasks of articulating the 

difference between 'China' and 'others' and legitimating the 

power of the government. The Construction Committee of 

37 Lai, Delin (1995). pp.57. "i!&~!2LZJUt~, 1i.~ *m<pOOml~z..*j:t, }l,i!I~;g~z.-a,~, 
~~--Dt!iffl. " 
38 Fu, Chaoqing (1993). pp. 116. Lai, Delin (1995). pp. 56. "*fflc:pf'iSli!lj:t;m*~~z*Ej2~1¥.Ji'1 
a, d •• c:p~B~a~~~ •••• " 
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Central District of Shanghai explained inauguration in the 

following way: (Fig, 2.1-13) 

I. The City Hall is the administration centre of the whole city, and a 
spectacle for insiders and outsiders. Its building style should 
represent Chinese culture. If adopting other countries' architecture, 
how could it esteem the constitution of the nation and conform the 
vision of overseas Chinese? 

2. Architectural style embodies the cultural spirit of a nation, so every 
nation's architecture represents the character of the nationality. The 
tendency of recent Chinese architecture to European and American 
should be rectified, in order to promote the responsibility of 
indigenous culture. The City Hall that adopts Chinese style 
sufficiently shows the dignity to the citizens. 39 

Chinese architects also took architecture as a sign of the 

strength of a nation. In 1929, when the first professional 

organisation, the Shanghai Architectural Society, was set uP. it 

was claimed that: 

It is an undeniable fact that the matter of architecture is a token of a 
nation 's culture. In referring to the shift of prosperity and decline of 
a national culture, no one who observes these shifts does not cite 
the appearances of buildings.4O 

Opponents as well as proponents of traditional Chinese 

architecture held the same point. For instance. in 1924. Liu 

Shiying argued that 'the buildings of a nation indeed represent its 

nationality', and that if 'we look back at ours, they are sluggish. A 

feeling of decadence and depression was often projected on [our] 

buildings'.~1 This kind of widely held views led to a common 

39 Fu, Chaoqing (1993). pp. 149. Lai, Delin (1995). pp. 58. "1. m~}f.f19~mil)(m*, 9='~H~lItJYi *. 1tm~#'t:it. }ltlfl;:7&9=' OOJtft . .{ij;11H!HtBl!l~$t. {l1J IJ*OO*Z i*jM. Tfii~\Hff»lZ~~o 2. 
lI!~:itfF19-~Jt{.ttY1IPzm~, i&~(iHt$t. ~1f*~oo~t£z.~.B. ili*9l l!llt$t. ~1fW\ 
~Z~y,... }ltl}J1Jomif., lJ~f~*OOJt{.tZ9dfo $iI)(mlt$t. *ffl9='li]'~j.\. ,g~mRIJ#j.\o " 
40 Shanghai Arch itecturaJ Society (1930). "jdUl'l: -*. 19 IE ~C:lC ftz3.lHiL J1t?b =-Fur i1n~fZ l¥~: 
~- IIJ X {tzIliH, ~=-F.~m~z~~~~~ IJ~Mt ~Jt 0 " 

41 Lai, Delin (1995). pp. 49. "-OOz.~m~, ~*~-lNzlN~1i. [ ... ] §],ll~Fa:. q}~mm, -
#~ ~.Z.". H~.~fn$to " 
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acceptance that Chinese architecture had a splendid 'past' but 

had dropped behind in modem times, due to the decline in 

national strength, Now it became important to 'renew' the 

tradition in order to make it fit with the 'modem' times rather than 

to just repeat the conventions of the old tradition. 

We hope to continue the heritage of eastern architectural technology, 
to integrate the new laws with the old construction means, to uplift 
the real spirit of our nation's inherent art with western material 
civilisation, and to create the architectural form of the time. 42 

Two points should be highlighted in regard to this statement. 

First, 'the architectural form of the time' is a consciously 

constructed hybrid, which neither intends to keep the 'old' intact 

nor possesses homogeneous 'Chineseness'. Second, the 

problem that the 'Chinese inherent style' faced is not the 

confrontation between 'modernisation' and tradition, but was 

'modem architecture' taking on that 'tradition' for certain 

purposes. This thesis is supported by the facts: the training of 

Chinese architects was based upon the 'Beaux-Arts' education 

rather than traditional craftsmanship; and therefore, the 

associated building types were 'modem' ones which had not 

occurred in traditional Chinese society. 

In practical terms, the task of upholding political significance of 

architecture had a social background. When Chinese architects 

emerged in the 1920s, the Chinese architectural profession was 

very small, certainly much smaller than the number of foreign 

42 Shanghai Architectural Society (1930). pp.42. "!§!;)JHU~1.nt1Jtti*z.~lW. 1;J,i1ii¥J~f!I!, ~il! 
Il3rHt1Jt1Jii: l;J.~ff4m)9!Jtll}]. ~Hh!itOOIlil~x~z.JUff~. l;J.€ulii:~L"lU1ft:~M<z.J!1Jt% 
:rt. .. 
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architects in China,43 New building types, such as banks, hotels, 

theatres, railway stations, etc" tended to be designed by foreign 

architects and were in any case largely located in the 'treaty 

ports'. Domestic buildings, on the other hand, continued all over 

the country to be built according to traditional construction 

norms. Zhang Bo, a graduate of 1934, recalled that the Third 

Class (1928) of the Architectural Faculty at the National Central 

University only had two students. His class, the Fifth (1930), had 

eleven, and four of them could not find a job after graduation in 

1934.44 If the situation is compared with foreign architect offices 

in China, it is found that the practice of Chinese architects came 

much later and on a much smaller scale. In the case of 

Shanghai, foreign architectural offices were started up in the 

1890s, whilst LO Yanzhi and Liu Dunzhen respectively set up 

their own in 1921. Indeed, by 1936, only 12 out of 39 registered 

architectural offices were Chinese. 45 The causes of this 

situation were manifold and the figures do not necessarily 

suggest a conflict between the Chinese and foreign firms. They 

do, nevertheless, indicate that Chinese architects felt the need 

to obtain an identifiable position in the society.46 

43 In the 1920s and 1930s, after the abroad-trained Chinese architects returned back, the whole 
professional system was locally established. The architectural schools (1926), architect offices (1921), 
professional organisations (1929), architectural periodicals (1932) and research institutes (1930) were 
subsequently set up, 
44 Zhang, 80 (1993). pp, 10-11. Zhang 80 first attended the National Northeastern University in 1930. 
After the Japanese invasion, the school was closed in 1931. Zhang and his four classmates were merged 
!~to the Fifth Class of the National Central University, which originally had six students. 

Zhao, Guowen (1987), pp. 72-73. Wu, Jiang (1997), pp. 152, 
46 What I mean here is the recognition of the profession rather than individuals, Some architects, such 
as Liang Sicheng, Guan Songsheng, etc., who came from good family background, had well-established 
social network, In addition, educated people were generally and traditionally respected in Chinese 
society. My assumption that Chinese architects needed an identifiable image is supported by the memoir 
of Zhang 80, in which he counted four reasons of designing the eclectic Chinese style: the national 
consciousness of individual; making a distinctive image oftbe office for business; the intention of the 
Nationalist Government; and the rise of Guo Cui Poi (Chinese culture quintessence school). Zhang, 80 
(1993). pp.1S. 
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To work on the government's projects and to collaborate with the 

official ideology lent support to the status of Chinese architects, 

LO Yanzhi's Sun Vat-sen Mausoleum in 1929 was a typical 

example. The Mausoleum was one of the first 'inherent style' 

projects and was regarded as a milestone of modem Chinese 

architecture. (Fig. 2.1-14) Certainly when compared with the 

Peking National Library designed by Danish architect V. 

Leith-Moller at the same time and with the same approach,47 it 

gained more critical support. (Fig. 2.1-15) But these 'credits' 

were less due to the 'authenticity' of the project of representing 

any Chinese tradition than to two external factors: the political 

nature of the project and the visibility of Chinese architects. 48 

Sun Vat-sen, who had died in 1925, was the founder of the 

Guomingdang and Republican China. The construction of the 

Mausoleum was part of a national event. (Fig. 2.1-16) La Yanzhi, 

aged 31, won the first prize via the international competition. It 

was the first time a Chinese architect had undertaken an 

influential project, and it inaugurated the involvement of Chinese 

architects in official construction. Zhang Zhigang, LO 's 

contemporary, commented: 

Up till the establishment of the Republic of China, Europeanisation 
had penetrated into the East. Since our pioneer, the architect Mr. LU 
Yanzhi designed the President's mausoleum, the voice of 
architecture began to be heard by the public in our society. 
Architecture was then no longer Hust] taken a a craftsman's 
work, but paid light! more attention. [ ... ] Architecture was 
therefore important in transforming the social customs of a nation, 
and cultivating the disposition ofpeople.49 

47 FU,Chaoqing(I993).pp.120-12I . 
48 Liang Sicheng once criticised both projects of their inaccuracy of appropriating traditional 
constructions. Liang, Sicheng (1935). 
49 Zbang, Zhigang (1933). pp. 35. "ift;JcIX;~$;3L, w:f.tJf-M, B t&Il!$t~ g .itfH5t~~5t, .~J1l! 
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Undoubtedly, the point of Zhang Zhigang is to identify LO Yanzhi 

as not only an architect who can design in accordance with the 

demands of 'Chinese' architecture, but also to identify him in 

terms of architectural profession as someone who can now lead 

architects to influence the public more than a craftsman, and to 

become a source of not only 'new' taste amongst people, but 

also someone who can assist in constructing national values, 

Even if it was true, one would have to note that this rhetoric was 

common also in Europeso and in the USA. Clearly it relates to 

the professional status of architects and such has nothing to do 

with 'Chinese' architecture, 

The pitfalls of the 'Chinese inherent style' seemed evident, and 

they required proper justification. The Shanghai Library and 

Museum confessed that 'because of purely adopting Chinese style, 

the construction [was] costly, and [the building] [was] not very 

practical,.51 Over-shooting the budget was serious. For instance, 

the estimate for the Sun Yat-sen's Mausoleum was 300,000 

yuan, but the actual cost was 3,384,000 yuan (1929) - more 

than ten times what was budgeted and 80% as of the total 

financial income of the Shanghai municipal govemment in 1928 

(4,276,000 yuan).52 In general, all architects face the problem 

of budget overrunning, and each architect needs proper 

explanations of it. To the patriots' projects, they normally justify 

~* •• ~ .•• z~~. M.-~tl~A±Z~&.f~~.~~I*~~ •• ~. ~ffl~~ 
~~o [ ... ] Jl:.1A:JEb(~f1;QjJ~Z~JXI.. IliS~A~~ttm*o " 
50 Bergdoll, Barry (2000). 
51 Fu, Chaoqing (1993), 
52 Lai, Delin (1995). pp. 58-59, Basically all architects face the problem of overrunning budget. 
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themselves by political correctness. Liang Sicheng's comment 

typically reflected this attitude. On the one hand, he queried the 

expense and the imitative and eclectic approach of the 'Chinese 

inherent style': 

Tt [the 'palace style'] imitates the form of Qing Palace and the 
layout and structure of western classicism. [ ... ] It is a reluctant 
marriage of the eastern and western systems, which both are 
belonged to the past. It is very like the 'neoclassical ' architecture 
prevailing in Europe and America. Because the cost is highly 
expensive, it is not often suitable for the ordinary financial situation 
in China, and hence cannot be generally employed. 53 

On the other hand, however, he insisted upon the actual 

concept by defending it for the 'invaluable significance [in] raising 

the Chinese consciousness'. The ambivalence, which I believe 

many architects had then, proved that the 'Chinese inherent 

style' was not justified on the basis of architectural style or 

preservation of 'tradition ', but rather by patriotism. Insofar as the 

'Chinese inherent style' kept the line of the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition , 

'Beaux-Arts' practice was officially and politically legitimated. 

In the 1950s, the issue of creating 'new' and 'Chinese' 

architecture was raised again , but now in the name of 'socialist 

content, national form'. (Fig. 2.1-17) As discussed in Section 

1.2.2, the 'new' architectural theories and the 'new' state 

ideology did not initiate a break from previous concepts and 

practices. Instead, they reinforced the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition in 

Chinese architecture. Peter Rowe and Seng Kuan have argued: 

53 Fu, Chaoqing (1993). pp. 160. I translate Liang's term 'fanggll' into 'neoclassical' due to its 
architectural definition. In Chinese, 'fangguo' literally means emulating antiquity or 
pseudo-classicism. "t£~~J:~ [ 'g-~~' J:t~H1i7Fi-M!gfflj, t£#if1J.& ']ZiIDJ:~J(. {jjID1~ti!fl!.iJiR 
(j<]~ji!Hll~. [ .. . ] ~ ~ * ggfj;!jJ!UI1!1.i B<J ~iI, laW3 Ittllt:k ~ R.IFfJ1 'E (J<] u;J te, ~ ~f~ gx~ffr ~iiHT 
B<J '{jjti' ~m. f!J~~f}t{t:k, ~'f'1tillmT9='OO-~~jJfti~, m~'f'fi~fjie." 
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It was only a small step to monumentality and architecture with 
more than a passing resemblance to the past, much as the 
Nationalists had favoured almost twenty years earlier. But there was 
a fundamental theoretical difference in denotative intent, turning on 
the distinction between popularization (the Communists) and 
out-and-out celebration of past glories (the Nationalists). 54 

There is something problematic in this quotation. The 'small step 

to monumentality' had already been taken by the doctrine of 

'socialist realism' and its official interpretation. The authors are 

correct to remark that it repeated the nationalist position of 

twenty years early. Nonetheless, their account of what they call 

the 'difference in denotative intent' seems unclear. It seems 

reasonable to refer to what Roland Barthes would differentiate 

from denotation, which is connotation. Even then, the question is 

through which architectural mechanism connotation is implied. 

This is the way in which we are dealing with the early twentieth 

century 'Chinese style' architecture, or the 'Chinese inherent 

style' architecture, or within various 'stages' of communist 

architecture, or within architecture in the 1980s and 1990s. The 

'signification' of 'Chineseness' never quite leaves arena of what 

we are calling the 'Beaux-Arts' possibility of national 

'signification' . 

That the demands of popularisation rejected modernism and 

embraced 'neoclassicism' was not peculiar to China. We can 

find the same situation in the USSR and Europe from 1930 to 

1945. Eric Hobsbawm looks into the prevalence of 'realism' in 

public arts under the dictatorships in Europe at that time and 

54 Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (2003). pp. 97. 
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comments that '[o]n ideological and practical grounds, they [the 

governments] preferred arts that would appeal to the public, or at least 

be readily understood by it.'55 Whatever the truth of this, certainly 

in the 1950s, the construction in China created a significant role 

for architects in the state sponsorship of building and especially 

in relation to public housing and urban growth, which inevitably 

reflected the priorities of economy. The architects were seen to 

have an important role in the construction of socialism especially 

in the construction of urban and infrastructural form. 

Nevertheless, the increased significance in the role of architects 

seemed to require the increasing role in the ideological 

supervision of the nature and direction of architecture and 

profession. 

The situation meant that the CCP exercised control over 

architectural categories, including the 'new' and the 'Chinese', 

and initiated a struggle over the architectural 'line' which was to 

be taken. Clearly despite being ideologically and theoretically 

dominant, the idea of 'socialist content, national form' was not 

implemented smoothly in practice. One reason for this was that 

the eagerness to transform the agrarian country to an industrial 

one demanded rapid and large-scale construction. The 

contradiction between the economic and social reality and these 

political ambitions hastened the defeat of attempts to adopt 

traditional forms and elements, which had occurred in the 1930s. 

In 1955, two years after the 'socialist content, national form' 

movement commenced, its 'uneconomic costs' were 

55 Hobsbawm, Eric (1995). pp.12. 
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condemned.56 The 'architectural principle' was put forward and 

promulgated as a parallel guideline. 

On the 28th of March 1955, the People's Daily issued an editorial, 

Fighting against Waste in Construction. On behalf of the Central 

Committee and the Central Government, it alleged that: 

The principle of architecture, as the Party and the Government have 
already pointed out, is that every construction should be 
functional, economic and beautiful when the circumstances 
allow. [ ... ] What is the main mistake of current construction? 
This is not taking account of economic principle. [ ... ] One 
reason for the waste in construction is the formalist and revivalist 
thoughts among some of our architects. Many architects do not 
want to do standard design, and regard it as a third class job. They 
want to do individual design, to design big buildings, luxurious 
buildings. Under the pretext of opposing 'structural-ism' and 
'inheriting traditional architecture', they develop an approach 
to 'revivalism' and 'aestheticism'. 57 

Liang Sicheng was denounced for advocating 'revivalism' and 

so were architects who adhered to this trend. Construction costs 

dropped radically, and in a number of cases the price was paid 

for in terms of a sacrifice of quality, not to mention decoration in 

56 In September 1954, Zhou Enlai censored the waste in constructions and the 'overly lavish 
construction' for 'willing exhausting the limited resources of the country' in the Government Report. 
Zhou did not particularly address to architectural style and architectural design, but to management, 
construction standard, etc. Later, in November of the year, under the leadership of Khrushchev, the 
architectural style, design approach and aesthetics of the 'national form' during Stalin time were 
criticised at the All-Union Conference of Soviet Architects. The Chinese delegation attended the 
meeting and brought back the critiques. In the early of 1955, the 'anti-waste' campaign began to take 
place in Chinese architecture. According to published calculations, the waste was severe. For instance, 
in the construction of the Headquarter of the Military Commission of the Central Committee, the 
glazed-tiled big roof cost as nearly ten times as normal pitch roof. The fees for the big roofs and extra 
decorations and equipments in Beijing Xijiao Hotel could build more than 10,000 square metres housing. 
Liu, Ting (1989). Zou, Denong (2001). pp. 198 -200. Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (Z003). pp. 97. 
57 Editorial (1955). Quoted from: Yang, Yongsheng (2003). pp.3-5. "Jt$tI¥J~WJ, 1t~i1i!Vff.!f.~ml±l 
T 0 i6~~-WJlmlIhI1~.Jfjmm, f&m=1tt£iiJ~I¥J*{ltrtl:.~~o [ ... ] ~1iUJt1J{<pI¥J'±: 
~tIf~{t.mr<u~fti.~? ~~:;r-~t!lllt$ti¥J~?fr~9!ljo [ ... ] Jt1J[<pilH'i¥J~-t*~:lHit{rTlJfJ2}t 
$t~*~I¥JM~~~~.~~~i¥J.1J[.mo~~Jt.~~~~<p:;r-~.M.~~~~, ~~i6 
~·~~'I~,m ••• I¥J.~,W~~.~~Jt$t,~.~~~I¥JJt.o~flttttt£&~'~ 
f'lJ3::JC ~ '!ltjf(i5'Altmiftr'" I¥J-m'Or, ttlfiT '.i5'3::)(', 'Pl~3::)(' I¥JMilnJo" Thewords 
in bold are from the original text. I do not have adequate documentary elements in my hand at this 
moment. But since the Editorial seems more concerned with 'socialist architecture' than 'Chinese 
architecture', it deserves a further comparable research on architectural production in East Germany and 
in China during the socialist time. 
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functional buildings, such as housing, factories, hospitals, etc,58 

Theoretically, the economic principle was not set against 

'socialist content, national form'. In 1957, Zhou Rongxin, the 

President of the Society of Chinese Architecture, made it clear 

at the Second Congress of National Representatives of the 

Members of the Society: 

We opposed revivalism in the past, but we never opposed national 
form. On the contrary, we should correctly inherit and uplift 
national form in architectural creation. What we oppose is the 
misunderstanding of national form, the blind imitation and copying 
of the ancient architectural form without considering today's time 
and the needs of people's life, today's technological condition and 
material capacity, and today's economic feasibility, etc., which 
people can not accept. Our opposing revivalism is to oppose its 
refusal to take in advanced theories and the experiences of foreign 
countries, its refusal to take in the foreign things useful to US.

59 

In principle, Zhou's announcement was no different from Liang 

Sicheng's and those in the 19205 and 19305. Insofar as 

'socialist content, national form' was insisted upon, the 

'architectural principle' did not rescue 'modernism'. The 

'Beaux-Arts' system was maintained to cope with a simplification 

of building forms, the requirements of new functions - such as 

factories and housing, and even applications of certain 

'modernist' means and technologies - such as mass production 

and standard designs. In 1959, four years after the 'anti-waste 

campaign', the 'national form' returned in the Ten Grand Projects 

58 In the English literatures, Peter Rowe and Seng Kuan's Architectural Encounters with Essence and 
Form in Modern China could be the one that provides the most details on this struggle. In Chinese 
literatures, there are many, such as Liu, Ting (1989). Zou, Denong (2001).pp. 198-210. 
59 Zhou, Rongxin (2003). It was originally published in Architectural Journal (Beijing), 03/1957. ":ii 
~.n&~.~~x, m.nM*&~&~:iiK.ID~.~~m&,~.~M~~an&~~ • 
•• ~~£.~.~~,amm&~~.~f~.~~~~M,~.~~~~~~A~~m.~, 
~~~tt**#.~Mttn, ~&~~~~$~n •• , -.M.n~~~.~~~.~~~, 
~:Il:A~m~n*~~ •• m&x-t.~±5(' .&~'t'~ffif'&*~~rOOt'J<J~:i11J!l!~~~~, ffif'& 
*~X1Tafn1ffflt'J<J5'rOO*iffi. " 
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in Beijing for the tenth anniversary of the establishment of 

socialist China, with certain simplifications.50 (Fig. 2.1-18, 19) 

This recurrence enhanced the political correctness of pursuing 

the 'national form', monumentality and symbolisation in 

architecture and the orthodoxy of the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition . The 

architectural situation in China seemingly suggested that the 

prevalence of the 'Beaux-Arts' practice was not just because it 

met certain ideological and theoretical demands, but also 

because it frtted practical operations in modern conditions. 

Except for work on monumental edifices, the daily practice of 

Chinese architects seemed to amount to technical acts. In 1952, 

according to the Soviet Union which categorised architecture as 

a technical speciality, China launched a wholesale reform of the 

architectural system. The reform did not substantially change 

the curricula of architectural training and the nature of 

architectural practice, but reorganised the working conditions of 

architects. In this regard, four aspects were effective. First, all 

design institutes were nationalised and became state-owned 

'production units' (shengchan danwet) on the same level as the 

construction companies. Second, design institutes integrated all 

building-related professions, including architecture, civil 

engineering, equipment engineering, etc. In short, architecture 

was defined as a branch of construction engineering. Third , 

architectural design was organised on a collective basis. The 

authority of projects was dissociated from any individual 

60 A number of scholars have contributed to the analysis. See: Zhao, Guowen (1987);Liu, Ting 
(1989);Fu, Chaoqing (1993);Zou, Denong (2001);Li, Xiaodong and Chong, Keng H ua (2003);Rowe, 
Peter G. and Kuan, Seng (2003). 
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architects. Here we have to distinguish the situation in China 

and modernist promotion. It may be under communism that the 

critique of individualism increasingly attacked the individual 

origin of architectural design in favour of a design team who was 

more collective. But it was quite different from the transformation 

of the profession envisaged by modernist theorists, such as 

Walter Gropius or Sigfried Giedion. The socialist collectivisation 

of 'labour', including to some extent the labour of the 

professions, came about from a belief that whatever it was 

produced under the conditions of modernity is more correctly 

described as a collective labour. Gropius and others were more 

concemed with collective character of designers as an agent 

that 'managed' the process of enormous contribution to the 

design of already collectivised elements of architecture. 

Last, without 'modernist' theories, the 'standardisation' of 

architectural design was to a considerable degree implemented. 

In 1952, inspired by Soviet architecture and because of the 

shortage of design capacity, 'standard designs' began to be 

compiled.61 From then on, even during the Cultural Revolution, 

the compiling work was systematically carried out at different 

scales at national, regional and provincial levels. Standard 

designs not only were necessary references and tools in daily 

practice, but also SUbstituted part of the design work, especially 

those on construction details.62 (Fig. 2.1-20) This is a practical 

61 zou, Denong (2001). pp.96. Zhang, 1i and Wang. Tao (200 1). pp. 124-125. 
62 China has a well-established system of standard design. Basically, there are two types of the 
references. One is 'general', including all the information needed, such as typical plans, circulations, 
suitable structures, elevations, cases, etc. The most influential one of this kind from 1960s to the 1990s 
was the three-volume Reference of Architectural Design. The other is the 'manual of standard design ', 
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reason for the uniformity of Chinese architecture and cities, 

upon which basis the 'postmodernist' critique of 'modernism' 

gained a sympathetic response in the 1980s, 

The system of course had its advantages and disadvantages 

and also its own particular conditions, The point is that when it 

was put under the pressure of the speed and tight budget 

constraints stated as the slogan 'more, faster, better and more 

economically constructed socialism', design became 

subservient to construction (sheji wei shigong fuwu) , This 

reversed relationship diminished the status of the architectural 

profession and reduced architectural design to mere mechanical 

tasks. In 1957, Chen Zhanxiang complained in his big character 

poster (dazibao) Architect or Drawing Machine: 

Architectural design should be creative brainwork. This is the 
nature of the profession. Failing to acknowledge it, our work will 
definitely go wrong. [, .. ] Although all the number of square metres 
constructed is large enough to shock any advanced country, [the 
quality] is still far away from the international standard. [ ... J I hope 
the leaders genuinely understand our profession. It seems that it is a 
misunderstood profession, otherwise how is it that we become 
drawing machines?63 

Chen's critique was probably acute, but it represented a 

common call of Chinese architects for a proper understanding of 

which include all the components, joints and construction details. In practice, most of the details were 
not designed by the architects but were referred to them in a regulated format. The references are 
basically arranged in three categories: the National Standard (guobiao); Regional Standard, such as 
Northwest Standard (xibeibiao), Middle South Standard (=hongnanbiao), etc.; and Provincial Standard 
(shengbiao), in order to meet specific requirements - climate, materials and construction conventions -
in different locations of the projects. 
63 Chen, Zhanxiang (2003). The original text was published in Architectural Journal (Beijing), 09/1957. 

" ••• #@~~M~~~h~~,~~afl~-ff~~*W~.~~~~-~*W~I~~W 
=BWi. [ ... ] R'-~.lf:1J*t!l:Jl~1fF1iIJtffiiJ5t*OO~C I!iHOOlw-7J<-'fLfM&ltz, [ ... ] a:$!lHiJl~.iE 
~7Mafi']~JJJiff~. ~*]g~tltA~M~-1'-ff~, 1!i'~~~~n~-i.~~p)GmOOfJU!~I!!l! II 
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and a respect for the nature of the profession.54 The previous 

struggle to differentiate architecture from craftsmanship now 

turned into an attempt to identify the distinctiveness of 

architecture from general engineering. 

The defence of the distinction of architecture from mere 

engineering was not apparent. In most cases, it was folded into 

the emphasis on the artistic dimension of architecture. If we read 

through Liang Sicheng's Architecture of Mother/and, we will be 

aware that he not only tried to demonstrate the necessity of 

tradition for creating a 'new' and 'Chinese' architecture, but also 

attempted to persuade his audience that 'architecture is an 

important art rather than [just] a simple engineering'. This point went 

unheard after the 'anti-waste' campaign, and instead the 

relationship between the 'artistic expression' and utility of 

architecture needed to be resettled. In 1955, Zhai Lilin, a 

professor at Tongji University, published an article On the Art of 

Architecture, Beauty and National Form. He wrote: 

Architecture serves human beings in two aspects: material [function] 
and immaterial [beauty]. The former is primary, and the latter is 
secondary. It is both the means of living and the device of 
production, and has a nature belonging to the ideological 
superstructure. 65 

64 Chen Zhanxiang was later labelled as a 'rightist'. The big character post was one of the evidences for 
his 'rightist' activities. Nevertheless, during the short time of 'a hundred schools of thought' (baijia 
=hengming) in 1957, a number of architects expressed the same will, but in more modest way. Yang, 
Yongsheng (2003). 
65 Zhai, Lilin (2003). pp. 96. uit$t:llM..Wmt&m;pfl~:JjOO~.A~H&*, M1f:li'±~I¥J, ffi1f:liM.. 
~l¥Jo E~:ll1:m~H4101:F¥,l3L Y.A:fi~T J:.J~Hl:$tI¥J~i9-%~iJ<JttmL "The original text 
was published in Architectural Journal (Beijing), 0111955. 

It may seem to everyone that architecture has an inherent social value, although in Europe and the 
USA, architects have disputed what it is for centuries, usually in the form of trying to define what the 
origins are. Abbe Marc-Antonie Laugier asserted that the origin and therefore architectural function 
were to provide human with shelter. Subsequent architectural theorists may have disputed him, but few 
have descended from the view that the origin and therefore the nature of architecture are to perform 
some useful social function. Hegel in his lectures on aesthetics is one of a few philosophers to insist that 
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The importance of the two aspects varied in different building 

types: 

In terms of the nature of architecture, industrial and agricultural 
buildings obviously take function over beauty, but monumental 
buildings above all take beauty into account. [ ... ] When 
architecture serves human beings by function, it is equal to every 
class; but when it serves human being by appearance [beauty], it 
will appear differently.66 

Zhai's account was a sort of reinterpretation of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

theory with the rhetoric of Soviet and Chinese Marxism. 67 In 

1923, N. C. Curtis, a 'successor' of Guadet in America, wrote in 

the same tone: 

The nature of architecture is determined by two objects. The first of 
these objects is the satisfaction of the requirements of use; the 
second is the satisfaction of the requirements of beauty. Since the 
purposes of different types of buildings vary greatly, it follows that 
these two essential characteristics of use and beauty do not exist in 
the same degree, but alternate in importance within wide limits. 
Thus in buildings intended solely for use, material necessities 
dominate; whereas in edifices designed to evoke certain emotions 
or intellectual impressions through their external form or 
ornamentation, esthetic [sic] qualities would be given the first 
place.68 

Then he declared that: 

" . although the requirements of habitation and the satisfaction of 
material necessities are the first and earliest objects of Architecture, 
the satisfaction of esthetic [sic] needs is that which essentially 
characterises it - as Architecture'. 69 

the origin and therefore the nature of architecture must be found internally to architecture and not to 
external function of this society. In China, this kind of debate has not strongly occurred. 
66 Ibid. "JAlt1.R.l¥Jtt)9L.t:~eff, I~, :R~lt1.R.~ .N~~J}]~~:m:T~~, ~c.*'ttlt$tVlIJttJbi 
:m~~. " (pp.93) "~lt1.R.IJ}.J}]~jJA.~JlIH~·at, xtT-*-t-Ilfi"~~~f11[i'iJ1=1¥J: ffi~~lt1Ji1J}. 
~~::J;]A.~m~*Il1, W1IHltf1/f'[i'iJl¥Jffl~." (pp.95) 
67 In Zhai Lilin's article, he quoted the words from Soviet theorists six times, from Marx, Engels, Lenin, 
Stalin, Khrushchev and Mao Zedong twelve times. He did not mention any 'Beaux-Arts" theorists. 
68 Curtis, Nathaniel Coctlandt (I 923). pp.l. 
69 Ibid. 
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Nevertheless, Zhai did not make an announcement like this. He 

reserved the importance of artistic aspect for architecture 

through the legitimacy of pursuing 'national form'. 

The double character of architecture determines that architectural 
knowledge consists of two kinds: the science of architecture and the 
art of architecture. [ ... J The concept of 'national form' belongs to 
the category of art rather than that of science. [ ... ] If architecture 
wants to present beauty, wants to play the spiritual role serving 
people, it has to adopt certain national forms. 70 

Not everyone agreed with Zhai Zhilin. But insofar as the debates 

were backed by state policies, the theoretical divergences could 

not 'iron out' the contradictions of the architectural gUidelines. 

Many practising architects passively resisted theoretical 

discussions: 

Now that our architectural design was to serve socialist 
constructions, its nature should be socialist, and should conform to 
the requirements of reality. 71 

The 'anti-rightist campaign' suspended architectural discussion 

for about two years. In 1959, construction of the Ten Grand 

Buildings in Beijing once again triggered off the discussion of 

architectural art and form, which was the last architectural 

discussion before the onset of the reform period in the late 

1970s.72 Liang Sicheng cautiously readdressed his point: 

Although architecture is a science, it is not just a purely 
technological science, but rather a synthesis with more or less 
(sometimes at a very high degree) artistic nature. [ ... ] Architectural 

70 Zhai, Lilin (2003). "~$i:l·j<]XXm:ttm-*~Tff:¥df1At¥J9;Qi.R5tjJjliJj*#~: ~1AH'7;f!lJt1}[~ 
*." (pp.96) "[Wfl::1.J R;nt1B~i&1-.*J!JjJFf~*~Jltf(j<].*. ffif~J!msTl4~~JIIIt(j<]1t{*. " 
(pp.103) "~m:Wl:~t~Hl.t~fJiI.~. :Wl~lt~~t;t~JtJA*l:fll!J:jJ)'.ffJJj~~Hj<]f1=ffl. ~/f'~~*ffl
;Et¥J~nt%~." (pp.104) 
71 Yang, Tingbao Ibid. pp. 33. "~frJi¥J}t1JHiite.i~:I!jJl±it'3:)Ot-D!:JjIi*, JJI3.z,.ftl!.i¥Jttm!~@ 
~;lH±~ 3:)( i¥J. ffif ll~Jl@~~~!Jlt~tJM<(fJ. " 
72 Liu, Xiufeng (1979). 
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art is different from other arts. It cannot exist independent of utility, 
construction structure and economy. Although it has a large 
influence on the appearance of cities, its art is subjected to the 
consideration of usability, engineering structure and economy, and 
is derivative. [ ... ] In brief, architectural creation [ ... ] is a very 
complicated, highly synthetic artistic creation. 73 

Taking architecture as an art was itself a tradition of the 

'Beaux-Arts'. Apart from the historical origin, the 'Beaux-Arts' 

appreciation of architecture as an art was associated with the 

task of differentiating the architect from the craftsman and the 

engineer, as Egbert addressed: 

From the academic point of view, architecture is regarded 
essentially as a fine art in which principle of formal composition 
stemming from the classical tradition are considered of first 
importance. Both the craftsman-builder and the engineer, on the 
contrary, have tended to give emphasis less to such formal design 
than to utilitarian and structural ends, with the craftsman-builder 
coming from a background of handicraft and of folk traditions in art, 
and the engineer from a training in technology and applied 
mathematics. 74 

Although the Chinese architects' point was not entirely identical 

to that of the French academics, and the art of architecture was 

regarded as secondary, the insistence upon it somehow imbued 

with the same intention. Albeit altered to suit the framework of 

state policies and ideologies, the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition lent 

support not only to architectural theories and design approaches, 

but also to the identification of the architectural profession. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the issue of architecture with a 

73 Liang, Sicheng (1986). "f!$tlif..!\~--nf4~, m.'t:X:{;:~~~~~(j<Jfj(;,M4~. mH1ttX~ 
*:ff~~~d> (1fIl1~mifliJj(fl) ~*tt(fl~iH*. (pp. 361) [ ... ] f!1fii¥J~*~JtftE~*:ffJiJf:{' 
r"1. '~ ~:If' fj~J& ~ ~m, I fjrti #J~ ~ itt i¥.J Iii] N! ffii !'I!1L -rftE i¥J. 't: lif..!\ xt T:9t( rtHfJ lID ~i1'9;g m::k 
i¥.J~m,m.~~i¥.J~*~M~T~m,I~M#J~~~i¥.J~$i¥.J.~.~i¥.J·[··JQffii~~ •• 
1fii¥.JBIJ~ [ ... J ~-#~~1itj[*,i¥.J, i'i>'llttffi1rtti¥.J~*BIJ~. (pp.369)" 
74 Egbert, Donald Drew (1980). 
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'Chinese character' re-emerged in academic discussions and 

boomed in practice, when state policy shifted towards the 

market economy and an opening up to the outside world. The 

driving forces behind this wave were more diverse than before. 

It engaged with academic, commercial and political interests 

and intersected with architectural activities in the intemational 

world. The practice was no longer confined to monumental 

landmarks, but took up a range of building types and even large 

scale complexes, such as the 'pseudo-ancienf commercial 

streets or blocks (fanggu jie) at the Shuyuanmen of Xi'an, the 

Fuzimiao of Nanjing, the Liulichang of Beijing, etc. (Fig. 2.1-21) 

This pursuit coincided with the introduction of 'postmodemism' in 

China in the early 1980s, and continued after 'postmodernist' 

theories faded in the mid-1990s. The 'Beaux-Arts' tradition , 

which had been in China for about a century and sustained the 

expression of 'Chineseness' in architecture for about eighty 

years, consistently underlay this all through and was 

accommodated to the emerging commercialised conditions. Like 

many scholars, Zhu Jianfei pointed out 

Looser and more pluralistic, it was encouraged though not 
controlled by the government, and had no strong ideological 
articulation. The revival of interest in tradition and in conservation, 
and the increasing commercialisation of 'tradition', contributed to 
and were in fact part of this development. 75 

Despite this, political implications did not entirely fade away. As 

the state claimed to 'construct socialism with Chinese 

characteristics' and fought against the ideological 'pollution' from 

the outside, particularly from the 'west' , seeking a 'Chinese 

75 Zhu, Jianfei (1995). pp. 7. 
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character' in architecture was still important. 

To create 'Chinese characteristic architecture' was one central 

concern of the time. In the early 1980s, the discussions about 

'innovation', 'tradition', 'modernisation', and 'national style' 

basically continued those of the 1950s. However, after the 

second half of the 1980s, the terms 'national style' and 'national 

form' gradually faded away. Instead, cultural character, identity 

and 'context' were often used, along with an increasing interest 

in vernacular architecture, research on which started in the 

1950s and the practice of which, for example the 'Lingnan style', 

was undertaken from the 1960s onwards. In 1987, the journal 

Architect together with the Chongqing Institute of Architecture 

and Engineering (now Chongqing University) held the First 

Academic Symposium of Graduate Students of Architecture in 

the heading 'City, Architecture, Culture'. Twenty-four essays out 

of seventy-six directly contributed to the issue of readdressing 

the character and tradition of Chinese architecture from the 

viewpoint of 'culture'. A number of the contributors have been 

active in architectural education, research and practice ever 

since.76 This could be read as a sign that the pursuit of 'Chinese 

characteristic architecture' had passed to the generation 

educated in the Reform period. 

At the outset of the whole discussion, the 'artistic character' of 

architecture and the notion of 'national style' were in question.
n 

76 Thirty-two essays and all the abstracts were published in the Architect (Beijing), 31, 1988. 
77 The materials that J use in discussing the 'Chinese characteristic architecture' in the 1980s and 1990s 
are largely from the journal Architect (Beijing) for two reasons. First, Architect was an 
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(Fig 2.1-22) In 1980, when reviewing Liu Xiufeng 's speech 

'Constructing the Socialist New Style' in 1959,78 Yan Fengxiang 

argued: 

.. . do not dredge up the art of architecture beyond the content of 
utilitarian function and economic technology. [ ... J Do not compel 
architecture to do what it cannot and should not do. 

Yet he agreed that, 

... the socialist modernisation of our architecture must incorporate 
particular national characters, i.e. adoptjn~ certain national form 
was the only way [towards modernisation). 7 

Some architects thought that the very notion of 'national form' 

was problematic, due to its unclear definition, imitative approach 

and elevation of form. They suggested replacing it by 'inheriting 

national tradition or absorbing the quintessence of traditional 

architecture,.80 Whether or not the notion of 'national form' was 

agreed on, they shared the same intention: to get rid of specified 

political tasks in works of architecture. Nonetheless, this 

'political' reaction did not interrupt the attempt to make a 'new' 

and 'Chinese' architecture. 

At the same time, to counter the 'revivalist' approach, the 

'spiritual resemblance' (shengs/) was brought forward to replace 

academic-oriented architectural journal newly founded in 1979. While the Architectural Journal 
(Beijing) took a more official and orthodoxy role, th e Architect was more theoretical and vivid, and 
attracted more young architects and scholars. Second, the discussion topics in Architect and the 
contributors to it largely overlapped with other journals, including the Architectural Journal. 
Nonetheless, I have consulted the other publications, such as Architectural Journal, World Architecture 
and the second-band literatures. 
78 The background and main objectives ofLiu Xiufeng's speecb see Section 1.6. 
79 Van, Fengxiang (1980). "~JHE~JIWJ~~~i3rtt~i¥.J~~z.~~z:bi:mJII!$t~*. [ ... ] ~~~ 
~!ii'~ziriJJI5@t;m.*;;r-PJ~1H~*~6!L~zf~B<J$tj!f !" /I I1GOOlt$tl¥rf±~'±5C£!,\l.ftf.t~'a.Ji~ ~~ 
B<JA~~Bffi~~ . ap*m-~At~~%P:. ;;t~~,mz.~." 
80 Qin, Zhe Ibid. 
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the approach of 'formal resemblance' (xingsi) , Literally, the 

'spiritual resemblance' meant to possess an abstract 'Chinese 

manner' rather than to simply reproduce traditional forms. 

However, the concept of 'spiritual resemblance' seemed even 

more ambiguous. Zeng Zhaofen was one of a few who were 

sceptical about it: 

If architecture is to get hold of the 'spiritual resemblance' and to 
take the antiques as 'resembling' objects, the outcome cannot be 
any more than 'formal resemblance' [".] It seems to be relatively 
concrete and easy to judge whether or not a 'form resembles'. As to 
the 'spiritual resemblance', different persons have different views.81 

In fact, the 'spiritual resemblance' stood more as an attitude than 

a concept. Ai Dingzeng, a proponent, outlined in 1991: 

This school does not reject taking in or introducing [things from 
outside China], but whish to digest and transform [them] into things 
Chinese at the start. [".] It tries to create architecture with a 
Chinese manner on the basis of modern architectural technology. 82 

This position did not sound so different from those of the 1920s 

and 1950s. As showed above, from 'Chinese style', 'Chinese 

inherent style' to 'national form', either architectural or official 

statements never rejected absorbing the 'new' or 'contemporary' 

from outside China. Now in this wave when political interference 

was withdrawn, some 'modernist' works were referred to as 

examples of the 'spiritual resemblance'. Frank Lloyd Wright's 

Prairie houses and Fallingwater, Kenzo Tango's National 

Gymnasiums for Tokyo Olympics and Kisho Kurokawa's 

81 Zeng,Zhaofen(1982).pp.29. "ftffJ~$t;ff~m' :pflf~' ,"9Il!4!IJ.::g"i':iMjJ 'fW 1¥JX1~, J:t!i!i 
*R.lJt~JfMWmE. ... "~*, '~fbJ,' ~1i, lt~A1*ffij~T*,JWT; i#,JIJ ':fljlfbJ,', PJIJ~R1iH,1. 
0~~, >\!.t:>\!.t\' 7 ." 
82 Ai. Dingzeng (1991). pp. 34. ''is:~7J[~~:#::r-&X1**~i3I:it!, {§~~tE**i3I:it!I¥J7fMl~f.1 
-* ¥'fHtw~:e/;J tp IE B<r* j!!j 0 [ ... ] jJ -* tElJ4i. ~iI!$Hi * fI<JiHtlJ.L QiJf1= :±l'1=' IE '* a<J jl$t* 0 .. 
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theories on 'Engawa' and 'grey space', were appreciated 

because of their successful integration of 'modem' and 

'tradition,.83 (Fig. 2.1-23) Under the auspice of 'new' and 

'Chinese', the critique of 'revivalism' or 'imitation' mainly 

depended upon formal simplification rather than conceptual 

oppositions. The phenomena suggested again that, aside from 

political and historical reasons, the 'compatibility' of the 

'Beaux-Arts' system was probably another cause of its continuity 

and conventionality in Chinese architecture. 

The rise of the 'culture' issue in architecture, supported by 

'postmodernist' theories, reinforced the thesis that Chinese 

architecture had a distinctive nature rooted in 'tradition'. Differing 

from previous theories, which solely concerned themselves with 

architectural forms, the cultural analysis analysed 'tradition' by 

reference to a broader field, including Chinese philosophies, 

local customs and aesthetics. 

Chinese architecture can represent the worldviews of Chinese 
people at the most. It can more be called an essential symbol of 
Chinese culture. Ancient Chinese architecture has both spiritual 
meanings and material functions . It reflects the pattern of the 
worldviews in Chinese people's minds, and is also [ . .. J the only 
physical carrier of aesthetic ideals.84 

Chinese architecture is entirely different from western architecture, 

83 The three figures are all modernist architects. In China, they were appreciated particularly by 
remaining tradition in modern architecture. Interestingly, as Chinese architects praised Tange's Stadium 
as a smooth marriage of ' tradition ' and ' modern ', Tange himself denied the intention and thought that 
the form only came from structure. Zhang, Mingyu (1982). Among the modernist maters, Frank Lloyd 
Wright could be most acknowledged in 1980s China, due to his promotion of harmony with nature, his 
theory of ' organism ', and his citation of the ancient Chinese philosopher Laozi 's words. In my interview 
with Peng Yigang, he admitted that be preferred Wright's Prairie houses to his Guggenheim Museum in 
New York. This phenomenon once again lend the evidence to my argument that 'modem ' in China 
operates as a broad category which contains the 'Beaux-Arts', 'modernism' and 'postmodemism'. 
84 Zhang, Kexiang (1996). utp~lt!$t:lil~;~UJi!, tp ~Al¥1¥ffi~ , !1!i'iJ~~ r:p I3<l)cita<J~*~~ 
• • r:p ~~ •• ~~%W~l¥1aX , X~%W~OO~~, ga&.7 r:p OOA~r:pa<J •• OO., X 
~[ , .. J ~~l1il~ l¥J ,*-n:3k~1*. " 
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in terms of shape, structure, detailed decoration and employment of 
materials. But the most fundamental difference probably should be 
architectural space and cultural connotations of it. 85 

There is some new terminology here, such as the 'symbol' of 

culture and cultural 'connotation', borrowed from 

'postmodernism'. However, the 'new' theoretical interpretation 

did not challenge the underlying 'Beaux-Arts' tradition in three 

respects. First, 'culture' here generally meant 'traditional culture'; 

contemporary lifestyles and 'commercial culture' were either 

criticised or omitted, Second, the contemporary architectural 

theories and practices continued to account for traditional 

Chinese roots. For instance, Gong Jianxin proposed a 

theoretical coincidence of 'postmodemism', eclecticism and 

traditional Chinese philosophy - 'centrism' (zhongyong), in 

terms of 'adjusting the extremes to reach the moderate' and 'mingling 

indigenous tradition of architecture and imported forms'.86 Third, 

when the 'cultural analysis' and expression tried to address 

architectural features, they basically continued the previous 

formal approach, from layouts, elevations, components, to 

decorations and ornaments. (Fig. 2.1-24) Although the forms 

and elements gained new associated 'cultural meanings', this 

wave did not manage to break with the previous concepts and 

practice, and because of this, more than a few Chinese 

architects reacted, taking the view that 'postmodernism 

85 Wang, Guixiang Tbid. (( r:p 00 ~$t.E]W:Jjlt$t:frlti~J:, ~*1;jJ:, !UI $iIi'ii.'$J:, f.E~#(rJ-uem J: 
t1l;lfkjc:tIH£lf!o<] , ffif jiH~*(rJ120Jtl~dOiEmz~~~.:frlt$t~I'a], 1;l1Ua!$t~riiJ J)fJ~f-t ~imJ: 0 " 

86 Gong, Jianxin (1988). "ffill, fli,lllJi:tz..~7f'liL f!~c:pz;lito" "3lI.ff)ret:::f'J.j\Z~-mj)~~ 
~~Jt$tJ)fJ~#c. iB:::f'~ItiIJt!:J:ET-1¥. -Mffi~ff~~*%~o iE1ifD(fl$&J.j\Z~~, ;.JUl3ffi1i 
j:3(j<]"f-i'!, :Je~~*ffm:tlB~il"f.E-~o " 
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Fig. 2.1-25. 

resuscitates revivalism in Chinese architecture'. 87 (Fig. 2.1-25) 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the idea of pursuing the 'Chinese 

character' in architecture did not have a strong connection with 

the task of identifying the social standing of the architectural 

profession. Having operated in Chinese society for about one 

hundred years, the whole system had been built up and fitted to 

the modem conditions of China. New policies and commercial 

market now gave more freedom to architectural design and 

more respect to individual authority. The nationwide Architects 

Registration was set up in 1994 and individual architect's offices 

were gradually approved and licensed. Nevertheless, the 

situation in reality was not very satisfactory. Insofar as 

architecture belonged to the category of engineering, there was 

still a need to define its specific difference. The 'cultural nature' 

of architecture lent both an intellectual dimension to the 

profession and the resistance to penetration of commerce. Chen 

Bochong once claimed: 

It is of significance to establish cultural architecture. First, [it] will 
plant the concept of architecture into the deeper soil of culture, will 
expand it wider, and it will be closer to the nature of architectural 
phenomena. Second, [it] will get rid of meaningless, brutal and 
even ugly buildings, and will enable architecture to find the position 
that it should be at.88 

Another stimulus to the voice of the 'Chinese character' of 

architecture came from international activities. From the 1980s 

to 1990s, the intemational influences were mainly via three 

87 Ai, Dingzeng (1991). 
88 Chen, Bochong (I 989). U l!!.1LX {t}:I!$t*, (!q~J(1f!A: 1. .#Hl!m(!q l«*~Aj!i*a<JJtf'{' -f: :Ill. 
~.~~r.&~.ili.m •• a<J*.: 2.~~~~OO.ff.OO.~AB~OO~$t •. ~n$t 
iUtl e c@~OOit!lffl. " 
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channels. Firstly, the international practices that employed 

traditional elements, images and concepts in their projects in 

China, such as the Fragrant Hill Hotel by I. M. Pei in 1982, the 

Shanghai Centre by John Portman & Associates in 1990, the Jin 

Mao Tower by S. O. M in 1999, etc. (Fig. 2.1-26, 27) Secondly, 

the imported theories, including 'postmodemism' and the 'critical 

regionalism' of Kenneth Frampton. Thirdly, the international 

competitions through which the Chinese architects won prizes 

by adopting indigenous philosophies, concepts and elements. 

Lu Jiwei has summarised the phenomena as follows: 

The uniqueness of the idea is another important factor of design 
competitions. [ .. . ] Recently, in the international competitions that 
we attended, many [winning) proposals were based upon Chinese 
tradition, such as the Modem Ark [Gongzhai). the A Atrium in 
Region of Rivers, the Leshan Museum, etc. To the international 
world, Chinese tradition certainly has a distinct character. 89 (Fig. 
2.1-28, 29, 30) 

It is fair to say that not all international practices and the 

organisers of the international competitions were in favour of 

'postmodernism' or expression of the 'Chineseness'. Architects 

from outside China basically maintained a line of 

neo-'modemism'. To adopt traditional elements, images and 

concepts of Chinese architecture was motivated either by 

personal experiences (/. M. Pei) or by design strategies 

(Portman and S. O. M), In effect, they intensified the significance 

of producing the indigenous approach of the architecture, or as 

the Chinese stated, 'the more indigenous, the more international '. 

To put it another way, without strong ideological and political 

89 Lu, Jiwei (1987). "f1;JJ.!!,~~~ti:JH~Hj-1t o<J~ -l' <~~: /i;Ja. [ ... ] ili1F~H.lGfj!J~iJQ !'J<J 4t-Jjji 
OO~&~ft.~,.~~~~OO~~.~~8, ~~~.*~~ •. ~ili~.m •. ~OO!'J<J#. 
MT~~*~, ~~~~fl~~~~~. ' 
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articulation, to possess the 'Chinese character' practically lent a 

uniqueness and 

Nevertheless, to 

meaning 

Chinese 

to an architectural creation . 

architecture which had not 

experienced the history of 'modernism', the intemational 

'support' converged and even enhanced the convention of 

modem architecture in China. 

Looking through the operation of the 'new' and the 'Chinese' in 

twentieth century Chinese architecture, it seems that it was quite 

evidently based upon the 'Beaux-Arts' system. In terms of its 

'origins', its approaches and its central concepts, the 'Chinese 

characteristic architecture' was a hybrid construction within 

which 'Chinese' and 'non-Chinese' were indistinguishable. On 

the one side, the pursuit of each wave coincided with imported 

theories and practices, and never rejected things 'new' and 

'useful' from outside China, whether these happened to be 

neoclassicism, 'modernism' or 'postmodernism'. On the other 

side, it was driven by Chinese architects' interests, political 

proposition and to some extents practical and commercial 

purposes, while absorbing traditional features of Chinese 

architecture. Insofar as 'modem ism' had been historically and 

conceptually omitted, the 'Beaux-Arts' practice took up the 

expression across different historical periods and worked with 

different theories and ideologies. In other words, the fit between 

the 'BeaUx-Arts' system and the modem conditions of 

architectural production enabled it to cope with the different 

requirements of modern China, on the level of either 

symbolisation or standardised construction. One may also have 
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noticed that there was a certain potential for turning away from 

the 'Beaux-Arts' throughout the course of the development of 

architecture in this period. To some extent and for different 

reasons, the pursuit of the 'Chinese character' retarded this 

potential and strengthened the orthodoxy of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

tradition. Due to the hybrid nature and the insistence of the 

'Beaux-Arts' system, the 'new' and 'Chinese', and the 'modern' 

and 'western' are not two separate things, but the two sides of 

one coin, 

2.2 'Composition' and Constitution of Architectural 

Knowledge 

In the last section, we discussed the legitimation of 'modern 

architecture' in terms of the consistent pursuit of both the 'new' 

and the 'Chinese' in architecture throughout the twentieth 

century. The discussion revealed that the consistency of the 

'Beaux-Arts' tradition discursively corresponded to the various 

state ideologies, the expressions of different 'characters', and 

the professional identification of architecture in Chinese society. 

The discussion also revealed 'composition' as a key 'Beaux-Arts' 

technique that enabled it to be freed from particular ideologies 

and traditions and to come to terms with the different 

symbolisations and styles of different countries. This section will 

further explore how the 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition' sustained the 

constitution of design principles for architectural production in 

China. 'Composition', as argued in Section 2,1.1, is not a simple 

act of 'putting elements together' into a unified whole, but also 
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relates to an array of different 'constructions' of architectural 

knowledge which regulate and sustain the act of design. This 

section will examine three aspects of the 'constructions' that 

exist in Chinese architecture: the setting up of the principles for 

governing architectural forms, the construction of a 'tradition' for 

the expression of 'Chineseness', and the regularisation of 

design methods and approaches for architectural practice. 

The materials of this section will focus on three books, On 

Space Composition of Architecture, the History of Chinese 

Architecture, and the Principles of Housing Design. These three 

books have not so far been discussed in any of the 

English-language literature, and are even omitted in the Chinese 

literatures. However, in reality, they played a fundamental role in 

forming the basis of architectural knowledge in China. They 

were all written by teachers from architectural schools and for 

pedagogical purposes. The History of Chinese Architecture and 

the Principles of Housing Design were textbooks and were 

complied by two groups from five universities. First published in 

the early 1980s, they were used in different architectural schools 

right up until the beginning of this century. On Space 

Composition of Architecture was written by an individual author, 

Peng Yigang, who was a professor at lianjin University. 

Although it was not a textbook, it has been an indispensable 

reference for architectural teachers and students. Since it was 

first published in 1983 up to 2006, the book went through 

twenty-seven prints and 158,640 copies were issued. Certainly, 

the contents of the books may not be followed in their entirety 
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and could be adjusted for the purposes of different teaching 

programmes. Nevertheless, from my personal experience -

training and practising in China - and my discussions with 

graduates, students and teachers from different universities, I 

believe that their structure of and the methodical approaches to 

design problems and solutions have remained the same. 

Moreover, the timing of their publication was crucial. Because 

proper architectural publication was constrained for some 

twenty years, the greater number of textbooks issued in the 

early years of the Reform time - the time when the current 

architectural education restarted - acted as a device to carry on 

the preceding practical achievements as well as teaching and 

research into current practice. That is to say, after the halt of 

architectural education in the Cultural Revolution, these 

publications ensure the continuity of the training of the 19505 

into the 1980s. 

2.2.1 On Space Composition of Architecture 

Peng Yigang's On Space Composition of Architecture ;s perhaps 

the most widely circulated architectural book written by a 

Chinese architect, which directly 'dealt with architectural form'. 90 

However, we should not confuse Peng's use of the term 'space' 

with modernist discourse, if we agree that 'space' is a concept 

90 Peng Yigang, born in 1932, graduated from the Department of Architecture of Tianjin University in 
1953, and has been taught there since ever. He currently holds a professorship in Tianjin University and 
is a fellow of the Chinese Academy of Science. In 1979, he published his first book, the Basic 
Knowledge of Architectural Drawing. In 1986, he published his third book, the Analysis of Chinese 
Ancient Garden, which used of the principles of the On Space Composition of Architecture as an 
analytical tool to decode the spatial arrangement of Chinese gardens. Peng's teacher, the Head of 
Architectural Department at that time, Xu Zhong (1912-1985), graduated from the School of 
Architecture at the University of Illinois in America in 1937, the year when Walter Gropius and Mise 
van de Rohe arrived at America. 
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particularly related to 'modemism' in European and American 

architecture. 'Space' here is a practical term rather than one that 

indicates a conceptual category, For Peng, 'space' describes the 

dimension of utility of architecture in its quest to accommodate 

different uses and is a physical element equal to 'decoration' in 

the composition of 'architectural form', 

'Architectural form' often mentioned by people, in a strict sense, is 
a concept of synthesis which is formed from the assemblage of 
various elements: space, volume, outline, void and solid, intrusion 
and extrusion, colour, texture, decoration and so on, In these 
elements, some keep the close and direct relation to function; some 
do not closely and directly relate to function; and some almost have 
no relation to function at all. Based upon this fact, if we 
indiscriminately account for everything in terms of function, it is 
apparently wrong. From this point of view, 'form following 
function', the motto of modem architecture, although having its 
reasonable and correct aspects, obviously exaggerates the role of 
function by generally regarding every form from function. At this 
point, it indeed has certain one-sided views. 

Thus, what is the element of form directly relating to function? It is 
space, [ ... ] Architecture, for people's use, is nothing else but its 
space. Starting from this point, someone goes further and compares 
architecture to a container - a container accommodating people. 
That content determines form in architecture mainly means that 
architectural function requires corresponding form of space. 91 

Undoubtedly, to Peng and probably most Chinese architects, 

'space' and 'form' merely meant the physical existence and 

shapes of building. Using the terms 'space' and 'form' did not 

91 Peng, Yigang (1983). pp. 12. u )d(]f~·itmiIJa<J ':lt~Jt;A.', F*IHiBijj:, E:Ii!:ffi2faj, 1*%, 
ml5ii, ];ff~, ~l]8, f5A!J, J9lJlB, ~t1li ...... ~.f'I'#~~I¥J~il"ffU%bX;J¥J~il"a<Jjft~o JX~~~, 
fiJ¥J~~.SM •• WffU •• OO&~;fil¥J~~.OO&~#~ •• ,.*; fia<J~~~~.&~ 
ft~&*, £TJX-¥~, :YIl;!U~ffJ1'iJQlRj}lHI!!'tE~-i}J~IH~bX;.Ji!:!EJJJfigffU*I¥J, ~JQ.?l.{.Ji!:t1t~ 
~. !E~.*,u*A.!E~nffU*»~~ili.~:ltmJ¥J.~,~.fiE~~,~.J¥J-OO, @~ 
.*~~-i}J%A.~*~~n, •• ~.*T~na<J~m,.~-~**~.~.fi-ma<J#OO 
11. 

}jj3.z., .!:ijJ}Jnfi][*JIUHfl%A.~lU!ft.z.~? :li:~fiijo ;}::T~- ~AffJX<j~a<Ji.A. iR1!;L~~ 
*~~., ~~~qo [, .. ] A~-I.Hfj~. 1f1¥JA£j£-!P1E~m:ttfF~:g -- -#~i'fIiAJ¥J~ 
.B. mil!l~~tJi!:)£*A., ~!W.t£~m:<p±:~bii;lHIi: @$VJJ(f13, ~*qz.ffi~@I¥J~riij%~o" 
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connote a categorical differentiation of 'modernism' and 

'Beaux-Arts' architecture. Instead, on the basis of 'composition', 

the book incorporates some 'modemist' ideas, means and 

practices into the 'Beaux-Arts' framework. We will see the 

situation reiterated in this section. 

'Composition' had been a long concern of Chinese architects in 

regard to governing and justifying 'architectural form'. The 

concern was directly indebted to the 'Beaux-Arts' influence. In 

the last section, we showed its influence upon Liang Sicheng's 

thinking. Here we will see that this was not an individual case 

but passed from one generation to another. In 1984, when Oi 

Kang reviewed Peng Yigang's book, he recalled that his teacher, 

Yang Tingbao - another influential figure in Chinese architecture 

and a student of the University of Pennsylvania in the 1920s, 

learnt 'composition' from his teacher Howard Robertson, the 

author of the Principles of Architectural Composition and a 

graduate of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts.92 ai, a professor at the 

Southeast University, was a graduate of the1950s and was a 

leading figure in architectural practice and education of that 

generation. He himself had been interested in 'composition' 

since the 1960s. 

In the early 19605, I had a chance to systematically read foreign 
books on architectural composition, such as [those on] 
compositional principles written by Pickering, Robertson, Curtis, 

92 Qi Kang, born in 1931, graduated from the Architectural Department of Nanjing Institute of 
Technology (former National Central University and now Southeast University) in 1952, and has been 
taught there since ever. He currently holds a professorship in Southwest University and is a fellow of the 
Chinese Academy of Science. He was awarded the title 'Master of Architectural Design' in 1990 and 
won the Liang Sicheng Architectural Prize in 2000. 
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Hamlin and Harbeson Thereafter, I extensively read the relevant 
books, including the Principles of Architectural Composition edited 
by Tsinghua University, which should be a valuable book for 
teaching at the time. 93 

This Quotation provides powerful evidence for the argument of 

the thesis, which rests on the idea of a continuous 'modem 

architecture' in China, which is nonetheless divorced from 

'modemism'. In the thesis, we have tried to signpost this by a 

perhaps over-extensive use of the term 'Beaux-Arts'. 

Nonetheless, here we have exactly the case that manifests this 

line by the statement of an influential figure in architectural 

practice and education in China. Although Peng Yigang did not 

make such references in his book, he admitted that its 

framework was based upon Hamlin's and Curtis's books, and 

attempted to extend the principles elucidated by them into more 

contemporary, in his own word, 'modem architecture,.94 As 

discussed in Section 2,1.1, N. C. Curtis's Architectural 

Composition published in 1923 predated any commitment to 

'modem ism'. Hamlin's Forms and Functions in Twentieth 

Century Architecture published in 1952 was a climax of writing 'a 

new Guadet' under the influence of the 'Beaux-Arts' system 

even at the time of penetration of'modemism'.95 In the context 

of Chinese architecture, Peng's book written in the early 1980s 

plays a role that carries on this sort of 'second hand' influence 

into twenty-first century. 

93 Qi, Kang (1984). "/\t-if-f\fJJ. ~~m4'd;t~*#Efl!!.:ffT ~OO P3jrtf:¥dt$t#;JOO~, ~.f.ul, m; 
5l#, ~1B:i!, 5'l~j\o\WWi, **#. l!~*1(:j:i!~Am~£!<JfiJOOJjjUJllo ttJ§X~}lZ£!<JOOQtT;ffl 
*£!<J~B, ~~§~~$*~~m*~~£!<J(~$t#;JOO~~»,~*~~~~~~~~~*~~ 
11ti¥J~~ffl ~ 0 " 

94 Interview with Peng Yigang by Hua Li, February 2007. 
9S Banham, Reyner (1960). pp.17. 
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In fact, apart from Peng's book, several publications were 

dedicated to 'composition' in the early 1980s. The parts on the 

prinCiples of architectural composition in the second volume of 

the Forms and Functions of Twentieth-Century Architecture, and 

Frank Ching's Architecture: Form, Space and Order were 

respectively translated and published in 1979, 1982 and 1983.96 

Meanwhile, the Design Principles of Public Buildings issued by 

the Nanjing Institute of Technology (now the Southeast 

University) was edited on the same basis. 

The interest in 'composition' in the 1980s was both historical and 

practical. The discussion of architectural form and aesthetics 

was taboo during the Cultural Revolution. A vacuum was 

created in architectural pedagogy and practice, in regard to 

transferring architectural ideas into a proper presence of 

building. Peng Yigang has recalled that: 

From my point of view, the design quality of a student was more 
dependent upon his capacity of composition at the time. When 
amending students' projects, [I] always met the problem of 
composition, but could not talk about it systematically. Of course, 
architectural design is not just composition, but also relates to 
functions, etc. But it needs to embody them to form a concrete 
project by composition. Otherwise, they are only ideas. Our 
(teaching] in design studios then was to link various functional 
relations of a building together by diagram. For this, students felt 
very easy to understand. But they need to form a complete project, 
plans, elevations, sections, etc., through composition. Once 
referring to the problems of composition, no one could tell clearly. 

96 The parts of composition principles in the Forms and Functions in Twentieth Century Architecture 
were translated individually by Xi Shuxiang and Zou Denong and were respectively published in 1979 
and 1982. Frank Ching's first edition Architecture: Form, Space and Order was translated by Zou 
Denong and was published by China Architecture and Building Press (Beijing) in 1983 and 1987. The 
second edition was translated by Liu Yuehong and was published by Tianjin University Press in 2005. In 
my interview with Zou Oenoog (February 2007), he also confirmed that the interest in 'composition' 
started at least in the 1950s and was common in the 1980s. 
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Some teachers said that you [students] would recognise it on your 
own experiences. It could only be understood by sense and could 
not be explained in words. I did not think that it should be like 
this. 97 

As the 'Beaux-Arts' treatises discussed in the last section, the 

central act that Peng tried to regulate was the relationship 

between the part and the whole. In accordance, the book had 

two objectives, to elaborate the 'rules' to control and guide the 

relationship and to provide the generalised solutions for it, i.e. 

the 'resources' for 'partl. The book started from a basic unit of 

space - a room, and its physical shape, size, volume, openings 

and performances were determined by its functions. (Fig. 2.2-1) 

The book went through the ways in which several spaces 

assembled a part of a building, several parts being gathered 

together to form a single building, and several single buildings 

joining together to compose a building complex, corresponding 

to use, structural technology, expression of character, and the 

environment and topography of the building site. (Fig. 2.2-2) The 

composition, for Peng, obeyed a universal principle - 'varieties 

in unity' (duoyang tongY/) , Le. the 'aesthetic law of form' 

(xingshimei de guilO) . 

To architecture both ancient and modem, Chinese and foreign, 
althougb dealing forms very differently, ail the excellent works 
inevitably follow a universal law - varieties in unity. [ ... ] To make 

97 Interview with Peng Yigang by Hua Li , February 2007. "il,;\;~~* , J1II1-IIt{~[~{1=i¥.JIIt~]~1oi¥.J 
t1(:it7k3f£$:ttI!~tJcT~:i:i¥.J#JOO~J:J, lW composition . ~~:i:i&OO, ,~JirtV2UiJ:MJOOfOJJm, ill 
,~Jl!:iW'f~~. ~$, ~1Jt~1)Ul!:MJOO, ~rtV2UiJJ1Jn~~~, {§~JiJmllf1;Jm~'t{fJf*l.mtf:\7IU~ 
nlt-1-bt;!f3(~1*i¥.J1i~. 7f'~i¥.Ji! . .R~-@~~. ~1fl~at(j<Jt1(:itt(~, ;I~A4f4l-#}t1Jt(j<]JjJh~. 
:imii diagram ~4I-#~-*JI*-*itg*. X1TlS:1-. ~:i:~r&~~ImMi¥.J. {El~:imttm1l'~iiJi;-1-;fG 
~i¥.J1i~,~OO.~OO,ftOO~ •• -~~~ft~@~OOi¥.J~~ , .~7f' •• 7.~i¥.J~~W~ 
1-*ffif*1fl El a~1*~ .... Cl. ilJ~~, 7f'1'iJ§' -ffl. ~iAj.J.m~7f'~lS:.ffa<J." Interestingly, Julien Guadet 
held the same point that ' composition cannot be taught', but at the same time, be admitted that 'it is a 
matter of "inspiration" and therefore "cannot be fruitful unless it is served by knowledge",' Levine, Neil 
(1982). pp. 121. 
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it clearly, varieties in unity, also called organic unity, can also be 
explained as seeking variations within unification and seeking unity 
within varieties, or as containing various differences within a 
unified whole. Any plastic art is composed of various parts, 
between which there are both differences and internal relationships 
[coherences]. Only according to certain laws to organically 
compose them as a whole, [we] will see diversity and variety in 
terms of their differences; and harmony and order in terms of their 
relationships. 98 

Peng elucidated six goveming rules - employment of simple 

geometries, the relationship between primary and subordination 

of the parts, balance and stability, contrast and subtlety, rhythm, 

proportion and scale, and exemplified their applications to 

:= :.:.-.~ :::::' r different scales of 'composition'. The hierarchical control from 

Fig. 2.2-3. the part to the whole was not just theoretical, but also practical. 

In technical terms, the theoretical elaboration of the book was 

accompanied by a great number of diagrams and illustrated 

cases together with notes. (Fig. 2.2-3) We can imagine that, 

bearing the principles and the solutions in mind, students would 

be able to choose proper approaches from the offerings, to 

adapt them to particular requirements and conditions, and to 

appropriate them in accordance with the 'universal law'. 

likewise, the rules of 'composition ', to Peng, were the basis and 

practical 'tools' serving for the expression of 'characters', rather 

than directly doing it by themselves. He consciously 

differentiates it as follows: 

98 Pengo Yigang ( J983). pp. 33 . "rt1~rp9Hmt$t. ~'l:UE~~)tJ1ll;fjmH'f~:;k(j<JtiH}IJ, ffi.fLJitt 
**M. ~.~.-~*~(j<Jm~--$~.-o~W.Rfi$ff.-•• Z~~~.(j<J.~o 
[ ... ] $ff.-, m.1f.mtJt-. j.JT~IifA~~. XI'iJJ;J.1Jt~fi!:tEtJt-rp*~f.t, tE~f.trp*tJt-, 
~=tt:JeI!l{~$Tm-Z.rpo t£{iiJ~~~*, ~A1fifT:;f"l.iJ(J<]mJVGlW1t, ~~~fl1tz.ril], ~fi~ 
]JIJ, XfiP3tE(J<]If*~, Jlfire~~$1ttti}ffl-jE(J<].~. fi11ltt!!iJlil-h1Gj;;- 1'-m#:, Jl;t-t'tfflI1t(J9 
&5Jtl. 1lJJ;J.1j- tl:I$~tt,fO~f.t; )jMHl'fl1tz.ril](J9~~, iiJWgtl:l-1fJi~~rtJ'j<o" 
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Aesthetics of form and artistic quality are two different categories. 
In architecture, every artistic work must conform to the aesthetic 
law of form. On the contrary, every building that conforms to the 
aesthetic law of form does not necessarily have artistic quality.99 

As far as he was concemed, the former ones only determined 

the 'outward shapes of a building', and the latter required the 

shapes to convey meanings. Architectural styles could vary 

according to time, nation and region and individual architect, but 

they were all built up on the basis of 'composition'. This view 

shows again that it was the universality and practicality of the 

'Beaux-Arts' 'composition' that allowed it to survive different 

cultures, different construction conventions and different 

ideologies. In terms of the structure, the provisions and the 

objectives of the book, we can safely conclude that it was an 

exercise in 'Beaux-Arts' education, i.e., to teach the students 'the 

vocabulary, the method, and the taste needed to study and refine the 

composition and execute it with care.' 100 

2.2.2 The History of Chinese Architecture 

The representation of the 'Chinese character' in architecture 

relies upon systematic research into and interpretation of the 

history of Chinese architecture, which itself was constructed on 

the basis of the 'Beaux-Arts' system. Research into the history of 

Chinese architecture is well-established and dates back to 1930, 

the time when the first architectural research organisation, the 

Society (later Institute) for Research in Chinese architecture was 

set up. Its leading academic figures, Liang Sicheng and Liu 

99~~~4. "*~.~~*ttA~~~~~M •. ~ •• ~.~AA~~*tt~*~.~M. 
n*T*~t.~~~, &Z. fLAn*T%~.~~I¥J •• !IJ~-~A~~*tt." 
100 Levine, Neil (1982). pp. 121. 
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Dunzhen, who were trained under the influence of the 

'Beaux-Arts' in America and Japan respectively, directed the two 

departments, Technical Studies and Documentary Studies. Their 

collaboration founded the research methods and structure used 

in this field. 101 For the 'Beaux-Arts' training also helped to frame 

the way in which historical buildings were 'reconstructed' and 

restored, WiJam Fairbank, wife of John King Fairbank and a 

close friend of Liang Sicheng, once commented: 

The curriculum at Penn, based on the 'Beaux-Arts' tradition, was 
designed to produce practicing architects but was equally well 
suited to prepare architectural historians, Students were required to 
study the classical orders of Greece and Rome and the monuments 
of medieval and Renaissance Europe. Their skills were tested by 
such challenging assignments as drafting restorations of ancient 
ruins or completing the designs of unfinished cathedrals. 102 

From the 1930s to 1980s and 1990s, most historians in the 

discipline were trained by Liang and Liu, and the research, 

which was enriched by new findings, new documents and 

individual studies, retained the basic framework that they 

established. 103 The textbook, the History of Chinese 

101 Liu Dunzhen was trained in the Tokyo Institute of Technology from 1916 to 1921, where the 
influence of neoclassicism from America converged with the technological orientation. From his return 
to China in 1922 to his death in 1968, Liu had been a leading figure of the historical study of Chinese 
architecture and architectural education. For Liu's profile in the English literatures, see: Rowe, Peter G 
and Kuan, Seng (2003). pp. 220. For the situation of Chinese architectural students in Japan from the 
late nineteenth century to 1945, see: Xu, Subin (1997). 
102 Liang, Ssu-Ch'Eng (1984). pp. xiv. 
10) From the 1950s to 1990s, a number of publications dedicated to the history of ancient Chinese 
architecture in China. Most of the authors, such as Mo Zhongjiang, Liu Zhiping, Fu Xinian, etc., were 
Liang Sicheng's and Liu Dunzhen's students, either from the Institute for Research in Chinese 
Architecture, or from Tsinghua University and Southeast University where they led the research. In 
addition, many oftheir students held the position of teaching history in different architectural schools. 

During the fifty years development from 1930 to 1980, the historical study in Chinese architecture 
experienced two interruptions caused by the Japanese invasion from 1937 to 1945 and the Cultural 
Revolution from 1966 to 1976. In the 1950s and 1960s, the political interference severed the research 
from current development in European and American architecture and constrained its theoretical 
development. Moreover, as a 'new' discipline starting from scratch, it faced the major tasks of surveying 
existing buildings, translating ancient literature, building up documents and archive, and theorising on 
them. To some extent, the manifold reasons enhanced the consistency of the research method and 
framework in the field. 
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Architecture, was not exceptional. Four of its five editors, Pan 

Guxi, Guo Husheng, Liu Xujie and Hou Youbin, were Liu and 

Liang's students. 104 The book conforms to their ways of 

processing historical materials and characterising the 'tradition' 

of Chinese architecture. 

The work of the Institute for Research in Chinese Architecture 

and the contributions of Liang Sicheng and Liu Dunzhen have 

been extensively studied. However, what does not seem to 

receive adequate attention from current scholars is the influence 

of 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition' upon the form of analySing 

traditional Chinese architecture. From my point of view, the 

influence comes in two related aspects: the principles for 

identifying the characters and the categories for structuring the 

building types and elements. 

As a historical narrative, the textbook did not talk in abstract 

about analytical and structural principles. Instead, it embedded 

them in an account of the achievements of ancient Chinese 

architecture, viz . 

... the harmonious unification, the design methods and the 
construction technologies in urban planning, building complexes, 
gardens, residential houses, sPoatial arrangements, architectural arts, 
and materials and structures'. 05 

The part of the textbook concerned with antiquity consists of 

eight chapters. Four of them are on individual building types -

104 The five editors of the History of Chinese Architecture came from three universities, Nanjing 
Institute of Technology, South China University of Technology and Harbin Institute of Architecture and 
Engineering. 
105 Pan, Guxi (1986). pp.l. 
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Fig. 2.2-4. 

106 Ibid. pp. 65-67. 
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palace, altar and mausoleum, religious building, house and 

garden. Two chapters depict wooden architecture, and 

construction details in the Oing Dynasty. In general, stylistic 

development is the main focus. For instance, when the textbook 

summarises the five achievements of the Forbidden City in 

Beijing, four of them directly refer to its formal characteristics: 

[ . .. ] the emphasis of the central axis and symmetrical layout; the 
employment of courtyards and variations of [the scales] of the 
spaces; the contrast of the scales of the buildings; the splendid 
colour and decorations; and the technological facilities. 106 

This characterisation is intertwined at the same time with the 

'reconfiguration' of building units and components. It is the 

reverse of the process of 'composition', and dissects the 'whole' 

into 'parts'. 

Timber-frame construction in ancient China had many variations. 
Single buildings had dian, lang, ling, xuan, guan, lou, xie, ge, la, 
fing[zi), que, men and lang. The [forms of] the plan were square, 
rectangular, circle, triangle, pentagon, octagon, [ .. . J, etc. These 
units composed various building complexes from house to temple 
and palace. 107 (Fig. 2.2-4) 

From its appearance, a single building can basically be divided into 
three parts: platform, main body and roof. Among them, the most 
notable change occurs to roofs, whose forms comprise wudian, 
xieshan, xuanshan [ ... ].108 

According to the textbook, each of the parts has different forms, 

different compositional elements in different shapes, materials, 

107 Ibid . pp. 157. "cp~"i!lf1;;*~~}t$t~}tt&$, .#}t$tff~, ~ , fJ'- ff, it, ~, :1M, Ii! , 
i1f , ~, 1m, 11, )$~ ; ->JZiIDff/j, *1J, 00, =.jij, lijij , /\jij , )\'fM ···J~o EH~~~1*X 
mP.lGT .M:(l!£i J IJJiE * , S'!!i~~fH~$t.tlfo " Here are the translations ofthe single buildings: dian: 
monumental hall ; lang: main hall; ling: lobby; xuan: lofty building; guan: guest room; 1011: building of 
two or more stories; xie: pavilion or house on a terrace; ge: multi-storied pavilion; la: pagoda: ling::i: 
pavilion; qlle: paired gate piers; men: gate or porcb; and lang: roofed open corridor. 
108 Ibid. pp. 159. «.lj11*~$ttH~;OO..t:XjjrRJjt ~ €l'¥ , ~5! .fIl ~J9i-=$7to ;il; c:p~{tJa:jnJ i¥J~ 
lMJ9i, %Aff~~, ,\f,(!lJ, ;Q;!lJ[ ... ]. " wudian: hip root; xieshan: gable and hip roof; xllanshan: 
overhanging gable roof. 
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scales and colours, and different ways of being joined together. 

(Fig. 2.2-5, 6) For the unification of the 'parts' into a harmonious 

~ e ~ whole, the textbook describes a governing system - 'modules'. 

~~ 1$' ~$ 

Fig. 2.2-5. 

Fig. 2.2-6. 

At a very early time, architectural design and construction [in China] 
had implemented the ' module' system similar to modem 
architecture (Song Dynasty used 'cai' and Qing Dynasty used 
'doukou' as standards) and the normalisation of components. To the 
forms, scales and construction details from the whole to the part, 
(they] had the rather detailed prescriptions. 109 

Moving from whole to part, the textbook builds up a systematic 

account of ancient Chinese architecture by classifying buildings 

into types, units and components, and formulating ways of 

joining them together according to different uses and 

technological availabilities. 

Nevertheless, the systematic account is not a simple 

documentation of the historical facts or a literal translation of 

ancient archive into modem architectural terminology. The 

structuring of historical materials rather than the contents 

themselves is a 'modem' construction of the 'tradition ', Two 

comparative cases may make this point more intelligible: the 

Building Standards (yingzao (ashl) of the Song Dynasty and the 

Structural Regulations of the Qing Dynasty (Qingshi Gongcheng 

Zell) , and Henry K. Murphy's summary of the characteristics of 

ancient Chinese architecture. 

The Building Standards of the Song Dynasty and Structural 

109 Ibid. pp. 156. ":(£fI!$tl¥Jfitit;fll:&ffiI""f&Jf!.~~ff7~{"" r;i5:f~n$t:m~$tl <'*~flJ ";U'\ 
m'ftffl "lj- (:]" fFMi{D ;fIl#']f1f(j{J~m1t. X<tT~1Jt~1*JUf,Jml8<J%~t, Rtt;f1J{tIi~, tIl~:ff1"l 
~#lli¥J~~o " 
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Regulations of the Qing Dynasty (Qingshi Gongcheng Zefl) both 

served important references to historical research, and lent it all 

their technical words and construction criteria.11o However, they 

seem to be organised differently and for different purposes. 

Ultimately, they are construction manuals corresponding to the 

control of building costs. In the case of the Building Standards, 

two chapters out of the total thirty-six explain technical terms; 

fifteen chapters are about construction methods, including 

surveys, foundations, various types of masonry and carpentry, 

and paintings, accompanied by six chapters of illustrating 

drawings; and thirteen of the total are about the calculation of 

labour and materials. There is no statement of the principles of 

conducting the generation of building forms and compounds. 

The instructions can be adapted to different situations, such as 

craft customs, building size, costs and so on , but they do not 

seem to add up to universal 'design methods' as the modem 

researchers had asserted. Zhao Chen, an architectural historian 

from Nanjing University, has argued that the historical research , 

under the influence of Liang Sicheng, was an application of 

'composition theory' to the analysis of the facades of ancient 

Chinese architecture, i.e. 'trying to detect certain proportional 

relationships to defme the styles of ancient Chinese architecture'; to 

take the column as 'a fundamental element to control the facade of a 

whole building'; and to take 'car and 'doukou' as 'Ratio' to 

'determine the proportion and scale of the architectural facade'.111 

(Fig. 2.2-7) 

110 Liang, Ssu-Ch'Eng (1984). pp. 14. 
III Zhao, Chen (2001). 
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The organisation of building types in the textbook either does 

not exist in the Song Dynasty's Building Standards, or is quite 

different from the Qing Dynasty's Structural Regulations. Indeed, 

the Structural Regulations lists twenty-seven building kinds, 

such as halls, city gates, pavilions, etc., but they basically 

depend upon structural and construction differences rather than 

typological differentiations in the modem sense. When Xu 

Yinong, a contemporary scholar, studied the development of 

urban form in Suzhou, he discovered: 

Lack of discernible difference between the forms and styles of 
Chinese urban and rural buildings was fundamentally determined 
by a characteristic absence of formal bond between building types 
and social institutions. 112 

Zhao and Xu do not directly point to the influence of the 

'Beaux-Arts', but their discoveries suggest that the 

characterisation of Chinese architecture in the textbook was 

indeed a 'modem' construction of 'tradition'. 

The second comparative case is Henry K. Murphy's summary of 

the characteristics of ancient Chinese architecture. In his article, 

An Architectural Renaissance in China, he identifies five 

essential features: 

[ ... ] the curving and upturned roof; the orderliness of arrangements, 
seen in the almost universal grouping of the principal buildings 
about great rectangular courts and in the marked adherence to axial 
planning; the frankness of construction; the lavish use of gorgeous 
colour; and the perfect proportioning, one to another, of its 
architectural elements. 113 

Murphy did not read the ancient Chinese manuals, and his 

112 Xu, Yinong (2000). pp. 7. 
113 Murphy, Henry Killam (1928). pp. 470-472. 
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points are not exactly those made in the textbook, However, the 

textbook, as shown above, shares more affinities with Murphy 

than with the ancient manuals in terms of its formal approach to 

analysing traditional construction and its way of characterising it 

by referring to the featured elements, the axial planning and the 

proportion or scale to govem the groupings, Insofar as the 

training of Murphy and the Chinese architects were all based 

upon the 'Beaux-Arts' education, we can con dude that the 

textbook, the History of Chinese Archilecture, was a 'modem' 

interpretation of traditional construction in China drawn up on 

the basis of 'Beaux-Arts' knowledge and training, 114 

It should not be forgotten that the origin of historical research 

into ancient Chinese architecture was to provide references for 

practice, When the Institute for Research in Chinese 

Architecture was established, one of its objectives was to 'study 

the inherent architectural technology in China, [in order to] assist the 

creation of new architecture in the future',115 Aside from its 

academic research, the Institute was also involved in real 

projects, and offered consultations for practising architects and 

those engaged in architectural education,116 From 1935 to 1937, 

in order to help the design of the 'national style', the Institute 

subsequently published the ten-volume Illustrated References 

114 Li, Shiqiao (2003), Li's article provides an insightful analysis of how architectural 'drawing' was 
used as a 'modem' institutionalised technique to reconstruct the 'tradition', in the case of Liang Sicheng 
reinterpreting the classical manual Ying=ao Jashi, He wrote, 'Liang [Sicheng] was, of course, no longer 
speaking from a traditional Chinese scholar's paradigm of a "good copy", but from architectural 
knowledge founded on modem principles, and on graphic conventions that came with his Beaux-Arts 
education under the guidance of Paul Cret. Liang was later to note that the drawings in the Ying=ao Joshi 
were inconsistent in format, lacking in the concept of scale, inadequately annotated, and insufficient in 
differentiating line types,' Li, Shiqiao (2003), pp. 482. 
liS Chen, Yanbing and Wang, Junming (2002). pp. 107. 
116 Fu, Chaoqing (1993). pp. 37-42. 
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for Architectural Design, directed by Liang Sicheng and 

compiled by Liu Zhiping. 117 The References functioned as a 

library of 'vocabularies'. Each volume addresses one 

component of ancient buildings, such as the platform, stone 

baluster, bracket, tile, etc., and supplies a number of photos with 

drawings and notes. As to their effect, Fu Chaoqing commented: 

The influence [of the References] upon the new Chinese 
classical-style architecture from the 1930s was incalculable. It can 
be proved by the apparent increase in the detailed decoration in the 
kind of building constructed at that time. 118 

In 1953, another reference series, which was organised in a 

similar format and had more drawings and photos, was 

published to coincide with the promotion of 'socialist content, 

national form'. 

The textbook may not have had an immediate effect upon 

practice. But by establishing itself on the same structural ground, 

it acted as an index for practice. It formulated a methodical 

approach to characterise the 'traditions'; that is to say, it 

abstracted characteristic elements from their own construction 

context, and relocated them in categories of modern 

construction, and in consequence, was able to appropriate them 

as 'symbols' in a certain order. 

Although Chinese architectural history before the nineteenth 

century is not strictly part of the scope of this thesis, our 

117 Liang, Sicheng (1935). pp. 1-8. 
118 FU,Chaoqing(l993). pp. 39. "[ (Jt1Ai'i!:it~~OO~» J~=:-tif«t::l.Ji5, <POOp~j:t·fUMt1A 
Z~ilJI!J;li!:xl5J it:1la<J, l2;IlJ m ~1lt1YiJtz.llt~Jt1J[cpfl.~Hfm~z.ffllffll~il'Ii-··¥CP.f.IJftli£iiE ... 
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argument is that the dimension of Chinese representations of 

the past in the twentieth century provides strong evidence for 

the overall argument of the chapter - that is, the representations 

of architectural past undertaken in the twentieth century are 

indebted to the 'Beaux-Arts' framework of analysis and 

architectural representation. The effect of producing a universal 

framework of architectural analysis automatically derived from 

classical architecture forced non-European traditions of 

architecture into its framework and categories. This is not solely 

a Chinese phenomenon, but is suggestive evidence that even in 

a post-imperial world, history is seen as the continuation of a 

certain 'euro-centrism'. The argument of the thesis is that 

'modem architecture' in China, which is also broadly associated 

with 'Beaux-Arts' architecture, was imported not as an 

alternative to Chinese architecture, but as architecture itself, in 

the sense that traditional Chinese design and construction did 

not really make its own transition into the 'modern'. In the case 

of these historical materials in this section, what we see is that 

even the architectural past in China was altered to a 'modem' 

European framework of analysis and representation. 

2.2.3 The Principles of Housing Design 

The last textbook to be examined in this section is about 

regulating the principles of housing design. There is a large 

Chinese and English literature on housing issues in China from 

various points of view - policy, social distribution, planning to 
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specific designs, and technological matters.119 However, in this 

section our examination of the textbook. the Principles of 

Housing Design, concerns two aspects: the regulated design 

approaches through which the final product could come into 

being, and the teaching form of the design studio through which 

professional training was conducted. The first edition of the 

textbook, which is discussed here, was published in 1980, and 

was used until the second edition - one of the 'Key Textbooks' 

organised by the Ministry of Construction during the Ninth Five 

Years (1996-2000) - came out in 1999. Its seven editors and 

five consultants were experts drawn from seven architectural 

schools, one research academy and one design institute, 120 Its 

contents cover the main issues in the previous thirty years of 

research and practice, The editing team. which included 

educators, researchers and practitioners, somehow ensured 

that the principles proposed in the textbook could work in 

practice, although the link between theory and practice is not 

entirely seamless. Moreover, for teaching purposes, the book is 

compiled in accordance with the programmes of the design 

studios, which have been organised around building types, such 

as school, hotel, theatre and cinema, etc., following the model of 

the Ecole des 8eaux_Arts.121 In this sense, the outline of the 

119 The Modern Urban Housing in China 18-12-2000, edited by Lil Junhua, Peter Rowe and Zhang Ji in 
2001, is so far the most comprehensive document of housing development in China. 
120 The two chief editors, Zhu Changlian and Li Zaishen, taught at the Chongqing Institute of 
Architecture and Engineering (now Chongqing University) at the time. As to the other editors, lin 
Zhensheng came from South China University of Technology, Tong Heling from Tianjin University, 
Zhang liaji from Harbin Institute of Architecture and Engineering, Zhang Shouyi from Tsinghua 
University and Zhao Xilun from the China Academy of Building Research. One of the consultants, Gu 
Baohe, was a practising architect at the Shaanxi Institute of Architectural Design. 
121 After I wrote this part, Gu Daqing stated the same point in his newly published article, 'Studio 
Teaching as Research and Its Significance to the Development of Architectural Education in China'. 
Time & Architecture (Shanghai), 03/2007. Gu was a graduate of the Southeast University in 1982, and is 
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textbook rather than its specific contents represents a general 

form of training the 'students [in architectural schools] to analyse and 

to resolve problems' .122 

Table 2.2-1 The increase of floor area of housing in Shanghai from J 950 to 1957 

The Incruseof Floor Area of Housin, in Sh.n, hai from 1950 to 195] 

("sting 
L,nong 
Hotls~'S 
0.42 5 

0.002 

New Houw'g 
8~"t by Ire 
GO\lelnmef1t 
0575 

The establishment of state 
ownership and the welfare system 
and the large amount of construction 
gave rise to the 'new' practice of 
Chinese architects. Source: (Zhang, 
Ji and Wang, Tao 2001 : 103-186) 

Housing has been a key issue in Chinese architecture since the 

1950s. The establishment of state ownership and the welfare 

system and the high level of construction gave rise to the 'new' 

practice of Chinese architects.123 (Table 2.2-1) From 1953 to 

1956, more than 50,000,000 square metres of housing was built. 

Since 1952 the standard design has been implemented, and has 

been systematically adhered to on the national and regional 

scales, as mentioned in Section 2.1.3. 'By 1953, the total area of 

housing under construction, employing the standard design, reached 

679,000 square metres, accounting for 34 percent of all 

currently teaching at the OIinese University of Hong Kong. 
122 Zhu, Changlian and Li, Zaishen (1980). Preface. 
123 Some forms of mass living, such as Linong house, Guangdong-style house, etc., which were 
different from the traditional one family courtyard house, had existed in OIinese cities from the late 
nineteenth century to 1 950s. But their constructions were more spontaneous. To say that housing design 
was a 'new' practice in OIinese architecture means a systematic organisation of production from design 
method, technology application, construction means, to financial considerations and the distribution 
system. 
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construction' .124 In 1955, the Planning Bureau of the Ministry of 

City Construction held the National Appraisal Conference of 

Standard Design. In 1956, 26 out of 128 projects, submitted by 

25 architectural institutes from 14 provinces, were selected and 

approved as the blueprints of the standard design. In 1959, 

when construction of the Ten Grand Bui/dings in Beijing brought 

a climax of discussion on 'new style' of Chinese architecture, the 

Architectural Journal published as many articles on housing 

designs as those on the 'new style'. 125 

To many people, housing design in China seems to be 

influenced by 'modemism'. Perhaps this is due to its simple 

appearance, its utilitarian and economic priorities and the 

spread of standardised design. However, we need a few words 

to clarify this. Housing is indeed a central issue of 'modernist' 

discourses, whereas it did not appear in the programmes of the 

nineteenth century Ecole des 'Beaux-Arts'. But in the twentieth 

century, some 'Beaux-Arts'-based treatises included designs for 

mass housing. For instance, the Fonns and Functions of 

Twentieth-century Architecture allotted three chapters to The 

Apartment House', the 'Problems of Mass Shelter' and the 

'Layout of Residential Communities'. This shows that, at a 

technical level, the 'Beaux-Arts' system had the capacity to cope 

with the high level of construction of residential buildings.126 

1~4 Zhang, Ji and Wang, Tao (2001). pp. 125. 
1_5 In 1959, the Architectural Journal published 148 articles in total. 16 out of them were about housing 
design and 15 about architectural styles and creation. 
126 The theoretical and conceptual differences between the Forms and Functions of Twentieth-century 
Architecture and 'modernism' could be demonstrated by different categorisations. The former put hotel, 
individual house and apartment house together in the category of Buildings for Residence. But this 
never occurred to 'modernist' architects. 
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Fig, 2,2-8, 

The situation seems very evident in China, The principles, 

methods and models of housing design were first introduced 

from the Soviet Union with the 'new' ideas of 'standardisation, 

industrialisation and mechanisation', But the contributions of 

Constructivist architects such as Moisei Ginzberg, Ivan Nikolaev, 

etc, were concealed. 127 The principles, which were later 

adjusted and developed according to the conditions of China, 

were taken as cardinal means for execution,128 In the case of 

the textbook, Constructivist and modernist theories and 

practices were omitted. However, to Chinese architects who 

were accustomed to 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition ', in terms of 

gathering the elements together to form a whole, the means of 

standard design did not seem difficult to accept and manipulate, 

A Chinese once described the Soviet standard design as 

follows: 

A unit was to be designed with standard components conforming to 
a construction module, Various combinations of such standard units 
were to form different buildings, and when the different buildings 
were put together, they formed residential areas, The fundamental 
' cell ', so to speak, in the design of housing was the unit. A 
residential unit consisted of several households all using the same 
staircase, and its advantage was that each apartment was 
independent and therefore quiet. J29 (Fig, 2,2-8) 

This situation does not contradict the view that there are 

differences between 'Beaux-Arts' architecture and 'modernism', 

117 The involvement of the Constructivist architects, see: Ikonnikov, Andrei (1988), pp, 117-137, 
128 The unsuitability of the Soviet housing design to the Chinese situation was extensively discussed at 
the time and in contemporary historical writings, The unsuitability seemed mainly on two factors , One 
was the housing standard of the Soviet Union - nine square metres per person -, which was much higher 
than the Chinese standard of four square metres per person . The other was that the Soviet's perimeter 
layout of the housing block did not satisfY the requirements for sunlight and ventilation in China. In 
English literatures, see: Zhang, Ii and Wang. Tao (200 J). 
129 Ibid. pp, 125. 
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but is rather another manifestation of the conformity of the 

'Beaux-Arts' system to the modern organisation of architectural 

production, 

Table 2.2-2 Trends of Investment in Capital Construction and Non-productive and Residential 

Construction from 1950 to 1978 

600 

Trends oflnvHtment In Upit31 Construction and Non-productive and ResldMlial Construction 

••••• Capital Construcbon 
- . - Non·productivt Construction 

-- Re-'5id~'u'al Construction 

-- Produ(tlYr C~n5lructlon (top to bottom) 

Source: (Zhang, Ii and Wang, Tao 2001 : 103-186) 

In China, the economy was a determining factor in housing 

production. Particularly from the 1950s to the 1970s when state 

guideline - 'production first, livelihood second' - was intended to 

keep the level of housing investment as low as possible, 

technical issues were prioritised. (Table 2.2-2) In the case of the 

Principles of Housing Design, the problems it was concemed 

with were 'the unification of modules, parameters and components; 

the housing standards and economic assessment; the design of 

household types and land-saving of high-rise housing; lowering the 

cost by reducing the use of steel '; etc.130 There was no discussion 

of social and urban issues, but one chapter in particular was 

dedicated to 'Housing Standards and Economic Matters', i.e. 

how 'economic standards' led to and justified design principles 

130 Zhu, Changiian and Li, Zaishen (1980). pp.1. 
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and corresponding design methods, Take the 'housing standard' 

as an example, The textbook states: 

Many countries' standards for residential areas are prescribed 
individually according to different household types, but our 
country's is to control the average standard per household. 
Household types and their ratios (the [number of] different 
household types to [the number of] total constructed households) 
were both left to designers to tackle according to different 
conditions. Therefore, the design of household types and ratios will 
directly affect control of the area standard. 131 

In response, it addresses the detailed solutions, one of which is: 

To adopt several household types to meet the needs of living, and at 
the same time to control the average area of each household under 
the prescribed standard, the designs of the household types are 
interrelated. [ ... J We can squeeze the area of one household type in 
order to improve another household type, and even change another 
household type. For example, [we] squeeze the areas of two- and 
three-bedroom flats and add a small square lobby or a small inner 
room to a one-bedroom flat. 132 

This way of addressing the 'problem' or 'target', proposing the 

design principles and exemplifying their applications is 

reiterated throughout the whole book. To what extent specific 

solutions are still at work seems less important than the way of 

thinking about and executing a 'design'. In other words, the 

purpose of the teaching programme in a design studio, as 

indicated, was to train architectural students to find practical 

solutions to 'given' problems rather than to encourage critical 

thinking about them. 

131 Ibid. pp. 208. "ilf$OO*{t!£iIDf9-tj;/ft;liHti:.f/iiJi¥Jf'~7H]IJ-f-l~JJ!UEI¥J. iiii~OO:lH;>iM1fj?.1jZ 
~m~, f'~&f'm~(~~f'~~ •• ~f'.~i¥J~M)~~~~~A~~.,~~f'~&f' 
~ ~~i¥J~itf,t1[tt~~ftliIDf9-f;F?f£i¥J~*tl." 
132 Ibid. pp. 209. .. * JlVLf'I' F lli!**,~mtt1ffl~, rm X;f4P¥:l:t4ijFiIDtHQi!i~to~~mf;j;lJ. P3. f§ 
Jtt~f+ F lli! I¥H~it H::1i ffi 2ft!l: i¥J • [ ... ] ~ ffJ ilJ lJ. * l{R ffit:m - ~ F ~ 00 tH¥J !1J.~ *1&.:13 -'-f+ f' 
~, ~~~fIJI&~:13-~F~i¥J§ i¥J. WI,*1lJ Wlit:m= , '=:~Fi¥JiIDW" ~·-~F~1.IIl-·-t/Mj 
ff8,1t--t/J'lf~. " 
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The proposed solutions are not just empirical, but rely upon 

regulated knowledge. In general, the Principles of Housing 

Design is organised on a similar structure to On Space 

Composition of Architecture, and conveys similar functions: to 

formulate the design approaches and to provide available 

solutions. But its contents are more specific and practical. 

Housing design, in terms of the Principles, starts from a basic 

unit, a 'household' (hu). 

A residential building can consist of one household or several 
households, or even tens and hundreds of households, and the 
internal space of one household contains several different rooms. 
'Household ' is the basic unit of housing design. In housing design, 
[we] must above all analyse and study the size and composition of a 
'household ', and then consider compositional relationships between 
households. IJJ 

The textbook subsequently goes through the design principles 

goveming household formation from the smaller parts to the 

larger whole: the functional rooms of a 'household'; their 

relationships and composition (Fig. 9, 10); and the groupings of 

'households' as a 'building unit' (danyuan) and of building units 

as a single building, in three forms - one or two-storey housing, 

multi-storey housing and high-rise housing. (Fig. 2.2-11) At the 

same time, it elucidates the principles of accommodating 

different conditions and requirements, such as climate, 

topography and mixed use; industrialisation; and the 

consideration of appearances. (Fig. 2.2-12, 13) All the principles 

are elaborated with regard to function, physical performance, 

technological support and financial cost; with a brief analysis or 

IJl Ibid . .L pp.3. "- fi{t!:6J% PT~Ef3-P~JLf' , ~?£JL-t-, J:Eff'ffinlL mf- p{t!:6 pg $X 
§m;g:T1-;r-[ii]~$(RJ. 'f" ~{t~~it~.{fL , a{t~~itcptl5t!lZ'~xt 'p' Jl<J )::/M~.m 
~jlHT~ffi'~~, tl.\J§'~..-!i~f'.Ejr:Lrfi]I¥Jm*~*." 
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description of their characteristics, advantages and 

disadvantages and a great number of diagrams and illustrated 

cases - 454 figures in a total of 231 pages - which exemplify 

the application of the theoretical principles to the practical 

solutions. The textbook formulates an array of approaches 

through which the different requirements could inform the final 

products. 

We have to be cautious about the effect of the textbook. In 

reality, many students might not have read through it and might 

not have adopted the specific suggestions in their projects. 

Instead, they might have preferred to look up the 'new' 

publications and the foreign joumals for inspiration, 'new' forms 

and 'new' solutions. However, as the textbook was edited as an 

outline of teaching programmes, what seemed of importance 

was that it framed a basis for searches and appropriation in four 

respects. First, it framed the general problems that would be 

resolved in design work. Second, it framed the general 

programmes of the building type. Third, in response to them, it 

framed the principles for justifying a project and the proposed 

solutions. Fourth, it relates the design principles and solutions to 

the problems and programmes. If you like, it would work as a 

collection of references and resources to be selected, 

'recomposed' and appropriated according to specific conditions. 

We can imagine that this kind of teaching outline could easily be 

transferred and adapted to 'real' practice.134 At this point, we 

can probably conclude that the teaching programmes of the 

134 Interestingly, some graduates found that the textbooks were more useful when they practise than 
when they studied at school. 
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design studio established the knowledge base for architectural 

production in China, 

Obviously, the three books were written for different fields and 

different purposes, and were based upon different materials. 

Indeed, except Peng Yigang's On Space Composition of 

Architecture, 'composition' was not the central issue in the 

History of Chinese Architecture and the Principles of Housing 

Design. Nevertheless, from the preceding discussions, we can 

see that they shared a certain common ground to abstract, 

interpret, structure and construct the materials, narrations, 

categories, methods and principles. The common ground, as far 

as this section is concerned , was sustained by the methodical 

arrangement of the 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition ' - a constructed 

means of a 'modem' knowledge of architecture. Two points need 

to be highlighted. One, the methodical arrangement did not set 

against 'modernist' ideas, means and techniques. Both Peng 

Yigang's book and the Principles of Housing Design employed a 

number of 'modernist' cases. But insofar as they were 

abstracted from their theoretical , social and physical contexts 

and were relocated into the categorical structure, 'modem ism' 

was likely fragmented and dissolved into an evolutionary 

sequence of 'Beaux-Arts' architecture rather than a critical 

opposition to it. (Fig , 2.2-14, 15) Two, because the three books 

were published in the early 1980s, some of their contents may 

not be suitable and had probably already become outdated in 

terms of the current architectural practices and discussions. But 

insofar as their structures are retained in architectural pedagogy, 
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the 'Beaux-Arts' influence still underlies the productions. 

To sum up, the purpose of the chapter was to explore the 

'composition' - a technique of the 'Beaux-Arts' - in constituting 

architectural knowledge in China. The examination focuses on 

two issues: the complex construction of the 'new' and the 

'Chinese' in architecture, and the institutionalisation of 

architectural knowledge. The examination reveals that the 

'Beaux-Arts' 'composition', introduced from America and the 

Soviet Union, lent support to the discursive formation of 

architecture in twentieth century China - the academic 

convention, the identification of architectural profession, the 

historical research of traditional construction, the form of 

professional training, the regularisation of design principles and 

means, the categorisation of materials, and the systematic 

construction of 'resources'. As discussed above, the discursive 

constructions did not necessarily keep loyal to the 'Beaux-Arts' 

system of nineteenth century France or America and the Soviet 

Union in the twentieth century. They were rather a modification 

and an adaptation of the system to the particular conditions of 

China, whether they were political, economic, or ideological and 

technical. At this point, 'architecture' in China was indeed a 

'modem', hybrid constitution, within which there was no such 

distinction between homogeneous 'Chineseness' and the 

'westem'importation. 
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Chapter Three 

The Huangpu Garden: The 'European Style' and Production 

of a 'Luxury' Living 
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The last two chapters were concerned with the construction and operation of the 

concept 'modem' and the discursive formation of architectural knowledge in twentieth 

century China. They argued that the categories of 'western modern' and the 'new 

Chinese' architecture are not two homogeneous formations in opposition to each other. 

Rather, they are constructed on the same ground, which is marked by the absence and 

continuing absence of any 'modernist' discourse, and the consistent practice of a 

modified 'Beaux-Arts' system. We argue that the conventional differentiation of 

'western' and 'Chinese' is neither appropriate nor useful in accounting for the 

production of architecture and urbanism in contemporary China. 

The next two chapters will focus on architectural practice and debate at the turn of the 

twenty-first century. While the last two chapters were largely historiographical, the next 

two chapters, Chapter Three and Chapter Four, will take the form of two case studies 

of individual projects. Chapter Three will investigate a 'luxury' housing project, the 

Huangpu Garden in Shenzhen, and its corresponding 'European style'. The Huangpu 

Garden was designed in 1998 and was in full use by 2003. Chapter Four will examine 

a national 'display' project, the new China Central Television Headquarters (CCTV HQ) 

in Beijing, and the debate provoked by it. The design of the new CCTV HQ started in 

2002 and its construction is supposed to be complete in 2009. 1 

To an extent, the two cases represent two poles of architectural practice in China. The 

Huangpu Garden is an 'ordinary' commercial housing development. Its production is 

very much market-oriented: it was an investment of a private developer - the 

Hutchison Whampoa Property Group - an international corporation based in Hong 

Kong; its users are economic classes of the city who have enjoyed rising incomes; a 

local architectural office, the Chen Shiming Architects (CA), took charge of its design; 

and its city, Shenzhen, only has a history of twenty years, and was the pioneer for 

I When the design competition was held, the eCTV HQ was planned to complete before 2008 Summer 
Olympics in Beijing. 
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developing the 'Reform and Opening' policy, the 'socialist market economY'.2 The 

building style, the programme and the work of the architect's office are shaped and 

sustained by the commercial housing sector, as well as by the culture, strategy and 

functions of consumption. 

By contrast, the new CClV HQ is a 'significant' national monument. Its production is 

somewhat dominated by political considerations: its production - the building form, the 

programme and the management - conforms to state ideology, the articulation of state 

power and the media policy. It is funded by a state investment - the national media 

enterprise, China Central Television, who will be its sole user; a global architectural 

office, the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA), leads the architectural design. It 

is located in the capital, Beijing, a historical city which has struggled to combine 

between urban expansion and preservation. 

Despite these differences, the two cases share a number of characteristics. Firstly, 

their construction has involved intemational participation and collaboration, either in 

the form of architectural design, or in the form of investment, materials and 

technologies. Secondly, they are regulated and managed, according to national and 

local regulation, administrative systems and conventions. Thirdly, they are both located 

in 'new' urban area of the two cities - the Central Business District (CBO), and are part 

of the programme of 'renewing' the cities at both levels of image and function. Fourthly, 

in a number of Chinese critiques, the 'European style' of the Huangpu Garden and the 

'avant-garde' proposal of the new CClV HQ are signs and products of the 

'westernisation' of Chinese architecture and cities. This last aspect is the starting point 

of argument of the next two chapters, of how the two projects are produced - how they 

2 Shenzhen is one of the first four Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in China, starting from 1980. This 
model penetrated in the early I 99Os. '[A]II the provincial capitals and some thirty cities along the 
Yangtze and on the internal borders were allowed to offer preferential policies of the SEZ type. Before 
long the geographical limitations simply disappeared: even rural counties set up their own "development 
zones" - often little more than a patch of empty land with a grand signboard over the road.' Gittings, 
John (2005). pp. 254. The most remarkable success of this type in the 1990s could be the new Pudong in 
Shanghai. 
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are conceived, perceived, regulated and comprehended, politically, economically, 

administratively, culturally and architecturally. 

Before going on to a detailed examination, a few words are needed to outline the 

transition of architectural practice in 1980s and 1990s China, This can be 

characterised as a move from the state designated tasks to market commissions. At 

the same time, the reform of the architectural system, particularly in the 1990s, often 

referred to organisations and standards of the AlA and the RIBA, with the aim of 

adjusting to 'intemational standards'. 3 In respect to this transition, five aspects seem 

worthy of remark. 

In the first instance, 'architecture' has become an accepted profession, if not yet 

completely self-organised and based on legal protections. From 1992, graduates who 

fulfilled their five-year architectural training started to be awarded the 'Bachelor of 

Architecture' instead of the 'Bachelor of Engineering' degree. In 1994, a system of 

Architect Registration was inaugurated with the first examination taking place in 

Shenyang:' Meanwhile, a nationwide organisation, the Architects Association, was set 

up as a branch of the Architectural Society of China in 1989. Nonetheless, although the 

Architectural Society of China is a legally independent body, it is basically an academic 

organisation. 5 The Ministry of Construction remains its 'owner' and therefore the 

ultimate administrative power charged with supervision of the profession. 

3 The standards and systems of the AlA and the RIBA were main references to setting up the assessment 
of architectural education and the Registration of Architects in China, with the aim of acquiring the 
exchangeable recognition in the international world. In the 1990s, "-0 00 Jl.f-f&tJt", which literally means 
'connecting to the international tracks', was an often mentioned phrase in architectural designs, 
managements, discussions and cities constructions. 
4 In the 1990s, the system of the Architect Registration only operated partially, so called in a 'double 
track'. On the one hand, the examinations and registrations were systematically carried out. On the other 
hand, the certification of the registered architects was attached to the design companies, to which they 
belonged. The registered architects were not allowed to open their own offices, and did not own their 
certifications independently. Until very recent, some ten years after the inauguration of the Registration 
system, the registered architects were approved to open their own offices freely. About the 'Operation 
and Classification of Architectural Design Institutes' and the 'Titles, Registration and Education of 
Building Professionals' in the 1990s, see: Xue, Charlie Q. L. (1998). pp. 100-146. 
S The basic introduction of the Architectural Society of China in English can see its official website: 
http://www.chinaasc.org!english/asc.php. 
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Second, design firms were freed economically and became financially independent of 

state sponsorship, State-owned institutes began to charge design fees in the 1980s, 

and were responsible for their own profits and losses, even while the state retained 

ultimate ownership of them.6 In the meantime, private offices began to emerge, and 

the capacity and fame of individual architects became more widely appreciated and 

was related to their success in business.7 

Third, intemational practices become increasingly involved in the design market in 

China.8 In 1991, an intemational consultation for the urban design of Lujiazui Financial 

District in Pudong was held by the Shanghai Government, 9 and signalled a 

comprehensive openness to intemational practice from commercial projects to 

municipal and infrastructure construction. Nonetheless, the projects were to be 

completed in a joint form. According to state regulations, intemational offices are only 

allowed to go as far as undertaking schematic designs. Locally qualified and registered 

Chinese architectural firms must take charge of the design of construction details. So, 

the extent of collaboration between intemational practice and local design firms was 

legally determined.10 

6 The standard of design fee that current practice follows is the revised three-volume document on the 
standard of survey and design fees issued by the State Price Administration and the Ministry of 
Construction in 1992. ( «I~t'ib~ljH'tf;j;ffE (1992 if.1~iT*»), «Il¥iXit!&~'HtF{j£ (~-ilIf) 

(1992 if.f~iJ* n, If'iifiiit!&rJt1=;j;{j£ (~=i!I} )(1985»), ffl'1i!~[1992]375 %) In English literature, 
Charlie Q. L. Xue's book Building Practice in China has a brief introduction on it. See: Xue, Charlie Q. 
L. (1998). pp. 147-185. 
7 In 1995, the Minister of Construction issued a document on the experiment of private office, which 
allowed 'each coastal or provinCial capital city to have one to three private firms of architectural design 
as an experiment'. ( Ukgifii-rt-**19TiJ\,.a1J.;',t» ) Ibid. pp. 118-12l. The Shenzhen Zuo Xiaosi 
Architect Office was the first private architectural design office in China since the 1950s. It was opened 
in January 1994, and is a First Grade firm approved by the Ministry of Construction. Nonetheless, in 
reality, there were many private studios and freelances in design market. The number of them was 
unclear and was not officially recorded. They worked in the market and with the administrative system 
in different forms. For instance, they could work under the umbrella of a state-owned company on the 
basis of commercial relationship, or collaborated with different ones on the basis of individual project. 
8 Li, Wuying (2005). 
9 Richard Rogers from Britain, Dominique Perrault from France, Toyo Ito from Japan and Massimiliano 
Fuksas from Italy were invited. Shanghai Lujiazui Corporation, Ltd. (2001). 
10 The regulation of course has its advantages and disadvantages. And how much it intends to protect 
the role of Chinese architects in the market is unknown. However, the collaboration does ensure that the 
realisation of the design proposals conforms to the local regulations, prescriptions, conventions, 
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Fourth, the pedagogy of architectural training was further unified and standardised. A 

national assessment of architectural education was inaugurated in 1992, under the 

auspices of the Ministry of Construction and the Ministry of Education.11 The average 

training time at undergraduate level was extended to five years, and the number of 

architectural schools increased from eight in 1978 to nearly sixty in 1997. Nonetheless, 

except for new courses on the Construction Act, computer skills, etc., the curriculum 

structure largely remained that which had existed in the 1950s.12 

Last, despite the rise of practice, architectural criticism was basically lacking during the 

period.13 The reason for this is historically, politically and culturally complicated, but 

state control of the press and publication should not be ignored. At least by the end of 

the 1990s, there was no architectural journal and press in private sector hands, 

although their daily business was largely dependent upon the market. 

In brief, the reform of architectural system in China from the 1980s up to the present 

day has combined the continuity of the state administrative system with the operation 

of the market economy. The interplay of these two forces together with the 'tradition' of 

modem Chinese architecture in China forms the background of the next two chapters. 

technologies and market. 
II In 1994, the Ministry of Construction issued the Provisional Stipulations of Education Assessment of 
Building-related Subjects in Universities. <il1IJ~~f.lHtm~~~~1fW1~fgff~~j£» (t:j:l$AR.:J"l< 
~/'jHt111:$~~ 35~) 
12 Since the end of the 1990s, the joint workshops between architectural schools in China and in the 
other countries have been a popular form of teaching. The influence of the exchanging courses indeed 
deserves further observation and study. But insofar as they are short-term supplementary courses -
normally ten days and the longest ones less than one month, and are not included into the formal 
curricular and the assessment system, this thesis will not take them into account. 
13 In the last couple of years, the situation is getting change. Some professional critics have emerged, 
although in very small number. They constantly write to newspapers and journals. Meanwhile, some 
public media, such as Nanfang Weekend and San/ian Life Weekly, frequently give certain space to 
architectural critique and commentary. Architectural schools, such as the one at Tsinghua University, 
have the course on 'architectural criticism'. Worth ofmentioo, as Chang Yung Ho and Zhu Iianfei have 
pointed out, most of the critics, are not from architectural background, but from the other discipline, 
such as literature, art, etc. 
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This chapter is about architectural practice in contemporary China. It 

will examine the role of architectural practice in the production 

process, and the conditions under which they become commercialised. 

For this, we wilJ look at an 'ordinary', commercial housing project of 

the kind which is the bread and butter of architectural practice. The 

point of the chapter is that, instead of being an 'autonomous ' 

discipline, architecture is a modern practice which is regulated by, 

corresponds to and serves the requirements of urban inhabitation, the 

rationale of city construction and the operation of the commercial 

system. Modern conditions in both the urban environment and 

commerce enable the recognisability of architectural profession and 

the prosperity of architectural practices to arise. In turn the objects, 

techniques and products imported from European and American 

architecture are incorporated to serve these conditions. 

This chapter is a case study of a ' luxury' housing development Huangpu 

Garden in Shenzhen. Huangpu Garden is located in a new urban area, 

Fig. 3.0-1 
Shenzhen Central District (SlCD), which intends to act both as a catalyst 

for the city's development and a showcase of its future. (Fig. 3.0-1 , 2) 

Huangpu Garden is part of the urban project and operates as a 

supplementary residential area . It is the largest development in the district, 

and has been invested in by one of the biggest Chinese developers, the 

• 
Hutchison Whampoa Property Group, an international corporation based 

.- . ~- -Je ;}~~~ in Hong Kong. In 2002 and 2003, it was one of the best selling housing 

developments in the Shenzhen real estate market. 14 Nevertheless, in 

Fig. 3.0-2 
contrast to its popularity in the marketplace, the Huangpu Garden is not 

14 Huangpu Garden is known as one of the top ten residential developments in Shenzben. According to 
official statistics, d1e sold amount and floor area ofHuangpu Garden were respectively third and first in 
2002, and sixth and third in 2003. This information is from the official website of the Shenzhen 
Municipal Bureau of Land Resources and Housing Management, 
http://www.szfdc.gov.cn/fdcglltjvtX.htm. access date: 02 March 2006. 
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highly regarded by professional and academic architects. 15 It seems both 

too ordinary and commercial to be taken seriously. However, it is this 

very quality of 'ordinariness' that enables us to explore the actual practice 

of architecture. 

The term 'luxury' in housing property (haohua zhuzhal) has only 

recently appeared as an issue in the real estate market of China. 

Along with the penetration of the commercialisation and growth 

of cities, 'luxury' (haohua) has become a frequently used word in 

a number of different situations - trade exhibitions, 

advertisements, newspapers, and daily conversation. 16 The 

promotion of 'luxury' has accompanied a considerable number 

of housing construction projects, the emergence of various 

architectural styles, as well as the improvement of housing 

provision. It generally marks a 'boom time' for architectural 

practice in contemporary China. But 'luxury' has never been an 

architectural concept, and exists as one only in a merely 

practical sense in European, American and Chinese architecture. 

Indeed, from a conventional viewpoint, 'luxury' is often identified 

with 'waste, vulgarity and poor taste'. Its attributes seem in 

opposition to a 'modernist' belief in efficiency and simplicity. 

Meanwhile, the commercial nature of 'luxury' challenges and 

opposes the aspiration of architecture to be a self-organised 

theoretical and practical discipline. 'Luxury' is determined more 

by clients than by architects, and is more oriented towards 

15 The chief architect of the project of Huangpu Garden complained that because the professionals and 
academia paid attention to the appearance of the building and the innovative ideas, Huangpu Garden did 
not receive enough appreciation from the point of view of occupation. 
16 'Luxury' housing property, (haohua:hu:hai) (~~l:ir.tt~, *~). 'Luxury', (haohua) (*~). 
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consumption than architects' ideas. The pursuit of it to some 

purist architects 'threatens the social role and livelihoods of 

architects' .17 

In the Chinese architectural and academic context, the 

resistance to commercial ideas of 'luxury' is not so different from 

that existing in the European and American contexts. But in 

everyday practice. the idea of 'luxury' is not only accepted, but 

also actually promoted by architects. The fact is that the current 

prosperity of architectural practice in China is sustained by 

commercialisation, from which process the category of 'luxury' 

comes. Resistance to and the acceptance of 'luxury' raise the 

question: how are we to understand the nature of architectural 

practice under the condition of commercialisation? 

In general understanding. 'luxury' (haohua) in Chinese has two 

principal meanings: extravagance and visible status. 18 

Compared with the meanings denoted in English - great comfort 

and inessential but desired items -, 'luxury' in Chinese is more 

concemed with material ostentation and its social effects. The 

general cultural definition does not suggest the seamless 

signification that exists in the architectural context. But it gives a 

clue to the social and cultural context within which the 

production of 'luxury' is situated, comprehended and perceived. 

One aim of this chapter is to see how the idea of 'luxury' takes 

up the form of commercial housing developments in the cities 

and in architectural practice. 
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3.1 Profile of the 'Luxury' Living 

In the real estate market of China, 'luxury' housing arises from 

the general commercialisation of the housing system. National 

housing policy shifted from a welfare system to one based on 

market supply in the 1980s.19 After ten years of reform, the idea 

of 'luxury' living emerged in the mid-1990s. At an economic level, 

we might think that the level of 'luxury' would be linked to price. 

However, since 'luxury' is not only used to refer to the most 

expensive townhouses and villas, but also used to articulate 

some of the features of normal commercial housing units, it is 

not just a matter of price. 

The Huangpu Garden (generally known in English by its French 

name, Le Pare) has been regarded as a 'luxury' housing 

development in Shenzhen. (Fig. 3.1-1) When it was on sale in 

2003, a local joumalist remarked: 

Regarding the luxury housings in Shenzhen Central District (SZCD), 
the Huangpu Garden will be inevitably referred to. Located at the 
intersection of Fuzhong Road and Mintian Road, it is sitting at the 
heart of Shenzhen CBD. The whole development occupies 156,000 
square meters land, aDd will provide 437,000 square meters floor 
area. The Huangpu Garden is so far the largest residential project in 
SZCD. 

The Huangpu Garden is built up in four phases. Every phase 
exhibits a distinct theme of noble courtyards in Europe. The 
Phase Four Pare Paris on sale now is a French romantic garden. 
Through three years' development, the Huangpu Garden has formed 
the sufficient atmosphere as a high quality neighbourhood. It offers 
all necessities of daily life, including one big and unique Clubhouse, 
two kindergartens, one primary school, one secondary school, one 
supermarket and one bus stop.20 

19 By welfare system, r mean that housing units were essentially owned by the state or state agencies 
and distributed outside the relation of buying and selling. The economic relation between the state and 
the occupiers was expressed in a small rent, even though this was heavily subsided by the state. 
20 Cao, Yin (2003). "~f~i*jjllmO:P'L.'IRi¥J ~, ~~~t'ilJtl1ltiJlj.m9B. E{jLT:Nii.p~~I:\';83~3( 
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From this remark, three features of the 'luxury' of the Huangpu 

Garden can be identified. They form a distinct image relating to 

an imaginary 'Europe', which is indicated by the 'European style' 

(or 'Continental European style'i1 in the property market, the 

large scale of the housing development and the level of the 

services provided. This chapter will elucidate each of these 

features. 

Two preliminary points should be noted. Firstly, although entitled 

'luxury', the Huangpu Garden is not a residential area reserved 

for a few rich people, but is provided for a range of customers. 

Its large scale - accommodating 3,006 households and the high 

floor area ratio (FAR) 2.822 
- means that the Huangpu Garden 

may be defined as a 'mass production' neighbourhood. The 

range of prices and the household sizes of the Huangpu Garden 

are targeted at families from mid-income to high-income groups 

in the city. Its selling price varies from the common commercial 

housing price of 6,000 yuan per square metre to the more 

expensive villa price of 25,000 yuan per square metre. The 

average price of its Phase Four at 9,500 yuan per square metre 

¥[~, ;JjH~t!)iI CBD i¥J,L,!l!tmHt. J9i fl ~ffk 15.6li-'¥1J*, ,g,i!1JtOOlSht 43.7li-'¥1J*, :Il: fllfu 
'1"L'I~JJ\!m:IN:::ki¥J~"EJ9i fl . 

• ~mn~~AAH~,~-AA$~~W~~i¥J~~~~M~±~, flHutt~~~i¥J~M~~ 
~~$OO~~&~#.~rt~~i¥J~., •• aHB~%~7~.i¥J.~~~m~, ~~~.~ 
:i:¥*fjil1HVj;:m!:EfI]!~il:IYT, ilijlYT~)Lrm, -IYTJJ\~, -IYT~~, JImJ1fj;:~MHfL 03CM~, 
tUt-ms~j::mJYfflj. " 
21 The 'European style', (au/eng), (~P<l.); the 'continental European style', (ouluftng), (~MiP<l., @:Mi 
P<l. t~)o 
n FAR and density are two key planning specifications for designing a residential area. FAR, floor area 
ratio, is a ratio of the total floor area to the total land area. Density means a ratio of the total footprint 
area of the building(s) to the total land area. FAR and density indicate different aspects ofland use. The 
former refers to the capacity of the land, and the latter is about the intensity of land use. As a high-rise 
accommodation, while possessing a high capacity, Huangpu Garden has large ground land for open 
space. In the market and architectural practice, the strategy is called 'high rise, lower density' (gaaceng. 
dimidu) (i'itmfl£1£'Ii'). 
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is somewhat higher than that it is for the same zone in Futian 

District. 23 The gross area of the apartments varies from 77 

square metres to 323 square metres, and the household types 

from the two-bedroom flat to the five-bedroom duplex.24 Of the 

various household types, the three-bedroom flat - the most 

popular, practical and economic unit in the market - constitutes 

the majority.25 In this respect, the Huangpu Garden does not 

propose lifestyles different from general urban living 

arrangements. In terms of the price, the household types and 

targeted buyers, the so-called 'luxurious' features of the 

Huangpu Garden largely meet the desires of potential buyers for 

a degree of quality modem living during this period of 

commercialisation. 

The second aspect is an effect of the reformed housing policy. 

As mentioned above, the reform of Chinese national housing 

policy started in the mid-1980s. The comprehensive 

transformation, with the aim of 'commodification' and 

23 Huangpu Garden was built up and was sold in four phases. In the year, the average price of 
residential housing in the Futian District was 8,211 yuan/sq. m. See: Wang, Peng (2003). From the 
official website ofShenzhen Municipal Bureau of Land Resources and Housing Management. 
24 The construction area of an apartment includes the floor area of the apartment and the distributed 
circulation and service area of the building. 
25 Three-bedroom flat suits the structure of current families in Chinese cities - one child family with 
occasionally hosting guest, temporarily having a maid, or permanently living with the elder generation. 
In the Phase Four of Huangpu Garden, the floor area of one three-bedroom flat varies from 96 sq. m. to 
137 sq. m. The typical arrangement of the unit consists of one master bedroom, one kid bedroom, one 
guest room, one living room, one dining room, one kitchen and one bathroom (sanfang Iiangfing) C'=-J% 
Wiff). According to the area, the unit could have one more bathroom for the master bedroom and one 
potential maid room. In the real estate market, the three-bedroom flat has been a major household type. 
'In terms of the sold household types [in 2003], two-bedroom flat, three-bedroom flat and four-bedroom 
flat continued to be the main types in property market. They occupied more than 80% trading amount in 
the housing market. Out of the total sold floor area of commercial housing, the three-bedroom flat 
covered 42%, two-bedroom flat 23%, and the four-bedroom flat 17%. In terms of the selling price, the 
avarge of the three-bedroom flat was 5,006 yuan/sq. m, which was cheapest in the household units. 
Two-bedroom flat was second cheapest, 5,340 yuan/sq. m; and four-bedroom flat reached 6,464 yuan/sq. 
m.' See: Wang, Peng (2003). 

202 



chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

'socialisation' was intensified in the mid-1990s.26 In the case of 

Shenzhen, which was established in 1980, housing reform has 

taken place over the last twenty years. In 1988, Shenzhen 

Municipal Government issued the first local scheme for housing 

reform in China, A Reform Scheme for the Housing System of 

the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone. From then until 1999, 

housing was supplied on the basis of 'two tracks' (government 

and private developers) through 'three forms' (welfare housing, 

state funded affordable housing and commercial housing), as 

well as in 'multiple prices' (building cost, construction cost, 

nominal profit price, socially affordable price, and market 

price).27 In 2000, the welfare housing in building costs and 

construction costs were no longer provided.28 Previous welfare 

housing is sold to occupants with complete rights of private 

ownership. During this process, the property market has 

increasingly become the main supplier of housing. (Table 3-1; 

Table 3-2) The reform of housing policy may not bring about 

fundamental changes to the nature of housing design, the 

organisation of urban inhabitation and the means of building 

construction, but it profoundly affects the way in which housing 

is produced and distributed and consequently the way in which 

individuals' inhabit the city. 

26 LU, Junhua, Rowe, Peter and Zhang, Ji (2001). pp.189-192; LU, Junhua and Shao, Lei (2003). The 
term, 'socialisation' (shehuihua, H~{t), could be confusing since in Europe 'socialisation' is normally 
associated with a withdraw of goods and service from the market and their subsequent distribution on 
non-commodity basis, In China, the term as it is used here has a reverse meaning - something like the 
return of property ofthe state to society in general and to the market in particular. 
27 The items which the building cost, construction cost, nominal profit, social affordable price should 
include are detailed by the Shenzhen Municipal Government (1999). The major difference between 
these types of housing and commercial housing is that their prices do not contain the land price. 
28 While welfare housing was abolished in 2000, affordable housing was allowed to be held on the basis 
of the same property ownership as commercial housing. It meant that the house owners of affordable 
housing could rent and sell their properties OIl the market. 
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Table 3-1 ~~±~{t~jJ(:8'i Investment in residential housing 

(] 979-2002) (10,000 yuan) 

I 
i¥iJ} ~it ~*}t~ ~~~:UJ: ffJftI!f":ffD: ~1*~i1f :I)jX~~A}1 

Year Total Capital Technical Investment .$.{\L Jjj ;It ftl!. 

Construction Updates in Collective Buildings Others 

and Commodity - Construction 

Transform Houses owned by 

ation Units Individuals 

1979 914 

1980 2838 

1981 6428 

1982 19021 

1983 27640 

1984 38372 34 

1985 64827 36 

1986 46940 32656 15 2918 11351 

1987 54629 36269 88 4228 14044 

1988 114993 78522 4745 31726 

1989 123617 101466 189 7478 14484 

1990 164518 92429 20 50554 1663 19852 

1991 315480 173346 425 100094 11704 29911 

1992 703879 342331 519 268007 40464 52558 

1993 582283 161494 100 337090 33836 49763 

1994 616790 177141 359373 38907 41369 

1995 795949 187993 2296 487022 53108 65530 

1996 859803 153068 6220 544541 85575 70399 1000 

1997 1 135054 146509 1766 855049 47015 84715 

1998 1 500548 261719 4800 998850 107458 116617 11104 

1999 1 874853 259989 1065 1413106 84424 101817 14452 

2000 2185495 217496 3346 1786789 115320 61344 900 

2001 2341654 220698 6316 1967062 69616 67631 10331 

2002 2716596 143975 583 2379217 133809 58999 13 

Source: Table 6-8 (Shenzhen, Statistics Bureau 2003). 
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Table 3-2 ~~±~{E~»'&iIlt$tW~ Floor space of residential housing under construction 

( 1979-2002 ) ( 10000 sq.m) 

I 

~ffi 1tit ¥*~~ £JiC'~:i1 ~:ti!!.f=7f:& ~f.$:~* j~~~.Aij! 

Year Total Capital Technical Investment lJitL ~ ;it fIB 

Construction Updates in Collective Buildings Others 

and Commodity - Construction 

Transfor Houses owened by 

mation Units Individuals 

1979 13.41 

1980 27.81 

1981 43.34 

1982 128.30 

1983 155.68 

1984 258.52 

1985 362.70 

1986 366.59 284.92 0.37 12.46 68 .84 

1987 339.69 228.10 0.15 24 .30 87.14 

1988 447.03 342.03 18.04 86.69 

1989 434.43 364.58 0.99 23.78 45 .08 

1990 359.73 133.49 0.03 158.86 10.13 57.22 

1991 604.58 190.63 8.77 252.61 54.70 97.87 

1992 920.04 200.16 0.79 480.23 105.72 133.14 

1993 1032.92 231.73 0.20 640.19 65 .82 94.98 

1994 1090.32 324.46 614.40 64.72 86.74 

1995 1443.72 406.46 8.33 844.17 86.94 98 .72 

1996 1474.14 325.21 2.33 940.61 107.50 98.49 

1997 1465.45 285.19 1.29 966.19 102.35 !l0.43 

1998 1866.76 400.22 0.65 1146.97 149.25 159.73 9.94 

1999 1944.88 274.59 0.\0 1355.62 157.23 143.95 13.39 

2000 2059.39 247.72 0.31 1576.89 159.26 73.43 1.78 

2001 2261.63 248.35 3.40 1790.49 120.41 81.38 17.6 

2002 2575.33 159. 16 1.36 2124.86 151.11 134.75 4.09 

Source: Table 6-9 (Shenzhen, Statistics Bureau 2003). 
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3.2 Production of the 'Luxury' 

3.2.1 The Vagueness of 'European Sty/e' 

Returning to the issue of the 'luxury' image of housing 

development, the 'luxury' housing developments often adopt the 

form of the 'European style' in the real estate market of 

contemporary China. As with the phrase 'western modern', an 

English-speaking reader will find the term 'European style' 

obscure because of course no such style exists in European 

architecture. This section will look into the architectural and 

social organisation upon which the 'European style' is designed 

and constructed. 

From the journalist's remarks, we know that the Huangpu 

Garden, particularly its themed gardens, represents the 

'European style' with its signification of 'luxury'. The Huangpu 

Garden consists of four phases, which are named Parc Rome, 

Parc Barcelona, Parc Vienna and Parc Paris, and each has 

communal gardens that have accordingly adopted the 'Roman 

style', the 'Spanish style', the 'Austrian style' and the 'French 

style'. The intemational landscape office of Belt Collins took 

charge of their design and somehow lends an impression of 

being 'genuinely' European. 29 However, instead of being 

imitations of 'originals', right from the visual character to the 

spatial arrangement and design principles they rather constitute 

their own type of composition. 

29 The Belt Collins is not a landscape office from Europe. It is a commercial office originating from the 
USA, and its branch in Hong Kong was commissioned to this project. Apart from the Huangpu Garden, 
it has designed a number of similar themed gardens in Shenzhen. 

206 



Fig. 3.2-1 

Fig. 3.2-2 

chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

Take the Versailles Plaza in the Phase Four Parc Paris (Fig. 

3,2-1). In the marketing promotion, the 'French style' upholds 

the theme of the 'romantic', which is represented by repetitive 

curves. The Versailles Plaza is a symmetrically elliptical square 

at the main pedestrian entrance, and an oval fountain made of 

black granite marks its centre, with a fountain topped with a 

sculpture of a careering chariot. Two curved colonnades in a 

simplified 'Baroque' style stand at the edge of the square, and a 

curved line is used as the geometric prototype that forms the 

floor pattern. The arrangement in no way obeys or represents 

the principles or design of the French garden. (Fig. 3.2-2) 

Instead, names and elements are appropriated to hold up 

certain visual distinctions and to lend substance to some 

figurative meanings. For instance, the figures of the sculpture 

may derive from the Apollo Basin of the formal garden at the 

chateau de Versailles, but instead of being associated with solar 

myth, they embody the auspicious meaning of the 'fine horse', 

Le. 'running towards the bright future' according to a traditional 

Chinese interpretation. In addition, by marking the entrance to 

the development, the plaza and the featured sculpture intensify 

the distinction made between the inside and the outside and the 

transition from public space to the private realm. Thus, certain 

ideas and components 'abstracted' from 'elsewhere' are 

reconstructed to create 'new' and different images from the 

monotonous housing projects of the past. 

Two points can be made about this 'European style' and its 
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expression of 'luxury', which concern the Chinese invention in 

the context of modern Chinese architecture and its excessive 

'materiality'. The 'European style' emerged in the mid-1990s, 

and has prevailed in the real estate market of China as a 

'fashion' statement ever since. Rather than restricting itself to 

residential buildings, it has been broadly applied to different 

architectural types. Due to the considerable scope of its 

application , Zou Denong records it as one of the phenomena of 

contemporary Chinese architecture in A History of Modem 

Chinese Architecture. 

The so called 'European style' or 'European mode' probably 
originates from request of developers for designing 'vi lla-like' 
houses, or from the words of advisement, or presumably from the 
intention of interior contractors and designers to cater to the clients ' 
preference of 'luxury' and 'nobility,.30 

Soon after, the commercial-promoting style 'has become a fashion 

pursued by local officials and architects, passively or actively', and 

'has taken up the presences of houses, apartment housings, public 

buildings and urban designs. ,31 (Fig. 3.2-3) Nonetheless, if one 

asks what 'European style' is, and what kind of 'origins' it refers 

to, one would find it completely ambiguous. Zou Denong points 

out, 

'European style' is a very vague concept. In strict terms, 'European 
style', 'European manner ' and 'European form' do not even exist at 
all. Europe is a geographic concept which generally means the 

30 Zou, Denong (200 I). pp.480. tt 3Ti~ '«kIlffiJX\.' l1JG '«kIlffiJX\. tff' fl1lJR~$NT 9Hm1"Jfaitli:tEi2:it 
'l}U~:it I lt$tRta<Ji2:vt-~*l1JGr-~~, t!? PJfi~~J.5ifii;fU~ ~~~ itli;fU1Xit~{Ei2:it<FlfI!*~.:E 
'. i¥t' '~JJt' §~Rt(flffllL.'." In this section, I will largely quote Zou Denong's comments on the 

'European style' for two reasons. First ly, his comments are so far the most complete description and 
summary that I have seen on the issue. There are indeed many critiques of the 'European style' in 
academic circles. But most of them are brief. Nonetheless, the second reason is that from my point of 
view, Zou's points basically represent most of the critiques. 
31 Ibid. The original texts are: tt '@:IlffiJX\.t~' ~J&~!t!r;fjfrff.!;fU~m~{i'J1lIiZ;:l;~.:Ei;I]ii13R(flfJ1"Mj, 
;ltf.t~P3lm~/F~~~T." "'@:~JX\.f~' tE/J,{t!'f;, i}~, i}jt~$t.fU~r!fi2:v~<F1I1H·HH.w.." 
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continent of Europe. In terms of space, which particular country 
does it address? In terms of time, which historical period does it 
point to? If considering the masses' comprehension of architectural 
knowledge in present China, the general speaking of the 'European 
style' could be acquiesced. But if it is used to direct the designs of 
architects, that would be very inappropriate. 

Because of this, the adopted components of the 'European style' 
buildings are very inconsistent. For instance, in most cases, western 
classical architecture is regarded as the 'European style', without 
considering the characteristics of specific region in Europe. The 
situation delivers a wrong message to the public, and also makes 
foreign friends feel confused. 32 

Zou's viewpoint is supported by LO and Shao's description. 

Regarding the 'European style' as a sign of a 'growing rate of 

household consumption', they write: 

Many real estate development projects had a preference for the 
so-called Continental European style, which had no specific 
definition, and only referred to the classical Western style in general, 
combining an exotic atmosphere with high-rise residential 
structures and forming a novel landscape for purchasers. Most such 
houses manifested this Continental European style through adopting 
the colours, column order, artificial molding and roofs of Western 
classic architecture.33 

From these two commentaries it is clear that the 'European 

style', which has 'no specific definition' nor 'origin', is a Chinese 

invention. The resources that it absorbs are architecture in 

Europe before 'modem ism'. What is interesting about it is yet 

another problematic concept, the 'westem classical' (xifang 

gudian)34 , in the construction of the 'European style' and its 

relation to the 'modem' in Chinese architecture. 

32 Ibid. pp. 480. "'~MiJ)(\.tff' ;I!-1-~F1ittt~HfJ1ft~, Ff'It:tt!!.*, -!t~f&*:If'fH£ft.z" 'fX}:1lffi 
J)(\.' 'W:AAJ)(\.'tff' 'W:Mi:tt' 0 W:Mi;l!-l':tt!!.~M$, a.mW:iffl:kllffio :tE~rfi]J:, 'W:Mi' ~mp»~l' 
OO.?~"OO, ~m~1-m~"M?§fttl~0A~.~~~~®~,a..'W:IlffiJ)(\.'.&~ 
T, ~.ffl*m~.~~ •• ~&~, ••• :If'~~To 

~~,~~'fX}:Mi~~'.~, ~%~~*fflJ:+~~&o~~.:tE:k~~m~r. re~ 
~~~.m~~'AA~~m'. ~~X~~AA~:tt!!.~tt.m~l'tt~~.~W .• ~0AM~T 
itHJ!~ffL\)1. ill il:~~OOJllt~~JIJ~1';Jt~." 
33 LU, lunhua and Shao, Lei (200 1). pp.276. 
34 'Western classical' (xifang gudian) (i!!i1JiI ~). 
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The 'western classical' is a more academic or professional 

category. People at large do not seem to have a very clear 

distinction between the 'western classical' and the 'modem' or 

'western modem'. Fei Xiaohua, an architect from Shenzhen, 

has recalled his experience35
: 

What is modem? Different people have different ideas. I went to 
Guizhou. The client wanted a modem building. I asked him what 
kind of modem he wanted, because I knew we must have different 
understandings. He said something different from what they had. I 
told him there were too many things different from their local 
buildings. It was unclear. Finally, I got his point. What he wanted 
was the buildings with the western classical symbols, such as 
columns, pediments, etc. It was his modem. I never call it modern. 
Modem is a rather ambiguous concept which has caused a lot of 
communication difficulties between architects and clients and the 
officials from government. 36 

Fei's story is not exceptional. One can find the same in Zou's 

writing. myself had the same experiences of 

'misunderstanding' when practicing architecture in China. The 

confusion once again demonstrates that Chinese architecture 

has not experienced the 'moment' of 'modernism'. In general 

cultural terms, the 'modem' has operated as a broad category, 

accounting for all the imports from Europe and the USA as 

things 'new' and 'different' in a local context. Although China 

now is more open to the outside world, the conceptual 

'mistranslation' has not only continued but also expanded. 

35 Fei Xiaohua has experiences in both China and the USA. He was trained as an architect at Tongji 
University and received his master degree there in 1987. From 1987 to 1999, he practiced architecture in 
Shanghai and Shenzhen, and taught at Shenzhen University. In 1999, he went to the States and studied a 
master course on urban design at the University of Washington. In 2001, Fei came back to Shenzhen and 
set up his own practice X-urban Consultants (Shenzhen), Ltd. 
36 Interview with Fei Xiaohua by Hua Li, January 2006. "fti.:l~JJttt? ;f~i¥J.A~;ffi'iJi¥JJ1ll.M. ft 
.~~mfflo~~i¥J~~~.-~~tt.~oa~M •• fti.~i¥J~re.m, ~~a~.ami¥J 
.~I!f~;f-~o M~fIlM{mjll)L;f-~i¥J. a~i)fftB~$I¥J*j!§'fIlftB{mJIl)L;f-~T, i&:~~1It 
;f ••. ~€. a~~T.M •• I¥J.~_#Wj!§'~~A~%i¥J.m, W#~.ili~fti.I¥J.i&: 
.~Mi¥J~ft.aM*;f~~~~ft.~ft~-~ffi~*~~.I¥J~*. ~.dT*$ •• ~. 
~~ fa 113U{if 1fff !l! z. (ii] 141 iSll¥1 ~ X{£ ... 

210 



chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

In professional accounts, the 'western classical' is also 

ambiguous. The 'western classical' generally acts as the 

opposite of the 'western modem' mainly on a formal basis. The 

Chinese concept of the 'western classical' generally takes 

architecture as a whole in Europe and the USA before 

modernism, it naturally differs from the definition of 'classical' 

architecture in Europe and America, which is confined to ancient 

Greece and Rome. In China, the architecture of Greece and 

Rome, and the mediaeval architecture of the Gothic period, as 

well as the Renaissance, Baroque and revivalist architectural 

styles, are all counted in the same category. The task of 

dissecting the differences between the Chinese 'western 

classical' and the European 'classical' is beyond the focus of the 

thesis. The point here is that although Chinese architects regard 

the components of the 'European style' as something abstracted 

from the 'western classical', the 'European style' is not so much 

'classical' but 'modern'. As shown above, the 'European style' 

does not obey any single principle, nor follow any particular 

style or 'language'. The way in which it takes in a range of 

'classical' components, as well as the 'modern' materials, 

techniques and forms, such as the 'glass curtain wal/', 

corresponds roughly to the rule of the 'Beaux-Arts' composition, 

which has dominated design method in Chinese architecture 

since the 1920s. Disregarding the referential sources and 

images, the figurative character of the 'European style' actually 

remains the symbolic relationship between architectural 

elements and forms and meanings of the 'Chinese inherent 
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style' in the 1920s, of the 'national style' in the 1950s, and of the 

'regional and vemacular' architecture that has existed since the 

1980s. This shows again that the 'composition' as a 

systematically organised technique enables different 

symbolisations in different conditions. 

To some people, the 'European style' in China may seem to 

follow a typical track of 'postmodernism' in its eclectic, 

decorative and figurative character. The architects from the Belt 

Collins are probably not trained under the 'Beaux-Arts' system. 

But as the themed garden of the Huangpu Garden shows, the 

market-oriented 'European style' has nothing at all to do with the 

nostalgia, contextualism and historicism of 'postmodemist' 

discourse as its reaction to the break of 'modem ism' from history. 

For intemational practices, it is just a business to cope with the 

requirements of local markets and clients. In fact, the 'European 

style' is not an exceptional to China. We can find similar 

phenomena in many places outside Europe, such as the USA. 

That is to say, the systematic creation of the 'otherness' as an 

image of being 'luxury' or 'distinct' is particularly an architectural 

phenomenon of modemity or a phenomenon of 'modem' 

architecture. Nonetheless, in the context of Chinese architecture, 

the convergence of 'postmodernism' and the tradition of modern 

Chinese architecture, and the lack of 'postmodemist' discourse 

in the 'European style' itself demonstrates again the lack of 

'modernist' discourse in both the history of modem Chinese 

architecture and in current architectural practice. 
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The 'European style' has been criticised in Chinese academia, 

Most of the critiques are concerned with the impact of 

consumption, 'vulgarity' and the imitation of the 'west', 

According to Zou Denong: 

From the viewpoint of architectural creation, doing the 'European 
style' is an imitation, which essentially loses most of the 
significance of architectural creation, Because the 'European style' 
is a thing of the 'others', decorating a building by it is an action of 
transplanting, Although it allows certain alterations, transplantation 
should not lose basic quality of beauty. At the time of promoting 
architectural innovation, the inferior imitation in a large amount 
runs to the opposite direction of architectural progress. 37 

The announcement that the 'European style' is a thing of the 

'others' is of course problematic. It indeed contradicts Zou's own 

point that the 'European style' does not exist in the context of 

European architecture. In my view, the contradiction stems from 

the conflict of two critiques. At the design level, the question of 

the 'European style' is the problem of 'imitation', and further the 

'inferior imitation', rather than the 'imitation of the west'. The act 

of 'imitation', on the one hand, undermines architectural design 

at least as an 'original creation', and hence the position of 

architectural profession; on the other hand, the 'inferior imitation' 

weakens the speciality of the profession and professional 

practice, which has been sustained and protected by the 

regulated knowledge and training. At this point, the problem of 

the 'European style' is not a matter of importation, but a matter 

of improper design act, as Zou states, 

As to importation, imitation or imitation-based innovation of 

37 Zou,Denong(2001).pp.480-481. "Mjtm~tlf1'l¥JjijllVf,:jf.ij '~MiJX\.' !IifI-f'Pm1JJ, m1JJ*5J 
.~~7 •• Mf1'~*$~.~.~~ 'BMi~·.~AI¥J*~. m~*.~.m .• -~ •• 
fi~ .• ~~~~~~~.-.$~~~~*I¥J~.M~.~ ••• mM~I¥J~~.*h~fim 
~l¥Jm1JJ. q.mitft17l¥J1J (ri]1rjlrffii~ • .. 
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foreign architectures, [we] must keep the most brilliant factors of 
architecture, This kind of 'keep' should be the most genuine 
representati on [of them]. 38 

In terms of the identification of Chinese architects, the problem 

of the 'European style' becomes more complex, To define the 

'European style' as a thing of the 'others' reflects the two 

categories of accounting for the 'origins' of architecture in China, 

the 'Chinese' and the 'others', We have discussed in Chapter 

Two that the insistence in the pursuit of a 'Chinese root' in 

'modern' creation historically relates to the legitimation of the 

status of Chinese architects in the society, The prevalence of 

the 'European style' somehow challenges this identification, As 

in the case of the Huangpu Garden, the commission of Belt 

Collins indicates a sort of privilege of the foreign architectural 

offices in the commercial strategies. In one way of the other, the 

anxiety and worries that the 'European style' arouses are not 

simply an issue of 'style' or an issue of taste, but rather points to 

the dominance of consumption values that take over 

architectural production and thereby threaten the position of 

Chinese architects. The critique thus turns into an appeal to 

re-examine the loss of responsibility by architects. Zou writes as 

follows: 

To architects, to distinguish different architectural styles and to 
meet clients' requests by various architectural languages are the 
basically specialist skill and the professional responsibility. To 
deliver correct architectural information to clients and publics 
through serious design is the basic principle of architectural practice. 
In the storm of the 'European style', a number of projects are 
greatly off the standard, because of subordination to the clients' 
unreasonable requirements, drives of the economic interests, and the 
lack of acknowledging the basic architectural types and 

38 Ibid. pp. 482. "~T;,rOOlt1Jtl'f.J'1IA. f~HJj:eJGtE~11il'f.J¥~tlLt1JIWaH'Ji, 16'rt.\@1~HiflS:#}!1Jt 
(n:il:1U3(n~., lS:#f**X$Z~H::iI:.3tJ¥J~Jffl." 
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compositional orders. The role of architects in the 'European style' 
needs to be reconsidered.39 

But some architects, particularly practising architects, hold a 

different view. Xiao Lan and Lu Jia, two architects from 

Shenzhen, attempt to defend the 'European style' by extOlling its 

'newness' and 'uniqueness' in the built environment, its success 

and popularity in the market, and the importance of designers in 

these achievements. 

Along with the accelerating growth of the nationwide real estate 
market, the housing industry of Shenzhen never ceases in its pursuit 
of the 'new' and the 'distinct'. It is no longer satisfied with the 
general 'European style' and the large green area of the properties. 
Thus, themed residential developments have grown up on brand 
new land in Shenzhen. It exhibits a more distinguished exotic sense, 
and represents an integral style from layout to built environment, 
embodying the thematic character in detail, and is filled with the 
joys of life. 

[ ... ] 
Facing the competItIve market, the design of themed housing 
development largely strengthens the competing capacity of the 
property. [ ... ] Designers who act as planners and implementers 
of the themed housing developments somehow lead the 
orientation of the market. 40 

Xiao and Lu express an opposite view to that of Zou. Instead of 

regarding commerce as a negative force upon architectural 

practice, they see it as an opportunity to uphold a professional 

specialisation, the role of the architect in the market, and the 

significance of architect's work in society. From their point of 

view, the value of architectural design is not defined so much by 

39 Ibid. pp.481. II x-Ht1AJijiffjj"§", I25JJIJ.tHrltjJ{JXt~, jEJlH7f'Ht$tl8-1l·iilij~;;r-~.'J\(:Et¥J~*, 
~;f! 0 c.fI<J~*~~txJ5m;f!liQ~~ffQ ~Fmt¥JBJJft~lt, ~~±1P0A~iHf8J't.]lt1Jtm,~, 
~.~~fI<J~*~~~~.a~~'.~JXt·fI<J~~~,.SAf~±'~0~ •• '~fI<J.*, 
~~~~~fI<J~M,~;;r-~~~*fI<J.1Jt~~.~OOfI<J~&.~~~~-~*~*~fI<J~~Q· 
mVflia ' Ittllili J;<\, • ~ (fl ft ffl , -m m-i*}i!l,." Zou's points may not be agreed on by every Chinese architect, 
especially young Chinese architects. But the general argument against the dominance of commerce over 
architectural design, bad taste and the loss of architectural quality is widely shared. For instance, Fei 
Xiaohua thought some of the 'European style' buildings vulgar. Interview with Fei Xiaohua by Hua Li, 
January 2006. Ding Wowo saw its highly decorative style as the impact of commodification upon 
architecture. Ding, Wowo (2004). 
40 Xiao, Lan and Lu, Jia (2002). 
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conventional judgements of 'design quality', such as 'authentic' 

representation of the 'style' or the representation of 

'Chineseness', but by its effect upon the market value of the 

properties. Yet, there is no real difference between Zou and 

Xiao and Lu regarding architecture as a social practice 

demanded both by clients and the market. 

The question here is: what does the 'European style' mean in 

the context of 'luxury'? When the 'European style' and the 

'themes' that are supposed to mark out a 'distinctive identity' are 

repeated in the real estate market, the claim of the 'uniqueness' 

is undermined. To understand this, we need to look at an 

expression of the 'luxury' - excessive 'materiality', by which we 

mean a proliferation of objects. 

In the case of the Huangpu Garden, the themes are addressed 

through processes of comprehensive naming and material 

composition. When the Phase Four Parc Paris was on sale, the 

exhibition model marked and named every function and scenic 

spot, such as the Versailles plaza, the Baroque colonnade, the 

Queen's fountain , etc. (Fig 3.2-4) The swimming pool, described 

as an 'imperial pond of the French royal court', is in the centre 

and is composed of various materials and objects, the curved 

colonnade, the round pavilions, the pattemed floor, and the huge 

jardinieres, hiding the vents of the car park in the basement. 

Different plant types, such as coconut trees and palm trees, are 

planted in a line or in a matrix. Mosaics in white, blue and yellow 

cover the bottom of the pools. The square tiles in black and 
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white make up the surrounding pool edge. Irregular granite and 

marble chips cover the curved paths. Rather than representing 

the 'French palace', a concrete and excessive materiality makes 

the expression of the 'luxury' tangible. (Fig 3.2-5) 

These materialised fantasies of being 'modem', in terms of both 

their expectation and their actual appearance, are produced by 

the penetration of the market.41 It is both the reverse of and a 

compensation for the impoverishment of everyday life in the 

Revolutionary period. In the article New Urban Culture and the 

Anxiety of Everyday Life in Late-Twentieth-Century China, 

Xiaobing Tang had an insight into this transformation. According 

to him, daily life in the Revolutionary time was impoverished by 

ideological homogeneity, collective domination and material 

poverty. The impoverishment was paradoxically sustained by a 

mass culture, which was rich in political meanings, romantic in 

form and utopian in vision . By contrast, the new urban culture 

represents 'a secular existence' through 'an ostentatious display of 

objects, commodities, and details'. Here the proliferation of objects 

redefine the meaning of daily life, expresses the spiritual 

resilience of the individual, and embodies self-transformation. 

'Almost directly, this commodity fetishism comes as a rebellion 

against, or overcompensation for, the utopian life' of the 

Revolutionary period. 42 The material constraints of the 

revolutionary past left hardly any resources for the material 

richness. And so now objects and products are imported and 

41 The material fantasies of urban culture which appeared in the I 930s Shanghai are not compl etely new 
in the history of modern China. Lee, Leo Ou-fan ( \999). The 'new' which I identified here is derived 
from the comparison with the immediate past on the one hand, and the scope of spreading on dle other. 
42 Tang, Xiaobing (2000). pp.273-294. 
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dedicated to articulating the 'imaginary' in the Chinese 'modem' 

in both the public space - such as the communal gardens of 

housing development, and the private domain - such as 

domestic space. 

In brief, the 'European style' is not an issue of style, nor an issue 

of representation, but an expression of the wish to move away 

from the immediate past. Contemporary architectural practice is 

thus in the horns of a professional dilemma. While the 

'European style' 'disgraces' the authentic position of 

professional knowledge, it coincides with the wishes of the 

masses for the first time in the history of modem Chinese 

architecture since 1949, and signifies a real rise of architectural 

practice 

3.2.2 Large Scale and SUfficiency 

This section will be about another aspect of 'luxury' living - the 

large scale of this particular development. As indicated by the 

journalist's remark, the 'large scale' is not a merely physical 

description, but relates to the provision of services and the 

conveniences of daily life. This section attempts to uncover the 

normal form of urban habitation concealed undemeath the 

promotion of 'uniqueness' by situating the issue of scale in its 

institutional basis - the 'Planning Code for Urban Residential 

Area'. 

In spatial terms, Huangpu Garden acts as a physical and 

psychological fortress for the residents: for the sake of security 
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and safety, Huangpu Garden is physically enclosed. (Fig. 3.2-6) 

The whole development consists of four residential and two 

service blocks. Each of their perimeters is respectively marked 

by green fences that are over two metres high. All entrances are 

guarded. These security facilities not only separate the inside 

and the outside, but protect the privacy of the inside from the 

sight of passers by. Above the passing city roads, there is a 

round pedestrian bridge which accesses each block and links 

the development as a whole.43 Strangers, traffic and criminal 

threats are kept away. 

Within the fortress, the Huangpu Garden contains extensive 

facilities for residents' daily needs and activities, such as 

education, social intercourse, leisure and entertainment. The 

Clubhouse, which is 'big ' and 'unique', forges a symbolic and 

operational centre of the development. The Clubhouse is a 

three-storey complex occupying an individual block in the centre 

of Huangpu Garden. Its appearance represents a typical 

'European style', which is composed of a range of imported 

m "/"-.... architectural components, such as the Greek Caryatid, the 

Roman Corinthian capital and a glass curtain wall. Such fussy 

ornaments make the Clubhouse visually conspicuous amidst the '---- ""/ 

repetitive high-rise living buildings. (Fig. 3.2-7) Its internal 

programme shows its central position in daily activities. Except 

for nursery and education facilities, the Clubhouse provides for 

all other communal and commercial uses - a supermarket and 

Fig, 3.2-7 post office, leisure amenities - a gymnasium, swimming pool 

43 Shenzhen, Urban Planning and Land Resource Bureau (2003). pp. 41 - 48. 
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and playroom, and spaces for children after school - the 

children's library, reading room and music room. At the same 

time, the Clubhouse also forms the administrative heart of the 

development, by housing the Property Management Company 

and the House Owners' Committee, both of which are in charge 

of maintaining and supervising the whole property. 44 The 

centre-periphery spatiality and self-sufficient arrangement 

enable the Huangpu Garden to operate as an organisational unit 

of the city, spatially, functionally and administratively. 

This kind of physically enclosed and self-sufficient arrangement 

is not at all exceptional in the real estate market of China. They 

can be found in different types of residential area, - commercial 

housing, public housing and villa. The Meilinyicun Village on the 

outskirts of Shenzhen is a public housing development invested 

in by the Municipal Government in the late 1990s. Occupying 

384,000 square metres land and accommodating 6,840 

households, the Meilinyicun is one of the biggest public housing 

projects in the city. Although possessing a different ownership 

from the Huangpu Garden, the Meilinyicun has similar spatial 

arrangement - fenced and guarded compound and centred 

public services, and contains scaled-up facilities, including three 

kindergartens, one primary school, two secondary schools, one 

market building, one service centre, one residents' centre and 

various sporting plots. That is to say, no matter where housing 

44 The Ordinance of Property Management issued by the State Council in 2003 empowers house 
owners' committee and property management company to take charge of administrating and managing 
the whole development. It prescribes, 'property management means the actions that house owners take 
to repair, preserve and manage the bUildings, the service facilities and the related spaces, and to maintain 
sanitation and orders within the territory, through selecting and hiring a property management company, 
and according to the contract between the house owners and the property management company.' 

220 



chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

developments are located and what types of ownership are in 

phase, they share the same functional and spatial arrangement. 

The convenience, self-sufficiency and safety of the residential 

area derive from the national Planning Code for Residential Area 

(GB 50180-93), and are specified by the local planning bureau. 

According to the Planning Code, the Huangpu Garden is a micro 

residential district which should be enclosed by district roads or 

natural landscape, and equipped with a set of public services 

meeting the basic needs and requirements of the material and 

cultural lives of the 7,000 - 15,000 residents,4S 

Safety is established by the principle that the basic daily 

activities of the residents in a micro residential district should not 

have to cross the main traffic lines of the city. The demand of the 

Statutory Plan of SZCD guarantees the sufficiency of services by 

detailing ten compulsory services - multi-functional market, post 

office, clinic, primary and secondary schools, kindergarten, 

cultural activities station, elderly people activities station, sports 

ground, and trash collection station, and their required sizes. In 

other words, the spatial and functional disposition of the housing 

development is in the first place configured institutionally. 

The scale of population is the basis on which the organisation of 

urban living is systematised. Based upon this, the Planning 

Code for Residential Area divides residential areas into three 

tiers: residential district, micro residential district and residential 

45 The translation is quoted from: Lin, Lin (2001). 
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cluster, (Table 3-3) The land use of each tier and the 

corresponding infrastructure and services are allocated on that 

basis. For instance, the Planning Code prescribes that, in a big 

city, the land area for a multi-storey micro residential district is 

set at 15-19 square metres per capita, and for a high-rise one is 

at 10-12 square metres per capita. 46 The stipulation for 

educational sector(s) in a micro residential district is a 600-1,200 

square metre floor area and a 1,000-2,400 square metre land 

area per thousand people. Moreover, the scale of population in 

the planning system coincides with the administrative structure 

of a city. (Table 3-4) Instead of being a unique characteristic of 

'luxury', scale is a planning tool to normalise the distribution of 

natural and social resources, and the relationship between the 

material distribution, the needs of urban inhabitation and the 

govemance of a city. 

Table 3-3 Residential district hierarchical control 

Residential district Micro residential The neighbourhood 

district cluster 

10,000 - 15,000 2,000 - 4,000 300-700 

30,000 - 50,000 7,000 - 15,000 1,000 - 3,000 

Source: (The National Planning Code/or Residential Area (GBSOJ80-93) 1993) 

Table 3-4 Relationship between administrative structure and planning structure 

Administrative system Street office Residents' council 

Correspondent planning Micro residential district Residential cluster 

structure 

Inhabiting population 8,000-15,000 1,500 - 3,000 

Source: (Wang, QI 1984: 175) 

46 The Ministry of Cons tructi 011 of the People's Republic of China (1993). ppA. 
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In practice, the scale of a residential area is not only a matter of 

constructing intemal sufficiency, but is also a management 

technique for the government to balance the needs of the city, 

the public interest, and market forces. The economic reform 

which results in the increase of market forces has a dual effect 

upon city construction and the production of housing. On the 

one hand, planning gains more power to deploy and manage the 

city as a whole47
; on the other hand, profit hungry developers 

challenge and threaten unified deployment, since government 

no longer possesses dominance over the real estate market. 

The scale of the residential area becomes an important means 

to mediate the division of land size, the disposition of land use, 

the investment capacity of the developer, and the equivalent 

construction of living units and public services. The Jingtian 

Residential Area of Shenzhen is a micro residential district 

which accommodates more than 6,000 households, and was 

subsequently built up through the 1990s. The land was divided 

up for different uses, for example public and commercial 

services, education and living. The profitable residential clusters 

and blocks were respectively exploited by eleven developers 

and were inhabited. However, until 2005, the low-profit land 

merely used for the services of the whole district, such as 

parking, retail shops, cultural activities and sports, was still 

under development. (Fig. 3.2-8) The causes are manifold. For 

planning strategy, the question is how to manage a reasonable 

47 Urban planning was abandoned in China from the 1960s to I 970s. In 1980, the Provisional 
Regulation of Preparing Urban Plan and the Provisional Standards of Urban Planning were issued. In 
1984, the Regulation of Urban Planning was announced. In 1986, the Land Administration Act was 
launched. In 1989, the City Planning Act set up a comprehensive urban planning system by law for the 
first time in China.' Yeh, Anthony Gar-On and Wu, Fulong (1998). pp.175- I 76. 
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land size in order to achieve construction equivalence 

throughout the market?48 

The construction of Huangpu Garden provides a certain solution. 

While the developer has more space to organise the facilities 

and adjust them to the needs of the market, the housing units 

and supplementary services were completed at the same pace. 

The kindergarten began to take children in March 2001, one 

month before the house owners of the Phase One could move 

into their apartments. The Clubhouse was built in 1999, when 

the Phase One was under construction, and was initially used to 

sell property and as a marketing showcase. In 2003, before the 

Phase Four was presold, it had been turned over for its proper 

use. A balanced and simultaneous construction have three 

advantages. Firstly, they uphold the property's value by meeting 

the needs of the buyers. Secondly, they reduce the burdens on 

govemment by building and maintaining public facilities. 49 

Thirdly, meanwhile, the developer and management company 

benefited from selling, running and charging for the service 

facilities, and the residents received living support. 

Certain disadvantages also exist. In academic circles, the 

enclosure of residential areas which thereby causes a 

discontinuity of urban space and cityscape is often criticised. 

48 Scale of residential area as a coordinating tool in practising housing planning was initially brought up 
in my conversation with Zhang Shu, an urban planner of the Shenzhen Urban Planning and Design 
Institute, on 23 September 2002. 
49 The Shenzhen Huangpu School is a public school run and managed by the Education Bureau of 
Shenzhen's Futian District. The developer undertook the construction work, and the Property 
Management Company of Huangpu Garden took charge of maintaining the buildings, schoolyards and 
facilities. The Education Bureau and the school were saved the trouble of dealing with additional 
matters. 
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Zhong Botao's pOints are typical. In his article Research on 

Enclosed Residential Area, he summarises three 'negative 

effects upon the overall quality of the city', - the segregation of 

urban space, traffic jams and a lack of security on the streets. 

Interestingly, the result of his survey seems to contradict his 

assumptions. Among the 178 questionnaires, 64% participants 

prefer enclosed property management, 88.7% think the 

enclosed compound safer, and 87% regard enclosure helpful to 

form a traffic free and quieter environment.5o The figures show 

us that the spatial arrangements and management of the micro 

residential district have actually been the way to which most 

urban residents are accustomed, the way through which they 

comprehend their living conditions, and the way they meet their 

needs and wishes. 

Another critique has recently been raised concerning the 

confusing relationship between housing types, life styles and 

location in a city. Huang Weiwen, an urban planner from the 

Planning Bureau of Shenzhen, has commented: 

What is problematic now in Chinese cities is the confusion of 
housing types. In traditional China, different cities had developed 
different types of house, such as four-sided courtyard house 
(siheyuan) in Beijing, lined terrace house (linong) in Shanghai, etc. 
Cities across the world have developed different traditions of house 
types, such as apartment buildings, townhouses, villas, etc. They 
correspond to different locations, cultures and life styles in the city. 
But China does not have these now. Since 1949, China has lost its 
house types in the city. Citizens lived in dormitory-like housing 
which cannot be regarded as urban dwelling. This loss results in a 
confusion of different house types and their coincident locations. 
Planners, developers and residents have no clear clue to the 
differentiations. For instance, some townhouse developments are 

50 Zhong Botao is a lecturer of the Architectural Faculty of Shenzhen University. In 2003, he did a 
survey of two micro residential districts in Shenzhen, Baishida Garden and Weilanhai'an. Zhong, Botao 
(2003). 
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built up in the heart of a city. This contradicts high density of 
Chinese cities, particularly in the central areas. Likewise, people 
want to live in large and enclosed housing developments which are 
suburban, in the city centre.51 

This confusion can be partly blamed on the swift growth of 

Chinese cities which has not had enough time to cultivate an 

urban or living culture. Nevertheless, the unification of the 

regulated form of urban inhabitation should not be ignored. 

According to Huang, the current form of urban inhabitation 

stems from a 'tradition', which can be traced back to the 1950s, 

just after socialist China was founded. To understand this 

formation and transition of contemporary housing planning and 

organisation, and to understand its principles, one needs to look 

back into the history of housing planning in modem China. 

Like most architectural knowledge in China, the basic 

constitution of the housing planning code started with 

importation and proceeded by incorporation and modification. In 

the early years of socialist China, the housing developments, 

such as the Caoyang Worker Village in Shanghai in 1951, took 

the model of American 'neighbourhood unit'. Soon after, when 

the First Five-Year Plan was launched in 1953, the 

'neighbourhood model' was abandoned and was criticised as 

'capitalist', just as Constructivism and modernism were attacked 

at the time. The Soviet form of mikrorayon, literally translated as 

51 Interview with Huang Weiwen by Hua Li, 9 January 2006. "~litr<Fl'l'l:I/JXnj(fJlJJ]H2i:.lllo{1~~~B<Jm 
?iL. t£ffl~I¥JJt:lI'l'l, 4ij1-:l/JXm~JtHf:lT:f/liJI¥J{t,£~~. -ruJ::ftE!:l¥Jrm-fr~, J:i1il¥Jlljf~~. tit 
#J:~ffl~l¥J.m.~~B:f/liJI¥J{1'£~~,.0.{1,£ •• *~{1'£.m~~~, ~.m:f/liJ 
I¥J±I!!.BlO1=.ffl1JAffif.J-fr. @ftfmJY.t£;'ll:~. ~ »- 1949 if: 1j.J5 , ftffJ~~ 7 -1-.ml¥J{1'£~ 
~101=.m1J~.a~ttt£.m*-ffOO{1~m,m~ •• mB<Jm~.~#.~.~T~~{1'£~ 
~~g~~~~t£I¥J±I!!.BI¥J.a •• ~~.~ •• ~~~.:f.gfiZ~I¥J~m.M~, fi~a 
tf~AI¥J{1,£I~Jtfr7.ml¥J<F'C.\o ~~*tt:.lllo~<fI'l'l:I/JXrlj, ~J3IJ.<F,c.\lRl¥JiIt*ll~H~m. ~t¥ 
±I!!. , )dfJ*~ttfrmJt:l,c.\*I¥J. M~AI¥J/J'K~., m**AL\iZ~t£~IRB<Jo" 

226 



chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

micro-district (xiaoqu) , was introduced into China and provided 

the initial form of a housing planning system in China.52 While 

Soviet models and standards were put into practice, their 

unsuitability to Chinese reality was gradually exposed, 

questioned and modified, mainly as a result of unrealistic design 

standards, uneconomical construction methods, and 

incompatible living pattems.53 In the late 1950s, the breakdown 

in Sino-Russian relationship ended this importation, at least at 

the level of state politics. Meanwhile, two types of urban 

inhabitation, the arrangement of which centred on efficient 

production and were based upon collective living, were 

developed in China, - the micro residential district and the work 

unit (danwe/).54 Before the 1970s, purely residential areas were 

not adequately constructed. Instead, the socialist urban form, 

the work unit, which combined working and living together in one 

spatial unit, spread over the newly built urban areas and the 

renewed old parts. 55 Since the Reform policy tended to 

disentangle working and living in the 1980s, the work unit has 

been gradually eclipsed, and the system of housing planning 

makes further progress. In 1993, this system was 

institutionalised by the National Planning Code for Residential 

52 Micro-district (xiaoqu) (/1'12<:). Anthony Gar-On Yeh and Wu Fulong suggested that the best 
translation of the Soviet mikcrorayon is a 'planned neighbourhood unit', which indicates the origin of 
the principle and the transformation. However, in considering the different contexts for the concepts as 
well as the literal use, I retain the term 'neighbourhood unit' in referring to the American system, the 
term of 'mikcrorayon' in regard to the Soviet planning system, and the term of 'micro residential 
district' as the translated concept for the Chinese housing planning. 
53 Zhang, Ji and Wang, Tao (200 I). 
54 Work unit (danwei) (.ffi:). The system of work unit or danwei has been extensively researched. Lti; 
Xiaobo and Perry, Elizabeth J. (1997). Dutton, Michael (1998). Bray, David (2005). Lu, Duanfang 
(2006). Some scholars suggest using danwei instead of work unit to indicate the particular form of 
organisation in urban China. Bian, Morris L. (2005). 
55 'By 1978, around 95 percent of urban workers belonged to a work unit of one kind or another.' Lu, 
Duanfang (2006). pp. 47. 
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Areas.56 

In the planning terminology of the Soviet Union, the mikrorayon 

is the basic unit of urban living and of the socialist city. The 

concept of the mikrorayon was derived from communist ideology, 

introduced before the Second World War and revitalised in the 

1950s. The spatial format promotes the value of communal 

living and the self-contained community. The buildings are 

normally arranged around the perimeter, while the communal 

services catering for the daily needs of shopping, recreation, 

medical and childcare and education facilities, are located in the 

centre. The size of a mikrorayon is defined by a 150- 200 metres 

service radius. To achieve efficiency by cutting down travel 

between living and working spaces, each mikrorayon is 

theoretically arranged around an enterprise for which its 

residents work. In terms of the planning structure, a group of 

mikrorayons, each of which accommodates 10,000 to 12,000 

persons, compose the second layer zhiloy rayon (residential 

district) with a population of 30,000 to 50,000, and a wider 

serviced area within a radius of 1,000-1,200 metres. Analogically, 

the hierarchical system can generate up to a gorodskaya zona 

(urban zone) serving 800,000 to 1,000,000 people. The levels of 

the provision of the allotted services are determined by the 

frequency of their use.S7 Mikcrorayon acts as a prototype in a 

rationalised system which manages the working of the city as a 

whole. 

56 The Planning Code for Residential Area began to be compiled in 1987, and was promulgated in 1993. 
During the time in between, the contents of the Planning Code were practiced and were taught in 
architectural schools. 
57 French, R.A. and Hamilton, F.E. Ian (1979). 
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The idea of mikrorayon was imported during the establishment 

of industrial cities in the early 1950s. But because it did not fit 

the situation in China, its particular spatial format, living standard 

and hierarchical planning were adjusted or discarded. But the 

fundamental principles of efficiency encapsulated in the 

self-contained arrangement and collective basis of the 

developments, were further developed. The work unit, a unique 

arrangement of the Chinese, was the climax of developments in 

this sphere after the Revolution. The work unit integrates 

production, administration and the distribution of social 

resources. Its initial objective was to meet the demand for rapid 

industrial development at a minimal cost. A work unit, in spatial 

terms, is a walled compound which combines the spaces for 

working, living, basic services and collective activities. (Fig. 

3.2-9) The physical proximity of the sectors, normally within 

walking distance, minimises daily travelling, provides 

convenience, and attempts to ensure the greatest capacity of 

labour mobilisation. At a city level, insofar as the work unit is a 

self-sufficient organisation, it allows for both the expansion of a 

city and the concentration of investment on production,58 since 

the establishment of factories takes place prior to the 

construction of municipal transportation. 

Like the mikcrorayon, the work unit contained extensive facilities 

to meet daily needs and socio-cultural activities, The facilities of 

58 The work unit where I once lived for about fifteen years was built on the outskirts of the old city in 
1956. As a newly urbanised area at the time, Xi'an's Yanta District where the work unit located was 
occupied by different work units side by side. Till 1960, there was no public transportation to connect 
the locational area of the work unit to the other part of tile city. In the mid-1980s, when d,e population of 
tlle work unit nearly reached 5,000 people, tllere was only one bus line running wough tlle area. 
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the work unit not only supplied services, but also organised 

workers' spare time through workers' clubs and various activity 

centres, and to apportion those everyday goods that were 

rationed to the workers and their families, for example, the 'grain 

station' and the 'coal station'. In theory, the self -sufficiency of a 

moderate scale work unit could adequately meet the needs of 

the production and reproduction of labour forces, from material 

provision, social care to cultural cultivation . 

One characteristic of the work unit that is often referred to is its 

highly collective life style. Cultural traditions aside, workers' life 

style largely reflected minimal living conditions, since it 

encapsulated the dictum 'production first, livelihood second', 

and the welfare accommodation supplied by the work unit was 

basic. Most households did not have an individual kitchen and 

toilet, let alone an individual bathroom, or separate living room 

and bedroom. (Fig. 3.2-10) As compensation, public baths and 

communal canteens were necessary supplements in a work 

unit. 

Comparing the Soviet mikcrorayon with the work unit, we can 

see that they share some similarities in spatiality, objective and 

ideology. Yet, the actual operation was not the same. In general, 

the work unit, which binds working and living together, is more 

self-sufficient and administratively efficient. Although the 

combination caused a number of problems later, it provided a 

rough solution to construction lags in public services in the 

Soviet mikcrorayon. In regard to the relationship with the city, 
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mikcrorayon is an integrated part of it, connecting to a higher 

level of organisation. The work unit, on the other hand, retains 

more independence.59 

By the early 1980s, after two decades of development, the 

production-oriented, welfare-based system was in crisis. In 

terms of living condition in the cities, the welfare system faced 

two problems: the serious shortage of housing supply;60 and the 

unbalanced and corrupt distribution system organised through 

the work unit.61 Till the early 1990s, it became one of the main 

tasks of the Reform policy to separate the site for production 

activity from the system of providing living needs and after-work 

activities.s2 The work unit has been fading away ever since. 

Meanwhile, the system of the residential area matured, and 

became increasingly the general way of accommodating the 

urban population. Nonetheless, ideas of self-sufficiency and 

integrated operation, which sustained the work unit, have been 

inherited and grafted onto the current housing development, as 

the Huangpu Garden shows. 

59 Work unit normally has two types of belonging system, national ministry or local government. Both 
types work units possess their own designated land, and have the authority of doing master plan and 
construction within their territories. Though varied city by city, in general, the planning and construction 
within a work unit did not need to get planning permission of the local government. The relationship 
between different work units in a city is in horizontal parallel rather than vertical hierarchy, no matter 
how big or small they are. In this sense, work unit is more independent than the Soviet mikcrorayon. 
60 In 1978, two years after the Cultural Revolution, living space per capita in urban areas was 3.6 square 
metres across the whole country. In Beijing, it was 3.67 square metres, in Shanghai, 4.5 square metres, 
and in Tianjin, 3.53 square metres. During thirty years from 1949 to 1978, the total constructed area of 
housing was 530,000,000 square metres in China. The statistic of the constructed housing area in thirty 
years was less than that in each year from 1996 to 2001. From 1996 to 2001, the total constructed 
housing area was about 3,825,000,000 square metres, and 638,000,000 square metres every year. See: 
Lin, Xi' en and Yang, Jiemei (1982). Zhong, Botao (2003). 
61 Lin and Yang have summarised the management problems for housing shortage in 1982. One of them 
was 'the low rent housing system cannot function as an economic restriction, and goes against the 
rational distribution of housing.' They have exemplified it by a case in a factory of Tianjin. The workers 
only got 18 units out of 108. The others were occupied either by the leaders of the factory or by the 
persons from the 'related parties' (guanxihu). Lin, Xi' en and Yang, Jiemei (1982). 
62 Zhu, Huaxin (1993). The English version of the article see: Dutton, Michael (1998). pp.215-219. 
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Some scholars compare the micro residential district in China to 

the gated community in the USA, because of similarities in 

respect to physical enclosure, security equipment and social 

segregation. However, the glaring difference between them is 

their organisational basis. To make this point, let me quote 

Setha Low's definition of a 'gated community'. 

A gated community is a residential development surrounded by 
walls, fences, or earth banks covered with bushes and shrubs, with a 
secured entrance. In some cases, protection is provided by 
inaccessible land such as nature reserve and, in a few cases, by a 
guarded bridge. The houses, streets, sidewalks, and other amenities 
are physically enclosed by these barriers, and entrance gates are 
operated by a guard or opened with a key or electronic identity card. 
Inside the development there is often a neighborhood watch 
organization or professional security personnel who patrol on foot 
or by automobile. 

Gated communities restrict access not just to residents' homes, but 
also to the use of public spaces and services - roads, parks, facilities, 
and open space - contained within the enclosure. Communities vary 
in size from a few homes in very wealthy areas to as many as 
21,000 homes in Leisure World in Orange County, California - with 
the number of residents indexed to the level of amenities and 
services. Many include golf courses, tennis courts, fitness centers, 
swimming pools, lakes, or unspoiled landscape as part of their 
appeal; commercial and public facilities are rare.63 

Given the first part of the definition, one might find similarities 

between the gated community and the micro residential district. 

But in the second part, the differences emerge - in terms of the 

concept of public space, size and facilities. In contrast to the 

micro residential district, the gated community is established on 

the basis of a social group, such as race, class, etc.54 The 

American gated community is dominated by its separation from 

the outside world and its threats. It does not itself possess a 

63 Low, Setha (2003). pp. 12. 
64 Blakely, Edward 1. and Snyder, Mary Gail (1997). 
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distinctive character, and there is nothing of tradition in its 

communal organisation. It is an attempt to make private 

property even more private. It attempts to have as little relation 

as possible to national or local govemment. If anything it seeks 

to be an enclave, which is separated as far as possible from the 

ills of govemment. 

By contrast, the micro residential district is well planned and 

regulated. The differences between the gated community and 

the micro residential district shows that the housing 

development, whether 'luxury' or not, is a normal organisation 

meeting the management of a city. At this point, the kind of 

architectural knowledge - the form of housing arrangement, the 

distribution of spatial types and the technique of scale - is 

shaped by and corresponds to such requirement of 

management. 

3.2.3 'Home as a Hotel' 

In the previous two sections, we have discussed two features of 

'luxury' living, the 'European style' and the large-scale 

residential development, in the cultural context of architecture 

and in terms of the institutional basis of urban living. As the two 

features deal more with the form of modem living in 

contemporary Chinese cities, one question arises. How is 

'domesticity' conceived during this period of commercialisation? 

This in tum leads to other questions. For example, how is this 

'domesticity' identified or referred to? How does the image of 

'domesticity' work or how is it used in the market? How is its 
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image constructed? How does this image influence architecture? 

To approach these questions, this section will look at the issue of 

'the home as a hotel' in the marketing of commercial housing, 

that is, the way in which the 'luxury' living is displayed by 

reference to the standard of the 'hotel', and the context in which 

the 'hotel' itself stands for fantasies of 'luxury' and the 'coming 

life'. 

To say 'the home as a hotel' does not mean to take the home as 

a hotel, but rather to show how, in this sphere, the 'future' is 

projected. To create the projection of a 'new' life style in the 

future and to propose a living space for it have been an 

obsession of architects since 'modernism', for instance, Le 

Corbusier's Mass-production House in 1921, Alison and Peter 

Smithsons' The House of the Future in 1956, Michael Webb's 

Cushicle in 1966, etc. However, in the real estate market of 

China, the imaginary 'lUXUry life' is not concerned to provide an 

innovative vision. A paradox embedded in this commercial 

'display' is that, on the one hand, the image of the 'future home' 

requires being somewhat distant from the current situation, yet 

on the other hand, should be sufficiently 'real' to seem attainable. 

Instead of trying to break with the past, the image of the 'future 

home' in the market always refers analogically to existing 

Objects. The Hotel is just such an object for housing properties in 

the marketing strategy. 

In 1999, an advertising slogan - 'Biguiyuan, give you a five-star 

home' - burst onto the media in Guangdong Province. It soon 
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became a badge of residential development, and has now 

become the icon of the real estate company which had 

formulated the slogan. The success of the Biguiyuan in the 

property market, selling 3,000 units in the first two months, 

underlined the success. 65 Although the marketing figures 

cannot be due solely to a striking phrase, the acknowledgement 

of the analogy between the two spatial types - the starred hotel 

and the home - is still remarkable.66 The work of the analogy 

indicates that the hotel has been standing as a reference of and 

standard for the quality of life, consciously or unconsciously, for 

some time. 

First of all, we need to look at what the reference of the hotel 

means to the quality of life. In the market, the quality of life is 

largely identified with services. The developer of Guangzhou 

Biguiyuan claims: 

Undertaking the concept and service principle of 'giving you a 
five-star home', the Biguiyuan provides complete managing 
services for more than 5,000 householders, such as public security, 
public cleanliness and sanitation, customised domestic service, etc., 
and looks after the domestic life of every householder.67 

This claim reflects the fact that commercial development has 

taken over services which previously relied upon welfare 

distribution. The marketing promotion of 'giving you a five-star 

home' marks the changed relationship between suppliers and 

the consumers in the Reform period. 

65 Because ofthe success of Guangzhou Biguiyuan in the market, it was awarded one ofthe 1998-1999 
Top Ten Star Property of Guangzhou in 2000, and 1999 Exemplary Taxpayers of Guangdong Province 
in the same year. 
66 The selling strategy of the Guangzhou Biguiyuan was 'good provisions cheap price'. Compared with 
the other developments around, its average price was 1,000 yuan per square metre cheaper. 
67 The quotation is from the official website of the developer, 
http://www.bgy.com.cniLouPan/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleJD=17, access date: 2I12I1200S. 
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This commercial relation inevitably leads to a communication 

problem between the two parties. Inasmuch as most of housing 

properties are sold in advance and will stand for seventy years -

the lifetime investment of most buyers - to the consumers, the 

question is how the purchase of this 'future' and the claims of the 

developers can be verified, particularly at the stage of pre-selling. 

On the other hand, for developers, the question is how the 

properties can convince and persuade buyers. Apart from the 

developers' reputation, the construction of 'show apartments' 

becomes a key device to communicate the two parties in 

marketing strategy. 

The idea of 'show apartments' is not to show the reality of using 

the space, but to display the quality of the 'coming life' in the 

future to potential buyers. This 'coming life' is often depicted in 

terms of the 'luxury' of the 'hotel'. In the case of the Huangpu 

Garden, when the Phase Four was pre-sold, six show 

apartments in different styles were built in actual dimensions.68 

Among them, a 'European style' flat (outu huating) on the 24th 

floor was selected by the visitors as 'the most favoured 

household type', due to the wide field of view, reasonable layout 

and great orientation. 69 (Fig. 3.2-11) However, the developer 

intended to do more than just describe the physical qualities: 

To many people, the luxurious European style is an ideal design for 
their houses. Not only does it show the gloriousness of the 

68 All the show apartments were sold with furniture, equipment and decorations which put extra cost on 
top ofthe normal price. On the one hand, the developer got back the investment. On the other hand, the 
buyers were saved the trouble offumishing the apartments by themselves. 
69 Zhang, Lei (2003). 'European style' flat (oulu hualing) (~Jlill$JE) 
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householders, but also exhibits delicate and attractive details. There 
is an exterior sky garden separated by glazed walls. Acting as an 
interior atrium, the garden makes the unit more splendid. Within it, 
the fountain and the plants create an atmosphere of nature for a 
leisure srace, and complement the artificial magnificence of the 
interior. 7 

The terms 'gloriousness', 'splendid' and 'magnificence' are not 

how domesticity is normally defined. That is usually in terms of 

intimacy, comfort and cosiness. By contrast, the developers try 

to create a sort of spectacle which is distant from daily life. 

The distance from daily life which the 'European style' show 

apartment displayed is underlined by a theatrical quasi-hotel 

setting. The show unit is a typical three-bedroom flael The 

layout, which consists of three bedrooms, two bathrooms and 

one tiny study, is in itself neither exceptional nor lavish in the 

current housing market. What makes the unit unusual is the 

fussy employment of materials, ornaments, furniture, and 

equipment rarely used by Chinese families. The living space is 

the centre of the unit. By combining the living room with the 

dining room, the space looks more imposing. A dark red curtain 

which hangs along the outside walls from top to bottom forms a 

background to the interior space. The floor is in pink marble with 

a rectangular pattern in the middle. Around a 'European style' 

tea table often seen in hotels, a pair of armchairs in a sort of 

'Baroque' style and with golden curved ornaments is set against 

~ U$D~~~ •• ,~m~A~ •• *m&*,~~ffiB~7&~~~.,.~~~·&*. 
~fffl7HjU&i¥J!!I!lJll& 71. ~ffi¥J1JJt!!~~ra].m;,r:ff -~~tt~, ~ltt:ff.lzl1-1-j[ ~ i¥J~li!tt~, 
~.Q~B~ •. tt~~&*7.*~&~.T~~i¥JM., ~m •• m7-1-~.~.~Ai¥J 
1*~~ra], -¥~Tj[~i¥JAI$BB." 
71 The architectural layout is a four-bedroom flat. One small bedroom next to the Jiving room was 
removed in order to make the family space larger. The same modification to the architectural layout can 
find in the households which will be represented in the Section 4.6 of this chapter. In this regard, the 
show unit seemingly shares similarities with the users. 
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the window. A modem sofa upholstered in white and with a row 

of cushions faces a LCD-screen television. A bowl of fruit and 

several popular local magazines are on the tea table. A quite 

formal bar area, which has a bar counter and a liquid cabinet, 

which is hardly ever found in a normal Chinese home, occupies 

a comer of the living room. Two bar stools made of plastic and 

stainless steel stand in front of the counter. A bottle of wine and 

a glass are found on the counter. In the dining area, the dining 

table is laid in a restaurant manner. In the sky garden, a 

miniature Manneken Pis on a marble-made fountain faces the 

living room. The whole setting appears like a hotel lounge rather 

than a domestic living room. 

This hotel-like setting mixes the familiar and the unfamiliar. The 

layout and basic function of the domestic spaces are normal, 

whereas the references to remote 'places' detach this from that 

recognisability. The paradox of the setting is that, while the 

installation tries to be distant from reality, the whole arrangement 

tries to fabricate a 'real' life by showing that the equipment is in 

use or is ready to be used. The substantial details strengthen 

this paradoxical feeling - nearly 'real'. This kind of fantasised 

setting does not propose a new way of living, but shows an 

upgraded 'coming life' that the developer is able to sustain. 

The 'setting in the coming future' is an intentional marketing 

device, and the experience of visiting the show apartments 

should be included. In 2003, I visited the show apartments with a 

potential buyer who finally purchased a flat in the Huangpu 
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Garden. Because Phase Four was still under construction, a 

special path was paved, leading to a fully decorated elevator, the 

lift lobby and the apartments. Security guards in uniform with 

walkie-talkies greeted visitors at every turning point. Although 

still within the dusty and noisy construction site, all the surfaces 

of the apartments were kept clean and polished. The volume of 

background music was moderate without drowning out the 

construction noise. The clean and ordered environment was 

managed as a contrast to the building site and itself 

demonstrated the management capacity of the developer. The 

attention of the management to details, in the show apartments, 

in maintaining the level of tidiness, and in the itinerary, showed 

itself as a quality of service by the potential provider of care and 

respect. A buyer of Huangpu Garden once commented: 

We find that what makes big developers extraordinary is not their 
financial strength, but more importantly, attention to details. 72 

The comment hints at the way in which the show apartments 

worked and the way in which the potential buyers judged the 

property and hence the developer. The issue of the financial 

strength of the developer remains very abstract to potential 

buyers, while the show apartments are concrete and tangible. 

They can be perceived and recognised immediately by the 

buyers. In addition, it shows a kind of attention to the users' life 

in the development. The show units' effect acts as a 

communication medium between selling and buying, and 

between the developer and the buyers. In a broad sense, we 

can see that the products of architecture playa mediating role in 

72 Huangpu Garden: Life Starting from Here (2002). 
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commercial exchange. 

Now we come to the question how the 'hotel' could stand for 

'luxury' living - the fantasy of the 'coming life' of the future. The 

question is raised not because of the manipulation of the 

marketing strategy, but the acknowledgement of the masses. 

First of all, one has to realise that the hotel acts as a metaphor of 

'luxury' not only for housing or the home, but as a general image 

of the 'better life'. In the history of modem China, the hotel has 

signified the role of the 'foreign' - mainly regarded as 

synonymous with the 'western' - in Chinese society, in contrast 

to Chinese daily life. The 'foreign' often becomes a projection of 

the desire of the Chinese. 

This formation of social and cultural associations can be traced 

back to the late nineteenth century. As with a number of other 

architectural types in modem China, the hotel was a new 

institutional space which began with importation. It was first built 

up by and served foreigners in China, mostly Europeans and 

Americans. By contrast, the traditional Chinese guest house, 

similar to the inn in Europe, was a family-based small scale 

business for the accommodation of travellers. It normally takes 

the form of a house, provides for eating and drinking, and is run 

by the family who live in the house. The modem type of hotel 

has nothing to do with the traditional Chinese guest house in 

origin or form of organisation. 

The distance of the hotel from Chinese society forged its 
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'foreign ' image in China, and by the 1920s, the image of the 

'foreign ' itself had shifted from being something alien to being 

associated with 'luxury'. Sasso on House with its Cathay Hotel 

was the acme of the 'foreign' and 'luxury' in China in the first half 

of the twentieth century, (Fig, 3.2-12) The landmark building was 

invested in by an Anglo-Jewish businessman Victor Sassoon 

who was the biggest developer in Shanghai at the time. When it 

was built up on Shanghai's Bund in 1929, it was the tallest 

building in the city, and was regarded as the 'first building of the 

Far East'. Its conspicuous appearance was Art Deco, the 

fashionable style of the time. The Cathay Hotel which occupied 

the fifth to the seventh stories was one of the most luxurious 

hotels in the city. Its guest rooms were well known for employing 

nine exotic styles. Sassoon's own house was sited on the top 

floor of the building. The association with the fame of the owner, 

the conspicuous appearance of the building, its leading position 

in architectural fashion , and decorative interiors forged the 

luxurious image of the hotel. 

One reason why the hotel largely retained the image of 'luxury' 

was because of by its unattainable nature to most Chinese. 

They 'largely catered to the rich and famous, mostly foreigners.'73 A 

local writer from Shanghai, Wang Dingjiu wrote in 1932: 

These places have no deep relationship to us Chinese ... and 
besides, the upper-class atmosphere in these Western hotels is very 
solemn; every move and gesture seems completely regulated. So if 
you don't know Western etiquette, even if you have enough money 
to make a fool of yourself it's not worthwhile.

74 

73 Lee, Leo Ou-fan (1999). pp.13. 
74 Wang Dingjiu (1932) Keys to Shanghai, Shanghai : Zhongyang Press, pp. 11-1 2. The quotation was 
from : Ibid. 
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Wang's advice contains two meanings. Firstly, the 'luxury' of the 

hotel is less a matter of expense than a form of behaviour and 

manner. Secondly, as the manner exhibited in the hotel is far 

removed from the Chinese custom, the hotel is a foreign and 

unsuitable place for the Chinese. Thus, from the Chinese point 

of view, the real significance of the hotel is not its fUnction to 

accommodate travellers, but rather relates to its social status as 

'upper-class' . 

The 'foreignness' of the hotel was intensified after the revolution. 

The detachment of the hotel from Chinese daily life was now 

regulated. From the 1950s to the 1980s, accommodation for 

travellers was divided into two types according to the nationality 

of the guests, Chinese citizens and foreigners (including 

overseas Chinese). The former type was called the hostel 

(zhaodaisuo), and later the hotel (binguan) or foreign-related 

hotel (shewai binguan). Except for those who were privileged, 

Chinese citizens were not allowed to stay in hotels, and vice 

versa.75 This inaccessibility of the hotel remained until 1985 

when a five-star hotel in Guangzhou, the White Swan Hotel, first 

opened to the public.76 This regulation set the hotel outside 

Chinese life for some thirty years. The 'foreignness' of the hotel 

was no longer just associated with different behaviour, but was a 

legal fact. Within Chinese society, it embodied an 

institutionalised social hierarchy which neither addressed 

75 From the 1950s to the 1980s, the administrative definitions of the hotel and the hostel were very 
different from now. Due to the control of people's mobility, Chinese citizens staying in a hostel or hotel 
normally needed a reference letter from their work units. 
76 In terms of national administrative regulation, the differentiation of hotel types for foreigners and 
Chinese was formally retained till 2002. 
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individual taste nor the function of the hotel itself. 

Apart from the 'foreignness' of the hotel, the facilities, equipment 

and service, standards of the hotel were in contrast to the 

ordinary lite of the Chinese. Oi Kang once commented on the 

difference: 

Are there any differences between the tourist hotel and the normal 
hostel? I think we should admit that there are. [ ... ] In our country, 
people's living standard is low, and hence the standard of 
architecture and equipment is low. To host domestic and overseas 
travellers has to be 'different between the insiders and the outsiders' 
(neiwai youhie). In consequence, it results in two types - the social 
hostel and the tourist hotel. I assume that the differences caused by 
the different [living] standards will exist for quite a long time. 
Therefore, hotel for tourist cannot be taken into the same category 
of social hostel. 77 

The physical standards between hotels for foreigners and 

hostels for Chinese were dramatically different at that time. 

While spaces and facilities of the hotels referred to international 

standards, the hostels' were basic. The fol/owing list shows the 

average standard for hostels in Beijing in 1977: 

Majority of guest room types: 3, 4, 5 beds / room; 
Average accommodation area: 4 square metres / bed; 
Washing tap: I water faucet / 8-10 beds; 
Squatting lavatory: 1 lavatory for man / 16 beds; 1 lavatory for 

woman / 13 beds; 
Urinal: 1 urinal/ 16 beds; 
Shower: I shower for man / 30 beds; 1 shower for woman / 20 beds; 
Meeting space: 0.08-0.10 square metres / bed. 78 

This standard corresponded to the average living area of the 

day in Beijing, 3.67 square metres per capita, as mentioned in 

Section 3.2.2. Hotels were built to a much higher standard. The 

77 Lin, Leyi, Zhang, Bo, She, Junnan, Mo, Bozhi, Xu, Shangzhi, Huang, Kangyu, Liu, Guanghua, Qi, 
Kang, Huang, Zhongshu, Luo, Pei, Fang, Jianquan, Tang, Baoheng and Zeng, Jian (1980). pp.1. 
78 Hotel Research Group, Beijing Architecture and Design Institute (1977). 
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floor area of the standard guest room of four famous hotels in 

Beijing, Xinqiao Hotel (1972), Qianmen Hotel (1956), Minzu 

Hotel (1959) and the West Wing of Beijing Hotel (1954), varied 

from 27.20 square meters to 32 square metres, including an 

individual bathroom ranging from 3.10 square metres to 4 

square metres. The average accommodation area was 14.7 

square metres per bed, more than three times that of the hostel 

and four times the living area, not to mention equipment and 

other facilities. When the hotel became more accessible to the 

public from the late 1980s, the 'luxury' image was less any 

longer concemed with the identity of foreigners and more with 

the material provisions - convenience, physical equipment and 

services. 

As in the early twentieth century, the appearance of the hotel 

also retained a conspicuousness in and contrast to the urban 

landscape of the Chinese cities of that time. The image of the 

'foreign' and the 'distant' was transferred to a 'new' picture of a 

'coming future'. Hotels always stood at the forefront of 'new' 

fashions, and were the first buildings that employed new 

materials, techniques, styles and foreign architects. The Baiyun 

Hotel in Guangzhou serving diplomatic purposes was built in 

1975. It was the first building to use horizontal strip windows 

which were then usually seen as a symbol of 'capitalist 

modernism'. The Beijing Great Wall Sheraton Hotel, which was 

built in 1983 and designed by the American Peigete 

Intemational Construction Firm, was the first five-star hotel in 

China and led to the use of the glass curtain wall in the following 
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years, The Fragrant Hill Hotel in a suburb of Beijing, designed by 

I. M. Pei in 1979 and built in 1982, was the first example of 

'postmodernism' in China. The employment of elements and 

symbols from the buildings of his hometown Suzhou, the idea of 

the Chinese garden and the application of traditional crafts and 

materials stimulated and influenced the trend of seeking the 

expression of local culture.79 All the features that the hotels first 

adopted would soon penetrate other types of public buildings, 

such as office buildings, shopping malls, entertainment 

complexes, and finally housing, The 'foreignness' of the image 

of the hotel artiCUlated the Chinese desire for 'a coming future', 

socially, materially and symbolically. It had little concern with the 

foreigners or the nature of travel or the intemational 

standardisation of hotels. Thus, the migration of styles, materials, 

facilities and equipment from the hotel to housing provision and 

domestic space does not seem to have obstacle. 

The Hotel developed differently in Europe and the USA. 

According to the architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner, the 

hotel was gradually separated from the inn - the traditional 

space for travellers in Europe and later in the USA - over the 

course of a long history. The transition included an enlarged 

scale, more public space, service, and better equipment. 

Meanwhile, the guests which the hotel housed shifted from 

families to individuals. This shift was basically completed in the 

early twentieth century. Clearly, the history of the hotel in Europe 

experienced a process that distanced and differentiated it from a 

79 See: Fig. 2.1-26, pp. 157. Section 1.2.2, pp. 67-73 and Section 2.1.3, pp. 154-158. 
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sense of domestic space. The differentiation leads to a different 

constitution of two types of space. The former is a public and 

collective based institutionalised service, whilst the latter, on the 

contrary, is a privately based personalised domain. In social 

terms, no matter how diverse the forms and the people are, the 

organisation of the hotel runs on the basis of an abstract 

relationship. Guests are gathered, distributed, served and 

treated as indifferent 'Ratio'. The reduction of individuals to 

abstract figures means that hotel is an impersonal and 

standardised institution.eo 

In terms of the hotel standing as an image of 'luxury' living in 

China, three interrelated aspects are worth highlighting. Firstly, 

from the historical point of view, the hotel, either in the 1920s, 

such as Sassoon House in which the hotel and private house 

coexisted, or in the 19505, such as the Friendship Hotel, which 

accommodated Soviet experts and their families in China for a 

long period of time, fused space 'travellers' with a sense of 

'home' - although temporarily. So the two spatial types were not 

clear-cut. Secondly, at a management level, domesticity, which 

is based upon communal provision, has been in the tradition, at 

least since the Revolutionary period, as discussed in Section 

3.2.2. In terms of providing necessary services and support for 

living, the spatial arrangement of the hotel and housing 

developments shares some similarities. Thirdly, inasmuch as the 

'guest' space (hotel, and the 'host' space) and home are not 

opposed to each other in the Chinese context, the impersonal 

80 Kracauer, Seigfried (1995). pp.173-184. 
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institution of the hotel is not an obstacle to the arrangement of 

Chinese domestic life. This togethemess without collective 

meaning, and the relationship between elements of the hotel, as 

Kracauer analysed it, are unlikely to affect Chinese daily 

activities. This point may be illustrated by two cases. During one 

of my visits of the Huangpu Garden in 2005, I came cross a 

scene in which a group of residents were practicing the yangge 

dance in the communal garden of the Phase One. Yangge was a 

collective performance which originated from rural Shaanxi and 

was popularised in the Revolutionary period. (Fig. 3.2-13) The 

survival of this collective activity in the 'luxury' neighbourhood 

and in the new market society, either spontaneously or officially 

organised, suggests a successful combination of collective 

tradition and the commercial system. 

In the beginning of 2006, I visited the householder who bought 

the 'European Style' show apartment and had moved in three 

months before. Two brothers' families from Chaozhou, a county 

of Guangdong Province, shared the property. The main reason 

for them to buy the show apartment was to save them the 

trouble of fumishing a house, The settings of the living room, 

dining room, liquid cabinets and corridor were basically 

remained the same, while several modifications had made. The 

bar and the study were used as storage space, the fountain in 

the sky garden was abandoned, the Manneken Pis was 

removed, and a lamp of a non-matching style was added to the 

living room in order to make it brighter. More significantly, a 

shrine was placed in the garden so that they could pray for 
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blessings and good fortune - a local custom of their town, (Fig, 

3.2-14) The householder commented: 

The decoration of the flat is nice. But the main problem of it is 

not practical enough. The fountain may be beautiful but useless. 

It is even too deep to be used as a fish tank. The study room 

was too small to be a single bedroom. 

The comment exposes the complex relationship between 

marketing promotion, design and the user's requirements. This 

complexity often intertwines correspondence and gap between 

fantasised image, standardised arrangement and specific 

considerations of life itself. What is interesting is that the 

modifications, particularly represented by the shrine, undermine 

the arrangement of the components, whose relation was 

established upon the basis of abstract architectural knowledge -

the 'composition ', and turned the fantasised space into 

personalised, meaningful living space. 

In brief, 'home as a hotel' means neither a literal equivalence of 

the two spatial types in marketing or domestic life. Nor does it 

mean the imitation of the life style of 'foreigners' or 'westemers' 

which to some extent the 'hotel' connotes. Instead, the 

'foreignness' of the hotel which seems at a distance from 

everyday life in China is a fantasy and desire of the Chinese for 

the 'coming life' of the future, socially, materially and 

symbolically. Taking this fantasy into the market, architectural 

production acts as a communication between developers' 
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promises and the consumers' fantasies. The case of the hotel 

that stands as a concrete reference for the image of domesticity 

seems to suggest that architecture, in terms of its practical 

nature, is neither a self-referential knowledge, nor a symbolised 

application. Architectural practice and production are rather a 

social practice upheld and demanded by and corresponding to 

the condition of the modern form of exchange, communication 

and consumption. 

3.2.4 The Operation of the Architect Office 

In the preceding sections, I have discussed how the production 

of 'luxury' living is shaped by and corresponds with the 

fantasises, the management of the city, and the operation of 

commercial system, and reach the point that architecture is a 

social practice that mediates different needs and demands. The 

question of this section is: how is the work of the architect -

architectural practice - appreciated, recognised and valued? 

The Huangpu Garden is designed by a private architect office 

owned by Chen Shimin, who has succeeded in the design 

market. Chen's professional career reflects the transition of 

architectural practice from a state-owned organisation to 

commercialisation and privatisation. 81 Chen Shimin was trained 

as an architect in the Chongqing Institute of Architecture and 

Engineering. After graduation in 1954, he was allotted to the 

Architecture Design Institute of Ministry of Construction in 

Beijing, one of the major state-owned architectural firms in 

81 The selected work of Chen Shimin and brief introduction of his career in English see: Dobney, 
Stephen (1998). 

249 



chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

China. In 1980 after working there for twenty-six years, Chen 

was assigned to set up an overseas branch of the institute in 

Hong Kong, the Huasen Architecture and Engineering Design 

Consultants, the first China-foreign joint architectural design 

office in China. In 1986, Chen left Huasen and founded a 

private-based architectural firm, the Huayi Designing 

Consultants, which is so far the only one first-class architectural 

design firm solely sponsored by foreign capital. The two firms 

are based in Shenzhen, and have become two of the most 

successful design firms. From 1986 to 2002, Chen was 

appointed by the Shenzhen MuniCipal Govemment as an expert 

consultant. In 1994, he was awarded the title 'National DeSign 

Master' by the Ministry of Construction. In 1996, Chen 

established his own architectural office in his own name in 

Shenzhen. 

The Huangpu Garden was one of the earliest projects of Chen's 

own office. Its success in market terms not only brought a 

promising start to his business, but also initiated a working 

'model' that his office employs in the process of construction. 

The success of running the project in practice has exceeded 

purely design work - the execution of architect's ideas -, and is 

largely due to a kind of management which allows the architect 

to take the leading position in the whole production process, as 

well as the differentiation of the work of 'architect' from that of 

'engineers'. 

In many ways, Chen's role in the making of the Huangpu 
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Garden challenged the purist idea of architectural design, which 

sees the production process as the implementation of the 

architect' ideas. In design terms, Chen's major task was not to 

propose things anew, but to adapt the existing 'model' from 

Hong Kong to the local market. The idea of 'high-rise, low 

density' was popular for the housing developments at the 

outskirt of Hong Kong. Due to the comparable land use condition 

and the nature of demand in Shenzhen - the large scale of 

development, the sufficient service supply, and the balance of 

maximising profitable floor area and distance between living 

buildings, it was applied to the city centre. In terms of housing 

price and living convention in Shenzhen, the household types 

from Hong Kong were scaled up. The layout of apartment 

building, 'one staircase six or eight units', was changed to 'one 

staircase four or five units'. Chen recalls the 'modification' and 

'localisation' process as such: 

Hutchison Whampoa always used the foreign architects. We were 
the first domestic architectural office working for them. They didn't 
trust us at the beginning. Indeed, we had some conflicts. The 
biggest one was the scale of the household types in the city centre. 
My local knowledge told me that the 'luxury' flat should be big. But 
they didn't agree. Depending on their experience in Hong Kong and 
regarding that majority of the buyers would be from Hong Kong, 
they thought that one hundred square metres unit was big enough. 
But when the Phase One was first on sale in Shenzhen, a long queue 
was lined up and people kept asking for the larger types. I got the 
phone call in the morning of the day from the developer who 
consulted me to deal with the request. After then, the developer got 
to appreciate our ideas and local knowledge, and to trust our 
competence. 82 

82 Because of the success of Huangpu Garden in the market, Chen Shimin gets all the commissions of 
housing project of the Hutchison Wbampoa in China. Interview with Chen Shimin by Hua Li, 31 
December 2005. "~iGjt;ljfi-][ffl (J(J$;lHrSil~1JlJlijl, ftfrHi~JI~-1-~~iG.;ljfifFl~Ht(J(J SiI r*J ~ 
~ifr!j. 7f~, ftBfI'];flVFffiffftff](J(J. ftff]fH[H~(J(J-lilHltEl!1-'ffBJ. ftfn~II1J~ftB1f].*(J(J5tJli 
.~~;;J!tEm<p,G·l!1-±t!l:1J p ~(J(J::k/J'. ~fniA1>J~fF~t~::k(J(J, illiit!i(J(Jp~, l!:l!ftxtrtHm(J(J1lI1 
flit. m.ftBfn~l!~iJ..1>J. ftB:!lt~-f1Bfn(J(J¥I'f~ft1*'±:~:l!~nJl(J(J¥I'f~.Bff*, xt~~(J(J¥I'f~ft1* 100 
.sp:*ttJl*!'f;7. ~*JI~-7C~llMl~, m~flVdl, ~~IlA~. 1~~Alblfl¥.11:fl::kI:'BFm!. ~~ 
e<.J~7C!f! . .L Jjjj 1~H':Hlll.8,t~ftn71t!i!, r"1ft~.z.1J.. fuJl§*)JiU~*~~'G' 7, ttiJ::~-¥iJ::~fI'J 
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Two points can be drawn from this in regard to the status of local 

architect and architectural design. Firstly, while international 

investment brings a certain threat of intemational architectural 

competition to Chinese domestic architects, the need to mediate 

the local creates a space for them to play an important role. 

Secondly, the process is driven by profit rather than ideological 

motives. In terms of the purpose of commercial project, the 

economic value is prior to design ideas. Architectural design has 

to provide marketable solutions rather than execute architectural 

concepts. In the case of the Hungpu Garden, the fayades of the 

buildings are in two different 'styles'. The first two phases, which 

were aimed at the buyers from Hong Kong and were designed 

by a Hong Kongnese architect, were concise and 

straightforward.83 When the marketing strategy turned to local 

buyers, the last two phases, designed by Chen Shimin, were in 

decorative 'European style', as was the layout of the 

development and the household types. (Fig. 3.2-15) 

{fliT, ftBff]if;l!:%~~fnMilrrP:I$}." 
The General Manager of the Hutchison Wbampoa Property Group, Liang Baoguang, has 

assured the adjustment. ' In the last several years, we have done a number of adjustments according to 
the response of the market to the Huangpu Garden . [ ... J For instance, the household design in the Phase 
One followed the Hong Kong's mode. All the units were about ninety square metres. When it was put in 
the 99' Autumn Real Estate Trade Fair [in ShenzhenJ, the need of the market was rather different from 
our preceding market investigation. The big units were largely requested. Thus, we made the alternation 
right away, removing the walls between the two units, merging two two-bedroom flats into one 
four-bedroom flat'. (":tt~J11f: , ~IH«m:l$}~~±m~:9[(I<].&J.§l , ~m~~~ftli7:fd>iJIJ~. [ ... J ~ 
~~~~, .~R •• -.OOpa.*if~~$A~ •• m~OO , ~.~~$~*~.~1f:. 
~.Mili*, m:l$}OO.*~am~*~m:l$} •• ~-~.R,~pa~.*~~~.f;l!,am 
~~*ili.~, nrr.~.regrr., ~mOOreg~d-~$~~OO.m, l00 ~~OO~d~IT 
$.ijL~ , l1!lBi-4ilG. " ) From the website ofShenzhen Municipal Planning & Land Information Centre, 
http://news.szhome.com/lUploadFilesinewsfileslOOO/014/061/1406I.htm. Ta, Shan (2003). . . 

The situation is also confirmed by my interview with Zhang Su who bou~ht a merged Unit In 

the Phase One in 2000. The interview took place in her flat in March 2005. (Appendix 5) . 
83 Chen Yixin, the Deputy of the SZCD Planning and Construction Office, confi~ms from . the Side that 
the initial proposal ofthe facade ofHuangpu was not fitted to the local taste, and did not sausfy the local 
planners. So, several rounds of amendment were asked. 
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Some foreign architects are amazed by the flexibility of property 

market in China. Based upon some extreme cases in Shenzhen, 

Rem Koolhaas deduces, 

The beauty of the system is that Chinese architecture is never final, 
but in permanent conversion. There is no ultimate condition, only 
mutation from one condition to the other. 84 

Koolhaas's comment may be partly true to the extent that 'the 

market economy in whatever form increasingly dictates certain 

decisions, more and more strictly and inevitably.'85 But, what is 

lacking in his observation is the strict regulation underlying 

commercial commissions. Constant changes do not mean that 

design work is haphazard. In the case of the Huangpu Garden, 

Chen Shimin states: 

The demand of the Hutchison Whampoa was rigorous. The 
deviation of floor area of each household from the planned must be 
less than 2%. To a one hundred and twenty square metres flats, the 
deviation should be less than two square metres.86 The plan ratio 
was required very high and had very little flexibility.87 Only the 
construction drawings of the Phase One, did I draw three times.

88 

The deviation and the plan ratio are crucial factors to measure 

the economic efficiency of the housing project for developers, 

buyers and urban planners. In terms of market economy, both 

84 Koolhaas, Rem (2000). pp. 318. 
85 Ibid. pp. 310 
86 Deviation is an important calculation to control the difference between planning and final outcome. It 
needs a design skill to achieve the maximum floor area for developers' profit-pursuit, and at the same 
time to meet the planning specification. In China, the deviation between the planned floor area and the 
designed floor area is normally about 5%. 
87 The plan ratio is the internal area of households to the gross area which includes public circulation 
and services, such as corridors, elevators, staircases, wells for pipe-line, etc, The plan ratio indicates the 
efficiency of investment. It means slightly different to investors - both the state and developers, and 
buyers. To the state or government, the higher the plan ratio is, the more available living space the same 
budget Can offer to residents, or in the other way around, the less the same living space costs, To 
developers, the more profit can be achieved. To buyers, the plan ratio measures the percentage of their 
investment for their own private space and for the public or sharing space. 
88 Interview with Chen Shimin by Hua Li, 31 December 2005. "~iC~flIji¥J~*;li';:1&'tiJ~~B<Jo Hj
~pmi¥J~~i¥JOOm~a.M2~~~IW~*i¥Jpm, ~~OO&~ae~2~*o~OO*. 
~~1&i'flj, ~~jIJ~j), j)T¥t:;r-PJ~o ~;li';:m-Mi¥J~IOO, fIt¥tilIDT'='lSo" 
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flexibility and regulation derive from the same purpose of 

acquiring the maximum value for investment. Architectural 

design is used as an instrument to meet this. Actually, this kind 

of economic effect is not peculiar in China. While studying the 

skyscrapers in New York and Chicago, Carol Willis points out: 

This insistence on the linkage between profit and program is 
fundamental to commercial architecture, where the function of a 
building is to produce rents, and economic considerations govern 
design decisions. 89 

That architectural design is largely devoted to technical roles in 

commercial projects does not mean that architectural practice is 

purely technical. Besides his professional skills, the importance 

of the architect and his job is raised by taking on the role of 

management in the planning stage and in the construction 

process. More than just providing profeSSional service, the 

position of the architect -- in Chen's words, 'competence of 

architect to offer social services' -- plays a role in the stage of 

decision-making. In the case of the Huangpu Garden, Chen 

Shimin got in touch with the project in 1996. From then to 1998 

when the contract was finally signed, Chen had submitted 

several unpaid proposals over one and a half years. Two things 

were crucial to securing the commission, and neither had much 

to do with design proposal itself. The first is his assistance to the 

developer in establishing a relation with the municipal offices of 

Shenzhen. 

When I first got to the project, Hutchison Whampoa already had a 
number of proposals of Hong Kong's architectural offices. Mine 
was not taken into account. One of the major reasons to make us 
closer was that the developer then had not officially had the land 

89 Willis, Carol (1995). pp. 19. 
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and all the matters were in discussion. I helped them to come to 
Shenzhen, to contact the municipal agencies, and to arrange the 
meetings with the local officials. These things I did gave them an 
impression that, apart from design, the architect could help to 
resolve certain problems. Since then, they gradually had inclination 
[to meJ.90 

The second relates to the moment when the construction of 

SlCD was about to start and the overseas investments, mainly 

from Hong Kong, needed to be settled. In 1997, one year before 

the construction of SlCD was officially inaugurated, the 

Financial Crisis of Asia devastated the property market in Hong 

Kong and the confidence of some Hong Kong's developers 

about investing SlCD. In 1998, the Vice Mayor of Shenzhen 

and the Director of SlCD construction Wang JO went to Hong 

Kong to check. The Head of the Planning Bureau, Liu Jiasheng, 

and Chen Shimin who was familiar with both cities and acted as 

a govemment expert consultant, were in the company. It was on 

this trip that Chen finally got the design commission for the 

Huangpu Garden. From Chen's point of view, 'that was a dramatic 

moment and change in the process'. He recalls, 

Hutchison Whampoa was the first developer whom we met in the 
trip. Wang Jil asked the developer whether they would carry the 
project. If not, the government would give the land to local 
corporations. The developer said, they would and had already 
invited me to do the design. He excused the delay for Chen Shimin 
had not had a decent proposal. Therefore, I took the sketch from my 
briefcase and presented it to them in the meeting. The developer felt 
it quite workable. As far as all of them agreed on it, and the Mayor 
approved it, I got the commission.91 

90 Interview with Chen Shimin by Hua Li, 31 December 2005. .. ~ ~7ftzilfU!lrPt:l:ill¥IUrrJ ~ 1-Jjjj El a<J 
ft;j{~, t[H~1fm0'R] ~~ftMfJ[lO-lG~:I:iIlJ f$:T/j~. f1!!.{f]X<t~flf,(a<J*/f':;t;;:~:m:. ~tP:P ra]n~, ff 
-1-t&*a<J#:ilia<J}jI29:li!~ft;jftBffJjUHJf~, ftBfr'Jjf~ffiE~*fIJ±Il!, :flt.Jf,U1Ht1!.{fJfIJ~jjil*, ~ 
nftBm~~.n&~~~OO,W~-@~~, -@m~a<J~~, M*~.~T-.~a<J*ffl, ~ 
ftBmX<t~m~.TR~~*a<Jli~.*a~ •• T-1-~ •• ~~~~MftBm*M~-~~~. 
WI l;{.tttt1t!!ffT ftijijtij. II 

91 Interview with Chen Shimin by Hua Li. 31 December 2005. "~ffJ~-1-Jl!.a<JJ!lO-lG.:I:iIl.x:i:f.!fllJ 
ftBf(]fIJ~~>f';~7fl;!]. /f'~a<Jit •• ~§!I P3 a<J0irJ4;f$:T. ltJlfil'3iJUt1!.ffJ B~iilm<ttt~~/j~. 
[~ttt~J-H&fl*ili-1-~ffa<J/j~. f~~.~§£ffl~*~m*ili*f$:7M~,~M~~ 
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Chen's story gives a picture of the general working situation of 

the practising architect in China. At the stage of planning and 

decision-making, architects' work is engaged with social contact, 

the interest of developers and the policies of government. The 

local knowledge that Chinese architects possess in both 

professional and social terms enables them to take a position in 

mediating the international investment and the local 

administration, market and convention. Design is just a part of 

the work. Chen reviews his experience as such, 

Every proposal was developing in the process. At the end, there was 
no much difference between them. What became important then 
was the architect's competence to offer the social services. 92 

What Chen means by difference between the designs and 

'social service' is fairly arguable. But in whatever form, the 

involvement of the architect in the work of 'management' in the 

pre-construction process lends a social visibility and credibility to 

the architects as well as the architectural profession. As far as 

the involvement goes beyond dealing with objects and 

technological issues, it allows architects to take a distinct 

position from civil engineers, whose job is usually to provide 

technological support and consultation at this stage. 

A similar situation arose in the construction process. The 

position that Chen and his office held in the Huangpu Garden 

project was 'lead consultant' - a role of 'manager' in the 

production. According to the RIBA's definition, the jobs of 

~ •. ~M£~.£~~ •• &~.,~~~~~~~.£ •• 7* .• ~~~~§.*.7.ff 
92 Interview with Chen Shimin by Hua Li. 31 December 2005. 
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'designer leader', 'lead consultant' and 'contract administrator' 

all belong to Architect's management services,93 The function of 

'lead consultant' is 

described as direction, co-ordination, integration and monitoring of 
the activities of the consultant team; making or obtaining decisions 
for cost and programme control; communication between client and 
consultants; reporting to the client. 94 

In the case of the Huangpu Garden project, apart from 

architectural design, Chen's office was commissioned for 

twenty-two contracted tasks, which directed the architect to take 

responsibilities of coordinating the work of all the specialised 

offices, such as civil engineers, equipment engineers, landscape 

architects, surveyors, interior designers, etc" by organising 

meetings, and supervising the implementation of the contracts; 

with seeking, recommending and examining materials and 

products; with drawing up detailed construction plans and 

programmes; and with checking, accepting and maintaining the 

final products at the post construction stage. These 

responsibilities were to ensure that the final outcome would 

meet professional requirements and standards, But the task of 

'lead consultant' does not aim at ensuring the execution of 

architect's plans. Instead, the synthetiC nature of the 

management job intends to make a balance between different 

requirements from different parties - client, consultants, 

contractors, material providers, etc. - through coordination, 

negotiation and supervision. This synthetiC job in turn assures a 

93 RIBA (Royal InstiMe of British Architects) (2000). The position and the working scope of 'lead 
consultant' have not been officially defined in practising system of China. The definition that I quote 
here is from the documents of the RIBA because Chen's contact followed the system in Hong Kong, 
which is referred to the RIBA's system. Although there are some differences in different regions and in 
operation, the core function of 'lead consultant' is the same. 
9 Phillips, Roland (2000). 
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position of the architect in the building industry,95 

The title 'lead consultant' has not been recognised in China, 

Chen's contract followed the working conventions of the 

developer from Hong Kong, and acquired special permission to 

experiment with it. In order to fulfil his management tasks, 

Chen's office set up a particular group to work on site - the 

Department of Construction, which later becomes its working 

mode on other projects, In practice, some of the management 

jobs that Chen's office undertook in the Huangpu Garden project 

are not new to many architectural firms of China, However, his 

contract and position indicates two significant changes in the 

market period, First, against the subordination of architectural 

design to construction - 'design serves construction' - from the 

1950s to 1980s, the leading position of Chen's office indicates 

an eleVation of the importance of architectural profession in the 

process. Second, against the designation of architecture as one 

of the engineering professions in the broad category of 'building 

construction', the job of management legitimates a position for 

the architect as distinct from merely technological execution and 

hence from other building-related professions, such as the civil 

engineer. These two changes that Chen's case shows a 

transition and a potential to legalise and systematise the 

independence of the architectural profession in contemporary 

China. 

This section has discussed the role of the architect in production 

95 There have been similar discussions around the role of architectural profession. See: Bartlett, John 
(1969). 
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of the Huagnpu Garden, from providing technical solutions to 

taking on a 'manager' position. My argument opposes many 

historical writings, which regard architecture as a purely 

intellectual discipline and a heroic development of architect's 

ideas by leaving out the working conditions. The argument is 

that, in reality, architectural practice is a social practice 

mediating different needs through professional skills and 

position. Handling finances, market relations, administration, 

technological support, etc., enhances the visibility of the 

architectural profession in the construction process throughout 

the society. 

3.3 Seeking a 'Comfortable' Home 

The analyses of the preceding sections are mainly concerned 

with professional discussions, regulations and operations. As far 

as buildings are ultimately inhabited by users, this section will 

look into property purchase through three cases - three 

householders' experiences of buying flats in the Huangpu 

Garden. 

Buying a flat is a particularly modern experience and activity to 

make a home in a city and to respond and react to housing 

construction. In a traditional society, making a home was often 

fulfilled through building a house by the householders 

themselves. The making and building activities are not an 

individual work of one family, but rather rely upon the aid of local 

community via communal work and according to local custom. 
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Through the building process, householders would settle 

themselves not only physically, but also socially and 

psychologically. In contemporary Chinese cities, the practice of 

building a house is replaced by mass construction organised by 

city government and developers. The distribution of welfare 

housing determined by labour relation in the Revolutionary 

period changes to purchasing a property from the real estate 

market. Making a home is now an individual experience, while at 

the same time, relies upon a range of financial, commercial and 

municipal systems of the city. Purchasing a flat is a first step for 

individuals to build up their personal domain in a modem city. 

The three cases in the Huangpu Garden are chosen out of ten 

households which I visited in 2005 and 2006. Two reasons lead 

to the selection. First, they bought the flats to occupy rather than 

for investment. The three householders are all migrants as are 

the majority of Shenzhen's residents. Two of them are from the 

other cities, and one from a rural village of Guangdong. They 

have lived in the city for about ten years, and intend to settle 

permanently - at least at the time when they bought and 

furnished their apartments. Second, the three householders 

bought their properties at different stages, from the start of 

construction in 2000 to post construction in 2004, and have 

different views of the purchase. Insofar as purchasing a flat and 

making a home are very individual experiences, the three cases 

will not be treated as the representatives of the residents in the 

Huangpu Garden and the residents in the city. Rather, we will try 

to explore certain common experiences which could help think 

260 



chapter three: the guangpu garden - the 'european style' and production of a 'luxury' living 

about the nature of the professional knowledge of architecture 

and architectural production. For this, the question of this 

section is: to what extent or through which way do the 

image-making, the spatial organisation of the housing 

development and the marketing promises determine the 

decisions of the buyers? 

To answer this question, we immediately face another question: 

what did the buyers look for when they purchased a flat for 

occupation? In 2005 after the Huangpu Garden was sold out 

and had been in use for one and half years, I talked with a 

previous marketing manger of the development on how the 

buyers liked the property.96 Perhaps to the 'surprise' of some 

architects, it was her point that the styles of the buildings and the 

themes of the gardens had little effect upon the decision of the 

buyers. What concerned them more was the location of the 

development, the brand of the developer, and the scale of the 

green area. The individual account of the quality of the property 

will be discussed later in this section, The question that her 

observation brings up is: does the making of the 'luxury' images 

matter to the buyers or the residents? 

In my conversations with the residents in the Huangpu Garden, I 

noticed that they rarely used the exotic names - such as Le 

Parc Rome, the French imperial pond, etc.-, but instead the 

straightforward terms - such as the Phase One compound, the 

swimming pool, etc. When stating the reasons for their purchase, 

96 The interview took place on 25 February 2005. 
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they hardly mentioned the appearance of the theme gardens, 

Nonetheless, they did show their opinions on how the gardens 

were arranged and managed. In answering my question 'how 

you like the communal garden in your compound', a resident 

from the Phase One said: 

I think it [the communal garden of the Phase One] is not as beautiful 
as the Phase Two's and Phase Three's. The Phase One's is too rough. 
Some aspects of the Phase One cannot compare to the Phase Two 
and Phase Three. For instance, it does not completely separate the 
circulation of pedestrian from that of vehicles. Children would go 
out [to the roadway] without bewaring. I think the design of the 
garden does not possess the spatial quality of the Phase Two - the 
sequence from one area to another. The only good thing of it is [that 
it is] light and spacious. The Phase One is Roman style which 
should be very elegant, but it isn't. It does not achieve the Roman 
style in my mind. I think the Spanish style of the Phase Two and the 
Vienna style of the Phase Three are better represented than the 
Phase One's. The garden of the Phase One represents that style just 
by employing some Roman columns, jardinieres and so on. It is 
very literal, and does not have that kind of quality -- the [quality of] 
delicacy. Belt Collins says that the Huangpu Garden - its 
construction, management and topiary - does not deliver the [ideas 
of the] design at all, but the Zhonghai Noble [Zhonghai Huating] 
does it very well. 97 

Apparently, what the resident is interested in is not whether the 

themes and the styles are 'genuinely' represented in 

'architectural' terms, or living in a fantasised place as 

somewhere else. What she concerns is the living environment of 

'here', which involves both imaginary vision (such as 'elegance' 

and 'delicacy') and practical account (such as 'safety' and 

management quality). In other words, the creation of a 'luxury' 

97 Interview with Zhang Su by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. "~:tlt.f.\J-ili&ff.=, '=:Mt,lll~o ~Wtt;:mm7 0 

W@*ft~M.'=M, =M&~~~, ~~~g.&W~~.~A*~.,a~~~~~.M~ 
*OO~7oftm~~~.~,a~m.&W=M~~~., .#-~~-~~~~~, ~-M~ 
~~~.~o-M~~~R.~,~.~~~~.W~,ilig&&W.ili*og#&W.ili*a 
ill~§~~.#~~R.oa~m=M~ftm~R.,~M~.&MR.~R.~~.~-M. 
~~M~~o ~M.m7-~~~tt, ~lt;j~@*.~}j~#R., 7t~:JV~~L~, #&W}j~# 
~m,.#~ •. m~.~.~.~ .. 7t~&~re&*.~ili*,§m~I,§*~ •• ,~ 
1jr~1\ij9", ffij~l4if$d!.~~Mo" See: Appendix 5. The Zhanghai Noble (Shenzhen) [Zhonghai 
Huating] is another housing development in SZCD, It is in the 'European style', and the Belt Collins 
took charge of the landscape design of its communal gardens, too. 
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image has a limitation in itself. Its effect does not seem to be 

adequately appreciated unless it can be expressed in terms of 

'realistic' considerations. In the case of the three householders, 

the 'home' that they signified is not by the term 'luxury' , but 

'comfortable,.98 

Case one: Ms. Zhang and her top floor flat (21 st floor) with a 

popular feature - roof garden - in the Phase One,99 (Fig. 3.3-1) 

Ms. Zhang lived with her husband, one-year old child and her 

parents in the three-bedroom flat. She was a manager of a stock 

company, Her and her husband's work, social life and shopping 

were within driving distance of the Huangpu Garden. For daily 

shopping, she usually drove ten minutes to the Sam's Club 

owned by the global retailer Wa/-Mart Stores. Although she and 

her family did not largely engage with the facilities and activities 

of the neighbourhood, she enjoyed the handy and 

supplementary services of the deve/opment. 10o 

Ms. Zhang is a 'rational' buyer in a modem sense. She bought 

her flat in advance when the whole construction of the Huangpu 

Garden started. For her, 'reliability' was more important than 

other factors, such as convenience, ' luxury' and beauty. To 

secure her purchase and her future home and life, she put them 

into a relation with the planning and market system: 

98 In my interviews of them, 'comfortable' was a common word that the householders used to describe 
their ideal home and what they wanted for their own apartments. 
99 Ms. Zhang's apartment was published twice in the local newspapers as a model of ' modern living'. 
One is about the bathroom of the master bedroom in the page of Fashion, Yin, Han (2003). The other is 
about her roof garden in the page of Finance, Wen, SWan (2004). 
100 See: Appendix 5. Ms. Zhang thinks that the supermarket in the Clubhouse is a necessary supplement 
to daily life. 
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The first reason for me to buy the property was location, By that, I 
do not mean that it is in the centre of the city, or close to public 
buildings and transportations. From the present viewpoint, it is nice, 
but it was not my reason. [ ... ] Location for me means two aspects. 
One was proximity to the Lotus Mountain which is a permanently 
natural feature. I wanted to live near it. The other was the 
well-planned urban schema in this district, which clearly stated 
what was going on around the neighbourhood in the future. I found 
nothing that would annoy me. 101 

While municipal planning asserted the long-term vision of 

'macro-environment', she tried to ensure the construction and 

service quality from the credibility of the developer in the 

market. 

I am very concerned about the brand [of the developer]. I would not 
buy a property from a small developer. Especially when I bought 
the apartment off plan, it was still on paper. To some extent, my 
valuation of Huangpu Garden depended on the reputation of the 
company. [ ... ] From my point of view, the Huangpu Garden should 
be constructed and managed to a high standard. 102 

Ms. Zhang also took the practical use of the flat into 

consideration. From her point of view, the layout of the 

apartment and the roof terrace were particularly important. Ms. 

Zhang's flat merges two two-bedroom flats so that it has the 

family space - the living room, dinning room and kitchen - in the 

centre, and the master bedroom and the bedrooms for the 

parents and the child at each end. For the three generation 

101 Interview with Zhang Su by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. The text is compiled from: .. !It~tt1.~~ 
~? ft:%~;l!1:fL~o ["'J~£lID, ft:%~lfM};'HIL~:~l¥Jo -1-;l!i*:H~1Ew, ~;!l!;-1-7j(~1¥J 
•• , ~~ •• ,ft:%~~~~~-1-~~ •• ~~o.=1-~, .~~~l¥Jm~,~ft*~& 
1lHf~)C [ ... ] pVm¥ftm~1l1f-1-1&~Ht!J±t!!1J.;!!~llfC~;lH~TI¥J, 1f1&~AV-PJPriJmll¥J~ 
¥~.m.~, X~a~~1-~;!!m~., ~~~~~m.~~8.fi~fftt~I¥J,~ru&~A 
~.~1-* •• , .~.*&.81¥J, @*~;!!ftI¥JB~, ftm~I¥J1:fL.&~;!!W~~B~~ . 
•• 1:fL~~~~~,~~;!!~1-, .;!!~M~, -1-;!!.nilil¥J~ ••• , -1-;!!m~l¥Jm~~ 
~~W,~1-.~$~8, g~~~tt~,~~~tt1.,* •• ,m«ft~.~~,ft.~~1-
1&.~ 0 " The original text see: Appendix 5, 
102 Interview with Zhang Su by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. ".=p~, a;!!~F~tt.~Jl!Ill¥Jo ft1LHE:Iilft 
~1¥J;!!~1-~M.I¥J, ft~~~~m~I¥J~ •• I¥J.,M~~ft~.~ •• I¥J~AA;!!ti~l¥J,ft 
:tf'l'fj1Jt~.I¥J.;!!*J1dI~l¥Jffi. 0 [ ••• J ~!It.*, .~¥I£ •.• ~.1" J.\\Z*;!!-1-~jjIJ9t:fl~F 
1it~, 4P.J~JdlfJ.1l!~Fm-.1¥J [ ... J" See: Appendix 5, 
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family, the layout enables the young couple and their parents to 

keep a certain privacy and independence while sharing common 

activities.103 

The roof garden means more than mere 'utility' to Ms. Zhang. It 

is practical in use, and is also the feature of her personal domain 

and domestic life. Thus, for her, although expensive, it is a 

'valuable' investment: 

The roof terrace is the part on which I most value this flat. In fact, 
the cost of our terrace is quite high. Compared with the same flat 
on the 20th floor, I paid 310,000 yuan [about 1,610,000 yuan in total] 
more, which was just only a roof. In spite of this, I feel it 
worthwhile. Why did I choose the top floor? I had a very simple 
reason. When I have a child, the roof terrace would be a safe 
outdoor space for her growing up, particularly when the weather 
was bad. The other reason was that I saw roof gardens in my 
friends' flats. I liked them. When I bought flat, I wanted one too. In 
fact, the roof garden brings a lot of joys to our life. Whenever my 
husband and I want to enjoy two persons' world, we can have a 
relaxing space here away from our parents and child. It is precious 
to have a natural and peaceful space in the city centre. From very 
practical viewpoint, my husband and I are socialised persons. When 
we have a party at home, the roof garden together with the living 
room can contain different groups of friends at the same time. It 
indeed increases our hosting capacity.104 

Despite these rational considerations, Ms. Zhang was not fully 

satisfied with what she got: 

As to my satisfaction of the property, the construction quality is 
bad. The management service is not good enough. I feel not 
satisfied with what the brand of the developer brings to me. [ ... J 
What I have now are created by myself, or are given by nature, 
by the whole environment. 105 

103 The kind of new form of three generation family (sandai tangtang -= ft /i11it) is typical in Shenzhen. 
Shenzhen is a new and immigrant city. The average age of the residents is about 30 years old. The 
parents of most young people live in different cities and towns. When the parents retire or when young 
couples have children, the parents often come to Shenzhen to help their household matters and to look 
after children. At the same time, the young couple take care of their parents. 
104 Interview with Zhang Su by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. The text is extracted. The original text sees: 
Appendix 5. 
IDS Interview with Zhang Su by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. "~x-ji31-0FfI¥JWIl;@':It. b\~~nt:l:J:* 
iJt. 19i:fi:1tt~:I¥J. ~.'&1fJ:!l!i:B:>f';t(M. ~1i!:m b\*.~lS 1-lfbJlll!*~fJtl¥J * g§~~J:fJtJL"f~/f' 
iA~. [00'] fJtm!IJI¥J*]!!H'III:!!R § c,B,J;i)!j:I¥J. !l;lG~:!!~1::{IB~I¥J. :!!:xlfJi;~TI¥J 0" 
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To decode the relation between expectation, disappointment 

and satisfaction would need further study. In regard to the 

relation of mass construction and user's occupation, our thesis 

is that the struggle between standardised offers and the desire 

for a personalised life and domain would be an inevitable part of 

modem experience of making a home in a city. Ms. Zhang's 

case seemingly suggests that the struggle could not be 

thoroughly resolved by a purely rational account. 

Case two: Mr. Zhang and his flat on the twenty-third floor in the 

Phase Four. (Fig, 3.3-2) Mr. Zhang lived with his wife, two boys 

and one baby-sister in the three-bedroom flat which was 

converted from four bedrooms. Occasionally, his mother came 

to stay with them. Mr, Zhang was a self-employed businessman. 

While his social life took place around the city, he and his family 

were largely involved in the neighbourhood. His office was 5 

minutes on foot away from home. His children were enrolled in 

the schools within or near Huangpu Garden. After school, the 

boys often went to the Clubhouse with their classmates who 

lived in the same development. The family often went to the 

Lotus Mountain and the supermarkets nearby. The physical 

proximity makes Mr. Zhang feel easy to manage his life. 

For Mr. Zhang, (eng shui was a fundamental factor in securing 

his purchase of his home, and determined the selection of the 

flat. Mr. Zhang bought the flat when the Phase Four was under 

construction , and yet the last three phases and communal 
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facilities were in use. To him, the houselflat was not just a 

physical accommodation supported by services and facilities, 

but a foundation to sustain well-being and prosperity of life, 

which would be protected by 'good' (eng shui. 106 He said: 

Different from others, the first thing I was concerned of buying a 
house was/eng shui. [ ... J Oncefeng shu; is good, everything wiJI 
be good. 

In his (eng shui account, location was the first concern. 

The Lotus Mountain has the best/eng shui of Shenzhen. The layout 
of SZCD and the Lotus Mountain can be compared to the 
Forbidden City. Here [Huangpu GardenJ is like Zhongnanhai. And 
the Phase Four is the best [{eng shui location] in the Huangpu 
Garden. I never cared developer. In general, the developer who can 
get a land in such a good location should not be too bad and must 
have enough strength. [ ... ] I don't care if it is in the city centre 
either. What I mean by location is itself as a whole and has no 
relation to the municipal buildings and investment in this area. The 
good location is owed to the Lotus Mountain. 107 

The same consideration determined his choice of choosing the 

living compound, the building, the household type and the 

orientation. Nonetheless, (eng shui for Mr. Zhang is more of an 

interpretative device to erase uncertainty than an absolute 

method to be followed. For instance, taking 'four' as an unlucky 

number, Mr. Zhang avoided it in the flat number and the building 

number. But it did not prevent him from regarding that the Phase 

with the number 'four' had the best (eng shUl: In fact, Mr. 

Zhang's belief in 'eng shui was well adjusted to reality and was 

106 Mr. Zhang did not systematically study feng shu;. His interpretation of/eng shu; is based on his own 
knowledge, perception and experience. 
107 Interview with Zhang Hong by Hua Li, 8 March 2005. .. ~1',*;ljllJx1.7j(:/IlM I¥J1lL:'ll.%ttElt1tLlJ:l! 
~olt1tLlJ~~~~~~~S~~~.~~[.~~~J~1lL:I~ffi~T~~m~o~±~~~~ 
~JXl.Jl(fo]l!. ~gr .• JitJ~~~!1!lJifl~ [~J /lJlM~±t!lJHl{fl'll.M, .%t!!)XI.*!!l!lM~. ~hU*::f 
~~:l!1-[~~illi]' ~~*i$t, ~~~M~±t!lfJHI<jiti, ~~~JIJ~iti, :I)t~illi~::f~~~o [ ... ] 
~JEJ!ff~iJ~7f~jfij 0 [ ... ] ~::f~~~~ [tEi*;ljllrP~·C.\J 0 ~i$t~~~1-±t!l1J~lH*, W~ 
Rt~~$t, :I)t'3HI1:ff**. :l!1I!.:t~:I!~ftLlJMo" See: Appendix 5. 
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associated with perception. 

What good feng shui [location] means is that it has everything. 
Facing the sea and against the mountain. Where can you find such a 
good place? Whether or not feeling comfortable really matters. 
[ ... J 
I bought the flat after I saw it. I had seen the buildings in the Phase 
One, Phase Two and Phase Three. If they were bad, I would not 
buy it. 108 

Mr. Zhang's case seems opposite to Ms. Zhang's. Unable to 

fully trust the market system and govemment policy, he expects 

that the supematural powers could protect him from invisible 

and unpredicted threats and dangers,10g The protection of the 

'best' feng shu; not only comforts psychological anxiety of the 

future, but also ensures the uniqueness of his choice - the one 

that he chose is the most suitable one to him in the city. 

Case Three: Ms. Ye and her second floor flat in the Phase Four, 

which has the same layout with the 'European style' show 

apartment. (Fig. 3.3-3) Ms. Ye lived with one maid and two sons 

who studied abroad. She had her own business, and work, 

entertaining and shopping were within driving distance of the 

Huangpu Garden, Ms. Ye hardly used the facilities of the 

Huangpu Garden, and had little contact with her neighbours and 

the management company. She often walked around the Lotus 

Mountain and met her friends there. 

108 Interview with Zhang Hong by Hua Li, 8 March 2005. "JX1.7.l<tlf 7. ~-t}]~$~tlf 7, ffll~ff. 
flTW1JX1.7.l<tlf. JX1.7.l<tlf, OX:.l!~-iJ.J$~ff. ~llHMl'tIJ. OO:ff~, i~:-~tlfl¥Jf.l'L1lff.i;JVI!Dflm.~t~. 
~t~U!:~%:*J1'*Jn&." "~:li!:;g7tt7;t~i¥J, ;&;w71, 2, 3Wj, ~1A!:1'm;;j-~~i¥J, ~* 
*f~ll~l¥Jit, ~iB1'~~. "See: Appendix 5. 
109 Nuttinee Karnchanapom's doctorial thesis gives an insightful analysis of the transformation of 
traditional spatial practice ('superstition' in modem sense) into current practice in arranging domestic 
space in Thai society. Karnchanapom, Nuttinee (2005). 
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Compared with Ms. Zhang's rational analysis and Mr. Zhang's 

feng shu; interpretation, Ms. Ye's choice seems more dependent 

upon perception. She bought the apartment when the whole 

development was completely in use, and made the decision 

after seeing the flat. 

I had seen several properties before this flat. When I first saw it, I 
liked it immediately. The layout was practical and ample. Every 
room had direct daylight. The ventilation was terrific. I have never 
found a comparable flat. The view from the living room is extensive. 
The front [communalJ garden is beautiful and spacious. Feel very 
comfortable. From here [the living roomJ, you can even see Hong 
Kong over there. This kind of view is really rare for an apartment 
on the lower floors. I did not expect any flat available at that time, 
because it was a well-known star property in the market. I was 
lucky. This was the last one directly bought from the developer. 11o 

Ms. Ye's description is quite personal. The factors that she 

preferred - the ample layout, the direct daylight and the good 

ventilation - has nothing to do with rational evaluation or 

physical definition. Instead, they are the projection of her feeling 

of 'spaciousness' and 'brightness', which are acquired at the 

moment of perceiving the space, and also related to her own 

experience in the past. 

The residential area that I lived in before cannot compete with the 
Huangpu Garden at all. Its service was okay, almost as good as the 
Huangpu Garden. But the environment was incomparable. It was 
dark, narrow and chaotic. The building in front of my flat was so 
close that my flat could not get enough sunlight. The heavily 
ornamented interior made it even more depressing. As there was no 
underground car park, all the cars were packed along the pedestrian 
lanes. The environment was really unpleasant. III 

110 Interview with Ye Gaoqin by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. .. tE:Hi3::g:J%TZJlIJ. ft:fi7t1t JL1-~~ • 
• -fi~g,.W.~.g~~OOW~ffl, ~~m.~~, .1-~~.~ .. ~~~, .~*~ 
tit •• JA*~~J\!.fiJi:t-arl;J.~gffibt~. Jl1JTIIi~t'lJf{~tIt. :t£1ZQ:Kl'-~xm •• ~W:1tUH~. JA 
i3:m~ff],.~~-arl;J. ••• m.~.i3:W~t'lB~*~~~Tm.~m~~. ~~ .• ~ • 
• ~~~T.~, ~~~m.~. B~.~~M£~ •.• ~~~mtlt.~~.~-~~H~. 
-¥mEi.~~~T." 
III Interview with Ye Gaoqin by Hua Li, 6 March 2005. ".l;J.litrl1~/NR~~:tm¥fEIiiH~*&t.tt~. 
g~~*~~., ~~:tm&IZQ~~$, &~~.&~~7.Xq.X~.X~ .•• litrOO~ •• 
•• ~Mm~, .~mT.~~R~~ .• ~.~m$.B~E~ffi~.g&&~~~W$., 
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The contrast that she made between the 'past' and the 'present' 

sustains her purchase, and reflects her aspiration for a better 

future. In fact, Ms. Ye was quite satisfied with her 'new' home, 

from interior arrangement of the flat, to the environment of the 

development and the service management. Nonetheless, Ms. 

Ye's choice is not casual, although her story of buying the flat 

may sound dramatic. Before she saw the property in the 

Huangpu Garden, she had been aware of the basic conditions

the fame of the developer, the popularity of the development in 

the market, and the govemment investment in the whole area -

which she also acknowledged. In addition, the quietness of the 

development that she particularly enjoyed was produced by the 

large communal garden which keeps traffic noise distant from 

the buildings. That is to say, Ms. Ye may not very consciously 

owe her decision to the market operation, the municipal 

construction, the development arrangement and the 

architectural design, but their effect worked on her when her 

perception and aspiration were satisfied. 

It seems impossible to give a simple definition of what a 

'comfortable' home is in architectural terms. The three 

householders present different accounts of their purchase and 

different views of managing life and home. The differences are 

partly due to the personal experience and aspiration, and are 

partly related to the stages when their purchase took place - the 

flat 'in paper' (Ms. Zhang) to the flat in physical existence (Ms. 
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Ye), Nonetheless, although different, their accounts for a 

'comfortable' home do not seem to contradict the construction of 

the 'luxury' living - the image production, the arrangement of the 

housing development and the management of the services. Yet, 

the construction does not satisfy the householders all the time. It 

is worth noting that most of the householders' considerations -

security, feng shu;, largeness of the development, location, 

qUietness, etc. - come from outside the concern of 'architectural 

quality' in formal terms of functional efficiency, programme, 

methodology, material and technological innovation, etc. Even 

though some terms are commonly shared by professionals and 

users, such as ventilation and lighting, the meanings and 

perspectives are slightly different. To the former, they are a 

description of physical conditions. To the latter, they introduce 

personal experiences and psychological effects. The gap 

between the two perspectives indicates the scope of knowledge 

within architectural profeSSion. On the other hand, it indicates a 

mediating role that architectural production and practice play 

between the dwelling of the individuals and the system of the 

city. 

This chapter has set out a discussion of relationship between 

practice of architecture and commodification in the 

contemporary Chinese city, by a case study of the production of 

a 'luxury' housing project Huangpu Garden in Shenzhen. The 

analysis has gone through issues concerning the building 'style', 

the spatial arrangement of the housing development, the 

analogy of spatial types and the work of the architect. It has tried 
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to understand the construction in terms of material fantasies, 

management of the city, commodification of domesticity, and the 

identity of the architectural profession. Two points emerge. First, 

Architecture is a modern practice mediating different demands 

in the city, and is justified and recognised on this level. Second, 

the construction has inevitably been accompanied by imports, 

from materials, to capital investment, to planning and practicing 

systems. As discussed before, while modified to local conditions, 

the imports do contribute to and sustain the formulation and 

constitution of the professional status of architecture in China. 
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Chapter Four 

The China Central Television Headquarters: 'Is China an 

Experimental Field for Foreign Architects,?1 

I As we have discussed, in general use, 'foreign ' and 'western' are interchangeable in Chinese, In the 
fo ll owing part of this chapter, I will keep the original usage of the translated texts, '?rHE (waiguo)' as 

' foreign ', and ' IDi1J (xifang)' as 'western '. 
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This is the last chapter of the thesis. It will continue the examination 

of architectural practice in contemporary China. In the last chapter, we 

discussed the emergence of the so-called 'European style' and 

architectural production and practice at the time of consumption. We 

tried to demonstrate that the prevalence of the 'European style' was an 

effect of 'commercialisation' rather than 'westernisation'. This chapter 

will be particularly concerned with political involvement in 

architectural production. Our assumption is that there is no necessary 

relation between a political regime and one form of architecture. 

Although determined by the same political intention -- the 

construction of national symbols, the articulation of the state power 

and the implementation of government policies, a national project can 

take different architectural forms, use different design approaches, 

employ different groups of architects, etc. Because of this, designs by 

European and American architects for national projects in China are 

neither a sign of 'westemisation', still less of 'colonisation'. To stress 

the central argument of the thesis once again, the dichotomy between 

what is 'Chinese' and what is 'western' is neither helpful to an 

understanding of trans-national practice nor useful when it comes to 

recognising the real issues of Chinese architecture. 

As a consequence, this chapter will focus on a national project, the 

new China Central Television Headquarters (CCTV HQ) in Beijing, 

and the debate provoked by it. The new CCTV HQ is sponsored by 

the national television media organization China Central Television 

Headquarters (CCTV). CCTV is the largest television broadcaster in 

the country, and by its nature and remit, it represents the voice of the 
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Central Committee of the CCP and the Central Government, the state 

ideology and the mainstream culture of the nation. Located in the Core 

Area of the newly planned Central Business District (CBD) in the 

eastern part of Beijing, it is supposed to be part of the renewal 

programme for the capital, and to produce a 'new' image of China.2 

(Fig. 4.0-1, 2) Its new site, almost symmetrical with the old one in the 

west, is only 6 kilometres -- less than 10 minutes driving distance --

away from Tian'arunen Square and the Forbidden City, the nation's 

symbolic and political heart. 3 From whatever angle it is examined, 

Fig, 4.0-1 whether it is seen as a gigantic machine of the state ideology, the 

representation of the national culture, the image of a 'modernised' and 

'internationalised' capital, the new CCTV HQ is enormously 

significant. 

Fig. 4.0-2 Clearly, whoever was chosen to design such a building as the CCTV 

HQ was unlikely to avoid criticism. But the participation of the 

'global' architect Rem Koolhaas and his 'bold' proposal have certainly 

intensified levels of controversy regarding the project. More 

specifically, they have provoked the debate that 'China is becoming 

an experimental field for foreign architects '. For supporters of the 

project, the collaboration between CCTV and Rem Koolhaas signified 

that the ideology of the Chinese government has shifted from a 

2 According to the government's goal, the construction of the CBD intends to 'provide facilities and 
services for an increasing number of financial organisations, multinationals and modern enterprises', 
and to 'peifectise [sic] the function of Beijing as a first-class modernised international metropolitan '. 
The Collection of Planning & Design Schemes of Beijing Central Business District (2001). pp.8. CCTV 
announces that to move into the Beijing CBD will 'most conveniently gather the latest information on 
the city's economic development, which represents the country's overall economic situation, thlls 
r:.aranteeing a prompt, accurate and sound delivery of news reports' . 

On the political significance of the Tian'anmen Square in the history of socialist China, see: Wu, Hung 
(2005). Zhongnanhai, next to the Forbidden City, has been an operational heart of the country, since 
1949. A number of the Party's and State's leaders, such as Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, 
Jiang Zeming, etc., have lived and have worked there. 
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4 Wang, Hui (2003). pp,46. 

'conservative' position to one of 'openness,.4 But for opponents, the 

collaboration represents a 'westernisation' or a 'colonisation' of 

Chinese architecture and culture. Nonetheless, it is not the case that 

the 'dispute' is between the two parties: representing the 'indigenous' 

or the 'local' on the one side and the 'foreign' or the 'western' on the 

other. Instead, it is a response to the situation that architecture is 

transferring from a state-directed occupation to an independent 

profession in the last twenty years. The issues that were concerned in 

this debate, such as the problem of being 'modern', the introduction of 

the 'western modem' architecture and the expression of the 

'Chineseness' in architecture, are indeed a reflection of the discussions 

of the whole thesis. 

In current Chinese discussions, the term 'experimental' is often 

associated with the term 'avant-garde' (qianwei, xianfeng),5 

which to some extent implies a relation to 'westem' architecture 

or architects. In the context of Chinese architecture, the usage 

of 'avant-garde' was translated from English, French and 

Russian texts, In the 19805, it was used to mainly refer to the 

early 'modemist' movements, such as Constructivism, and 

occasionally to 'postmodernism' in the 19605, such as Robert 

Venturi's theory.s Since the late 1990s, it began to be applied to 

some buildings in China, most of which were designed by 

foreign architects, such as Koolhaas's CCTV HQ scheme, Paul 

Andreu's National Grand Theatre, Herzog and de Meuron's 

S avant-garde (qianwei, xianfeng) (iiU.:E, Jtl*) 
6 Zhu, Pei (1992). 
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National Stadium, and Zaha Hadid's Guangzhou Opera House, 

In neither English nor Chinese architectural contexts, is the 

term 'avant-garde' a well-established concept; it is not anchored 

to a movement, school or even a proposition. Nonetheless, its 

connotation in the two contexts is slightly different. Originally, 

'avant-garde' was a French military term, which meant the 

vanguard of an army. In the nineteenth century, the use of the 

term began to be adopted in the fields of art and literature, and 

ever since has been common usage in French, English and 

German. Generally, 'avant-garde' may be regarded as 

synonymous with the 'new', the 'advanced' and the 'novel'. 

However, what makes it distinct from the 'new' and the 'modem' 

is the oppositional and confrontational stance it is seen to take 

with respect to the mainstream conventions of politics, ideology 

and culture. That is to say, a conscious opposition and break 

from tradition underlies the existence of an avant-garde.? In the 

fields of art and architecture, the term 'avant-garde' is 

histOrically associated with the emergence of 'modernism' and 

the various movements of the early twentieth century, such as 

Surrealism, Dada, Constructivism, etc. 

In Chinese-speaking context, the sense of 'avant-garde' as a 

military metaphor 'vanguard' - 'the foremost officers or troops of an 

7 In his paper 'Avant-garde and Kitsch' (1939), the American art theorist and critic Clement Greenberg 
placed two opposite categories to describe the cultural products of modern time, 'avant-garde' and 
'kitsch', While the former intends to separate itself from the society and holds an elitist position, the 
latter caters to commercialisation and masses' interest. At the same time, Greenberg points out that 
'avant-garde' can be watered down and transformed into 'kitsch '. But at this point, the fashioned 'avant
garde' is no longer 'avant-garde'. Greenberg, Clement (1961). 
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advancing anny or in a battle' - is not very different. 8 Nor is its 

historical reference in the field of architecture. However, it 

seems that Chinese usage emphasises the idea of a leading 

position in a new trend more than opposition to conventions. In 

2003, Time + Architecture, a Chinese architectural journal, 

published a special issue on 'Experiment' and 'Avant-garde', 

and tried to clarify the distinction of the two terms: 

'Experiment' and 'avant-garde' are terms that show up frequently in 
essays on cutting-edge architectural works in contemporary China. 
However, the connotations, differences and histories of the two 
terms have not been examined thoroughly. In many essays, 
'experiment' is generally confused with 'avant-garde'. But, in 
general usage, 'experiment' is a broader concept than 'avant-garde', 
which [sic] refers to the betrayal and continuous exploration of 
existing order, and might result in a 'trail' rather than a royal road. 
The concept of 'avant-garde' not only covers the betrayal of 
existing order, but a pre-style which announces social, artistic, or 
architectural revolution. The concept of 'avant-garde' also refers to 
the relationship with social revolution, political, art institutions. The 
avant-garde in architecture usually refers to the Modern Movement 
during 1910s to 1930s, otherwise known as the historic avant
garde.9 

To decode historical and conceptual relation between 

'experimentation' and 'avant-garde' movements is beyond the 

scope of this section, whereas the intention of this clarification 

is to indicate two points. First, in a general usage, 'avant-garde' 

is a more adjectival word, which does not strongly associate 

itself with historical arguments. Second, as far as general 

understanding is concemed, it neither necessarily connotes a 

8 Cihai (1999). pp.925. "5t~: fJJt:~fF&lil!1l¥J5til#HJli~$llAo" 
9 Editorial (2003). The English version is quoted from the journal itself Here is the Chinese text as a 
reference. '" ~~' Ej '5ttl' :ilI~*~.l±lijl,:tEit~='311.:~ 1E~$tJitr~~~I¥Jj(~OP. ~mnt 
&*~~.ffili~#~&~m~~l¥Jm~tt**~~~~OO~ •• A.Mo ~~~~~~.'~ 
~' Ej '5ttl'tttt~OO.~~~-~o~W. ~-~~~L, '~~' ~-~~ '5t~'~~ 
~1¥J~*,~.~mz*fJ~~ijI,~a~l¥Jw.~~~I¥J •• ,~M*~n*$~~m.w~ 
~ '~~~'o '5ttl' 1¥J.*~~~*7~~~~ffI¥JW •. W~~-~M~~, ~~7tl 
~. Z* •• $t~I¥J.*tt~.I¥J.*o '5ttl'.*&tttt~&Ejtl~ •••• ~.Z*~~ 
I¥J:¥:~ 0 .$t~I¥J5ttl:ff~*f)£* 5(. l! ~:JH~ 20 tIt~c 10-30 if1l.:a<JJJIl.11.:~~ili4IJ. tt!.1Bi~\ 
~ Jjj !t5tl*~ 0 " 
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political and social agenda, nor an oppositional and 

confrontational position to 'tradition' or current 'conventions'. 

Nonetheless, despite the difference between general and 

academic understanding, 'avant-garde' seems to be commonly 

regarded as something 'new' that aspires to identify the main 

direction of the future, One aim of this chapter is to see how an 

'avant-garde' project is produced, appreciated and criticised in 

contemporary China, 

4.1 Production of the 'Display' Building 

4.1.1 The CCTV: A Building/or 'Display' 

On the 22nd of September 2004, after a year's delay and 

postponements, the groundbreaking ceremony for the new 

CCTV HQ eventually took place, Only about two weeks before, 

its location in Beijing CBO had finally been approved by the 

Central Govemment, and even then construction permission 

was still in progress,10 Because of all this, the ceremony was 

purely 'symbolic', About 800 people attended. among them 

high-ranking officials in charge of propaganda and media 

administration from the Central Committee of the CCP and the 

10 As a large-scale national project, the construction of the new CCTV headquarters was approved by the 
State Development and Planning Commission and had to pass through a series of permiSSion procedure: 
200 I. 03, the initial application for the project was made; 
2001. 05, the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television submitted the application for the 

project to the State Development and Planning Commission; 
2002.01, the State Council in principle consented to the construction of the new CCTV; 
2002.02, the State Development and Planning Commission approved the new site selection ofCCTV; 
2002. 05-07, the invited international bid of architectural design for the new CCTV; 
2002. 12, the OMA signed the architectural design contract with CCTV; 
2004. 01, the structure proposal of the CCTV was approved by the State Development and Reform 
Commission; 
2004. 05, the Landscape Plan and Transportation Plan of the CCTV were approved; and the Fire 

Fighting Plan was submitted to the upper office; 
2004. 09. 22, the ceremony of groundbreaking took place after postponing for one year. 
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state departments, the heads of Beijing Municipal Government, 

and the leaders of CCTV itself.11 On the same evening, CCTV's 

United News Programme (xinwen lianbo) - the most official and 

probably the most influential news programme in the country -

broadcast it. 12 Without a single word about the 'rumours' that 

OMA's (Office for Metropolitan Architecture) proposal for the 

new CCTV HQ's had been abandoned, the news item 

countered suspicions that had been spreading around that time 

and clearly sought to show that the project had the full support 

of the Central Government and Central Committee. 13 Daniel 

Zalewski, editor of the New Yorker, witnessed the ceremony 

and noted: 

The building's design was never mentioned, nor were any of the 
European visitors. This ceremony was clearly about politics, not 

II Li Changchun, the member of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the Central 
Committee; Liu Yunshan, the member of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee, the member of 
the Secretariat of the CPC Central Committee and the Head of the Publicity Department of the Central 
Committee; Liu Qi, the member of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee and the Secretary of 
Beijing Municipal Committee; Wang Qishan, the Mayor of Beijing; Xu Guangchun, the Director of the 
State Administration of Radio, Film and Television. 
12 The United News Programme (xinwen lianbo) of CCTV started from 1 January 1978, and lasts thirty 
minutes from 19:00 to 19:30pm everyday. The channels of CCTV-I and CCTV-news and the main 
channels of provinces' and cities' television stations broadcast at the same time. CCTV-news 
rebroadcasts the Programme from 21:00 to 21:30 everyday. 'Since 1 September 1982, the Central 
Committee of CCP prescribed that important news would be first issued in the United News Programme, 
and founded its important position as a channel issuing official news. The tenet of the Programme is ''to 
propagate the voice of the Party and Government, and to transmit the affairs of the world". But the order 
to broadcast the news is not dependent on their importance, but the position of the state leaders. The 
order usually is: diplomatic affairs, visits, meetings and inspections that the members of the Standing 
Committee of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee have; the meetings of the Central 
Committee of CCP and the Central Government; short films of ideological education; news-in-brief 
(progress of every field in China, spiritual state of Chinese people and splendour of the country); and the 
last five minutes international and sport news.' (§ 1982 if 9 J3 1 13 ml, !Of:j:!<!Of -* IlJllifflml~, m~ 
~~~~ft«~~~~»~~~, rn~*~~~~§~~~~~~~~~~m~M~, ~§* 
i".~~~~m~~., ~.~~*."; m~~~g~~~~~~~~m~tt, ®~~OO. 
~~A~~~~g~~~.~*.~W~.W.~~: !Of~.M~~~~*~.~~.~«~ 
~~~m~, ~~~~~~~.~*~~~~«, ~~~ff~mn, Mm(~~~~~~~~ 
~*~, A~~A~.~OO., ~ffl~M~~*), ~g~~*~~~.ctE~#~~~.~~ 
1*11. ~ ~. ) http://baike.baidu.com/view/4647.htm, retrieved 30 December, 2007. Xu Min once 
analysed how the state ideology took up the form of the United News Programme and how the 
Programme was a device of constructing the image of current China. See: Xu, Min From my point of 
view,[complete the reference] his conclusion of the role of the United News Programme in such 
construction is also applicable to CCTV. 
13 New CCTV Headquarters Will Break Ground in September, Architecture Times, 26 August 2004. 
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architecture. 1~ 

Nevertheless, there was 'something' about 'architecture', In the 

United News Programme, images of the new CCTV HQ were 

presented showcasing the transformation of the decayed site, 

which had been a factory in the Revolutionary period, into a 

spectacular vision of the future (Fig. 4.1-1). CCTV declared: 

The d ign rs believe TV' new headqu rters wi ll combine the 
specia l needs f an ever-expanding media rganization wi th a 
landmark architectural style. [ .. .IJt is set to be ome the new symbol 
of China's growing media industry.' s 

Two factors in this declaration are clearly related: CCTV as the 

leading media organisation in the country and the CCTV HQ as 

a 'new' symbolic landmark. By its nature, the new CCTV HQ 

would be a building for 'display', which has two connotations in 

this context: it would house the institutional 'producer', 'narrator' 

and 'organiser' of images on the screen, and would function as 

an efficient machine to produce 'views' to be viewed. At the 

same time, the building itself would be part of the organised 

'views' and would be a 'new' presence, situated as far as 

possible from what had gone before in both its domestic and 

international scope. To be both 'new' and to make the 'new' 

visible were demands made of the project: 

The imp rtant t ks and functi ns of TV, as a national TV nelw rk, 
require that it must repr ent the I ading 1m. ge of hina' television 
indu try. TIl development f TV h uld al 0 represent the main 
trend of the d velopment of the country' TV indu try. TIl ref! r , the 

TV new ite proje t should inc rp rate n w con epts, n w 
technique and new methods 0 a to suit the new changes in ocia l 
devel pmen t and the n w requiremen of the audience fI r tclevisi n. 
The archite LUral design should meet the advanced international 
standards, fully reflecting the unique, cul tural and ad nnced functi 11 

'4 Zalewski, Daniel (2005). pp. 124- 125. 
IS hu :'/WWW.cctv.c ml ro >rmnlbiJ'£hinal2004092J/ I 00871. hllnl, retrieved dale: 30 ecember 2004. 
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of television. The new CCTV compound should be ecologically 
friendly, user-friendly and systematic in functions. The functional 
facilities should be complete. Construction techniques should be the
state-of-the-art. Equipment used should be excellent. The structural 
layout should be rational. The architectural designs should be 
innovative and the environment beautiful. Efforts should be made to 
ensure the fmished new CCTV compound would be a landmark 
architecture recognized both at home and abroad, which markedly 
reflects the spirit of the times and a high level of cultural taste. 16 

Questions that arise are: what does this demand to be 'new' 

mean? What does it symbolise or represent? And how is its 

symbolic position constructed and legitimated? 

Starting with the last question, the new CCTV HQ compound 

will serve a single user, CCTV, which is also the sole investor in 

the project. CCTV, as its name 'China Central' indicates, 

occupies the leading position in China's television industry.17 In 

terms of the hierarchy of the state administration, CCTV 

remains at the top; its president is regarded as having an equal 

position of that of a vice-minister or the vice-governor of a 

province. Established in 1958, it was the first television station 

in the country, and now is the largest one with the highest 

coverage. By the end of 2004, it reached more than 90 percent 

of the population of the country and had 16 channels, including 

three international ones in Chinese, English, French and 

Spanish. In addition, CCTV has a strong capacity for production. 

It has its own production departments, such as the China 

Television Production Centre, the Central News and 

Documentary Studio and the Beijing Science and Education 

Studio, and its own outdoor film making areas (waijingdl) in the 

16 See: the official website ofCCTV: http://www.cctv.com/newSiteProgram/csigeneralinfo.htm. 
retrieved date: 30 December 2004. 
17 According to the China Industry and Commerce Administration Regulation ( «r:p 00 I ifljtr~ f;f§tl» ), 
only the state-owned enterprises at the national level can be named 'China' or 'Chinese'. 

284 



chapter four the china central television headquarters: 'is china an experimental field of foreign architects'? 

provinces of Jiangsu, Guangdong, Shangdong and HebeL 18 

More than 75 percent of its output is produced in-house. At the 

same time, CCTV also possesses administrative functions. Its 

China Intemational Television Company is in charge of 

distributing television programmes and is the only state

approved company that deals with the exchange of intemational 

copyright for television programmes. Its newspaper, the China 

Television Weekly has a circulation of 3 million copies of each 

issue, and its joumal Television Studies is the leading magazine 

on TV media in China. From the publicised figures, CCTV has 

retained the highest income in the industry. 

As a television network owned by the Central Govemment, 

CCTV has a responsibility to represent the opinions of the 

Central Committee and the Central Government, and to lead 

the direction of mainstream culture in the nation as a whole. 

According to its own account: 

CCTV is an important institution of news and public opinion in 
China: it is the important voice of the Party, the Government and 
the People, and important in the ideological and cultural field in 
China, and is one of the mainstream media outlets, having the most 
competitive capacity in contemporary China. It undertakes mUltiple 
functions, [such as] news broadcast, social education [conduct], 
culture and entertainment, information service, etc. It is the major 
channel from which the public receives information, and it is also 
an important window by which China knows the world and the 
world knows China. 19 

18 Waijingdi literally means outside scenic area. It is an artificial compound preparing for film shooting. 
For instance, in Jiangsu Province, the Wuxi Waijingdi was built in song dynasty style. 
19 The quotation is from the official website of CeTV, http://www.cctvcom/protlle/intro.htm. The 
access date was 30 December 2004. From then to 2007, the introduction was expanded and more details 
about its financial situation were added in. But this self-identification remains the same. Interestingly, 
this introduction was only in Chinese in the website. "~9i!:It!t!il~~~I!I:m}HBffil'ifj~i2mf13, ~ 
~ .• ~~A~~ •• ~W, ~~oo •• ~.mX~.M, ~~~~OO~A •• h~~ •• ~ 
Z-, Afi~m.I'ifj.~~~ •. x~.*.m.~ •• $"~., ~~OO~A •• m.~~ 
~ •• ,&~~OO7~ti~.ti~7~~OO~ ••• Q. " 
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In his study of China's television broadcasting during the 

Reform period, Ran Wei remarks: 

As a government institution of central propaganda importance, 
television in China functions as an extension of political control of 
the party.20 

Nonetheless, CCTV's competitive capacity is protected by state 

policy and law. According to the Administrative Regulations of 

the State Council issued in 1997, all broadcast and television 

stations should be set up by government. As such, 'no other 

organisations and individuals are allowed to set up broadcast and 

television stations', and foreign capital was forbidden to engage 

with the actual management of TV stations. In principle, 

individuals and private companies were not allowed to found or 

control television production studios, either. 21 Although this 

policy faces the challenge of marketisation and the negotiation 

of its implementation, the constraints are still profound. Liu 

Changle, the president of Phoenix Satellite Television - a 

popular Chinese privately owned television station, once 

commented: 

Comparing our disadvantages with CCTV, ours are obvious. Our 
cultural and news sources have many limitations to a large degree. 
For instance, following the Chinese leaders to visit foreign 
countries, only CCTV is in the special airplane, not Phoenix. 
[Furthermore] only CCTV can report on momentous national affairs. 
No Phoenix. Therefore, in terms ofthe sources of news, the national 
television station has unchallengeable advantages.22 

When it comes to sources of news, CCTV's privileges reinforce 

20 Ran, Wei (2000). pp.330. 
21 Broadcast and Television Administrative Regulations (1997).2.10. 
22 Liu, Changle (2004). "ftff]I¥J~~~:*tf.i1.ltftff]I¥J~~1~~~, lltfI'Jl¥Jx-it5J'HM, :lKi;/j~~tE 
**~~~~.*I¥J~~tt. 1t~ •• ~OO.¥AW~. ~m~~~~:**tf.i1.~, &~~ •• 
• *I¥JOO.*~~~~:**tf.i1.~, &~~ •. m~tEM~.~ffWOO.*.~~.~~.~1¥J 
fjt~ • .. 
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its authoritative position and financial success, Since the 1990s, 

the 5 minutes between the United News Programme and the 

Forecast have been the most expensive time to run 

commercials. From any point of view - status, coverage, 

production capacity and finance - it is impossible at the 

moment for any other domestic television station to challenge 

CCTV. 

Physically, the new CCTV HQ is characterised by its scale. Its 

site, which occupies 18.7 hectares of land, which two planned 

city roads (E8 and N10) will pass through, is bigger than 

Tian'anmen Square - the largest square in the world. Its gross 

area, 575,000 square metres (550,000 square metres floor area 

at the design stage), is more than three times the size of the 

Great Hall of the People - the largest national building in Mao's 

time -, and is twice that of the Jin Mao Building in Shanghai -

the tallest building in China and a symbol of the economic 

successes of the Reform and Opening period. 23 Its Main 

Building is the largest single building in the country; indeed, its 

405,000 square metres floor area will make it more than 50% 

bigger than the Freedom Tower to be built at Ground Zero in 

New York - 241,450 square metres floor area. When completed, 

the new CCTV HQ is supposed to be able to accommodate 200 

channels and more than 10,000 people. 

23 The Great Hall of the People is the office of the Standing Committee ofthe People's Congress Council. 
It is located next to Tian'anmen Square of Beijing and was built in 1959 as one of the Ten Grand 
Projects. Its floor area is 174,000 square metres. The Jin Mao Tower is 420.5 metres high and offers 
292,500 square metres floor space. It is located in Lujiazui, the Financial Centre ofPudong in Shanghai. 
The Jin Mao Building was invested by a state-owned enterprise, the China Export and Import 
Corporation, which is subject to the Economy and Trade Department. Its estimated cost was 540 million 
US dollars. 
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What makes the new CClV HQ remarkable is not only its 

massive scale, but also its 'inclusive' programme. The new 

CClV compound consists of four parts - the fifty-one-storey 

office building, 'CClV', the thirty-one-storey cultural centre, 

'lVCC', the 3-hectare media park and the service building. 

They will contain all the facilities necessary for lV making, from 

administration, news, broadcasting, studio and production, to a 

public theatre, exhibition space, a hotel, outdoor filming spaces 

and supplementary services, such as security, energy supply, 

etc. From Chapter Three, we can see that this kind of 

'inclusiveness' remains central to the idea of the 'work unit' of 

the Revolutionary era, in which the physical proximity of 

different departments was intended to achieve administrative 

efficiency.24 To many Chinese, the very size of the CCTV HQ 

itself represents national strength. Lu Zhigang, a Chinese 

architect who attended the CClV's competition on behalf of the 

China East Architecture and Design Institute (CEADI) in 

Shanghai, commented: 

There is no doubt that when the eeTV is completed, it will be the 
largest television building in the world, and will add a proud mark 
in our numerous 'firsts'. The rational account of the proj ect and the 
activities themselves [therefore] becomes less importanes 

Certainly, the construction of the new CClV HQ does not seem 

to follow the principles of the market economy, although it may 

be expected to represent the success of state policy in shifting 

from a planned economy to implementing market relation. In 

24 About the 'work unit' system, see: Section 3.2.2. 
25 Lu, Zhigang (2003). ";1~6E~fiiJ, @~JI5I¥Jq:,9<!:~tw.Ei', ~~:liktlt~mtj.;:I¥.J~tw.~1*iI!1}[, ftfI'J 
I¥.Jxfi1-tlt~jg-...tX~lJJfi!lo¥J~...t-~. ffiiJYi§~ffjJ*~I¥.J1:rJJl1t'±. Jlt:W~~~:m:~7", 
Lu Zhigang is the architect from East China Architectural Design and Research Institute, He was in 
charge of architectural design of the cerv bidding. 
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fact, the new CCTV HQ could be the most expensive building 

built in China so far. The estimated investment was 5 billion 

yuan (about 360 million pounds) in 2002, and increased to 7.9 

billion yuan in 2005. This is three times the cost of the National 

Grand Theatre - the other major recent national project -, and 

almost twice that of the Jin Mao Building. Even then this figure 

does not take into account land rent and maintainance fees. 

Compared with commercial high-rise offices and hotels, the per

square-metre cost of the new CCTV HQ may not be at the top, 

but the massive construction makes the entire cost reach a 

level that any private sector or company would find hard to 

meet or justify. Someone estimated the income and profit of 

CCTV and the depreciation charge of the new headquarters, 

and commented: 

From the viewpoint of investment management, the proposal of 
eeTY's new headquarters is not sensible. Of course, eeTY 
probably does not care about this problem at all, and does not mind 
this expense, because by its nature, eeTY is not an independent 
private corporation, but a propaganda institute of the government 
and a state-owned enterprise.26 

It would be said that the new eCTV HQ is not simply an 

example of state propaganda proclaiming economic success, 

but also a clear demonstration of the superior economic 

strength of the state in relation to the market. 

One factor that the construction of the new CCTV HQ intends to 

26 Zhu, Vi (2003). ")ANIf1f~~B<J~Jtff, :9ct!iljJJJf.~'ii1lj;Jti'J<Jit:M~:;faJ3~a<Jo ~~, :9ctJil.pJfl~ 
.*:;f~O~~~~, &:;fa~~.~m, ~~:9ctJil.*.~.:;f~-~.~a<J~~~~, ®~ 
- ~ if$( FfiJ J!r ttl m fl;) + IE ff ~ ~"o The author's calculation was based upon limited publicised 
information then. Thus, the estimation that the author made may not be accurate. However, insofar as 
the analysis was based upon the theory and principles of investment in market, it reveals the 
contradiction of the construction of the CCTV to market economy. 
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associate itself with is the staging of the Beijing Olympics in 

2008, which is the first summer Olympics that China has 

hosted, 27 These Olympics could be the most spectacular 

international event in recent years. As John and Margaret Gold 

point out, the Olympics Games is more a mechanism for image

production than a purely sporting event: 

The Olympics provide a stage for host cities and nations to project 
themselves to the world, with their impact made more memorable 
by the powerful spectacle integral to the event. That spectacle stems 
primarily from the sheer scale of the Olympics, from the grandeur 
and drama of their setting, and from the colourful ceremonies, 
rituals and symbols embedded in the modern games.28 

For the Beijing Olympics, the production of the spectacle is first 

and foremost a political task. To ensure that the fulfilment of this 

task did not run any risks, the government retains the power to 

guide and control construction projects, in collaboration with the 

market economy. 29 Wei Jizhong, the ex-secretary of the 

Chinese Olympic Committee (COC), has commented: 

To host the Olympics, China takes the form of market operation led 
by government rather than the usual way of depending upon market 
operation supported by government. Therefore, we can only draw 
some successful lessons from the other Olympic Committees, but 
should not and cannot copy their ways. 30 

27 From 2002 to 2004, the new CCTV HQ was announced to be completed before the Beijing Olympics. 
Now it is planned to be completely finished in 2009. Part of it will be in use during the Olympics in 
2008. Nonetheless, from my point of view, the delay won't change the political significance of the 
Beijing Olympics, and the initiation to construct the CCTV as a national symbol. 
28 Gold, John Robert and Gold, Margaret M. (2005), pp, 142. Although the discussion of John R. Gold 
and Margaret M. Gold's book focuses on the 'western city', and although every host city tries to arise a 
different theme, that the Olympics function as an international stage for showing and displaying does 
not seem different. 
29 The management of seven Olympic projects in Beijing adopts the mode of BOT (Build - Operate -
Transfer). But the two 'image' projects - the National Stadium and the National Aquatics Centre -
operated differently from others. 58% investment of the National Stadium (known as the 'bird nest') 
comes from the state, and the investment of the National Aquatics Centre (known as the 'water cube') is 
managed by Beijing Municipal Government. Therefore, the design competitions of the two projects 
were separated from the bids for contractors and operators, and the winning proposals were decided 
beforehand. 
30 Olympics Is not a Competition of Wealth, China Cools Down from Fever (2004), The article was 
originally published in the magazine China News Weekly, 24 August 2004. "2p7J-~:iE~, 'f!1E*~ 
~~~~£~r~m~:iE~%~, ffi~~~tr~~~~~r~,m~~£~:iE~%~.~~, 
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The ties between the performance of Chinese athletes in the 

Olympics and the representation of national strength are always 

the patriotic issue on the official agenda, In 1993, after Beijing 

failed in its bid to host the Summer Games, the People's Daily 

issued an Editorial headed 'Stably Going towards the World': 

During the one hundred years history of the Olympics, old China 
left us a 'zero' record, and suffered the humiliation of being the 
'sick man of Eastern Asia' [dongya hingfu]. The 'Reform and 
Opening up' policy gave us the courage and the conditions to apply 
[to host the Olympics]. [. ,,] The application process is a process of 
participating, of boosting the construction of socialist material 
civilisation and the spiritual civilisation in our country, and of 
stimulating national spirit and reinforcing national solidarity.31 

This kind of highly patriotic statement may not appear often in 

the current propaganda for the Beijing Olympics, but its core 

points are retained and transferred now onto a concern with the 

promotion of the 'display' of the 'characteristics of Chinese 

culture' and the achievements of the 'Reform and Opening up' 

policy. A joumalist's commentary is a typical example of the 

public discussions of the Beijing Olympics: 

Holding an 'Olympiad with Chinese characteristics' is inevitably a 
great issue that the BOCOG [Beijing Organising Committee for the 
Games of the XXIX Olympiad] faces. The 'Chinese characteristic' 
means 'what I have and others do not'. The key point of it is to 
represent the broadness and depth of Chinese culture and the 
eminent tradition of Chinese nation. 
[". ] 
Beijing Olympics is an unusual stage upon which to display the 
accomplishments of twenty-seven years of the Reform and Opening 
of China, and it is right to exhibit the great achievements and 
progress [".]. 32 

amg ••• x~~~~m~~~~~.~, w~~&~~n~~moo.~. " 
31 Editorial (1993). 
32 Su, Xiangxin (2004). "1J.-@ "Jl.1f.p 1E~~i¥J~ili~" ~~J~j~t£~tJ?-~ilim~~OOmri¥J1!: 
*.~. ".pIE~@"~ •• A~a1f, X~It£f# • .p$~~i¥JM*~.~.p$~.i¥Jtt 
li!#tJE. [ ... ] ~tJ?-~ilijl"flIEi&.!J7f1Jt= --t--tif*XfEm-Z.JtVj~~*i¥J~~, jEllJ ~~OO~ot~m-
00 §*,6jG~~j£W [ ... ] 0 "The article was posted on the official website of the China News Service 
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Readers of the previous chapters of this thesis may already feel 

acquainted with the patriotic tone. Indeed, either under the 

Nationalist regime of the 1920s or the Communist regime of the 

1950s, this was the prevailing public discourse. As we analysed 

before, and as this commentary shows, the elevation of the 

'Chinese characteristic' is not simply an issue of culture, but 

more importantly is associated with the legitimacy of the 

government in power. At this point, the construction of the 

OlympiC projects, including the new CCTV HQ, is not something 

'new' or different from what went on in the past. 

One may wonder whether, in strict terms, the new CCTV HQ is 

the 'real' Olympic project. Certainly, in terms of serving the 

function of 'display', it does not seem less important. During the 

period of the Beijing Olympics, CCTV will act as an information 

hub for both domestic and international media: 

As the biggest and the only television station that possesses the 
right to report the Olympics in our country, China Central 
Television will undertake manifold tasks of broadcasting and 
reporting it to the domestic audience, producing international 
signals, providing technological support and service to the 
International Olympic Committee and other media during the 2008 
Olympic Games.33 

If the sport facilities serve as the stage for exhibiting 

international performances, CCTV will play both the role of an 

(CNS, "P Il!Ifliilll:fi), which is owned by the state and is the second largest news agency in China, 
33 The quotation is from the official website of the Beijing Central Business District Administrative 
Commission of Beijing Government, 
http://www.bicbd.~ov.cn!newscentcricbdd .. namic!cbddvnamic3037.htm. retrieved date: 29 December 
2004. The item came from cerv's 22 September 2004 report at the official website, 
http://www.cctv.cominewsixwlbi?0040922/102014.shtml. "fF:JJ £lt1l!l:~l:};::1I'J fi11P,;llHt-1JIrff ~;ig* 
.aoo~.m~, "P~~.9.*WWW.~;ig~Il!I~Mm* •• ~~0~m~~fF.:JJ~~ 
.~~~X~.~.~~*~M~g~.~~ff~". 
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'editor' 'framing' the views of the performances on the screen 

and of the channel distributing them, This function is not very 

different from that performed by other television stations, But 

what is particular in the case of CCTV is the power designated 

to it to hold the sources, which in turn helps it to forge its self

defined mission to represent the 'modern' image of China to be 

viewed by both domestic and international audiences, when the 

Olympics take place. Moreover, compared with the sport 

facilities, the 'display' function of the new CCTV HQ will be 

much more enduring and far-reaching in the daily lives of the 

Chinese people in the years to come. Here, we do not mean to 

exaggerate CCTV's influence, and we do not ignore the 

criticism levelled at CCTV in the domestic sphere, or the 

challenges it faces and the compromises it has to make during 

a time of marketisation. The point here is that instead of 

celebrating the success of the market economy and an 

openness to the international world as some people assume, 

the construction of the new CCTV HQ is dedicated to state 

power, the control of information sources, the distribution of 

official propaganda, and the organisation of the image of 

'modem' China and Chinese people. 

Returning to the first question posed in this section - what does 

the CCTV's requirement to be 'new' actually mean? From a 

historical point of view, the production of symbolic buildings for 

the purposes of 'display' is neither new nor unique in the 

Reform period, From the 1920s onwards, this kind of production 

has been organised under different regimes at different times, 
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Fig. 4.1-2 

Fig. 4.1-3 

34 Wu, Hung (2005). pp.85. 

as can be seen, for example, in the Sun Yet-san Mausoleum in 

Nanjing built during the Nationalist period, and the Ten Grand 

Projects built in Beijing during the Socialist period. Wu Hung, an 

art historian, looks into the latter case and the organised 

parades in Tian 'anmen Square, and argues that: 

To display is to unfold to view an organised body of signs: images, 
words, objects, buildings and people. These signs are not 
necessarily ready-made and collected; they are often faslUoned and 
assembled for a display, especially when tills display serves to 
showcase a self-fulfilling political ideology. Although still a 
representation, such a display has less to do with describing and 
depicting the phenomenal world; its challenge is instead to turn 
political ideology inside out, revealing through concrete means 
what is supposed to be most essential to it - the source of political 
power and legitimacy, the structure of political institutions and 
geograplUes, and the short- and long-term objectives of a regime. 
Exactly for tlUs reason, tlUs type of display has a primary but 
unspoken agenda in forging a symbolic language, which manifests 
abstract notions and principles as visual spectacle, and translates 
ideas and theories into shared experience.34 

Two points can be taken from Wu's analysis. Firstly, the 

organisation of this kind of 'display' tries to 'externa/ise' the 

state's ideologies, policies and instructions, and to visualise and 

enhance the abstract notion of the nation-state. Secondly, the 

'display' is an artificial construction , which does not commit itself 

to particular 'languages'. Different political agendas at different 

time can take up different symbols and representations. In 

terms of the new CCTV HQ project, it functions as a means of 

organising the 'display' and of constructing the conception of 

'China' or the 'Chinese nation' in a way that is not so different 

from the projects of the 1950s to the 19705, such as the Great 

Hall of the People, the Museum of Chinese History and the 

Chairman Mao Memorial Hall . (Fig. 4.1-2, 3) But in order to 
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articulate the progress and development that the 'new' policy 

has aChieved. it seems to be important for this design to project 

a sense of distance from - or even opposition to - the images of 

the past. Therefore, in terms of the purpose, nature and 

programme. the construction of the new CCTV HQ continues 

the line of practice seen in the past. To be 'new', according to 

this requirement, mainly means identifiably 'new' shapes for 

buildings, 'new' languages of architecture and the employment 

of 'new' technologies that could satisfy the purposes, We can 

imagine that what CCTV wanted to choose was not so much a 

particular architect, but a proposal that can convey its 

articulation and symbolisation most powerfully, Nonetheless, 

insofar as the concept 'new' and the concept 'China' or 

'Chinese nation' are both abstract, the representation of them in 

architecture would have a potential that allows different and 

possible interpretations for different purposes, The potential, on 

the one hand, may enable 'new' building forms to come into 

being; and on the other hand, lays the ground for the divergent 

opinions and readings that we will see in the following sections. 

4.1.2 Koolhaas's 'Beijing Manifesto' 

In the last section, we tried to demonstrate that the construction 

of the new CCTV HQ was not something 'new', but continued a 

practice that had been seen throughout the twentieth century. 

Insofar as it was intended to function as a 'machine' for 'display' 

and a material symbol of state power, it was not essentially 

different from what had been done before. Our discussion 

revealed that while different political regimes - Nationalist and 
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Communist - could appropriate the same forms of architecture , 

one particular regime could also adopt different forms. As such, 

a change in architectural form did not necessarily represent a 

shift in state ideology. This section will look at the design 

strategy and approach of Rem Koolhaas and his office OMA. 

Our questions are: to what extent does OMA's proposal fit the 

requirements of CCTV? How does he come to terms with the 

architectural situation in China? And what does he try to 

achieve in the project? 

An obvious answer to the first question could be that OMA's 

proposal for the new CCTV HQ is both spectacular and 

'astonishing'. (Fig. 4.1-4) OMA's proposal consists of two high

rise buildings, the Main Building (CCTV) and the Television 

Cultural Centre (TVCC). The Main Building CCTV features a 

twisted frame, whose geometry challenges the feelings of 

stability and gravity that a normal building tries to attain . Rising 

from a ten-storey platform, two cubic buildings lean upwards in 

two directions at six degrees, and are joined together at the 

thirty-seventh floor by an angled twelve-storey cantilever 

overhanging in the sky, at 162.2 metres height. The facade is 

surfaced by a glass curtain wall with irregular glazing panels, 

and a diagrid network on the surface articulates the supporting 

structure of the building. 

The TVCC Building stands beside the Main Building and is 

assembled in the form of cells of different volumes defined by 

the requirements of the building programme. A zigzag envelope 
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covers the assemblage and gives an outline of the building, The 

shapes of the two buildings do not have any symbolic or 

metaphoric reference to the 'Chinese characteristics' or 

'traditions' defined by the conventions of modern Chinese 

architecture.35 Koolhaas once remarked: 

This building might have been inconceivable to the Chinese, but 
indeed, only in China would it be realized,36 

The question, therefore, is: why and how did Koolhaas 

recognise this? 

In 2005, in an interview by Ma Weidong, a Chinese architect 

and editor who works for the Japanese journal A +U, Koolhaas 

gave this explanation of winning the commission of the new 

CCTVHQ: 

[ , . ,] it was definitely not a coincidence, [,.,] it's not an issue of 
moment but an issue of really meticulous preparation, I think, in 
that sense, we were really meticulous about getting to China, 
understanding Asia first, and putting ourselves in a situation where 
we actually knew what we were talking about. That is the really 
great thing about the Harvard project. Then we were able to create 
our own context and our own body of knowledge before we were 
forced to intervene with architecture,3? 

To understand the point at which he came to terms with the 

architectural situation in China, we first need to look at the 

Harvard project, Obviously, since the Harvard project was not 

directly concemed with 'architecture', the knowledge that it 

35 Koolhaas once compared the quality of the CCTV to the Forbidden City in Beijing. From my point of 
view, the reference sounds more like a strategic announcement and an attempt to identitY programmatic 
similarities between both of them. From the published explanation of the building generation, it is 
obvious that the reference is neither the starting point of the proposal, nor the intention behind it. 
Charles Jencks draws attention to the formal resemblance between the Main Building ofthe new CCTV 
HQ and a Chinese moon cake. The resemblance does seem to be accepted by the Chinese, as moon cake 
never takes such a shape of twisted 'frame'. 
36 Shohei, Shigematsu (2003). pp.38. 
37 Ma, Wei dong (2005). pp.lO. 
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provided would be understood more in terms of how it provides 

a strategic understanding of the mechanism that enables large-

scale construction and changes to take place in Chinese cities, 

Nonetheless, before examining the nature of the Harvard 

project, we need to outline Rem Koolhaas's architectural 

approach, 

Koolhaas is a critical successor to 'modernism', In 1968, when 

'postmodernism' and 'historicism' came to pronounce, he went 

to London to study at the AA, where the influence of Archigram 

was at its height, and which was a site for experimentation with 

radical ideas and alternative approaches to 'modernism', After 

graduation in 1972, he continued postgraduate study with 

Oswald Mathias Ungers at Cornell University and his research 

on metropolitan culture at the Institute for Architecture and 

Urban Studies in New York, In 1978, he published his first book, 

Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan, 

which was not only about how metropolitan culture gave rise to 

its architecture, but more importantly about how 'the architecture 

generated culture', This contradicted a number of movements at 

that time, such as 'postmodernism', 'historicism' and 

'contextualism', which had arisen from the crisis of 'modernism' 

in practice, and which had tried to keep 'new' constructions in 

cities in line with the formal continuity of 'history' and 'context', 

In 2001, twenty-three years later, Koolhaas wrote the following 

sentences in Great Leap Forward: 

Maybe Team X and Archigram were, in the sixties, the last real 
'movements' in urbanism, the last to propose with conviction new 
ideas and concepts for the organisation of urban life, In the long 
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interval since their time, there has been a huge increase in our 
understanding ofthe traditional city; there has been the usual ad hoc 
intelljgence and improvisation, and the development of a kind of 
plastic urbanism, increasingly capable of creating an urban 
condition free of urbanity. 38 

So, in contrast with the idealism of the 'modernists', Koolhaas 

tries to seek 'a new realism about what architecture is and what 

architecture can do' ' [o]n the basis of contemporary givens'. 39 In 

1975, he co-founded the Office for Metropolitan Architecture 

(OMA) with Madelon Vriesendorp and Elia and Zoe Zenghelis. 

In 2000, he was awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize for 

'defining new types of relationships, both theoretical and practical, 

between architecture and the cultural situation, and for his 

contributions to the built environment, as well as his ideas.' 

The Harvard project was a research project concerning the Peal 

River Delta (PRO) in the south of China, and was undertaken by 

a group of students from the Harvard Graduate School of 

Design in 1996. (Fig. 4 .1-5) It was one of a series of studies 

directed by Koolhaas for the 'Project on the City' programme, 

which 'researches the effects of modernization on the contemporary 

city ' and stUdies ' the evolving agents, relationships and 

consequences of contemporary urbanization,.40 The PRO was one 

of the first areas which experimented with the 'socialist market 

economy' in China. From 1980 to 2000, the population in this 

area increased from 12,590,000 to 42,910,000.41 Two new cities, 

Shenzhen and Zhuhai, were developed from scratch while 

38 Koolhaas, Rem, lnaba, Jeffrey and etc. (2001). pp.27. 
39 Koolhaas, Rem and Mau, Brucc (1995). pp.xix. 
40 hrtp;llwww.gsd.harvard.cdll/pcopleJfaclIlty/koolhaas/courses.htmI 
4 1 In middle ofthc 1 99Os, it was estimated that the population in this arca would reach 36,000,000 in 
2020. Koolhaas, Rem, Tnaba, Jcffrcy and ctc. (2001). 

299 



chapter four the china central television headquarters: 'is china an experimental field of foreign architects'? 

being designated 'Special Economic Zones' in 1980.42 In the 

case of Shenzhen, its population increased from 344,100 in 

1979 to 10,290,000 in 2004. The Harvard project was mainly 

focused on a group of cities in this area, Hong Kong, Shenzhen, 

Zhuhai, Guangzhou, Oongguan and Macao, and their 

relationships in the regional network. In 2001, the fieldwork for 

the Project, in the form of interpretation and conceptualisation, 

was published as a book - Great Leap Forward. The book's red 

cover with gold coins already indicates the main theme of the 

research: 'a complex urban condition that has resulted from a 

uniquely transformed political environment' - the interplay of 

'communism' and 'capitalism,.43 

To Koolhaas, the driving force behind the 'relentless process of 

building on a scale that has probably never been seen before' in the 

PRD44 was due to the desire for a 'better future', which was 

embedded in government planning, investment in the real 

estate market, and the aspirations of individuals: 

Here it is only a matter of speculation in terms of a future condition, 
linked perhaps to the incredible speculative energy of a communist 
system that always explained and amnestied to the present with 
regard to an ideal future condition.

45 

Nonetheless, what interested Koolhaas was not the picture of 

an 'ideal future', but the 'present' . Insofar as the market 

principle did not work in the same way as it did in the capitalist 

42 The Special Economic Zone as a policy was put forward in 1979. In 1980, four SEZs were first set up. 
They were Shenzhen, Zhuhai, Shantou and Xiamen. A number of policies were experimented with in 
order to attract overseas investment and to stimulate the growth of economy. For instance, the city 
governments had more rights to deal with the financial affairs of their cities, while in principle, they did 
~Jot get investment from the Central Government. 

Koolhaas, Rem, Inaba, Jeffrey and etc. (2001). 
44 Ibid. pp. 27. 
45 Koolhaas, Rem (2000). pp. 332. 
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countries and that in reality failures constantly occurred and 

were adjusted, he turned to the mechanisms of 'communism'. 

Our assumption was that it was more appropriate to look at it as a 
more final apotheosis of the communist system. Communism has 
always had mechanisms by which the tortures and the difficulties of 
the present were justified by the sublime quality of the ultimate 
destination. In art this was called socialist realism. It was utopia 
made real: the future condition was depicted in the most realist 
manner as a justification and an explanation for the present toil. 46 

The question of the extent to which, if at a", Koolhaas believed 

in communist ideology does not seem to be the point.47 What 

was more interesting to him was the 'instability of metropolis' 

that existed in both capitalism (New York) and communism (the 

Soviet Union and China). In the case of China, the communist 

system meant in particular the dominant power of the state. 

After winning the new CCTV HQ project, he made this point 

more clearly: 

What attracts me about China is [that] there is still a state. There is 
something that can take initiative [sic] of a scale and of a nature that 
almost no other body that we know of today could ever afford or 
even contemplate. 

Everywhere else - and particularly in architecture - money is 
everything now. [ ... ] Money is a less fundamental tenet of their 
ideology. 48 

Insofar as CCTV is backed by the state, it could potentially bear 

a cost from which the private sector would shrink. We may 

reduce the strategic understanding to the following: insofar as 

47 Koolhaas once said that his interest in architecture was motivated by Constructivism of the Soviet 
Union. In 1974, he co-wrote an article on 'Ivan Leonidov's Dom Narkomtjazjprom, Moscow', published 
in the Opposition 2. In the interview by Ma Wei dong, he admitted that he was directing research on the 
relationship between communism and architecture. Ma, Wei dong (2005). 
48 Koolhaas's words are quoted from: Leonard, Mark (2004). The comments appeared after winning the 
CCTV project. Insofar as he had stressed that the 'classical norms of market economy' in the PRO did 
not work as in Europe, I believe that he had this strategic understanding from the Harvard Research 
Project, although he did not make such a clear statement in the related publications. 
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being 'new' was explicitly required and a vision for a 'better 

future' was strongly desired, CCTV would be a good client with 

which to realise an 'inconceivable' design. 

For Koolhaas and OMA, the new CCTV HQ provided a chance 

to 'reform' a building type - the skyscraper. 49 Koolhaas's 

interest in the skyscraper can be dated back to his first book, 

Delirious New York, in which this building type was appreciated 

as a very invention and container of metropolitan culture and 

the universal embodiment and apparatus of modernity. 50 

Nonetheless, in 2004, he wrote: 

The skyscraper is a bizarre typology. Almost perfect at its invention 
- and more than any other more evolutionary type, it is an invention 
- the skyscraper has become less interesting in inverse proportion to 
its success. It has not been refined, but corrupted; the promise it 
once held - an organisation of excessive difference, the installation 
of surprise as a guiding principle - has been negated by repetitive 
banality. [ ... ] 

For Beijing's new CBD, more than 300 new towers are planned. 
Asia has adopted the skyscraper as the symbol of its modernity, 
almost to the exclusion of all other typologies, at precisely the 
moment that the type's possibilities seem exhausted. 51 

In an attempt to produce buildings that were 'neither simple 

copies of prototypes nor those reinvented from the recent past', this 

time, OMA claimed to have innovated a new form of skyscraper 

- a 'loop': 

A new icon is formed ...... not the predictable 2-dimensional tower 
'soaring' skyward, but a truly, 3-dimensional experience, a canopy 
that symbolically embraces the entire population ...... an instant 
icon that proclaims a new phase in Chinese confidence. 52 

49 Koolhaas's and OMA's declaration of such a renewal probably just came after the building shape was 
formed rather than from the beginning when the design work started. But undoubtedly, to beat other 
skyscrapers and to be different from them were their intention. 
so Koolhaas, Rem (1978). 
51 Koolhaas, Rem and McGetrick, Brendan (2004). pp.473. 
52 OMA (2003b). pp.32. 
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According to OMA, the 'loop' is the organisational form of CCTV. 

Its formation is based upon the concept of 'integration', which 

aims to promote 'collective collaboration' within the institution. 

At a functional level, the 'loop' embodies the service system, 

'circulation' and structural support of the building, whereas at a 

programmatic level, it interconnects all activities and 'tbe entire 

process oftelevision making,53 (Fig , 4.1-6): 

So that each worker will be permanently aware of the nature of the 
work of his co-workers - a chain of interdependence that promotes 

, solidarity rather than isolation, collaboration instead of opposition. 
[ ... And] the building itself contributes to the coherence of the 
organisation and proclaims a strong new identity to the world.54 

Fig. 4.1-6 This integration and interconnection gives the form of the 

53 OMA (2005a). pp.39. 
S4 OMA (2003a). 

building. That is to say, the form of the new CCTV HQ 

articulates the operation of the television media, and CCTV's 

unique character - self-sufficiency. 

In terms of design method, to integrate the different 

programmes does not seem particular to the CCTV HQ project. 

A similar approach can be found in the OMA's design for the 

Seattle Public Library, which was designed in 1999 and 

completed in 2004. As showed in the proposal for the new 

CCTV HQ, its design process can be roughly described as such: 

mapping the use of different types of space of the Old Library, 

re-assorting and integrating them, interlinking them as a 'chain ' 

according to the programme of the Library, and folding it into an 

envelope shaped by the Building Code. In consequence, a 
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zigzag 'ramp' was formed , and runs continuously through four 

storeys. It accommodates twofold uses at the same time: for the 

library to store and display books, and for readers to linger 

around. (Fig. 4.1-7) OMA's declaration had almost the same 

tone as it did in the case of the new CCTV HQ: 

The Book Spiral implies a reclamation of the much-compromised 
Dewey Decimal System. By arranging the collection in a 
continuous ribbon - running from 000 to 999 - the subjects form a 
coexistence that approaches the organic: each evolves relative to the 
others, occupyin~ more or less space on the ribbon, but never 
forcing a rupture. 5 

Despite the same design method, OMA's proposal for the new 

CCTV HQ seems to be based upon an incorporation of 

Koolhaas's idea of 'bigness' and the institutional organisation of 

the 'work unit'. Koolhaas's article 'Bigness or the Problem of 

Large', written in 1994, was published in S, M, L, XL. In this 

essay, Koolhaas claimed: 

Only bigness can sustain a promiscuous proliferation of events in a 
single container. It develops strategies to organise both their 
independence and interdependence within a larger entity in a 
symbiosis that exacerbates rather than compromises specificity. S6 

That is to say, to Koolhaas, 'bigness' is not merely an issue of 

size and scale. Its core idea, which stems from his research on 

the blocks of Manhattan, concems the coexistence of 

interactions and diversities within a single structure. Hal Foster 

once commented on OMA's practice and Koo/haas's theory of 

'bigness' as follows: 

Koolhaas pitched Bigness as ' the one architecture that could 
survive, even exploit, the now-global condition of the tabula rasa '. 

55 Kubo, Michael (2005). pp.34. 
56 Koolhaas, Rem and Mau, Bruce (1995). pp.495-516. 
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In effect it was Manhattanism without Manhattan: like the 
skyscraper-block returned in a single building, these new mega
structures would permit a great variety of programmes, and they 
would not be constrained by any grid,57 

Foster's comment was written in 2001, a year before Koolhaas 

and OMA took part in the bid for the new CCTV HQ, and was 

based on OMA's proposals for government projects in Europe -

such as the master plan for 'Euralille' in 1990, and the research 

projects directed by Koolhaas - the ones on the PRO and 

'shopping'. This showed that 'bigness' is a sort of 'universal' 

paradigm which is drawn from and is embedded in Koolhaas's 

and OMA's practice in different places, either in the form of 

design or in the form of research. Whether or not the new 

CCTV HQ could realise this diversity is a question. 

In the Chinese context, to promote a collective-based 

organisation is not 'new'. As discussed in Section 3.2.2, the 

work unit, which brought the work place, collective facilities and 

living spaces together onto one site, had been a key 

organisational form of the Revolutionary Era. 58 From the 

Chinese viewpoint, this organisation was not only to improve 

the co-operation of workers and boost productivity, but also to 

pursue administrative efficiency. While this system has faded 

since the 1980s, the basic concept of self-sufficiency and 

integration has remained in certain types of institution, such as 

universities, hospitals, military facilities, residential 

developments, etc. CCTV would be one of these organisations. 

57 Foster, Hal (2001). 
58 See: Section 3.2.2, pp. 226-228; and Chapter Three, footnote 56, pp,225. 
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Compared with the old CCTY compound, the new site retains 

similar arrangements, In the old site, the main building designed 

in 1987 accommodates all departments and collective services, 

together with a hotel for the Media Centre, a theatre for 

performances, and security and service facilities, The new site, 

of course, makes some changes, At a physical level, it will no 

longer be entirely divided from the urban fabric by surrounding 

walls or fences as is the old one. The TYCC is planned to be 

open to the public and its ground level will be near the level of 

the street, as will the Media Park, However, this openness is 

limited, The Main Building will sit on a 6 metres high plinth. 

Even though there are designated entrances for the public, it 

will keep its sense of 'wholeness'. 59 Its 'canopy', which will 

overhang the site and will house administrative departments, 

seems to be a place from which to observe and claim the whole 

territory rather than to 'embrace the population' as OMA 

proposes. The Service Building that will 'fly' over the city road 

will mark the boundary of this territory, For security reasons, the 

Service Building will accommodate guards' dormitories,60 and 

certain security measures will be placed around it. So, despite a 

degree of openness, the territory of the new site will be visually, 

symbolically and spatially marked out and supervised, Wang 

Hui, a Chinese architect from Beijing, once commented: 

The opportunity of CCTV is that it has a single owner, it wants to 
represent a unified will, it has a unified administration, it conducts a 
unified production process, and it is a small unified society '" this 
kind of unification is simply lacking in other skyscraper projects, 

59 In the competition jury ofthe new CCTV HQ, the OMA's presentation mentioned the consideration of 
security, They declared that, the self-sufficient organisation of the Main Building would be easy to close 
and secure, The Main Building sat on a raised plinth. through which a more secure and a more 
belonging to CCTV's outdoor landscape would be formed, 
60 OMA (2005b), 
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which are occupied by numbers of small owners and tenants, and 
with which the architects like us are dealing [in practice]. As a state 
television station, its rigid security system wiII be adequate enough 
to allow it to withdraw from the whole urban fabric, without 
mentioning that the situation of nowadays Beijing is open to 
individuals' liberty, as discussed above. It is these preconditions that 
enable the new eerv HQ to have a different form in the type of 
skyscraper. 61 

Wang Hui's comment provides an important support to our 

argument that, in either terms - the internal organisation or the 

external relation to the city, the new CCTV HQ retains certain 

forms and concepts that the work unit had in the Revolutionary 

Era. 

It is worth noting that this kind of institutional arrangement is not 

something particular to China. In all countries, a similar form 

can be found in institutions that have a unified administrative 

system, such as military compounds, colleges, etc. To discern 

the differences between what OMA meant by 'collective 

collaboration' and what the Chinese understood 'collective' to 

be is beyond the scope of our discussion in this section. Our 

point is that at a time when many Chinese are pursuing 

independence from state ideology and trying to escape the 

dominance of 'collective organisations' of the past, OMA's 

promotion of 'collectivity' sounds like a retreat into that past, and, 

as such, seems unlikely to be regarded sympathetically by 

Chinese architects.62 

61 Wang, Hui (2003), pp, 49, "ccrv tBtTL4ftE-f-t:;,l!-1-BTff1f, t:;~1*ij\l}JE-tB;@';;t, t:;fftJE 
-- tB 'ir~, t:; H:: - 'Nit - a<J:tt":i1~, E H:: -1-tJt- (JfpH± 4f. " , . , J3:##t ---11 t.H€:-H::lJt 1i'J J3:~ 
}t1J!:yiji:(E:Jt E a<J 1HJ~x~ a<J 'hll ±: il-fll f' 7t!tl a<J Jf~ t~m! § !Of Jifii'IFff ffl. 11= ~ 00 * ~t!Il fr, E 
(fiJ?~a<J*~~#t-t2~~ftif't Mf€1-#i£rfiM<~4'~)i\llli *, !l!1'ffl mmfOOJiJiifrJ£rlf1<J ~ li1J~t 
*~m~~~1-1*M~a<J*~~~.J3:H::ccrvtB~~~~tE*~~~~4'~~a~a<J~~* 
14. " 
61 When I look through the debate on OMA's proposal for the new CCTV HQ in China, the promotion of 
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In Koolhaas's statements, it is difficult to sort out what is 

intended to be a serious argument and what is a piece of 

rhetoric. However, it would seem that certain observations are 

appropriate. The first concems the relationship between the 

architectural design of OMA and the organisational form of the 

new CCTV HQ. Most observers in Europe would expect a new 

Headquarters for CCTV to abandon extreme centralisation and 

to initiate a process of decentralisation, both in terms of action 

and in terms of location. In terms of the history of broadcasting 

in Europe, the decision to group all the functions and the 

personnel of CCTV into one centre and into one central building 

would seem to be a regression to the 1960s. Certainly, the BBC 

television centre in White City, with its apparent attempt to both 

maintain the BBC as a monolithic organisation and to house it 

in a single grand architectural project, is a typical example of 

the practice of the 1960s. Such a project, however, has proved 

to be contrary to the direction of the organisational development 

of the BBC, which has been characterised by a greater degree 

of decentralisation in which regional centres of the BBC have 

been established in the major cities of the UK. 

Secondly, BBC's production has increaSingly relied on the use 

of independent production companies for a significant 

proportion of its programmes. Thirdly, the rise of new functions 

of the BBC, particularly in the field of the commercial marketing 

'collective collaboration' was hardly mentioned by the Chinese, either in terms of appreciation or in 
terms of opposition. On the one hand, it seems that many Chinese architects only look at it as a 
rhetorical strategy. On the other hand, 'collective' is a kind of 'outdated' word in current China, as it has 
the strong ideological tone of government and the past. 
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of its own programmes, requires different sorts of physical 

provision. Clearly, the day is over for vast monolithic 

headquarters in the UK. If one expects the same kinds of 

pressures to arise in China, it would rely upon an increase of 

different regions to produce their own regional material both in 

the fields of news and entertainment. And if China experiences 

a rise in independent lV production, then OMA's design and its 

promise of an integrated single work centre for CClV runs the 

risk of becoming a 'white elephant'. On the other hand, it may 

be that in the immediate political future of China, the 

government will see their own interest best served by having a 

strong centrally organised form of television, in order to 

maximise their control over ideology. But in this case, the 

arguments of Koolhaas concerning 'bigness' and capacity of the 

very 'big' to provide the greatest diversity within a single 

container look weak. In the case of the CClV HQ, 'bigness' will 

be used to minimise diversity and to become a physical 

condition for the implementation of regulation and uniformity. 

The central argument for the 'loop' as a means to guarantee 

diversity seems weak. A Chinese journalist commented on the 

collaboration of CClV and Koolhaas as follows: 

CCTV needs a striking enough figure in 2008; and KooLhaas, who 
stresses density and is concerned with urban dens ity, needs a project 
with a real challenge. 63 

Perhaps we can re-evaluate the collaboration between the two 

in the following way: CClV needs a striking enough figure for 

'display' in 2008, and Koolhaas needs a strong sponsor to 

63 Wang, Yin (2003b). "CCTV il'if~tE 2008 ~~-1-JH;fJE~~i;JIj]j){J~~. ~1ilif,lHfl3t, 3tfHlF f 

~~$*&~~oo_*mm~-1-~~~~MM.XOO~§. » 
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realise his ambition, (Fig, 4,1-8) 

4.1.3 The Competition Jury 

In the last two sections, we discussed the nature of the new 

CCTV HQ project and the incorporation of Koolhaas's theory 

and OMA's design in terms of what was required for the CCTV 

HQ. Our argument was that there was no necessary 

relationship that one form of architecture is welded to one 

political ideology. The status of the architect does not 

necessarily represent the status of the client. This section will 

look into the organisation of competition jury for the new CCTV 

HQ. Our questions are: how was this 'inconceivable' proposal 

chosen? And from which point of view did the jurors, particularly 

the Chinese jurors, agree on it? 

On the 18th of July 2002, three months after the bidding 

document was issued, the competition jury for the CCTV HQ 

gathered at a hotel, called the Beijing Eastern Garden 

International Conference Centre. The Conference Centre is a 

large compound located in the Shunyi District of Beijing, 55 

kilometres away from the city centre and 25 kilometres away 

from Beijing Intemational Airport. Three days before, the 

proposals from ten architectural offices around the world had 

been handed in. Nine experts, Charles Jencks, Arata Isozaki, 

Rocco Vim, Liu Kaiji, Zhang Jinqiu, Wu Yaodong, Ke 

Huangzhang, Chen Gang and Ding Wenhua, respectively from 

America, Japan, Hong Kong and China, were on the board. The 

jury would meet for four days. Each deSign office had an equal 
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chance to present its scheme and to answer questions posed 

by the board. After the meeting, the jury would recommend 

three proposals without priority in the shortlist. (Fig. 4.1-9, 10, 

11) CCTV would make its final decision through negotiation and 

consultation with the three companies. 64 Yet, many Chinese 

surmised that this would provide a 'space' for leaders in higher 

positions to approve the final decision. Compared with the one 

for the Ground Zero project in December of the same year, the 

competition jury of the new CCTV HQ was kept away from the 

sight of the public, and seemed to be more 'architectural' and in 

control. 

The whole competition for the new eeTV HQ bid was managed 

under the aegis of national law and local regulations. The 

Beijing International Tendering Company was entrusted to 

organise it on behalf of the client. The competition system for 

architectural design started in the 1980s was formalised and 

regulated in the 1990s. According to the People 's Republic of 

China 's Tendering and Bidding Act and a number of state and 

local regulations, the new eeTV HQ was deemed to fall in two 

categories - big public facilities and state property - that 

require a design competition to be initiated. The competition 

should have a minimum of three qualified companies in 

attendance. 65 In the case of the eCTV HQ, ten design firms 

and offices from China, Hong Kong, Japan, Netherlands, 

France, Germany, and America were invited by the client: 

64 This is one of the common ways of choosing the finaJ proposal in China. 
6S The People's Republic of China's Tendering and Bidding Act was enacted on 30 August 1998. 
According to it, the state departments, such as the State Development Planning Commission and the 
Ministry of Construction, and the local governments respectively issued a series of documents to specity 
the scopes, the procedures, the supervisions, etc. 
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China Architecture Design & Research Group (CAG), Beijing 

Institute of Architectural Design (BIAD), East China 

Architectural Design & Research Institute (ECAD/), the Office 

for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA), Kohn Pedersen Fox 

Associates PC (KPF), Architekten von Gerkan-Marg und 

Partner (GMP), Skidmore, Owings & Merrill LLP (SOM), 

Dominique Perrault Architect, Toyo Ito Associates Architects 

with the Graduate Centre of Architecture of Beijing University, 

and WDA Group. The companies had different architectural 

philosophies and design approaches, Nonetheless, they had 

one thing in common: they were all well-known in the 

international and local scene. The three Chinese firms were the 

largest in the country, and had experience of collaborating with 

foreign architects' offices on a number of 'new' landmark 

projects, such as the Beijing Henderson Centre, the Shanghai 

Grand Theatre, the Pudong Financial Tower of the Industrial & 

Commercial Bank of China, etc. With the exception of OMA, the 

others from outside mainland China had engaged in local 

projects to varying degrees. Wu Yaodong, a jury member, 

looked at the organisation and commented: 

The ten design firms that attended the CCTV bid can be roughly 
divided into two categories: one was individual architects' offices, 
such as Koolhaas, Toyo Ito and Dominique Perrault; the other was 
the organisational architects' firms, such as the KPF and the SOM 
of America, the GMP of Germany, the CDG, the BIAD and the 
ECADI of China, and the design company of Hong Kong. [Those 
in] the first category had specific design philosophies. Their 
responses to the design brief were creative. [ ... Those in] the second 
category, because they were in the organisational type, had 
synthetic competence. [They were] efficient and more productive 
than creative. [Their] responses to the design brief were 
straightforward. [ .. ,] This comment does not intend to make a 
distinction [between] who is good and who is bad. For the new 
CCTV HQ, apart from the basic requirements of architecture, [it] 
should indeed have more expectations [placed on it] in other 
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respects, 6. 

Wu's comment implies two points, First, the organisation itself 

at least ensures an average standard that could be achieved 

architecturally and technically. Second, from the point of view of 

a Chinese juror and a Chinese architect, the new CCTV HQ 

would and ought to carry 'something' that would exceed what 

would be expected of a normal 'building'. This 'something else', 

which was initially defined as 'iconic' or 'symbolic', was central 

to the new CCTV HQ design bid. 

Similar considerations were embedded in the organisation of 

the competition jury. During the days between the submission 

and the meetings of the jury, the tendering company and the 

staff of CCTV had checked the validity of the documents, the 

main economic and technical index and the basic utility of the 

proposals. On the first day of jury deliberation, Ding Wenhua, 

the Chief Engineer for CCTY, and the only juror from the client 

organisation, gave a brief introduction to the operation of a 

television station, - the function of each department, the 

relationship between them, the architectural requirements, 

contemporary solutions to problems used in Europe and Japan, 

etc. In the aftemoon of the 20th
, after all design firms finished 

their presentation and before the ballot started, a representative 

from CCTV made a brief report to the jury panel about their 

66 WU, Yaodong (2003). "~~ CCTvN:t.f,fl<J+*~itij!{il:, *3j!rpTlJ.7t~jJ;Jf~}tmVijjll$'8: ~~ 
~~A.m".*m, ~~*M,.**.~$*~~·.~; -~£m~m.~~.*m, 
~~OOI¥J KPF, SOM, t'!\OOfl<J GMP, ~OOfl<J.W:$~, ~t*~~J:;4lJJJlI.t\:.mW:it~~, 1J.1it 
~m-*W:it0~ 0 ~-~Il$1:i'ff~llJjl¥JiQit}~,!'~, X1"i9:it1f*45(f]m~{£:fHtl.iiit1l¥Jo [ ... J Jt 
=~~'8~~~mmml¥J, ~~~~h . • ~, ~~t1~fM.iiitt,X1"&~ff*~(j<JM.{£~ 
-xot~((.]o [ ... ] is:fHf~. :#~Fm7tt/jfJt{jt~~o xot'P:9?:Jt!.W~fW,~\Nll:X~*ij/:, tEJt.~~* 
.*~*, .~~mff~$X~~OOI¥JM~o· 
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opinions on each proposal, mainly on the issues of utility and 

technological feasibility. For CClV, every proposal would be 

functionally feasible. The main task then left to the jurors 

seemed to be to choose a scheme that would be 'iconic' from 

the professional viewpoints of architecture and urban planning. 

Inevitably, every juror would have a different understanding and 

judgement regarding what an 'iconic' building was and what the 

new CClV HQ should or should not be, particularly with jury 

members being drawn from so many different backgrounds. 

The composition of the jury panel was a mixture of the 

international and the local, the theoretical and the practical, and 

involved architectural considerations as well as the 

administration of planning, Among those present, Charles 

Jencks was famous both in China and around the world for his 

theory of 'postmodemist' architecture. For him, because China 

had a very different culture and CClV's programmes should 

represent different ideas from those in the USA, the building 

design of the new CClV HQ should express creativity and 

particularity. 

Arata lsozaki is a Japanese architect and theorist with an 

international reputation. His Tsukuba Centre Building in Japan 

was elected as one of the Ten Most Notable World Buildings of 

the 1980s' by Chinese architects in 1989.67 Isozaki started to 

practice in China in 1993, when he was commissioned for the 

Mirage City project (unbuilt) in Zhuhai. Since then, he has 

67 This election has been mentioned in Section 1.2.2, pp. 70-71. 
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entered a number of competitions, including that for the 

National Grand Theatre, and his proposal, the Shenzhen 

Cultural Centre, was under construction at that very time, In 

regard to the new CCTV HQ, he thought that 

everyone is saying that the building needs a symbolic meaning, i.e, 
it should be a symbolic building, I think here, rather than talking 
about the symbolic, could we instead talk of its embodiment [of the 
operation of the television station), [and) mainly focus on the strong 
effect that the embodiment creates ?68 

Rocco Vim is one of the most eminent architects of Hong Kong, 

where he was trained, and where his practice is based, At the 

age of thirty-one, he won first prize for the L'Opera De la 

Bastille in Paris in 1983,69 Since the 1980s, he started to be 

involved in a number of projects in China, such as the China 

Hilton Hotel, the Beijing Silver Tower, the Museum of 

Guangdong and so on, For him, 

[fIrst], it is undoubted that eeTV wants to seek a representative 
building. Second, the building [the new eerv HQ] should have [a) 
vivid life in a long term. 70 

Liu Kaiji from Beijing was the director of the panel. His practice 

started in 1950, and since 1953, he has been working at the 

Beijing Institute of Architectural Design. Apart from his practice, 

Liu takes an active part in professional organisations and in 

introducing architectural trends and theories into China. He was 

68 Arata Isozaki's words were translated from Chinese. There might be some 'mistranslations' in this 
second translation, But I hope that if there are 'mistranslations', they may be a demonstration of 
problems with which this thesis is concerned. "fl(;iAt.r*~-1l*l¥Jlt%l:fffl~ff-1'-~1iE~)(, tR 
~~*~~-1'-~1iEtt~m,~~~a~£~~~m~~m~1iEtt,~~*BI¥JA~tt, ±~ 
i3fZitBa<JA~111fBI~a<Jgjcl¥JjJ1io " 
69 There were three schemes in the shortlist of the international competition for the L'Opera De la 
Bastille. His proposal was not the final one to be built. 
70 "tE~I¥J~t\t.lI!, CCTV ~~($-1'-~*ffft~ttI¥JJt%l:!fm, ~;I!~~~fllJl¥Jo ~=, }!1Ji~ 
a<Jm~@~~M.ttl¥J, ~-1'-*Ma<JJtm!fm. ~nR.~ •• ~7.~~.7, ~~ ••• 
• ~., lf~,)(, ~ e 31¥J1:Jfpj] , 1f1l:~iil¥J~~4m~If'NJUH'Mj~o" 
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one of the initiators of the Association of Chinese Architects and 

was a Vice-President of the Architectural Society of China, as 

well as a Deputy Editor of the Series of Foreign Architectural 

Theories (1988-1990), and a member of the Editing Board of 

Mastelpieces of World Architecture in the Twentieth Century 

(1999), 71 In the 1980s, he played a role in introducing 

'postmodernism' into China. For Liu, the new CCTV HQ should 

not just be a well-functioning building. It 'should be an iconic 

landmark [ ... ] a cultural and public building in the CBD, [ .. and] 

should generate meanings'. He said: 

if we make the new CCTV HQ the same as other buildings, i.e. 
submerged in office buildings and hotels, no one would tell which 
one is the CCTV HQ. That will be not good.72 

Zhang Jinqiu is a recognised 'National Design Master' and a 

fellow of the Chinese Academy of Engineering. She was a 

student of Liang Sicheng in Tsinghua University in the 1950s, 

and participated in the construction of the Great Hall of the 

People. Since 1966, she has worked at the China Northwest 

Building Design Research Institute in Xi'an, and is famous for 

her Tang-style architecture that tries to 'explore contemporary 

possibilities for a traditional Chinese design language. ,73 (Fig. 4.1-12) 

Zhang thought that the new CCTV HQ should be 'distinctive and 

beautiful, and should have a certain symbolic significance', which did 

not mean a literal representation , but the 'ideas, meanings and 

71 The Series ofF oreign Architectural Theories (gliolYai jian=hu ii/lin yicong) ( «OOj~ }t~fiJJI! ~w1t,.» ); 
The Masterpieces of World Architecture in the Twentieth Century (20 shiji shijie jian=hu jingpinji) 
( ( 20 1it~1it3Ht$tfrf£~» ). 
72 "tt5till£li'JJI'J<]~Bij~'J$:iEtr, ~-1' r;bfj~ l:t~:!ITA<JIl[$t. .j'I}- l'ft*:fI1B ~~$tEi¥JII!$t 
4m. [ ... ] q:,::k:~f!.i1.~~*~ CBD 1R:l:gI:±l!i¥J-l')t{t}t$t, -1'~h');:tE(j<J}t1Jl:, ~~f'£A<]lt!1JI:, 
[ ... ] iit1.it~~ 1" ~ ~ 5/... " "1fl:tm ~ff]:IE q:, 3c Jt!t.W. tl f~}jUlHitl i¥J ll1Jl: -~ , g.\:;IUE 1HH1Mn~m 1l 
~&7, ~~**tB~~jl~q:,3c1t!.t.W.tl, U,t~:!IT7." 
73 Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (2003). pp.176. 
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contents expressed through certain visualised figures', 74 

Wu Yaodong belongs to the generation who went through their 

architectural education in the Reform era. He is a professor and 

Vice-president of the Architectural Design & Research Institute 

of Tsinghua University, He was trained as an architect at 

Tsinghua University during the 1980s and acquired his doctoral 

degree in a joint programme organised by both Tsinghua 

University and the University of Tokyo. Thereafter, he did post

doctorial research on 'comparative studies of modem 

architectural development'. His design institute is the 

cooperative firm involved in Paul Andreu's National Grand 

Theatre project. For Wu, the task of choosing a proposal for the 

new CCTV HQ was not 'a matter of personal taste, but a 

responsibility for the state', i.e. the decision needed to be taken 

'from a bigger and broader viewpoint'. He admitted that he had a 

'Chinese complex' (zhongguo qingjie): 

No matter how it is said, [it is] China's CCry. I wish this building 
[to be] very harmonious. I do not want it [to be] ugly. It should be 
very harmonious and represent the state, and be accepted by 
Chinese people. 75 

Ke Huangzhang and Chen Gang are authorities on the 

administration and planning of Beijing. Ke was the Deputy 

Director of the Beijing Municipal Bureau of City Planning and 

the President of Beijing Municipal Planning & Design, which 

74 "~1fHHf~:fftt, ~~tt, jf~ff~~i¥J~:ito .. ,,~t-~~[···H\t:~lJ~:~ff-'M'prt£!¥J,\t! 
;ttl, fi3tEi¥J~ 3(' fi3$, jii1-~i¥J~~&119U:l:l*o" 
~"~~.~.~~Bi¥J.M~ •. W.~~BOOOO •• ~ .••• ~MtEt-AOOMA~~jf. 
MtE£:AOO*~OO~lto" "~~ Bfft-titfi!i. ~1f;t;i. *. 'f!OO 00 CCTV. JrrI2J,~ff-t-'f!!E(j<j 
Mfi!i. ~*.~t-m~m~~. ~*.mHM. ~s~m~~. ~~~!E.i¥J. ~~!EAn. 
~~i¥Jo" 
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had been involved in the master plan for the Beijing CBD. He 

has been working in the field since the 1960s, and is the 

consultant for Beijing CBD's planning and construction. 

Regarding the new CCTV HQ, he agreed that 

while it meets the requirements of function, it should have its own 
unique figure, strong character, and at least distinguished image 
from the ordinary office buildings, hotel or lUXury apartment 
buildings in the CBD, and will have good effect on changing the 
identical spaces of the CBD.76 

Chen is the Director of the Beijing Municipal Commission of 

Urban Planning, a govemment department in charge of 

planning administration of the city. He wished that the new 

CCTV HQ could provide an attractive and vivid space for the 

public in the CBD, and could represent a 'masterpiece' of 

design in the city: 

Because Beijing is a place with an ancient and strong traditional 
Chinese character, in order to protect it, our planning has a strict 
control of the whole city, including the control of height. So, in 
some areas of Beijing, it is hard to find a creative building[s). But in 
the CBD, I think, [we] should catch its character, launch a large
scale innovation, welcome the most trendy and avant-garde ideas, 
and make it a creative field for the masters. This is impossible in 
Tian'anmen Square, but it is possible in this area.77 

It seems impossible to draw a single description or picture from 

such diverse and 'abstract' objectives. One person's concern -

such as Wu Xiudong's regard for the representation of the state 

M"a&$*.~~. g~.~~n~m.*oo~w.~mn&_~~a.M*.OO .• ~~tt 
00. ~&~m~-.rnDmOO~~ •. Mm ••• ~0.00% •. ~~rnD~W$*.~OO 
~riij. g~®JlmtilfOOtFmo .. 
n"~~~*.-~~~OO.A~*~~~OO~.M~~~~. ~y.~e~~~~,afi.~ 
~~.~~* •• flpm~~M,~M.eOO~~o~~~~*.OO-~~~afim.£~~ 
~.OO~Uo@.~D, a.~@~.ttgOOM~, ~m~oo~mM~, M*m~~.mft .• 
w~oom.~.~, m~~~-~~~OO~tFW~oa~~nr~~~m~, ~~~g.~m 
~." Chen's idea was echoed by Ke Huanzhang and Zhang Jinqiu. Ke once said after the Competition 
Jury, 'Beijing's buildings, as seen by many professionals and non-professionals, are not as diverse and 
characteristic as Shanghai's. Beijing's are boring. Especially in the CBD, I hope the new CCTV HQ 
could break this situation.' Ke, Huanzhang (2003). 
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- might not be another's care, - such as Isozaki's suggestion. 

Even the ones who agreed with Wu's idea may not have shared 

the same interpretation. However, what seems to be commonly 

agreed is that the new CCTV HQ should have a form that would 

'distinguish' itself from the surrounding buildings, including 

those that were not yet built or even designed. We will come 

back to the question of how the 'environment of the future' was 

conceived at the end of this section. 

In the context of contemporary Chinese architecture, this kind of 

distinction between architectural forms is often misinterpreted 

as an attempt to represent 'cultural differences'. In the design 

bid for the new CCTV HQ, some people characterised Toyo 

Ito's proposal as 'eastern', and the OMA's 'westem '. Ito's 

scheme came out of his collaboration with Yung Ho Chang - a 

leading figure of the younger generation of Chinese architects. 

Their scheme proposed a round 'low-rise' complex, with two 

towers 100 metres high78 (Fig. 4.1-13). The main body of the 

complex was only six storeys high and created a 'horizontal' 

scene. A 'sky garden', 300 metres in diameter, was placed on 

the top and lent the most characteristic feature to the scheme. 

The idea behind it was based upon two analyses: the horizontal 

relationship between the different departments of a television 

station was more convenient than the 'vertical circulation '; and a 

high-rise building could not be a new 'symbol' amid the high-rise 

forest of Beijing's CBD. 79 These two considerations -

78 In technical terms, according to the regulation of th e state, Toyo Ito's scheme was not a real ' low-rise' 
complex, which height should be less than 24 metres. 
79 Matsubara, J-Iironori (2003). 
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operational efficiency and the distinguished figure of the 

building - were not different from OMA's. But Ito and Chang's 

analysis led to the opposite understanding and gave rise to 

different solutions to the problems, Certainly, this understanding 

and the proposed solutions involved personal interests and 

cultural backgrounds. But the differences between the two 

proposals are not a representation of a 'cultural difference' 

between the 'eastern' and the 'western'. Rather, they just 

articulate different architectural approaches to the same project, 

To identify Ito's proposal as being 'eastern' does not seem to be 

an issue of relating to the construction culture in the 'east' - the 

concept of the 'east' is problematic anyway -, but instead from 

'comparison', Le, a formal 'comparison' with other buildings, Liu 

Kaiji admitted that the OMA's submission was not his first 

choice, but Ito's was: 

Rem Koolhaas's proposal is very avant-garde, very explicit, like 
those western buildings, Ito's low-rise design is also very good. 
Thus in the CBO, an area full of such tall buildings, other 
[companies] will not do this kind of design, Only CCTV has the 
opportunity to make a low-rise building complex, Therefore, if 
completed according to this proposal, [the new CCTV HQ] will be 
a landmark too. Moreover. a very important factor is that I think 
Toyo Ito's design has a more Oriental flavour,so 

Wu Yaodong shared similar ideas: 

I like Toyo Ito ['s proposal]. There are not many CBOs in the world, 
I am wondering if they could be in low density, Toyo Ito proposes a 
new idea. His design is just 100 metres high, not super tall, And his 
proposal is very good for horizontal circulation and is very 

SOLi, Honggu and Jin, Van (2003), "W,*:Mi¥J1i~1&JluE. 1&llJ1lifU. fljffi1iI¥J}j~~HUJl:;W*$. 
~ ••• ~*~, m~arnD~W-~ •• #~i¥J~1i, mA&~~.~~.*, R~~~ 
*~&~m~ ••• , m~.~~1i~.~m&~~-~~~·~** •• I¥J-~~,a.~ 
W*$.i¥J.#~~*1i~m,a~~~~~i¥JA.a~~m~~Jlu~7.A~&~$nn~ 
fl~~~." 
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practical in technical terms, Especially because of his architectural 
concept - its Oriental and pastoral style - it is to my mind the 
best. sf 

It seems that from the points of view of Liu and Wu, what was 

identified with the 'Oriental' was the 'horizontal arrangement', If 

it is true, the 'horizontal arrangement' is not peculiar in the 

'east', but generally a characteristic of the 'ancient' construction 

in many places, Indeed, the 'horizontal character' of Ito's 

proposal was largely identified by its contrast with the 

surrounding high-rise or super high-rise buildings, and the 

other proposals in the design bid, In physical terms, the 

massive six-storey building complex proposed by Ito and 

Chang is neither traditionally Japanese nor traditionally 

Chinese, but indeed 'modem', 

Although Liu and Wu preferred Toyo Ito's proposal, they were 

not opponents of the OMA's, On the contrary, they thought that 

both designs would be equally 'distinguished' from other 

buildings in the Beijing CBD and other CBDs, and would create 

a new 'identity' for this area. Liu Kaiji once defended OMA's 

scheme in the following way: 

[ .. ,] I think that Koolhaas's work contrasts with the environment 
[context] and also reconstructs it by its own impressive figure, For 
instance, in the CBD, [there will be] many companies and many 
bUildings. It [the district] could be a bit chaotic, With Koolhaas's 
work, it will create a new place and will reconstruct the 
environment. We are now very concerned about the concept of 
'place', which means to have a specific location, Take the new 
triumphal arch in Paris as an example, In fact, the area of La 
Defense is a bit like the Beijing CBD, Because of its presence, the 

81 Ibid, "ft-WAA:fjl*-F~4L CBD ~~iflj9HL tE~ilt!fjf:If';1!.ftH~. ftMlprFi:1J~Jl:f~*lft 
~, W**~~~T~~~~. ~~~#Rfl100~~. ~~m~mow~,~~~~M*~ 
mf.l9J1111ilr, tEI~..tilllftIf., *f~'J;1!ftB~lUV1l!$-*1JAi¥J, fEl1lJ~i¥J 0 tEft~1I!, ftl!.M 
*I~ ~ ~ --{iL i¥J 0 .. 
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environment [of the area] is reconstructed. 82 

Two related points are significant in this analogy made by Liu 

Kaiji, and indeed in relation to other jurors' opinions mentioned 

above. The first concerns the location of the new CCTV HQ -

the construction of the Beijing CBO. As Liu 's comment 

indicated, the CBO could be one of the 'universal' forms in 

contemporary cities all over the world, in terms of its purpose, 

valuation , planning strategies, infrastructure, programmes, 

construction technologies and building materials. The character 

of one CBO is often defined by its identification with others 

(such as the Beijing CBD with the area of La Defense). (Fig. 
Fig. 4.1-14 

4.1-14) It is because of this identification that the 'environment' 

of the Beijing CBO in the future was conceived, and hence 

became an imaginary context, to which the new CCTV HQ 

would respond and from which it would be distinguished. This 

would link to the second point - the visual effect that a 

landmark building tries to pursue. Usually accompanied with 

the attempt to represent the 'new' development of the city, this 

pursuit is supposed to produce an image in contrast to the 'old' 

city, and to be identified for this area. This effect is not so much 

associated with the building programme itself, but with the 

visual recognition, which is often defined by the form of the 

building, such as the Grande Arche in La Oefense and the 

decision of the new CCTV HQ. It seems that it was at these 

two points that the jurors from different cultural and political 

82 Liu, Kaiji (2003). " [ ··· ] ~1A:t.JJfI!g-WTi¥Jf1=~~W. §~I¥J51il?'.~%1g., w€l:j:£f:!Jtx-H/:;, 3U1HIl:£f 
• • ~~~~O, ~$0~~$ •• , ~n~~.~, ~7.*m~~~~, X~.7-~m 
l¥J.m, e~m ••• ~~*.aill.~ ••• ~".m»I¥J.*, .Q.w-~~ml¥J~ 
11. tl:;~iJtE.~I¥J}j~~ffii!PltitHl, Jt:lklJI · ~:mU~~!t!l:1JW}~~~I:;J?:i¥.J CBO, iliJi!d~I:t.J~1¥J 
:±l.j~Hr 7 ~iJl:m:. . .. 
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backgrounds could come to terms with OMA's proposal, and 

both Koolhaas's and Ito's proposals could be regarded as 

equally 'distinguished,.83 (Fig. 4.1-15, 16) 

Fig. 4.1 -1 5 

In this section, we have examined how the production of the 

new CCTV HQ was organised, in regard to political purposes, 

design strategies and approaches and the arrangement of the 

competition jury. Our examination tried to demonstrate two 

points. First, in terms of architectural forms and design process, 

OMA's proposal might be 'new' in the context of Chinese 

architecture. But in terms of a correspondence with the political 
Fig. 4.1-1 6 

demands that initiated the building project, it was not 'avant-

garde'. Rather, it conformed to and served as a device to 

represent the power of the state, to carry out the political control 

of the government, and to shape the unified 'views' of Chinese 

people. In th is sense, the new CCTV HQ project continued the 

practice of Chinese architecture throughout the twentieth 

century, and did not place an OPPOSition to instrumentality of 

architecture in the Chinese tradition. 

Second, the new CCTV HQ is not something 'western' or 

representative of a process of the 'westernisation' of Chinese 

architecture. Rather, it emerged from collaboration between 

international involvement and local considerations. The parties -

- the state, CCTV, Koolhaas, and the experts of the jury - who 

were involved in its production, may have different views, 

83 Our assumption is that, although the current architectural djscussions try to avoid the issue of formal 
j udgement ofa bu ilding, its effect seems to be still at work, part icularly in dle design bid for a 
significant building like the new CCTV HQ or Sydney Opera House. 
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interests and ideas, and may not hold the same ideological 

position and understanding of the 'meanings' that the building 

would connote. But they could reach a common point that the 

new CCTV HQ should be visually distinguished and 

programmatically workable. This common regard might be 

coincidental when addressing a single project. However, for our 

argument of this thesis, it occurred on the conditions of 

modemity. To choose Koolhaas was not a matter of choosing to 

be 'western', but rather a design proposal that could 

discursively meet the requirements from different considerations. 

In addition, both the Harvard Research Project on the PRO and 

the OMA's proposal involved the participation of some Chinese 

architects, such as Ma Qingyun, Zhu Vimin, Wu Zhaohui, etc. 

Therefore, the new CCTV HQ project is not something 

'European' or 'westem', but rather 'trans-national'. 

4.2 Reflection: 'Is China an Experimental Field of Foreign 

Architects'? 

In the last section, we tried to show that the new CCTV HQ was 

not so much a result of the influence of 'European' architecture 

upon China, but rather a trans-national practice that 

corresponded to the nature of the CCTV project. In this section, 

we will examine the debate that has been provoked by both 

OMA's proposal and those of other international practices that 

have occurred in China over the last few years. The nature and 

essence of this debate is encapsulated in the assertion that 

'China has become an experimental field for foreign architects'. 
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As the last section of the thesis, this debate will also reflect the 

entire discussion presented so far - the conceptual 'translation' 

of 'western modem' architecture into the context of 

contemporary China, Our previous analysis argued that while 

the formation and development of modern Chinese architecture 

was sustained by waves of importation from European and 

American architecture throughout the twentieth century up to 

the present day, this importation was translated on the basis of 

the systematic 'misreadings' due to the local conditions -

historical and cultural interpretations, social realities, as well as 

administrative purposes, political strategies, and financial 

systems, Compared with European and American architecture, 

a difference can be characterised by the absence of a coherent 

'modernism' in China and the continuity of the modified 'Beaux

Arts' practice in the history of twentieth century Chinese 

architecture, We argued that to assume a 'westernisation' of 

Chinese architecture and cities in the last three decades is to 

give a misleading account of the whole situation, because there 

is no such a thing as a totality of 'Chinese' architecture to 

oppose to 'westem' architecture, but rather architecture 

conceived as a modem practice taking place under Chinese 

national conditions, 

One may wonder whether the 'misreadings' are still at work in 

the contemporary architectural scene, since Chinese 

architecture is becoming more open to the international world 
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with the result that international collaboration is more frequent 

and complex than ever before, Indeed, since China entered the 

WTO in 2001 and Beijing won the right to host the 2008 

Olympics, international involvement in architectural practice, 

city construction, research projects and workshop-based design 

courses has dramatically increased, Information about 

architectural events and activities all over the world is more 

readily accessible to Chinese readers than ever before, 

Nevertheless, insofar as Chinese architects are trained - or at 

least receive their initial training in China - and are working 

within a context that has its own 'past' , concerns and concepts, 

the effect of the 'misreading' of 'imports' does not seem to have 

washed away spontaneously, On the contrary, understanding 

the 'conceptual translation' of the 'imports' has become urgent, 

since the priority given to the differentiation between the 

'western' and the 'Chinese' has obstructed the ability of Chinese 

architects to discern and identify the imports and to understand 

the architectural issues involved in the process, In order to 

understand the situation, we will examine three aspects of the 

debate: the conditions under which the debate emerged and 

was initiated and the problem of being 'modem'; the 

introduction of Koolhaas's architectural practice and theories 

and the 'western modem' now; and the promotion of 'cultural 

identity' in regard to the re-identification of the status of the 

architectural profession and of Chinese architects in society, 
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4.2.1 Emergence of the Debate: The Problem of Being 'Modern' 

The question of whether 'China was becoming an experimental 

field for foreign architects' was first raised in public by Wu Chen 

in his criticism of Paul Andreu's proposal for the National Grand 

Theatre and Koolhaas's proposal for the new CCTV HQ. For 

him, the former was incompatible with Beijing's urban fabric, 

and the latter did 'not bring anything else other than shock'. 

Nevertheless, China was paying billions of yuan for them to 

design projects that they had not experienced before: 

In general, China is experiencing a very bad phenomenon: while 
losing its character, every city wants to build buildings like urban 
sculptures, which seem to have a tendency to mushroom 
everywhere. [ ... ] It is worth mentioning that in Europe the control 
of urban planning and preservation is quite strict. [ ... ] Architects 
can only play with a small number of buildings. But it seems that 
China is offering the chance that foreign architects cannot have in 
their own countries.84 

From his point of view, this was a phenomenon of 'self

conscious colonisation' in architecture,85 because 

by nature, western ideology is unilateral, its architecture also 
intends to export its own culture, and [the exportation] is 
compelling. 86 

84 WU, Chen (2003). ".~a<J*:D-, 9='OO1f-#~~*::fMa<Jiji!,~: tEllt~:!JiHpt;J~a<JI"JIlt, JU5d:tIl 
•••• mm.~oo.~., M¥1f.~ff~OOe~, &WR.m~*~.oow~*.~~# 
!J\lfg.. ["'J1il~-~OO;l!, tE®Zlffl. X'f:#£-nHUW, .$~iP~~$~~~t~FOO. [···JR1f-/J, 
.*.~~~U.~~~~~.&£M¥~OO~tEm~~~-~*OO.~~tE~BOO.tIlm~ 
JUi¥JtfL~. " 

Wu Chen was first trained in China in the 1980s and studied for his Diploma and M. Arch at the 
Westminster University in London from 1995 to 1998, He is currently working at the Terry Farrell & 
Partners and is responsible for the business of the office in China. Wu Chen's father, Wu Liangyong, 
'has been a leading figure in the department of architecture at Tsinghua University' and a 'fellow ofthe 
Chinese Academy of Science and of Chinese Academy of Engineering', The brief profile of Wu 
Liangyong's career sees: Rowe, Peter G and Kuan, Seng (2003), pp, 266, 
8S The phrase was later used in his another article 'Beware the Spread of Colonisation and Self
conscious Colonisation in Architecture " Wu, Chen (2004), 
86 Wu, Chen (2003), "*.Jfff..t. i1!i1JI¥Jl:i.R~;5~1(!.:itJ.{ti¥J. 'ta<J.~ill;ll.fftrtl:\ ~ c.i¥JX{t. 
£1IHH%if!.ttOO. " 
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For Wang Mingxian, the idea that 'China was becoming an 

experimental field for foreign architects' was not a question, but 

a fact. Nevertheless, he thought that two aspects to this 

phenomenon should be distinguished: 

At the present, a majority of the foreign architectural offices that 
come to China are commercial. Their main aim is not to do good 
design, but to make money. For this, they do not mind employing 
various ways of catering for Chinese clients. What they can leave to 
contemporary Chinese architecture is pretty much in doubt. 
[ ... ] 
I personally think that if there are serious experiments, then it is not 
frightened for [China] to become an experimental field for foreign 
architects. The works of the top-ranking architects in the world, 
such as Koolhaas, Herzog and de Meuron, Isozaki ... can bequeath 
new cultural memories to the history of contemporary Chinese 
architecture. What is frightened is to make Beijing into a 
commercial city for [the purposes of] marketing,87 

The differences between the points raised by Wu Chen and 

Wang Mingxian might be easily accounted for in terms of the 

resistance to and openness to international practice. 

Nonetheless, the actual situation seems to be more complex. In 

Wu's criticism, the object of the resistance was obscure. At the 

political level, as our previous analysis showed, what was really 

involved in the projects was not a question of 'western' or 'non-

western' ideology, but a political strategy aimed at reinforcing 

the power of the Chinese government and solidifying the nation

state. At the architectural level, what it was that was 'colonised' 

or was not was unclear. Insofar as he agreed that importation 

was necessary to the development of Chinese architecture, the 

87 Zhang, lie Ibid. "fJll.tE:m:Arf=! 00 a<JJ;::l:a<Jil.frf1:;J*Jifi , ftB1f]~'±~a<J § a<J::fH::1i1 TfEl'.{lH& 
PJ. mL~1i1 Tre~~flj. 1i1 T~1-~::f1tfljm ~#=¥Bti1PJ4tOOa<J.fr±. ftB1f]~~1i1~p OO~f\:~ 
~Wr ftz.*@~~tHlI~tHEa<J. 

[ ... ] 
a1-A~1i1,~.H::.P.OO~~~M,.z.*1i1*OO.~~a<J~M.*::fm~, ~W~ 

AA, ~$it~~1f,~r~L W1.~fJf······l2!;@iit:W--V!ta<J.~mfiOO*~, fj~1i1 4tOO ~f~.~~Wr 
lITA<Jx f.tiGtl • !'lIfE! A<J;Ilre~tJi!: * 1i1Jfll~t±A<J:I)j£rtB!~:J:j;1t. .. 
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extent to which the 'self-conscious colonisation' could be 

identified was completely vague. In Wang's comment, his 

acceptance of the practice of foreign architects was conditional. 

Ultimately, the question for them was not whether or not 

Chinese architecture should be open to international practice, 

but rather about what architecture and architects stood for. 

Above all, we have to be aware that the practice of foreign 

architects in China did not seem to be very problematic until the 

late 1990s. From a historical point of view, the 'modem' form of 

architectural practice started with the work of foreign architects 

- mostly European and American architects - in the late 

nineteenth century. From then to the late 1930s, they 

contributed to the construction of 'new' and 'modem' cities, such 

as the Shanghai Bund, the master plan for the Capital in 

Nanjing, etc., as well as the emergence of new building types, 

such as hotels, banks and universities. 88 But they also 

contributed to the formation of 'Chinese characteristic' 

architecture, such as the 'Chinese style' buildings designed by 

Harry H. Hussey, Henry K. Murphy and V. Leith-Moller; and to 

the introduction of 'new' modes of construction.B9 ln the 1950s, 

when the practices of 'western' architects were suppressed, 

Soviet architects and experts were invited to help the planning 

and construction of 'new' industrial cities, and to exemplify the 

creation of 'socialist content, national form' in architecture.eo In 

the early 1980s when the country reopened to the world, a 

88 See: 'hotel', pp.240. 
89 See: Section 2.1.3, pp.129-131. 
90 See: Section 1.2.2, pp. 64. 
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number of architects from outside China were commissioned to 

undertake projects - mainly hotels hosting foreigners - in the 

major cities. Since the early 1990s, foreign architects' offices 

increasingly involved in the design market of China and a range 

of projects, from master plan, urban design and landscape 

design, to office buildings, 'luxury' housing, public edifices, etc. 

Although their works may not be always applauded, some of 

them were indeed acknowledged, such as the Fragrant Hill 

Hotel by I. M. Pei in 1982 and the Jin Mao Tower by SOM in 

Shanghai in 1998, 91 both of which were appreciated as 

examples of the successful combination of the 'modern' with 

Chinese 'tradition'. 

Even now, to many Chinese architects, importing deSigns by 

foreign architects is a direct way of leaming 'new' and 

'advanced' things. In the commentary What Does Koo/haas 

Bring to Us? Wu Danhua, an architectural journalist from the 

Construction Times, expressed this expectation typically: 

For a long time, domestic architectural design has been weak in the 
theoretical field. Confined to conventional architectural theories, 
[this situation] makes it difficult for many domestic architects to 
achieve a breakthrough, and eventually makes them lose the vitality 
and willingness to do so, when shaping and integrating architectural 
space. Choosing Koolhaas's 'distorted monster' is indeed to choose 
the new ideas and a new understanding of architecture that he 
brings from outside China, and is a stimulation to our creative 
thinking that has been absent for a long time. 92 

Thus, if the practice of foreign architects was expected to stand 

9) See: Section 2.1.3, pp. 152-153, pp.155. Fig. 2.1-26 and Fig. 2.1-27. 
92 Wu, Danhua (2003). "*~ bl*, 00 PHt$t W:it:tE3lI!if:@j~M.i~HtT ~~~:tf!!W:l¥.jl:JIl.:f*, fj!ffl 00 
~~~.$t~:tE.$t~OO~~.~~~ttfi*. ~~T*~~.$t3ll!if:W.bl~.~ •. #. 
~.~.~.~.~.o .. **AA~~·W~~ •• '. ~~ •• OO~~Moo***OO.OO. 
~1'Ilx-H~$tOO.OOiA. iR1'Il:£ll!.M. ~~flt{fJ~ BJl't$:OOMi1i:J~UlOO-IXfM!~ 0 " 
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for things 'new', what it was associated with and how the 'new' 

was perceived were important in the debate. 

One might think that the debate started simply because of the 

increasing involvement of foreign architects in the design 

market in China. But the amount of work undertaken was not 

the crucial point. In the case of Beijing, the floor area designed 

by foreign architects' offices in the 1990s was more than 

4,000,000 square metres. 80 percent of the projects were the 

larger ones with more than 100,000 square metres floor area. 93 

Foreign architects accounted for only a small percentage of the 

83,818,000 square metres floor area of new construction in 

Beijing from 1991 to 200094
• The real issue was not the 'volume', 

but the 'significance' of the projects that the foreign architects 

undertook. 

The current dispute was triggered by French architect Paul 

Andreu's proposal for the National Grand Theatre in Beijing at 

the end of the 1990s.95 (Fig. 4.2-1) It climaxed when a series of 

93 Wang, Yin (2003a). "l2Utffi~{9L 1990 ~t~:!ft~r~itJ91 §1f20 $1', 400 $]J~~* , Jt, 11J 
80 %;/! 10 ]J~~*w.J:.8<J*~JYi § . " 
94 Beijing, Statistics Bureau (2007). Table 5-5, Statistics of Real Estate Development (1990-2006). 
9S The National Grand Theatre, next to the Tian 'anmen square and the Great Hall of the People, was 
sponsored by the Central Government. It was initially planned as one of the Ten Grand Projects in 1958, 
and was halted due to finical shortage. Forty years later, in 1998, the Central Government decided to 
recommence it with the renewed programme. Occupying 7.61 hectares land, the current project would 
offer 149,520 square metres floor areas and contain three halls - a 2,500-seat opera house, a 2,000-seat 
music hall , a 1,200-seat theatre -- and a smaller auditorium. The estimated budget was 26.88 billion 
yuans. At the time when it was designed, it was the largest public building in Reform China. Peter Rowe 
and Seng Kuan commented, ' It is clearly intended to leave the mark of the present political regime on 
the nation's administrative center [sic].' Rowe, Peter G. and Kuan, Seng (2003). pp. 194. 

Paul Andreu won the commission via two-round design bids, which were the first international 
competition held by the Central Government since 1949. The international competition started in April 
1998, and went through two rounds and three times revision . The whole process took one year and four 
months. 32 of the total 69 submitted schemes were from domestic architectural firms (including those 
from Hong Kong) and 37 from foreign architectural firms. The construction commenced in 2001 , and 
the construction design was collaborated with Tsinghua University. The Theatre was opened to public at 
the end of2007, and is renamed as the National Centre for the Performing Arts. As the thesis focuses on 
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Olympic-related projects, such as the new CCTV HO, the 

National Stadium, etc., were commissioned to the European 

architects at the beginning of this century. These projects had a 

number of common features. They were all monumental 

buildings that were constructed on a large scale and sponsored 

by the Central Government or its agencies to project a 'new' 

image of the country and its culture. They had distinct forms 

and were designed by European architectural offices. 

Furthermore, since they were built in the capital Beijing, they 

were expected to make 'new' contributions to the process of 

modernisation of the city, and to the development of Chinese 

architecture in general. For instance, the client committee of the 

National Grand Theatre declared: 

., .the shape of the building was avant-garde and novel, and would 
bring a positive effect on the renovation of Tian'anmen Square and 
the Changan Avenue and the innovation of architectural design in 
Beijing and the whole country. It would be a milestone of our 
country's cultural buildings during a certain historical period. 96 

This tone was repeated in official announcements of other 

national projects. But we can understand that the greater the 

Significance attached to the projects, the more some Chinese 

architects would feel eliminated in their authority to represent 

the 'modern' image of the nation, an authority that they had 

possessed in the past. 

The construction of the national projects was obviously not 

simply an architectural activity, but a public event. In July of 

the dispute before it was completed, I keep using the name, the National Grand Theatre, in the dispute. 
96 Wang, Zhili (2000), "~.=E~m~iA1JEB<J~~1ltrJ!, fJi~, X1~~n}~.&*3l;t#i¥J&~, X1 
~t*~~~OOB<J ••• ~B<JMfJi, .~~~.OO.~ .• ~~.OO-~ffi~~M~~ •• i¥Jm 
fj1ill!. " 
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1999, before the final decision was reached, the exhibition of 

the entries for the competition of the National Grand Theatre 

was held at the Museum of Chinese History next to Tian'anmen 

Square, and attracted more than 40,000 visits. In the case of 

the new CCTV HO, the news that Koolhaas's proposal won the 

competition was widely circulated. In 2003, after CCTV and 

OMA signed the design contract in December 2002, not only 

the architectural joumals, such as the Time + Architecture and 

New Architecture, but also a number of publications, such as 

the Sanlian Life Weekly; Nanfang Weekend and Beijing Youth 

Daily, ran special issues on it. 'Architecture' was brought into a 

public spotlight in relation to public issues - the Beijing 

Olympics, the 'new' image of China, the transformation of the 

city or cities, etc. Under these circumstances, the response of 

Chinese architects to the proposals was not simply to provide 

professional judgement, but also to contribute to the formation 

of certain values in society, a concem we see in both Wu 

Chen's and Wang Mingxian's comments. 

One reason why these projects caught the public's attention 

was the rapid transformation of Chinese cities over the last 

twenty years. On the level of 'image', the proposals by the 

European architects projected this transformation both in terms 

of the present and the potential direction for the future. The 

observation of Huang Maojun, a journalist from Beijing, was 

typical: 

A huge 'frame' building will co-exist with the Harmony Palace, the 
Tian'anmen, the Forbidden City and the Bell and Drum Towers in 
its alien posture, which is the recently published appearance of the 
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new CCTV HQ. (Fig, 4.2-2) 
[ ... ] 
Because she is not close to the borders [of the country], and because 
she is not close to the sea, Beijing was luckily not touched by 
colonisation - as Harbin, Qingtao and Shanghai [were] - and the 
characteristics of the city keeps the Chinese manner intact. 
[ ... ] 
From the present perspective, this original ecology 97 of Beijing 
seems to be an obstacle to the process of globalisation of the city. 

We notice that when Beijing time and again chooses some 
'postmodernist' buildings, the four-sided courtyard house, which 
was the mainstream of the city, is facing an unprecedented 
challenge. 
[ ... ] 
While small houses are demolished to put up high-rise buildings, 
unexpectedly, the buildings about to be built will be 'avant-garde ', 
one more than another, such as the 'distorted frame ' etc. The 
designers are all Europeans. The western architects are expanding 
the boundary of their imagination to the utmost in Beijing. 98 

Two points are worth highlighting. First, the paradox in which 

traditional buildings were demolished and 'postmodernist' ones 

were put up manifests that 'postmodernism' and the 'avant-

garde' are both 'modern' constructs, whereas they are based 

upon opposite perspectives on 'history' and organised systems. 

Second, the spontaneous rejection of the 'avant-garde' 

buildings was not because they were identified as 'westem' or 

with European architects, but rather that they were unable to be 

identified in terms of familiar references. The shift in tone 

marked by the word 'unexpectedly' exposes an ambivalence 

97 original ecology (yllan shengtai) (~1::~) 
98 Huang, Maojun (2003). tt-l'§:;*;: tt1J;j!!" ~1A~)J'f~i¥J~~~:fJf1f:J.tt, 5'C:'ti:fl, ~~~;fIlf!I' 
~~~~--~~~~~~i¥JCCTV~~0*~i¥J~To 

[ ... ] 
El3'f~i¥J~ni1l, El3'f~I'tJ~~#iJ, ~tffi~ill:t:t!!N~11tlml~Ht~1~--ct:!zJl*JFi$, ct:!zll 

W~~L#iJ--~i¥J~m~~~~:t:t!!~~~*OOI'tJ~~. 
[ ... J 
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between the desire for the 'new' and the 'shock' aroused in the 

unprepared. This experience of 'shock' was not peculiar. 

Readers may remember that Leo Ou-fan Lee depicted 'a typical 

pattern of shock, wonder, admiration, and imitation' when the 

Shanghai natives encountered the 'new' matter imported from 

the 'west' at the turn of the twentieth century.99 Nonetheless, 

after one hundred years modernisation, the 'new' was more 

self-consciously and locally pursued and driven by a desire to 

move away from the past and look to the future that could be 

identified at a number of different levels, from the political 

agenda to market strategy and even at the level of the ordinary 

people. In other words, the real question here is not about being 

'western' or 'non-western', but rather how to be 'modem'. 

4.2.2 The 'Western Modern' Now 

To be 'modem' would inevitably relate to how the 'new' imports 

were perceived and conceived. In the debate, 'avant-garde' was 

used to describe Paul Andreu's National Grand Theatre, 

Koolhaas's new CCTV HO, Herzog and de Meuron's National 

Stadium, and the like. In terms of Huang Manjun's comment, no 

matter how these buildings might be categorised in the 'west', 

they were first of all perceived in opposition to traditional 

Chinese constructions, which was the way the 'westem modem' 

was accounted for. However, what he did not clearly address 

was the relationship between the 'postmodemist' buildings and 

the 'avant-garde' ones. Our question, therefore, becomes: how 

was the 'avant-garde' and its relationship to the previous 

99 See: Section 1.2.1, pp.51. 
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imports understood? 

Take the introduction of Koolhaas' practice and theory as an 

example. In China, Koolhaas was regarded as an 'avant-garde' 

architect who represented and led the direction of contemporary 

'westem' architecture. Zhu Yiming, a graduate of the Berlage 

Institute and one of the Chinese consultants for OMA's new 

CCTV HQ proposal, once commented: 

Koolhaas's architectural and urban theories spread over the world 
along with the publication of the book S, M, L, XL in the mid
I 990s. Ten years on, Koolhaas has now become the most influential 
architect in architecture. Because of his influence, general interest 
in urbanism is formed. In architecture, the traditional theories based 
upon formal aesthetics give way to pragmatism which pursues the 
combination of specialised knowledge and social requirements. To 
be precise, Koolhaas has become an architectural phenomenon. 
After the 1960s, there is no architect who has so deeply influenced 
and changed the direction of development of architecture and 
urbanism by his own effort as Koolhaas has. 100 

If this comment reflected Zhu's own valuation, the descriptions 

in the public media reflected a more general picture of Koolhaas: 

'a leading master who walks at the front of new modern architecture in 

the contemporary world'. 101 

In western architecture, Koolhaas was commonly regarded as a 
thoughtful and critical architect, a master who overthrew 
architectural tradition of Europe, and a star who is living at the peak 
of honour. 102 

Nonetheless, the introduction of his practice and theory was 

100 Zhu, Yimin (2005a). pp. 33, "WIl€l-Wii¥J}t:1}[-!§:#iXnH!!l.~:tE1990 iFft'i=' MMi:~Jj~,* «/j\, 'i=', 
}( , ;m}(» i¥J til JtfX , tE1it j'H[ III ~ fUlL 1Oi:p lj J§ i¥J 4'}( , ftR B ~ pjG ~ }t:1}[W. fl ~ IlfRJ jJ i¥J }t 
:1}[~o ~~ftRi¥J~_m~7 •• i¥Jn:#iX*~ni¥J~~o:tE.m$'i=', #~i¥Jljm~~~~~~ 
i¥J.~ll~~~m~Xi¥J~~~~m~tl~ •• ffi.*i¥Jm* •• W~~,~*MB~~~
#.m~.o:tEl%O~ftZJ§, ~~fl~-~ •• ~ •• M~~, lj-~AOO~jJ~~.~. 
-~a~7 ••• ~.$.~i¥J~M~~o » 

101 Zeng, Han (2004). The article was originally published in the magazine City Pictorial. 
102 Wang, Yin (2003b). ":tEil!i~}t.W, W*Wi~0iAi¥J1L'd!-m, flm~Jtli¥J.$tOiji, ;lH!lHI®.: 
;;t!}t1Ji:#~a<J::k9ifi, ~1:m-tEil~J9!dI!i¥JIljj!l!.o» 
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'fragmented' and practical, and largely based upon Chinese 

interpretations. 

Translation of Koolhaas's work basically started in 2000, after 

he won the Pritzker Architecture Prize. The first translation 

regarding his architectural ideas was the interview, From 

Bauhaus to Koo/haas by Katrina Heron, and was posted on the 

ABBS website in 2001.103 In 2003, after he won the new CCTV 

HQ project, his three essays, Bigness, Generic City and Junk 

Space, were translated and published in the special issue of 

World Architecture concerning OMA - the first collection of 

OMA's works published in China. 104 In the same year, the 

second edition of Rem Koo/haas: Conversations with Students, 

originally published in 1996, was issued in both Chinese and 

English. In 2004, some parts of De/irious New York, such as the 

'Manifesto' 'Ecstasy' and 'Density' from the Introduction, 

'Definitive Instability' and the 'City of the Captive Globe', and 22 

out of 72 'copyrighted' words from the Great Leap Forward were 

translated and published in the book Brimming City. lOS However, 

by the end of 2007, none of his books had been wholly 

translated and published. The translation sequence might be 

accidental to some extent. But two underlying drives are worthy 

of remark. First, it was driven by an eagerness to keep pace 

with the 'newest' trend(s) in Europe and the USA, just as the 

introduction of 'postmodernism' and Deconstructive architecture 

had been in the 1980s and 1990s. Second, the conclusions that 

J03 The original text was published in Wired 4.07 July J 996. 
104 The essays Bigness and Junk Space were tran~lated by Jiang Jun, and the Generic City by Wang Qun. 
World Architecture (Beijing) 152(02/2003). 
105 The parts of the Delirious New York were translated by Jiahao and He Ru, and the 'copyrighted' 
words from the Great Leap Forward were translated by He Ru. Jiang, Yuanlun and Shi, Jian (2004), 
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had been reached in the works were favoured above the 

process of analysis.106 

Koolhaas had first been introduced into China as a 

Deconstructive architect in the late 1980s, when he joined the 

Deconstructivist Architecture exhibition organised by Philip 

Johnson and Mark Wigley at the MoMA in 1988, ten years after 

Delirious New York was published. Yet, the introduction of his 

architecture then was brief and was less than those of Peter 

Eisenman, Bemard Tschumi, Zaha Hadid, Frank Gehry and 

Daniel Libeskind. The first overview of his architectural theory 

and practice could be seen in Lu Xiangdong's article, The 

Follower of Modernism - Introduction of Rem Koolhaas and His 

OMA, which was published in 1993 - two years before the S, M, 

L, XL came out. The year 1993 was also the time when 

'postmodemism' was widely suspected and the introduction of 

Deconstructive architecture began to be eclipsed. Lu's article 

was part of the search for a 'new' direction: 

Post modernists , citation and collage of historical symbols make 
mean that their works very quickly please the public with claptrap, 
and yet become rigid. It is easy to show that this is Graves's, that is 
Moore's, that is Venturi's .. , and they are easy to imitate. This 
simply shows the superficiality of postmodernists. On the contrary, 
OMA's work does not have a particularly formal language, and is 
not living alongside adopted historical styles. Their work derives 
from deep analysis of the project itself, and does not have any 
predominant form, but only the faith of modernism. Apparently, this 
is much deeper! Very few people think that OMA's work is easy to 
imitate. 107 

106 One may think of a certain effect that Koolhaas's publications have had on diagrammatic 
presentation, graphic design and photographic perspective in China. I do not deny certain effects on 
ways of observing and presenting the 'realities', and even on aesthetics, But I reserve my point: from 
my point of view, they were largely used as tools of representation rather than tools of analysis. 
107 Lu, Xiangdong (1993). pp.96. "J§ij\H{!.±.:x.::t\fxtJJ5j:rq~i¥Ji]lfij, 1M~, {!ft!!.ffJi¥J{1:~~flHR:JI$ 
A.~,&.*~~.~.An~~a~&.~M~W~~~.~AAi¥J, .~.~i¥J,.~~ 
IT.ml¥.!, Jj~~ ...... , jfijJl ft!!{fJ&{&~a~m{1j, jS&"*"*ilt~ TjS~FnJJil.f~.±.:x.;jtfi¥J~¥lJ. OMA 
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Clearly, Lu's intention was not to look back at the development 

of 'neo-modernism' and the relationship between 'modernism' 

and 'postmodemism', but instead to look forward to something 

'new' coming after 'postmodemism', Although his criticism of 

formal imitation of 'postmodemism' called upon the 'deep analysis 

of the project itself, he did not seem to distinguish 'modem ism' 

and 'postmodemism' as two organised categories opposed to 

each other: 

The stake of OMA's these characters is that they ignore 
architectural form, [ ... ] Indeed, OMA should find some balancing 
points from 'postmodernism'. 108 

Koolhaas became known since he was awarded the Pritzker 

Prize in 2000, and was widely acknowledged after taking part in 

the competition for the new CCTV HQ. Since then, a number of 

articles have been published in regard to his architectural ideas 

and his proposal for the new CCTV HQ. Although he was 

generally reckoned as a descendant of 'modernism', the main 

interest of the Chinese architects was more in 'new' ideas and 

design methods that could give rise to 'new' building forms than 

historical sequences and contexts. The special issue of World 

Architecture (Beijing) only selected OMA's works after 1995, 

and A+U just focused on the new CCTV HQ project, They both 

were practice-oriented, and focused on 'contemporary' things. 

So was the edited book, The Works and Thoughts of Rem 

~~&~m&, g&~~~~W~.~. &~~a¥mm~~~tlm. ~m~~&*.~~~ 
B*~.~OO*fi. *~~a~~~.~fi~~OOW~.R~~.OO.ft~Xffl*. ~B~ • 
• ~tl*,$! 1&d>~.A v...~ OMA 00t1= B;Ii!:~ *=00. .. 
108 Ibid. pp.96. "OMA B9i8:~b!f.f,~'1fHf:B9fe;/l,i,,*1'€i;lI!;~11J»f~~jj[.mtCoo,rB~. [ ... ] ~'9; OMA 
@*JA 'JI5.ft±:X' JJlHI!1Jt~~-'f.ooB." 
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Koolhaas, issued by China Electric Power Press in 2005, 

The political, cultural and architectural activities that had 

influenced Koolhaas's architectural ideas and strategies were 

not unfolded until the second half of 2005 when Zhu Yimin 

published the essay 'Koolhaas in 1960s and 1970s',109 (Fig, 

4.2-3) Nonetheless, there were two problems concerned with 

the Chinese context. First, the political situation in 1960s 

Europe and the architectural activities and figures that Zhu 

mentioned in his essay, such as Archigram, Archizoom, Super 

Studio, Andrea Branzi and Oswald M. Ungers, were not familiar 

to Chinese readers. 110 Second, as Zhu's essay focused on 

formation of Koolhaas's architectural ideas, the genealogical 

narration lacked a dimension to situate these ideas in terms of 

his contemporaries, such as Peter Esienman and Bernard 

Tschumi, the 'situationist international' movement, and the 

French philosophies whose influence Koolhaas had admitted, 

especially the Mythologies of Roland Barthes. 111 This 

shortcoming was not itself a problem of Zhu's essay. And we do 

not mean that all the contemporaneous activities had an effect 

upon Koolhaas's architecture. The point here is that because 

the whole circumstance was absent in the Chinese context, the 

complexity and variety of European and American architectural 

:~: Zhu, Yimin (2005a);Zhu, Yimin (2005b). 
May 1968 gradually became known in China from the 1980s. Sometimes, it was compared to the 

' Great Cultural Revolution' in China, and was called the 'Great Cultural Revolution in France'. For 
instance, the title of Laurent 10ffTin's book Mai 68 Histoire des Evenemenls (1988) was translated as 
The 'Great C~llural Revolution' in France in May 1968 (2004) . At the end of2007, an enquiry of some 
unclear questIons was posted in the ABBS in regard to Zhu Yimin's essay. The first question was: 'what 
was the content of the May 1968?' 
l11~p://www.abbs.com .cnlbbs/posllview?ppg= l&sty l&age=O&bid l&tpg I&id 336127161. 
W, On ~ May 200.6, Rem K~lhaas gave a presentation on the Delirious New York at the University of 
Thestrnms~er. In hIS presentatlO~, he said, " was deeply inspired by ~ seque~ce of French intellectuals. 

e most Important one at that tIme was Roland Barthes. Barthes had Just wrItten Mythologies.' 
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discourse was flattened, As a consequence, this 'flattening' led 

to the impression that Koolhaas's ideas represented the main 

direction of architecture and urbanism in the 'west' rather than 

one of various explorations. 

One reason that Koolhaas was popularised was his concem 

with the city, As the penetration of 'postmodernism' coincided 

with the pursuit of 'cultural roots' in the 1980s, the introduction 

of Koolhaas's theory corresponded with the fast growth of 

Chinese cities and the weakness of conventional thinking. In 

1999, when the XX UIA Congress was held in Beijing, the 

problem of urbanisation was raised as one of the six themes. In 

2002, Arata Isozaki and Yung Ho Chang initiated the first 

interdisciplinary 'm-Meeting' (mouhUl) - a sort of 'new' version 

of the 'Any-Meeting' - in Beijing and Hangzhou. 112 The 'city' 

was one of its motives: 

Yung Ho Chang thinks that from the viewpoint of the city, the 
phenomena of East Asia bring together many cultural issues in the 
world. From the current situation of city construction, it can be said 
that cities in Europe and the USA are almost dead. Only those in 
East Asia are growing, although the way [of their growth] is 
different. 
[ ... ] 
Despite architecture itself has some problems that need to be 
resolved; indeed what really links things together is not architecture, 
but this greater problem, the city. 113 

If we think of the discussions on preserving and creating the 

characteristics of Chinese cities from the 1920s onwards, the 

112 The form of the 'm-Meeting' imitated and continued that of the 'Any-Meeting' in New York in the 
19905, 

113 Shu, Kewen, Xing, Huimin and Huang, Yuan (2002). "5tbJ<.1'Il"\AJiJ, JA:!JiX1ti1fHtt±l2t, *SI:H>i\~ 
.~7*~mWtt~~~~~.JA.m.~~~., ~~~~a~~.~OO~.m~¥A~ 
I¥J, .Rff*SlEI¥J.mA:tE1:-t.E:1{, 1lI.~1i;rt::If'~-f¥. ;i3:;ll M il;i5(:tE~OOiHfl¥Ji;I]lZiIz.-. [ ... ] 
1lI.~.~*.I¥J~W-~~~ •• M~, @~~k.~re.M~®*~#:If'~.m~, ~~~ 
iji!("rp ;i3: l' j;: IQ] 1m. " 

341 



chapter four the china central television headquarters: 'is china an experimental field of foreign architects'? 

concerns of the city were not 'new'. But the conventional formal 

approach was far from adequate to explain and respond to 

complex operation of the city and the problems that it brought 

up in architectural production of the last two decades. The 

introduction of Koolhaas's writings opened up a dimension to 

envisage the 'reality' and to rethink the issues that had been 

taken for granted, such as cultural identity, preservation of 

history, etc. In 1998, when Ma Jianye wrote a review of 

Koolhaas's Generic City, his acceptance accompanied 

scepticism: 

Through these detailed explanation, Koolhaas seems to say that the 
existence of the Generic City is only a fragment. It only has the 
present, without the past and the future. [ ... ] Some of Koolhaas's 
viewpoints on the constraint of history in city development are 
sensible. Indeed, there are many problems of this kind in reality. 
But [he] should not completely deny history for this reason. The 
real situation now is that no matter how small a city is, it is proud 
of its own history. 114 

Up to the early years of this century, Koolhaas's pragmatic 

viewpoint gained more support, although this kind of scepticism 

did not entirely fade away.115 In particular, his research on the 

PRD caught the attention of Chinese architects. Although a 

number of them might not have been aware of the whole 

content of the Great Leap Forward, and might not feel very 

comfortable with the way in which the 'facts' were presented 

and interpreted, the topic of the research itself delivered a 

message that urban and architectural phenomena in the PRO 

114 Ma, Jianye (1998). ",* 11& WT.i!rli!~-W jpj i¥JM i$G 11;.(31 Hdt! ill Iljj 'W.i!~r'fI'j<J {HER::1l1' Jt it'i, R 
ff!}iltE, &ffrl*, &ff~*. [·"JW,*Nii¥J*Tffl~*~~1P1XJlI¥J-@~B::1lflj~!l1!lf'I<J. 
®~.~~tE.~i!~I¥J~~~m, m~~~~~~.N~ffl~o~tEf'I<J~~.~ •. ~~~ 
~/J\f'I<J~rUjlt;J. § Ba<JJ7j!1:J.1~." 
115 Wang, Hui (2003);Fan, Cheng (2004). 
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and China were 'distinct' and not entirely negative,11s This view 

was the reverse of conventional thinking, which hardly thought 

of the phenomena as having 'architectural' value because of its 

commercial orientation, its low quality, vulgar taste and lack of 

the 'cultural' content. Fan Cheng's remark indicated this change: 

In Koolhaas's research on the PRD, the objects were the 
contemporary Chinese cities with which we are very familiar, 
Bridges, highways, airport, clusters of high-rise buildings and huge 
billboards were presented as photographic documents, Are our 
cities like this? To contemporary Asian architects, the strong 
national responsibility always drives them to think about how to 
preserve their own national culture, Architects are busy with 
integrating the local characteristics into modern architecture. 
However, from Koolhaas's viewpoint, it is impossible for architects 
to take any significant action to defend against the huge impetus of 
the global economy, II7 

However, the validity of Koolhaas's pragmatism was questioned. 

Zhu Yiming argued: 

In urban planning and city construction of contemporary China, 
ideological discussion is almost completely eliminated. What 
Koolhaas's Dutch pragmatism, as well as globalisation and the 
logic he promotes whereby architectural practice follows capital, 
can really bring to us is worth seriously thinking about and dealing 
with. 
[ ... ] 
Koolhaas does not care about the mere pursuit of speed in 
Shenzhen and Zhuhai's early development. He even appreciates the 
instability and ambiguity that results from the uncertainty of the 
long-term objectives in urban planning, and summarises it at the 
level of methodology. However, in the materials that he provides, 
sociological information is completely absent. This leads to his 
research being seriously detached from China's reality. In fact, 
Zhuhai is paying the price for the rapid growth and unclear 
objectives of its early period. 118 

116 Fan, Cheng (2004);Jiang, Yuanlun and Shi, Jian (2004);Wang, Hui (2006);Wang, Weiwei (2006). 
II' Fan, Cheng (2004). pp. 23. "Jf,*1!ITX1~IT-=1f'IifflB<JWf~, X1~~ftffJ~~m-~~B<J~{-\:I:jl[E~ 
m.m •.•••.• ~ •. ~_. §*B<J~~r& •• ~~.~.M.7ili*.ftmB<J.m 
~~~~~?~~~ft~~@.~*~, .~~~ •• ff.~~mQ~*tt~~~m~~a~ 
~.~~ .•• ~fi~~~~.M~~A~~~ •• Z~.~W, ~**m.*,~~~.~ 
b"f~ §**2;/JjJ. .1Jt!frjjJ~)GPJ~~1VIRft-2.ff~S.~1iA*j£rr~1f!J~ 0 " 

118 Zhu, Yimin (2003). "tf~OO~f-\:B<J~nH!ll;tlJ;fJI]tii~. ~iJU~~t¥Ji-;ji2JL~B1l!t!b~~-'fftt. 
W*M~.~~t¥J~m~x, ~m •• ~~_~;fJI~~~a~~.*~~t¥J.~~aft~.fl 
1Il'*~ft-2.. -m~irA1{,~,~;fJIX1~. 
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Nonetheless, a shift in the evaluation of this research was 

noticeable. If at the beginning it was regarded as an 

interpretation of Chinese architecture and cities from a 'western' 

viewpoint, some people now thought that it provided potential to 

circumvent the dominance of 'western' standards over Chinese 

architectural practice and theory. In his 'Misreading' of the Great 

Leap Forward, Wang Hui wrote: 

The value of the Great Leap Forward is to readjust the pointer of 
aesthetics and the compass of knowledge. It makes the reality that 
Chinese people experience everyday, whether good or bad, to 
become the only reliable starting point. In Koolhaas's words, 
globalisation does not equal global knowledge. In one word, do not 
attempt to use any ready knowledge of the West to save China, but 
use the reality of China to understand contemporary architecture. 119 

Wang Weiwei expressed a similar opinion: 

While architectural practice in China is gaining the increasing 
attention of the West and is brought into the whole geographic 
pattern, whether Chinese architectural theory is to continuously 
import waves of western theories to explain its own practice, or to 
produce its own theoretical models from its construction of 
architectural culture should be a question worthy of particular 
consideration. In this respect, Koolhaas's Great Leap Forward 
exemplifies how a valid theoretical model is groduced, although the 
model itself is to return to the western world. 20 

In a positive sense, this shifting position brought to light an 

intention to theorise architectural issues from practice rather 

~.W~.~~.~ttw •• ~~+~~., *M~~~OO.&~~aM.ilia~.~~UM 
~,tl~~~oo~ma~~-~~a, ~~.T~~~~F.W.~W~.~ .• ~~a •• 
:tEjf~!f!.W:l~~it!JtMW § tiF~fl}j.f1 ili~fff"." 
119 Wang, Hui (2006). "(*VC:i£» a<Jfff"{R:tET.irifol~T*~I¥Jf~#, ~QiRa<J!W1l. f£'POOA~ 
~~:tE~~a<J~~. x~~~*~~~M. ~~~OO~~~-~ffi~~B. fflW*~~~* 
~. ~.tt~.T~.~~. -~~. ~.~OOfflffM.~~fi~~~*.~oo.m~ooa<J. 
~*r£M~ft:~iU~:~IlE. " 
120 Wang, Weiwei Ibid. ":tE~WlU~:~~B.ful~·fUtlfi~7Ctt:Jt:f&:AAAJt~±t!.!±t!.!~m-~~IPJff1. ~ 
WJ!~J~~~/F1t751:i£-~x -~/¥Jil!i1JI!ili:f::*ffl~ § ~ ~~, ~Jl!»'±!1Il!~x1-ttBl!i!i ~ 
~~§a~-~~~.~, @~~-~.~m.7Ctt~~~.a~1Joo. W*M~(~~.» 
1ltJ~~mT-1-:fi~~~i:f::.~tmfoJf"~. ~1f~1-.~*~~1JT~[!iJil!i1.rtttw.." 
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than applying formal theories to reality. But the comments made 

by Wang Hui and Wang Weiwei missed the point that the 

'western' theories and standards never arrived as 'western' in 

the first place. At this point, this positive intention and 

conservative thinking would face the same problem which gave 

the priority to the differentiation of 'western' and 'Chinese' over 

real issues of architecture, since they both shared the 

assumption that 'western' architecture and 'Chinese' 

architecture were two homogeneous totalities, each irrelevant to 

the other. In consequence, they ran the danger of losing a 

critical position to examine and make benefit from architectural 

practice and production in China and existing architectural 

theories. 

The introduction of Koolhaas's 'avant-garde' architecture may 

remind us that when 'postmodernism' and 'Deconstructive 

architecture' were imported, they were also conceived as 'new' 

directions of 'western modem' architecture one coming after 

another. Insofar as the 'avant-garde' was first categorised as an 

opposition to Chinese tradition rather than a systematic 

formation opposed to previous imports, it was basically 

regarded as the next trend within the category of the 'western 

modem'. Thus, although information across different cultures 

and countries had become easier to access, systematic 

'misreadings'did not seem to be erased at the conceptual level. 

4.2.3 The Issue of 'Cultural Identify' 

Although the debate was initiated by the practice of foreign 
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architects, it was in fact more a reaction to the transition of 

'architecture' from a state-directed occupation to an 

independent profession. This transition, which took about 

twenty years, meant that architecture benefited from the 

process of marketisation, but had to face the challenges caused 

by it. The intervention of commercial forces in architectural 

production and the re-identification of the status of the 

profession in society were the primary ones. The criticism of the 

'European style' was one reaction to the challenges. 121 

Apparently, the involvement of intemational practice was not the 

cause of the challenges, but part of the transitional process. Yet, 

it posed a challenge to the creativity of Chinese architects and 

their status in the design market and society, particularly at a 

time when European architects were undertaking a number of 

national projects. 

In 2001, two years after Paul Andreu won the commission for 

the National Grand Theatre and one year before a series of 

international competitions for the OlympiC projects were 

launched, Liu Yichun, a young Chinese architect from Shanghai, 

stated his concern at the Forum of Young Architects of the 

Second Shanghai International Architectural Exhibition: 

At the turn of the twenty-first century, when China is going to join 
the WTO, the State Council promises to gradually open the field of 
surveying and design to overseas investment in the next five years. 
China is about to become the base with the most potential for 
architectural development in the world. Faced with architects who 
will soon swarm in from various places around the world, what 
should Chinese architecture and Chinese architects do? My worry 
here has two aspects. One is how to set out from local conditions to 
create architecture really suitable for Chinese culture; and the other 
is that, in contest with western architects, are we going to fall to the 
status of 'second-class citizens' in the increasingly globalised 
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market for architectural design? 122 

Liu's worry had its own context, In the case of the National 

Grand Theatre, although the project was implemented on the 

basis of collaboration between Paul Andreu and Tsinghua 

University, the role to be played by Chinese architects was 

generally understood to be that of assistants who were just to 

provide technical support. In other words, the anxiety that 

Chinese architects experienced concerned the 'creativity' of 

their works. Wu Danhua made this point explicitly: 

If the winning scheme were not Koolhaas's, but the East China 
[Architectural Design & Research] Institute's, or the Beijing 
Institute [of Architectural Design],s, or Tsinghua [University),s, or 
Tongji [University]'s, what would we say? Probably many people 
would say that their works were too outdated, lacked imagination, 
and did not have creativity? 123 

To Liu as well as many Chinese architects, this problem was 

initially caused by the speed of construction and the profit-

driven market: 

In a commercial society where rapid economic growth has just been 
initiated, design value is inevitably first of all linked to profit. [ ... ] 
On the one hand, to seek quick success and instant benefits and to 
pursue the new and novel has already made our cities grotesque and 
gaudy; on the other hand, architects also find a short-cut in this 
commercial campaign. Very few people are interested in real 
innovation. [Most of them] only concentrate on compositional work 
that scrambles together images selected from foreign books [ .. ,] 
because [they] neither have the energy nor time to do original 
thinking. 124 

122 Liu, Yichun (2001). "1tt~c.Z3C, XJf~OOI!P:#f1JQ/\ WTO. OO*~jfdt'1ii:fp;j~:!Vm~H~Uf~ 
•• &# ••. ~OO~~~~~~~~~.AM~~.&~.&M.OOm~~./\~1tt~~M 
~ •• ~. ~OO~ •• ~~OO~ •• ~. ~~affii:fft-~OO •• ~. m~~~bmmm~OO 
~~~~~ffi •• -~~~M*±ili~. MW.~m~~oo~~oo •• : -~~~W~ •• ~ 
~:R;'1t~, affJ~N~~B~~~~~ •• &itm~.L;lQ;~ '=~t1tit~R;' ? " 
m Wu. Danhua (2003) ... tzrl:!t!~f;F~1J~::ft!W*WTa<J, ffijt!$*~llX:1!f;JtJ1-~a<J. XE£t!m 
$. ~~a<J. afiX~W~Wa<JW~?M::f~A~~~fia<JW&*±~ •• ~ •• ~. m~ 
M~ttPE? .. 
124 Liu. Yichun (2001). "t£-·N[£11ftR:~:i!H~a<JfJJMl~jl)j~:f±~. i2:itl'r.Jifl"{Ei]!ll1H~~~t!~~ 
~Mtt~J'I<J. [oo.J -1JlID. ~J}J:ilIftl. iI1l.ffi3J<:~J'I<J~mB:m~ffJ~~m~~1tfHliili: !ij--1J 
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From this comment, it is easy to imagine that because the 

market boom did not give Chinese architects enough time and 

space to rethink the problems in practice, to develop original 

ideas and to refine their projects, their job somehow became a 

matter of recycling 'new' images, By contrast, foreign architects 

who were free from this pressure would have a chance to meet 

the demand of the market for 'newer' creations, So when 

Koolhaas discovered the 'quantity' and 'speed' that Chinese 

architects achieved, Chinese architects themselves were 

suffering from the problem of 'quality' and 'originality' that 

sustained the status of the profession.125 

The question of the 'creativity' of Chinese architects was 

intensified when European architects won a whole series of 

competitions for national projects. As mentioned above, 

because of the significance of the projects, the failure of 

Chinese architects was not simply a matter of losing the 

commissions, but rather a challenge to their authority to 

represent the 'modem' culture of the nation. Historically, this 

authority had been legitimised by official recognition and the 

support of the government in power through a series of national 

projects, such as the Sun Vat-san Mausoleum in 1925 and the 

Ten Grand Buildings of Beijing in 1959.126 Although this kind of 

collaboration was not consistently smooth, it did allow the 

OO •• ~fia~ •• ~~.~&~~T.000n~ .• ~OO~.Bm~~A~.T, R~.~ 
~JJa:i2\iffl OOj~'1Hlf~OOOOJtfF*mgtj~OOm*I fF. [ ... J [;5J;jJ~&1f~JJ&&1fIlt"a]~~}j~ 
J!tlJJi:EIJ1100,~,~T ." 
125 Koolhaas, Rem, Inaba, JefUey and etc. (2001). pp. 161. 
126 See: Section 2.1.3. 
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identity of Chinese architects to be associated with the idea of 

the nation's self-reliance. Consequently, the absence of 

Chinese architects from recent national projects as the result of 

these competitions seemed to signal an end to this relationship 

of patronage, and the associations that had been established by 

official discourse in the past. 

One factor that should not be underestimated was the 

bureaucratic conventions that existed in architectural production 

and city construction, At least since the 1950s, the 

constructions sponsored by the Central Govemment and in 

Beijing were regarded as models - formally, programmatically 

and organisationally - for local authorities to foJ/ow.127 This 

convention had little to do with political ideology or architectural 

style, but with the administrative system. Although this 

convention might have had less effect than before, the actions 

of the Central Government still indicated the direction of state 

policy in constructing public buildings and cities. With the 

addition of another convention by which references were made 

to actual buildings in the real estate market, the influence of the 

national projects would be enlarged. It is not difficult for us to 

understand therefore why more than one hundred architectural 

and engineering experts appealed to the Central Government 

arguing that Paul Andreu's proposal for the National Grand 

Theatre would 'bring bad influence on the direction of our country's 

architecture'. 128 Thus, under pressure from the commercial 

market, the official recognition and bureaucratic conventions in 

127 See: Section 1.2.1, pp.66-67. 
128 Peng, Peigen (2000);Wang, Zhili (2000). 
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architectural production, the issue of creating 'architecture 

suitable for Chinese culture' was raised as a weapon with which 

to defend the status of Chinese architects, as well as to 

enhance their advantages and help initiate original creations. 

There were at least two aspects to creating 'architecture 

suitable for Chinese culture': how the 'creation' was approached 

and how the 'Chinese culture' was identified. I believe that, here 

and in the debate, 'architecture suitable for 'Chinese culture' 

does not mean repeating 'tradition' or returning to the 'past', but 

rather intends to be something 'new' and 'modern'. Therefore, in 

regard to the first aspect, the questions become: if the 'new' 

creation inevitably adopts things from the 'imports', how were 

they absorbed? And if 'Chinese culture' ineVitably referred to 

local 'tradition', how was 'tradition' dealt with? In relation to the 

second aspect, the question is: what kind of relation between 

the 'avant-garde' proposals and the 'Chinese culture' was 

considered? 

In Liu Yichun's comment, what was not fully unfolded was the 

problem of 'compositional work' in opposition to 'original 

creation'. His description of putting together the existing images 

mirrored exactly the process of 'Beaux-Arts' 'composition'. As 

we discussed in Chapter Two, the 'Beaux-Arts' composition was 

a technique which could be used to produce 'new' things from 

eXisting resources, regardless of the kinds of building materials 

and aesthetic principles used, or whether the resources were 
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129 See: Section 2.1.1. 

from the past or the present.129 However, in general discussions, 

'composition' was hardly referred to. Instead, the 'formal 

imitation' which resulted from its operation was often in question. 

For instance, while thinking that 'Chinese architects have many 

reasons to accept' Paul Andreu's National Grand Theatre, Zou 

Denong warned: 

We hope that there will be more ideas and methods to resolve 
architectural problems in reality in the future, but we do not want to 
see round National Grand Theatres everywhere on either large or 
small scales. 130 

The possibility of repetition and replication that worried Zou had 

two implications: the penetration of the 'new' building forms 

does not necessarily stimUlate the emergence of 'new' 

architectural thinking and design; and the repetition itself 

indicates the absence of a dimension of conceptual abstraction 

in Chinese architectural discourses. 

The operation of the 'Beaux-Arts' composition was probably 

more evident in the 'formal imitation' of 'tradition'. Since the 

emergence of modem Chinese architecture, it had underpinned 

the way in which 'tradition' was analysed and processed, and a 

'new' building that incorporated 'tradition' could be produced. 131 

However, to some people, the 'formal imitation' originated from 

Chinese culture. In observing the entire process of international 

bids for the National Grand Theatre, Zhou Qinglin, the ex-Chief 

Architect of the China Architecture Design and Research Group, 

130 Zou, Denong (2001). pp.607, "ftfrJ1ff~**ff£$Mtk:~~~II-~IUJJl:I¥J~~~1J~, T-1ff:i! 
~Jt!!t!?iliIJII.**/J\lJ'l¥Jlmffl~I¥JI1'OO~C*=,\SIJ~. " 
131 See: Section 2.1.2, Section 2.1.3, and Section 2,2.2. 
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found different ways that Chinese architects and foreign 

architects responded to 'tradition', and ascribed them to 'cultural 

differences' between the 'eastern' or 'Chinese' and the 'western': 

the one looking for roots and harmony with the past, and the 

other pushing forward to the future. According to his summary, 

most Chinese architects 'took the issues of representing traditional 

Chinese culture, being harmonious with the surrounding buildings in 

form and reflecting the context of Chinese architecture' as the 

primary problem to resolve. On the contrary, 'western' architects 

... did not think that it was very important to represent traditional 
style and to look like a Chinese grand theatre. They were more 
concerned with facing the future, making breakthroughs and having 
creativity, stressing that it should be a product of the times. 

Although some of them tried to absorb some characteristics of 

traditional Chinese culture, their methods were different: 

We often adopt the method of imitation, [which] takes traditional 
components as a sign to apply to practice intact or with slight 
transformation. But the Western [way is to] disintegrate, decompose 
and conceptually apply it. Therefore, from the form, sometimes it 
seems hard to see any connection. But with a careful analysis, what 
is behind [the proposals] can be seen. 132 

Whether 'formal imitation' was what characterized Chinese 

culture of course needs further investigation. However, the 

problem here is that explaining the difference between 'formal 

imitation' and 'conceptual application' by the categories 

'Chinese' and 'western' concealed the architectural difference 

between them. The difference, as we argued time and again in 

the thesis, was not simply an issue of 'cultural difference', nor 

132 Zhou, Qinglin (2000), "tEOO9rtli:{Mj<r1i;tr:ptB;~(-~tE;Ii!~~ftlu&C&<fOOtHJtJc1t!f.Hif, {f1. 

~~~~~W~~u~~a~wm~~. a~~~*.~~1irt. reffl.~~#~~-#~ 
~, .M~~d~M~~%.~ffl~~.r:p*, Wft1i~~regffW.*M.M*tt.~ffl, 
m \U.JVA%rt..tWlltftP¥,g ~iliWft.z..~~, fHIIJ7HJTllttPfJ~,gili g~~~,o " 
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the representation of it. Instead, it derived from two constructed 

systems - the one based on the 'composition' of the modified 

'Beaux-Arts' system, and the other on the development passing 

through the course of 'modemism', That is to say, it is the 

continuity of the 'Beaux-Arts' system that obstructed the 

Chinese architects from making 'new' creations either by 

drawing on things from the 'west' or from 'tradition', 

In the debate, although the 'culture' or 'Chinese culture' was an 

often-used term, what it meant was not well defined, In regard 

to the relation between the 'avant-garde' proposals and 

'Chinese culture', some people, like Wang Mingxian and Wu 

Danhua, thought that they could make 'new' contributions to 

contemporary culture and signalled the emergence of a 'new' 

architectural culture in China; but others, such as Wu Chen, 

argued that they corresponded to a 'bad cultural' phenomenon 

and signified a crisis in Chinese architectural culture. 

Nevertheless, two things were clear. First, it opposed the 

commercial culture driven by the market. Second, it was 

'modem' rather than 'traditional', although 'tradition' might be 

referred to. However, what the 'modern Chinese' culture was 

and would be was in question. 

Take the comment of Yu Kongjian and Li Wei from Beijing 

University.133 For Yu and Li, 

Today, Chinese architectural culture that acts as a national identity 
~----------------
133 Apparently, not everyone agreed with Yu Kongjian's and Li Wei's opinions. But I think that this 
example is justified in terms of the issues that their comments touched upon and intended to address. Yu 
Kongjian had his landscape education in China and did his PhD in Harvard University. Now he is the 
Head of Centre for Recreation and Tourism Research of Beijing University. 
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card is facing a crisis in many respects, including the loss of 
vernacular culture because of the prosperity of the architectural 
market, the ruin of traditional culture in the city construction boom, 
the impact of globalisation upon vernacular culture, etc. This kind 
of crisis of architectural culture once again results from the crisis of 
cultural identity. The pursuit of the big and the foreign and the 
emergence of the European style in the construction of urban 
landscape all represent such a crisis. 134 

In their terms, the cultural crisis was reflected in three 

'identifications': the 'ancient western empire' represented by the 

penetration of the 'European style'; the 'feudal Chinese classic' 

seen in the palaces, temples and tombs of ancient China; and 

the 'imperial modem west' exemplified by the National Grand 

Theatre and the new CCTV HQ. J35 

[At the same time,] we begin to accept the so-called 'most modern' 
architecture and landscape. The most remarkable case is the 
National Grand Theatre. It is a masterpiece that the French architect 
designs in the capital of China. It will force Chinese people in the 
future to identify with it. The other case is the CCTV HQ. In a 
media age, the CCTV HQ is equal to the most authoritative symbol 
of the nation, a national identity card that cannot be mis-recognised. 
It is what Chinese people are about to identify with. I do not want to 
comment on them from the viewpoint of architecture. They might 
be great buildings. But behind them, the people who accept this 
kind of building actually accept a sort of 'imperial' architecture in 
the psychology of the 'upstart'. Nowadays, it is impossible for any 
country that has experienced the development of modernisation to 
build this kind of building, because they contradict the basic spirit 
of modern -- rationality, science and democracy, and form following 
function. But [we are] using 10 times and even more money to 
build up a showcase building with the same function. It is in 
contemporary China that those 'imperial' architects realise their 
'imperial'dreams. 136 

134 Yu, Kongjian and Li, Wei (2004). pp.6. "ftJJ~~:!ltf5hiEl¥Ft~00}t%l:Jt1ttE~:7(lEOO'laili~)j 
oo~~m, §~~~~~~~~m~r~~X1t~~~,~m*~~~~~~~~Jt1t~*~ 
$,~~1t~~~Jt1t~~$ •. ~#~~Jt1t~mlE~X-~Jt1t~~~m~~*, .m. 
~J\l}t19: ~ ~~**i-¥, W\1liIi JX1.~~Jtg:t:f;l!j!#~m~:fHJi!.. " 
JJ5 The three phrases are literal translation. ancient western empire (I!i ~~iffi1f'l% 00) (gudian de xifang 
diguo); feudal Chinese classic Cij~~ ~ 00 I!i ~) ifengjian de zhong guo gudian); imperial modem 
west ('1%00 ~IJ\\~jffi1f) (diguo de xiandai xifang). 
136 Yu, Kongjian and Li, Wei (2004). pp.6-7. "[ffij~JItIR.lIl1], ~ffH!tJTMlv.../lijT,P,JfiW '.!JIl.~' ~ 
~~~ ••. ~W~Mhl~OO.*~R.~4~00.~~tE~OOB.~'~~', ~.~~** 
~~OOA*v...~.~-~Mhl;l!~OO~.*.,tEft~II1~~.*.ffi§T-~~~.~.~ 
~~. -*~~~v...~~~~~~. j!~~OOA~H~~~~~.~*A~~OOM.~~*~ 
~M~*W~~n, ~n~n.~7~~~.~.ffi~~# •• ~.~' ~~.~7~#.~ 
~An.~~~~ffl-# " •• ' ~~~*.~-#"*OO'~.~.§~, ffw-~~mrt 
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In opposition to these phenomena, Yu and U advocated the 

creation of a vemacular city and landscape by 'respecting 

common culture and humanity and returning to land and locality, thus 

capturing the ethnic [sic] identity of the contemporary Chinese and re-

establishing a hannony between people and land', 137 

Yu and U's comment does not sound unfamiliar to us, From the 

1920s onwards, the insistence upon the root of 'Chinese 

culture' in architecture was reiterated. Whereas the references 

might vary from time to time, the insistence itself was 

associated with the political task of enhancing national identity 

and pride, and also with the self-conscious process of 

identifying and differentiating the architectural profession itself, 

so as to differentiate it from the work of craftsmen in the 1920s, 

to define the artistic nature of architecture in the 1950s, and to 

distinguish architects from general engineers and to resist the 

commercial dominance of the 1980s and 90s. 138 Yu and U's 

intention was not far from these. But as we discussed before 

and as their comment here shows, this insistence was not 

about 'Chinese' and even 'culture' itself, but about legitimating 

and elevating the status of the architectural profession. 

Certain differences were noticeable. First, Yu and U's criticism 

of the 'cost' of the national projects differed from Liang 

.~~x.~oo •• ~~g~~~~.m, ~~, gmmW7~*~.~.~--~tt.#~ 
~~~.%~.M~.: ffi~m loffi •• ~E~m~~., ~.-~AW~W~g~.~. 
m. iE~~~~~9='OO, Jjjl.@ ';.wOO' .m~ifi1fJ~.TftMfJ~ '*00' ~~." 
137 Ibid. pp.5. From my point of view, according to the content of the essay, the term 'ethnic' that was 
originally used here does not seem proper. The term 'national' should be more precise. 
138 See: Section 2.1.3. 
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Sicheng's in respect to the 'inherent Chinese style' in the 

1930s. 139 Second, their comments implied a criticism of 

architecture with 'Chinese characteristics' in earlier practice. 

Although these criticisms were not particularly 'new', they 

indicated two potentialities in the current situation: to acquire 

architectural knowledge independent from official designation, 

and to move away from the constraints of the 'Beaux-Arts' 

system. However, these potentialities seemed to be obstructed 

by the prioritisation of the 'Chinese identity' in architecture. On 

the one hand, as far as this prioritisation conformed to the 

official ideology and symbolic function of architecture, 

architectural evaluation was largely entangled with formal 

representation of the buildings and the analysis of the nature of 

the production of the projects was absent. On the other hand, 

insofar as the 'Chinese identity' was abstract and its formal 

representation could be interpreted differently, it prevented the 

formation of any consistent architectural position. While Yu and 

Li put the eclectic 'European style' and the neo-modemist 

projects into one category, not only were the architectural 

differences between them concealed, but it also contradicted 

the criterion - 'form following function' - that they advocated. 

Indeed, in the debate, neither the 'Chinese identity' nor the 

'culture' was sufficiently elaborated architecturally or in urban 

terms. From the point of view of this thesis, the underlying 

problem is that there is no homogeneous essence that could be 

identified as 'Chinese' in architecture, just as the modem spirit -

139 Liang Sicheng's defence see: Section 2.1.3, pp.137-138. It is worthy of note that in either case, 'cost' 
was never an economic issue, or one that was purely justified by reference to economic laws. In the 
architectural discourse of China, it was related to how a building Ol' an architectural direction was 
justified and accounted for. 
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- 'rationality, science and democracy, and form following function' -

that Yu and Li promoted could not. 

Look back at the discussions of the thesis, many issues raised 

in the current debate were not 'new' - such as the paradox of 

pursuing the 'new', the relation between 'modern' and 'tradition', 

the question of creativity and originality, the loss of the 

character of cities, the promotion of 'cultural identity', resistance 

to commercialisation, the elevation of the status of architecture 

and architects, etc. From a historical point of view, the debates 

on them often culminated at the moment when the rapid growth 

of the cities forced a considerable change in the physical 

environment, and the emergence of 'new' architectural practice, 

either in term of social requirements, or in terms of building 

forms, types, technologies, programmes, architectural concepts, 

etc. To architecture, the central paradox that has been 

highlighted by our discussion has been this: just when rapid 

transformation has enabled architects and architecture to playa 

recognisable and important role in the process, it also has 

threatened the autonomy of the profession itself. This is nothing 

peculiar to China. 
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