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The Cultural Spirit

of Chinese
Architecture

P EEFEH IS T

Sniap Shot

During a recorded history of 3,000 years, China has creat-

ed a unique, outstanding

traditional Chinese culture,

among which its architectural art is a particularly beautiful branch

in the tree of Chinese civilization. China’s earliest prehistoric

structures were born at the juncture of the Old and New Stone

Age about 10,000 years ago. Structures, which showed the earli-

est initial demand for beauty, appeared in the middle and later
parts of the New Stone Age around 4,000 B.C.
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Cultural Panorama
XIEAME

raditional Chinese architecture is based mainly on Han

Tarchitecture, comprising roughly 15 types such as city,
palace, temple, mausoleum, monastery, Buddhist pagoda, grot-
toes, garden, government office, folk public building, landscape
tower and pavilion, imperial palace, residential house, great wall
and bridge. booted in the soil of China’s long—term patriarchal
society, China’s architecture has gained the greatest achievements
in palatial and capital city plans, giving prominence to the
supremacy of authoritarianism and strict obsession of hierarchy.
The palace had its roots in the Xia dynasty and reached its pinna-
cle in the Sui and Tang dynasties and became even more
exquisite in the Qing Dynasty. The pattern of the complete capital
city plan was formed in the Western Zhou Dynasty. Importance
was paid to neat layout and symmetry, giving prominence to the
pattern of the imperial palace. In the Spring and Autumn and
Warring States Period when “courtesy disintegrated and music was
destroyed”, the standardized pattern was somewhat damaged. But
the Han Dynasty began to restore the standard rule and this pro-
cess was completed in the Sui and Tang dynasties, and it was en-
riched during the Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties.

Chinese gardens include mainly imperial and private gardens.
The latter give more expression to the esthetic state of mind of
literati and scholars. Existing gardens with the highest accomplish-
ments are found in regions south of the Yangtze River, built in a
fresh, beautiful and with refined style and with exquisite and inge-
nious technique. The former are developed mostly in Northern

China, and the largest existing concentration is in the Beijing area,
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affiliated
adj. WEW ,H
X Bk By

huge in scale and beautiful in style.

A variety of folk public structures, such as ancestral halls,
temples of wise men, temples of gods, academies of classical
learning and landscape towers and pavilions are mostly extant
structures from the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Residences are es-
pecially noteworthy which vary in types and forms. The group cul-
ture and state of mind embodied in them are particularly sincere
and simple. The regional features reflected in them are more out-
standing. The beauty of their unique simplicity sometimes does not
lie in the brilliant structure of the imperial palace.

Chinese architecture is based mainly on wooden structures of
unique charming appearance. This differs from all other architec-
tural systems in the world which are based mainly on brick and
stone structures. The complexity and delicacy of a wooden struc-
tural system, in particular, is unmatched by brick and stone struc-
tures, and therefore demonstrates the wisdom of the Chinese.
Further processing of the frame members of organic structures
and other affiliated frame units form unique Chinese constructional
decoration, including interior and exterior decoration, color paint-
ing, wooden, brick and stone sculptures and color glaze, all of
which involve very rich techniques and a vivid development pro-
cess.

The Chinese cultural spirit, based on its high coordination
with nature, shows ardent love and respect for nature. Structures
seem to bear organic component of nature and are different from
other architectural systems which place more emphasis on the
contrast between artificiality and nature. This finds visible reflection
in various types of Chinese structures, such as the selection and

layout of sites for cities, villages, towns, tombs and residences.
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Modern Link
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Beijing Ancient Architecture Mu-
seum

Beijing Ancient Architecture Museum is located within the Xi-
annong Temple Complex, which was built during the Ming and
Qing Dynasties. Beijing Ancient Architecture Museum is a theme
museum devoted to preservation, study and presentation of Chi-
nese ancient architectural history, culture, technology and art. Its
exhibits are of two types—ancient architectures and ancient archi-
tecture arts.

With a history of more than 600 years and an area of over
120 hectares, the Xiannong Temple was originally named
Shanchuan Temple, which was built in 1420 A.D, when Zhudi,
the third Emperor of the Ming Dynasty relocated the capital to
Beijing. It was situated to the south of the royal palace at the west
of the city axis, facing the Temple of Heaven in the east. It was
renamed Xiannong Temple in 1576 A.D. Currently Xiannong
Temple is the sole royal temple to commemorate Xiannong, the
God of Agriculture in China. It is a building complex worshipping
the God of Agriculture, the God of Mountain, Taisui, and other
deities. In 1988, Beijing Ancient Architecture Museum was found-
ed by the Beijing Municipal Government on the site of Xiannong
Temple.
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Architecture and
Chinese Beliefs
P E TS
IR PO TRIN

Svap Shot

he blending of various religious deities and non —religious
Tspirits gave rise to the Chinese people’s unique pragmatic
beliefs. Chinese cultural spirit pays special attention to the harmo-
ny and affinity of man with nature. In boundless nature, people
are not content with their limited being. They demand a personal
experience of spiritual sublimation. The Goddesses Chang’e,
Yuren and Feixian express this pursuit of the muystical fantasy,

while towers and terraced pavilions express the reality.
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Cultural Panorama _
XIEANE

hinese folk beliefs are based largely on the worship of

Cvarious aspects of Nature, particularly the heaven, earth,
sun, and moon. The Temple of Heaven is a sacred complex in
Beijing where the emperor made sacrifices to heaven. Its outer
wall is round, symbolizing heaven, and the inner wall is square,
symbolizing earth. This embodies the ancient Chinese cosmologi-
cal principle that heaven (the natural world) is round and earth
(human experience and concepts of order) is square.

The Chinese people have always venerated the rulers of past
dynasties, especially those who made major contributions to hu-
manity. Xuanyuan Temple in Shanxi Province commemorates
the most famous of these rulers—the Yellow Emperor, who is said
to have lived between 3,000 and 2,070 B.C. and whom the
Chinese worshipped as the First Ancestor of the Chinese nation.

In fact, Chinese people still refer to themselves
as the “descendents of the Yellow Emperor and
the Yan Emperor”.

Ancestor worship was by far the most influ-
ential folk belief of ancient China. Sacrifices to
the ancestors were made by people from all
walks of life at various ancestral temples ranging
from the Taimiao, the Imperial Temple in the
Forbidden City, to the ancestral halls of the
common people. With the exception of the
Qingyitang Hall of Female Ancestors in
Huizhou, Anhui Province, almost all ancestral

temples in China were dedicated to male fore-



bears, reflecting feudal China’s patriarchal and patrilineal code.

The ancient Chinese people believed that the soul was im-
mortal and that after death people continued to live in a fashion
very similar to life on earth. The burial chamber was thought to be
the location of this “life after death”. This conception gave rise to
the Chinese tradition of lavish interments. The tombs of emperors,
in particular, were constructed as complete underground worlds,
filled with an extensive and luxurious selection of items for the de-
ceased.

The human desire for good fortune and longevity finds ex-
pression in Chinese architecture. The Chinese characters for “bat”
and “good fortune” are homonyms, so the mountain in the Sum-
mer Palace was constructed in the shape of a bat. Peaches are a
metaphor for longevity, so the lake there was shaped like a peach.
Together, the mountain and lake conveyed wishes for good for-
tune and longevity.

The phrases “many seeds” and “many sons” are homonyms
in Chinese. Pomegranates and gourds, both of which have many
seeds, were therefore often used as decorations in Chinese archi-
tecture, reflecting the traditional Chinese desire for many sons.
Bats, peaches, pomegranates and gourds often appeared together,
graphically expressing the wish for “good fortune, longevity, and
many sons”. These images represent the fusion of Chinese culture
and the pursuit of happiness.

The dragon was the totem of the ancient Chinese people.
The Chinese dragon is an imaginary creature with the head of a
horse, the eyes of a shrimp, the neck of a tortoise, the horns of a
stag, the paws of a tiger, the claws of an eagle, and the tail of a
goldfish. As China entered its feudal period, the dragon gradually
became the exclusive symbol of the imperial family, as the em-
peror was considered as the embodiment of the dragon. As a re-

sult,imperial palaces were filled with decorative images of dragons,
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