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Foreword

Zhewen Luo

Classical Chinese doors and windows were traditionally regarded as only attachments to
building and garden constructions. Throughout many dynasties in Chinese history, numerous books
have been written on Chinese buildings and gardens, discussions of doors and windows, however,
have been extremely brief. The first detailed discussion of doors and windows appeared in the Song
dynasty, when the Building Standards was published. The book contains a few chapters on “inor
carpentry”, which expound on the forms and functions of doors and windows, railings, indoor
partitioning doors, friezes and screens. However, although approximately one thousand years has
elapsed since then, there is still not a single book devoted to classical Chinese doors and windows.

Sixty years ago, when I was admitted to the China Building Institute, I remember my
supervisor Mr. Sicheng Liang gave me a copy of the Collection of Construction Design Drawings of
China to study. This book, compiled by Mr. Liang with the assistance of Mr. Zhiping Liu, among
which two volumes, entitled “Partition Doors” and “Shop Fronts”, mainly dealt with doors and
windows. Shortly afterward, when Mr. Liang started to annotate the Building Standards, he asked
me to help him prepare drawings of the forms of minor carpentry. However, with my transfer
from Tsinghua University to the Cultural Heritage Administration of the Ministry of Culture in
1950, work on the drawings was suspended. Later, Mr. Liang continued his rescarch on the art
of traditional wooden structures, and although I greatly desired to help Mr. Liang complete the
drawings, this wish was never fulfilled. Before Mr. Liang passed away in 1972, even when he was
confined to his sickbed, he expressed his sorrow for not having finished this research. Whenever I
recall this, I consider it one the greatest regrets in my life.

Recently 1 was pleased to read the draft of Mr. Weidu Ma’ s Classical Chinese Windows and
Doors. 1 was deeply touched by this work, which I read in one sitting.

Nowadays, people living in cramped quarters have become almost oblivious to the aesthetics of
their dwellings. The doors and windows serve no other function than that of ventilation and
lighting. In contrast, scholars living in dilapidated houses in Ming and Qing times were obviously
superior to us in terms of their taste and the efforts they made in improving the residential
environment.

In earlier times, the Chinese viewed doors and windows as a curtain between Heaven and Man.
Inside the house, lutes, chessboards, calligraphy and paintings were displayed around the walls,
and a bed with pillows was provided for leisurely rest. Even a prince would have envied such a life.
By opening the doors and windows, one could gaze up at the sky and down at the ground. Such
inspiration from Heaven and Earth inspired the establishment of certain ethical doctrines. Before the
Sui and Tang dynasties, the construction of gardens and houses focused more on landscaping. After
the Tang dynasty renaissance, the theory that “no fixed forms for windows, as long as they are
suitable for practical use” was abandoned_. Instead, people began to utilize doors and windows in
order to introduce and borrow scenery, to provide contrast, to control scenery and to frame it. In
the Song dynasty, architecture, like other arts, gradually turned its creative drive for exploring
external aesthetics to seeking perfection in the interior by applying numerous varieties of established
patterns, models and achievements. Beginning in Ming and Qing times, while major carpentry
gradually declined, previously unrecognised minor carpentry flourished, producing innumerable
works of tremendous variety and never—ending exquisite details.

From the perspective of the history of architecture, the development of architecture is essentially
the evolution of the proportion, curvature and composition of wooden structures. The maturity of
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structural art enabled Chinese craftsmen in earlier eras to create structures and integration methods
for doors and windows with the greatest spatial expressiveness. Before Wei and Jin times, doors and
windows were devoid of decoration, and only provided a basic frame for people to appreciate natural
views. In the Tang and Song dynasties, which lasted a few centuries, doors and windows were
gradually standardized, and both their practical function and decorative function were developed.
During Ming and Qing times, secular motifs, such as figures of common people, episodes from tales,
flowers and animals became the main themes of decoration. However, this worldly taste in door and
window decoration greatly deviated from the aesthetic of “Pleasure among waters and mountains”
advocated by ascetic hermit culture. Therefore, although scholars faced doors and windows every
day, they disdained writing monographs on them, or even on minor carpentry. Mr. Weidu Ma is
the first person to write a book devoted to doors and windows, and has thus filled in a gap in the
field of classical architecture research.

The examples of doors and windows illustrated in this book have been scattered across China,
and neglected for many years. Over the course of more than a decade, the author visited many poor
and remote places to collect them one by one, and made great effort to repair and restore,
photograph, and measure them. It is on this basis that the book came into being, which is indeed
a great achievement. I sincerely admire the author’s appreciation and protection of cultural relics.

Although the author did not major in architecture, he is highly accomplished in classical
Chinese architecture and carpentry. Described by the author’s skilful prose, classical doors and
windows are neither a pile of confusing and disorganized goods, nor rotten wood attached to
unrelated historical relics. The writer interweaves such topics as the development of classical
architecture, evolution of doors and windows, relations between doors and windows and construction,
and the aesthetic significance of doors and windows in an in—depth and refreshing manner. The
publication of this book will be invaluable to researchers of architecture and historical relics.

The language of this book combines the cool technical skill of an expert surgeon with romantic
aesthetics. While the author carefully disassembles and analyses mortise and tenon structures, he
vividly narrates the tales carved on doors and windows, and describes with gusto the folk customs,
fairy tales and legends, poems and dramas involved. The most remarkable point of this book is that
it illustrates an historical fact: During the hundreds of years in Ming and Qing times, the manifestation
of utmost ingenuity and dazzling elaboration in door and window decoration was actually one of the
countless examples of the traditional culture resorting to all possible means to justify the value of its
existence in the course of evolution. As doors and windows came closer to perfection, the evolution
of doors and windows more clearly symbolized the drive for all possible development in the traditional
culture. Therefore, if we want to preserve classical doors and windows, apart from leaving them
where they belong to beautify the exterior and interior of buildings, we should let the surviving pieces
lie intact quietly in museums and books, or alternatively, let them be our silent companions to enrich
our lives. This is exactly where the value of this book lies.

Having said all that, I will leave this brilliant book to the readers to enjoy and judge for
themselves.
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