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Preface 1

Living is part of our way of life, and houses are where we live. In the antiquity, people worshiped heaven and observed the
rites out of their belief in union of heaven and the human being. They built houses and rooms to live in and to protect
themselves from danger. The walls and roofs form an enclosure that provides shelter from rain and insulation from heat
and chill. Walking out of caves into houses, and moving from houses to halls, buildings and palaces, people developed the
courtyards and dooryards, around which houses are built. Living inside, they could extend their view to the horizon and up
into the sky. Throughout the vast [and of China, stretching from east to west, extending from north to south, for more than
ten centuries since the Tang dynasty, the siheyuan {courtyards) have dominated the northern landscape, while the hall
structure has featured the southern provinces. The si-shui-gui-tang architecture (lit. rainwater from four roofs meeting in
the inner yard) in Huizhou and the yikeyin (the seal-like compound] in Yunnan province provided two alternative styles.

All of these, however, have one thing in common: houses are combined into courtyards. Each house stands independent
yet not separated from neighboring ones, and the inner yard can be accessed from the outside. The roofs of adjacent wings
match each other, while their platforms stay connected on the ground. Several households live together to form a friendly
lictle community. This is the very spirit of traditional Chinese housing. Unfortunately, millions of ancient houses have
suffered damages and turned into ruins, only about ten thousand have survived the wars, quakes and social changes.
Maodem architecture exhibits a surprisingly wide variety with different cultural backgrounds. Continental European style
buildings can be found almost everywhere. However, a question arises here: ls this technological advancement, or merely
forgetting our own origin and indigenous culture?

China has a rich and glorious architectural heritage. The evolution of Chinese residence building is a history of struggles
between ruining and protection, while ideas and styles undergoing fundamental and swift changes. Today, most extant
historic buildings were handed down from the Manchu-Qing (1644-1911) and Republican era (1912-1949), while only a few
in Shanxi province were identified to be erected in the Tang (618-907), Song (960-1127), Khitai-Liao {9o7-1125) and Jurchen-
Jin (1115-1234) dynasties. These historic buildings and old houses are jewels of classical architecture. They appear at renowned
hiscoric sites and in culeural towns, reminiscent of the lost old days and forgotten customs. The importance of protecting
them cannot be over-emphasized. Are they only tourist attractions for sight seeing? Such views are as shortsighted as
measuring the sea with mussel shells. For decades | have been appealing to government institutions and promoting public
awareness for protecting historic buildings. | hope my personal efforts contribute to the cause of protecting our tradition
for the future generations so that they can learn from these living examples. Chinese housing buildings have long been
characterized by a unique wooden structure, with columns, crossbeams, purlins and bars jointed by rivets, rabbets, arches
and brackets. lt is drastically different from what is found in Western buildings. Such a structure has been adopted for
thousands of years for its proven earthquake resistance; it provides security and protection for the people living inside. If
you travel to the old town of Lijiang, Yunnan, you will be amazed by the fact that those old houses have survived a recent
Richter 7 quake owing to their wooden structure. All of us are greatly honoured to know that the old town has now been

recognized as a World Heritage Site.

Despite differences in many ways, buildings in different parts of the world exhibit, with rare exception, a clear relation



with their cultural backgrounds. The Han Chinese valued a harmonious social order and morality between family members.
Therefore, a siheyuan typically comprises a main building or mansion, a secondary building for unmarried daughters, a
quadrangle area, two side chambers, and a southern row in the front. The Chinese people also believed that the human
world should mirror heavenly grace; thus, there should be dooryards, courtyard, gardens and even man-made landscape
with hills and rivulets. The courtyard or garden may be built in the picturesque images and poetic beauty in an artist's
mind. "If you come to Suzhou, you will see every gable facing the river." "Lotus blossom in four corners; willow trees stand
on three low banks." "Wind-beaten lotus [isten raindrops falling in the pond." "Who is sitting beside? The moon, the
evening breeze, and myself."

Cities and towns have emerged throughout the country since the Zhou era {11 c. BC), with ancestral temples on the left
and Land God temples on the right, court buildings in the front and markets in the back. Civilian officials stood on the
left, military generals on the right. Similarly, left hand side denotes even numbers and right hand side represents odd
numbers. Government officials had their mansions erected with offices on the left and residence houses on the right. Since
the human world was believed to bear the mandate as well as the image of heaven, cities were founded beside mountains
and along rivers, their geographical [ocations making them strategic points. People with different ethnic backgrounds and
distinct beliefs and customs flocked into the same corner of the country and made their homes there. The cities and towns
became centres of culture as well as people's daily life as they built up their own local identity, regional character and love
for the land.

1t is important to go back to the origin of our history and culture as time progresses. Generations of prominent architects
and scholars had made great efforts in re-interpreting our architectural heritage from a modern perspective in order to
realize the spirit of classical architecture in their career. They were pioneers of contemporary "Chinese" architecture. Standing
upright along the city skyline, their works, together with their ideas, still constitute the guidelines for today's practice.
Their notions are inspiring today and illuminating for future generations. The editors of this book believe this is the very
objective of this publication.

For the sake of brevity, this book begins with an account of the Canglang Pavilion. The geographical distribution of the
source materials ranges from south Guangdong to middle Shanxi, and spans from west Sichuan to Zhejiang's Pacific
coast. The authors spent half a year trekking around the country surveying each site, verifying historical records, taking
notes and pictures of the daily life local people. The team also visited most prominent scholars and experts in this field,
challenging them with questions concerning every detail that could be valuable. Information from different sources was
critically reviewed to eliminate factual errors. Months of dedicated study have resulted in this volume, which provides a

general picture of the art. This preface is written in appreciation of their excellent work.

Yisan Ruan
Shanghai

October, 2006.



Preface 1I

The cultural significance of housing is that is provides a home for people to live. Unfortunately, the problem with
many residence buildings in today’s time lies more in the deviation from their intended functions than their uniform

look. Therefore, returning to tradition by going back to its root has become one of my favorite topics.

Many cities and towns in our country look like a jungle of highrise buildings and concrete blocks. Some people think
this is a symbol of modemn civilization and affluent life. However, when | went to internaional metropolises like Paris,
Milan and London, | found they were substantially different from the cities we are living in. More recently, | visited
the old towns of Zhouzhuang, Xitang and Lijiang, | was amazed by the small bridges on the babbling rivers, the
pastoral landscape full of poetic charm, and the artless warm-hearted people in the friendly neighborhood. One can feel
a rich cultural heritage like a dense historic deposition. It made me dream about a departureifrom a long-alienated life,
an imersion in our cultural tradition and a whole-hearted embrace of its spiritual elements that are handed down to us.

They bring new dreams and sweet memories to our modemn life.

1 also believe that our respect to traditional culture and determination to actively pursue and develop it should become
an indispensable part of our daily life. The Mandarin Palace project jointly masterminded by Arata lsozaki and Xungi
Yan, developed by Zendai at Pudong, proves to be a successful effort to bring innovations to the essence of Chinese
traditional housing without departing from the social customs and values of the Chinese people. Culture is a way of
life. This is particularly true when we look at the churches and museums in a foreign community, or the ancestral
shrines, Buddhist and Taoist temples and clan assembly halls in a tradntional Chinese society. These are the ultimate
spiritual homes of the people. The Zendai Himalayas Center project helps me make my dreams come true. | wish it
could become a special place that can awaken our memory of traditional culture. 1 hope it can add lustre to Shanghai’s

urban landscape as a piece of artwork.

By publishing the Chinese Taste: Large Residence Buildings, we wish to offer a roadmap to the kingdom of Chinese
traditional housing culture, to provide examples illustrating Chinese taste in contemporary architecture, and to inspire

more people in the construction industry brainstorm their own projects.

Chinese culture is an unparalleled gold mine that is worth further digging to unveil its true value, especially in this
age of capital. It is not the exclusive responsibility of artists and scholars, but also the duty of business people including

myself.

Zhikang Dai
Shanghai

October, 2006.
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