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Introduction

Exploration at the Turn of the Century

China in the post-Mao era, in the last two decades of this
century, has been undergoing extraordinary and profound
transformation. The return of traditional culture and the influx of
contemporary Western culture witnessed a confluence of a '
Chinese Beaux Artg’ nationalist tradition with Westem higtoricist
Post-modernism. Together they engendered a third wave of -
National Form” architecture after its resurgences in the 1920s
and 1950s. Beneath this surface development run sireams of
currents that are perhaps of greater vitality and historical sig-
nificance. Repudiating radical ideology of the 1960s and the
architecture of a political symbolism of the early 1970s, current
architectural design is moving towards a recovery of the aes-
thetic and the formal. Revolting against the decorative and to-
talitarian National Form also brings about developments in for-
mal abstraction, pluralist approach and a recovery of regional
vernacular traditions. With a dynamic modernisation unfolding
in the late twentieth century, and along a generic trend towards
the secular, the humanist and the ideologically conservative,
art and cultural life in mainland China is experiencing a new
symbiosis between modernity and a secular-civic traditional
culture. Quality works in Chinese architecture are now posi-
tioned in a range between formalist abstraction and regionalist
representation, between a late modern formalism and a new
expression of vernacular traditions. A’late modern-new ver-
nacular’ continuum is emerging before us, which defines a
framework of contemporary Chinese architecture.

This continuous series, eclectically including abstract,
half-abstract, regionalist and expressionist tendencies, is a
new world of possibilities opened up by Chinese architects

collectively and through their continuous practice and explo-
ration. Along this gradual development, the twentieth-century
search for "a modern Chinese architecture’ is now undergoing
a qualitative transformation: the National Form, a figurative
representation of one grand imperial tradition, manifested first
in Lu Yanzhi's Mausoleum of Dr. Sun Yatsen in 1929 and sur-
faced recurrently ever since, is now superseded graduaily by a
pluralist, regionalist, formal-abstract representation of many
traditions. The central course of development of twenti-
eth-century chinese architecture is now starting to turn in a new
direction.

Observing in this perspective the contemporary architec-
tural scene in mainland China, one would say that contributions
of Bu Zhengwei lie in his powerful and unusual experimentation
in design and theorisation which, together with other archi-
tects, offered critical and historical impetus to this major
transformation. Observing Bu Zhengwei’s development, one
finds that his most important contribution involves a decisive
divorce from the figurative, historicist national style, his explo-
ration in pure form and its expressive power, and his subse-
quent release of the aesthetic and discursive potential of form,
in his pursuit of ‘order’, ‘space’, ‘posture’, ‘spectacle’,
‘expression’, ‘character’ and ‘cultural quality’ . In the early
1980s, Bu has already started his search for formal expression
of cultural themes and local traditions. In some recent works,
he has been exploring the more innate aesthetic qualities of
spatial and formal compositions. In a country dominated by
eclectic historicism in three waves of the national style, with a
reinforcement from the recent Post-modern influence, an ex-
ploration of abstract modern formal language should be one of
the most important focuses of design research. Bu's search
and expression of form offered one of the most crucial breaking
points in China's emerging development in this area.



Bu’ s works involve a clear tendency to respond and ex-
press specific qualities of the local context or tradition of each
project, thus transforming the notoin of tradition” from a grand
narrative to a particular, pluralist and fertile cultural significa-
tion, In so doing, his architectural fanguage involves a ten-
dency towards the secular, civic and vernacular, which entails
a humanistic quality, thus offering a positive force in China’s
post-Mao cultural and architectural transformation.

A special quality of Bu’ s works lies in his individualised
characterisation of form and its expressive content. Apart from
the unigueness of each project which he fully respects, this is
very much to do with Bu’s earnest and passionate commitment
to a unique path to design and expression, against a back-
ground that is stifling, yet chaotic and now increasingly com-
mercial. After decades of isolation and ideological control,
China is trapped in layers of social, intellectual and stylistic
frames and conventions, which awaits a strong and individu-
alised approach to challenge and to unshackle. The post-Mao
China, on the other hand, also experienced a chaotic conflu-
ence of theories and ‘isms’, which also demands a sharp
personal judgement and design approach to forge a mean-
ingful direction. The superficial and crude use of styles and
forms in current commercial environment, also requires a crit-
ical approach to overcome and transcend. As a result of Bu’S
effort, his works revealed creative potential and possible di-
rections of China’s development in formal language. It also
contributed to the rise of a multipolar. pluralist architectural
culture as a whole.

Amongst Bu’ g contributions, his systematic theorisation
and development of some crucial concepts through design
practice has been widely acknowledged. China in Mao’s time
and even before witnessed no individually developed archi-
tectural theory, other than those based on official ideclogy. In
this twenty years, amongst a few truly thoughtful architects. Bu
Is without guestion a most important figure. His continuous
reflection and sustained effort to develop relations among

conceptual notions and between them and forms, offered
possibilities of a polemic-theoretical architecture to emerge in
China.

Bu’s zizai shengcheng lun, 'a theory of free formation’ as
one may translate it, systematically articulates a theory of
‘non-theory’, a theory that criticises absolute supremacy of
concepts and positions, in the place of design praxis. In to-
day’s chaotic and confusing scene with all schools and ‘isms’
flowing into the country, Bu’s theory offered a strategy to break
out, with a crucial supplement of intuitiveness, contextuality
and praxis in the ‘life world” . Although shared by many
mainland architects to a varying degree of selfawareness, Bu’
s is surely the clearest and the most articulated.

Bu’s theory not only offers a strategy to overcome current
difficulties, but also, at a deeper level, proposes a path to-
wards a negation of conceptuality and rationality. In suggest-
iIng methods of cultivation for design, as ‘with and withour
limit”, “with and without consciousness’, ‘with and without
conventionality’, ‘with and without ego-subject’, ‘with and
without reason’, and‘with and without freedom’, dynamism
and negation emerge as key philosophical strategies, sug-
gesting directly the transgressive and the deconstructive no-
tions of Taoism and Buddhism. Bu’s work here indicates pos-
sibilities of an architectural theory with a ‘Way of the East’,
Which is most ingpiring and visionary.

Bu Zhengwei’s architectural worke, when gseen ag a
whole, involves a consistent sensuousness. His aasthetic and
discursive expression in pure form; representation of pluralist
and regional cultures; strong characterisation in cach design;
emphagic on intuitiveness in breaking away from theories and
‘isms’, and his in-depth negation of rationatity: all can be read
as manifestations of a thrust of this sensuousness. Evident in
Bu’s works since the early 1980s, this sensuousness, proba-
bly without self-awareness, is already a developing ‘free for-
mation’ of an Eastern sense of form Based on pictorial chatr-
acters as written script, Chinese and East Asian cultures have
a unique perception and experience of form, a very immediate
sensitivity to shape and configuration, and a resulting intu-
itiveness in the aesthetic creation of scenes and spectacles.
Bu's formal sensuousness indicates a crucial and profound
path of exploration for his own work and Chinese architecture

as a whole.



At the dawn of the twenty-first century, one would ask:
how will Chinese architecture develop? How will it forge dia-
logues, exchanges and integration with architectural develop-
ments of the world? We should not forget that there has been
an important undercurrent developing in China: the search for
modern abstract form. The formation of the "Chinese Beaux
Arts” National Form in the 1920s, the critique of Intemational
Style in the 1950s and 60s in the Cold War confrontation, and
the arrival of historicist Postmodernism in the 1980s, have been
obstacles for development of modernism and experimentation
on abstract form. As a result, twentieth-century Chinese ar-
chitecture hag been largely untutored and unfashioned in the
modernist. formalist tradition. Against this background, the
slow but persistent incoming of abstract form has been the
most important undercurrent in maintand China. In this histori-
cal perspective and in terms of architectural language, this
modemist force is now transtorming gradually the whole figu-
rative historicist tradition, and is redirecting the search for ‘a
modern Chinese architecture’ onto a ‘late modern-new ver-
nacular’ path.

In the late twentieth century, architectural ideologies in the
West and the world have been undergoing radical changes as
well. Rationalist and Eurocentric modernity and its manifesta-
tion in architectural Modernism have been criticised within and
beyond the Western world. With the Post-modern architecture
declining into semiotic scenography, and Deconstruction turn-
ing into formal violence and excessive conceptual imposition, a
new and generic modernist architecture is emerging along with
developments of regionalism, pluralism and postmodern an-
ti-logocentrism, amidst a global informational revolution and a
new wave of modenisation at the end of this century.

The development in China has been a revolt against the
grand narrative of National Form and. through ways of abstract
representation of vernacular traditions, a search for an open,

generic and eclectic modern architecture. The development in
the West , and to an extend in the world, has been a repudia-
tion of the grand narrative of Modemism, and a search for a
new, generic, pluralist, modernist architecture. Points of con-
tact and areas for integration between them may be explored
and developed.

At this moment, we couldn’t predict on Bu Zhengwei’s
new directions in design and theorisation, nor can we tell how
Chinese architecture as a whole will develop in the following
decades. However, China’s complementary integration with
Fast Asia and the worid in economic, social and cultural
spheres appears to be a set trend in a macro historical per-
spective. In this development, a new modernism, involving
regionalist and pluralist dimensions and levels of Chinese sen-
sitivities, may well become a most promising path of explo-
ration. For Bu Zhengwei's development, one would observe
that, after leaving behind Beaux Arts nationalist historicism,
there is a new horizon opening up. one which indicates a new
relation between modernist and Eastern senses of form, de-
mands a specific link between concepts and design strategies,
and awaits further purification, radicalisation and individualisa-
tion in formal approach. In exploring these areas, Bu is sure to
offer new contributions in China’s long march to the architec-
ture of the modern world.

Jianfei Zhu
2 March 1998

University of Tasmania, Australia
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