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“I call architecture frozen music, and music is
a flowing architecture as well.” said Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, a great German poet
and thinker. As the crystallization of the
Chinese nation” s wisdom over thousands
of years, ancient Chinese architecture has
formed a unique building system by virtue of
its distinctive architectural culture and artistic
style in the history of world architecture.
Classifications of ancient Chinese
architectures by function roughly include
palace, altar and temple, garden, folk house,
mausoleum, temple, Taoist temple, pagoda,
memorial archway and bridge. However,
these architectures have changed with

improvements in building materials and
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building technology in different historical
periods in China, and such changes have
been closely related to the ideology of
various periods. This book traces the history
and characteristics of the development of
ancient Chinese architecture and introduces
the common building forms of traditional
architectures with informative illustrations in
a bid to help readers understand the various
aspects of traditional Chinese architecture in

a more intuitive and specific manner.
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Overview of Ancient Chinese
Architecture
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With a time-honored history, ancient Chinese architecture has
manifested various building forms, ranging from cave houses in the
primitive society to resplendent palaces in the feudal society. The
various styles show their distinctive features in different historical

periods and reflect far-reaching influences of traditional Chinese

culture in ancient Chinese architecture.
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Life Scene of Primitive Men

> Origin

There was a popular story of a man
surnamed Chao “building a house in
the tree” in ancient China. According
to legend, as birds and beasts far
outnumbered humans in ancient times,
humans were frequently invaded and
attacked by wild beasts when living on
the ground. To avoid damage, humans
began to constantly migrate. However,
they suffered heavy losses due to various
unexpected dangers during migration.
At that time, a man with extraordinary
wisdom appeared. Inspired by nests
built by birds in the trees, he guided his
comrades to build houses in the tall tree
trunks with tree branches. As a result,
humans were sheltered from rain and
wind as well as attacks from animals.
Humans revered the man as “You Chao

Shi” (meaning a man having a nest
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Sketch Map of a Restored Round Folk House in the
Banpo Site in Xi'an

Judging from the house ruins unearthed in the Banpo site, this kind

of house adopts a semi-cave form to dig a 0.5-plus-meter cave on
the ground and trowel all the walls with mud.

house) to express their gratitude to him
for his invention of nest houses.

A legend as it is, the story mirrors
some original intentions of primitive men
for building houses. As a matter of fact,
mankind has gone through a long process
in addressing the issue of housing: at
first, humans lived in natural caves; then,
thanks to the development of primitive
agriculture, they ended migration and
began to settle down, giving birth to
original building forms — cave houses and
nest houses.

Built by digging underground earth
to form caves, cave houses are commonly
found in the Yellow River basin in North

China. They have been widely adopted
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in the Yellow River basin due to its deep
loess layer and the soil which is not easy
to collapse. With the accumulation of
building experience and improvement
in building technology, cave houses
gradually evolved into semi-cave houses
and were then replaced by ground
buildings. The archaeological sites of
Yangshao Culture, Dawenkou Culture
and Longshan Culture clearly reflect the
evolution of cave houses in the primitive
society.

Coexisting with the cave house is
another house form - the nest house. Nest
house refers to a canopy frame built in a
tree with tree branches and weeds, which
gets its name because of its resemblance
to a bird nest. Nest houses are popular in
the Yangtze River basin in South China
because such houses can keep people

away from moisture and prevent attacks
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Sketch Map of Pole-railing Building
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A Clay Building of Han Dynasty (206 B.C. — 220 A.D.) unearthed in 1957

The clay building is made up of front room, back room and one-wing room, with a “low-front-and-high-back”
courtyard in the center. There is a door in the center of the front room, with engraved lattice windows on

both sides.
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from wild beasts where the climate is
humid and the trees are flourishing. Later,
with the cutting down of trees, people
began to build houses on the ground by
imitating nest houses. They propped
up the living space of the building with
stakes to form a platform above the
ground and then constructed the walls of
the building on the platform, hence the

pole-railing building in early times.
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> Change and Evolution

The building forms developed slowly in
the primitive society due to the limitations
of productivity, and the building forms
of ancient Chinese architecture became
increasingly diversified in the slave
society and feudal society with constant
improvements in productivity. Ancient
architectures can be divided into six
major categories by usage, namely palace
buildings, mausoleum buildings, altar
and temple buildings, religious buildings,

garden buildings and residential building.

Change and Evolution of Palace
Building

Palace building is the largest with the
highest artistic value among ancient
Chinese architectures. In Chinese,

“palace” is called Gong Dian, with
N
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Gong originally meaning the residential
house and Dian the tall house. Gong and
Dian were combined in the Qin Dynasty
(221 B.C.-206 B.C.), the Han Dynasty
(206 B.C.-220 A.D.) and afterwards
to exclusively refer to the residence of
emperors. Palace represents the state
power center where ancient emperors
lived and handled official businesses,
so palace building must highlight the
supreme status and sacred and inviolable
authority of the emperor in addition to
meeting functional requirements.

The earliest palace building in
ancient China traces back to the Xia

(about 21st century B.C.—17th century
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Sketch Map of Restored
No.1 Palace in the Erlitou

Site in Yanshi of Henan
Province
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B.C.) and the Shang (about 17th century
B.C.—11th century B.C.) dynasties.
Judging from the layout of a circle of
large columns and stone bases in the
Erlitou Site in Yanshi, Henan Province,
the plane of palaces in the Xia Dynasty
was oblong. The relatively small living
rooms were located in the back while
the spacious halls where the emperor
received guests and handled government
affairs were located in the front,
presenting the feature of palaces in the
later dynasties which put courts in the
front and living rooms in the back.

The Qin Dynasty is the first unified
feudal dynasty in China's history. The
Emperor Qin Shi Huang (259 B.C.—
210 B.C.), the first emperor of the Qin
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Model of the Imperial Court Palace of the
Taiping Heavenly Kingdom

The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom (1851 — 1864) was
a regime established by Hong Xiuquan in the late
Qing Dynasty (1644—1911), with the Society of God
Worshippers founded in 1843 as its predecessor.
The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom existed for 14 years
from its establishment in 1851, founding its capital
in Tianjing (today's Nanjing of Jiangsu Province) in
1853, to it subversion by the Qing Government in
1864.
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Dynasty, exhausted human, material
and financial resources to build separate
villas far away from his palace, opening
up a history of emperors building
luxury palaces for themselves in

various dynasties. Palace buildings in
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“Three-hall-and-five-door” System

The “three-hall-and-five-door” system
originated in the Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-256
B.C.). As recorded in the Rituals of Zhou - Book of
Diverse Crafts, three halls of different sizes were
constructed for emperors to hold three different
court activities, forming a three-hall system. The
three halls consisted of an exterior hall, where
emperors held grand ceremonies, the central hall,
where emperors handled official business, and the
interior hall, where emperors lived. Five doors
refer to Gao Gate, Ku Gate, Zhi Gate, Ying Gate
and Lu Gate.

#i Zhi Gate

tt
n

EEi) Ku Gate

.

£17 Gao Gate
» ANHRERE
Sketch Map of “Five-door” System
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Hy, HE BRI AOTE R F N, the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.—220A.D.)
HH 3 B ) B B AN, HEAR are characterized by a large area and
BB P — extended space on tall and large bases,
W PP B T L AL B S making the buildings more magnificent
AT AR I A S AR E3h A e . :
Palace buildings in ancient China
— =R, FEN14E R, from the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-206
iw B BN RIS A ML, B c) to the Wei, Jin, South and North
A e, W N 5 AR dynasties (220-589) all followed an

image of having “buildings on a high

and spectacular.

platform” . The Daxing Town and Taiji
Palace built in the Sui Dynasty (581-618)
adopted the “three-hall-and-five-door”
system of palace buildings in ancient
China. Developed on the basis of palaces
in the Sui Dynasty, palace buildings in
the Tang Dynasty (618-907) showed a
more rigorous and orderly formation.
Palace buildings in the Ming and
Qing dynasties (1368-1911) represent
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Tian'anmen in Beijing

Tian'anmen (the Tian'anmen), situated to the south of the Imperial Palace, is the gate to the imperial
city (today's Beijing) in the Ming and Qing dynasties (1368 - 1911). Located in the central axis of Beijing,
Tian'anmen is made up of the gate platform and the gate tower. The 37.4-meter-high gate tower is built on the
Sumeru-base gate platform made up of large stones, with splendid and magnificent red walls, yellow glazed
tiles and five arched dome-shaped doors. There is a two-floor multiple-eave tower on the platform with rooms
covered with yellow glazed tiles — nine in the east and west and five in the south and north — symbolizing the
“Majesty of Nine and Five" of imperial power or authority. On Octobek 1, 1949, the founding ceremony of the
People's Republic of China was held at the Tian'anmen Square, making it the symbol of modern China.



