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he belief that the theory of “post-historicism”
Temergcd before the launch of any of ECUC's
projects is rather misleading. On the contrary, it was
while these projects were being carried out, over a ten-
year period between 2003 and 2013, that details were
worked out in terms of theory, self value and market
orientation, and from which the concept of “post-

historicism” was then proposed.

ECUC’s “post-historicism” is a form of non-post-
modernist architectural theory which returns to
historic concepts. Such a return not only refers to the
external use of symbols, but also represents a return to
the aesthetic principles of “details, scale, proportion
and a sense of order and balance”. Moreover, it draws
from various styles used throughout history, and
gets prototypes in order to gradualy create a way of
representing the individual features of each project,
which are all unified within the framework of classic
aesthetics. It opposes the oversimplification and abuse
of symbols and suggests replacing these symbols with

the rational concept of “law”. This rhetoric with a sense

HoAIREE, FESEHEPDRIE U5 A . www

of order is weighted towards having more emphasis on
the organization of symbols and language, rather than

on the symbols themselves.

Although “post-historicism” does not oppose the use
of symbols and grammar, it places more importance
on the rhetoric of language. It believes that using
symbols without any elegance is to cut apart history,
and instead advocates the integration and balance of
styles. Moreover, it pays a lot of attention to the elegance
and harmony of proportion and scale, without spending
too much time on the play of metaphor, signifier and
exaggerating the meaning of symbols. It proposes the
recognition of the principle of beauty in form, which
has been abandoned for a long time and is currently

very hard to find at all in China.

“Post-historicism” also purports that there is a common
essence in all historical and classical architecture, a
sort of “metaphysical” effect on order within design.
Specifically, all languages, symbols and elements are

framed under a rigid set of rules to show the uniformity

. ertongbook. com




of order, clear logic and balanced and stable aesthetics.
However, "post—historicism" is aimed at re-interpreting
and representing this tradition of historic styles, and
is reflected in new architecture in the same way that
elements can be extended, connected, arrayed and
combined, while always being centered on logic,

grammar or rhetoric.
=

For any historical style, reusing it in a later age is an
approach, as well as a process of reevaluation and
understanding, The starting point for “post-historicism”
lies in just this point: rea]izing the existence and
effectiveness of such a technique is a sort of complement
to the modern “Bauhaus” approach. ECUC thus
regards “post-historicism” as a method for design which
entails an attitude towards history, a perspective of
extracting and applying certain designs, rather than

simply defining it as one specific style or appearance.

[t can be concluded from the work carried out by ECUC
that the exploration of “post-historicism” starts from
classical Western architecture, yet also covers traditional
Chinese styles: from formal purification to complicated
blending, from imitation of styles to variation of
prototypes. However, no discussion of any theory or
doctrine can be completely isolated from practice and
physical stimulation. “Texts” cannot change their forms,

while “images” are more straightforward; nonetheless,

it is “process” that will lead us to understand the ins and
outs as well as the changing paths. More specifically,
(@ o
“post-historicism” has been gradually formulated along
a course starting from the subconscious through to
consciousness, passing through unworthy mainstream
practices, followed by self-depreciation and unconfident
exploration, before finally arriving at a sort of self-

recognition.
=

Hence, Post-Historicism differs from other design
theories in its method of exposition. It basically
documents and depicts the architectural practices
of ECUC in a chronological order, while faithfully
manifesting the cognitive process of architects related
to the theory of “post-historicism”. It has to be noted
that the theory is not totally complete, nor commonly
recognized. On the contrary, it is in fact still undergoing
a process of constant modification, enlargement and

identification with development of projects.

Post-historicism: extracting the essence and

variations of classical Western architecture

The starting point for exploring “post-historicism” is
o

the often despised restoration period, and the “Western

restoration period” in particular. Most architects hold

a fairly lukewarm opinion towards this style, which

is considered tacky and lacking in taste. Architects



making use of it are often designing residence buildings,
(@ o =

meaning they do not tend to give too much thought to

o (&

the issue. From the perspective of ECUC, the value of
classical Western architecture lies in extracting a useful
sense of “order” from certain historical styles for use
in modern architecture. The theories and extraction
methods for such “order” will ultimately be applied

within a broader scope.

The East China University of Political Science and Law,
Fudan University, and the Shanghai Conservatory
of Music are three illustrative projects conducted by
ECUC in its early period of exploring “post-historicism”.
These three projects were selected since they include
complete architectural clusters rather than a single
building, and respectively belong to three representative
historical styles: Gothic, Classical Revival and Baroque.
Moreover, three different types of “order” for these
three styles can be extracted using “post-historicism’”.
Specifically, the sternness of the Gothic style reflects
the distinctive feel of a law school; the conservatism and
balance of classicism display peace and tolerance, in the
same way an ocean refuses no rivers; and the enchanting
magnificence of the Baroque period is mirrored in the

romantic atmosphere of an art school.

‘Arches” and “columns” are symbols for us to

understand and identify with Western classicism. But

“post-historicism” is not a system based on symbols,
obsessed with investigating the details of architecture.
Instead, it endeavors to understand the rhetoric and
grammar of these symbols and believes that the Gothic
sternness, the tolerance of the Classical Revival and
the magnificence of Baroque are the most suitable
order for a law school, a comprehensive university and a
conservatory of music respectively. These three projects
were the starting point for ECUC to explore “post-
historicism”, and represent its early period of selection,
translation and re-interpretation of classic Western

px'ototypes.

Post-historicism: extracting the essence and

applications of Chinese symbols

When ECUC turned its theory of “post-historicism”
from the West to China, it was found that the
extroverted style, independent fagades, and emphasis
on mass and single buildings in modern Chinese
architecture can be traced back to the same origins as
those of classical Western architecture. This in turn
affects the urban patterns in modern Chinese cities,
and ways of expressing beauty through architecture.
This style is in complete contradiction to the language
O o
of classical Chinese architecture, which is marked by
an introverted style, a flattened form and emphasis on

sections and clusters. Therefore, the modern exploration

xi



of classical Chinese architecture is often trapped in low-
mass buildings, small courtyards, localized designs,
large roofs and bucket arches. This is fine for a project
of adequate size, but the style described above is out
of tune with current mainstream practices in China of

utilizing large areas and scales.

A famous saying by George Seferis is that: “People
learn a language through translation, but the language
[ refer to is not the target language but the source
language”. Thus, “post-historicism” plays the role of
translator between classical Chinese styles and modern
architectural practices. ECUC's transitional system
from the west to the east is based on adding Chinese
symbols to the rhetoric and order of classical Western

styles.

Architects started to use the “post-historicism” approach
in their designs after having understood the typical
order found in Western classical architecture. “It is just
like when a great poet opens a history book; he will not
read the book in the same way as a historian, but will
try to seek out the illusions, historical moments and
characters which will inspire him in his poetry. The poet
will remain in compliance with his imagination and
treat the historical data as source material for his artistic

concepts.” ECUC borrows various historical symbols

and transforms them into Chinese symbols; at the same
time, it continues to adopt an organizationa] pattern
of the order and internal rhetoric of classical Western

architecture to guide its research in many projects.

Why can foreign architects usually express Chinese
traditional styles with more accuracy and elegance?
Contrary to the common belief that “the more intimacy
one has with a culture, the more understanding of it one
gains’, architects will almost always create more designs
when in a foreign environment than when in a familiar
cultural background—both the creative process and the
results obtained will have a certain freshness to them.
“The selective editing process provided by imported
ideas is a particularly beneficial factor, as people will
depend more on instinct in a non-native culture; this
may help them break through the constraints of their
own culture and existing accomplishments.” The
attitude of “post-historicism” towards classical Western
architecture gives a sort of select edition of foreign
cultures. The methodology of “post-historicism” comes
into being based on the summary of this select edition.
Specifically, it is a return to the aesthetic principles of
“detail, scale, purity, proportion and a sense of order”,
along with an organizational pattern for beauty in form.

The methodology of “post-historicism” first helped us

to extract and make use of Chinese classical symbols



in architecture, and then promoted ECUC’s progress
through highlighting and showcasing local traditions.
Once they have understood the “post-historicism”
approach, architects can freely use, extract, mediate and

match various local symbols.

Post-historicism: Modern exploration under

post-history

Even though “post-modernism” and “post-historicism”
both share the prefix “post’, they are in fact running in
completely opposite directions. The former splits styles
and their sense of history through extracting certain
methods or details from accumulated traditions; it then
bestows a historic language to them by dismembering,
extracting, separating and tmnsplanting, without giving
any consideration to order or rhetoric. In contrast, "post—
historicism” carries forward the ideas of modernism,
rather than rebelling against them. The extroverted
style, independent fagades, and emphasis on mass and
single buildings in modern Chinese architecture can be
traced back to the same origins as Western classicism,

displaying the truth of the order as conveyed by symbols.

It can be sensed through a comparison that the
extroverted order system adopted consistently in the

west is completely different from the introverted order

system seen in Chinese classical styles. As Aristotle
suggested, the Western logic for architecture comes
with boundaries, which requires demarcations for
commencement, intermediate section and conclusion.
The Chinese classical style is an endless cyclical
system, consisting of an inward circular ring without
boundaries. Therefore, continuous two-dimensional
patterns are strongly favored in the Chinese traditional
style, just as modern-day historians often separate
bucket arches from architecture and dissect them using
the same three-dimensional perspective as they use for
the Western column cap. But this is not the correct way
to arrive at an understanding: a bucket arch is actually
aring of continuous two-dimensional patterns created

under the shadow of the architectural brim.

The semiotic elements of the pre-industrial period,
those of the age of modernism and those employed
in today’s digital times are all used freely within the
tailored “structure of order” for projects conducted by
ECUC, based on this new contemplation of the “rules of
order”. A series of modernistic works by ECUC indicate
the capabilities for control when using “rules of order”,
especially when exercised by architects under this “post-

historicism” methodology.

ECUC also adopts pure Chinese “rules of order”,



Xiv

combined with modern semiotic elements, when
designing modern Chinese classical architecture. For
example, the aesthetic tendencies of stone sculptures
are abandoned and transformed to flattened wood
structures. While the Western order of architecture
would try to display the beauty of power through
a much more obvious way, demonstrating the
relationship between raised and depressed masses,
ECUC expresses the beauty of lines through

shallowly-carved flattened layers.

Robert Veturi suggested in his book Complexity and
Contradiction of Architecture that this was a moderate
declaration, and the book itself was in fact advocating
a moderate form of “post-historicism”. China is a
country with extremely unbalanced development, in
which avant-garde architecture may be appreciated by
some people, ambitious projects are regarded as being
nobody’s fault, and boring buildings are also tolerated.
The proposition of “post-historicism” is therefore
simply a conﬂplement along with a reminder, sounding
a different note in today’s Chinese architectural circles
dominated by modernism and post modernism. It is
also another route, besides post-modernism, which can

lead us back to history. '

This route probably started from “classical revival”

and “compromise’, but where is its finishing
line? Maybe it is still far beyond. According to
the definition of “syncretism” in textbooks, it is
the “imitation of any styles in history, or freely
combining different patterns. It weighs proportion,
yet is immersed in the pure beauty of forms
with no fixed style. Thus it can still fall within
the classification of revivalism”. However, Peter
Collins quoted Cousin in his Changing Ideals
in Modern Architecture, saying that “although
syncretism cannot create a new form of art, it plays
a constructive role in transforming revivalism into

new architecture style for the future”.

“Post-historicism” is thus expected to be regarded as
a realistic theme against a contemporary social and
cultural background, rather than simply a discussion
on styles. Neither is it a demonstration of a set of
fixed methods, but rather a summary of methodology
adopted by ECUC for analyzing changing styles
in previous times. It is still changing and making
breakthroughs, and has led to an orientation towards
displaying architecture with more freedom, in a more
relaxed and dynamic manner, and with more thought
given to invisible harmony and subtly obstructed
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