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Conservation of Historic Cultural Cities in China

Professor Ruan Yisan, Tongji University

China, with such a long history, has many cultural relics. Its historic cities , numbering as
many as 2000, and the diversity of their historic features, are famous worldwide. With their
beautiful natural envir.onment, scenic spots and historic relics as well as their vernacular build-
ings, the cities reflect the brilliant historic culture of the Chinese nation.

In ancient times, little attention was paid to those cities as it was the custom for a new dy-
nasty to sweep away everything from the former dynasty, ‘destroying the old to establish the
new’. In this way, many magnificent capitals were destroyed in a single day as a result of the al-
ternation of dynasties. Therefore, the chinese historic cities well preserved to the present are
even more precious.

Only in modern times did people begin to have a better understanding of the significance of
historic culture. They came to realize that cities are the meeting places for many historic and cul-
tural relics , where the palaces, temples, abbeys, residences, gardens, streets, vernacular hous-
es, and bridges are of great value. They are reflections of national and local culture of long histo-
ry, as well as the cultural and scientific achievemepts of mankind. In modern times, with the in-
troduction of western science and culture, the European regard for historic culture has had great
influence upon Chinese people. In the 1930%, Chinese Salvation Society has made valuable contri-
butions, laying significant foundations of the conservation of China’s building and city culture.

Since the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, the conservation of historic
relics has been an important part in the country cultaral construction. With the establishment of
special agencies and the promulgation of acts, fruitful results have been achieved. However, dur-
ing the next several ten years, especially during the Cultural Revolution, Chinese historic and
cultural relics experienced a great calamity. Many carefully protected relics were destroyed in one

. day.

Since the early 1980, China has gone into a new stage of economic construction. Dramatic
changes have taken place in many cities. However, due to inadequate attention to the significance
of historic and cultural relics conservation, many historic cities have suffered serious damages.

In some cases, splendid traditional buildings and historic sections of the city were damaged
or pulled down; while in other cases, inappropriate factories and the like were arranged in the
vicinity , both resulting in the deprivation of original significance of the cultural relics, or the
damage. to the outlook of the hisioric cultural spots, or the spoilage of elegent outlines of the an-
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cient buildings. In some cities, only for tourism, the ancient buildings and architectural complex-
es have been renovated, added and destructed at random, the original historic value of which has
reduced or completely lost. Usually, these cases are called destructive construction. As it is the
destruction in the course of construction, purely man-made in most circumstances , such damages
are not unavoidable.

Since there were no laws about the conservation of historic cities and historic sections, ac-
cording to some persons of insight and after several years delibration and consultation, the State
Council published the first batch of national historic cultural cities in February 1982, including 24
with historic or revolutionary significance, such as Beijing and Xi’an. At that time the concept of
¢ historic cultural city’ was established, and reasearch work on their conservation began. In
1986, 38 cities including Shanghai and Fuzhou were published as the second batch of national his-
toric cultural cities , and provincial-level historic cultural cities were announced by some provincial
governments. With another 44 cities being listed as the third batch of national historic cultural
cities in 1994, the total number has reached 99. In the meantime, the criteria of a historic cultur-
al city, requirements for conservation planning, and the concept of historic cultural city
conservation” were established. Thus the conservation research could be cartied out in an all-
round way. Recently a Central-level ‘Expert Committee of National Historic Cultural Cities
Conservation’ has been set up by the Chinese government to give assistance in formulating conser-
vation measures, supervising conservation work, and solving technical problems concerning con-
servation and construction. .

During the past ten years after the ppblishing of the first batch of historic cultural cities,
China has achieved unprecedented efchts‘ in the conservation of historic cultural relics in its
cities. From the conservation practice and conservation planning. 1 personally summerized the

situation and characteristics as follows :

I . Characteristics of Chinese Historic

Cultural Cities Conservation

I;x Europe, Japan and other countries in the world, apart from some small and comparatively
well-preserved ancient castles, their practice of conservation is in most cases delimiting an area
such as block communities and sections according to specific conditions of the buildings or archi-
tectural complexes to be conserved, and then making conservation measures to the area pre-
scribed. However, in China things are different.

Instead of delimiting areas , the names of the cities have been publis‘hed. As the cities are dif-
ferent in size and other conditions, some being metropolis such as Shanghai, Beijing, Tianjin,
and Guangzhou, the conservation of their traditional historic cultural relics must be studied and
arranged from the overall point of view. The overall conservation guidelines should be taken as
the guiding principle to direct the urban construction and development, be reflected in the urban

plan, and have important influence on such aspects as the whole city’s development pattern, city
- 6 L ]




structure layout, land use, and environment plan. Therefore We must seriouesly make the con-
servation plan of the historic cultural cities preparing which should be defined as an important
component of the master plan, so that the splendid historic tradition could be taken over and fur-
ther developed du.ring the coutrse of its development and construction by taking good care of its
cultural relics and historic cites , scenic spots and its environment.

Conservation plan is not only a special plan but also a programmatic document, as material
objects like cultural relics in cities and cultural tradition like language, literature and art, tradi-
tion opera, costumes, folkways and customs, local products, crafts, and local dishes which are
important components of a city’s distinguishing feature -

China has vast territory of land and a large number of cities , among which 99 have been pub-
lished as national historic cultural cities. They are different in size and function. and have their
own characteristics respectively due to different courses of evolution and geographical circum-
stances. In order to know each historic city well, further research on them has to be done. Only
after the type and property of a city are classified should the appropriate conservation plan and the
construction and developement countermeasures be formulated, so as to avoid the identification
between various cities’ conservation plans.

On the other hand, the characteristics of historic cultural cities should be investigated com-
prehensively. Such investigation is not simply upon the city’s outlook, buildings’ feature and col-
or, or characteristics of cultural relics and historic sites, because these are only exterior visual
perception. What is more important is to probe into the primitive factors of the city’s development
and grasp the spirit and material reflections. )

We have put forward the analysis of characteristic elements of a historic cultural city, as well
as its conservation and inheritance , so as to make the construction and conservation in accordance
with the city’s special characteristics ; otherwise , the resemblance would occur to historic cultural
cities resulting from the uniformly rehabilitation of several ancient buildings, reopening or ex-
ploring historic scenic spots, and the building of several streets. Without their own characteris-
tics ; there would be no notable cities at all.

Shanghai, for example, is undergoing changes day after day in the unprecedented upsurge of
construction to ‘vitalize shanghai and develop Pudong’ Many old sections have been rebuilt and
more than 100 pieces of land have been leased. However, it is a historic cultural city that needs
conservation, and the subject of how to conserve such a city that formed in modern times without
Chinese traditional features has invited numerous debates. We, nevertheless, have attached great
importance to the most influential Bund, Nanjing Road and the Old area, and the sections conser-
vation plan was made in particular when the historic city conservation plan regarding Shanghai
was made out. v

As for féatures of the Bund, its elegant riverside outline is the symbol of Shanghai. Not na-
tive as it is, it represents the distinctive style of an international metropolis in the east of the
world, reflecting the confluince and incorporation of Chinese and foreign cultures, showing the
history and culture, and giving people silent education of art, culture, and aesthetics.

Thus, a series of measures have been proposed in the plan, such as the strict conservation of
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splendid buildings , tequitements on space forms, delimitation of conservation zones, and restric-
tion of buildings’ height.

As for the Nanjing Road, a survey was made to classify the buildings along the street, decid-
ing which should be dc;.molished and which should be conserved. After mapping out the sections
with features of the traditional and modern style we have put forward the issue of keeping its
street atmosphere and space dimensions while expanding commercial area and solving prolems
about traffic and municipal facilities. Such regulation has also been made that any building
planned to be built on either the Bund or Nanjing Road must be subjected to expert-meeting ex-
amination to avoid i.ts inharmoniousness with the neighbouring splendid buildings. We believe
that through such efforts, the Bund and Nanjing Road would be able to keep their distinctive fea-

tures and charms while incorporating the characteristics of the era as well.

I'. Making Efforts to Raise People’s Consciousness of

- City Conservation

Of the historic cultural cities and towns in China, some are well preserved , such as Pingyao
county in Shanxi Prov'ince, which has complete city walls, intact streets and vernacular houses
dating back to the Qing Dynasty and before. Zhouzhuang and Luzhi, both in Jiangsu Province,
also keep their original ancient town featureas with beautiful scenery of rivers and lakes. The
main reason for their good preservation is that after flourishing economy during Ming and Qing
dynasties , they became the ‘forgotten corner’ due to the changes of economic and geographic cir-
cumstances, resulting in economic recession and lack of fund available for new construction;
hence little noticeable changes.

From the historic culturae corservation point of view, the above are valuable examples. Up-
on the discovery of these typical cases, conservation research was carried out in time, stressing
on the seperation between old and new, that is, the ancient city area should be conserved com-
pletely, whereas the new area should be opened up resolutely where untestricted brand-new con-
struction could be fnade. However, necessary improvement on municipal facilities in the old area
must be carried out with caution so as to maintain its original form.

The conservation of Pingyao, zhouzhuang, etc. started between 1981 and 1982, and success
has been achieved in various aspects during the past ten years, as these previously unknown-to-
the-world places have become among the most welcomed tourist spots. Nonetheless, problems
still exist. For example, local dwellers apd some leaders couldn’t comprehend very well, who
consider these ‘antiques’as the symbol of backward economy which, nevertheless , are to be pre-
served; but wide streets or tall buildings are forbidden to be built, which is belived to protect the
backward. On the other hand, because of the lack of necessary living facilities in such ancient
cities, the old-style low houses could no longer satisfy the needs of modern life, all of which
might bring about antagonism. In this case, education is most important. Understanding of those
on leading Positions should be heightened, and administrative measures should also be drawn as
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an aid in order to keep the relics from being spoilt. The propagation via articles and newspapers
has raised the fame of these cities , which attracts numerous tourists and in turn brings about new
vitality to them. Therefore, the city’s economy could grow, from which the city inhabitants
would benefit as well. Meanwhile, the conservation plan has also been well implemented.

It has been summerized that jt is important to heighten people’s understanding about the con-
servation of historic relics, and the education for this purpose should incorporate influential evi-
dence which could only result from good conservation work by all means from the very beginning.
Only by conservation of the complete features of the ancient city could its fame be raised and the

basis for development be available.

Il. Difficult Problem of Conserving Sections of

Traditional Houses

Chinese historic culturae conservation has changed from the conservation of individual cultur-
al relics at tt;e beginning to the conservation of historic cultural cities. Since recent years, atten-
tion has gradually been paid to the conservation of historic sections in a city. Previously, the con-
servation work was solely supervised by cultural relics management department. Later, depart-
ments for urban planning and urban construction were also involved , so that in addition to the re-
lies themselves, their ambient circumstances could also be protected. This practice has gradually
been guaranteed by means of legislation, which is a great advance in city conservation.

In most of the historic cities, there still preserved sections of land where traditional houses
are Jocated. In general, the houses of high historic and cultural value have been divided into the
conserQation zone and 'well preserved. However, it is a difficult problem how to preserve the tra-
ditional features over a long term and at the same time make them still be used by local dwellers
as well, because vernacular houses in vast land of China are mostly of brick-wood structure, most
of which are in dangerous situation up to now. Having dwelt in such houses with simple and
crude facilitics over a long period of time, most dwellers are longing for modern facilities and en-
vironment, as the traditional living environment could no longer satisfy the young generation’ re-
quirements. Therefore, many dwellers in some noted cities have redeveloped their old houses by
themselves ; hence the small box-like buildings of two or three storeys emerged from the group of
traditional houses. Thus, the feature has been spoilt.

With regard to the present economic strength of China, it 15 impossible to repair all the hous-
es. In the tide of repaid-use-of-land and the real estate open-reform, stretches of land are under
reconstruction in many old cities. Old houses have been demolishod in groups to make room for
}nulti—storey or high-rise buildings. The features of many noted cities are under rapid change.
Therefore, a series of powerful countermeassures are needed to define practicable conservation
Zone,toimprove the living circumstances of the traditional houses protection zone,to dispell the
dwellers’ desire to demolish old houses. and to control the dwellers’ renovation by themselves.

Otherwise, conservation will be simply an empty talk on paper.
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Nowadays many experts are devoting themselves to the study of how to carry on traditional
features of vernacular houses and make them adapt for today’s requirements. The Juerhutong Si-
heyuan (quadrangle compound) in Beijing designed by Prof. Wu liangyong has been a success ,
and is being copied to large areas. In Suzhou, dwellers are satisfied with the low-cost renovation
of the typical courtyard residence at No. 50 Shizi Street. Such renovation could seperate the rooms
according to modern requirements with each household having its own kitchen and bathroom
without any change of the exterior appearance of the house, which is as well being spread. The
old city area of Suzhou is under large-scale reconstnuction. such as the No. 12 and No. 13 Jiefang ,
both to the south of Zhuozheng Garden, have been planned by China Urban Planning Institute,
and we are looking forward to its creative results.

There are three types of conservation regarding vernacular houses on historic or traditional
sections. First, the absolute conservation by keeping their original forms. This can only be ap-
plied to a small number of tesidences with great value, as the original nature of living will certain-
ly be changed. Many of them have been refunctioned as cultural or tourist spots. Second, interior
space renovation only. For some houses, the structure has to be changed to cater for today’s re-
quirements. The result bty doing so is the loss of original historic cultural information though the
shell remains. Third, while designing new residences or planning residential quarters, trying to
seek historical tradition information so as to carry on splendid national cultural relics. But this is
regeneration and is by no means the historic relics , thus beyond the conservation scope. Howev-
er, it is also aimed at conserving and carrying forward the city’s features.

City conservation in advanced countries dates from the 19th century, forming ripe experi-
ences in that field- Although China has just started its research, it has attracted the attention of
the international quarters concerned and has received effective help. For example, the United Na-
tions Centre for Regional Development (UNCRD) is helping China’s historic cities such as Baod-
ing and Lijiang to carry out the conservation planning. This year, a historic cultural city conser-
vation training course was held jointly by UNCRD, Ministry of Construction of China, State Cul-
tural Relics Bureau and Tongji University. Japanese famous experts have been sent to give lec-
tures on the course, which is of great help to China’s conservation and planning work.

We believe that China’s historic cultural cities conservation will make good progress, and our

Oriental civilization will be better carried on.
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