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Fifty Years of Chinese Architecture
is contains two parts. Part I, "the
Course of Development of Half
Century", shows a history hull of
difficulties and frustrations,
challenges and opportunities and
dreams and glories. Part Il, "Forum
on Contemporary Architecture”,
collects 10 papers on social contexts,
orientations, lights and darkness of
the architectural art in China. Shortly,
it's a fresh introduction to the modern
Chinese architecture.
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Preface

Zou Denong

Fifty years are just like the twinkling of an eye for a country, but it's not as easy as one can imagine to have a correct look at the
development of Chinese architecture in 50 years since 1949, Limited objective conditions and subjective capabilities may have
constrained the cognition ability of Chinese architects. For their foreign counterparts, the fifty years, during which there were 30
years of disconnection between China and the rest of the world, particularly the enormous differences in historical, cultural and
social backgrounds, have prevented them from developing a proper understanding of the Chinese architecture they have seen
with their own eyes, just as the case of Chinese architects who often find it hard to understand foreign architectures properly. The
UIA Conference held in 1999 was not only a grand gathering of architects from the world over, but also an extremely good
opportunity for Chinese architects to conduct extensive exchanges with their foreign counterparts. Chinese architects were sum-
ming up their own experiences, while their foreign friends were accorded with a good chance to understand Chinese architecture
in a face-to-face way.

China has not only a history of splendid ancient culture and civilization, but also a modern history of humiliation and loss of its
territories, as well as a contemporary history of turbulence and wars. The various schools of ancient thought headed by
Confucianism, together with Mao Zedong Thought based on Marxism, have exerted a dominating influence on contemporary
Chinese intellectuals. Chinese architects, as part of Chinese intellectuals, have all been influenced by those thoughts, which
were displayed in their architectural pieces and 1949-79 in the first 30 years. China has also been in a state of turbulence arising
from major reforms and evolution in the following 20 years since the policy of reform and opening to the outside world was
introduced. The whole society of China underwent a process of transition from a centralized economy to a market one, during
which people of all walks of life experienced an exciting and tough transformation. However, Chinese architects were less unfor-
tunate during the 20 years, when they emerged from disappointment, hesitation and dauntless criticism and were greeted with
broader vision and more opportunities to give full play to their talents and wisdom. Meanwhile, a newly-emerging, immature
market of architectural design also gave birth to a number of impetuous proprietors and equally impetuous architects. They
cooperated in producing a number of architectures which were doomed to be classified as those representing retrogression in
future’s history of architecture. Architects representing the progressive orientation of China are still working under difficult conditions.
Their unremitting exploration demonstrated their conscience and hope for architecture. With little knowledge about the Chinese
history, the real situation of the Chinese society and China’s cultural background, it will be quite hard to understand the occur-
rence of all those architectural phenomena.

The fifty-year history of Chinese architecture is full of twists , frustrations and lessons, which ironically made the history itself
diversified and interesting. Many people complained that the architectures built in the first 30 years were “stereotyped”, but they
also criticised those built in the next 20 years, blaming them for too much of exotic and queer elements. All those complaints and
criticisms might be justifiable. However, a deeper study of Chinese architects and architectures will find that the Chinese archi-
tects worked under the harshest and probably the most stringent conditions in the world in the first 30 years, while they might be
the busiest group of architects on earth in the following 20 years.

In the first 30 years of isolation, Chinese architects scored extensive achievements and created a large number of architectural
masterpieces (though the number was not as many as expected) under the social conditions of “complete poverty and blankness”
which made them create something first for the most populated country in the world. The sound, well-established professional
conscience for architecture cherished by Chinese architects was strongly manifested in the following practices — the spontane-
ous inheritance of modem architectures in the early years of the founding of China, the exploration of styles of ethnic character-
istics in the First Five-Year Plan period, their pursuit for architectural technology even during the fanatic period of “Great Leap
Forward” and the natural development of local architectures throughout China during the crazy “Cultural Revolution”. Chinese
architects’ collective pursuit for and popularization of architectural theories may be unique and unparalleled in the world. They
have achieved unique accomplishments in the exploration of fundamental theories, the pursuit for practical theories of architec-
ture and their intuitive foresight in architectural language. Equally unique were the problems that had existed in the past 30 years:
the domination of political ideology over architectural concept and even replacement of the latter with the former, the settlement
of academic issues with political movements, the most austere conditions of architectural designing and the long-standing isola-
tion from the rest of the world,all these have constituted negative surroundings for Chinese architects. The Chinese architectural
activities in the fast 20 years began with the recognition and criticism of these negative surroundings aspect. This process of
criticism have restored the one-sided theory of architecture, dismantled the ideological barriers and dispersed the theoretical
isolationism.The foreign architectural theories in reconstruction ,parallel with the Chinese Reform, and highlighted in front of the
eyes of Chinese architects by the sudden Opening-up, was dazzling for them. They absorbed whatever they can reach in accor-




dance with their own understanding and in their own ways. The Chinese architectural theories and practices at this time featured
strong aspirations for “prosperous creative activities of architecture”. A number of fine architectural pieces also appeared during
the period, though some of them were still marked with the trace of naivety typical of a green hand. The emergence of an
architectural designing market was undoubtedly a progress, and it was a challenge and an attraction for designing agencies and
individuals long time virgin of market benefits. Some farsighted agencies and individual architects have realized that good design
was the soul of an architectural work. They resisted temptation and worked with great concentration to continue their exploration,
which made it possible to turn hopefully the impetuous architectural designing market into a garden where excellent works grow.
It needs to be particularly pointed out that the architectural designing means of Chinese architects witnessed a thorough renova-
tion in as short as three to five years when it entered the 1990s. They completed the whole process of transition to CAD design.
Nonetheless, it’s still reasonable for us to re-examine the so-called “all are one” and “all are all” phenomena, which were the most
noticeable deficiency in the design of Chinese architectures when we took a meticulous look at them. Actuaily these two ex-
tremes (“all are one” and “all are all")were two faces of a coin: they were unavoidable products of deficiency in both organizational
mechanism and human quality of the Chinese architectural circle. This of course deserves the due attention of Chinese architects.
The time division of the history of modern Chinese architectures is still under discussion. If Chinese architectures are examined
against the broader background of international modern architecture movements, the history of modern Chinese architecture
surely began in the late 1920s, and the fifty-year Chinese architectures since 1949 should be an important part of modern
Chinese architecture.

Let’s get out from restriction of each separated political event and ignore their details, in order to work out a general view and time
division of Chinese architecture since 1949.And the following is effort in this order:

Period of time Years Characteristics of times Characteristics of architecture
The first period is about | g5 49¢, | The construction period of The exploration of socialist architecture
15 years. national economy

Lo The period of "ultra Left" trend . TS
The second period is 1965-1979 | of thought and the gradual Co-emstencg) of political ideology and local
about 15 years. L Lo characteristics
diminishing of its influence
The third period is about 1979-1989 TQ:{Q%Y;E:; t::de:rgnin | Resistance to the yoke imposed on
10 years. Zp P g architectural activities
The fourth period is . The period of transition to a Progress and retrogression in architectural
Since 1990 2

about 10 years. market economy designin

The narration of “The Course of Development of Half a Century” is going to focus on the key events and the key issues, following the
order of time. The reason to do this is to undertine the main line of the development of the modern Chinese architecture and making it
as remarkable as possible.

In 1982, Mr. Dou Yide and |, under the instruction of Mr. Gong Deshun, began the study and research of the development course of
modern Chinese architecture. Mr. Gong Deshun was then the Chief of the Designing Bureau in charge of Chinese architectural design
under the Ministry of Construction, while Mr. Dou Yide was the Chief of the Section of Design under the Designing Bureau. i took part
in this work as an ordinary teacher and have since been unable to part with this program. Later, Mr. Gong Deshun got other assignments,
but he was still able to pay much attention to the development of Chinese architecture in his capacity as an official of higher rank. They
were the direct participants of some historical events and sometimes the authors of first-hand materials. Mr. Dou Yiden should have
been the most suitable person to be the author of “The Course of Development of Half a Century”, but he was too busy with the
organizational affairs of the UIA conference held in 1999. Therefore I was forced to take over the job. Due to my limited abilities, | had
to work with the help of second-hand materials in most circumstances, which may also have affected academic results. What is
gratifying is that there are more and more colieagues in the architectural circle who have attached more attention to the study of
modern Chinese architecture, which made it possible to achieve comprehensive resuits in the collection and introduction of architec-
tural works and architects. The convention of the UIA Conference in China in 1999 helped the emergence of a climax in summing up
the experience in modern Chinese architecture. A lot of works on modern Chinese architecture and architects have been published,
which was an unprecedented event. “To attach importance to ourselves and the present’, a call we made more than a decade ago, has
become a common and encouraging practice. This is also one of the reasons behind my readiness to accept the task of writing “The
Course of Development of Half a Century”. | hope “The Course of Development of Half a Century” will serve as a bridge for both
Chinese and foreign architects to develop a better knowledge and understanding of the culture of modern Chinese architecture.
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Caoyang new town project

Shanghai 1951-1982
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