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1.

During the thirty years since reform and opening up, China has been integrated into the world at an
incredible fast speed. However, the current situation of Chinese architectural creation is
unsatisfactory. Cities with similar look and lacking of Chinese cultural characteristics are widely
questioned and criticized by the public. Reasons to these problems are various, but we must
acknowledge that, the lack of independent value judgment, philosophy system and aesthetic
thoughts, are important reasons for the current realistic predicament of Chinese architecture.

5

For hundreds of years, modern Chinese architecture has been under a strong influence of western
architectural culture. In a good way, the introduction of western contemporary architecture has
promoted the Chinese architectural development; while in the other way, we are unwittingly
accepting the strong influence of Western culture due to the breakage of Chinese traditional culture
and the "deconstructed" value systems. Although during this period of time, many scholars and
architects and even government officials have advocated the "national style" and the "Chinese-
style" on the base of reflection, since there is no in-depth and systematic theoretical thinking as
support, it appears more often to use one kind of form against another, and to use populism against
foreign culture. The results can only stay on the surface. Therefore, constructing the philosophical
and aesthetic system reflecting Chinese wisdom and having universal value, to support and
promote the development of modern Chinese architecture, is a subject worthy of lots of attention
and research. How to construct such a theoretical system? | would agree with this strategy that “the
hope of Chinese culture renewal, lies deeply in a complete understanding of the western thinking,
and a re-understanding of our own based on this.”(Cross-culture Dialogue, Yue Daivun&Alain
Le Pichon) Thus, it is needed for us to take a look around the philosophical and aesthetical

background of western modern and contemporary architecture.

3,

In western countries, it is believed that "the 20th century was dominated by the philosophy of
language". Heidegger said that "language is the home of existence" (Heidegger, 1997). And
Jacques Derrida pointed that "I n'y a pas de hors-texte" (Outside text, there’s nothing) while
Rudolf Carnap generalized that philosophy was a syntactic research and a semantic analysis.

Especially the emergence of “digital language™ in recent years, has established the leading position



of *language philosophy™ in western countries. With the understanding of such western philosophy
background, we would naturally come to mind that if the western contemporary architecture is,
to some extent,also the world of "language". Phrases such as "semiotic language", the "pattern
language" and the latest "parameterized language" impress us more and more nowadays. In fact,
these architectural “languages™ can be seen as the expressions of western language philosophy.
And through academic communication, these “languages™ have already been used by many

Chinese architects in their creations.

How should we evaluate this phenomenon?

First of all, we must see and learn from it that “languages” contain some kind of semantic meaning
and play a certain role in expressing the architectural creation mechanisms which is always known
as something could hardly been expressed. But we should also notice that, they neglect the human's
cultural psychology and emotion, and ignore the various and initial relationship existing among
people, nature environment and all matters including architectures, which makes it difficult to
interpret and reflect the reality of architectural creation completely. Thus these "languages" always
gradually fade out after a period of time, instead of acting as the general principle in design and

creation.

And another remarkable fact is that the "language" ontology easily leads to formalism which
stresses on "out looking". We could obviously perceive that from the second half of 20th century,
the philosophical cognition with the "language" as ontology has led in the pursuit tendency from
“origin” to "image", and even “spectacle”. The French scholar Guy Debord argued that western
countries had entered a “society of spectacle”, in which "appearance" is superior to "existence",
and "how it look" is superior to "what it is". In such social context, the anti-rational thought
prevails in culture and arts. Some artists believed that "the essence of art lies in novelty", and
"only the form of work can arouse people's curiosity, and gives vitality to art". They completely
denied tradition, and argued that "destructivity equals to creativity and modernity.” With such
understanding of philosophical and aesthetic backgrounds, it is not difficult to comprehend that
where do those design concepts and styles of the western avant-garde architects come from.
For Chinese architects, we should think about while "appreciating” these works: whether such

architectural concept (features "language" as ontology, concerns on the external form, and

emphasizes on the "visual stimulation") also has its limitations or not? And whether we can go

beyond the "language" and find other ways to construct the architectural theory system?

4.

As a matter of fact, during the past century, generations of Chinese scholars have devoted
themselves to the exploration and research of Chinese philosophy and aesthetics. For example,
starting from Mr. Wang Kuo-wei, many scholars had proposed to consider "artistic conception" as
an aesthetic category, and attempted to construct an aesthetic system with eastern characteristics.
In recent years, the famous scholar Mr. Li Zehou even use the "ontology of emotion" to replace
the western ontology on "language", under the theme "It is time for Chinese philosophy". (Li,
2011) These philosophical and aesthetic thinking is achievements made from precise research and
in-depth comparison of eastern and western cultures, which is done by generations of Chinese
scholars over a long time. Although we cannot equate architecture with art due to dual nature of
architecture. Undoubtedly, this series of studies are important enlightenment for the construction of

contemporary Chinese architectural theory.

Proceeding from these studies, considering the current situation and development of architectural
creation in China, in my viewpoint, instead of using the western architectural concept which
regards analysis as basis and “language™ as ontology, could we construct an architectural concept
of eastern wisdom which regards “language™ as approaches, “aesthetic conception™ as aesthetic
characteristics, and “Jingjie™ as ontology, to be the philosophical and aesthetical support of
our renovation in architectural creation? | think it is not only possible. but also in line with the
tendency of the world's architectural culture diversity development.

S.
Integrated with creation practice, my thinking of the creation procedure can be divided into three
levels from outward appearance to inner essence, namely: the “Xing"(form, language), the *Yi"
(meaning, the artistic conception), and the “Li" (“Jingjie”, the Chinese philosophy, refers to

‘consummate realm”).
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6.

The first level is "xing" (means shape in Chinese), referring to*language™ and form. In comparison
to the western cognition for "language", in Chinese traditional culture, the "greatest beauty is
beyond words", in Zen Buddhism,the emphasis on “sudden insight" and“communication of
minds instead of written words”, these ideas seem to be too absolute that they almost completely
obliterate the meaning of language and form. However, the "conveying spirit through form" by Gu
Kaizhi and "use words to express thinking" by Wang Changling. are more appropriate to explain
the dialectic relationship between the language form and the "meaning" and "spirit". Based on such
understanding, the language is just a way of conveying spirit and expressing meaning. Especially
in the three levels of architectural creation, compared with "Yi" and "Li"who are relatively stable,
the "language" could constantly change with the development of the times.So architects need to
fully grasp the “languages™ in modern or ancient times, in China or elsewhere, and on such basis,
to make continuous innovation and transformation. 1 think, once we could cross the barriers of
western architectural "language" and getting rid of the shackle of the "language" homogenization
and stylization, we will have a broader outlook and make breakthrough in architectural form and

“language”.

7

The second level is "Yi", referring to the artistic conception and the meaning. I would like to focus

on"artistic conception”.

It has been mentioned above that the traditional Chinese culture which denies the absolute
tendency of "language", but we still have to admit the unique aesthetic concepts endowed by the
philosophical thinking as the "greatest beauty is beyond words" and "greatest image is without
form"to traditional Chinese painting, literature, and architecture. It can be seen from many other
excellent traditional architecture that people have transcend the "language" level, exploring the
expression of mood, atmosphere and inner experience through the form and space, and thus led
aesthetic activities of people from visual experience to psychological experience. This gives the
architecture more profound, richer, and long-lasting artistic appeal than the formal language. The
aesthetic conception, is an eastern aesthetic ideal of a high level, and is the basis for constructing

eastern aesthetic system. To understand and construct this "artistic conception”, Chinese architects



enjoy their cultural advantages in their blood. Many architects have already made beneficial
explorations. In my opinion, the further conscious research and exploration in this area are very
important for us to get rid of the binding of the "language" ontology and achieve breakthrough

innovation in both theory and practice.

8.
The third level is "Li", referring the philosophy. In my opinion, the philosophy of architectural

creation, which is also "the highest level", is “Jingjie”(translated as the ‘consummate realm’).

What is “Jingjie"™? Wang Kuo-wei said in his manuscript of Jen-ChienTz ‘u-hua: a Study in Chinese
Literary Criticism that "delicate words come out natually” is the highest level of artistic creation.
Some scholars have further explained that “Jingjie” is when “words come from nature, express the
nature and the feeling”. Combined with architectural creation, 1 think “Jingjie™ has two kinds of

meanings:

Firstly, proceeding from the philosophical cognition of "Harmony between the Human and the Nature",
we must see that in the whole world, architecture is not an isolated individual, but a part of all
the beings. In architectural creation, we need a macro and overall mode of thinking which gives
equal emphasis on analysis and integration; pursues harmony between the building and the nature;
stresses on both individual and integral, and try to achieve organic unity. The pursuit of overall
fit between architecture and environment (physical and mental), and the pursuit of "naturally
expressing” after integrating multiple factors into architectural creation can reflect the wisdom of

the architect. It is the architectural view and epistemology we need to construct.

Secondly, “Jingjie” not only explains the internal relationship between architecture and the outside
world, but also explores the internal mechanism of architectural creation itself. When we take
the "Jingjie" as the architectural ontology, we could see that elements of architectural creation,
including function, form, construction, and even spiritual factors such as meaning, do not precisely
follow the linear thinking of “what decides what”, and it is hard to say which are basis and which
are derivation(David Smith Capon, Architectural Theory). In architectural creation, what we need
to construct is a network consisted of various elements. When we are wandering in this network,

different architects could choose different element as an entry point to start design. If the entry

point is well chosen, we can not only solve a unique problem of this element but also stimulate the
whole network to meet all the other needs. This kind of creation which derives from nature and
expressing (the nature and the feeling) naturally, is just the “Jingjie”, the creation level, the “state
of mind” we need to achieve. So, in order to fully present the value and beauty of architectural
creation, we need to jump out of the “language™ philosophy and the linear logic of thinking, to use
“Jingjie”, the Chinese philosophical state, to explain the architectural creation mechanism, and to

construct a methodology which fits the inner principles of architectural creation.

Besides, ontology on “Jingjie”, would help us better understand and apply the eastern way
of thinking which is sapiential and creative, such as “Zhijue”(instinct), “Tonggan”(feeling),
“Tiwu"(insight). etc. These creative ways of thinking could only be achieved after a large amount

of thinking and practicing, which presents “Jingjie” again.

All above is my understanding of "language", "artistic conception" and "Jingjie". In following

chapters,there are examples of application in architectural creation towards these three levels.

(Speech on the 10th International Symposium on Architectural Interchanges in Asia, November,

2014)

Cheng Taining
Oct.2014

1 JINGJIE . Chinese vocabulary, means ‘consummate realm' in Eastern philosophy.



