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Essence and Applications of Building Archaeology in China and Europe

Thomas COOMANS, XU Yitao, ZHANG Jianwei

In China, architectural history and archaeology
currently share the field when it comes to the study of
historic buildings. Both disciplines have different meth-
ods, research questions and aims. On the one hand,
architectural history and theory depend on the schools
of architecture and contribute to supporting both the
design of new buildings and the renovation of exist-
ing buildings. On the other, teaching in the schools of
archaeology is based on excavation techniques and
methods, history and theory of excavations, architec-
tural heritage investigations, architecture and art histo-
ry, as well as the analysis and restoration of excavated
relics. Despite a shared interest in the built environment
from the past, archaeologists and architectural histori-
ans rarely work together.

There is a need for a specific discipline that would
bridge architectural history and archaeology and be
able to contribute, in an interdisciplinary sense, to the
understanding of both excavated structures and those
in elevation, instead of being limited to above or under
‘level zero’ . Building archaeology could be that disci-
pline because it is more than an interface between ar-
chitectural history and archaeology.

Aims and Methods of Building Archaeology

Building archaeology aims at reconstructing the
history of buildings, defining chronologies, identifying
transformations and interpreting evolving use. It con-
tributes to an understanding of people and societies
through material architectural evidence, even if there is
no information from excavations or archives.

Building archaeology adapts methods of archaeol-
ogy in order to observe and analyse structures in ele-
vation and unravel the information hidden in the building
itself, the ‘material source’ par excellence(Fig. 1).

[ THE BUILDING ]

| ™ “omErR |
| HIsToRICAL |
SOURCES

[ MATERIAL SOURCE

INTERPRETATION |

|
e

Fig. 1 Sources and steps of the building archaeological method
(Thomas COOMANS)
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Attention is paid to all components: from the building
materials, structures, construction techniques and
transformations to the decoration, equipment and use.

Building archaeology uses recording methods,
archaeometry, material-technical analysis and other
analysis from the field of natural sciences, includ-
ing dating methods. It can benefit from the results of
excavations as well as from historical research in ar-
chives.

Origins and Development of Building
Archaeology in Europe and China

Building archaeology exists as a recognised disci—
pline in most European countries: ‘Building archaeol-
ogy’ (English), ‘Bauforschung’ (German), ‘archeo-
logia dell’ architettura’ (Italian), ‘arch é ologie du bati’
(French), ‘arqueologia de la architectura’ (Spanish),
‘bouwnhistorie’ (Dutch), etc. Building archaeologists
have different backgrounds: archaeology, architec—
ture, (art) history, engineering, geology, etc. Some
are academics; most are not. This intrinsically gives

building archaeology a multidisciplinary character. Build-

ing archaeologists, however, gain experience through
fieldwork and practice, which is the best education.
However, as a discipline, building archaeology has
developed its own theory, debates, methodology and
academic education.

Building archaeological approaches vary ac-
cording to national traditions: Italian, French, Brit-
ish, German, Swiss, Dutch, etc. Some are more
influenced by the archaeological stratigraphy of
buildings transformed through the ages; others by
preliminary studies of the restoration of medieval ar-
chitecture. The origins of building archaeology date
from the mid-19" century, with the antiquarians of
the Archaeological Movement and the first genera-
tion of rationalist restoration architects of medieval
buildings led by Eugéne-Emmanuel Viollet-Le-Duc
(1814-1879).

Massive damage to historical centres during World
War Il was at the origin of large-scale archaeologi-
cal and building archaeological investigations, which
contributed to reviving interest in historical architecture
by generating new knowledge and new reflexions on
conservation. More recently, building archaeological



research has been influenced by new questions from
historians on social and economic contexts, as well as
from anthropologists on production cycles.

From the 1970s, universities started specific
courses and founded research centres, heritage ad-
ministrations promoted building archaeology in synergy
with archaeology, and individual building archaeologists
developed private practice. Today, building archae-
ology is an established discipline with its own research
questions and methods applied to all material aspects of
historical building. It benefits from the technological evo-
lutions of archaeometry, CAD and recording methods,
two fields that have evolved considerably during the last
twenty years.

When it comes to China, building archaeological
investigations have also been carried out for more than
eighty years now - in the footsteps of LIANG Sicheng
(1901-1972) and LIU Dunzhen (1897-1968) - by
scholars who often consider themselves architectural
historians but do not realise that what they are doing is
in fact building archaeology. Building archaeology has,
indeed, never been clearly defined as a specific disci-
pline in China.

Preface 13

The First International Forum on Sino-
European Building Archaeology

In 2015, we had the idea of organising an inter-
national conference on building archaeology in Bei-
jing. This idea resulted from two observations. Firstly,
building archaeology has a long tradition of excellence
in China, going back to LIANG Sicheng and LIU Dun-
zhen, but with a primary focus on Middle Ancient Chi-
nese architecture rather than earlier (e.g. Neolithic) or
more recent architecture (e.g. early modern). Secondly,
the results of building archaeological research are often
not fully understood or used by those carrying out the
restorations. These two observations deal with the ma-
terial knowledge of ancient buildings, as well as aiming
for the better conservation of ancient and early modern
architecture.

How could building archaeological knowledge im-
prove conservation in China? Since 2014, this reflexion
has formed part of the research collaboration on build-
ing archaeology between Peking University, School

“of Archaeology and Museology, and KU Leuven,

Department of Architecture and Raymond Lemaire In—-
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ternational Centre for Conservation. This includes the
organisation of international forums on building archae-
ology, with the aim of better understanding the different
experiences and methods in the field of building ar-
chaeology; promoting building archaeology as a trans-
disciplinary method; building a bridge between the dis-
ciplines of the archaeologists, architects, engineers,
construction historians, historians and architectural
historians; and seeing how better material knowledge
based on building archaeology could improve conser-
vation and restoration in the future.

The International Forum on Sino-European Build-
ing Archaeology, held in Beijing on 13-15 May 2016,
had three main aims. Firstly, to show the diversity
of present issues, methods and challenges - at the
cross-roads between different disciplines of archaeol-
ogy, architectural history, art history, construction his—
tory, engineering, etc. - by bringing together outstand-
ing scholars in all these fields from China and Europe.
Secondly, to define building archaeology as a discipline
in its own right, or at least as an interface between dis-
ciplines that could better collaborate. And thirdly, to set
up future developments.

This forum was thus not about measurement tech-
niques, architectural history, construction history, her-
itage conservation, excavations, laboratory analysis,
stability and structural analysis of historic buildings,
modelling and 3D reconstructions, etc. All these fields
are well established and have outstanding networks and
conferences. Building archaeology, however, includes
a little from all these specialised fields, which were
present, to a lesser or greater extent, in the forum’s
lectures.

The forum was structured as eleven plenary ses-
sions with a total of thirty-seven papers of twenty min-
utes each (see Annex 2). The papers were in English
and Chinese, with simultaneous translation. Because
young scholars are the future of all our sciences and
disciplines, we believed it to be of prime importance
to involve them in the forum and to share our common
enthusiasm for architectural heritage. Evening ses-
sions were organised for young scholars, with a total of
thirty-three papers of twelve minutes each, presented
in eight parallel sessions of ten papers (see Annex 3).
The evening sessions were in Chinese and reported to
the conference assembly.



After the last evening session, two new books

were presented. They are the tangible results of our re-

cent building archaeological research in China:

Thomas COOMANS, XU Yitao. Building
Churches in Northern Chinal[M/IA 1926 Hand-
book in Context. Beijing: Intellectual Property
Rights Publishing House, 2016: 449 .

XU Yitao et al. Building Archaeological Study
of Wanrong Jiwang Temple in Shanxi Prov-
ince[M]. Nanjing: Southeast University Press,
2016: 208.

The Book

This publication is a selection of fourteen Chinese and

European papers, which have been improved in order to

become full book chapters. The editors based their selec—

tion on a diversity of research questions and objects,

combined with a broad time-space scope that spans

eras from the Song Dynasty to the 20" century in Chi-

na, England, ltaly, Germany, Holland and Belgium.

The book is structured in three parts and the chap-

ters are in Chinese and English, with abstracts in both

Preface 15

languages:

Part one: ‘Theory and culture’ contains three
chapters on cultural changes in China that re-
sulted in material shifts in funerary architecture
(by CHEN Tongbin, LI Min and LIU Xiangyu ),
urban form (by WEI Zheng ) and early Buddhist
architecture (by Tracy MILLER ), as well as
two chapters on building archaeological theory
in England (by Adam MENUGE) and Germany
(by Elke NAGEL and Manfred SCHULLER).
Part two: ‘Archaeological sites and buildings’
presents eight representative applications of
research methodologies adapted to specific
cases, such as foundations (by WANG Ying),
roof structures and the use of dendrochronol-
ogy (by Vincent DEBONNE), wood-imitat-
ing funerary architecture (by YU Lina and XU
Yitao ), wooden bracket sets (by XU Xinyun ),
urban houses (by Gabri VAN TUSSENBRO-
EK) and Gothic vaults in China (by Thomas
COOMANS).

Part three: ‘Conservation studies’ reflects
on how building archaeology can play an im-
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portant role in conservation practices, as in
the enhancement of the ‘palimpsest’ layering
approach in Italy (by Carolina DI BIASE), the
investigation and study during conservation
projects (by ZHAO Yuanxiang, LI Lindong and
CAl Yukun ) and the historic use of lime mortar
in brickwork (by Koenraad VAN BALEN).

Three appendixes complete the book with informa-

tion on:

- The architectural heritage major at Peking Uni-
versity and building archaeology in China.

- The thirty-seven papers delivered at the main
forum, May 2016.

- The eighty papers delivered at the youth forum,
May 2016.
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