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Preface

This research takes on a cognitive approach in understanding
architecture developed in the past, by deriving a formal
framework based on the analysis of formal properties from a case
study, in order to provide a coherent reading of form as it was
originally conceived as well as to appreciate its operation as a
formal system.

Traditional Chinese architecture is chosen as the case, mainly
because of its overall structural and formal consistency in the past
three thousand years, even without much theoretical development
in its indigenous evolution. Yet its early standardization explicitly
shown in its several institutionalizations had in fact pointed
towards a process of rationalization through which the
production of a formal system was enabled. It is thus through
such institutionalization of form and the established principles
that the original logics underlying its composition can be studied,
rationalized and inferred, in order to reveal how knowledge of form
was conceived and developed info its actualized norms.

Modern research on traditional Chinese architecture in the past
century had been focused mainly on either empirical data finding
and understanding, or general analysis on typology, structure
and aesthetics. While they have laid a firm foundation from which
more specific studies are made possible, the “design concepts”
that have so far been analyzed are no more than external formal
characteristics that we at present can directly perceive. To
understand how traditional Chinese architecture was perceived
during the time it was developed, there is a need to study how it
was originally conceived then, i.e. the underlying cognitive basis of
such design undertaking.



This research thus seeks to offer an alternative perspective in the
study of fraditional Chinese architecture, complementing other
researches that are mostly of tectonic or symbolic orientation.
Although full explanation is not the objective of this study, as form
itself is never the goal of building-making, through this cognitive
exploration some reasoning of the nature of this architecture could
be provided by the taxonomic structure implied within the formal
system, with the establishment of formal categories.

To derive these formal categories, references are made back
to the ancient documents that were written at the time when
these architecture were still in the making, such as Kao Gong Ji
(The Artificers’ Record) (probably 475-221BC), Yingzao Fashi (The
State Building Standard) (AD1100, Song dynasty), etc. Due to
the lack of theoretical basis, the cultural background that had
helped to cultivate such design thinking will also be studied in
order to establish the linkage between formal product and its
preconceived ideologies, by assessing the relevance of various
classical texts on other fields such as cosmology, mathematics and
metaphysics, while not without reference to other classical arts
such as painting and music of which architecture is believed to
share similar principles of aesthetics with.

With these studies, and based on the taxonomic approach
in representation, the research aims to provide a systematic
categorization of formal properties as abstracted, so as to arrive
at an overall formal framework that is capable of formulating the
representational system of formal knowledge in traditional Chinese
architecture, which in turn, evaluating the approach and the
framework themselves.
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In the Making of Form

Historically, Xing [#]. or the conception of form, was
never the emphaisis in Chinese understanding of aesthetics.
In Yizhuan-Xici, it was concluded that: “What is above
form is called tao; what is within form is called tool.” 'It was
usually beyond the state of materiality that higher level of
consciousness was sought after in a philosophical or artistic
pursue, otherwise it merely acquired a technical orientation
in definition. Yet in this way, such physicality presented
the very ideological measure in classifying what and how
things were to be conceived. The value of form thus cannot
be undermined, for it had, on the other hand, become so
encompassing that references were inevitably made to its
inherit system,? even if less defined. In fact, the consistency
of a formal system, in a holistic view, had also been
acknowledged in Yizhuan-Xici : “In heavens phenomena
take form; on earth shapes take form. In this way change
and transformation become manifest.” It was this working
relation between coherence of form and configurative
variability that changes, or development, could then be
conceived. This study will thus explore such inherent formal
framework, based on the case of traditional Chinese
architecture.

Traditional Chinese architecture, though historically
unqualified as a class of arts, is undoubtedly one of
the most prominent products of Chinese culture. These
magnificent complexes and refined structures have been
a result of advanced technology particularly in the use
of timber, as well as a reflection of developed ideologies
in political ruling, social hierarchy, production economy
and aesthetics, despite its status of merely a creation of
craftsmanship due to its association with practicality.

Like the rest of disciplines that made up the entire
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culture, the slow but integrated development of Chinese
architecture has been blessed with continuity for more
than three thousand years - as described by architectural
historian Liang Sicheng, “it is an indigenous growth that
was conceived and born in the remote prehistoric past,
reached its ‘adolescence’ in the Han dynasty, matured
into full glory and vigor in the 7ang dynasty, mellowed with
grace and elegance in the Song dynasty, then started
to show sign of old age, feebleness, and rigidity, from the
beginning of the Ming dynasty” .*Evolution is inevitable.
Yet, the overall structure appears surprisingly consistent
throughout its development such that the spirit of its
architecture remained intact.® How such progression and
declination took place thus becomes the study of many
researchers; while others express interests inits  “anatomy”
of a particular period, as structural necessity is believed
to be the primary essence that contributes towards such
consistency. ¢

In fact, research in traditional Chinese architecture
only began about one hundred years ago. Before that
such study was either in the form of practical manual
or confined to literature interpretation.’ It was not until
Western and Japanese scholars who were intrigued by
rich Chinese culture that they initiated the research in a
modern perspective, summarizing its characteristics and
development while noting its monumentality and cultural
achievement. 8Such approach was soon picked up by
Chinese, among whom Liang Sicheng and Liu Dunzhen
were the two most notable figures. Together, they led the
Institute for Research in Chinese Architecture established
back in 1929, which had since surveyed and documented
several newly discovered extant monuments,
cross-examined with related documents. Research

during this period generally sought to arrive at an overall



e

Form-making in Traditional Chinese Architecture

XN, BEMARBNTEAMIEPRANER
&, BIMBRARE <EEZERAANEHERT '
MBELEHRUNFEMNETFMEEERTBTER L
KL mAmRIIT N, BIMERFN (FEHR
WAL « GERBEHARMBRARI T EHRT %
ME—EHRUWLEELENEE, INESRENR
SRITER” N—RIEN (NMRYHBEXHFNE
NERAIE) #HTERE, BREZINEFAHKH
BEEE .

0t WHEEREFRAQUENHRRE TR
BRI RV AFERAMCFER T EE
XERMEE, AZERAMBEREH’—LHH
REETRSINEM. FIENITAMANERXT
PEEZRZRARTEN (TR THRELRHS
FEE) WIEMER TIERAER. XEHRENR
TEEAMRTANEEEN, mMEE—EREL
SIrANXEERERR, BXHAEAHRBEY
RAERAREWNEBN. FIMBNHMEX S L
SRt B R AR FRA S, FAX
RSHZENIBAX, EXhAERERLER
REFERNBHAMNES. LHREHBRNAMEN
EXERNHRNBESRUOTRATANORSH, ¥
S5EZNSFEARBRAESBIEANTERE
A= ESIMEAUNBRRER. #—PH, X
ERREFSHTANERARBRRRIHT
tEg, HEHSHEMPEIANERKR, H2HINE
SRAM. SEMEXNARER THEERER
WM AT, DRERBENSUNMHEEE,
A AR FRIE.

HIAR, x “EE" MILEIERTALE, o
ARBERNEBERRNN IMBEFE" A5E
B. AFEEATABRRERLRIERRNAR

understanding of Chinese architectural history as well as
principles of construction to certain extent, as illustrated
by some important works put together by Liang, such as A
Pictorial History of Chinese Architecture (1947)’and Qingshi
Yingzao Zeli (The Qing Building Standard) (1934), before the
research was put to halt due to the subsequent wars.

The founding of People’ s Republic of China saw
the revival of the study. Building on the foundation of
Qing's construction knowledge, Liang, together with Mo
Zongjiang, had interpreted the Song’ s building manual
Yingzao Fashi (The State Building Standard) with annotation
and drawings in 1952."° Some good knowledge of traditional
Chinese architecture had enabled the researchers to
continue with its categorization into various typologies
and formulation of basic rules,''which had since greatly
benefited both Chinese and Western researchers in the
later years, and thus led to specific analysis of typologies,
periodic characteristics as well as detailed study of
individual monument and textual document.'?On the other
hand, the overall historical approach had never ceased to
be revised with new information and insights, such as Liu's
Zhongguo Gudai Jianzhu Shi(A History of Ancient Chinese
Architecture) (1965) and Joseph Needham’ s influential
study - Science and Civilisation in China (1954-73). 1*

While most of the studies had been descriptive
in nature, some of the recent researches had shown
interest in the underlying concepts in traditional Chinese
architecture. Several works had dealt with the modular unit
adopted in construction as initiated by Chen Mingda in
his Yingzao Fashi Damuzuo Zhidu Yorjiv(Research on Major
Carpentry System in Yingzao Fashi);'*some had studied
the composition of plan and elevation from individual
buildings to cities, exemplified by Fu Xinian’s Zhongguo

Gudar Chengshi Guihua, Jianzhuqun Buju Ji Jianzhu Sheji
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Fangfa Yanjiu(Design Methods in Layout of Ancient
Chinese Cities, Building Complexes and Buildings);'* while
others had presented an overall view, or rather, a range
of principles in explaining the “design concept” (if it were
ever conceived) of traditional Chinese architecture, most
notably represented by Li Yunhe’ s Huaxia Yijiang(Design
Concept of Chinese Architecture).'®

The achievement in the research on this field was
indeed remarkable in the past one century. Documentation
of both building and textual information in the early stage
had laid a firm foundation upon which specific analysis
on technical and tectonic aspects were then enabled.
All these had eventually prompted the current discussion
on various design considerations in traditional Chinese
architecture, whether it is in tectonic or symbolic way.
While strategies as such may present the ways in which
architectural design can be produced and followed, and
to certain extent, related to the broad cultural background,
however, it does not necessary mean that building design
is conceived this way during the time it was created. For
example, we all know that most traditional designs follow
strict symmetry and balance in composition, and we know
that it was perhaps a subscription to the system of rites
whose origin may be historical, but it does not explain the
seemingly unlimited patterns of arrangement of building
complexes, i.e. what we may not gather is how then such
idea of symmetry was represented in the mind of the
people then, which together with the system of hierarchy,
etc. performed a complex task of translating the ideologies
into one, or many formal organizations. Further, how such
system can then be compared with the planning of a city or
even the arangement of bracket system, or related to other
formal disciplines, is something yet fo be investigated. Formal

analysis in the past had described what can be done to put
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Fig. 1-1  Process of formalization in traditional Chinese architecture
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together Chinese architecture, but it had not shown how it
is done, neither had it explained why it is done this way.

Therefore, the “concepts” that have so far been
analyzed are no more than external formal characteristics
that we at present can directly perceive. To understand
how traditional Chinese architecture was perceived during
the time it was developed, we need to study how it was
originally conceived then, i.e. the underlying cognitive
basis of such design undertaking. It is only through such
knowledge, of how the ancient Chinese conceived the
world around them, of how they understand their own
existence, of how then the use of external tools and
surroundings as extension of their existence and reflection
of their conception, that we can gather the actual design
thinking involved in the making of architecture. The
objective of our study is thus how such architecture works as
a formal system, how individual conceptions and elements
are put together in order to function as a whole, as an
architecture that can be further conceived, understood
and appreciated.

Inevitably, the search for such formal system is to be
conducted again through compositional analysis. This time
other than the formal characteristics and their symbolic
functions, it is the logic behind the composition that will
be investigated. Such formal analysis is necessary. Only
through the study of the formal mechanisms as devised

from various compositional rationales that a coherent



