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Old Streets as Beautiful as a Poem

By Shan Jixiang
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A year ago, the 1st “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets”
selection program started here, initiating a new voyage of the protection
of historic cultural streets in China. My colleagues and I witnessed

the first selection process: historic cultural streets across the nation
enthusiastically sent their applications, millions of people actively cast
ballots, solemn and passionate announcement and unveiling ceremony
are still alive in the memory, and these so far have encouraged every
cultural relics worker and arouse their pride and passion.

The purpose of this event is to introduce to the public and the world
historical & cultural streets in China that have rich cultural contents,
special local features and strong vitality, and promote their protection.
We are glad to see that, for a year, like a sparkle of fire, the event has
ignited the society’s passion for the protection of historical & cultural
streets, and exerted a positive effect. In some places, local governments
further improved regulations in connection with the protection of
historical & cultural streets, announced some provincial or municipal
historical & cultural streets, and included streets with the region’s
richest historical & cultural contents and charms under legal protection;
people at various places offered active support, showing a strong sense of
involvement; relevant experts kept on appealing and bringing forward
many constructive suggestions; a great number of volunteers joined in,
becoming an important force in the protection of historical & cultural
streets; media made extensive and in-depth coverage, creating a fair effect.

Historical & cultural streets are important resource for urban
development. Nowadays, culture is called as “prime mover of economic
development”, and this has been proved in the course of the development
of many cities. Historical & cultural streets, as a special witness of
urban development, enjoy multiple values with respect to urban image
display, history & culture education, maintenance of local affection,

cultural identification, bio-environment construction, and harmonious

community building. More and more people come to realize that
historical & cultural streets are the resource and motivation, rather than
the burden of urban construction.

Now, based on the success of the first round, the second round of
the appraisal and promotion event is inaugurated, with clearer scope,
criteria and measures adopted. We have reason to believe, the event to
come will be more wonderful, and historical & cultural streets will be
better protected.

Protection and publicity of historical & cultural streets shall
actively seek the involvement of the public, especially local people. In
addition to these streets’ overall environment, we shall also emphasize
the continuation of their people’s living. We not only shall protect
their tangible cultural heritage, but also shall protect related cultural
traditions and lifestyles. Local residents are owners of these streets, and
shall have the right to know and participate in street administration.

In this regard, special attention shall be paid to local volunteers.

In many cases, they are guardians of historical & cultural streets.
Meanwhile, volunteer activities will help local residents acquire a deeper
understanding of historical & cultural streets, and arouse the love and
pride of their native land. Only by so doing, can the protection road be
more and smoother.

Protection and publicity of historic cultural streets shall reflect
diversity. In China, there are 56 ethnic groups, each having their
unique cultural heritage. However, protection of some cultural heritage
faces serious challenge now. Last year, some CPPCC members went
to Guangxi and Yunnan for in-depth investigation. They found that
in some minority areas, it is hard to find a village with quite complete
traditional style and features, and most of traditional residences are
converted into two or three-storey concrete buildings. While, featured

cultural heritage arising from these villages becomes something in the



showroom. For this reason, the event shall be connected with cultural
heritage’s protection and rescue, and in particular shall pay attention to
streets, where people can live a happy and harmonious life in a pleasant
environment. We shall choose such historical & cultural streets, where
people can work and live as wished, original social functions are still
maintained, and important influence is exerted on regional economic
growth. In no way we shall choose streets that abandon historical &
cultural contents, keep only the empty body, remove original residents
and turn themselves into sight-seeing spots.

Protection and publicity of historical & cultural streets shall lay
a solid foundation. Across the country, unlike other cultural heritage,
currently, historical & cultural streets are poorly protected and managed.
We shall vigorously carry out the study of protection of historical
& cultural streets, and make extensive and in-depth survey of their
protection status, evaluation criteria, and protection norms, form a basic
database and open it to the public, and promote the promulgation of
relevant laws and regulations. We shall earnestly introduce and explore
the value of historical & cultural streets, and enable local residents,
the public and governments at various levels to reach a consensus with
respect to the value and protection of historical & cultural streets. We
shall fully play the role of experts, media and other circles, accept media
supervision, ensure that the event be carried out in an open, fair and
equitable way, and be continued in a sustained and healthy manner.

I would like to take the chance of the publication of Volume II of
Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets to thank people that have
offered their help and efforts. With your kind concerns and supports,
believe these “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets”, as beautiful
as a poem, will become more fascinating and attractive.

A preface hereby is written.
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Famous Streets are Unique Cultural Resource
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Nowadays famous historical and cultural cities and towns are already
protected by relevant regulations, famous streets therefore also shall be
fairly treated. Appraisal and Promotion of “Renowned Chinese Cultural-
Historic Streets” has introduced the concept of historical & cultural
streets, attracted popular attention and may make these streets well
protected.

With a new round of urbanization, protection of historical &
cultural streets appears to be increasingly important, and their value
and status shall not be overlooked. With rich historical and cultural
information and memory, these streets shall be fairly kept and protected.

I have been personally involved in the 1st and 2nd appraisal and
promotion of “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets”. In the
course of this event, I have been emotionally devoted, strengthened my
knowledge and affection of these streets, paid constant attention, and
formed my own thinking.

“Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets” shall have historical
and cultural value, but are not necessarily the oldest ones. A thousand-
year-old street is good, however, if its historical and cultural value
is seriously damaged, and turned into an ordinary scenic spot, as a
result it shall not be qualified for appraisal. For instance, when famous
historical and cultural cities were appraised, someone suggested
excluding Shanghai, Tianjin and Qingdao since these cities do not have
a time-honored history and some of their typical buildings were left
by foreigners. I can’t agree with this. Duration shall not become the
measureyard of famous historical & cultural streets. The most important
is important historical events & persons as well as valued cultural
contents in connection with these streets.

Thus, the appraisal shall not unduly stress old streets, and instead,
it shall also attach importance to modern historical and cultural streets,
for example Wudadao in Tianjin.

One of important criteria for the appraisal is maintenance of

original style and features. This is important, but historically some
streets may have been somewhat damaged, their styles, features and
authenticity are not complete enough, yet they are fairly and carefully
restored, in this case, they may also be qualified. I think that a street
may become a candidate if its original appearance is carefully restored
and overall style and features are fairly kept.

To be qualified for “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets”, a
street not only shall have well protected buildings or street, but shall also
attach importance to its residents’ production and living. A truly famous
street shall be lively, maintain its traditional features and adapt to
modern development. Unlike cultural relics, famous streets are not likely
to remain unchanged, since it needs to be growing along with actual life.

For example, some streets may be functionally adjusted so as to
adapt to modernization. Shops and stores along some streets may
have to be upgraded and equipped with modern facilities such as air
conditioning, so as to better serve local residents; streets known for
their handicraft, on the one hand shall maintain original living and
production style, and on the other hand shall accommodate actual
requirements of modern people.

Popular participation is also very important. To protect famous
streets, government shall play important guiding and supervisory
role, meanwhile, local people shall also be involved for the purpose
of joint administration. Popular participation is very important, they
are emotionally attached to their streets, and more familiar with these
streets’ history, culture and architecture, therefore are more powerful
with respect to self-governance. Once there were popular protection
organizations, now we shall also introduce popular mechanism in the
course of street protection. For instance, in some streets, there are self-
regulated rules such as “Do Not Litter”. This is trifling, but such kind of
self-discipline can better arouse people’s consciousness than compulsory

government orders.



Appraisal and Promotion of “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic
Streets” has played an exemplary role in protecting famous streets
across the nation. With this event going on, more and more historical
& cultural streets will join in. For streets already in the list, in addition
to honorary incentives, proper funding support may be necessary so
as to better facilitate the event’s progress. Some streets may enjoy fair
conditions and therefore do not need monetary support, while some
streets may be in desperate need of funding for street protection. I
am of opinion that some special grants shall be made available to
streets in need of fund. Such grants may be a subsidy or an incentive,
and not necessarily inclusive. However, with such a policy and state
grants, local governments may also provide some supporting money,
and joint support from central and local governments may arouse
greater enthusiasm of famous streets. To the best of my knowledge,
some historical streets in Japan, if renovated in old way, will require
large spending, streets or owners themselves lack moneyj, in this case,
government will provide subsidy or technical support. “Renowned
Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets” may also follow this example.

Besides, many people do not know much about the protection of
famous historical & cultural streets, in the future, publicity shall be
further strengthened. A variety of means shall be used to make the
public know more about the importance of street protection. Only when
the awareness of protection is deep in the heart of everyone can our
event be truly successful.

“Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets” are a unique element
in Chinese culture and the embodiment of urban and township culture,
and their protection therefore is very meaningful. I wish that this event

can be carried out in a constant, profound and successful way.
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Sponsored by China Culture News and China Culture Relics News,
Appraisal and Promotion of “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic
Streets” has won wide popularity and positive response among local
governments, experts and the public.

This event has significant meaning for promoting the protection of
cultural relics in China. According to the Law of the People’s Republic of
China on the Protection of Cultural Relics, historical & cultural streets
are one type of unmovable cultural heritage, while in the Regulations
on the Protection of Famous Historical and Cultural Cities, Towns and
Villages, they are one of prerequisites for historical & cultural cities and
thus very important.

Though sponsored by the press, the event from the very beginning
has applied appraisal criteria consistent with conditions set forth in
the Regulations on the Protection of Famous Historical and Cultural
Cities, Towns and Villages, so, when competent authorities in the future
determine historical & cultural streets at state level, they are very likely
to first turn to those on the list.

Then, how shall we understand the criteria for famous historical &
cultural streets? The Regulations prescribe “historical & cultural streets”
as those with especially rich cultural relics, concentrated historical
buildings, and quite complete and truthful representation of traditional
pattern and historical style. It mainly requires maintenance of rich and
concentrated cultural relics and historical buildings, and thus complete
and truthful representation of traditional pattern and style; it not only
stresses cultural relics and historical buildings, but also emphasizes
overall historical pattern and style. Of course, these cultural heritages
must be authentic, not a copy or a fake, and this is a fundamental
requirement for tangible cultural heritage.

Now let’s look at the appraisal criteria for famous historical &
cultural streets. It provides for historical & cultural value, preservation

status, current vitality and prosperity, and administration effectiveness.



Compared with the Regulations, appraisal criteria focus on preservation
status, and require cultural relics, historical sites and buildings left

by true history and the formation and reflection of overall traditional
pattern and historical style. Here, historical heritage is the most
important. In some place, fake antiques are installed to take the place of
true cultural relics already destroyed, but cultural sites, once destroyed,
cannot be restored, and reconstruction do not have cultural value. Such
restoration and reconstruction are not up to the standards set forth for
historical & cultural streets, though they may help sustain urban style
and features.

Why should there be other requirements for appraisal? I think,
promotion of “famous streets” is to choose best historical & cultural
streets, and may lay the basis for future appraisal at the state level.
Hence, it is understandable to set forth more detailed and specific
appraisal criteria than before.

These requirements may be divided into 4 aspects. The first is
historical and cultural element. Appraisal criteria require “historically
having important political, economic or cultural influence, or occurring
important historical event, having typical traditional industry or special
cultural features”. The establishment of historical & cultural streets are
mainly intended for the protection of tangible cultural heritage, and
they shall be places with rich historical & cultural contents, important
historical influence, and their construction can reflect the highest
level at that time, and reflect their economic, cultural and technical
progress. Such streets surely will be of more typical meaning. Important
historical events or persons may leave behind more important historical
information, and vividly demonstrate these events or persons’ historical
and cultural meaning, and streets in connection with them will acquire
higher value.

Historical and cultural contents and preservation of authentic

heritage are supplementary to each other. Cultural contents indicate

the value of tangible heritage, and by exploring cultural contents, we
may acquire a deeper understanding of the preservation’s necessity and
importance. however, compared to heritage, the study of historical and
cultural contents after all is secondary, and may be carried out through
literature and comparison even without the heritage, while, tangible
heritage, once destroyed, will not be restored, so is more in need of
timely rescue.

The second is social reputation and historical prosperity. Appraisal
criteria require “quite high reputation in the region, and having
important influence or role historically or in modern time”. Similar to
the first point, this requirement also takes into account historical and
cultural value. Historical prosperity and high reputation necessarily
can reflect the highest level of construction at that time, and may give
rise to excellent work of the time. Such heritage, if still preserved now,
necessarily will have higher value and representativeness. Of course,
historical reputation is not enough. Without authentic tangible heritage,
excellence and representativeness will become empty talk. Historical
reputation itself may just be fleeting smoke and cloud, but not the focus
of current preservation. Preservation on this basis may easily lead to
reconstruction and fake, and will not help preservation work. Some
place is very famous historically, but its original buildings and streets are
all renovated and even remodeled after antique style, it is now also very
well-known, prosperous and dynamic, but without originals, it is still
not a historical & cultural street. This event, though intended for “famous
streets”, yet it does not just attach importance to historical fame, instead
it wishes to demonstrate a street’s current reputation through its rich
and authentic historical heritage.

The third is current economic and cultural vitality. Appraisal
criteria require “continuation of original historical, cultural and social
life, maintenance of a great number of original residents, and sustained

social functions and economic & cultural vitality”. This is an important



signal that distinguishes historical & cultural streets from cultural relics
and sites. Here is a stretch of land with people living there, so it requires
not only tangible historical existence, but also live representation
of intangible, traditional cultural features. Such being the case, the
protection shall not abandon their cultural contents, and eyes just the
body itself. A historical & cultural street needs to maintain its cultural
heritage, while the core of heritage is people, and only when there is
continuation of human living, can culture be inherited. Of course, life
will be improved, and population will be changed, but this is a gradual
change in the course of natural evolution, and gradual change is the
basis for cultural heritage. Mass reconstruction and migration may lead
to sudden change, while the latter may give rise to cultural interruption.
In some place, original residents are changing, the young go out, and
the old stay, or houses are rented to migrating workers. However, these
are not problems, with houses kept, the heart will be there, conventions
and values will be followed, the street will be gradually changed and its
culture will be continued.

For sites to be protected for their historical and cultural value,
to preserve all their historical information, sometimes their original
functions have to be sacrificed, and most of them are converted into
museums or sight-seeing purpose. While, the protection of historical

& cultural streets focuses on their external style and features, so it is

likely to maintain their original residents and improve living conditions.

In this way, cultural heritage is preserved, functions and vitality are
sustained, heritage is protected, urban facilities are upgraded, popular
living is improved and culture is inherited.

The fourth is preservation and administration. Appraisal criteria
require “correct and conforming maintenance and renovation of
historical & cultural streets and local residents’ support of and
participation in street protection”. Some historical & cultural streets

may have had very good conditions, but it is a pity that, due to improper

renovation, they lose the authenticity and the value of historical
heritage. In the course of protection implementation, there are two
bad practices adopted by some places. The one is seeing only shabby
buildings and facilities and so rushing to make a change, old buildings
are dismantled, and the protection is turned into reconstruction. The
other is stressing only the core area’s business potential. So, the body is
preserved, culture is abandoned, people are gone and buildings empty,
functions are changed and many commercial streets are created. Some
streets separate people from houses, residents all move away, seemingly
historical commercial streets are established, fabrication thus takes
the place of authenticity, natural life style is replaced by stage show,
benefits thus arising are monopolized by outsiders, not shared by local
people, local style and features are lost, and there are just international
brands and globalization. Without local people’s participation and
support, this absolutely is not the direction of protection. As a result,
appraisal criteria set forth administration requirements, with a purpose
to promote scientific protection, set up a good example and promote
healthy protection of historical & cultural streets.

The second round of appraisal for “Renowned Chinese Cultural-
Historic Streets” is now under way. Readers are expected to carefully
read and understand appraisal criteria, and choose valued and

exemplary “historical & cultural streets” accordingly.
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Last year, I had the honor of attending the Appraisal and Promotion

of “Renowned Chinese Cultural-Historic Streets” sponsored by China
Culture News and China Culture Relics News. Now I can still clearly
remember the unveiling ceremony for ten famous streets, including
Guozijian in Beijing. In this spring, another 10 famous streets (including
blocks) were chosen, including Shantang Street in Suzhou of Jiangsu
Province. This year, more applications are submitted, and more people
are involved. As for these 20 streets, I have seen most of them. They
enjoy rich historical and cultural contents, quite intact traditional style
and features, and diverse types, and are the essence of many historical &
cultural cities. Through public screening and solemn unveiling, I think
local people and governments will have better awareness of protection,
and precious historical & cultural heritage will be preserved and
sustained.

Internationally, historical streets are called as “historical areas”,
which began to be mentioned from the 1960s and 1970s, for example,
the International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of
Monuments and Sites adopted in Venice and the Recommendation
Concerning the Safeguarding and Contemporary Role of Historic
Areas adopted in Nairobi. In China, the State Council in 1986 pointed
out when publishing the second list of national historical and cultural
cities, “streets, buildings or villages with concentrated or quite intact
features of a certain historical period or ethnic group shall be protected
and announced as historical and cultural sites of various levels pursuant
to their historical, scientific or artistic value.” From early 1980s, the
street along Liulichang (Colored Glaze Workshop) of Beijing was the
first, and then followed Ancient Culture Street in Tianjin and Tunxi
Street of Huangshan City, Anhui Province, conservation and renovation
were initiated. Then, varying ideas and methods were followed. Some
streets were dismantled and remodeled after ancient styles, while others

focused on conservation and engaged in infrastructure and environment

upgrade. After persistent exploration, by 1990s, the following consensus
was reached.

Firstly, historical streets have three features, that is, historical
authenticity, including their structure and original architectural
style, intact style and features, including the intactness of streets
themselves and the neighborhood, and continuation of living, including
improvement of residents’ living conditions and continuation of their
culture.

Secondly, the emphasis shall be put on conservation and
renovation, gradual change is recommended, and no mass dismantling,
reconstruction and fake antique shall be made.

Thirdly, the operation shall be government-dominated, with popular
participation, expert instruction and market practice. In addition to the
operation during renovation, attention shall be paid to operation and
management after renovation.

Historical streets are quite different from sites protected for their
historical and cultural value. The greatest difference is that historical
streets are still in use and they are “living” relics. Due to huge social
change and rapid development, people now have quite different
material life, spiritual demand and aesthetic concept. It is not easy to
catch up with the time and maintain these streets’ traditional features
at the same time. Residents shall be able to feel a sense of honor and
enjoyment. In Japan, people in many famous streets all share such a
feeling. On the other hand, government shall do the best to improve
residents’ living conditions and satisfy their demands. As to style and
features, i.e. “tangible” aspect, both sides shall diligently preserve these
streets’ historical authenticity. As for “intangible” aspect, i.e. cultural
continuation, in-depth study and exploration shall be carried out for
the continuation and development of traditional culture. For instance,
in the area of Guozijian, there are state treasures such as Guozijian

(Imperial College) and Kongmiao (Confucian Temple) as well as four



