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This study established a place-making strategy to examine the regional identity and 

formulate interactions between the global and the regional in the discourse of 

architecture. This place-making strategy also limits and establishes a methodology to 

achieve regional identity in a world of globalization. 

Topography in my study was regarded as an agent to redefine regional architecture 

and cities under the pressures of globalization. At one level, the study of topography 

provides a re-examination of the concept of place in contemporary cultures and a re-

reading of the relationship between globalization and regional culture. On a more 

concrete level, the roles of topography in siting selection, formation, and future 

development of a Chinese village were explored in order to re-construct identity to 

Chinese villages that are experiencing transformation under the pressures of 

globalization. 
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Topography is not simply the contours of a given place, but a dynamic 3-

dimensional structure with ever-shifting layers embedded within. It is a matrix with 

embedded human memory and experience and an accumulation of diverse forces, events, 

and actors. It is globalized as well as localized. This position encourages us to view 

topography as a potential to create place. Moreover, topography is not a framed picture. 

Through its four operations—reciprocity, mobility, thickening, and materiality—

topography has constructed a mechanism for pursuing the collective social relations and 

generating the social conditions of its making. 

Topography has played an important role in the construction of Chinese villages. 

Yuliang, a village in the Huizhou area of China, was selected as an exemplary instance 

for my study of the impact of topography on construction and rehabilitation. Based on the 

actions of landing, experiencing, and mapping the village, topography was found to relate 

to the village in the following ways: Topography as boundary, Reciprocity between 

topography and spatial fabric, Water constructs the village, Spatial fabric as a labyrinth, 

Empty center and flourishing edge, Multi-programmatic public spaces and Wetting 

events. 

Recovering topography, therefore, becomes the priority in the process of 

transforming the village today. Design guidelines for rehabilitation of the village (Build 

regional link, Recover operations of farmland, scenes and waterfront, and Manage the 

spatial fabric) not only deal with aesthetic and architectural principles, but they also 

attempt to build a new context and direction for the built environment as a mediator 

between architecture and the environment and for the way that we develop the village in 

the age of globalization. 
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PART ONE: CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Globalization1 is an international matrix, as well as a disputed term. Globalization 

derives from the interactions among nations in terms of the flow of capital, labor, 

products, technology, and ideas. These interactions are arrays of transnational 

connectivity that blur, cross, and challenge existing national boundaries and become 

global activities.  

In his book The Lexus and the Olive Tree, Thomas L. Friedman stated: 

Globalization is not a phenomenon. It is not just some passing trend. Today it is an 
overarching international system shaping the domestic politics and foreign relations 
of virtually every country, and we need to understand it as such.2 

The notion of system implies that globalization is not a fashion phenomenon with 

high and low tides. It is inscribed into every field. Globalization is a system and a matrix 
                                                 
1 The definition of the term globalization is multidimensional. Thomas L. Friedman, in his book The Lexus 
and the Olive Tree, wrote that “[t]he inexorable integration of markets, nation-states, and technologies to a 
degree never witnessed before—in a way that is enabling individuals, corporations and nation-states to 
reach around the world farther, faster, deeper and cheaper than ever before . . . the spread of free-market 
capitalism to virtually every country in the world” (pp. 7-8). Martin Albrow defines globalization as “the 
historical transformation constituted by the sum of particular forms and instances of . . . [m]aking or being 
made global (i) by the active dissemination of practices, values, technology and other human products 
throughout the globe (ii) when global practices and so on exercise an increasing influence over people's 
lives (iii) when the globe serves as a focus for, or a premise in shaping, human activities" (Martin Albrow, 
The Global Age: State and Society beyond the Age, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997, p. 88). 
Philip McMichael regards globalization as “integration on the basis of a project pursuing market rule on a 
global scale” (Philip McMichael, Development and Social Change: A Global Perspective, Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Pine Forge Press, 2nd edition, 2000, pp. xxiii, 149). 

2 Thomas L. Friedman, The Lexus and the Olive Tree, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999), p. 7. 
In this book, Friedman points out that today’s era of globalization, which replaced the Cold War system, is 
a similar international system, with its own unique attributes. The globalization system is not static, but a 
dynamic ongoing process. The driving idea behind it is free-market capitalism. It has its own dominant 
culture. It has its own defining technologies: computerization, miniaturization, digitization, satellite 
communication, fiber optics and the Internet.  
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to generate and develop something new—expanding the global linkage, lighting up the 

global consciousness, strengthening technological communication and cooperation, 

reorganizing social life on a global scale, and shaping the economic and political 

structures. It is becoming the foundation for contemporary society. Globalization, 

therefore, appears as an unstoppable force and a central cliché employed in national 

development. 

Globalization is a disputed term consisting of three major aspects. One aspect 

concerns the role of globalization in the development of contemporary societies. 

Friedman sees globalization as a process to enable “individuals, corporations and nation-

states to reach round the world farther, faster, deeper and cheaper than ever before.” But 

some social scholars such as Philip McMichael regard globalization as a project of 

economic liberalization that subjects states and individuals to more-intense market forces. 

Another aspect concerns whether globalization is historical or contemporary. Martin 

Albrow, in The Global Age, argues that global practices, values, and technologies impel 

us to enter a new “global age.” In contrast, Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein equates 

globalization with age-old capitalism.3 The third and last aspect is about homogenization 

in terms of economic, social, and physical structures; homogenization is one of the 

characteristics of globalization. Current globalization seems be beset by paradoxes.4 The 

                                                 
3 In his article “Globalization or the Age of Transition?,” Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein acclaims that 
regarding globalization as a phenomenon of 1990s leads to ignore the real issue and history. In his view, 
globalization has existed for 500 years. It is not new at all. (Source: 
http://globalization.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?site=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.emory.edu%2FSOC%2
Fglobalization%2Fissues.html. Last accessed on March 15, 2005.) 

4 At the 50th Anniversary Symposium of the Aspen Institute, Queen Noor of Jordan stated that “our world 
grows more fragmented even while it becomes more interconnected. . . . People whose only remaining 
possession is their culture are relying on ethnic and religious divisions to reinforce their sense of identity in 
an increasingly impersonal, homogenized world—a world growing more polarized and unstable due to the 
widening gulf between the haves and the have nots and the know nots.” (Queen Noor of Jordan, 
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obvious manifestation of globalization, however, has still favored homogenization over 

regard for uniqueness and independence. With advances in electronic media and 

telecommunications, the flow of information compresses time and space in the 

relationships among world cultures, economies, and the built environment. 

Homogenization as a universal model that attempts to cross regional differences results in 

constant anxiety about locating oneself in a world of unity and about identifying relevant 

differences for an individual culture. This constant anxiety is the expression of a cultural 

crisis. In the opinion of Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió, this “cultural crisis is a crisis of 

universal models. It is not possible today to formulate an aesthetic system with sufficient 

validity to make it applicable beyond the individual circumstance.”5 This statement 

indicates that differences among world cultures and physical environments continue to 

exist and cannot be eliminated. Every culture looks back to its past to locate its roots and 

origins. The interrelation between culture and memory gives us the clue that in our 

contemporary world regional culture cannot exist without the influence of its traditional 

characteristics.  

However, the cultural crisis does not lead us to isolate regional culture. As we 

know, culture is not closed or static; developments are based on cross-fertilization with 

other cultures.6 Currently, regional or national cultures are unavoidably fusing with 

outside cultural influences in a world of globalization. Paul Ricoeur, in his article 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Globalization and Culture,” address at 50th Anniversary Symposium of the Aspen Institute, YaleGlobal 
Online Magazine: http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/about/academicpapers.jsp. Last accessed on January 31, 2005.) 

5 Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió, “From Contrast to Analogy: Developments in the Concept of Architectural 
Intervention,” in Kate Nesbitt (ed.), Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture: An Anthology of 
Architecture Theory 1965-1995, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997), p. 235. 

6 See statement from Alan Colquhoun “Three Kinds of Historicism,” in Kate Nesbitt (ed.), Theorizing a 
New Agenda for Architecture, pp. 202-209. 
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“Universal Civilization and National Cultures,”7 pointed out that the connection of 

regional or national culture with “world culture” exists on four levels: 1) human activity; 

2) development of techniques; 3) rational politics; and 4) economics. The tendency 

toward homogenization today has swept the entire world so that regional identity is left 

out of the equation. This phenomenon raises important discussions and questions about 

architecture, its institutions, and its outcomes. Thus a paradox is revealed and a question 

is formulated: Do we need regional identity? And if so, how can regional identity be 

achieved? With regard to architecture, the question is translated into how to make place 

for regional identity in the age of globalization? 

This study established a place-making strategy that examines the regional identity 

and formulates interactions between the global and the regional in the discourse of 

architecture. It also limits and establishes a methodology to achieve regional identity in a 

world of globalization. 

Problem Statement 

My study addressed the intervention of architectural facilities in traditional contexts 

in terms of three topics: regionalism, place, and topography.  

The contemporary architectural phenomenon manifests the cultural crisis in the 

shock of objects, as well as duplicated images. Duplicated images indicate two kinds of 

methods. One method is “McDonaldization,” resulting from economic marketing 

strategies. These buildings—visually and functionally similar with an international 

character—are totally new. But they turn up everywhere with the character of “non-

place” that Marc Augé defines as “a space which cannot be defined as relational, or 

                                                 
7 Paul Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” History and Truth, (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 1965), pp. 271-284. 
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historical, or concerned with identity,”8 such as shopping malls, motorways, and airports. 

All over the world, these buildings have a similar form and function; therefore, they 

express solely a corporate identity. The other method is to mimic traditional forms and 

details to deny placelessness, such as the community of Seaside in Florida. Designers cite 

Marblehead, Massachusetts; Princeton, New Jersey; and Oak Park, Illinois, as codes to 

regulate urban and architectural design.9 The traditional American town models are 

utilized without considering historical time and the process of continual change that 

shaped them. At the same time, some new buildings are juxtaposed with old buildings 

without thinking about the surrounding traditional context. Consequently, these buildings 

try to stand out, and they become shocking images in the traditional context. They make 

people feel lost in a collaged environment. Creating shocking images or duplicated 

images is not the way to make place in the age of globalization. These two phenomena 

regard globalization and regionalism as unrelated poles on different sides. Each method 

ignores the opposite side and tries to dominant, ultimately cutting off interaction between 

them.  

A similar phenomenon occurs in China. Under China’s open-door policies since 

1978, China has been unavoidably involved in the process of globalization. As a 

consequence of reforming policies, great changes in urban and rural areas—on the 

economic, scientific and technological, and consumption levels—have affected social 

structure. China is experiencing tremendous economic expansion, social dislocation, and 

                                                 
8 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, (London: Verso, 1995), pp. 
77-78. 

9 David Mohney (ed.), Any: Seaside and the Real World: A Debate on American Urbanism, July/August 
1993 Number 1, (New York: Anyone Corporation), 1993. 
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environmental transformation. Statistics show that average annual growth for the Gross 

National Product (GNP) between 1986 and 2001 was 9.2%, which is higher than most 

other areas in the world.10 At the same time, state sectors gradually lost their dominant 

position with the development of the economy. According to a World Bank report on the 

Chinese private sector in 2000,11 the output of the private sector has grown an average of 

71% per year since 1980, and non-state employment has raised an average of 41% per 

year. Rapid emergence of urban spatial economies results in the spatial expansion of 

cities due to the influx of rural immigrants into the cities. According to the China 

Statistical Yearbook 2002, the urban proportion of the population increased from 17.92% 

in 1978 to 37.66% in 2001. The entire country is in a dramatic process of urbanization.12 

Towns turn into cities; cities turn into metropolises; metropolises turn into megalopolises. 

At the same time, under the national development strategy of controlling the population 

of cities, new towns are being set up. Agricultural lands of the past are used for industrial 

purposes, as well as the urban sprawl. As a result, during the 4 years since 2000, grain 

production in China has dropped constantly, while ever less land is used for farming. In 

                                                 
10 China Statistics Yearbook 2002, (Complied by National Bureau of Statistics of China), shows that the 
average annual growth rates for Gross National Products during three periods—1986 to 1990, 1991 to 
1995, and 1996 to 2001—are 7.9%, 11.6%, and 8.1%, respectively. According to a World Bank study, from 
1985 to 95, the average annual growth rate of GNP in Europe and Central Asia was -3.5%, 0.3% in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, -1.1% in Sub-Saharan Africa, -0.3% in Middle East and North Africa, and 
2.9% in South Asia. 

11 The report was released on October 26, 2000. The study began in June, 1999. (Source: 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:20018900~menuPK:34460~page
PK:64003015~piPK:64003012~theSitePK:4607,00.html. Last accessed on February 7, 2005). 

12 Chinese urbanization has its own patterns and processes. For further research on Chinese urbanization, an 
overview and administrative and demographic factors are given in Cities with Invisible Walls (Kam Wing 
Chan, Oxford University Press, 1994). In terms of analysis of the land development processes, A G-O Yeh 
and F. Wu, in their article “The New Land Development Process and Urban Development in Chinese 
Cities” (International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 20 (2), pp. 330-353), articulates these 
changes. Michael Leaf discusses planning implication in the article “Urban Planning and Urban Reality 
under Chinese Economic Reforms,” (Journal of Planning Education and Research 18, pp. 145-153).  
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2002, only 100 million hectares of farming land was sown to grain crops, 15 million 

hectares less than in 1998.13 

In the process of urbanization and globalization in China, the conflicts between old 

and new, between local and global, and between past and future infuse all places: from 

urban space to rural villages, from city centers to residential communities, from high-rise 

buildings to courtyard housing. On the one hand, to meet the population explosion, to 

support stable development of the economy, and to provide a suitable living environment, 

high-rise apartments and office buildings are rapidly replacing low-rise traditional 

neighborhoods.14 In this process, the involvement of foreign design firms15 and global 

design ideas has brought a universal “international style” to China that has resulted in the 

loss of the traditional character of these cities. Many historic cities are being transformed 

into international modern cities. On the other hand, the influx of rural migrants into cities 

has destroyed some traditional villages.16 Due to the loss of population, especially young 

people, in rural areas, these traditional villages are losing their vigor and are rapidly 

disappearing. At the same time, many new cities and villages are rapidly rising, 

especially in the southeastern coastal region where China’s economic growth is the 

highest (Figure 1-1). These villages were built almost entirely according to the guidelines 

                                                 
13 Statistics refers to Beijing Review February 26, 2004. 

14 One example cited in Forty Years of Chinese Architecture, (Edited by Baosheng Chen, Shanghai: Tongji 
University Press, 1992, pp. 240-241) is the Quyang New Village project, which is located in Shanghai. The 
project is a residential district with shopping center, an entertainment center, sports clubs, and libraries, 
totally occupying 80 hectares of land. The residential types include 24-story apartment towers and a 6-story 
complex. 

15 Beckett International of Santa Monica, California, designed the Great Wall Hotel (1983) in Beijing, 
which was one of the first appearances of the glass curtain-wall system in China. Since then a large number 
of Western design firms are involved in Chinese projects. 

16 Refer to villages which were established more than 500 years ago, but they stop being developed after 
the middle of the19th century due to geographic, economic, and social factors.  
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imported from the West, which intended to improve the living conditions for local 

people. But sometimes local people are not willing to move into these universal-style 

villages.17 

  A 

  B 
 

Figure 1-1. Newly-built city and village.  A) View of Shenzhen: a city near Hong Kong. 
It began as a small fishing village. Within 10 years, it developed into the most 
important city in southern China. B) Huaxi Village, Jiangyin County, Jiangsu 
Province: well known for rapid development based on collectivism. 

                                                 
17 The Yangtze Evening Daily reported that in a village in Anhui, the community administration constructed 
some “beautiful villas for the villages in a unified style, but the farmers were unwilling to move in and the 
houses were still unoccupied. 
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In contrast to these Western and “international style” designs, other designers 

returned to traditional architectural forms and elements without any adjustments or 

modification to make them fit into a modern framework. Borrowing forms or details from 

traditional architecture to convey respect for the past has been a popular design method in 

China since I.M. Pei designed Fragrant Hill Hotel in Beijing in 1982 (Figure 1-2). The 

project was built on the site of an 18th century Qing Dynasty garden. Pei embedded 

several ideas of traditional Chinese architecture and gardens into modern architecture 

such as the relationship between the interior and exterior. He also borrowed some 

traditional windows from Chinese gardens to express the Chinese culture. He seems to 

have appreciated “a direct reckoning with (traditional Chinese architecture) rather than 

diffusion of different programmatic elements.”18 In 1982, at a conference held by the 

Society of Chinese Architects, this project was praised as being elegant and distinctive. 

Fragrant Hill Hotel lifted up as a national model or lighthouse to illuminate Chinese 

approaches combining modernity and tradition. Some designers, unfortunately, simply 

saw this approach as copying traditional elements. Some designers even use concrete to 

mimic Chinese wooden structure and details (Figure 1-3). Another exemplary instance is 

“Big Roof.” A controversy about “Big Roof” once swept the 1950s. It came back again to 

be a favorite in the 1980s based on this background.19 Big Roof became a token form of 

architecture to express Chinese identity in the 1980s (Figure 1-4). 

                                                 
18 Peter G. Rowe and Seng Kuan, Architectural Encounters with Essence and Form in Modern China, 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002), p. 148. 

19 Rowe, in his book Architectural Encounters with Essence and Form in Modern China, gives a good 
overview on “Big Roof.”  
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Figure 1-2. Fragrant Hill Hotel in Beijing, China, by I.M. Pei, 1982. (Source: Peter G. 
Rowe and Seng Kuan, Architectural Encounters with Essence and Form in 
Modern China, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002, p. 147.) 

 
 

Figure 1-3. Detail of the Shanxi Museum of History, Xi’an, by Jinqiu Zhang, 1991. 
(Source: Rowe and Kuan, Architectural Encounters with Essence and Form in 
Modern China, p. 180.) 
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Figure 1-4. Beijing Library, by Tingbao Yang, Nianci Dai, Bo Zhang, Liangyong Wu, 
and Yuanqiang Huang, 1989. (Source: Rowe and Kuan, Architectural 
Encounters with Essence and Form in Modern China, p. 153.) 

The current situation in China shows that under pressure of globalization, Chinese 

designers hold opposing viewpoints: One side cheers for the international style and 

throws away traditional context. The other side decides to neglect the influence of the 

outside world and the current social and cultural situation, and instead selects traditional 

forms as places of refuge. This situation in China brings up a series of questions that 

Chinese and also Western scholars are attempting to answer:  

• How to redefine regionalism? 

• How to understand the global Non-Place? 

• If possible, how can architecture be globally fluid yet contextually specific? 

Based on problems of the current situation, the first concern that my study 

addressed is the relationship between globalization and regionalism. Since globalization 

is unstoppable and reveals a cultural crisis, the notion of regionalism must be 

reexamined.  
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The doctrine of regionalism is traditionally associated with identity of the past. 

Symbolic representations of regional architecture are always indexed to certain traditional 

forms, details, and construction technologies. These representations assume that one ideal 

and duplicable model exists, embedded within regional architecture. This notion of 

regional architecture regards regionalism as a stable and enclosed object. Without a 

doubt, this understanding leads architectural practice to mimic traditional forms. This 

consideration fails to explore cultural origins—social and technical situations—behind 

these forms. It also neglects the fact that the formulation of identity is a process of self-

accumulation and exchange with the outside. It denies that looking toward the future is 

the way to be faithful to the spirit of the past. Colquhoun, in his article “Concept of 

Regionalism,”20 even doubts whether an ideal model actually exists. He argues that even 

if it does exist, the reference to forms and details oversimplifies what makes authentic, 

regional architecture.  

In fact, the notion of place is beyond memory. It has been associated with space, 

experience, and the human body. Society nowadays is not a simple cultural experience. It 

is multicultural because of mass immigration in and among nations. Multicultural people 

left their mark on the place. At the same time, increased mobility and 

telecommunications and the rise of new media have also altered our experience of time 

                                                 
20 Alan Colquhoun, “Concept of Regionalism,” in G.B. Nalbantoglu and C.T. Wong (eds.), Postcolonial 
Spaces, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997), pp. 13-23. Colquhoun regards regionalism as 
seeking an authentic social model. “According to this model, all societies contain a core, or essence, that 
must be discovered and preserved” (p. 17). But the formulation of regionalism reveals that regionalism 
originated from a desire to recall the past when traditional heritage seemed to be threatened by the process 
of industrialization. Based on it, Colquhoun asked if there is an authentic thing existing that goes through 
all periods of time. Meanwhile, he suggests, if there is an authentic thing existing, that the cultural situation 
is a complex system. Mimicking the forms is to simplify the idea of an authentic, regional architecture. The 
causal relations that existed between the form and environment, sensitivity to context, scale and so on could 
be possibilities to reveal the authentic. 
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and place. All these phenomena indicate that in a new age the notion of place needs to be 

embodied by a renewed role in order to build a bridge between globalization and 

regionalism. Only when regionalism is regarded as an open system—whose essence is 

developing with time—can the conflict between globalization and regionalism be 

resolved, balance between them be achieved, and a sense of place be brought back. 

My study also addressed the relationship between place and topography. Given the 

current situation in China, how to make place in the age of globalization is the essential 

problem. To solve this problem, we must reexamine the basic elements and process to 

make place. Furthermore, the potential and importance of topography in making place 

will be explored. 

In demonstrating how a structure was basically composed, Gottfried Semper 

summarized a structure in four elements: 1) the hearth or fireplace; 2) the earthwork; 3) 

the framework and the roof; and 4) the infill screen. The current situation in China shows 

that when designers consider regionalism, they focus only on the framework and the infill 

screen. Their practices are based on the understanding of place as a stable and enclosed 

concept, which is an obstacle for interaction between globalization and regionalism. The 

exterior expression of architectural construction may introduce people to a certain 

cultural and social atmosphere, but, more importantly, place is a generator, not just a 

container of actions. In the words of Solà-Morales, place results from the production of 

an event.21 Place-making for a region never stops. It may have originated from the past; 

then at a certain period it may have arrived at a mature and relatively stable state. 

However, the process of place-making remains flux and transforms with the changes in 

                                                 
21 Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió, Differences, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1999), p. 104. 
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cultural and social situations. The motive of these transformations is “event.” Events that 

happened or will happen are clues that help us understand place and make place for the 

future. Topography, the barrier of events, is inscribed by past events, and is the stage for 

future events. Topography should not be simply regarded as a contour of a given place. 

Actually, it has ever-shifting layers with cultural and social values embedded within it.22 

Research on the relationship of place to topography elaborates on the roles of events in 

the process of making place, explores topography as an agent to create regional 

architecture in the age of globalization, and supplies implications for research and 

practice based on Chinese today. 

The last principle concern of my study was the impact of topography on the 

rehabilitation of Chinese villages. Chinese practices above seldom address the 

topography on which the building is constructed. The potential of topography in making 

place is neglected. In Chinese philosophy, Human beings, Earth, and Heaven are 

regarded as three elements to unite the universal. The construction of traditional Chinese 

cities, villages, tombs, and buildings subscribed to this philosophy. Without the study of 

topography in the process of making place in the discourse of Chinese architecture, the 

essence of Chinese architecture can not be achieved and the rehabilitation of Chinese 

tradition villages will not be successful. The impact of topography on siting selection, 

development, and the future of Chinese villages was explored to find a way to bring 

identity back to them. 

                                                 
22 The notion of topography is explored in detail in Chapter 3. 
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Purpose of Study 

This study calls for redefining regional identity in the age of globalization, 

reexamines the notion of topography, and determines its relevance to place-making—

both in theory and in practice. It also examines the potential of topography as a 

methodology to redefine regional architecture, and establishes a methodology to 

understand Chinese cities and villages. Furthermore, it supplies guidelines for 

rehabilitation of traditional Chinese cities and villages in the age of globalization.  

The objectives of this research can be summarized as follows: 

1. To understand the interaction between globalization and regional culture.  

2. To understand place and time, mobility and fixity in the discourse of architecture in 
the age of globalization. 

3. To explore the potential of topography in the process of making place and its 
potential of creating regional architecture. 

4. To address the potential of topography for rehabilitation of Chinese cities and 
villages through a case study. 

Organization and Research Design  

The organization of the work is based on answering the following questions: 
• What is the relationship between globalization and regional culture? 

• What is the notion of place today? How does it have an impact on our 
understanding of regionalism?  

• In the age of globalization, does regionalism still make sense? If so, what is the 
difference between present definitions of regionalism with its earlier incarnations 
such as the early 20th century avant-garde? 

• In terms of constructing regional identity, does “Critical Regionalism” that 
Alexander Tzonis, Liane Lefaivre and Kenneth Frampton indicated still have a 
current impact the practitioners? 

• What is the potential of topography in place-making? What kind of operations of 
topography could contribute to place-making? 

• What kind of roles did topography play in the siting selection and development of 
Chinese villages in the past? 
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• What could topography contribute to rehabilitation of Chinese villages based on the 
understanding of what is the ideal village or town and what is the current situation 
in China? 

To address these questions, the study includes two parts. Part one includes the first 

three chapters, which builds principles and design strategies for how to redefine regional 

architecture. Part two includes the following chapters, which applies these strategies in a 

case study of a Chinese village.  

In part one, through the study on the relationship between globalization and 

regionalism, the notions of place and difference will be clarified. Through the study of 

the relationship of topography with place-making, operative topography23 is brought up 

as an agent to redefine regional architecture in the age of globalization. Based on the 

understanding of topography as an open system, the operations of topography in making 

place are expected to be achieved. 

Part two, the study of a Chinese village consists an explanation and exploration of 

part one. The impact of topography on its siting selection and development and the 

essence of the village are expected to be understood. How topography has influenced 

setting up guidelines for rehabilitation and inserting into a traditional village will also be 

explored. 

However, since China has plenty of sources for study, the criteria to select the case 

study in this research need to be identified. In order to achieve the objectives of this 

research, the case should be a typical site with current common problems, as well as a 

special site with its own characters. The first decision to be made is whether the case is 

                                                 
23 The notion of operative topography will be explored in detail in Chapter 3. In the Oxford English 
Dictionary (compact edition), one notion of the term operative is “characterized by operating or working; 
active in producing, or having the power to produce, effects; exerting force, energy, or influence” (p. 1995). 
The term operative implies that topography is a system and is capable of producing.  
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urban or rural, whether it is new or traditional, and whether it is relative developed or less 

developed.  

Villages in China are selected for this research in order to bring up polarized 

reactions to the previous research questions. The reasons are threefold:  

First, villages are gathering places for habitation and organizing units for 

agricultural cultivation. Although China is experiencing tremendous urbanization, 

villages are still the basic units for habitation. Statistics shows that China continues to be 

a largely rural country with 63% of the population living in rural areas (about 796 

million) in 2001. At the same time, agriculture has been China’s foundation on the 

economic, cultural and social levels—even in the 21st century. There is a vast plurality of 

villages scattered across China. Therefore, the villages’ past, present, and future are of 

great importance and certainly worth of an in-depth study. 

Second, villages not only entail the regional set of parameters, but they also 

confront the pressure of transformation due to industrialization and globalization. The 

regional set of parameters defines how spaces are allocated, how a program is distributed, 

or how hierarchy and social class are understood. It also defines the formation and 

development of villages. Meanwhile, villages are not static systems, but responsive as 

well as adaptive. They are responsive and sensitive to the natural environment and the 

changes of cultural and social situations.24 

The recent developments of society due to industrialization and globalization insert 

new facilities, such as many industrial factories and grocery stores, into the traditional 

village fabric. Due to the influx of rural migrants into cities, traditional villages are 

                                                 
24 This notion will be explored in the case of Yuliang Village. 
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“empty.” Instead of rehabilitation of these traditional villages, some new villages are 

being planned and built in order to bring a modern lifestyle to villagers. But villagers are 

not willing to move into these new villages.25 All these factors show that the pressure of 

industrialization and globalization is threatening villages.  

Third, comparing studies on cities regarding architecture, research on developing 

and design strategies for villages is neglected in China.26 Cities and towns are the major 

fields for architects. In villages, it is the local craftsmen who work on the constructions, 

not planners and designers. To some extent, building without planners carries on the 

feature of traditional villages, which is that villages developed without planners in the 

past. However, the self-determinant mass construction today destroys the sense of place.  

For these reasons, the village named Yuliang27 (渔梁)in Huizhou28 was selected as 

an exemplary instance (Figure 1-5). For centuries, the prominent features of the Huizhou 

area have been its natural environment, its numerous merchants, and its famous resident 

scholars and government officials. The Huizhou region is a mountainous area with 
                                                 
25 In her dissertation Generation of a Village: The Study of Villages in the ZJG Region, Wowo Ding 
mentioned that the “square grid shaped” new villages in Zhang Jia Gang Region (ZJG) were built by 
avoiding the contradiction of the existing village. Her survey shows that the local people do not seem to be 
interested in them because they feel that they are being forced to live there. But the administration preferred 
the new villages because they improve the living conditions of the local people as well as saving land. In 
the view of Ding, the new villages actually occupy more lands and break the balance of the land usage. In 
her dissertation, she also mentioned that some news also show that new villages are not welcomed by the 
local people. Yangtze Evening Daily once reported that a village administration built some new housing for 
the villagers in a unified style, but the farmers were not willing to move in and the houses were still 
unoccupied.  

26 Academic research on Chinese villages is explored in “Inclusions, Exclusions and Contributions” in 
Chapter 2. 

27 This study follows the Hanyu Pinyin romanization system, (literally “spelled sound”) as a method for 
pronunciation and translation of Chinese characters, including Chinese personal and place names. Pinyin is 
a translation system developed in the 1950s to romanize the sounds of Chinese characters as they are 
pronounced in the national Chinese language, known as Putong Hua (Mandarin). 

28 Huizhou is the traditional name dating back to Song Dynasty (960 – 1279 C.E.). It is located in the 
southeastern of Anhui Province, about 223.7 miles (360 km) southeast of Shanghai.  
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extensive rivers. In the past, people moved into this area to avoid wars. In this sense, the 

mountains impelled the formation of the Huizhou area. Because of its geographic 

situation—lack of flat spaces for agricultural activities, the local land could not support 

the population. The local residents had to go out for business. Their business was so 

successful that Huizhou merchants in the Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty29 had a 

decisive position in the economic development. The success of their business created an 

opportunity for the local people to develop educational facilities. In Chinese Confucian 

tradition, merchants were located on the bottom rung in the hierarchy of occupations. The 

highest were scholars and government officials. In order to be recognized by their 

community, Huizhou merchants constructed schools and academies. As one consequence, 

many young men were involved in government administration. For instance, there were 

130 Jinshi (进士)30 during the Northern Song (960 - 1126C.E.) who came from the 

Huizhou area. The other consequence was that a unique regional culture was formed. The 

Huizhou area was the foundation for Li Xue (理学) and the Xin’an School31( Figure 1-

6). An outstanding trait was therefore formulized. Merchants and scholars were tied 

together in the Huizhou area. 

                                                 
29 Ming Dynasty: 1368 – 1644 C.E. 

Qing (Ch’ing) Dynasty: 1644 – 1912 C.E. 

30 Jinshi (进士):The title was issued to those who passed the highest level of national civil examinations. 
These people had opportunities to become government officials. 

31 A Hui style of painting was developed during the 7th century, which reflected a strong interest in the 
literati style of painting, which later was called Xian’an School. Literati Style paintings “tended to be 
primarily ink on paper, created in a manner that would exhibit the movement of the brush rather than depict 
reality in minute or colorful representation.” (Nancy Berliner, Yin Yu Tang: The Architecture and Daily 
Life of a Chinese House, Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2003, p. 15.) 
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Figure 1-5. Location of Huizhou area. (Source: Nancy Berliner, Yin Yu Tang: The 

Architecture and Daily Life of a Chinese House, Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 
2003.) 

 A   B 

Figure 1-6. Paintings of Xin’an School. A) Zan Ni(1301–1374 C.E.), Wind Among the 
Trees on the River-bank. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Bequest of John 
M. Crawford, Jr. 1988.  B) Hongren (1610–1664), Landscape, Reverend 
Richard Fabian Collection, San Francisco, CA. 
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Today the Huizhou area is experiencing a transformation. It is located at the edge 

of the southeastern coast region where economic growth is the highest in China. The 

economic development in the Huizhou area which is impacted by the southeastern coast 

region is changing people living and built environment. 

Yuliang is the epitome of traditional villages in the Huizhou Area, and it is also an 

excellent example of Chinese society, culture, and architecture. It had a glorious history 

but lags behind in the modern age. During the Ming Dynasty, Yuliang became an 

important wharf to connect the Huizhou area with the other part of China. Yuliang is 

located at the point where four rivers converge so it became an important commercial 

center for the whole area. But replacement of transportation methods alerted its status, 

and the entire village began to stagnate. At the same time, newly built houses are 

changing the spirit of Yuliang. Due to Yuliang’s historical value and the problems in its 

recent development—which scores of Chinese villages are also facing today—it was 

chosen as the case study for this research. 

Research Method and Methodological Framework 

The case study is the main method for this research. It will be utilized to analyze 

contemporary projects to explore the potential of topography to redefine regional 

architecture, as well as to study the current situation in China. 

Research Method for Place-making: “Event” as a Tool to Understand Place and a 
Generator for Future Place-making 

How to understand the traditional and regional architecture is crucial for 

intervention in a traditional context. If the understanding of regional architecture is not 
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timeless and fixed, but constructed,32 the question is formulated: What are the driving 

forces for place making? 

Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió, in his “Place: Permanence or Production,” indicates 

that place is the production of events. “Architecture has always been as much as the event 

in a space as about the space itself.”33 Architecture is not only to create space, but also to 

construct possibilities for activities and events. In Solà-Morales’ opinion, the idea that 

reality could be built on universal rationality, which was the basis of modernity, enters 

into crisis. The contemporary phenomenon in art is to experience at “discrete points, 

diverse, heterogeneous to the highest degree.”34 It indicates that it is not possible to look 

for continuity and stability in the current situation. Based on these ideas, Solà-Morales 

describes “event” as the driving force for place-making because of its threefold character. 

The event is a vibration, as Deleuze has written in an appraisal of Alfred North 
Whitehead’s thinking. It is the undulation of an element that extends across those 
that follow it, establishing, like a light or sound wave, a system of harmonics in the 
air that subsist for a time before dissipating. But the event is also a point of 
encounter, a conjunction whereby the lines of a limitless itinerary cross with others 
to create nodal points of outstanding intensity. Finally, the event is a grasping, the 
action of a subject who, within the chaotic flux of events, arrests those moments 
that most attract or impel, in order to hold on to them. 35 

Place is not only a physical site, but also the expression of social and cultural 

meaning. Since place is intimately related to human activities, there is no doubt that the 

ordering of a particular place could not be considered independent of social ordering. 

Indeed, “The social does not exist prior to the place nor is spatialised, temporalised 

                                                 
32 This notion of regional architecture is explored in Chapter 2. 

33 Bernard Tschumi, “The Architecture and the Event,” Architecture Design 1992 Jan. - Feb., v. 62, n. 1-2, 
pp. 24-27. 

34 Solà-Morales, Differences, p. 61. 

35 Solà-Morales, Differences, p. 102. 
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ordering-and so it cannot be that out which, or solely by means of which, place is 

‘constructed.’”36 

Event is the action of humans, the action for place making. Event embodies the 

social and cultural values of human activities. Through this action, place is endowed with 

experience and memory. The Greek temple, as Martin Heidegger illustrates in his article 

“The Origin of the Work of Art,” standing in a beautiful valley, visualizes, symbolizes, 

gathers, and unites the surrounding environment with the representation of the God. 

Before the establishment of the temple, the meaning of the landscape (the valley) was 

“hidden.” The temple brings it out into the open. The presence of stone reveals the 

existence of air, the storm, the sun, the light, and the sky. It sets forth the earth to be an 

earth. The existence of a temple is therefore to make a site become a place, that is, to 

uncover the meanings potentially present in the given environment. At the same time, the 

temple gathers the paths and relations which embody a human being’s events—“birth and 

death, disaster and blessing, victory and disgrace, endurance and decline.” “The all-

governing expanse of this open relational context is the world of this historical people, 

and makes the nation itself return to itself for the fulfillment of its vocation.”37 The events 

set forth the temple with experience and memory. 

Event makes the sense of place mobile. The human body moves in the built place, 

and events continue to unfold within the place, such as upbringing, education, 

contemplation, and conviviality. Different events entail different experiences and 

                                                 
36 J.E. Malpas, Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography, (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), p. 36. 

37 Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” in David Farrell Krell (ed.), Basic Writings, (San 
Francisco: Harper Collins Publishers, 1993), p. 167. 
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meanings to human beings. All these events continue to bring social meanings into place 

and incarnate their marks on place. These events modify the image, identity and 

archaeological memory of place. The sense of place is remade continuously when it is 

encountered with different human beings and different events. It is never fixed and 

grounded.38 

The origin of events may be from the outside condition of this region, as well as the 

inside. For example, outside conditions, such as globalization, will impact place due to 

the changes of cultural and social conditions caused by outside forces. The globalization 

actually functions as a network to connect different places. The “here” place interacts 

with other places in the network and adapts with outside forces. 

Event appears to be indissolubly linked to time. Event is as temporal as place. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term “event” is associated with 

“occurrence.” Event indexes anything happening or “anything that happens or is 

contemplated as happening.”39 Event is a “point of encounter,” a temporal phenomenon. 

But the notion of “event” is different from the notion of “occurrence.” Event is that which 

“follows upon a course of proceedings; the outcome, issue; that which proceeds from the 

operation of a cause; a consequence, result.”40 Event does not occur incidentally as 

occurrence does.41 Occurrence is occasional. On the contrary, event is part of a process. 

Event is not only the consequence of other causes, but it also will stimulate the shake like 

a “vibration” defined by Solà-Morales. The “vibration” is a turning point, a driving force 
                                                 
38 This notion will be explored in Chapter 2. 

39 The Oxford English Dictionary, (London: Oxford University Press, Compact Edition, 1971), p. 907. 

40 Ibid., p. 907. 

41 In the OED, the definition of occurrence is “an incidental meeting or encounter” (p. 1971). 
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for the future development. Jacques Derrida suggested the incorporation of the terms 

“event” and “invention.” Events accelerate the transformation and construction 

conditions to reconsider the traditional situations. Events reorganize the traditional 

elements with new thoughts from events. 

Meanwhile, events are tools for the understanding of a specific place. Events 

incarnate memory in place. The establishment of Rome and the siting selection of 

villages in China42 both show that events or rites of a city provide a hint to understand its 

history. Joseph Rykwert states that: 

Many of the puzzling features of ancient towns can be explained if they are related 
to these rites. Such a confrontation may even provide a guide to the form of the 
ancient city, because the performing of the rites actually fixed the physical shape of 
the city.43 

Fred Thompson44 explored the understanding of Japanese space through the 

understanding of the annual festivals in Japanese villages. With the advent of Obon,45 the 

sequential exterior space is explored. Through a procession, the mountain, trees, Buddhist 

temple, and village shrine are united. These parts are understood in relation to the elusive 

whole. The music and dance for the festival of Matsuri46 are also tools for understanding 

Japan. The expression and mask on the actor’s face, the actors’ gestures and dress, the 

accountrements (two swords and fan), and the music accompanying these dances are 

                                                 
42 The process of Romulus to set up Rome is explored in The Idea of a Town (Joseph Rykwert, Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 1988). The events in the siting selection are explored in the chapter Notions of 
Topography in the Siting Selection in China. 

43 Joseph Rykwert, The Idea of a Town, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1988), p. 30. 

44 Fred Thompson, Sheri Blake and Yasumasa Someya, Ritual and Space (Research Report). 

45 A Buddhist festival for the souls of the dead is usually held in August. 

46 Matsuri is a three-day festival which combines two original festivals; Shinmei-sha (September 7-8) and 
Yakushi-do (from September 8-9). 
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based on the Japanese understanding of the world, the world of gods, and the outside 

world. The music and dance are often location specific, indicating a strong tie between 

political and religious organizations during the festival. 

In the architectural discipline, in order to identify characteristics of traditional 

settlements, structure, form, and function are always selected as Wolff Schoemaker, 

Thomas Karsten, and Henri Maclaine Point did in their studies of the Javanese house. 

Schoemaker brought out the idea of candi structures to build a new Indo-European 

tradition. Karsten and Point studied function and form. They argued that the spatial 

arrangement—the pendapa, pringgitan, and dalem47—is the element for understanding 

the Javanese house (Figure 1-7). 

 
 

Figure 1-7. Javanese house. Left: Axonometric. Right: Section drawing: from left to 
right, the pendapa, pringgitan, and dalem. (Source: Stephen Cairns, “Re-
Surfacing: Architecture, Wayang, and the ‘Javanese House,’” Postcolonial 
Spaces, G.B. Nalbantoglu and C.T. Wong (ed.), New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1997, p. 79.) 

However, Stephen Cairns resurfaces the representation of architecture in a tectonic 

way to explore what is left and excluded by the discipline’s emphasis on structure, form 

                                                 
47 The pendapa, pringgitan and dalem are three key pavilions in the “Javanese house” as Figure 1-7 shows. 
“The pavilions are structurally and formally independent and are held together in tension by an axis 
threaded through them. . . .The pendapa is traditionally not enclosed any way. . . .The dalem, on the other 
hand, is wrapped in a brick, timber or woven bamboo screen that completely encloses the space.” (Stephen 
Cairns, “Re-Surfacing: Architecture, Wayang, and the ‘Javanese House,’” in Nalbantoglu and Wong (eds.), 
Postcolonial Spaces, New York: Princeton Architectural Press, p. 79). 
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and function. His study focuses on the space for the wayang48 performances in the 

pringgitan. This space shows the connection between the pendapa and the dalem in the 

traditional Javanese house. The particular frame, screen, and shadow structure of wayang 

“operate outside the representational structure of dichotomy between subject ‘position’ 

and ‘object world.’”49 (Figure 1-8.) 

A 
 

 
B 

Figure 1-8. Wayang in Javanese house. A: left, scene from wayang performance; right, 
private side of wayang performance. B: left, wayang puppets; right, wayang 
performance. (Source: Cairns, “Re-Surfacing: Architecture, Wayang, and the 
‘Javanese House,’” pp. 84-85.) 

In the cases of Thompson and Cairns, they both study regional identity by means of 

event and place or space which contains event. Borrowing from their method, event will 

                                                 
48 Wayang, literally shadow. It also describes the Javanese shadow play. (Reference: Cairns, p. 85). 

49 Cairns, “Re-Surfacing: Architecture, Wayang, and the ‘Javanese House,’” p. 88. 
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be treated as a tool to understand Chinese villages’ past and light up the future of 

construction in Chinese villages. 

On the one hand, as Thompson’s study indicates, festival and daily life will 

improve the understanding of public and private spatial structure, which reverberates 

throughout modern Chinese society. The economic development, the clan relation, and 

the effect of globalization will be events to impact and reshape the land and place. 

On the other hand, for a Chinese village, topography is also an important “event” to 

understand the village. It indexes the past and the future of the village, just as the tectonic 

wayang means to a Javanese house. The understanding of topography benefits the 

understanding of the region. The siting selection, formation, and development of Chinese 

villages are based on the topography embracing them. Moreover, topography is not only 

the container of human activities, but also the embodiment of Chinese understanding of 

nature and religion. Water, in Yuliang, for example, has been an important factor in 

place-making. It had a decisive impact on the siting selection, because the inhabitants’ 

lives depend on water. At the same time water has a special religious meaning for the 

local residents. They believe that water will bring sons and wealth to them, and also the 

courtyard in housing. Sometimes the orientation of their housing entrance also shows that 

water is “event” for the village. 

In summary, based on the understanding of the nature of “event,” its vibration, 

temporarily and grasping characteristics defined by Solà-Morales, “event” is regarded as 

a way to understand the village and the local inhabitants’ culture. It is also a generator for 

place-making to reshape the land as a democratic reflection of modern society and 

emerging conditions in the rehabilitation of the Chinese village. 
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Approach to Intervention in a Chinese Traditional Village 

Taking into account the methodological implication of “event,” the intervention in 

a Chinese village is regarded as a process, a continuous and unending process. The 

process is a “vibration,” which is the consequence of former events and actions, which 

will impact the following events. The approach for intervention in this study is divided 

into a series of phases based on the understanding of Christophe Girot’s idea about how 

outsiders could blend their experience and intuition with the local. Girot, in his “Four 

Trace Concepts in Landscape Architecture,” summarized four steps—Landing, 

Grounding, Finding and Founding50—for the mixture of the outsiders with the local. The 

presentation of verbal nouns in these four steps is constructed as nouns while maintaining 

the regimen of verbs. The regimen of the verbs implies continuation and a carrying on. At 

the same time, it is also indissolubly linked to time.  

As a process, intervention into a Chinese village is divided into four phases in this 

study—Landing, Experiencing, Mapping and Transforming. These phases also utilize 

verbal nouns, and they are also “events.” These phases are embedded with a temporal 

feature, but are dependent on each other. Each phase is based on former actions. Each 

phase will also impact the following action. Sometimes they overlap. There are no cut 

lines among these four phases. In fact, these four phases weave together without exact 

starting and ending points to separate them. The attempt to divide the process into four 

aspects makes it easy to organize and examine actions in the intervention. In each phase, 

there are different scenarios. All these scenarios are composed of actions for the 

intervention. These scenarios communicate with each other, impact on each other, and 

                                                 
50 Christophe Girot, “Four Trace Concepts in Landscape Architecture,” in James Corner (ed.), Recovering 
Landscape, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999), pp. 61-64. 
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ultimately index to the final result of the intervention. As previously mentioned, 

topography as “event” is the tool to understand Chinese villages. Throughout these four 

phases, topography has been a central theme and remains a continuous thread. 

a) Landing 

Landing is the first act to lead up to site acknowledgment according to Girot 

defines. The moment of landing and entering a site is of prime importance. Landing 

means to arrive from the outside and to touch the local ground. “Landing” in Chinese is 

“Zhuo Lu” (着陆). “Zhuo” (着) as a verb means “to land.” “Lu” (陆) as a noun means 

“the ground.” The notion of “landing” in Chinese emphasizes “to be grounded,” rather 

than to refer to the landing action itself. To be grounded is to cross the threshold, 

invoking “the passage from the unknown to the known, from the vastness of the outside 

world to the more exact boundaries of a specific site.”51 

Landing not only means “landing of actions,” but it is also “landing of thoughts.” 

As designers, we are invariably ‘outside’ of the local. On the one hand, one needs to keep 

his own thoughts about how the local is viewed. In this way, the local can be presented in 

a new and potentially inventive way. On the other side, outsiders need to study local 

scenarios in order to correctly understand the local. “Landing of thoughts” is a process to 

combine thoughts of outsiders with those of the locals. Impressions and insights 

provoked by landing often last through the entire design process. 

A landing of thoughts may start from the history of the local. As Rudolph Steiner 

mentioned, every site on Earth has a history. Reading the history of the built form is 

reading cultural history. This does not mean we are engaged history directly, but our 

                                                 
51 Girot, “Four Trace Concepts in Landscape Architecture,” p. 61. 
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understanding of historical events is vital in developing a sensitive approach. History is 

sensitive, and provides hints for today and future. “It is most important to have points of 

reference. The old is the basis for what we make new. If our aim is to achieve a high 

quality again then we cannot start at zero. . . . If we discard everything then we destroy 

the soul of the district along with the physical characteristics.”52 Tracing the villages’ 

history—the villages’ position in the development of China, the process of siting 

selection, formation of the villages, and exploration of the Fengshui theory (which is a 

part of history, see Chapter 4)—is the way to land on Chinese villages. 

b) Experiencing 

Compared with landing, which is mostly an instant moment of understanding, 

experiencing is more about a process with potential repeated actions. It is a process to be 

localized. In Chinese, “experiencing” consists of two Chinese characters. One is “Ti”       

(体), a noun, meaning “body.” The other is “Yan” (验), a verb, meaning “to examine.” 

The action of experiencing in Chinese contains two notions: 1) that the action is related to 

human body, emphasizing to examine through self-action, not based on others’ 

experience or description; 2) the action has two stages from the character “Yan” (验)—

first to identify thing, then to examine the authenticity through multiple “visits.” 

The emphasis on self-action and the two stages of examination indicate that the 

action of experiencing is a process. It is an act of rejection of preconception and a process 

exploring successive layers, both visible and invisible. The invisible layers sometimes are 

more important because they are the sources for designers to dig deeper about the site and 

for designers to distance themselves from others, as well as traditional expressions. 

                                                 
52 Alvaro Siza, in: Visie op de stad. Op. cit. S. 25. 
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Experiencing is also a process to merge a person’s thoughts with the locals and to 

identify the inspirations for future design work. 

History comes alive by discovering the past in the architecture and landscape, and 

it brings back traces of memory. Current pressure is exposed by discovering the chaos 

and conflict, and the future comes out by discovering the essences of the physical and 

social system in the village.  

A site has two qualities—physique and memory. A village contains physical 

environment (topography, climate and land) and social environment (humanistic, cultural, 

and social changes). A village is the carrier of the residents’ existence and is part of their 

lives. In the eyes of the villagers, the built form is not material, but a vessel containing 

various social relationships between people and material, people and nature, and among 

people themselves. Wandering around the site and listening to the villagers, these visible 

or invisible layers remaining under the ground become available to inspection  

c) Mapping 

Mapping is a project of making. Traits of maps show features of the action of 

mapping. Edward S. Casey offers four primary traits of a map: 1) presenting itself as a 

visual configure; 2) operating by a process of self-inclusion; 3) the capable to represent; 

and 4) the manner of this very reference.53 Maps are not mirrors of reality. They are 

“presentational symbols.” At the same time, it presents a particular view based on the 

representation of makers. It is a personal explanation and representation of place. The 

notion of maps as “an experimentation in contact with the real” indicates two features of 

the action of mapping. One feature is to select personal position in the process of 

                                                 
53 Edward S. Casey, Representing Place: Landscape Paintings & Maps, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2002), pp. 172-173.  
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representation, which is also expressed in its Chinese characters. “Mapping” could be 

translated into “Ding Wei” (定位) in Chinese.54 “Ding” (定) as a verb means “to locate.” 

“Wei” (位) as a noun means “position.” “Ding Wei” (定位) means to select where one 

wants to “stand” and what one wants to express. The position that one is in ultimately 

impacts how decisions are made. The second feature is that mapping is process to unfold 

potential and reveal something new. It is based on the reality, but at the time beyond the 

reality. It is both an activity and an insight to discover new forces and new views for the 

people. It sets the stage for the future. 

Instead of mapping as a means of appropriation, we might begin to see it as a 
means of emancipation and enablement, liberating phenomena and potential from 
the encasements of convention and habit.55 

Mapping is not tracing the reality. In some sense, it not only explains the history, 

but also inaugurates new worlds out of the old. Gilles Deleuze calls for “making a map 

not a tracing.” He states: 

What distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely oriented toward an 
experimentation in contact with the real. The map does not reproduce an 
unconscious closed in upon itself; it constructs the unconscious. It fosters 
connection between fields, the removal of blockages on bodies without organs, the 
maximum opening of bodies without organs onto a plane of consistency. . . . The 
map has to do with performance, whereas the tracing always involves an “alleged 
competence.”56 

                                                 
54 There could be several translations of “mapping” into Chinese, which depends on different disciplines. 
For instance, mapping in the discourse of Urban Planning means “planning.” For geography, it means 
“making maps.” 

55 James Corner, “Agency of Mapping: Speculation, Critique and Invention,” in Denis Cosgrove (ed.), 
Mappings, (London: Reaktion Books, 1999), p. 252. 

56 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, in Brian Massumi (trans.), (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987), p. 12. 
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Figure 1-9. Hamburg, 1841. (Source: Petra Kempf, City Limits, New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2002, p. 141.) 

 
 

Figure 1-10. Mapping of Hamburg by Petra Kempf. (Source: Kempf, City Limits, pp. 
160-161.) 

In Petra Kempt’ project 57 (Figure 1-9 and 1-10), the city Hamburg is regarded as a 

collection of ever-shifting layers according to both complementary and conflicting 

components. Mapping provides “a distant equality to view our representations: abstract 

                                                 
57 Met[R]onymy 1: done by Petra Kempf. Published in Young Architects 3: City Limits, (New York, 
Princeton Architecture Press, 2002), p. 139. 
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yet tangible, analytic yet didactic, descriptive yet open programmatically.”58 Kempt re-

makes territory by the means of layering. Not only are physical objects and forms 

layered, but also political and social processes are mapped. It becomes a complexity of 

the intended program for the site. 

Mapping the Chinese village means to layer the natural environment, the spatial 

fabric, the individual buildings, and the political, economic, and social processes. 

Although they are parts or elements, they are cohesive at one layer but dismembered in 

relation to others. The purpose of layering is to unfold the program of topography on 

making place. Through layering, one’s position in the Chinese village is identified. 

Through mapping, the invisible layers, such as the reciprocity between topography and 

spatial fabric, the function of water on the village’s construction, and the social 

expression of events, are emancipated. The experience is then enriched and the potential 

of the site is unfolded. 

d) Transforming 

It is the moment when the prior three acts are synthesized into a new and 

transformed construction of the site.59 The term “transforming” in Chinese combines two 

Chinese characters (转化), literally meaning “turn” and “melt.” Two actions are involved 

into the process of transforming based on the Chinese notion. “Turning” means to bring 

something new to a place, something that may change and redirect a particular site. 

“Melting” means that these alternations should be grounded into the site, and melted into 

the old “fabric.” It is an action that entails difference between the old and the new, as 

                                                 
58 Ibid., p. 141. 

59 Refer to Girot’s notion on “Founding.” (Girot, “Four Trace Concepts in Landscape Architecture,” p. 64.) 
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well as creates something new from their coexistence. It is not an instant moment of 

action. It is an action that needs time to be accomplished. 

An ideal village develops over time while retaining traces of memory in form and 

event. The introduction of new factors of the new age, the inscription of rich diversities 

of settings for human experience, and the expression of differences between today and 

the past are the guides for transformation. The transformation may be either conservative, 

which refers to some past event or circumstance, or innovative, which imports something 

new to a place. Examples can range from the insertion of a new project to the framing of 

some new point of view, or to simply changing the use of a particular place. For Chinese 

villages, topography is the driving force for the action of transformation. Through the 

rehabilitation of that topography constructs the village, the past of the village is merged 

into the present, the future of the village is redirected. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LANDING 

This chapter contains a literature review. Girot specifically defines the action of 

landing to ground problems and look for ways out. Landing here is the action to ground 

the notion of globalization, place, and regionalism in the age of globalization. Landing is 

also the action to set the stage to examine the notion of topography and further research 

on Chinese villages. 

Globalization and Regional Culture 

Globalization is a dominant characteristic of the late 20th century, although 

industrialization, urbanization, and internationalization were tendencies for expansion in 

the past. Compared to these paradigms, contemporary globalization is much more 

extensive in geographical and disciplinary scope, and its impact is more widespread and 

culturally deeper. Moreover, technical advances in electronic media and 

telecommunications have increased the pace of globalization in contemporary times, 

leading to a tendency towards homogenization. Consequently, the conflict between 

universal civilization and regional culture is more incisive today. Globalization is 

celebrated as a token of social development, but on the other hand, regional culture seems 

unnecessary to globalization. Rem Koolhaas, in “Generic Cities,”1 believes that 

globalization could have no relational, historical or identity associations. This position 

                                                 
1 Rem Koolhaas, “Generic Cities,” in Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau, S, M, L, XL, (New York: Monacelli, 
1998), p. 1248. 
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actually cuts the link between globalization and regional culture, and it refuses the 

possibility of a blend between them. 

The relationship of globalization with regional culture should not be simply 

regarded as a binary opposition. Paul Ricoeur, in his article “Universal Civilization and 

National Cultures,”2 suggests that sustaining the “authentic” culture depends on creativity 

of the regional culture while encountering the influences of civilization as well as 

appropriation of the past culture. The possibility of merging them results from the 

features of globalization and their dependence on each other.  

Ricoeur indicates that “universal civilization” and “national culture” are different.3 

He defines the techno-scientific handling of nature as the work of civilization and the 

social construction of meaning as the work of culture. But these two concepts are a 

dialectical pair: both are needed for human development. 

In Ricoeur’s explanation on the relationship of “universal civilization” with 

“national culture,” as well as with regional place, “universal civilization” is abstracted 

into a pure and rational process, and “national culture” is regarded as comprising 

                                                 
2 Paul Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” History and Truth, (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 1965), pp. 271-284.  

3 Ricoeur designated a fivefold character of “universal civilization.” He wrote:  
“Human dimension: It is a purely abstract and rational unity of mankind which leads to all the other 
manifestations of modern civilization. 
Development of technics: This development may be understood as a revival of traditional tools on the basis 
of the consequences and applications of this single science. 
Existence of a rational politics: It is a concept of the rationalization of power represented by an 
administration. The modern State has recognizable universal structure. Not only is there the single political 
experience of mankind, but all regimes also have a certain path in common; as soon as certain levels of 
comfort, instruction, and culture are attained, we see them all inescapably evolve from a dictatorial form to 
a democratic form. 
Existence of a rational, universal economy: Calculations concerning contingencies, techniques of market-
control, plans of forecasting and decisions, all of these have something in common despite the oppositions 
of capitalism and authoritarian socialism. 
Universal way of living: This way of living is manifested by the unavoidable standardization of housing 
and clothing.” 
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configurations of value, principles, and ideals, which are historically and regionally 

unique. 

When civilization is endowed with universal character, the premise is that mankind 

is regarded as one single unity. As one single unity, the diversity among individuals, 

groups, and regions is excluded. The human experience is abstracted as one unity. What 

is left is the biological process of the human body, the activity as life itself, and the pure 

relationship between human beings and nature. In this sense, civilization becomes a pure 

and rational process. 

As a pure and rational progress, civilization narrows language into univocal terms 

so that it becomes techo-logic. Here ensues a reexamination in the tools (means)-ends 

logic. Ricoeur writes: 

There is progress where one can distinguish the phenomenon of the deposit of 
tools. We have to take the expression “tools” in a very broad sense, covering both 
the property technical realm of instruments and of machines.4 

Technology is the mediation in the relationship between man and nature. 

Historically, technology develops out of tool-techniques through machine-techniques to 

the present electronic-techniques. Technology goes through transformations, which 

correspond to its timely commitment.  

Martin Heidegger, in “The Question Concerning Technology,”5 expounded means-

ends logic in techniques. In his mind, means are considered as compulsory and universal, 

as the “genuine language,” whereas ends sink into the vanishing and particular and are 

called forth by the means. He refers to the roots of the word techne—used by the ancient 

                                                 
4 Paul Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” p. 276. 

5 Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, William Lovitt (trans.), (New 
York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1977). 
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Greeks—as the simultaneous activities and skills of the craftsperson, the arts of the mind, 

and the fine arts: technology, idea, and art. In his mind, not only is technology a means to 

an end, but the means and the end reflect each other and interact in a complex way. We 

create technology but technology also creates us. He calls this process “enframing.” 

Technology as idea and poesis is made explicit in his characterization of the 

essence of technology as a mode of revealing what is hidden—a coming to presence, a 

starting on its way to arrival, a responsible occasioning of this process in space-time. For 

Heidegger, technology is the place where truth happens. Heidegger used the Rhine River 

as a prime example. The poet Hölderlin saw a stunning display of natural beauty from it, 

whereas today we see it as a resource, waiting to be dammed and used to produce 

electricity. Heidegger points out that although society still sees the Rhine as beautiful 

object, it no longer sees beauty as the essence of the Rhine. In Heidegger's words, the 

beauty of the Rhine is now seen in “no other way than as an object on call for inspection 

by a tour group ordered there by the vacation industry.”6  

The example of the Rhine not only explores the techo-logic, but also reveals that 

civilization is not only a process but also a progress of mankind. It is “a phenomenon of 

accumulation and a phenomenon of improvement.”7 Civilization means to replace past 

tools utilized for mankind with new technology in order to recognize and adapt the world 

in a new way. 

Although “universal civilization” is abstracted as a rational process and as techo-

logic, it is always endowed with human activities and mediation between human beings 

                                                 
6 Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, p.16. 

7 Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” p. 274. 
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and nature. Social work is regarded as the work of regional culture. In this view, 

“universal civilization” and regional culture have the potential to impact each other. 

Regional culture is an open system. It has the potential to cooperate and combine 

with other cultures. Maria Gabriela Rebok, in “Civilization and Cultural Identity in 

Postmodernity,”8 referred to the Spanish language to set a path for culture to encounter 

other cultures. She set a structural threefold dimension for culture and argued that culture 

is capable of encountering other cultures based on the growth of freedom in cultures. This 

freedom encourages the plurality of languages. The openness of a culture allows its 

development. “A cultural tradition stays alive only if it constantly creates itself anew.”9 

Only through giving meanings to this encounter between regional culture and outside 

cultures can we avoid repeating the past and have a chance for the future. 

As a part of progress, globalization is needed for the development of regional 

culture. A regional culture is considered dead as soon as it is no longer renewed. Progress 

is the outside force or agent used in reshaping regional culture. For regional culture to 

survive, it has to be capable of creativity to sustain and absorb ideas of the civilization in 

order to give meaning to their encounter. 

Although globalization is regarded as “universalization,” it becomes “local” 

because the universal ideas and processes have to be absorbed and adopted by different 

groups of people. Roland Robertson, in “Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-

                                                 
8 Maria Gabriela Rebok, “Civilization and Cultural Identity in Postmodernity,” Topoi 17, (Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1998), pp. 29-36. 

9 Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” p. 280. 
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Heterogeneity,”10 picks the global marketers as an instance to argue that sometimes 

globalization is localized strategically. In this sense, globalization is diversified and 

interpreted by regional culture in order to have effects. 

Based on this analysis, it is clear that globalization and regional culture are 

interdependent. The conflict between them originates from the dual character of 

“universal civilization” in its encounter of “national culture,” which simultaneously 

destroys and spurs regional culture. Compared with the traditional, “universal 

civilization” is not intrinsic to regional place and culture. “Universal civilization” 

somehow caused destruction to regional culture. The worldwide financial networks—

from the ubiquitous presence of chain stores and fast food, to advertisements for 

universally available consumer goods—all these phenomena are part of present-day 

effects of universal civilization. It “exerts a sort of attrition or wearing away at the 

expense of the cultural resources which have made the great civilizations of the past.”11 

However, the destruction to regional culture and place is not the reason to reject 

globalization. On the contrary, it recalls us to reexamine the method to merge them. It 

encourages us to safeguard regional place and culture, to examine its origins, and to 

remain faithful to historical patterns with emerging change. It implies that in the 

encounter of “universal civilization” and “regional culture,” we should not give 

preference to one or the other. We should situate the emerging global civilization in the 

diversity of regional cultures and all regional cultures in the universe of a global 

                                                 
10 Roland Robertson, “Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-Heterogeneity,” in Mike Featherstone, 
Scott Lash, and Roland Robertson (eds.), Global Modernities, (London: Sage Publications, 1995), pp. 25-
44. 

11 Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” p. 276. 
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civilization. The encounter is a two-fold process involving being globalized and 

localized.  

Place 

“Can you imagine what it would be like if there were no places in the world?” Due 

to the importance of place to human beings and ignorance by human beings in modern 

times—“place has been regarded as an impoverished second cousin of Time and Space, 

those two colossal cosmic partners that tower over modernity.”12 Edward S. Casey calls 

for a return to place. Place is also favored by regionalists, especially at the time when 

homogenization dominates contemporary thoughts because, for them, place represents 

identity and uniqueness. 

The etymology “place” makes evident that the idea of place has been associated 

with space, openness, and extension. 

“Place” in classical Latin platea means a “broad way” or “open space.” But place is 

not equal to space. Place is more than physical space, not a simple “container” as 

Aristotle addressed. “A place in which one can dwell is a place that provides a space in 

which dwelling can occur—it ‘gives space’ to the possibility of dwelling—and yet a 

place to dwell must be more than just a ‘space’ alone.”13 It is clear that place is prior to 

space. Aldo van Eyck even claimed that place means more for human beings than 

space.14 Place constructs conditions that will build space and create connection between 

                                                 
12 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place, (Bloomington, IL: Indiana University Press, 1993), p. xiv. 

13 J.E. Malpas, Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography, (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), p. 22. 

14 In Team 10 Primer, (edited by Alison Smithson, 1965), Aldo van Eyck stated that “space has no room, 
time not a moment for man. He is excluded. . . . Whatever space and time mean, place and occasion mean 
more.” (p. 43). His statement is based on the understanding of human activities as mobility and temporality. 
In this sense, place and occasion mean more for man than space and time. 
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human beings and dwelling. Eugene Victor Walter in his Placeways, defines place as a 

unity of physique and morale. In China, philosophers took the similar position with 

Walter. Laozi once utilized a vessel to express the relationship of building and dwelling. 

In his mind, the building is the vessel—the container—for dwelling. Dwelling is the 

contents in the vessel. In this sense, Laozi indicated that place contains physical forms 

and “morale” as well as Walter indicated. 

Place is an energy that both generates and locates human experience, “generating 

representations and causing changes in awareness.”15 Place is an open and yet bounded 

realm within which the being of the world can appear and within which events can take 

place. Place and human activities are intertwined. The human body moves within the 

built place, and events happen in the place. All these events bring social meaning into 

being and also change the meaning and identity of place. The meaning and identity of 

place is not stable or fixed, but constructed and changed with human actions. It is clearly 

shown in the development of Lausanne, Switzerland. 

Bernard Cache, in Earth Moves, shows that the token of Lausanne, Switzerland, 

was changed from the perched Cité to the city of the Bourg crest. It was then changed to 

the city of the valley that stretches along the Flon, and finally to the city of the Leman 

slope surrounded by the Ceinture Pichard. No matter what resulted in this continuous 

change, sometimes due to the religion, sometimes due to the technical development or 

needs for communications, the identity of the city has never stayed at one point. It 

transformed from one point to another. This success of transformation contributed to the 

new construction appropriate to the situation at that time. The city identities are, 
                                                 
15 Eugene Victor Walter, Placeways, (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 
131. 
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therefore, set up through a series of constructions. These constructions seem to be 

indissolubly linked to the notion of time. These constructions did not ground the place 

with certain image and certain memory. 

The case of Lausanne not only shows that place is constructed but also explains 

Solà-Morales’s statement that place is the production of an event. In “Place: Permanence 

or Production,” Solà-Morales cites the work of the anthropologist Marcel Detienne to 

question the notion of place. Detienne said “there are free places, vacant, available. . . . 

First gestures, initial steps: to begin, to inaugurate, to establish.”16 In Solà-Morales’s 

eyes, this process of making place uncovers the temporality of place. Place is not 

permanent. The characters of event, its temporality, vibration and grasping17 unveil the 

notion of place. Event is more than activity. Its temporality denies place as archaeological 

memory and images; its vibration makes sure that place has the energy to generate and 

change human experience as well as being changed; its grasping claims place as a strong 

expression of human needs and desire, as well as containers of human actions. 

The case of Lausanne relays a message that topography not only contains physical 

features, but also political, social, and cultural meanings. The shift of sites for tokens of 

the city expressed the shift of people’s needs, politics, religion, and society. These needs 

were inscribed into topography, which gives the topography a memory and history. For 

example, the decision to locate a cathedral in Cité carried religious and political 

significance. Today, Cité still is the token for the city because it is the place of 

“predilection, whether as a seat for the Vaud parliament or as the place for local 

                                                 
16 Solà-Morales, Difference, p. 101. 

17 See the exploration of “event” in Chapter 1 in this study. In “event,” the definitions of characters of event 
by Solà-Morales are given.  
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festivities.”18 The activities today recall the memory of topography of the past. The 

memory of topography organizes today’s programs. 

The above analysis of place starts from the term “space” in the definition of place 

(“open space”) and finishes with the reconsideration of place as a constructed scenario, 

which indicates the notion of time. How does the term “open” operate in the definition of 

place? On the one hand, the notion of “open” in this definition would seem to be explored 

by place as a generator for space, which is shown above. On the other hand, the notion of 

“open” may be explored from the view of the boundary of place. Open indicates 

extension. The extension of place is more than to break through the physical limitation of 

space. If so, this extension to some degree is still limited to within a certain place. In fact, 

at the time that place is recognized, the boundary of place is accepted. To open is to cross 

the boundary and interact with other places. 

Places are thus internally differentiated and interconnected in terms of other places-
thus places are juxtaposed and intersect with one another; places also contain other 
places so that one can move inwards to find other places nested within a place as 
well as move outwards to a more encompassing locale… The ‘nesting’ places, for 
instance, is a significant point of connection between place and memory.19  

In contemporary time, the frequent migration of people, internally and externally, 

makes more evident that place is the production of the blend of the here place with the 

outside place, not as the production within and from itself. This position encourages us to 

see place not as a geographically fixed and determined “vernacular,” but as temporal and 

mobile. 

                                                 
18 Bernard Cache, Earth Moves: The Furnishing of Territories, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1995), p. 
14. 
19 Malpas, Place and Experience, p. 34. 



47 

 

Place is not “grounded.” It articulates itself and shifts through movement. In the 

view of John Rajchman, “ungroundedness” frees place from the heaviness of Earth and 

bring a new perspective for people. “Once we give up the belief that our life-world is 

rooted in the ground, we may thus come to a point where “ungroundedness” is no longer 

experienced as existential anxiety and despair but as a freedom and lightness that finally 

allows us to move.”20 This position also clarifies the relationship between globalization 

and regional culture as a dialectical pair. It also questions the thought that the remaining 

traditional style of buildings is the way to making place in contemporary time. 

Regionalism 

Regionalism has its longevity from Vitruvius21 to John Ruskin and Lewis 

Mumford.22 Regionalism had been regarded as standing against the mainstream in the 

field of architecture during different periods. At the end of 17th century, some scholars, 

such as Anthony, Earl of Shaftesbury, urged for an architecture that drew from nature, 

rejecting symmetry and absolutism.23 Romantic Regionalism in the 18th century was 

against the order and regularity inherent in Neo-Classicalism. For Ruskin, architecture is 

                                                 
20 John Rajchman, Constructions, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1997), p. 88. 
21 In Chapters 1 and 2, Book VI, De Re Architectura, Vitruvius introduced the term “regional” to the 
building. For him, regional architecture was constructed by specific exterior and interior conditions. 
Different environments and characteristics of a house resulted in different buildings going from region to 
region. 

22 Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre identify five historical phases for the evolution of regionalism: the 
picturesque, the romantic, the Nazi Heimat, the commercial, and critical regionalism in “Critical 
Regionalism,” Critical Regionalism: The Pomona Meeting Proceedings, (Pomona, CA: The College of 
Environmental Design, 1991), pp. 3-28. 

23 Anthony, Earl of Shaftesbury (1621-1683), in his Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, stated that 
“I sing of Nature’s order in creating beings, and celebrate the beauties which resolve in thee, the source and 
principle of all beauty and perfection. . . . We contemplate (Nature) with more delight in these original 
wilds than in the artificial labyrinths and feigned wildernesses of the palace.” (Source: Alexander Tzonis, 
“Introduction an Architecture of the Present: Critical Regionalism and the Design of Identity,” Critical 
Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Globalized World, Munich: Prestel, 2003, p. 14). 
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built as a “memory machine” to reconstruct lost “authority.” Ruskin preferred 

conservation rather than restoration. In his views, restoration means to recover to the 

original condition, which erased human memory and experience. Mumford, in Sticks and 

Stones, reconfigured the concept of regional architecture by his critique on “imperial” 

Beaux Arts buildings. Today, due to the crisis of globalization and environment, 

regionalism is put forward in order to bring identity, tradition, and place back to people. 

“Critical Regionalism” is the contemporary trend. 

It is clear that regionalism indicates the local and specific to a region. It indicates 

that all regions contain a core and an essence, which recall the specialty of a region. 

Ironically, within a special region, conditions are homogeneous. The specific region is 

occupied by similar objects that have common characters. Regionalism seems to identify 

the common characters in a distinct area and present it to the future. A crucial question is 

formulated: What is the common character of a region that is different from other 

regions? How can they be identified? And more importantly, how are they projected? 

Preservation, exploration, and mimesis of traditional forms and utilization of local 

materials and craft have been strategies for regionalism. Even for an approach “Critical 

Regionalism,” an interest has remained in specific elements from the region that can be 

used to make place. Critical Regionalism is based on Norberg-Schulz’s “genuis loci.” 

The genius loci comes from the materials and formal constitution of a place, “structure of 

space” in his words, and “general comprehensive atmosphere” or aura. Using this basis, 

Frampton calls the new regionalism as the resonance of a re-appropriation of the sense of 

place, of the tectonic, of light and climate, of local material and craft, of topography. 

Under the call for identity and difference in the contemporary, some designers return to 
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traditional forms to express the genius loci as a response to Critical Regionalism. In fact, 

this backtracks to the regionalism of the 18th century. Therefore, Alan Colquhoun, in his 

“The Concept of Regionalism,” claims that Critical Regionalism will remain trapped in 

formalism, and the term “critical” has no specific meaning if Critical Regionalism 

focuses only on the expression of traditional form as a method for place-making. 

Contrary to the critique of Colquhoun, however, Critical Regionalism’s 

contribution to architectural theory lies in its analysis of regionalism as a condition 

distancing itself from a movement. Frampton attempts to retreat regionalism from the 

sentimental by attaching the word “critical.” Critical, 24 in the specialized usage of Kant 

and the Frankfurt School, means to challenge both the world as it exists and underlying 

world views. Critical Regionalism challenges the idea that regionalism is simply a return 

to traditional situations. A clear distinction is noted by Harwell Hamilton Harris. Based 

on his experience in California, he identified two kinds of Regionalism. One kind is 

“Regionalism of Restriction,” which is the “result of standing still while the rest of the 

world changes.”25 It is self-proud. It cares more for preserving an obscure dialect than for 

                                                 
24 The Frankfurt School’s Critical Theory is the foundation for Frampton’s Critical Regionalism. “My 
[Frampton] affinity for the critical theory of the Frankfurt School has no doubt colored my view of the 
world period and made me acutely aware of the dark side of the Enlightenment which, in the name of 
unreasonable reason, has brought man to a situation where he begins to be as alienated from its production 
as from the natural world.” (Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, New York: 
Thames and Hudson, 3rd Edition, 1992), p. 9. 
The Frankfurt account of the essential distinguishing features of a “critical theory” consists of three aspects: 
1) Critical theories have special standing as guides for human action in that:  they are aimed at producing 
enlightenment in the agents who hold them; they are inherently emancipatory, i.e., they are free agents 
from a kind of coercion which is at least partly self-imposed from self-frustration of conscious human 
action. 
2) Critical theories have cognitive content, i.e., they are forms of knowledge. 
3) Critical theories differ epistemologically in essential ways from theories in the natural sciences. Theories 
in natural science are “objectifying”; critical theories are “reflective”. 

25 Harwell Hamilton Harris, “Regionalism and Nationalism,” Student Publication of the School of Design 
North Carolina State of the University of North Carolina at Raleigh, Volume 14, Number 5, p. 27. 



50 

 

expressing a new idea. Romantic Regionalism in the 18th century is typical of this kind of 

regionalism. The other kind is “Regionalism of Liberation,” which is “in tune with the 

emerging thought of the time.”26 “Its value is that its manifestation has significance for 

the world outside itself.”27  

“Regionalism of Liberation” makes the notion of regionalism different from the 

notion of vernacular architecture, which is usually defined as architecture with traditional 

form, technology, and materials. If vernacular architecture represents the past and the 

value of traditional culture and society, regional architecture represents the present and 

reveals contemporary situations. Regionalism is not static, but mobile. Authentic 

Regionalism should be open to the ever-changing world and respond to the changes of 

time and the outside world. Only through giving meanings to the encounter between 

regional culture and outside cultures can we avoid going back to the past by simply 

repeating it. Only by bringing new information into regional culture can it survive and 

develop. The impact of the outside world and the changes of situations in the specific 

region are the sources for the development of regional architecture. Therefore, regional 

architecture is not a geographically fixed and determined vernacular. 

The concept of “Regionalism of Liberation” makes us reexamine the following 

binary ideas: regional (local) and global, tradition and modernity, imitation and 

redefinition, advanced technology and local craft. 

Regional and Global 

Every regional culture necessarily has a universal side to it. It is steadily open to 
influences that come from other parts of the world, and from other cultures, 

                                                 
26 Ibid., p. 27. 

27 Ibid., p. 27. 
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separated from the local region in space or time or both together. It would be useful 
if we formed the habit of never using the word regional without mentally adding to 
it the idea of universal–remembering the constant contact and interchange between 
local scene and the wide world that lies beyond it. To make the best use of local 
resources, we must often seek help from people or ideas or technical methods that 
original elsewhere. . . . As with a human being, every culture must both be itself 
and transcend itself; it must make the most of its limitations and must be open to 
fresh experience and yet it must maintain its integrity. In no other art is that process 
more sharply focused than in architecture. 28 

Regionalism has been seen as a rejection of “universal” order. In fact, regionalism 

should be regarded as a complementary trend to globalization instead of a contradictory 

one.  

Rem Koolhaas, in “Generic Cities,” states that globalization is an unstoppable force 

that cannot be impacted by the local situation. He celebrates the generic city as the 

expression of globalization at the level of urban planning. It “is nothing but a reflection of 

present need and present ability. It is the city without history.”29 That globalization 

dominates regional culture is based on the thought that differences can be ignored. The 

urban is a spatially conditioned and expressed social practice. Cities are not the same 

even under the impact of globalization: Tokyo is not Shanghai.  

As Marc Gilbert states, Tokyo and New York, as megalopolis cities, look similar if 

we focus on the image of the city. But the facts that impact construction of cities are 

different. “New York has property divisions, zoning laws and a tradition of using land as 

commodity that allows row houses to be transformed into skyscrapers. Tokyo does not: 

urban practice there produces low-lying, fine-grained and driving ranges for golf.”30 

                                                 
28 Lewis Mumford, The South in Architecture, (New York: Harcourt, Brace and company 1941), p. 38. 

29 Koolhaas, “Generic Cities,” p. 1250. 

30 Mark Gilbert, On Beyond Koolhaas: Identity, Sameness and the Crisis of City Planning, (Source: 
http://wuv.uibk.ac.at/pdf/gilbert_city.pdf, Accessed on September 19, 2004).  
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Tokyo changes without an overall plan and typically at a slow speed than a global-

economized make-over. These facts show the difference in the identities between Tokyo 

and New York. These facts are rooted in the past and extended themselves into the future. 

In the globalized world, regional identity could be eradicated. At the same time, 

globalization is an outside force for regionalism to evolve. At the level of economy, the 

interaction between region and global is unavoidable. At the level of culture, culture is 

more complicated and fluid, but not closed or static. Cultural developments are based on 

cross-fertilization with other cultures. The encounter of the regional with the global is a 

process to be globalized as well as localized. 

Tradition and Modernity 

Etymologically, “tradition” is derived from the Latin verb tradere, meaning to pass 

on to another. In the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the definition of this term is “the 

action of handing over to another; delivery, transfer.”31 “Tradition” in Chinese (传统) 

consists of two Chinese characters. One is “Chuan” (传), meaning “to pass on” as 

indicated in English. The other is “Tong” (统). “Tong” is a verb, which means “to unite 

parts,” while as a noun it means “unity.” In these two definitions, the action of “passing 

on” is identical. In the definition from the OED, there is no mention about what is handed 

down or in what manner. Maybe it is a physical or a cultural construction handed down to 

the next generation. The Chinese notion of “tradition” indicates stability. Combining 

these two versions, the notion of “tradition” indicates an implicit balance between 

stability and transformation.  

                                                 
31 The Oxford English Dictionary (compact edition), p. 3371. 
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The action of “passing on” in fact is a process of keeping and transforming. Besides 

keeping what it had, the process of passing on to others—no matter in oral format or 

written format—includes the action of transformation. “Passing on” needs a carrier to do 

this action. Sometimes the carrier is an individual. Sometimes it is a group of people. In 

the process of passing on, what is handed down is unavoidably impacted by these 

carriers, depending on how they view the world. It is a view biased by their prior beliefs 

as well as their desires.  

The notion of “Tong” in “tradition” indicates that in the process of transformation 

and acts of possession, there are still important elements that remain discernible. These 

traditions are actually selected. 

From a whole possible area of past and present, certain meanings and practices are 
chosen for emphasis, certain other meanings and practices are neglected and 
excluded. . . . Some of these meanings and practices are reinterpreted, diluted, or 
put into forms which support or at least do not contradict other elements within the 
effective dominant culture.32 

In this process of selection, it is unavoidable that human needs and desires play an 

important role. Human selection of these elements indicates that some criteria exist. The 

criteria may be political needs, or social demands, or sometimes related to aesthetic 

tastes. No matter what the criteria, they are doubtless based on the present situation, not 

the past. The past provides only the sources, and the present selects part of them to be 

passed on.  

Traditions have been transformed and redefined to adapt to the present. The 

relation of tradition with modernity (“dominant culture”) is not opposite, but “melts” into 

                                                 
32 Tan Hock Beng, “Modernizing Appropriations/ Approaching Modernity,” in Alexander Tzonis, Liane 
Lefaivre and Bruno Stagno (eds.), Tropic Architecture: Critical Regionalism in the Age of Globalization, 
(New York: Wiley-Academy, 2001), p. 102. 
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modernity. Transformation is not equal to violent changes. Alterations in the process of 

transformation are not abrupt and separable from the dominant culture. These alterations 

are melted into tradition and cooperative to the dominant culture. Transformation is a 

process, not an instinct action. The melting process has struggles and concessions, finally 

becoming one. Tradition is a product of cultural development which is a state of 

intervention, compromise, continuity, and discontinuity. Only when we understand that 

tradition experiences undergoing changes and keeps continually developing will we find 

a balance and connection between regionalism and globalization, between tradition and 

modernity. 

Imitation and Redefinition 

The question of how to approach tradition separates Critical Regionalism from 

other concepts of regionalism in history.  

Preservation of valuable historical buildings is undoubtedly necessary in certain 

circumstances. But imitation of historical buildings in order to recall the past is not the 

right way to represent regional culture because this method simplifies regional identity 

into physical forms. As mentioned before, tradition is not stable but constructed. 

“Traditions which survive are the ones that evolve constantly, and become subject to 

reinterpretation and renewed adaptation to the present.”33 The traditional forms continue 

to evolve and transform. Imitation of past forms and elements is based on ignorance of 

evolvement of tradition. 

                                                 
33 Alexander Tzonis & Liane Lefaivre, “The Suppression and Rethinking of Regionalism and Tropicalism 
After 1945,” in Tzonis, Lefaivre and Stagno (eds.), Tropic Architecture: Critical Regionalism in the Age of 
Globalization, p. 24. 
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Ricoeur asks the questions, “How to become modern and to return to sources; how 

to revive an old, dormant civilization and take part in universal civilization.”34 Critical 

Regionalism brought out the concept of defamiliarization to express resistance in order to 

argue that the idea of local place can be constructed and lived in as a positive force in 

contemporary culture. In the view of Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, 

defamiliarization is a suitable method, which is used to represent regional elements in an 

unfamiliar light. They believe that “the operations of identifying, decomposing, 

recomposing regional elements in a new way are part of the universal skill set of 

architects.”35 This makes it possible that an “outsider” could carry out Critical 

Regionalism committed to the understanding of local constraints. Defamiliarization 36 

means that a critical reevaluation of local culture, employing modernist strategies, 

elevates their proposed regionalism above the parochial. It is instrumental only in its 

current critical phase.  

Defamiliarization is a process of redefinition—which is based on understanding 

tradition not as a fix reference—so we could catch the opportunities of today and deal 

with them in contemporary situations. In some sense, through redefinition we go back to 

the past, face the present, and open the future.  

                                                 
34 Ricoeur, “Universal Civilization and National Cultures,” pp. 276-277. 

35 Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, “Why Critical Regionalism Today?,” in Kate Nesbitt (ed.), 
Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture: An Anthology of Architecture Theory 1965-1995, (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press,1997), p. 489. 

36 In their article, “Why Critical Regionalism Today?,” Tzonis and Lefaivre state that “it selects these 
regional elements for their potential to act as support, physical or conceptual, of human contact and 
community, what we may call ‘ place-defining’ elements, and incorporates them ‘strangely’ rather than 
‘familiarly.’ In other words, it makes them appear distant, hard to grasp, difficult, even disturbing. It frames 
as if it were the sense of place in a strange sense of displacement. . . . Hence, through appropriately chosen 
poetic devices of defamiliarization, critical regionalism makes the building appear to enter into an imagined 
dialogue with the viewer.” (p. 489) 
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However, if we stick to that “Identifying, decomposing, recomposing regional 

elements” is the only way to redefine regional architecture, it is easy to be trapped in 

formalism just as some scholars regard vernacular architecture as sources to meet 

contemporary cultural circumstances. It is one of the reasons that Critical Regionalism 

has its many critics. In his book Uncommon Ground, David Leatherbarrow utilized the 

analysis of Aris Konstantinidis on Greek architecture to show that although the 

vernacular context could be seen as basic conditions used to guide and to determine the 

spaces and materials of modern building, it is not necessarily ordinary. Instead of ancient 

temples, Konstantinidis illustrated a market in Athens as “profoundly Greek in spirit, 

appearance, plasticity and artistic wisdom.”37 The market exemplified the “ordinary and 

essential.” This place is not pure vernacular and pre-modern, but it is particular about 

ways of living. It is a consequence of regular use and familiar elements surrounding us.  

As examined above, what we need from tradition is what continues to survive from 

the past time, what it should be adapted with current situations. Konstantinidis’s analysis 

shows that what we need from tradition is “ways of living.” Ways of living may be 

expressed loudly or silently, maybe in vernacular architecture, in its form and structure, 

or in tectonic details as wayang performances in the pringgitan. The expression may exist 

in a familiar way but we may be unaware of it, “for they are just as remote as they are 

familiar, as mute as sensible, as silence as expressive.”38 But these things that are carried 

from the past to the present will also be meaningful for the future. 

                                                 
37 Aris Konstantinidis studied the market in his book Elements for Self-Knowledge. (Athens: Graphic Arts 
Karydakis Brothers Ltd., 1975, pp. 163-312.) 
38 David Leatherbarrow, Uncommon Ground: Architecture, Technology, and Topography, (Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 2000), p. 284. 
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Redefinition means that we do not want to keep the world as same as before. We 

opt for difference. Difference is not only the starting point to understand the attributes of 

a particular place, but also a starting point to build a connection between the past and the 

present. John Rajchman calls for lightness to: 

try out a concept to risk another freer, more mobile, more experimental sort of 
relation, where a concept is not shown in a single formal trait or signature but 
assembles and reassembles many different design features past and present in an 
original manner, linked to a larger complex that looks to architectures yet to 
come.39  

It is regarded as the disappearance of the anchoring of place, region, or proximity in 

the new technological world-city of postindustrial capitalism and a release from the 

tradition. In the view of Italo Calvino, lightness for literature is “the strength to change 

the face of reality”; the search for “lightness is a reaction to the weight of living.”40 

However, lightness is not a cut from tradition, and it is not a missing of the present 

either. Lightness is also not simply related to the past and present. It calls for “original,” 

which is more radical than defamilization. But both of them emphasize the distance and 

difference from the past and an ambiguous connection to the past. For Gilles Deleuze, as 

for Bernard Cache, what is significant about the fold is that it provides a way to rethink 

the relationship between the interior and exterior, between the past and present, and 

between architecture and landscape. In the view of Greg Lynn, the folding is not 

deconstructive, but a more fluid logic of connectivity. It is not to emphasize or express 

the differences, but to link differences between form and their contexts. For Casey, the 

deconstructive is the means to the realization of possibilities. That is an activity of 

                                                 
39 Rajchman, Constructions, p. 38. 

40 Italo Calvino, “Lightness,” in Todd Gannon (ed.), The Light Construction Reader, (New York: The 
Monacelli Press, 2002), p. 253.  
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limitation and resemblance. The folding is an activity of the actualization of the virtual, 

which operates by differentiation, divergence, and creation. Peter Eisenman’s 

development of Rebstockpark, Frankfurt, may not be a good example as an architectural 

project, but it clarifies the concept of folding, which is utilized in the discourse of 

architecture. He unfolded two existing urban contexts—the modernist isolated point and 

block or linear slab and the perimeter block as a basic unit. In folding, he indexed 

complexities in urban space. On the one hand, it explains the relationship between 

folding and unfolding. On the other hand, from the process of his design, it indicates that 

although the final consequence of design through folding visually is a stranger to the past 

images, its source was rooted in the past and the context. 

Advanced Technology and Local Craft  

Technology is easy to understand as physical objects or knowledge. Actually, 

technology is never distant from social “dimension.” Technology and place are never 

opposed. 

Heidegger examines technology, or techne, through ontology. In his mind, the 

essence of technology is “enframing,” a process to reveal. In The Question Concerning 

Technology, he states that we create technology, but technology also creates us. 

Technology enters the innermost recesses of human existence, transforming the way we 

know and think. Technology is, in essence, a mode of human existence. Based on his 

ideas, technology is seen as a process of social construction and a dialog between the 

“geographical” location and sense of place. 

Donald MacKenzie and Judith Wajcman, in their article “Introductory Essay,” 

show that technology has three defining aspects: 1) physical object; 2) human activities; 
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and 3) knowledge.41 The interaction between human beings and technology is the glue 

that binds the discourse of places and technologies. In other words, their encounter 

embodies technology and place with the concept of “space.” Henri Lefebvre, in The 

Production of Space, mentions that when technology acts upon nature, the social space is 

produced. At the same time, each society or each mode of production produces its own 

peculiar type of space.42 Place is made based on the entrance of technology. Technology 

is inscribed with sense of place when it enters into each society. The relationship of 

technology and place is mutually made and making. 

Compared with strict Modernism and Postmodernism, the doctrine of Critical 

Regionalism proposes a major renovation to these modernist ideologies that avoid a 

simple opposition between place and technology. Place and technology are both positive 

forces for Critical Regionalism. Critical Regionalism demands respect for place. At the 

same time, it prefers the making of architecture as a tectonic fact. Technology is a media 

to express analogy and difference in making place. Modernism is synonymous with the 

process of modernization and the replacement of old technology with new technology. 

Frampton illustrates samples of international style buildings from various countries to 

prove that modernism devalues place and regionalism. Postmodernism is developed 

                                                 
41 Donald MacKenzie and Judith Wajcman (eds.), The Social Shaping of Technology, (Milton Keynes, 
Philadelphia: Open University Press), 1985, p. 3. Steven A. Moore, in his “Technology, Place and the 
Nonmodern Thesis,” (Journal of Architecture Education, February 2001, pp. 130-139), utilizes the 
definition of technology from MacKenzie and Wajcman and the definition of place from John Agnew to 
prove that place and technology both have similar “structures.” Agnew, in Place and Politics, states that 
place has three levels: locale, “the setting in which social relations are constitutes”; location, objective 
location, “the geographical are encompassing the settings for social interaction”; sense of place, the local 
“structure of feelings,” similar to Norberg-Schulz. In the view of Moore, the locale in place and the human 
activities in technology hold place and technology together. (John Agnew, Place and Politics: The 
Geographical Mediation of State and Society, Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1987, p. 28). 

42 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, Donald Nicholson-Smith (trans.), (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 
1991), p. 31. 
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simply as an opposition to modernism. Its theoretical and aesthetic formulations of place 

rely heavily on culture familiarity. Postmodernists create places consistent with formal 

determinism, but not consistent with technology. From the projects of Postmodernism, 

we sometimes see its reaction to “place” mainly as a “façade.” Technology seems to have 

no place in making place. 

Since technology is related to place-making, what kind of roles do local and 

advanced technologies play in the process of place-making? Local craft is in essence the 

history of the local. Advanced technology is required for future development of the 

region. Usually advanced technology is regarded as discontinuous and destructive to 

traditional craft and ways of making. As a matter of fact, considering cultural context 

does not mean neglecting modern technology. Based on the understanding of tradition as 

an evolving process, advanced technology can be viewed as one of our choices to 

redefine tradition and one way to combine regional culture with universal culture. When 

technology is input into a certain place, it will absorb other conditions of design, such as 

economic, social, and practical conditions, because design and construction are processes 

by which technology is objectified. The local craft is important in understanding basic 

conditions for place, but not the model to be copied. 

In the process of place-making, technology becomes questionable if it becomes an 

event in itself: When a building becomes a symbol of advanced technology or local craft, 

it is merely self-referential. Australian architect Glenn Murcutt said that “I like an 

architecture where the technology is incidental or, alternatively, is integrated in such a 
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way as to be mute.”43 Being mute does not mean to be neglected. Being mute is a gesture 

to avoid self-reference and go back to its essence “enframing,” as Heidegger defines. 

As we have seen, regionalism is not timeless but constructed. It reveals that 

regionalism, as a production of place-making, is temporary. It is not permanent. Any 

specific period leaves marks on place. But any architecture in any period of time should 

not be regarded as the end of regionalism. Meanwhile, this understanding of regionalism 

also reveals that it is a “vibration.” It could extend, flow, and impact in a certain area. 

The reason that certain common characters in architecture happened in a specific region 

is based on similar constellations of events that occur in that area. Under the force of 

globalization, this view of regionalism seems to be complementary to globalization, and 

accepts regional culture, society, technology, economy, and ecology. 

Inclusions, Exclusions, and Contributions 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, my study calls for a place-making strategy that 

examines the regional identity and formulates interactions between the global and the 

regional in the discourse of architecture. It also limits and establishes a methodology to 

achieve regional identity in a world of globalization. 

My study includes two parts: 1) exploring the potential of topography to redefine 

regional architecture; and 2) studying rehabilitation of a Chinese traditional village from 

this frame of reference. 

Based on the literature review, it is clear that regional architecture is a complex 

system, including cultural, political, and social impacts. The research on regional 

architecture has been focused on form and structure. Recently scholars have studied how 
                                                 
43 Kenneth Frampton (ed.), The Jerusalem Seminar in Architecture: Technology, Place and Architecture, 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1996), p. 75. 
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to redefine regional architecture from the view of climate or tectonic expression. 

Topography, however, has been noticeably abused or ignored. In fact, topography is not 

simply geographic terrain. It is a place engraved with human activities and embodied 

with cultural and social values. My study on the potential of topography to redefine 

regional architecture attempts to fill this gap and to observe regional architecture from a 

different perspective. Notions of place, tradition, and regionalism are reexamined in 

terms of topography in order to understand them in contemporary situations and build 

strategies for intervention into traditional or historic contexts.  

The emphasis on topography in my study is restricted to place-making, its potential 

meaning for contemporary cities, and its potential design strategies summarized from 

contemporary design works. This study will not examine geographic attributes. In other 

words, studies not included are1) how different geographic territories redefine different 

regional architecture and 2) in similar geographic situations, why different regional 

architecture exists and what makes this difference happens. Although my study calls for 

attention of topography on its creating regional architecture, topography is never regarded 

as the only source or even the decisive force in every case to redefine regional 

architecture.  

My study utilizes the potential of topography to create regional architecture in 

Chinese villages. The studies of China become a timely issue in many disciplines in the 

West because of recent rapid development and dramatic changes occurring in China. At 

this point, in the field of architecture, research is based on how to preserve and keep 

existing buildings in their original condition as the Getty Conservation Institute (GCI) 

and the State Administration for Cultural Heritage (SACH) have done in China with the 
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collaboration of the Australian Heritage Commission (AHC). They, along with a China 

governmental body, developed Principles for Conservation of Heritage Sites in China 44 

to guide the conservation and management of cultural sites in the country. From the title 

of the document, we could see that their research is limited within the scope of heritage 

sites. They state that the principles are the universal codes for conservation in China. In 

its Articles 19 and 21, the document says that “intervention should be minimal” and 

“physical remains should be conserved in their historical condition without the loss of 

evidence.” All these statements convey one message: Conservation is to keep what it has 

and the principles for developing these sites as living communities are not to be touched. 

Other recent research regards vernacular architecture as a model. Vernacular style, 

form, materials, and details are their focus as the MIT Housing Research Center studies 

the Chinese housing.45 Besides the focus of form, they also conduct some research on 

technology in order to set up some strategies for heating and cooling to create a 

sustainable housing. Although their goal caters to contemporary needs to call for 

sustainable environment, their position—regarding vernacular architecture as model to 

design form and typology for housing—is questionable. 

In China, the research on villages focused mainly on documentation from the 1930s 

to the 1980s. The documentation continued into the 1990s, but the compute technologies 

are widely input and utilized to construct 3-dimensional models of villages and 

                                                 
44 The Getty Conservation Institute and China ICOMOS, Principles for Conservation of Heritage Sites in 
China, translated by China ICOMOS, edited by Neville Agnew and Martha Demas, Source: 
http://www.icomos.org/australia/images/pdf/china_prin.pdf, 2000. (Last accessed on March 16, 2005.) 

45 The MIT research is accessed from http://chinahousing.mit.edu/english/china/vernacular/index.html. 
(Last accessed on March 16, 2005.) 

http://www.ahc.gov.au/heritage/
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buildings.46 At the end of the 1980s, the situation changed. The disciplines of history, 

folklore, religion, anthropology, geography and politics were incorporated into studies of 

Chinese villages.47 The interaction of different disciplines pushes research on villages to 

break the former “form-function” research method. Villages are examined based on the 

background of cultural and social environment. However, their studies still stay on how 

to understand traditional villages in a certain cultural environment from their past. They 

neglect the function of time on the development of villages. In other words, how 

traditional villages react to contemporary situations is not included. Although these 

studies propose that the village is a system, their subjects for research focus mostly on 

building typology. Topography is treated only as a physical territory.  

The position of my study is to view the village as a whole and read it and its 

architecture from the view of topography, which impacts village’s formation, 

development, and future. My study focuses on how to rehabilitate and adapt the village or 

current situations instead of keeping it as an original one. The study on rehabilitation 

stays at the level of the fabric, not at the level of individual buildings. Of course, 

architectural discourse could not handle rehabilitation of traditional villages alone. 

Rehabilitation encompasses cooperation and consideration from the views of politics, 

                                                 
46 School of Architecture in the Southeast University, China, has a program to measure villages in situ. 
Southeast University Press has published a series of books on these villages. In their books Tangyue, 
Zhangqi, Yuliang and Zhifeng, digital models are used to show the structures of villages and individual 
buildings. 

47 In the study on vernacular architecture in Fujian Province, An Pan, based on interactions of different 
disciplines, states that vernacular architecture in Fujian Province is a complicated system with multifactors, 
multilayers, and multi-indexes, and summarizes that the architectural typology, the overall plan and 
features of forms originated from cultural environment. In 1992 and 1994, Qingwen Wang published two 
papers about impacts of natural and social environment on the difference of vernacular architecture in 
China. In the early 1990s, Zhihua Cheng, Qingxi Lou and Qiuxiang Li did fieldwork on some villages in 
Zhejiang Province. They observed villages as part of a regional culture. They regarded all types of 
buildings in villages as a system to express regional culture, not as individual typology to express function. 
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economics, culture, and architecture. In my study, the roles of architecture in 

rehabilitation of traditional villages are the major concern, but the research could not 

avoid discussing economic and political issues. At the same time, my study attempts to 

build a new view about preservation in China. Historical preservation should be based on 

preserving sites as “living” communities, not as “exhibition” museums. 
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CHAPTER 3 
TOPOGRAPHY AS PLACE-MAKING 

Notions of Topography 

Etymology of Topography 

The sources to redefine regional architecture that Critical Regionalism refers to are 

site-specific factors, “ranging from the topography, considering as a three dimensional 

matrix into which the structure is fitted, to the varying play of local light across the 

structure. . . . and climate.”1 In this view, topography is regarded as the potential to create 

regional architecture, but the notion of topography is of the very opacity in this statement. 

Concepts of topography are often not distinguished from the notions of simply 

geographic features, the contours of a given place. Etymologically, topography in 

Chinese (地形) means the shape of ground. But in fact topography is a complex word. 

Without doubt, topography is a physical environment. However, topography is not simply 

a surface issue. The land, mountains and hills, rivers and seas, and plants on the ground, 

are all physical features of topography. They are three-dimensional structures that have 

visual and spatial impact on inhabitants. In his research on Japanese mountain areas, 

Tadahiko Higuchi applied Kevin Lynch’s methodology2 on an analysis of urban settings 

to landscape. Boundaries, focus-center-goal, directionality, and domain become four 

                                                 
1 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture, (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 3rd Edition, 1997), p. 327. 

2 Kevin Lynch in The Image of the City abstracted urban spaces as landmark, path, node, edge, and district. 
Higuchi’s work is based on Kevin Lynch’s work, The Image of the City, and Christian Norberg-Schulz’s 
Existence, Space, and Architecture. 
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elements for Higuchi to give structural identity to landscapes. Topography becomes a 

spatial structure, a three-dimensional matrix. 

But topography is never a purely physical subject, no matter whether it is treated as 

a surface or a 3-dimensional matrix. Etymologically, topography combines the Greek 

word topos with the Greek word graphein or Latin graphia. The word topos, a prefix of 

“topography,” means place. In the classical language, topos carried the important notion 

of dimensionality, while it suggested only objective features of a place. In the Physics, 

Aristotle defined topos as “the first unchangeable limit of that which surrounds.”3 Topos 

became a motionless boundary of a container, which was different from what is inside 

and what goes through changes. On the contrary, the term chora is used to describe the 

volume of the container by Aristotle. In ancient Greek, chora stands out as quality of 

place. Later, Christians named sacred places Topoi,4 which extended the notion of topos 

to include human experience, memory, and activities.  

The Oxford English Dictionary extends the notion of topography into three major 

items: 5 

1. The science or practice of describing a particular place, city, town, manor, parish, 
or tract of land. The accurate and detailed delineation and description of any 
locality. 

b) A detailed description or delineation of the features of a locality.  

                                                 
3 Aristotle, Physics, iv 5, 212a20, translated as given in Aristotle’s Physics Books, III and IV, Edward 
Hussey (trans.), (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983). 

4 In Placeways, E.V. Walter mentioned that the term topos first appeared in the work of Aeschylus. It was 
not until around 470 B.C. that Topos in this work only suggested location, comparing to chora as the love of 
a place. In Hellenistic Greek, about the 3rd century B.C., “The Septuagint spread topos throughout its 
translation of the Hebrew Bible as the Greek word for a holy place. Later, the Christians also called sacred 
places topoi, and the term chora carried technical and administrative meanings.” (Placeways, p. 120.) 

5 The Oxford English Dictionary (compact edition), p. 3354. 
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  c) Localization, local distribution; the study of this. 

2. The features of a region or locality collectively. 

 3. a) The determination of the position of the various parts and organs of the body; 
regional anatomy. 

b) The determination and naming of the different regions or parts of the surface 
of an animal. 

In broad terms, topography has four main senses: 1) specific features within a place 

or region; 2) relations among components in a structure; 3) a representation, not a mirror; 

and 4) localization. 

Etymologically graphein meant writing or representing, which entails topography 

two current meanings: a “graphic representation” of a place or region on a map, 

indicating their relative positions and elevations” or a “detailed, precise description” of a 

place or region.6 The description of a place means the creation of a metaphorical 

equivalent in words of a landscape. But description is more than that. It is also an action 

of mapping (see Chapter 1 about mapping), mapping the relative positions and elevation 

of features of a place, as well as mapping the relation between the natural environment 

and human beings.  

Localization is the other key word. It designates that topography is the 

representation of particulars, and it reveals the knowledge of the place not as a type but as 

a place itself. It is about “a quite unique place not to be found elsewhere on earth.”7 It is 

the production of localization. 

                                                 
6 From American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language. 

7 Casey, Representing Place: Landscape Painting & Maps, p. 196. 
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Topography Encapsulates Human Experience  

We walk upon the earth, rejoicing in our body as it rises and falls following the 
undulating surface of the earth, feeling the breeze slipping across your face, 
touching rocks and trees, enjoying the bright light on rocks, the color of the sky. . . . 
The nature forces, the geometry of the earth, the quality of the light and air single 
out this land as a birthplace of civilization. 
Dimitris Pikionis, Sentimental Topography, 1988.8 
 
In Dimitris Pikionis’s description, two figures are brought into play: human 

sentiment and objects on the site. The stuff of our “inner” lives is to be found in the 

exterior spaces and places themselves are incorporated “within” us. The outside and 

inside are intimate and ready to be reversed. Topography becomes the sentimental place 

that people touch “outside” and embody “inside.” It is the place that arouses people 

rejoicing, sadness and feeling about life through the earth, light, air and temperature. This 

kind of tie concerns human identity not only on an individual level, but also on the level 

of a group or community. It establishes a territory of topography and connects it to a 

region and makes it special to this group.  

In Topophilia,9 Yi-Fu Tuan argues that different topographies, to some degree, 

construct various world views specific to different groups of people. Even in a similar 

environment, world views could be different. He divides topography into four major 

types—1) forest; 2) semiarid plateau; 3) land between forest and grass land; and 4) 

riverine environment. Inhabitants of a forest, such as BaMbuti Pygmies of the Congo 

rainforest, do not have the sense of a distant view because the horizon is absent. In a 

world without an open view, there is no outstanding pole as a reference to measure the 

                                                 
8 Dimitris Pikionis, “Sentimental Topography,” in Scott Marble (ed.), Architecture and Body, (New York: 
Rizzoli, 1988). 

9 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values, (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1974). 
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distance. In a forest world lacking seasons, the sky, and the earth, people’s lives, dancing, 

clothing, bedding, and rites are all about trees and wood. These activities are from, 

around, and within the forest. The colorful and layered lands in the semiarid plateau 

(mesas, buttes, cliffs and so forth) construct a vertical dimension of the cosmos for the 

Pueblo Indians of the American Southwest. The sky, the earth, the sun, and agriculture 

play prominent roles in their mythology. The sun is “father” and the earth is “mother”; 

The dichotomized environment that is between the forest and grassland sets up dualistic 

attitudes. For the African tribe called Lele of Kasai, the forest is a heaven. The grassland 

where the hunt was located was unpleasant in the hot days. The forest is for men, the 

grassland for women. Men worked in forest, women in grassland. “The dualistic 

organization of its economic, social and religious life seems inextricably bounded to the 

dichotomy in nature.”10 In the riverine environment, different conditions could make 

different world views. Egypt and Mesopotamia contain rivers. But the Egyptian 

environment is symmetrically disposed along the Nile River because of its desert 

location. The Mesopotamian landscape is complex, merging sand, plains, swamps and 

lakes. Therefore, the sun and the Nile are important in Egyptian history and myth. The 

balance and vertical axis are expressed. Considering the mixture of landscapes in 

Mesopotamia, the god for Mesopotamia is not unique. There was a pantheon of gods to 

supervise the universe. This polarity made Mesopotamians believe that universal order 

had to be “maintained and administered,” which is connected with its political 

organization in that period in the view of Tuan. 

                                                 
10 Tuan, Topophilia, p. 84. 



71 

 

Moreover, with the evolution of society and culture, attitudes toward an 

environment can change over time. Mountains, for example, have always been viewed 

with awe at an early stage of human history because they were difficult to approach and 

were dangerous. Due to its distance from human daily needs, the word mountain was 

embodied with religious meaning at the beginning. In China, mountain was regarded as 

one of four components of a world along with earth, sky, and human beings. The 

mountain is the pole that connects earth and heaven. In modern times, a mountain is 

always viewed as a scene and recreation resource because of the development of 

technology and culture. 

The impact of topography on human world views shows that topography is bound 

to the organization of its physical built environment, economic, social and religious life. 

Although topography may not be the decisive factor for building world views, it provides 

the sensory stimuli for human activities and experience. The change of attitudes towards 

mountain proves that the physical setting was not regarded as uniform and constant. The 

impact of topography on human experience has changed over time.  

Topography Encapsulates Dwelling 

Martin Heidegger set a theoretical ground for considering topography in place-

making. In “the Origin of the Work of Art,” a Greek temple with the statue of a god 

inside is depicted as standing in the middle of a rock-cleft valley, which opens up a world 

as well as “sets forth the earth.” 

Standing there, the building rests on the rocky ground. This resting of the work 
draws up out of the rock the obscurity of that rock’s bulky yet spontaneous support. 
Standing there, the building holds its ground against the storm raging above it and 
so first makes the storm itself manifest in its violence. The luster and gleam of the 
stone, though itself apparently glowing only by the grace of the sun, first brings to 
radiance the light of the day, the breadth of the sky, the darkness of the night. . . . 
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Tree and grass, eagle and bull, snake and cricket first enter into their distinctive 
shapes and thus come to appear as what they are.11 

Before the temple, earth is wild and hidden. When the work is set up, earth is 

manifested as the “foundation” for the temple. It is the ground “on which and in which 

man bases his dwelling.”12 Topography becomes the first issue for habitants to deal with 

and to take into account of “dwelling.” No matter if it is a prehistoric hut like Terra 

Amata, France, or the passage cave in New Grange, Ireland, or a ziggurat, no matter if 

the work is on the ground, under the ground, within the ground, or above the ground 

(hanging over or on the platform), earth is the “native ground” of a people or a region 

shown in its manner of building (Figure 3-1). As chora, topography offers body a refuge, 

a shelter. It was renamed by exploring how earth figures in our existence. It is presented 

by exploring how it shows itself in our being. When earth is set forth by the work, it is 

humanized, carrying on dwelling. 

When the temple is set up, stone, sun, air, plants, and earth are transformed into 

being. At the same time, a world is founded. Mircea Eliade, in his book The Sacred and 

the Profane mentioned that to settle in a territory is equivalent to consecrating it and to 

founding a world.13 The temple is regarded as a connection with gods. It is also regarded 

as communication between earth and sky.14 At the same time, it connects the surrounding 

paths and reveals relations. A world around the temple is constructed. The temple 

                                                 
11 Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Basic Writing, David Farrell Krell (ed.), (New York: 
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1993), pp. 167-168. 

12 Ibid., p. 168. 

13 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, Willard R. Trask (trans.), (New 
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1959). 

14 The names of Babylonian sanctuaries demonstrate the temples’ function as links between earth and 
heaven. Babylonian sanctuaries are called “Mountains of the House,” “Mountains of Storms,” “Link 
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 A  B 

 C 

 D 

Figure 3-1. Topography encapsulates dwelling.  A) Terra Amata, France. B) New 
Grange, Ireland. C) Xianyang Palace, China (350-207 B.C.). D) Abu Simbel, 
Egypt. (Source: A, B &D: Spiro Kostof, A History of Architecture: Settings 
and Rituals, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995, pp. 23, 32, & 66.  C: 
Yun Qiao (ed.), Ancient Chinese Architecture, Beijing: China Publishing 
Company, 1982, p.33.) 

                                                                                                                                                 
between Heaven and Earth,” and the like. (Refer to Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of 
Religion, p. 40.) 
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becomes the center of this world. Actually when people settled in a territory, they always 

regarded their places as the center of the world, especially when economy stayed at the 

gathering or small-hunting stage. The Achilpa committed a sacred pole in their place as 

the center of their world. The sacred pole represents a cosmic axis to build a connection 

with the sky, as well as a protector for their lives. They even carried the pole with them in 

order not to be far away from their center. The pole constructs a habitable and holy place 

for the Achilpa. With the pole, their holy world and ordinary lives are constructed. The 

“settlement” turns the territory habitable. The concept about the center position actually 

separates place “here” from place “there.” Earth, therefore, is embodied with hierarchy. 

Earth is never a motionless land again. Wild land becomes topography.  

Topography Encapsulates Memory and Time 

 

Figure 3-2. Rocked Hand, Dennis Oppenheim. (Source: Lucy R. Lippard, Overlay, New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1983, p. 53.) 

The Body Art piece made by Dennis Oppenheim (Figure 3-2) makes a bridge 

between aspects of nature and aspects of body. His hand was placed on the rocky field, 

stones were added on the hand, and finally, with the passage of time, his hand became 

part of the rocky topography. In this sense, the body activates topography. This image 
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encapsulates that human experience and memory are inscribed and incised on, into and 

within topography over time. Rocked Hand shows the depth of topography.  

The feature of topography as a three-dimensional structure is expressed not only at 

the geographic level, but also at the level of culture and history. The interaction between 

topography and human beings impacts both of them and inscribes memory on each other. 

As Casey emphasizes, the connection between memory and place is also indicative of the 

close interconnection between memory and the body. “The idea that mental life is 

fundamentally a matter of the integration of a self with respect to both space and time, 

and so with respect to a temporally and spatially extended place—a place, it might be 

added in which it is possible to act—is central to any proper understanding of the 

possibility of thought or experience as such.”15As topography intertwines with human 

activities and time, it is not a unitary whole, but is understood as overlapping layers. 

Memory is often thought in connection with the dimensionality of time. In fact, it seems 

that memory is as much tied to the spatial as it is to the temporal. The dimensionality of 

time and space gives memory layers and constitutes a three-dimensional structure for 

memory. It, therefore, thickens topography. At the same time, topography is not a framed 

picture because human activities continuously work on it. Topography is altered 

continuously and is self-transformed. Therefore, it becomes a dynamically 3-dimensional 

structure, not a “fixed” surface. Mapping topography reveals different layers of 

topography, and it explores the depth of topography. 

The two levels of topography as a 3-dimensional structure, physical as well as 

cultural and historical, are interwoven. The physical 3-dimensional structure of 
                                                 
15 Edward S. Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological Study, (Bloomington, IL: Indiana University 
Press, 1987), p. 107. 
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topography is the “outside” expression of human response to nature. The cultural and 

historic one is “the inside” of this response. There is no clear limitation or boundary 

between “inside” and “outside.” Topography is not something encountered in memory, 

but rather is integrated into the “stretched” nature and possibility of memory and 

experience. Casey draws attention to what he says amounts to “an elective affinity 

between memory and place,” writing that  

Not only is each suited to the other; each calls for the other. What is contained in 
place is on its way to being well remembered. What is remembered in place is well-
grounded if it is remembered as being in a particular place-space that may well take 
precedence over the time of its occurrence.16 

The existence of physical topography and cultural and historical topography 

depends on each other and represents each other. Each layer in topography at the 

geographic level corresponds with each layer at the cultural and historical level. 

In terms of layers, the connection between the geographic level and the cultural and 

historical level is a “horizontal” link. As mentioned before, topography contains depth. 

Within geographic topography or cultural and historical topography, the “vertical” link 

among layers also exists in each one. Memory requires a grasp of the successiveness of 

events, but it also requires a grasp of the spatial nesting of events and objects in relation 

to other events and objects. Layers in “vertical dimension” should be considered as 

“transparency” or “translucent.” In other words, layers are not separated. In the process of 

layering, the bottom and above ones always impact each other. The genius loci is the 

consequence of interactions among these layers, the collage of these layers. 

                                                 
16 Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological Study, pp. 214-215. 
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Topography Is Operative 

Topography is considered here as an operative matrix. Operative indicates “a 

system or device capable of fostering combinatorial evolutionary developments based on 

open logics.”17 Its system lies in its complexity of geography, culture, and history. The 

armature for a topographical system is the dimensionality of time. The dimensionality of 

time constructed geographic layers chronologically. It also constructed the overlapping 

layers of culture and history. The system of topography is a matrix,18 a matrix with 

human memory and experience embedded within it. The matrix is a mechanism for 

pursuing the collective social relations and generating the social conditions of its making. 

It is an accumulation of diverse forces, events, and actors. 

Topography works as a matrix because of its openness. Topography orients, 

centers, and frames our experience through dwelling. It is altered and self-transformed. 

Although not a simple picture, it is a reflection not only of our practical and technological 

capacities, but also of our culture and society—of our needs, our hopes, our 

preoccupations, and dreams as they exist within a specific cultural landscape. It is a place 

where past and present interplay, a place where regional characters and a global 

civilization meet, and a place where nature and humans interact. Topography localizes 

the global. 

                                                 
17 The Metapolis Dictionary of Advanced Architecture, (Barcelona: Actar, 2003), p. 464. 

18 In the OED, the main notions of the term matrix are 

1) Pl. in older Latin, pregnant animal. 
2) A place or medium in which something is “bred,” produced, or developed. 
3) An embedding or enclosing mass. 
4) A mold in which something is cast or shaped. 
The OED (compact edition), p. 1744. 
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Topography as an Agent to Redefine Regional Architecture 

Topographical conditions that intertwine physical and cultural circumstances were 
interpreted as the basis for and subject matter of the building’s iconographic 
content. 19  

Place-making in the age of globalization is the process of interaction between being 

globalized and being localized. From the etymological exploration of topography, 

topography is an open matrix which is capable of absorbing outside forces. At the same 

time, it embodies memory from the past. As a matrix, it has the ability to be globalized, 

as well as localized, and to be an agent to create regional architecture because it is the 

starting point to take dwelling into account. 

Concepts of Topography in Architecture 

Conventional wisdom recalls Gottfried Semper’s statement to consider the 

relationship between topography and architecture. Semper articulated that the four 

elements of architecture are the fireplace, the mound, the roof, and the enclosure. Without 

doubt, the fireplace is central. After the settlement of fireplace, the here and there are 

identified, as well as the sacred and the profane are separated. The mound seems 

secondary to other elements. However, in the process to identify here and there, “the 

mound joined at once with the hearth and was soon needed to raise it off the ground.”20 

Setting upon the ground is the first task for place-making and architecture. It is the 

primary relationship that humans need to confront in the process of dwelling. Upon it, 

“the more ephemeral form of the tectonic frame literally took its ground.”21  

                                                 
19 Leatherbarrow, Uncommon Ground, p. viii. 

20 Gottfried Semper, “The Four Elements of Architecture,” in Harry Francis Mallgrave (trans.), The Four 
Elements and Architecture and Other Writings, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 102. 

21 Kenneth Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1995), p. 85. 
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Where to put the first stone for the construction means more than setting the 

distinction of here and there for the present. It is also to set up the “hearth” for the future. 

Chinese tombs are, sometimes, more significant than the residences. These tombs are 

living places for the death. The ancient Chinese considered death as an extension of 

living. The dead will impact on the living. Therefore, if the remains of the ancestors are 

buried in auspicious grounds, the descendants will be happy and successful in life. The 

burial ground must not only have the profile of a ground dragon, but it also processes the 

breath of cosmic life (Figure 3-3).  

 

Figure 3-3. Ideal topography for royal tombs in China. (Source: Qiheng Wang (ed.), 
Research of Fengshui Theory, Tanjing: University of Tanjing Press, 1992, p. 
140.) 
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The relationship among man, architecture, and nature is a long-standing problem on 

the theoretical and practical levels. Heidegger’s position that the relationship to nature is 

crucial to rich human experience is shared by many theories and architects, including 

Vittorio Gregotti, Christian Norberg-Schulz, and Kenneth Frampton. Following 

Heidegger, Gregotti believes the origin of architecture is to place the first stone on the 

ground to recognize it as a place. Gregotti’s site strategy is to “building the site.” In his 

opinion, the environment is composed of traces of its own history. “If geography is 

therefore the way in which the signs of history solidify and are superimposed in a form, 

the architectural project has the task of drawing attention to the essence of the 

environmental context through the transformation of form.”22 In Gregotti’s eyes, the area 

of landscape and nature is “the sum total of all things and of their past configurations.”23 

Here the concepts “culture” and “environment” overlap, as do the concepts of “man” and 

“nature.” The site is extended towards the fabric of neighborhood and the city, not just a 

construction plot. The site is defined geographically, historically, and culturally. 

Topography becomes a field or a territory. 

Given that the role of topography in setting up the “hearth,” architects always 

consider and start their work on a geographical scale. Gregotti says in order to bring out 

the specificity of the site and to ensure the built frame could fit into the connections we 

need to construct and modify the “shape of the territory.” Norberg-Schulz claims that the 

architects’ aim is to discover the genius loci and design in a way that accounts for the 

                                                 
22 Vittorio Gregotti, “Territory and Architecture,” Kate Nesbitt (ed.), Theorizing a New Agenda for 
Architecture: An Anthology of Architecture Theory 1965-1995, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 
1997), p. 340. 

23 Ibid., p. 340. 
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singular presence. In some sense, he calls for man’s intervention to intensify the natural 

attitudes of the situation. For Critical Regionalism, making a place is reflected in its 

interest in constructing the site. Frampton’s idea on “build the site” is from Gregotti, 

Botta, and Norberg-Schulz. “Build the site” is to modify, measure, situate, and utilize the 

landscape to meet the environment as a geographical totality without separating it from 

its historical organization. And he emphasizes the aesthetics as well as ecology. His 

method is a kind of a tectonic approach. These three statements by Gregotti, Norberg-

Schulz, and Frampton call for a “project of the site.” 

Besides the standpoint of topography as stimulus for place-making, architectural 

space is another starting point to deal with topography. Flowing space is advocated by 

modernism, which makes “object architecture” turn into “environmental architecture.”  

Leatherbarrow considers three ways to establish continuity between the building 

and its location (topography): the building’s horizontal levels, flowing space, and back to 

front. Space in modern architecture is uniquely expansive and continuous. “It extends and 

flows from here and there, through and across not only individual rooms, buildings, and 

sites but entire cities and their surrounding landscape, and farther towards the barely 

visible horizon, then even beyond it.”24 Space expresses a horizontal state. In this sense, 

walls came to have less a role in defining settings than the platforms, the floors, ceilings, 

and intermediate levels. This use of the building’s levels meant that architectural 

boundaries became akin to other topographical modulations. The idea of horizontal level 

actually attempts to joint the inside space with the outside field. Horizontal level thinking 

thus inaugurated the field of understanding. 

                                                 
24 Leatherbarrow, Uncommon Ground, p. 25. 
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The idea of horizontal level, in the view of Leatherbarrow, gives impact on the 

horizontal connection of architecture with the outside environment (flowing space). 

Actually horizontal level also has an impact on the “vertical” connection when the 

ground is raised up by platforms. Maya Temples such as the Temple of the Giant Jaguar 

in Tikal, ziggurats such as the White Temple in Warka, the Parthenon on the top of 

Acropolis, and Chinese altars in the capitals, show that platforms are utilized to 

contribute to gods and build connections between human beings and the sky and earth. In 

this regard, horizontal level is expressed in a “vertical dimension.” “They had completely 

changed the landscape and supplied their visual life with a greatness corresponding to the 

greatness of their gods.”25 

The handling of topography means that the actual or primary responsibility of 

architecture is the construction of the place. The response to a geographical scale is 

presented not only at the level of formal characteristics. Along with geometry, space, and 

materiality, it is concerned with city structure, cultural backgrounds, and living patterns. 

Mario Botta, in his project report on the Middle School in Morbio Inferiore, Switzerland, 

states: 

In respect to its surroundings, the architectural design affords an opportunity not to 
construct on a site, but to construct that site, so that the architecture can join in a 
direct link with the qualities of history and of memories peculiar to that place, in 
token of the aspirations and values of contemporary culture.26  

The Middle School project achieves this aim in its relationship with the 

surrounding environment and through the simplicity and clarity to unite the environment. 

                                                 
25 Jørn Utzon, “Platforms and Plateaus: The Ideas of a Danish Architect,” Zodiac 10 (1962), pp. 112-140. 
(Source: Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, p. 255.) 

26 Emilio Battisti and Kenneth Frampton, Mario Botta: Architecture and Projects in the ’70, (Milano: 
Electa, 1979), p. 82. 
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Through the handing of topography, the project sets forth the environment, reconstructs 

the fabric of the village, and responds to the cultural needs (Figure 3-4). 

 A  B 

 C 

Figure 3-4. Middle School in Morbio Inferiore, Switzerland. (Source: A&B: Emilio 
Battisti, and Kenneth Frampton, Mario Botta: Architecture and Projects in the 
’70, Electa, 1979, p. 82.  C: Emilio Pizzi (ed.), Mario Botta: The Complete 
Works Volume 1. 1960-1985, Zurich: Artemis, 1993, p. 38.) 
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The school is located at the edge of the developed area in the village. The project 

responds to the geographical scale by reconstructing the edge of the village and building 

a connection between the scenario landscape in the front of the school and the wooded 

environment at the back. The primary form seems to stands against the rural landscape, 

but it connects the two different environments by the slim spaces between classroom 

units. In this regard, the primary form unites the environment, reveals the orderly 

landscape, and sets forth the wooded environment. At the same time, the primary form 

also holds an interior “urban landscape,” which is created by the central passage, 

articulation of space and void, and skylights. The relation of earth with sky and human 

beings with these natural elements is expressed. The project also responds to the 

problems of the community, especially the need to create space, a physical place to 

express cultural needs. Between the classroom units and the gymnasium block, the 

natural ground is transformed into an open theater, which reminds people of open theaters 

in ancient Greece. Norberg-Schulz once argues that Andrea Palladio’s “typical” villas are 

echoed by Botta’s analogous unity of the general and the particular.27 Therefore, a new 

relationship between human beings and topography is expressed, which is “sensitive to 

ancient values as well as capable of generating new cultural expressions.”28 

Topography with the City in the Past 

Topography has a strong link with the city and a primary concern in cities’ 

establishment in theory and practice. In the views of theorists such as Aristotle and 

Vitruvius, the location of cities should be fine and healthy based on consideration of 
                                                 
27 Christian Norberg-Schulz, “Introduction,” in Mirko Zardini, The Architecture of Mario Botta, (New 
York: Rizzoli International Publications, Inc., 1985). 

28 Emilio Pizzi (ed.), Mario Botta: The Complete Works Volume 1. 1960-1985, (Zurich: Artemis, 1993), p. 
38. 
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orientation, wind, and weather. In practice, the defensive aspects and their accessibility 

are always two major concerns for the city’s siting selection. For instance, the Huizhou 

area in China was chosen as a habitable site in a period of wars because it is a mountain 

area with abundant rivers. So that topography supplies protection, necessities for the 

inhabitants’ living, and convenience to connect to the outside world. It is similar in the 

West. The town Agrigentum was founded about 580 B.C.. It, as many other towns on the 

southern coast of Sicily cited by Joseph Rykwert in his book The Idea of a Town, “faced 

to the Mediterranean and was protected by the Athenean rock, along all its northern 

limit.”29 This demonstrates that defense and accessibility constituted them. Besides these 

two aspects, the religious meanings embedded within topography are also important for 

siting selection. For the Chinese, different mountains and water have their religious and 

cosmological meanings.30 Identifying and “tasting” topography for the siting selection 

determines the future of people who live there (see details in Chapter 4). For the 

Japanese, topography as a physical matrix has its own visual and spatial identity, as 

Higuchi acclaims in his dissertation The Visual and Spatial Structure of Landscape. 

Considering topography, boundary, focus-center-goal, directionality, and domain are 

expressions for visual and spatial structures. At the same time, different topographies 

                                                 
29 Joseph Rykwert, The Idea of a Town, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1988), p. 41. 

30 Religious meanings of mountains in China are based on the shape, height, and length of the mountains. 
For water, it is based on the direction of the flow, the speed of flow, the shape of the water course, the 
depth of the water, and the sound the water makes. For example, mountains with the square shape are 
related to Saturn and earth (Earth is one of five elements that Chinese believe are the essence of the world. 
The others are fire, wood, metal, and water); with conical shape, mountains are related to Mars and fire, 
which is regarded as a most dangerous conjunction. (Source: Stephen Skinner, The Living Earth Manual of 
Feng Shui, London: ARKANA, 1989, pp. 44-58.) 
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embody different symbols for the Japanese. For instance, the secluded valley type 

functions “as a passage way to the other world or to the land of the gods.”31 

After the establishment of cities, the link between topography and cities still 

continues and develops. When the notion of the city is changed, the notion of topography 

has to be changed in order to produce the city. We can return to the example of the city of 

Lausanne, as discussed before. The city is located between the Swiss plateau and the 

lake. There are four kinds of topography for inhabitants in this area. The alluvial beach, 

the glacial moraine crest, a valley, and the narrow spur of the Cité.32 The construction of 

the city changed from the alluvial beach to the Cité, and then to the crest, finally the 

construction was built in the valley. The changes of construction were based on different 

readings of topography in different cultural and economic situations. For example, the 

first choice was the alluvial beach because of its accessibility. The vertical spur of the 

Cité for the cathedral as the second choice was due to spiritual considerations. Cache 

states that “history itself usually multiplies the sites of urban implantation according to 

the shifting relations between a city and its territory.”33 The shift in some sense is defined 

by cultural, economic, and social conditions. The shift, from here to there, or from here to 

there then back to here, gives the territory a memory and a history so that territories are 

surfaces of variable curvature bearing diverse “singularities.” The shifting relation 

between the construction of the city and topography also changed the meanings of 

territory as place. The continuous implantation maybe happened in the same place or 

                                                 
31 Tadahiko Higuchi, The Visual and Spatial Structure of Landscape, Charles Terry (trans.), (Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 1988), p. 144. 

32 The case of Lausanne is based on the study of Bernard Cache in his “Territorial Image,” Earth Moves. 

33 Cache, Earth Moves, p. 6. 
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maybe in another place, which made the territory mobile and fluid. The feature of the 

modulation or variation of the surface makes earth itself become “weightless.”34 

The mobility and fluidity of topography is also expressed when outside forces 

integrated into the local. The grid layout is picked out as an exemplary instance to imply 

the notion of being globalized, as well as being localized, in topography. 

The grid pattern was not unique of the West in ancient times. It was also utilized 

for cities’ layout in China and Egypt. In China, an old book titled Kaogong Ji 考工记

describes nine squares as the principle to construct the city.35 The grid layout was first 

introduced to the West by the Greeks.36 As a mechanism, the gridded plan extended 

toward other Western cities at the level of practice and theory. In The Ten Books of 

Architecture, Leon Battista Alberti proposed city planning as a totality with geometric 

configurations. Although in the view of the technique, the grid pattern seems similar in 

the Eastern and Western worlds (Figure 3-5), and it could not be “isolated from its social 

religious context to percolate over decades.”37 

                                                 
34 The “weightlessness” of place is explored by John Rajchman in his book Constructions. He uses the 
concept of “lightness” to state that “indeed it [earth] is just when it is not taken as ground that the earth may 
be called ‘light.’” (p. 46). He defines “lightness” as the “release of a freer space from the unnecessary loads 
that tradition asks us to bear. It is an inventive, mobile lightness that would invert the priority of critique 
with respect to experiment in the traditional ideological vocations of architecture” (Constructions, p. 42). 

35 More details about Kaogong Ji are in Chapter 4. 

36 Spiro Kostof, in A History of Architecture, argues that although “the orthogonal planning is of course as 
old as Egypt . . . none of the pre-Greek grids can be considered fully coordinated systems of public and 
residential buildings with coherently organized blocks” (p. 141). 

37 Rykwert, The Idea of a Town, p. 86. 
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A.  B 

Figure 3-5. Grid layout.  A) Canonical plan of the royal Zhou capital in the Kaogong Ji 
Tu.  B) Miletus, Turkey. (Source: A: Yinong Xu, The Chinese City in Space 
and Time: The Development of Urban Form in Suzhou, Honolulu: University 
of Hawai’i Press, 2000, p. 35.  B: Kostof, A History of Architecture: Settings 
and Rituals, p. 142.) 

In China, the capital city is regarded as a cosmic focal point and the center of the 

world. The Chinese understanding of the world is expressed in the city layout by 

orientation, the square shape which is related to earth, the number 9 (as the principle to 

set up streets, roads, and gates, which is religiously regarded as the maximum number in 

China), and the center location for the palace (emperors are regarded as sons of the 

Heaven). Based on these features, the cosmological meanings are embedded within cities. 

Even city gates have cosmological symbolism, and sometimes politics was expressed 

through this symbolism.38 In Miletus, the grid pattern is integrated in the configuration of 

topography so that certain streets could run through the length of the peninsular. The 

public and residential buildings are coordinated, which is different from China. In the 

Chinese grid, there is no specific grid for public space. The dominant center position is 

                                                 
38 Yinong Xu, in his book The Chinese City in Space and Time (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 
2000), cites the meanings of the Suzhou city gates to demonstrate this point (pp. 50-52). 
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for the palace or government buildings, which reveals Chinese social order. These two 

cases show that the seemingly universal grid layout at its emerging stage had been 

localized, implying cultural difference. 

In colonial periods, the grid layout as an outside force was inserted into some cities 

which had no origin for the rectangular pattern. The discovery of new land by Columbus 

brought the chance for a gridded plan as a “globalization” force inserted into America, as 

did the Spanish grid in Mexico. In the process of insertion, the continuous, isotropic 

surface of the grid stretches out like a second skin to topography, seemingly absorbing all 

dimensions and context (Figure 3-6). Actually, the outside grid is laid over on local 

situations. 

 

Figure 3-6. The Continuous Monument: Canyon 1, Superstudio, 1970. (Source: Jim Burn, 
Arthropods.) 
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Mark Childress Lindsay, in his dissertation Spanish Merida: Overlaying the Maya 

City, points out that in Merida39 there are two distinct patterns. One pattern is the formal 

Spanish city plan with “a rectilinear grid centered on a plaza, and a subdivision into one-

quarter block urban lots for households.;” The other pattern is “a series of anomalies in 

parts of the regular Spanish grid.”40 The existence of anomalies resulted from reuse and 

adaptation of part of the Maya infrastructure of Tilhoo. The anomalies localized the 

Spanish grid by enlarging blocks adjacent to the plaza, aligning the grid based on the true 

cardinal coordinates, keeping the original fabric of the San Benito complex, including 

streets in the north and south of the complex (Figure 3-7). 

 

Figure 3-7. Comparison of existing streets with Maya urban infrastructure. (Source: Mark 
Childress Lindsay, Spanish Merida: Overlaying the Maya City, Dissertation, 
University of Florida, 1999, p. 67.) 

                                                 
39 Merida was once the abandoned center of the Maya city of Tihoo, also called Ich cann si ho. In 1541, 
Spaniards settled there as their new colonial capital. (Source: Mark Childress Lindsay, Spanish Merida: 
Overlaying the Maya City, Dissertation, University of Florida, 1999, p. 1.) 

40 Mark Childress Lindsay, Spanish Merida: Overlaying the Maya City, (Dissertation, University of 
Florida, 1999), p. 39. 
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The law of Indies in 1573 instituted the gridded plan as a basis for the foundation 

of the American city. The gridded plan became localized in America because not only of 

the continental one-mile grid resulted from the inscription of the Congress’s Land 

Ordinance of 1785, but also of the different city scenarios afterwards built on this gridded 

plan, which were based on the changes of politics, culture and economy. These scenarios 

in the American city are different from those in the European city.41 

The expression of the gridded plan in Merida and American cities indicates that 

when the grid waves into a region, it settles down into localities even if it looks like a 

global environment. From this perspective, the grid as a “second skin” of topography is 

both the global and local, as well as mobile and fluid. 

The grid as the second skin of topography also suggests that topography is not just 

a nature environment. It also is presented as an urban surface, which Alex Wall defines in 

Programming the Urban Surface. He refers to the “extensive and inclusive ground-plane 

of the city, to the ‘field’ that accommodates buildings, roads, utilizes, open spaces, 

                                                 
41 In X-Urbanism, Mario Gandelsonas summarized seven urban scenes for the Western city: the 
Renaissance City, the Baroque City, the Gridded American City, the city of Skyscrapers, the Modernist 
City, the Suburban city and the X-Urban City. Since the gridded plan was wide-swept in American cities, 
the scenarios based on the gridded plan continued to change. After the development of elevators by Elisha 
Graves Otis, the city became a city for skyscrapers, “a city where the section becomes independent of the 
plan” (p. 23). The buildings at that time behaved as “scattered” objects, not as part of a “collective” fabric 
of attached buildings, as in the case of the European city. Then Modernist ideology activated streets by 
inserting “green” fields into the grid. The Interstate Highway Act of 1956 promoted “the dominance of the 
car as the favored means of transportation and, as a consequence, brought the demise of public 
transportation” (p. 30). This change not only accelerated the decline of pedestrian and public space, but also 
set an oppositional pattern and concept to the downtown city, the suburban city. In the 1970s and 1980s, the 
globalization of the finance industry blurred the opposition of suburban versus central city by “exurban 
office campus,” which defines “a new multiuse urbanity, with a very low density and a total dependence on 
the automobile.” Reprogramming and the field of parking becomes characteristics of this time. X-urban 
city defines “a new urbanity not organized anymore in oppositional terms such as center versus periphery 
but as multi-center city, not as a dominant totality versus subordinated parts but as a nonhierarchical 
fragmented urbanized territory.” 
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neighborhood, and natural habits.” 42 In the view of its formulation, the character of 

topography derives not only from natural conditions but also, perhaps in a larger 

measure, from a collective and organized approach to its management.43 It is not just a 

picturesque view, but one of many productive entities within the metropolis. 

Topography in the Age of Globalization 

In the age of globalization, the mutation of population, economy, and information 

changes the city from a historical and institutional core surrounded by suburbs to a multi-

center city without hierarchy organized in a web-like sprawl. The mutation also causes 

programs changed in districts and buildings. People, vehicles, goods, and information are 

all in a state of movement and influx. Under new pressures of mobility, congestion, and 

service economy, transportation, energy, communication infrastructures become main 

features of the city. Mobility defines that everything is in motion, changing and 

interacting due to different forces weaving together continuously. This shift in the idea of 

city in the age of globalization is summarized by Alex Wall in three aspects: 44  

1) The rise of new kinds of urban sites: These are the ambiguous areas that are 
caught between enclaves. They are called peripheral sites. 

2) The remarkable increase in mobility and access: including transportation, density 
of population, instability of capital and investment, and the abundance of 
information and media. 

3) A fundamental paradigm shift from viewing cities in form terms to looking at 
them in dynamic ways. 

                                                 
42 Alex Wall, “Programming the Urban Surface,” in James Corner (ed.), Recovering Landscape, (New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999), p. 233. 

43 Notions from Steen A. B. Hoyer’s analysis of Danish landscape in Recovering Landscape.  

44 Wall, “Programming the Urban Surface,” p. 234. 
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Therefore, the dynamic and temporal become the characters of the city. Based on 

the effects of globalization and its influence on urban development and architecture, 

architectural design is not about the processes of formation. It is about issues of 

temporality, efficacy, and change, which make the cities “more adaptive, more fluid, 

more capable of accommodating changing demands and unforeseen circumstances.”45 It 

is an attempt for architecture to step out of being only an “objective.” At the same time, 

the city in the age of globalization needs diversity and difference because bodies moving 

in place are becoming more diverse. It provides the city with a cohesive heterogeneity 

which Jeff Kipnis, in his essay “Towards a New Architecture,” defines a cohesive 

heterogeneity as being “engendered out of an intensive coherence in the elements 

themselves,” as opposed to “out of extensive incoherence and contradiction.” 

Transformation, temporality, and connectivity for the contemporary city and 

architecture find a lot of inspirations in the generative logic of topography. Given its 

notion as dwelling and memory, topography is a collector or distributor of cultural and 

social needs. It is an accumulation of processes and events, containing different 

functions, programs, geometries, and distributive arrangements. It is always in the 

ongoing process of transformation, making future developments. The process of 

transformation upon and within topography is never finished or completed. This 

transformation is localized because these transformations are driven by local cultural and 

social needs. In other words, topography is the result of countless forces and initiatives, 

changing something old and merging into something new. During the process of 

                                                 
45 Ibid., p. 246. 
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transformation, the temporality and mobility are embedded within topography, which 

corresponds with the features of contemporary architecture and city. 

Connectivity in the medieval city was expressed by the city fabric. But buildings 

today, acting as isolated or shocking objects, cannot take this responsibility to hold the 

city together. The void space has to become the factor instead of the solid. Topography, 

as mentioned before, is not only a natural environment, but it also includes the urban 

surface like the gridded plan. Its feature of unbounded extension both in space and time 

decides its organization of space and objects. Topography could provide the cohesion 

among the heterogeneous elements of the city. The French landscape designer Yves 

Brunier believes landscape is becoming the only method to establish the connection in 

the contemporary city because of its spatial activity.46 Besides the connectivity, 

topography also builds continuity. The surface of a territory is mobile and fluid, which is 

the characteristic of contemporary space. Contemporary space focuses on multi-

programs, mobility, and flows. In other words, contemporary space is temporary and 

horizontal. The extension of topography could be utilized to strengthen the “horizontal” 

contemporary space. Some architects, such as Dimitris Pikionis, Aris Konstantinidis, 

Julieanna Preston, Luigi Snozzi, Rem Koolhaas, and MVRDV, and their oeuvre will be 

analyzed. This analysis will summarize the potential operations of topography that is 

expected to foster a development between topography and building or a city based upon 

its open logics. 

                                                 
46 Yves Brunier had worked on several urban projects with Jean Nouvel and Rem Koolhaas. In the Yves 
Brunier: Landscape Architect (Edited by Michel Jacques, Basel: Birkhäuser, 1996), Rem Koolhaas states 
that Brunier confirmed his awareness “that landscape was in the process of becoming the only medium 
capable of establishing connection in the city” (p. 90). 
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In summary, topography can contribute to place-making in the contemporary time 

by invoking its technical and material dimensions because it is humanized, and it is the 

place that the global meets the local. The advanced and local technology and materials 

encounter and define a new dimension here; it objectifies the material. On the one hand, 

it supplies reference for building construction as a physical 3-dimensional structure. On 

the other hand, it objectifies traces of people’s experience and memory which are 

inscribed within it; it programs the surface in order to bring connectivity and continuity to 

cities; it enhances shared social relations and becomes a mechanism to generate the social 

conditions of its making because it humanizes people by accumulating and distributing 

social and cultural needs. These contributions of topography for place-making propose 

itself as an agent to create regional architecture.  

Operations of Topography 

Operative topography has the potential to construct a place in the age of 

globalization. The place that topography attempts to make should embrace two features: 

difference and ambiguity. 

The scope of “difference” indexes difference between place and difference within 

place. Difference between places implies bringing regional identity back in the globalized 

environment. Difference within place is based on the understanding of place as a process 

of events and of place’s features as mobility and temporality. Difference within place 

emphasizes the difference between the past and the present and denies the permanence of 

the sense of place. Through difference, the city has a chance to be redirected and 

reshaped to reflect the emerging conditions and modern needs. To achieve this goal, the 

operative topography should entail the potential of transformation and ambiguity.  
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As mentioned in Chapter 1, transformation is the moment of a new and transformed 

construction of the site. It is an action with two phases. One phase is to bring something 

new to a place, something that may change and redirect a particular site. The other phase 

is to melt something new into the existing that still entails difference between the old and 

the new. In this process, the notions of place, identity, and topography become more 

complex and rich in events. The two phases of transformation, coupled with the notion of 

difference, determine ambiguity as the other feature for place-making today. 

Ambiguity is indeterminate and implicitly changing. In the Oxford English 

Dictionary, the term “ambiguity” has three major meanings:  

• An uncertainty, a dubiety 

• Capability of being understood in two or more possible senses or ways; double or 
dubious signification, ambiguousness 

• A word or phase susceptible of more than one meaning; an equivocal expression47 

Etymologically, ambiguity deals with the relationship between two parts of one 

thing. These two parts must have some features opposite each other, and at the same time, 

embody the same importance and “an equivocal expression” so that a balance between 

them is created. This results in the uncertainty of the thing. Walter Benjamin extends the 

understanding of the relationship between two parts from “balance” to a “dialectic 

image.” “Ambiguity is the figurative appearance of the dialectic, the law of the dialectic 

at a standstill.”48 Furthermore, John Berger believes that authenticity results from the 

ambiguity of experience.49 Considering Benjamin and Berger’s understanding, ambiguity 

                                                 
47 The OED (Compact version), p. 68. 

48 Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, (London: Verso, 1974), p. 171. 

49 In his book Keeping a Rendezvous (London: Granta Books, 1992), John Berger states that “authenticity 
comes from a single faithfulness: that to the ambiguity of experience . . .” (p. 216). 
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discloses the relationship between the global and the local in their encounter, and it 

renders their identity uncertain. This opens up possibilities for regional interpretation and 

meets the notion of “city” today. 

Based upon open logics, operative topography is expected to foster a development 

between topography and building or city in order to express the difference and ambiguity 

of place. This relationship and development is expressed through four operations: 1) 

reciprocity; 2) mobility; 3) thickening; and 4) materiality. Classifying operations does not 

mean to categorize buildings and concentrate on the subjects themselves, but rather to 

disclose the relationship between topography and architecture or city. Operations actually 

overlap. 

In the following section, the operations are explored through their own conceptual 

frameworks and some architects’ works. 

Reciprocity 

Reciprocity is a language of ambiguity, representing ambiguity through uncertainty 

of identities. In the views of Anita Berrizbeitia and Linda Pollak, reciprocity “diminishes 

physical and conceptual separations between architecture and landscape, as well as the 

traditional hierarchies that privilege one over the other.”50 It stands against hierarchy. It is 

an ordering of principles between architecture and urban fabric, as well as between 

architecture and landscape. Landscape is not secondary to architecture and not a 

background for architecture. Reciprocity is to reassemble the split between humankind 

and nature. Reciprocity also redefines the nature based on the analysis of a spatial and 

temporal process. As a response to “object” architecture, reciprocity also reassembles the 

                                                 
50 Anita Berrizbeitia and Linda Pollak, Inside/Outside: Between Architecture and Landscape, (Gloucester, 
Mass.: Rockport Publishers, Inc., 1999), p. 14. 
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split of architecture and urban fabric. In the age of globalization, transportation facilities 

and multi-programs structures and parking lots become signatures for the city. These 

infrastructures are highly fluid within its logic system. To bring out the connective 

potential, the infrastructure has to be “technology” topography, going between city events 

and “inside” programs. The infrastructure extends inside connectivity toward the outside 

to hold the city together.  

Meanwhile, reciprocity provides a way to reconsider the threshold. The threshold is 

not the obstacle for entering one field to another. In the view of Eliade, it is “the 

paradoxical place where those worlds (the sacred and the profane place) communicate, 

where passage from the profane to the sacred world becomes possible.”51 Threshold is the 

first place for two separate worlds to interact, as well as to identify themselves, as 

Heidegger once acclaims, “A boundary is not that at which something stops but, as the 

Greeks recognized, the boundary is that from which something begins its essential 

unfolding.”52 Moreover, “passage” indicates the spatial quality of threshold. The spatial 

threshold suggests that the operation of reciprocity entails the consideration of in-

between space, as well as geometry, form, and scale, sometimes, by contrast, sometimes 

by harmony. The communication between two worlds is created through the shaping of 

space, the handling of material, and the understanding of geometry. However, the 

interpretation of reciprocity is not just about the gestures made to tie together outside and 

inside. It begins with one decision or large-scale decisions that stimulate and support 

local strategies. 

                                                 
51 Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 25. 

52 Heidegger, “Building Dwelling Thinking,” Basic Writings, p. 356. 
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In the Villa Dall’ Ava, Paris, Rem Koolhaas’s reciprocal operations lie in 

integrating urban and suburban scales into architectural scale and demolishing the 

threshold between landscape and architecture so that architecture becomes landscape. 

The site is divided into three belts: garden, building, and driveway. The garden belt runs 

through the site to keep the visual relation among the surrounding buildings in order to 

integrate the suburban fabric into the individual site (Figure 3-8 A). On the roof level, 

two different views are presented. One is a viewpoint toward the Eiffel Tower, an urban 

scale; the other is towards the neighboring pool and house, a community scale (Figures 3-

8 C, 3-8 D). As a person moves in the site from the low level to the roof level, a series of 

scales is presented—first, the community scale, then the building scale, and finally back 

to the urban and community scale. This experience blurs the boundary of the public and 

the private, the social life and the private life. 

In the project, the threshold between architecture and landscape is broken by four 

elements: 1) house partially recessed into the ground; 2) a pool floating on the roof; 3) 

living room extending out into the garden; and 4) the pole forest supporting the hanging 

bedroom. The floating pool replicates a second ground within the building which 

“question(s) both the identity of the pool as landscape and the house as architecture”53 

(see Figure 3-8 B). The pole forest questions architecture and landscape by functioning as 

a bearing structure, but looking like landscape (Figure 3-8 E). The living room shows the 

design works from inside, then extends toward the outside. As a consequence, it breaks 

the boundary of the interior and the exterior (figure 3-8 F).Through these operations, the 

                                                 
53 Berrizbeitia and Pollak, Inside/Outside: Between Architecture and Landscape, p. 32. 
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whole house is read in its entirety with the landscape. The threshold between topography 

and building becomes ambiguous. 

 A 

 B 

 C  D 

Figure 3-8. Villa Dall’ Ava in Paris, Rem Koolhaas.  A) Plan. B) Section. C) Looking 
east from the roof. D) Looking west from the roof. (Source: A, B, C, &D: 
Alejandro Zaera (ed.), OMA/ Rem Koolhaas 1987-1993, El Croquis 53, 1994, 
pp. 144, 150, 154-155.) 
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Figure 3-8. Continued.  E) The pole forest. F) The living room. (Source: E: Zaera (ed.), 
OMA/ Rem Koolhaas 1987-1993, p. 158.  F: Anita Berrizbeitia and Linda 
Pollak, Inside/Outside: Between Architecture and Landscape, Rockport 
Publishers, Inc., 1999, p. 33.) 

Geometry, scale, and materials are tools for Alvaro Siza to blur architecture and 

topography. The swimming pool in Leca da Palmeira is a reversal of the ground. The 

construction is strongly determined by its geometry. This is not a purely mimetic 

relationship, but a transformation of the landscape. 

The project reveals the interaction of artificial and natural geometries through body 

movement. According to the section strategy for the road, the road level is about 20 feet 

above sea level. The project is inserted under the road level so that it can hardly be seen 

from above. In the process of walking down from the road level to the sea level, a series 

of oriented interior spaces is exposed.54 The light and shadow, the enclosure and 

openness, the body scale and natural scale weave together in this architectural space. The 

architectural space here becomes a transition between land and sea, road and beach, and 

                                                 
54 William Curtis describes the experience of this architectural space as: “the visitors descend a ramp and 
pass under a hovering concrete slab through a series of almost closed, shaded passageways running parallel 
to the shore and leading to the changing rooms and other facilities. The bather then emerges from a 
labyrinth of walls which deny the view, to discover a single diagonal plane which guides him or her 
towards the pools but also launches the eye towards a harbour extending into the sea several kilometers to 
the south.” (“Alvaro Siza: An Architecture of Edges,” in Richard C. Levene (ed.), Alvaro Siza:1958-1994, 
El Croquis 68-69, 1994, p. 42.) 



102 

 

artificial environment and natural environment. After going through this architectural 

space, the sea is exposed and set forth by artificial edges. In this movement process, 

layers of topography are exposed. 

In the process of revealing and transforming, the stretching out plan, boundaries, 

and edges are fundamental for reciprocity. The low walls, steps, and edges of the pool are 

cut into or added to the topography. These slightest incisions in the landscape “afford a 

gradual transition from the hard line of the sea wall to the fluid boundary of the sea.”55 

They unfold the identity of land and sea as Heidegger states. At the same time, they build 

an ambiguous edge between architecture and topography (Figure 3-9). 

 

 

A 

Figure 3-9. Swimming pool in Leca da Palmeira, Alvaro Siza.  A) Plan and section of 
swimming pool. (Source: A: Kenneth Frampton, Alvaro Siza: Complete 
Works, Phaidon Press Limited, 1999, p. 100.) 

                                                 
55 Curtis, “Alvaro Siza: An Architecture of Edges,” in Richard C. Levene, (ed.), Alvaro Siza:1958-1994, (El 
Croquis 68-69, 1994), p. 42. 
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Figure 3-9. Continued.  B) View from the road. C) Overall view. D) View from the pool 
for children toward the pool for adults. (Source: B & D: Richard C. Levene 
(ed.), Alvaro Siza:1958-1994, El Croquis 68-69, 1994, pp. 58, 62.  C: 
Frampton, Alvaro Siza: Complete Works, p. 99.) 

Mobility 

Mobility is a flow of perpetual motion and continuous multiplicity. It stands against 

the static. Mobility, at the level of architecture, is supposed to: 1) construct flowing space 

to blur exterior and interior space; 2) blur the edge of architecture for new geographies of 

transition; 3) redefine the ground, wall, and roof; and 4) supply uncertain programs to 

promote and encourage new events. At the level of the city, mobility is supposed to insert 

movements, to construct a new field or new forms of urban space to connect the city 

together, and to encourage geological processes generated by imbrications of diverse 
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forces. It supplies the space for transition and anticipates the uncertainties of future 

development. It implies a fluid logic of connectivity rather than deconstruction. To some 

extent, topography, as the potential of inscription of mobility into city and architecture, is 

regarded as living matter. 

Anifa Berrizbeita criticized the Bos Park56 as  

It is less an indication of a concern for the “genius of the place”, which derives 
from a visual and an experiential interpretation of the site, and more of an interest 
in objectifying the landscape as living matter and in intensifying the raw materiality 
of the varying conditions of the site.57 

In the Bos Park, the landscape is regarded as a process. The process is shown by 

how landscape works—how “provisional” and “permanent” plants58 grow to become a 

new forest, and how the drainage system works on the site. The presentation of the 

landscape becomes related with programs and time, not as static scenes. The programs 

are distributed evenly around the site, which breaks the threshold between the center and 

the edge (Figure 3-10). The disappearance of center and edge propels topography to be 

connectivity, and it holds different elements and programs together. The ideas in Bos 

Park have great influence on OMA and West 8. They both engage process and materiality 

in their projects. 

                                                 
56 The project of Bos Park was approved by the city council of Amsterdam in 1929. Cornelis Van Eesteren 
and Jacopa Mulder designed it based on the idea of process. The conceptualization of process is reflected 
on its drainage, plant growth, and managing the water. All these allow the restoration of a continuous 
ground plane on the site and allow for the planting and growth of a new forest. 

57 Anifa Berrizbeita, “The Amsterdam Bos: The Modern Public Park and the Construction of Collective 
Experience,” Recovering Landscape, p. 192. 

58 In this project, a “provisional” forest refers to fast growing alders, willows, poplars, and birch. A 
“permanent” landscape refers to the slower growing ash, maple, oak, and beech. 
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Figure 3-10. Process in land.  A) Diagram Bos Park. B) Planning Diagrams, Melun-
Senart new town, OMA. C) Diagram of Parc de la Villette, OMA. (Source: A: 
Anifa Berrizbeita, “The Amsterdam Bos: The Modern Public Park and the 
Construction of Collective Experience,” Recovering Landscape, p. 191.  B: 
Alex Wall, “Programming Urban Surface,” Recovering Landscape, p. 238.  C: 
Jacques Lucan, OMA-Rem Koolhaas: Architecture 1970-1990, New York: 
Princeton Architecture Press, 1991, p. 89.) 

West 8 expresses the similar idea about process in an urban plaza, Theatre Square 

(Schouwburgplein) in Rotterdam. The plaza is located in the center of the city, working 
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as a void space to connect shops, offices, train station, theatre, and the concert hall. In 

this project, the process is explored by function fluctuations and geological processes as 

the operations of mobility. Social life takes the place of plants and drainage system in the 

Bos Park to show the urban plaza as a living matter. The plaza, therefore, becomes a 

stage for a diversity of uses and embodies different interpretations over time. The 

arrangement of different materials on the ground indicates different zones for programs 

(Figures 3-11 A, 3-11 B). For example, the east side of the plaza is paved with wood and 

rubber, functioning as a rest area, because it receives sunlit the longest. Different 

interpretations of the plaza depend on the activities of human beings and different 

performances of ground and lighting over time. The center area of the plaza is lightened 

by the fluorescent tubes below the perforated deck at night, which floats on the ground. 

The lighting position could be changed by visitors. All these movements of physical 

elements change the sense of the plaza. In terms of human activities, the program is 

utilized as the generator to connect human beings, landscape, and urbanism. On the 

square, the visitor becomes an actor or spectator. Adriaan Geuze argues that new urban 

inhabitants could create and find their own meaning in the place they use so that 

topography becomes fluid and unites the urban fabric. 

 

The urbanite is self-assured and well-informed, finds his freedom and chooses his 
own sub-cultures. The city is his domain, exciting and seductive. He has proved 
himself capable of finding his way around the new landscape and of making places 
his own.59 

                                                 
59 Gerrie Andels, “Challenging Landscape for Explorer: Estrangement and Reconciliation in the Work of 
West 8,” Archis 2, February, 1994, pp. 83-112. 
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Figure 3-11. Theatre Square (Schouwburgplein) in Rotterdam, West 8. A): Programmatic 
Diagram. B) Square carpet. C) View of the plaza. D) Daytime. (Source: A, B 
& C: Luca Molinari (ed.), West 8, Milano: Skira editore S.p.A., 2000, pp. 77, 
78, 75. D: A+U 1998: 09, No. 336, p. 149.) 
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The operations of mobility in Villa VPRO in Hilversum work from the inside 

because it is located in an area where buildings are relatively closer to each other. For 

VPRO, its old premises were a group of 13 villas as offices. The features of villas as 

offices are the inspiration for this project. This project blurs the interior condition and the 

urban condition through folding space and inserting movement. “Inside, the building 

manifests itself as an uninterrupted continuation of the landscape surface.”60 The floors 

are urbanized and they are interacted through ramps, mini-hills, grand stairs, and slopes. 

The urban elements, such as patio and terrace and geological formations, are introduced 

into the interior (Figure 3-12 B). As a consequence, the curving and folding floors create 

different spaces and types for offices, which implies the metaphor of a “villa” condition 

which existed in the old office building.  

The merging of the interior and exterior is based on the oriented views from the 

inside toward the outside, light and shadows, minimal introduction on the landscape, and 

even giving back a bit of nature in the form of a roof garden. In some sense, the 

landscape surface is created within the buildings. The exterior expression of the interior 

folding space in Villa VPRO is not as evident as Yokohama International Port Terminal. 

Compared with the Port Terminal, in some sense, Villa VPRO is flowing, but self-

restrained within a box (Figure 3-12). 

 

 

                                                 
60 Bart Lootsma, “Synthetic Regionalism: The Dutch Landscape toward a Second Modernity,” in James 
Corner (ed.), Recovering Landscape, p. 264. 
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Figure 3-12. Villa VPRO in Hilversum, MVRDV. A) Section. B & C) Interior views. D) 
Façade. (Source: A+U 1998:09, No. 336, pp. 46-61.) 

Yokohama International Port Terminal, designed by Foreign Office Architects, is a 

topographic architecture, a figured ground and a grounded figure. The building becomes 

the multi-layered topography by operations of surfaces. The genetic surfaces represent 

mobility by space and the gesture of the form that they create. The surfaces are 
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continuous but not uniform, while reconciling the complexity of the program. The 

surfaces also blur boundaries of floors, walls, roofs, doors and windows. The form is 

intended to mediate between the competing dimensions of the program—the differences 

between land and sea, natives and foreigners, city and harbor, and public and private. The 

gesture of form is a replica of the sea wave, but at the same time, it presents the texture of 

the desert. The programs of the project, as an entrance to the city, a rest place for the 

local, as well as an outside stage for performance, mixed the local with the outsiders. The 

project is presented as a “middle” land between an artificial city and a natural 

environment (Figure 3-13). 

 A 

 B  C 

Figure 3-13. Yokohama International Port Terminal, Foreign Office Architects.  A) 
Topographic building. B & C) Floor/ Door/ Window. (Source: A & B: 
Architecture Review, January 2003, pp. 27-35. C: Architecture Interieure 
(Architecture Installation) 307, Mars 2003, pp. 78-83.) 
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Thickening 

Seemingly the connection of topography with architecture and the city is relatively 

on the ground level. Topography has no absolute ground level. The ground level is not 

fixed. It changed with forces operating on it over time. The forces may come from nature 

or social and cultural events. Meanwhile, the ground level as the ground of architecture is 

absolutely not a 2-dimensional surface, but a 3-dimensional space. The 3-dimensional 

space is not an underground space below the surface, but a spatial condition which may 

incorporate a manifold of aboves and belows. In other words, the ground level is a 

negotiated condition. 

Moreover, topography is not just a physical mass. It is a matrix with cultural, 

economical, and ecological situations. The cultural and social forces thicken topography 

over time. 

The operation of thickening stands against topography as surface and line. It is the 

action to develop a system. The operation is the merging of several layers, such as 

topography, traditional grids, and cultural or social needs. It is an attempt to go over the 

categorical distinctions of figure and ground by merging geological formations, street 

plan, and buildings into a unified, nonhierarchical system. 

In his project of City of Culture in Galicia, Spain, Peter Eisenman suggests 

architecture as an open territory with different layers, which utilizes genetic coding to 

respond to a new social logic. 

The social coding has two sources. One source is the coquille shell. The other 

source is the orthogonal grid of the old city of Santiago. The shell was the symbol of the 

city. Eisenman imposed the shape of the shell into the fabric grid of the old city in order 
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to “create an internal genetic program for contemporary Santiago.”61 The shell and the 

grid are superimposed on the geographic site (Figure 3-14 A). The geographic site 

combines the two genetic codes and distorts the two flat geometries, “generating a 

topological surface that superposes old and new in a simultaneous matrix.”62 At the same 

time, the genetic coding transforms the geographic site into topography. Materiality is 

planned to use native stone to resemble geological formations more than to resemble 

buildings. 

 A 

Figure 3-14. City of Culture in Galicia, Peter Eisenman. A) Superimposed. (Source: A: 
Domus: Architecttura, No. 824, March 2000, p. 6.) 

                                                 
61 “Peter Eisenman in Conversation with Gunther Uhlig,” Domus: Architecttura, No. 824, March 2000, p. 
15. 

62 Refer to Architecture January 2003, pp. 70-73. 
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Figure 3-14. Continued.  B) Diagram of plan. C) Site. (Source: B: Domus: Architecttura, 
No. 824, March 2000, p. 10.  C: Architecture, January 2003, p. 70.) 

At first glance, the gesture of the Ticino School projects seems very assertive in the 

environment. The projects are pure masses—strong vocabulary, straightforward 

construction, and materials, which seemingly stand alone in the landscape. All these 

evolve into an opposite attitude to the design of buildings as a response to their sites. 

However, some designers, such as Luigi Snozzi and Aurelio Galfetti, follow the similar 

strategy as Eisenman did to thicken topography, but their final forms are opposite to that 
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of Eisenman. The site has been re-defined as part of architecture through these architects’ 

personal interventions tangentially rather than representationally. 

The operation of thickening in the Ticino projects is based on an intimate 

understanding of the Ticino situations. It is expressed first by their selection of 

construction sites, which are always located in the peripheries of cities. Snozzi once said: 

“The big region, with its historical and cultural heritage, is now threatened by two basic 

developments: on the one hand, the exodus of population from the more remote and 

inaccessible areas, and on the other, the process of the agglomeration of villages on the 

peripheries of cities, which puts its entire culture heritage in serious danger.”63 Snozzi’s 

attitudes to the making of place challenge the conventional polarities of contemporary 

urban architecture, which seems to have roots from Richard Serra’s attitude to the social 

issue.64 Snozzi and Galfetti both seek to transform the destruction of the landscape in 

Ticino and the trivialization of its heritage by engaging the specifics of place. They both 

attempt to unfold the potential of the sites for the future, which has already been inscribed 

with the sites. 

The Sports Center and Reconstruction of the Castelgrande in Bellinzona, both 

cause attention to rethink the relationship between the historical context and the new 

intervention. Galfetti, in these two projects, designed some new parts to reconstruct the 

old fabric and reorganize the urban condition. The Sports Center extends from the old 

                                                 
63Thomas Deckker, “The Re-invention of the Site,” in Jan Birksted (ed.), Relating Architecture to 
Landscape, (London: E & FN Spon, 1999), p.161. 

64 Richard Serra’s attitude to this social issue is: “One of the basic problems posed by any context 
(landscape, urban, or architectural) is that of content. . . to be effective my work must disengage itself from 
the already existing content of the site. One method of adding to an existing context and thereby changing 
the content is through analyzing and assimilating specific environmental components—boundaries, edges, 
buildings, paths, streets, and the entire physiognomy of the site.” (Richard Serra, “Notes from Sight point 
Road,” Perspecta 19, p. 157.) 
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city fabric to the edge of the river. On the one hand, it establishes the boundary for future 

development. On the other hand, the sports center works as a linear wall. In the open 

field, the linear wall unites the environment and connects the city and the river. The city 

space is accentuated to continue. In the Reconstruction of the Castelgrande project, the 

new places are straightforward and are created within the fabric. The new landscape is 

included inside and outside the castle walls. The elevator and “murata” are the two 

Galfetti interventions to create new links to the town. The elevator with an entrance from 

the new town Plaza del Sole leads to the experience of castle from an inaccessible spot, a 

new spot in the city fabric to the inner cave. The “murata,” which is the remains of the 

15th century town wall of the Sforza castle, stretches out like a grass pier into the town. 

Both of these projects, through the new intervention and “linear walls,” reread the history 

of the city, redefine the topography, and redirect the future of the city (Figure 3-15). 

 A 

Figure 3-15. Bellinzona. A) Plan of Bellinzona (showing the Sports Center and the 
Castelgrande and “Murata”). (Source: A: Thomas Deckker, “The Re-invention 
of the Site,” in Jan Birksted (ed.), Relating Architecture to Landscape, 
London: E & FN Spon, 1999, p.162.) 
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Figure 3-15. Continued. B) Aerial view of the Sport Center. C) Sports center. D) Elevator 
motor-room in the Castelgrande. E) “Murata” showing new landscaping of the 
castle. (Source: B &C: Mario Botta & Mirko Zardini, Aurelio Galfetti, 
Barcelona: GG, 1989, pp. 23-24. D & E: Deckker, “The Re-invention of the 
Site,” pp. 160, 164.) 
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Every inserted building in Monte Carraso expresses Snozzi’s preference: simple 

geometric forms using in situ concrete. The gesture of Snozzi’s overall plan has two 

expressions. One expression is an attempt to increase the density and strengthen the 

center. The other expression is an attempt to reconstruct the edge of the village (Figure 3-

16 A). The overall plan has a definitive center and an increase in density of the facilities 

and the fabric. The new center is located at the site of the oldest building in the town, the 

medieval monastery. Snozzi has reconstructed some of the original fabric and some new 

interventions to define this monumental center and accentuate its spatial continuities. The 

ring road in the front of the center plaza, the city hall, the mayor’s house, the gymnastic 

complex, and a bank are utilized to create the place. In the process of creating place, the 

meanings of each element are transformed. The monumental place transformed the 

conventional center into a place surrounded by school and cemetery—on emerging life 

and death. And “the new fabric of the school, such as the enormous light-hoods over the 

classrooms, forms a new historical layer; the light–hoods act not only as a new, serial, 

form to be read against the existing fabric, but are inhabitable as separate study areas 

within each classroom.”65 The bank has a façade within a façade, which makes it stands 

out from the center plaza. The “double” façade also indicates the “double” programs of 

the bank—private housing is above the bank. The mayor house, which takes on the role 

to define one edge of the ring road and the monumental plaza, gives a town-like presence. 

The town-like presence, coupled with the semi-public porch, blurs distinction of the 

private and the public (Figure 3-16). 

                                                 
65 Thomas Deckker, “The Re-invention of the Site,” p. 167. 
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Figure 3-16. Monte Carraso, Luigi Snozzi.  A) Overall plan. B) Center plans (before and 
after Luigi Snozzi’s alteration.) C) Details of the center plaza. D) View of the 
center plaza (view of the school). (Source: A: Luigi Snozzi, Monte Carasso, 
Basel: Birkhäuser Verlag, 1995, p. 69.  B& C: Casabella 506, October 1984, 
pp.53, 55.) 
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Figure 3-16. Continued. D) View of the center plaza (view of the school). E) Bank. 
(Source: D: Bauwelt, 13 February, 1998, p. 31.  E: Casabella 506, October 
1984, p. 56.) 

Julieanna Preston in her Re-Dressing the Eiffel suggests that  

Ground resists being reduced to an abstraction, it is neither a line, coating nor in-
between spacer. Her project to fashion a new landscape surface beneath the Eiffel 
Tower therefore probes the depth of surface. It utilizes techniques and practices of 
sewing to manipulate surface as material having spatial depth—ground as a deep 
surface.66  

                                                 
66 Mark Taylor (ed.), “Surface Consciousness,” Architectural Design, Vol. 73 No. 2, 2003, p. 81. 
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The ground is sewed in order to present the loading effect of the downward force of 

the Eiffel Tower on the ground. The ground becomes fragments, but these fragments are 

united by material joints to maintain the continuity of the ground. At the same time, 

different scale spaces are created by sewing the ground. These spaces are associated with 

tourists, performances and the local people. In this sense, the ground is involved with 

“the production of public landscape, urban fittings and spatial interiors.”67 Topography is 

endowed with the social, spatial, and material depth (Figure 3-17). 

 A  B 

 C  D 

Figure 3-17. Re-Dressing the Eiffel. (Source: Mark Taylor (ed.), “Surface 
Consciousness,” Architectural Design, Vol. 73 No. 2, 2003, pp. 81-85.) 

Materiality 

Here there are stone formations shaped by divine forces—rocks, broken boulders, 
dust born of the fruitful ground, its particles, as uncountable as the stars.  

I stoop and pick up a stone. I caress it with my eyes, with my fingers. It is a piece 
of grey limestone. Fire moulded its divine shape, water sculpted it and endowed it 

                                                 
67 Ibid., p. 85. 
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with a fine covering of clay that has alternating patches of white and rust, with a 
yellow tinge. I turn it over in my hands. I study the harmony of its contours. I 
delight in the way its hollows and protrusions, light and the shadows, balance each 
other on the surface. 

I feel you grow, expanding in my imagination. 

Your lateral surfaces turn into slopes, ridges, noble precipices. Your hollows 
become caverns, where water silently trickles from the cracks in the rose-coloured 
rock. 

Stone, you compose the lineaments of this landscape. You are the landscape. You 
are the Temple that is to crown the precipitous rock of your own Acropolis. 

Dimitris Pikionis, A Sentimental Topography.68 

The stone in Dimitris Pikionis’s hand was born in the landscape. It is reshaped over 

time. Meanwhile, it is shaping the land. Pikionis touched it and felt it. It grows in his 

mind, becoming a representative of the place. This position about materiality encourages 

us to stand against relegation of material as only to service of form. Materiality is a living 

matter. It continuously transforms the site and is transformed by the site. It plays an 

active role between the place and human beings. “It has less to do with the beauty of 

materials than with how they operate—to index and express temporality, to represent the 

site, or to support a phenomenological reading of a place.”69 

The operations of materiality display how matter can be a generator of sense, 

disclose the cultural and natural characteristics in the sites, and establish links with 

conditions of being and temporality. 

In The City in History, Lewis Mumford wrote that the Landscape in Acropolis 

designed by Dimitris Pikionis (Figure 3-18) is sensitive and primitive. It reveals the 

contemporary mind steeped in the ancient culture, but free from imitating. 
                                                 
68 Mega XI, Dimitris Pikionis: Architect 1887-1968, London: AA Publications, 1989, p. 68. 
69 Berrizbeitia and Pollak, Inside/Outside: Between Architecture and Landscape, p. 48. 
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The project was requested to link the site with the Agora and the Karamanlis Hill. 

It explored the topography, the light and shadow, the materials, and the texture of ground 

through the design on the walks. The paths leading to the Acropolis are paved with 

sacred rocks and sacred patterns. Squares, circles, triangles, fish, children, sun, a flower, 

the waves of the sea, the ruins of the city—a wide range of symbols and metaphysical 

concepts are composed with the stone, tiles, and little pieces of gravel. The scales of 

patterns and materials and their color, shape and texture are changed. On the whole, the 

paving designs are simple but inventive as a response to the spirit of the site, down to the 

last detail. The edge and the path are not separated. The plants and the slight incisions of 

pavement into the ground make the edge and the path flow together. The integration of 

paving designs with plant life also defines accurate exploitation of views. They offer 

different views, near and far, sometimes orienting toward a specific visual group. In this 

sense, the stones orient human beings’ movements and experiences in the place.  

At the same time, his close collaboration with craftsmen and his strategy to make 

the pavements free the walks from imitating the past. The design is steeped into the site, 

but is embedded with contemporary values. 

Aris Konstantinidis once said, “There are cases when the form of the landscape 

imposes the use of a material.”70 And he defined architecture as “geographic”—every 

building grows on a particular site as a self-evident natural element. 

                                                 
70 Leatherbarrow, Uncommon Ground, p. 190. 
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Figure 3-18. Landscape in Acropolis, Dimitris Pikionis. A) Arial view of the Acropolis. 
B) View of the Acropolis. C) Plan of the path. D) Walkway toward the 
Acropolis. (Source: A: Mega XI, Dimitris Pikionis: Architect 1887-1968, 
London: AA publications, 1989, p. 4. B: Quaderns, No. 190, July 1991, p. 78.  
C: AA Files 20, Autumn 1990, p. 59.  D: Casabella 638, October 1996, p. 57.) 
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In his project Hotel Xenia in Mykonos (Figure 3-19), the granite used for the walls 

was quarried locally, guaranteeing the continuity between building and terrain. The 

pattern of horizontal striation, accentuated by retaining walls and thick slabs, repeats the 

form and appearance of some plateau in the surrounding terrain. The contrast between the 

color of the land and the building’s horizontal gesture is expressed by the whitewashed 

concrete. It demonstrates a kind of continuity that tolerates interruptions, a harmony that 

remains hidden beneath outward differences through modern materials.  

 

Figure 3-19. Hotel Xenia in Mykonos, Aris Konstantinidis. (Source: Leatherbarrow, 
Uncommon Ground, p. 192.) 

Jacques Herzog concludes that “the reality of architecture does not simply coincide 

with what is built, but rather finds its manifestation in its materials.” He locates the 

reality of architecture in materials because “they find their highest manifestation . . . once 

they have been removed from their natural context.”71 

                                                 
71 Refer to Philip Ursprung (ed.), Herzog & De Meuron: Natural History, Baden, Switzerland: Lars Muller 
Publishers, 2002, p. 54. 
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In Herzog’s Stone House, materially provides a phenomenological reading of the 

materiality of the site and of its transformation into construction. The concept of the 

project is based on a concrete frame, flushed with a mantle of local stone rubble packed 

into a dry-laid wall (Figure 3-20). The impression of the house is not only an affinity but 

also a contrast. The shared material becomes a connection between architecture and 

nature. By locating the building so that it engages one of the existing terraces on the site, 

the ground level and first floor assume the terrace elevations, becoming continuous with 

the existing site topography. Materiality provides a phenomenological reading of the 

materiality of the site and of its translation into construction. The contrast between the 

stone and concrete frame triggers a flashback to Robert Smithson’s metal boxes filled 

with pieces of rock (Figure 3-20 C). They both open a gap between natural material with 

artifice (metal boxes and concrete frame) in “geological time.” At the same time, the 

rubble wall becomes a picture of nature which is assigned to a concrete frame. The 

relationship between the stones and the frame is clearly expressed in the corner of the 

building. The corner concrete column is hidden behind the façade, allowing the stone to 

continue uninterrupted. This relationship “resembles the building like the dry-laid walls 

of the landscape.”72 

                                                 
72 Berrizbeitia and Pollak, Inside/Outside: Between Architecture and Landscape, p. 56. 
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Figure 3-20. Stone House in Tavole, Herzog and De Meuron. A) Plan. B) View. C) Non-
Site: Line of Wreckage, Robert Smithson. D) Detail of the corner. (Source: A 
& D: Berrizbeitia and Pollak, Inside/Outside: Between Architecture and 
Landscape, p. 57.  B: Philip Ursprung (ed.), Herzog & De Meuron, p. 46.  C: 
Jack Flam (ed.), Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, Ltd., 1996, p. 204.) 
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The four operations explored here—reciprocity, mobility, thickening, and 

materiality—constitute a process of the production of generative topography. These 

operations blur the distinction between architecture and topography, architecture and city, 

figure and ground, private life and social life in order to reconstruct the past, generate the 

sense of the place, correspond to the present, and anticipate the future. Each operation 

functions to add several layers on topography; they overlap and interact to present 

topography like an agent to create identity. 
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PART TWO: CHAPTER 4 
LANDING: NOTIONS ABOUT TOPOGRAPHY IN THE SITING SELECTION IN 

CHINA 

The first three chapters re-examined the notions of place, regionalism and 

topography in the age of globalization, as well as the potential of topography in place-

making. The following chapters present feasibility studies to explore the potential of 

topography in the rehabilitation of a Chinese village that is experiencing transformation 

under the pressure of globalization. The methods for the following study are based on the 

actions of landing, experiencing, mapping, and transforming, as mentioned in Chapter 1. 

There are three major traditional theories on architecture in China. The first theory 

is called Fengshui (风水), which concerns the relationship between architecture and the 

environment. The second theory is called Yingzao Fashi (营造法式), which concerns 

materials and construction methods. The third theory is called Zaoyuan Lun (造园论), 

which concerns the design of gardens in residences and palaces.  

The first action, landing, starts from the understanding of the Fengshui theory. Of 

these theories, Fengshui is more important in understanding the relationship of the village 

and city with topography. Fengshui literally means Wind (风) and Water (水). Stephen 

Skinner notes: 

It’s the art of living in harmony with the land, and deriving the greatest benefit, 
peace, prosperity from being in the right place at the right time.1 

                                                 
1 Stephen Skinner, The Living Earth Manual of Feng Shui, (London: Arkana, 1989), p. 5. 
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According to the record,2 at the formative period of Fengshui, the geomancer held 

up a stick on top of a mound and observed the shadow of the stick in the sunshine. He did 

this in order to set the timing and orientation, which was similar to the process of how 

Romulus identified the boundary for Rome.3 At the same time, he identified yin and yang 

for the surrounding environment. For geomancers, Fengshui is an event to investigate the 

Earth, taste the water, and identify the orientation in order to locate the site in the right 

place. 

Philosophical Basis for Fengshui Theory 

The idea of Fengshui originated from the worship of landscape. It had its origins in 

Chinese philosophical thoughts about production, living, and village development. In 

terms of Chinese philosophies, no matter the school of thought, the essential idea is 

similar: Earth, Nature, Humans, and Cosmos are part of a harmonious natural order. In 

ancient times, Chinese cultural and social development was based on an agricultural 

civilization. People learned about the relationship between human beings and nature from 

living, planting crops, and reaping. On the one hand, the ancients noticed that humans 

could not control nature because at that time the technical level was so low that humans 

were not capable of transforming nature. On the contrary, human activities were 

manipulated by nature. On the other hand, they realized that nature follows its own path. 

                                                 
2 In a chapter named Gongliu 公刘 in the book Shi Jing 诗经 (Books of Odes), the process is described of 
a geomancer named Liu Gong 公刘 investigating the environment, planning and constructing the village 
and buildings for the people living before the Zhou Dynasty. (Shi Jing 诗经: Writers / compliers unknown. 
Zhou Dynasty, 9th to 15th centuries B.C.). 

3 Plutarch in the Life of Romulus describes that “[Romulus] fitted a brazen ploughshare to the plough, and, 
yoking together a bull and a cow, drove himself a deep line or furrow round the bounds; while the business 
of all those that followed after was to see that whether was thrown up should be turned all inwards towards 
the city, and not to let any clod lie outside.” (Source: Rykwert, The Idea of a Town, p. 29.) 
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Following the attributes is a better way to survive in nature. This idea had great influence 

on Chinese ideology and lifestyle, and made people admire nature. 

Confucianism and Taoism are two major schools of Chinese philosophy. In some 

aspects, such as building a fair and stable society on earth and seeing the artificial and 

restrictive structures of society, the early Taoist classics appear as a reaction against 

Confucian civil morality. However, Confucianism and Taoism have something common: 

they are both impacted by the idea of Yin and Yang from Yi Xue 易學.4 In Yi Xue, the 

world is regarded as the consequence of the interaction of Yin and Yang, two opposite 

forces. For Taoism, every object is a unity of opposites, a unity of interaction and 

transformation. Taoism studies these two opposites from the view of their relationship. 

Confucianism also believes that everything has two sides, but regards these opposites as 

stable units. Confucianism focuses more on the humans’ reaction to these two opposites. 

Confucians believe that people should have no tendency between these two opposites. 

Taking the neutral position becomes its central thought. The other thought is that they 

both regard the question of how to make humans and cosmos as a unit as one of the core 

unit of their philosophies.5 In Taoism, everything is regarded as having its own attributes. 

                                                 
4 Yi Xue 易學 was formulated around the period 11th B.C. – 221 B.C.. 

5 Confucianism and Taoism were founded in the Zhou Dynasty (1122 – 221 B.C.) and flourished in the Han 
Dynasty. At the end of the Zhou Dynasty, the growth of many family-states diminished the central control 
of the emperor. These states had their own capitals. They tried to absorb others. In the view of John King 
Fairbank, violence in the Zhou Dynasty inspired the late Zhou philosophers. A considerable group of 
thinkers emerged in this period, which is called “hundred schools.” This situation paralleled the Greco-
Roman world. Confucius (551 – 479 B.C.) was a contemporary of the great figures in Greece (Plato, 429 – 
347B.C., Aristotle, 384 – 321 B.C., et al.). A book called Lun Yu 论语 (Alalects) was compiled by disciples of 
Confucius. Confucianism, as a rationale for organizing society, “began with the cosmic order and its 
hierarchy of superior-inferior relationships. Parents were superior to children, men to women, rulers to 
subjects.” (John King Fairbank, China: A New History, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998, 
p. 51). In the ideology of Confucianism, everybody has his own rule in the society. If everyone follows his 
rule, the society would be stable. Daoism originated from Laozi (老子). Laozi Zhu (老子注), written by Bi 
Wang (王弼) (226 – 249 A.D.), comments on the thoughts of Laozi, which is the major Chinese reference to 
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Complying with attributes of objects is the way to unify human and nature. In 

Confucianism, nature is equated with life. In return, life is equated with nature. It is said 

that when you are experiencing the beauty of nature, you are experiencing the meanings 

of life. For both of them, nature and humans are inseparable. 

Although these two philosophies both have great impact on Chinese society, 

Taoism is concerned as a major philosophical basis for the Fengshui theory by some 

scholars such as Henry B. Lin. In The Art Science of Feng Shui, Lin states that in its 

formative period, Fengshui was, in particular, linked to the ideas of yin-yang and the five 

elements from Taoist theories.6 One of reasons for this scenario is that Taoism puts more 

energy in exploring how a balance between nature and man is maintained. And the term 

Tao (道) means “the way,” or the forces inherent in nature. Taoism also refers to a code 

of behavior that is in harmony with the natural order,7 which corresponds to the Fengshui 

theory that is about how individual buildings, villages and cities should deal with nature. 

Confucianism like Taoism also explores the way to keep a balance between humans and 

nature. Although Confucianism focuses more on how to build a perfect society, its idea 

about order is still expressed in Fengshui. We take the “bedroom” as an example. In 

Fengshui, the parents’ bedroom should be on the east side (Dragon side) of buildings. 

                                                                                                                                                 
the study of Laozi. “The early Daoist argued that human moral ideas are the reflection of human depravity, 
that the idea of filial piety springs from the fact of impiety, that a Confucian statement of the rules of 
propriety is really a reflection of the world’s moral disorder.” (Ibid., p. 54.) It is the school “most opposite 
to the elitist prescriptions of Confucianism.” (Ibid., p. 53.) The impact of these two philosophies on the 
Chinese is described by Fairbank as “the Chinese scholar was a Confucian when in office and a Daoist 
when out of office.” (Ibid., p. 53.) 

6 Henry B. Lin, The Art Science of Feng Shui, (St. Paul: Minnesota: Llewellyn Publications, 2000), p. 3. 
Five elements are water, fire, wood, metal, and earth. Wood signifies the whole vegetative cover of the 
Earth. In the view of Skinner, wood is “organic matter.” (Skinner, The Living Earth Manual of Feng Shui, 
p. 63.) Metal symbolizes things fabricated or purified from the Earth. 
7 Damian Sharp, Simple Feng Shui, (Berkeley, CA: Conari Press, 1999), p. 3. 
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Children’s bedrooms should be on the west side. After the parents have passed away, the 

first son could live on the east side. The idea of family order in Confucianism is that 

children must obey and respect parents (parents occupy the perfect location of Fengshui). 

After the parents pass away, the first son must be regarded and respected as “father” (the 

first son should move to the east side where the parents once lived). This idea is 

expressed clearly in Confucianism. 

Taoism and Confucianism have great influence on Fengshui during its different 

phases. In the formative period of Fengshui, Taoism—as a philosophy to emphasize the 

harmony between nature and human beings—had more influence because Fengshui 

originated from the worship of nature. By comparison, Confucianism is more concerned 

about constructing social order. When Fengshui is involved in arranging “order,” such as 

orientation and room disposition,8 Confucianism takes over the role. 

Textural History of Related to Fengshui9 

Fengshui theory is still utilized as an important siting selection theory in China. 

The siting selection for cities and villages has been an important issue for the Chinese 

because it is related to people’s future, their health, their property, and the prospect of 

their descendants. This activity was first recorded from the turn of the Shang Dynasty10 to 

                                                 
8 The connection between orientation and social order in China is explored in Notions of Orientation for 
Siting Selection in this chapter. 

9 Many scholars think the only material that can be regarded as primarily relevant for the study of urbanism 
in ancient times is properly attested archaeological evidence, while the transmitted texts must be considered 
as secondary importance. In the view of Yinong Xu, it is very difficult to access archaeological sites when 
the study is on the construction of ancient Chinese cities or villages which could be traced back 2,000 
years. Chinese architecture is built of wood that is easily destroyed by wars and fires. It is easily 
demolished and then rebuilt. This study has to rely on literary evidence. Sometimes literary evidence which 
shows the impact of Fengshui on the physical construction of cities more than 2,000 years history is scarce. 
Therefore, this part of the study is based on the analysis of literary evidence, but not based on the analysis 
of archaeological sites. 

10 Shang Dynasty: 1766 – 1122 B.C.. 
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the Zhou (Chou) Dynasty.11 It is described in an ancient book titled Shang Shu 尚书 

(Book of Documents),12 which states that the government officer had asked geomancers 

to choose the site for his residence before the construction. Tracing the documents during 

that period, scattered ideas on the siting selection were recorded, but not elaborated on in 

a systematic way. In the Han Dynasty,13 a formulated system of ideas about the siting 

selection was born, which was named Fengshui. In some sense, the root of this systematic 

theory contributed to the political needs.14 Broadly speaking, it is an environmental 

theory. In the view of Stephen Feuchtwang, it is: to be in the right place facing the right 

direction doing  the right thing at the right time, then, a cross between being practically 

efficient and being ritually correct. It is being in tune with the universe. 

The considerations of topography in Fengshui are the key issues because its 

underlying principles conformed to the long-lasting world view of the Chinese people. 

Many of its ideas and symbols are derived from ancient cosmic conceptions that were the 

backbone of the orthodox cosmology. All these will supply clues for modern designers to 

rethink topography in the site’s construction and build a link between the interior and the 

exterior. 

                                                 
11 Zhou Dynasty: 1122 – 221 B.C.. 

12 Shang Shu 尚书: Writers unknown. 10th century B.C. to ca. 320 A.D.. 

13 Han Dynasty: 206 B.C. – 220 A.D.. 

14 Qing (Ch’in) Dynasty (221 – 206 B.C.), just before the Han Dynasty, was the first dynasty to unite the 
whole country in Chinese history. Before this dynasty, there were tens of thousands of philosophies, 
currencies, and writings existing at the same time. In the Qing Dynasty, the empire urged the unity of 
philosophy, language, and currency. In such a background, several important Chinese traditional 
philosophies began to merge, and Confucianism became the dominating one. Theories on siting selection 
began to be formulated as a system. 
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Fengshui 风水 (Wind and Water) 

Although Fengshui was formulated in the Han Dynasty, we can still find some 

sources in fragmentary expositions contained in many Pre-Han Dynasty documents. We 

can also find sources in the recorded ancient architectural archives embodying 

cosmological concepts of that age. Today, most scholars argue that the term Fengshui 风

水 (wind and water) was first documented in Zang Jing 葬经 (Burial Book)15: 

Ch’i rides the winds and disperses, meets the water and stays. So in the old time, 
the people gather Ch’i not to disperse it, but to vitalize and accumulate it. This is 
called Fengshui.16 

Fengshui, for geomancers, is an activity to investigate the earth, taste the water, 

identify the orientation, and locate the right place. In the record of Zhou Li 周礼 (Records 

of the Rites of Zhou),17 the activities related to Fengshui were divided into two parts. One 

part was to observe and evaluate the natural environment to select the location for 

planning for the sites, which was an actual survey on the site. The other part was to 

evaluate the auspicious and sinister orientation for the city, village, buildings, and tombs. 

It also was to judge the timing for construction, which was done by astrology and the 

Chinese Eight Diagrams.18 This classification results in the formulations of two schools 

of Fengshui called Form School and Compass School by Skinner. 

                                                 
15 Zang Jing 葬经(Burial Book): Attributed to Pu Guo 郭璞 (276 A.D. – 324). 

16 Translation refers to Huei Min Lu’s Acupuncture and Siting (ACSA Conference Proceedings). 

17 Zhou Li 周礼(Records of the Rites of Zhou), Compliers unknown, Western Han Dynasty, perhaps 
containing some materials from the late Zhou Dynasty. 

18  Eight Diagrams originated from I’Ching. The I’Ching is a binary system of divination derived from the 
two basic units Yin and Yang. “A trigram is a three-tier combination of Yin and Yang lines: consequently 
there are 23 or eight possible trigrams.” (Skinner, The Living Earth Manual of Feng Shui, p. 69.) 
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Kanyu 堪輿, Dili 地理, Yingyang 阴阳  

The term Fengshui is always related to other Chinese characters, such as Kanyu 堪

輿, Dili 地理, Yingyang 阴阳 and so on. 

The statement about Fengshui always belonged to the chapter titled Kanyu 堪輿 in 

ancient Chinese books so that Kanyu became the other name for Fengshui. The term 

Kanyu was first shown in the old book Huainanzi 淮南子 (Book of Huai Nan). The 

notion of this term in the context of that book was: 

The Taos of Heaven and Earth result in the exchange of Yin and Yang. Sometimes 
they are against each other, sometimes they are in tune with each other. The former 
is bad, and the latter is a sign of luck.19 

In the Analytical Dictionary of Characters, Shuowen Jiezi 说文解字,20 Kanyu’s 

meaning is Heaven and Earth. Kan 堪 means the Tao of Heaven. Yu 輿 means the Tao of 

Earth.  

The term of Dili 地理 (geography) was first recorded during the Spring and 

Autumn Period (722 – 481B.C.). Di means “the Earth,” and Li means “textures, rules, or 

Tao.” In the Tang Dynasty,21 a scholar named Yingda Kong defined Dili as “Earth has 

mountains and flatlands. These mountains and flatlands have their own features and Taos. 

It is called Dili (geography).”22 Its relation to Fengshui was first explored by folklore in 

                                                 
19 Huinanzi 淮南子(the Book of Huai Nan): Written by the group of Scholars gathered by Liu An (179 – 
122 B.C.), Western Han, ca. 120 B.C., Zj ed., (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1954), Volume 3, “Tianwen Xun”. 

20 Shuowen Jiezi 说文解字(Analytical Dictionary of Characters): Written by Shen Xu 许慎 (ca. 58 – 147 
A.D.), Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1963. 

21 Tang Dynasty: 618A.D. – 907. 

22 Jian Shi, “风水典故考略,” in Qiheng Wang(ed.), Fengshui Yanjiu 风水理论研究 (Research of Feng 
Shui Theory), Tianjing: Tianjing University Press, 1992, p. 17. 
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the book Zhou Yi 周易 (Book of Changes of The Zhou),23 which said that people should 

investigate Earth as well as observe Heaven. And in the Jin Dynasty, a scholar stated that 

the activity of the Huang emperor to investigate Earth is called Fengshui. 

Yinyang 阴阳 is an important notion in Chinese philosophy. The ancient Chinese 

understood that everything in the universe has opposite sides while observing the 

universal phenomena. These two sides are opposite each other and complement each 

other. In the Analytical Dictionary of Characters, Yin 阴 means black, the south of water 

and the north of mountains. Yang 阳 means high and bright, the north of water and the 

south of mountains. The term Yingyang first came from a chapter named Gongliu 公刘 in 

the book Shi Jing 诗经 (Books of Odes). This chapter described how people selected a 

site before the Zhou Dynasty. Besides the orientation and timing, mountains and waters 

were also examined in order to identify their yin and yang. Since then identifying 

Yinyang has been the main issue for Fengshui. 

When this concept is involved in Fengshui, it is expressed on different levels.  In 

Fengshui, Yin and Yang can be related to orientation, types of buildings, natural forms, 

and so on. Regarding South, buildings for living and water are regarded as Yang with 

positive attributes. Regarding North, graves and tombs, and mountains are regarded as 

Yin with negative attributes. And although mountains are overall treated as Yin, they also 

could be divided into Yin and Yang. High mountains are regarded with more negative 

attributes. Flat ground is regarded as a more positive attribute. However, no matter 

whether Yin/Yang refers to any visible or invisible force of nature, the essence of the 

                                                 
23 Zhou Yi 周易 ( Book of Changes of The Zhou), Compiler unknown, Zhou Dynasty with Western Han 
Dynasty additions. Sz ed. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1980. 
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relationship between Yin and Yang has not been changed. Keeping a balance between Yin 

and Yang is still the key to Fengshui, as well as Taoism. 

Ch’i 气 

Ch’i is a medium to build a bridge among different forces and keep a balance 

among them. In Skinner’s opinion,24 Ch’i has no equivalent word in Western 

terminology, except perhaps for “breath of life.” Ch’i can be the energy flowing through 

the acupuncture meridians of the body, the force to bring fertile crops, the energy carried 

in the winds and by the water. It is defined philosophically as “objectively existing 

being,” “matter/ energy.” Ch’i from the North is listless; from the South, it is energetic; 

from the West, erratic and unpredictable; from the East, neutering and protective.25 

Skinner divided Ch’i into three levels: Earth, Heaven, and Weather. The weather Ch’i, 

including Feng and Shui, are the movable Ch’i, the fluctuating elements distributed 

between the more fixed Ch’i of Heaven and Earth to mediate them. In terms of 

architecture and siting, the practice of Feng Shui discerns all kinds of Ch’i: to follow or 

restore what they are and where they are, then locate site and architecture in a suitable 

atmosphere of Ch’i in order to keep a balance of human’s Ch’i with Nature’s Ch’i. 

The ancients accumulated Ch’i, made it indispensable, and moved it in order to 
keep it at rest at some place.26 

Natural Environment as Human Body 

As mentioned before, ancient Chinese people understood the relationship between 

Humans with Nature through their experience. They then constructed this relationship as 

                                                 
24 Skinner, The Living Earth Manual of Feng Shui, p. 17. 

25 Sharp, Simple Feng Shui, p. 23. 

26 P’u Kuo, Tsang-Shu, (Taichung: Reichen Shu-chu, 1976), Chu:an 2, p. 4. 
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a philosophical base for the Chinese. In Lao Zi 老子,27 there are four elements for the 

universe: Tao, Heaven, Earth, and Humanity. Heaven, Humanity and Earth are regarded 

as a trinity. Without Heaven and Earth, there would be no world. Without Humanity, 

there would be no development. Within this trinity, Humanity is embedded in the natural 

order as an active though not dominant player. Man’s role in the natural order is not to 

impose his will on Nature but rather to assist in the expression of that which is 

appropriate to the natural order of things. It is incumbent upon man to understand the 

inner expression and meaning of natural phenomena and enhance and assist that 

expression and meaning.  In general, humanity and the universe are united. This idea had 

great influence on Chinese ideology and lifestyle, and impelled people to admire nature.  

This belief that Humanity is united with Nature makes the ancestors turn to the 

human body to explain some natural phenomena which they could not understand. For 

example, when the ancients could not understand how the clouds and fog come about, 

they regarded these natural phenomena as the breathing air for the mountains and 

Heaven, just as humans needs air. An ancient myth illustrates how nature is related to the 

human body in our ancestors’ minds. It was said that the origin of the world lay in a 

primordial egg, which hatched a god who lived 18,000 years. When he died, his head 

split and became the sun and moon, his blood the rivers and seas, his hair the plants, his 

limbs the mountains, his voice the thunder, his perspiration the rain, his breath the wind, 

and his fleas the ancestors of man. 

                                                 
27 It was written by Lao Zi 老子, who is regarded as the originator of Taoism. But no documents prove his 
biography. It is said that this book was written between 1122 B.C. and 221 B.C.. 
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Moreover, in the Huangdi Zhaijing 黄帝宅经 (The Yellow Emperor’s House-siting 

Manual),28 topographic forms and configurations are linked to the human body: water 

and underground springs are the blood and veins; earth-ground is the skin and flesh; the 

grass-wood is the hair; the hut house is the clothes; the door-gate is the hat and belt as 

ornaments. 

In Fengshui, the mountain is regarded as the bones of the body, and the water as the 

blood and veins of the body. Considering the mountain, stones are regarded as bones of 

the mountain, earth the flesh, water the blood, woods the skin.  

All these documents, myths, and old books illustrate the connection of nature with 

the human body at the exterior level. Moreover, the Chinese built a spiritual (inside) 

connection between them. The Chinese utilize the idea of Ch’i to show that the 

mountains and waters also have Ch’i existing inside them, just as man does. The concept 

of Ch’i was first utilized in Chinese traditional medicine. In Chinese medicine, Ch’i is the 

energy of the body’s breath, which is concentrated in various parts of the body. The 

energy is naturally accumulated and may be enhanced at certain points, which is called 

Xue 穴. Yin and Yang are two kinds of Ch’i. Balancing these two kinds of Ch’i in the 

human body is the purpose of Chinese medicine. For Taoism, it extends the concept of 

Ch’i into the universe and infuses all things. In Taoists’ minds, Ch’i also gives energy to 

the natural elements besides humans. Ch’i is the source for the water moving, the plants 

growing, and the cloud forming. As humans have various personalities, mountains and 

waters are considered to have different Ch’i, which gives them different qualities. In 

                                                 
28 Huangdi Zhaijing 黄帝宅经 (The Yellow Emperor’s House-siting Manual), Wei Wang 王微, Liu Song, 
15th century A.D., Sq ed. Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1987. 
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Fengshui, mountains are investigated by their different shapes, height, and the length of 

mountain veins to identify their qualities. And the direction of the flow, the speed of the 

flow, the shape of the water course, the depth of the water, and the sound the water makes 

are criteria for the qualities of water. All these qualities decide the qualities of Ch’i within 

them, which will also affect the Ch’i of humans who live with them. It is a symbiotic 

relation between the outside and the inside. Within Fengshui, its final aim is to identify 

an ideal site with strong qualities of Ch’i that will bring good life and fortune to people 

by means of investigating different topography and the features of the topography, More 

importantly, geomancers need to identify the Xue 穴, which is the point in the natural 

environment where Ch’i is gathering at its greatest efficacy.  

Generally, the Chinese link nature with the human body both on the outside and the 

inside. The link is based on the Chinese philosophy that humans and nature are united as 

one universe. 

Siting Selection 

Ideal Location for City, Village, and Tomb 

In Fengshui, the ideal location for villages (Figure 4-1 A) is in the hills, which 

surround the site on three sides. Water should be in the south. The hill to the south should 

be lower than the one to the north. The orientation of the village is related to color, 

animals, seasons, and elements. The natural forms in these four directions are associated 

with these four animal symbols, which are the guardians of the place. To the north are 

distant and higher hills, which represent the Black Tortoise. The south should be open 

and facing a gentle slope or other form easily identified as the Red Raven. The Red 

Raven should not have a dominant feature that might overshadow the buildings. In 



141 

 

Fengshui, positive currents of Ch’i, particularly those generated by a Dragon hill (located 

in the east), are said to produce a healthy and harmonious environment, prolong life, and 

even bring material prosperity. 

 A     

 

 B 

Figure 4-1. Diagrams of ideal locations. A) Ideal location for village. B) Ideal location 
for city. (Source: Qiheng Wang, Research of Feng Shui Theory, Tianjing: 
Tianjing University Press, 1992, p. 27.) 

The ideal location for a city is similar to finding a site for villages (Figure. 4-1 B). 

Facing south, located on a slope running down from the north to the south, sitting in an 

enclosed environment, and hiding Shui Kuo 水口 (the points that water flows into or out 

of the site) are the common determinants for villages and cities. But compared to villages, 

the siting selection for cities pays more attention to the distant landscapes, which form 

the second layer surrounding the site. The layout of the city appears to be a state of 

symmetry. 

The ideal location for housing (Figure 4-2) is among the hills to the back, pool to 

the front, river to the left, and road to the right side. Even housing has two sides: Green 

Dragon side (to the east) and White Tiger side (to the west). The Dragon side should be 

open for air. The Tiger side should be closed without openings. This rule is for the first 
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floor, but not for the second floor because small rooms are always on the second floor, 

which will not influence the whole façade.29 

 

Figure 4-2. Ideal location for housing. (Source: Wang, Research of Feng Shui Theory, p. 
27. Revised by author.) 

In terms of tombs, sometimes they are more important than the residences for the 

Chinese. The ancient Chinese considered death as an extension of living. Death impacts 

the living. Therefore, if the remains of the ancestors are buried in auspicious grounds, the 

descendants will be happy and successful in life. The burial ground must not only have 

the profile of a ground Dragon, but it also must also process the breath of cosmic life. A 

lack of cosmic breath would affect the well-being of the dead and the fortunes of their 

descendants. This idea is followed by villagers and emperors. In villages, the Xue 穴 

(best location for Ch’i) is always given to tombs of ancestors or ancestors’ halls. For 

royal tombs (Figure 4-3), Fengshui is strictly followed in the selection of the site. These 

tombs are a living place for death. In royal tombs, there are gardens and residence 

buildings as well as halls. In some sense, the ideal location for royal tombs is similar to 

                                                 
29 Qiheng Wang (ed.), Research of Feng Shui Theory, p. 27 (Chinese Version). 
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the ideal location for villages. The difference between them is that the investigating 

process for royal tombs is more complex and accurate. According to Fengshui detectives, 

it emphasizes that the mountain is the tomb for the dead. The perfect shapes and features 

of mountains and waters, combined with natural beauty, and literal beauty are key points 

for the siting selection of tombs.  

 

Figure 4-3. Ideal model of tomb. (Source: Wang, Research of Feng Shui Theory, p. 140.) 

Mountains and waters have meanings to identify Ch’i in Fengshui. When FengsSui 

is utilized in siting and architecture, two primary natural forms that are respected and 
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utilized are water and mountains. In Taoism, water is regarded as the essence of life, 

which could gather Ch’i. Mountains are considered as the intersection of Earth and 

Heaven, which could disperse energy to the surrounding land. Water feeds and nourishes, 

and mountains separate and shelter. It is said that “in places where there are only 

mountains and no water, the flow of energy is diminished. If there is water but no 

mountains, the energy will be difficult to harness.” The flow, location, depth, purity, and 

strength of bodies of water are all considered and used to evaluate the correct location for 

a site or a building. The varying shapes of hills are interpreted into a variety of things. In 

some cases, mountains and hills are used for special purposes, such as siting temples, 

shrines, and burial places. Meanwhile, “Hills bring sons and water brings property” is a 

saying that expresses the link between the natural world and villagers’ lives. 

Notions of Orientation for Siting Selection 

Orientation in Fengshui has meanings within ecology, as well as a relationship to 

the Chinese social order. 

In Chinese tradition, the east, west, north, and south are relative to the left, right, 

back, and front respectively. In Fengshui, the emphasis is on the south in the search for 

the site. No matter what the functions are, the sites should run down from the north to the 

south and be open to the south. Mountains should be located to the back of the site.  

From the view of ecology, this consideration of the orientation is reasonable. The 

preference of the south is easily attributed to the exposure to the sun and the block of 

strong winds from the north, which benefits the inhabitants’ living and crop growing. In 

Fengshui, a strong wind from the north is considered the worst, since the wind influences 

the gathering Ch’i on the site (Figure 4-4). The wind from the south is regarded as the 

least destructive to Ch’i. The south wind is regarded as the source which makes Ch’i 
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active and circulates throughout the site. It also provides the reason that the site should be 

open to the south. 

 

Figure 4-4. Orientation and wind. (Source: Lin, The Art and Science of Feng Shui, p. 87.) 

The consideration of orientation in Fengshui also respects the Chinese social order. 

The Chinese believe that facing the north means to acknowledge their allegiance as his 

subjects. Siting in the north while facing the south is a gesture of the commander. This is 

metaphorically stressed in a passage in the Lun Yu 论语 (Alalects):  

He who exercises government by means of his virtue may be compared to the north 
polar star, which keeps its place while all the stars turn around it.30 

In Yi Zhou Shu 逸周书 (Lost Books of the Zhou), the east and the west were also 

given special meanings. Orientation was linked to the trinity of the Chinese philosophy. It 

said: 

                                                 
30 Lun Yu 论语(Alalects): Compiled by disciples of Confucius, Zhou Dynasty (State of Lu), ca. 465 to 450 

B.C., Sz ed., Beijing Zhonghua shuju, 1980, juan 2. (Translation by Xu, The Chinese City in Space and Time, 
p. 33). 
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The Dao of Heaven esteems the left position, hence the sun and moon move 
westward. The Dao of Earth esteems the right position, hence the waters flow 
eastward. The Dao of Man esteems the central position, hence the ears and eyes 
serve the heart.31 

Some scholars argue that the northwest has a special meaning to the ancient 

Chinese. Although it is difficult to find the evidence in documents, the survey of some 

cities provides clues. The inner circle of the city of Beijing has a cut on that corner. And 

in the capital in the Jin Dynasty, Luoyang, there was a high platform in the northwest for 

the residence of dethroned crown princes. Based on the story of Luoyang, there is a 

saying that the northwest is not a fortunate place for living. In Figure 4-5, the northwest is 

identified with the Broken Wind, which implies that the northwest is not a good 

orientation for Fengshui. 

Evaluations of Topography Selected by Fengshui 

According to the principles of Fengshui, Figure 4-5 identifies the typical natural 

environment model which is considered perfect for the sites of villages, residences, and 

tombs. 

a) An enclosed spatial structure 

An enclosed space is the preferred character for Chinese traditional buildings and 

city planning. The traditional residence takes the shape of a courtyard within a four-sided 

enclosure. The city utilized the city walls to encircle the territory. This type of enclosure 

also expresses several layers at the same time. In a residence, several courtyards are 

connected. For a block of residences, walls still surround it in several special periods. In a 

city, there were inner and outer cities. In the capital, an imperial city was located within 

                                                 
31 Yi Zhou Shu 逸周书 (Lost Books of the Zhou): Authors unknown. Zhou Dynasty, ca. 3rd century B.C. Gjc 
ed., Taibei: Taiwen shangwu yinshuguan, 1956, juan 4/32, p.47. (Translation by Xu, The Chinese City in 
Space and Time, p. 38). 
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inner city (Figure 4-6). This enclosure with several layers is also expressed in the model 

of the natural environment defined by Fengshui. 

 

 
 

Figure 4-5. Ideal model of topography. 1) Shao Zu Shan 少祖山 (Minor Ancestor 
Mountain) 2) Zhu Shan 主山 (Locating Mountain) 3) Entrance to the Dagon 
Lair 4)  The site (Dragon Lair)  5)  Bright Hall 6)  Bai Hu 白虎 (White Tiger) 
7) Hu Shan 护山 (Surrounding Mountain) 8) Qing Long 青龙 (Green Dragon) 
9) Hu Shan 护山 (Surrounding Mountain) 10) An Shan 案山 ( Table Hill) 
11)Chao Shan 朝山 (Worshipping Mountain) 12) Curving Water 13) Inner 
mouth of the river 14) Outer mouth of the rive. (Source: Lin, The Art and 
Science of Feng Shui, p. 114.) 
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Figure 4-6. Three layers for the capital. 

From the Figure 4-5, we could see that the inner layer of this model is combined 

with Zhu Shan32 主山 (Locating Mountain),Qing Long 青龙 (Green Dragon), Bai Hu 白

虎 (White Tiger), and An Shan 案山 (Table Hill). Zhu Shan, Green Dragon, and White 

Tiger show a welcoming gesture for the site from the back, the left, and the right. The 

front of the site is enclosed by the An Shan with Shui Kou Shan 水口山 (which is used to 

hide the mouth of water flowing out of the site). The outside layer of this model consists 

of  Zu Shan 祖山 (Major Ancestor Mountain) and Shao Zu Shan 少祖山 (Minor Ancestor 

Mountain), Hu Shan 护山 (Surrounding Mountain) and Chao Shan 朝山 (Worshipping 

Mountain). The Zu Shan and Shao Zu Shan are outside of Zhu Shan, Hu Shan outside of 

Green Dragon and White Tiger, and Chao Shan outside of An Shan. The disposition of 

these mountains and hills exhibits two layers of enclosure. 

The expression of two layers of the natural environment in the Fengshui model 

shows that the outside environment is as important as the closer environment for people 

to identify Fengshui. This understanding is also shown in Chinese landscape paintings. 

Painters not only draw the view in front of them, but they also draw the distant view 
                                                 
32 Shan in Chinese means mountains. 
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which is not in their eyes, but in their minds. The close environment with the distant 

environment existing in their eyes and in their minds, always merge together (Figure 4-

7). 

 

Figure 4-7. White Clouds over Hsiao and Hsiang, Chien Wang, 1668. (Source: Osvald 
Siren, A History of Later Chinese Painting, New York: Hacker Art Books, 
1978, Vol. 2, Pl. 175.) 

This type of enclosed spatial structure has some common points with Jay 

Appleton’s prospect-refuge theory,33 which predicts that people should prefer places and 

                                                 
33 In The Experience of Landscape (London: John Wiley, 1975), the prospective-refuge theory is thus 
defined: “at both human and sub-human level the ability to see and the ability to hide are both important in 
calculating a creature's survival prospects . . . . Where he has an unimpeded opportunity to see we can call 
it a prospect. Where he has an opportunity to hide, a refuge. . . . To this . . . aesthetic hypothesis we can 
apply the name prospect-refuge theory” (p. 73). 
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environments that allow opportunities to see without being seen. But the root of the 

formulation of this spatial structure could be linked directly to the Chinese attitudes for 

living. As mentioned before, the ancient Chinese admire nature. They regarded turning to 

nature as the Tao of Humans. In the meantime, the ancients who lacked knowledge and 

technology to deal with the severe natural environment and phenomena, such as storms 

and extreme temperature, had to look for an enclosed environment to serve as a refuge to 

feel safe. The ancients also experienced a long war-period before achieving their first 

united kingdom. But after being united for half a century, the entire country was once 

again in a state of civil war. It appears that the Chinese were repeatedly involved in wars 

at the time of the formulation of the Chinese philosophy and the Fengshui Theory. The 

ancients needed to protect themselves and wished to escape from the violence, which 

resulted in the people requiring a location that could be hidden from the outside chaos. 

This attitude, along with the Chinese philosophy that emphasizes the need to be in tune 

with nature, created a foundation for the Chinese to choose an enclosed spatial structure 

in the natural environment as ideal locations for their villages, tombs and cities. 

Chinese living attitudes are always expressed in literary texts. In his Preface to the 

Poem on the Peach Blossom Spring, Yuanming Tao 陶渊明34 illustrated an ideal site and 

expressed the typical life that ancient scholars yearned for 

The fisherman, astonished at such a sight, pushed ahead, hoping to see what lay 
behind the forest. Where the forest ended there was a spring that fed the stream, 
and beyond that a hill. The hill had a small opening in it, from which there seemed 
to come a gleam of light. Abandoning his boat, the fisherman went through the 
opening. At first it was narrow, with barely room for a person to pass, but after he 
had gone twenty or thirty paces, it suddenly opened out and he could see clearly. 

                                                 
34 Yuanming Tao (365 – 427 A.D.): A Chinese famous scholar and poet in the Jin Dynasty. 
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A plain stretched before him, broad and flat, with houses and sheds dotting it, and 
rich fields, pretty ponds, and mulberry and bamboo around them. Paths ran north 
and south, east and west across fields, and chickens and dogs could be heard from 
farm to farm . . .35 

This depiction of the hidden village is the image of villages that Fengshui is 

expected to create, a village in an enclosed natural environment isolated from the outside. 

It is also clearly shown in Chinese landscape paintings (Figure 4-8). 

 

Figure 4-8. Misty Mountains and Rushing Streams, K’un ts’an, 1660. (Source: Osvald 
Siren, A History of Later Chinese Painting, New York: Hacker Art Books, 
1978, Vol. 2, Pl. 198.) 

                                                 
35 Translation referred to Burton Watson (translated and edited), The Columbia Book of Chinese Poetry: 
From Early Times to the Thirteenth Century, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), pp. 142-143. 
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b) Landmark with orientation 

The conception of landscape that Fengshui is looking for is found in the images of 

Chinese traditional paintings. Chinese traditional paintings focus on a harmonious 

combination of the close landscape with the distant landscape, the large with the small, 

the group and the individual, and the whole and the detail. It is a combination of 

opposites. 

The ideal landscape in Fengshui is organized by means of an axis. An axis runs 

from north to south shaped by the Zu Shan-Site (Ming Tang/ Land Lair)-An Shan-Chao 

Shan, while the Green Dragon and White Tiger organizes the east-west axis; however, 

the organization of the landscape is not absolutely symmetrical. In the south, the 

existence of Shui Kuo Shan, which is utilized to hide the mouth of the water, brings 

changes into this symmetry. The varied orientations, heights, and shapes of the mountains 

surrounding the site also enrich the views from the site (Figure 4-9). 

 

Figure 4-9. Axis in the topography model. (Source: Ke-Tsung Han, Feng Shui and 
Landscape, Master Thesis: Graduate College of the University of Illinois at 
Champaign-Urbana, Ann Arbor: A Bell & Howell Information Company, 
1994, p. 24.) 
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In order to formulate a landscape that reveals a combination of closer landscapes 

with distant landscapes and of the large with the small, the two layers of mountains 

surrounding the site create at least two layers of an in-position view. The closer 

landscapes consist of Zhu Shan, Green Dragon, White Tiger, and An Shan. The distant 

landscapes consist of Zu Shan, Shao Zu Shan, Hu Shan, and Chao Shan. In the front of 

the site, a river wanders through it, and the An Shan and the Chao Shan in the south are 

served as the center of the view from the site. Looking back from the south, the site is 

served with the Zhu Shan, Shao Zu Shan, and Zu Shan as the background in the north.The 

site is surrounded by the Green Dragon and White Tiger in the east and the west. 

Fengshui requires that if the mountains or hills are near to Ming Tang (Land Lair), they 

should be relatively small. Likewise, they should be larger if they are more distant. 

Fengshui also argues that the proper height of An Shan, the near front hill, should be 

roughly proportional to the distance of a human forehead to the chest, as viewed from 

Ming Tang. In the site, the viewers could see the distant mountains as the background for 

the closer landscapes. This phenomenon is also expressed in Chinese landscape paintings. 

To shape a view similar to the combination of the group with the individual and the 

whole with the detail, the shapes and gestures of the mountains are two aspects of the site 

that are utilized to achieve this goal. When the mountains are located within 100 Chi 尺

36(about 25 meters) from the site, their shapes and features should be studied and 

expressed. It is similar to the image of individuals and their details. If the mountains are 

at a distance between 100 Chi 尺 and 1,000 Chi 尺, their gestures should be visualized 

and expressed. It is similar to the image as seen with the whole. In fact, the visual 

                                                 
36 Chi 尺: A Chinese traditional measurement. 
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dimension between 25 meters and 35 meters is regarded as the maximum distance from 

which people could see objects clearly in details by the Western scholars. Fengshui 

emphasizes that mountains within this visual dimension should have perfect shapes and 

details to create pleasure for humans.  

Real Constructions 

Unlike villages, residences, and tombs in China, it is difficult to find a city which 

has been constructed strictly according to the strict rules of Fengshui. It is also difficult to 

find literal evidence related to the construction of cities. However, evidence which shows 

that the governor did not follow the advices of geomancers is relatively easier to find.37 

The reasons for this are beyond the discussion of this paper. Maybe it contributed to 

political and social situations at the time that the city was constructed. The fact that there 

is a lack of evidence to prove that city construction follows Fengshui principles reveals 

that “we should be cautious not to overstretch the evidence to classify all activities of site 

selection and symbolism of city construction in early Chinese history under the term 

Fengshui or its other alternative terms.”38 However, we cannot deny the similarity of the 

ideal location for cities based on Fengshui with real sites and the cosmological 

symbolism embedded within the construction of cities. Figure 4-10A shows the location 

of the capital of the late Shang Dynasty.39 It was located near water and surrounded by 

mountains. Moreover, some Japanese scholars40 found a link between the layouts of some 

                                                 
37 Refer to Xu, The Chinese City in Space and Time, 2000. 

38 Xu, The Chinese City in Space and Time, p. 201. 

39 Shang Dynasty: 1600 – 1100B.C.. 

40 Refer to the article “ Fengshui and the Image of the City” in 建筑文化 (Architectural Culture in Japan), 
No. 5, 1986. 
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Chinese traditional cities with cosmology. For example, the city Chang’an (Figure 4-10 

B) in the Han Dynasty had north walls that mimicked of the Big Dipper. Its south city 

walls were regarded as a mimic of the Little Dipper. The river in the city of Luoyang 

(Figure 4-10 C) in the Sui and Tang dynasties was regarded as the mimic of the Galaxy. 

A 

 B 

Figure 4-10. Cities in China. A) The location of Yin. B) City of Chang’an. (Source: A: 
Guxi Pan, Chinese Architectural History, Beijing: Chinese Jiangong Zhuban 
She, 1983, p. 5.  B: Wang, Research of Feng Shui Theory, p. 305.) 
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 C 

Figure 4-10. Continued. C) City of Luoyang. (Source: C: Laurence G. Liu, Chinese 
Architecture, London: Academy Editions, 1989, p. 46.) 

a) Records in Kaogong Ji41 

In fact, the layout of the Chinese traditional cities was strongly influenced by an old 

book titled Kaogong Ji 考工记. It described the characteristic features of the principles of 

city buildings at four levels: site selection, cardinal orientation, city layout, and 

arrangement of structures. 

Ideologically, being situated at the center is favored by the Chinese, as well as 

other cultures.42 The Chinese call the country 中国, literally meaning the country in the 

                                                 
41 Kaogong Ji 考工记: It is a book about technology shown in the Wars Period (403 – 221 B.C.). The book 
contains some depiction of the city construction. 

42 Eliade describes many different myths, rites, and beliefs in order to show that different people have a 
similar desire to be situated at the center of the world. Furthermore, Eliade cites Palestine, the city of 
Jerusalem, and the temple in Jerusalem as examples to demonstrate this tendency. The similar situation also 
happened in ancient Italy and among the ancient Germans. (Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, pp. 36-
47.) 
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middle of the world. The center position is also taken into account to select the sites for 

cities. Arthur Wright, author of The Cosmology of the Chinese City, suggests that the 

systematized organic characteristics of Han Confucian ideology were expressed in the 

siting of a capital. According to Wright’s words, the city layout is “in relation to the 

forces of nature and to the hypostasized powers that given all phenomena.”43 And as 

recorded in Kaogong Ji, once the site has been decided, the first step of the construction 

work is to survey the contours of the site by the use of plumb lines and water levels at its 

four corners and then grade the site to a level piece of ground. 

The north-south direction was preferred in Kaogong Ji. The preference has its roots 

in the social order mentioned above: north as demanding, south as yielding. The city 

layout in Kaogong Ji shows that cities exhibit axial symmetry, are located along north-

south direction, are enclosed by walls, are designated with a square plan, and its gateways 

open to all four directions (Figure 4-11). 

The artificers, as they built the capital, demarcated it as a square with sides of nine 
Li,44 each side has three gateways. Within the capital there were nine longitudinal 
and nine latitudinal avenues, each of the former being nine chariot tracks wide.45 

The layout shows the city as a microcosm and at the very center of Earth. In ancient 

China, Earth was perceived as a square checkerboard and Heaven as a round one. The 

form of a square was obviously “taken to be a prerequisite for the general morphology of 

an ideal capital that would be a replica of the earth.”46 The divided nine squares had their 

                                                 
43 Arthur F. Wright, “The Cosmology of the Chinese City,” in G. William Skinner (ed.), The City in Late 
Imperial China, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1977), p. 47. 

44 Li: A Chinese traditional unit for length. 

45 Zhou Li 周礼, juan 41, p. 289. Translation by Paul Wheatley (trans.), The Pivot of the Four Quarters, 
(Chicago: Aldine Pub. Co., 1971), p. 411. Minimal revision from the author. 

46 Xu, The Chinese City in Space and Time, p. 34. 
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 A   B 

Figure 4-11. City layout. A) Canonical plan of the royal Zhou capital in the Sanli tu jizhu.  
B) Canonical plan of the royal Zhou capital in the Kaogong Ji Tu 考工记图. 
(Source: Xu, The Chinese City in Space and Time, pp. 34-35.) 

roots in Chinese folklore. It was said that a legendary Emperor Yu divided the land of 

China into nine regions, or nine provinces, after having mastered the water. Furthermore, 

the Middle Kingdom was thought to hold a central place among the nine greater regions 

of the whole world. “It is therefore reasonable to think of the city that was subdivided 

into nine units, with the royal palace in the center, as a microcosm embedded in a 

concentric system, from the Chinese empire up to the scale of the whole world, on the 

pivot of which resided the Son of the Heaven.”47 

In all these capitals, temples, and altars of worship are constructed as integral parts 

of the palace. In terms of the disposition of principle structures, the Kaogong Ji states that 

in cities the Ancestral Hall shall be on the left (east), and the Altar to the God of the Earth 

on the right (west). The south-facing palace was placed in the center. The imperial court 

should be in front of it. The market should be at the back. This arrangement is based on 

                                                 
47 Ibid., p. 35. 
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the relationship between orientation and the trinity of the Chinese philosophy, which was 

mentioned before. 

The ancestors, on the one hand, like the father to his son, the husband to his wife, 

and the king to his subjects, are the yang characters, and therefore analogous to Heaven.48 

Commerce was granted a rather low status in social life so the market was given the place 

of least honor and minimum yang influence. It was located in the north extremity of the 

city in contrast with the southern location of the royal hall. 

The principles about city construction described in Kaogong Ji were obeyed in 

most city construction in China, from the political centers such as Chang’an and Luoyang 

in the Jin and Tang dynasties, and Beijing in the Ming and Qing dynasties, to the local 

centers such as Suzhou. In fact, the depictions reflect to a degree the value system of the 

pre-Han period; it was a reflection of peoples’ attitude to Heaven, Man and Earth. In the 

view of Xu, this order endured because it was not arbitrary; it was based on an 

understanding of Nature, the eternal standard.  

What does not change [in the universe] is the proper position [of each of the myriad 
things]. Heaven is above; Earth is below. The monarch faces south; the subjects 
face north. The father sits and the son prostrates himself. These are what do not 
change.49 

b) A reflection of philosophies 

Confucianism focuses upon building a social order: the officers should yield to the 

emperor; the son should yield to the father, the woman should yield to the man. Its 

reflection on the physical construction is order and symmetry. In city construction, the 

                                                 
48 Refer to the concept of Xu and his notes in The Chinese City in Space and Time, p. 258, No. 44. 

49 Zhou Yi Qianzaodu, 周易乾鑿度 (Penetration of Qian And the Zhou Yi), Writers unknown, Han 
Dynasty, ca. 1st century B.C., Sq ed., Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1987, Juan A.2. Translation by Xu, 
The Chinese City in Space and Time, p. 39. 
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center position of the palace, the position of the ancestral hall, and the position of market 

show the social order. The layout of gates and route systems decides the symmetric 

spatial structure in the city. And this order is also reflected in the layout of the residence. 

Due to the relation between society and the family, the residence shows the similar order 

and symmetrical layout. The center of residence is the ancestral hall, the parents live near 

it. The bedroom for the first son lives in the east. If parents pass away, the first son could 

then move into the parents’ bedroom. 

Compared to the layout of the city and the residence, the layout of the village and 

the garden are a physical reflection of Taoism. Taoism focuses on the harmony between 

nature and man. From the view of physical construction, more natural elements are 

involved into the village and garden, and their forms express a kind of freedom. The 

order and symmetry are not the methods to organize the space in them. Although the city 

and garden both have walls as boundaries to separate the interior from the exterior, the 

city utilizes the city wall to block the natural life out. The garden50 utilizes the garden 

walls to block the social life (social order) out. The garden, which is always an 

attachment to the residence or palace, shows the people’s admiration for natural 

environment. They are enclosed within walls, but eager for the village life, which is close 

to nature (Figure 4-12.). This binary phenomenon explains Fairbank’s statement—

“Chinese scholar was a Confucian when in office and a Daoist when out of office.”51  

 

 

                                                 
50 Chinese gardens always exist in the city, seldom in the villages. 

51 Fairbank, China: A New History, p. 53. 
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 A 

 

 B 

Figure 4-12. Comparison. A) Yecheng city plan. B) Residence: Courtyard, Beijing. 
(Source: A: Laurence G. Liu, Chinese Architecture, p. 43.  B: Werner Blaser, 
Courtyard House in China: Tradition and Present, Basel: Birkhauser Verlag, 
1995, 2nd edition, p. 18.) 
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 C 

 D 

Figure 4-12. Continued. C) Village: Xiaoqi, Anhui.  D) Garden: Liu Yuan, Suzhou. 
(Source: C: Gong Kai (ed.), Xiaoqi, Nanjing: Southeast University Press, 
2000, p. 33. D: Frances Ya-sing Tsu, Landscape Design in Chinese Gardens, 
New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1988, p. 198.) 

Generally speaking, for Fengshui, topography has its own life just like the human 

body, with energy inside to breathe and to grow. It can impact people’s future, their 

health, property, and descendants. The harmonious connection of the environment and 

humans is the notion of Fengshui. 
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The roots for the siting selections based on Fengshui are Chinese philosophies and 

the people’s needs at the level of physics, psychology, and social order. The landscape 

chosen by Fengshui is an enclosed spatial structure with two axes. The landscape is a 

combination of the close landscapes and the distant landscapes, the large and the small, 

the group and the individual, and the whole and the detail. This is the conception of 

Chinese traditional paintings. Orientation in the siting selection is given with the meaning 

of Chinese philosophy, and it is the expression of the social order. The method for 

Fengshui to identify the natural environment meets modern research about the human 

pleasure distance. 

Comparing villages with cities and gardens with residences, it is clear that villages 

and gardens are the physical expression of Taoism, which focuses on the harmony 

between nature and man. Cities and residences are the expression of the ideals of 

Confucianism, which creates a set of social orders for the Chinese. 

 

 



164 

CHAPTER 51 
EXPERIENCING  

The Fengshui theory unfolds the relationship between topography and the village 

from the view of the Chinese. Through investigation, tasting, and identification, Fengshui 

becomes an event to set up Chinese villages and cities. Through this event, the social and 

cultural values are embedded within topography. Understanding the Fengshui theory is 

the action of “landing thoughts” in order to provide hints to explore the hidden layers 

beneath the ground and supply directions for further intervention into the villages. 

Experiencing is the action to localize the Fengshui theory in order to examine the 

specific meaning of topography for the local residents and to identify local features. The 

impact of the Fengshui theory on the village determines the analytical method in the 

process of experiencing the village. As a general rule, the Fengshui theory determines the 

natural environment for the village. It inscribes the social order and cosmological 

consideration on topography and construction. It therefore embodies the village as a 

system with physical space and memory. At the same time, it cooperates with local 

situations to create different villages and cities. Experiencing the village, therefore, exists 

at three levels: the natural environment, social and cultural environment, and artificial 

environment. Through experiencing the natural environment (regional link and local 

geographic conditions), the specific meaning of the local surroundings for the foundation 

of the village is explored. Through experiencing the local social and cultural environment 
                                                 
1 In Chapters 5, 6 and 7, the original Autocad drawing of Yuliang’s overall plan was provided by Kai 
Gong. The original Autocad drawing showed the village situation in 1990. The author revised it based on 
the site investigation in June, 2004. The revised Autocad drawing is used on different analysis in this study. 
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(social structure, economic system, policies and regulations, ethic traditions, religious 

belief, neighborhood specifications, and so forth), the process of the formulation of local 

features is disclosed. Through experiencing the artificial environment, the impact of 

topography on the construction of the village is objectified.  

Experiencing the village is to explore successive layers, both visible and invisible. 

Experiencing is the action clarifies what is important for the structure of the village and 

the ordinary life of the local people. It shows what are outside forces that impact the 

structure and the villagers’ life, and what are the real determinants for the future of the 

village. In this sense, experiencing is overlapped with mapping. Experiencing is the 

foundation for mapping and it provides sources for the analysis in mapping.  

The overlap between experiencing and mapping brings some difficulty in writing 

two chapters related to these two respective actions. Because they share some sources, 

repeating these sources in these two chapters seems unavoidable. In order to avoid 

repeating too much, some materials in this study, even through they are part of the results 

of experiencing, are included in Chapter 6 Mapping. For instance, in the Chapter 6 

Mapping, “water constructs the village” is one of the conclusions through action 

mapping. Most of the materials related to “water constructs the village” or inspirations 

for this conclusion, such as courtyards in housing and folk customs which should be part 

of the analysis of artificial environment in this chapter, will be included in Chapter 6 

Mapping. Meanwhile, the mapping of ancestral halls and wharves, part of mapping the 

regional links, the spatial fabric and site are included in this chapter. As a consequence, in 

some degree, this chapter is general analysis. The chapter Mapping is the analysis closely 

related to what will impact on the action of transformation. 
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Natural Environment 

Yuliang Village is not a traditional agricultural village as other villages in the 

Huizhou area are because of its location and environment. It was once a center of 

commerce, transportation, goods collection and distribution site, and a place for 

businessmen and boatmen to reside.  

Location 

Yuliang Village is located in Shexian County (歙县), in the Huizhou area.2 The 

Ancient Huizhou area covers part of the south Anhui Province and part of the north 

Jiangxi Province (Figure 1-5). Due to political chaos and frequent military campaigns, the 

Chinese migrated from the Central Plains area toward southern China. Three of the 

largest population movements occurred at the end of the Western Jin, Tang and Northern 

Song dynasties. The Huizhou area became a destination for migrants because of its 

beautiful mountains and water, and the fact that it formed a relatively separate geographic 

unit to avoid the political and military chaos. As the population increased, the Huizhou 

area consisted of six counties: Shexian, Xiuning, Qimen, Yixian, Jixi, and Wuyuan. 

According to the documentation on some villages in the Huizhou area, such as 

Tangyue, Zhifeng, and Zhanqi, edited by Kai Gong, most of the villages existing today in 

the Huizhou area were founded during the Tang Dynasty. As traditional Chinese 

architecture was made of wood, these buildings were easily destroyed by fire and difficult 

to maintain. Therefore, there are few buildings constructed during the Tang Dynasty that 

remain. Most of major existing buildings in these villages were constructed in the Ming 

or Qing Dynasty. 
                                                 
2 Huizhou was an ancient regulation area, dating back to the Song Dynasty (960 – 1279). It is about 360 
kilometers (223.7 mils) southwest of Shanghai. 
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Shexian County (歙县) was established at the beginning of the Qing Dynasty (221 

– 207 B.C.).3 She (歙) means the place that mountains and water gather. Shexian County 

has a myriad of mountains and an extensive river system. According to Shexian County 

government statistics, Shexian has a total of 2,680 square kilometers (about 662,219 

acres). Mountains and hills make up 94.58% of the land, while valleys and plains make 

up 5.42%.4 

Surrounding Environment  

Yuliang Village is located about one kilometer southeast of the county town called 

Shexian Town (Figure 5-1). The village’s core occupies 5 hectares.  

The siting selection of Yuliang was according to the Fengshui theory. The ideal 

location for villages in Fengshui is that the village is located in the north and surrounded 

on three sides by hills and that water is in the south. The hill in the south is lower than 

that in the north. Yuliang Village backs Wuliao Mountain, Wanluo Mountain, Wenzheng 

Mountain, and faces Ziyang Mountain across the river. The location of mountains and 

hills and the Z-shaped river in the south of the village correspond with the rules of 

Fengshui about the ideal location of villages (Figure 5-2).  

In the front of Yuliang Village, there are four rivers (Fengle, Fuzi, Bushe and 

Yangzhi) converging into one, which is called the Lianjiang River. The Lianjiang flows 

from the west to the east in the south of the village, making a Z-shaped bend at Yuliang. 

The Lianjiang River turns into the Xin’an River, finally flowing into the ocean through 

Zhejiang Province (Figure 5-3). The Xin’an River was the main connection for the 

                                                 
3 Shexian Zhi 歙县志 (Records of Shexian County), (Beijing: Zhongyang Shuju, 1995), p. 13. 

4 Shexian Zhi 歙县志 (Records of Shexian County), p. 3. 
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Huizhou area to outside areas in the past, especially with the metropolis of Hangzhou and 

Suzhou. Hangzhou was once the capital during several periods in China. From these two 

cities, goods were distributed to the entire country. 

 A 

 B 

Figure 5-1. Location of Shexian Town and Yuliang Village. A) Map. B) Diagram of 
regional link. (Source: A: Kai Gong (ed.), Yuliang, Nanjing: Southeast 
University Press, 1998, p. 2. Modified by the author.)  
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 B 

 C 

Figure 5-2. Overall view of Yuliang. A) 3-D model. B) South elevation of the Lianjiang River. C) North elevation of the Lianjiang 
River. (3-D model was done by students from Southeast University, China.) 
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Figure 5-2.Continued. D) View the village from the opposite hill. E) View at the entrance of the village. 
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Figure 5-3. Map of rivers converging in Yuliang. 

Yuliang was the starting point in the Xin’an River in Huizhou. In the past, water 

transportation was the main transportation method because mountains and hills cover 

most of lands in the Huizhou area. Yuliang, therefore, became an important pier to collect 

and distribute goods. It was a water transportation center from which people and goods 

could go into or out of the northern part of Shexian County, Jixi County, and Xiuning 

County. The village was once called the First Wharf of water transportation from the 

ancient Shexian County to the city of Hangzhou. Hundreds of boats would be tied up 

along the wharves in the village when the village was at its height of prosperity. When 

spring tides came, it took only two or three days for goods to be transported to Hangzhou. 
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There is a great disparity between the flood level and the lowest water level. In flood 

years, both ends of Yuliang are threatened by water. 

From the analysis of the natural environment, it is clear that two factors determine 

the features of the village. One factor is the close geographic connection between Yuliang 

and Shexian Town. This connection in the past defines Yuliang Village functioning as 

one part of the county town in the past, which will also impact its future. The other factor 

is its important position in the water transportation system, which defines that water has 

much more influence in the construction of Yuliang than other villages. 

Social and Cultural Environment 

Origin of the Village and Yuliang Dam 

Because of its important geographical position in water transportation, Yuliang 

stood out once in its history of its development. Streets and markets flourished in Yuliang 

as early as in the Tang Dynasty. Its development had a close relationship with 

construction of the Yuliang Dam which is how Yuliang received its name. 

The history of the dam is interesting. Regarding irrigation and transportation, there 

was no reason to build the dam. The lower reach of the Lianjiang River has no arable 

land, and the high dam makes the water flow so swiftly that boats were unable to pass it. 

According to records from the Shexian Cultural Management Bureau and Kai Gong, 

there were several reasons to construct the dam. One is from the consideration of 

Fengshui. In the South Song Dynasty a local scholar named Shi Qian 钱时, in his article 

Xin’an Jianshiliang Ji 新安建石梁记 (The Records of the Construction of Shiliang in 

Xin’an), explained that the construction of the dam will benefit Fengshui of the 

surroundings to increase human fertility and prosperity. Another reason is about retaining 
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water in order to keep the water at its under-lowest water level for Shexian Town. 

“According to the modern investigation, the fault of the earth’s crust in Shexian Town is 

connected with the fault of the Lianjiang River. The public well in Shexian Town is 

connected to the Lianjiang River.”5 The dam keeps the high water level of the Lianjiang 

River to supply an ample water supply to the county town. The last reason posited was 

that the construction of the dam was to slow down the river’s flow, then the difficulty of 

ferry crossing was solved.  

No matter what reason underlies the construction of the Yuliang Dam, it made it an 

ideal place for boats to berth in the village. Prosperous transportation stimulated its 

development and finally a commercial village was formed—a place convenient for 

engaging in commerce, transportation, and goods collection and distribution. 

Lineage Bonds and Scholar-Merchants 

At the social level, the major features of the Huizhou area are its strong lineage 

bonds and the merging of a large number of scholars and merchants in one place. In 

Chinese Confucian tradition, scholars and merchants are the highest and the lowest, 

respectively, in the hierarchy of occupations. This combination embodies the Huizhou 

area’s particular characteristics. 

The lineage bonds are the foundation for Chinese society in the past.6 It was the 

primary element to set up and organize the villages. Usually in the Huizhou area, one 

village was founded by a clan. The clan was a unit for living and working. Later, others 

with different surnames moved into the village, but the major clan still dominated the 
                                                 
5 Kai Gong (ed.), Yuliang, pp. 53-54. 

6 The German sociologist Max Weber defines China as a “familistic state.” Fairbank argues that China “has 
been a stronghold of the family system and has derived both strength and inertia from it.” (Fairbank, China: 
A New History, p. 18.) 
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village. Different from most other villages in the Huizhou area, members of different 

clans lived in Yuliang. Besides the overwhelming surnames Yao and Ba, there are other 

family surnames, such as Shi, Wang, Yang, Hu, Li, Mao, and so on. But the lineage bond 

was strong within each clan. The existence of different surname families in one place 

results in several ancestral halls existing in Yuliang Village. In some sense, it creates a 

different spatial fabric (Figure 5-4). At the same time, because it was a center for 

business and transportation, residents in the village consisted mostly of dockers, 

fishermen, merchants and so on, which is different from other agricultural villages. 

Compared to these agricultural villages, buildings types are more varied in Yuliang. 

 

Figure 5-4. Diagram of temples and ancestral halls with the spatial fabric. 

Due to the hierarchy of occupations from Confucianism in the past, doing business 

is the residents’ last choice for an occupation. However, the Huizhou area became a place 

with an abundance of merchants. This phenomenon was not based on people’s ambitions, 

but the limitation of a geographic situation. The geographic situation compelled the local 

inhabitants to go out for a living. 

According to the local Records of Shexian County (Shexian Shi 歙县志), there is 

an old saying to describe the distribution of lands in Shexian County: which said that 
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70% of the land is mountains and hills, 10% for rivers, 10% for arable land, and 10% for 

villages and roads.7 During the Tang and Song dynasties, the population increased 

dramatically in this area in order to escape from other war-torn areas of the country. The 

arable lands could not supply enough rice. As a consequence, the local people had to go 

out for business. They helped each other due to the strong lineage bonds among them, 

and they became a strong unit. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, Anhui merchants had 

decisive positions, especially in the area of the Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces. It was, 

therefore, said that “without Anhui merchants there would be no towns and cities.” It is 

the reason for abundant merchants coming from this area who became well known in the 

entire country. 

When these businessmen became rich, they returned to build ancestral halls, 

houses, roads, bridges, and especially schools. The reason for the flourishing of schools is 

the social position of scholars in Chinese society. Besides the impact of Confucianism 

(which gave high ranking to scholars), the important position of the scholars in the 

administration of central and local governments in China—just as priests had in India, 

Persia, Egypt, or Babylon—had great impact on the local residents to decide to develop 

educational facilities for the next generation. The local people believed that involvement 

in government administration would strengthen their position in economy and society. As 

a result, the unique features of the villages and houses of Huizhou are created. So many 

schools were constructed in the Huizhou area that children could be heard reciting even 

                                                 
7 Shexian Shi 歙县志 (Records of Shexian County), p. 3. 
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in a small village with only 10 families.8 In the Ming and Qing dynasties, there were 623 

persons involved in the government administration. Based on this situation, the merging 

of scholars with merchants was formulated in the Huizhou area. Even now the local 

people still rank education in a high position. 

Current Situation 

With the replacement of traditional water-based transportation by modern 

motorways and railways, the previous advantages related to the river slipped away and 

the entire village showed a trend toward stagnation and even decline. The population in 

Yuliang has declined in the past 20 years. Statistics from the early 1980s showed that 740 

households and 2,225 people in Yuliang. But Statistics of 2000 showed that there were 

662 households and 1,767 people in Yuliang. The local inhabitants moved out of the 

village and worked in Shexian Town which is the county town, one mile from the village. 

The commerce in the village is on the verge of disappearing altogether. 

Commercial activities have moved to Shexian Town. Commercialism in the village today 

serves only the local people for their daily needs. 

Since the village of Hongcun in the Huizhou area is on the World Heritage List 

designated by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 

tourism has flourished in the entire area, including in Yuliang Village. A new tourist 

entrance was built along with a new building for exhibitions next to it.9 The annual 

                                                 
8 According to the local Records, during the Kangxi Period (1662 A.D.-1722) in the Qing Dynasty, there 
were 14 schools supported by the government, and 113 schools supported by local large families. Many 
private schools were scattered throughout the area. (Shexian Shi 歙县志, p. 5.) 

9 The location for these facilities will be shown in the section Artificial Environment. 
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income from tourism is about 400,000 Yuan (about $50,000) developed from an annual 

average of approximately 20,000 people. The maximum for one day is about 600 people. 

People now live on agriculture, tea production, and tourism. The income of the 

local residents is low. The annual average income was no more than 1,000 Yuan in 1996. 

And in 2000, the annual average income was 2,200 Yuan.  

Social Changes 

Social changes along with economic changes have impacted the relationship of 

village with city, the village fabric and the lineage bonds. In other words, these changes 

reframe the relationship between the land and the people. 

1) Harmonious period: Before 1840 

During the period of the village’s foundation and early stage of its development, 

the process of siting selection decided that the relationship of people with topography 

was harmonious. Considering its overall plan and its siting selection, the village was in a 

state of self-organization. Accessibility was the major concern for the local people. Water 

was, therefore, the decisive factor for the foundation and development of the village. 

Although surrounding topography restricted the development of the village, it also built a 

strong link between the local residents and the land.  

In this period, for the local people, the land had uncertain features. Fear, worry, 

hope, and care made their relationship with the land complicated. At that time, the 

strategy of feudalistic governments strengthened the connection of the people to the land. 

To maintain the stability of societies, the governors pursued a policy to respect farmers. 

In ancient China, the basic class of society is composed of “scholars, farmers, workers, 

and merchants.” The scholars are the highest, most respected persons. The businessmen 

are the least respected. The farmers were regarded as the foundation for the other three 
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classes. Moreover, the feudal governments in some periods restricted farmers’ migration 

by the policy of regulation of the census register. All these social and political 

considerations tended to bond the local people with the land. The local people were born, 

lived on, and passed away on the same land. Topography in this period was the house for 

the local people, the blood in their body. 

The lineage and family bonds were strongest in this period. Yuliang was a village 

with several clans. The leaders of each clan usually were scholars or gentries who retired 

from government administration. Their positions in the village were dominant. They were 

educated and had connections with the government. In fact, sometimes they owned the 

land, as well as positions in governments. The organization of activities in the village was 

always led by them.  

The spatial fabric remained similar until after the founding of People’s Republic of 

China in 1949. From the village plan in 1913, we could see that the fabric of the village 

was compacted and evenly developed (Figure 5-5). The types of buildings varied. Sizes 

and types of buildings had big differences because different classes of people were living 

in the village. There were three-jin10residential buildings for gentries, and cabins for 

boatmen. Although there were different types of buildings, they were all based on the 

same typology of housing in the Huizhou area. The typology is called “Sishui Guitang.” 

The features of this typology are hall, sky well, and “Matou” wall (Figure 5-6).11 White 

walls, grey roofs, and green surroundings frame the scene of Huizhou area. 

                                                 
10 Jin is a term to describe Chinese buildings. A courtyard with surrounding buildings is called a Jin. Two-
jin means there are two courtyards along one axis to organize the whole building (Figure 5-23). 

11 “Matou Walls” refer to the walls that are tall with few windows on them.  
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Figure 5-5. Plan of Yuliang in 1931. (Source: Kai Gong (ed.), Yuliang, Nanjing: 
Southeast University Press, 1998, p. 4.) 

 A  B 

Figure 5-6. Sketches of Sishui Guitang. 

2) Transitional period: 1840-1949 

The transitional was the period that industry was introduced into China. China had 

been an agricultural society for centuries. After the Opium War of 1840, China, as a 

stable agricultural society, was invaded by outside forces. China became the target of 
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Western countries’ efforts to capture natural resources and to import goods. Industry 

poured into the cities along the east coast, which impacted the economic development of 

the village. The traditional workshops producing manmade items lost their dominant 

position. The big cities and towns such as Shanghai flourished in this period. 

The involvement of industry changed the transportation methods from water 

transportation to road transportation. Systems of roads were built to connect villages and 

towns. The Changqing Road which is in the northern part of the village was built during 

this period. Although the connection of the entire area with the rest of China was 

strengthened, the commercial and traditional industry declined dramatically. Records 

show that in 1371 (Ming Dynasty) there were 15,927 persons and 2,684 families involved 

into traditional industries, such as tea, silk, and paper production. But in 1941, only 690 

persons and 273 families were involved in traditional industry. The Huizhou area lost its 

economic position in the society.12 As part of the whole area, Yuliang Village, as a 

commercial and transportation center, was losing its power. But Yuliang still remained 

functional for surrounding villages. The village combined with the other two commercial 

streets in the county town to serve the surrounding area, but it was not the dominant 

commercial center (Figure 5-7). 

                                                 
12 Shexian Shi 歙县志(Records of Shexian County), p. 211. 
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Figure 5-7. Commercial streets. 

Although the link between the local people and the land was still strong—the local 

people still lived by farming and timber and tea production—the local people began to 

leave the land. In the first period (before 1840), people were leaving the land for 

business. But their departure was forced by natural and geographic conditions. The lack 

of cultivated land forced the local people to leave in order to survive. But mentally and 

emotionally they still loved their land. If they prospered, they returned to the village to 

build residential houses, bridges, temples and ancestral halls. However, in this period 

people started to want to leave the land because of development on the outside. 

Moreover, gentries, as the leaders in the village, also started to move into cities and 

towns. The lineage bond started to break at this point. The number of activities for the 

whole clan or the village began to decline. Consequently, the folk customs were also 

difficult to maintain.  
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Although the lineage bond started to break, the physical fabric of the village was 

maintained. The power to maintain this fabric started to disappear. In some sense, the 

fundamental feature of the Huizhou area—the combination of gentries and businessmen, 

the highest and lowest classes, respectively, according to the traditional ideology—

gradually disappeared.  

3) Reprogramming period: 1949-1978 

With the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, a totally new 

social order was built. It was conducted by the central government. In 1949, China was 

still an agricultural county with only 10.6% of the population living in the cities. But the 

national policy was to develop industry. The strategy was “developing industry in cities, 

developing agriculture in villages.” It was a binary policy with villages placed opposite to 

cities. New controls, such as regulations of the census register, medical care, housing, 

employment, and supply of rice, separated villages and cities even further. In some sense, 

the economic development of villages was secondary to that of cities. Although there 

were several attempts to improve the living conditions of villages, villagers became 

poorer and poorer. At the end of this period, the living conditions and annual income of 

villagers were in a seriously bad condition. 

During this period, the ownership of land, the grassroots rural organization, the 

original household laboring form, and the way of distribution and consumption were 

forced to change. Due to the Land Reform movement launched from 1950 to 1951, the 

private lands, ancestral halls, temples, and schools including private schools, were put 

under the authority of the central government. These changes caused reprogramming of 
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the village in this period. The reprogramming was twofold: the lineage bond was totally 

broken and the image of the village was changed.  

The lineage bond was maintained and effective because of the dominant position of 

the main clan at the economical level. The lineage bond was broken for the following 

reasons. First, the gentries, the leaders of in the village, moved out. Second, the dominant 

economic position of the main clan was expropriated by the central government. Their 

property was given to poor people. The main clan had no power to control other people. 

Third, the local people gathered around the main clan because the main clan supported 

them in time of difficulties. But now the central government replaced them. Based on all 

these changes, the lineage bond among the entire clan was weakened. 

During this period, the ideology of the whole country, as seen through its politics, 

was to break up the old world and build a new world (Figure 5-8). The clan and marriage 

systems, even the religious system of the farmers, were forcibly changed. The folk 

customs were also regarded as relics of feudalism, and they were replaced by new 

activities organized by the local government. Consequently, the function of the ancestral 

hall was lost. After the Land Reform movement in the early 1950s, many ancestral halls 

were used as places to store large farm equipment. Moreover, some ancestral halls were 

destroyed during this period. The commercial function of Yuliang for the surroundings 

was completely lost after 1960 due to the local government regulations. Its commercial 

function was replaced by a commercial street named Jiefang Road in the county town. At 

the same time, some new buildings, such as the tea factory and school, were constructed 

(Figure 5-9). All these buildings broke the traditional fabric of the village to a large 
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degree because they were built on a conceptual foundation that ignored any consideration 

of the past. 

 

Figure 5-8. Poster for building a new Dazhai (village). (Source: Harriet Evans and 
Stephanie Donald (eds.), Picturing Power in the People’s Republic of China, 
New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., Plate 11.) 

 

Figure 5-9. Locations of factories and school.13 

                                                 
13 The plan of factory dormitory in this drawing is the situation in 1990. The current plan of this plot is 
changed. Please refer to Figure 5-12 for the current situation. 
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4) Reforming period: 1978-Present 

At the beginning of the 1980s a great transformation took place in the distribution 

of land in the countryside of China. This transformation had the following 

characteristics:14 

• Community collective ownership of land; 

• Separation to different extents of various derivative rights and interests of land, 
which is beneficial for the proper concentration of land and the growth of the land 
transfer market; 

• Diversified forms in the actual operation with the land; 

• The power of the land owner coinciding with the development of community 
economy, i.e., the stronger community collective economy, the more clearly 
defined land owner, and vice versa; 

• The state having the final power and the right to govern and control the collectively 
owed land; 

• The constant changes in population, labor, and the amount of land resulting in the 
continuous adjustment in the people-land relationship, and frequent changes with 
the land; 

• An extremely strong social safeguarding function of the land for the farmers. Land 
is the basis for the mobilization and migration of farmers, but also the foundation 
on which to build. 

In terms of the relationship between city and village, it is the period that cities and 

villages are put on an equal footing. The character of this period is the dramatic 

development of towns. The strategy of economic development is to make people stay in 

villages and towns, not migrate to the cities. Since a large proportion of the population is 

in the rural areas (about 0.8 billion), industrialization in China has been different than it 

has been in the West, where millions of farmers migrate into the cities to work in 

                                                 
14 Refer to: Zonghua Bao, Road of Urbanization and Urban Construction in China, (Beijing: China City 
Publishing House, 1995).Translation by Wowo Ding in her dissertation Generation of a Village: The Study 
of Villages in the ZJG Region, pp. 46-47. 
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industry. Some anthropologists suggested the strategy of “leaving the land without 

leaving the rural area and entering the factories without entering cities”. It is an important 

way of transferring the surplus agricultural labor. But the relative concentration is 

inevitable. With the development of local industries and the increasing commodity 

exchange, as well as an increase in cultural facilities, the centers of townships and towns 

have been expanding very fast. At the same time, some new towns are built. The 

explosion of towns, in some degree, connects cities. These towns are developed as part of 

the mega-city sprawl, especially on the east coast of China. 

These strategies brought some changes to farmers’ lives. While farmers still engage 

in agricultural production, they are now engaged in industrial production on the local 

land. Several operational methods to work on the agricultural land emerged.15 Despite 

these different forms, farmers can still tend their own land in their own way to benefit 

from it, and the village is still the link between the farmers and their own interests in 

terms of working with the land.16 The farmland is also protected by state policies and 

must not be used for other purposes without permission. The annual income of the local 

people increased dramatically. 

Based on the increase of annual income of the local people, many buildings were 

constructed during the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s in Shexian County. Records 

show that in 1985 there were 8,266 single families units built. The total construction 

                                                 
15 According to Wowo Ding’s study on Zhang Jia Gang Region, many households have transferred their 
contracted land to neighbors for cultivation, and go to work in township enterprises. There are also 
collective farms, which operate on a unified basis on contracted land handed over to the village by farmers 
who found jobs in factories. 

16 Refer to: Xiaohong Zhou, Tradition and Transformation- Social Psychology of Farmers in Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang and Its Changes Since Contemporary Times, (Beijing: Shenghuo-Dushu-Xinzhi Joint Publishing 
Company, 1998). 
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Figure 5-10. New and old. 17 

                                                 
17 The new buildings include some buildings constructed during 1949-1978, such as the tea factory building and school. Information is supplied by the Shexian 
Cultural Management Bureau and Kai Gong. 
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areas had 950,000 square meters. In Yuliang, more new residential buildings were 

inserted into the fabric (Figure 5-10). Most of them adopted the traditional roof and walls 

with white color (Figure 5-11). At the same time, some old buildings along Yuliang 

Street were renovated into a residential function from their previous commercial function. 

In this period, the method for these interventions or renovations is to follow the rules of 

traditional typology by simply copying traditional images. In some sense, renovations of 

the buildings along Yuliang Street changed the street dramatically.  

Although the strong clan bond disappeared, the family network still remains. 

Family members live together, share the wealth, and dine together. In some sense, this 

relationship has been strengthened since the economic reform after 1983. And the family 

relationship between relatives is closer. In the daily agricultural production, it is 

imperative to conduct mutual assistance and cooperation among some families, such as 

an exchange of work in different seasons and the lending and borrowing of means of 

production. According to records in other rural areas, many factories in the villages are 

run by relatives with funds collected among them.  

 

Figure 5-11. View of new buildings. 
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During this period, the new economic life has strengthened the family network 

relationship while the clan relationship has weakened. The strong connection between 

villagers and the land and the dwelling behavior remains unchanged. 

From the analysis of these four periods, we could see that the foundation of the 

village is the lineage bond. The lineage bond, in some degree, defines the basic spatial 

fabric during the formative period of the village. With time passing, the lineage bond has 

been changed due to the changes created by political and economic situations, especially 

the land regulations. As a consequence, the spatial fabric relatively responds to these 

changes. Meanwhile, as a feature of the whole area, education plays an important role in 

the local inhabitants’ lives, and it enriches the spatial fabric of the village. All these 

analyses indicate that the action of mapping and transforming should examine the 

relationship of the land with the people and the physical expressions of the lineage bond 

in order to unfold the invisible layers under the physical environment.  

Artificial Environment 

The character of Yuliang as a center of commerce, transportation, and goods 

collection and distribution in the past decided the basic spatial fabric of the village. 

Structure of Yuliang Village 

a) Fish-shaped structure 

The overall plan of Yuliang (Figure 5-12) shows narrow ends and a wide middle as 

a basic shape of the village. The local people call their village “Fish-shaped village” 

based on this overall image. In the eyes of the local people, the street structure and the 

texture of streets also parallels a fish. As a fish, it has a fish head, a fish belly, a fish tail, 

fish bones and even fish scales, so does the spatial fabric of the village in the view of the 

local people (Figure 5-13).
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A 

Figure 5-12. Overall plan of Yuliang Village. 



 

 

191

 

 

 

B 

 

Figure 5-12. Continued. (Source: Gong (ed.), Yuliang, p. 51) 
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Figure 5-13. Diagram of site plan and section. 

The basic street structure of the village originated during the Tang Dynasty and still 

exists nowadays. The structure has a main business street within the village. The street is 

a primary element to control the village structure and organize the life of the local people. 

Along with it are lanes connecting to wharves or inside the village. A bituminous road 

called Changqing Road runs at the north edge of the village, which was built in the1930s 

to connect An’hui Province and City Hangzhou (Figure 5-14). 

 

Figure 5-14. Structure of the village. 
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The business street within the village called Yuliang Street runs east-west through 

Yuliang. It is about 500 meters long (about 1,640 feet).18 This street is regarded as the 

“spine” of the “big fish” with 10 or more lanes running perpendicularly to it. The main 

street mainly serves mostly as a commercial function. Statistics showed that about 

94.05% of buildings along Yuliang Street served as shops or service trades during the 

period from the end of Qing Dynasty to the 1960s. Yuliang Street is a bow-shaped street 

since it has two low ends while the middle is high. The difference between the levels is 

about 7 meters.19 Moreover, the texture of the cobbled street looks like a fish-scaled street 

for the local people.  

The lanes are regarded as “ribs” of the “big fish” by the local people. There are six 

lanes in the southern part of the village to connect to the wharves. The lanes in the north 

are connected to the Changqing Road. The number of lanes in the south is about three 

times the number in the north because southern lanes are connected to wharves, and 

water transportation was the major transportation method in the past.  

b) Yuliang Street 

Yuliang Street frames not only the main structure of the village, but also the main 

connection of the village with Shexian Town (Figures 5-15, 5-16). Yuliang Street extends 

toward the South Gate of Shexian Town in the west, then transforms into the town fabric. 

There are also secondary connections between the village and the town through Ziyang 

Gate by north-south lanes in the village. In some sense, these connections make Yuliang 

Village become one part of the fabric of Shexian Town. 
                                                 
18 The measurement only includes the street in the village. 

19 The highest point in the village is near Yaojia Lane, about 121.78 meters above sea level. The lowest 
point in the west is 115.22 meters above sea level where Baiyun Guan is located. The lowest point in the 
east is 114.86 meters above sea level where the original Earth Temple was located. 
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 A 

 B 

Figure 5-15. Plan of Shexian Town with Yuliang Village (Source: Gong (ed.), Yuliang, p. 
3. Revised by the author.) 
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Figure 5-16. Overall plan of Yuliang Street within the village. (Source: Gong (ed.), Yuliang, p. 69. Revised by the author.) 
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The spatial structure of Yuliang Street could be divided into four phases although 

the space is continuous (Figure 5-17). The first phase is from the South Gate of Shexian 

Town to the intersection of Changqing Road with Yuliang Street. This phase shows 

continuity to the town fabric at the level of scale. Compared with the street scale in the 

village, the street in this phase is wider and buildings are scattered along the street. It is 

more like an open field, open on both sides. 

 

Figure 5-17. Diagram of experiencing phases. 

The second phase is from the intersection to the Triangle Pavilion at the traditional 

entrance of the village. In this phase, the street becomes narrower. One side of the street 

is a steep slope, and the other side is the Lianjiang River. The spatial structure in this 

phase is half-open and open to the natural environment.  

The third phase is from the entrance to the Lion Pavilion. The Lion Pavilion could 

be regarded as the node of the village fabric. It is located at the intersection of Yuliang 

Street and Hengkeng Lane. Hengkeng Lane is the only lane running along the water 

within the village. The lane was once extended to connect the Ziyang Gate of Shexian 

Town. In this phase, the buildings are compact. The width of the street is between 2.4 

meters and 4.3 meters. The scale of the street is narrowed down to 1:1.5 or 1:2.  
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The fourth phase is from the Lion Pavilion to the end of the village. In terms of 

spatial scale, this phase is similar with the third phase. There are more new buildings 

inserted into this part. The end of the village is turned into a new entrance for tourists 

today. See Figure 5-18 for the four phases. 

 A 

 B  C  

Figure 5-18. View of Yuliang Street. A) Phase one. B) Intersection of two roads. C) 
Phase two. 
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 F   G 

Figure 5-18. Continued. D) Phase two. E) Triangle Pavilion. F) Entrance of the village. 
G) Phase three.  
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 H    J 

Figure 5-18. Continued. H) Lion Pavilion. J) Phase four. 

c) Lanes, wharves and Yuliang Dam 

The development of the village was strongly linked with the foundation of the 

Yuliang Dam. The Dam was originally built in 1229, and then destroyed at the end of the 

Yuan Dynasty. The current Yuliang Dam was rebuilt in 1687. 

The Dam has three water gates, gradually lowering down from the north to the 

south. About 20 layers of stone are jointed by tenons and mortises made of swallow—

tailed stone blocks of vertical stone are inserted in every 1.5 meter so as to strengthen the 

Dam.20 The right angle echelon was shaped as cross section. The top width is 6 meters, 

while bottom is 27 meters with approximately 5 meters in height. The upper and lower 

water level fall for the dam is 2.9 meters.21 Normally the water level of the Lianjiang 

                                                 
20 Source: Gong (ed.), Yuliang, 1998. 

21 Source: Cultural Relics Bureau, Shexian County. 
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River is at the level of the south gate, the lowest gate. The other part of the dam becomes 

a place for walking, resting, and drying fishes. 

On the one hand, the dam makes the river smooth on the east side of the dam so 

that boats can berth there for goods delivery and distribution. On the other hand, the dam 

also separates the function of lanes in the village. The lanes located to the west of dam 

(located at the upper river) are narrow and the wharves were small for small goods, some 

of them were private (Figure 5-19). The stairs toward these wharves are curved with 

landing platforms. The dam supplies an open, smooth river to the east side of the dam. 

The wharves, therefore, in the east of the dam were for big goods. The lanes located to 

the east side of the dam are wider, and the stairs are straight. Today, these wharves are no 

longer in use because the methods of transportation have changed (Figure 5-20). 

 

Figure 5-19. Leshan Lane space.  
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A 

Figure 5-20. Wharves and dam. A) Plan. 
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                                      A-1 

Figure 5-20. Continued. A-1) Sketches. (Done by the author. Published in Yuliang,pp.16-21.) 



 

 

203
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Figure 5-20. Continued. B) View of the dam. 



 

 

204

 

 

 

 

  

C 

 

Figure 5-20. Continued. C) View from down river. 
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 G       H      J 

Figure 5-20. Continued. D) View of the upper village. E) View of the down village. F) Detail of the dam. G) Xiamen Wharf. H) 
Shangmen Wharf. J) View of the Lion Pavilion. 
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Composition 

a) Clan ancestral halls and temples  

Ancestral halls were essential buildings in every village. They were sacred places 

in which clans worshipped their ancestors twice a year, at the midwinter festival and on 

the 15th of the first month according to the lunar calendar. When someone achieved a 

scholarly or official rank, or when someone committed a fault that required punishment, 

or when a family gave birth to a son, rituals were carried out in the ancestral halls. 

(Figure 5-21 for the locations of temples and ancestral halls.) 

Because a majority of the residents of the Huizhou region had migrated from 

somewhere else, they adopted this method of uniting as one against outsiders in order to 

survive, giving form to a very strong patriarchal clan outlook. To some extent, such strict 

rules and regulations were beneficial to the development and perfection of a clan. 

Consequently, ancestral halls embodied a type of consciousness directed against natural 

forces and external pressure. 

The ancestral hall has its own system. Each clan has its primary ancestral hall and 

secondary ancestral hall. Sometimes individual families also have a hall in their residence 

to worship the ancestor. Ancestral halls are usually sponsored and maintained by the 

domain clan. 

Today, most of these clan ancestral halls are no longer used for their original 

purpose, but instead used for storage. These halls are also in poor condition due to lack of 

care and maintenance. In the past, clan ancestral halls were maintained carefully because 

of their sacred attributes for the local people. With the foundation of the People’s 

Republic of China, the idea for the entire country was to break from the old social and 

religious structure and to build a new world. The ancestral hall was regarded as a token
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Figure 5-21. Locations of temples and ancestral halls. (Tudi Temple is demolished. Ba Ci (巴祠) on the west side is for the clan 
named Ba. Ba Ci on the east side is for the dam.) 
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of superstition and feudalism, which should be rejected. The ancestral hall lost its 

function and became a place without function (Figure 5-22). Consequently, the strong 

link among villagers as a clan family was broken. Each family has now become its own 

center. 

 

Figure 5-22. Zhonghu Temple. (Current situation: abandoned due to change in village 
culture.) 

b) Commercial housing 

Housing with commercial spaces is located along the main street-Yuliang Street in 

the village. The difference between it and the single-function housing is that commercial 

housing has one side open to the street. Sometimes the entire side facing the street is the 

door that could be moved when the shop is open. Consequently, the street space is 

extended into the housing. In some cases, the sky well is not only for the place to have 
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flowers and potted plants, as it is in residential housing, but it is also a working place in 

commercial housing.  

During the period from the end of the Qing Dynasty to the 1960’, there were about 

100 shops along Yuliang Street. Currently, there are only about 10 shops that offer 

articles only for everyday use. The traditional shops serving goods storage, and articles 

with Huizhou characteristics have disappeared. Some of these traditional shops have been 

renovated for residential use. The traditional wood front façades at the ground level, 

which could be opened when the shops were in operation, are now changed to solid walls 

with small openings.  

The typical commercial housing is the Yuanhe Tang Shop selling traditional 

Chinese medicines (Figure 5-23, 5-24),22 which was built at the end of the Qing Dynasty. 

The front of the building is open to Yuliang Street, and the back side is along the 

Lianjiang River. The building is reserved as an interesting place for tourists now. The 

building has two Jin’s. The first Jin is for shopping and working. A sky well separates 

these two spaces. The second Jin is for living. This layout—front shop, middle workshop, 

back residence—is one of the typical layouts for commercial housing in the village. 

Another main layout is one-Jin building, with a shopping space in the front and 

residential space in the back with a sky well in the middle to separate them. The other 

two types use sections to separate living and shopping space (Figure 5-25). 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 Plan and sections of the Yuanhe Tang Shop selling traditional Chinese medicines are in Appendix B. 
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Figure 5-23. Diagram of the Yuanhe Tang Shop. 

 A  B  

Figure 5-24. The Yuanhe Tang Shop of traditional Chinese medicines. A) View of the 
building. B) Shopping space in the past (pavements are different based on 
different functions). 
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 C  D 

Figure 5-24. Continued. C) Sky window in the hall. (It is unusual in the Huizhou area to 
have a sky window in the hall. This sky window is above the hall in the first 
Jin used for working space because of the necessary air circulation for 
Chinese medicines.) D) Back side of the shop. (It connects to the river.) 

 

Figure 5-25. Diagram of types of commercial housing. 

c) Residential housing  

A single residence consists of three components: hall, sky well (courtyard) and 

interior rooms. The basic spatial layout of the dwelling is the front gate—front sky 

well—entry hall—back sky well—first inner hall—second door—second back sky 

well—second inner hall. This creates an alternative system of exterior and interior space 
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that is bright and dark, as well as open and closed, and gives us a sense of Xu and Shi 

(solid and void).  

The hall is an important spiritual space for villagers, and it is also the center of the 

dwelling’s layout. It is also used as space for banquets and carrying out various activities. 

As an accessory space of the main hall, the back hall is a place for guests to rest. 

Bedrooms (usually 2 meters by 3 meters) are generally on the second floor. The kitchen 

is an accessory and independent space that is sometimes separated from the main 

structure. It serves also as a dining room on a daily basis. Only when guests come is the 

main hall used as a dining room.  

The outside walls are tall with few windows. All spaces are open to the sky well. 

The first floor space, basically, is a space utilized to transfer from the outside street space 

to the semi-public hall space; the second floor space is private space.  

The Ba Weizu Former Residence23 (Figures 5-26, 5-27), which was built at the 

beginning of Qing Dynasty, is the biggest residential building existing in the village. It 

has three Jin’s, and each Jin has its own entrance. The first Jin was used for hosting 

guests. The next two Jin’s were the living family quarters. In the view of function, the 

first Jin is separated from the others by a piece of wall; the second sky well connects the 

guest area and the family area. Today, it is an interesting place for tourists. It has been 

renovated recently, and the stair in the second Jin has been removed. 

                                                 
23 Plans and sections of this building are in Appendix C. 
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Figure 5-26. Diagram of the Ba Weizu Former Residence. 

 A 

 B 

Figure 5-27. Ba Weizu Former Residence. A) South view. B) Stone caving above the 
entrance. 
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Figure 5-27. Continued. C) First hall (for guests). D) First sky well. E) View from the 
first Jin toward the second and the third Jin. F) Second sky well. 
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 G    H 

Figure 5-27. Continued. G) Additional sky well attached to the third sky well. H) The 
secondary entrance next to the main entrance. 

d) New buildings 

1) Elementary school24 

It is an old tradition for villagers to attach much importance to the patriarchal clan 

system and education. Although people today in the Huizhou area do not seem to pay 

much attention to their ancestral halls, they value education even more than before. In the 

minds of the local people, school is not a public space. It is a place only for education 

instead of a playing field. Even there is an open field in school, but it is never used as a 

public gathering place. (Figure 5-28.) 

 

                                                 
24 The elementary school had a total of 7 classes and 226 students in 2000. 
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 A 

 B 

Figure 5-28. School, 2004. 

2) Tea factory  

The tea factory (Figure 5-29) was founded in 1950. In the first half of the 1980s the 

factory occupied 96,645 square meters (about 23.88 acres), including 33,769 square 

meters for workshops and 4,300 square meters for dorms. The workshop is located on the 

north side of Changqing Road. The dormitory part is on the south side of Changqing 

road. In the 1990s, the factory almost stopped production. At the end of the1990s, outside 

investment was involved, but currently the production of tea has almost stopped due to a 



217 

 

shift in global markets. A part of the factory buildings has been pulled down and rebuilt 

for other functions on both sides of the road. In most of these reconstructed buildings, the 

ground floor is for commercial use, and the upper floors are for residential use. 

 A 

 B 

Figure 5-29. Tea factory. 
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 D 

Figure 5-29. Continued.  

3) Tourist entrance  

The new tourist entrance (Figure 5-30) was built recently. Since the Huizhou area 

became well known after many books related to several other villages in this area were 

published by Southeast University Press such as Tangyue, Zhanqi and Xiaoqi, the whole 

area became involved into the tourist business. The new entrance for tourists is built at 
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the end of the village. Actually, the tour is opposite to the traditional itinerary processing, 

which started from the Triangle Pavilion (Figure 5-31). 

 A 

 B 

Figure 5-30. Tourist entrance. A) Location plan. B) View from opposite hill.  
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Figure 5-30. Continued. C) Parking lot. D) View from the platform. 
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Figure 5-30. Continued. E: Ticket stand. F: Exhibition building. 

 

Figure 5-31. New route for tourists. 
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From an analysis of the artificial environment, we could see that the spatial fabric 

kept changing. New buildings constructed in the last 50 years, in some sense, break the 

scale of the village. The new proposal for tourism does not recover the experiencing 

process that existed in the past. The hidden and exposing and the searching and finding 

have been the experience that Fengshui emphasizes. Actually, it is also the way that the 

village expressed itself in the past. As the important element for the village in the past, 

water is left out of people’s observation. Wharves are in poor condition and abandoned. 

All these problems—spatial fabric, experiencing process, and water—index that we need 

to reexamine the relationship of topography with the village in order to unfold the 

features of the village and identify what should be carried on for the future. 
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CHAPTER 6 
MAPPING 

In Chapter 5, the natural, cultural, social, and artificial environments of Yuliang 

Village were explored. The development of the village was divided into four phases: 

harmonious period, transitional period, reprogramming period, and reforming period. 

From the analysis of these periods, we could see that the village, as an example of the 

Huizhou area, was founded on the lineage bond and an understanding of surrounding 

topography. The spatial fabric of the village is continuously reshaped along with 

economic and social changes. 

In this chapter, mapping the village means to view and abstract this “world” in a 

specific way. Mapping is the action to select and decide what aspects are important for 

the future. It provides the insight to discover new forces and invisible layers. The 

methods for mapping the village in this study are to observe and summarize the impact of 

topography on the village and the events involved in framing the village.  

As mentioned in Chapter 3, topography is an agent for making place. Topography 

is a physical environment with social and cultural layers embedded within it. The idea of 

topography encompasses both the idea of the social activities and institutions that are 

expressed in and through the physical environment. The effects of topography on design 

options and planning for Yuliang Village came not only from its physical features, but 

also from the understanding of topography by the local people. Mapping means to 

analyze the village from the physical aspect, as well as the “subjective” aspect in the 

notion of topography.  
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Siting selection mentioned in Chapter 4 and social and cultural changes mentioned 

in Chapter 5 are part of these events, which will not be discussed again in this chapter. In 

fact, these four actions—landing, experiencing, mapping, transforming—are a system to 

understand and define and redefine the village. There is never a boundary among these 

four actions, but they sometimes overlap. It is the reason that part of Chapter 5 could also 

be regarded as mapping. 

Topography as Boundary 

Mountains and rivers function as a boundary for the site. They form an enclosed 

environment in the process of the village’s formation and development. Usually defense 

and accessibility are the factors for the siting selection of a dwelling place. In the 

formation of the village, the Fengshui theory is the decisive factor. According to 

Fengshui, the ideal location for a village is with hills surrounding the site on three sides. 

Water should be in the south. The orientation of the village is related to color, animals, 

season, and elements.1 The siting selection of Yuliang Village followed the Fengshui 

theory. The village presents an enclosed environment with four rivers and mountains 

surrounding it. 

In the village’s development, we could see mountains and rivers define the 

developing model for the village (Figure 6-1). The village shows horizontal sprawl 

although it experienced two major developing phases. The year 1949 is the dividing point 

for these two phases. Before 1949, the village basically remained the similar basic fabric 

since its establishment. Based on the study of the history and overall plan of Yuliang 

                                                 
1 The natural forms in these four directions are associated with these four animal symbols, which are the 
guardians of the place. To the north are distant and higher hills, which represent the Black Tortoise. The 
south should be open and facing a gentle slope or other form easily identified as the Red Raven. The red 
raven should not have a dominant feature that might overshadow the buildings. 
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Village in Chapter 5, the development of Yuliang in this phase shows that it has only 

horizontal sprawl as Figure 6-2 B shows. The east-west developing model was 

determined by geographic conditions. There is no special building standing at the top of 

the mountain to dominate the village, which is different from the development of the city 

of Lausanne. The vertical dominating factor in Yuliang Village belongs to the mountain, 

which is the nature, not to the building. This difference exposes the different attitude 

toward the natural environment between the East and the West in some degree. 

 

Figure 6-1. Plan of the village in 1931. (Source: Gong (ed.), Yuliang, 1998, p. 4.) 

 A  B 

Figure 6-2. Developing models. A) Development of Lausanne. B) Development of 
Yuliang Village. (Source: A: Bernard Cache, Earth Moves, p. 11.) 
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After 1949, the construction of public facilities, such as factories and a school, 

expanded the scope of the village toward the mountain areas (Figure 6-3).The 

development after 1949 shows a tendency to occupy the mountains, but fortunately it 

stopped at the foot of the mountains. The village still exhibits a horizontal gesture in 

terms of a developing model. 

 

Figure 6-3. Developing orientation after 1949. 

At the beginning of the 1980s, a great transformation took place in the distribution 

of land in the Chinese countryside. In the 1990s, due to the dramatic decline of farmland 

caused by a large amount of new construction, the farmland is protected by state policies 

and is forbidden to be used for other purposes without permission. This regulation as a 

political factor will have great impact on the village as the Land Reform movement did 

on the village in the 1950s. As a consequence of this state policy, the existing farmland 

will define the village’s range for future developments. Yuliang Village is now 

surrounded by farmland to the east, which should limit its future development toward this 

direction (Figure 6-4). But the regulation was dismissed recently. A new exhibition 

building for tourists was recently built over there, occupying some farmland. This 

phenomenon raises questions about the relationship between farmland and tourism—

whether or not the farmland should be sacrificed for tourism or whether or not the 
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farmland is part of the village’s history which should be shown to the tourists. 

Considering the analysis in Chapter 5, the answers are obvious: the farmland was the 

foundation for the village in the past, and it is also the foundation for the present. Given 

the dramatic decline of the area of farmland recently, and from the view of the economy, 

sustainability, cultural and social features of the village, farmland should be carefully 

protected. 

 

Figure 6-4. Location of farmland in the village. 

Generally speaking, the worship toward surrounding topography and the 

geographic conditions defined the development of the village in the past, and the social 

and political events injected new data into this issue. In this sense, topography as a 
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boundary for the village embodies the physical, psychological, political, cultural, and 

social levels within it. 

Reciprocity between Topography and Spatial Fabric 

It is true that the Fengshui theory identifies an enclosed environment for the 

village. However, through the study of Fengshui on mountains and water in Chapter 4, 

we could see that mountains and water are more than boundaries. Mountains and water 

mean the beginning as well as the ending—the beginning for the communication with the 

outside and ending as a boundary for the physical development of the dwelling place. 

They open a door for human beings to the outside world, as well as enclosing a site. 

Considering the trinity of heaven, humanity, and earth and their dependence on each 

other, topography is not secondary to human beings. Mountains and water breathe like a 

human body. 

Fengshui emphasizes the connection between the environment and humans. Its 

final aim is to identify an environment with strong qualities of Ch’i for the siting 

selection in order to promote mutual impact between the environmental Ch’i with the 

Ch’i inside of the human body. As a consequence of their mutual impact, good life and 

fortune are expected to come to the local people. Based on the circulation of Ch’i 

between the human body and the environment, the dwelling place extends to the scope of 

mountains and rivers. Furthermore, the dwelling place starts to touch the outside world 

with the mountains and rivers. It also gets balance from mountains and rivers. Therefore, 

mountains and rivers are not the edge and end of the dwelling place. The dwelling place 

is not simply an enclosed environment, but it opens to the landscape. 

In Yuliang Village, the reciprocity is expressed on two physical levels. One level is 

the relationship of street and lane space with the surrounding topography and scenes. The 
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other level is expressed by sky wells in housing. Besides undertaking some transportation 

functions, these street spaces are the bridge between the dwelling places and the 

landscape. Some ancient poems described eight landscape scenes around the village. 

Standing on the street and lanes through the narrow outside street space defined by 

buildings, these eight scenes unfold in front of viewers as the focal point for these street 

and lane spaces. 

Taking the main entrance, Down Yaojia Lane and Leshan Lane with the dam as 

examples, the relationship between topography and the spatial fabric is explored. The 

traditional entrance space for the village is located at the west end of the village. It is a 

triangle site with a Triangle Pavilion. The triangle space is connected to the narrow 

Yuliang Street. The orientation of Yuliang Street at this intersection is pointed to a 

pagoda named Shisi 十寺塔 and one of eight scenes Piyun Pengying 披云峰影 on the 

opposite side of the Lianjiang River (Figure 6-5). A series of photos of Down Yaojia 

Lane show that Ziyang Hill on the opposite side of the river behaves as the view point for 

the lane (Figure 6-6). Leshan Lane with the dam was oriented toward the Ziyang 

Shuyuan where the famous Scholar Xi Zhu gave lectures. Ziyang Shuyuan was one of 

eight scenes of Yuliang Village in the past. Now the Ziyang Shuyuan is destroyed (Figure 

6-7). 

Pagodas (representing religious life), the natural environment and education 

facilities were the focal points for the spatial fabric. The choice of these focal points to 

some degree reflects the attitudes and ideology of the local people and the features of the 

village as analyzed in Chapter 5—lineage bond, worship of the nature, and appreciation 

of education. 
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 A 

  B 

Figure 6-5. Pagoda as the focal point. A) Plan. B) View from Yuliang Street at the 
entrance of the village. 
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Figure 6-5. Continued. C) View of the opposite side of the village at the entrance. 
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 A            B 

Figure 6-6. Natural environment as the focal point. A&B) Views from Down Yaojia Lane toward Ziyang Hill. 
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Figure 6-7. Education facility as the focal point. (The Ziyang Shuyuan was destroyed. In 
the past it was located on the opposite side of the village, along the extending 
line of the dam). 

The sky well in the housing, as in other courtyards in China, is an expression to 

connect the sky and the ground. It is a connection of human beings with nature within an 

enclosed space. But the sky well in Yuliang is more than that kind of expression. It has a 

feature to embrace water and a starting point to construct the village in some sense, which 

is explored in the following analysis “water constructs the village.” 
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Water Constructs the Village 

Water is special for the Huizhou area at the level of ideology and physical 

construction of villages. In some degree, the ideology decides the expression of the 

physical construction. 

The attitudes toward water expressed in the Fengshui theory are the foundation of 

the ideology for the local people in the Huizhou area. In Fengshui, water is equated with 

the blood in human bodies. It brings and disperses Ch’i to human beings and the 

surrounding environment. Tasting water and observing its flowing are key events for the 

siting selection. Moreover, water has a special meaning for the Huizhou area. Water is 

regarded as a good token for the family. Abundant water in a house means that sons and 

property would flourish in this family. From the analysis in Chapter 5, the features of the 

village are the lineage bond and the merchants. To maintain and carry on this lineage 

bond requires having sons. At the same time, the Huizhou area was famous in the past for 

its decisive role in the development of the economy. Almost every family had members 

go out to do business. The family expects the outside family members to have good luck 

and to bring property back. Water, therefore, becomes a prediction that the family will 

have sons and property. This ideology of the local people impacts the construction of 

villages. 

The impact of water on the construction of Yuliang Village is expressed in three 

ways. One way is the selection of the site location. Another way is the typology of 

housing. The last way is the water system in the village, including the drainage system. 

The village is located at the Z-turning point of the Lianjiang River, which is called 

Yaodai Water in the Fengshui theory. The Z-shaped river in front of the village becomes 

a natural boundary for it. The Z-shape also expresses the requirement of the Fengshui 



235 

 

theory about Shuikou 水口. Shuikou in English means the place that water flows into or 

out of the village. In old sayings, Shuikou is related to destinies of the entire family and 

clans. Shuikou should be managed and reconstructed if necessary. One principle to 

construct the Shuikou is to hide the place that water flows into or out of the village. An 

old saying describes this scene: “The source of water is hidden so that it seems that the 

water is coming from the Heaven” (Figure 6-8). This quality of Shuikou is regarded as a 

good one to make the families flourish. Sometimes big trees are moved to the Shuikou to 

hide the source of the water. In Yuliang Village, the whole village with the Z-shape of the 

river functions as “trees” to hide the source of water (Figure 6-9). 

 

Figure 6-8. Diagram on the idea of Shuikou.  

 

Figure 6-9. Z-shape river in front of the village. 
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Water not only defines the edge of the village, but it also was the root for the 

establishment, development and prosperity of the village in the past. The village is 

located at the point of four converging rivers, which decided the village’s significant 

position in the water transportation system in the past. The village had developed and 

flourished since the Tang Dynasty due to its convenience for collecting and distributing 

goods. The construction of the Yuliang Dam further strengthened the position of Yuliang. 

In this sense, the village could not separate from water. 

The typical residence in the village is a courtyard called Sishui guitang 四水归堂,2 

literally meaning all water gathers in this courtyard (Figure 6-10). Usually the courtyard 

in a Chinese residence is not only a place for people’s daily activities, but also a place to 

express the Chinese attitudes toward nature. The courtyard is regarded as the connection 

between human beings and nature. The sky well in the Huizhou area reflects a similar 

idea. The specific issue of the sky well in this area is that roofs surrounding the sky well 

slope all the way to the courtyard so when it is raining, water could fall down to the sky 

well along roofs and gather in the courtyard. As we know, water brings property, which is 

a good sign for businessmen. So how to bring and collect water into housing becomes an 

important issue in the Huizhou area. The sky well in the typology “Sishui guitang” is the 

place to collect water (Figure 6-11). The sky wells are different from courtyards in 

Beijing. Courtyards in Beijing are a place for people’s daily activities. People wash, chat, 

and gather in the courtyards. But the sky well in Huizhou area is only for collecting water 

or plants because its scale is so narrow. The sky well space is oriented vertically. The 

orientation of opening the door is, sometimes, related to the river running in front of the 

                                                 
2 This kind of typology resulted from Huizhou’s special cultural background and social background. A 
single residence has four components: Hall, sky well or court, Maotou Wall and inner rooms. 
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house. If the river is running from west to east, the door of the house should be opened on 

the west side of the house in order to get the meaning of “welcome water into this house.” 

 

 

 A  B 

 

 

C 

Figure 6-10. Sishui guitang. A&B) Sketches of this typology. C) Typical section of 
Housing. (Source: C: Gong (ed.), Xiaoqi, p.49.) 
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 A.                B  

Figure 6-11. Typical sky well. A) Sky well. B) The place to collect water in the sky well. 
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The water system in the village has a twofold aspect. One is to construct the 

secondary structure of the village (Figure 6-12). The other is to construct the drainage 

system. The main spatial structure in the village is Yuliang Street, which runs from the 

east to the west. The Lianjiang River and Hengkeng Lane constructs the secondary 

structure for the village. The Lianjiang River frames the south boundary for the village. 

Hengkeng Lane is the only lane in the village which runs parallel with the water. 

Hengkeng Lane was traditionally linked to Shexian Town. It brings water into the village 

and connects the village to the back mountains in the north of the village. At the same 

time, the water along Hengkeng Lane meets Yuliang Street at the intersection where the 

Lion pavilion is located. The Lion Pavilion and the lane along the water become a 

gathering place for the local people.  

 

 

A 

Figure 6-12. Secondary fabric structure. A) Plan. 
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B

 C 

Figure 6-12. Continued. B) Diagram of the spatial structure. C) View of Hengkeng Lane. 

In terms of the drainage system, the principle is to hide the water. Water brings 

sons and property to the local people. Keeping water, therefore, in the family and in the 

village is important. It is not good to see water flowing away from the house and the 
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village. The attempt to hide the water from being seen to flow to the outside starts from 

the sky well in the housing and continues to the street and lane space.  

The sky well is the place to collect water, but also the starting place to drain rain or 

waste water from the housing to the outside. The draining hole in the sky well is not 

placed on the ground but on the side of the place for collecting water. In some degree, 

this disposition prevents it from being seen easily so that the movement of water flowing 

to the outside is hidden. In some sky wells, within the place to collect the water, there is a 

small platform. This platform blocks the view to see the water flowing out of the house. 

At the same time, the hole is above the ground, which will save some water in the sky 

well for a while before it is drained (Figures 6-13, 6-14). Watching the water staying in 

the family meets the psychological need of the local residents. In the street and lane 

spaces, the drainage system is covered by pavement, which is different from other parts 

of the ground in the street and lane spaces. The different arrangement of the pavement 

indicates the different functional area of the ground. On Yuliang Street, the pavement 

separates the walking area from the drainage system under the ground (Figure 6-15). 

 

Figure 6-13. Diagram of the section of the sky well ground. A) Usual method. B) Method 
in the Huizhou area. 
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  A   B  C 

Figure 6-14. Sky well in the Congbao Ci.  
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 A  B 

 B 

Figure 6-15. Drainage in the street and lanes. A) Yuliang Street. B) Drainage in the lane 
(it was covered in the past). C) Pavement for drainage on Yuliang Street.  

Besides the physical structure of the village, water also constructs the daily life for 

the local people. People do their washing, fishing, and drying around the waterfront. 

Water space becomes a working place for men to dry their fish, and for women a place to 
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wash clothes and food. It also becomes a place to socialize where a small group of people 

come to do some work. This is especially true for women (Figure 6-16). 

 A 

 B 

 C 

Figure 6-16. Water constructs the daily life for the local people. 
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Spatial Fabric as a Labyrinth  

The spatial fabric in the village has an east-west axis with a north-south axis. The 

north-south axis is secondary to the east-west one (Figure 6-12 B). At the intersection of 

these two, the Lion Pavilion serves as the node for the spatial fabric. Several lanes are 

connected to the east-west axis. 

These structures are not clear, however, for outsiders. The structure of the village is 

a labyrinth for them. Actually it is done on purpose. The people moved here to avoid 

wars outside their region. A strong sense for defense made them choose the Huizhou 

area, a mountain area, as their site. Also a sense of defense made the street and lane space 

narrow and curved. In some sense, these curved and narrow spaces make the fabric like a 

labyrinth (Figure 6-17). The high walls with few windows along the street and lane 

spaces express a strong sense of self-enclosure and defense (Figure 6-18). 

 

 

Figure 6-17. Samples of lane spaces. A) Yanbao Lane. B) Up Yaojia Lane. C) Qinmu 
Lane.) 
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 A 

 B 

Figure 6-18. Views of lanes. A) Bajia Lane. B) Ma Lane. 
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Moreover, in the past, the labyrinth started from every entrance into the village. 

Although the main entrance of the village is a triangle open field, the way to get to this 

entrance from Shexian Town is curving and twisting. To hide the village is expressed 

strongly in the second phase of entering the village (Figures 5-16, 5-17). The entrances 

on Changqing Road are hidden and difficult to find except for a new entrance built 

recently (Figure 6-19).  

In Yuliang Village, entrances are the starting points of the spatial labyrinth in the 

village. They have no landmarks to declare that they are entrances. Entrances are not the 

points for people to identify the place and then find their way, but they are the points to 

make people follow in an uncertain exploration. They are the points to continue the 

experience of the hidden and exposure, the searching and finding, which already starts 

from approaching the village. 

 A  B 

Figure 6-19. Labyrinthine entrances to the village. A) Jing Lane. B) Ma Lane. 
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Figure 6-19. Continued.  C) Cha Lane. D) Hengkeng Lane. E) Caobao Lane (newly built 
as an opposite to labyrinthian entrances in the past). 

Empty Center and Flourishing Edge 

Yuliang Village has a center, Yuliang Street, for commercial purposes. This center 

also serves as a focus for the daily activities of the local people. In the view of the spatial 

shape, the center is more a linear space, rather than a point space, as are plazas in the city 

fabric in the West. From the center to the edge of the village, the program is changing 
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from commercial to residential, and then to industry at the north edge of the village. On 

the south side of the street, the program is changing from commercial to residential, then 

finally to the working areas around wharves along the river (Figure 6-20). 

 

Figure 6-20. Diagram of programs along the north-south orientation. 

Yuliang Street is the place to transform programs in the village along the north-

south axis. The dam transformed programs in the village along the east-west axis in the 

past. The wharves on the west side of the dam served for small goods which were mainly 

distributed in the village and in the county. The wharves on the east side of the dam 

served for larger goods, which were mainly distributed outside of the county. This 

phenomenon is explored in Chapter 5. The different functions of wharves are actually 

shown by the design of stairs and platforms. The wharves for large goods always have a 

straight circulation, which contrasts to the private wharves and the wharves for small 

goods.3 In this sense, Yuliang Street and the dam serve as the coordinate axis to organize 

the programs in the village (Figure 6-21). 

                                                 
3 For details about wharves, please check Figure 5-20. 
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Figure 6-21. Diagram of the coordinate axes for programs. 

Moreover, Figure 6-22 shows that the new constructions were mainly happened 

along the north edge of the village (within the traditional fabric, most of the newly 

constructed buildings are to the east of the dam). In the 1950s and 1960s, the construction 

of factories, dormitories for tea factory workers and the school gathered on the north 

edge. In the 1990s, commercial buildings were constructed along the north edge of the 

village. All this construction indicates that the edge becomes the construction center. On 

the contrary, the traditional center has been weakened. Only about 10 shops exist along 

the Yuliang Street instead of about 100 shops, as in the past. The tendency is that the 

traditional center is becoming empty, becoming “edge” (Figure 6-23). The edge is 

flourishing, becoming the “center.” The traditional center and edge are replacing each 

other.
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Figure 6-22. Location for newly constructed buildings. 
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 A. 

 B 

Figure 6-23. Center and edge.  A) Edge. (Becoming “center.”)  B) Center. (Becoming 
“edge”: shops are closed and people move out.) 
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The phenomenon of the center being empty reflects the imbalance between villages 

and towns. Without a doubt, the imbalance of economic development in cities and 

villages resulted in this phenomenon. The local people left the village to towns. As a 

commercial center, as well as a gathering place for the daily life of the local people, 

Yuliang Street is unavoidable to present the empty. On the contrary, the north edge of the 

village, which is Changqing Road that connects Shexian Town to the outside, becomes 

more important. Changqing Road functions for the village today as water did for the 

village in the past because the transportation method has changed from water 

transportation to road transportation. However, Yuliang Village and its position for road 

transportation today are much less important than its position for water transportation in 

the past. Its advantage in water transportation does not impact the current situation, which 

shows that it does not recover its past prosperity. Although commercial buildings are 

located along Changqing Road, the programs are relatively single. Most of them serve 

fast food for truckers or passengers traveling in cars. The diversity of commercial 

programs in the past disappears. Actually these businesses along Changqing Road have 

no specialty. People therefore prefer to stop by the county town, which is only one 

kilometer away from the village.  

The deeper reason for the empty center is discussed in Chapter 5, which is that the 

village lost its foundation of culture and society. The scholars who were usually the 

leaders of the clan moved out so the village is in a state of being “uncontrolled.” 

Multi-programmatic Public Spaces 

Public spaces, such as the street and lane spaces, the Lion Pavilion, the dam, and 

the wharves (Dan Space), embody multi-programs. Yuliang Street has double functions 

to organize the village. It, along with Hengkeng Lane, holds the spatial fabric of the 



254 

 

village. Yuliang Street, along with the dam, also organizes the programs of the village. It 

is also the main circulation for the village, as are the lane spaces. The Lion Pavilion, in 

terms of spatial fabric, is the node of the spatial structure, as well as the intersection of 

the two axes in the village. The original function of the dam and the wharves served the 

water transportation. At the same time, all these public spaces serve the daily life for the 

local people. In some sense the typology of housing in this area leads to this situation.  

The typology of residences in the Huizhou area has tall walls with little windows 

on four sides. Being viewed from the outside, the house is much enclosed, which isolates 

and separates the inside of the residence from the outside public space. Between the 

inside and outside, there is no extra open space or area for the transition from the outside 

to the inside. Because of the enclosed character of the residence in the village, public 

spaces become places for two or three persons to socialize in the afternoon or after 

dinner. 

In Yuliang, the busiest place for people to gather is at the gate of individual houses. 

Due to the typology of housing in the village, houses are not set back from the street. The 

entrance space for houses is actually part of the street space. The head of the household 

usually occupies the entrance space. In such places, he is able to extend his personal 

space in a way that he feels comfortable and he has contact with people on the outside. 

Such places are open and become part of the street space, and visitors also feel 

comfortable here. The space around the Lion Pavilion is also for people gathering. In 

some sense, the space around the entrance to housing has a hierarchy, while the space 

around the pavilion is open to person (Figure 6-24). 
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Figure 6-24. Space around the Lion Pavilion. 
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The dam and the waterfront are also places for the local people to do washing and 

communicate with each other (Figure 6-16). 

Dan space usually is a space for an agricultural function, such as threshing, airing 

and sunning grain. It is also for a large group of people to gather during dinner or after 

dinner. Sometimes the local people bring their dinner to Dan to eat. Dan becomes a kind 

of “cafeteria.” Since Yuliang is a transportation center, not a traditionally agricultural 

one, the working place for the local people is on the wharves. The Dan space is 

transformed from an agricultural space to a waterfront space along the wharves. 

In some sense, the daily life of people merged with the transportation systems 

supplies hints to redefine contemporary street spaces, which are only for cars and speed, 

not for the people. 

Wetting Events 

As in other villages in China, grains are always involved in events and folk customs 

because villages are the units for agriculture. In the rites of building construction and 

funnels, grains need be spread in order to hope for a good harvest in years to come. In 

Yuliang Village,5 water is indispensable to events because of its special meanings for 

                                                 
5 Folk customs were colorful. Most traditional festivals of the Han nationality are observed in the village: 
Spring Festival, Qingming (Grave sweeping), Dragon Boat Festival (5th day of the 5th lunar month), and 
Mid-Autumn Festival.  

Wedding and funerals are important events for the local people. Funeral rites for the elderly are important 
events throughout this area. A geomancer is needed to select an appropriate auspicious burial site, as well 
as choose the date for carrying the coffin to the cemetery. In the past, rites for death are as important as 
rites for birth. “Celebrating the sevens” is an event for the area. After the body is put into the coffin, there 
will be rites every seven days after a death. Lanterns must be lit in front of the coffin to light the way home 
for the dead. After 49 days, the coffin is put into the grave during the night. There are also rites after 100 
days and one year after death. 

The other folk custom is rites for constructing buildings. Besides hiring a geomancer to taste and choose 
the site, there will be rites on the first day for construction, on the date that the main beam is set up, and on 
the date that the main structure is set up. The blood of a boar or chicken is used to avoid evils on the site on 
the first day of construction. The cereal is spread on the day to set up the main beam, which means to have 
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clans—“bring sons and property to families.” In addition, the foundation of the village is 

based on water transportation. 

Traditionally, the biggest festival in the village is the September Boat Event. It 

attracted people all around to enjoy the event. The September Boat Event is also called 

Wet Buddha. With two people carrying Buddha on a pole from their temples, the villagers 

had a procession and gave shows near the Yuliang Dam. Along the Longchuan Wu 

Wharf, boats were decorated with beautiful lanterns and colored ribbons. The event last 

as along as five to six days.  

The September Boat Event is not only for Yuliang Village. The surrounding 

villages are also involved. Buddhas are brought from several villages to get wet. The 

process of the September Boat Event in Yuliang Village is to carry the Buddha from the 

Zhonghu temple and then go along Yuliang Street. Finally the Buddha is carried through 

“One hundred stairs” to arrive at the wharves, a wider open field in the west of the 

village, to wet the Buddha (Figure 6-25). 

Throughout this procession, the temple, the street space within the village, the 

waterfront at the edge of the village, and Yuliang Dam are united, and understood in 

relation to the elusive whole. Throughout this process, the inside structure of the village 

is connected with the outside environment. This process connects people’s religious life 

with their ordinary life and working life. 

In other folk customs, water still plays an important role. The rites for setting up the 

frame for building construction should be chosen for a rainy day. In the view of the local 

people, building on a rain day indicates that water is abundant in this house, which means 
                                                                                                                                                 
a good harvest for years. The day for setting up the frame should be chosen on a rainy day in order to bring 
luck to the housing. Usually there will be a celebration feast after the construction. 
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Figure 6-25. Procession of September Boat Event in Yuliang. 
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that the family has a bright future. Regarding funerals, the dead should be bathed with the 

water from the Lianjiang River, which flows on the south side of the village.  

The events related to cultural and social changes and their impact on the fabric of 

the village were discussed in Chapter 5. In addition to these changes, topography as a 

boundary, Reciprocity between topography and spatial fabric, Water constructs the 

village, Spatial fabric as a labyrinth, Empty center and flourishing edge, Multi-

programmatic public spaces, and Wetting events, all explore the village at different 

levels. All these events will supply hints to set up the guidelines for future development 

of the village, which will be discussed in chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER 7 
TRANSFORMING 

Transforming is the action that introduces something new to the site, something 

that may change and redirect its development. Previous discussions placed the foundation 

for transforming. Transforming synthesizes the other three actions. It is the action guided 

by the understanding of the past and current situation.  

In the former actions, topography is the center issue. Topography is regarded as a 

3-dimensional structure with ever-shifting layers embedded within it. It is “objective” as 

well as “subjective,” encapsulating human experience, memory, and time. This position 

encourages us to view topography as a potential to make place and an important factor in 

the process of transforming villages. 

In these actions—landing, experiencing, and mapping—the impact of topography 

and events on the formation and development of Yuliang Village are explored, which 

have demonstrated that the development of the village is based on three factors—

agriculture and commerce at the level of the economy, village at the level of politics, and 

villagers at the level of culture and society. The construction of the village is the final 

result of interactions between these three factors. During each period—harmonious 

period, transitional period, reprogramming period, and reforming period—the village is 

determined by the relationship of topography with its inhabitants. This relationship is 

expressed on two levels, physically and mentally, including the expression of the spatial 

fabric and the concept of “land” at the level of culture and society for the local people. 

The connections of topography with the village, which summarized from the former 
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actions, include: 1) topography as boundary; 2) reciprocity between topography and 

spatial fabric; 3) water constructs the village; 4) spatial fabric as a labyrinth; 5) empty 

center and flourishing edge; 6) multi-programmatic public spaces; and 7) wetting events. 

All these findings in landing, experiencing, and mapping indicate that the action of 

transformation for the village should also start from the relationship between topography 

and the village. 

What the action of transforming should consider is what we have learned from the 

past. The action of transforming should also introduce into the site: an understanding of 

place in contemporary times; the current understanding of topography based on the 

current problems in the village; and strategies of topography as potential for place-

making. Transformation indicates the village needs to modify its genius loci and regional 

architecture, instead of imitating them. The interventions are neither the action to copy 

the past nor the action to build a total new world. The intervention into the village simply 

adds a new layer. The key is “translucent.” The new layer reacts to current problems and 

situations and clearly reveals aspects of what is beneath. 

A living village is developed with time and at the same time shows the traces of 

memory. The introduction of new factors of the new age, the inscription of rich 

diversities of settings for human experience, and the expressions of difference between 

now and the past are methods for transformation. The transformation may be either 

conservative, which refers to some past event or circumstance, or innovative, which 

importing something new to a place—or both. 

The design guidelines for Yuliang Village, which are guides for the action of 

transforming, not only deal primarily with aesthetic and architectural principles, but they 
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also attempt to define a new context and direction for the built environment as a mediator 

between architecture and environment—for the way we understand the villages’ concept 

in the age of globalization. The examples explored here are not single solutions to special 

questions, but rather suggest a process of design and making place.  

In order to set up the logic for the design guidelines, the current problems and 

situation in Yuliang Village will be summarized. 

Current Problems and Situation 

In the second half of the 1990s, some new problems emerge. First, some of 

agricultural land in the village has been transformed into other uses. Moreover, this 

tendency is becoming strong due to strategies authorized by the government. 

Development strategies in China today are to develop small towns and cities and to 

encourage free migration among villages, towns, and cities.1 These strategies have caused 

old towns to expand and have spawned new towns. Shexian Town, which is only one 

kilometer from Yuliang Village, is one of these examples. More buildings are built and 

being built outside of the old town. Some land near Yuliang Village is occupied due to 

the expansion of Shexian Town. The land to the east of the village was for agriculture, 

but now a new museum for traditional crafts is built on this site. Some new residential 

buildings with six or seven stories are built very close to the village. Consequently, the 

land for agriculture is reduced, weakening one principle foundation for the village. This 

tendency also destroys the balance between the land and the manmade environment. 
                                                 
1 Fushou Jin, in his “Adjustment of Strategies for the Development of Towns and Villages” (1993) 
advocates developing small- and medium-size cities instead of the strategy of asking people to leave the 
land rather than to stay on the land. 
“Leaving ‘the land’ but stay on the land” was the developing strategy in the 1980s. The first land refers to 
the production of agriculture. The second land refers to the village where they live. This strategy 
encouraged the local people to develop industry in the village so they could improve their living conditions 
while staying on the land. 
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Although Yuliang Village is not a traditional agricultural village, agriculture is part of the 

local people who still live on the land. The occupied agricultural land forces the local 

people to move out. In addition to the loss of its commercial and transportation center, 

the village is becoming an empty vessel. The main group of inhabitants consists of the 

elderly people. 

Second, the decline of industry in the village since the middle of the 1990s forces 

tourism to become the major source of income. The flourish of industry in the village 

began in the 1980s. The shortage of necessaries in cities and towns accelerated the 

development of industry in the village during that period. At that time, the strategy was to 

make the local people stay in the rural areas while involved in the industry so that their 

living conditions could be improved. In the first half of the 1990s, outside capital was 

invested into the village industry because of the cheap availability of labor. After the 

Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, export trade declined in the whole country. At the same 

time the market was changing from staple goods to high-tech products, which the village 

industry could not produce. The village industry, therefore, declined gradually, leaving a 

vacuum which tourism began to fill for the local inhabitants as a source of income. In 

contrast to the increase of annual income during the 1980s, the increase of annual income 

for the local people slows down in the late 1990s. At the same time the difference of 

annual income between villagers and city inhabitants increased. All these conditions 

forced the local inhabitants to leave the village. Consequently, the buildings for the early 

industry are useless and suffer from lack of maintenance.  

Third, tourism does not bring a new opportunity for the development of the village. 

The development of tourism for the local government is based on attracting outside 
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people. The consequence of this strategy is to preserve the traditional image of the 

Huizhou area—white walls and grey roofs. This kind of tourism does not solve the 

problem of the village, the “empty center.” Making the local people remain instead of 

attracting outside people is the genuine way to rehabilitate the village. Tourism should 

bring working opportunities for the local people, and also chances to improve and 

maintain the spatial fabric of the village. A living community instead of a dead exhibition 

is the real attraction for tourists. Unfortunately, the current situation is going the opposite 

direction. 

Fourth, the newly constructed facilities for tourism ironically break the village 

fabric although they superficially look like the Huizhou style. “Looking like traditional 

style” is not the way to maintain the fabric. What we need is production based on 

contemporary technology and situation. The new entrance for tourists breaks the original 

process and totally ignores the spatial experience that started from the county town in the 

past. The new route for tourists starts from the east side of the village. The new route is 

totally opposite to the original experience, which started from the west side of the village. 

The original experience exposed the openness and enclosure along the entering process, 

and exhibited the relationship between topography and the village. These experiences are 

ignored by the new tourist route. The rebuilt lane toward Changqing Road breaks the 

spatial fabric as a labyrinth by an open entrance. Some newly constructed buildings could 

be seen on the street and in the lane space. This ignores the role of environment being the 

background for street and lane spaces. 

Fifth, many buildings and wharves are in poor condition including ancestral halls 

and some buildings located along Yuliang Street and Changqing Road. Some of the 
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facilities for the tea factory are discarded, especially the dormitories in the south side of 

Changqing Road. All these buildings to some extent destroy place-making of the village.  

Guidelines for Rehabilitation of Yuliang Village 

The rehabilitation of a village is a complex project with respect to politics, 

economy, cultural and social situations, and architecture and planning. The guidelines 

presented here are mainly concerned with architectural and planning issues. At the same 

time, these design guidelines attempt to reflect the impact of politics and economy on the 

design strategies. 

Strengthen Regional Link 

In order for Yuliang Village to remain as a living community, linkage to Shexian 

Town and surrounding villages must be developed, maintained, and improved at the level 

of the economy and itinerary. (See Figure 7-1 for the regional link.) 

The resumption of the commercial activities on Yuliang Street is critical for the 

village in order to be a viable, living community. Yuliang Village should be regarded as 

being secondary to Shexian Town. Yuliang Street should be regarded as a specific 

commercial street for Shexian Town, which has different commercial activities from 

those in Shexian Town. Unnecessary competitions should be avoid since these two are 

just one kilometer apart. The activities in Yuliang Village may be related to traditional 

culture and features of the Huizhou area. The commercial activities should also supply 

staples for the local people’s daily lives, including necessities for the villagers from 

surrounding villages. 
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Figure 7-1. Regional link. 
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The itineraries between Shexian Town and the village need to be strengthened and 

recovered in order to make the collective historical experiences come alive. A poem 

describes the experience of traditional villages is as follows: 

The fisherman, astonished at such a sight, pushed ahead, hoping to see what lay 
behind the forest. Where the forest ended there was a spring that fed the stream, 
and beyond that a hill. The hill had a small opening in it, from which there seemed 
to come a gleam of light. Abandoning his boat, the fisherman went through the 
opening. At first it was narrow, with barely room for a person to pass, but after he 
had gone twenty or thirty paces, it suddenly opened out and he could see clearly.2 

The itinerary is woven with both hidden and exposure. The approach to the village 

is an experience of searching. The itineraries from Shexian Town to Yuliang Village 

include two traditional itineraries and a new one. These three have different features and 

give people different opportunities to view the village from different angles. All these 

features need to be rehabilitated.  

The two traditional itineraries are the South Gate itinerary and Ziyang Gate 

itinerary. The South Gate itinerary is to link the village with the county town and to 

explore the village within its fabric. The Ziyang Gate itinerary offers people an 

opportunity to view the village from above and then to walk within the village. The new 

one is along Changqing Road on the north side of the village. It affords an opportunity 

for people to view different developing phases of the village because Changqing Road 

separates the industrial facilities from the traditional residential and commercial areas. 

a) South Gate Itinerary 

South Gate Itinerary connects Shexian Town, the main entrance of the village and 

Yuliang Street. This itinerary still exists today (Figure 7-2).  

                                                 
2 Translation by Waston, The Columbia Book of Chinese Poetry: From Early Time to the Thirteenth 
Century, pp. 142-143. 
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The study of this itinerary here does not include Yuliang Street (Phases three and 

four), which will be studied in the “Manage the Fabric” section. The current main 

problem of Phases one and two is that more new construction is inserted into them due to 

the sprawl of Shexian Town. Constructing too many buildings should be avoided in these 

two phases. The experience of the village exists at the hidden and exposure, which is 

expressed by the relationship of the village with topography, as analyzed in Chapter 5. 

The “physical” connection will block topography out of the itinerary and destroy the 

spatial experience. 

Specific guidelines for design issues: 

1) Maintain the four phases of spatial experience during this itinerary. Phase one 

starts from the Ziyang Gate to the intersection of Changqing Road and Yuliang Street. 

This phase should be kept as an “open field.” The south side of the itinerary should be 

open to the river and the hills, which are located on the opposite side of the river, as it 

was in the past. The other side of the itinerary could be used for construction. But large-

scale construction should be prohibited. The street in this phase is wider than those in the 

other three phases. Phase two is from the intersection to the Triangle Pavilion at the main 

entrance of the village. In this phase, the space is half-opened and half-closed. The south 

side of the itinerary in this phase is open to the river. But the other side is a very 

precipitous hill very close to the road. The hill functions as a solid wall enclosing the 

space on the other side. The texture of ground in this itinerary should be changed at the 

intersection of Changqing Road with Yuliang Street in order to indicate the entering into 

the village. Phase three is from the main entrance of the village to the Lion Pavilion. In 

this phase, the space becomes narrow and enclosed. The ratio of the street becomes1:2 
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Figure 7-2. South Gate itinerary.  



270 

 

or 1:3. Within this phase, topography could be viewed only through openings of lane 

spaces connecting Yuliang Street. Phase four is from the Lion Pavilion to the end of 

Yuliang Street. The features of this phase are similar with Phase three. In this phase, 

more buildings need renovation because most of the newly constructed buildings 

occurred during this phase. The spaces in Phases three and four are enclosed on both 

sides in some degree. The space becomes open again at the end of Yuliang Street. The 

texture of ground in these two phases should be considered as a generator of the sense of 

place in the design projects. 

2) In Phase one, the scale of construction should be treated as a transformation 

from large-scale of the construction in the county town to small-scale of the construction 

in the village. Construction along the river side should be prohibited in Phase one. 

Construction on the north side should not be connected as a large complex.  

3) Prohibit any new construction in Phase two.  

4) Renovate or demolish some of the existing buildings near the intersection of the 

Changqing Road and the Yuliang Street (Figure 7-3). 

5) Restore3 the road surface in Phase two which starts from the intersection of 

Changqing Road and Yuliang Street. 

6) Rehabilitate and adapt a new use for Baiyun Chanyuan (Figure 7-4).  

                                                 
3 For the definitions of Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration, and Reconstruction for the treatment of 
historical properties, this study refers to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards (see Appendix D). 
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 A 

B 

Figure 7-3. Buildings at the intersection of Changqing Road and Yuliang Street. (Some 
new buildings copy white walls and grey roofs but with the stairs toward the 
main entrance. These buildings need to be remodeled or moved.) 
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Figure 7-4. Baiyun Chanyun (needs to be adaptively reused for religious purposes or 
educational facilities). 

b) Ziyang Gate Itinerary 

The Ziyang Gate itinerary has currently been discarded. Although there is still a 

road connecting the town to the village, starting from the middle of a hill to the foot of 

the hill, the original route is covered by the tea factory. There are two reasons to 

rehabilitate this original route. One reason is that the original itinerary connected the 

secondary structure of the village, Hengkeng Lane, which is the only lane running along 

water. This connection explores the feature of the village as water constructed. It also 

builds a connection between two geographic edges for the village—the river on the south 

side of the village and the mountain on the north side. The other reason is that this 

itinerary has changes on ground levels, which is different from the South Gate itinerary. 
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Ziyang Gate, the starting point of this itinerary, is about 20 meters higher than the Lion 

Pavilion, the ending point of the itinerary. Through this itinerary, the surrounding 

environment is exposed. Its relationship with the village is unfolded. 

Specific guidelines for design issues:  

1) Recover the original route of this itinerary. The spatial experience along this 

itinerary should be like the poem as described previously. The itinerary starts with a route 

within a forest, a relative “dark and enclosed phase” in a natural environment. Then with 

the ground level gradually lowering down with a sharp turn, the itinerary turns into an 

open bird’s-eye view of the village. The surrounding topography suddenly is shown. 

Then the itinerary goes into the spatial fabric of the village, narrow and curved. 

Topography is lost in this phase. Finally, the space is open again and the Lion Pavilion 

becomes the spot to view the river and hills on the opposite side (Figure 7-5).  

The recovery of the original route needs to change the current street design and tear 

down several buildings, which are shown in Figure 7-5 B.  

2) The experience with water in this itinerary starts with hearing the sound of water 

in the forest and taking in views of the Lianjiang River from above. After the sharp turn 

the itinerary touches the stream along Hengkeng Lane in the fabric. The experience ends 

with viewing the Lianjiang River again at the normal angle without touching the water. 

This itinerary also indicates another itinerary for people to search for touching the 

Lianjiang River and exploring the dam. 

3) The buildings without uses should be demolished in Phase one. 
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A 

Figure 7-5. Ziyang itinerary. A) Current situation. 
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B 

Figure 7-5. Continued. B) Proposal. 
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4) Part of the tea factory on the north side of Changqing Road needs to be moved in 

order to recover the original route of the itinerary (see the difference between Figures 7-5 

A and B). The tea factory’s large-scale facilities need to be hidden on the route side. 

5) New interventions should be set back from the route in Phases one and two. The 

scale of new interventions should draw on the scale of residential buildings in the village. 

New interventions should be tight to the street or the lane in Phase three in order to keep 

the fabric of the village. 

6) A transitional area is needed between buildings and the route in Phases one and 

two. 

7) Prohibit new interventions on the top of hills.4 

8) The wooden structure at the entrance of Hengkeng Lane needs to be replaced 

with a new building with new program as an information booth for tourists (Figure 7-6).  

 

Figure 7-6. Wooden structure at the entrance of Hengkeng Lane. (Needs reconstruction). 

                                                 
4 The developing model of the village is a horizontal sprawl, which is analyzed in Chapter 6. 



277 

 

c) Changqing Road Itinerary 

This itinerary is part of a connection from Shexian Town to the outside. It offers a 

chance for people to view the village as a panorama and a bird’s-eye view. Different 

aspects of the village are exposed. This itinerary needs many adjustments to accomplish 

this goal. One of the current problems of this itinerary is that some new buildings with 

three or four stories are constructed along the road (Figure 7-7). These buildings are 

larger scale, which destroys the fabric of the village. Another problem is that the 

experience in this itinerary needs to be oriented. Currently, the itinerary serves only 

transportation. The physical condition of the road and some buildings along the itinerary 

are in a state of disrepair. 

Specific guidelines for design issues: 

1) Construct and reorganize the spatial structure along this itinerary. The spatial 

nodes of this itinerary need to be oriented. Three nodes are proposed: the first node is 

located at the intersection of Yuliang Street and Changqing Road, which could serve as 

the entrance for tourists. The parking lot is designed to be located on a higher platform on 

the opposite side of the road, which could be hidden from viewers. The second node is a 

viewing platform along Changqing Road to show the village from a bird’s eye view. The 

last node is the intersection of the Changqing itinerary and the Ziyang itinerary, which is 

designed as a wooded environment (Figure 7-8). 

2) Prohibit large-scale buildings on the village side (south side) of the road. 

3) Prohibit new construction on the east side of the village. 

4) Do some adjustments according to the new proposal of the Ziyang itinerary. 

5) Demolish some buildings and renovate some old buildings, according to the 

design of the itinerary, and build a new pavilion for the new entrance (Figure 7-9). 
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 A 

 B 

Figure 7-7. New buildings along Changqing Road. A) View toward the county town. B) 
New residential buildings in the south side of the Changqing Road itinerary. 
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A 

Figure 7-8. Changqing Road itinerary. A) Current situation. 
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Figure 7-8. Continued. B) Proposal. 
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Figure 7-9. Buildings need to be demolished and renovated. 
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6) Construct a view platform (Figure 7-10). The construction of the viewing 

platform should be a landscape project, which becomes part of the topography. It should 

draw on the experience of Siza on his project Swimming Pool project.  

 A 

 B 

Figure 7-10. Viewing platform. A) View of the location of the platform within the 
village. B) Swimming Pool project designed by Siza. 
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7) Road texture needs to be reconsidered. Change the road texture when the 

itinerary enters the village range. 

8) Long-term parking and temporary parking along Changqing Road need to be 

designed. Large-scale parking lot is inappropriate to the smaller scale of the village. 

Temporary parking lots along Changqing Road should avoid excessive curb cuts. Parking 

designed for tourists should use the grass pavement and keep trees on the site. The edges 

of parking should be incorporated with topography. 

9) Improve hygienic conditions along the itinerary, especially the fast food shops in 

the north side of the itinerary. 

Recover Operations of Farmland, Scenes, and Water 

Topography is a collection of ever-shifting layers that intertwine physical and 

cultural features into a whole. This position encourages us to view topography as a 

potential to make place and bring identity back to the place. The potential exists to view 

Yuliang Village as a response to topography in a series of events. The potential exists in 

the operations of reciprocity, mobility, thickening, and materiality. These operations 

attempt to dissect topography into different layers to expand its potential in a concrete 

way in contemporary times. 

Actually, the analyses in Chapters 5 and 6 show that these four operations of 

farmland, scenes, and water had an effect on the village in the past. From these analyses, 

the importance of the impact of topography on its siting selection, formation, and 

development is unfolded. The environment surrounding the village, especially water, was 

the major reason for the siting selection because it supplied an important position in the 

water transportation for the village. Reciprocity between scenes and the spatial fabric 

formed the village and expressed traditional Chinese concepts on the relationship among 
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topography, human beings, and heaven. Events, such as September Boat Meeting, 

connected the exterior topography and the interior street fabric, religious life, and daily 

life of the local people. The thickening of topography is expressed by these events. 

Moreover, the strategies on farmland, based on the economic and social development in 

different periods, kept changing and transforming the village. All these findings acclaim 

that topography constructs the village is the essence for the local people in the past, and it 

should be brought back for interventions into the village. Recovering these operations of 

farmland, scenes, and water preserves a memory of the past and sets the stage to for the 

new culture to merge in the village.  

Guidelines for recovering these operations attempt to create a sustainable 

environment under the pressure of pollution and current environmental problems. They 

also attempt to recover cultural values of topography for the future and build a link 

among space, topography, and context.  

Special guidelines for design issues: 

1) Although Yuliang Village is not a traditionally agricultural one, its agrarian roots 

should be recognized. In this sense, farmland, including those in the east and north part of 

the village and on the opposite side of the river, should be kept and protected from mass 

construction (Figure 7-11).Farmland should not be used for other purposes, even for 

tourism. On the one hand, the protection of farmland is incorporated with regulations of 

land from the central government. On the other hand, the protection is helpful to create a 

sustainable environment, as well as bring back the sense that topography is the boundary 

of the village. If there is a need to build new facilities for tourism, the first choice is to 

rehabilitate the old buildings for new programs. This method will avoid occupying the 
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farmland and, at the same time, rehabilitate the spatial fabric so that new energy is 

brought into the traditional fabric. 

2) Recover the “eight scenes,” especially the Ziyang Shuyuan (Figure 7-12). The 

ancients appreciated the beauty of the village and summarized into “eight scenes.” These 

scenes contain not only the natural beauty, but also cultural values. There are poems to 

describe each scene. Some scenes were based on activities of noble scholars. Taking 

Number Five scene as example, it was based on the story of the famous poet Bai Li.5 

Number Seven Scene, Ziyang Yangyun, was based on the story of Xi Zhu who was the 

founder of the Lixue Theory.6 The scene was the combination of the natural scene and the 

Ziyang Zhuyuan where Xi Zhu studied and gave lectures. Ziyang Shuyuan was destroyed 

in the early 20th century. The importance to rebuild Ziyang Shuyuan is twofold. One 

reason is to recover the axis of “Lane Space–Dam–Ziyang Shuyuan.” Ziyang Shuyuan 

was the ending point, as well as the focal point of this axis. The second reason is to 

recover the combination of focal points for the spatial fabric because the combination of 

the natural environment, religious buildings, and educational buildings embody features 

of the village, a village founded on topography, religious bonds, and an appreciation of 

education. Education has been ranked in a high position in Huizhou area because the 

founder of the Lixue Theory came from this area. The recovery of Ziyang Shuyuan will 

bring this combination back in order to express the features of the village. 

 
                                                 
5 Bai Li: poet in Tang Dynasty. He is considered the celestial being of poets.  

6 The Lixue Theory was founded during the Song Dynasty. It had been highly praised after the Yuan 
Dynasty because it was helpful for governors to pursue the social order, which emphasizes that people 
should yield to the governors and women yield to men. The Lixue Theory also advocated the importance of 
education and a series of educational methods, which had great impact on politics, culture, and education of 
the Huizhou area. 
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Figure 7-11. Farmland (need to be protected). 
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Figure 7-12. Eight scenes. 
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3) Recover wharves. The flourishing of wharves represented the glorious period of 

the village in the past. The wharves are the living museum for the present. They are also 

part of the spatial fabric and the place for daily activities of the local people. In order to 

create place for the local people and recall the memory of the village as a “first wharf” in 

the past, wharves need to be recovered and some programs need to be assigned to them.  

Recovering wharves includes maintaining and cleaning waterfronts, maintaining 

the dam and Ziyang Bridge7(Figure 7-13), and designing short water trips for tourists. 

The maintenance of Hengkeng Lane, which runs along the water through the village, is 

prior to other waterfronts because it introduces water into the village and connects the 

village with the back hills (Figure 7-14). The maintenance of lanes connecting these 

wharves will be discussed in the section titled “Manage the fabric.”  

Three water trips for tourists attempt to improve activities for tourists. These trips 

also give a historical interpretation, and they build a bridge between the village and the 

surrounding environment. The first trip is from the dam to the opposite side of the village 

in order to visit the Ziyang Shuyuan, which is designated to be rebuilt. The second trip is 

a round trip, starting from the dam to the Ziyang Bridge, and then going back to the dam. 

The last trip is from the dam to the Baiyun Chanyuan, then to Scene “Cuiyuntan Sheng” 

(one of “Eight scenes”) (Figure 7-14). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 Ziyang Bridge was built in the Ming Dynasty, which is a nine-arched bridge. It is 140 meters in length.  
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Figure 7-13. Ziyang Bridge. 
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Figure 7-14. Recover wharves and waterfront. 
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4) Set up zones for construction in order to protect the environment and follow the 

developing model of the village, which exhibits a horizontal sprawl. Zones for 

construction should be limited to current areas for construction. It is possible to increase 

density within the current construction zones, but the extension of these construction 

zones is not encouraged. The construction on top of the hills should be prohibited. 

5) No matter what the size, every building project needs the “sky-well” to recall the 

starting point for that water constructs the village.8 It does not mean that a narrow 

courtyard is needed for each project. The crucial point is that the connection of building 

with topography should be expressed within the project. This connection flows within the 

project and then flows to the outside of the project. This relation is what we need to 

recover topography in mass construction. New intervention in the village should meet the 

street or lanes lines. No setback within the village.  

Manage the Spatial Fabric 

The key to rehabilitation of Yuliang Village is to recover the idea that topography 

is the agent to construct the village. Managing the spatial fabric is one part of this 

recovery. All management activities have two intertwined regiments: improving the 

multi-programmatic public space and preserving or restoring or rebuilding individual 

buildings. 

The crucial point for the spatial fabric is its relationship with topography. This 

relationship expresses the features of the village which are based on the worship of 

nature, the founding on the lineage bond, and the result to attempt to avoid chaos outside. 

The proportion, gesture, and focal points of these public spaces and the typology for 

                                                 
8 This notion is explained in the section titled “Water Constructs the Village” in Chapter 6. 
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housing are the physical expressions for the relationship between the spatial fabric and 

topography.  

The public space in Yuliang Village is not like a plaza in Western counties. The 

public spaces in the village and the street and lane spaces are the linear space. These 

public spaces are multi-programmatic, embodying the function of transportation as well 

as gathering.  

The typology “Sishui guitang” is the character of that topography which constructs 

the village. It is the principle to preserve and restore buildings. It is the inspiration for 

new construction, but not the code for them. 

Special guidelines for design issues: 

1) Restore the lane spaces in order to recover the connection between Yuliang 

Street and the wharves. Yuliang’s greatest asset lies in its connection to the river. The 

decreasing awareness of the river’s edge, wharves, and poor conditions of the lane spaces 

de-values the village.  

Restoring the lane spaces includes recovering the wharves, clearing the lanes, 

restoring the ground surface of the lanes, and re-examining buildings along the lanes, 

especially the buildings along the waterfront, in order to determine the strategies of 

rehabilitation of these buildings (Figure 7-15). 

The “First Wharf” at the end of Lane Duchuan Tou, the wharf near Lion Pavilion, 

the wharf near One-hundred Stairs, and the wharf near the Diaojiao Wooden House need 

to be the first priority because of their important locations and historical values.  

The buildings near the One-hundred Stairs need to be changed. The Diaojiao 

Wooden House needs to be restored (Figure 7-16).
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Figure 7-15. Lanes and wharves need be managed.  
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Moreover, the connection among wharves should be bridged, as shown in Figure 7-

15. The recovery of the connections among the wharves will bring a secondary axis along 

the west and the east. This connection is also helpful to strengthen the management of the 

waterfront. 

 

Figure 7-16. Diaojiao Wooden House. 

2) As three important public structures along Yuliang Street, Zhonghu temple (at 

the entrance of the village) needs to be restored; Lion Pavilion needs to be preserved; 

Tudi Temple (at the end of Yuliang Street, demolished) needs to be reconstructed. (Refer 

to Figure 5-13.) 

3) In Yuliang Village, the street space and lane spaces function as the living room 

for the village. The ratio of these spaces as 1:2 or 1:3 should be carried on in the 

rehabilitation of the village. 

4) The street space and the lane spaces should be curved to avoid straight lines 

because the labyrinth is the feature of the spatial fabric. Any attempt to make it easy for 

outsiders to identify the structure and entrances should be avoided. The newly 
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reconstructed lane space is a bad example because of the straight linear lane and its 

entrance, which is easily identified. The newly constructed buildings within the village 

need to meet the street line, not be set back as Figure 7-17 B shows.  

 A 

 B 

Figure 7-17. Newly built lane space. A)View from Yuliang Street toward the entrance on 
Changqing Road. B) Entrance on Changqing Road. 
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5) The difference between the street space and the lane spaces should be 

recognized. Although these two kinds of spaces have a similar proportion, gestures of 

them are different. The lanes spaces are relatively enclosed spaces. The street space 

actually extends into the first floor of the buildings along the street because of the 

commercial function of the street. The entrances along the street are public for 

businesses. The entrances along lane spaces are private for residences. 

6) Recover materiality as a generator of the sense of place. The cobbled pavement 

on Yuliang Street needs to remain because it recalls the memory of the fish shape of the 

village, which is the major feature of the spatial fabric of the village. At the same time, 

different pavements should be arranged according to different functions in the street 

space. The difference should show small gathering places for the housing hosts at their 

housing entrances. It also needs to show the difference between a walking area and the 

area for the drainage system under the ground. The white walls seem part of the features 

of the typology “Sishui guitang” in this area. The texture of the walls shown in Figure 7-

18 C expresses the joints of the beams and columns. Compared with the white color, the 

expression of joints on the walls is a more important feature for the typology in this area, 

and it is a deeper expression of the sense of place. The texture of the street and lane 

spaces and the texture of walls should be the generators for place-making, as the project 

Landscape in Acropolis did. This project is modern, but at the same time, embedded with 

traditional values. 

7) Recover the September Boating Event in order to recall “wetting events.” The 

procession of this event, as mentioned before, is the expression that unites the local 

inhabitants’ religious life, daily life, and working life. It is also a long-term version in  
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 A   B   C 

Figure 7-18. Materiality. A: Landscape in Acropolis. B: View of Yuliang Street. C: Expression of the wall. 
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regard to the village’s most promising economic and social possibilities: cultural heritage 

tourism.  

8) Recover the commercial function of Yuliang Street. Traditional shops should be 

recovered due to the relationship of the buildings with Yuliang Street. In terms of the 

function of those shops, they should focus on the articles related to cultural and social 

features of the Huizhou area. 

9) Avoid the “zoning” concept for planning. The interrelated uses in an area are the 

key for the village instead of a fixed function. Even on Yuliang Street, the commercial 

function should accompany the living and working functions. Avoiding the “zoning” 

concept allows the old buildings to adapt to the dynamics of change and growth with 

multiple programs. 

10) Identify buildings in order to determine and classify these buildings into four 

categories. The standard to identify these buildings is based on the evaluation mode of 

the Canadian Historical Architecture Data Office. Considering local practices, the charts 

are classified into five items including fifteen sub-items. Each item has been given marks 

with weight for flexibility in order to find a complex way to achieve the final evaluation 

marks for each of the individual houses. The results show that the buildings with high 

historical values are gathered along Yuliang Street. They are the ones to be careful 

maintained and protected in the village.9 

The first category consists of buildings that need to be preserved. The buildings in 

this category have high value and high qualities. The principle for these buildings is to 

                                                 
9 This investigation was done by students from Southeast University, China, in 1998. Kai Gong supplies the 
final data for this research. 
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maintain them as what they were. But one more effort needed is to reprogram these 

buildings, especially the temples. 

The second category consists of buildings that need to be restored. These buildings 

have certain value, but at the same time they have sustained certain damage and 

alterations. The principle for these buildings is to recover their former state. In the 

process of recovering, it is important to make a clear distinction between the old 

construction and the new construction. 

The third category consists of buildings that need rehabilitation or alternation. 

These buildings are old with poor qualities. The principle for these buildings is to 

renovate them in order to adapt them to current living conditions. It is also important to 

preserve these proportions and features of the property as being significant to its historic, 

architectural, and cultural values. In the alteration, the distinction between the old and the 

new is still considered.  

The fourth category consists of existing newly constructed buildings, which were 

built after 1949. In this category, there are two situations. Although most of buildings in 

this category are not successful, the principle for them is to re-adapt as many of these 

new buildings as possible in order to avoid demolishing too many buildings regarding the 

realistic considerations. If the newly built building does not break the spatial fabric too 

much, it needs to be kept and renovated to fit into the fabric. The other situation requires 

that buildings need to be demolished because they break the spatial fabric. Some of them 

need to be redesigned in order to maintain the fabric, especially the ones along Yuliang 

Streets. 
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Figure 7-19 shows strategies for managing preservation, restoration, and 

destruction. In terms of buildings in the north side of Changqing Road, they are shown in 

Figure 7-9. 

11) For new interventions into the village, there are no special codes. But some 

basic strategies need to be followed. Although some of them are mentioned in the 

previous guidelines, here is the summary: 

The scale of new interventions within the traditional village fabric10 needs to meet 

the existing scale. New interventions need to meet the street and lane lines, but not be set 

back. The typology “Sishui guitang” is not the principle for new interventions, but the 

relationship between water and housing needs to be expressed. New materials are 

encouraged to be applied, but they need to be sensitive to the context. The distance 

between the old fabric and the new interventions are encouraged, but the new 

interventions need to be embedded with traditional values. 

The new interventions outside of the traditional fabric are not encouraged, because 

they will occupy the farmland. For the existing buildings outside the traditional fabric, 

the treatment for them is mentioned in Figure 7-9.  

12) Street furniture, lighting, and signage should be carefully designed to 

accentuate the spatial characteristics of Yuliang Village. Small-scale actions produce big 

changes. 

 

                                                 
10 The traditional fabric refers to the village map in 1931. Basically, it is the area on the south of Changqing 
Road. 
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Figure 7-19. Proposal for managing buildings. 
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All these details should be consistent and complement the traditional buildings of 

the village in proportion, scale, and materials. The stairs along Yuliang Street should be 

designed to also serve as seats or resting places for the owners. The lighting should be a 

combination of small light spots and in-ground lights that fits the scale of the village. All 

signs should be subordinate to the features of architecture and street space. 

The analysis and design guidelines show that recovering topography becomes the 

priority in the process of transforming the village today. Design guidelines for 

rehabilitation of the village (Build regional link, Recover operations of farmland, scenes, 

and water, and Manage the spatial fabric) reflect the potential of topography as an agent 

to create place in contemporary times, and they demonstrate that the four operations of 

topography not only created place in the past, but they also work for the future. These 

design guidelines also show that transformation is the action to blend the different layers 

together, the current collective social relations, and the previous sense of place. It is an 

action for “translucence,” adding new layers as well as revealing aspects of what is 

beneath. 
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CHAPTER 8 
CONCLUSIONS 

The global and regional conditions today require a re-examination of the notion of 

place in contemporary times. The contemporary conditions implicate that place is the 

production of events.1 The identity of place is constructed by these events. The 

characteristics of event, therefore, make the sense of place mobile, not fixed. The 

mobility of the sense of place indicates the possibility for the merging of globalization 

and regional culture. Regional culture has a chance to be globalized and developed with 

time, while globalization can be localized. In some sense, place becomes a vacuum 

embedded with different layers of memory and experience. At the same time, new layers 

of information are continuously added into place. The cultural and social values 

embedded within these events create the difference between places and within place. The 

ambiguity is also presented due to the merging of the global and the local, the globalized 

and the localized. 

Based on the understanding of the role of place in global-regional conditions of 

itinerancy, topography is conceived as an agent to making place in contemporary times, 

as well as a negotiation between globalization and regional culture. In this model, 

topography is not just the site or geographic situation. It serves as a dramatic matrix for 

the incorporation of ever-shifting layers. These layers are embedded with human memory 

and experience and also are an accumulation of diverse forces, events, and actors. These 

                                                 
1 This notion is based on the opinion of Solà-Morales in his book Difference. 
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layers are “translucent,” therefore, they are incorporated from within, thus occurs both in 

shift and in partial fixity, and in the constructing and in the constructed. Topography also 

serves as a matrix for the absorption for new layers. These layers are inserted from the 

outside. They merge and are transformed in the series of local operations and in their 

previous iterations elsewhere. Topography, therefore, is globalized as well as localized. 

The notion of place employed here is that place is constructed. The construction both 

makes and engages topography. This position encourages us to view topography as a 

potential to create place.  

Through four operations of topography—reciprocity, mobility, thickening, and 

materiality—the difference and ambiguity, which are two major features of place in 

contemporary times, are achieved. Through these four operations, the physical separation 

and conceptual separation between architecture and landscape are broken. The mobility, 

connectivity, and continuity in the city and architecture are achieved. The private life and 

the social life, the past and the present are merged. The notion of temporality and process 

is explained by the multiple programs. This view of topography, therefore, has 

constructed a mechanism for pursuing the collective social relations and generating the 

social conditions of its making. At the same time through these four operations, the 

aspects of the past are revealed and presented in a modern way. 

This position, based on the understanding of place and topography, indicates that 

villages need to modify their genius loci and regional architecture with time, instead of 

imitating their previous images. It also explains that the connection between topography 

and the construction of villages supplies clues for understanding the villages’ past, as 

well as for the villages’ rehabilitation for the future. 
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Through the actions of landing, experiencing, and mapping Yuliang Village, the 

physical, political, economic, cultural, and social meanings embedded within topography 

are unfolded. The definition of boundaries for the village, the notions of the Fengshui 

theory, the lineage bond of the village, the merging of scholars and merchants as the 

major feature for the Huizhou area, the regulations of land, the economic development 

strategies, and social events are all located on topography and expressed by topography. 

Furthermore, these aspects representing the relationship between topography and the 

village are summarized as: 1) topography as boundary; 2) reciprocity between 

topography and the spatial fabric; 3) water constructs the village; 4) spatial fabric as a 

labyrinth; 5) empty center and flourishing edge; 6) multi-programmatic public spaces; 

and 7) wetting events. All these analyses supply a foundation for the action of 

transforming the village in contemporary times. They indicate that recovering topography 

is the principle for rehabilitation of the village. They also explicate that the four 

operations of topography created place for the village in the past and these operations 

should continue to work on the village for its future. 

The process of transforming is the action that reflects current requirements, reveals 

the previous values, solves the current problems, and redirects the village. It is the action 

for add a “translucent” layer which reacts the current requirements and clearly reveals the 

previous values of what is beneath. Transforming synthesizes the other three actions—

landing, experiencing, and mapping. At the same time, it introduces into the site the 

understanding of place in contemporary times, the current understanding of topography 

based on the current problems in the village, and the strategies of topography as potential 



306 

 

for place-making. The interventions for transforming are neither to copy the past nor to 

build a totally new world. The intervention into the village simply adds a new layer. 

Transforming is not an instant action, but a process. Guidelines are needed to orient 

this action. For Chinese villages, topography that constructed villages is crucial to 

understanding, mapping and transforming them. Their rehabilitation is a complex system 

with respect to political, social, and economic incorporation. However, ill-advised 

projects are likely to sharpen the contradictions. For Yuliang Village, based on the 

actions of landing, experiencing, and mapping, design guidelines are formulated as: Build 

regional link, Recover operations of farmland, scenes and water, and Manage the spatial 

fabric. 

These design guidelines are based on recovering topography. Recovering 

topography attempts not only to create a sustainable environment under the pressure of 

pollution and current environment problems, but also to recover cultural values of 

topography for the future and build a link among space, topography, and context. The 

guidelines not only deal with aesthetic and architectural principles, but they also attempt 

to build a new context and direction for the built environment as a mediator between 

architecture and the environment and for the way that we develop the village in the age of 

globalization. 

From the studies of Yuliang Village, basic design principles for rehabilitation of 

other Chinese villages have emerged: 

• The village has to be adapted with time. Maintaining it as what it was is not the right 
way to rehabilitate a village. 

• In order to create a context to recall the essence of life for the local inhabitants and 
for new transformation, the village’s historic context must be preserved, and new 
cultural and social events must be considered. 
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• The goal of rehabilitation of the village is to make the local people to stay. The goal is 
not to make the village a tourist attraction. 

• The relationship of topography and the village should be regarded as the principle to 
rehabilitate the village. 

• The four operations of topography—reciprocity, mobility, thickening and 
materiality—should be considered in the design process. 

• The scope of rehabilitation of a village should not be limited within the village. It 
should include the areas surrounding the village in order to strengthen the regional 
link of the village and the entering process into the village. 

• Attempts to overcome the problem “empty center” should be considered as the point 
to start and extend the other actions. 

• Any intervention or restoration should not break the features of the spatial fabric of 
the village. For the Huizhou area, the spatial fabric is a labyrinth, including the 
entrances and spaces. It is the principle to maintain the traditional features. 

• The traditional typology of housing could be the inspiration for the intervention, but 
not the code for new interventions. New interventions are encouraged to redefine 
regional architecture in a contemporary method. 

For future research, the notion of “event” will be further addressed in order to make 

a bridge between philosophy and architectural theory. The impact of topography on city 

construction also needs to be further explored, especially for the Asian regions. A lot of 

mega-projects are proposed in Asian cities, which brings out the question that how to 

create identity for them. Topography and its four operations should inscribe their marks 

on these projects. In terms of villages, my study will go deeply into detail levels. The 

research will zoom into blocks, then into individual lots or buildings. 
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APPENDIX A 
CHINESE DYNASTIES AND TIME PERIODS 

Banpo c. 4000 B.C. 

Yang Shao c. 2500 – c.2140 B.C. 

Shang-Yin Dynasty c.1766 – c.1122 B.C. 

Zhou (Chou) Dynasty c.1122 – 221 B.C. 

Qin (Ch’in) Dynasty 221 – 207 B.C. 

Han Dynasty   

Western Han 

Eastern Han 

206 B.C. – 220 A.D. 

206 B.C. – 8 A.D. 

25 – 220 A.D. 

Three Kingdoms period 220 – 280 

Jin Dynasty 265 – 420 

Six Dynasties Period (in south) 265 – 589 

Sixteen Kingdoms period (in north) 316 – 589 

Sui Dynasty  581 – 618 

Tang (T’ang) Dynasty 618 – 906 

Five Dynasty / Ten Kingdoms 902 – 979 

Northern Sung Dynasty 960 – 1126 

Southern Sung Dynasty 1127 – 1279 

Yuan Dynasty 1279 – 1368 

Ming Dynasty 1368 – 1644 

Qing (Ch’ing) Dynasty 1644 – 1911 

Republic  1912 – 1949 

People’s Republic 1949 – present 
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APPENDIX B 
YUANHE TANG SHOP 

 
A 

Figure B-1. Yuanhe Tang Shop.  A) Plans of Yuanhe Tang Shop (Source: Kai Gong 
(ed.), Yuliang, p.79.) 
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B 

C 
Figure B-1. Continued. B) Axonometric drawing. C) Section. (Source: Kai Gong (ed.), 

Yuliang, pp. 78, 82.) 
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APPENDIX C 
BA WEIZU FORMER RESIDENCE 

 

 

A 

Figure C-1. Ba Weizu Former Residence. A) Plans. (Source: Kai Gong (ed.), Yuliang, pp. 
100 and 101.) 
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B 

Figure C-1. Continued. B) Section. (Source: Kai Gong (ed.), Yuliang, p. 105.) 
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C 

Figure C-1. Continued. C) Elevations. (Source: Kai Gong (ed.), Yuliang, pp. 99 and 102.) 



 

314 

APPENDIX D 
THE SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR’S STANDARDS FOR THE TREATMENT 

OF HISTORICAL PROPERTIES  

PRESERVATION IS DEFINED1as the act or process of applying measures 

necessary to sustain the existing form, integrity, and materials of an historic property. 

Work, including preliminary measures to protect and stabilize the property, generally 

focuses upon the ongoing maintenance and repair of historic materials and features rather 

than extensive replacement and new construction. New exterior additions are not within 

the scope of this treatment; however, the limited and sensitive upgrading of mechanical, 

electrical, and plumbing systems and other code-required work to make properties 

functional is appropriate within a preservation project. 

REHABILITATION IS DEFINED AS the act or process of making possible a 

compatible use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions while preserving 

those portions or features which convey its historical, cultural, or architectural values. 

RESTORATION IS DEFINED AS the act or process of accurately depicting the 

form, features, and character of a property as it appeared at a particular period of time by 

means of the removal of features from other periods in its history and reconstruction of 

missing features from the restoration period. The limited and sensitive upgrading of 

mechanical, electrical, and plumbing systems and other code-required work to make 

properties functional is appropriate within a restoration project. 

                                                 
1 http://www.cr.nps.gov/hps/tps/secstan1.htm (Last accessed on March 7, 2005). 
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RECONSTRUCTION IS DEFINED AS the act or process of depicting, by means 

of new construction, the form, features, and detailing of a non-surviving site, landscape, 

building, structure, or object for the purpose of replicating its appearance at a specific 

period of time and in its historic location. 
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