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A 
VISIt to the Forbidden 
City in Beijing is an in
credible experience. The 
complexity of architectu
ral forms and expressions, 
the continuous subtle, 
and sometimes dramatic, 

changes oflevels, the progression and varie
ty of spatial experiences and naturalness in 
relatillg domestic-scale structures to 
monumental buildings, are some of the 
aesthetic qualities which generate positive 
visual excitement. The ancient monuments 
and historic architecture of China will con
tinue to be a great pride to the Chinese 
people and a heritage to all mankind. 

My observations are drawn from a brief 
but intensive two weeks' tour in China 
which started in Beijing and then followed 
the historic silk route from Xi'an to Uriim
qi, Turfan and Kashi, gave me the oppor
tunity to visit some of China's famous 

monuments, its modef!1 day communes, as 
well as the humble mud huts and peasant 
cave dwellings. 

The most striking visual impression of 
urban China is the omipresence of buses 
and hundreds and thousands of bicycles. 
These form the main modes of urban road 
transport. The relatively few cars for private 
use are forever honking for the right of way 
through the proletariat traffic. The Chinese 
are apologetic about their traffic - "there 
are so many bicycles" they say. Yet, the 
urban transport in China today is the dream 
of many an environmentalist and transport 
planner. Their concern is over the inevitable 
increase in the use of motor-vehicles, espe
cially in the more prosperous coastal cities. 
This change can quickly endanger safety, 
and disrupt the peacefulness of millions of 
easy-going cyclists. 

A close second to the bicycles, is the 
prevalence of carefully planted trees which 
line urban thoroughfares, village streets, 
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Top: Map of China charting out the silk routes. 
Above: The Wu Men gate entrance to the Imperial 
Palace (the 'Forbidden City') overlooking Tienall 
men Square. The Imperial Palace in Beijing was the 
permanent residence of the Ming and Qing Dynasty 
emperors. The complex was built between 1406 and 
1420. The Palace covers an area of about 720,000 
square metres, of which 150,000 square metres are 
covered area. It is the largest, most magnificent arId 
most complete extant group of ancient Chillese 
architecture. Phutograph: H. U. Khan. 

cross-country highways, as well as mmor 
rural roads. In arid rural Xinjiang, these 
trees, usually poplars, are planted very close 
together, and watered by specially dug 
irrigation ditches. 

Agriculture is given top priority in rural 
as well as urban China. This has been 
possible, and necessary, because of the acute 
shortage of agricultural land, the general 
deficiency in transport infrastructure and the 
public ownership of land. These factors 
have made it possible for China to allocate 
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much prime urban land for intensive agri-
• culture. The Chinese authorities are ever 

conscious and wary that urban growth 
must not be permitted at the expense of 
agricultural land. 

These are important lessons of urban 
development which can be applied, with 
modifications; especially to Third World 
urban centres. 

Even China, a country imbued with a 
sense of its own history, has sacrificed much 
of its architectural heritage in the process of 
national reconstruction and ideological de
velopment. The old city walls in Beijing, 
the many shrines and temples as well as 
numerous vernacular courtyard houses 
have been destroyed in the last few decades. 
Fortunately, much still remains, especially 
in Beijing. It is perhaps timely that a warn
ing note be sounded to control undesirable 
development. With careful planning, much 
of the urban environmental quality of the 
inner city of Beijing, and in other cities, can 
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still be preserved and even enhanced. 
Attention should now be given to the 

conservation of the old districts of urban 
centres and vernacular housing, together 
with the quality of their environment. 
Effective conservation action must be taken 
early enough before uncontrolled destruc
tion occurs in the process of redevelopment, 
especially during a period of rapid econornic 
growth. It is always better to conserve too 
much than too little. Once the traditional 
environment, the street atmosphere and the 
intimate scale is destroyed, they cumot be 
recreated. 

In urban centres, numerous important 
public buildings have been built. Thousands 
of flats have been constructed and are under 
construction. They are mostly 4-6 storey 
walk-ups as well as high-rise blocks, usually 
located along both sides of main roads. 
They fall short of the aesthetic standards of 
contemporary design. This is perhaps 
understandable as China was cut off from 
the influences of the modem architectural 
thinking as long ago as the 1930s Sino
Japanese war. In the fifties, the exposure to 
Stalinist architectural influence did not help 
much. Subsequent periods of self imposed 
isolation further estranged China from the 
influences of the modem movement. For 
example, little is known in China about the 
recent reaction and confrontation to the 
international style in the form of post
modernism, and the attempt to adapt mod
em architecture to tropical regions and to 
conditions in Third World countries. 

Commercialism, bureaucratisation and 
the institutionalism of architectural practices 
and the subsequent de-humanising effects of 
modem architecture to the urban environ
ment are the major defects of contemporary 
architecture today. It is just possible that 
both the early success and subsequent failure 
of the modem movement have not been 
fully evaluated, appreciated and exposed in 
China. It is therefore not surprising that 
some of the most interesting recent 
buildings are those done in the traditional 
Chinese style, and in the rural areas and the 
communes by the people themselves. 

In the last few years, architects in China 
have been able to interact more freely with 
the international architectural fraternity. An 
acute shortage of architects, language con
straints, as well as the lack of foreign 

Top: Beijing's Friendship Hotel, a large complex, 
some twelve kilometres from the city centre, was built 
in the 1950's as a hostel to accommodate Soviet 
advisors. It presents a mixture of Soviet architecture 
using local design elements such as the carved ballas
trade motif. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Middle: Memorial Hall for Chairman Mao Zedong 
was built from inception in about four moyahs in 
1976/77. Drawing courtesy of Beijing People's Pub
lishers, 1978. 
Left: Aerial view of Beijing's new international 
airport. Drawing courtesy of Beijing People's Pub
lishers, 1978. 



exchange, are some of the present limiting 
factors. Many foreign architects have re
cently been commissioned to design build
ings in the coastal urban centres such as 
Quanzhou, Nanjing and Shanghai. These 
projects range from luxury hotels and hos
pitals to factories and housing for fore
igners. Many senior members of the profes
sion have travelled and toured foreign coun
tries, visited universities and had discussions 
with leading architects. An increasing num
ber of foreign architects are visiting and 
lecturing in Chinese universities. There is 
more frequent participation in international 
conferences and seminars. Foreign books 
and journals are more easily available. 
Chinese architectural and technical journals 
such as The World Architecture published by 
Qing Hua University, Beijing, and the 
Journal of the Chinese Society of Architects are 
informative and analytical regarding 
architectural development. 

In the eighties, architecture in China is 
likely to experience tremendous change. 
During this period of transition, there will 
be many problems of a technical or theore
tical nature. Problems of a technical nature, 
such as building science and technology, 
energy conservation, detailing and building 
construction etc. can be effectively tackled 
given the necessary allocation of manpower' 
and research facilities. In this regard, selec
tive foreign input with appropriate applica
tion adjusted to local conditions can be 
useful. 

Problems of a theoretical nature, such as 
those which deal with architectural theories 
and planning concepts, are harder to tackle. 
This is esp<:;cially so as these theories are 
mainly based on the developed countries 
with free market economies. Furthermore, 
many of these currently accepted theories 
are being challenged as their application, 
even in Western count'ries have not proved 
to be particularly successful. In recent years, 
alternative planning and architectural 
theories applicable to conditions in Third 
World countries are beginning to be de-

veloped, including the theory of low
resource urban centres. However, no 
alternative strategy in planning or design 
approach in architecture for the Third 
World has yet been established or accepted. 

On the urban design scale, much re
search is needed to study problems relating 
to the layout of housing development, the 
quality of urban spaces and the relationship 
of density to height of buildings. Intensive 
design studies are necessary to find 
appropriate solutions to specific projects as 
well as on micro-design levels. To under
take this, a large reservoir of competent 
professionals are required. Unfortunately, 
professionals cannot be trained quickly 
without sacrificing standards. This dilemma 
is common to many Third World coun
tries. Furthermore, experiences in these 
countries have also indicated the unsuccess
ful results in introducing, or worse still, in 
imposing standardised professionally pro
duced designs. More effective building 
technology and better design solutions can 
be generated by direct community parti
cipation in the total design and building 
process, particularly in projects outside the 
major urban centres. I t is therefore extremely difficult to 

predict the trend and direction of 
urban planning and architecture in 
China during the critical years 
ahead. A broad analysis suggests 
three possible options. First; inten= sify the leaming and catching-up pro

cess; this has already started. China must 
attempt to find out, quickly learn from, and 
adopt with modification, the positive 
aspects of the development in architecture 
and planning ideas during the past decades. 
Secondly; accept the revivals of traditional 
styles. This approach obviously has its inhe
rent aesthetic, functional and technological 
limitation. It can be successfully applied to 
special building projects. However, the tra
ditional styles cannot be effectively applied 
to most buildings, as construction is slow 
and expensive. Furthermore, the application 
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Above: In all cities, space is at a premium. People 
devise ingeneous solutions to create outside storage 
areas. 
Above left: Around Xi'an,jour storey walk-ups dot 
the coutllryside. Balconies are used as opm co.mYa/'ds, 
jor storage and pla/ltS. Buildings bristle with illdi
vidual televisiOlI aerials, usheri/lg ill the age 4 mass 
visual com/mmicatiol/. 

of traditional styles to multi-storey or new 
complex building types is aesthetically 
ludicrous. Thirdly; there should be a search 
for an appropriate new approach. This 
requires a clear understanding of the major 
planning, architectural and environmental 
issues confronting the world today. A firm 
psychological commitment is needed to 
join forces with other concerned persons to 
search for an alternative planning strategy 
and a set of design criteria capable of being 
effectively adapted to the continuously 
changing conditions. The parameters have 
yet to be etablished, as the search for new 
solutions has barely begun. The success of 
the exercise calls for open-mindedness, in
tellectual commitment and ideological flex
ibility. 

Each of the three options is very diffe
rent, although they are certainly not 
mutually exclusive. However, the choice of 
the dominant direction in the development 
of architecture and urban planning must 
inevitably have far-reaching visual and aes
thetic, as well as social, and even economic 
consequences. The impact on the environ
mental character of China's urban centres, 
and on the quality o f life for the billion 
Chinese citizens, will be immeasurable for 
many decades to come. 

Photographs by Hasan-Uddill Khan. Drawillgs 
courtesy oj Beijing Peoples' Publishers, 1978. 
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