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Chronological 
analysis

Combination  
analysisIn my consciousness,...this framework needs a large space structure type that can 

cover an entire village......Helou Pavilion is de�nitely a starting prototype for 

New China modern architecture.  ......I understand it as a set of abstract and 

speci�c general principles, which will be re-interpreted in a house 20 times larger 

than it.......The internal structure that this house will contain is covered under a 

130-meter-long blue tile roof......

201401-Tiles Hill
Expert Reception Center in Xiangshan 

Campus of China Academy of Art
-Wang shu
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我的意识里，......这个大棚需要一个能覆盖一整个村落的大空间结构类型。......对中国的现代新建筑来说，何陋
轩绝对是—个起点性的原型。重屋顶，细柱，取法民间的竹作大空间结构，疏密得宜的墙体分解，从入门开
始曲折尽致的运动与视线控制......我把何陋轩理解为一套既抽象又具体的通则，它将在一个比它大20倍的房子
里被再次演绎。......这个房子所将包含的内结构，披盖在130多米长的青瓦屋顶之下，...... 

Modern 
Architecture

Intention
National 

Characteristic

Fig.1 Example of Analysis

1.2 Research Materials and Methodology
In order to set the criteria for selecting texts, design 
theories including the keyword “ 原型 -Prototype”  are 
extracted from "Architecture Journal"( 建筑学報 ),  one 
of the most important architectural journals in China. The 
research example and process are shown in Fig.1. The 
content of the prototype mentioned by Chinese architects 
can be divided into the Intention of the prototype 
and the Reference of the prototype. The Intention of 
prototypes is about why architects look for prototypes 
for design. The reference of the prototype means the 
architect uses some references to illustrate prototype. 
2. The Intention of the Prototype 
Based on the KJ method, the results about the Intention 
of the prototype are mainly divided into [Architecture]
and[Society]. (Fig 2)
[Architecture] means that architects use prototypes 
to discuss purely the content of architecture itself. 
It is mainly divided into Form(Fo), Function(Fu), 
Space(Sp), and Thought(Th). [Society]means 
that architects use prototypes to respond to the 
social voice. It is mainly divided into National 
Characteristic(Na), Regional Characteristic(Re), 
Institution(In), and Environment(En). According 
to the number of each content’s frequency, Chinese 
architects are more inclined to discuss prototypes 

3. The Reference of the Prototype
As mentioned above, Prototypes have a very diverse 
meaning in China. Its diversity is reflected in the variety 
of References. Through the KJ method, the result can be 
divided into 7 categories(Fig.3) .
3.1 Classification of Reference
Classical Architecture <C-A> means an architecture 
with strict classical order. Anonymous Architecture 
<A-A> means buildings formed in response to the 
local climate and context. Modern Architecture <M-
A> is a masterpiece and a new type of architecture 
since the modern architecture movement. Built 
Environment <B-E> is a group form that is buildings 
bind together in a certain area by a group of courtyard 
or hierarchy system. Culture and Spirituality <C-
S> is the local customs and the medium of human 
spirit, such as behavior, books, and paintings. Item 
<I-T> means tools used by humans. Requirement 
<R-E> is the usage and site requirement that inspire 
architect. From the use frequency of each category, 
<C-A>,<A-A>, and<B-E>are playing an essential 
role in the reference of a prototype and they belong to 
the historical aspect. 
3.2 Focus Point and Translation of Reference 
In addition to classifying the References of the 
prototype by the property, Focus points of Reference 
are also examined. It can be divided into three parts 
(Fig.4). {Style} means they pay attention to certain 
factors that make the style. {Status} means they 
pay attention to a certain state of things. {Outline} 
means they pay attention to the physical form of 
things. Furthermore, we also analyze the relationship 
between References and Focus points(Fig.5). <C-A>, 
<A-A> , and <M-A> are all strong related to {Style}, 
and the most numerous is <A-A>. This means that 
when the reference is an architecture, we focus on 
the form of the element and space. Except for <I-
T>, they are all related to [Status], the most of which 
is <B-E>. This means that the abstract organization 
and sense of majority references can be used as 
prototypes, especially <B-E>. Meantime, <I-T> and 
<R-E> are only related to {Outline}.

1. Introduction
1.1 Background and Aim
Prototype, an idea showing something as origin, has 
been used as a foundation in architectural theories. 
Especially since the 18th century, various architects have 
made discussions centering around prototypes, such as 
Abbe Laugier and Le Corbusier. On the other hand, in 
the 20th century China, due to political and social unrest, 
only a few Chinese architects discussed the origins of 
architecture, and the concept of the prototype had not 
been formed until the 1970s.
Thanks to the reform and opening-up policy, Chinese 
architects have been able to get international thoughts 
after 1978 and started to explore the meaning of 
prototypes as architectural terms from various aspects. 
Therefore, this thesis intends to clarify the signification 
of the prototype to sort out the identity of Chinese 
architecture.

from social perspective, especially from National 
�Characteristic and Regional Characteristic.

A Study on the Signification of Prototype as Architectural Term
in Chinese Architects’ Design Theories

奥山研究室　 19M58050 　華 培景 (HUA Peijing)



ExampleExplanation

15-Due to height restrictions, most of the building's usable space is below 
the horizon. ...,the independent courtyard was inspired by the image of Luis 
Barragan House and Studio is used as the architectural prototype.

17-1...the local context is sorted out...Inspire each other through the 
regional characteristics ... the building creates new local values. The 
prototype is the academy architecture in Hunan, ... Yuelu Academy

61-Glass box in the trees near the water becomes the original intention of 
the building, where people, architecture, and landscape become one. 
...based on the classic glass box of modernism -Farnsworth Villa by Mies.

5-Through the transformation and the scale manipulation of the 
"double-pitched hut"as Prototype. we create an indoor a nd outdoor 
space atmosphere.....

11- ..faced with no external feature......The so-called "prototype " has 
nothing to do with the site, but only with the functional composition 
parameters, and has universal applicability.

53- ..Using childhood toy "paper airplane" as the prototype, the 
horizontally spread "wings" form a stretched shape, .... through the 
enclosure of "wings" and "fuselage", two public spaces are formed, 

The visual shape brought by the 
entity of the building such as 
appearance

the purpose of use and 
requirement, etc

the perception bring by a 
three-dimensional phenomenon 
in the architectural entity.

Based on the viewpoints about 
modernism whether positive or 
negative

Want  to �nd something can 
represent Chinese characteristics

Want to �nd something can 
represent regional characteristics

In order to ful�lling regulations 
such as the Building Standard 
Law

Pay attention to Neighborhood, 
terroir, and nature-related 
content.

48.Helou Pavilion is de�nitely a starting prototype for New China 
modern architecture…..which will be re-interpreted in a house 20 times 
larger than it.......

Category

Architecture

建筑

社会

33

122

形态

机能

Form

Function

空間Space

思潮Thought

国家性

地方性

National 
Characteristic

Regional 
Characteristic

制度Institution

环境

12

5

13

3

45

53

9

15Environment

Society

49-Such geomorphic features...become the geomorphic prototype for 
us to shape the landscape architecture....Create a building that blends 
with the texture of the ground and the surrounding landscape

Architecture

form function Space Thought National 
Characteristic

Regional 
Characteristic Institution Environment

Society
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垂直玻璃宅何陋軒
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厂房 模块建筑

7
量产建筑

MA-2.Mass production 
building

Buildings or structure that can be mass-produced 
and quickly rebuilt, such as factories, 

Industrialized building, etc.

飛船飛机
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交通工具

IT-2.Vehicle

Stimulate imagination through the appearance of 
vehicles. Such as spaceships and airplanes.

紫薇花柳与荷

3
花卉与植物

IT-3.Flower and plant

Stimulate imagination through the shapes of 
�ower and plant.

道路形成几何形状
场地边界的几何形状

使用条件
RE-1.Functional requirement

Transform external conditions into shapes. 
For example, the volume formed by the 
intersection of urban roads, topography, 
and the trajectory of the sun., and so on.

功能构成 使用空間

湘西地貌 喀斯特 地貌
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RE-2.Site requirement

By transforming internal conditions into 
architectural shapes. For example, 
function and   space requirements.
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Building type. The topography, mountains and rivers, 
buildings, �owers, and trees are used as carriers to bring 
out the spiritual culture of the human subject. It can also 

be embodied in architecture element
扬州传統郊邑园林

江南园林 苏州园林
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传統合院建筑
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middle from all sides.
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Fig.3 Reference of the prototype

Fig.4 Focus points of Reference Fig.5 Translation between Reference and Focus point



....attempts to re�ect the characteristics of 
Yangzhou's traditional Yuan Lin...... use 
traditional halls, platforms, buildings, and 
pavilions in Yuan lin as prototype…..This is 
a manifestation of Chinese traditional 
culture characteristics...

A <C-A>+ Na
NO.8

the Main Pavilion of 
Jiangsu Horticultural 
Expo in Yangzhou
WANG Jianguo, GE Ming

....Due to height restrictions, most of the 
building's usable space is below the 
horizon. ......the independent courtyard 
was inspired by the image of Luis Barra-
gan House and Studio is used as the 
architectural prototype.

C <M-A>+ In
NO.15

Liuxiandong Vanke 
Green Corridor North
Plot A3
LIU Heng

"xun zi wu" is a traditional house in Chang-
de, which can best cope with the local 
context, climate, and living habits......a 
museum showing the development history 
of the local was built using the " xun zi wu" 
as the prototype.

B <A-A>+ Re
NO.29

Urban Renewal 
Project of Laoximen 
in Changde
IDEALSTUDIO

We are willing to conduct research on the 
form of grouping courtyard. In traditional 
Chinese culture,  .... The Group of court-
yard as the prototype has not completely 
deviated from the traditional form, but 
after being connected and re-construct.....

D <B-E>+ Na
NO.33

Core Teaching 
Quarter of the New 
Campus of Nankai 
University
ZHANG Ming

"Heavenly Road" ... It comes not only from 
...  climatic conditions of Tibet but also 
from its unique historical and cultural 
experience....Re�ected in walking path 
and extracted from the Prototype of the 
Zigzag footpath of Potala Palace.

XIAO Cheng

E <C-S>+ Re
NO.9-1

Design of Tibet 
Intangible Cultural 
Heritage Museum

….  a prototype that can be placed freely 
in the mountains and forests…it can be 
adapted to di�erent terrains with only 
minor changes in shape... We think it is 
more like an item, a piece of furniture. 
......, it seemed like a Maza（馬扎）

F <I-T>+ Fo
NO.20

Tree House Qiyun-
shan

Gen architects
......the trajectory of sunshine will carve 
the maximum buildable volume into an 
irregular prototype...The sunshine proto-
type is an external limitation...The 
sunshine prototype guides us to build a 
more friendly neighbourhood.

G  <R-E>+En
NO.14

A Courtyard Within 
Courtyards

CAI Peigen
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Fig.5 The relationship between Intention and Reference

4.3 Chronological Change of Reference
According to the contents of Fig.3, chronological 
changes of Reference are drawn in Fig.7. 
Firstly, The proportions of architecture (<C-A>, 

4.2 Chronological Change of Intention
According to the contents of Fig.2, chronological 
changes of Intention are drawn in Fig.6. 
Between 1978 and 1989, only a few architects talked 
about prototypes. which were related to the political 
and economic environment at that time. (RE) appear 
since the 1990s, and its ratio increased by year and 
keep stable after 2000. In contrast, the proportion 
of (Na) was relatively stable from 1990-2009 
but declined after 2000. Furthermore, the ratio of 
[Architecture] aspects increased in the past 10 years.
To sum up, due to the rapid economic development 
and after China holding some international event. 
There are two shifts in the meaning of the prototype. 
First, it shifts from National Characteristics to 
Regional Characteristics. Second, it changes from a 
focus on the social aspect to the architecture aspect.

4. Comprehensive Analysis of Intention and 
Reference of Prototype
In this chapter, the Intention and the Reference 
of the prototype are combined and analyzed 
(Fig5). Furthermore, its chronological changes are 
analyzed(Fig6,7,8).
4.1 Integrated Analysis of Intention and Reference
The most proportion of Intention was occupied by 
National Characteristic and Regional Characteristic. 
Among them, <C-A> and <B-E> are the most 
popular reference to discuss National Characteristic. 
Especially, <<CA-1>> and <<BE-1>>  are often used. 
This means that we mainly use famous historical 
architecture and villages formed by group courtyards 
to discuss it. On the other hand, <A-A>and<C-S> 
are the most frequently used to discuss Regional 
Characteristic. Among them, <<AA-1>> and <<CS-
1>> are the typical reference. It means that when we 
discuss regional characteristics, we cited the country 
residences or local behaviors and lifestyles most. 
<M-A> is usually used in response to Institution, 
among which <<MA-1>> is often mentioned. <I-
T> is often used to discuss the Form, and <<IT-1>> 
is cited the most. At the same time,<R-E> is usually 
used to discuss Environment and fully occupied 
by<<RE-2>>. This reflects the tendency to use a 
fixed Reference for Environment Intention.

In summary, the signification of the prototype not 
only means to reproduce a style or appearance but 
also to reconstruct a kind of internal organization 
logic or scene.

To sum up, it is a comprehensive analysis of various 
References and Intentions, from which seven typical 
combinations can be sorted out, such as A to G. 
It can be seen that the mainstream meaning of 
prototype understanding by Chinese architects is still 
related to the National and Regional characteristics, 
such as Type A, B, D, and E. In addition, some 
types reflect the meaning of prototypes about 
other Intentions, such as Form, Environment, and 
Institution. Such as Type C, F, and G.



Notes:
1) China's reform and Opening-up policy refer to the program of economic reforms 
termed "Socialism with Chinese characteristics" and "socialist market economy" in the 
People's Republic of China (PRC).
2) “ 原型 -Prototype” in Xinhua Dictionary  means the original type or model of a thing.
3) Both “Archetype”and “Prototype”are translated as“ 原型 ” in China.
4) 155 texts related to “ 原型 ” from 1978 till 2020 are selected as research material.
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Fig.6  Chronological change of Intention

Fig.7  Chronological change of Reference Fig.8  Chronological change of Seven Type

5. Conclusion
In this study, the content of the prototype is divided 
into 8 intentions of the prototype and 7 references 
of the prototype. By analyzing the architects' 
intentions, Chinese architects are more concerned 
with a social aspect. And by analyzing another part, 
they use different References to explore the meaning 
of prototypes. It is reflected not only in the variety 
of references but also in its focus points. Through 
combination and chronological trends analysis of 
these two sections, prototypes as an architectural term 
have taken on a very diverse meaning in China under 
a dual function of economic growth and the hosting 
of several national events. This is reflected not only 
in the richness and transformation of the Intentions 
and Reference of prototypes , but also in its various 
combination.

4.4  Chronological Change of Seven Type
According to the contents of Fig.5, chronological 
changes of seven typical combinations are drawn in 
Fig.7. 
Types A, B, and C are using architecture(<C-A>, <A-
A>, <M-A>)as the reference of prototypes, and their 
proportions are decreasing since 2010. However, the 
proportion of architecture as reference is increasing 
in terms of the chronological change of reference 
(Fig.7). This illustrates, on the one hand, the intention 
of the Chinese architect was a dramatic shifted from 
society to architecture in the last decade (Fig. 6) and, 
on the other hand, they explore non-architecture as 
a Reference. Type A and D appeared in the 70s and 
were the first two types used as prototypes. Type A 
decreased sharply since 2000, while the ratio of D 

<A-A>, <M-A>) gradually increased. <A-A> as 
Reference of prototypes appear from the 1990s. <M-
A> occur since 2000, and its ratio has risen sharply 
after 2010. This means architecture as a Reference 
of prototypes is still mainstream in China. Secondly, 
<C-A>, <B-E>, and <R-E> have always been used 
as prototypes. Among them, The percentage of <C-
A> decreased from 2010. <B-E> is roughly the 
same after 1999, showing some stability. <R-E> 
increased from 2000. Tertiary, Chinese architects 
have gradually begun to use [non-historical] as a 
reference for prototypes in large numbers in the last 
two decades. It has been reflected in <M-A>, <I-T>, 
and <R-E>. This reflects the pluralistic thinking of 
Chinese architects about the meaning of prototypes. 
In summary, Chinese architects' thinking about the 
meaning of prototype is also reflected in the change 
of Reference. This is reflected in two part. On the one 
hand, Reference have become diverse. For example, 
<A-A>, <M-A>, <C-S> and <I-T> have emerged. 
On the other hand, the ratio of each Reference is 
constantly changing. For example, ratio of <C-A> 
shift  to <M-A> and <A-A>.

remained stable. This means Type D still represents 
the direction of thinking about the prototype. Type C 
and G appeared after 2000. It reflects the demands of 
the new zeitgeist about the influence of pragmatism 
on architecture. Type B, E and F emerged in the 
1990s. Because of the emergence of C and G, their 
ratios decreased in 2000 but increased after 2010. 
These new types of fluctuations prove that Chinese 
architects are constantly exploring and revising their 
thinking during this period.In general, A, B and D are 
the mainstream prototypes. The appearance of B, E, 
and F implies a change of attitude because a group 
of young architects who studied in the 1980s began 
to become the backbone of the architecture field 
after 2000. Meantime, Chinese architects began to 
enter a period of exploration of prototype pluralism 
by breaking away from a fixed collocation about the 
Intentions and Reference of the prototype. 


