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1. Introduction
1.1 Background and Aim
The development of cities in China has been through 
thousands of years with the earliest recorded 
urban planning theories from 770 B.C. Nowadays, 
traditional Chinese cities are known for their precious 
cultural heritage with showing the unique cityscapes. 
Since the reform and opening-up in 1978, research on 
traditional Chinese cities has gained more attention 
which encouraged an increasing number of architects 
to apply various aspects of traditional Chinese cities 
to their works.
This study extracted contemporary Chinese architects' 
design descriptions referring to traditional Chinese 
cities from the articles in architectural magazines1) 
as materials to analyze architects' recognition and the 
reinterpretation of traditional Chinese cities.
This research aims to clarify architects' thoughts 
on the connection between architectural tradition 
and contemporary design practice in China with 
traditional Chinese cities as example.2)

1.2 Research Methodology
Selected texts are analyzed based on four parts. 
First part is Architects' Recognition, which is about 
architects' understanding of traditional Chinese 
cities. Second part is Reference Object, where 
traditional Chinese cities are divided into Whole and 
Partial. Third part is Focus Point, which refers to the 
characteristics of Reference Object that architects 
pay attention to. Last part is Design Approach, which 
shows the way architects apply the Focus Point to 
their works. As the example in Fig.1 shows, architects 
focus on the composition pattern of the old city of 
northern China, which is considered as an expression 
of regional identity. When applying this Focus Point, 
the architects directly immitate the pattern of old 
cities to the plan of exhibition hall design.
2. Architects' Recognition of Traditional Chinese 
Cities
Based on the KJ Method, the contents of Architects' 
Recognition of traditional Chinese cities are analyzed 
and illustrated in Fig.2. The mapping shows the 
relationships between different cases and divides 

them into 2 groups: Environment and Culture. 
Environment contains Built Environment and 
Social Environment. Built Environment is about 
built space, Social Environment is about social 
life and production. Culture contains Regional 
Identity and Historical Carrier. Regional Identity is 
about characteristics that define and distinguish a 
specific geographic area, Historical Carrier means 
the media preserving and transmitting historical and 
cultural significance. In Environment, Architects' 
Recognition tends toward Built Environment. And 
in Culture, Architects' Recognition tends toward 
Regional Identity.
3. Reference of Traditional Chinese Cities

As shown in Fig.3, the Reference Object belong 
to specific cities with Beijing and Suzhou being 
mentioned most frequently, or non-specific cities. 
Reference Object is categorized into 2 major 
categories: Whole and Partial. Whole refers to City 
Itself, while Partial contains city elements such as 

, Defensive Facility, and City Block. 
City Block contains Neighborhood, Commercial 
Area, Government Area, and Religious Area. 
According to the frequency of each category, City 
Itself (47), (45), Defensive Facility 
(38), and City Block (42) are relatively balanced.

As shown in the upper part of Fig.4, Focus Point 
is divided into 5: Form, Composition, Layout, 
Scale, Material & Color. Among them, the largest 
ones are Form and Composition. Furthermore, 
29 combinations of Reference Object and Focus 
Point are shown in Fig.4. Among them, 7 typical 
combinations with the largest number of each 
category are found: <W×Co>, <P1×La>, <P2×Fo>, 
<P3×Sc>, <P4×Fo>, <P5×Fo>, <P6×Fo>. Overall, 
considering Reference Object, City Itself, Defensive 
Facility, and Traffic Element, which possess 
distinctive and unique characteristics, show a clear 
tendency in their Focus Points. In contrast, City 
Block, with its varied nature and functions, has a 
more diverse range of Focus Points. 

Fig.1 Example of Analysis

Title of Work Location
ShanghaiShanghai Urban Planning Exhibition Center ECADIExhibition center

Function Architect

Drawing inspiration from the old city's composition pattern of northern China, we have designed a central 

walls around the perimeter. This method perfectly resembles the pattern of Wanping in the southern outskirts of 
Beijing and the Tianjin Wei city in downtown Tianjin...expresses the connotation of Chinese regional identity.
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No.21-2  Lu's Medicine City Scenic Spot

The traditional city wall is a defense entity built of rammed 
earth and bricks...We mainly take the form of its appearance, 
using the city itself to form an inner ring of commercial premises...

       Focus PointReference Object

Fig.3 Reference Object Fig.4 Focus Point
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shape of the city 
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the palace, etc.

P a y  a t t e n t i o n 
to the material 
or color of the 
reference object, 
such as color of 
the city walls, etc.

Pay attention to 
the scale of the 
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such as the width 
of the street, the 
hight of the city 
gate, etc.
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layout of the reference 
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them as singleton 
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checkerboard road 
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spatial composition 
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<P1 × La>

The design of the Olympic Park draws on the charm of 
traditonal Beijing city...forming a checkerboard-layout road 
system of the traditional Beijing city...

<W × Co>
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Xinyang is a historic ancient city...By contrasting the 
composition fabric of the traditional Chinese grid with the 
natural landscape of the site...

<P2 × Fo>

<P3a × Sc>
No.45-6  Xi'an Jinyuan Wuzhou Community

...The street adopts the smaller spatial scale of traditional 
neighborhoods, which is intimate and pleasant...

 Fo>

<P3c × Fo>

<P3d × Fo>

No.22-1  Suzhou Hanshan Temple Commercial Street
The building fully absorbs the traditional commercial street 
approaches, the height control in 1 ~ 2 floors; the use of 
whitewashed walls and tiles of the two drop slope roof form...

...Capturing one of the stylistic features of traditional palace 
architecture, the winged corner as a parent theme that appears 
again and again in various corner sections of the building...

...the outer contour of the Temple of Heaven is rounded above 
and below, as well as the contrast between the circles, arcs and 
squares of the inner halls and altars. We fully draw on these 
methods in the layout of the "center"...

road

Fig.2 Architects' Recognition of Traditional Chinese Cities
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4. Design Approach of Reference
As shown in the upper part of Fig.5, Design Approach 
is divided into 3: Imitation, Modification, and 
Transformation. Imitation means to directly apply 
Focus Point to a design. Modification means to 
make some adjustments to Focus Point, while the 
essential parts are retained. Transformation means 
to change Focus Point completely. Among them, 
Modification is the largest one, approaching 50% of 
all cases. The second largest one is Imitation, making 
up around 36%. This reflects that when architects 
refer to traditional Chinese cities, they tend to make 
adjustments based on references while considering the 
actual circumstances.

Design Approach
In this chapter, the relationship among Architects' 
Recognition in Chapter 2, Reference Object and 
Focus Point in Chapter 3, Design Approach in Chapter 
4 is analyzed to figure out architects' thoughts on 
the connection between architectural tradition and 
contemporary design practice. Fig.5 illustrates Design 
Approach on the horizontal axis and 4 combinations of 
Reference Object and Focus Point on the vertical axis, 
while Architects' Recognition is marked inside. The 
grey areas examplify 6 representative types to show 
the tendency.
5.1 Main Tendency of Representation
Among Design Approach, Modification is more 
balanced across all combinations of Reference Object 
and Focus Point, while Imitation and Transformation 
are more prominent in some particular combinations. 
Comparing the proportion of Design Approach 
within each combination of Reference Object and 
Focus Point, when referring to City Itself and 
Defensive Facility, architects actively use a variety 
of approaches. The reason could be that City Itself 
refers to the whole city, while Defensive Facility is 
a kind of typical symbolic objects that can represent 
traditional Chinese cities. Meanwhile,  
and City Block have a clear tendency towards 
Imitation and Modification, while almost none 
towards Transformation. The reason could be that 
the characteristics of traditional Chinese cities' roads 
and blocks are still highly applicable in contemporary 
times, and architects are most often able to apply them 
directly or with some minor modifications to their 
designs.

Architects' Recognition
Regarding the relationship between Reference Object 
and Architects' Recognition, since City Itself holds 
the image of the whole city, and Traffic Element is 
also closely related to the overall traditional Chinese 
cities' image as a whole, architects seem to value 
their built and social environments. For Defensive 
Facility, which has special historical and traditional 

functionality, architects seem to believe that these 
elements can convey cultural meaning in contemporary 
times. By comparison, since City Block are tied to 
varied urban life functions, architects seem to believe 
that these elements hold both valuable environmental 
aspects and culture connotations.
5.3 Further Analysis on Representation Types
The detailed tendency of each combination of 
Reference Object and Focus point are analyzed. 
When architects refer to City Itself, they tend to 
pay attention to Composition (31/47). Within this 
combination (W×Co), the predominant Design 
Approach is Modification (19/31), where Architects' 
Recognition tends to be related with Environment 
(11/19). The reason could be that traditional Chinese 
cities have their own well-developed and unique urban 
planning systems, with unique plan compositions as 
a result. When architects apply them to their designs, 
it seems that they tend to modify them to better suit 
contemporary situations.
When architects refer to Defensive Facility, they 
tend to pay attention to Form (23/38). Within this 
combination (P2×Fo), Design Approach shows a 
balance of Imitation (7/23), Modification (8/23),  
Transformation (8/23), and Architects' Recognition 
tends to be related with Culture (15/23). The reason 
could be that the defensive facilities, such as city walls 
and city gates, carry unique and distinctive stylistic 
features and have been preserved as historical or 
cultural heritage till this day. When architects apply 
them to their designs, they tend to use a variety of 
design approaches.
When architects refer to Traffic Element, they 
tend to pay attention to Layout (23/45), Within this 
combination (P1×La), architects tend to use Imitation 
(16/22), where Architects' Recognition tends to be 
related with Environment (9/16). The reason could 
be that the most distinctive characteristic of traffic 
elements in traditional Chinese cities is the organized 
layout of roads, which remains highly relevant in 
contemporary design, allowing architects to apply it in 
their works directly.
When architects refer to City Block, they tend to pay 
attention to Form (14/42). Within this combination 
(P3×Fo), architects tend to use Imitation (6/14) and 
Modification (6/14) to apply Focus Point to their 
works, where Architects' Recognition tends to be 
related with Culture (8/12). The reason is thought 
to be that blocks in traditional Chinese cities with a 
variety of functions have their own unique stylistic 
features, which makes architects tend to focus on 

refering to them. Since traditional city blocks often 
have more distinctive regional identities and historical 
sites, architects seem to believe that they have 
corresponding regional characteristics and rich cultural 
and historical connotations.
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Notes:
1) The magazine of Architectural Journal ( ), which is one of the most important 

the source of research materials. It publishes projects and design descriptions. 
2) Articles are selected from the period of 1978 (when China started the reform and opening-
up policy) to 2023. Totally 86 projects and 172 cases are selected.
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6. Conclusion
This study takes traditional Chinese cities as a research 
object to analyze how Chinese contemporary architects 
refer to traditional architecture and represent their 
qualities in design works. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 classify 
and analyze Architects' Recognition, Reference 
Object and Focus Point, and Design Approach. 
Chapter 5 makes a comprehensive analysis to clarify 
the relationships and tendencies between architects' 
understanding of traditional Chinese cities and what 
they pay attention to within each category of Reference 
Object and Design Approach to figure out the reasons 
for such tendencies. Overall, in terms of Architects' 
Recognition, Reference Object and Focus Point, it is 
evident that architects' understanding of traditional 
Chinese cities is very rich and wide-ranging. However, 

in terms of Design Approach, the proportion of 
Transformation is very small, indicating that architects 
lack consideration of how to apply Focus Point to their 
design works. It reflects that while architects deeply 
understand traditional Chinese cities, they still need to 
more actively apply them into contemporary designs.

Fig.5 Relationship between Architects' Recognition, Reference Object, Focus Point & Design Approach
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② [P2 × Fo] × Mo

to its historical and cultural continuity...It 
should strive for a contemporary expression 
or even innovation.When dealing with the 
form between building walls and roofs, 
drawing inspiration from the techniques 
used in city walls and towers...

No.67-1

Special attention was paid 

① [W × Co] × Mo

Yuanluo is an important part of the 
traditional urban space of Beijing. The 
design draws on the Yuanluo fractal 
pattern, using the Sanheyuan as the 
planning unit module, which possesses 
the sense of domain and cohesion 
provided by the Siheyuan, but breaks 
the closed, inward-looking character 
of the Yuanluo...

⑤ [P3 × Fo] × Im

...transmitting the cultural heritage 
of ancient buildings...must adhere 
to the Qing dynasty local county 
government office's standards and 
traditional construction practices, 
striving to meticulously rebuild 
the architectural style of the Cixi 

.

Reconstruction

③ [P1 × La] × Im

...The road and lane system of 
the Tongfang Lane neighborhood 
follows the traditional road "square 
grid" and "  pattern"  of Suzhou, 
with a clear road framework, 
hierarchical classification, and 
rational functionality...

No.30-2
Suzhou Tongfang 
Alley Community

④ [P1 × La] × Mo

a rigorous and orderly central axis structure 
and a grid pattern of roads...The overlap and 
superimposition of these two patterns, a grid 
combined with circular and semi-circular 
forms...gives the design a strong sense of 
contemparaneity...

No.15-2

Beijing is an ancient city with 

⑥ [P3 × Co] × Mo

town's Characteristics, and considering 
future development, we have formulated 
the overall design concept for the Mihang 
Neighborhood...The residential clusters 
will  draw on the tradit ional  spatial 
sequence of "street, alley, courtyard, home" 
found in traditional neighborhoods.

No.36-1

Respect ing  the  water 

Design Approach

make some adjustments to Focus Point, 
while the essential parts are retained change Focus Point completelydirectly apply Focus Point to a design

No.5-1  Xi'an is a plain city, the road is the main 
factor to determine the urban pattern, the plan 
follows the Tang Chang'an " " layout, the 
city's arterial road adopts a wide and straight line, 
reproducing the Tang Chang'an's strict and neat 
pattern...

No.47  "Facing the city" implies and reconstructs 
the composition of traditional Chinese city's 
Yuanluo in relation to the city. To enter the art 

with a winding entrance ramp. The building, facing 
the street, lacks the typical plaza or grand steps, which 
sparked much debate throughout the design and 
construction process.

No.8  The garden's eastern wall is connected with the 
"Chengtai" at the southeastern corner, mimicking the 
undulating form of ancient city walls...When designing 
the battlements of the wall and the platform, we did not 
simply replicate the actual style of the Great Wall. Instead, 
we adapted to the garden's environment by designing the 
battlements as small, stepped elements rather than large, 
blocky ones...


