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“They” and “We” — History of Western Architects’ Practice in China
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Abstract

In this paper, “they” refers to all foreign designers who have practiced
in China. “They” has never changed, but in the increasingly globalized
world, “we” has become something unrecognizable. The moment “they”
emerged as a concept in Chinese design culture, was the exact moment
“we” needed a definition for “we”. Historically, western architects
who have had significant impacts on Chinese architecture are little
known in their home countries. At the same time, “we” are so afraid of
losing ourselves that we have been made afraid of our own shadows.
With the influx of foreign designers, we have trapped ourselves in a
dilemma of identity. There is no problem with learning from the West,
but the problem is that China has become soaked in pragmatism and
opportunism. Looking back at western architects’ gains and losses in
Chinese architecture over the 20th Century, such worries stem from
lessons and experiences that could have been learned long ago.
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The role of foreign designers in China is currently a hot topic. But it is
often overlooked that there were two groups of foreign architects who
came to China before the current influx of contemporary designers.
Even without considering the western missionaries who helped Emperor
Qing build the Old Summer Palace, many western architects opened
offices in China in the 1920s and 1930s, and Soviet consultants from
the 1950s left notable traces on China’s cities and architecture. What is
significant from this long history of foreign influence is that today “they”
are still they, while it is hard to say if “we” are still we.

In fact, “they” and “we” share a parallel history. “They” emerged
right when “we” became “we”. In Chinese architectural history over
the 20th Century there have been three major shifts about ethnic style
and modern architecture style. The first happened during the period of
the Republic of China. Architecture students who had studied in the US

with Shih-Cheng Liang returned to China advocating for a “national
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style”. They sought to bring a “Chineseness” to modern Chinese cities
through a combination of republic regime and public life. Nanjing
Museum, designed by Liang, and Sun Yatsen’s Mausoleum designed
by Yen-Chih Lu in the 1930s are examples of this style. The second
shift was a reaction to the “Chineseness” advocated in the middle of

20th Century. Concern about “ethnic style” was derived from Soviet

The first two “sinicization” helped make room for
western architecture, whose core stems from Greek

and Roman traditions, which has ultimately changed
the face of Chinese cities.

influence, and more or less established the “memorability” style in
line with values of the new collective economic system. An example
of this style is the “Top Ten Architecture”, as the Great Hall of the
People is a representative. The third shift was the “modernization
of Chinese architecture” since China has opened up to the outside
world in the 1980s and 1990s. With the influx of foreign designers
and changing attitudes towards the outside world, this period raised
discussions about the ancient capital’s architectural features restoration
and historic preservation under large-scale construction. The focus
at this time was about how to preserve Chinese traditions under huge
waves of urbanization. An example of architecture at this time is the
Beijing West Railway Station. Looking back, the first two “sinicization”
were not thorough or special, but they helped people clearly see the
maladjustments of traditional architectures in a modern context. They
also helped make room for western architecture, whose core stems from
Greek and Roman traditions, which has ultimately changed the face of
Chinese cities.

In the context of Chinese urbanization and opening to the outside
world, traditional architecture would not survive in contemporary cities.
It is structured on a large-scale community model comprised of small-
volume single units with a relatively small courtyard-style layout. The
building cost today would be very high. Additionally, the size is too
limited to accommodate large public activities. For example, the Palace
Museum has been directly modified from a traditional building, but
even if modern materials can be used to enlarge the volume and scale
of traditional architecture, it will not be easy to reproduce the ideal

“Chinese atmosphere”, and ancient architectural forms are sometimes

incompatible with modern uses. The use of reinforced concrete and steel
has made it possible to build larger versions of traditional architecture
that would otherwise likely create awkward and paradoxical images. By
contrast, ancient Greek and Roman construction was already very close
to meeting the architectural demands of modern western civilization. In

ancient Rome, for example, there was multi-story buildings and even a
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1-1. Stone Steps to the the hall of Sun Yat-sen's Mausoleum

1-2. Yen-Chih Lu's Design of the hall of Sun Yat-sen's Mausoleum, 1925

2. "Top Ten Architecture" in 1950s, as the Great Hall of the People is a representative
)=

3.  Beijing west train station built in 1993 © Kim S.
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4. Henry K. Murphy and his wife
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prototypical elevator.

I have carefully studied the American architect, Henry K. Murphy,
who was active during the Republic of China. Murphy represents
a forgotten history of Chinese architectural transformation. Until
Murphy, the social meaning of architecture in China was just an
extension of “art work”. Compared to well-known modern buildings,
such as Sun Yatsen’s Mausoleum, Murphy’s achievements were
commercial projects, without any special social meaning. They are
“normal buildings” rather than “unusual buildings”. The second
influence is again about “the debate between Chinese and Non-
Chinese”. Chinese designers are still embarrassed about how to deal
with the influx of western architecture, and the hybrid style is often
looked down on as a form of compromise. Chinese architecture
historians have never confirmed the impact of foreign architects
such as Murphy on the development of Chinese architecture, but
there is a complex and sometimes contradictory attitude to the use of
these buildings. To a large extent, this attitude is because people do
not know how to define Murphy’s works. His built work often has
the look of traditional Chinese style, but they are definitely not part
of the Chinese architectural tradition. His buildings are strong and
durable and can be called magnificent, considering their construction
and functions. But, very few people think they can reach the level of
traditional Chinese architecture from a cultural perspective. The dualism
of Chinese / Western or traditional / modern did not start with a clearly
opposed black and white relationship. However, in the confusing and
often arbitrary spectrum of architectural typologies, they have gradually
become two seemingly opposite styles. People rarely refuse practices of
modernization, but they always fear losing themselves to the influence of
others.

As a matter of fact, what is pure “self”? “We” are no longer “we”
since the moment that “they” tried to become “we”, yet we did nothing.

After the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the first generation of Chinese
real estate developers were full of fears. They rushed to transform
China’s old urban fabric to prove their own advancement, but they did
not understand the social system that had been supporting the industry
of western architecture. This is why Chinese developers were at a
disadvantage during struggles of western philosophy versus eastern
philosophy. Additionally, a considerable amount of modern building
materials could not be made in China at that time, and the management

of western construction projects was so advanced that is still beyond

the reach of most Chinese projects today. In the 1930s when Murphy
was just starting his practice in China, in New York the famous Empire
State Building was being built, a project that took just a little more
than one year to complete. It is not only the height of this skyscraper
that is appreciated by people, but also its model of construction and
employment. With the high cost of land in Manhattan, the Empire State
Building did not use any extra stockyard, backup fields, cranes or other

equipments. The building was installed directly on itself to grow taller
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5-1. Campus plan of Yanching University

5-2. The campus of Peking University (former Yanching University)
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6. No. 100 Building of Nanjing Ginling Women's College

and taller. After building the foundation, all raw materials were shipped
to the building site for rapid construction. Whichever story was under
construction, that story became the required working interface. Due to
sophisticated transportation and construction, and timely and accurate
work shifts, the construction required very little urban space other than
the building itself. In Rem Koolhaas’s words, it was like the Empire
State Building “built itself”.

At the time, such a project would have been impossible in China,
and there were no Chinese developers who could meet such demands.
Additionally, there were no foreign engineers or architects who knew
China’s situation well. When Murphy started working in China, he not
only had to be capable of large-scale site planning, concept design and
proposing basic plans, but also had to know the construction skills of
local workers and coordinate solutions for all kinds of “accidents” that
occur during the construction process. Most foreign architects working
in China in the 1930s, including Murphy, were not hired by Chinese
developers, but by foreign companies. The regime of that time allowed
foreign architects to directly represent foreign interests and companies,
which meant they did not have to worry about not so well established
building regulations. Frankly, it provided very good conditions for
western construction in China. They gained preliminary experience
through cooperation with local Chinese firms during construction, and

the “hybrid of China and the West” helped break strict boundaries and

brought the two sides a little closer.

However, this model is not without serious problems. From the
perspective of foreign designers, a project’s success is highly dependent
on the quality of the developer, and the actual output is far more
complicated than originally imagined. Most Westerners who hold a
pragmatic attitude do not understand China’s interests and patience. For
example, Murphy charged extremely high fees, but he was a successful
because he catered to potential Chinese costumers by emphasizing
cultural strategy more than his competitors. He respected the so-
called “northern tradition”, meaning he choose traditional construction
methods represented by official palace style buildings and partly agreed
to the hierarchies in Chinese architecture system. Murphy could do
so because he had a deep understanding to Chinese culture and was
able to skip controversial problems. Unfortunately, Chinese architects
have often modeled their practices on Murphy. On the one hand they

simplified architecture into a simple idea of “function + form”, which

What is important is not the difference between “they”

and “we”, but if “we” can neutralize the need for
“they”.

is not a very sophisticated perspective on architecture. On the other
hand, it is a classic Chinese perspective that allows Chinese architects
to see modeling ability and artistic accomplishments as a shortcut to get
profits and reputation. Apart from technology, Chinese designers have
thrown aside other important aspects of modern architecture, rendering
them unable to fully understand the social significance of architecture.
Many of Murphy’s designs are not outstanding, but they often hold
historical significance. For example, alumni feel deeply attached to
Nanjing Ginling Women’s College, designed by Yen-Chih Lu with
Murphy as the advisor, and the old library of Tsinghua University,
designed by Jun Zhuang with guidance from Murphy. But the design
of both these examples is not remarkable on their own. However, these
buildings made a little known architect in the US a celebrity in Chinese
culture. The earliest way that foreign architects contributed to Chinese
cities — there is score but no achievement; there is discipline but no
academy — even determined the origin of some problems of current

architecture education. The interior of architecture discipline is easily

=it =E Landscape Architecture Frontiers

considered as a practical learning, but its exterior forms are considered
as “classics” too long ago that architects are discouraged to question
but to get more familiar with. This breaks up the consistency between
pre-existing methods (which are also the “truth” of physical properties)
and purposes (rationalism since the Age of Enlightenment) of western
architecture.

In recent years, “international architecture playground” has
become a common saying to tease foreign architects who frequently
work in China. The presence of international designers is not about
the role of international practice in China, but whether our country
has the intelligence and sincerity to accept foreign designers, and is
brave enough to absorb and challenge foreign wisdom. Throughout
architectural history it is not unusual to see the influence of foreign
designers. For example, in 1979 the West German government wanted
to transform the city of Berlin, which was still divided at the time.
They created a strategy of “cautious urban renewal” through “critical

reconstruction”. They invited many world-famous architects, such as

Peter Eisenman, Vittorio Gregotti, Hans Hollein, Arata Isozaki, Rob

Collier, Aldo Rossi and James Stirling, to contribute ideas for the
redevelopment of Berlin. By 1987, when Berlin had already been an
established city for more than 750 years, the work of these architects
brought significant transformations to the city, contributing valuable
advice and experience to the redevelopment of the city’s future.
Perhaps what is important is not the difference between “they” and

“we”, but if “we” can neutralize the need for “they”. LAF
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