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AnaTanpia. [sra naciegasanne npamnaHye ycebakoBac IEPAaCcIHCABAHHE aJHOM 3 CAMbIX PAHHIX CICTOMATBIYHBIX
cpo6 BBbISHAUBIIL 1 3aMalaBalb [AC/LIOYHYIO KITAHCKYIO apXITOKTYPHYIO TPAIBIIBIO § MeXaX CydacHAR
mpacKTHaM OpakThlki. 3acsapomksatousicsa Ha Jlaue Cerusne (1901-1972), kinouason ¢irypsl y ricTopbli KiTanicKan
apxiTOKTYphl, ayrap(bl) 3MsAmdac(lolb) Aro Mpally y IMIBIPIHLIbl KYJIBTYPHBl IMITYJIBC PaHHAra XX CTAromiuss
IMKHCHHE I[anBepIsilp ricrapeludyro 1ngHTbiuHacob Kiras. BsikapeicroyBaroubl apXITO9KTYpPHBLL MAJIIOHKI
aZHAyacoBa K ACHOYHbl a0’eKT aHai3y 1 SK aHAJTHIYHBl IHCTPYMEHT, apTBIKYJ HACJCLYe, AK Bi3yaJbHBLI
panpasenrausli JIsHa sBamonplAHABAIL Ha PO3HBIX dTAax Aro kap epel. Tpel kimouasels Mamonki 1920-x 1 1930-x
rajioy CynacTayJitoLa 1 IHTIpIpaTylona npas ikaHarpadiuHa-IkOHaIArTUHYIO IPb13MY, Kab pacauslib 3pyxi ¥ Aro
PasyMcHHI 1 BBIKApPBICTAHHI apXITOKTypHAra MiHysara. BelHIKI cBeualp Ipa IacTyIOBYIO TpaHCpapMalblio Taro, sK
JIsH xaHCTpYsABAY TPAIBILBIIO: k] aTMACPEpPHBIX, SMALBIAHA HACBIUAHBIX 3BAKYallbld «KITAMCKACLD»  ga OOJIbLI
CBAJOMBIX HAMAraHHY y3raHILb MCTAPBIUHYI0 BOOPA3HACHH Ca CTPYKTYPHAM JIOTiKaM. 1'9Th1sd 3MEHB1 BBICBCUBAIOLD
HE TOJIBKI CTAJICHHE SIT'O TAPIThIUHAN I1a310bll aJHOCHA «IIPABUILHArA» 1 «CJIAYHAra» apXITIKTypPHAra MIHyJIAra, aje
1 Toe, SKIM UBlHAM M0 METalbl PIMIPI3CHTAUBL ¢apMaBayml cyudacHae OauaHHe KiTaMCKal apXITIKTypHAR
IIPHTBIYHACIL. Y BBIHIKY HACJCIABAHHE CLBApJIpKae, MmTo MamoHKl JIsHa Maroub ayraHOMHYIO IIOKA3HYIO
KAIITOYHACHb: SHbl JAKYMCHTYIOLb CTAHAYJICHHE KAHAHIUHAM apXITOKTYPHAN MOBBI, SKas 3JIyUbLIA IICTAPBIUYHYIO
maBary 3 BbIKJIKami 1 marTpadami MalppHara npackraBaHHsA. llepaansHbBaloubl raThli BI3yaJIbHBLS MATIPbLAIbL,
ayTap(bl) maryIb10Jse(10Lb) pasyMEHHE Taro, K apXiTOKTYPHAS PINPI3CHTALbLS TACPIJHIYAIA CTBAPIHHE KiTAMCKAN

apXITOKTypPHAH MAIIPHACL] ¥ KPbITBIUHB] MICTAPBIYHB] MOMAHT.
Kmouasbia cinosbi: Kiraickas apxitoxrypHas cnagubiHa; JIsn Cplush; apxiTOKTypHAS POLpI3CHTALbL;

ricrapblyHas ikaHarpa¢isf; ysromHeHacb BOOpasa 1 CTPYKTYpbl; CydacHas KiTamcKas

apxiTaKTypa; mpackTHbl gpickype 1920-x-1930-x ragoy

Zhurnal Belorusskogo Gosudarstvennogo Universiteta. Istortya Vol. 7 No. 3, 2025, 101-110 101



ZKypran Benopycckoro rocymapcrserroro yausepcurera. Mcropus
Zhurnal Belorusskogo Gosudarstvennogo Universiteta. Istoriya

CITaTublHA
Heritage
P-ISSN: 2520-6338 | E-ISSN: 2617-4006

Research Article

From Impression to Structure: The Development of Historical
Representation in Liang Sicheng’s Architectural Drawings

Lina Wang and Xiao Bu Wang

Beijing University of Civil Engineering and Architecture, Beijing 100044, China

Abstract. This study offers a comprehensive re-examination of one of the earliest systematic attempts to define and
embed a coherent Chinese architectural tradition within modern design practice. Focusing on Liang Sicheng (1901—
1972), a central figure in Chinese architectural history, the research situates his work within the broader cultural
aspiration to reaffirm China’s historical identity during the early twentieth century. Using architectural drawings both
as the primary object of study and as the analytical instrument, the paper investigates how Liang’s visual
representations evolved across different phases of his career. Three key drawings from the 1920s and 1930s are
juxtaposed and interpreted through an iconographic and iconological framework to trace shifts in his understanding
and use of the architectural past. The findings reveal a gradual transformation in how Liang constructed tradition
moving from atmospheric evocations of “Chineseness” to more deliberate efforts that aligned historical imagery with
structural logic. These developments illuminate not only his maturing theoretical stance on the “correct” and
“glorious” architectural past but also the ways his representational methods shaped a modern vision of Chinese
architectural identity. The study ultimately argues that Liang’s drawings possess an autonomous evidentiary value,
documenting the formation of a canonical architectural language that bridged historical reverence with modern design
concerns. By reassessing these visual materials, the research contributes to a deeper understanding of how architectural

representation mediated the creation of Chinese architectural modernity during a critical historical moment.
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Introduction

Despite China’s rapid embrace of modernity across political, economic, and cultural spheres, architects have
consistently articulated the need to design in ways that remain recognizably Chinese. This long-standing aspiration to
anchor new architectural expressions in a venerable past has influenced the country’s architectural landscape for more
than a century. It is not only upheld by architects and scholars but also echoed at the political level, where tradition is
often invoked as a means of strengthening cultural identity, particularly in response to historical traumas such as

foreign invasions and the perceived cultural challenge posed by Japan.
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Against this broader backdrop, Liang Sicheng (1901-1972) stands out as a major figure whose scholarship and design
advocacy significantly shaped how Chinese architectural tradition was theorized in the early twentieth century. During
the 1920s and 1930s, when architects first attempted to systematically integrate historical knowledge into modern
practice, Liang developed a comprehensive framework combining architectural history with contemporary design
methodology. His dual role as historian and architect allowed him to articulate a vision in which the architectural past
could meaningfully inform the architecture of the future. Consequently, his work has become foundational not only
for writing a history of modern Chinese architectural thought but also for understanding how tradition was consciously
constructed and mobilized.

A substantial body of research has examined Liang’s writings and theoretical contributions (Hsia, 1990; Lai,
1996; Zhao, 2001, 2011; Li, 2002, 2012; Steinhardt, 2004; Ding, 2013; Zhu, 2014). Yet, only a limited number of
studies most notably Zhu (2009) have explored his drawings as independent analytical material capable of revealing
how he conceptualized architectural meaning. Most scholarship has treated his drawings as mere illustrations of his
written arguments. This article departs from that approach by positioning Liang’s drawings as primary evidence,
arguing that they possess their own interpretive weight and trace shifts in his understanding of the architectural past
more transparently than his prose. By examining several representative drawings produced during key phases of
Liang’s early career, this study investigates how his interpretation of historical architecture evolved and how these
changes informed his broader theoretical stance on identifying the “correct” and “glorious” Chinese past. Through
this analysis, the article highlights the essential role of drawing as both method and medium in shaping Liang’s

conceptualization of tradition and its subsequent impact on the formation of modern Chinese architectural identity.
Materials and Methods

This study adopts an iconographic and iconological analytical approach to investigate how Liang Sicheng’s
architectural drawings reflect the evolution of his interpretation of the Chinese architectural past. Rather than treating
the drawings as secondary illustrations supporting his written arguments, this research considers them primary visual
evidence capable of revealing shifts in Liang’s theoretical orientation and representational methods. Three drawings
from key stages of his early career 1926, 1932, and 1937 were selected because they correspond to distinct phases of
his development as both an architect and a historian.

The analytical process involved a close comparative reading of these three drawings, focusing on variations in
composition, representational technique, linework, structural articulation, and the relationship between visual imagery
and constructional logic. This comparison allowed the study to identify how Liang gradually moved from atmospheric
and picturesque renderings toward more rigorously constructed drawings that emphasize structural coherence.
Particular attention was given to how Liang’s Western architectural education, especially the Beaux-Arts
representational tradition, influenced his early methods and how these methods were subsequently adapted through
his engagement with Chinese historical buildings.

To contextualize the drawings, the study integrates evidence from Liang’s documented fieldwork and published
analyses of significant historical sites, including his 1932 study of Guanyin Hall and his 1937 investigation of the East
Hall at Foguang Temple. These two cases serve as critical reference points because they exemplify the transition in
Liang’s thought from constructing atmospheric images of the architectural past to articulating a more deliberate and
theoretically grounded representation of structural and aesthetic coherence.

A comparative table summarizing the main findings is included in the Results section, in line with the structure

of the original article. The preparation of this table formed an essential part of the methodological process, as it
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synthesizes the stylistic, historical, and theoretical distinctions among the three stages of Liang’s representational
practice. However, all figures and the table remain located in the Results section, as in the original publication.

A MEMORIAL AUDITORIUM
First Mention: Shih Cheng Liang. Pcking, China.

Figure 1. Liang sicheng: Elevation of a memorial auditorium. Source: The Pennsylvania triangle, X (Liang,
1927).

Results

The comparative analysis of the three selected drawings reveals a clear evolution in Liang Sicheng’s approach to
representing the Chinese architectural past. His earliest drawing from 1926 demonstrates a picturesque and
atmospheric style, in which the visual intention is guided primarily by a desire to evoke a generalized sense of
“Chineseness.” At this stage, Liang relied on intuitive imagery rather than structural precision, illustrating how he
initially approached tradition by assembling visual impressions of the past. The 1932 watercolour elevation of Guanyin
Hall marks a decisive transition toward monumental representation. This drawing highlights the grandeur of the
building’s form and reflects Liang’s expanding theoretical interest in shaping a “correct” and “glorious” past. Guanyin
Hall originally reconstructed in 984 AD served not only as a crucial historical discovery but also as a visual model
through which Liang connected Liao-period architecture with what he believed to be the broader aesthetic spirit of
the Tang period. The elevation emphasizes proportional refinement, classical revival qualities, and the architectural
dignity that Liang increasingly associated with China’s most exemplary past.
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Figure 1. Liang Sicheng: The watercolour elevation of Guanyin Pavilion (*Chinese Academy of Cultural Heritage)

A major transformation occurs in 1937 with Liang’s drawing of the East Hall at Foguang Temple, the oldest
verified Tang wooden building he had encountered. In this drawing, Liang completely abandons atmospheric
rendering in favor of analytical accuracy. By juxtaposing the elevation and the section within the same composition,
he emphasizes both the building’s iconic image and its structural logic. The use of contour lines, wood-grain-fill in the
section plane, and the balanced projection of the background illustrate Liang’s growing commitment to representing
the coherence between appearance and structure a principle that would become foundational in his architectural
theory.
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Figure 2. Liang Sicheng: Juxtapositional elevation and section of East Hall in Foguang Si (Liang, 1944).
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The progression observed across Fig. 1, Fig. 2, and Fig. 3 shows how Liang’s theoretical position matured from
using the past unintentionally to constructing it consciously through a critical, historically grounded method. His
emotional responses recorded in his writing describing the East Hall as “unexpected” and “overwhelming” (Liang
1941; Liang 1944) further demonstrate how the discovery reinforced his conviction that Tang architecture represented
the pinnacle of Chinese architectural achievement.

To synthesize these findings, a comparative table summarizes the distinctions among the three stages of Liang’s
development covering stylistic tendencies, historical context, representational techniques, preferred architectural
styles, and theoretical orientation. This table clarifies how Liang’s understanding of the architectural past evolved in
tandem with changes in both historical knowledge and representational strategy.

Table 1. The development of Liang's use of the past as shown in the way he constructed tradition

Aspect Fig. 1 Fig. 2 Fig. 3
Key Year 1926 1932 1937
Drawing style Picturesque drawing Watercolour rendering  Juxtaposition of the

Historical context

The method of
representing the past
The method of using
the past in design

Architectural style
preferred

The architectural
theory of constructing
the tradition

The world's interest in
revealing Chinese

ancient relics

Creating Chinese
atmosphere

Collage of the
elements/fragments of
the past in the Beaux-
Arts style of design
Qing (late imperial
period) Style

Using the past

unintentionally

elevation

Native interests vying
against their
counterparts; the
formational stage of
Liang's architectural
theory

Monumental
architectural image
Bringing the correct
and proportional
architectural image into
the design

Tang

Constructing a glorious
image of the past
intentionally

elevation and structure
The maturation of
Liang's architectural

theory

Coherence of image

and structure

N/A

Tang

Mature and
autonomous
appreciation of the
coherence of image and

structure

Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that Liang Sicheng’s representational methods evolved in parallel with the
gradual clarification of his architectural theory concerning the Chinese past. His early drawings, such as the 1926
picturesque rendering, reveal an intuitive engagement with historical imagery, where the architectural past served

primarily as a visual reservoir from which atmospheric impressions were assembled. This stage reflects Liang’s early
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exposure to the widespread international fascination with Chinese antiquity, as well as the influence of Western
educational environments that encouraged the creative reworking of historical elements.

Liang’s representational approach became more theoretically oriented in the early 1930s, particularly through
his study of Guanyin Hall in 1932. This building, reconstructed in the Liao period but closely aligned with the
proportional principles of the Song and Tang traditions, provided Liang with a tangible model for articulating a
“correct” architectural image. His use of the terminology from Ying Zao Fa Shi when describing Guanyin Hall, and
his comparison with Dunhuang mural depictions, illustrates his determination to ground representation in historical
accuracy rather than impressionistic evocation. At this stage, Liang began to distinguish between superficial revivalism
and historically coherent architectural expression.

The most significant theoretical shift occurred after his 1937 encounter with the East Hall of Foguang Temple,
the oldest verified Tang wooden structure known at the time. Liang’s drawing of this building combining elevation
and section signals a critical departure from previous modes of representation. The juxtaposition of image and
structural analysis in Fig. 3 is not merely a technical adjustment; it represents Liang’s adoption of a conceptual
framework in which architectural tradition is understood as the unity of external form and internal construction. The
drawing demonstrates a mature understanding of architectural meaning, where the past is represented not through
aesthetic impression but through structural logic, proportional clarity, and material expressiveness.

This evolution in representation corresponds to Liang’s larger theoretical arguments from the 1940s, in which
he increasingly emphasized Tang architecture as the “glorious” and authoritative past. His descriptions of the East
Hall full of emotion and intellectual certainty indicate that this discovery validated his belief that tradition should be
reconstructed through its most exemplary form. The drawing style he developed at this stage also informed later works,
including the plates for A Pictorial History of Chinese Architecture, where similar techniques were used to reinforce
the structural nature of Chinese buildings. These stylistic and analytical advancements align with Rudolf Arnheim’s
theory of “figure and ground,” which Liang indirectly applied when manipulating contour lines and sectional textures
to emphasize structural qualities. Overall, the discussion highlights that Liang’s construction of architectural tradition
was neither static nor predetermined. Instead, it developed through a dynamic process shaped by new historical
discoveries, deepening field investigations, theoretical reflection, and evolving representational techniques. The
coherence of image and structure first fully realized in the 1937 drawing of the East Hall became the cornerstone of
Liang’s mature architectural theory. These findings underscore the broader significance of drawing not merely as a
visual tool but as an interpretive medium through which architectural history, identity formation, and modern design

discourse were actively constructed.
Conclusions

This study demonstrates that Liang Sicheng’s drawings serve as a critical medium through which his evolving
understanding of Chinese architectural traditions can be traced. The comparative examination of drawings from 1926,
1932, and 1937 reveals a clear shift from intuitive, atmosphere-driven representations toward analytical, structurally
coherent depictions grounded in historical accuracy. As Liang encountered more verified early architectural examples
through field research, particularly the East Hall at Foguang Temple, his methods of representation transformed
accordingly. The juxtaposition of elevation and section in the 1937 drawing marks a pivotal moment in which
appearance and structure were intentionally integrated to convey the full architectural logic of the past.

Taken together, the findings illustrate that Liang’s construction of architectural tradition was not static but
developed through continuous engagement with new discoveries, evolving methodologies, and deepened theoretical

reflection. Drawing became more than a visual tool; it functioned as a form of scholarly inquiry that shaped Liang’s
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architectural thinking and contributed to the broader formation of modern Chinese architectural identity. By
reassessing these drawings, the study underscores their importance not only as historical artifacts but also as active

agents in the intellectual development of China’s architectural discourse.
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