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Towards the ‘Post-Historical and Cultural City Era’: Exploring the
Systematic Construction of Historic Urban Areas
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Abstract: In the fast process of industrialisation and
urbanisation, the Famous Historical and Cultural Cities in
China are involved in a process of rapid urban construction,
which bears the conflict between conservation and
development. On the occasion of the 35th anniversary of the
implementation ofthe National FamousHistoricaland Cultural
City conservationsystemin China, wefind thatthecitiesweare
nowencounteringarenolongerthesameonestheyusedtobe.
Large-scale old city redevelopment has left pieces of historic
fragments against the fast-growing modern cities, calling fora
rethinking of the meaning, aim, content,and method of urban
heritage conservation. In this context, this paper proposes the
term ‘Post-Historical and Cultural City Era;, addressing the
problems caused by the increasingly scattered and blurred
Historic Urban Areas. Based on the concepts of integrated
conservation and authenticity, the paper points out the city’s
mode of existence and its conservation values. It then goes on
withastudyoftherolethat'substitutionalelements’playonthe
control of the integral form of Historic Urban Areas, reflecting
onthelong-standingconservationmethodsfeaturedas‘object
conservation’and ‘major architecture conservation’ Based on
a theoretical reflection, the paper further takes Ningbo as an
example to explore a ‘systematic construction’ of its Historic
Urban Area in the context of contemporary urban settings.
The historical information scattered in the city is correlated
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and reorganised as an entity from the centre to the periphery,
from nodes to tracks, and from enclosed space to open space,
making the city live on as a part of the historical context.

Key words: Famous Historical and Cultural City; Historic
Urban Area; integrated conservation; systematic construction
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Synopsis

1 Practical problems of Historic Urban Areas in China

Since the implementation of the Reform and Open-
door Policy in China in the 1980s, the society entered a
period of rapid and far-reaching transformation, bearing a
strong character of ‘time-space compression’ The long-
time agricultural society was since then been confronted
with the impact of the Information Age even before the
beginning of extensive industrialisation in the real sense.
The multiple transformation processes in the following
decadeshave madetheurbanproblemsin Chinadistinctive
and complicated. Usually, existing urban spaces cannot
accommodate the radical social changes in such a short
time, and the normal evolution pattern and the internal
adjustment mechanism have been destroyed. Hence, the
fragmentation and blurring of the Historic Urban Areas has
becomeacommon phenomenoninmost Famous Historical
and Cultural Cities in China.

On the one hand there is the fragmentation of urban
space, as Historic Urban Areas have gradually been
fragmented into historic city blocks, and the overall
conservation of historic city is replaced by the conservation
of historic urban fragments. Consequently, history is
compressed in the cracks of modern cities, with tradition
floating in the river of profitable commercial society,
condensing the cultural context of a city into a nostalgic
scenic street.

On the other hand is the compression of time, as
traditional architecture is replaced by modern large-scale
buildings, and intricate urban structures are replaced by
a homogenous order. Places for daily life are omitted, the
loosepatternofstreetnetworkisorthogonalised.Duetothe
absence of time layers, most reconstructed historic blocks
have been degenerated into ‘flattened’ historical scenes.

2 Re-assessment of the conservation values

The current condition of most Famous Historical
and Cultural Cities in China is very different from that in
1982 when they were first designated. When we encounter
a Historic Urban Area to which we are familiar but has
experienced extensivechanges, wetendtoaskthe question
whether or not it should be conserved as an entity. Before
we answer the question, however, we need to tackle the
significantissueofre-assessmentoftheconservationvalues
from two aspects.

Oneisthestudyandassessmentofintegrity.Regarding
the damage that rapid urban construction has done to the
integrity of the historic environment, the integrity of a



Historic Urban Area should not be assessed merely by the
scale and amount of historical remains. Rather, it is more
related to the existence of the integral structure of history.
In China, though many Historic Urban Areas possess certain
scales of historic spaces and certain amounts of remains,
they are not able to form integral structures of the history,
and thus do not match the concept of historic ‘city’ in the
real sense. Therefore, these urban areas can merely be
regarded as the fragments of the historic environment. By
contrast, some Historic Urban Areas do not possess large-
scalehistoricblocks, yetthey have preserved clear historical
city axes and street pattern. Sometimes, the city walls no
longerexistbuttheirtracesareapparentlyrecognisable,and
historical city centres still act as significant references for
spatial orientation. Such Historic Urban Areas, thus, still
bear the value to be conserved as a whole.

The otheris the study and assessment of authenticity.
The authenticity of Historic Urban Areas is a complicated
phenomenon.Throughouthistory,citieswerereconstructed
upon cities; new ones were replacing the old ones. Thus,
‘history’ includes not only the physical elements laid out
in the initial stage of the city, but also the ‘substitutional
elements’in the following periods. The presence of history
makesthesubstitutionalelementsanotherformofprototype
in the temporal dimension. For instance, when a city wall
is demolished and the materials are used to reclaim the
city moat into a wide street around the city, its role as a
controller of the city space is still important. Such way of
urban construction still keeps the city’s original physical
form. Therefore, although specific physical elements are
replaced, theoverallstructureremainunchangedandcould
be regarded as a meaningful remain of the original stage.

3 Shifting to the integrated conservation method

After the large-scale urban redevelopment in China,
most Historic Urban Areas have lost their overall urban
structureand well-proportioned urbanfabric.This situation
calls for the exploration of a new method of integrated
conservation, shifting the current mode of ‘urban heritage’
conservation to ‘heritage city’ conservation.

The first shift should be from ‘major architecture
conservation’to‘structural association’. The urban heritage
conservation mode in China has long been based on the
‘four boundaries’method borrowed from cultural heritage
preservation,selectingmerelythesignificantbuildings/sites
for conservation. Due to the neglect of ‘non-significant’
parts of the urban space, the continuity of historical space
is interrupted, and the historic context of a city cannot
be recognised and understood any more, as the historical

remains lack inherent relationship. Therefore, it is urgent
to go beyond the existing model of ‘major architecture
conservation’, to search for the integral structure of the
Historic Urban Area, and to establish a new conservation
method which can be called ‘'systematic conservation’.
The second shift should be from ‘object conservation’
to ‘morphological control’ Although many historic cities
in China have experienced more than 30 years of rapid
expansion and large-scale redevelopment, many Historic
Urban Areas are still clearly recognisable against the modern
sections. For example, in most cases, we can easily point
out the position, delimitation and route of the city wall even
if it no longer exists. No matter how the city develops, the
urban fabric within the city wall continues to be a distinctive
historic section and the source of the city’s memory. In this
sense, itisimportant to go beyond the ‘object conservation’
mode and shift towards the’'morphological control’'mode by
establishing the concept of ‘system’ or ‘unit’ of historic space

and implementing controlled renovation in limited ranges.

4 Systematic construction of the Ningbo Historic Urban
Area

The Historic Urban Area of Ningbo can be taken as
an example to explore the ‘systematic construction’ of the
Historic Urban Area in the context of contemporary urban
settings. The historical information scattered in the city is
correlatedandreorganisedasanentityfromthecentretothe
periphery, from nodes to tracks, and from enclosed spaces
to open spaces, making the city live on as a part of the
historical context. (translated by Gu Xinyi and Li Yingchun)
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