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FiG. 1 DESIGN SOLUTIONS FOR THE RECONSTRUCTION OF TRADITIONAL CHINESE SETTLEMENTS:

A — LU VILLAGE AND GUILIN; B — FuCHUAN COUNTY NORTH MAO FAMILY ECOLOGICAL VILLAGE;

C — EcoLoGICAL VILLAGE OF OAK TAIL IN MAILING TOWN OF FUCHUAN COUNTRY; D — LONG TANG JIANG;

E — HEBEI ECOLOGICAL VILLAGE. THE USE OF MODERN BUILDING MATERIALS IS ACCOMPANIED BY TRADI-
TIONAL BUILDING FORMS, DECORATIVE DETAILS AND SPATIAL ORGANIZATION (LION'S SCULPTURE, TRADITIO-
NAL ROOF RIDGES AND MATOUJIAN ELEMENTS, SPATIAL PLACEMENT OF BUILDINGS IN RELATION TO WATER
AND TREES AND ORIENTATION TO THE CARDINAL POINTS IN ACCORDANCE WITH FENG SHUI REQUIREMENTS).



SCIENTIFIC PAPER

MiN Li%, XIAN Hu?

12 GUANGXI NORMAL UNIVERSITY, SCHOOL OF DESIGN, GUILIN, CHINA
1 (5} HTTPS://ORCID.ORG/0009-0007-9810-2660

2 (2} HTTPS://ORCID.ORG/0009-0007-5327-3415

110367752@qqg.com
xian_hu8675@gmx.com

PRELIMINARY COMMUNICATION
HTTPS://DOI.ORG/10.31522/pP.32.2(68).7

UDC 711:930.2(510)

TECHNICAL SCIENCES / ARCHITECTURE AND URBAN PLANNING

32[2024] 2(68] PROSTOR

267

2.01.04 — HISTORY AND THEORY OF ARCHITECTURE AND PRESERVATION OF THE BUILT HERITAGE

ARTICLE RECEIVED / ACCEPTED: 29.9.2023. / 17.12.2024.

SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS OF CHINESE FOLK ARCHITECTURE

IN MODERN PLANNING

ARCHITECTURAL PLANNING
ARCHITECTURE SEMIOTICS
CHINESE FOLK ARCHITECTURE
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The study aims to explore the semiotics of the genetic symbols of Chi-
nese folk architecture as the basis for representing the symbolic and
mythological events of national history in the contemporary recon-
struction of traditional settlements. The questionnaire-based survey,
which involved 227 city dwellers and 239 residents of traditional vil-
lages, was used to assess architectural objects. As a result, the study

justified the use of Chinese folk architecture symbols when implement-
ing the Chinese state program for the traditional village revival, as well
as when solving the problems of preserving the original historical archi-
tectural heritage in Western Chinatowns and in China itself. The men-
tioned symbols can be used to determine the conceptual approaches in
architectural planning of traditional Chinese rural settlements.
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INTRODUCTION

-|:e concept of folk architecture is ambigu-
ous, debatable and poses a certain challenge
to scientific research (Zwerger, 2019). China is
a very ancient culture with a great architec-
tural heritage. The oldest fully preserved ar-
chitectural monument is the Great Wall of
China (the oldest fragments date back to the
3" century BC); most of the oldest architec-
tural forms are known from written sources
and the preservation of elements of these
forms in later monuments and surviving build-
ings. Most of the ancient construction was
wooden and has survived to this day only in
copies and inheritances, as well as in vernac-
ular wooden architecture, which is confirmed
by comparison with data from ancient written
sources (Wang, 2017; Zhou et al., 2019).

Most historical buildings cannot be qualified
as architectural environment for most of the
population, the “folk”. These are palaces,
temples, administrative buildings (judiciary
courts (yamen), district administrations, post
stations, etc.), fortresses, etc. We are, in fact,
talking about different types of architectural
units that were built and used by broad lay-
ers of the population of the lower social stra-
ta: simple peasants, townspeople, poor mer-
chants, etc., related to residential buildings,
household outbuildings, small shrines, etc.
This group of objects is referred to here as
“folk architecture” because it was built by rel-
atively “non-professional architects”. Build-

SCIENTIFIC PAPER

ings built professionally are referred to as
“traditional architecture”.

As a result of the rapid economic and techno-
logical growth of the last five decades, China
presents numerous results of the rapid ur-
banization of the 20" century that reflect the
idea of domination over nature. This has led
to the chaotic construction of skyscrapers ob-
served in many large cities, the neglect of en-
vironmental issues, and the deterioration of
several aspects of human well-being (Wang,
2017; Zhang et al., 2020). This problem is rel-
evant for modern China since 1970s, as there
are still many surviving traditional old houses
that represent traditional folk architecture
mainly in the first half of the 20" century, but
also earlier up to the end of the 18™ century,
and have influenced the organization of inter-
nal and external living space. Traditional Chi-
nese timber-framed architecture has a unique
semiotic language that defines Chinese cul-
tural identity (Koh and Lim, 2022). Architec-
tural structures are important elements that
not only represent historical and cultural val-
ue, but also determine the characteristics of
the heritage and evolution of civilization, re-
flecting the sociocultural semantics and sym-
bolism of significant values in the semiotics
of buildings and structures, which deter-
mines the priority of the semiotic approach to
its study (Aroni, 2023; Eskandani et al., 2022;
Zhou and Wei, 2021).

Leach largely described the concept of the
city as a Gestalt rather than as an organized
spatial structure. This Gestalt reflects the ac-
cumulated experience of changes and lay-
ered states that reflect an understanding of
its symbolic structure (Leach, 2017). Roland
Barthes mentions Rome as an example of a
contemporary city, where semantic contents
associated with history are constantly op-
posed to the functionalism of urban stagna-
tion. He saw space in the city as consisting of
discourses that may even be unknowable in a
given situation or context if the historical
connection or understanding is lost (Barthes,
1997). The requirements of functionality may
require the demolition of the useless Colos-
seum, but it is the essence of Rome and with-
out it could Rome exist as a semiotic whole?
— asks the semiotic theorist. This is a semi-
otic significance that accompanies almost all
Chinese cities, which are often rarely less and
mostly more than a thousand years old.
These kinds of problems have both applied
significances associated with problems of
city planning and its development and reflect
complex symbolic contexts that determine
the behaviour of the population and citizens
(Eco, 1997). A similar situation exists in the
Chinese countryside, as many of the tradi-
tional rural settlements are older than some
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cities and their associated cultural and sym-
bolic contexts date back to the early dynas-
ties before the middle of the 1% millennium
BC (Yongting, 2022; Zhou et al., 2019). It is
possible to apply to them the same semiotic
problems that were considered by mentioned
European thinkers in relation to the city as a
specific phenomenon.

Regrettably, since the mid-20™ century, the
heritage of Chinese folk architecture has
been undervalued by Chinese researchers
and has received limited attention in the
works of foreign scholars. However, interest
in studying this subject has surged recently,
primarily due to the Chinese government’s
initiatives to revive historical cities and rural
settlements since the early 2000s (Wang,
2017). The Cultural Landscape Genes of Tra-
ditional Settlements (CLGTS) theory, pro-
posed by P.L. Liu, aims to revive and develop
traditional settlements. This theory focuses
on identifying and studying the cultural land-
scape genes and folk architecture of tradi-
tional settlements, including their geograph-
ic context (Mei, 2017).

The environment serves as a vessel for re-
gional culture, encompassing the social, his-
torical, and cultural aspects of human life.
Within this framework, the semiotics of ar-
chitecture functions to preserve collective
memory and convey significant cultural and
historical information to future generations,
based on the spatial narratives created by
traditional buildings in their symbiotic rela-
tionship with the natural landscape (Dai,
2022; Xue, 2022). In China, the concept of a
building’s symbiosis with its landscape car-
ries a deeper and more nuanced meaning,
consisting of three layers. The first layer in-
volves aesthetic compositional compatibility,
allowing the spatial arrangement of a build-
ing to harmonize with its surroundings and
be perceived as an integral part of the natural
environment. The second layer focuses on
the optimal technological placement of the
building to enhance functionality — ensuring
good lighting, protection from prevailing
winds and groundwater, proximity to drink-
ing water sources, and stable soil and foun-
dation conditions. The third layer addresses
the mystical relationship between the build-
ing’s characteristics and the natural energy
“qi,” as well as the correct alignment of the
building with the philosophical “Five Ele-
ments” of nature (Water, Earth, Fire, Metal,
and Wood). These principles are well-estab-
lished in a substantial body of specialized
literature known as Feng Shui (Han, 2023;
Kryzanowski, 2021). Feng Shui is the art and
science of geomancy, which was widely used
in ancient China and is a method of arranging
buildings and arranging homes in accordance
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with the correct movement of qi energy in
space, popularized throughout the world.
The goal of Feng Shui is to harmonize the
space where a person lives, attract health,
happiness, money, and social success, and
repel evil spirits, troubles, and diseases. Tra-
ditional Chinese astrology and medicine are
closely related to Feng Shui. Feng Shui prac-
tices included the doctrine of placing build-
ings in accordance with the relief and orien-
tation to the cardinal points, considering
groundwaters, types of minerals in the soil,
the placement of other buildings, rocks and
trees nearby, etc. (Hassan et al., 2021; Kry-
zanowski, 2021).

Important for understanding not only the Chi-
nese, but also the South Asian context as a
whole is that contemporary urbanized people
of this region adhere to beliefs associated
with Feng Shui and use the services of magi-
cians and geomancers specialized in Feng
Shui, if possible (Han, 2023; Hassan et al.,
2021). The design of the architectural style
and form depends on the regional architec-
tural features, among which the ‘High Pedes-
tal’, ‘Deep Cornice’ and ‘Elegant View’ with
their regional variations prevail in ancient
Chinese architecture (Zou et al., 2023).

The conceptual basis of China’s new econom-
ic and cultural policy is the preservation of
rural heritage, the revival and social develop-
ment of traditional villages as opposed to
rapid urbanization (Zhou et al., 2019). Vari-
ous approaches to preserving this heritage
are under consideration and in application.
This is the conservation of numerous surviv-
ing buildings and the use of their tourism po-
tential; stimulating the development of local
crafts and the preservation of traditional
forms of construction in the regions with the
assistance of the state and local administra-
tions; support, advertising and government
stimulation of the use of traditional elements
of architectural design, spatial arrangement,
etc. in contemporary construction (Zhou et
al., 2019; Zhou and Wei, 2021).

Therefore, it is reasonable to study the semi-
otics of Chinese folk architecture in the con-
text of representing the events of national
history. A study such as this may solve practi-
cal problems of creating a contemporary eco-
friendly and comfortable living environment,
taking into account the ancestral experience
of harmonizing the human living space and
the surrounding natural landscape. The sci-
entific novelty of the study lies in the theo-
retical justification of using symbols of Chi-
nese folk architecture in contemporary resi-
dential construction, based on the semiotic
approach. The practical significance of the
study results is the possibility of using them
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during architectural planning of traditional
Chinese rural settlements and objects of con-
temporary architecture.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Although the process of Western-style mod-
ernization began later in China than in West-
ern countries, it has had a profound impact
on urban space development (Denison, 2018).
An illustration of this modernization can be
found in the contemporary architectural en-
semble and its spatial and functional solu-
tions present in Tiananmen Square (Chang,
2019). The current era is witnessing a revival
of traditional Chinese culture as a symbol of
national identity Chinese identity (Chang,
2019; Denison, 2018). Furthermore, this re-
vival is built upon the interconnectedness of
the past, present, and future (Gonzalez Mar-
tinez, 2021). Among the notable elements of
folk architecture in China are the original
‘corridor bridges’ known as langgiao. These
corridor bridges can be found in six regions of
China characterized by the presence of an-
cient cultures and states: Northern Fujian
and Southern Zhejiang; Southern Anhui and
the Jiangnan region; Southern Fujian, South-
ern Jiangxi, and Northern Guangdong; the
Guangxi, Guizhou, and Southern Hunan bor-
der area; Hubei, Hunan, and Eastern Chongg-
ing; and Yunnan and Sichuan. Collectively,
these areas can be grouped into three re-
gions in the northern, central, and southern
coastal parts of China. Technically and archi-
tecturally similar, these bridges also exhibit
regional ornamental and stylistic features.
The historical and tourist significance of
these bridges has only recently been recog-
nized, despite their long-standing existence
— some dating back approximately 2000
years — constructed with the same materials
and techniques used for residential buildings
and places of worship (Knapp et al., 2020).

Some scholars (Zhang et al., 2021) empha-
size that while focusing on China's rural reju-
venation policy, it is essential to remember
that the uniqueness of traditional folk archi-
tecture arises from various factors. These
factors, which have shaped the interactions
of communities with their surrounding land-
scape over long periods, sometimes millen-
nia, include regional climatic conditions, eth-
no-cultural characteristics, historical events,
and religious influences. Consequently, build-
ings founded on the principles of traditional
folk architecture often exhibit advantageous
characteristics, providing optimal land usage
and comfortable living spaces. Such struc-
tures result from the accumulated practical
experience that reflects the interactions of
diverse communities with their environ-

SCIENTIFIC PAPER

ments. For example, entrances and main win-
dows oriented towards the south ensure op-
timal sunlight, while maintaining distance
from large trees prevents roots from compro-
mising foundations, etc. (Han, 2023; Kryza-
nowski, 2021). Additionally, these architec-
tural forms are adapted to the regional land-
scape and align with the lifestyle of the local
population (Zhang et al., 2021).

Creating a residential architectural environ-
ment involves both environmental and social
responsibility, reflecting the value and men-
tal meanings, images, and historical tradi-
tions of the population (Fachun and Leontov-
ich, 2020). The uniqueness of traditional Chi-
nese settlement semiotics is based on the
ordinariness and practicality of architectural
planning. Architectural planning always con-
siders regional landscape features as well as
cultural, historical, religious, and ethno-spe-
cific traditions (Lee and Lou, 2019). Present-
day Chinese urbanism combines the ambiva-
lent nature of the latest digital technologies
and ancient traditions. This creates a unique
image of a contemporary high-tech and envi-
ronmentally friendly metropolis as a histori-
cal continuation of ancient cities and folk ar-
chitectural creativity (Liu et al., 2019; Wang
and Feng, 2023). Such an approach to the
development of contemporary Chinese cities
ensures their environmental friendliness and
economic profitability, makes them attractive
for tourists and international commercial
projects (He, 2021; Li and Kovacs, 2022). The
studies of semiotics, such as this one, pro-
vide an opportunity to recognize the use of
traditional motives in architectural objects
and to reveal their socio-historical signifi-
cance. These motives are typical both for the
folk architecture of Chinese settlements and
for the Chinatowns in other countries that re-
tain their original national authenticity (Chu,
2020; Wang, 2020; Wu et al., 2020).

The semiotic significance of the traditional
cultural heritage of China certainly consists in
passing along the cultural and spiritual val-
ues, traditions, rituals and mythology that
have developed over many centuries to fu-
ture generations. However, it also includes
the formation of respect for the historical
past and the environment. These are two im-
portant components of the ethnocultural
identity and a source of innovative develop-
ment of national culture in the multicultural
environment of the global society (Ding,
2020; Johnson, 2021; Wei et al., 2022; Zeng
and Wang, 2021). The tasks of rural construc-
tion aimed at the revival of traditional settle-
ments are to protect and renew the natural
rural landscape and folk architecture along
with its unique planning solutions and re-
gional features (Yongting, 2022).
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PROBLEM STATEMENT

Researchers consider studying traditional
folk architecture semiotics to be one of the
most effective ways of determining the crite-
ria for the positive arrangement of living
space in harmonious unity with the environ-
ment (Saidi, 2019; Zhang et al., 2020). The
traditional village is of great historical and
cultural value. The semiotic approach pro-
motes its exploration with a view to preserv-
ing and reviving it in order to ensure the pros-
perity and well-being of the Chinese people
(Bian et al., 2022; Huang et al., 2022).

The purpose of the study is to determine the
significance and practical value of the semi-
otic factors of traditional Chinese folk archi-
tecture for rural and urban residents for the
further use of research findings in the con-
temporary reconstruction of traditional set-
tlements programs. In rapidly modernizing
and technologically developing societies, as
exemplified by China, there is a strong ten-
dency towards the adoption of more contem-
porary forms and methods of construction,
the Westernization of the urban landscape
and the loss of traditional landscapes and ar-
chitecture. However, folk elements in archi-
tecture over the centuries have performed
important functions that may retain their sig-
nificance for contemporaries. This deter-
mines the relevance and necessity of the re-
search being carried out.

The objectives of the study are as follows:

1. To collect the most important elements of
the semiotics of Chinese architecture, identi-
fied in the existing scientific literature;

2. To identify the most distinctive semiotic
features of traditional Chinese folk architec-
ture through a comparative analysis of repre-
sentative contemporary architectural objects
in China;

3. To determine the prospects for the practi-
cal use of the semiotic symbols in Chinese
folk architecture for representing the events
of the national history in contemporary resi-
dential construction.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

Study design — The study was conducted in
several organizational stages: (1) an analyti-
cal review of scientific literature sources on
the problem of traditional Chinese architec-
ture semiotics; (2) setting the objectives of
the study; (3) determining the materials and
methodological approaches of the study; (4)
conducting research in the form of a survey
based on a semi-structured questionnaire;
(5) statistical processing and analysis of the
results; (6) drawing conclusions and desig-
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nating promising areas for further research.
The paradigm of the semiotic analysis of folk
architecture involves the use of qualitative
and descriptive methods (Asadpour, 2020).

The methodology of the study revolves
around the ideas embodied in the CLGTS the-
ory developed by P.L. Liu (Hu et al., 2019).
The theory was designed to solve the prob-
lems of reconstruction and revival of the ar-
chitectural principles of traditional settle-
ments in accordance with historical events
and periods. It is based on ancient Chinese
ecological thinking and philosophical under-
standing of the relationship between the hu-
man and the environment and combines
qualitative, quantitative and bioinformatic
research methods (Hu et al., 2019).

The methodological description of the CLGTS
contains dialectical, morphometric, and struc-
tural aspects that include the concept of a
socio-cultural gene as a meme, the regional
features of which are viewed from the hu-
manism standpoint (Hu et al., 2021). Further-
more, this theory covers architectural, cul-
tural, spatial, and environmental features.
The four CLGTS identification rules consider
internal, external, local uniqueness and over-
all excellence of the architecture. These pa-
rameters are evaluated through fourteen fac-
tors and are determined using such identifi-
cation methods as element, pattern, structure,
and connotation (Hu et al., 2021). The CLGTS
Tupu method how to further develop the
CLGTS theory was created as an additional
new tool for to assess the regional cultural
characteristics of traditional settlements from
a geographical point of view (Hu et al., 2021).
The CLGTS method of semiotic genetic analy-
sis of traditional settlements was used
throughout the study. In this method, the
identification of significant cultural features
of folk Chinese architecture was based on at-
tention to detail and such factors as form,
ornament, layout, functional purpose, spatial
arrangement, design features and structural
elements (Hu et al., 2021).

The study analyzed materials from the con-
ceptual reconstruction design of the follow-
ing traditional Chinese settlements: Wutong
Town, Lingui District, Guilin; Sitang Town;
Wauligiao (new immigrant village in Lingui
District, Guilin); Shuanghe Shanty towns in
Xiangxi; Lu Village and Guilin; Fuchuan Coun-
ty North MAO Family Ecological Village; Long
Tang Jiang; Ecological Village of Oak Tail in
Mailing Town of Fuchuan Country and Hebei
Ecological Village.

Employing the method of semiotic genetic
analysis has allowed for a comparison of the
static and dynamic spaces of the traditional
settlement architecture of different historical
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FiG. 2 A— MAGIC SQUARE ON THE SHELL

OF A MYTHOLOGICAL TURTLE FROM THE LO RIVER;

B — THE CONCEPT OF RECONSTRUCTIVE LANDSCAPE
DESIGN OF WUTONG TOWN, LINGUI DISTRICT, GUILIN
(CHINA’S TRADITIONAL VILLAGE PROTECTION AND
DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH CENTRE, 1982;

PROJECT FRAGMENT)

F1G. 3 ‘MATOUQIANG’, ANHUI COUNTY IN JIANGXI,
CHINA. 1840s.
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periods (Liu et al., 2019). The evolution of
folk architecture was studied by collating in-
formation from scientific literature sources,
geographical maps and plans, historical ar-
chives, as well as the results of the survey
conducted in this study. The semi-structured
questionnaire used for the survey consisted
of 20 statements; the answers were assessed
on a 5-point Likert scale (5 — strongly agree,
4 — agree, 3 — | find it difficult to answer, 2 —
rather disagree, 1 — strongly disagree). It also
included 5 open-ended questions regarding
the arrangement of internal and external set-
tlement spaces, architectural planning solu-
tions, the preferred shape of residential and
public buildings along with the design of
their facade and interior, the choice of build-
ing materials, the provision of household
amenities, comfort, cost-effectiveness and
environmental protection. The questionnaire
was valid since it included both regular and
open-ended questions relevant to the pur-
pose and objectives of the study, which al-
lowed obtaining more accurate information.

Sampling — In total, 227 city dwellers from 17
large and medium-sized cities and 239 resi-
dents of 17 traditional villages located in dif-
ferent regions of China throughout its terri-
tory were invited to participate in the survey.
The invitation and survey were conducted via
email and interviews via electronic communi-
cation channels and telephone. Participants
were randomly selected without differentia-
tion by age, gender or any other social cate-
gory. All of them agreed to participate in the
survey. At the same time, no personal data
other than confirmation of place of residence
was used, collected, and could not be used in
the future.

Statistical processing — Statistical process-
ing and analysis of study results were per-
formed using Student's t-test to determine
the statistical reliability and significance of
the results, as well as the correlation of the
data obtained. Accumulation, sorting and vi-
sualization of information were conducted in
the Microsoft Excel program; calculations
were made using the Social Science Statis-
tics online calculator.

Limitations of the study — The study's limita-
tions stem from the specific nature of the
subject being examined. As the definition of
folk architecture and its components remains
a topic of debate within the academic com-
munity, distinguishing traditional semiotic
symbols of Chinese settlements can be am-
biguous. Nevertheless, the use of a random
sample of urban residents and traditional vil-
lage inhabitants allows for the interpretation
of the results as relatively significant. Fur-
thermore, the study did not consider differ-
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ences in nationality, gender, or age among
respondents, though future research is
planned to address these aspects.

Ethical issues — Ethical protocols were up-
held during the study by obtaining written
consent from all participants prior to the sur-
vey. Additionally, approval was granted by
the ethical commission for the study’s execu-
tion, and all necessary bioethical standards
for scientific research were adhered to.

RESULTS

The semiotic analysis of the traditional sym-
bols preserved in the reconstructed settle-
ments was primarily aimed at identifying cul-
tural landscape genes that are important for
understanding the historical past of the tradi-
tional Chinese village and its further develop-
ment. Assessments given by townspeople
and rural residents make it possible to as-
sess the predominant value of elements of
traditional architecture in order to make deci-
sions about introducing these elements in
the future in the construction of educational,
housing, administrative or other facilities.
The results obtained will allow us to deter-
mine functional and spatial solutions for the
corresponding buildings. The need for such
an assessment is due to trends towards mod-
ernization and extreme functionalization and
westernization of architecture in areas of tra-
ditional development.

There are two main landscape-forming fac-
tors that can be distinguished in the studied
settlements: mountainous terrain and water
bodies. For instance, the urban area of Guilin
is located in the southwestern part of the
Nanling mountains on the banks of the Liji-
ang River. This type of location creates favor-
able climatic conditions for the settlements
that have existed here since the third century
BC. In the planning solution of the Lingui re-
gion settlements, which was formed in the
era of the Qing Dynasty, the traditional folk
architecture of China has preserved the fa-
mous image of the dragon, the most wor-
shiped totem figure associated with the sym-
bol of water and the fertility cults. In this
case, the spatial solution was suggested not
only by topographical conditions, but also by
the symbolism chosen by the builders.

Along with the image of the dragon, the Chi-
nese folk architecture often uses the turtle
symbol related to it, which is also associated
with water and flood prevention. For that rea-
son, this symbol is reflected in the planning
of traditional settlements, with water being
one of the main landscape elements. Accord-
ing to beliefs of Chinese people, the turtle
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and the dragon are soulmates, and they cre-
ated the terrain together. The turtle shell is
viewed as a square-shaped model of the uni-
verse. According to the CLGTS theory, the
square itself is the gene that determined the
most ancient forms of the spatial arrange-
ment of Chinese settlements (Fig. 2).

Underestimating the importance of rural set-
tlements has led to their decay. In contrast,
the cities experienced a rapid population
growth, which did not allow to create an eco-
logical and well-organized cultural and eco-
nomic environment in time. The result of
these events was the appearance of shanty-
towns. This is the process of urban sprawl
and the inclusion of rural settlements in their
surroundings, which often retain their color
and architecture. On the other hand, in China,
many rural settlements grow into medium-
sized cities within a short time, which creates
a characteristic ensemble and features of the
“urban village”. They became an integral part
of the residential infrastructure and social en-
vironment: provide better infrastructure typi-
cal for a city (electricity, high-quality roads,
sewerage, heating, etc.), but preserve the
way of life and the nature of the organization
of the local community, more typical for a
relatively independent rural community (Bian
et al., 2022; Fachun and Leontovich, 2020).
Eventually, they significantly impacted the
image of contemporary cities and towns. The
socio-economic role of an ‘urban village’ de-
termines its historical and commercial value,
as it attracts tourists who want to immerse
themselves in the authentic atmosphere of
ordinary historical Chinese life. However,
many ‘urban villages’ are themselves cramped
and narrow, lacking public spaces.

Reconstruction based on the principles of
folk architecture appears to be a viable solu-
tion to these challenges. The Xiangxi region
of China exemplifies the implementation of
semiotic principles in architecture. It suc-
cessfully integrates traditional symbols and
signs into the design of a contemporary tour-
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ist city within its architectural landscape. The
Xiangxi region is renowned for its distinctive
vernacular architecture, characterized by in-
tricate brick and wood carvings, alongside
ornamental decorations of windows, doors,
and screen walls displaying both geometric
patterns and figurative representations of
people, animals, and plants. These features
may be referred to as “image symbols” or
“composite symbols,” conveying multiple
levels of meaning and value.

In addition to these image symbols, Xiangxi
architecture incorporates various “orienting
symbols” that clarify spatial relationships
and functional areas within structures and
complexes. For instance, the placement of a
‘swallow’s nest’ (tunkou) or a ‘hearth’ (huo-
tang) within a courtyard or dwelling signifies
the central location for social activities, in-
dustry, and rituals. The term “tunkou” in Chi-
nese refers broadly to traditional decorative
design elements that enhance the aesthetic
value of spaces. The ‘huotang’ serves as a
central hearth or fireplace, symbolizing fami-
ly unity and fulfilling multiple roles in the
home, including cooking, heating, and social
interaction. Traditionally, this feature is posi-
tioned at the heart of the courtyard, fostering
connections among family members and wel-
coming guests. Moreover, architectural ele-
ments such as the ‘horse-headed wall’ (ma-
tougiang) or the ‘head-facing gate’ (chao-
men) act as boundary markers that define the
spatial limits of a complex while providing
protection against fire and theft. The ‘ma-
tougiang’ is distinctive in its design, prevent-
ing the spread of fire to neighboring homes
by virtue of its height. Additionally, this archi-
tectural feature symbolizes a homeowner’s
status and signifies the attraction of prosper-
ity, as its form resembles a herd of galloping
horses (Fig. 3).

The term ‘chaomen’ encompasses various
gate decorations, which may include imagery
of deities, classic slogans and sayings, hua-
biao stone columns, and other decorative el-
ements. For affluent households, a ‘shigan-
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FIG. 4 SHIGANDANG, KNOWN AS A TAI SHAN STONE,
PHOTOGRAPHED BY WILLIAM EDGAR GEIL IN
NOVEMBER 1909, NEAR YANGSHUO (STONE FACE
VILLAGE), GUANGXI PROVINCE. THE FIVE IDEOGRAPHS
HAVE BEEN FREELY TRANSLATED: “l AM TAI SHAN:
YOU DARE NOT RUN OVER ME”. IT IS APPROXIMATELY
DATED TO THE MIDDLE OF THE 18™ CENTURY.

IN CONTEMPORARY CONSTRUCTION, SIMILAR

OR STYLIZED STONES OR IMAGES ARE USED AS A
DECORATIVE ELEMENT AT THE ENTRANCE TO THE
TERRITORY OF A HOUSE OR RESIDENTIAL COMPLEX.

FIG. 5 THE REVITALIZATION OF SHUANGHE
SHANTYTOWNS IN XIANGXI USING THE GENETIC
SYMBOLS OF A DRAGON AND A TURTLE.

THE PLAN OF THE SETTLEMENT TENDS TO REPRODUCE
THE OUTLINES OF THE DRAGON’S BODY; AT THE SAME
TIME, INDIVIDUAL BUILDINGS (THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE
FIG. 5) AND THE PLACEMENT OF BUILDINGS WITHIN
THE SETTLEMENT TEND TO REPRODUCE THE SQUARE
SECTION OF THE SHELL OF THE MYTHICAL TURTLE
(COMPARE FiG. 2 A).
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FIG. 6 PLANNING SOLUTION OF THE SITANG TOWN
RECONSTRUCTION. TRADITIONAL ARCHED GATES
INSTALLED OUTSIDE BUILDINGS ORGANIZE THE SPACE
IN A SPECIFIC WAY, SEPARATING THE RESIDENTIAL
AND COMMERCIAL SPACE FROM THE AREA FOR THE
MOVEMENT OF SHIPS AND CARTS AND THE
PLACEMENT OF TRADE CARAVANS. THE GATES HAVE
ADMINISTRATIVE SIGNIFICANCE (THEY DESIGNATE
THE ADMINISTRATIVE BOUNDARIES OF THE VILLAGE)
AND MYSTICAL, PROTECTING THE PLACE OF
RESIDENCE FROM EXTERNAL HARMFUL SPIRITS.
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dan’ — a special stone placed at a distance
from the entrance (Fig. 4) — was a common
feature, aimed at preventing the entry of evil
spirits.

Applying these symbols and signs to the de-
sign of a contemporary tourist town in the
Xiangxi area offers a fascinating example of
how traditional elements can be adapted and
reimagined to meet contemporary needs and
expectations. Thus, the project of recon-
structing Shuanghe shantytowns in the city
of Xiangxi uses the same dragon and turtle
symbols that are typical for folk Chinese ar-
chitecture and are also present in similar
projects (Fig. 5).

This specific approach to the landscape de-
sign for revitalized settlements arises from a
philosophical understanding of architectural
semiotics, as well as an acknowledgment of
the historical and sacred significance imbued
in traditional symbols. These symbols exem-
plify intergenerational continuity and are in-
tended to foster the economic, social, and en-
vironmental development of modern China.

Analyzing the semiotic approach to land-
scape design emphasizes the genetic rela-
tionships between settlement layouts, the
arrangement of internal and external human
living environments, and the natural land-
scape. A particularly noteworthy example is
Sitang Town, often referred to as the ‘Chi-
nese Venice’ due to its location on nine rivers
that divide the village into eight parts, inter-
connected by 104 unique bridges. These pic-
turesque arch bridges, often adorned with
covered art galleries, embody valuable cul-
tural heritage and necessitate preservation
and careful reconstruction (Fig. 6).

Thus, by generalizing reconstruction ap-
proaches based on the semiotic analysis, we
can identify a number of common genetic fea-
tures that are to some extent present in the
historical folk architecture of China and have
been successfully used by contemporary ar-
chitects (Fig. 1). The semiotic analysis has al-
lowed us to identify such key constructive
genetic features of architectural planning so-
lutions for the reconstruction of traditional
settlements:

— The placement of architectural objects in
accordance with terrain features.

— Ensuring harmonious unity between inter-
nal and external spaces, as well as elements
of earth, water, and sky.

— Utilizing mythological totemic symbols that
represent well-being, prosperity, and strength.

— Employing natural building materials.
— Repeating traditional architectural forms.

— Incorporating traditional decorative ele-
ments into the design of architectural fea-
tures and smaller structures.

— Balancing the utility and functionality of
architectural objects with the aesthetics and
philosophy of their cultural and historical
meanings.

Through surveying both urban and rural resi-
dents, we gained insight into the significance
of the primary semiotic factors that inform
the conceptual approach to reconstructing
folk architecture (Table I).

As can be seen from this table, there are
some statistically reliable and significant dif-
ferences in respondents’ assessments. City
dwellers pay more attention to the preserva-
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TABLE | COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE SURVEY RESULTS

Semiotic factors opA Sl p
City dwellers (A) | Villagers (B) t-test

Terrain-compiled planning solutions 3.8+0.5 4.240.6 —-0.89 >0.05
Preservation of the historical settlement layout 4.410.2 3.910.3 2.4 <0.05
The use of natural building materials 3.6+0.8 4.010.5 —0.82 >0.05
Tourist attractiveness 4.5+0.2 3.9+0.2 3.41 <0.05
The provision of household amenities and comfort 4.1140.3 4.8+0.2 -3.36 <0.05
Emphasis on the historical past of the settlement 4.510.2 4.6+0.1 -3.36 <0.05
Utility and functionality of planning solutions 3.8+0.4 4.410.2 -2.32 <0.05
The solution of social issues 4.010.2 4.610.4 -2.32 <0.05
The solution of environmental issues 4.310.6 4.510.5 —0.49 >0.05
Philosophical concept of the project 4.010.4 3.840.2 0.77 >0.05
The use of traditional mythological symbols 4.2140.5 4.3+0.4 —0.27 >0.05
Security 3.9+0.3 4.4+0.1 —2.74 <0.05
Cognitive and educational value 4.610.2 4.8+0.2 -1.22 >0.05
Historical continuity of generations 4.610.4 4.710.3 —-0.35 >0.05

tion of the historical layout of traditional set-
tlements (4.4+0.2 vs. 3.9+0.3 points, p<0.05)
and the attractiveness of traditional Chinese
architecture for tourists (4.5+0.2 vs. 3.9:0.2
points, p<0.05). On the other hand, respon-
dents living in these settlements (villagers)
are more concerned about the provision of
household amenities (4.8+0.2 vs. 4.1x0.3
points, p<0.05), security (4.4+0.1 vs. 3.9+0.3
points, p<0.05), the utility and functionality
of planning solutions (4.4%0.2 vs. 3.8%0.4
points, p<0.05), as well as solving the social
issues of the settlement (4.60.4 vs. 4.0%0.2
points, p<0.05). Both groups of respondents
equally noted the importance of the histori-
cal past of traditional settlements (4.5%0.2
and 4.6x0.1 points, p>0.05), terrain-compiled
planning solutions (3.8t0.5 and 4.2%0.6
points, p>0.05), the use of natural building
materials (3.6+0.8 and 4.0%0.5 points, p>0.05)
and the solution of environmental issues in
rural settlements (4.30.6 and 4.5+0.5 points,
p>0.05).

Moreover, they both emphasized the impor-
tance of the cognitive and educational value
of traditional folk architecture objects
(4.6+0.2 and 4.8+0.2 points, p>0.05) as well
as the continuity of generations (4.6+0.4 and
4.7+0.3 points, p>0.05). This of course means
that the two groups also consider the use of
mythological symbols in the reconstruction
process necessary (4.2+0.5 and 4.3%0.4
points, p>0.05), since such symbols are the
archetypal basis of psychological confidence
in well-being and prosperity. The correlation
coefficient between the indicators of the
studied groups is 0.29, which suggests that
there is a direct, but not very strong correla-
tion between them.

The typology of traditional rural architecture
in China is difficult to define in general terms,
since it combines the experience of many eras
and many regions with significant natural
landscape, climate, and cultural differences,
as well as more than 5o national minorities in
addition to the main culture of the Han Chi-
nese. Therefore, the basis of such a typology
of traditional rural architecture is most easily
considered to be the semantic elements of
traditional culture representing mythological
ideas and adaptations to the environment.
These elements give meaning to the building
and fit it into the general discourse of culture.
The distinctive typology of contemporary ar-
chitecture lies precisely in the absence of
these semantic elements of tradition, which
were eradicated during the Chinese revolu-
tion and early Chinese Communist party gov-
ernance since 1949 and the influence of
the contemporary westernized architectural
approach.

The mutual influences consist of two streams
of change. Traditional rural architecture ac-
cepts elements of functionalism and techno-
logical improvements: the use of concrete
and frame construction, engineering infra-
structure inside buildings (cables, sewerage,
water supply, etc.), typical Western formats of
windows, doors, doorways, etc. Contempo-
rary architecture, as shown in the examples,
adopts elements of Feng Shui, orientation to
the cardinal points, specific division of inter-
nal spaces according to their functionality,
the use of round entrances and shigandan,
the use of traditional magical and mytholo-
gical symbols as important attributes of the
building.
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DISCuUSSION

The pronounced appreciation for traditional
symbolism in architectural elements, shared
among both rural and urban respondents, cor-
roborates the perspective of researchers who
describe traditional architectural forms as re-
flections of archetypal foundations of confi-
dence and well-being (Zhang et al., 2021; Zhou
et al., 2019). In a Chinese context, this connec-
tion is particularly pertinent given the histori-
cal evolution of geomantic practices, com-
monly recognized now as Feng Shui (Fengshui,
n.a.; Liu et al., 2019; Shao and Zhang, 2018).
These beliefs are deeply intertwined with tra-
ditional calendars, annual festivals, and the
folklore of various regional groups within Chi-
na. Accordingly, the preservation and incorpo-
ration of such elements in housing construc-
tion are likely to garner psychosocial approval
from communities and enhance individual
psychological comfort and a sense of well-be-
ing (Chang, 2019; Denison, 2018). Similar phe-
nomena have been documented or suggested
in various studies across other nations where
traditional architectural elements and spatial
configurations have informed residential, ad-
ministrative, and urban design (Aroni, 2023;
Asadpour, 2020).

Analyzing Chinese architectural objects
through the lens of CLGTS theory highlights
how spatial planning solutions derived from
traditional settlements are informed by geo-
graphical features, underscored by cultural
factors. This observation aligns with state-
ments made by researchers (Hu et al., 2021)
emphasizing the need to preserve traditional
customs and their manifestations in Chinese
architecture, known for their richness and
cultural significance. The diversity of spatial
forms within the CLGTS framework (Hu et al.,
2021) stems from the geomantic approach to
spatial planning and the necessity to address
the functional requirements of architectural
structures. For centuries, the spatial geome-
try of traditional settlements has been based
on the concept of a spherical sky and a
square earth, exemplified by the construction
of houses and settlements in square layouts
across northern China (Zhou and Wei, 2021).
Furthermore, population migrations to south-
ern regions with differing geomantic tradi-
tions led to the transition from square to
round and elliptical layouts. Over time, more
complex configurations emerged as a re-
sponse to the nonlinear characteristics of
natural environments (Huang et al., 2022).
Researchers have validated the influence of
migration and local heritage on architectural
transformations as populations moved from
rural to urban settings (Huang et al., 2022;
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Koh and Lim, 2022). This analysis under-
scores the enduring significance of tradition-
al symbolic meanings within architecture for
housing construction and their impact on
residents’ perceptions.

Within this geometrically complex environ-
ment, CLGTS theory sees orderliness and the
desire to find ideal forms of architectural
planning. This relevance is particularly acute
in the context of contemporary urbanization
trends, where modernism has often resulted
in chaotic developments of skyscrapers, cre-
ating a disharmony within the arrangement
of residential areas.

Moreover, the CLGTS framework emphasizes
the genetic quality of self-repetition (itera-
tion) within spatial structures and symbols.
Architecture thus can be compared to social
and humanitarian systems, as well as self-
evolving natural systems, which also tend to
utilize iterative elements. The genetics of cul-
tural meaning is manifested in living space
layouts, house shapes, and the use of deco-
rative elements (Zhang et al., 2021; Zhou et
al., 2019). The study indicates that the ite-
rative design approach in contemporary ar-
chitecture can enhance the organization of
living spaces for urban residents while pre-
serving a traditional landscape for rural in-
habitants as rural buildings undergo modern-
ization (Bian et al., 2022; Chang, 2019).

The findings of this study generally support
the tenets of the CLGTS theory, and the sur-
vey results reveal various aspects regarding
the significance of traditional vernacular ar-
chitectural symbolism for the well-being of
residents. Presumably, the validity of the
CLGTS theory in understanding the semiotics
of traditional Chinese architecture is rooted
in the principles of its semantic interpreta-
tion. Architectural elements — including the
orientation of buildings to account for cardi-
nal directions, adherence to widely recog-
nized Feng Shui principles, and the presence
of specific features that reflect traditional
beliefs — are interpreted by cultural represen-
tatives within their respective semantic
frameworks. A “correct house”, which meets
these criteria and incorporates essential
“protective elements” like shigandan, is per-
ceived as a reliable home that brings health,
prosperity, and good fortune to its occu-
pants. Consequently, this framework sup-
ports a sense of anticipated well-being and
social status (Han, 2023; Kryzanowski, 2021;
Shao and Zhang, 2018).

The framework used in this study reflects
principles similar to those applied in Chinese
hieroglyphic writing, which relies on specific
figurative representations that correspond to
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the structure of the language and the objects
within the surrounding world. The semiotic
visualization model of CLGTS symbols is or-
ganized to construct architectural objects
while adhering closely to their historical, cul-
tural, socio-ethical, and environmental com-
ponents in graphic, textual, and spatial con-
texts (Hu et al., 2021).

CONCLUSION

The rapid modernization of construction meth-
ods and materials, coupled with the urban-
ization of rural areas, has led to the loss of
traditional settlements, rural landscapes,
and unique architectural heritages. Folk ar-
chitecture carries symbolism that continues
to profoundly impact the well-being and
sense of security among residents of both cit-
ies and villages. The primary objective of this
study was to explore how traditional archi-
tectural folk symbolism can be applied in the
contemporary reconstruction of traditional
settlements. The semiotic analysis identified
two key landscape-forming elements in the
studied settlements: mountainous terrain
and flowing water.

This research has argued that the semiotics
of Chinese folk architecture is closely tied to
traditional symbols such as the dragon and
the turtle, both associated with water, flood
prevention, and prosperity. The findings indi-
cate that the turtle’s shell represents a
square model of the universe in folk architec-
tural contexts, further supporting the CLGTS
theory’s assertion that this square is a core
‘gene’ influencing ancient spatial arrange-
ments. A survey conducted with 227 urban
dwellers and 239 residents of traditional vil-
lages revealed that both groups recognize
the importance of semiotic factors, such as
the cognitive and educational significance of
folk architecture and the continuity of cultur-
al heritage across generations.

The primary distinction between the two
groups lies in their priorities: urban residents
are more focused on the tourism appeal of
traditional settlements, while villagers pri-
oritize security and domestic comfort. The
enduring influence of traditional architectural
symbols on urban and rural populations,
along with their assessments, underscores
the necessity of integrating traditional ar-
chitectural forms in space organization, inte-
rior design, and decorative elements for mod-
ern housing construction. It is posited that
this approach can positively influence resi-
dents’ personal well-being and sense of secu-
rity, fostering a deeper connection to their
cultural roots.
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