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Annesso agricolo di casa colonica ubicato a San Donato in Poggio, FI (ph. Beatrice Messeri, 2021).
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Abstract

Lettura della struttura dei villaggi cinesi attraverso unità semantiche 
tipo-morfologiche: i casi dei villaggi tradizionali nello Shaanxi, Cina

Lo studio analizza la forma e lo sviluppo evolutivo dei villaggi storici cinesi in termini di struttura e 
morfologia, basandosi sulla tradizione italiana della ricerca tipo-morfologica. Negli anni Settanta la 
proposta di “sistemi morfologici” e di “unità morfologiche” avanzata da Samonà fornì per la prima volta 
strumenti concettuali e operativi per la lettura della consistenza e del paesaggio edificato e influenzò 
la ricerca urbana tra le università di Milano e Venezia. Partendo dalle osservazioni di Samonà, Pezzetti 
(2019a), nella sua ricerca sull’antico villaggio cinese di Fenghuang (Shaanxi), ha sviluppato due concetti 
attraverso i quali leggere la forma urbana e stabilire unità coerenti di “protezione morfologica”,  vale a 
dire “Strutture latenti” e “Unità semantiche morfologiche”. 
Il metodo si è rivelato efficace nell’individuare specifiche unità paesaggistiche complesse – unità 
significanti composite – che, nonostante le recenti costruzioni caotiche e gli effetti del processo storico 
diacronico, sono ancora coerenti con la struttura tipo-morfologica, le tracce e i riti dell’antichità. In 
aderenza ai concetti sopra esposti, in questo saggio gli Autori indagano un gruppo di villaggi storici e 
il loro paesaggio nella contea di Hancheng (provincia dello Shaanxi). Sulla base del lavoro in situ, della 
ricerca documentaria e delle interviste a carattere antropologico, sono state prodotte una serie di mappe 
interpretative, inclusa l’attuale mappa tipologica dell’intero villaggio e della struttura agraria, e mappe 
ragionate dello sviluppo storico. La lettura di questa “grammatica” costituisce un efficace supporto per 
la praticabilità di un coerente sviluppo coevolutivo (Della Torre, 2019; Pezzetti, 2019a) e di una costante 
riscrittura (Pezzetti, 2019b, 2020), producendo una morfologia dinamica e coerente. 
Le recenti trasformazioni politiche e l’infiltrazione della modernità hanno portato cambiamenti nei 
modelli di offerta fondiaria e nella cooperazione produttiva contadina, causa diretta di due fenomeni: 
una “errata formulazione”, risultante dal processo di ricostruzione spontanea in unità semantiche 
tradizionali e la semplificazione, nel tempo,  della grammatica tipo-morfologica. Di conseguenza, negli 
ultimi tre decenni, la natura organica della forma è progressivamente scomparsa nelle aree marginali e 
periferiche, concentrandosi nel centro storico dei villaggi. Inoltre, entrambi gli studi hanno dimostrato 
che la “grammatica” delle unità morfologiche organiche tradizionali viene rafforzata attraverso la lettura 
combinata di concetti del Feng Shui, numerologia, antiche norme e meccanismi di diritto fondiario. 
La ricerca intende quindi fornire una base metodologica e un quadro operativo per la conservazione e 
lo sviluppo dei villaggi tradizionali cinesi e il ripristino delle loro forme tradizionali.

Keywords: Chinese Traditional Villages, Layered Morphologies, Italian Typo-Morphological 
Studies, Typological and Interpretative Mapping, Rural Landscape Structure.
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• Introduction 

Chinese Traditional Villages and their residential buildings are an essential part of the rural material culture 
and environment. They have recently undergone radical transformations that deeply altered their built and 
rural landscape, with significant losses in terms of urban form, cultural and built heritage, population and 
land-use, knowledge and traditions. 
Since 2003, after more than ten years of investigation and selection, the Chinese government has so far 
selected 6,819 historical villages at the National Protection Level (the preservation of traditional dwellings 
is an essential part of the investigation), which accounts for only 1,27% of the total number of administra-
tive villages in the country (Li, 2018).
This phenomenon shows that the traditional built environment of most villages is no longer suitable for 
contemporary life and has been abandoned by peasants. Modern brick-concrete-structured houses have 
replaced traditional houses with wood, brick and raw soil as the main primary building materials. At the 
same time, the traditional physical environment and landscape of the villages also changed.
Yet, the traditional clustered villages of the Chinese countryside embody the richness and complexity of 
Chinese culture through their structures. These rural settlements usually have a population that ranges 
from hundreds to thousands of inhabitants, and their size, usually several hectares to more than ten hec-
tares, is equivalent to a micro-city. In China, the transition process from traditional to modern failed to 
develop. Traditional culture has been abandoned in the process of urban renewal. Except for some few 
monuments, most areas in historic cities have been erased or reconstructed for tourism consumption. As 
the Chinese Pritzker Prize Wang Shu said, there is no more hope for Chinese cities. 
It is precise because of the lack of specific pre-arranged planning that, in the context of rapidly satisfying 
the needs of modern life, Traditional Villages have been assimilated by modernity, while their traditional 
authentic character has been constantly estranged. 
Regarding policies and regulations, the “Requirements for Famous Historical and Cultural Cities, Towns 
and Villages Conservation Planning (Trial)” (2012) stipulated that Conservation Plans should delineate first 
the protection boundaries of Famous Historical and Cultural Towns and Villages. The protection bounda-
ries include the “Core Protection Unit” and the “Buffer Zone”. The “Core Protection Unit” is demarcated 
by the “red line” of the site boundaries, which presumes the integrity of ancient towns and villages.  Its 
identification is the result of substitutions or roughly juxtaposes the old types and of rural parts morpho-
logically differentiated in a short-term process of transformation in use and meaning (Pezzetti, 2019a). 
Following the guidelines of the “Principles for the Conservation of Heritage Sites in China” (2015) and the 
“Regulation on the Protection of Famous Historical and Cultural Cities, Towns and Villages” (2008), the 
red line separates the “core protection unit” from the “buffer zone”. The buffer zone separates its assumed 
integrity from the rest of the settlements without clarifying its characteristics, relations, and interactions.
Now that development turns from cities to the Chinese countryside, in the process of “urbanization” and 
“rurbanisation” of villages and towns the conflict between the “Traditional” (architecture) and the “Mod-
ern” (self-built rough buildings) becomes prominent. In many villages, the built heritage has been devoured 
in the rapid development of cities, and the same is happening in the process of rural development. Yet rur-
banisation should not be a necessarily a derogatory term. Rurbanisation can also be defined as the process 
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of increasing the presence and the quality of green spaces and agriculture in both towns and cities. In the 
development of the countryside we need to embrace a co-evolutionary approach (Della Torre, 2019; Pez-
zetti, 2019a) of the new and the old, rather than producing another “crisis of civilization” (Muratori, 1963).
Furthermore, the new label of Historic Cultural Towns and Villages is already attracting standardised 
touristic-commercial development projects, which erase the deep structural and morphological order of 
the whole settlement (that has proved to be resilient even to self-built constructions), and the authentic 
character of rural and mountain landscape (Pezzetti, 2019a).
This is possible because Protection Plans are also planned by zoning and focus only on “key protection 
units” in view of their touristic attraction, erasing in turn every sign of the passage of time to satisfy 
the expectation of a symbolic authenticity based on the prevailing value of the style (Pezzetti, 2020). 
Since the relation with the morphological rural-urban structure has never been studied outside the plot, 
or beyond plots aggregation, Protection Units are roughly determined with no relation with their build-
ing types, morphologies and rural landscape. So, preservation is standardised in the rough and arbitrarily 
definition of three sequential zones corresponding to the “Protection Unit” (supposedly uniform), the 
“buffer zone” (supposedly unrelated) and the “environment control zone” for tourism development (sup-
posedly a tabula rasa).

• The Perspective of the Investigation: 
   from Single Building Types to Settlement Form

Morphology protection should become an integral part of Traditional Village conservation. When we rec-
ognize Traditional Villages as living heritage, we must recognize that villages will likely continue to expand 
or shrink. When the village expands, a significant threat is a difference in the spatial production results 
caused by the differences in the acquisition modes of rural residential land in ancient and modern times. 
This difference can easily lead to destroy their organic form. 
The current supply system of homesteads has replaced the social mechanism of freely buying and selling 
land in ancient times; peasant families can obtain land for free as a social welfare in a planned allocation 
model. Under this premise, we need to provide a plan (i.e. design and management) from the level of ur-
ban design to avoid the assimilation of Traditional Villages by modern urban space during the process of 
expansion or contraction.
As Whitehand and Gu pointed out in 2006, the study of urban morphology in China had two character-
istics: 1. Compared with most other aspects of Chinese urban studies, the development of urban morphol-
ogy is mainly independent of Western countries. 2. In the study of urban morphology in China, narrative 
descriptions and other descriptions are dominant, and there are relatively few analytical and conceptual 
approaches. 
Although researches on urban form have increased rapidly in recent years, it has still had little to do with 
architecture as an urban phenomenon and thus, guiding urban development. The replacement of Chinese 
native urban forms by Western ideologies instead has brought about various problems in spatial, social, 
economic and cultural realms.
It is undeniable that rural villages and small towns are the loci of the persistence of Chinese settlement 
forms, and not just local vernacular and intangible traditions. 

The researches on the two case studies will demonstrate the typo-morphological solidarity between the 
dwelling courtyards and the topographic structure, which allows us to read and interpret the entire settle-
ment form as a high-quality figure-organism (Pezzetti, 2019a). In the field of research focusing on the 
Chinese rural area, the current analysis methods and standardized strategies are insufficient to read the 
principles that constitute urban-rural form, nor to interpret its underlying formal structures, as well as 
style, construction technology, vernacular tradition, and settlements facts, in their integrated relationship 
between type, morphology, and topography.
In Italy, the study of urban form has a long-established tradition. Giuseppe Pagano’s early work on rural 
architecture (Pagano & Daniel, 1936), regarded the subject as a working tool resulting from spontane-
ous awareness inherited from the cultural habits passed down from generation to generation. Pagano 
was the first to posit a general typological process whose distinct stages could be traced back to various 
geographical traditions. When we observe the historical centre of Italian cities, we can quickly realize that 
the types related to cultural attributes are organic, and the towns’ fabric feature this organic organization 
around main structures. Despite the fabric organicity, the law of the birth and transformation of cities is 
not “natural” but the result of precise historical and cultural positions (Muratori, 1950).
In the same years of Pagano’s book, Gustavo Giovannoni pointed out that form is a transitional stage in a 
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never-ending development process, and that form itself retains and continuously shows its inner traces. 
Advancing the concept of “organicity”, he pointed out two issues: historical environment could be read 
through contextualism. Through the strategy of complementarity between old and new, the past has an 
opportunity of organic continuity (Giovannoni, 1931).
From the issue of Environmental Pre-existences (Rogers, 1958) that gave theoretical dignity to the dia-
logue between design and history and the focus on the physical dimension of settlements within the unity 
of architecture and urbanism (Samonà, 1978), to the analytical study of the urban fabric concerning build-
ing typologies (Muratori) on the other hand, the basis for an urban science and the urban significance of 
architecture was jointly established and further developed by the following generation (Pezzetti, 2020).
Some aspects can be here mentioned to highlight some issues to be taken into account. 
When Saverio Muratori published the results of his and his assistants’ studies on Venice and Rome in the 
1960s, he explored continuity in the process of the historical city’s transition from traditional to modern. 
The types and morphological forms expressed in his cartographic elaborations studied urban tissues at 
different moments of history. The “forming-form” of the residential types could be understood only in a 
specific urban tissue, within the urban organism and its historic dimension (Muratori, 1959). 
Architecture is an urban phenomenon. For Giuseppe Samonà too, the morphological research constituted 
the base for both analysis and design, although leading to a synthesis rather than a linear derivation from 
the historic process. In the 1970s, Samonà’s concepts of “morphological systems” and “morphological 
units” provided conceptual and operational tools for reading jointly for the first time urban facts and land-
scapes, influencing the urban research between Milan and Venice (Pezzetti, 2019). 
In Samonà’s works, Aldo Rossi saw a new foundation for the research on cities and architecture, viewed for 
the first time as an evolving whole (Rossi, 1968). Urban research needed to be reconnected to architecture 
and vice-versa.  As Carlo Aymonino stated, the fundamental character of architecture is its ability to dia-
logue with the context, where the individuality and therefore recognisability of each element is composed 
within a whole that has its raison d’être in the coherence of the parts. As well as to «be in relation to each 
time (to other existing architectures, to a certain landscape, to a system of infrastructure, etc.) to be an 
accomplished part of a process in continuous becoming» (Aymonino, 2000).
Besides, some issues raised by Vittorio Gregotti (1985) contained a critique to modernity, bridging the 
problems of European and Chinese modern urban space.  He pointed out that the notion of type encour-
ages an interest towards the form of the city different from the one promoted by the Modern Move-
ment. Criticising both vulgar modern results and various original models of zoning and garden cities, 
Gregotti pointed out that the urban structure is indebted to far richer and more complex morphological 
systems. Which are far more capable of “narrating” urban facts than a morphology based on the simple 
addition of types. 
In the last decade or so, with the introduction of relevant theories and the holding of the International 
Seminar on Urban Form (ISUF) in China, more Chinese scholars (Gu et al., 2008; Chen & Romice, 2009; 
Tian et al., 2012; Deng et al., 2013; Ding, 2013; Tang et al., 2016; Dong et al. 2018) have recognized 
the potential of morphological and typological methods in analysing and interpreting traditional Chinese 
urban morphology and architectural types, committing to case studies and practice. 
At the same time, Western scholars, mostly represented by Laura A. Pezzetti, pioneered new methodolo-
gies and interpretation of the historic-structural and typo-morphological research in the built environment 
of Chinese historical villages.

• Morphological Foundations of Semantic Units: 
  Layered Morphologies and Latent Structure

To understand, preserve and continue villages co-evolution, we need to understand the spatial grammar 
of rural settlement and their landscapes, while raising the need to re-address typo-morphological studies 
to urban and rural forms as “a whole architecture” (Pezzetti & Li, 2021) as man-made form is a carrier of 
meaning and layering of culture.
The surveys carried out in the two villages in different provinces attach great importance to the site as 
an archive of historic forms as well as to the connections between village form and rural landscape, archi-
tectural type and morphologic units, local culture and Feng Shui. This understanding of the overall urban 
and rural forms in both synchronic and diachronic reading through the concept of “latent Structure”, the 
concept of “Semantic Morphological Units” produced by composite types and “layered morphologies”,  the 
concept of “writing of the ground” including topographical signs into morphology, are the most significant 
differences from all previous studies on urban morphology, such as the Conzenians focussed on the plot 
as the key unit and referred to geographers’ approach, and the Caniggians (not exactly coinciding with Mu-
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ratori’s views), reading the city as a processual aggregation of 
types explored in their taxonomic diachronical processes.
The theoretical and operational problem for Chinese Traditional 
Villages is to cognize them as contexts that overlap different 
historical orders and structures, enshrining value to all historic 
periods and making sense of a nonlinear and complex unity 
through preservation, appropriate modification and design en-
hancement (Pezzetti, 2019a).
“Layered Morphologies” (Pezzetti, 2019a) is an interdiscipli-
nary conceptual tool to investigate the coevolutionary nature of 
buildings and settlements and a base to define integrated and 
site-specific preservation and enhancement design strategies. 
This morphological concept evokes the topological dimension 
of buildings as defined by the settlement behaviour itself (“tó-
pos”– place, and “logos”– study, in ancient Greek). The concept 
of “Layered Morphologies” effectively connects the reading 
of architectural “facts” in terms of their typological and mor-
phological dimensions to the writing performed by men on the 
ground topography. This connection, tangible and intangible at 
the same time, produces the lines of force of the Latent Struc-
ture underlying the settlement and the overall urban or village 
form, allowing studying urban and rural form as a unitary whole 
(Pezzetti 2019a; 2020). 
At the same time, this conceptual tool reads built heritage as 
“historicised architecture”, thus still part of an ongoing co-evo-
lution and submitted to the principles of architecture, that is, 
the project of a given society, and landscape as “a structure of 
structures”, and not a mere visual homogeneous appearance or 
self-standing discipline (Pezzetti 2019a; 2020). 
As latency, disappearance, and uncertainty of historic sources 
in China too often open the way for unjustified demolition, re-
placement and replicas reconstruction, the study of urban and 
village forms through in-depth urban stratigraphic readings 
and interpretative mapping remove the alibis of the lack of 
layering in China and provide sound basis for both preservation 
and design strategies.

In the first case study, Fenghuang ancient town (Zhashui, 
Shaanxi), the study innovated the methodological reference 
based on the tradition of urban studies between Milan and 
Venice. 
Pezzetti’s research combined the scale and morphological 
characteristics of the territory with the historic meaning of 
the place, integrating urban form with topographical and geo-
graphical factors, as well as the decoding of typo-morphological 
units with the stratigraphic study of the historic village. 
Based on deep onsite surveys, historical records in Gazetters, 
local paintings, pictures and interviews, another concept includ-
ed in the Layered Morphologies was formulated, the “Latent 
Structure” (Pezzetti, 2019a). 
By intertwining typological invariants with morphological per-
manencies, land patterns and significant traces, the research 
has revealed the existence of a unique historical “Latent Struc-
ture” formed by radial lines of forces presiding over the type, 
the plot and the agrarian structure, while opening like a fan 
to connect through the village form the Mountain to the River 
(Pezzetti, 2019a; 2020), [fig.1]. The significance of the concept 
of Latent Structure has proved essential to read Chinese Vil-
lages as it demonstrates a triple relationship between the type, 

[1] Reading Fenghuang’s “Mountain-Water” 
relationship: identification of the radial Latent 
Structure and its influence on the urban form and 
buildings of different periods and types; aerial view 
of Fenghuang in 2015; “Feng Shui” relationships: 
confronting the Old Street’s meandering structure 
with topography and geographical landmarks; graphic 
reconstruction of the Old Street by courtyard houses 
roofs. (Source: Pezzetti, 2019a).
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the morphology and the agrarian structure. Three principles explained the village’s settlement form: the 
relationships between the settlement structure and the topographical and structural context; between 
building types and morphological units; and between the form of the village and the farmland structure. 
Besides, and for the first time in Chinese studies, it provided a describable physical form to traditional Feng 
Shui and Shan Sui concepts, proving the effectiveness of the mapping methodology in decoding the village 
form: clear correspondence between meandering linear structure of the old road and mountains gaze; cor-
respondence between radial structure and mountain-water relationship.
This meaningful unity of type, morphology and urban-rural landscape’s structure completely redefined 
the object of preservation, enhancement, and development. This meaningful urban-rural whole is the very 
text to be understood, preserved and coherently enhanced for the future.
The importance of the farmland patterns, therefore, should be always addressed in the study of settle-
ment morphologies, since it is no less important than the village’s architectural heritage. Farmland struc-
ture and architectural heritage were produced and co-evolved in a mutual relationship, thus condensing 
the meaning of historical settlement forms.
The discovery of the existence of latent structures has a double interest and meaning: first, it explains the 
aforementioned triple relationship in urban form; second, it proved to explain the filling of the plots and 
tracing of the expansion process. Although typologically and morphologically differentiated, the modern 
expansion followed in many cases the previous tracing of the latent structure. This has remarkable signifi-
cance for an integrated conservation-enhancement design, including all traces of history and a diachronic 
authenticity.
Moreover, the research by Pezzetti demonstrated a typo-morphological solidarity between the typological 
invariant of the courtyard house and the clear topographical structure in traditional Chinese settlements, 
which allows us to interpret the entire settlement as a high-quality “organism figure”. This concept makes 
a difference for architects as it provides a formal structure capable of absorbing diachronic constructions 
and future writings in a complex but organic unity made of parts (Pezzetti, 2019a). Emphasising the con-
cept of “palimpsest”, Pezzetti demonstrated by design exploration on four problem-areas that the discov-
ery of the Latent Structure provides clear principles for future writing and rewriting, in a co-evolutionary 
harmonious evolution. 
Discussing the relationship between form and meaning, it is worth mentioning Peter Eisenman’s theoretic 
research focussing on syntax and considering formal elements and orders as a potential system of signs 
(Eisenman, 1973). The reading and describing of the underlying structure, in fact, is a decoding procedure 
of the formal structures and a guide for future “re-coding” operations.
The space of traditional organic settlements, therefore, is readable as well as rewritable (Pezzetti, 2019b).
Finally, by interrelating the demonstration of Fenghuang’s Latent Structure to further explorations of Chi-
nese Traditional theories, the authors provided an ascertainable physical body to Shan Shui and Feng Shui 
principles, connecting them for the first time to the study of the rural-urban form (Pezzetti, 2019; Li, 2019).

[2] Latent Structure and Morphotypes: survey section through Dang Courtyard House showing the result of the historic palimpsest; 
study of the Morphotype and historical coevolution of the Zhai Yuan type in Dang Courtyard; typo-morphological survey of the 
old village, showing the walls, which land partitions extended in the farmland structure, detail. (Source: Pezzetti, 2019a).
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• From Typo-Morphology to Semantic Units: 
  a Research Path for the Chinese Villages’ Form

Since the 1930s, especially after World War II, the research on urban form in Italy gained distinct charac-
teristics, attempting to interpret urban form in its entirety and in close connection to architectural types. 
In the 1970s, Samonà’s proposal of “morphological systems” and “morphological units” provided concep-
tual and operational tools for a first joint reading of urban facts and landscapes. In the “Program Plan” 
for the Historic Centre of Palermo, Giuseppe Samonà started a mapping that would detect the parts of 
the city based on their formal coherence. The parts identified by Samonà are environmental units that 
he defined contexts, whose identification combines the recognition of their form with a sort of cultural 
recognition also touching on toponymics. In the words of Samonà «Urban morphology is animated by a 
dual theoretical and analytical objective, also aims at the reunification of architecture and urbanism in a 
single discipline, in this sense, architecture finds the analytical dimension of the intellectual tradition, and 
urbanism finds its traditional interest in the physical and spatial object (Fernandes, 2020). 
Developing further Samonà’s concepts, Pezzetti (2019a) decoded a series of morphologically defined ar-
eas in Fenghuang, namely “Morphological Semantic Units” to go beyond the three conventional Heritage 
Protection Units (Key Conservation Unit, Construction Control Zone, Environmental Coordination Zone), 
and redefined them in a sound and articulated way according to specific typo-morphologic characteristics.
The identification was not based on visual homogeneity or historical period only as for the usual concept of 
“landscape units”, since its application would falsify all urban and architectural meaning and reduce the pres-
ervation to the façade or plot patterns of courtyard houses only, erasing all other signs. The concept identifies 
instead morphological units defined by the dual relationship between the original type and morphology (mor-
photype) that are composite in their historic-architectural time and style, therefore layered, but still consist-
ent with the form of a specific urban part. Behind the recent chaotic constructions and through the diachronic 
historical process, buildings belonging to different morphological periods and styles proved to be still consist-
ent with the original latent structure, following the ancient typo-morphologic structure, traces and rites.
Pezzetti’s research demonstrated that by combining the research on the historical structure of the genera-
tive matrix with the type and form analysis of the fabric historic development, we could decode the latent 
structure of landscape and identify its subdivision in different morphological units of meaning, each one 
necessitating different preservation and intervention rules [figs.2,3]. 
According to Pezzetti, “Morphological Semantic Units” can be understood as “structuring morphological 
units”. These units correspond not only to a particular but composite urban landscape originating from 
historic morphotypes, but also to differentiated social components and use patterns. 
The complexes made of similar morphotypes constitute the various morphological semantic units that con-
stitute the whole urban-rural form. These Morphotypes and their composite landscape units feature a distinct 
character that should be recognised and preserved in it components and materials in the conservation plan. 

[3] Morphological Semantic Units:  Identification of building types and their relation with land; decoding composite Morphological 
Semantic Units in Fenghuang. (Source: Pezzetti, 2019a)
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• Expanded Semantic Unit Interpretation: 
  a Method of Cultural Invariants Analysis

In their subsequent investigation on Zhangdaicun Village (Hancheng, Shaanxi) the authors continued to 
discuss the heteronomy of architecture as the key to understand contradictions and historical conflicts. A 
responsible interpretation of the processes and mechanisms of morphological development in the case 
studied should be informed by the case’s specific cultural and social context through time. 
In Zhangdaicun Village, the authors also explored Feng Shui and Shan Shui identification based on the 
results achieved in their previous studies on Fenghuang. At the same time, a distinctive feature of the 
investigation of Zhangdaicun is the comprehensive interpretation of the roots of the organicity of the 
settlement morphology through the study of traditional local knowledge (extension to the philosophical 
dimension) as well as the relationship between the family unit and the morphological unit in the settle-
ment form. The synthesis of the investigation is reflected in the integration of morphology, architecture 
and local knowledge. The study of local knowledge, which encompasses ancient experiences of existence, 
philosophy, law, values, numerology, rituals, etc., is the most effective tool for explaining the invariants of 
both settlement and architectural form.
The morphological semantics study of Zhangdaicun mainly included three levels:
1.	 To analyze the presentation and expression of Hancheng’s landscapes in ancient local chronicles (gazet-

teers) and maps to understand the landscape characteristics of the area in the ancients’ thoughts. That 
is to study the semantic expression of the landscape in the historical period (traditional Chinese society) 
from abstract, even symbolic records.

2.	To study the village’s “morphogenetic field” by integrating material and non-material contents.
3.	To consider the formation of Traditional Villages as the overall process of human behaviour.

This paper argues that the doctrine of the I Ching (the Book of Changes) is an essential tool for explaining 
some traditional Chinese village formations. In China, the I Ching is considered a philosophy of change. This 
cultural foundation is responsible for some of the uncertainty of the settlement form, which is the external 
manifestation of the invariant nature of the latent structure. 
At the level of the village as a whole, traditional Chinese settlements show extremely strong “migratory” 
characteristics. As De Pauw (1795), De Quincy (1803) and Moule (1914) have argued, traditional Chinese 
architecture and settlements were historically nomadic. In the context of the contrast between the geo-
graphical and climatic environments of the East and the West, Ray Huang (1997) suggested the relevance 
of the frequent flooding and diversion of the Yellow River basin in ancient times to ancient Chinese state 
forms. In recent years, Huang’s views have been widely shared by historical scholars. Based on these ideas, 
the authors argue that it is likely that in remote antiquity, many Chinese settlements migrated on a large 
scale to escape natural disasters, mainly frequent and variable floods. This migration was a change of 
location1. According to the House Classic, a house’s properties are constantly changing, with people from 
the north and east living in it as a Yang house and those from the south and west becoming a Yin house 
(Wang, 2007). Thus, the timber form of traditional Chinese architecture and the mortise-and-tenon joints 
of timber elements provided the technical feasibility for migration. The building materials and construc-
tion rules developed during the “nascent” period of Chinese architecture to facilitate migratory behaviour 
have become a gene deeply embedded in the Chinese building tradition.
At the level of the planar layout of the settlement, both Fenghuang and Zhangdaicun reflect the corre-
spondence between the village roads and the surrounding environment’s mountains peaks. Some Chinese 
scholars have interpreted such phenomenon as the ancients’ worship of the great mountains. Besides, 
villagers in Zhangdaicun say that local folk’s sayings associate mountain peaks with weather changes. The 
authors believe that a real significance lies in the recognisability of the scene brought about by a person 
standing on the road and seeing the mountain peaks and the weather forecasting function they provide. 
For example, the main road in Zhangdaicun faces Lone Mountain, and since old times, local villagers as-
sume that when a cloud floats on top of Lone Mountain on the other side of the Yellow River, heavy rain is 
coming soon. In ancient times, the “changes” in the weather and the solar terms were essential for guid-
ing agricultural production. Therefore, one of the necessary standards for settlement construction is that 
when people stand in the alley in front of the house, they can see the mountain peak.
The courtyard house is not only a family unit but also the 
minimum differential of the semantic interpretation of village 
morphology. In the investigation of Zhangdaicun, the authors 
found that the I Ching book has direct guidance for the shape 
of the courtyard. As an important branch of the theory of the 

1. The wholesale relocation of the Daming Palace com-
plex in the Tang dynasty and the Classic of the Yellow 
Emperor’s Residence (黄帝宅经) provide empirical 
evidence and a “yin-yang” explanation for the reloca-
tion of settlements, respectively.
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Book of Changes, traditional Chinese numerology believes 
that the eight characters corresponding to the birth moment 
of the owner of the courtyard (year, month, date and one of 
the 12 two-hour periods of the day, respectively, correspond to 
two characters in the Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches) 
are the key basis for determining the functional layout of the 
courtyard. A more easily understood explanation is to divide 
the rectangular homestead into eight parts or orientations 
(not including the empty part in the middle of the courtyard) 
corresponding to the Tai Chi Eight Diagrams. In fig.4, each ori-
entation has the attribute of “auspicious” or “unlucky”. The 
correspondence between the so-called “auspicious” or “un-
lucky” and the physical direction is not static. Still, it is calcu-
lated according to the numerological interpretation of the birth 
time of the head of the household. This is a very complex com-
puting system. 
This tradition of numerology provides a theoretical premise for 
the diversity of orientation and layout of the village courtyard. 
At the synchronic level, under the same primary type (proto-
type) of the courtyard, different families in a village would 
inevitably present multiple orientations of the main house, 
functional layout and orientation of the gate. On the diachron-
ic level, the layout of each courtyard would change with the 
inheritance of the times. Because the heir’s birth date (the 
date of birth and the eight characters of a horoscope) is dif-
ferent from his ancestors, when he has enough financial re-
sources and is worried about bad luck, he would actively adjust 
the layout of the courtyard and the location of the gate. These 
changes sometimes lead to changes in the location of the ex-
ternal roads of the courtyard. In other words, numerology en-
dorses the rationality of changing the layout of a residential 
compound or even demolition actions.
In addition, the minor changes in the laws of the Qing Dynasty 
based on the laws of the Ming Dynasty induced (or recognized) 
a massive change in the shape of the individual courtyard, 
which allowed the number of wing rooms to increase and led 
to a narrower and longer geometric shape of the courtyard.
It can be seen that “change” itself is the “inherent” (invariant) 
feature of the settlement form. The invariable time is the rule 
of change determined by traditional philosophy, the construc-
tion materials logically determined by traditional experience, 

auspicious position

ominous position

[4] Twelve illustrations of courtyard layout in “Eight 
House School Fengshui” (Source: Li, 2010, redrawn 
and translated by the Author).

[5] Morphological semantic units’ analysis for 
Zhangdaicun Village based on overall ground floor 
plan (Source: Pezzetti & Li, 2021).
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the architectural scale (the number of bays of a single building), and the colour specified by law. Under 
the dual factors of change and invariance, the traditional settlements present an organic order in which 
differences and harmony coexist. These characteristics constitute the authenticity of Chinese traditional 
settlement’s landscape heritage.
Obviously, the endogenous mechanism of courtyards layout changes had made the architectural cluster 
of traditional settlements “organic”. However, in recent decades, with the decline of the influence of 
traditional culture and the influence of the supplying way of rural homestead land in the contemporary 
political context, the settlement form in many traditional villages presents the juxtaposition of organic, 
semi-organic and inorganic regions [figs.5,6]. These three types of regions identify three different mor-
phological and semantic units which distinct formal structure and character cannot be ignored any longer. 
Because in them lies the “history as thought and action”.

[6] Typical Morphological semantic units in Zhangdaicun Village (Source: Pezzetti & Li, 2021).
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