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Abstract: Intertwining theoretical approach with research on a case study, this paper addresses 
the issue of reading, de-coding and re-coding Chinese historic villages and towns, proposing an 
integrated approach aimed at their reading, protection and enhancement.
Reading and de-coding, as urban studies have demonstrated, are the essential basis to define 
comprehensive strategies for preservation, appropriate modifications and innovations in herit-
age and historic contexts. The intertwining of typo-morphological and historic-structural tools 
with topographical reading and landscape systemic approach has proved to be effective in the 
Chinese context where latency, disappearance, and intangibility too often open the path to dem-
olitions, substitution, and simulacra reconstruction. In the Fenghuang (Shaanxi) case study, the 
discovery of a resistant structure that takes its shape from the original and triple relationship be-
tween settlement type, rurban morphology and rural structure opens unexplored reading, which 
may be essential for the urgent Chinese challenges.
The fact that rural villages are the locus of the permanence of Chinese settlement forms and not 
just that of vernacular traditions and xiangchou (nostalgia for the countryside) is perceivable. 
Nonetheless, studies have been insufficient in relating typo-morphological analysis to a deep 
knowledge of built facts in order to define an analytical methodology capable to capture both the 
locus solus and to make explicit general criteria. At the same time, to relate to the geography as a 
dominating character, expressing the close relationships between latent form, typology and geo-
graphic factors, thus providing an instrumentation to give a describable physical “mise en forme” 
to Feng Shui within the rapport urban-rural form and ground-form.

1. The paradox of the designation to “Chinese Famous Historic and Cultural 
Town” as a threat 

Chinese rural towns and villages underwent radical transformations that deeply altered their 
built and rural landscape, with significant losses in terms of urban form, cultural and built her-
itage, population and land-use, knowledge and traditions. 

As China’s fast development has been turning towards the countryside, in 2003 the her-
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itage protection system of “Famous Historical Cultural Cities” was extended1 to smaller 
settlements including those pre-Qing traditional villages (TCV) and “Famous Historical 
and Cultural Towns” (CFHCT) that were acknowledged for their historical, artistic or cul-
tural value, their commemorative revolutionary significance or clear settlement character 
and traditional costumes. Despite their limited number, accounting respectively for 1.22% 
and 0.16% (Pezzetti and Li 2018) of the total, under the guidance of the 11th Five-Year Plan 
(2005-2020) every provincial government has developed masterplans that convert all farm-
lands around historic cores, including the ones listed as CFHCT “protection units”, into 
urban residential areas.

Surprisingly, the status of “CFHCT/V” now seems to constitute an additional major 
threat. This label attracts standardised tourism-commercial development projects that 
erase every morphological and topographical sign of a deep-seated settlement order and 
the authentic character of rural and mountain landscape outside the “red line” of “key pres-
ervation unit”. At the same time, they erase every sign of the passage of time in buildings 
in order to satisfy the expectation of a symbolic authenticity based on the prevailing value 
of the “original style”. Entire settlements undergo a process of “re-historicisation” that affects 
the multifaceted issue of authenticity as it promotes a simulacrum of both historical and 
intangible cultural context.

Listed as a provincial-level protected site (2004) and then included in the Fifth batch of 
CFHCT (2010), Fenghuang Town (Zhashui, Shaanxi) is a paradigm of the theoretical and 
knowledge gap that reflects the statute of CFHCT itself, where the notion of historicity and 
preservation are still limited to the concept of “original style”. In the renderings of tourism 
plans (2012; 2013), the reconstruction of the image of the Old Town in relation to an ideal type 
is turned into a postcard for tourist consumption, i.e. a “picklock” for a disproportionate real 
estate development and incongruous “cultural” scenic area.

Geographical factors and Feng Shui intertwined in decreeing the appropriateness of Fen-
ghuang site. Built “between mountains and water” at the confluence of three rivers, Fenghuang 
has been a paradigm of Feng Shui principles and a thriving regional inland port since the 
Tang period.

By 624, the strengthening of the equal-field system encouraged the agricultural develop-
ment and the first of a series of immigration waves from the south (Hubei and Hunan) that 
would continue through the Qing Dynasty when the village was rebuilt after a new war (1675). 
Nonetheless, based on historical records (Nie, 1979; Compilation, 1998), what is defined as 
“ancient town” actually coincides with its rebirth at the beginning of the eighteenth century 
when, at the height of its splendor, some 100 houses were built along with a trail that con-
nected it to Xi'an and the waterway of the Jia-Jin Qian River, as well as even later additions. 

In order to untangle the myth and deep meanings of Fenghuang’s old settlement, and 
define appropriate principles for intervention, the research looked beyond the “red line” of 
the Old Street “preservation unit” to identify the settlement’s matrix, the historic co-evolu-
tionary development, and the interaction between architectural type, geographic elements 
and rural landscape. This meaningful urban-rural whole is the very text to be understood, 
preserved and coherently enhanced for the future.

1. In October 2003, the Ministry of Construction and the State Administration of Cultural Heritage announced the 
first batch of twenty-two “China Famous Historical and Cultural Towns and Villages”.
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2. Understanding the settlement’s form and structure. Context vs Setting

The fact that rural villages are the locus of the permanence of the authentic forms of Chinese 
settlement and not just repositories of vernacular traditions and xiangchou is perceivable. 
Nonetheless, present methods of investigation and assessment in historic landscapes have 
proved to be insufficient to decode, along with style and vernacular traditions, the settlement 
conditions and their underlying formal structures, which are crucial to understanding the rela-
tion between single building types and their settlement and landscape forms, providing a sci-
entific and cultural foundation to the knowledge project of the entire organism (Muratori, 1959), 
to which preservation, regeneration and sustainable development should instead be referred. 

Chinese settlement matrices have been investigated in previous literature and plans with 
abstract schemes, unrelated to the layering of built facts, landforms and geographical sur-
roundings seen in their multiscale interrelations and co-evolutionary systems (Pezzetti, 2019). 
There is no trace of historic-structural and morphological studies in conservation plans, as 
the rationale of the Heritage Conservation Plans (HCP, 2012; 2013) and Tourism Develop-
ment Plan (TDP, 2013) for Fenghuang clearly shows. Consequently, the boundaries of the 
“red line” and the two additional “control zones” are demarcated without investigating the 
relationship linking settlements matrices, building types and the morphological units they 
organise or the landscape they belong to. 

The notion of “setting” contained in the ICOMOS China “Principles” (2015), together with 
the mere hint to “natural landscape and surrounding environment” in the “Regulation” (2008), 
are actually vague references lacking the appropriate knowledge tools that have, instead, 
a long tradition in urban studies. Almost seventy years of research have demonstrated that 
heritage artefacts relate neither to the “setting” as a mere background nor exclusively to the 
immediate surrounding and mere visible dimension of landscape. Nor are they confined to a 
privileged historical moment in the life of a construction, sacrificing historical layering to a 
stylistic and cultural value in itself.

Limiting urban meaning to the “red line” of the Old Street’s zhai yuan (narrow courtyard 
houses) preservation unit, in order to sterilise it “surgically” from the rest of the living city, 
and simplifying its layered setting between an a posteriori “construction control zone” and an 
“environmental coordination zone”, produces an oversimplification resulting in the tabula rasa 
of all morphological patterns, topographical signs and agrarian structure that should consti-
tute, instead, an integral part of the historic landscape (Council of Europe, 2000).

In such fragile contexts, conservation, planning and architecture alone, if separated from 
the understanding of the structural matrix of the settlement, the morphological structure 
and the forma urbis-form agris relationship, are unable to redeem the loss of sense in urban 
form and rural landscape we currently experience in Chinese settlements.

As urban studies have demonstrated, surveying, reading and decoding provide an essential 
basis to interconnect appropriate strategies and actions for preservation, rehabilitation, modi-
fication, innovation and management of historic contexts as a whole. 

The first theoretical and operational shift is to redefine “setting” and “assessment” in their 
relation to the object of research, preservation, and revitalisation. 

Unlike the indefiniteness of “setting”, the structural and historical notion of context pene-
trates the deep structure of the settlement where the place, rather than the visible hic et nunc, 
is the result of a dense texture of signs and relations, fractures and oppositions that are forms, 
ideas, memories and absences the decoding of which takes place first of all (but not only) within 
the layered text that is the site.
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This legacy also constitutes the reference framework also for the dialectical relationship 
between old and new, i.e. between the pre-existent to be conserved and design as the authentic 
form of its enhancement (Pezzetti, 2019c).

Therefore, place-as-a-context is also an absence and a possible text that, similarly to a palimp-
sest (Geddes, 1915; Corboz, 2001; Pezzetti, 2019a/c), contains several traces and different signs 
including the future ones. 

Absences, in fact, are never entirely disappearances, as they leave traces in the deep memory 
of places. In the case of an absent form (Eisenman, 1983), what matters is precisely the structure 
that underlies and makes it possible. This concept has proved to be effective in the Chinese con-
text where latency, disappearance and intangibility all too often open the path to demolitions, 
substitution or simulacra. 

Therefore, if the concept of context as a palimpsest allows the reading of morphology and 
topography as a continuous recording of signs, what our knowledge of the context is made of 
becomes a crucial issue.

3. Reading the historic landscape as the “mise en forme” of the context 

The methodological reference adopted in this research has its cultural roots in the tradition of urban 
studies developed between Milan and Venice2 where two components have always been inter-
twined: the relationship between architecture and the city (or the settlement), and between design, 
history, and tradition. 

From the issue of environmental pre-existences that gave theoretical dignity to the dialogue 
between design and history (Rogers, 1958) and the focus on the physical dimension of settle-
ments within the unity of architecture and urbanism (Samonà, 1975) to the analytical study of 
the urban fabric in relation to building typologies (Muratori, 1959), the basis for urban science 
and the urban significance of architecture were jointly established and further developed by the 
following generation (Canella et al., 1968; Aymonino, 1970; Rossi, 1978).

From this basis, the research has transcended some common spatial ontologies such as urban/
rural, architecture/planning, conservation/design, developing a multiscale approach and inte-
grating theoretical and methodological tools from urban studies, topology and conservation to 
decipher the typo-morphological and topographical structure of Chinese historic small towns 
in order to redefine the object of conservation and an appropriate strategy of enhancement, 
revitalisation and development based on their meaningful historic structure and layering. 

The concept of Layered Morphologies has been developed as a theoretical and methodologi-
cal approach that operates across interdisciplinary fields and includes recent urbanisation and 
contemporary conditions in an overall understanding of the entire urban-rural organism. 

Unlike cities, the form of Chinese villages and small towns almost never entirely loses the 
memory of itself even under the pressure of uncontrolled rapid urbanisation. Whether mani-
fest or hidden, they retain types, landforms and writings of the ground – whose anamnesis and 
interrelationship would reveal their genetic matrix and co-evolutionary character. The actions 
of preservation, appropriate modification or co-evolutionary development of the rural-urban 
organism could be then addressed to the specific physiology of each context.

2. I am referring to those experiences developed in Italy between theory and praxis by Muratori and by Gruppo Ar-
chitettura between Milan and Venice (e.g. Aymonino, Canella, Rossi, Polesello, Semerani and others) that assumed the city 
in the process of elaboration of architecture through the analysis of formal matrixes and the understanding of the physio-
logical meaning of the “urban phenomenon”.
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The second theoretical and operational shift is to develop a methodology aimed at under-
standing the Chinese settlement’s physical and intangible dimension altogether, demonstrating 
how the layering of physical traces of the irreproducible and autograph manifestation of a cul-
tural construction nourishes the immaterial stratification of memory resonances and narrative 
echoes. Therefore, the aim of the research was also to define an analytical methodology to cap-
ture the locus solus, while making the general reading-decoding procedures and possibly Feng 
Shui and the Shan Shui principles explicit3.

The notion of historic landscape is assumed to include both the continuity and mutual defi-
nition between urban and rural settlement, and as a systemic approach to the context as a 
structure of structures.

Introduced in Italian urban studies since the 1960s (Rogers, 1957; Samonà, 1975) as an “em-
pirical ground” (Rossi, 1964) and derived from French geographers like Chabot (1948), it would 
later receive considerable attention from the European Landscape Convention (ELC, 2000). 

In 1968, following the Symposium on the “Protection and Enhancement of Urban and Rural 
Landscape” (Rogers, 1957), Samonà launched research on the “urbanised countryside” focused on 
the emerging role of small towns within agricultural territories in order to contrast the de-
population of rural and mountain areas and draw attention to the values of landscape and its 
history seen as “the one architecture we want to derive” (Samonà, 1975). During the same years, 
the geographer Sereni’s seminal text (1961) also led to consider the rural landscape “as a form” 
consciously and systematically engraved by man onto the natural landscape for his agricultural 
activities, which required to be analysed and understood in its multidisciplinary components. 

Only recently, with the Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL, 2011) has it 
been included in conservation practices, although mostly limited to planning and management. 
The historical parts that have assumed value for contemporary society are finally considered 
historical as well (Bandarin, 2010). The Principles Concerning Rural Landscapes as Heritage (ICO-
MOS, 2017) affirmed that rural landscapes are not just settings but heritage themselves. 

Nonetheless, despite the ELC’s assertion, not everything is landscape. Landscape is a protean 
and still largely indeterminate concept (Zagari, 2006) that has come to cover everything that 
exists, with the risk to dissolve all its components in the undetermined concepts of “environ-
ment” and “place”. That means its comprehension cannot be limited to what is visible, as this 
construction originates from a deeper structure of the settlement and co-evolutionary process-
es in the long-term of civilisation (Braudel, 1985) in the relationship with natural and geograph-
ical elements.

The diffused historical landscape results from a cultural construction that we recognise a poste-
riori and as a layered text when it is characterised by consistency of signs, formal quality, iconic 
nature or typicality. 

This text is what we need to investigate as a palimpsest, i.e. in its diachronic construction 
and synchronic reading, detecting and ordering the strata of the spatial palimpsest and its as-
sociated (cultural and natural, tangible and intangible, historical and emotional, documentary 
and aesthetic) character and meanings. 

The interaction between survey and cartographic mapping is the first level of decoding the 
settlement rule. It offers both the ubiquitous vertical view that fully penetrates the stratigraphic 
depths of history, recording visible and intangible signs in their interconnections, and the per-

3. The author is publishing an extensive research on urban investigation methodology employing Fenghuang as a 
demonstration case study (Pezzetti, 2019a).
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ception of landscape, which only comprises fragments that are only framed one place at a time 
(Corboz, 2001). 

In the branch of urban studies defined as “typological critique” (Tafuri, 1868), reading is always 
correlated to the acknowledgement of the settlement structures in their architectural or territo-
rial figures, and space-places in their positional relationships. In the Fenghuang survey, fragmen-
tary traces and clues integrated the scarcity of records and allowed the discovery of structural 
relationships, and the recognition of substructures and units into which the landscape could 
be subdivided. Fenghuang’s disappeared rural landscape emerged as one of the substructures 
and the key to unveil the town’s matrix, showing “the ensemble of durable and deep bonding 
between man and ground” (Lebeau, 1986).

Therefore, landscape is a context containing other contexts (Carandini, 2017) or, for archi-
tects, a context or structures that do not require separate instrumentality but rather multi-dis-
ciplinarity to include the different (architectural-territorial, hydro-geographical, socio-ethno-
logical, legal-economical, etc.) systems they are composed of in a broad cognitive framework. 

Landscape, then, appears as a mise en forme (Corboz, 2001) of the context, and as such includes 
architecture, i.e. the unit of measure of the mise en forme of human activities, morphology, i.e. the 
urban-historical mise en forme and the territory, which is the historical-geographical mise en forme.

This systemic nature of landscape can be defined and investigated on both a theoretical and 
operational level as a context of structures, which allows in depth penetration of the settlement 
matrix and the multiplicity of sub-structures that connect the pagus to its land. 

The discovery of the underlying topographical structure shaping a particular rural-urban 
form that has reflected since its foundation the interaction between architectural type, nat-
ural-geographic elements, and the rural landscape, constitutes the missing link between the 
cultural “mise en forme” and the concept of Shan Shui (mountain and water) at the base of the 
Chinese concept of landscape (fengjing) and included in the geomantic principles of Feng Shui. 
Associated with a “re-invention”, as a rediscovery of a topos whose qualities are expressed by the 
resonance between outer space, permeated by the subtle energy (qi), and internalised space, it 
can be thus reconnected to the “inventio” (from the Latin invenire, to find) when design acts as a 
rediscovery of places.

4. Decoding the latent structure and its layered morphotypes: the complex uni-
ty of architecture, morphology and landscape 

The identity of places is an ongoing construction that depends on the ability of the present to 
recognise structures, select character, and become construction again. In order to define the 
meanings we need to preserve and understand how we can solve the relationship between old 
and new, i.e. between history and design, we have to read the palimpsest of signs, traces, mem-
ories and overwriting in Fenghuang where a variety of parts are waiting to be acknowledged in 
their distinct authenticity, character and potential for use and meaning. 

The tool of interpretative mapping has revealed a deep-seated urban order within which the 
architectural zhai yuan type and the overall rurban landscape were linked by mutual structuring 
relationships. Fenghuang’s settlement formal structure originates from three main intercon-
nected factors investigated and unveiled by the research:

 – The first is the relationship between the typological invariant constituted by the unique 
zhai yuan, grafting Chu and Wu (central and southern culture) elements onto the Guan-
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zhong layout – thus giving a formal representation to the cultural features of port activ-
ities and migrations – and the settlement’s winding linear structure, giving shape to a 
peculiar morphotype 

 – The second relates to the settlement matrix established by an original interaction between 
geography of the valley, form of the settlement and architecture, additionally influenced 
by the role of the commercial hub, agricultural structure and Feng Shui principles. The 
historic-structural reading has revealed the traces of a latent structure that provides Feng 
Shui principles with an extrinsic and fully expressed spatial form.

 – The third pertains to the triple settlement relationship among type, morphology and 
agrarian fields” structure.

The research has clarified that these three major aspects of the urban-rural phenomena are 
decisive both as reading keys to define the object, contents and principles of conservation, 
modification, and design enhancement, and as an evidence of the need for an integrated ap-
proach to the historic town as a meaningful whole organism, i.e. for a heritage-led appropriate 
revitalisation and development.

While archaeologists dig to distinguish stratigraphic sections, architects also need to operate 
on overlapping layers, ages, and architectures. 

Through synchronic reading and morphological mapping, the type, as the invariant of mor-
phology (Canella in Canella et al., 1868), has revealed the constant of a morphotype that com-
prises zhai yuan’s enclosed backyard garden, providing the first clue of the relationship between 
form of architecture-form of the town and the total redefinition of the “red line”. On the other 
hand, the recording of the variations determined by adaptation to the terrain and co-evolution-
ary processes has identified the type in its “practical application, i.e. within the building fabric” 
(Muratori, 1959), thus demonstrating the unacceptability of conceptual interchangeability in 
current preservation practices of the a priori type (archetype), which is a formal structure, with 
the real type, which is instead a unique irreplaceable building. The consequence at both the 
urban and the building scale is the erasure of historic signs that shed light on the urban form 
and of the aura of the archaic character and the only artistic, historical and material autograph 
authenticity that embodies the passing of time, evoking memories and cultural legacies. In light 
of the potential offered by this research, it seems all but irresponsible to opt for the ambiguous 
relativism of the “Burra Charter” (1999; 2009) with regard to material authenticity.

As a palimpsest of architectural information to be deciphered, the fabric also turned out to be the 
custodian of the settlement matrix, which can be decoded in the fragments of topographical traces.

Besides the linear structure formed by the association of zhai yuan along the commercial 
street, which meanders between mountain and water (Shan Shui) by following the orography of 
natural terraces and embracing five peaks in the bends’ visual cones, a latent structure could 
be revealed crosswise through the joint survey of all the buildings in the Old Street, typo-mor-
phological mapping, topographic comparisons between the fragments of the crop's walls and 
positions of the traditional and modern buildings and between the old pictures and the agri-
cultural parcels. 

Synchronic readings and interpretative maps are equally needed to understand the “field of 
relationships” established in the present by diachronic urban, topographical, natural, and in-
frastructural elements.

In order to interpret Fenghuang’s settlement rules beyond the chaotic development of re-
cent decades, it is necessary to develop a concept of morphology correlated to its geographical 
origins, evoking both the topological dimension (tópos, place, and logos, study) of Feng Shui and 
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Shan Shui, and the topographical dimension of architecture (graphein, write), as defined by the 
settlement act itself. 

The concept of layered morphology here elaborated aims at holding together the reading of 
built facts in their structural, typological and morphological relations with the topographical 
writing of the ground by manmade activities.

Synchronic infographic mapping has clarified that the correspondence between building 
parcel and building type generated an original radial strip structure converging on the top of 
the upland on the Ying Pan Hill where the ancestors recognised in the village form the deployed 
wings of the flying Phoenix (Fenghuang). The structure used to define the whole settlement, 
starting from the plot of the zhai yuan narrow courtyard houses, stretching to the backyards and 
vegetable gardens, continuing as far as the fields “strigatio4 down to the riverbank wall where it 
finally opened like a fan and reverberated in an ideal triangulation with the mountains” peaks.

By comparing the latent structure to the historical process of Fenghuang’s mise en forme, the 
synchronic reading includes the identification of architectural and ground figures as well as the 
different settlement layout that were superimposed to the original radial structure, although 
they never totally erased it. 

The identification of morphotypes derived from the historical process allows the identifi-
cation of different landscape units not according to visual uniformity but to their constitutive 
rules and character as semantic units, to use Samonà’s definition. The Conservation Plan should 
be redefined on these units since they reformulate the “object” of conservation itself, which is 
far more complex and differentiated than the three generic protection and control units. The 
recognition of the semantic units’ differentiated character allows for the precise assessment of 
all material traces of memory and history, which is the basis for an effective preservation. At 
the same time, it envisages the rules for the units’ enhancement through calibrated grafting, 
rewriting and appropriate rural development strategies.

5. The latent form and the writing of the ground. The limitatio of the fields as a 
rural heritage structure 

The way we look at this cultural construction is neither a neutral accumulation of data nor an 
assessment of fatally transient values. “Historical awareness in planning all too often remains at 
the level of dating and describing individual features” (Whitehand, 2007). The relation between 
facts and the modes of description are themselves the method. 

Fenghuang town has proved to be the text of a story of which it retains the structure and 
footprint.

It is no coincidence that Rossi’s first essays of formal analysis (1970) started from the Veneto 
region’s centuriatio, since its remote tracks represent the oldest constitutive forms of Italian 
cities and countryside. 

The continuity of Fenghuang’s formal structure and its persistence in spite of the violent 
transformations that have occurred since the late 1980s can be sought in its deep historic layers.

The agricultural organisation of Fenghuang, originating from the land division of the equal-
field system, presents a sort of strigatio and scamnatio5 that remained clearly legible until 2015 
and even more so in old images and aerial photo (1958-1966). From the denser texture belonging 

4. Term to define the rural land division in ancient Roman centuriation.
5. These limites (subdivisions) in parallel strips were antecedent to centuriation.
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to the households’ backyards and vegetable gardens, the strigatio extended to the looser texture 
of the arable fields.

As the physical structure reflects social and productive organisations, with the consolidation 
of rural homesteads owned by the Collective the radial walls-system was only partially disman-
tled but remained perfectly readable in the tracks on the ground. The Meng and Dang Houses 
that we chose as one of the pilot-projects are the only two zhai yuan that fully preserved their 
original land-strip still readable in the image of 1958.

The city and the ground constitute the locus where both the culture and the economic struc-
ture of a given society are physically materialised, and the causes of architectural phenomena 
become legible. 

Besides the analysed relationships between the local variation of the zhai yuan type and the 
settlement morphology, and between the spatial order of the village and the geo-morphologi-
cal features dictated by Shan Shui and Feng Shui, such as the location between mountain and 
water, the position of temples, tombs and “search for the dragons” (Li in Pezzetti, 2019a; March, 
1968), there is a further relationship of interdependence – the one connecting type, shape of the 
ground and rural agricultural landscape. 

The discovery of a resilient structure resulting from this original triple relationship opens 
readings and potential that, while unexplored, require urgent attention in the Chinese context.

The latent structure is the primary settlement matrix connecting the design of the settle-
ment imprinted by human activity to geomorphological elements that ancient civilisations 
knew how to read. The significance of this territorial figure, traced by walls and etched into the 
division of fields resulting from land ownership, farming and building patterns, becomes a form 
of writing of the ground, in turn visible as a landscape. Such a territorial figure is no less important 
than that of the built heritage embodied in the “wings” of the Phoenix. Both emerged and lived 
in a mutual relationship that encapsulates the meaning of Fenghuang’s urban-rural form. 

The void is the essential base on which these lines of force establish the relationship between 
mountain and water, similarly to Chinese painted landscapes where invisible lines underlying 
things establish their mutual relationship (Cheng, 1979).

Relating to the geography of the place as a dominating character, the research has demon-
strated the tools required to provide a describable and physical “body” to usually “a-figurative” 
Feng Shui principles within the relationship between urban-rural form and land form the mne-
monic reconnection of elements along the lines of force between mountain and water evokes the 
narrative devices and the peripatetic perception reflected in the youji promenades and the land-
scape animated by movements and emotions of fengjing (Cheng, 1979). This connection between 
urban studies, Shan Shui and Feng Shui is crucial to develop a different approach to planning, 
urban design and architecture. 

Surprisingly, those lines of force connecting the town to the fields are equally traceable in the 
position of later traditional buildings as well as in most rough self-built constructions, and even 
in the majority of out-of-scale buildings that formed the landscape barrier of the new commer-
cial street after 2000.

By adhering to the rural structure of the land use systems, even apparent disordered build-
ings turned out to follow the tracing of the resilient structure of the Phoenix. So, in spite of 
visual appearances, the latent structure offers a foundational constitutive logic for re-structur-
ing Fenghuang’s latent form and make sense of the whole rurban form, including the traditional 
buildings and even most recent constructions: maximising conservation, reconnecting separat-
ed urban-rural parts, integrating new grafting for the revitalisation and sustainable enhance-
ment of the urban-rural landscape. 
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In order to define the strategy of the regenerative structure, the vision must necessarily ex-
tend beyond the “red line” of the Old Street, including the backyards, the historicised town and 
the agricultural landscape. 

Therefore, making a tabula rasa of the traditional buildings and even of all crude construc-
tions built since the 1980s would be a mistake. The former are authentic. The latter, although 
devoid of architectural and spiritual values, represent the reality of the recent political, social, 
economic and cultural history of China. Removing history is neither culturally nor environ-
mentally sustainable. Envisioning a strategy that accepts heterogeneity based on appropriate 
modification, recycling and layering of the already-written palimpsest is cheaper and more 
rewarding.

6. Re-signification, re-structuring and re-morphologisation. The role of de-
sign-led enhancement and revitalisation

The underlying urban-rural structure reveals the absent form of the town. The place is also an 
absence and the possible text containing different traces and signs, including the future ones.

By following those lines of forces, “re-coding” reconnects what has become intangible to its 
physical mise en forme.

Therefore, intangible permanencies that are usually referred to oral memory, cultural tra-
ditions and lifestyles (settled over the centuries in collective culture, craft techniques, local 
knowledge, farming skills and rural practices, etc.), for architects concern traces, disappeared 
elements and unexecuted projects that may be seminal to shed light on the site.

The re-signification project envisions the present town as a fragmentary incomplete text 
in which the design project prefigures new signs, insertions and overwriting according to the 
structural laws that have been recognised to reintegrate an incomplete palimpsest. As a result, 
the palimpsest is also the project itself when based on the relation among past, present and 
future across the layers.

The unity formed by research, urban project and urban architecture is a proactive knowledge that 
reopens questions of meaning by recognising in the existing town its latent structures, poten-
tial semantic units and ground figures while prefiguring new ones (prototypes) and enhancing the 
urban-rural structure lines of force. 

Since the whole existence of built structures is considered as the object of conservation, we 
need to explore a discourse that retains material diachronic authenticity while considering the 
works of the present historically as well. Protection and design are not necessarily a contradic-
tion but a dialectic.

For these reasons, there is no generic concentric zoning (protection unit, construction con-
trol zone and development zone) in the proposed Integrated Conservation Plan. We recognise, 
instead, several morphologic semantic units to be explored along the radial structure and in the 
dialectics between preservation and modification, which is necessary especially within the so-
called “construction control zone”. 

The material with which architects build is time. The diachronic character of authenticity 
implies the notion of aura (Benjamin, 1935) for the old and of appropriate authenticity for the new 
(Pezzetti, 2019b/c).

The complexity of the zhai yuan backyards, with their vegetable gardens, walls, ditches, and 
traditional buildings, is strategic for reading the character of the site and the urban structure. 
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Figure 1. Fenghuang around 2000s (source: L. Gao); drone survey in May 2018 made during the 4° ‘Heritage-Led 
Design Workshop’ (director L. A. Pezzetti with Li Yueyan).
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Figure 2. Visual relationships between Fenghuang’s urban form and its surrounding mountains and temple (source: 
L. Pezzetti and K. Li); the Old Street in its relationships with the natural, geographical, agrarian elements (source: L. 
Pezzetti and A. Malabarba).
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Figure 3. Geometrical survey of Dang Courtyard, n. 334/335, longitudinal section looking eastward (source: J. Zhao, 
R. Wu, Architectural Thematic Studio, Prof. L.A. Pezzetti), and evolution of the morphotype in three courtyards 
(source: L. Pezzetti).
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Figure 4. Protection zones of ‘Heritage Conservation Plan of Fenghuang Streets and Dwellings’ (source: HCP, 2013); 
Proposed Integrated Conservation Plan (source: L. Pezzetti) following the identified semantic morphological units; 
‘historical section’ in 1958, based upon old pictures, survey, typo-morphological reading and the fields system topogra-
phy (source: L. Pezzetti). 

Indeed, the backyards constitute the true asset to reestablish clear morphological relationships 
and a revitalisation strategy within a spontaneous and varied urban fabric. 

Their potential emerges together with the need for calibrated grafting as the key to ensure 
the continuity of residential use in the zhai yuan. By avoiding “cutting” other estranged plazas 
and disproportioned new streets and by activating, instead, the existing lines of force and “explo-
ration paths” within the radial fabric, the courtyard houses, together with the new grafting and 
in synergy with the Old Street, may double the active fronts and help generating new economic 
activities and a mixed residential-hospitality use throughout the year. 

Therefore, in the attached Plan-Project, “re-coding” implies a unitary strategy of re-signifi-
cation, re-structuring and re-morphologisation in the framework of a multiscale urban-rural 
plan-project, together with a set of heritage-led design actions integrating conservation with 
compatible reuse, design enhancement and modification strategies.

Some paradigmatic pilot-projects, necessary to test the urban strategy, are related to 
precise morphological “strips” and units have been also identified with their related design 
themes: conservation-graft-mending; lacuna and rewriting; infill and transformation of inap-
propriate buildings; new prototypes joint with rural landscape recovery as a Multifunctional 
Agricultural Park.

In the multiscale strategy, Architecture is not a separate object but the artefact through 
which town and landscape can be jointly built. 
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7. Conclusions

The current methods of investigation and assessment in historic landscapes have proved to be 
insufficient to decode, along with style and vernacular traditions, Chinese settlement facts and 
their underlying formal structures, which are crucial to define both the objects of preservation 
and design redevelopment.

By intertwining theoretical research under the notion of Layered Morphologies with the investi-
gation of Fenghuang’s paradigmatic case study of CFHT, the paper defines an integrated multiscale 
methodology to capture the layering of the locus solus while making explicit its methodological 
reading-decoding procedures. Demonstrating the discovery of a latent structure, linking in a triple 
relationship type, morphology and agrarian fields’ structure, also Feng Shui and Shan Shui topo-
logical principles acquires a describable topographical figure. As a result, even recent parts of the 
settlement may acquire a new meaning. Understanding this meaningful urban-rural whole as the 
very text to be understood, preserved and coherently enhanced for the future, the multiple issues of 
preservation, revitalisation, design enhancement and development can be jointly redefined.
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