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Abstract. The article aims to examine the semantic evolution and alterations of the term "retro" in light of 
the advent of the "worship of the new" ideology. It will examine the introduction of the term "retroism" into 
architectural discourse during the 1950s, paying special attention to the objects to which it was applied and 
the methods used to assign value to them. The objective of this study is to investigate the intricacy and 
paradox of language and uncover the correlation between architectural structure and ideology. 

1 The concept of “retro” 

The practices such as imitation, reliance, reproduction, 
or reconstruction all contribute to retroism in art and 
architecture. The Renaissance, Classicism, and Qianlong 
period of the Qing Dynasty are all indicative of a human 
desire to revere and even hold a certain level of 
trepidation towards antiquity. The crux of this 
psychological phenomenon frequently involves 
disillusionment with contemporary society, leading to 
the establishment of "invented traditions" to satiate 
individuals' emotional needs.1 This statement may 
explain the phenomenon of venerating the past to adopt 
novel ideas or serve as a contemplation on the concept of 
causality in the ascent and decline of societies. Hence, 
the objective of retro is not to "restore" the past, but 
rather to relish the era of affluence and prosperity 
through this medium. Nonetheless, it is important to note 
that the potential decline of humanities and arts poses a 
significant challenge to the historical evolution theory. 
This theory gained particular prominence during the 
New Culture Movement, which coincided with the 
introduction of Marxist ideology to China, and continued 
to be influential after the establishment of the People's 
Republic of China. 

The article aims to examine the semantic evolution 
and alterations of the term "retro" in light of the advent 
of the "worship of the new" ideology. It will examine the 
introduction of the term "retroism" into architectural 
discourse during the 1950s, paying special attention to 
the objects to which it was applied and the methods used 
to assign value to them. The objective of this study is to 
investigate the intricacy and paradox of language and 
uncover the correlation between architectural structure 
and ideology. 

2 “Retro” in architectural lexicon 

What was the origin of the term "retro" in the 
architectural lexicon during the 1950s? What was the 
correlation between "retroism" and distinct architectural 
structures? Initially, it is imperative to deliberate on the 
genesis of this particular architectural configuration. 

During the 1950s, the Chinese architectural 
community, as exemplified by the Department of 
Architecture at Tsinghua University, embarked on a 
quest for innovative design approaches. This involved a 
departure from the emulation of the "glass box" 
paradigm towards the promotion of the Soviet "national 
form". According to Liang Sicheng's 1952 publication 
titled "Soviet experts help us correct our architectural 
design thinking," it was noted that Soviet architects held 
a prevailing belief that the construction of tall towers 
was unnecessary, and that houses alone would suffice. 
Nevertheless, Stalin revised this perspective and asserted 
that preserving Russian tradition was imperative, despite 
the absence of constructed churches. Ashihkof, a faculty 
member of the Soviet Academy of Architecture, 
delivered lectures at Tsinghua University regarding the 
topic of "national form" in architecture and the 
preservation of architectural heritage. The individual 
held the belief that the coexistence of ancient heritage 
and modern life, as well as the critical application of the 
past and bold innovation, were not contradictory. Under 
the tutelage of Soviet architects, Chinese architects 
commenced the development of the architectural design 
principle of "national form". Liang concurred entirely 
with Mao Zedong's proposition of "national, scientific, 
and popular culture" as put forth in "On New 
Democracy," and aspired to establish a framework of 
"national form and proletarian content" based on this 
foundation. During this period, the act of constructing a 
"national form" was a novel and inventive endeavor that 
received validation and endorsement from political 
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discourse through the utilization of the justifications of 
"national" and "classical". 

The apex of the pursuit of "national form" occurred 
in 1953, following Liang Sicheng's visit to the Soviet 
Union. Liang lauded Soviet architects for their 
innovative application of classical and national customs 
in designing new structures during the socialist era, and 
he regarded the Soviet triumph as a learning model. 
During the inaugural assembly of the Chinese Society of 
Architecture in October of the same year, Liang 
recommended in his report that architectural artists must 
acquire the techniques of socialist realism. He also 
asserted that China's realistic new architecture should be 
grounded in the country's national culture, featuring 
national form and socialist content.2 

Consequently, Liang conducted comprehensive 
research and inquiry into topics such as "Chinese 
national form" and socialist content, thereby elevating 
Chinese classical architecture to a prominent subject in 
numerous university architecture curricula and a coveted 
design style among architects. In a more sanguine 
outcome, certain architects amalgamated contemporary 
material technology with traditional Chinese 
architectural features to conceive a series of edifices that 
fulfilled utilitarian requirements and garnered popular 
admiration3. Nonetheless, the concept of "national form" 
was often misconstrued, resulting in the incorporation of 
mere imitations of certain features of ancient palaces and 
temples into contemporary structures, with little regard 
for their appropriateness or functionality. This often 
involved the inflexible integration of roofs, eaves, and 
brackets into modern edifices. The rapidity with which 
this trend disseminated was such that the surface area of 
the "big roof" edifices in Beijing underwent a surge from 
51,000 ㎡  in 1952 to 169,000 ㎡  in 1953, and 

subsequently to 220,000㎡ 4. The practice of integrating 

classical architectural elements experienced significant 
growth both in terms of spatial coverage and typological 
diversity, extending beyond civil edifices to encompass 
industrial structures.5 

2.1 “National form” and “retroism” 

During the rapid implementation of the "national form" 
in architecture, architects encountered difficulties in 
promptly translating the concepts of national form and 
socialism into a suitable architectural language. 
Consequently, they resorted to associating it with 
classical architectural elements, such as the "big roof," 
which posed an unperceived hazard. 

The term "retroism" did not gain prevalence during 
the peak of national form, but rather was embraced in 
response to resistance. However, the focus of the critique 
did not center on the concept of "national form." The 
attainment of "national form" in architectural design is a 
purported objective that architects strive to accomplish. 
However, when architectural components are utilized to 
achieve this objective and subsequently reveal 
imperfections, such shortcomings are subject to censure 
under the label of "retroism". Thus, it can be posited that 
architects designed the large roof to achieve a "national 

form," while the shortcomings of the roof can be 
attributed to the inherent "retroism" embedded within its 
connotation. 

A noteworthy facet of the critique directed towards 
these classical architectural components is the 
incongruity between the terminology employed in the 
critique and the objects under scrutiny. Prior to 
embarking on this topic, it is imperative to elucidate the 
rationales behind the critique of classical architectural 
components. 

The principal and paramount basis for the critique 
pertains to the extravagant allocation of financial 
resources. During the initial year of China's 
implementation of the First Five-Year Plan aimed at 
advancing the national economy, there was a significant 
requirement for financial resources to facilitate 
industrialization. Investing significant sums of money in 
unproductive building forms contradicted the 
requirements of industrial construction. The office 
building known as "Four Departments and One 
Committee"(1) incurred an expenditure of more than 
300,000 yuan solely for the installation of a sizable roof 
on the primary structure of the building6. The Beijing 
Western Suburban Expert Hotel(2) utilized glazed tiles for 
its roof and eaves, which were significantly more 
expensive than standard tiles, resulting in a total cost of 
the main building that exceeded that of the New 
Overseas Chinese Hotel by over 1.3 million yuan. 7 

2.2 Criticism to “retro” 

In March 1955, an editorial titled "Opposing Waste in 
Architecture" was published in the People's Daily. The 
editorial highlighted the primary flaw in contemporary 
architecture, which was the disregard for the economic 
principles of architecture and the violation of the 
principle of "beauty under conditions of appropriateness, 
efficiency, and possibility." Currently, the rationale 
behind the opposition to the pursuit of national forms 
primarily pertained to financial inefficiency rather than 
the notion of "retro."  

The second factor contributing to the criticism was 
the impact of Soviet critiques of design thinking cantered 
on the "national form." Whilst the issue of extravagance 
and waste was also subject to criticism by the Soviet 
Union, it was approached with a more targeted analysis 
of the underlying factors contributing to such 
inefficiencies. Khrushchev's stance against the lavish 
embellishment of edifices was rooted in the architectural 
ideology of "national form" that prevailed during Stalin's 
reign. The internal criticism of the Soviet Union 
presented a favorable occasion for China to engage in 
comparable criticism. Under this impetus, Peng Zhen 
successfully persuaded Liang Sicheng to acknowledge 
the critique of the "grand roof." Liang's "Cultural 
Revolution Confession Materials" contains a 
documented account of Peng's reference to a newspaper 
article regarding Khrushchev's condemnation of Soviet 
architectural "retroism". This movement involved the 
classification of buildings that incorporate classical 
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architectural elements and the attribution of political 
significance to them. 

The influence of criticism of bourgeois idealism was 
another cause. This may be the most important cause for 
utilizing the "retroism" text. In 1954-1955, there was an 
ideological and cultural critique of bourgeois idealism. 
The interpretation of "Dream of the Red Chamber" by 
Yu Pingbo was considered "anti-realistic idealism." 8 

Architecture began its fight against bourgeois idealism 
under this influence. The Department of Construction 
and Design held a meeting on design and construction 
work in February 1955, during which architectural 
designs pursuing "palaces," "temples," and other 
"national forms" were designated "bourgeois formalism 
and retroism." In the process of transforming 
architectural discussions into political conflicts, 
"retroism" and "formalism" performed the roles of the 
lance and arrow - as political languages directed at 
architectural design concepts and architects. 

While architectural design concepts and academic 
trends are open to discussion, political struggles are 
indisputable and cannot be contested. During the period 
spanning from late 1954 to early 1956, the field of 
architecture undertook an initiative aimed at reducing 
wastefulness. The critique of "national forms" as 
"bourgeois formalism and retroism" was employed as an 
ideological approach to identify the underlying causes of 
the problem. The inaugural public discourse on the waste 
phenomenon within the realm of architecture was 
initiated by a letter penned by a reader and subsequently 
published in the People's Daily in June of 1954. As per 
the letter, certain architects exhibit a lack of critical 
discernment in their approach toward embracing the 
national architectural heritage and devising 
contemporary forms that align with present-day 
requirements. Instead, they resort to blindly emulating 
ancient Chinese architecture in the name of promoting 
national forms, thereby propagating retroism. 
Subsequently, the Beijing Department of Construction 
and Design sequentially initiated the anti-waste 
movement and censured the practice of "formalism and 
rhetoric."  

At present, whether it pertained to the mobilization of 
meetings or the utilization of mass media platforms such 
as newspapers and columns, the implementation of 
"retroism" exhibited a consistent connotation: 
characterized by a distinct sense of negation, ambiguous 
allusions, and a lack of direct correlation with the 
targeted issue of waste that was being scrutinized. 

2.3 Criticism to “retroism” architecture 

During a meeting of the Beijing Municipal Party 
Committee in April 1955, Peng Zhen stressed the 
importance of promptly conducting a critique of 
architectural design thinking. He further suggested 
mobilizing individuals who were influenced by Liang 
Sicheng's architectural theory to engage in self-criticism. 
Consequently, architects who received explicit criticism 
for their designs took to writing articles to evaluate the 
inefficiencies engendered by their creations. In April, 

Zhang Zhu, the architect responsible for the design of the 
Beijing Western Suburbs Expert Guesthouse, authored 
an article entitled "Revisiting My Architectural Ideology 
that Disregarded Economic Principles" in the People's 
Daily. In the article, he acknowledged that his inclination 
to prioritize form over economic considerations had been 
progressively intensifying and that he needed to rectify 
this tendency. Subsequently, Zhang Kaiji, the architect 
responsible for designing the office building intended for 
the "Four Departments and One Committee," authored a 
piece entitled "Exemplifying the Role of a Public 
Architect." It is worth mentioning that the term 
"retroism" was not utilized by any of the architects in 
their respective articles. The designers' intentions and 
viewpoints did not prioritize the "retro" aesthetic in their 
design, but rather emphasized the importance of "form," 
a frequently used term in architectural self-critique. In 
addition, political critique often amplifies culpability and 
employs the concept of "retroism" as a contrasting target 
to novel ideas. 

Simultaneously, the deans of diverse design institutes 
initiated a process of introspection regarding the wastage 
engendered by their designs. It is noteworthy that the 
published articles of institute leaders exhibit a greater 
prevalence of political language features in comparison 
to those of individual designers. Initially, it was a 
common practice to conflate "retroism" and "formalism" 
without providing clear differentiation or elucidation of 
their respective referents. The authors' statements exhibit 
a marked tendency towards extremity, characterized by 
unambiguous evaluations and imprecise allusions. This 
suggests that their purported retroism or non-classicism 
may not be genuine, but rather a means of navigating 
political conflicts and ensuring their survival. This 
situation can be characterized as lamentable. In the past, 
architects had limited avenues to publicly express their 
views. The language of architecture had not yet been 
established in newspapers, which primarily served as a 
platform for journalists, the public, and readers to 
express their views. Architects were afforded the novel 
opportunity to publish articles, albeit in a mode of 
passive self-critique, as they ventured beyond 
established limits and encountered censure from 
peripheral discourse. 

Despite Peng Zhen's attempts to initiate scholarly 
discourse with Liang, the exchange ultimately devolved 
into a critique of political nature. Peng and Liang's 
contrasting interpretations resulted in criticism directed 
towards Liang, who is regarded as the "pioneer" of 
"national form" and "retroism."3,9 

Liang, in response to public scrutiny, released a 
statement titled "Self-criticism on the Grand Roof" on 
May 27th. Additionally, during the second session of the 
second National Committee of the Political Consultative 
Conference in February 1956, he conducted a self-
critique of his architectural concepts. He acknowledged 
that his creative theory was characterized by "formalism 
and retroism." Liang further recognized that there was a 
pervasive trend of distorted formalism and retroism in 
the architectural field, extending from the capital to the 
entire country. He emphasized the need to "resolutely 
and mercilessly fight against that bourgeois idealism." 
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Following Liang's self-critique, the critique of 
"formalism and retroism" within the realm of 
architecture largely subsided. Despite the self-criticism 
expressed by architects such as Liang, their innocence 
was ultimately demonstrated by the extreme positions 
and dramatic political discourse present in their rhetoric 
during the movement. 

The ideology was incorporated into the architecture 
of the farce as a form of evaluation, rather than a direct 
rendition or emulation of a specific genre. Upon the 
introduction of the term "retroism" into architectural 
discourse, there was a lack of clarity regarding the 
specific architectural forms or elements that could be 
classified as "retroism". In actuality, the structures that 
were identified as "retroism" were originally employed 
as objects of political critique. In contemporary times, 
the term "retroism" has solely been employed to describe 
a restricted set of items. It could be argued that the term 
"retroism" has yet to be formally incorporated into the 
lexicon of architecture, but rather has functioned as a 
means of assessing or appraising architectural works as 
determined by cultural norms. 

3 Conclusion 

Simultaneously, the phenomenon of "retroism" also 
exhibits a degree of cultural critique awareness, albeit 
potentially unintentionally. Despite the limited 
utilization of traditional architectural components, the 
rationale behind employing "retroism" as a means of 
censuring extravagance remains elusive. In the realm of 
criticism, it may be argued that the focal point is not 
necessarily the attributes of the subject under scrutiny, 
but rather its antithesis. As an illustration, the antonym 
of the term "front" is "back", the heterodoxy of the 
concept "west" is "east", and the converse of 
"innovation" is "retroism". Thus, retroism pertains to the 
establishment of opposition. The dichotomy between 
opposing systems and cultures has the potential to 
permeate diverse domains, resulting in the complication 
of seemingly straightforward matters and the generation 
of interminable controversies. 

Viewed from this standpoint, the examination of 
"retroism" during the 1950s constituted a mere fragment 
of cultural discourse that intermittently intersected with 
the realm of architecture. Within the realm of 
architecture, the term "national form" has been 
commonly used to denote an ill-suited endeavour to 
attain a distinct national identity. This phrase has been 
employed by individuals external to the architectural 
profession to characterize modern architecture that 
incorporates classical architectural components. The 
crux of the concept pertains to the awareness of cultural 
critique and the formation of resistance. 

Annotation 

(1) Referring to the Ministry of Geology, Ministry of 
Heavy Industry, the First Machinery Industry Ministry, 
the Second Machinery Industry Ministry, and the 
National Planning Commission. 

(2) The Friendship Hotel 
(3) In 1955, Liu Dunchen published an article in the 

"Journal of Southeast University" titled "Critiquing 
Liang Sicheng's idealistic architectural ideas". 
According to the article, Liang's emphasis on art at the 
expense of practicality and economic considerations was 
a manifestation of bourgeois idealism. Other articles on 
the same topic were written by Chen Gan and Gao Han 
"On Liang Sicheng's Basic Understanding of Chinese 
Architecture", by Niu Ming "How Liang Sicheng 
Distorts Architectural Art and National Forms", and 
Wang Ying "An Examination of Formalism and 
Retrograde Architectural Ideas: Criticisms and Self-
Criticisms of Liang Sicheng's Architectural Thinking". 
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