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Introduction

The story of the influence of China on the development of the
18th century English picturesque garden is well known.' The
irregularity and assymmetry, or “Sharawaggi,” of the Chinese
garden with its temples, grottos, lakes, cascades, arbors, and
wildernesses, was first admired by Sir William Temple as early
as 1685, based on published descriptions by Jesuit missionaries
and ambassadors and visual images on screens and vases and in
prints.? Although Temple did not suggest emulating the Chi-
nese garden, the specifics of which little was known in any case,
later writers, including Addison in 1712 and Pope a year later,
began to call for a new style of informal garden. Lord Burlington
and his architect William Kent began to create it at Chiswick
during the early 1730’s using the views of the imperial palaces
and gardens of Jehol, engraved by Father Matteo Ripa, who
was attached to the Chinese court from 1711 to 1723 and was in
London sometime after September 1724.3

Although Chiswick and other gardens of the 1720s and 30s
drew on the irregularity and naturalness found in the composi-
tion of the land, plantings, and buildings shown in such scenes,
the buildings themselves, tempiettos, obelisks, and the like, were
in the Classical style. The first garden pavilion in the Chinese
style appeared in the 1740s, but it was not until the House of
Confucius at Kew gardens in 1749, designed by William Cham-
bers for Frederick, Prince of Wales, that the new craze took off.*
It was fed by the books of William Halfpenny, including New
Designs for Chinese Temples (1750).° William Chambers de-
signed the Temple of Confucius at Kew, as well as the 160 foot
high pagoda constructed by 1763, based on direct knowledge of
Chinese architecture, having been to Canton in the 1740s in the
service of the Swedish East India Company. This knowledge
was made available in his Designs of Chinese Buildings was
published in 1757, but already the style had begun to decline in
popularity in England. Instead Chamber’s book had its greatest
influence in France and Germany during the 1770s and 1780s
on the development of the jardin anglo-chinois.®

Despite the fact that architectural chinoiserie was an 18th cen-
tury phenomenon in England, there is evidence that much ear-
lier, during the second half of the 17th century, the foremost
architects of the day were fascinated by Chinese culture and
architecture—Christopher Wren (1632-1723), Surveyor Gen-
eral, Robert Hooke (1635-1703), Surveyor to the City of Lon-
don and Wren’s collaborator, and John Webb (1611-72), assis-
tant to Inigo Jones, and, after the Restoration, architect of Green-
wich Palace. Furthermore, they studied China and Chinese ar-
chitecture as part of the program of the Royal Society, the first
English scientific institution founded in 1660, of which Wren
and Hooke were members. The interest in China of these archi-
tects did not result in a recreation of the Chinese style, which

would not appear for decades. Yet the example of this non-Eu-
ropean society and its architecture did have an influence on
speculations about the nature of architecture and style in rela-
tionship to culture in a period when the Classical was consid-
ered the only possible choice.

This paper will examine the study of Chinese culture and ar-
chitecture by Wren, Hooke, Webb, and others tied to the Royal
Society. By applying the new standards for scientific investiga-
tion, they were able to view Chinese architecture not as a style
to be rejected or copied, but, more, as evidence of the nature of
architecture as a cultural phenomenon. As a result, Wren for-
mulated a theory of beauty that both accomodated forms of ar-
chitecture like the Chinese and upheld the Classical ideal, and
furthermore opened the door to the “styles,” including the Chi-
nese, of the next century.

The Royal Society’s History of the Me-

chanical Arts

The study of architecture at the Royal Society took place within
the context of its Baconian program to write a history of nature
and the mechanical arts. In his writings, including the Great
Instauration, Francis Bacon (1562-1626) called for the obser-
vation of the “facts™ of nature “in course,” but also of nature
“altered or wrought.”” These facts would be collected into his-
tories and tested by experiments, and thus provide the basis for
induction, the discovery of the laws underlying nature. Bacon’s
history of the mechanical arts or history of trades included ar-
chitecture.

The society attempted to establish a systematic method for
the collection of information for its history.® Sets of inquiries
were established and sent out to a large and varied group of
contacts all over the world. In response came information pro-
vided by scientists and scholars on the continent and by En-
glishmen and other Europeans who traveled or lived abroad,
especially those who were Royal Society members. Their let-
ters or reports were read and registered at meetings, and some-
times printed in the society’s journal, the Philosophical Trans-
actions. Even more direct than the inquiries were the accounts
given by foreigners visiting London who had first-hand experi-
ence in remote countries and were invited to the society or vis-
ited by individual fellows.

In the end the methods instigated directly by the society were
not as informative as published travel books, which often pro-
vided valuable information on the topography, natural and arti-
ficial phenomena, as well as the architecture and antiquities, of
various countries. The Royal Society attempted to collect as
many voyages as possible, including unpublished manuscripts.
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Several fellows, for example Hooke and Wren, also amassed
huge libraries of voyages.” Recent publications were reviewed
in the Transactions. Furthermore, the society promoted the trans-
lation of foreign travel accounts, as well as the publication of
new ones, and provided guidance to observers for the collection
and presentation of material.

For the purposes of creating a Baconian history this method
of information-gathering proved to fall far short in providing a
well-organized and comprehensive system. Nevertheless some
informative accounts were produced—primarily the work of
society members who applied scientific method to their studies.
By emphasizing direct observation, accurate record-taking, and
verification by experiment, by comprehensively gathering but
also assessing the reliability of information given at second-hand,
and by maintaining a skepticism at all times, valuable records
were made of facts and processes related to certain natural and
artificial phenomena.'®

Descriptions of architecture were produced in the context of
gathering information on the mechanical arts of particular coun-
tries. While much of it related to regions that had been occupied
by the ancient Greeks and Romans, and hence concerned monu-
mental Classical architecture, descriptions of dwellings and pub-
lic buildings of non-western cultures were also included—primi-
tive huts, Islamic architecture, as well as Chinese architecture.

For China and her architecture, the Royal Society continued
to make use information that had been produced for nearly a
century by two kinds of travellers—diplomats and missionary
Jesuits. Leaving aside the medieval accounts beginning with
Marco Polo in the 13th century, the voyages of discovery begin-
ning two hundred years later brought about renewed contact with
the Far East, which was hampered however by the isolationism
of many of the Chinese emperors. Nevertheless there were trav-
ellers, many of them priests, who successfully conducted em-
bassies to the Court of Heaven and produced accounts which
were widely read and translated. The books of the Franciscan
friar Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza (1585), the Portuguese Jesuit
Matteo Ricci (1616), and Alvarez Semedo (1643)!! provided
glowing reports of the architectural splendors of China and other
wonders of its culture. It was not however until the 1665 publi-
cation of Jan Nieuhoff, a member of the Dutch embassy of 1655,
that a visual record was provided of Chinese culture, including
her architecture. The recognized value of Nieuhoff’s book is
indicated by the production of an English edition in 1669 by
John Ogilby."”? On the heels of Nieuhoff was the China
Monumentis Illustrata of 1667, written by the Jesuit polymath
Athanasius Kircher, which, like Nieuhoff’s book, was impor-
tant for its visual images. Other accounts appeared during the
second half of the 17th century.'® A large number were known to
the Royal Society membership, especially Hooke who presented
summaries of voyages to China and Japan taken from travel
books on the Far East, many of which he owned.'*

Some of the most important records of travel and of natural
phenomena were made by missionary Jesuits. A few of them
served as official correspondents of the society.!® Their publica-

tions provided a wealth of information on natural history of al-
most all areas of the world, especially the annual letters written
from the missions from 1580 until around 1660, a selection of
which were reprinted in the Transactions.! Several Jesuit works
on travel to the Far East and the natural philosophy of the Chi-
nese were reviewed or translated."”

Information on China came to England primarily through pub-
lications, but there were attempts at the Royal Society to con-
tact directly people who had travelled there. In 1668/9 Henri
Justel, a French member of the Royal Society, obtained infor-
mation from a man who had lived in Japan and China on behalf
of the society.'® There is also one instance of a Chinese traveller
to England. In 1684 the Belgian Jesuit missionary Father Philippe
Couplet returned from China with a famous Chinese convert,
Xin-fo-Cum or Mikelh Xin, from Nanking. This Chinese boy,
who was able to communicate in Latin, was presented to Louis
XIV and to the Pope, and in 1687 was brought to England. He
visited London, where his portrait was painted by Kneller, and
Oxford. Hooke hoped to contact Couplet or Xin, but it is un-
known if he was successful.!’

The Mechanical Arts and Architecture of
China

The documents related to the Royal Society indicate that Chi-
nese subjects were intermittantly discussed by the membership
at large or pursued by individuals. Yet the seriousness of the
society’s interest is demonstrated by the decision to devote an
entire issue of the Transactions, Number 180 from March and
April 1686, to China, presenting accounts of voyages, the lan-
guage, and the abacus.” Taken as a whole, the documents dat-
ing from the society’s first few decades record the study of vari-
ous topics rclating to China, primarily the mechanical arts, in-
cluding architecture, and language.

In 1681 Wren discussed the perfuming of a Chinese cabinet
and the next year described the medical practice of feeling the
pulse in diverse parts of the body to indicate disease.?! During
the 1680’s Hooke treated several subjects related to China. He
presented a discussion on a Chinese cart with one wheel and a
Chinese perspective box.* In July 1685 he was asked to have
Roman and Chinese abacuses made for the repository. The next
year he published a discourse on the abacus in the Transactions?
and discussed the material and construction of Chinese ships.

For the study of Chinese architecture, the scant evidence in-
dicates that visual records were of greater interest than the en-
thusiastic but vague descriptions found in most travel accounts.
The architectural images found on screens, vases, and other
decorative arts provided some information. According to his
diary, the virtuoso John Evelyn (1620-1706), founding member
of the Royal Society, was able to see examples of Chinese land-
scape paintings on at least two occasions.” In 1664

One Tomson a Jesuite shewed me such a Collection of rari-
ties, sent from the Jesuites of Japan & China to their order at
Paris ... Also prints of landskips, of their Idols, Saints, Pagoods,
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of most ougly Serpentine, monstrous & hideous shapes to which
they paie devotion: Pictures of men, & Countries, rarely painted
on a sort of gumm’d Calico transparant as glasse: ...”

Years later Evelyn remarked on how “[Mr Bohune’s] whole
house is a Cabinet of all elegancies, ... the Landskips of the
Skreenes, representing the manner of living, & Country of the
Chinezes, &c.”

More important however were two books that together con-
stituted a large set of images of important monuments and vari-
ous building types used by the Chinese. It appears that both
books were known to Wren, Hooke, and Webb. John Aubrey
(1626-97), ER.S., records that he had it from Christopher Wren
that “The Chineses have great Mausolea of Earth, which fash-
ion is more ancient than the Romans.” It is very likely that
Wren'’s information came from John Ogilby’s English edition
of Nieuhoff’s 1655 journey, entitled An Embassy from the East-
India Company of the United Provinces to the Grand Tartar
Cham, Emperor of China, where such tombs are described. John
Ogilby (1600-76) was royal cosmographer from 1671 and one
of sworn viewers of city of London after Great Fire under Rob-
ert Hooke. His book was published in 1669, the second edition
in 1673. The first part of the book contained a translation of
Nieuhoff’s 1665 Dutch account.”” In the appendix was a trans-
lation of parts of Athanasius Kircher’s China Monumentis
Illustrata, published in Amsterdam in 1667 and translated to
French in 1670. Kircher (1602-80) was a Jesuit, a polymath and
professor of mathematics at the Roman College. He compiled
his book from the writings of Jesuit missionaries to China and
from information provided by returning missionaries he met in
Rome.”® Ogilby translated various sections of Kircher’s book,
some of which included descriptions of buildings along with
the fifth book on the mechanical arts which included architec-
tural matters. Kircher’s original edition was known to Royal
Society fellows through a review in the Transactions that was
concerned mainly with the fourth book, on matters “belonging
to our Sphere,” namely, “the Curiosities and Productions of
Nature and Art,” and the fifth book on the mechanical arts. The
Transactions reproduced two plates from Kircher’s book—a
bridge in China and the “China Wall.”*

Not only Wren and Hooke but also John Webb knew the works
of Nieuhoff and Kircher. The original editions of 1665 and 1667
respectively were a major source for Webb’s publication on the
Chinese language of 1669 where he briefly discussed Chinese
architecture.* From Kircher Webb related that China contained
150 cities, all built in a square figure, and with houses mostly of
timber, generally one story high, rude on the outside, but splen-
did within. From Nieuhoff he discussed the “floating Islands,”
dwellings tloating on bamboo rafts on rivers. He wrote, “Much
might be said of their Architecture; for Palaces and Publique
works especially, which are stupendious and prodigious rather,
than magnificent and great.” Webb wrote more in a manuscript
for an expanded version of his book, where he described the
houses of the governors and the emperor’s court at Peking, taken
trom Nieuhoff.*!

Nieuhoft’s work gave probably the most complete descrip-
tion of Chinese architecture available at the time. It is clear that
Wren knew his passages on the tombs of noble and wealthy
families. They were of marble or stone, of a size depending on
“the greatness of the Person,” and made up of “Little rooms”
enclosed by a wall “surrounded with artificial Groves of Cy-
press Trees.” Very wealthy people spent vast sums to create
tombs like palaces, with several apartments contained within
and triumphal arches standing before them. Moreover in Xansi
province there were “very Artificial and well-wrought Sepul-
chres” built “upon some solitary Hills,” which were not natural,
“but to make the work more stupendious and considerable, were
cast up with the Spade, and raised to almost an incredible height.”
Nieuhoff included an illustration showing a large gate with three
doors, through which one entered to ascend steps to the entry of
a manmade hill. He also described the “several well-built Tombs”
of the emperors outside of Nanking and Peking.”> When the
wealthy built their tombs in the mountains, they were very con-
cerned about “the shape and nature of the Hill” and searched for
one that resembled “the Head, Tayl, or Heart of a Dragon” be-
cause they brought good fortune. There were even people who
claimed to tell fortunes by the form of hills.*

Nieuhoff’s description of Chinese architecture ranged from
the simplest dwellings to palaces, temples, gates, and gardens.
Along the Yellow River, he saw “several floating Islands,” plat-
forms made of bamboo twisted together, supporting “Hutts, and
little Houses of Boards, and other Light Materials” which could
house as many as 200 Chinese families.** In his “General De-
scription of the Empire of China,” Nieuhoff discussed the handi-
crafts of the Chinese, including architecture. Their edifices were
not expensive, but also not durable because “they dig no Foun-
dations at all, but lay the Stones even with the surface of the
ground, upon which they build high and heavy Towers; and by
this means they soon decay, and require daily reparations.”
Moreover, their houses “are for the most part built of Wood, or
rest upon Wooden Pillars.” Nevertheless they “are contrived
commodiously within, though not beautiful to the eye without.”

Nieuhoff described the Chinese palaces with their series of
large courtyards, going from the most public to the most pri-
vate, surrounded by audience halls, reception rooms, and apart-
ments, and with extensive gardens.” He gave a detailed account
of the most magnificent of all, the Imperial Palace in Peking,
including a bird’s eye view of the whole palace, drawn by him-
self.* Nieuhoff incorrectly assumed the complex was square,
with two series of immense courtyards crossing at the center,
which contained, he believed, the throne room and residence of
the emperor. He described and showed a perspective of the in-
ner court. The buildings were of wood, covered with shining
colored lacquer, and the roofs with glazed yellow clay tiles fas-
tened with gilt nails so that they glistened like gold. The rest of
the complex contained the residences of the royal family and
staff and gardens fed by a water channel tlowing through the
entire complex.

Nieuhoff included information on Chinese “Idol-Temples.”
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Not only did he include them in his views of Chinese cities, he
depicted a typical temple with its pagoda and briefly described
particular temples and the images within them.”” His illustra-
tions of several temples indicated that a variety of forms were
used. Two well-known plates depict the temple complex of
Paolinxi near Nanking, which included “a Purceline Tower,” a
large nine story wooden pagoda whose walls were “all Glazed
over and Painted with several Colours, as Green, Red, and Yel-
low.”*® Along the Yellow River near the first Royal Canal, there
was a six-story pagoda with a larger ground floor, “built after
the Chinese fashion.” Near Xantsui there was another temple
called Teywanmiao built on a rectilinear plan with strong walls
of gray stone and a roof covered with yellow tiles.* In Lincing
there stood a famous octogonal nine story pagoda rising over
120 feet, with the stairs located between double walls. It was
covered with porcelain and marble, and was “full of Fret-work.!
Outside of Sinkicien in an open field stood another remarkable
temple in the form of a three story hexagonal pagoda on a base
of stone, ormamented with “great Gates,” “most curious Pillars
and Columns,” and “Fret-work.”** Nieuhoff also described but
did not depict “a very Antient Tower” of stone built on the moun-
tain Hiaiken to a height of 180 paces “with infinite labour, in-
dustry, and expence.”*

According to Nieuhoff the Chinese built “triumphal arches”
or commemorative gateways in their cities, as well as “stately
Towers, and Pyramids, made of Stone or Marble.” He included
an illustration of one in Canton. They were generally of three
stories, with “three Roofs, the biggest in the middle, and on
each side a small one, underneath which Men pass as through a
very broad Gate.” The ornaments consisted of “Lyons and other
Images, curiously cut out of Marble, and fixed thereto,” and
“small Images cut out of Stone” with great skill.*

One of the most remarkable works Nieuhoff admired in China
were “Stone Cliffs made by Art,” found in the gardens of pal-
aces. He drew one that was forty feet tall. Made of stone, and
sometimes of marble, they were “rarely adorned with Trees and
Flowers” and contained chambers and antechambers. “There is
not any thing wherein the Chineses shew their Ingenuity more,”
he declared, “then in these Rocks or Artificial Hills, which are
so curiously wrought, that Art seems to exceed Nature.”*

In his China Monumentis of 1667 Kircher discussed archi-
tecture in the context of “the various Habits, Manners, and
Customes of the Chinese.” The most populous cities were gen-
erally “built four Square” and “all fortified with Walls, Works,
and Trenches.” Within were one story wooden houses, “poor
and rude without,” and with no windows, the Chinese having
“more regard to their conveniency then Splendour or Ornament.”
The interiors however were splendid because a “Gum which
they call Cie,” that is, lacquer, was used on every surface, creat-
ing a sheen that was “tempered with divers Colours, and beau-
tified with Birds, Flowers, and Dragons, the several Effigies of
Gods and Goddesses, and other Figures drawn to the life.”¢
Kircher gave a description, similar to Nieuhoff’s, of the splen-
did and costly palaces of magistrates or mandarins, complexes

as large as four or five courtyards.*’

According to Kircher, “there is nothing they more labour in,
then the business of Sepulchre.” Kircher discussed, like
Nieuhoff, the Chinese belief that the shape of the mountain where
a tomb was built was important. In a manner similar to western
astrologers, the Chinese scrutinized mountains, even their inte-
riors, “to find a fortunate spot of ground which they fancy re-
sembles the Head, Tail, or Heart of the Dragon,” which they
believed would ensure that the deceased would be happy and
his family properous.*®

In his discussion of the idolatry of the Chinese, Kircher de-
scribed and illustrated the “Novizonian Pyramid,” a nine-story
octogonal stone pagoda in Fokien province, based on Martini’s
Novus Atlas Sinensis (1655). The stairs were located “within
the doubled walls.” The exterior was “adorned with carved and
painted figures” made of porcelain and “gilded Iron Grates” on
the balconies, while the interior was covered with polished
“party-coloured marble.”™

The mechanical arts of the Chinese included highways, quais,
and canals, many of them remarkable and well-built.*® Kircher
described several bridges, and provided an illustration repro-
duced in the 1667 Transactions of a bridge “built on one Arch
from Mountain to Mountain,” the so-called “flying Bridge.™!
For the Great Wall he used the description in Martini’s book of
1655 and an image made by Albert D’Orville and Joannes
Gruberus in 1661/2 when the monument was “most diligently
observed and drawn by them.” This same plate was also re-
printed in the Transactions. Kircher discussed the history of the
wall’s construction, its form and dimensions, and its length and
course. It had passages for roads, “contrived Arch-wise like
Bridges, or through Vaults under ground,” and “high Towers,
and strong Gates, or Sally Ports,” along with “convenient For-
tresses” nearby.*”

Conclusion

The written descriptions and especially the visual images of
Chinese architecture provided by Nieuhoff and Kircher, readily
accessible through Ogilby’s English edition, provided the ar-
chitects of Restoration England with enough information to re-
constitute, should they choose, this foreign style in their own
country. Indeed, the use of the Chinese style in garden struc-
tures beginning in the 1740s was based on very little more in-
formation than what was available during the late 17th century.
At the same time certain characteristics of Chinese architec-
ture—order, symmetry, and hierarchical composition—being the
basis of Classical architecture as well, could have appealed to
Restoration architects and justified for them the use of the Chi-
nese forms in their own work.

Furthermore, the descriptions of the architecture of the China
and other aspects of its culture demonstrated that it was equal to
the ancient empires of the west, and even might have derived
from them. In their contemporary arts, Kircher wrote, “as Ar-
chitecture, Sculpture, and Weaving, if you except the Knowl-
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edge of Proportion and Opticks, they come not behind the Eu-
ropeans,” while Chinese monuments and temples “at least equal-
ize the antient Greeks and Romans, if not excell them.”? Kircher
believed that the Chinese had adapted their writing and ceremo-
nies from the Egyptians, and shared the same deities. The form
of the pagodas were borrowed from “the Egyptians, Persians,
and others.”

... The Egyptians always adored the figures of the Pyramids
with a certain Divine honour, the tracts of which sort of wor-
ship continue in China: for they have also Pyramids, which
they call Chinees....>*

Other scholars suspected that the reverse might be true, that
the Chinese might predate western culture. For example John
Webb, in his book on the Chinese language, stated that it was
the original of all the others.*

Robert Hooke, in his discourse on “the Character and Lan-
guage of the Chinese” did not go so far, but did admit “The
AEgyptian Mummys and Obelisks prove a great Antiquity of
the Hieroglyphicks, but yet the Chinese Chronology (if to be
credited) outstrips the AEgyptian in pretence to Antiquity.”*
Moreover, Hooke believed the architecture itselt suggested this.
In western Asia and in the Far East were found the same sort of
manmade mountains, used for defense or worship, which led
him to conclude that cultures like the Chinese “have as good
Reason to pretend to Antiquity, and possibly better than AEgypt,
AEthiopia, Chaldea, &c.”™’

For Restoration architects, the forms and compositions of Chi-
nese architecture were understood and, due to a few composi-
tional similarities to the Classical, somewhat familiar. Chinese
architecture was considered to be of high quality and of great
antiquity, whether predating the Egyptian and hence Classical
architecture, or postdating the Egyptian and hence on par with
Classical architecture. Nevertheless neither Wren, Hooke, nor
Webb ever considered the possibility of the Chinese style hav-
ing any place in their own culture, even in modest, ephemeral
works like garden pavilions. Instead their knowledge of Chi-
nese architecture, formed according to the scientific standards
of the Royal Society, proved the impossibility of doing so.

Although based on incomplete information, Chinese archi-
tecture was considered the product of an alien, but at the same
time highly accomplished culture. As such it could not be dis-
missed, but had to be explained somehow in relationship to long-
standing ideas about the history of architecture and the nature
of beauty that had been developed in terms of the Classical style.
Wren, in his theoretical writings, developed a theory of beauty
that accounted for the existence of monumental forms of archi-
tecture independent of the Classical tradition, including the
Gothic, and also, although he does not specifically address it,
the Chinese.’® The “customary causes” of beauty, as the name
suggests, are the customs of a particular society and the preju-
dices of individuals, which force us to see beauty in objects that
are not naturally beautiful, that is, are not geometrical, uniform,

and proportional in appearance. The customary causes are there-
fore outside influences existing at a particular time and place
which appeal to the fancy or imagination and impede the judge-
ment or reason in its determination of beauty. As a result certain
forms are accepted as beautiful, and they become, Wren writes,
“Modes and Fashions,” which give the architecture of a par-
ticular culture its distinctive style and form.

For Wren, the Classical style was a product of the customary
causes that were in force during ancient Greek and Roman times.
It transcended fashion however due to its adherence to the natu-
ral causes and its structural stability based on geometrical prin-
ciples. Furthermore, the five Classical orders had a single natu-
ral and divine origin in the Tyrian order, a stone replica of the
mature tree, used in the earliest Biblical buildings, including
the Temple of Solomon. From the Tyrian successively devel-
oped the Greek and Roman orders, each initially a fashion of
the times, but ultimately a legitimate, eternal form of building
because of the greatness of the civilization that made it.

Whereas the Classical style achieved complete beauty, Wren
believed that the Gothic did not. Wren'’s surveys of English ca-
thedrals indicated that for the most part it used geometries that
caused a lesser beauty and resulted in serious structural defects.

How Wren specifically assessed Chinese architecture within
his theoretical framework is unknown. It is clear however that
he and other architects and thinkers in Restoration England, by
taking a scientific approach to the subject of architecture, un-
derstood it as a distinct form of building with unique character-
istics, which, like the other mechanical arts of China and its
language, was the product of the particular conditions, customs,
and preferences of that culture. As a result, although it was ad-
mired, the Chinese style had no place in Restoration England
and architects made no attempt to adopt it. Interestingly enough,
that awareness of the link between architectural form and soci-
ety did nothing to impede their creation of a monumental archi-
tecture in the Classical style, essentially a style imported from
abroad, now rationalized as the only style with eternal validity.
Yet at the same time architects including Wren sometimes strayed
from their Classical agenda and created designs in the Gothic
style, bowing to the demands of society and custom in favor of
a long-standing, native form of building that had never
completedly disappeared from usage.

The existence of Chinese architecture as a phenomenon could
only have activated Wren and others even further to question
the adoption of the Classical ideal in a society that, in the inves-
tigation of natural and mechanical phenomena, had already shed
the burden of ancient authority in favor of reason and experi-
ence. By the 1740’s a solution was found—the recognition and
implementation of many styles, including the Classical, the
Gothic, and the Chinese. While the development of a deeper
understanding of more and more styles and the cultures that
made them, fueled by the values and methods of modern sci-
ence, would enable English architects to ever more skillfully
adopt these styles, this same understanding would continue to
provide the best reason for not doing so.
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