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Abstract 

Urban development and heritage preservation are facing more severe conflicts with the rapid 
development of urbanization in China at present. Scholars and governments in China pay more 
and more attention to the preservation of historical and cultural heritage and constantly learn 
from the advanced heritage preservation concepts of international heritage preservation 
organizations. The 600-year-old city of Pingyao was listed on the World Cultural Heritage List in 
1997. However, its heritage preservation is facing increasingly severe challenges with the rapid 
development of urbanization and tourism. UNESCO's recommendations on Historic Urban 
Landscapes provided guidelines for heritage management in 2011. Chinese experts try to apply 
the concept of "Historic Urban Landscape" to various preservation plans of Pingyao's historical 
and cultural heritage. The preservation planning of Pingyao ancient city from the perspective of 
historical urban landscape guides the heritage preservation and tourism development of Pingyao 
ancient city from a macro level and realizes the rational preservation and efficient utilization of 
buildings with adaptive governance methods. The architecture and street texture of Pingyao 
ancient city can retain historical traces of different periods. This preservation mode stimulates 
the enthusiasm of residents to protect residential buildings, well maintains the overall historical 
features of Pingyao ancient city, realizes the sustainable development of historical and cultural 
heritage with high reference significance for the preservation of other living world cultural 
heritage. 
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People began to pay attention to the humanistic and ecological connotations of cities after the extensive 

and rapid urbanization in China. The preservation and utilization of historical and cultural heritage have 

become a new engine to drive urban development. The Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 

Development of the People's Republic of China issued the Implementation of Urban Renewal Action in 

2020, which proposed to protect the traditional pattern and style of blocks, buildings, and their affected 

areas with historical and cultural values and promote the activation and utilization of historical and 

cultural heritage. China has continuously absorbed the international heritage preservation concept in the 

process of exploring and adapting to the local historical and cultural heritage preservation concept. The 

 
1 Fund Items: The National Nature Science Foundation of China (No. 51778403, 51778406); Major Research Project of 

Philosophy and Social Science of the China Ministry of Education "Research on China's Marine Heritage" (No. 19JZD056) 
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concept of historic urban landscape put forward by UNESCO in 2011 provides a new perspective and path 

for the preservation of historic areas. Pingyao, located in central China, is the first ancient city in China to 

be rated as "Living World Cultural Heritage". The city form of Pingyao, which has a history of 600 years, is 

constantly evolving with the change of city functions. Based on this, this paper discussed the 

development process of Pingyao ancient city from its establishment in Ming Dynasty to its evaluation as a 

world cultural heritage and further discussed the changes of preservation concept and practice of 

Pingyao ancient city under the trend of urbanization. 

1. Historic Urban Landscape and Integrated Preservation 

Economic globalization and rapid urbanization bring more and more complex challenges to urban 

heritage. The natural environment has been seriously damaged in the process of modernization, and 

climate disasters occur frequently. Large-scale urban construction brings serious challenges to the sense 

of place and community identity at the same time. Under the concept of sustainable development, 

people gradually realize that city is not only the achievement of human civilization but also an important 

form of human settlement environment. The historical environment is not only the shared resources of 

human beings but also the wealth of society and economy, the resources of learning and entertainment; 

As the catalyst of regional culture, tourism, and economic development, the historical environment 

should play an active role in shaping regional characteristics. International Heritage Conservation 

Organization has strengthened the academic research on the preservation of "Historic Urban Landscape" 

(HUL). 

The concept of "Historic Urban Landscape" has been widely discussed by international heritage 

preservation organizations since 2005. The International Conference on World Heritage and 

Contemporary Architecture adopted the Vienna Memorandum in May 2005, which advocates the 

establishment of a comprehensive and harmonious relationship between heritage preservation and 

modern urban construction and development. The 36th General Conference of UNESCO adopted the 

Proposal on Historic Urban Landscape in November 2011, which emphasized that historic urban areas are 

the richest and most diverse manifestations of our common cultural heritage. It has been formed through 

generations and has become an important witness to the efforts and aspirations of mankind; Urban 

heritage is the social, cultural, and economic assets of mankind, which is defined by the historical layering 

values created by persistent cultures, accumulated traditions, and experiences and identified as their 

diversity. Therefore, urban preservation is not limited to the preservation of single buildings, but to treat 

buildings as the components of the overall urban environment, which makes urban preservation a 

complex and multidisciplinary field. Therefore, urban preservation should be located at the core of urban 

planning. 

"Integrated preservation" refers to respecting the objective history of "cities are changing". The 

development of cities is dynamic, changing, and alternating between old and new. The "Integrated 

Preservation" of cultural heritage is not limited to the integrated preservation of form but adopts the 

integrated concept to preserve the intrinsic value integrity and systematicness, that is, to protect the 

pluralistic and related historical and cultural elements with systematic methods to reflect their historical 

context and stratification process (Zhang 2014). 

2. Characteristics of Living World Cultural Heritage 

Living places refer to all human settlements and their environment including villages, market towns, cities, 

and regions (Shao et al. 2015). It consists of two parts: first, people, including individuals and society 
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composed of people; The other is the tangible settlement composed of natural or artificial elements and 

its surrounding environment. Living world cultural heritage sites are the best in human settlements. They 

are settlements built by people adapting to and transforming nature in history. They gradually adapt to 

geography, hydrology, and climate environment in the long process of use, and integrate cultural 

development to form buildings or towns and local landscapes. It is the place where residents live and 

produce, and also the material space carrier that reflects local social and cultural customs, religions, 

political systems and so on. It is listed as a world heritage as a whole because of its important outstanding 

universal value. 

Living World Heritage Site has the characteristics of heritage and human settlement. Most of them are 

traditional cities, blocks, and villages with a long history, which can reflect the cultural characteristics or 

planning ideas of their regions, and still retain rich material and intangible heritage. At the same time, 

they have very distinct human settlement characteristics: they are an important functional component of 

a living place in history, and even a city, village and town, etc. Today, they are still a kind of cultural 

heritage that accommodates daily life and is still growing and changing. Therefore, the Living World 

Heritage Site has more comprehensive value, preservation and development for which are more complex 

and dynamic. 

3. The Concept and Spatial Pattern of Pingyao Ancient City 

3.1. Located in the source of Shanxi merchants in the fortress 

Pingyao is located in the middle reaches of the Yellow River in northern China, in the east of the Loess 

Plateau and the middle of Shanxi Province. Pingyao Ancient City was built in the Western Zhou Dynasty 

(827 BC-782 BC) to resist foreign enemies in Northwest China. Since 221 BC, Pingyao Ancient City has 

become the seat of county governance and continues to this day (Pingyao Chronicles Compilation 

Committee 2016). The existing Pingyao ancient city wall was built in 1370 AD. After that, it was repaired 

26 times in Ming and Qing Dynasties. But up to now, the basic pattern has not changed for more than 600 

years, and the original appearance of the Ming Dynasty has been completely preserved. 

Pingyao is the main birthplace of Shanxi merchants and developed into a commercial center and even a 

national financial center in Ming and Qing Dynasties. Pingyao ancient city is 616 kilometers northeast of 

the capital Beijing and 543 kilometers southwest of the ancient capital Xi'an (Figure 1), which is an 

important distribution point for goods trading on the post road of Beijing and Shaanxi (Pingyao Chronicles 

Compilation Committee 1998). It connects Beijing, Shaanxi and Sichuan from east to west, and runs 

through towns in Taihang Mountains from north to south. Therefore, Pingyao was an important 

commodity distribution market in the whole province in Han Dynasty. In addition, Pingyao is located in an 

area bordering the northwest ethnic minorities. During the Ming Dynasty, the central government strictly 

stipulated the types and quantities of goods traded in frontier areas to avoid the southward invasion of 

ethnic minorities. Pingyao almost monopolizes the trade with northwest ethnic minorities because of its 

geographical advantage in the frontier area. 
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Figure 1. The location of Pingyao. Source: General Records of Pingyao, Pingyao Chronicles Compilation 
Committee. 

 

3.2. Traditional City Building Concepts upon Pingyao 

The ancient city of Pingyao built in the Ming Dynasty followed the three ideological systems of ancient 

Chinese urban planning. 

The site selection of Pingyao Ancient City is influenced by the idea of Guanzi adapting to local conditions. 

Guanzi fully considers the importance of saving time and effort and puts forward the idea of natural and 

harmonious urban planning according to local conditions (Chen Xiao 2014). Most ancient Chinese cities 

were built near rivers (Figure 2). Although the ancients had an ideal urban construction mode, they chose 

to adapt to the environment due to the material and technical means at that time. Cities built near rivers 

generally choose the direction to adapt to the flow direction of rivers. Pingyao Ancient City is located on 

the Zhongdu River, a tributary of Fenhe River (now called Huiji River). The ancient city uses the Zhongdu 

River as the south moat and connects the whole moat water system (Su et al. 2007). At that time, the 

Zhongdu River flowed from east to west, so when it was built, the south city wall was built along the 

Zhongdu River (now it has been diverted to the east side), so the central axis of Pingyao Ancient City was 

15 degrees south-east instead of due south and due north. 
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Figure 2. The relationship between Pingyao ancient City and the surrounding mountains and rivers. Source: 
The General Records of Pingyao, the version edited in 1883 

 

Most of the cities built in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) are consistent with the records in Kao Gong 

Ji ·Rites of Zhou (Zhou 2007). From the existing ancient city of Pingyao, we can see that its construction 

mode complies with the provisions of county-level cities in traditional urban construction ideas. County-

level cities in Ming Dynasty were built according to the scale and quantity of "Li-fang2", and the length of 

county-level cities was mostly a multiple of Li-fang scale, plus the width of streets. Therefore, the side 

length is 0.75-1km, and the largest one is only 1.5 km. Pingyao has always been located in the main traffic 

artery and is the regional communication center, so its scale is relatively large, with a circumference of 

6,162.68 meters and a width of nearly 1.5 kilometers on all sides of the city wall. It not only meets the 

actual needs but also conforms to the etiquette hierarchy. 

The layout of public buildings in Pingyao Ancient City (Figure 3) also complies with the order regulations 

in Kao Gong Ji ·Rites of Zhou. It takes South Street as the central axis and the tallest building as the center, 

which embodies the characteristics of Pingyao as an important commercial town. On both sides of the 

central axis in the north, Qingxu Guan (a Taoist temple) was built in the east and Jifu Temple was built in 

the west; On both sides of the central axis, the Chenghuang Temple was in the east and the county 

government office was in the west. These are the highest unified mansions of Yin and Yang in the whole 

city; On both sides of the central axis in the south, there are a Confucian Temple in the east and a Wu 

Temple in the west, which embodies the Confucian thought of civil and military etiquette. Residential 

houses are all over the city, and shops are lined up on both sides of the main streets. 

 

 
2 Li-fang is a square living unit model in ancient China. The length of a Li-fang is the length of one Li at that time. 

There is a well-shaped road system inside Li-fang, surrounded by high walls. Square walls are not allowed to open doors and 

shops at will. A curfew is imposed at night. 
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Figure 3. The main public architectures in Pingyao ancient city. Source: Du Lazhu (2002) The General Records 
of Pingyao ancient city. Beijing: China Publishing House. 

 

3.3. "Fort-village" Spatial Model 

Pingyao was located at the junction of Han and Mongolian in the Ming and Qing Dynasties, where foreign 

invasions were frequent. However, there are many wealthy businessmen and tycoons in the Pingyao area 

with a huge property. The government built the Pingyao city wall and a large number of strong and closed 

fort buildings to defend against invaders. “Fort" is a complex of the basic unit of urban and rural planning 

and the residential management system. The "fort" built with high walls emphasizes defensive nature, 

which is a typical defensive settlement form in ancient China. Pingyao has developed commerce, so the 

main roads of the city are laid out according to the street system to facilitate commercial trade. While 

some residential areas adopt the construction mode of "fort-village" (Figure 4). These "forts" and cities 

form a "city-fort" defense system. 

 

 

Figure 4. The layout of Bijing Fort. Source: Zhang, Y.K., Song, K. (1996) Analysis on the forts and Li Fang 
institute in Pingyao, Shanxi Province. Architectural Journal, (4) ,p53. 
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4. The Preservation History 

4.1. Ancient City under Disorderly Management 

During the Republic of China, many buildings in the ancient city were damaged due to frequent wars. 

From the late Republic of China to the founding of New China, temples and other cultural relics in the 

ancient city were mostly occupied by collective units such as government agencies and schools, so the 

ancient buildings were seriously damaged. 

In the early days of the founding of New China, the main work for Pingyao Ancient City was to improve 

infrastructure and take over property rights. Infrastructure improvement includes the improvement of 

urban roads, environmental sanitation and water use for residents; The work of returning property rights 

includes returning key cultural relics and historical sites, property without owners, and part of a property 

owned by landlords and capitalists to state-owned or collective ownership (Liu et al 2005). Although key 

cultural relics preservation units have been designated, no preservation measures such as repair have 

been implemented due to economic backwardness. 

4.2. Construction of Ancient Cities after Reform and Opening-up 

After 1980, the central government put forward "developing urban construction as soon as possible". At 

that time, the government had not realized the potential economic value of historical heritage, the whole 

country set off a wave of tearing down old cities for the new. A large number of buildings in the Ming and 

Qing Dynasties were demolished and replaced by modern buildings. The "Old City Reconstruction" 

movement of large-scale demolition and construction has also destroyed the historical ancient city 

unprecedentedly (Ying 2008). Pingyao was once demolished in the national tide of urban construction. 

However, due to the extreme shortage of resources and serious political struggle, the local lack of project 

investment and the accumulation of private reconstruction funds objectively restricted the constructive 

destruction of the ancient city. 

During this period, the new understanding and practice on the preservation and utilization of historical 

heritage in the world had an important impact on the preservation of historical and cultural heritage in 

China. On December 12, 1985, China officially became a party to the World Heritage Convention after the 

consensus of many countries and began to attach importance to heritage preservation3. 

In 1981, Professor Yisan Ruan of Tongji University compiled the first edition of Pingyao Ancient City 

Preservation Plan, which put forward the preservation policy of "protecting the ancient city in an all-

round way, opening up new areas, and completely separating the old from the new", which also 

pioneered the preservation of ancient cities in China. This edition of the plan holds that "other functions 

as county towns should be continuously weakened in the construction of ancient cities, and tourism 

conditions should be created as soon as possible. The ancient city will be gradually adjusted to an area 

focusing on living and commercial trade; The original street in the ancient city is positioned as a 

commercial pedestrian street. This edition of the plan regards the ancient city as a kind of heritage 

resource and shapes it into a city card, which is consistent with the international urban management 

concept at that time. On January 12, 1982, Pingyao County Government reviewed and approved the plan, 

according to which the preservation started. 

 
3 As of September 2021, there are 38 cultural heritages, 14 natural heritages and 4 cultural and natural heritages in 

China. 
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In 1986, Pingyao Ancient City was announced as a "famous historical and cultural city in China", and the 

county government began to develop the tourism of the ancient city. The Master Plan of Pingyao County 

approved by Shanxi Provincial People's Government in 1985 stipulates that the ancient city will be 

gradually adjusted to an area dominated by living and commercial trade. The interior of the house can be 

gradually modernized, but the appearance keeps its original style. The original street in the ancient city is 

located as a commercial pedestrian street. Restore the horse road around the city wall and open up 

traffic roads between the old and new urban areas and between the new district and the station. To 

ensure the complete layout of the ancient city, strict restrictions are made on the building height in 

addition to strictly controlling the transformation of architectural modelling in the ancient city, and the 

building height limit line is demarcated. In the urban area, it is divided into three levels of protected areas: 

key protected areas, general protected areas, and transformation and relocation areas. In the restoration 

of cultural relics and historic sites, it is required to "save the old for original appearance". And delimit the 

absolute preservation scope and sight preservation area of the city wall. 

In 1993, Pingyao County Historical and Cultural City Committee was established and the Preservation Plan 

of Pingyao County Historical and Cultural City was compiled. The plan stipulates that: ① Protect the 

ancient city, so build a new city. New urban areas can be developed on the east, west and south sides of 

the ancient city, mainly building high-rise buildings. Focus on developing modern industries and 

residential buildings. Strict management should be carried out in the construction of the ancient city, and 

the architectural shape, color tone and height are required to be unified and coordinated with the 

pattern of the ancient city. ② The preservation should highlight the key points, that is, preserve and 

continue the traditional style and features of the ancient city. The pattern and style, natural environment 

and humanistic environment formed in the long-term historical process of the ancient city are fully 

protected. ③ Thirdly, the absolute protected area in the ancient city is demarcated, and the parks and 

roads around the city are planned to control the external influence on the environment of the ancient 

city (Figure 5-7) ( Qiu 2014). 

 

 

Figure 5. The landuse planning in Pingyao ancient city and surrounding. Source: Shanxi Research Institute of 
Urban and Rural Planning and Design, The Preservation Planning of Pingyao Historical and Cultural City, 
1989 
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Figure 6. The main streets in Pingyao ancient city. Source: Shanxi Research Institute of Urban and Rural 
Planning and Design, The Preservation Planning of Pingyao Historical and Cultural City, 1989 

 

Figure 7. The Zones Preservation Planning in Pingyao ancient city. Source: Shanxi Research Institute of Urban 
and Rural Planning and Design, The Preservation Planning of Pingyao Historical and Cultural City, 1989 

 

In 1996, Jinzhong Planning and Design Research Office revised the Pingyao County Urban Master Plan, 

which strengthened the tourism function of the ancient city, gradually diverted the population of the 

ancient city, reduced the population density and improved the environmental quality of the ancient city. 

By 2010, the population of the ancient city was controlled at 22,000. A total of 13,700 people and 22 

units moved out. 

4.3. Preservation after 1997 

In 1997, Pingyao Ancient City was listed in the World Heritage List because of its "outstanding universal 

value", and then abundant heritage preservation activities have been carried out. The preservation 

activities were carried out to build a tourist-oriented ancient city from 1997 to 2007. Government 

agencies, enterprises, hospitals, schools, etc. in the ancient city have been relocated to the original sites 

outside the city, and most of them have been transformed into tourist attractions. The pipelines of the 

main streets of the ancient city have been transformed into the ground to evacuate the population of the 

ancient city. In 2007, the Tongji University team took the lead in compiling the Regulatory Detailed 

Preservation Plan of Pingyao Ancient City and determined that Pingyao Ancient City is a comprehensive 

urban functional area with culture as its core function, tourism as its leading industry, residents as its 
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main social support, and integrating culture, tourism and residence. That is, Pingyao Ancient City is both a 

heritage city and a living city. At the same time, the land resources have been adjusted, that is, the 

abandoned diesel engine factory located in the northwest corner, the Wu Temple and Dongguan in the 

southwest corner have been adjusted into cultural facilities, community public service facilities, tourism 

supporting functions or green space according to the principle of the overall preservation of the ancient 

city, by which the service space for culture, tourism and residence has been increased. This plan has fully 

guaranteed the cultural industry of Pingyao Ancient City. 

Pingyao is a human settlement world cultural heritage, so the overall preservation of the ancient city 

cannot be separated from the support of residents. In 2012, with the joint sponsorship and promotion of 

UNESCO and Pingyao County People's Government, Tongji University cooperated with international 

experts to explore the transformation of historical town preservation paradigm-Guidelines for 

Preservation, Repair and Environmental Governance of Traditional Dwellings in Pingyao Ancient City. 

Pingyao Guidelines analyzes in detail the "outstanding universal value" of Pingyao ancient city as a world 

heritage and the architectural features of Pingyao traditional dwellings, including the influencing factors 

of Pingyao traditional dwellings, courtyard and architectural features, traditional material features and so 

on. Popularize the value of dwellings to the residents of ancient cities. The government provides 

residential repair subsidies to improve residents' enthusiasm for protecting residential buildings at the 

same time. Under the repair guideline, the overall style of Pingyao Ancient City can be well maintained 

(Figure 8). 

 

 

Figure 8. The Pingyao ancient city, 2018. Source: Photoed by the author 

 

5. Summary 

In the past, heritage preservation and improvement of the living environment were often viewed in 

opposition, which was the opposition between "history" and "contemporary". Either demolish the old 

and destroy the heritage under the banner of improving people's livelihood; or just talk about 

preservation and ignore development, so that residents have to bear the social cost of preservation. 

Neither approach has proved sustainable. As the HUL Recommendation emphasizes, heritage is a process 

of historical development. Residents of heritage sites are not only the common defenders of heritage but 
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also a part of heritage value. Therefore, improving the quality of human settlements is not only not 

contradictory to the preservation of heritage, but also the content of heritage preservation. 

The preservation concept of the historic urban landscape is mainly to achieve the dual goals of 

"protecting cultural heritage" and "improving the living environment" for the overall preservation of 

ancient cities. Pingyao's practice is still in the exploratory stage. However, according to the current 

residents' feedback and statistical data, Pingyao has made some explorations rooted in China's 

environment based on drawing lessons from the international preservation theory and experience of 

living World Heritage sites, which can provide new ideas and methods for the preservation and utilization 

of other human settlement heritage sites in China. 
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