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Preface: Reflections on Old Houses

Zhu Chengliang  Editor, Photographer: 
“People ask about the inspiration for compiling our eight 

volume set entitled Old Houses (Jiangsu Fine Arts Publishing 
House) . I feel that the answer is found in my childhood. I 
grew up in Suzhou. As a young boy, I loved to spend time 
in the homes of my schoolmates, especially the older houses 
with ponds, small pavilions and private gardens. The creaking 
sounds made by the big wooden doors and stairs created a sense 
of mystery. I left Suzhou to become an editor in a publishing 
house, but I never forgot those old houses. 

“I always used old houses to form the backgrounds of 
my paintings. Whenever possible, I took photography trips 
back to the South China countryside. Sadly, each time I went 
back, fewer old houses remained intact. Those houses, it now 
seems, are like an endangered species. Change, in the form of 
redevelopment, is reshaping China’s landscape. I decided that 
the Suzhou of my childhood should survive in photographs 
for later generations before progress eliminated the old houses 
which are still alive in my memory. ”

Li Yuxiang  Chief photographer, Script Writer: 
“For young guys like me, the feeling toward old houses is 

not as emotional as it is for senior team members. But I still 
feel the nostalgia. From the moment I became involved in this 
project, I knew that I could not stop. We were doing something 
to preserve part of our history. "

“Today, people have contradictory feelings toward aesthetic 
values. This is only natural. Everybody understands that as time 

1



passes, the new replaces the old. When you realize, however, 
that there is only limited space left among the high-rise 
buildings, you begin to feel that something has been lost. This 
is exactly how I felt when I was photographing old houses”. 

Yu Hongli  Photographer, Writer, Editor: 
“For many years, I found myself deeply interested in the 

study of traditional Anhui houses. I don’t think people are 
primarily interested in the old houses themselves or even in 
the architecture. The real focus of interest involves our cultural 
roots. The old houses tell us something about our nation. ”

“ A musician friend of mine told me how he had tried to 
preserve Anhui folk songs by writing down the musical notes. 
But he could never replicate accurately the melodies based on 
the written notes. It was not until he secured a tape recorder 
that he captured the sounds. Likewise, I found that words 
alone did not authentically preserve the charm of traditional 
Anhui houses. With a camera in hand, I began making trips 
to the countryside, visiting numerous villages in the past few 
year. Increasingly, I feel that I am racing against time. The old 
houses are disappearing at an alarming rate. These trips have 
often been accompanied by hunger and exhaustion, but they 
have been rewarding and worthwhile. I am leaving something 
for future generations. ”
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Wang Qijun: 
The Artistry of Chinese 
Vernacular Dwellings

Primitiveness contains elegance; 
Simplicity is filled with imagination

THE ARTISTIC VALUE of Chinese vernacular dwellings 
is found in their ethereal meaning rather than in the structures 
themselves. The structure may be simple, but it represents an 
expansive contemplation. Chinese vernacular dwellings convey 
a reverence through their unique and literal designs. They 
provoke emotional attachment which yields a contemplation that 
is both intricate and subtle. Ambiance and artistic conception 
lead to the revelation of classical Chinese philosophical thought 
and nationalistic spirit. 

Traditional vernacular dwellings stress gracefulness and 
simplicity. They often pose contrasts—some are refined yet 
basic; elegantly decorated yet frugal. Elements that may 
seem trivial in some circumstances exist harmoniously and 
congenially within the context of a vernacular dwelling. 

Two factors found in the design of these structures result 
in a sense of cordiality. First, the dwellings are set in a natural 
environment and built with natural materials. This enhances 
contiguity and balance between the dwellings and nature. 
Second, vernacular dwellings incorporate a balance between 
people and nature that results in intimacy. People, who are the 
dominant element within the space of vernacular dwellings, 
come to feel natural, intimate, secure and unconstrained. 
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The spatial composition of vernacular dwellings facilitates 
communication among people. Traditional houses usually 
contain a spacious courtyard which is multifunctional. One 
of the functions is to provide a space in which neighbors can 
frequently maintain contact with each other—friendship and 
cooperation naturally bloom. 

Generally, well-preserved old houses are located in the 
villages and small towns of remote areas. When visiting 
particularly old towns in southern Anhui or a small flagstone 
village in Guizhou, we see how the imposing landscape of 
old dwellings inspires imaginative, emotional and aesthetic 
feelings. Vernacular dwellings are one dimension of the 
perpetuation of national culture. In fact, the designs of many 
official buildings, such 
as  palaces ,  temples , 
government buildings 
and tombs, are derived 
f r o m  v e r n a c u l a r 
dwellings. Standing in 
front of such buildings 
i n s p i r e s  a  s e n s e  o f 
solemnness and respect. 

H o u s e s  i n  t h e 
southern Anhui area 
are still constructed in 
the Ming dynasty style. 
They give us a feeling 
of primitive simplicity. 
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Looking at tier after tier of “horse-head” gables (matouqiang) , 
we sense rhythmic restraint. We acquire a feeling of peace and 
tranquility from the dominant horizontal silhouettes of houses. 

The atmosphere that traditional vernacular dwellings offers 
is both entrancing and cognizant. The difficulty in describing 
this atmosphere has been suggested by the Song dynasty poet 
Mei Shengyu: “What is written is what the author has in his 
mind. What you learn is what you understand. Poetry never 
provides its true meaning in a clear way, but readers can still 
catch some of the meaning. ” This is, perhaps, a common 
phenomenon of aesthetic judgment. Language has limitations in 
describing the beauty of vernacular dwellings. Thus, the effort 
to describe vernacular dwellings is exactly like trying to discern 
the meaning of a poem: we understand in our hearts, but words 
fail us. 

Many old houses are found along winding roads in the 
green mountains and forests. The famous Song dynasty poet Lu 
You (1127-1279) wrote in “The Western Village”:

Though my house is small, it is beautiful. 
The new wood door also stops the moss from growing. 

In the beauty and elegance of the early summer, we can 
easily feel the fresh vivid charm of these old houses, especially 
when we hear the exciting singing of orioles flying over the 
winding mountain paths. 

The beauty of vernacular dwellings is a perfect combination 
of natural and artistic beauty. In “Visiting an Old Friend” the 
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Tang dynasty (618-907) poet Meng Haoran describes a visit to 
a friend’s village in this manner: 

My friend prepared chicken and plain food, 
And he’s invited me to his cottage hall. 
The village is surrounded by green wood, 
Blue mountains slant beyond the city wall. 
The window opened, we faced field and ground; 
Wine cup in hand, we talked of crops of grain. 
When the Festival of Double Ninth comes round, 
I’ll come to appreciate chrysanthemums again. 

These rich and poetic images of serene rural villages and 
unfettered friendship described in this poem are reflections 
of what we find today in the rustic, vernacular dwellings in 
remote, small villages. 

An intensified mood is created by the scene of houses built 
on wooden pilings (sometimes called stilt houses) , staggered 
in picturesque disorder along and partially over a river flowing 
with the chilly water of autumn. Being different from official 
buildings such as palaces, temples, government buildings 
and tombs, vernacular dwellings historically have been less 
constrained by “[building]codes” and “[sumptuary]edicts”. 
In contrast to the cold, stereotypical buildings of officialdom, 
the vernacular dwellings are distinctive from region to region. 
They display a wonderful variety of forms that are especially 
appealing. 

One of the characteristics of vernacular dwellings is the 
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uni ty  achieved when 
t h e s e  h o u s e s  b l e n d 
in to  the  sur rounding 
l a n d s c a p e .  C h i n a ’ s 
official buildings, which 
are normally splendid 
and eye-catching, are 
m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  l i k e 
the “gold and green” 
landscape painting style 
of traditional Chinese 
painting. Conversely, 
vernacular dwellings, 
which are poetic  and 
suffused with meaning, 
are more like the Chinese 
“watercolor and ink” landscape painting style. 

At the same time, the quality and texture of the local 
materials used in these buildings are in perfect harmony with 
the region where they are located. For example, houses on the 
Loess Plateau are made of yellow materials while houses on the 
slopes of the mountains in the Guizhou region are constructed 
with slate roof tiles and walls. The resulting jigsaw-like and 
interlocking patterns blend into the surrounding landscape of 
jagged and grotesquely-shaped rock formations. 

The fine tradition of vernacular dwellings crystallizes the 
wisdom of craftsmen, the designs of owners and the creative 
ideas stemming from the building functions. 
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The strong cultural roots and rich traditions associated 
with these buildings still have profound influence on modern 
architectural designs from the standpoint of guiding principles 
and substantive techniques. 

Relationship of Proper Density and Voids
Though the structures of vernacular dwellings are very 

simple, they are also meaningful. The principle of density is one 
of the key elements of Chinese painting. It also is applicable 
to the structures of vernacular dwellings. When standing on 
an arched, stone bridge in a small town in the area south of the 
Yangtze River, you can easily discern the well proportioned 
composition of house roofs placed side by side and resting on 
rows of simple white walls. The roofs of vernacular dwellings, 



9

which are often built on more than one level, do not have 
predictably straight lines. 

This rhythmic development of the surfaces of the houses 
gives a sense of freedom and boldness. The wind cannot blow 
through those dwellings that are densely located near each 
other, but a horse can play freely in the voids among those that 
are consciously spaced far apart. Comparative beauty is evident 
in the balance of density and voids. Inappropriate density 
leads to rigidity, while inappropriate voids lead to unnecessary 
looseness. The important relationship between density and 
voids in vernacular dwellings constitutes a unique aspect of 
architectural aesthetics. 

The interdependence of the tangible and intangible (i. e., 
xushixiangsheng) is an important aesthetic principle in China’s 
art tradition. In the early Qing dynasty (1644-1911) , Da 
Chongguang wrote in his Painting Guidelines: “Since tangible 
and intangible are interdependent, all blank spaces in a painting 
become wonderful paintings of their own. ” Likewise, Tang 
Yifen, in his Analysis of Painting Guidelines, further explained: 
“People normally think that where there is paint, there is a 
painting. They do not understand that where there is no paint, 
there also is a painting. The blank space is an indispensable 
part of the painting. This is the principle of the interdependence 
of tangibility and intangibility. ”

Considerable construction experience has been drawn from 
melding tangibility and intangibility in traditional vernacular 
dwellings. The broad space of complete walls is analogous 
to the blank spaces (i. e., intangible) of traditional Chinese 



painting while embellishments such as doors and windows 
are considered to be the tangible components. Thus, the art of 
composition is quite similar to Ma Yuan’s unconventionally 
graceful yijiao landscape painting style (i. e., painting only in 
one corner of the paper and thereby using no more than twenty-
five percent of the space) during the time of the Southern Song 
dynasty (1127-1279) . 

Vernacular dwellings that employ this principle of 
composition have an illusory and intriguing effect. Some 
buildings are simple and clear, but others are dim and 
enigmatic. In all cases, the rhythm of tangibility and 
intangibility is in constant flux. The primitive simplicity, 
naturalness and tranquility inspire people to ponder endlessly 
over these houses. 

Interiors and Exteriors/Spiritual Resonance
Quite commonly, large solid walls are placed in vernacular 

dwellings because they create an internal sense of spiritual 
tranquility rather than because they serve a defensive function. 
Solid walls keep the interiors of dwellings isolated and 
separate from the outside world. A spiritual resonance is 
created between the interaction of the exteriors and interiors of 
dwellings. Thick, stable perimeter walls repulse the cacophony 
of sounds from the outside world while within the dwellings 
the walls maintain an atmosphere of quietness and repose. 

Xie He of the Southern Qi dynasty (479-502) first 
introduced his “Six Principles of Painting” in Ancient Paintings 
Collection. Since that time they have become not only the basic 
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theory of Chinese painting but also the broad guidelines for 
Chinese art in general. Spiritual resonance is one of the most 
important of these six principles. It represents the highest goals 
and ideals that are pursued in Chinese aesthetics. 

Chinese traditional vernacular dwellings, which stress 
harmony and taste, contain spiritual resonance. As such, they 
are different from ancient Greek buildings which emphasize 
organic blocks. Chinese buildings place importance on fluidity; 
looking out upon them is like watching a scene of countless, 
fluid lines manifesting the richness of change and the intension 
of spiritual resonance. 

Vernacular dwellings in northern Fujian still maintain the 
traditional characteristic of the Song dynasty house style: a 
pointed and curving roof crest with designs at both ends as 
well as a roof comprised of four rising corners. There is not a 
straight line in the entire surface of the roof. On both flanks of 
the building there are bow-shaped fire walls. We can appreciate 
the richness of the appearance of the building’s contours and 
thus comprehend the rhythmic conflict between expansion and 
impeding design. Under a spring sun in open country, we can 
savor the free and impromptu nature of the building patterns. It 
is not hard to discern the spiritual resonance. 

Rustic Elegance/Permeability of Spaces
One of the key techniques found in old Chinese architecture 

is the use of permeable or interpenetrating space between a 
building’s interior and exterior. The use of partitions (ge) is 
commonly adopted to design space in traditional dwellings. 
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Partitions produce a spatial distance between the subjective 
(people) and the objective (the dwelling) that is not easily 
penetrated. The objectiveness of the building, therefore, forms 
its own boundaries independent of people. 

Balustrades, carved wood panels and window lattices are 
used to frame scenery. A sense of distance and interval creates 
a splendid feeling in people. One Song dynasty poem reads: 

Watching flowers through bamboo curtains, 
The flower petals become glorious and shining. 

In these verses the curtain has the effect of being a partition 
which, by the creation of rhythmic equidistant lines, increases 
the perception of glittering radiance and projects the beauty 
of the flowers. This is one of the ways that traditional Chinese 
art and architecture handle the permeability of the interior and 
exterior spaces. 

There are partitions and there are passages; that is, space 
through which light can pass. The ornamental engravings on 
partition panels, as well as on doors and windows, also serve as 
the frames of scenery. They transform the landscape into many 
separate tableaux of beauty. 

The interior and exterior space of many residential 
dwellings are normally as well blended as milk and water. 
Movable partition panels serve as the medium through 
which the outside scenery is brought in. Some small window 
lattices are square, others are quite varied in pattern. They are 
like paper-cuts which result in a black and white effect that 
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enhances the visual impression and creates a rich mixture of 
light and scenery. From inside a room the sunlight appears 
radiant. The functional purpose of window lattices is not only 
to let in soft light but also to create a sense of privacy. 

There are partitions and there are passages. In other words, 
tangibility containing intangibility is a common principle in 
vernacular dwellings. The archaic way of writing the Chinese 
ideograph for “bright” (ming, 明) is a combination of moon (月) 
and window ( ) . The literal meaning is brightness which is 
caused by moonlight passing through a window. This imagery 
is itself a poetic and beautiful creation. Various external space 
is designed into vernacular dwellings. To avoid a sense of being 
excessively spacious, large courtyards are divided into several 
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smaller courtyards or cubicles through the use of tracery walls 
and low walls. This technique creates diversity and contrast 
within the courtyards. 

Long, narrow courtyards are normally divided into smaller 
sections to provide privacy from other people and to prevent 
people from looking directly into the depths of a courtyard. 
“Partition” is the opposite of “passage” and “penetration”, but 
in vernacular dwellings all three are closely interrelated with 
each other. The vernacular dwellings contain many three-
dimensional wood carvings. Their architectural forms, which 
are so obscure and complex that their meanings are difficult for 
people to fathom, epitomize the permeability of interior and 
exterior space. 

Simple elegance is an important characteristic of Chinese 
traditional vernacular dwellings. Each building is designed to 
accommodate variations in the local terrain without established 
rules of construction. The interiors of most vernacular buildings 
do not have ceilings and rather they reveal the bare structure. 
The ceilings of multi-story buildings also reveal the structure 
of rafters and purlins with some suitable decorations only on 
the ends of the timbers. Generally, the exterior wall structure 
of vernacular dwellings is made of fine, unpainted gray bricks. 
The exterior wood of the buildings is coated with tung oil to 
protect against rot and moisture. All of these contribute to an 
external appearance that is simple but hardly shabby. 

 
Decoration Without Vulgarity
       Vernacalar dwellings possess not only a plain style,but 

also elegant decorations in some cases. The artistic effect 
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is completely refined. Some large vernacular dwellings 
are extravagantly decorated. There are exquisitely carved 
crossbeams and railings. The brick cameos, which resemble 
Shang dynasty (circa 16-11 century BC) bronzeware, are 
majestically elegant. However, due to imperial “rules” 
and “regulations”, official prohibitions were placed on the 
decorations that could be used in vernacular dwellings. 
The owners of vernacular dwellings were compelled to use 
sculptured and decorative materials that appeared drab in color 
compared to what could be used in the residences of members 
of the imperial court. 

Therefore, from a distance vernacular dwellings may appear 
to be simple, tranquil and graceful, but upon close inspection 
they can be filled with ornate refinements. The brick cameos 
and wood carvings form an integrated whole with the houses; 
the walls and beams add radiance and beauty. These dwellings 
are beautiful but not excessively encumbered or overdecorated. 
The architectural excellence of these dwellings is found 
precisely in their simple sophistication. 

Ornamentation without vulgarity is not easy to achieve. 
Some vernacular dwellings are decorated ubiquitously with 
minutely detailed carvings: from the outer walls and horizontal 
beams atop pillars to the roofs, doors and windows. However, 
it is possible to still feel simplicity and naturalness amid such 
embellishments. In his On Art, Liu Xizai states: “Baibi, or 
unpretentious decorations, exceeds manifest embellishments in 
terms of excellence. Our knowledge informs us that decorations 
of superlative excellence are the natural ones.” The Chinese 
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word bi means to decorate with colors and designs. Baibi, or 
unpretentious embellishments, means the return to simplicity 
from gaudy ornamentation. The realm of baibi, the artistic 
realm of a higher order, is exactly what we are pursuing. 

Vernacular dwellings in Qiaojiabao village, Qi county, 
Shanxi province, present a picture of profoundly beautiful and 
dazzling embellishment. Aside from extravagant ornamentation, 
the buildings also adopt many constructional variations such 
as yingshan (i. e. , four high walls that hide the roof line) , 
juanpeng (an arch-roofed house) , powu (single-pitched roof) 
and chuiancefanqing (a house with an ogee roof) . These 
architectural patterns are all integrated into an unconventional 
and refined atmosphere to generate a profoundly beautiful 
image without lapsing into vulgarity. 

Poetry and Art with Musical Rhyme
When we approach a small village along Lake Taihu, the 

resonant sounds of the mountain streams induce within us a 
live, visual and aural ritornello of sensations. This is part of 
the charm of vernacular dwellings. Music can be felt in the 
rhythmic alteration of mass and surfaces of the vernacular 
dwellings and even in the contrast between the varying 
decorations found on the surfaces of the buildings. 

Here one finds a graceful adagio. Here, too, one hears 
the flowing rhythms of increasing intensity. In the orderly 
arrangement of vernacular dwellings, such as their spatial 
composition, the alignment of courtyards, the variation of 
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structures and the selection of different doors and windows, we 
can feel the music, its crescendos and decrescendos, themes 
and lingering sound. No doubt, vernacular dwellings are music 
that stands still. 

Often people regard poetry as being synonymous with 
beauty. In the same way, vernacular dwellings can be regarded 
as being synonymous with music: both contain the passion 
of poetry and the visual inspiration of a landscape. Using 
language as a medium, poetry links the past, present and 
future, and evolves along a straight line. Likewise, vernacular 
dwellings, which use solidity and blocks of materials as their 
media, connect with each other in space and occupy a physical 
place on the earth. From their physical locations, they pursue a 
continuous permeation of time. If poetry is an art of time and a 
“building” erected on the foundation of time, then vernacular 
dwellings create an art of space and a kind of poetry within the 
space. 

The principal achievements made in the area of vernacular 
dwellings in China are reflected in the creation of an 
exceedingly rich environmental order. While we move around 
in these buildings, we can discern the passion of poetry in space 
and the visual inspiration of the landscape. We can detect in 
these vernacular dwellings the shift from the art of space to the 
art of time – just like a beautiful piece of poetry, work of art or 
musical score. 
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Xidi village, Yixian county, Anhui province. 

Contrasting white plaster walls and black, baked 

tile roofs are characteristic features of vernacular 

dwellings in southern Anhui. 


