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Home and old houses

Only after one has worn his new
clothes for some while can he be said to
own the clothes; only after one has lived in
a new house for some days can he be said
to have his home. This is not an issue of
property rights, but an issue of emotional
recognition of new purchases.

When a family settles in a new house,
the house becomes the home of the family.
Many years later, the house becomes an old
one. That is the case with the
old houses of Huizhou. Most
old houses in the villages there
have been passed down from
ancestral hands without being
their

the

generations, the houses retain

sold. Even after

vicissitudes over
not only the architectural style
of the former days, but also rich
historical and cultural messages.
They are precious: they are the
root of family and clan, and
historical memories of the
home.

Huizhou, with a history of
more than 2 000 years, used to
be a prefecture in southern
Anhui, with six counties,
Xixian, Xiuning, Yixian, Jixi,
Qimen and Wuyuan, under its
administration. The world—

renowned Huangshan

Mountains is located in Huizhou, an area
merely 200 kilometers away from the city
of Hangzhou. As Huizhou is mountainous
with little farming land, men from the
villages of Huizhou do business beyond their
villages even when they are in their teens.
During the 500 years between the mid—
15" and mid—20™ centuries, Huizhou

merchants were enormously successful

across the land: they grew to be a strong

RS
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Courtyard to the Chengzhitang House
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commercial force in the business
community, and “Huizhou merchants”
became a household word.

Many Huizhou merchants returned
home with taels in great quantities, and began
to build new houses. These merchants not
simply had a head for business, but also an
eye for societal changes. They readily
accepted the new trends of urban architecture
and the new ideas of a good living
environment. They brought home these new
elements from the city and built their houses
such that these structures would be more
pleasant for human habitation and that the
homes would be increasingly comfortable for
generation after generation. Today, the
millions of old houses preserved from the
thousands of old villages of Huizhou
constitute the cultural legacy that the
merchants of former times brought home
with their taels and urban culture. They are
works of historical architecture that merges
new—age culture with traditional culture,
eventually embedded with strong local
characteristics of Huizhou. Hongcun and
Xidicun, of Yixian County, representatives
of these old villages, keep intact their former
features, in great stretches. On November
30, 2000, these houses entered Directory of
World Cultural Heritage, thus receiving
worldwide recognition.

The author of this work has lived for
61 years at the Shurentang House, ancestral
house of Hongcun. He loves his hometown,
and the old houses in the village. With an
earnest interest for exploring the old houses,
the author spent years and composed this
small book, viz., OIld Houses of Huizhou,

Old Houses of Huizhou

complete with an English version. It is
hoped that readers from at home and
overseas will be better able to understand
the old—village architecture of Huizhou and
show better love for the place.

The book has three chapters. Chapter
One discusses the environment, layout of
old villages of Huizhou, and the structure
of old houses. Chapter Two addresses the
styles of interior decorations of the old
houses, with a focus on woodcut patterns
in the old houses. Chapter Three covers
the public architecture of old villages and
their cultural values. This work collects a
great number of pictures of old—village
architecture and natural sights. These
pictures are classified and analyzed, to unveil
the cultural traces left behind by man and
family, to reveal the details of wisdom with
which the ancestral houses were built into
comfortable homes, and to explore how the
culture of former times fused into the
traditional local architecture and improved
the quality of family life. The album will
not only enable the audience of this book
to see the true, intact and elaborate old
houses, but to witness the traces of former
family life in the old houses, and the traces
of socioeconomic activities of the past ages.
Seeing the old houses and seeing the distant
homes constitutes the very and true purpose
and ideology of the author in composing
this work. Of course, due to his limited
ability, the author must have left behind
regrets in the book.

Wang Sengiang
Shurentang House, Hongcun
January 18, 2008
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Hongcun and Xidicun — World cultural heritage

Hongcun

Hongcun is located in northwestern
Yixian County. In 1131, 1% year of the
Shaoxing reign of the Southern Song, the
home of a Wang family at Qishucun was
burned down by the fire of war, and as a
result, Wang Yanji, 66" ancestor of the
Wang family, moved south of Leigang Hill,
and after 20 years of path—breaking efforts,
built a house complex of thirteen rooms,
and named the village Hongcun. In 1737,
2" year of the reign of Emperor Qianlong,
the village was homophonically renamed to
avoid the same character in Emperor
Qianlong's name. In the Yongle reign of
the Ming (1403—1424), Wang Siqi, 76™
ancestor of the Wang family, and his wife
Hu Zhong, led to dig a canal to introduce
water from the Xixi, to dig the Crescent
Pool, and to build the ancestral house.
Members of the clan came downhill to build
new houses. In 1607, 35" year of the Wanli
reign of the Ming, Wang Kuiguang, 81+
ancestor of the Wang family, and sixteen
others, led to dig South Lake, 20 247 sq m,
south of the village, a project that took three
full years. In the reigns of Emperors
Qianlong and Jiajing of the Qing, the village
grew into a “metropolis” of Yixian County.
The village is buffalo—shaped.

The most colorful sights of Hongcun
are the old water system, and the renowned

Chengzhitang House. The canal carries clear

spring water to every household, for the
purposes of firefight, washing and irrigation.
The Crescent Pool in the middle of the
village, surrounded by old houses, looks
dainty and can be viewed as the best sight
of Hongcun. South Lake runs from east to
west, encircled by old trees, and old houses
on the north. The path and bridges, and
great stretches of lotuses, create a poetic
picture. The Chengzhitang House, located
in the west of the village, with an area of
more than 3 000 sq m, has spacious halls
and side—halls. Notably, the woodcut
paintings on the beams, doors and windows
of the house present perfect skill and lively
figures. These paintings are well—preserved,
and are treated as a folk Summer Palace.

Hongcun has green Leigang Hill on
the north, and the wavy South Lake on the
south. At the entrance to the village stand
old trees such as red poplars and ginkgoes,
and in the middle of the village run the clear
Crescent Pool and canal, and stand rows
upon rows of old houses. Hongcun is indeed
a paradise of water and sight. In November
2000, Hongcun entered Directory of World
Cultural Heritage.

Hongcun has produced many talents
in its history. In the Qing Dynasty, men of
letters such as Wang Shitong and his son
Wang Wenxue, Wang Chengen and his son
Wang Tongwen, Wang Fangzhong, Wang

Yiwen, as well as women authors Wang Fen
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and Qian Yan, left behind poetry and other
literary works. In the Qing, Wang Zhaoyan
and his brother Wang Zhaozhang, served
as grand master for forthright service, and
in the Republic of China, Wang Daxie,
served as Acting Prime Minister, Prime
Minister and Minister of Finance. These
officials achieved political deeds and brought
honor to their hometown. Famous
merchants included Wang Shengping of the
Ming, Wang Shoujia and his brother Wang
Jiaju of the Qing, and Wang Dinggui of
the late Qing, who contributed handsomely
to the public architecture of villages, and
left behind such houses as South Lake
House, the Sanlitang House and the

Chengzhitang House.

Xidicun

Xidicun, formerly Xichuan, situated
west of the former Huizhou Prefecture, was
so named for the postal service station Pu—
di—suo, eight kilometers away from the
county seat. The earliest ancestor of Xidicun
was the son of Li Ye, Emperor Zhaozong of
the Tang Dynasty, and because of war, was
brought here by Hu San, resident of
Kaochuan of Wuyuan County. He took the
surname of Hu, and was given the first name
Changyi. At the age of 22, Changyi passed
the Imperial Examinations of Classics, and
was later called “Ancestor Hu of Classics and
Son of the Tang Emperor”. In the Yuanfeng
reign ( 1078—1085 ) of the Northern Song
Dynasty, Hu Shiliang, 5" ancestor of the
family, settled down on the hillside and then
moved to the foot of the hill. In the Jingtai
reign (1450—1456) of the Ming, Xidi grew

14
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into a metropolis of Yixian County. Xidicun
extends for 800 meters from west to east,
and 300 meters from north to south, and
two streams run across the village from east
to west. The village is boat—shaped.

Xidicun has produced many officials,
men of letters and business talents. In the
Ming and Qing, 115 Xidians took official
posts, and 298 were either prefectural
college students, tribute students, or
Imperial College students. Hu Wenguang,
Minister for the Lord of Jingzhou of the
Ming, Hu Guansan, merchant of the Qing,
his eldest son Hu Shangyi, who served as
third—rank grand master for thorough
counsel, his second son Hu Shangtao, who
served as fourth—rank grand master for court
discussions, his third son Hu Yuanxi, who
served as third—rank prefect of Hangzhou,
and his grandson Hu Jitang, collector,
brought to Xidicun prosperity of several
centuries. Xidicun reached its zenith in the
reigns of Emperors Qianlong and Jiaqing
of the Qing, when the village had more
than 600 houses, 99 alleys, over 90 wells,
34 ancestral houses, 13 memorial archways,
and 5 000 residents. What a picture of
prosperity.

More than 200 old houses remain from
the centuries of change. Many of them belong
to architecture of the early Qing, and are
preserved in good condition. Most are still in
use, and large families live in them. The old
streets and alleys radiate a dainty flavor, the
archways and ancestral houses live in grandeur,
creating a “house museum of Huizhou”. In
November 2000, Xidicun entered Directory
of Word Cultural Heritage.




Chapter One
Village environment and the structure of old houses
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Stone path at waterside ( Pingshan of Yixian County )



