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Appreciation on the Brick—Carving Art of the
traditional Vernacular Dwellings of Xingyang
(Preface)

Brick—carving art is the special caving art that uses traditional brick as the basic material, and it
belongs to architecture decoration. Brick carving is the special technique in the Yingzao Fashi(Treatise
on Architectural Methods) since Song Dynasty, and it was wildly applied in the vernacular dwellings’
decoration since Ming Dynasty. Because Brick—carving was not influenced by prescripts of the rigid
hierarchy, Brick—carving work on vernacular dwellings developed very fast in Qing Dynasty, and it
spread to the whole country and reached to the acme of the brick—carving history.

Brick—carving art of Chinese traditional vernacular dwellings has not only long history but also diverse
art expression in different area, in which the brick—carving art of Xing yang traditional vernacular
dwellings reflected the characteristics of decoration art of the Central Plains region.

Locating at the Huanghe—Huaihe plain with the hilly terrain, Xing yang has left more than 300
traditional vernacular dwellings between Qing Dynasty and the Republican period, with good shape and
fine building techniques. Undergoing several war and flood in the history, praying for save and happiness
was the best wishes of the local people, and the patterns of auspicious meaning are always adopted as the

main theme on the brick—carving work of the vernacular dwellings.
1. Places of the brick-carving art

The brick—carving art of Xing yang traditional vernacular dwellings reflects the aesthetic thoughts of
the region, and it was used mostly on the roof, wall with different themes and contexts.
1.1 Roof

The main roof of Chinese traditional dwellings is Yingshan roof (Chinese gabled roof), which was
paved by the local gray tiles to create a beautiful and dynamic rhythm. There are two main decoration
part on the roof, one is Tile end that is decorated usually with auspicious patterns like flat, beat, plant
or Chinese character ; the other is the roof ridge that is decorated usually with cross grain on the bottom
and auspicious flower patterns on the top, lotus, peony, etc.

There are some big houses with very elegant decoration on the top of the roof ridge, from alto-relievo
peony to slim rope pattern, which shows very high techniques. Sometimes, people used vivid birds or
beast sculpture to decorate the roof ridge, which shows the local people’ s aesthetics taste and best wishes
for wealthy and healthy life.

1.2 Wall

The wall of the traditional vernacular dwellings is the main parts of the brick—carving art,which
includes front wall, gallery wall, side wall and courtyard wall.Usually,the constitute of the gallery wall’ s
brick—carving is regular form using big flower in the center with forking flowers at the edge, sometimes,

it used free composition as well. The themes include patterns of people, animals, flowers and Chinese



character. Usually, the brick—carving decoration on the side wall concentrated on the Chi tou( brick
part between the front wall and the side wall) with a lot of symbolic and auspicious patterns, such as the
magpie ascending plum, the Phoenix penetrating Peony, the lion to roll the ball, etc, while the other
part usually used curved grass patter as decoration.

1.3 Ying Bi (Separate wall)

There are two types of Ying Bi, one is at the outside of the dwellings, which usually at the other side
of the outdoor using a separate wall as the landscape of the first level, the other is in the courtyard facing
the main entrance. The Ying bi of Xing yang traditional vernacular dwellings belongs to the second type.
Mostly, the entrance of the traditional dwellings is at the north—east of the courtyard, facing a Yingbi in
the yard with rich brick—carving details, and including light carving, middle carving and deep carving
art. Sometimes, there are more than 10 different decoration pattern on a Yingbi, Chinese auspicious
character and people, animal and flowers , especially some Chinese characters symbols Confucianism,
such as Loyalty, filial piety, happiness, etc. Therefore, the brick—carving art integrates architecture,

literature, ethics, morality and aesthetics.
2. Themes of Brick-carving

2.1 Taking historic people or story as the theme

There are lots of brick—caving theme came from the local story or traditional opera, such as Hehe
fairytale ( God of Love), Eight immortals soaring over the ocean, Chinese folktale entitled Taking Oath in
the Peach Garden, Five man competing for the champine, Educating kids in Yanshan, etc.
2.2 Taking animal patterns with auspicious meaning as the theme

Animals’ pattern with auspicious meaning is one of the important theme in the brick—caving art, which
reflect the wishes for peace and happy life in the local culture. The auspicious patterns include dragon,
phoenix, Longevity Crane, bat, unicorn, Sheep, horse, monkey, magpie, etc.
2.3 Taking plant patterns with auspicious meaning as the theme

Because Chinese culture is based on the agriculture culture, traditional decoration art took many
plants’ pattern with auspicious meaning as the theme to hint happy life or nobile sentiments of the house
owner. The theme includes flowers and fruits in different seasons, peony in spring, lotus in summer,
chrysanthemum in autumn and plum blossom in winter, pomegranate, fingered citron, peach, etc.
2.4 Taking patterns with auspicious meaning as the theme

Started from prehistory, Chinese traditional decoration patterns developed to a superior level in Shang
period through simplifying and summarizing process, which was used in ancient artifacts and traditional
buildings to symbolize good luck and happiness. The auspicious patterns in the brick—caving art included
cloud pattern, rope figure, volume grass grain, bamboo grain, flower figure, etc. Usually, these patterns
were used on the Chitau, Yingbi and the Main ridge.

Moreover, there are cased which took the traditional instrument as the main theme, such as instruments
of the Eight immortals, lyre—playing, chess, calligraphy and painting, the “scholar” s four jewels”
(writing brush, ink stick, ink slab and paper), etc.



2.5 Taking Chinese calligraphy as the theme

Based on the Political ethics social structure influenced by the Confucianism, Chinese characters
symbolize expostulations always appears in the traditional dwellings, which creates one of the important
theme in the brick—caving art. Therefore, we can find many Chinese calligraphy like Gengdu Chuanjia

(Taking cultivating and reading as the main Domestic Instruction) .

3. Carving techniques and process

There is a special characteristic in the brick—caving art in Xingyang’ s traditional dwelling, that is
tamper with mercy as well as having great sense of whole. Based on different theme and patterns with
different material and techniques, there are four types of brick—carving techniques in Xingyang’ s
traditional dwellings, bas—relief, in relief, high—relief and openwork caving, in which the openwork
brick—carving is very exquisite. For example, the openwork brick—carving of the Chi Tau of the
traditional dwellings of Su Family of Guangwu town in Xingyang shows high aesthetic taste.

The brick—carving techniques in Xingyang is not only very complicated, but it needs high precision
in techniques, which creates the special artistic value. Usually, there are four steps in the brick—caving
process. Firstly, draws the carving pattern on the brick before the caving work; Secondly, defines the
general pattern and make sure the outline and depth of the pattern, then cave the details with the chisel;
Thirdly, rubdowns the rough part of the pattern with the bistrique as well as pasting and inlaying the
brick—carving work; Finally, applying and dotting, that is, revamping to integrity after the brick—carving
work finished, and wash the brick—carving. There are precious techniques existing in the decoration
art in the traditional brick—carving, and the techniques reflect the fork culture and rural dwelling of the

Henan region, which is the important intangible cultural heritage.
4. Values of the brick-carving art of the traditional dwellings

There is rich and deep peculiarity existing in the brick—carving art in Xingyang’ s traditional
dwellings, and it” s value can be included to four points as followings.
4.1 Principle of Ethics culture

The sense of worth of the Confucian, that is, the steps a Chinese need to complete can be listed as
follows: morality, family, kingdom, and the world, is the basement of Chinese traditional society. And
it influenced deeply to the whole rural society in China. Therefore, it is a very important principle to
strengthen ethics in the brick—carving art.

Influenced by complicated factors in different period and different culture, Xingyang’ s brick—carving
art links closely to the local life and reflects the sense of worth of the Henan culture, part farm part study
and loyalty, filial piety, chastity and righteousness .

Through studying the ethics principle of the brick—carving art, we can look into the essence of Chinese

traditional culture and find valuable information for the current design of the local dwellings in Xingyang.



4.2 Concept of harmonious with nature and society

Came from ages of hard work of the local craftsman, the brick—carving art of Xingyang' s traditional
dwellings reflects not only local people’ s appreciation of beauty but wishes for harmonious life. Carrying
out the concept of harmonious with nature and society, the themes of the brick—carving art in Xingyang
focus on auspicious patterns, historic stories, and local culture, etc. All of the themes relates to peaceful
and happy life.

4.3 Symbolic art expression

The traditional art expression combines ethics with appreciation of heauty by the means of metaphor
and analogy. Through putting the abstract nature plants and animals pattern on the local dwelling, the
brick—carving art shows delicate conception. For example, usually people use the brick—carving pattern
of bat, spotted deer, peach to symbolize good luck or satisfactory, while sometimes people use the pattern
of plum blossoms, orchid, bamboo and chrysanthemum to metaphor noble sentiment of the house owners.

Symbolic expression in the brick—carving art reflects not only the vivid folk decoration style of the
traditional dwelling, but also its characteristic of unity of form and spirit as well as suiting both refined
and popular taste.

4.4 Architecture style of combing briefness with complication

Based on the cultural tradition that is pragmatic and less luxurious, the traditional dwellings in
Henan province use very few decorations except on the turning point, such as roof, Zhaobi, the top of the
gable wall and the joint of different floors, etc. It is not only strengthening constitute of the traditional
dwellings, but also reflecting the art principle of combination of briefness and complication in the
traditional dwelling of Henan province.

In general, being an important part of the traditional architecture’ s decoration, the brick—carving art
has high visual value as well as cultural value. It keeps a lot of historical, artistic and folk information,
and reflects deep social and cultural characteristics. Through intensively studying on the brick—carving
art in Xingyang district, we can summary the cultural resource of The Central Plains region to upgrade
the preservation and exploration of the cultural heritage in China.

Moreover, the brick—carving art of Xingyang s traditional dwelling has not only diverse themes, but
also deep cultural heritage. It reflects rigorous thoughts and Confucian ethics idea and principle, which
approves the rationality of the daily life, at the same time, pays attention to moderation. and avoids
extreme. It expresses the social—ethics conception of the traditional culture with the means of artistic
expression of symbolizing and metaphor, which combines the visual experience to ethics education and
creates a special eastern aesthetics image.

As the fast urbanization process carrying out, more and more delicate vernacular culture heritage that
is full of historical, cultural, architectural, artistic and social value will disappear. Instead, modern urban
landscape with high skyscrapers will appear everywhere. Therefore, much more has to be done to protect

the local traditional dwelling and brick—carving art as well as the building techniques.

Hongyi Lv
Summer, 2013
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