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A Study of Vernacular Architecture
In Southeast China

Abstract

The southeast Chinese are a distinctive branch of the Han
nationality. As early as the Qin and Han Dynasty, people of
Central Plains immigrated into what is now southeast China.
Since then, and with immigration continuing, Han culture has
taken deep roots in the region. With ongoing explorations and
cultural exchanges during the Tang and song Dynasties, the
Middle and lower parts of the distinctive Yellow River and the
Southeast China divided into five distinctive cultural groupings
and regions. As a result of immigration continuing and cultural
evolution, each of these can now be further divided into a num-
ber of sub-categories and sub-regions.

Traditional society and culture in southeast China was ba-
sically organized along patriarchal clan lines. This culture slow-
ly gave way to and merged with the central plains culture which
began infiltrating the region from the early Han Dynasty on-
wards, a process that lasted until approximately the Ming peri-
od, by which time Han culture had firmly taken roots in the
southeast. By carefully analyzing immigration movements as
well as traditional districts and geographical regions, with fur-

ther investigations into the immigration routes taken and a de-



tailed comparison with pre-existing socio-cultural and settle-
ment patterns in southeast China, it was possible to obtain a
clear picture of regional architecture as well as gain a deeper
understanding of regional settlement patterns and housing. Ap-
plying research concepts of social change and theories cultural
anthropology, it was possible to reconstruct the hereditary na-
ture of traditional society in Southeast China and give a rational
account of its character.

But the study of vernacular architecture would be incom-
plete without taking account of socio-economic, traditional cul-
ture, and ecological /environmental context. Thus, the proto-
type and evolution of vernacular architecture had to be synchro-
nized with the distinctive regional characteristics of southeast
China. To accomlish this, an interdisciplinary approach was
adopted. This involved selectively integrating research method
(and concepts) from variety of disciplines, such as sociology,
history, anthropology, geography, and architecture and, with
their help, establish appropriate models of observation. With
these models, a logical explanation of the origins of southeast
Chinese architecture, its aboriginal prototypes and their sub-
seguent evolution, became possible. Field investigations fur-
ther helped to divide southeast Chinese vernacular architecture
into five distinct categories, each according to their different
characteristics. Research methods from morphology, typology,
and topology were used to explore and interpret their evolu-
tion.

Through observation and comparison, a diagrammatic rep-
resentation of southeast vernacular architecture was attempted.
In addition, the three fundamental housing types in the re-
gion— “one-Ming-two-An,”  “three-in-one courtyard,” and
“central courtyard” —were clarified. The aboriginal prototype
and its evolution provide architectural history with another per-

spective on the provenance of architectural forms in southeast



China. By these methods of study, we get a firm grasp of the
interaction between architectural evolution and social change.
In addition, a regional geography of the plans of vernacular ar-
chitectural types was made possible. All this was accomplished
by developing a research approach that was specifically suited to
study the phenomena at hand. When studying the evolution of
vernacular architectural types in other regions, the model de-
veloped here may have a certain value as a frame of reference.
But every new endeavor will need to consider its own indicators

for observation.
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