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Bl = |Preface

Ancient town generally refers to a group of
dwelling buildings with a history of over a
hundred years. China is dotted with many
ancient towns that enjoy long history and
rich cultural heritage. Among these over 800
ancient counties and 5000 villages and towns
boast more than a thousand years of history,
and this is unique in the world. Witnessing
the history of the Chinese nation and
carrying cultural heritage, ancient towns are
gems of culture, bringing up generations of
honest, hardworking and intelligent people.
Old houses in these towns are valuable and
rare relics of ancient Chinese architecture.

This book is intended to introduce the
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reader to some of the most characteristic
ancient towns in China, where traditions
are well preserved in terms of architectures,
lifestyles and customs. These towns sit in
different regions, are inhabited by different
nationalities, and have different cultures and
architectural features. With diverse styles and

distinctive flavors, they are the representative

of all ancient towns of China.
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Overview of Ancient Chinese
Towns
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Thousands of years of history and civilization have given birth
to countless ancient towns in the vast territory of China. These
towns, unique in architectural styles, rich in historical sites, quaint
in atmosphere, exude their own distinctive flavor and delicacy.
What is more, the residents who live there for generations are
also an attraction. Their traditional way of life, leisurely pace of life

and authentic folk customs are the indispensable part of style and

features of ancient towns.
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> The Location and Layout

of Ancient Towns

The ancients laid great emphasis on the
location and layout of their towns and
villages because they believed it would
directly impact on the prosperity of the
whole family and future generations. As
such, they would, before construction of
the villages, invite geomancers to detect the
feng shui—namely the ups and downs of
mountains, the flowing direction of waters,
the growth of vegetation, and many more.
Generally, towns and villages will
be built on a spacious and flat terrain,
encircled by mountains and rivers. A
place backed by mountains, fronted by
river and flanked by small hills is what
the ancients favored most. In Jiangnan or
South-central regions, water towns are
often located on the north bank of the

river to get abundant sunshine; houses
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are built along the river, and the wharfs

everywhere are the nexuses of land and
water transport. In mountainous areas
of the southeast and southwest regions,
towns and villages are usually built
according to the hilly terrain at different
levels, and they stand well-spaced. In
the northern areas, towns and villages
are generally found on flat terrain; their
overall layout is thorough and open,
and the spacious streets and magnificent
buildings highlight an imposing and

rough style.
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Feng Shui and Feng Shui Masters

Feng shui, also known as geomantic omen, is a system of geomancy that Chinese ancients used
to decipher the best locations for building a residence, village or grave. As a folk activity that
has been active for thousands of years, feng shui stresses the harmonization of human and nature,
yin and yang (In Chinese philosophy, the concept of yin and yang is used to describe how polar
opposites or seemingly contrary forces are interconnected and interdependent in the natural
world, and how they give rise to each other in turn) can be considered a philosophical product.
A feng shui consultant, as an expert in this field, is commissioned to conclude whether the feng
shui is good or bad and is able to fix it if necessary. Besides, they are usually accomplished in
divination, physiognomy or similar skills. Some Taoists, keepers of temples, and even Chinese
medicine practitioners, are also experienced feng shui consultants. A full-time feng shui
consultant is often known as a “‘feng shui master”.
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> Common Building Types

in Ancient Towns

Buildings in ancient towns can be roughly
divided into two categories: residential
houses and public buildings, the latter
including ancestral halls, temples, opera
stages, memorial archways, streets, etc.
These buildings are usually imbued with
strong local characteristics and flavors.
Unlike big cities, these towns have more
well-preserved ancient architecture of the
Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911)
dynasties. The old streets, bridges and
houses, with hundreds of years of history,
brought to people a simple and profound
connotation of natural and cultural

implication.

Residential Houses

A residential house is a group of

buildings where people live. It is the
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most common form of construction and
has the widest distribution and the largest
quantity. Showing different features and
appearances, these buildings retained
the architectural features of the Ming
(1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911)
dynasties, record how a family has lived
and multiplied for several generations,
and witness the changes of the whole

town.

( .‘()l”-r_\l“-(i House

The courtyard house, namely a courtyard
surrounded by walls and buildings, is
very common in Chinese residences.
Among such houses, Siheyuan or Chinese
quadrangles are the most common ones.
In the Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368).
Sihevuan came forth in large numbers
in Beijing and some other areas; down
to the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing
(1644 -1911) dynasties, it has developed
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A Schematic Diagram of
Siheyuan
The location and quantity
of rooms in Siheyuan vary
according to different regions.
However, no matter what
changes are made, these

courtyard houses or compounds
are based on Siheyuan
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from all four directions. Its layout

is very much in line with traditional

FREMAETE IR . S BERY TR Chinese morality and Confucian ethics.
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The Wang'’s Courtyard Houses, Shanxi Province

In central Shanxi Province, the courtyard houses have rigorous structure, enclosed by high walls. Normally,

these large compounds consist of many Siheyuans, positioned successively along a central axis, looking
magnificent and imposing
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Skylight House in Southern Anhui Province

In such houses, buildings on all four sides are
adjoined to form a small skylight in the center.
This area is densely populated and hilly, so
people have to save as much space as possible
in housing construction. The buildings often
have two stories, and are enclosed to form
high and narrow atriums, for easy lighting and
ventilation.

In these compounds, different rooms are
assigned to different family members—
men and women, old and young, noble
and humble—according to their age,
gender or status. Siheyuan is always
enclosed by solid walls, offering a
comfort, quiet and cordial space. The
walls also provide security as well as
protection against dust and storms. To
adapt with many different geographical
conditions in China, Siheyuan requires
only minor adjustments to its shape, area
and individual buildings. This is why it

can be seen throughout China. Beijing
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Han-style Courtyard House in Lijiang

Based on Siheyuan, the Han-style courtyard house is a fusion of Han and Bai architectural styles. The
most fundamental forms of such houses are: (1) the principal room is built facing south and the yard is
flanked by wing rooms; opposite the principal room is a screen wall; all these buildings are adjoined to form
a courtyard house, (2) four buildings reasonably surround five atriums in one courtyard
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Siheyuan, Shanxi Courtyard House and
Skylight House in Southern Anhui,
among other courtyard houses, are the

most representative ones.

Cave Dwellings

Cave dwelling is a form of ancient residence
found on Northwest China’s Loess Plateau,
where there is a thick layer of yellow

earth, a type of soil that is solid and hard
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A Schematic Diagram of Cliff-type Caves

standing like walls. Taking advantage of
this favorable condition, locals dug holes
to create cave dwellings. Cliff-type caves,
sunken caves and independent caves are
€ommon ones.

In some of the ancient towns in
central Shanxi Province, there are many
cave constructions. Some of these
caves are built on a cliff face or an
earth slope by digging inwards; in some
cases rich families combine caves with
normal houses: constructing bungalows
on open space in front of the caves,
and then enclosing the courtyard with
these bungalows to create a cave-style
Siheyuan. Sunken caves are created by
digging a large square pit in the ground;
then on the four walls, caves are dug to
create rooms; this can also be seen as a

cave-like Siheyuan.




