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Alarge northwestern Fujian house thatIlived in

When one talks of one's home village, or rather of one's homestead, one is referring first of
all to the house one used to live in. I spent my childhood in a valley in northwestern Fujian. The
village is a strip spread out along the foot of a hill and facing undulating paddy fields. A small
brook winds through the village. On the opposite side, standing tall and upright, is the rugged Red
Rock Mountain, as well as layers of distant mountains. My earliest and strongest memories come
from an old house, sooty from the kitchen smoke-the Xiao family home.

I have also visited numerous villages in all parts of Fujian, where I have seen similar scenes.
Concealed in every valley is a village where a clan lives together, building houses much the same
as the Xiao family home. I feel completely at home in these other villages.

The Xiao family home is representative of traditional houses in northwestern Fujian, with a
mountain in back covered with ancient tall trees. The front of the house looks out on open land, a
well, a pond, and paddy fields. An expert told me that this was determined by fengshui. The large
house, surrounded by a firewall, has two rows of buildings that are divided into five rooms. The
larger middle two rooms serve as halls. Outside the firewall, on each of the left and right sides is
another row of rooms. The courtyard is the center for ventilation and light in the house. Water
from all four sides of the roof falls here: the people call this “ four waters gathering in the
center.”  The political core of the home is in the high, spacious main hall, where there is a shrine
for sacrificing to the Xiao ancestors. Important ceremonies, such as ancestor worship, weddings,
or funerals, all take place in this hall.

I often need to explain to people that in traditional Chinese homes, the quick and the dead
live together, and the deceased take precedence. The most important place in a house must be
given to the ancestors. Why are Chinese structures built carefully along axes? Because this is the
way that people can decide where the most important places should be: in the center and higher.

The Xiao family is a large clan which has flourished over the years. After the division of
the family, one or two rooms, including a hall, went to each nuclear family. Because the resulting
space was limited, the people built additional houses in the vicinity. At the end of the 20" Century,
when I went back to my old home, only two or three households were left there. Most people had
moved to newly built brick houses. The Xiao family home, where a clan had lived in affection for
two or three hundred years, had now been abandoned. In a short twenyt-year span, the old house
now had one foot in the grave. Because dozens of families had property rights to this ancestral
home, it was impossible to make any changes: the fate awaiting her was continuous ruin, decay,
and collapse.

This is also the fate of most of the traditional houses today. Our lifestyle has changed
greatly, and traditional construction can't easily satisfy the many demands we make of our housing.
In a rapid retreat from the stage of history, these old houses are being demolished or abandoned.
This is the first time in the last few thousand years that only a few of them will be preserved as
examples of cultural relics; most of the traditional Chinese domestic architecture will completely

vanish within half a century. It's as if history has been cut by a sharp knife.



Alarge northwestern Fujian house that I lived in

In order to understand the traditional domestic architecture of Fujian, one must first
understand Fujian's geography, languages, and people. The architectural tradition is one part
of the cultural tradition. It existed before we did, and yet it has changed because of us. People
who emigrated from southern Fujian to Taiwan or Southeast Asia also built large red brick
houses such as they once had in their homeland. When Europeans went to Gulangyu island in
Xiamen, they imitated the western villa from thousands of miles away. But they were all
changed to adapt to the geography and climate: new features were added and new styles
gradually evolved.

Geographically, Fujian is known as the southeastern mountain land. Southeastern
Fujian faces the ocean and Taiwan. The northeastern, northwestern, and southwestern regions
all have high mountain ranges dividing Fujian from Zhejiang, Jiangxi, and Guangdong, thus
forming a geographical unit. Mountains and hills occupy at least 80% of the land area. This is
referred to as “80% mountains, 10% water, and 10% arable land.” The two continuous 500-
kilometer-long mountain chains paralleling the coastline-Wuyi Mountain on the northwest
border and the Jiufeng-Zaiyun mountain range in central Fujian-divide Fujian into the
northwestern mountain region and the southeastern coastal region.

Most of Fujian's rivers, cutting through the mountainous northwest, flow southeast into
the ocean, thus leaving a fragmented region in this area. The largest river, the Minjiang, has
its sources in the northwestern Wuyi mountains. The streams converge in Nanping, and the
Min then flows through Fuzhou and enters the ocean. It runs through the northern mountain
region and the eastern coastal region. Several important rivers flowing through southeastern
Fujian, such as the Mulan River, the Jin River, and the Jiulong River, have their sources in the
central mountains of Fujian. These rivers are short, and their alluvial plains are rather wide
and close to each other. The Ting River in western Fujian goes through Guangdong and enters
the Han River. Western Fujian and eastern Guangdong together make up the Hakka region.

In general, Fujian can be divided into four regions: northern Fujian on the upper
reaches of the Min River (the three ancient prefectures of Jianning, Yanping, and Shaowu);
eastern Fujian on the lower reaches of the Min River and including the northeastern coastal
area (the two ancient prefectures of Fuzhou and Funing); southern Fujian along the southern
coast (the three ancient prefectures of Zhangzhou, Quanzhou, and Xinghua); and western
Fujian in the southwestern mountain region (in ancient times, the Tingzhou prefecture), where
the Hakka people live. Of course, we have to adjust these divisions a little. For example,
Xinghua, now known as Putian and Xianyou, has been separated from Quanzhou since the
Song dynasty. Their language and culture have their own special characteristics. People
generally regard them as an independent region; seldom are they included in the concept of
southern Fujian. In addition, geographically, Longyan and Zhangping should be part of
southern Fujian, but today they are administratively part of western Fujian.

Fujian's languages are very complicated. In Fujian Dialects, Li Rulong divides Fujian
into seven large dialect regions: eastern Fujian, represented by the Fuzhou dialect; Putian and
Xianyou; southern Fujian, represented today by the Xiamen dialect; northern Fujian,

represented by the Jian'ou dialect; central Fujian, represented by the Yong'an dialect; western
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Fujian, represented by the Changting dialect; and northwestern Fujian and Jiangxi, represented by

the Shaowu dialect. If we considered the central Fujian dialect and the northwestern Fujian dialect

as variations of the northern Fujian dialect, the picture would be less complicated, for we would
then be left with only the northern, eastern, southern, and western Fujian dialects, as well as the

Putian-Xianyou dialect. The regions of the Fujian dialects would then essentially correspond with

|g the geographical divisions.
I ' The differences in dialects generally are predicated on the differences in peoples and

'—! cultures. In Fujian's Six Major Peoples, Chen Zhiping divides Fujian people into six groups: the
l'mln :l l 1 northern Fujian people, the eastern Fujian (Fuzhou) people, the southern Fujian people, the
— ] western Fujian (Hakka) people, the Xinghua people, and the Longyan people. Each of these

E 1 groups created a different, distinct culture. For example, there were the Neo-Confucian culture in
i"ST““": "ul'ﬁEr ‘ northern Fujian; the government officials' culture of eastern Fujian; the ocean culture of southern

{ Fujian; the farming culture of western Fujian; the imperial examination culture of Putian and
Xianyou; and the commercial culture of Longyan. The differences in cultures directly influenced
the style of building in each place, thus engendering all kinds and styles of residences in Fujian.

The present administrative divisions have sometimes confused the distinctive regional

cultural characteristics. In 1970, the new city Sanming was established in central Fujian by

combining part of the northern region and part of the western region. It was then that people

| started talking of northwestern Fujian. In terms of geography, my ancestral homeTaining county

belongs to northwestern Fujian. I often need to explain to my friends that northwestern Fujian was

not a cultural concept in the past. Taining county and Jianning county were part of Shaowu

prefecture. Jiangle county and Sha county were part of Yanping prefecture. All four belonged to

the northern Fujian culture system. Ninghua county, Qingliu county, and Mingxi county-all part

of Tingzhou prefectu-rebelonged to the western Fujian culture. When we talk of culture, we have
to return to the historical times when the cultures were shaped. :
From the time the Qin dynasty [221-206 B.C.] established the central Min prefecture, <
Fujian has been a separate administrative entity, with its borders changing little. At the same 3

time, because of the high mountains everywhere, transportation and communication within this

area were difficult; thus, each region was comparatively independent and developed separately.

Beginning in the Han [206 B.C.-220 A.D.] and Tang [618-907 A.D.] dynasties, large numbers of

northern Han people migrated to Fujian; northern Fujian, eastern Fujian, and southern Fujian

opened up one after the other. During the 300 years of the Northern and Southern Song dynasties
[960-1279], the northern Fujian culture was kindled. With Zhu Xi [1130-1200] as the
representative figure in the process, Min learning propelled Fujian's culture to its zenith,
symbolizing the profound thought of the ancient Chinese. In a 1000-year period, the eastern
Fujian culture was relatively stable, but it exploded greatly after the middle Qing period, with

“many notables coming from here during the late Qing dynasty.” [Qing dynasty: 1616-1911]
The Putian-Xianyou area distinguished itself by producing scholars from the Song to the middle
of the Ming dynasty [Ming dynasty: 1368-1644]; in this, it continuously led the entire province.
Unfortunately, in 1562 its capital was destroyed by the attacks of Japanese pirates, and it
declined. Although Quanzhou was the main international port and cosmopolitan city during the
Song [960-1279] and Yuan [1206-1368] dynasties, it was only during the Ming and Qing

dynasties that its culture suddenly burst forth with the splendor of the ocean culture. Western
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