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The Pivot of Yin-Yang Natural Principles, The Criterion of
Human Relations

— The Cultural Significance of Chinese Civilian Residence

1 . Chinese civilian residences, carrying
within themselves 56 different native climates and
customs, are spread over all areas of our vast and
magnificent motherland, which extend across four at-
mospheric temperature zones, covering mountainous
and flat lands, desert and water regions. The quad-
rangles in Beijing, suspension houses in southwest
China, cave dwellings in the north part of Shaanxi,

adobe houses in the south part of Fujiang, “Zhuang

Chao” dwellings in Qinghai, “Ma-lan” railings in

Guangxi, felt yurts in grasslands, pillbox-shaped houses
on highlands,bamboo houses of Dai nationality, the
“Three compounds and a screen wall” and the “Four
compounds with five courtyards” in Dali and Lijiang,
Yunnan---all that blossoming in radiant splendour,
appearing in all their glory, are really a sum of cul-
tural heritage that has begun to vanish far before their
being opened up!

When we are proud of our modern architecture
formation, the civilian residences may calmly and
collectedly remind us, with their simple and crude
appearances, that: Since the ancestors of mankind
climbed down the trees and learnt how to build
houses with mud and wood, for thousands of years
past, our residing form has virtually had little change.

No matter how great the difference in the form
and style might be among the civilian residences of
various areas, there are two basic points that are iden-

Luxiang Wang

tical: The residences are not only derived from the
specific geographic and climate conditions to which
they are attached, but also a kind of cultural creation
in organizing society of the people who live there. Ci-
vilian residences can most powerfully help us to rec-
ognize the nature of local conditions and customs
within such culture.

Chinese civilian residences have become a pre-
cious gem of architectural art because of their inge-
nuity and artistic conception in creation and a

crystallization of people’ s wisdom by suiting mea-
sures to local conditions and skillfully using the
geomantic omens. They have become a manifest-
ation of national culture because they lay stress on
ethics and are able to harmonize ethics with recre-
ation. They have been the witness of social history
by means of their progressive evolution and trans-
mutation and their vicissitudes as well. They carry,
on their back, the information of history, standing
erect on the champaigns, holding up their heads to-
ward the firmament , seeing how many times sum-
mer and winter come and go, watching how many
times the spring and autumn seasons passing by.
They enter our years covered all over with their vicis-
situdes and still so far shelter us, ensure us in our
ordinary life the possibility of going out to work when
the sun rises and of coming baek to rest when it sets.
Depending on them, we are guaranteed to have our




daily meals and a peaceful life day in and day out.

The excellent cream of civilian residences has
edified and influenced Chinese people from genera-
tion to generation with its cordial local colours, and
its simple and sincere architectural style; and with
the spirit that is suitable to and harmonious with the
nature, and the philosophy that contains fully cre-
ativity as well. Nowadays, when we stride forward to
the modern civilization without ever turning back,
what kind of the end-result would the destiny of such
civilian residences come to? How should we come to
recognize the value of such residences?

The Chinese ancient architectural cul-
ture can be differentiated into three main levels or
three main types: the official type, manifesting the
official culture, the scholar type, manifesting the
scholar culture, and the type of civil structures which
expresses the popular culture. Quoting the classifi-
cation from The Book Of Songs: Civil structure is

called “Feng” , consisting of ballads; the scholar one is
“Ya” , consisting of dynastic hymns and the official
one is “Soong”, consisting of sacrificial songs.

Official structures, such as palaces, enclosed
gardens, mausoleums, institutes, mansions, temples,
etc., all without exception, demand strongly to be mag-
nificent and sublime to show the dominant social po-
sition of the master of the structures.

Scholar structures, such as their dwellings, gar-
dens, private schools and other places for their ac-
tivities, all without exception, seek for a kind of quiet,
simple and elegant sentiment to keep one’s mind
easy and fit.

Civil structures, which are also called native
structures, are the only kind of structures that needs
no architect. Such type is the inheritance and devel-
opment of primitive structures. We can see in it the
pure traditional formation and find in its depths the

original point of human life. It reflects the idea of life
which only a specific nationality and specific region
could have. It integrates itself with folk customs and
becomes a space and place for all kinds of activities
of folk custom and culture to make itself a component
part in the folk custom environment.

Official structures, because of the requirement
of their political images, have to follow the strict
“Rules of Architecture”, so there would be unavoid-
ably regrets for the repetition of their types and styles;
as to scholar structures, owing to their implicit cul-
tural interests and charms tending to identity, no mat-
ter where they are built, their mental attitudes are
roughly similar; only the civilian structures because
they have intimate concern with local conditions and
customs, along with the respective features of
geography and phenology, become so mild and tactful
with all kinds of postures to display their astonishing
manifold characters and distinctive regional individu-

alities.
3. The Book Of Residence, which widely
spread in the Dunhuang area in middle ancient times,

tells us that:“Residence is the root of mankind, and

- mankind makes it their home. Residing in security

and comfort, the family gets prosperity ; if not, decline.”
Our ancestors regarded building a residence for a
home as quite a serious matter, so serious that they
took it for the root of mankind, and considered it to
have a bearing not only on the prosperity of a family,
a generation, but also on the rise or decline of the
whole clan: hence the expression: “To choose a resi-
dence by means of divination, to observe a house for
the influence it would have on us” . Here, “To choose
by divination and to observe for the influence” is by
no means what we nowadays so simply lock at a house
just as a place to live in. It forms a set of theory of
geomantic omen, bringing together the doctrines



of the geomancy,
the two opposing
natural principles
Yin and Yang, the
five elements of uni-

verse and the Eight

Diagrams into its
content to shroud itself in mysterious cultural mist.

A residence, for its terminal goal, demands to
be stable, secure, steady, comfortable and peaceful.

It is this goal that expresses thoroughly what
the Chinese civilian residences entrust themselves
to. For this goal, Chinese civilian residences have ex-
hausted all their efforts, from the virtual conception
to the actual formation.

And how can we get to this goal, then?

Environment is the first point to consider.

To the environment, Chinese civilian residences
since ancient times, have put emphasis on geomantic
omen. What is meant by “geomantic omen”? To be
terse, it means to shelter people from wind (destroy-
ing force of nature) and concentrate the breath (pro-
ductive energy of nature) for them. A dwelling is a
place to preserve one’s health which cannot be sus-
tained without a favorable environment. Relying on
intuitive discoveries and accumulation of experi-
ences, the Chinese ancients regarded such environ-
ment as a good geomantic place that has its location
towards south or facing waters and at the same time
backing on to mountains. A place of good geomantic
omen demands the procedure of seeking dragon,
surveying sand, observing waters and pointing out
cave. Seeking dragon means to look for mountain
range with a perspective of hundred kilometers, with
the oncoming force profound and lasting, plump and
mellow, and vigorous and steady as well; surveying
sand is to check the other mountains around the
dragon range, which is required to be tortuous and
varied, abundant in tiers, surrounding the centre to
protect it; observing waters means to inspect the
regimen of water, which is required to flow steadily
and not impetuously, to run mildly and slowly but
without cease; pointing out cave means to choose a
foundation for a location, foundation is located, it
must be a place where the dragon range and its sur-

roundings (other mountains) join. It is a master spot
of the whole environment which tends to become the
centre of human life. In circumstance, it is demanded
to have a clear boundary between the Yin (shady or
lower part) and the Yang (projecting part), that is said
to have obvious sharp contours of mountain peaks
or ridges and
those of val-
leys or waters.

An envi-
ronment like
this would be
able to shelter
people from
the destroying
force of nature
and concen-
trate the pro-
ductive energy
of nature for
them. Civilian

residence

chooses its

foundation here to possess prop at the back and pro-
tective screen in front, to have supplement on the
left and assistance on the right, just like settling in
a cradle or a big chair, so secure, proper and comfort-
able that it can be considered a place for constant
residing .

Geomantic omen pays special attention to what is
called “breath” , from which some couplets derive
such as: breath of heaven and of earth, breath of Yin
and of Yang, breath of wind and of water, etc..
“Breath” , a kind of natural energy, is a composite
index including temperature, moisture, sunshining,
wind direction, the cleanness of air and even the con-
tent of oxygen anion etc.. It is, in short, a matter of
how to make the mini-universe of a human body co-
ordinate completely with the grand-universe of envi-
ronment to achieve the balanced exchange of the en-
ergies, and to make the feeling of one’ s body and
mind preserve a healthy and comfortable state to re-
duce diseases. Physical fitness and mind at ease
would result in two direct consequences to a family

or a clan: one is the descendants coming along con-




