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Unit 1

The History and Culture of the Chinese
Traditional Vernacular Architecture

B T e et T N e T T B N PN PN
» Pre-reading Activities

1. Do you know the layout of a modern house? Discuss in small groups about what
your home looks like. You may use the following words for reference: roof,
basement, living room, bedroom, dining room, kitchen, bathroom, corridor,

hallway, courtyard, lawn, garage.

(3]

. What do you know about ancient residences? How were they different from

modern ones?

(98]

Look at the following pictures and tell what they are and when they were used.

B T T R ]

Wmnwwmywwnwuww

Then skim the text to see if you are right.
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Text A

The Origin and Development of the Chinese
Traditional Vernacular Architecture

Clothes, food, accommodation and transportation are the four basic necessities of
man’s life. To meet the needs of accommodation, housing architecture came into being and
became the earliest architecture type in the history.

In the ancient times, the primitive people dwelled in natural caves, which was referred
to as cave-living. In the South, due to the hot and humid climate, insects and wild animals
in the open country, the crude shanty in the trees became the habitat, known as the nesting.
Later, people began to build their habitat half underground, and then on the ground. A
large number of these earliest residential sites have been found in Banpo of Shaanxi Province
in China.

In the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, ruins of a village were excavated in
Hemudu, Yuyao, Zhejiang Province. It is a long bole-fence house stretching more than 30
meters, built on wood piles with the spatial depth of around 7 meters and front brim of 1. 3
meters wide. The house floor is about 1 meter higher than the ground, with a wooden ladder
for access. The tenon and mortise joints connecting other components such as beams have a
complex structure, indicating that there was a big step forward in the wood construction
technology at that time.

The feudal society gave priority to agricultural production at its early stage. From the
unearthed painting stones and bricks, afterlife utensils and pottery houses from the tombs,
we can infer that the small houses in the Han Dynasty were usually of square or rectangle
shape. Relatively larger houses were designed in tri-square shape, having a courtyard

inside, with the high building in the middle and sub-houses being relatively low so that the
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contour of the residence has a clear distinction between the major and the minor houses. A
large-scale aristocratic residence is composed of several courtyards and besides the main
building are rooms for miscellaneous purposes and guests. Inside the front hall is the main
building and rooms are placed in the rear hall, which is developed from the ancient front-
hall-rear-room ({ij#£)5% ) principle.

The stone carvings in the Northern and Eastern Wei periods show that the aristocratic
houses are built with large halls and corridors, with even gardens in the rear of the
residence. It is the prototype of the garden house.

The vernacular architectures of the Sui and Tang Dynasties and the Five Dynasties can
only be found in the Dunhuang mural paintings and some other paintings. For instance, the
entrance door of an aristocratic mansion adopts tortoise-head shape; two major buildings
inside the residence are connected with cloister with straight frame windows, forming a

courtyard.

Rural dwellings in the Song Dynasty can be found in the famous painting of that time,
Along the River During the Qingming Festival, thatching huts being relatively simple and
primitive, with low walls, and a group of cottages and tile houses. Small houses in cities
and towns are of rectangular shape, having overhanging gable roof or xieshan-style roof
(roof with four sloping surfaces and nine hips). In addition to grass and tile coverage, two
sides of the roof and front eaves use bamboo coverage or skylight roof is adopted. For a
larger house, a door-house is built outside and the inside is built in the form of courtyard
with trees and flowers planted for landscaping.

Besides, in his famous painting of A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains, Wang
Ximeng of the Song Dynasty painted some houses and
each has an entrance door and chambers in eastern and
western wings. Yet, the main part of the residence is
a T.-shape house consisting of the front hall, corridor
and rooms at rear. The T .-shape or -+ -shape plane

connected by a corridor in the middle, which was
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built in accordance with the traditional layout of a front-hall-rear-room in ancient time,
became a layout feature of the vernacular house in that period.

Durihg the period of Ming and Qing Dynasties, a surge in population, economic
prosperity and cultural development brought about the prosperity in urban and rural areas.
Considerable vernacular architectures all over the nation, retaining the traditional

characteristics of various ethnic groups in different regions, have survived to this day.

New Words and Expressions

vernacular /vor'nzkjalar/  adj. K, 8] X444

primitive /'primativ/ adj. belonging to a society in which people live in a very
simple way 4569, & H69; Fikdal

dwell /dwel/ V. inhabit or live in &4E

shanty / [enti/ n. small crude shelter used as a dwelling # &

habitat /'hebitet/ n. the type of environment in which an organism or group
normally lives or occurs #%.8. 3

nesting /nestin/ mn. a structure in which an organism lays eggs or gives

birth to their young $ /<

ruin /'ruim/ n. an irrecoverable state of devastation and destruction
B, dak

excavate /'ekskovert/ V. find by digging in the ground % i

bole-fence n. &€

spatial /'spe1fl/ adj. pertaining to or involving or having the nature of space
% [a)

brim /brim/ n. the top edge of a vessel or other container i#, A%

tenon /'tenan/ n. a projection at the end of a piece of wood that is shaped
to fit into a mortise

mortise /'mozrtis/ n. a square hole made to receive a tenon and so to form
a joint # AR

beam /biim/ n. long thick piece of wood or metal or concrete, etc. ,

used in construction &, # £

feudal /'fju:dl/ adj. H 5 E 4
unearth /An's:rg/ V. lay bare through digging 4£4&, & &
utensil /ju;'tensl/ n. an implement for practical use ( especially in a house-

hold) A A, H#m
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pottery /'paitari/ n.
tri-square n.
courtyard /'ka:rtjaird/ n.
contour /'ka:ntur/ n.

aristocratic /g,rista'kratik/

miscellaneous /,misa'lemias/

rear /rir/ n.

corridor /'ka:radar/ n.

prototype /'proutataip/ n.

mansion /'manfn/ n.
thatch /0atf/ V.
hut /hat/ n.
tile /tarl/ n.
eaves /iivz/ n.
layout /'leravt/ n.
ethnic /'efnik/ adj.

Exercises

adj.
adj.

earthenware pots, etc. , made by hand 4

tool used for marking and measuring a piece of wood
i R

an area wholly or partly surrounded by walls or buil-
dings J %

the general shape or outline of an object # &g
Kk

consisting of many different kinds of things or people
that are difficult to put into a particular category &
N E A8

the side of an object that is opposite its front /5 &

a long passage in a building or train, with doors and
rooms on one or both sides #& Mg, itid

a standard or typical example R#& , A

a very large house X Ji

% F 5 BT

a small house with only one or two rooms, especially
one which is made of wood, mud, grass, or stones
R, WME

pieces of baked clay, carpet, cork, or other substance,
which are fixed as a covering onto a floor or wall &
h, K#

the edges of a roof that project beyond the wall & 1§
the way in which the parts of a building, a garden or
something else are arranged 7 &)

belonging to or deriving from the cultural, religious,

or linguistic traditions of people or a country # # &9

Task 1 Discovering the Main Ideas

1. Answer the following questions with the information contained in Text A.

1) What are the four necessities of man’s life?

2) Why did primitive people live on trees?

j =
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3)
4)

What was the general shape of the small houses in the Han Dynasty?
What are the general differences between the houses in the Sui Dynasty and those in the

Song Dynasty?

2. Text A can be divided into three parts with the paragraph number(s) of each part

provided as follows. Write down the main idea of each part.

Part Paragraph(s) Main idea
One 1 -1
Two 2-3
Three 4 -9

Task 2 Reading Between Lines -

3.

4.

1)
2)
3)
4)

5)

6)

Match each housing architecture with the period it first appeared.

courtyard Hemudu people

cave living Northern and Eastern Wei periods
garden house Sui and Tang Dynasties
bole-fence house Song Dynasty

T .-shape house Primitive people

Fill in the blanks with the given words. You may not use any of the words in the

bank more than once. Change the form of the given words if necessary.

accommodation dwell habitat excavate stretch access

priority distinction rear prototype  surge characteristics

We _ in the country but work in the city.

They plan to _ a large hole before putting in the foundation.

Regardless of where we are and what we are doing, we want ____ to our data.
Many species are in peril of extinction because of our destruction of their
natural

At a time of this economic crisis, our ____ should be very clear about what we need
to do.

There is no neat between operating system software and the software that runs



on top of it.
7) Parents transmit some of their to their children.
8) Many people in America and Europe think that the recent in inflation, like

almost everything else these days, is “made in China”.
9) The company showed the of the new model at the exhibition.
10) I lie still for a minute until I can breathe normally, and then my arms out to

prop myself up.
Task 3 Challenge Yourself

5. Translate the following paragraph into Chinese.

During the period of Ming and Qing Dynasties, a surge in population, economic
prosperity and cultural development brought about the prosperity in urban and rural areas.
Considerable vernacular architectures all over the nation, retaining the traditional

characteristics of various ethnic groups in different regions, have survived to this day.

wre 4
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Text B

The Chinese Traditional Vernacular
Architecture and Culture

China has a long history, vast land and rich cultural heritage. As the most substantial
architectural culture heritages are closely related to the production and daily life of the
ordinary people, the traditional vernacular house is equally abundant. Today, it is spreading
in different ethnic groups and regions all over the nation. After the vicissitudes of the time,
it is still widely used by the ordinary people and some have shown us the quintessence of the
fine tradition and exquisite art. It is a precious cultural treasure of China.

Apart from the disparities in climate in north and south China, different geographical
conditions, material resources, customs, lifestyles and aesthetic requirements of various
ethnic groups have resulted in the distinctive ethnic features and rich local characteristics in
the Chinese traditional vernacular architecture.

The Chinese traditional vernacular architecture ties up with the society, history,
culture, nationality and folk-customs, as well as the theories of the Confucian rites,
Taoism, Yin-Yang and Five Elements. The outstanding traditional vernacular architecture is
of historic and cultural value and of practical and artistic value as well. It is not only the
precious cultural heritage of China, but also the precious cultural wealth of the world,
calling for urgent protection and promotion.

Philosophy is a concentrated expression of culture, the quintessence of the national
spirit and the acme of human wisdom. In the system of the traditional Chinese culture,
philosophy is at the core position, playing a leading role.

From a philosophical perspective, the traditional Chinese culture is influenced by the
following ideologies, namely, Confucianism, Taoism, the Theory of Yin-Yang and Five
Elements and Chinese Buddhism in later time, which have absorbed, impacted and
integrated with each other, forming the collectivity of the traditional Chinese culture.

The basic spirit of the traditional Chinese culture covers four main aspects, that is,
people-oriented value system of the humanism; self-improvement, open-minded optimism
of the national psychology; perceiving the concept of the object from an overall intuitive
way of thinking; as well as the aesthetic ideal of harmony between man and nature. In

respect of the value system, the Chinese culture represents the spirit of practical rationality
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emphasizing the people-oriented aspect.

The traditional way of thinking has two characteristics, the direct view of intuitive
understanding and the symbolic view of perceiving the concept of the object. Harmony
between man and nature is the aesthetic ideal and the highest realm of the traditional Chinese
culture.

The traditional vernacular architecture of China is the embodiment of the traditional
Chinese culture in the architecture. Through its layout and shape, we can feel the profound
impact of the traditional Chinese culture and thinking. Mirroring the philosophy, patriarchal
and environment concepts and thinking of the traditional Chinese culture, the Chinese
vernacular architecture fully reflects, from different levels, the brilliant and profound
wisdom of the traditional Chinese culture.

The impact of the Chinese traditional culture in the Chinese vernacular architecture,
first of all, is the patriarchal view, that is, the family rituals. The core of the family rituals
is hierarchy which has a strict requirement in vernacular houses in terms of their layouts,
shapes, room spaces, scales, furnishing and decoration, so as to maintain the feudal

hierarchy emphasizing blood ties.

The concept of harmony between man and nature comes in the second place, which
serves as the basis for the orientation, location, and site selection of an architecture, as well
as the principle for the building construction in a grand environment promoted by
Confucianism and Taoism of the Han people. It includes architectural layout, integrity of
space structure, order and domestication. In the ancient times, the ideal of harmony
between man and nature in the Chinese vernacular houses was achieved through fengshui,
or geomancy, that is, the five-orientation and four-god environment mode. The five
orientations are east, south, west, north and center; and the four gods in four directions are
Black Dragon, White Tiger, Phoenix, and Xuanwu.

Then is the way of thinking embodied in the Chinese vernacular houses, which fully

reflects the spirit of humanism in the traditional Chinese culture. Everything is people-

| e
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oriented, prioritizing the owner and family of the house. The trinity of Heaven, Earth and

Man has Man at the first place. Thus, the residential construction is based on man’s

production and living.

Those are the influence and features of the traditional Chinese culture in the Chinese

vernacular houses.

New Words and Expressions

heritage /'herrtidz/

substantial /sab'sten[1/
abundant /2'bandont/

vicissitude /vi1'sisituid/

quintessence /kwin'tesns/

exquisite /'ekskwizit/

disparity /d1'sperati/

aesthetic /es'fetik/

rite /rait/
acme /'@&kmi/

intuitive /m'tuzitiv/

harmony /'ha:rmani/
embodiment /im'ba:dimant/
patriarchal / petr'a:rkl/

ritual /'r1tfual/
hierarchy /'harara:rki/

prioritize /prar'o:rataiz/

trinity /'triati/

n.

adj.
adj.

any attribute or immaterial possession that is inherited
from ancestors i =

fairly large X &%

present in great quantity F'g #9, A9

a variation in circumstances or fortune at different
times in your life or in the development of something
Tit, %R

the purest and most concentrated essence of something
AR

delicately beautiful #7354y

inequality or difference in some respect % ¥, F
4

relating to or dealing with the subject of aesthetics %
any customary observance or practice [5{#)], X

the highest point ( of something) T %

spontaneously derived from or prompted by a natural
tendency 49

compatibility in opinion and action Fei%, Fe ik

a new personification of a familiar idea /&
characteristic of an entity, family, church, etc. ,
controlled by men E ¥ &9, A&

any customary observance or practice L=, &%)

a series of ordered groupings of people or things within a
system 28 4] &

assign a priority to f& 3 45 R A He4F

a group of three =4{i—4k
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Speaking and Writing

1. Work in pairs to choose an interesting ancient house in your hometown or home
village. One of you will be the tourist and the other the tour guide. The guide
should outline the Chinese culture’s impact on the house as well as introduce the
general structure of the house. The tourist may have a few problems understanding
the guide. Practise your dialogue and perform it in front of the class. These

expression may help you.

Excuse me, I'm afraid I can’t follow you. Please, can you speak more slowly?
I beg your pardon? What did you mean by...?
I didn’t understand... I’'m sorry but could you repeat that?

2. Write down notes on the information you have gathered. You are going to write it
in a local guide book. You want to encourage people to visit it so you should write in

an exciting way.

= Model

Why not visit Jiaotai Dian?

North of the Hall of Union ( Jiaotai Dian) ,
the Palace of Earthly Tranquility ( Kunning Gong)
was built for the chief consort of the emperor.
During the Qing Dynasty, the Palace was
remodeled into a Manchu-style house, which was
dubbed “pocket house” (koudai ju): the house
has its main door off center to the east rather than
in the middle; wooden panel doors replace lattice
doors ; windows open from the bottom ( swinging out on hinges fastened at the top) and are
propped up by sticks. Inside the palace, along the north, the west, and the south walls are
linked heated brick kang platforms. The Palace of Tranquility was at once the Shamanism

sacrificial hall and the imperial bridal chamber. It still retains the original decor today.

3. Summing up

1) Write down what you have learned about Chinese traditional vernacular architecture.

—
—



