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The Hakka Earth Houses of Yongding

China, March 2003

Kaoru Mende + Reiko Kasai + Peggy Tan

In order to explore the culture of light in
remote places, we decided to investigate
the Hakka earth houses in South China,
which are reputed for their unique form and
scale in Chinese architecture. The plan was
to visit several Hakka villages in the
Yongding region in Fujian and we would
spend one night in one of these rural
dwellings.

In the course of our brief journey, we visited
at least ten of these earth houses and
although they vary greatly in age, size and
shape, the underlying architectural concept

1. The central courtyard
which forms the heart of
the Hakka dwelling.

2. The contrast of light and
dark between the courtyard
and the corridor space.

3. A ground floor kitchen,
with no window. Different
functions typically take
place on separate floors:
kitchens and dining on the
ground floor, storage on the
second, bedrooms on the
levels above.

4. A beam of light is
penetrating through the
wall.

5. An old man recounts the Ml
history of his ancestral ;
home in the main hall. Light 1
enters from one side of the [ =
hall and this creates a
sharp relief of light and
shadow.

6. The roof edges of two
houses, revealing a sliver
of sky in between.

remains generally consistent. The name
‘tulou’ or literally, earth house, derives its
name from the fortified mud wall that
demarcates the stronghold of the Hakka
clan and forms the main support on which
timber sub—structures and walls are built.
The main purpose of the mud wall is to
serve as a fortress against bandit invasion
in the old days, and it is virtually
impenetrable except for some small

openings on the upper levels.

Within these walls, a large courtyard or an
ancestral hall is found in the centre, forming
the communal area for festivities, worship
and play. The subtropical climate of Fujian
allows for the enjoyment of open spaces
throughout the year and the natural
elements are celebrated along with the
collective nature of the inhabitants’
activities. Daylight, rain and wind pour into
this deep well-like space; it is from this
space that the surrounding living quarters
draw light and air. The courtyard—facing side
of the building is constructed of timber and
it is comparatively light and permeable for
this purpose. Shaded by overhanging eaves
and corridors, the private rooms have soft
and muted daylight, and occasional beams
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of daylight puncturing through openings in
the thick mud walls. While the daytime
activities of the villagers take place in the
bright open, the languid dimness of the

rooms suggest quiet sanctum in contrast.

As night fell, I wondered what the nighttime
lighting in the earth house would be like. As
we waited for our dinner, our hosts showed
us a promotional video of the Hakka house
and there was a scene of the courtyard
surrounded by red lanterns. But bare
fluorescent tubes on the walls were tell tale
signs that cold modern lighting is now
preferred and the lanterns now hang sadly
and unused. The truth is that with most of
the young people relocated in bigger cities,
the dwindling numbers of villagers left
behind have little cause for such festive
lighting save for very special occasions. It
seemed that nighttime in the Hakka house
is a time of privacy and frugality, as all the
villagers retire to their rooms and shutter
up their windows. Electrical lighting is used
sparingly; a light bulb would be flicked on
momentarily when needed. And then
afterwards, everything simply lapsed into
darkness and became silent.

(Peggy Tan)




