
Text written especially for 
MIMAR by Pierre Clement. 

Courtyard Houses 

T here was a double motiva
tion which led us across 
China from East to West: 
from Beijing to Kashi; we 
were in search of the rural 
habitat on one hand, and 

~~~~~~ of the traces of Islam on 
the other. It was fascinating to visit the 
urban communes in Beijing, then to 
observe the size and the life of the neigh
bourhood around the Great Mosque in 
Xi'an, and ultimately to plunge into Central 
Asia along the Silk Route to the towns of 
Urijmqi, Turfan, and Kashi where the 
Uygur populations of Xinjiang reside, 
more than three and a half thousand 
kilometres from Beijing, among very diffe
rent ethnic groups who spoke a form of 
Turkish, in a landscape of desert steppes. 
We could have easily forgotten that we 
were still in China. From Beijing to Turfan, 
from temperate areas across the loess 
plateaux to arid deserts, northern China 
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shares a number of similarities: hot sum
mers, harsh winters, minimal precipitation 
and violent winds. The average tempera
tures in Beijing range from 4uC in January 
to 26"C inJuly, and in Turfan, from lO°C to 
32'C; as for rainfall, it amounts to 630 mm a 
year in Beijing, and drops to less than 250 
mm in Xinjiang. 

At the risk of generalising, one can 
nonetheless venture to state several charac
teristic traits of dwelling architecture: the 
enclosure of spaces behind imposing protec
tive walls; the presence of spaces for out
door activities inseparable from the dwell
ing itself; finally, the nearly constant use of 
earth as a material for construction. This 
latter point is not at all surprising, since the 
word jianzhu (architecture) incorporates the 
word zhu which is also employed for pise 
(or rammed earth). Another observation 
which applies to all of the regions visited is 
that rural construction in general is of the 
highest quality, be it in the organisation of 

Above: The detailing is elegant. The decorative opening 
at the top allows hot air to escape and the two rows if 
tiles prevent the rain from eroding the wall. Photograph: 
H.U. Khan. 
Top: In a typical village (the one shown here is some 

forty kilometres from Xi'an), the houses are grouped in 
rows, creating pleasing rythmns if easily identifiable 
entrances. Photograph: P. Clement. 
Left: The entrance to the house at the boundary wall 
still retains its traditional character - with "curled-up" 
edges which now have dragon symbols instead if 
representational sculptures. Photograph: H. U. Khatl. 



Conunune House near Xi'an 
This commune on the outskirt of the city is quite rich as 
evidenced by the house of a communist party factory 
worker and his ex.tended family. 

Right: The house viewed from the entrance - the main 
living area is to the rear {painted bluej,to the right are 
two bedrooms for the extended family. The structure 
under construction, on the left, is for additional bed
rooms. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Below, right: View of the courtyard looking towards the 
entrance. The bedrooms are to the left. The structure to 
the right of the entrance is an animal pen. Photograph: 
H.u. Khan. 
Below: The entrance to the house is whitewashed while 
the walls remain untreated. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 

Above: Every house has its own well and somelike the 
one shown here, have hand-pumps to bring the water up 
to the suiface. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Right: A typical street in the commune - the streets are 
collectively kept clean and neat. Photograph: H. U. 
Khan. 
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1. Baril 6. Kitchell 
2. Backyard 7. Store room 
3. Food storage 8. Chicken coup 
4. Living 9. Pigsty 
5. Bedroom 10. Vegetable plot 

Above and above right: Plan and sketch of winning 
entry, 1981 Rural Housing Competition in ChilUl, by 
Chu Pi Cheng and Liu Song Tow, Tian Jin. 
Courtesy of Architectural Jour/Ull No. 10 1981. 
Right: In the Muslim quarter around the Xi'arI Great 
Mosque, the street is bounded by inward-looking houses. 
Photograph: P. Clement. 
Right below: Plan of a typical urban courtyard house, 
near the Xi'an Great Mosque. Drawing: H. U. Khan. 
Far below: The highrise flats lining the city streets have 
been nicknamed "the wall of shame" by local inhabi
tants. Photograph: B. Taylor. 

spaces, grouping of volumes or in actual 
execution. Villages are the norm, and the 
dwelling is an integral part of a complex. 
Thus, the observer's eye is artracted by the 
alignment of walls, the groups of houses, 
the repetition of doorways following a 
certain rythmn, the quality of detailling on 
doors, the form and elegance of roof lines. 
In these rural areas, such characteristics have 
nothing to do with a nostalgic yeaming for 
the past; on the contrary, they represent 
traditions that are very much alive. They 
illustrate the permanence of a certain tradi
tional expertise conceming formal typolo
gies and constructive techniques perfected 
over centuries. 

This fact seems extremely positive, and 
one which the public authorities ought to 
meditate upon at a time when they have just 
sponsored for the first time a vast competi
tion dealing with the rural habitat. The 
results of this national competition for rural 
housing were published' in October, 1981: 
out of6500 projects entered, 142 were given 
recognition and will be widely disseminated 
throughout the whole country. Let us hope 
that those who are taking up the problem, 
the architects, the building contractors and 
regional planning groups, will consider and 
respect the good qualities of existing hous
ing and traditional know-how, particularly 
the simplest techniques and uses of material 

'Jianzhu Xuebao, Architectural Journal, Chinfl No. 
10, 1981. 
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1. COl/ered veranda 4. Kitchen 
2. Open stO/"e 5. Animals stO/"e 
3. Sunken court 6. Bedroom 
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Rural House near Turfan 
In the village, this is the house of a middle income 

Jamily. The mud house is designed on three levels with 
the lowest as entrance and store; the middle level Jar 
animals and the fomily living spaces on the top. 

R(ght: The main fomily living area on the top jloor is 
shaded by vines. This open space is used Jar sleeping, 
meeting guests and cooking. In wirlter the Jamily 
members sleep indoors. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Below: The ground jloor entrance to the house, viewed 

.from the inside - the approach to the dwelling is also 
covered with vines. Photograph: C. Little. 
Below right: Detail of the balcony and cooking area 
showing the pot storage areas and earth chimney. 
Photograph: P. Clement. 

Above: Hung up for decoration or occasional use is a 
pumpkin gourd (for good luck), several plastic bottles 
and the wings oj a bird. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Right: On the side of the house, at a mezzanine level is 
the animal pen which is entered from a back gate leading 
to the fields. Photograph: C. Little. 
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which rural people still handle so well. This 
was the basic message of Professor Liu 
Dunzhen in his book on the Chinese 
house.' 

The organisation of living spaces merits 
our special attention. As we noted earlier, 
the essential aspect of a Chinese dwelling is 
that of an enclosure delineated by walls, an 
interior space, and a centre. These three 
elements are found at different scales, 
according to the natural environment of the 
surrounding area: the five sacred moun
tains, four in each of the directions of the 
compass and one in the centre; or in a 
political framework of space: a region and 
its centre, the capital. 2 The same concern for 
enclosure is to be found in the city: "Walls, 
walls, and yet walls, form the framework of 
every Chinese city", says Siren, and "the 
Chinese used the same word Cheng for a 

'LIU Dunzhen, Zhongguo Zhuzhai Gaishuo, trans
lated into French as La maison chinoise - Paris: 
1980, Ed. Berger Levrault {Reviewed in this issue
editors}. 

2Le pays lui-meme ne s'appelle deja t-il pas Zhongguo 
"L'Empire du milieu"; sur cette notion appliquee a la 
ville voir Paul Wheatley, The Pivot if the Four 
Quarters, Edinburgh University Press, 1971. 

city and a city wall ... there is no real city 
in China without a surrounding wall. 1 But 
today the walls which encircled Beijing 
have been tom down and replaced by large 
avenues, where armies of bicyclists confront 
a few automobiles, and the same avenues 
are lined with huge complexes of apartment 
buildings so disliked by the population that 
they have been nicknamed "the wall of 
shame"! 

Walls are found not only around each 
community, small city, village or neigh
bourhood inhabited by Han Chinese, but 
also in Central Asia where the nomads 
encircle their camps with earth ramparts. 
Walls and ramparts of earth occur every
where from Beijing to Kashi, giving dwell
ings the look of fortresses. 

It is necessary to note this Chinese way 
of thinking about space in order to analyse 
the plan of the house and its development 
towards an ideal model that is closed on 
four sides around an inner courtyard. Once 
the ideal has been attained, extension is 
carried out by multiplication of the ele-

'Cited by J. Needham, Science and Civilisation in 
China Vol. IV, No.3. Cambridge University Press, 
1971, p. 42. 
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In Kashi, the bright colours if people's clothes contrast 
strikingly with the earth houses and green fields. 
Photograph: C. Little. 

ments, whether it is a large residence or 
grouping in a neighbourhood. 

The enclosing wall is penetrated by a 
single door to the exterior, usually oriented 
to the south, while the other walls remain 
free for other blocks to be attached. This 
doorway, which is truly a filter, is usually 
decorated, even if it was once linked to a 
need for protection against evil influences or 
energIes. 

The central courtyard of dwellings, ex
panded in size in rural areas to allow for 
agricultural activities and livestock, can also 
be found in cities extremely reduced in size 
because of the narrowness of lots bordered 
by party walls on either side. This is the case 
for houses in )(j'an, where one enters by a 
lateral corridor; the space for circulation is 
narrow at the front of the house and be
comes larger towards the rear, as one 
moves from the street towards the principal 
living quarters at the far end of the cour
tyard. The corridor leads us into a narrow 
first courtyard where there are two rooms; 
the passage way then becomes narrower 



Urban House in Turfan 
This village house is not really 'urban' as it is one if the 
smaller village settlements near the town. It does 
however display the character4 an urban dwelling in its 
two-storey and closely-packed buildings. 

Top: The house from its internal courtyard. The eldest 
son and his family live in the rooms above. The lower 
rooms are used for storage. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Below: Stairs leading to the son's quarters. Photograph: 
H.u. Khan. 
Top right: The kitchen-dining area. Note the calendar 
on the wall showing Muslim monuments. Photograph: 
B. Taylor. 
Right: The living room-bedroom of the house. Thefood 
has been prepared for visitors. Photograph: B. 
Taylor. 
Below right: The son's room. The bedding is stacked 
during the day. Photograph: C. Little. 
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between two laterai arrangements of rooms 
and ultimately comes to the main part of the 
house. Urban dwellings in Xi'an can be 
richly decorated with sculpted wood and 
latticework, as was visible in houses around 
the Great Mosque in Xi' an. 

Compared to the classical severity of 
houses with wings disposed around a 
courtyard, or with the elegant grayness of 
brick walls and tiled roofs of Beijing's old 
quarters, the rural dwellings possess con
siderable typological variety, characterised 
by their different relationships with the 
earth, as a basic support and as a building 
material. Thus, on the loess plateau alone of 
Shaanxi we discovered completely sub
terranean houses in pits or caves, detached 
houses above ground and totally unex
pected intermediary solutions. The terrac
ing of these loess canyons, natural or man
made, often allows one to enter either from 
the level below, or, in other cases, by long 
sunken ramps that descend into the court. 

While earth is still the material most 
frequendy used in Xinjiang, it is in the form 
of sun-dried bricks or adobe. Once the 
bricks have been laid to form a wall, they 
are covered with a mud coating in such a 
way that the house and even the village 
seems to be a fortress blending into the 
landscape. The old necessity for defence is 
still a factor in the choice of sites and Kashi 
still provides a living example of this. T he interior arrangement of 

the dwelling enclosure has 
an almost Mediterranean 
aspect. The Uygur house, 
whose building materials 
are more malleable, con
trasts sharply with the 

crispness and severity of angles and forms 
of han structures, whether in cities or the 
countryside: the former have softer, round
er angles and more flowing, rather than 
jagged forms. The houses in Shaanxi, like 
those all across the loess plateau, take into 
account the extremes of temperature, espe
cially hot summers by digging into the 
earth, forming courtyards at the bottom of 
the pit which remain shaded and cool, 
whereas in Xinjiang, interiors extend out
wards onto roof terraces covered with trel
lises. Flat roofs and terraces made with earth 
contrast here with the steeply pitched roofs 
of Shaanxi where, like Roman impluvium, 
rainwater runs off into the courtyard and is 
recovered by an underground cistern. 

Wood is rare in Xinjiang, and apart 
from small, round tree-trunks set across 
adobe walls and then covered, one sees 
practically no wood framing. Occasionally, 
rooms are covered by barrel vaults made of 
sun-dried bricks. Whatever timber is used is 
grown in the oasis itself, mainly poplars, 
which line the roadsides and later serve to 
support the terraces. 

From the point of view of building, 
there is a clear deliniation between the two 

worlds: on the one hand, the wooden 
skeletal structure with infill which can 
generally be found across the Far East and 
South Asia, and on the other, load-bearing 
wall construction. In Central Asia there are 
few wooden supports, aside from those 
sculptured or painted on verandas or presti
gious buildings such as mosques: elsewhere 
thick bearing walls are the rule, carrying 
vaults, cupolas and terraces. In this respect 
the area reminds one of Afghanistan, Iran, 
and even certain areas of North Africa. 

Regions of Han civilisation possess 
framed houses that have pitched roofs sup
ported by wood skeletons, while the walls 
are simply screens. This kind of construc
tion, which requires careful preparation and 
assembling, and the use of metal tools for 
cutting and shaping elements, distributes 
the forces onto lightweight structure. Such 
a system follows laws radically different 
from those goveming mud brick construc
tion based upon forces in compression. 

In Xinjiang numerous details catch the 
eye. Doorways are still very often com
posed of a circle inscribed in a square. 
Screens of mud brick or timber mushrabiya 
separate interior spaces from the exterior. 
The edges of terraces are decorated, and 
incorporate benches and outdoor fireplaces. 
Open galleries on an upper floor, trellises in 
front of houses and gardens behind are all 
aspects of a seasonal occupation of various 
dwelling spaces. Large earthen walls form
ing animal pens are located independendy 
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Plan and section of a house in Turfon. Drawings 
courtesy if T. Chaswin, R. Chow and P. Hajiaw, 
associated with the Aga Khan Programmes for Islamic 
Architecture at M.I. T.; .from a forthcoming article on 
settlement and dwelling forms. 

of the houses at suitable points in a village. 
A certain harmony in colour that of the 

earth of house and landscape, prevails in the 
environment. This makes all the more re
markable the vivid colours of Uygur dress 
and ornamentation. Such bright colouring 
is also applied to some architectural ele
ments: columns, shutters, door and win
dow frames, railings; and is found on furni
ture and on decorative objects such as 
cupboards, cradles, rugs and fabrics . In the 
depths of the main living room in a house, 
above a niche which used to be reserved for 
religious images, can be found two red 
stars: one of them in relief, the other flat, 
mounted on an embroidered curtain and 
surrounded by other engravings. 

The Uygur town also' provides an in
terest which contrasts with the gray tiles 
and walls of Beijing or Xi'an, with their 
rigidly orthogonal streets. Kashi has streets 
whose organic quality stems from their 
adaptation to a rugged site and supple lines 
oflocal architecture. Cubical blocks of earth 
sheltering spaces for habitation and over
looking courtyards and streets, create an 
urban landscape that calls to mind the 
distant pueblos of New Mexico. 
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Left: The fort!fied town of 
Kashi (just sixty miles from the 
USSR and Pakistani borders), 
on the Silk Route is still 
generally out of bounds to 
foreigners, Photograph: C. 
Little, 
Left below: Houses in Kashi 
are on a multitude ofleve/s, 
connected by an intricate 
network of pedestrian streets, 
Photograph: C. Little, 
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