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The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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s part of my master thesis, | spent the 2010 summer in a Hakka village in Meizhou
A in Guangdong province. Those were the days when | slept under skies of blue and
clouds of white, enjoying hills and waters of green. What impressed me the most was

the local Hakka-styled walled village, literally “weilong (which means ‘coiling dragon’)
house” as it looks like rows of rooms coiled up to embrace the main rectangular hall
in the middle. There is a half-moon pool in front of the house, forming a perfect circle
together with the semicircular coils of rooms. It reminds me of an old belief, that the
sky is round and the earth is rectangular. Or, philosophically, it shows the unity of men
and nature. | stood among the old houses with mossy green bricks and tiles, staring
at the vast heaven. Was | in the past, or did it grow a century old in just a wink?
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One day | read an autobiography written by a local elite. This is how he depicted
his home: “Heshanyan, once a miraculous mountain in my childish eyes, provides
waters for a stream of a metre wide, meandering from east to west. Its ditches branch
and flow over the fields. Waters and footpaths crisscross with the paddy fields, the
majestic Hakka weilong houses, the bamboo groves and the thatched huts. Together
it forms a pollution-free and purely natural eco-village.” This is also the picture of
most Hakka villages in Meizhou. Now we found modern houses standing between
the “coiling dragons”. The rivers remain the only silent witness.

Looking across the fields, the “coiling dragon” looks like an unadorned fortress.
Looking inside, we could be amazed by the meticulous and complex use of space in
the house. The Hakkas used to live by clans. The clansmen play their everyday dramas
in every corner of the house, but the courtyard is usually the loudest - a table, chairs
and teacups make the best gathering place. When | asked about the architectural
rules, mostly the village seniors would start cryptically with “you obviously don’t
know...” Sometimes, the returning farmwives would stop by, and share with us their
past stories in the walled house.
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The “coiling dragon” is the most typical Hakka architecture

in eastern Guangdong, found mainly in the Hakka hub of
Xingning and Meizhou, radiating east to Dabu, north
to Jiaoling, Pingyuan and the peripheral of Fujian,
and south to Wuhua and Fengshun. Due to the
Hakka migration to the end of Qing Dynasty, similar
Hakka houses emerged in western Guangdong,
southernmost to Shenzhen, Hong Kong and Liudui
of Tainan, Taiwan. Northeastern Guangdong is
mostly hilly - since the very old times, mountains
have already accounted for about 80% of the lands.
The basins in between become good agricultural lands
for the Hakkas. “Coiling dragon” first appeared in Tang and
Song and flourished in Ming and Qing dynasties. Hinted by the
substantial amount of Hakka pedigrees, most of these huge dwellings
were built by rich clans of those times, especially in late Qing. A
clan multiplies within its own walled village; hence most residents
in the same house share a surname. Eminent families occupying
greater lands mostly reside in Meizhou and Xingning, where there
are larger basins, better transportation and thriving businesses. As
opposed to those in Western Fujian and Southern Jiangxi, the Hakka
houses in Northeastern Guangdong are less self-defensive - they are
semi-enclosed rather than completely shut off, some even partially
open. Still, we see profound traces of unstable histories and frequent
migrations on the Northeastern Guangdong houses, such as the
numberless loopholes on the walls.
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In the book Concepts of Living Houses of Qing
dynasty, the form of Chinese houses are described as
follows: “Seeing from above, the best layout for a home
comprise of two vertical rooms protecting the horizontal
main room at the top, like two arms hugging the heart.
The second best layout is three rooms and two corridors:
the central hall as the body, two rooms as the arms, two
corridors as cupping hands, courtyard as the mouth and
the guarding walls as crossing arms. It also brings no
bad luck but good ones.” Such personified concept of
space conforms to the constitution of the “coiling dragon”,
matching parts of the house to human parts. It is where
fengshui is embodied: externally, the house is embraced
by the hills; internally, the ancestral hall is embraced by the
coiling rooms. Apart from architectural harmony, the locals
incorporate the concept of “man” into the geomantic plan
of the houses. For instance, they think it is better to have
two smaller replicas at both sides to protect their own
“coiling dragon” in the middle - just like an old man on a
chair with two armrests. A villager chatted with me at the
door, pointing at the small “coiling dragon” in front, “See,
not only armrests, we have a footstool as well!”
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The Hakkas value fengshui and
geography when they chose where to build
the “coiling dragons”, with regard to unity
with the nature. Every villager could say a
few words on the fengshui of their own village.
Told by a geomancer, their houses are built right
below mountains for the ease of the Dragon
God to land on their homes from the peak.
The sizes of the house and the mountain need
to be in reasonable proportion - you should
never build a small house under an enormous
mountain, or vice versa. The front door should
be south-facing, with flowing streams and
mountains around the house - it makes the
best balance of yin and yang of the homestead.
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The “coiling dragon” is lower in front and higher

at the back. More specifically, the rows of rooms are
built higher than the “huatai” (a mound between the
main house and the ringed rooms), and the huatai is
built higher than the main house. The three halls in
the main house are also built in a descending trend.
This is another fengshui consideration, according
to the locals, so that the lucky breath of the dragon
could blow smoothly into the house from the woods
behind. But | think the hilly and uneven terrain of
the Hakka regions also accounts for this. Built on
the hillsides, the floors of the “coiling dragons” are
usually slanted. It is practically useful for the living
rooms to locate higher, as it provides better drainage.
The southeast-facing ensures that good amount of
daylight can enter the house. Moreover, the house
is well ventilated as air can move freely through the
corridors between the rooms. On a secular piece of
land, the Hakkas have successfully lived up their belief
in fengshui, as well as building a pleasant residence
for men in the natural environment. | think this is how

men and nature could be united.
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With changing living concepts and conditions, people have

been constantly moving out of the traditional weilong houses. i%ﬁﬁﬁ
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such as worships, coming-of-age ceremonies, releasing of sky
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bringing together the local villagers. For this, “coiling dragons” The Gree':‘ CO""%C'LLS)"
are still deeply rooted in every clansman’s mind and memories. | 71(5%% EEE;EHEIL\\ ;ﬁ =] E
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offered their sandalwood joss sticks and prayers to the gods they

lanterns, celebration of lantern festival, weddings and funerals,

trust on. Where lies the boundary of heaven and the earth? "@'
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