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Cave Dwellings of Loess Plateau
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Cave Dwellings of Loess Plateau

FEXEZELEIRILESE

Shaanxt, also called Sangin, which is
known as the birthplace of Chinese civiliza-
tion, lies in the northwest of China. Exception-
al geographical environment, natural weather,
local conditions and customs form the residen-
tial architectures with a unique lingering
charm, among which are cave dwellings that

we are familiar with.

I . The Origin of Troglodytism

Cave dwellings, common folk houses on
the Loess Plateau, are widely distributed in the
middle or lower reaches of the Yellow River.
The peculiar dwelling places are built by local
people with the nearest resources—loess,
which contains characters such as easy-cut-
ting, heat preservation, firmness, sturdiness. In
shape, cave dwellings are supposed to be relat-
ed to the custom of living in caves of primitive
men. According to some related archeological
findings, ruins of Yangshao Culture with a

history of 5000 years from the Neolithic Age
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have been excavated in Banpo of Xi’an, which
is located on the middle reaches of the Yellow
River. People of the tribes lived in caves and
digged crypts with simple tools on the ground,
His-

torical records show that the earliest cave dwe-

building the rudiment of cave dwellings.

llings in the northern Shaanxi were built in the
Zhou Dynasty with the type of semi-crypt. And
they gradually evolved into the crypt,or com-
monly called the earth kiln according to folk-
lore after the (Jin and Han dynasties.Building
materials had been improved since the middle
of the Ming Dynasty. Stones began to be used
in building a kiln wall, strengthening its sound-
ness and stability. In the late (Jing Dynasty and
the early years of the Republic of China, peo-
ple patterned earth kilns and laid stones to
build cave dwellings, which added strength,

beauty and decoration effect to them.

Nowadays, with the remarkable develop-
ment of people’ s living standard, traditional
cave dwelling constitution hardly meets peo-
ple’ s pursuit of a higher living standard. Such
scientific improvement as windows widening
and the kiln leg’ s lifting has been adopted,
which creates a transparent and lightsome
space and expands the living area, making the

house more attractive and functional. New
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cave dwellings with divided room and
two-storey structure have emerged in many
places. Ventilating windows which can fresh-
en the air in the cave dwelling are installed on
top of another window of some cave houses.
While decorating, people do well in making
use of new building materials like colorful tile
and elegant wallpaper, bringing vitality to the

old cave dwellings.

Il . Shenxian Cave

The plain and natural modeling of the
cave dwelling blends in with its surroundings.
Moreover, it has earned its reputation as im-
mortal cave for the features of sound insula-

tion and heat preservation.

Judging from externals, northern Shaanxi
caves are divided into the flat ground type, the

mountain type, etc.. Unlike other buildings,
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with the benefits of environmental protection,
the cave houses are built according to the land-
form, without destroying terrain and physiog-
nomy and occupying too much cultivated land.
It is a cost-effective way to build caves by us-
ing loess and stones. The doors and windows
are usually wooden framework installed in the
front side. Two windows are installed on the
right side and the wooden door is installed in
the middle.

dwellings are of two main types, namely, little

The windows of the cave

square window with about one square meter
and round window with three to four square

meters.

paper,

The windows are papered with cotton

tidy,

which makes the room bright,
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warm and ventilated. Styles of the doors vary
from wood-made to stone-built. Stone lions
are put in front of the threshold of a wealthy
family. Doors of cave dwellings are not fixed.
Instead, gaps left while building walls are later
reformed into doors. One family lives in a sin-
gle cave dwelling with a separate yard, in
which there is a stone roller, food shelves,
millstones and livestock sties. Plant species
like jujube and locust trees are grown in the
yard by the master, which makes the yard full
of serene farmhouse flavor, representing the

regional sense of people in northern Shaanxi.

Seen from within, the typical cave
dwelling usually adopts a dome-shaped top,
which is seven to eight meters deep, three me-
ters wide, three meters high and twenty meters
or more at its deepest part. One will right away
find the big Heated Kang on the right side built
with adobe or stone boards as he enters the
door. The Heated Kang as an essential part in
the cave is a place of cold proof and heat insu-
lation in freezing season. For the convenience
of daily life, the functions of the Heated Kang

go from simple bedding to a place where

women do the needlework, children read and
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write, and the hosts entertain guests. People
tend to rest or play on it after entering the
house. An old strove for water boiling and
meal cooking is usually equipped on the edge
of the Kang, with which it communicates,
hence smokes generated by cooking go out
through the path which lies under the Kang and
inside the wall, and finally out of the chimney
on the top of the cave house, which creates a
heating system and saves wood. A cellar is
dug for the storage of food preparation like
potatoes, radishes, cabbages, etc.. Particularly
in the freezing winter is this of great use. Sev-
eral vats or porcelain jars are usually placed in
the back of the cave house. And the tunnel
doors with their semicircle-shaped top assure
the inter-work in the cave. People in northern
Shaanxi enjoy papering three walls around the
Kang with Kangweizi, the painted paper or col-

lage. This practical decorating method aims at
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the decorating of the house. Some people even
draw pictures about daily life on the paper of
the wall, and this activity has become one of

the great folk stunts in northern Shaanxi.

[II.Types and Features

Types of cave dwellings abound. Accord-
ing to the differences of locations and building
methods, they are divided into Ya kiln, Keng
kiln, Futu kiln, Gu kiln, etc..

The common Ya kiln is mostly located on
the sunny natural vertical cliff out of the wind.
And it is holed from inside to outside over a
short period of time for its simple digging pro-
cess. This type of cave dwelling can only be
placed side by side, rather than be grouped
around. No door but windows are installed on
the surface of the cliff in a confined space.
While cutting the Keng kiln, one should dig a
big square hole, on four walls of which several
holes will be dug then . And one curved sloped
tunnel will be dug in one of the holes in order
to lead people to enter the hole to the ground.
According to the functions, they are divided
into the host’ s kiln, the guest’ s kiln, the
kitchen kiln, the animal kiln, etc.. The pattern
of Futu kiln which expands the internal space

and is a building of two floors can be built in-
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side, 1is built both to the cliff and under the
ground. Gu kiln, the most popular artificial
building built with bricks, stones and adobe,
has one or two floors and a yard will be estab-
lished with the composure of several Gu kiln.
It is solid enough for people to live in for sev-
eral decades or even hundreds of years; how-
ever, walls outside need to be mud every three

to five years.

According to the differences of building

materials, cave dwellings can also be divided
into the earth kiln, brick kiln, stone kiln, etc..
The earth kiln is the cave dwelling digged in
the soil cliff.
windows, the frame is completed. It is the old-
Although it is built

After installing the doors and

est architectural style.
without any difficulty, it has good warmth re-
tention property. One can make a fire to cook
dinner in the room without considering the
danger of the collapsing of the room because

of the solid soil texture of loess and the dry cli-
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