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Text and drawings by Torvald 
Faegre are taken from his book 
"Tents, Architecture of the 
Nomads". Mr. Faegre is a 
carpenter, currently 
rehabilitating old buildings in 
Chicago. The colour 
reproductions are taken from 
"A Collection of the Kazak 
Folk Art Designs", cou/1esy of 
the Xirljiang People's 
Publishing House. 

The Kazak Yurt 

T he yurt ' is a tent that is 
almost a house; though it 
is as portable as any tent. 
The shape of the yurt is 
close to that of the dome, 
the dwelling form that en

~~~~~5 closes the maXlmum 
volume with a minimum of surface area. 
Outside, the winds slip easily around and 
over this areodynamic shape. Inside, the 
circular walls and upward sloping roof give 
to the interior a feeling of great space. The 
framework supports itself, no poles stand 
inside, and no stakes are needed outside (an 
advantage when pitching the yurt on frozen 
ground) . The interior is kept warm in the 
coldest weather by adding layers of thick 
wool felt to the walls; in the summer, the 
sides can be rolled up to admit cooling 
breezes. 

A yurt can be put up or taken down in 
less than an hour. Loaded on the backs of 
two camels, bullocks, or yaks, it travels 
anywhere in steppe, desert, or mountain 
country. Because the yurt frame is self
supporting, it can be moved without taking 
it down: to clean house, the yurt is picked 
up and moved to a new spot. 

Unlike so many tents that have all but 
disappeared in the face of industrialisation 
and westernisation, the yurt is still in use. 
(In the yurt's Mongolian homeland, three 
quarters of the population still live in yurts, 
many of them factory produced.) A good 
yurt costs the average worker only two to 
three months' wages, and many yurts now 
have stoves, electricity, and wooden floors . 
The yurt adapted easily to these conveni-

J The word "yurt" is Turkic for "dwelling". 

ences: the stove sits in the centre, the 
traditional hearth place; a stovepipe carries 
the smoke to the smoke hole which is 
covered with clear plastic to let in light and 
keep out the cold. 

The yurt is found over an area that 
stretches from the Caspian Sea, along 
southern Russia, through Mongolia, and up 
into Siberia. This is the land of the great 
Central Asian Steppe, an area of little 
rainfall, fierce winds, and cold winters. 
Across this territory are spread Mongol
and Turkish-speaking nomads, descendants 
of the great Mongol Hordes who built an 
empire that stretched from China to 
Europe. 

The steppe tribes that dwell in yurts may 
be divided into two groups according to the 
type of yurt they use (this division was first 
proposed in 1896 by the Russian ethnog
rapher Charusin) . The Mongol or Kalmuck 
yurt is used by the Mongol, Altian, Buriat, 
and Tatar tribes of the east and the Kalmuck 
tribes of the west, most of which speak a 
Mongol-derived language. The yurt used 
by these people has straight roof poles 
making the roof a cone. The Kirgiz or 
Turkic yurt has a curve in the roof poles 
which makes the roof into a dome. It is 
used by the Turkic-speaking people to the 
west, the Kirgiz, Kazaks, Uzbeks, and 
Turkmen. In addition to the roof shape 
there are other characteristics that tend to go 
with each style. 
Yurt Construction 
The yurt and felt are both inventions of 
Central Asia. Feltmaking is an ancient craft 
(historically preceding spinning and weav
ing) and a simple process: wool is fluffed, 
spread out on a reed mat, moistened, and 
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The yurt is unquestionably one of the 
greatest inventions Asia has brought 
forth. Its circular structure and dome
like roof combine the maximum 
structure with extraordinary stability. 
During my stay in the Pamirs the 
heaviest storms raged over the aul' 
without a moments cessation all 
through January, yet never once was 
one yurt blown down. 

Gustav Krist; Alone Through the Forbidden Land. 

'Yurt camp. 

Interior decoration of a yurt. 
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rolled and beaten again and again until the 
fibres mat together. In Asia, felt is used for 
hats, outer garments, boots, and rugs, as 
well as a cover for dwellings. This material 
is unsurpassed as protection against cold, 
wind, and rain. As many as eight layers of 
felt may cover a yurt in the winter, and 
sometimes the top layer is oiled to help 
water run off But felt has one deficiency -
it has little tensile strength and can be easily 
pulled apart. Therefore, a felt-covered 
structure must be self-supporting; it cannot 
rely on the felt to hold up the poles as with 
the black tents of Arabia. 
The Frame 
The yurt was created to 
provide a portable 
framework to support 
a felt-tent cover. In 
addition, the frame had 
to be made of materials 
found in wood-scarce 
regions where the poles 
are not large. One 
advantage of the yurt is 
that the frame does not 
use poles of any great 
diameter. Willow suits 
these requirements per
fectly; it is tough and 
grows plentifully in the 
steppe areas. The wall 
sections of the yurt are 
made of willow rods 
an inch or less in dia
meter, split in half, and 
criss-crossed over one 
another with hinged 
joints of knotted ra-
whide. Not only does 
this make walls port-
able, but the diagonal 
direction of the slats in-
crease the strength and 
stability of the walls. A 
roof pole is tied at each 
criss-cross at the top of 
the walls. At their top 
ends the roof poles 
socket into a bent circle 
of wood, the crown. A 
simple conical roof can 
be constructed of roof 
poles joined at the top, tipi style, but the 
crown allows for shorter roof poles and 
creates an unencumbered hole for smoke 
and light. 

The roof and walls are now tied together 
but will not stand permanently. Left alone, 
the roof poles will push the wall sections 
back, unfolding them to the ground. For 
this reason, a woven band is tied around the 
top of the wall. This "tension band" is the 
keystone of the yurt; all the compressive 
forces that push outward are held inward by 
this band. Some yurt dwellers honour the 
function of this band by weaving it with 
intricate patterns that denote a particular 

family, clan or tribe just as their rugs do. 
In size the Kazak yurts vary widely de

pending on the tribe and wealth of the fami
ly. The small yurts of the poor may only be 
ten feet in diameter while those of the weal
thy can be twenty feet or more. All of the 
wooden parts of these yurts use naturally 
shaped willow rods and saplings with a 
minimum of cutting and joinery. This gives 
these components superior strength because 
they are used whole or are split and not 
sawed (the saw always cuts across some 
grain weakening the wood). 

The roof poles are cut green, soaked, 
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ticular configuration of these rods; from in
side the yurt they make a striking pattern 
against the sky. 

The door frame is commonly made 
from juniper wood - light but tough and 
weather resistant. Many Kirgiz-style yurts 
have carved wooden doors (attached with 
rope hinges), but felt doors, which can be 
rolled up when not in use, are more com
mon. Many yurts in the southern areas use 
reed mats for wall coverings - these afford 
privacy, keep out animals, and let air circu
late in the summertime. In the wintertime 
felt is added under the mats and the wall 

mats may be plastered 
to make them wind
proof The felt cover
ing on these yurts often 
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have felt applique de
signs sewn on the bor
ders. The felt is bound 
to the tent with ropes 
and cords that cross the 
roof and walls in sym
metrical patterns. 
htside the yurt 
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As one enters a yurt it 
is considered impolite 
to step on the threshold 
or touch the tent ropes. 
The £Ioor is covered 
with a thin felt rug in 
the summer. In the 
winter, a layer of felt is 
put down, then co
vered with four inches 
of dried grass, and top
ped with felt rugs. In 
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Everyone and everything in the yurt has its appointed 
place. There is a women's side and a men's side. There 
is a "place ofhonour," a spot on the men's side in back 
of the hearth - away from the cold. The young and 
sometimes animal newborn sit close to the door. 
Saddles, guns, and ropes are placed on the men's side, 
while the churn, kitchen tools and the cradle sit on the 
women's side. The yurt is traditionally set up by 
women, although men may assist. A bride's dowry 
usually included a yurt. Traditional nomad hospitality 
required that anyone stopping outside a yurt would be 
welcomed in for a meal. A lamb or sheep would be 
killed and there would be a feast. 

debarked, and then heated at one end and 
bent to shape. The natural taper of the sa
pling makes a perfect roof pole, since the . 
poles should be thinner toward the top for 
maximum strength and minimum weight. 
In some areas the poles are charred slightly 
to make them impervious to insects. In 
Afghanistan a yurt frame treated in this 
manner will last forty to fifty years. The 
crown is manufactured by bending two 
split saplings in a semicircle and fastening 
them together with rawhide or metal 
hoops. Across the crown are fastened wood 
rods bent in a concave curve to hold the 
smoke £lap up. Each tribe has its own par-
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the centre a space is left 
for the hearth. Four 
boards form the hearth 
square and an iron tri
pod holds the cooking 
pots. Charcoal is burn
ed where available, but 
more often there is only 
dried dung for fuel -
the roof becomes black
ened with its acrid 
smoke. Sometimes a 
stove was built of adobe 
with an iron plate top, 
but today sheet iron 

stoves are preferred. These have a stovepipe 
so that the smoke hole can be closed with a 
plastic sheet to keep the heat in. 

The door always faces south or south
east, away from the prevailing winds. 
Opposite the doorway sits a chest that in 
pre-revolutionary times was the family 
shrine where Buddhist images sat with 
brass butter lamps and offering bowls. 
Nowadays, family photos and transistor 
radios have taken over this spot. Around 
the walls are placed chests, bags, and rolled 
up carpets. Decorative cloths hang from the 
walls and may be suspended as curtains to 
divide the yurt. 



The tent is regarded as a sanctified 
shelter under the protection of which 
life proceeds. All clan deliberations 
and gatherings take place in the tent by 
which the Kirgiz swear: "I swear upon 
my tent". 

Waldemar Jochelson, Peoples of Asiatic Russia. 

Decorative bar/ds inside the y'lI1 (applique and embroidery). 
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Y un Construction 

The Walls 

expanded khalUl 

The Frame 

Made cif willow poles, 
split for the khalUl, 
whole for the roof poles. 

The Roof 

KhalUl (wall section) 
are made by attaching 

33 slats to each other. 

The simplest rocif poles are debarked 
saplings, usually willow, although just 
about any straight-growing tree will do. 
The end is cut to a square taper to 
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Door detail: 
The lattice is 
lashed on 
either side 
of the door 

.frame. 

fit in sockets in the crown. This prevents 
the roof.from twisting. The bottom end 
has a rawhide loop which fits 
over the crossed tops of the 
khana. 
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The Crown 

The most difficult part of 
the yurt to make. Requires 
skill in bending wood. All 
of these bent-wood crowns 
use split saplings for the rim 
and debarked willow rods 
for the cross pieces. 

~ "Nfl "~. ~~ 
Two Kirgiz crowns, - -" - " " 
one with six cross pieces, 
and one with seven. 

are made cif green saplings. These are heated 
over a fire, bent in a jig, made cif a log with 
two pegs, and then pounded at the bend. 

Turkmen 
Also used by Uzbeks 
and Tartars. 

The simplest cif all -just two 
cross-pieces - used by 
Mongols and Kalmucks. 
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Putting up the Yurt 

The Walls 

KhalUl are expanded, lashed to 
each other and to the door .frame. 

The tension band is placed around the 
top of the khalUl and tied to either side 
of the door .frame. This is why yurt walls 
slope slightly inward at the top. 

Three rocif poles are inserted in the crown, 
and the whole works is camed over the yurt. 

Only three poles are needed to hold the 
crown up. The rest of the poles can then be 
added 

• Centre-pole crown 

Crown is lashed to the two centre poles, 
and is held in place as the rocif poles 
are put up. 
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Lrji: Designs on straw curtain 
(plaited). 
Lrji, below: Hearth felt 
(applique). 


