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he Forbidden City — Former Imperial Palace

The former Imperial Palace, also
snown as the Forbidden City, was the res-
dence to 24 emperors of the Ming and
Qing dynasties from 1420 to 1911. Now it
s open as the Palace Museum.

' Zhu Yuanzhang founded the Ming
Dynasty in 1368 and made Nanjing his
lapital. He made his fourth son Zhu Di the
Prince of Yan and commander of Beijing
garrison. Zhu Yuanzhang died in 1398.
His grandson Zhu Yunwen succeeded him.
JThe new emperor wanted to reduce the
sower of local garrison commanders. Zhu
Di, enraged, staged a revolt and usurped
the throne from his nephew. He decided
to move the capital to Beijing.

J In 1406 Emperor Yong Le (Zhu Di)
ordered the construction of the palace in
Beijing. A hundred thousand artisans and
a million workmen were conscripted on
tthe project. Wood were sent from south-
ﬁ.-am provinces, marble cut at Fangshan in
Beijing’s outskirts, bricks for paving the
ground baked in Suzhou, Jiangsu
Province, and bricks for the walls made in
Linging, Shandong Province. The new
Epalace was completed in 1420,

The Imperial Palace is composed of
l‘the Outer Court and the Inner Court. In
the Outer Court along a single axis are the
three main halls: the Hall of Supreme
Harmony ( Taihedian ), the Hall of Central
Harmony (Zhonghedian), and the Hall of
freserving Harmony (Bachedian). On ei-
ﬁer side of them are two minor halls: the
Hall of Literary Glory (Wenhuadian) , and
the Hall of the Martial Spirit
(Wuyingdian) .

The buildings in the Inner Court are
arranged along three routes. On the cen-
fral line are the three main halls: the

Palace of Heavenly Purity

(Qianginggong), the Hall of Union (Jiao-
taidian) and the Palace of Earthly Tran-
quility (Kunninggong). At the northern
end of this line is the Imperial Garden.
Parallel to the central line are the Six
Western Palaces and the Six Eastern
Palaces. To the south of the Six Eastern
Palaces are the Hall of Worshipping An-
cesters ([Fengxiandian), the Palace of Ab-
stinency (Zhaigong) and Nansansu; to the
south of the Six Western Palaces is the
Hall of Mental Cultivation
{ Yangxindian). On the eastern side of the
three main halls is the Palace of Tranquil
Longevity (Ningshougong); on the west-
ern side are the Palace of Motherly Tran-
quility ( Cininggong) and the Palace of
Longevity and Peace { Shou’angong) .

The entire palace area, rectangular
in shape and 720, 000 square meters in
size, takes wup one-third of the 8
kilometer-long central axis of the old Bei-
jing city from the city gate of Yongding-
men on the south to the Drum and Bell
Towers on the north. This harmonious as-
semblage of buildings displays the best
characteristics of Chinese architecture —
majestic style, flawless construction, fine
coordination of the whole and the parts.

Most of ancient buildings in China
have large wooden roofs with upturned
eaves. They fall in several types such as
Wudian hipped roof, gabled roof and ca-
pered roof (see pictures). A representa-
tive masterpiece is the Corner Tower at
each of the four corners of the Imperial
Palace. The zoomorphic ornaments ( Ji-
wen) on the roof ridges in the palace de-
serve particular mention. They are in the
shapes of divine animals and immortals.
Their number on the roof ridge is decided
by the importance of the building — the



more important a building the larger is the
number. Another feature of the Imperial
Palace is the bold application of colors.
The dominant colors are yellow and dark
green: vellow glazed roof tiles and large
stretches of dark green in the ornamental
painting. The walls, pillars and windows
are painted vermilion. The halls stand on
white marble terraces. Such sharp color
contrast is against the usual concept that
colors should be combined on a gradua-
tion basis.

The furniture, treasures and works of
painting and calligraphy are arranged fo
merge with the interior as a whole. One
feels entering an art display in every
building. The wooden furniture such as
treasure shelves, partition screens and ta-
bles and chairs made during the reign of
Emperor Kang Xi of the Qing Dynasty
from the mid-17th to the early 18th centu-
ry in the Imperial Palace are
masterpieces. They are famous for their
elaborate carvings and meticulous work-
manship. With all these furniture in the
room one does not feel crowded. The
gilded ceiling and the coffered ceiling in
the center, wide doors, large windows
and golden paved floor make the main
halls in the Imperial Palace seem more
spacious than they actually are.

The Imperial Palace represented the
supreme power of the emperor and strict
hierarchy of feudal China. The size, lay-
out, color, ornaments and interior deco-
ration of a building were decided by its
political and spiritual status. The imperial
authority was well displayed by the build-
ings on the central axis. The Hall of
Supreme Harmony, the center of the
emperor's activities, is located in the mid-
dle of the Outer Court. This is where
grand ceremonies were held, such as the
accession of a new emperor to the throne,
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the emperor’s birthday, or the pronounce

ment of important edicts. On each of i
roof ridges there are 10 zoomorphic orna

mental animals, the largest number al

lowed, and their size is much larger tha

those on other buildings. The Hall of Pre

serving Harmony has nine, the Hall ¢

Central Harmony has seven, and the mai

halls in the Six Eastern Palaces and S

Western Palaces have only five.

The construction of the Imperit
Palace followed strictly the mythologic:
philosophy of ancient China. The direc
tion, shape and ornamentation of eac
group of buildings or individual building
all bear certain significance. According t
the ancient philosophy, the universe
made of the Yin and Yang and five el
ments ( metal, wood, water, fire an
earth). Such belief is 3, 000 years old |
China. The emperor belonged to yan
(male), so he ruled the country from th
QOuter Court. The empress belonged |
yin (female), so she stayed in the Inn
Court. According to the philosophy o&‘
numbers belong to yang while even nur®
bers belong to yin. The number of mo
zoomorphic ornaments in the Imperi
Palace is odd. And it also believes nine
the highest number. So ornamental ot
jects, even the door knobs in the Imperit
Palace are in the number of nine to sym
bolize the highest authority of tf
emperor.

The former Imperial Palace keeps
great quantity of historic relics and artist
objects. In 1925 it was turned into a muse
um. Since the founding of the People
Republic in 1949 the central governmel
has repaired and renovated it on sever
occasions. It allots large sums every yet
for its maintenance. Now if is a hot tour}
attraction in China.
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The former Imperial Palace is divided in-
to the Outer Court and Inner Court. Along
the central axis are the three major imperial
halls and three inner palaces. The emperor
conducted state affairs in the three major
halls, Taihe, Zhonghe and Baohe, while the
three inner palaces, Qianging. Jiaotai and
Kunning served as living quarters of the em-
peror and his consorts.

All the structures along the central axis
are grand and magnificent,. symbolizing the
supreme power of the imperial rule.
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Bird's-eye view of the Palace.
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Gate of Heavenly Peace {Tian’anmen) Tian'anmen ¥
the front gate of the Imperial Palace during the Ming ¢
Qing dynasties. Originally built in 1417 and nax
Chengtianmen, it was bumt down and rebuilt seve
times. The present gate tower, 33.7 meters high and w
five openings, was rebuilt in 1651 and renar
Tian'anmen { Gate of Heavenly Peace). The impost
tower today is a symbol of the People’s Republic
China.
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Huabiao Before and behind the Gate of Heaventy Peace stand two
pairs of sculpted white marble columns called huabiao. The origi-
nal purpese to erect wooden poles was for the ruler to solicit com-
plaints from the commeon people. It eventually became a land mark
and finally an omamental object. The squatting mythical animal at
the top of each huabiao in front of Tian'anmen is called “hou”. It
faces south. The legend says it kept an eye on the emperor while
he was on an inspection tour and reminded him to return to the
capital to attend to state affairs.
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Corner Tower At each of the four comers of the Palace
stands a unique tower, each with six hipped and gabled
roofs. The three-tiered eaves sloping into 28 upturning
curves, together with 10 gables and 72 ridges, add much
grace to the structure.
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leridian Gate {Wumen) [t is the largest gate of the
alace and stands on the central axis of Beijing City. Sur-
ounted by five pavilions, this massive Gate is also known
s the “Five-Phoenix Tower” . The gaie has five openings.
he central one was used exclusively by the emperor.
ourt officials passed through the two gates near the cen-

al one. The two sidegates were opened only to let in
iccesstul candidates of imperial examinations.
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- Sunset over Meridian Gate.
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inner Golden Water River Fed by spring water
Yuquan Hill on the western outskirts of Beijing, the
nal runs from northwestern corner and through the Pal
It is also called “Jade Belt River” for its clear water
merald color,





