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Foreword

China’s cities are home to countless cultural traditions, due in large part to their
thousands of years of history. The geographical separation of these places has
created distinct cultures, most of which have experienced many changes and
developments in recent times as a result of globalization. In this book, we have
chosen twenty cities we feel best represent the different regions and cultures of
China. We have searched for the most interesting and representative aspects of these
cities by examining their attractions from different points of view.

The symbols of these cities are like the indigenous plants. They grow naturally
during the course of a city’s history, unique to that city and that city alone. If we
speak of Beijing’s history, it might be natural to begin with instant-boiled lamb, and
then move from there to the long march of the great Mongolian army. If we are
discussing the local customs and habits of Beijingers, the influences of the Mongolian
and Manchu cultures also come to mind. Although globalization is changing these
cities at the speed of light, the brand new outer appearances cannot completely mask
their unique cultures, which still grow the same today as in years past.

When discussing scenery and a city’s main attractions, we have sought to
explain the reason these cities are considered beautiful. Hangzhou's West Lake
brings to mind several stories about beautiful women, stories which have captured
the imagination of many learned people in China’s past. The people of each city are
often unique to that city through sharing common personality traits. Several prime
examples are displayed in Beijing’s Masters, Shaanxi’s cool guys, Shandong’s manly
men, and Hunan'’s spicy ladies. Even though everyone receives the same education,
watches the same TV shows, and even though some people travel the world, it’s
hard to erase the inherited personality traits and the marks left by a person’s
hometown.

In this book we have sought to avoid such simple categories as, “long history,”

y

“beautiful scenery,” and “talented people,” because we believe these kinds of

labels cannot truly capture or accurately describe the past, present, and future of a

¥ city.

I would like to thank all of my friends and coworkers for telling me about their
hometowns. Thanks as well to Liz Carter for her hard work. Her translation is not
only faithful to the original text, but in some places it really shines. I would also like
to thank Graham Paterson for his detailed revisions and contributions, as well as his
invaluable advice.
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1. & Ja1 E BR1k ed &5 4B

: The rock and roll singer from Beijing, Cui Jian, once said in one of his songs:

“It’s not that I don’t understand; it's just that the world is changing too fast.”
The speed with which Beijing is becoming internationalized is really startling.

: At least, in terms of the city’s architecture, Beijing is already an international

city. One architect said that Beijing is becoming a “secondhand Hong Kong. ” To
me, Beijing seems even more like Hong Kong than Hong Kong itself. Some of the
world’s foremost architects come here so they can let their imagination run wild.
The National Grand Theater looks like a giant glass egg, and the National
Stadium looks like a big bird’s nest. You can't say these daring designs are in
keeping with the historic Beijing; they’d look just as much in place in New York City.

: That’s not hard to understand. Many countries create new and unorthodox

architectural Mega Phenomena when their economies are just starting to take off.
During the 19™ century the British built the Crystal Palace and, during the 20%
century, the Americans built the Empire State Building. They wanted to make it
known to everybody they weren't just economic superpowers, but would also
become global cultural centers.

: Sometimes, I feel the Chinese have started copying western things too slavishly

and don’t cherish their own culture enough. One newspaper commented that
70% of new buildings in Beijing were named after places in America or Europe.
Many foreign tourists come to Beijing hoping to see a historic city with an

Eastern flavor, but what they find is a rapidly developing modern city.

: Maybe you don't understand — the old houses look very attractive, but theyre

not very suitable places to live. A photographer, who was set on living in
Beijing's siheyuan, soon found there were no running water, no decent kitchen,
and nowhere to park a car. In the end, he moved into a new apartment building
with all the modern facilities.

I understand now. The Hutong are beautiful, but they don't provide the
amenities which people of today expect. My impression is that the city is looking

Chinese Cities



Beijing k3

to the future and trying to keep up with the tides of global change, but she has no
time to preserve her history.

It’s not as serious as you make it out to be. There are still many cultural
attractions in Beijing, just as before, and a new vitality has poured into a few of
the old streets. The siheyuan in the area of Shichahai, where the most beautiful
old architecture is located, have been converted into European style bars and
restaurants.

In this way, the Chinese balance yin and yang and harmonize the modern and
traditional of East and West. They have made Beijing, a historic Eastern city and

an international landmark as well.
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Z1Lm IS The Layout of Old Beijing R .

Beijing was built in accordance with architectural plans dating from the Yuan
Dynasty, over 700 years ago. The layout of the city is based on the Book of
Changes, which stressed the balance of left and right through the harmonizing of yin
and yang. The map of Beijing clearly depicts the one road running from north to
south that is the axis of the city. Either side of this road is adorned with temples,
hutongs, and open air markets like the abundance of branches and leaves on a great
tree, The Forbidden City, in which the emperor lived, is at the heart of the city.
That architecture also reflects the Theory of the Five Elements — metal, wood,
water, fire and earth, which are represented by the five colors white, green, black,
red and yellow. The Forbidden City is decorated in yellow, red and green, while the
hutong surrounding the Forbidden City are a deep grey. One of the charms of Old
Beijing is the juxtaposition of the deep grey and lustrous gold.
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AITENZE Nine Gates for Nine Carriagess
When the city was being expanded during the Ming Dynasty, the Prime
Minister, Liu Bowen, was a great practitioner of feng shui. He decreed that the city
wall would have nine gates and that the position of every gate, and its name, would
have a particular meaning. He also decreed that there would be restrictions as to
what kinds of carriages could pass through each gate. In the east, grain would enter
the city through Chaoyangmen, while timber, tiles, and articles for daily use , would
enter through Dongzhimen. When armies set out for battle, they would march out
through Deshengmen in the north, and when they returned, they would enter the
city through Andingmen, also in the north. The middle gate to the south,
Zhengyangmen, now known as Qianmen, could only be used by members of the
Imperial family. On the city's western side was Xuanwumen, where criminals,
sentenced to death, were taken to Caishikou for execution. To the east of
Zhengyangmen was Chongwenmen, where officials collected taxes. In the west,
coal entered through Fuchengmen, and water was brought in through Xizhimen.
AR TR, B e EA R 10 ERR ALRK KB, H ok b TR 69 S i it
TANEIT, FARNGF R LHRBERRT, BAF2ESEBLEAL, A8
AN : AN THE; FANHEAM, BEFA AR, LEFHEA.
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LR E &R K Beijing Was Once a Water City

Among the orderly grid of Beijing’s streets runs a few slantlng avenues Wthh a
few hundred years ago, were winding canals. A few place names that contain words
like river, lake, bridge, fish, water, and other aquatic creatures, remind us that
Beijing used to be a city navigable by great canals. During the Yuan Dynasty, when
Beijing was founded as its capital, people built the city around man-made canals fed
by natural rivers and lakes. This solved the problems of water supply, cargo
transportation, and irrigation. The boats carrying grains from the south would pass
through the Great Canal and arrive at the Shichahai ferry. Unfortunately, Beijing
paid a great price for her beauty. During the city’s construction, the people tore
down much of the forest, and the deforestation of the mountain range led to the
rivers running dry. In the end, the city was faced with a crisis as the surrounding
area was becoming a desert.
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A: Do you know what the most expensive type of housing is in Beijing right now?
It's the old-style siheyuan residences. One siheyuan can cost anywhere from 6
million to 20 million Yuan.

B: Of course theyTre expensive, now that they are rare historical relics. The
Siheyuan are living history because, that is how the average person lived in
Beijing for the past few centuries.

A: That's what I want to know. Some foreigners call the siheyuan “ Chinese
boxes. ” What's inside these boxes?

B: Inside? They're the ideal household of old Beijingers. Inside a siheyuan, four
generations lived under ome roof, coexisting peacefully. The design of the
siheyuan is perfectly suited to the unique conditions of Beijing: it is never too
cold, never too hot, too wet, or too dry.

A: Really? It sounds like the people of Beijing already knew about protecting the
environment all those centuries ago.

B: The ancient Chinese have always held that a hidden garden is the ideal place to
live, and the siheyuan have a truly natural feeling. In the olden days, there was
a saying: *“ Shade from the sun, fish in a pond, a pomegranate tree, a man, a
plump dog and healthy maids — the perfect household. ” Begonias, magnolias,
pomegranates, and grapes grew in the courtyard. The older generation soaked up
the sunlight while the children played with crickets. There were goldfish in a big
pond — not just for show; they also ensured the quality of the water. Pets were
also part of the household, with their own chores and responsibilities. Bats and
swallows ate the bugs, cats kept the mice away, and dogs protected the house...

A: It sounds like the siheyuan just sprung up from the earth of Beijing fully formed,
a part of the natural ecology.

B: You've hit the nail on the head. But things have changed since 1950s with the fast
growing population. One siheyuan often housed several families and many court
yards have been taken over with additional rooms.

© Chinese Cities



>

>

Beijing Jt®

Then the life in the siheyuan has changed completely since the 50s?

You might say it’s just the same old Beijing but, shaken up a little. Enough time
goes by and you get used to dozens of people using the same kitchen, the same
spigot, and bathroom, and no one having a lot of personal space. Everyone gets
used to helping out their neighbors.

I really respect the average Chinese — whether the environment is good or bad;
they always seem to be able to find happiness in life.

It's a shame it's all history now. During the 1990s the siheyuan began to rapidly
disappear. The people of Beijing moved into high-rise apartment blocks and now
they must adapt to a new way of life and find new forms of entertainment and

pleasure.
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BBt S & Sikeyuan, Past and Present

The construction of the stheyuan began during the Yuan Dynasty over 700 years

ago, with the rate of construction peaking during the Ming and Qing dynasties. The
growing unrest and turmoil in Chinese society from the beginning of the 20™ century,
along with the steadily deteriorating state of Beijing’s economy, gave city residents
little choice but to rent out their homes. The Siheyuan that were previously home to
individual family units became cramped accommodation for multiple families. Many
of the siheyuan, previously belonging to important officials and families of the Qing
Dynasty, were nationalized after 1949. The State converted those sikeyuan for use
as government offices, schools, hospitals, and factories. Privately owned siheyuan
were also managed by the government, and rented out at lower rates to migrants
from outside the city. During the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and 70s, most of
the engravings, sculptures, and paintings found in the siheyuan were destroyed by
the Red Guards. After the 1980s, the Beijing city government began to take
measures to preserve the remaining sikeyuan, and the rights to some privately-
owned siheyuan were returned to their owners. The new wave of construction in
the city has again called into question the fate of Beijing’s siheyuan.
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X4z Natural Air Conditioning B L

Beijing’s summers are hot and dry, but the sikeyuan provide a cool escape from
the heat. Off the beaten track, they are often covered with moss from disuse. But
how does such a place stay cool? In olden times, underground channels carried
water below Beijing's siheyuan! Before the siheyuan were constructed, people
would dig out an area two meters deep to bury pottery. The pottery’s openings
would be covered with brick lids containing many small holes. Small rocks were
then placed on the lids, and the pots covered with dirt. When it rained, the water
would trickle down into the pots. In hot weather, the water would evaporate, to
help maintain the steady humidity and temperature of the stheyuan.
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B35 EA A /\$hEE The Eight Trigrams at Baiwanzhuang

The buildings of Baiwanzhuang in Beijjing’s Xicheng District were constructed
for residential use during the 1950s. Entering these small neighborhoods, you are
presented with lanes that twist and turn. The houses are laid out in strange and
complicated patterns, almost like a labyrinth. What you might not realize is that
you've entered a replica of the Eight Trigrams, a figure used in ancient Chinese
divinity that has a history of over 3,000 years. The houses here are all laid out in
accordance with the pattern of the Eight Trigrams and are named after the twelve
Earthly Branches. It is said that the area was unlucky because there used to be a
burial ground there so, it was only by building the houses along the pattern of the
Eight Trigrams that misfortune could be avoided.
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