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To all the Beijing people who guided me and revealed to me their
rich heritage.
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“We can’t disagree on the fact that Pei-king* is a masterpiece
of mysterious realization. First, the triple plan of its cities doesn’t
obey the laws of the registered crowds, nor the needs of the
people who eat and procreate. The capital of the greatest empire
under the sky has been wanted desire for itself; designed as
a chessboard in the north of the yellow plain; surrounded by
geometrical walls; a woof of avenues with square angle alleys and
finally arising in a unique monumental gesture.”

Victor Segalen, René Leys, Gallimard, Paris, 2000.

*The words marked by an asterisk are defined in the Glossary.
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The boundaries of Beijing are distinct inside its respective
walls. In the north, a square enclosing the Forbidden City,
the Emperors seat, is surrounded by the Imperial City. Then,
the Internal City or Tartar City groups the Manchu population
and the Han militaries under the Qing. In the south is a
rectangle, the Chinese City or External City where the Han
Chinese were repressed. A north-south axis crosses the city
at its centre. The opening at south and closing at north are in
accordance with geomancy principles.
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Eyes and heart opened wide, I arrived in Beijing in 1997. Since then, I
have lived here, immersed in the daily flow of 13 million inhabitants. To
be sure, I'm not one of those self-described scholars, a sinologist. No, I'm
an artist whose sensibility has been deeply challenged over the course of

seven years by a city and its people.

The city has dazzled and enchanted me. Beijing is not an ordinary city at
all. Designed about 700 years ago, like a chessboard, as mentioned by Vic-
tor Segalen, it doesnt correspond to the apparent disorder of other Orien-
tal cities. Certainly, the spatial organisation of Beijing continued to evolve
during the Ming* and Qing* Dynasties, but it was strongly influenced by

the plan originated by their predecessors, the Yuan*.

These Mongols created the first parallel and equidistant streets, the
hutongs*, the name still used exclusively for the streets of Beijing. These
so-called “barbarians” formed the north grasslands, dug canals and lakes,
diverted the rivers and redesigned nature. Far from any rivers and com-
munication ways, Beijing was borne from geomancy principles, the divi-
nation by means of lines and figures or by geographic features, such as the
spaces and axes of gates and buildings, whether they be civic, religious,
public, or private. From this aspect, as indicated by Paul Bady, “its site
is almost perfect: a mountain arc at the northern and western points, the
northern wall pierced with only two doors, the Drum Tower and the Bell
Tower, the Hill of Contemplation (Jingshan), the ‘back door’ (Houmen),
all is done for saving the imperial virtue the lightest harmful influence. At
the south end, instead, the wide plain is totally subdued to the civilisation

action of the Emperor.”
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