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<ﬂlﬂfﬁ> H%Eﬂffl’ﬁ The Gate of Heavenly Peace (Tiananmen) in Qing

Dynasty times in the Painting Scenes of Great Joy .
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The Palace Museum

In the year 916 the Liao dynasty
established its capital at Beijing, and the city
remained the national capital during the Jin,
Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties. Beijing is the
largest and best-preserved of China’s historic
six capital cities.

During the Ming dynasty, the imperial
palace in the center of Beijing, also known as
the Forbbiden . City, took shape as a
magnificent architectural complex. Now the
Palace Museum, the former palace is famous
worldwide for its striking architecture and
precious collections of cultural and art
objects.

Construction of the palace began in 1406,
during the reign of Emperor Yong Le of the
Ming dynasty, and was completed in 1420.
Over the.next 491 years, the palace housed 14
Ming and 10 Qing emperors.

The palace was built on the eight-
kilometer south-north axis of Beijing city. Its
southern gate, Tian’anmen, faced directly
toward the old city gates of Yongding,
Zhengyang and Daming. Inside the
Tian’anmen were the palace gates of Duan
and Wu. The central axis passed through the
palace’s Outer and Inner Courts. Immediately
outside the northern palace gate is Jingshan
(Coal Hill). Farther on are the Drum and Bell
Towers in the far north of the city.
Symmetrically arranged in the four corners of
Beijing four temples were located — the
Temple of Heaven in the south, of the Earth in
the north, of the Sun in the east, and of the
Moon in the west. The imperial palace was in
the center of the four temples.

The entire palace area, rectangular in
shape and 960 meters from north to south and
750 meters from east to west, was surrounded

by walls 10 meters high and 3,428 meters long.
At each of the four corners of the wall was a
tower with nine beams, 18 pillars and 72 roof
ridges — a wunique design of Chinese
traditional architecture. The imperial palace
was guarded by 36 battalions and a moat 52
meters wide and 3,800 meters long. The
defense was described as impregnable — “‘a

city of bronze with boiling water around 1t.”

The palace structures themselves covered
720,000 square meters and included more
than 9,000 rooms. Construction during the
Ming dynasty engaged 100,000 craftsmen and
more than one million laborers. The Nanmu
hardwood came from Sichuan, Guangdong
and Yunnan provinces. Renovations during
the Qing dynasty used pine wood from
northeastern China. The bricks for the walls
were made at Linging in Shandong province,
and the square tiles paving the floors came
from special Suzhou kilns. Marble slabs were
from Fangshan county south of Beijing.
Colored stone was from Jixian county, and
granite from Quyang county, both in Hebei
province. The grand halls are of wood with
crimson walls and yellow glazed tile roofs.

The layout is strictly symmetrical. Main
halls are on the central axis. Exclusive
courtyards of different sizes lie on either side.
Imposing and lavishly furnished, the palace
symbolized the supreme power of the
emperors and illustrated the high workman-
ship of Chinese architecture.

The palace consists of two complexes, the
Outer and the Inner Courts. The main
structures of the Outer Court are the Taihe
Dian (Hall of Supreme Harmony), Zhonghe
Dian (Hall of Central Harmony), Baohe Dian
(Hall of Preserving Harmony), and two wing

halls: Wenhua Dian (Hall of Literary Glory)
and Wuying Dian (Hall of the Martial Spirit).
The three main halls were where the emperors
held official audiences, award ceremonies,
weddings, birth celebrations and official
banquets. North of the three grand halls is the
Inner Court, where the emperor and his
family once lived.

Qianging Gong (Palace of Heavenly
Purity) was the residence of the emperor.
Kunning Gong (Palace of Earthly Tranquil-
ity) housed the empresses. Between the two
palaces i1s Jiaotar Dian (Hall of Union)
implying the union of Heaven and Earth.
Through the Kunningmen Gate one reaches
the imperial gardens, a fine example of
traditional Chinese landscaping art. Artificial
rock formations, pavilions, ancient firs and
cypresses, flowers and bamboo blend into a
harmonious unit.

On both sides of the Inner Court are the
Six Eastern and Six Western Palaces, reached
through the gates of Rijng, Yuehua,
Longguang, Fengcai, Jihua, Duanze, Jinghe
and Longfu. Each of the two palace groups
contains two courtyards divided into a front
hall where audiences were held, bedrooms and
wing rooms. The courtyards are connected by
neatly designed lanes and corridors. The Six
Western Palaces are named Yongshou Gong
(Palace of Longevity), Taiji Dian (Hall of
Supremacy), Yikun Gong (Palace of the
Queen Consort), Changchun Gong (Palace of
Eternal Spring), Chuxiu Gong (Palace for
GatheringElegance) and Jianfu Gong (Palace
of Retaining Happiness). The Yangxin Dian
(Hall of Mental Cultivation) south of the Six
Western Palaces was where Qing emperors
from Yong Zheng to Xuan Tong lived and



handled state affairs. The six Eastern Palaces
are named Jingren Gong (Palace of Great
Benevolence), Chenggian Gong (Palace of
Inheriting from Heaven), Zhongcui Gong
(Palace of Quintessence), Yanxi Gong (Palace
of Prolonging Happiness), Yonghe Gong
(Palace of Eternal Harmony) and Jingyang
Gong (Palace of Great Brilliance). South of
the Six Eastern Palaces is a palace where
emperors fasted. At the rear of either the
Eastern or Western Palaces are five groups of
identical buildings where the sons of the
emperor lived.

On the westernmost edge of the
Forbbiden City, commonly known as the
Western Outer Palaces, are the Cining Gong
(Palace of Motherly Tranquility) and
Shoukang Gong (Palace of Health), which
served as residences for dowager empresses
and imperial consorts of an older generation.
On the easternmost edge inside the Forbbiden
City, commonly known as the Eastern Outer
Palaces, are the Huangji Dian (Hall of
Imperial Supremacy) and the Ningshou Gong
(Palace of Tranquil Longevity), built
especially by the Qing emperor Qian Long for
himself before his abdication.

The Forbbiden City is not only the center
of Beijing but alsoone of the city’s best scenic
spots. On its northwest are the Taiye Chi
(Imperial Water Pond) and Qionghua Isle, an
imperial lodging during the Liao and Jin
dynasties. On its west is Zhongnan Hai
(Central South Sea). Jingshan Hill to the
north forms a natural screen for the imperial
palace. Jinshui He (Gold Water River), an
artificial stream, flows in front of the southern
palace gate. From Wanchun Ting (Pavilion of
10,000 Springs) on top of Jingshan Hill one

can overlook the whole Forbbiden City — a
sea of grand dark red buildings with golden
roofs.

The 1911 revolution overthrew the Qing
dynasty, ending over 2,000 years of feudal rule
in China. But the last emperor, Aisin-Gioro
Pu Yi, stayed on in the Inner Court for
another 13 years. On November 5, 1924, Lu
Zhonglin, an army commander under
General Feng Yuxiang, chased him out. On
October 10, 1925, the former imperial palace
became a museum.

The largest museum in China, the Palace
Museum houses over a million paintings,
objets d’art made of jade, gold and silver,
and other cultural and art treasures. After the
founding of the People’s Republic of China in
1949, the government sponsored much-
needed, large-scale renovations of the
museum, sorted out great numbers of cultural
relics and put them on display. Today the
grand halls in the Outer Court, the Inner
Court, the Yangxin Dian and the Six Western
Palaces contain objects from the different
centuries of imperial rule. Baohe Dian and the
rooms on the two wings display artistic pieces.
There are nine other exhibition halls featuring
bronzes, porcelains, handicrafts of the Ming
and Qing dynasties, and paintings. Most
tourists like to begin their tour from the
southern gate of Tian’anmen, which has been
called the “National Gate of China.” Many
visitors feel they have not really been to
Beijing unless they can see the former palace.
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