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A History of 3,000 Years
—In lieu of Introduction

by Zhao Luo*

The earliest record of Beijing identifies the city as
“Ji”, which means “thistle”, a weedy plant with prickly
leaves and purplish flowers. In the 11th century B.C. Ji
was a vassal state of the Western Zhou Dynasty (c.
11th century-771 B.C.). In the ensuing period known
as Spring and Autumn (770-476 B.C.), Ji was annexed
by its formidable neighbour, Yan, another vassal state
of Western Zhou located to the southwest of Ji. The
city of Ji served as the capital for the state of Yan until
226 B.C., when Yan was conquered by the powerful
state of Qin which unified the whole of China five
years later. Archaeologists point out that the site of the
ancient city of Ji lies most probably in the southwest
suburbs of present-day Beijing.

The city acquired ever greater importance as one
dynasty replaced another. Starting as the capital of an
ancient vassal state, it eventually became the national
capital of a great empire. This evolution can be ex-
plained by many factors, and one of them is geograph~
ical.

Located in the northwest corner of the North China
Plain, Beijing is protected by mountains on the north,
the east and the west. To the south lies the extensive
North China Plain. Goegraphers liken the big plain to

*The author of this article is Senior Editor and Editor-in-Chief of
the Beijing Publishing House for Ancient Classices.—Ed.

a sea and the small plain around Beijing to a gulf. The
mountains on three sides of Beijing separate it from the
Mongolia Plateau and the Northeast China Plain. In the
old times these mountains served as natural barriers for
the dynastic rulers of the Han Chinese to resist invasion
by nomadic peoples from the north. However, the
high and precipitous mountains have never been
closed barriers. You can travel through them if you
know how to use the zigzag and intertwined trails. An
important mountain pass to the northeast of Beijing,
known as Gubeikou, leads to the Northeast China
Plain. Another one, lying to the northwest of the city
and called Guangou, connects with the Mongolia
Plateau. In peacetime the mountain passes and trails
are used by merchants travelling between north and
south. In wartime they acquire a strategic significance
and become vital to the contestants.

For over 1,000 years, therefore, the city of Ji re-
mained an important military stronghold and trade
centre in North China in spite of more than a dozen
dynastic changes. This was the situation from 221 B.C.,
the year of the founding of Qin, the first feudal
empire with centralized power in China’s history, to
the 10th century. During this period, the city was



known as Zhuojun or Youzhou at different times,
depending on the name of the region for which it
served as the capital city.

In 938 the city of Ji was made the secondary capital
of the Liao Dynasty founded by the Khitan people, an
ethnic minority which had built up its power in Nor-
theast China. It was also called the Southern Capital
because of its location in the southern part of Liao
territory. Under the Liao, the city acquired for the first
time the name of Yanjing, which is still being used in
the names of many commercial and other establish-
ments in Beijing today.

More than a century later, the Jurchens, another
ethnic minority in China, founded the Jin Dynasty,
vanquished Liao, moved their capital to Yanjing in
1153, and renamed it Middle Capital. In 1214, under
the attacks of the powerful Mongol army, the rulers of
Jin moved their capital to Bianjing, i.e., Kaifeng in
present-day Henan. The next year the Middle Capital
of the Jin Dynasty fell under the iron hoofs of the
Mongol cavalry.

In 1267 the Mongol ruler, Kublai Khan, gave orders
for the construction of a new city to the northeast of
the Middle Capital of the Jin Dynasty. Four years later,

he ascended the throne and founded the Yuan Dynas-
ty (1271-1368) in the new capital which was still under
construction. The project was completed in 1285.
Given the name of Dadu (Great Capital), the city was
described as “matchless in the world” by Marco Polo
in his Travels. By then Beijing had replaced the other
historical capital cities, including Chang’an, Luoyang
and Bianliang, as China’s political centre, a position
it retained through two more dynasties, the Ming
(1368-1644) and the Qing (1644-1911).

A republican revolution broke out on October 10,
1911, forcing the Qing emperor to abdicate in Fe-
bruary the next year. This marked the collapse of the
last feudal dynasty in China and also the end of
Beijing’s history as the imperial capital. The next thirty
years and more witnessed the city’s ordeal—harass-
ment in the incessant wars among warlords, eight years
of Japanese occupation from 1937 to 1945, and a
return to Kuomintang rule in 1945.

On January 31, 1949, the peaceful liberation of the
city was achieved by the People’s Liberation Army
through negotiations with the Kuomintang garrison
authorities. On October 1 the same year, the founding
of the People’s Republic of China was announced from



the gatetower of Tiananmen (the Gate of Heavenly
Peace), and Beijing became its capital.

Today’s Beijing has taken on many modern features.
Increasing contact with the outside world and rapid
commercialization of the economy in the past decade
have resulted in the appearance of blocks of high rises,
overpasses and ring roads, the last being the prototype
of freeways. Some of the historical relics have disap-
peared in the process, such as most of the old city
walls and the gorgeous archways at the intersections
of business districts. Foreign visitors, particularly ar-
chitects, complain against the demolition of these
centuries-old structures. Shrugging their shoulders, city
planners say that it couldn’t be helped because of the
need to cope with a growing volume of motor traffic.

In spite of the modern changes, the basic character-
istics of the ancient capital are kept intact. Beijing used
to be a set of four square cities with one placed inside
another: the Outer City, the Inner City, the Imperial
City and, finally, the Forbidden City. While the deli-
neation of the first three is hardly visible, the Forbid-
den City remains what it has always been. From one
of the towers in the Forbidden City you can still see
the neat layout of old Beijing, with the Ancestral

Temple of the royal family placed to the left of the
palace complex and the Altar of Land and Grain to its
right,” and with the Temple of Heaven in the south of
the city, the Temple of Earth in the north, the Altar of
the Sun in the east, and the Altar of thé Moon in the
west. If you take a stroll from your hotel, you may
arrive in one of the street alleys lined by old-fashioned
square courtyards, the homes of many local citizens.
The former imperial gardens both inside and outside
the city, the Great Wall snaking along the mountains
in the north, the Thirteen Tombs of the Ming Dynasty
in the northwest suburbs and the great number of
temples and pagodas combine to make Beijing a big
museum of history.

In the precent album, we will take you to the
best-known historical sites in and around Beijing.

“The Ancestral Temple of the royal family has become the Working People’s
Palace of Culture, and the Altar of Land and Grain, the Sun Yat-sen Park.-—£d.
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The palace complex known as the Forbidden City stands
in the centre of Beijing. It'is protected by high walls and a
moat on all faur Sides and consists of dozens of halls and
courtyards. The emperors of two dynasties, the Ming and
the Qing, lived here with their families and hundreds of
court ladies and palace eunuchs, From their throne inthe
Forbidden City they governed the country by holding court
sessions with their ministers, issuing imperial edicts and
initiating military expeditions. Sometimes they gave oral
tests 1o candidates for the highest academic degrees by
asking them guestions on the meaning of Copfucian classics
and soliciting their views on state policies.

In Chinese the palace complex is-called Purple Forbidden
City. “Purple” doesn’t refer 1o the calour of the bwildings
of walls, but has 2 mythological otigin It is said that the
Emperor of Heaven has his palaces in the region of the
North Star, of which putple is the symbolic colour. The
ahode of the temporal emperar, therefore, is supposed to
have the same colour. The Purple Forbidden City was
inaccessible to the common people. Even the highest civil
and military officers could not enter it without good reason.

The Forbidden City was completed in 1420 during the
Ming Dynasty. It was the homieof 24 emperors of the Ming
and Qing dynasties. Natwrally it was the scene of many
important events affecting the course of Chinese history,

The Palace Complex

]

including political struggles and palace coups, some of them
extremely tragic. After the republican revolution of 1911,
the' last emperor of the Qing Dynasty, then stll a child,
abdicated the next year. But he and his family and their
entire entaurage were allowed (o stay in the palaces and
continued to lead an extravegant life on a huge allowance
from the republican government. They were finally expelled
by republican traops in 1924, The Forbidden City was
renamed the Palace Museum and opened to the general
public.
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Panorama of the Forbidden City, which occupies a total space of more than 720,000
square metres. The buildings in this palace complex are measured in 9,999.5 bays. The

surrounding palace walls are 10 metres high and have a toral length of 3,400 metres,
and are protected by a 52-metre-wide moat. The Forbidden City consists of two pars,
the Outer Court and the Inner Court. The Outer Court centres around the Hall of
Supreme Harmony, the Midway Hall of Harmony and the Hall of Preserved Harmony,
which are flanked by the hall of Literary Glory and the Hall of Military Prowess. The
Inner Court centres around the Hall of Celestial Purity, the Hall of Union and Peace
and the Hall of Terrestrial Tranquility, which are flanked by the Six East Palaces and
the Six West Palaces. The layout is orderly and symmetrical. The picture shows the
Forbidden City viewed from the north.
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