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Preface to the Series
Niu Song

Yonghegong, or Gandanqin Kalin in the Tibetan language, means a magnificent and glorious Tusita palace of
the Buddhist fourth heaven or a heavenly palace in the human world.

Located in the northeast of the Forbidden City, Yonghegong was built in the 18th century as a secondary palace
of the Qing emperors and later converted into a monastery of the Geru sect of Tibetan Buddhism. Altogether, it has
a history of more than 250 years.

The Yonghegong Museum is a famous museum of Tibetan Buddhist art in China. Preserved in it are Buddhist
statues made from the 10th to the early 20th century as well as Tangka paintings, religious objects, fabrics,everyday
articles of ethnic minorities and furniture of the Ming and Qing periods. Some of these were used by Qing emperors
in their religious life. Some were gifts exchanged between high monks in the Mongolian and Tibetan areas and the
interior. Others were rewarded by the emperors to the monastery and monks. Still others were tributes or gifts
presented by the different generations of the Dalai and Panchen lamas to the emperor and the monastery. They are
precious objects of unusual attraction in the treasure-house of China's cultural heritage.

The complex of buildings in the combined Han, Tibetan and Mongolian architectural styles in Yonghegong
fully displays the solemnity of a holy Buddhist realm and the imposing atmosphere of an imperial palace. After
many historical changes, it is still in perfect preservation today. Beginning from 1981, Yonghegong was open to
outsiders for large-scale religious activities, and the cultural relics, arranged according to religious rules in the halls
and other buildings, were put on permanent display. There are also special exhibitions, where the exhibits are
changed at regular intervals. At present, the areas open to the public total about 30,000 square metres.

In history, Yonghegong was the residence of Emperors Yongzheng and Qianlong of the Qing dynasty before
they ascended the throne. Built in the 33rd year of Kangxi (1694), it was converted to a secondary palace of the
emperor in the third year of Yongzheng (1725) and a monastery of the Geru sect of Tibetan Buddhism in the ninth
year of Qianlong (1744). The conversion of Yonghegong from a palace to a monastery was closely connected with
the ruling policy of the early Qing emperors. The ancestors of the Manchu rulers were an ethnic minority in the north
segregated by the Great Wall. They began to rule over the Central Plains only after they had broken through the
Great Wall with a powerful army. For this reason, they had a different understanding of the role played by the Great
Wall in preventing border troubles. In 1691, Emperor Kangxi wrote in an imperial edict, "The Great Wall built in the
Qin dynasty was regularly maintained during the Han, Tang and Song dynasties. Were there no border troubles in
those times? The Great Wall extends for several thousand li. How many soldiers are needed to guard the different
sections? This shows that the only way of maintaining peace is to cultivate virtue and pacify the people. When the
people are happy, the country will be stable and the borders consolidated. This is why it is said: 'When a multitude
of people are of one will, they become an impregnable stronghold.’ " The Qing government, therefore, implemented
the policy of "rectifying their religions without changing their customs; unifying their governments without chang-
ing their administrative measures” and adopted such measures as "fostering the Yellow sect to pacify the masses of
Mongolia" and "building peace and stability of the country on a permanent basis.” These policies and measures fully

demonstrated the wisdom of the Qing emperors in ruling over a large Eastern country of many ethnic groups. Like



the construction of 80.000 Buddhist temples in the whole country, the conversion of Yonghegong from a palace into
a monastery was an instance of implementing the above policies. These correct ethnic and religious policies turned
the emotions and cohesive force of the big family of Chinese peoples into an invisible bond that surpassed the age-
old Great Wall of hard and cold bricks and stones and banded the Mongolian and Tibetan brotherly peoples tightly
with the Central Government and brought about and stabilized the unification of many different ethnic groups
during the rule of the Qing dynasty.

Tibet is the place of origin of Tibetan Buddhism. After the establishment of the two great systems of Living
Buddhas headed by Dalai and Panchen in the Ming dynasty, the Geru sect of Tibetan Buddhism gained the dominant
position in Tibet, and Tibetan Buddhism was spread to Mongolia and other areas. In the interior, there appeared
three centres of Tibetan Buddhism in Beijing, Chengde and the Wutai Mountains. Since Yonghegong had been a
secondary palace of the emperors, it was given special importance by the Qing court after it was converted into a
monastery of the Geru sect. It had actually become the centre of Tibetan Buddhism in the interior and a political
institution for the Qing government to handle Mongolian and Tibetan affairs through Tibetan Buddhism. As a family
temple of the emperor, Yonghegong was responsible not only for providing religious service for the emperor, but
also for training religious personnel who "supported the government, understood the laws and regulations and knew
how to behave." There were a number of senior monks in Yonghegong who followed the instructions of the court
and were able to go to Mongolia and Tibet to handle affairs for the emperor. As a result, Yonghegong became a bond
linking the Central Plains with the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and the Mongolian grassland and a bridge of cultural
interflow and exchange of personnel among the Manchu, Han, Tibetan, Mongolian and other peoples. The different
generations of Dalai, Panchen, Changka and other Living Buddhas had left behind stories in Yonghegong about
their love for their country and religion and about the safeguarding of the unification of China.

For the special role it played in history and for the rich Tibetan culture preserved there, Yonghegong is a unique
place of profound significance. Yonghegong and the cultural relics preserved there bear witness to the flesh-and-
blood ties between the Han, Tibetan and other brotherly peoples. The art treasures preserved there and the history
and culture they represent are not only valuable cultural heritage of the Chinese people, but also a treasure in the
history of mankind's civilization.

Over the years, we have sorted out and studied the valuable cultural relics preserved in Yonghegong. This series
of books have been compiled on the basis of our studies. The seven books in the series are: Secref Treasures of
Yonghegong, Buddhist Statues in Yonghegong, Beautiful Tangka Paintings of Yonghegong (Vol.1), Beautiful Tangka
FPaintings of Yonghegong (Vol.2), The Architectural Art of Yonghegong, Fine Embroideries Preserved in Yonghegong
and Complete Religious Objects of Yonghegong. These books are the first series ever published about the cultural
relics in Yonghegong. Through this series, we intend to show to the world the eternal attraction of the culture and art
of Tibetan Buddhism in China, a culture and art that shine side by side with the other treasures of mankind's civili-

zation in the world.
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