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An Over View of the Temple of Heaven
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The Temple of Heaven
Tiantan Park, Beijing
Date of Inscription: 1998
Criteria: C (i) (ii) (iii)

The Temple of Heaven, founded in the first half of the 15 century,
is a dignified complex of fine cult buildings set in gardens and sur-
rounded by historic pine woods. In its overall layout and that of its
individual buildings, it symbolizes the relationship between earth and
heaven - the human world and God’s world - which stands at the heart of
Chinese cosmogony, and also the special role played by the emperors
within that relationship.
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A Story of the Divine Altar

To the southeast of the Southern Gate of
Beijing City lies an extensive ancient garden.
When overlooked from sky, it is circular in the
north and square in the south with a stone-
paved main road running from the north to the
south. In the south there is the Circular Mound
Platform (Jitiantai), which is as white as jade;
in the north there is a round main hall with
blue tiles and golden roofs; to the west of the
main road there are exquisite square palaces.
Shaded by thousands of pines and cypresses,
the white carved balustrades, the blue glaze,
and the golden roofs, as well as the round,
square and rectangular buildings all together
compose a magnificent picture. In it, people
feel that being tiny and insignificant, they are
contained, moved, inspired and unfrozen. They
also feel the desire for sublimation of soul.
This garden of unique charm is the Temple of
Heaven (Tiantan), which is the largest heaven
worship architectural complex in the world.

The Temple of Heaven covers an area of
273 hectares. Although the main buildings
only occupy one twentieth of the whole layout,
all of them have their own characteristics and
rich implication. The Temple of Heaven is
built in the eighteenth year during the reign of
Emperor Yongle of Ming dynasty, which is in
1420. It is the sacred altar for emperors of
Ming and Qing dynasties to offer sacrifices to
Heaven and pray for a bumper harvest. It has
a history of 580 years. Ancient beliefs like
“circular sky, square earth”, “supernal heaven,
low earth”, and “blue heaven, yellow earth”
are all exquisitely and ingeniously reflected
here.

In the eighteenth year during the reign of

A 4% 5 Bt
A Bird's—eye View of the
Temple of Heaven
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A Story of the Divine Altar
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The Imperial Vault of Heaven in Ming Dynasty

Emperor Yongle of Ming dynasty (in 1420), the Temple of Heaven and Earth
was built in accordance with the old practices in Nanjing. The boundary of the
temple was square in the south and circular in the north. The main buildings
were the Great Hall for Sacrificial Rituals (Dasidian) and the Fasting Palace
(Zhaigong), which were built in the southwest inside the walls. In the ninth year
during the reign of Emperor Jiajing of Ming dynasty (in 1530), people offered
sacrifices to Heaven and Earth separately, so the Circular Mound Altar
(Yuanqiu) was built to the south of the Great Hall for Sacrificial Rituals and
used only for Heaven worship. The Hall of Memorial Tablets (Shenbandian)
was built to the north of the Circular Mound Altar and later it was renamed as
the Imperial Vault of Heaven (Huangqiongyu). Thus the layout took shape that
the Altar in the south and the Altar in the north were both located at the axis.
In the 21* year during the reign of Emperor Jiajing (in 1542), the Great Hall for
Sacrificial Rituals was demolished, and in the 24" year during the reign of
Emperor Jiajing (in 1545) Great Hall for Offering Sacrifices (Daxiangdian)
was built at this site. Great Hall for Offering Sacrifices was round and
characterized by a cone-shaped structure with triple eaves. The base of the hall
was a triple tiered marble terrace. Other major buildings besides the Circular
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The Temple of Heaven and the Altar of the God of Agriculture Stand

Facing Each Other with the Heavenly Thoroughfare in Between
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A Story of the Divine Altar

Mound Altar were also round in shape and symmetrical from north to south in
its layout. The Imperial Vault of Heaven was the transitional building in the
middle, which was a round building with double eaves surrounded by enclosing
walls. The buildings in the north were higher than the ones in the south and the
two Altars were connected by Red Stairway Bridge (Danbi Bridge), which was
360 meters long, and by which the two parts were integrated as a whole.

In the 32" year during the reign of Emperor Jiajing (in 1553), the south
outer city of Beijing City was extended, so the former southern suburbs, where
the Temple of Heaven was located, was included into the inner Beijing City.
The southern end of the axis of Beijing City was YongdingGate and the Temple
of Heaven was located at inner YongdingGate, which was to the east of the
southern axis of Beijing City. To the west of the southern axis was the Altar of
the God of Agriculture (Xiannongtan). To make a better sight, to improve the
appearance of the two Altars, and to make the whole layout of Beijing City
more harmonious, external walls were built outside of the Temple of Heaven.
Thus the layout took shape that the Temple of Heaven and the Altar of the God
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A View of the Circular Mound during Early Qing Dynasty. Chongyue
Altar, the Building on the Lower Right, Was Demolished in the 12"
Year during the Reign of Emperor Qianlong(1747)
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A View of the Altar of Prayer for Good Harvests during
the Reign of Emperor Shunzhi, Kangxi and Yongzheng
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A Story of the Divine Altar

of Agriculture stood facing each other with the Heavenly Thoroughfare
(Tiantan) in between, which presented a splendid sight. After the building of
the external walls, the Western Heavenly Gate was built as the only gate of the
Temple of Heaven, which made the area of the temple expand into 273 hectares.
However, it also made the axis connecting the north and south altars being
east of center rather than in the center, which was not in accordance with the
traditional practice that the main building should be located at the axis. This
situation was consistent with Beijing City’s layout that the western district
was a little larger than the eastern district. Therefore, that the axis was eastern
of center didn’t harm the Temple of Heaven’s layout and on the contrary it
made people entering the temple through the west gate see an even wider field
and feel even greater reverence.

During the reign of Emperor Qianlong, the Temple of Heaven was
extended, reconstructed, and repaired in a large scale. In the 14 year (in 1749)
the Circular Mound Altar was extended, the Imperial Vault of Heaven was
reconstructed, Great Hall for Offering Sacrifices was renamed as the Hall of
Prayer for Good Harvests (Qiniandian), and its triple-colored tiles were
changed to be unified grey tiles. These changes made the Temple of Heaven
even more holy and pure, more sublime, more vivid and strong in color, and
of more symbolic meanings. In the 19* year (in 1754), another gate was built
to the south of the outer walls of the West Gate, which was called “date of
Circular Mound Altar” (Huanqiutanmen), and the former West Gate was called
“Gate of Altar of Prayer for Grain” (Qigutanmen). Thus the layout took the
form that the north and the south altars were located separately with well-
designed sizes, shapes and styles. The layout and style of the Temple of Heaven
finally took shape then and have been maintained till today.

In those years, the emperors set out from the Forbidden City, went south-
ward through the Southern Gate Street, crossed the platform bridge, walked
along the bustling streets, Walking eastward, one will enter the tranquil and
profound restricted area, and started the rites of heaven worship. Time went
on and brought away the emperors’ glory and honor. However, this splendid
garden still stands here, which has attracted worldwide attention. Now let’s
walk along the path of heaven worship in old days and go into the T emple of
Heaven.

In Qing dynasty every time before a stately heaven worship ceremony, the
emperor would go out from the Forbidden City to the Temple of Heaven under
heavy escort of the most spirited and imposing imperial guard of honor. In the



