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Moral integrity is demonstrated in incorruptibility; the people hope for just officials —

Paintings of Canton government offices, furnishings, and official processional equipment

Wang Tzi-Cheng

This section includes nine paintings of government buildings, three paintings
of furnishings of government offices, six paintings of the processional equipment
of officials, and one painting of a ceremonial archway to celebrate virtue and
filial piety. There are altogether seven paintings of government office buildings
of Guangzhou. The term yamen referred to the government office of the past.
The character ff (va) in yamen should be the other character 4" (va) (ivory), and
the term originated from the term “va gi” (flag with ivory flag post), a flag used
by ancient kings and generals on military expeditions, where the flag post was
ornamented with ivory, symbolizing combative strength as ferocious as that of an
elephant. Where the troops made camp, the “flag with ivory flag post” was erected
at the entrance to the military camp. Military orders were received below the flag,
and therefore the gate of the camp was also referred to as the “gate with flag on
the ivory flag post.” During the period of the Northern and Southern dynasties
(420-589), the term yamen evolved to refer to the main gate of a government
building. For example, the Nan Shi (History of the Southern Dynasties) records,
“When [Hou] Jing was Prime Minister, he lived in Xizhou, and the generals and
military advisors would assemble and line up outside the gate in the morning, and
this was referred to as the yamen.” "VAgain, the Bei Shi (History of the northern
dynasties) records, “There was not a single prisoner in the commandery . .. Each
day the yamen was empty, and no one came to lodge complaints or lawsuits.”?
The term yamen in the two quotes above already refers to places that are not in a
military camp, but were normal government buildings.

During the Sui (581-618) and Tang (618-907) periods, government buildings
were all referred to as official yamen, and the character’4” (va) was replaced by the
character fif (va). The Tang writer Feng Yan in his Feng Shi Wenjian Ji (A record
of what Mr Feng heard and saw) noted, “The recent custom is to look up to the
military, and so everyone calls official offices as the official ya; the government
gate became the o gate, and the character changed slightly and became the
character ya.”"* The Tang dynasty looked up to the military, and civil officials took
over the term and called their own government offices yamen. At the same time,
some officials, such as the military commissioners, were in charge of both military
and civil matters, and the boundary between the civil and the military blurred, and
the change of the written form of “ya” to “va™ was a change of sound.

In the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), the government offices and living quarters

were the main structures in government buildings. The area occupied by these
government buildings was distinguished according to the level. For example, in
the capital, the ministry yamen (rank 1 and 2) occupied 1.82 to 2 acres, while the
court, directorate and bureau yamen (ranks 3 and 4) occupied 0.6 to | acre, not
including the residences of the families of the officials. *

The main structures of official offices and residence did not differ much for
the various areas. In terms of overall layout, the yamen was quite uniform. The
vamen was bound by high walls. The southernmost high wall runs to the east and
west, and the whole area is divided normally into over ten different courtyard
compounds, each with different functions. The complex normally faced south, and
along the main axis from south to north were the spirit wall (a wall in front of the
main gate to keep out evil spirits), main gate, ceremonial gate, admonitory stele,
great hall, second hall and third hall.

To the left and right of the main axis and symmetrically arranged were the six
departments for personnel, revenue, rites, war, punishments and works, and also
the archives, prison, storehouse, houses for the clerks, and temple, etc.

Another architectural principle was “exalted to the left (east),” and “lowly
to the right (west),” and attention to fengshui geomantic theories. This is similar
to exalted and lowly directions in traditional Chinese architecture. For example,
for the secondary officials, the vice magistrate is in the east, and the assistant
magistrate in the west, for the secondary officials of the prefecture, the vice
prefect is in the east, and the assistant prefect to the west. The southeast belongs
to the xun direction, and is relatively exalted, and therefore the guestroom, the
temple and the shrine to the local god were often in the southeast.

A third planning principle was “civil to the left, and the military to the right.”
The six sections of the vamen are to the left and right of the front of the main
hall. On the left (east) were the sections for personnel, revenue and rites, and on
the right (west), war, punishments, and works. These six sections were further
arranged in the following order: personnel and war for the first rank, revenue and
punishments for the second, and rites and works for the last rank.

A fourth planning principle was “prison to the south.” Prisons in the Ming and
Qing periods were normally set up to the south-west, outside the ceremonial gate,
and commonly called the south prison. The fifth planning principle was “vamen

office in front, and living quarters at the back.” This type of structure followed the



palace structure of “court in front and living quarters at the back.” The main hall
and the second hall of the yamen were offices for the officials and clerks, while
behind the second hall, the officials and clerks carried out their desk duties, and
this was also where they and their families lived.

The yamen office was a symbol of power for the rulers in the past, and in
local layouts, often occupied a prominent position. The yamen in the capital were
often concentrated in the best area, and formed their own system, like a small
city within a large city. Yamen architecture often reveals the culture of official
buildings, for example, in the only relatively well-preserved yamen building
group of a prefectural level, the yamen of the Prefect of Nanyang Prefecture (in
the old city area in Nanyang City, Henan Province), the main gate has a tin ring
with black background, which shows the position and rank of a grade four official.
The couplet on the two pillars reads, “The people may submit or rebel, but from
cultivating oneself, bringing order to the family, the country and the world, one
can create a glorious age; One should not consider low or high official ranks, as
long as one is incorrupt, discerning and impartial, only then can one be considered
as bright as the blue sky.” This couplet sums up the function of the yamen and
the fundamental belief and principle of being an official. In the main room of the
main hall, the pillar base at the back, below the eastern eaves is carved with a
cloud goose, emblem of a fourth rank official, to the west is a dragon turning its
head. symbolizing an official receiving the orders of the emperor to take charge
of an area; in the south, a flying horse among the clouds, meaning soaring to
the clouds in success: in the east, lotus flower and bud, a symbol of incorrupt
administration (the lotus does not get soiled by the mud from which it grows). All
this demonstrates a rich cultural meaning of yamen. ©

Traditional yvamen architecture may embody power and dignity, but normally,
vamen architecture is plain, thus different from traditional temples, shrines,
guildhalls and garden architecture. This simple architecture is depicted in the
paintings. ’

Our paintings of yamen architecture all give an outside view, but do not
show the furnishings inside. The main colour used is gray blue. The shape of the
buildings is square and regular, and the roofs are single-layered flush gable or
combined hip-and-gable forms. At the ends of the ridges there are divine beasts or
mythical ao fish models, and the footpaths are laid with stone. The style is solemn,
but the whole layout is rather dull and restricted, although the painting of the
Confucian Temple complex is an exception.

The Confucian Temple complex was an official school, which was given the
elegant name of “palace.” At the top of the traditional educational system, there
was the National Academy in the capital, and below were those of the prefecture,

commandaries and districts. These formed the official school system. Those

studying in the National Academy were called academy students, while those
at the local level were called shengyuan (government students), and commonly
known as xiucai (cultivated talents). These Confucian Temple complexes were not
really places for study. After a xiucai gained the status of student, he did not need
to go to the temple complex everyday. During the spring and autumn, he would
take part in examinations, and every three years there was an examination held by
the Education Commissioner. Those with good results might get a small monetary
sum from the government, or be recommended as a “tribute student,” and selected
as an official; those with bad results could lose their student status, but in reality,
very few students lost their status. Besides overseeing and examining the progress
of shengyuan, the Confucian Temple complex provided a concrete symbol for
the teachings of the dynasty and its ritual system of rites, and also served as the
official residence of the education officials and a place for academic and ritual
activities.

We cannot ascertain exactly when schools were first set up in Guangdong
Province. A relatively early record is of Yu Fan, a Commandant of cavalry of the
Wu dynasty (222-280) who was banished to Panyu, and at Yu Garden (present
Ocean Banner Temple site, see Add. Or. 2137), he set up a building to teach. It
was during the Song dynasty that Guangdong Province promoted education, and
set up numerous Confucian Temple complexes in its prefectures and districts.
From extant sites, we can see that the Xinhui complex, situated at the present
west side of Mashan in Xihui City, was first established in the fourth year of the
Qingli era of the Northern Song dynasty (1044); the Gaoyao complex, situated
in the Duanzhou area of Zhaoqing City, was first established in the early years of
the Chongning era of the Northern Song dynasty (c. 1102); the Jieyang District
complex, situated at the present east side of Hanci Road junction, Jieyang City,
was first established in the tenth year of the Shaoxing era of the Song dynasty
(1140). All these foundations demonstrate the flourishing situation of school
building in the Song period (960-1279). *

In the gazetteers, there are plans of various levels of yamen offices and
Confucian Temple complexes, and records of their historical changes, but
it is difficult to determine their actual appearance. Scholarship on historical
architecture rarely mention these two types of building, and regrettably, surviving
traditional yamen and Confucian Temple complexes are few and far between.
Almost all the vamen structures have been destroyed, and the remaining sites are
partial ruins, and do not give a good picture of the past. Therefore, these paintings
provide valuable historical material in terms of local administration, education and
architecture.

In this section, there are also six paintings of processional equipment and

other furnishings. Processions were referred to as /ubu (retinue of large shields)
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according to the records in the past. The term probably first appeared in the Qin
(221-206 BC) and Han (206 BC-AD 220) periods. Ying Shao of the Eastern Han
period (25-220) noted in his Han Guanyi (Rites of Han officials), “The procession
of carriages of the emperor is referred to as ‘/ubu.”” ¥ Cai Yong of the Eastern Han
period also noted in his Du Duan (Personal judgments), “When the emperor goes
on a trip, the procession of carriages is referred to as ‘/ubu.” " Feng Yan of the
Tang dynasty wrote in his F'eng Shi Wenjian Ji, “When the emperor goes out in a
procession, there are those who carry equipment such as feather fans, etc., to lead
the way and to follow, and this is called “/ubu’. .. According to the dictionaries,
‘i’ means a big shield . . . It is made of armour, to defend against the enemy . . .
The shields are carried by soldiers in front and behind, and the order is recorded
in books. When the emperor goes on a trip, the order of procession follows what
is recorded, and therefore the procession is referred to as ‘/ubu.” "' Ye Mengde in
the Song dynasty explains that the term “/u” refers to a big shield, and the term “bz”
refers to the order of the procession members being recorded onto books, so that
when an emperor went on a trip, the soldiers wore armour and carried shields, and
lined up in order in front and behind the emperor.

An impressive retinue demonstrated the might of the emperor. As the rites
developed, the procession eased to be the sole prerogative of the emperor. The

empress, royal concubines, crown prince, princes and dukes, and great ministers

Li Yanshou (424 ), Xinjiaoben Nan Shi, 2013.
Li Yanshou (R 4E ), Xinjiaoben Bei Shi, 942.

Feng Yan (i), Fengshi Wenjian Ji Jiaozhu, 39.

See Yao Kenan (Bkfi[ff), and Li Chenguang (4:(Ji), “Yamen Jianzhu Yuanliu ji Guizhi Kao Liie,”
84-86.

See Yao Kenan (Wkfulfi), and Li Chenguang ([4#), 84-86; Zhao Gang (Hilil) et al., “Nanyang
Zhifu Yamen Kao Liie,” 74-78.

See Zhao Gang (1) et al., 74-78.

See Yuntao (70F4) et al., Qinding DaQing Hui Dian, juan 72; Yao Kenan (BEfifki). and Li
Chenguang (4Pl ), 84-86; Zhao Gang (#ilil) et al., 74-78; Guan Xiaohong (I#IBE4L), “WanQing
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all enjoyed processional retinues, and each had its own regulations. The Jinshu
(History of the Jin dynasty) records, “When Wang Dun was at Wuchang, lotus-like
flowers grew from the bells of his procession, which faded away after five or six
days.” ™ This shows that there was a retinue procession for great ministers during
the Eastern Jin period (317-420). In the Tang dynasty, all officials of rank four or
above were given retinue processions, and in the Qing dynasty, all ranks of officials
had their retinue processions, although the scale depended on their ranks. "

The six paintings of processional equipment, three paintings of the furnishings
in the halls of officials and one painting of a ceremonial archway to celebrate
virtue and filial piety in the British Library collection were all designed by the
painter, and look a bit stiff without the human element, but help our understanding
of these matters, and are similar in value to old photographs in terms of providing
material for the study of cultural objects. Some of the equipment does not match
that recorded in the Qing Shi Gao (Draft History of the Qing) and the Qingchao
Tongdian (Encyclopaedic history of institutions of the Qing dynasty), and perhaps
may have been created by the painter. Alternatively, perhaps the historical records
include only the outline and not all the details, and some of the objects used
have not been included. Unfortunately, the names of some of the objects in the

paintings remain to be ascertained, so we leave this to the specialists.

Dufu Yamen Fangke Jiegou Guankui,” 55-62

=

See website: http:/baike.baidu.com/view/58212 htm:http://baike.baidu.com/view/183229.htm;http://
sgun.cn/article/show.asp?id=2271, accessed 07/08/2007.

Ying Shao (1), Han Guanvi, 764: 567b.

Cai Yong (45 {4), Du Duan, pt. 2, 9.

Feng Yan (EHi), Fengshi Wenjian Ji Jiaozhu, 38.

Ye Mengde (4 , Shilin Yanyvu, 45: 26a.

Fang Xuanling (Ji; Z#%) et al., Xinjiaoben Jinshu, 802.
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See Sun Fuxi (i1 #%), Zhongguo Gudai Huangjia Livi; Wu Chengguo (% 1%]4]), “Yizhang Xiao
Shi,” 76-83.
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Add. Or. 2129
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Main gate of government office

Add. Or. 2129
1800-1805

Gouache on paper
H:41.9 cm W: 54.6 cm
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In this painting, the layout is of a central axis with balanced left and right
sides, and depicts the front of a government office. The main structure in the
centre is the gate of a government office, the first main gate, with two stone lions
in front. In the front part of the painting, on the horizontal walk stand four yamen
(government office) runners carrying swords. The left and right structures are
similar, and below the windows of a building hang a row of guns and tiger-head
shields. This must be the weapons room in front of the main gate. Noteworthy is
the paving in this painting, for besides the path which is paved with long light-
coloured bricks, the rest of the surface is paved with long, relatively dark coloured

bricks, while the other nine paintings only have paved paths.
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