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Brief Introduction

Shanxi Province is one of the birthplaces of our ancient culture
with a long history. Infected by its geological location and the
background in politics, economy, history, culture, customs and traditions,
the residential houses in the province has formed its special charac—
ter and style.

Located in the middle of Jingzhong Basin in Shanxi Province, in
Beiguang Village which is close to 108 national highway, about 5
kilometers in the southwest from Taigu City, San Duo Tang is also
called as the Grand Courtyard of the Caos. It began to open to the
public as the Museum of San Duo Tang in 1995 and it has become
one of the major tourist spot and it is the major protection unit of
historical relics in Shanxi Province.

During the middle period of Ming Dynasty, the businessmen from
Shanxi Province had already accumulated a large amount of capital
and become one of the major forces among the field of national
economy through working with their arduous efforts and their talent.
During the middle period of Qing Dynasty, the businessmen from
Shanxi had developed their business into the field of finance and
succeeded in the fast development in this field. Since the prosperity
of their business during Ming and Qing Dynasties, many businessmen
from Shanxi began to build their grand houses in their hometown.
San Duo Tang is the most famous one among those houses because
of the strong background in the capital it owned before.

As early as about 600 years ago at Hong Wu Period of Ming
Dynasty, Cao Bangyan, the ancestor of the Caos, began to sell clay
pots with his handbarrow. About the end of Ming Dynasty, Cao
Sanxi, oﬁe of his descendants, changed their family of farmer into a

successful businessman. He went to the Northeast China and began
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his business there in the fields of planting vegetables, raising pigs,
and producing Doufu and then opened some groceries stores and
pawnshops. There is a saying “the shops opened by the Caos are
earlier than the establishment of Chaoyang County” until now in
Chaoyang area of Liaoning Province. The development of business of
the Caos also promoted the development of Chaoyang County. Since
then, his business developed into the areas of Chifeng, Shenyang and
Jingzhou around Chaoyang County and his business also began to
cover more and more fields. Finally he succeeded in the establishing
a strong base of his business in the northeast China about the end of
Ming Dynasiy, After the Qing troops entering the northeast China,
the business of the Caos began to develop from the northeast China
into the areas inside Shanhaiguan in 1664 and even into all the areas
in the country with Taigu as its center. Since then, the Caos had
become a most successful commercial firm in China not only devel-
oping the business in the country but also into foreign countries as
Korea, Japan, Mongolia, Russia, France and England. The total num-—
ber of the brunch companies of the Caos amounted to 640 with a
capital of 140,000 Liang of silver and a total stuff of 3700 people
servicing in the wide and large ranges of commercial business. The
Caos become one of the richest families in Shanxi Province.

The history of rising and falling of the business of the Caos
reflects the whole process of the development of their business from
the early arduous pioneering work, fast development and to the falling
of the empire. At the early pioneering period, they began to work from
early morning until the late night. During the best period of their
business development, they built 600 quadrangle courtyards designed
as four yards indicating “Luck, Emolument, Longevity and Happiness”
in Liaoning, Mongolia and Russia. But all their glory and success
collapsed so suddenly at last as “A stream of white cloud disappeared
suddenly and the large amount of capital accumulated from generation
to generation never again existed.” We can learn from the history of
the Caos that one -will lose all he has if he only pursues the
enjoyment of ease’and comfort without any limit. This is the same

either for the farhily or the country throughout the whole history until
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now.

The architecture is a kind of solid music, a kind of book
without any sound and it is also a reflection of the social culture.
The fine, magnificent, simple and elegant buildings of San Duo Tang
can lead people learning the development of the economy, politics
and social culture of inner area of China during the middle period of
19 century.

The main yards of the courtyard built by the Caos divided into
four parts of “Luck, Emolument, Longevity and Happiness”, but only
the yard of “Longevity” still exists now and that is called as San
Ijuo Tang. Other three yards have been ruined. The host of San Duo
Tang tried to put the local traditions of having many children, more
happiness and more longevity into the design of the courtyard and to
reflect the traditional culture of Chinese people existing everywhere.
Built in the late of Ming Dynasty, San Duo Tang covers an area of
10,638 square meters among which 6,348 square meters is building
area. It consists of 15 yards and 277 rooms connecting each other
with their own function and forming a yard of Chinese character :
“3£" (Longevity) with the houses scattering in a style of harmony.
The courtyard is facing south and its three sides bordering with the
streets. There is a corridor leading from west to east in the court—
yard dividing the whole courtyard into two parts with different
function: the inner courtyard and outer courtyard. The outer courtyard
is consisted of two quadrangle courtyards and three triple courtyards
where the family held the public activities. The inner courtyard is
consisted of three main courtyards of two—step type and two side—
courtyard of two-—step type. The construction scale of the hall in the
main yard has broken the order of Qing Dynasty that the houses of
the people couldn't build larger than the three—room wide and 5 and
7 beams construction at the roof. The distribution of the houses and
yards in the courtyard is reasonable and the wide and elegant
courtyard reflecting the rigidly stratified feudal society with a style
of what is the highest and what is the second. The main house is

the highést and the side houses are lower than the main house. After



the three staircases one can enter the corridor meaning that one will
be promoted three degrees of post continually. This kind of design
fully reflects the patriarchal clan system of feudal society. All the
hanging boards, couplets, brick carvings and wood carvings are well
designed and they are showing the high technique of the great artists
and architects and they become the precious cultural relics left by
the ancient people. There are three high pavilions with carving beams
and painting poles highly standing on the top of the main building from
there we can view the whole scene of the courtyard as well as the
scene far away around the courtyard.

As on;a of the richest families among the businessmen from Shanxi
Province, The Caos had accumulated a large amount of capital once, and
they also left some unique and precious things and among the twelve
treasures kept by the Caos the most precious one is the locomotive
made with gold. It is made with 4225 kilograms of gold and platinum
and it was a gift paid tribute by France. It was given by the Empress
Dowager Cixi to the Caos as a gift of return to the help the family had
given to the Empress during her hard time. The other one that has higher
historical and art value than the locomotive is the duplicated famous
painting "Qingming Shanghetu(the Painting of Shanghe in the Festival
of Qingming)”. The original one is the masterpiece of Zhang Zeduan in
Northern Song Dynasty but the one kept in the Caos was duplicated by
the famous artist Qiu Yin who was as famous as the artist Tang Bohu
in Ming Dynasty. The painting is 7.47 meters length in total. There are
also many fine bottles, jars, bowls and plates. The “Xiang Basins” used
by the female members before are with all sizes and different colors and
styles forming a beautiful and fine arts.

There are about 400 pieces of furniture made in Ming and Qing
Dynasties and these are the masterpieces of the ancient artists in China.
A large screen of “A hundred of Chinese character of Longevity”, a large
mirror “Three friends of pine, bamboo and plum trees” made with a
natural marble stone, a mirror inlaid with shell and mother—of—pearls,
all these are the unique ones of the furniture made in Ming and Qing

Dynasties., Ther‘e"are also about 40 pieces of the original works of
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calligraphy of Zhao Tieshan who is the most famous calligrapher in
the northeast China exhibit in San Duo Tang.

The large and deep courtyard of San Duo Tang is an epitome of
the residential houses of businessmen from Shanxi Province as well
as the culture of them showing the profound and brilliant cultural
information of the residential houses in the period of Ming and Qing

Dynasties.
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