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Author’s Preface

“The Most Famous Sights of Old Beijing” was originally published as a column in the Bejing
Evening News supplement, in the form of pictures with captions, from August 2, 1994. The column
ran for eight years altogether, presenting views of Beijing of scenic, cultural or historical interest.

People often asked me: “How did you come to think of such a subject for sketching?” | think it
came about quite naturally. | started drawing when | was very young; at first simply out of interest, and
later it developed into a passion,-and | finally devoted myself to the pursuit of art. | am an “old Beijinger,”
that is, | was born and raised in the Chinese capital. My boyhood years were spent in a /ufong, one
of those narrow neighborhood lanes peculiar to Beijing, situated where the southwest corner of
Tiananmen Square is now. With the expansion of the square and the construction of the Great Hall of
the People in 1958, the Autongwas demolished, and we moved to Dongzhimenwai. If you pass by the
square today, you will notice to the southwest a white building with a clock on its dome (the Bank of
China). In those days, when my mother was working at the Supreme People’s Court, we didn't have
a clock in the house. Every morning, | used to stand on a block of stone at the entrance to the Aufong,
and peer at the clock. Then | would run back and tell my mother the time, and help her get ready for
work.

As we lived not far from Qianmen, when | was small | would frequent the area of the old railway
station at Zhengyangmen, the City Moat and Dazhalan. Images of the ancient gate towers, stone
bridges, ceremonial arches erected in the streets, tea houses and the old emporia etched themselves
on my brain.... | still clearly remember the first sketch from life | did when | was a youngster. It was a
picture of the Great Hall of the Imperial Ancestral Temple.

| have lived in Beijing for decades, and in this time | have never left off recording the old capital in
my sketches. | have prowled every inch of it — from the streets, alleys and /ufong of the old city to the
vast mountains and rivers of its outskirts. In my odd moments of leisure, | have read book after book
about Beijing, and made copious notes. Years have slipped by, but still, wherever | go in Beijing, and
whenever | chance to see in a pictorial, newspaper or magazine a familiar street scene, building or
archway, the memories come flooding back. That's because here is my past, my experience, my life,
my joys and my sorrows.... | close my eyes, and my mind is filled with pictures, like watching a film —
as if an irrepressible spring is bubbling up from the depths of my consciousness. All year round, no
matter what the weather, | made my on-the-spot inspections, face to face with history. Some of the
more remote mountainous locations, where transportation was a problem, | reached traveling by
truck, tractor or horse-drawn cart, and even on the back of a donkey. But most of the time | was on
foot. In some places there were poisonous snakes, in Huangcaoliang, for instance, near the Qizuolou
section of the Great Wall in Mentougou area, where it borders Hebei Province. | went there three
times. After several excursions in the wilds, | finally collapsed from dizziness, but fortunately found
assistance before it was too late. Ever since then, | have carried medicine with me.

It is common enough to hear people say that they have risked their lives for art, but in my case this
is literally true. Perhaps people may say that | must be infatuated with my quest to take such risks, but




| think it is just that the old city of Beijing has an endless fascination for me.

In my Most Famous Sights of Old Bejing, | have made great efforts to choose the most charming
angle of each site to express, through both pictures and words, my understanding, knowledge and
love of Beijing’s traditional culture. For example, when | sketched Dajue Temple, | first gazed upon the
1,000-year-old Liao Dynasty stele in the temple courtyard, with its mottled inscription and rough carv-
ings exuding an almost primitive simplicity. Unconsciously, | stretched out my hand to touch the stele
lightly — and it was as if | had been transported back 1,000 years in that temple courtyard. | felt the
unmistakable tug of history. | had the same sensation when | sketched the Stone Buddha of Northern
Wei as one of the four scenes from Phoenix Ridge west of Beijing. This statue is more than 1,500
years old, and is one of the rarest treasures of the capital, and soon after my sketch of it appeared in
the Bejjing Evening News — on March 25, 1998, to be exact — it mysteriously disappeared. A few
months later, it was discovered that three farmers from Hebei had stolen it, and taken it to Quyang.
The thieves were sentenced to death. The stone Buddha had been broken into five pieces, but it was
restored, and is now housed in the Beijing Stone Carvings Museum. This museum is in the Five
Pagoda Temple, just behind the zoo. | went to see it there, but | found that it didn’t exude the same
atmosphere as it did when it was situated on Phoenix Ridge. | hope that some day it will be returned
to its original site.

There are many places included in 7#e Most Famous Sights of Old Bejjing guaranteed to arouse
in you feelings of beauty and awe. They include Chuandixia, which is a village comprising dozens of
old courtyard houses, located deep in the mountains of Mentougou area, the perfectly preserved
Ming Dynasty section of the Great Wall at Shiyang Gully, and the unique Jin Dynasty Zhengang
Pagoda. Early this year, Beijing TV filmed and broadcast an eight-part series called “Beijing Through
the Eyes of Leading Artists”. On the day we filmed the episode dealing with Mr. Zhang Renzhi, we
huffed and puffed our way carrying the cameras up to Wanchun Pavilion on the main peak of Coal
Hill. It was nearly dusk when we arrived at the pavilion, and as | gazed south over the Forbidden City,
with the last rays of the setting sun glittering on its golden roofs, it seemed to me that the Shenwumen
Gate looked even more grand and imposing than ever. The buildings along the central axis — the
Baohe, Zhonghe and Taihe palaces, and Tiananmen Gate — were blurred, as were the Zhengyangmen
and Arrow Tower. In the haze which covered the houses of ordinary people around the Forbidden
City, it was impossible to tell where the earth ended and the sky began. But the wall of the Forbidden
City and the buildings on its central axis formed the character z#ong (#), standing for China! It hit me
right in the eye, and caused an intense emotion to well up from deep inside me. At that moment, there
came to me, unbidden, an echo of the four-character phrases “boundless knowledge, profound wis-
dom” and “never-ceasing vigorous growth.” Surely, here was the very quintessence of the old city of
Beijing! _

The old buildings of Beijing (including the Awfong, old streets and courtyard houses) are a crystal-
lization of the hard work and wisdom of the Chinese people, embodying the traditional esthetics and




classical thought of China. At the same time, they bear the stamp of the life of the city; they are
concrete records of the city’s ups and downs, and of the many changes that have taken place here. A
city without old buildings is a bare, colorless one.

Right now, Beijing is undergoing a large-scale “transformation of the old city,” during which many
of the old buildings are being torn down. Indeed, some “units under cultural protection” have not
escaped, including some originally sketched in 7he Most Famous Sights of Old Bejfing (including
Rufu-li Street Gateway, Chuiiua Gate, and Arched Gateway). And there may be others which have
now disappeared. | took a stroll the other day along the Second Ring Road from Dongzhimen to
Chaoyangmen, and saw that a whole swath of old buildings had been cleared. Moreover, all the old
hutong which used to nestle around the Tongjiao Temple had been removed, leaving the temple like
a lone boat on a vast ocean.....

The Most Famous Sights of Old Bejjing provoked a certain response from the general public, with
many readers writing and telephoning their comments to me. Especially at the Exhibition of Beijing-
Flavor Paintings, held early this year, | had a chance to meet with and talk to the viewers, many of
who had brought with them scrapbooks containing 7%e Most Famous Sights of Old Bejjing which they
had cut out of the newspaper. Jia Zhenxin, 82, had read the column faithfully for all the eight years of
its existence — 260 episodes in all — and had pasted the column on a roll of paper several meters
long. While it might be said that my work has made an impression on the readers of the column, the
enthusiasm for old Beijing manifested by the readers has made an even deeper impression on me!

I was time and time again urged to publish 7%e Most Famous Sights of Ofd Bejjiingin book form,
with expanded explanations of the pictures, and | have to thank Ms. Zhou Kuijie, Mr. Zhang Shilin and
Ms. Zhang Minjie of New World Press for ensuring the success of this project.

The Most Famous Sights of Old Beijing contains 108 sketches selected from the original series.
They were chosen for their artistic representativeness and the varied and unique styles of their
craftsmanship. They were also chosen to present the appearance and history of old Beijing in a multi-
faceted way.

I hope that 74e Most Farmous Sights of Old Bejiing will preserve the bygone splendor of the old
capital forever. And | hope that it will help to arouse love for old Beijing in the hearts of many more
people.

Written on a rainy evening, June 28, 2002
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