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Chinese Culture of Memorial
Archways
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Most of China's ancient architecture is formed in groups of great
momentum and grand scale. But memorial archways are out of
ordinary, becoming a standard; it is a unique architectural style
formed in brief and exquisite technique of expression. Each
memorial archway has its fixed construction target and unique
construct meaning, and contains rich connotation and the symbolic
meaning. These connotations are mainly shown through carvings,

colored decoration patterns and characters on memorial archways.
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> History of Memorial

Archways

Memorial Archways have a long history.
During the Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-
256 B.C.), China already had architecture
form of memorial archways. This
building structure is of two columns
on both sides putting up a crossbeam,
known as the Balanced Gate. Such
balanced gates already had the basic
structure of memorial archways and
could be regarded as the rudiment form
of memorial archways. Currently, the
earliest document records about balanced
gates can be seen in The Book of Songs in
the Spring and Autumn Period (770 B.C.-
476 B.C.). At that time, buildings having
the rudiment form of memorial archways
were generally very simple, focusing on
its practical value as a gate.

From the Spring and Autumn and
the Warring States Period (770 B.C.-
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221 B.C.) to the Tang Dynasty (618 -
907), Chinese city layout usually used
the neighborhood (Li Fang) system,
namely many checkerboard type roads
are built in a crisscross pattern in the
city; these roads divided the city into
a certain number of square residential

areas, which were called Li before the

» BRREREYHISHE (BREFE)

Fang System Structure Diagram in Chang'an City of the Tang Dynasty (by Wang Senwen,

Qing Dynasty)
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Ornamental Pillar in Front of Tian’anmen,
Beijing

Sui Dynasty and Fang in the Tang
Dynasty. Fang was the basic unit of
residential areas; walls usually were
built between them. In order to facilitate
residents to pass through, there were
gates in the central wall, called Fang
gate. Above each gate, there was name
of so-and-so. During the Tang Dynasty,
in order to strengthen the administration
of public security, the curfew system
was put into practice; every day each
Fang would open and close on time. In
addition, if the government office had
official notice of praise and honor to
residents of a certain Fang, it was also
posted on the gate. Therefore the gate
had a new function. Later, in order to
preserve these praise and honor bulletins
longer, people used more solid materials
to build the Fang gates, and engraved
testimonial matter on it. Hence there
appeared multifarious names of Fang,
such as Filial Piety Fang, Number One
Scholar Fang and Benevolent Rule Fang,
etc. Till the Northern Song Dynasty
(960-1127), along with the development
of commercial economy, enclosed
Fang system collapsed and walls were
demolished; Fang gates were left without
walls. Its original function disappeared,

and doors were removed because of no
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practical use. The frame of Fang gate
became a symbolic archway, standing at a
prominent position in the street.

During the forming process of
memorial archways, the shape and
structure was affected by the influence
of two architectures. One is ornamental
pillars. Ornamental pillars are unique to
China’s columnar buildings, originally
made of wood with simple shapes, and
usually built in traffic thoroughfares, as
recognitions of road signs. Its function
was equivalent to current road signs or
guidepost. Since the Eastern Han Dynasty,
ornamental pillars were mostly made of
stones, and were set up in the front part
of imperial necropolises, as decoration
and marking of the divine road, called
the Sacred Way Stone Column (Shen
Dao Shi Zhu). Ornamental pillars are
composed of three parts—a foundation
bed, column shaft and chapiter, often
appear in pairs. To the Tang and Song
dynasties, their shape and structure had
been very gorgeous, not only different
decorated board were added at the top of
column shaft, etc., but also complicated
ornamentations were overelaborate fine.
When simple columns were replaced by

such ornamental pillars whose tops were
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Lingxing Gate of Confucius Temple at Qufu, Shandong Province
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higher than the ornate tie-beams and
doors, a new type of gate was formed.
This combination of ornamental columns
and Fang gate was called black-top
gate. The name comes because of its
column end coated with black paint for
the rainproof and the anticorrosive. As
black-top gates were luxury and solemn
and imposing dignity, rich and influential
families used it as the mansion gate.
In the Tang and Song dynasties (618-

1279), black-top gate system was even
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made specific provisions. Black-top gate
contained the meaning of recognition of
family, thus gradually became the pronoun
of the upper class. After the Song Dynasty
(960-1279), the name black-top gate
was replaced by Lingxing gate (heavenly
gate). Lingxing was formerly known as
god of hope and heaven field, managing
farming. In initial stage of the Han
Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.), to pray for
a good harvest in the coming year, the Han
Emperor Liu Bang even issued command
to worship Lingxing first, which showed
how important it was considered. Up to
the Song Dynasty (960-1279), people
took this ceremony to worship Confucius,
symbolizing worshiping Confucius was
like respecting Heaven and built Lingxing
gate in front of Confucius Temple and
Confucius Woods. Lingxing gates were
dignified and solemn, mostly used as
identification construction of Confucius
Temple, temple gardens and tombs. Their
pillars were much higher than architrave;
common people called this high pillar
style Chongtian (up to sky) archway,
which became the main shape of memorial
archways.

Another building influenced the shape
and structure of memorial archway was

Que which was watchtower architecture,
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Rubbing of a Single Que Image Brick of the
Eastern Han Dynasty

originated in the Spring and Autumn
Period. They were initially used mainly
for security observation, and mostly set up
on both sides of the access of the gate of
imperial palace and government offices.
During the Qin and Han dynasties (221
B.C.-220 A.D.), Que gradually evolved
into decorative buildings of showing
family status, widely used in front of
palaces and mausoleums. Que can be
divided into two forms: one is independent
double watchtowers, between which there
were no door leaves, and covered with
housetop; the other Que combined door
leaves and Que into one, namely there
was a gate tower of monolayer, bilayer
and three-layer eaves between the two
Que, and it can be seen from carved
stones in the Han Dynasty and frescos
in the Northern Wei Dynasty that Que
developed into the shape and structure of
the Meridian Gate of the Forbidden City
in Beijing in the Ming and Qing dynasties.
Que is composed of three parts: a
foundation bed, Que body and the building
roof, among which the building roof is
the main decorative position, generally
having ornate carvings. The ancients
transplanted Que roof to the Fang gate
on pillars and architrave, formed an other

new style of memorial archways—the
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Meridian Gate of the Forbidden City in Beijing
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house-style Pai Lou, which were more

solemn and beautiful than black-top gate
and Lingxing gate and became more and
more popular.

The high pillar style (Chongtian) Pai
Fang has no roof, and the house-type Pai
Lou has no ornate ornamental columns,
hence somebody combines the two kinds

of memorial archways, creating the
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Groom Kuai Tomb Memorial Archway at Western Hill, Jiangsu Province



Pai Fang and Pai Lou
Pai Fang and Pai Lou are all buildings in ancient China used for commending,
commemorating, decorating and identifying, usually used in palatial gardens, temple gardens,
tombs, ancestral halls, government offices in feudal China and street intersections, etc. Since
common people are always confused about Fang and Lou, they are often considered the same

thing.
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Qianxiangyunji Pai Lou at Pingyao, Shanxi Province
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third style—high pillar Pai Lou, which
comprises roof as well as ornamental
columns. They are three main styles of
Chinese memorial archways, which can
been seen today.

During the Ming and Qing dynasties,
artistic achievements of archways
reached its highest point. Memorial
archways were not only set up in the rural
altars and the Confucius Temple, but also
appeared in palaces, shrines, mausoleums,
ancestral halls, government offices in

feudal China, gardens, main streets,

)

-y

High Pillar Style Pai Lou: Chengji Pai Lou on South Lake Island in Beijing Summer Palace



