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My Visits to Ancient Architectural Sites in Shanxi
Lian Da

Due to my deep love of Chinese traditional culture, especially Chinese classical architecture, I
have frequently visited ancient Chinese temples, palaces, mausoleums, the Great Wall, villages
and folk dwellings, to better appreciate the resplendence of our ancestors. I was born in a small
inland county seat in northeastern China which is rarely associated with history or historical
sites. It was not until I was 18 that I had my first contact with the ancient Chinese architecture. I
remembered that I was so passionate and excited, as if I were back to the remote homeland I had
left years before. I realized that this represented the civilization of our people and worthy of study
as my lifetime pursuit.

When speaking of ancient architecture, the first place that comes to my mind is Shanxi, where I
am always attracted to its majestic landscape and ancient culture.

Chinese civilization originated in Shanxi Province. As the saying goes “Shanxi reflects a five-
thousand-year civilization”. In the times of the ancient Yao, Shun and Yu, the capital of the na-
tion was in south Shanxi: Linfen was then Yao’s capital and Yuncheng has the mausoleum of
Shun. Today, there are still many preserved temples dedicated to Yao, Shun and Yu in the south
and southeast Shanxi countryside.

In the early West Zhou Period (1046 BC—771 BC), Shanxi was already named the Kingdom of
Jin. According to legend, Emperor Cheng of the Zhou Dynasty gave the Kingdom of Tang to
his brother Shu Yu whose son Xie Fu changed the name of Tang to Jin because of the Jin River
flowing through the kingdom. In the Spring and Autumn Period (770 BC—476 BC), thanks to the
governance of Chong Er, the Lord of Jin, the Kingdom of Jin became a powerful, influential state
in the Central Plains region; that is why Shanxi was called “Jin” for short thereafter. In the early
Warring States Period (475 BC—221 BC), the Kingdom of Jin was separated and occupied by the
kingdoms of Han, Zhao and Wei, so Shanxi is also sometimes called “the Place of Three Jins”.

During the Qin (221 BC—-206 BC) and Han dynasties (202 BC—220 AD), Shanxi was for a long
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time the frontier of the Central Plains governments in conflicts against the Xiongnu, an ancient
ethnic group in northern China. Liu Bang, Emperor Gaozu of the Han Dynasty, was once be-
sieged on Baideng Mountain, and later Liu Che, Emperor Wudi of Han Dynasty, drove back the
Xiongnu attackers in a fierce battle near Ma Yi in north Shanxi.

Guan Yu, a famous general from Shanxi during the late Han Dynasty and Three Kingdoms Peri-
od (220-280), was respected for his bravery and loyalty by later generations as the “Martial Sage”
and “Chong Ning Zhen Jun”, a title conferred by Emperor Huizong of the Northern Song Dynasty
(960—1127) to memorialize Guan Yu. Favorably compared with the Civil Sage Confucius, Guan
Yu was also called “Shanxi Master” by the local folks and regarded as the national symbol of the
qualities of loyalty, bravery, kindheartedness and justice. Today, the largest temple in China dedi-
cated to Guan Yu is in Xiezhou, Shanxi.

With its long history and rich cultural heritage, Shanxi still has the largest, most dense collection
of buildings preserving the ancient architectural record of China despite the rise and fall of dynas-
ties, frequent wars and natural disasters of the passing centuries.

Shanxi now has more than 70% of the ancient buildings built during the Tang Dynasty (618—907),
the Five Dynasties (907—960), the Song Dynasty (960—1279), the Liao Dynasty (907—1125) and
the Jin Dynasty (1115—1234). Chinese traditional architecture is mainly constructed of wood and
relatively difficult to maintain over the long term; so the oldest existing complete examples of
wood-structures can only be traced back to the Tang Dynasty. All of the four complete existing
wooden buildings from the Tang Dynasty and three of the four existing complete wooden build-
ings from the Five Dynasties period are in Shanxi.

Of all existing Song Dynasty buildings, Goddess Hall at Jinci Temple is the oldest structure
building according to “Ying Zao Fa Shi”, literally the Treatise on Architectural Methods or State
Building Standards. The Liao Dynasty Sakya Pagoda at Fogong Temple in Yingxian County is the



tallest and oldest existing wooden pagoda in the world. Other large scale temples such as Huayan
Temple, Shanhua Temple and Chongfu Temple representing the rare, outstanding architectural
and artistic masterpieces of the Liao and Jin dynasties have all been preserved in north Shanxi.
In addition, the largest number of existing Yuan Dynasty (1206—1368) buildings in China are pre-
served in Shanxi.

Shanxi Province is also home to many classical buildings of the Ming (1368—1644) and Qing
dynasties (1644—1911). The ancient villages in south Shanxi are well preserved and reflect the liv-
ing conditions of the local people during Ming and Qing times. In central and southwest Shanxi,
ancient temples and folk dwellings have been saved and there are still groups of temples and pal-
aces in good conditions even - in densely populated towns. For instance, Pingyao Ancient City,
the most well-known representative, is the best preserved Ming and Qing county seat, and well
respected as a living sample of Chinese ancient towns where people can see all the traditional ele-
ments such as ancient city wall, government office, streets and markets, temples and folk dwell-
ings.

I recall the first time I started drawing ancient buildings. At that time, I was only a poor student
keen on the beautiful buildings but unable to afford even a cheap camera to take pictures of them.
With no idea of how to express my passion for the ancient architecture, I suddenly realized that
I could draw them. So, I simply sat down and started drawing carefully, which turned into a per-
sisting practice to show my love for the buildings. Now, traveling to paint ancient structures has
become a part of my annual schedule.

It might be true that I was less professional in my early sketching techniques or not strict enough
in displaying the architectural details. However, I loved to express my deep feelings by drawing to
record the current conditions of those ancient buildings; I believe it to be the solid track of my life
and an aspect of my personality. I can never forget the experience of continuously drawing under
the wooden pagoda in Yingxian for four hours. Totally absorbed in the spiritual communication



with the building, I lost track of time, hunger and fatigue and seemed oblivious to the outside
bustle of life.

Every chance to visit Shanxi was so precious to me that I would make full use of time to draw as
much as possible. Others might think I was crazy, but they never understand the incomparable
pleasure I found in it. Nothing could dampen my passion for ancient architecture painting. It
usually takes one or two hours or more on average to finish a sketch often the task takes an entire
day. The physical fatigue is almost unbearable, yet the pleasure of it dwarfs all difficulties.

Shanxi villagers are very open and friendly, and they offered me as much support and help as pos-
sible in my work. Their hospitality is pure without any ulterior motive, which touches me deeply.
One early winter’s day, I was drawing the Main Hall of the Fotou Temple in Chedang Village,
Pingshun, till the noon when an old lady from the next courtyard asked solicitously if I had had
lunch and invited me to her home to prevent my getting ill from staying out in the cold so long.
My heart was immediately flooded with the warmth of her sincere words. One summer day, I was
wielding my pencil under the burning sunshine at the Guandi Temple in Fencheng when some
local villagers brought me water melons and others held the umbrella for me. I’'ve enjoyed such
experiences many times, they give me another reason to love Shanxi so much, in addition to its
ancient buildings.

As I travel more extensively and deeply, I find that many less-known ancient structures in the
countryside are facing rapid deterioration, despite protection measures carried out for some well-
known ancient buildings or those inside tourist areas, such as Huayan Temple, Chongfui Temple,
Longmen Temple and Guangsheng Temple, etc.

Many old temples out of the reach of effective protection are, in fact, being deserted even though
some of them have been listed for state, provincial, municipal or county level protection. It wor-
ries me very much to see the ancient buildings with such severely endangering conditions such



water leaks, imminent collapse, wood rot, poor maintenance, especially when I, myself, can do
little to help. People living around such architectural gems might not realize the importance and
significance of the ancient buildings and thus delay better protecting them.

Today the world is embracing a rapidly developing economy, yet the ancient buildings of our
country which have survived the hardships through our long history face very severe challenges.
My sadness and anger are beyond description when I see many beautiful buildings which have
existed for hundreds or thousands of years woefully deteriorating or disappearing.

Despite this inner grief and pity, I am spurred by a feeling of urgency and responsibility, hoping
to contribute my limited time and energy to visually record as many less-known ancient buildings
as possible. I would love to accurately capture the current situation of these splendid national
treasures in my own way, to save their charming images as precious memories for our people, and
in such a way as to raise more people’s concern and attention for their protection.
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