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A stone memorial archway at
Beichang Back Street.
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Two Treasures of Jinzhong Prefecture

Feng Jicai

History has passed, and the largest relics it left should be residential houses. The relics of
both Chinese and foreign residential houses of ancient times remain in three forms: in block
streets, in villages, and in single form of luxury mansion or mancr. While ancient block streets
are mostly in urban areas, ancient mansions are scatterad around countryside.

Amang the luxury mansions in different places of China, those of the Shanxi merchants are
the best. And the most outstanding examples of the Shanxi mansions are the Wang Family
Mansion in Lingshi and the Chang Family Manor in Yuci, both in Jinzhong Prefecture. Each of
these two mansions covers an area of 200 mu and houses some 2,000 rooms. The Wang
Family Mansion features beautiful and superb architectures, and the Chang Family Manor
stands in an imposing manner.

The Shanxi merchants contributed a lot to the zenith of China's feudal economy. During the
Ming and Qing Dynasties, China had ten groups of successful merchants, among whom the
Shanxi merchants distinguished themselves with their sharp sights, savvy minds, best education,
and broad visions. The Shanxi merchants were inherently hardworking and thrifty and had an
awareness of saving money. They did business everywhere, and once their money was
accumulated 1o a certain amount, they tended to return home and use the money to build
houses, plant frees and flowers, and construct garden-like luxury mansions. By doing so, they
not only had a place to spend the remaining years of their lives, but also realized their dream of
building a paradise of their own. Therefore, the old mansions of the Shanxi merchants can be
considered a wonder of the architectural history as well as a wonder of the human history. They
are not only showing off the wealth of the Shanxi merchants in ancient times, but are also
demonstrating traditional Chinese people's aspiration and love for life!

Wandering around the courtyards of the Wang Family Mansion and walking along the long
street of the Chang Family Manor, we were impressed by the strict and orderly layout of the
structures and the distinctive separations which represent the rules and orders of the two families
in ancient times. Tracing along the established routes in the mansions, one may feel the lite
rhythms and the solemn and dignified atmospheres of the families in the past.

The architectures established in a certain rule, however, somewhat vary and leave us room
for imagination. In ancient times, architectures were not only a functional space but also a
spiritual space, which gave people different psychological feelings such as open or secluded,
smooth or indirect, grant or exquisite, safe or dangerous. The Shanxi merchanis had a better
command of using space creation to satisfy people's various psychological demands.

Another eye-catching feature of the Wang Family Mansion and the Chang Family Manor is



the wonderful engraving art, which positions the two mansions a state-class architectural
sculpture museum. All of the gate towers, screen walls, roofs, eaves, interior walls, and base
stones are engraved. Stone carvings, wood carvings, brick carvings, and clay carvings can be
found here and there. Some pieces are even an integration of hollow-out engraving, penetrative
engraving, high-relief engraving, shallow-relief engraving, and line carving, earning viewers'
admiration. The engravings in Shanxi were probably a result of the countless craftsmen who
used to carve the grottoes at the Hexi Corridor and then moved eastward to here when the
Northern Wei Dynasty (386-534) conquered the Liang Kingdom. Therefore, engravings in these
mansions combine the magnificent northern style with delicate southern style, thus forming
their own style of art unigue to north China.

The most value of these engravings, however, lies in their contents. Some of the engravings'
subjects are legendary tales or drama stories that are popular among the people, and some
are figures that are widely used as symbols of wealth, health, fortune, and safeness. The
engravings are scattered everywhere-inside and outside the courtyards.

In addition, there are also a large number of couplets, inscribed boards, brick walls, and
wood windows carrying calligraphic works of instructions, mottoes, sayings, and beautiful poems
and essays. On these art works, the beauty of calligraphy, the beauty of writing, the beauty of
painting, the beauty of poetry, and the beauty of engraving are combined together. The Shanxi
merchants' mansions concentrated rich cultural information and created a strong cultural
atmosphere, a elegant flavor, and an educational spiritual realm. They reflect the Chinese
people's special pursuit in philosophy, life, ethic, moral, and aesthetics. Being family-like, lifelike,
and approachable, the mansions allow visitors to touch everything and feel as if they just live
here. They idealized the life and made the ideals come to life as well. Such a residential-house
culture and such cultural residential houses can not be found elsewhere in the world. Therefore,
these mansions-two treasures of Jinzhong Prefecture-are also treasures of Chinese civilization.

Today, we should attribute our possession of these cultural gems to leaders and common
people of Jinzhong Prefecture, especially to Mr. Geng Yanbo and his work team. In the past
100 years, as the decline of the Shanxi merchants, many of the famous mansions have collapsed,
and some have disappeared for good. But people living in the Wang Family Mansion and the
Chang Family Manor were well civilized, with an awareness of protecting the cultural relics.
Even so, the long time of weathering without any renovation and ordinary people's damage as
a result of daily life, the two mansions had changed a lot by the 1980s. Thanks to Mr. Geng
Yanbo, then governor of Lingshi Gounty and CPC secretary of Yuci, the historical and cultural




values of the mansions began to be realized. Geng led the local people and started the renovation
of these two mansions, aiming at reviving the glory of these cultural heritages. More than once,
| thought that if it were not Geng, these mansions would have been most likely replaced by
modern high-rises. Then, what will we lose? Will our loss be only the mansions themselves?

The same story also happened to other ancient residential houses of different styles in China's
different place, which are still covered with heavy dust of history. What are their fates like? Are
they waiting for the coming of bulldozers of the real-estate developers? We are really lack of
consciousness and experiences in renovating ancient residential houses.

Therefore, this album not only showcases the magnificence of these two treasures of Jinzhong,
but will also offer an example, a new future-oriented view of value, some creative and practical
methods, and some necessary rules for the renovation and repair of cultural heritages around
China. | believe that this is also the motive of the Xiyuan Publishing House, which is devoted to
the protection of cultural heritages, to publish this alboum. Our common efforts in treasuring and
protecting the relics our ancestors left will benefit the Chinese culture and will benefit our
descendants as well.

August 25, 2002 at Xingye Study, Tianjin
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In the late Ming Dynasty, the Chang Family began to construct a residence
complex. During the reign of Emperor Qian Long, when the two brothers of the
family's ninth generation, Chang Wangi and Chang Wanda, escalated their export
trade of tea to a height, the construction of the residence took in shape. Wangi
constructed a street running from south to north, which is known as Nanchang
West Street. Wanda purchased a patch of land at the north of the village and
constructed a new street, which is known as Beichang Back Street. Hence a
saying goes like this: The Qiao family is famous for its courtyard, while the Chang
family is famous for its two streets.

After 200 years of constant renovation and expansion along these two streets,
the Chang family boasted a hundred courtyards, more than 4,000 houses, and
50-0dd multi-story buildings, covering a total area of 600,000 square meters.
Inside each courtyard, there were halls, pavilions, and terraces with carved beams
and painted rafters, all presenting an imposing manner. Seven gardens were
scattered around the manor and add charm to the residential houses with flowers,
trees, pavilions, balconies, corridors, springs, and ponds. Thanks to the protection
by eight surrounding walls and eight gates, the manor provided an utopia where
the Chang family members resided, studied, viewed the sight, cultivated their
moral characters, and mould their temperaments. To the date, one-fourth of the
original manor, including 40,000 square meters of residences and 80,000 square
meters of gardens, have been revived, basically retaining the original style of
the manor. This has laid a foundation for an overall renovation of the manor in
the future.

The already-revived part of the Chang family manor is in the north of the
Beichang Back Street, stretching 620 meters and encompassing a mountain, a
pavilion, two balconies, three yards, four gardens, eight buildings on terrace,
nine halls, 13 pavilions, 25 corridors, and 27 courtyards. In the depth of the
courtyards, row upon row of buildings stand in close order, showing an elegant
flavor of the Confucian culture. The manor houses northern China's largest
ancestral hall, folk academy, book collection, and woman's building; the most
beautiful brick, wood, and stone carvings; the most typical fine-brocade color
painting; and the richest private treasure of paintings and calligraphic works.
Plus the countless window engravings and door decorations, the Qing-style manor
offers you a grand view of traditional Chinese culture.
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A map of Mangchuan, introducing the structure and layout of
the Chang Family Manor in its golden ages.




