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A Glimpse of the Former Imperial Palace

Lin jing

Beijing is often described as "an oriental ancient capital" with the For-
bidden City as its center in the layout. Old myth goes that the monarch in
the heaven lived in the Ziwei constellation, so the abode of the emperor on
the earth should be called, Ziwei Gong (Ziwei Palace), too, for the emperor
considered himself the son of the Heaven. Ordinary people were never per-
mitted to enter the imperial residence, hence comes the name of Zi Jin Cheng
(the Forbidden City). So many years passed, people knew little about the
magnificent city of bygone days. But fortunately, the old photos from the
end of the Qing Dynasty may show us the real look of the Forbidden City
100 years ago, displaying her long standing culture, exquisite ancient
buildings, and her unique quality as the capital of several dynasties. Along
with the abqndance of treasures collected in the court, it attracts countless
visitors from all over the world.

With a nearly 600-year history, the Forbidden City, as the imperial
palace of Ming and Qing Dynasties, began its construction in 1406 (the 4th
year of the Ming emperor Yongle's reign) and was completed in 1420. It
covers an area of 720,000 square meters with about 100 courtyards, alto-
gether 9999.5 rooms including palaces, halls, towers, pavilions and lodges,
combining the ancient Chinese architectural structure with oriental style. It
is the largest and the most complete ancient palatial complex in existence
and was ranked as the world cultural heritage by UNESCO in 1987. Totally
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24 emperors lived here and reined the country for almost five centuries. It
also witnessed the well-known flourishing times of Kangxi and Qianlong, a
very important stage in the Chinese history.

During the late Qing Dynasty, the photographic technique was intro-
duced into China. In 1900, the 26th year of the Emperor Guangxu's reign, a
Japanese photographer, Ogawa Kazuma had the honor of entering the For-
bidden City and took a set of pictures of ancient buildings in the imperial
palace during his inspection tour in Beijing, which firstly recorded the origi-
nal look of the imperial city. In view of Mr. Ogawa Kazuma's special con-
tribution to the academic and history study, he was awarded medals by
Italy, Sweden, and other countries. His Beijing tour was entrusted and spon-
sored by Dishi (Imperial Clan) Museum of Japan, these precious negatives
were thus preserved by this museum. Meanwhile, an album entitled “True-
to-life Pictures of Beijing Imperial City of Qing Nation” (Qing Guo Bei
Jing Huang Cheng Xie Zhen Tie) was published, showing the wonders of
mysterious Forbidden City to the general public. It is of great importance
to study Chinese history and culture, palatial architecture, layout of gardens,
as well as the arts and decorations, cultural relics and archaeology. In terms
of academic standards, artistic values and systematization, these pictures
were all regarded as the top level of that time.

Another photo album of the Beijing Imperial Palace was not published
until the time of the last Emperor Puyi’s abdication after the 1911 Revolution.
The photographer of this album, with his professional eyes, took a large
number of high quality pictures of the Forbidden City, thus acquiring a
certain position in the court history materials. According to the photographer,
“with the approval of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the help of the
special deputy of the President of Republic of China, guided by the former
emperor himself, I had the chance to visit the Forbidden City and had many
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pictures taken, some of which had never been seen before”. These photos
not only recorded the real palatial complex in the past, but also revealed
professionally the original look of the Forbidden City. They are very valu-
able documents in studying the buildings of the Imperial Palace and reno-
vating the cultural relics in the Qing court. Its significance in history goes
far beyond the words.

Many buildings and sights in these old pictures are no longer existent.
For example, the gate stood in the farthest south of the Imperial City, was
originally called “Da Ming Men” (Great Ming Gate), and then changed into
“Da Qing Men”( Great Qing Gate) in the Qing Dynasty. After the Republic
of China was founded, the gate was given another name, “Zhong Hua Men”
(Gate of Chinese Nation). However, in the old pictures, the gate still kept its
appearance of the Qing period, with the chess-board street in front of it and
the gate-plaque of Da Qing Men in both Chinese and Manchu characters. In
addition, on both sides of Tian An Men (Gate of Heavenly Peace) originally
were the gates of Chang An Zuo Men (Left Gate of Permanent Peace) and
Chang An You Men (Right Gate of Permanent Peace), which were torn
down as early as 40 years ago. Another example in the old photos is that one
can see the original tablet with four characters “Jian Ji Sui You”, written by
Emperor Qianlong and a couplet was hung on the back pillars in the largest
hall, Tai He Dian ( Hall of Great Harmony). Furthermore, the characters on
the plaques fixed on the facade of three front halls were all both in Chinese
and Manchu, but now only Chinese remained, which was changed by Yuan
Shikai, the arch usurper of the state power in the political scandal in 1915-
1916. The imperial throne in Tai He Dian (Hall of Great Harmony) was also
replaced by an armchair with a high back of neither Chinese nor western
style. Several decades passed, according to an old picture, the staff of the
Palace Museum restored the previous condition of Tai He Dian (Hall of
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Great Harmony), such as the imperial throne in the Hall. In Zhong He Dian
(Hall of Middle Harmony), as shown by the photos it is a folding chair but
not the throne as usual that was placed in the center, on both sides of which
were candlesticks. Besides the furnishings, a few building layouts were also

changed, alth i i ioj

by g ough the whole palatial complex kept its original shape of the
ing Dynasty. Some of these changes were recorded in the history archives

Dt Somie coudd wor be fownd. Zhese old prciures provide die MUSSING parts.

They include Yan Chun Ge (Pavilion of Prolonged Spring) in Jian Fu Gong
Garden; the bamboo fence in the Imperial Garden; the Bei Shang Men (Bei
Shang Gate) and 100 rooms outside of the Shen Wu Men (Gate of Martial
Spirit); Xili Ting (Pavilions of Practicing Rites) similar to the corner tower
of the Forbidden City and decorated archway at the front-street of Scenery
Hill (Jing Shan Qian Jie); the wooden bridge over the city moat ... None of
them were in existence for a long time. Furthermore, to the southeast of the
Tian Yi Men (Tian Yi Gate) in Imperial Garden originally was a single-roof
pavilion of wooden structure with a mini floating cup canal in it, but now
only the balustrade and stone paved base left. If without those precious
photos, one could hardly imagine what the palace was really like before.
Buffeted by wind and rain, the beautiful designs carved on the white marble
balustrade and stone carvings in the imperial city have been corroded through
the ages. These photos have offered us the brilliant beauty of the imperial
buildings a hundred years ago.

Most of these valuable old pictures in the album were taken in 1900,
when Beijing City was occupied by the Eight-Power Allied Forces. There
were overgrown weeds in some courtyards because the imperial family fled
from the palace, nobody followed the routine rule to clean up and took care
of the yards and gardens. It can be said that these photos are more precious

and valuable for they were taken under extremely difficult circumstances.
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Standing in Wan Chun Ting ( Ten-thousand Spring Pavilion )on the top
of Jing Shan (Scenery Hill) and overlooking the grand and magnificent
imperial complex, one can find so many buildings just like a vast palatial
sea embracing a variety of palaces and halls in a unified entity, presenting a
layout of symmetry, harmony, rigorousness and perfection. Towering pines,
cypress trees, flower beds and rockeries are scattered in the courtyards and
gardens. )

The Forbidden City was built according to the regulation of “front the
court and back the abode”, written in the historic book of Zhouli (the Rites
of Zhou Dynasty). With the Qian Qing Men Square as the boundary, south
of the square is the outer court, mainly including the imposing Tai He Dian
(Hall of Great Harmony), Zhong He Dian (Hall of Middle Harmony), and
Bao He Dian (Hall of Preserving Harmony); and to the north of it is the
inner court, the royal abode areas, with the three back palaces as its center
and 12 palaces altogether in the east and west as wings interwoven with
pavilions, towers, studios, stages, lodges and gardens. Each yard has its
own enclosing wall, making it more closely guarded and mysterious. The
exquisite corner tower stands at each of the four corners of the Forbidden
City and the enchanting city moat, like a fluttering green ribbon, flows
slowly around the grandeur imperial palace. The picturesque scenery will
long linger on your mind.

The Forbidden City is like a giant in history who witnesses untold touch-
ing stories of happiness and suffering, pride and humiliation in Chinese
history. It also records the intelligence and strength of the Chinese people,
the declining and regeneration of Chinese nation. It is a great historic site

that is always well worth preserving by the Chinese nation.
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An Ornamental pillar in front of Tian An Men
(Gate of Heavenly Peace)
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A stone lion in front of Tian An Men
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Side view of an orinamental pillar
in front of Tian An Men




