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Introduction

On July 1, 2010, with the approval of the State Council, the Municipal Government of Beijing abolished the
administrative Districts of Xuanwu and Chongwen, which were meiged with Xicheng and Dongcheng
respectively.

The central axis of the city is ancient and grand, going from Yongdingmen Gate, along the Qianmendaijie
Street, across Zhengyangmen Gate and Tian‘anmen Gate, through the golden glazed tiles of the Forbidden
City, and finally out of the Deshengmen Gate. Now the eastern and western sides along the central axis have
been adjusted, with Dongcheng District and Chongwen District merged as the new Dongcheng District,
Xicheng District and Xuanwu District as the new Xicheng District.

The core area of old downtown Beijing (Dongcheng, Xicheng, Xuanwu, Chongwen) formerly known as
the four districts, is convex-shaped, an outline of the Beijing city in Qing Dynasty and Ming Dynasty times.
This book mainly focuses on the dated Hutong (lanes) in Beijing. So in the book, all the names of the
former four districts, the core area of old downtown Beijing, remain according fo the historical convention,
for the convenience of the readers .

Glossary-common types of gate

Ruiyi Gate (4=#11): a small double door is set at the front of the gate house.

Manzi "Barbarians" Gate (% F11): a wide double door is set af the front part of the gate house.
Jinzhu Gate(£4:17): a wide double door is set in the center of the gate house.

Guangliang Gate ()~ %11): a wide double door is set at the back of the gate house.

Chuihuamen / Festoon Gate (< #11): usually the door linking the forecourt wiht the main courtyard, this kind
of gate has two bits of wood sticking down in front, carved and painted like flower buds.
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Preface

Mr. Zheng Xicheng began his sketches of Beijing courtyards in the year 2001.
He had been shocked by the scale and speed of their demolition in the old
downtown area. Though Beijing was listed among the first batch of China’s
Historical and Cultural Cities early in 1983, the debate over how the protect its
old town lasted for half a century, meanwhile demolition inside the city never
ceased.

At the same time Beijing was proclaimed a Historical and Cultural City, things
changed: the government began to involve property developers in urban renewal,
allocating urban land for property developers to invest and build. Demolition
ran amuck on account of the huge profits to be gained. Against this background,
Mr. Zheng started to race against the bulldozers to sketch the old courtyards of
Beijing.

Mr. Zheng was nearly seventy years old when he started this undertaking.
Though he suffered from a foot impairment from childhood, he rode his bike
though the lanes and hutongs in both summer and winter, and with superhuman
will power he finished over a hundred sketches of Beijing’s fast-disappearing
residential courtyards.

Born and raised in Beijing, Mr. Zheng had deep feelings toward the city, its
homes, its neighborhoods and the simple folk customs pervading within the
hutongs. All his nostalgia is embodied and reflected in his sketches and notes.

Mr. Zheng is a painter and sculptor, not an architect. His sketches are not exact
diagrams; nor was he intent on recording courtyards from a relic protector’s
perspective, so the messy unplanned or unapproved structures inside the
courtyards are not represented in the drawings. Mr. Zheng made his survey and



spent time checking old photos and pictures, so that he might reconstruct the
original courtyards in his sketches. Some courtyards which he knew well were
sketched based on his own memories. He has presented the most beautiful things
to the readers. Mr. Zheng saw with his own eyes how some courtyards were
demolished ruthlessly, and yet he has dispassionately represented the history and
beauty of Beijing. And this is essentially the eternal theme of the book.

The author attaches special importance to the identity and background of the
courtyard’s owners or residents because it is their personality and tastes that
determined the courtyard’s layout and architectural style. The sketches include
not only the large, two-courtyard or three-courtyard compounds, or the princely
residences that cover two or three hutongs, but also include the tiny two-sided or
even single-sided courtyards.

Different types of people occupied the Inner and Outer cities. The Inner City,
sometimes referred to as the Tartar City, was populated chiefly by Manchu
ethnics, dignitaries or aristocrats who lived in larger courtyard compound.
Whereas in the Outer City, to the west of Qianmen Street, are many guild halls
and residences of officials or literati from other parts of China, while to the east
of Qianmen Street are business guild halls, and small handicraft workshops. Due
to limited space, the courtyard compounds are relatively narrow, and we see
courtyards described as “servant teases master””’, but the buildings are exquisitely
decorated and adorned, showing that people living there were not poor, even
though their social status might not be high. Besides the variation due to social
and geographic differences, changes along with the times are also reflected in
the album, for example, early 20th century western-style buildings appeared in
the courtyards, street shops with western style decorations, and the professor’s
residences of the PUMC Hospital in Xizongbu Hutong are typical of this period.

When surveying for his sketches, Mr. Zheng also pays attention to the courtyard

1 A style in which the East and West side wings block light from reaching the end rooms

of the main north wing.



type and detailed work. Courtyards have many functions, for example, in addition
to the residential courtyards, he has made sketches of the Hengxing Wood
Workshop at Beixingiao, Yude Grain Shop and its flour mill at Banqiao Hutong,
as well as courtyards with shop fronts. The detailed treatments often go unnoticed,
for example, the “H” shaped back courtyard at No. 25, Chayuan Hutong with
its covered corridor linking front and back wings, retains the layout common
after Song and Yuan Dynasty. The «passage / corridor wall” leading to the side
courtyard of Guigongfu at No. 42 Xinxian Hutong is typical of Tang Dynasty
construction. At No. 9 Nanchizi Denglongku, the way the roof ridges of the side
wings and main wing join reminds one of the “chop” style courtyards in Sichuan
or Yunnan provinces. All this goes to show that Beijing, the famous historical and
cultural city, has rich and invaluable deposits of tangible cultural relics among ancient
Chinese cities. How to appreciate the historical value of all this heritage during
preservation efforts is a question that needs further study.

Of the over one hundred courtyards sketched in this album, Mr. Zheng tells
me, 59 have been totally demolished while only a few of the rest remain intact.
No. 22, Meishuguan Houjie Street, former residence of Zhao Zichen, was the
first courtyard to be demolished back in October 2000. At the time Hou Renzhi,
Wu Liangyong, Zheng Xiaoxie, Luo Zhewen and many other experts called
for its preservation to no effect. No. 23 of Dongzhimen Beigouyan Hutong,
former residence for Liang Qichao, survived thanks to the attention of Mr. Xie
Chensheng. The famous Lin Family Courtyards, at No. 222 of Xiheyan Street,
consisted of four courtyards, but three of them were demolished in 2006, and the
remaining one was saved in June 2008, when a “civilian against officialdom”
law suit against illegal demolition was won. This was hailed as the “first cultural
relics protection case ever to wins”. The case ended favorably, but what about the



already demolished courtyards? Who is to blame? Why was the cultural relics
administration authorities excluded from the legal proceedings? Obviously there
are loopholes in the cultural relics protection legislation. Lawyer Zhu Shouquan
expressed three concerns (Beijing Evening News, July 1, 2009) that should be
considered and addressed properly by official departments concerned. The book
contains sketch drawings of all three examples cited for the readers’ reference.
Also several photos of demolition that has taken place in recent years are
included (see page 3), just for history’s sake.

Mr. Zheng Xicheng is an ordinary Beijinger who done his part to protect this
famous historical and cultural city. Personally I am delighted have had the chance
to read this book before publication, so write these thoughts to congratulate the
author.

Xu Pingfang
February 3, 2009

Note:Xu Pingfang, born oct 1930, is a member of the Archeological Experts Team of the
China Cultural Relicts Bureau, member of the Expert Advisory Committee for Historic
and Cultural City Protection, under China’s Ministry of Construction and Cultural Relicts
Bureau. He is also a Board member of the China Historical Society and Chairman of the
Board of the China Archeological Society.
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