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Editor's Word

This photo album consists of more than 280 pictures of Chinese
architecture and scenery in the beginning of last century, selected by a
German architect called Ernst Boerschmann (1873-1949) from 1906 to
1909. These photos were taken more than 100 years ago and covered a
lot of provinces in China, such as Beijing, Hebei, Shandong, Sichuan,
Zhejiang and so on. They recorded architecture, scenery and local cus-
toms in different places at that time, which are very precious. Most of
the buildings in the album no longer exist; these photos are the only way
for people to learn the architectural styles at that time, which gives them
certain documentary value.

This book has certain limitations since Ernst Boerschmann inter-
preted Chinese architectural arts and culture from a foreign architect’s
point of view and there were also social as well as traffic problems at
that time. For instance, the introduction about Chinese architecture and
landscape is not comprehensive enough, nor all the selected examples
typical. Even the most excellent models of Chinese architecture, such
as The Forbidden City, The Temple of Heaven, The Rehe Palace and its
Outlying Temples (now called The Mountain Resort) were not thorough-
ly presented.

This edition follows the original version, without any major revi-
sion. For example, places keep their old names used in the end of Qing
Dynasty in order to preserve its flavor of times although there is no
political implication. None of the photos taken by the author is deleted
though some of them were not important buildings. However, we did
take away a hand-drawn sketch map of the author’s journey in the pref-
ace in case it may lead to misunderstanding. The language of the preface
in original version is German, with legends in German, French and Eng-
lish. This edition has translated German into Chinese and keeps the Eng-
lish legends.

Editor
June, 2009
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Today is flowing forward; the future is hidden from people; only
the past is limpid and vivid. Without the help of past, there is no way
we can understand the colorfulness of life. The soul and eternal value
of human race have been expressed in art, especially architectural art,
which not only reveals the external form and necessity of everyday
life, but also carries the essential content of our existence. The spirits
of past times introduce themselves vividly and ubiquitously to modern
people by the vehicle of architectural art pieces, resolving our essence
and behavior.

The essence of a nation seemed to be changed in storms of cen-
turies. The appearance of time changed; the monument of past disap-
peared. In those depressing days when modern storm embraced us with
its violent strength which made people suffocate, we even began to
doubt the meaning of human existence. China was in a state of almost
total chaos at that time; however, after the old orders and conventions
were overturned and the significant values of culture was destroyed,
new things would spring up everywhere; while the genuine soul of the
nation would last till this new age and remain eternally. We will follow
those ancient buildings and try to unveil this kernel. Thoughts born of
lively source in China will be faithfully presented by words and photos
in this book.

Atmosphere of religion and faith is one of the basic features of

Chinese architectural art; knowing this, we have the key to understand-

ing buildings themselves. Even the slightest element about Chinese

people is related to their religion and faith which are also the root of all
their behavior. We are touched by those beating inner strength carried
by transformed natural environment as well as inspiring architectural
art pieces by Chinese people in the grand and magnificent territory of
China.

All of the Chinese ancient buildings were deeply branded with
religious significance; people can feel the Unity of Heaven and Man
and the dependence of nature. Chinese people have found a specific
expression in a divine world. This religion of nature is presented by
the absolute worship of the sun, the moon, stars, earth and farming in
ritual buildings. These ritual buildings, similar to most of the temples
and divine towers, are usually located in holy woods which are isolated
from the outer world. The spiritual world, which has given nature such
divinity and which is imagined in the holy woods of Athenian, Roman
and our own ancestors, is still living vividly in China today. All are
apotheosized by the peaceful light from the love of nature ceaselessly.
People are filled with dedication of gratitude.

This is a philosophical trinity of different powers, which became
the starting point of traditional ideology in ancient China as well as

foreign Buddhist concepts. The most beautiful expression of this is

two dragons playing with a pearl which represents perfection it is
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called Two Dragons Playing With The Pearl. These two dragons stand
for two kinds of different powers, which appear in their original images
spiritually and physically; they influence new image until it reaches the
ultimate climax and gradually ceases. They are of the same size and
diametrically opposed to each other; one part of them are playing while
the other are fighting, which places them in eternal dynamic move-
ment. Being embodiments of the law of Yin and Yang (the two oppo-
site principles of nature, such as feminine and masculine, negative and
positive, etc.), these two dragons are striving toward the center from
the east and the west respectively for a pearl which represents unity
and perfection; the pearl is suspended, spinning, burning, sparkling, but
never can be touched. The existing unity is merely a mirage to them.
Only when they themselves cease to exist, completely disappear, can
these two powers achieve unity. Before that, they always maintain the
most extreme tension and vitality, constituting the visible world and
numerous minute images. Eternity and unity arise from this in front of
us.

Two dragons together with the pearl in the middle are symbol for
Trinity, which can be traced back to the most ancient times of human
beings. Similar concepts were once found in very early records in the
Middle East. However, all humans could do is to guess the original
meanings, therefore, Chinese people created their own explicit sym-
bol and expressed it consciously as the real content of their existence.
Chinese elements all have the features of contradiction and dichotomy:
grand as well as trifling reflections, mental as well as materialistic
thoughts, indifferent as well as diligent, cynical as well as prudential,
isolated as well as motivated, cold-blooded as well as bad-tempered,

conventional as well as radical. These two completely opposite features

are always coming together and fighting against each other in the great
spiritual world. The Chinese Nation, same as personal features of Chi-
nese people, is a genuine apotheosis of isolated and unified culture.

In China, truth always relies on absolute effective basis. It is the
only signification of the two dragons and the pearl, i.e. a real “ideal
world” exists in certain kind of faith; its subtle power plays a role
among us though inarticulate. The other unreal world, which is our ei-
ther pleasant or miserable life, is in a conflict of two opposite powers.
However, we have to behave harmoniously in this real life and try to
regard them as a reflection of our soul. This kind of concept results in
the intention of world-wide migration, inexhaustible activities as well
as aspiration after art and minute details. Both parties of spirit and flesh
are interlinked and religiously apotheosized. This kind of apotheosis
appears in architectural art as well, which makes buildings symbols of
miracle, evidences of The Unity of Heaven and Man and expressions
of integrating with the greatest spirits: they are named Confucianis;n,

Buddhism and Taoism.

The dominant ideology which runs through mental realm of Chi-
nese people like a red line is the close relationship between man and
the earth. Earth is the mother who gives birth to them, nurses them
and offers them with final resting places. Therefore, Chinese people
are.very dependent on their homeland and would like to try everything
possible to be buried after death in the homeland. Chinese people's
feelings for their homeland go beyond any other nations. As a result,
certain kind of intimacy and solidarity would be quickly established
among Chinese people from the same provinces or regions under unfa-

miliar environment.



Due to the intimacy with the earth, Chinese people regard earth
as the source of their power and their spirit; thus, they began with the
primitive configuration of the earth: mountains. They found their own
existence, the holy and majestic root as well as the residence of divin-
ity among mountains. Mountains are linking the earth and the sky; the
higher and more prominent they are, the holier. Caves and cliffs are
residence of holy spirits. People built temples there; famous politicians,
oracles, poets and saints went there; they returned and re-integrated
with nature after rounding things off. Buddhists carved in the cliff tens
of'thousands of Buddha as symbols of divine power; ancient Chinese
also perceived sleeping statues in caves as natural power waiting to be
wakened up. The most effective herbal medicines come from moun-
tains; dead people are buried in the hillside; while residences, cities,
towns of living people are under the protection of mountains.

The strength of the sun is delivered along mountains to land, turn-
ing plain into fertile arable farmland. This power takes the form of
water, which is gasified into clouds around mountains and then turns
into rainfall, fulfills its mission and returns to the ocean without any
traces. Water has been endowed with high divinity by Chinese people
since very ancient times. Water is greatly worshipped as human’s idol
and symbol: it impacts objects continuously, gradually and impercep-
tibly, which perfectly explains the rule of changes and developments
for all the things in the world, personal life or national destiny being
no exception. Based on this, Lao-tzu (a Chinese philosopher in the
Spring and Autumn Period) extracted his famous argument: to govern
by doing nothing that is against nature. He took the example that water
always flows to lower-lying areas for the virtue of humility: "settling

down where the crowd do not want to go, which is the character clos-

est to Taoism (water is like Infinity, it gives itself to all things without
distinction or judgment and settles into the lowest places without delib-
eration.) ". The Confucius compared Lao-tzu to a dragon which settled
in deep pool, suddenly surfaced and soared away. This became the
symbol of grand glory brought by certain magnificent feat.

The land represents Yin (the feminine or negative principle in na-
ture) while the sky stands for Yang (the masculine or positive principle
in nature); this is the world view of Chinese people. The sun, as the
representative of the sky and one of the major constellations, arouses
life inside the body of Mother Earth with its heat. Therefore, the sun
is respected and worshipped as the mother of all creatures. This is ex-
pressed in all architectural layouts and developments, such as houses,
palaces and cities: main axes are arranged south-north towards the di-
rection of the sun at noon. Although in some places, mountains, rivers
or streets are blocking this direction, governmental buildings, temples
and altars still maintain south-north axes. There are demands for strict
order, centralized power and unified thoughts in China, which are ex-
pressed most explicitly by this common axis direction of buildings.

This architectural concept also plays a role in people’s lifestyle.
Even in the smallest house, host would greet guests with respect near
the entrance, guide them to the hall along the axis; host and guésts
would sit and converse with each other facing south. The procedure of
saluting senior officials in governmental buildings is much more digni-
fied. Guests would walk along a long corridor inside the inner garden
and arrive at the termination of the axis after going through three, four
or even five arches: the main hall; then they would be seated in ac-
cordance with complicated etiquettes and fixed orders. Axes of palaces

and temples cover a very vast area. In major buildings of palaces and
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temples, the statues of gods or family genealogies (e.g. the Confucius
Temple) are facing south. While praying, offering sacrifices, proofing
their piety, the monks, officials and believers must avoid facing north,
too. The dead people have to be buried facing south. In cities, gates are
bilateral symmetry centering on axes; streets extend at right angles to
city walls. The most impressive city following this kind of structure
is Beijing: with a strong south-north axis, the city is divided into two
symmetrical parts; the royal palace is located on the axis, at the foot
of Jingshan which is surrounded by five pavilions distributed sym-
metrically. On birthdays of emperors or new years when officials and
numerous citizens offering their respect and worship from temples of
cities, towns and villages, facing north, the emperors would sit on their
throne and enjoy the panoramic view of the vast territory of the empire,
facing south. Emperor is the rule of the earth, the representative of the
sky and the embodiment of the sun.

The theme of sky, earth and water being in a trinity can be often
perceived in architectural pieces. In later times, sky was depicted vault
of heaven instead of the image of the sun; clouds were born of the heat
of the sun; air appeared in the form of clouds; rocks stood among water
wave surrounded by clouds and mists. This constructed an allegorical
picture: the flowing and changing present, the limpid and vivid past,
together with the unveiled future. This trinity shows us its own beauty
and depicts the harmonious outer appearance as well as inner essence
of the nature. People define it schematically as a component part of
beauty; this may not due to their profound feelings towards nature, but
to the breath-taking beauty of Chinese arts and their relationship with
philosophical thoughts and moral truth. Our impression of beautiful

natural landscape is analyzed and given fixed understanding; environ-

ment, mountains, plateau, plain, water, position and wind direction are
applied in buildings based on their intrinsic meanings.

This approach has been summarized into a refined distillation
of fixed rules, Feng Shui (Geomantic Omen). This famous definition
literally means wind and water while in a broad sense it refers to the
relationship between buildings and their surrounding natural environ-
ment, also, the influence of natural landscape on architectural beauty
as well as the happiness of its residents. The necessary conditions of
a perfect groundsill are generally pre-determined. For example, build-
ings such as a spacious temple have to be built on hillside with stairs
following the topography, not reaching the peak though. Only such can
the temple be under the protection of the mountain. Other mountains
offer same protection from different sides of the temple, too. The fron-
tispiece is better facing south, with open views of valleys and plains.
Pagodas, small temples or pavilions would be built on peaks in nearby
mountains, usually main peaks; they are embodiments of magical
powers from the sky and the earth. These pagodas or pavilions can be
regarded as imaginations for those spewing magical powers. Chinese
geographic measurement treats natural form as a magnetic field since
mountains, rivers, valleys and buildings are arranged in accordance

with the direction of an ideal south-north axis.

The location and design of Beijing City not only conform to
Chinese architectural rules, but also accord with western definition
of beauty and applicability. There are a lot of dignified and spacious
temples on nearby mountains and hills, the Western Hills being the
most famous and the Temple of the Azure Clouds the most beautiful

and prominent. Along the strong axis array gates, courtyards one after



