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Anyone who buys a ticket and en-

ters the massive group of ancient

structures in the center of Beijing,

once called the Forbidden City and

now known as the Palace Museum,

will not fail to experience its im-

posing existence. Why, then, is this

book titled: The Unseen Palace?



To begin with, this is an art book that presents the Forbidden City from
angles entirely different from the common experience, but deeply reflec-
tive of the aesthetic taste and artistic sensibility of the photographer. It
reflects the unique artistic skill of the photographer and the miraculously
changing focuses of his camera. As a result, the book raises human aes-
thetic experience to a new height, both visually and sentimentally. Mr. Li
Shaobai, the photographer, moved throughout the Forbidden City for more
than a decade, discovering, selecting, capturing, and crystallizing many
scenes that give the reader much food for thought. His unique choice of
angles to capture of the minute details of the Forbidden City not only give
the usually seen objects in the palace a new meaning but also generate a
kind of vivid beauty of spirit. Li himself once said that in looking at the
Forbidden City, “I have discovered that my camera lens always stubbornly
makes daydreams, forgetting the reality of the place. And my angles have
been so narrow that they seem to be needles pinpointing the legacy of
history---”

Second, this art book expands one’s vision. When a visitor goes into the
Forbidden City, he or she usually manages a quick tour by following the
axis line from the Meridian Gate to the three main halls in the official
quarters, then the three rear halls in the living quarters, and further to the
Imperial Garden before exiting from the Gate of Divine Might. The mys-
tery and many of the attractions of the Forbidden City, however, also exist

in and among the structures along the two sides of the palace. In photo-

graphing the Forbidden City, Li has set foot in all the corners and spaces of
the palace, seeing what others do not see and experiencing what others do
not experience. Through the clicking of his camera shutter, he has obtained
views that tourists normally never encounter.

Third, the book enriches the reader’s vision. Ordinary tourists to the For-
bidden City only have time to see the most common and obvious, and thus
can hardly feel the charm of the place at different hours and in different
seasons. Li’s photographs include the early birds flying above the eaves of
the halls in the early morning, the shadows of tree branches on the vermil-
ion walls at sunset, the glow reflecting from the gilded door decorations in
the sun and in the dim lights along the moat of the palace. Through Li’s
works, the Forbidden City is also seen under different weather conditions
and at different times of the year. Every picture portrays the Forbidden City
with ever greater detail and more impressive images, making up, to a large
degree, for what people cannot see for themselves — the charms of the place
at varied times, in varied seasons, and under different conditions of lighting.
Finally the text of the book does not stop at making the usual presentation
and introduction from a purely architectural angle, but tries to recreate mo-
ments of history that are long gone through the retelling of events that once
took place in the palace.

In this book are the scenes people cannot see for themselves in the Palace
Museum today no matter how wide they open their eyes. Thus, in this book

they will discover a previously Unseen Forbidden City. O‘
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On October 10, 1925, a grand ceremony was held in the square in front of the Gate of Celestial Purity by
the Caretaker Committee of the Qing Dynasty Imperial Family in order to announce the official founding
of the Palace Museum. From that day, the mysterious palace was opened to those interested in finding out
about the life inside the imperial court.

One after another magnificent scenes unfolded in front of the visitors who saw the palatial structures for
the first time, the vermilion walls and yellow glazed tiles, the painted beams and sculpted pillars, the
towers, terraces, and pavilions nicely setting off and magnificently complementing each other. Whether
the ten-meter-tall surrounding walls, or the 52-meter-wide city moat, or the front palace dominated by the
three great halls respectively named the Hall of Supreme Harmony, the Hall of Central Harmony and the
Hall of Preserved Harmony, or the rear palace centered on the Palace of Celestial Purity, the Hall of
Celestial and Terrestrial Union and the Palace of Terrestrial Tranquility, each structure was hailed as the
acme of perfection.

The Forbidden City, however, did not exist purely in its architecture. It was also the nerve center for the
rulers of the Ming and Qing dynasties. In a way, the place was a spiritual product of a complicated history
in times of great change.

In today’s Forbidden City, as we come face to face with the rusty locks on the peeling doors of the palace,
we come into contact with secret stories sealed for years deep in the palace halls. As we notice little
yellow flowers stubbornly growing up between pieces of stone on the palace grounds, we perhaps find
some of the lost dreams of palace maids. When we cast our eyes on the darting swallows flying over the
gruesome towering walls and among the magnificent-looking halls, we resign ourselves to being unable
to avoid experiencing in our mind’s eye the dejected and resentful and yet hopeful eyes of the eunuchs.
The imperial air hidden in the carved railings and sculpted woodworks, the battle cries scattered among
the dying grass and debris of old structures, the bitterness hidden in the ancient well and intricate
houses, and the laughing and crying crystallized by the flowers and grass now come to us through the
tunnel of time.

In the Unseen Forbidden City, we listen, touch, imagine, and feel with our hearts-- .. )
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As the seat of rule for the Ming and Qing dynasties (the last two
feudal dynasties of China), the Forbidden City, from its comple-
tion in 1420 to 1911 when feudal rule came to an end, was home
to 24 emperors. During a period of nearly 500 years they issued
imperial orders in an exercise of supreme power across the country.
As the center of feudal rule, the Forbidden City undoubtedly crys-
tallized the glory of that period.

As an imperial palace, the Forbidden City was not only a splen-
did gem of traditional Chinese culture but also a masterpiece of

the culture of human history.

Glorious History
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