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Whose Forbidden City?

ling (1368—1644) and Qing (1644—1911) emperors ruled and
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Heaven had the Purple Numinous Enclosure while the earth had
the Purple Forbidden City. Mountains and waters were harmonized
with Heaven and determined by the people. General ideas came
from imagination and vision while the specifics depended upon
craftsmanship and ingenuity. If these were the Chinese world
view of Heaven, Earth and Man, if these were used to guide
the planning of the Forbidden City, then its design was really
a spiritual condition, a concept and an idea. Therefore, it's
profound, mysterious, sacred and supreme. In the minds of the
Yongle Emperor, his subjects and those who participated in the
project, the Forbidden City to be constructed and admired was a
form and a symbol standing and communicating between Heaven
and Earth.

Without a doubt, Zhu Di was the chief planner, designer and

director of the Forbidden City. Under him there was a team
working out and carrying out his plans. Whoever they were,
there's one point that is definite: the design of the Forbidden
City depended upon thoughts, rather than calculations. Of
course, there were many people to carry out detailed chores.
They had to observe Heaven and Earth and harmonize them
with the people. They had to investigate all the directions
of Beijing. Many times, they stood on the Western Hills
of Beijing and commented on the geographical conditions.
Based on observations, they had to explain how the Kunlun
Mountain and Range was connected with the Yan Mountains,
and where the great river and seas were; they had to say
what the general trends of the world were with high sky,

distant mountains, broad plain, long water and deep seas,
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and how Beijing and the Forbidden City occupied a supreme position

between Heaven and Earth and between mountains and waters.

With enough historical, literary and folklore material, they would
not find it difficult to state the above. It was even easier to make
the emperor believe their ideas. Zhu Di lived for many years in
a remote garrison that he ruled as best as he could. Many times,
he set out from Beijing to conquer the north and south. With his
feelings toward Beijing and familiarity with the mountains and
waters around the region, it was easy for him to identify with
the place and believe that the fengshui of Beijing and the future
Forbidden City was the best. Perhaps the first fengshui version
of Beijing city and the Forbidden City was his inspiration. Even
if the real conditions were not as perfect as the above description,
it could be put in the most persuasive way. This is really very

romantic.

Although one can talk about general principles when expounding
the concept and design of the Forbidden City, it was still
necessary to put the planning and design in very practical,
realistic and utilitarian terms. The supreme Forbidden City should
combine conventionality and unconventionality by simultaneously
being attractive to and different from its subjects. The emperor
was the emperor: the capital city was the capital city: the
imperial city was the imperial city; the palace city was the palace
city. The Forbidden City was the city within the city and was

the forbidden place in the real sense of the word.

All the civilian and official buildings were low in Beijing. Only
the Forbidden City was massive, protected with a wide moat
and surrounded by high walls. No ordinary people were allowed
to enter., go near. or even carefully observe it. From a high
position, one might see some yellow ridges, but could only
imagine how it looked inside. When standing on a high place,
the people inside the Forbidden City could admire, without
obstruction. the distant mountains and lands, nearby water.
and expansion of grey houses at their feet. Distance could emit

nobility, while mystery could maintain supremacy.

The Forbidden City and its buildings are noted for their
size and quantity. The whole Forbidden Cily surrounded by
the moat covers an area of one million square meters, while
the number of architectural bays amounts to 9999.5. Except
for the illustrious imperial family. who else could have such
prerequisites, imposing manner and prosperity? However, the
layout of the Forbidden City pays special attention to stressing
and serving priorily. which is the earthly axis corresponding
to the heavenly axis, which is the central axis of Beijing and
the Forbidden City. All the important buildings are connected
along the axis. The most important ones are the three main
throne halls on the three—tier terrace, among which the most
important is the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Every measure

was used to highlight the throne hall, to make it loftier,



to connect it with Heaven and to give everyone who saw it
the sense that this was indeed the palace of the Son of Heaven

surrounded by clouds.

Everything is fine when the most important factor has been
settled. Everything will be arranged according to its own
position, shape, height, size, color, title and function. All the
layout, architecture and space, no matter how big or wide they
are, are serving and setting off the supremacy of the palace of
the Son of Heaven with rule, order and stability. Even colors are
of no exception. Beijing was entirely grey. Only the Forbidden
City was yellow and red, with rows upon rows of yellow roofs
and repetitions of red walls, gates and windows. Those are the
colors of the rising sun in the sky with the sparkling bright light

that creates glory and supremacy.

The Forbidden City was not in existence for one era alone.
No one denies that the Forbidden City is a great architectural
complex, and no one could deny that its designers were
among the greatest. However, no one can clearly discern who
the greatest designer was. Neither Zhu Di, nor those who
were involved in the construction of the Forbidden City were
the designers. Actually, the Forbidden City is an artistic

crystallization of traditional Chinese culture. To be exact. the
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Forbidden City is the formal, objective and aesthetic epitome of
Chinese philosophy, poetry and rituals, as well as unconscious
collective creation. The location, layout, shape, colors,
correspondence, harmony and balance of the Forbidden City were
guided by architectural philosophy, rather than architectural
aesthetics.

Chinese traditional culture with its long history and profound
implications was the origin, foundation and construction baseline
of the Forbidden City. Or. we could say that ancient culture and
ritual concept determine architectural aesthetics. This might be its
unique feature. Facing the Forbidden City, I was so impressed
that architectural philosophy and architectural aesthetics could be
perfectly combined with one another. I do not know whether it's
a special case or a general rule, However, I'm clear about one
point: great beauty comes from the entirety and not from a part.
At any time, great beauty is the beauty of the totality, which

most certainly has deep cultural roots.

Great architecture comes from great planning, while great
planning comes from great culture. The overall romantic
imagination and detailed inspiration are glitteringly inlaid on the

lofty, profound and delicate cultural background.

The supreme Forbidden City is just like that.
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Walking toward Supreme Harmony

[ have more than once read or heard about the following
scenario: when architects. artists. designers, or diplomats. no
matter whether they come from China or overseas, face the
Forbidden City, they often feel that the space of Chinese palatial
complex is so huge that it leaves them at a loss. When they pass
through or stand under the entrance gate of the Forbidden City,
they feel a unique sense of majesty and nobility. There are even
those who cannot help but kneel down.

I do not know the psychological basis of this feeling. What 1 do
know is that the eight—kilometer central axis running from the
Gate of Eternal Stability. through the Forbidden City. to the
Bell Tower, which most experts and scholars on the Forbidden
City and Beijing unanimously extol as the supreme masterpiece of
its builders. is known as the great and sacred central axis of the
monarch. It seems that the greatness of the Forbidden City comes
from the great central axis. It is truly the case. At least it can
be said that without the central axis, the Forbidden City could

not be so majestic. Of course, without the Forbidden City, the

central axis could not be so great either.

When the Forbidden City was first completed, the central axis
began from the Front Gate. When the capital city was expanded
133 years later, the central axis was extended southward to the
newly built Gate of Eternal Stability. The latter gate disappeared
537 years later as the starting point of the axis. The tower
of the gate was rebuilt 584 years later and the starting point
reemerged. For many years, only the emperor himself and a
very few other people could enter the Forbidden City and Hall of
Supreme Harmony along the central axis. Today, all the people
can do so, just as the emperor did in former times. But not all
the people realize the significance of the axial structure of the

construction of the capital city-and Forbidden City.

When the construction of the Forbidden City started, was there
a foundation ceremony held somewhere and on what scale?
Now six centuries have passed. The central axis, although the

most important parts and general structure are still extant,






