Subject: Intro to the Forbidden City

This is a rather lengthy, but entertaining, description of the culture of Beijing.

Author, Roy Bates, "our man in Beijing" is helping us get to know the area before we land.
THE FORBIDDEN CITY  —  A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

By Roy Bates  ©

1. Its proper name is “The Purple Forbidden City,” not that anyone ever calls it this! However, see below for the reason why it was called the Purple Forbidden City. It was not a city; it was a palace for the emperor, where he lived, and carried out his duties of  governing the empire.

2. Living in the palace was the emperor, his wife (he only had one wife), his concubines (often euphemistically called secondary wives), his thousands of eunuch servants, and thousands of serving maids. He was known as the Son of Heaven. Nobody really believed he was actually the Son of Heaven, but they did believe that he represented Heaven, and as such was responsible for all natural events such as good harvests, bad harvests, droughts and floods etc.

3. The Forbidden City was built for an emperor called Yong Le. (I don’t use the correct spelling, which is Yongle, since it looks as though it rhymes with mongol. Yong is pronounced as if it is the German word jung. Le is pronounced ler, and rhymes with her). There were two dynasties of emperors who lived in the Forbidden City (a dynasty is a line of hereditary rulers all with the same surname). The first dynasty was called the Ming dynasty, which means “Bright.” All the Ming emperors had the surname Zhu (pronounced jew) The second was the Qing dynasty (pronounced as ching) This was the “Pure” dynasty. (The Chinese liked fancy names!) The Qings were not Chinese and when they first conquered China they did not speak Chinese. They were Manchu, and they came from the north. (But they quickly became like Chinese.) The Qing emperors all had the same surname of Aisin Gioro.(Gioro meant gold in the Manchu language)

4. Most emperors were tyrants, and were very cruel. Several of them conducted extensive purges and executed persons they regarded as undesirable or dangerous. In some cases several thousands of people were killed. It was dangerous for officials, even senior  officials, to upset the emperor, and this usually resulted in being given a beating in front of the assembled court officials. Victims had their trousers removed and were beaten on the bare buttocks with a long bamboo rod about 15 cms in diameter, split vertically. Forty or fifty strokes was common, and many beatings were of one-hundred strokes. Often death would result from these Chinese beatings.

5. The emperor was advised by scholar-officials, (the Civil Service) and they came into the palace every day. (They did not live there). They were called Scholar-officials because they had to pass a considerable number of examinations before they were admitted to the higher positions required for work directly for the emperor in connection with government. To pass these examinations required the learning by heart of special books, and writing essays in a strictly standard style. No freedom was allowed in the style of the essays. No fresh ideas were allowed. Everything had to be in accordance with ancient beliefs. All those who passed were swots, and, with very few exceptions, were deadly serious (and deadly dull). They hated the eunuchs (see below), because eunuchs were free-thinkers, and their brains were not cluttered up with solemn teachings.

6. The emperor was served by thousands of castrated men, called Eunuchs. Eunuchs served the emperors of China as early as the Chou period (c. 1122-221 BC) and continued as such under the Han, Tang, and Song dynasties. They had two main functions: as guards and servants in harems or other women's quarters, and as chamberlains and political advisers to kings and emperors. Eunuchs were considered the most suitable guards for the females a ruler might have in his palace because they could not procreate, and the eunuchs’ confidential position in the royal harem frequently enabled them to exercise an important influence over their imperial masters, and even to raise themselves to stations of great trust and power. Many of them were highly intelligent, and some rose to become confidential advisers, and even ministers, generals, and admirals. The first Ming emperor employed them extensively, and the practice persisted right until the end of the dynasty. The Qings followed suit and kept the eunuch system. The first Qing emperor relied on them extensively, and they soon gained almost as much power as they had in the Ming times. Later emperors, however, were less inclined to accept them as executive officials, and kept them firmly in place as palace servants. All eunuchs were uneducated when they were accepted into the palace. Many of them, however, benefited from special schooling given to them inside the palace. Many were trusted by the emperor, especially as they were prepared to do almost anything the emperor wanted (including bad things like swindling people and getting money for the emperor by blackmail or through bribes, and other nefarious methods). Since the eunuchs had not been brainwashed like the scholar officials, many of them made pleasant companions too. At times, some palace eunuchs became very powerful, almost as powerful as the emperor, and in effect ruled China.

7. The emperor had only one wife. He did not live with her, eat with her, and in many cases did not even sleep with her. Seldom was a wife the producer of the emperor’s first child. He could sleep with any one of his concubines (often referred to, euphemistically, as secondary wives) in the hope she would give birth to a son. Children born of a concubine were considered fully legitimate. For bedmates, the emperor was not restricted to his wife and his concubines, however. He could also sleep with any girl in the palace (indeed any girl in the country, come to that). If a girl produced a son then she could be raised to the rank of concubine, thereby making the child legitimate. (To heck with convention or social morals. If you are a Chinese emperor you can do what you like.)

8. All people in the Forbidden City had ranks. The emperor, surprisingly, did not have the highest rank. Above him with higher ranks, were his father’s mother, or his own mother (not always the same person.) These Empress-dowagers, as they were called by Western writers because there was no Western equivalent or translation of the Chinese name, were very powerful, and even had the power to demote the emperor if they wanted to. During the 1920s, a notorious Empress-dowager, called Ci Xi (pronounced sir shee) had an emperor confined to a small room for many years. She also demoted a prince who disobeyed her, and had him severely beaten. She, like all the senior women in the palace, could order her maids as well as her eunuch servants beaten, and she frequently did. Thirty strokes of the cane was a fairly light sentence, even for the girls — often servants would be ordered to receive more than this, even up to 100 strokes!

9. There were two ways in which someone could become emperor. One was by conquest, and this is how the first Ming emperor got onto the throne. (He was a soldier, and he overthrew the 11th Mongol emperor. The Mongols, under Genghis Khan and his grandson Kubla Khan, had overrun China and occupied it. They were cruel and oppressive and were hated, and the Chinese were glad to see them thrown out.) He had 42 children! He decided that the eldest son would be the next emperor, and when he died this son was made the next emperor as he had specified. However, his fourth son (he was the Prince of Yan and who had been put in charge of the Peking area) was not happy with this, so he gathered an army and overthrew the new (second) emperor. The Prince declared himself emperor and decided to move his capital to Peking. (What happened to the second emperor has never been fully revealed. He just vanished. He was probably murdered, but some people think he retired to a monastery.) Similarly, the 16th Ming emperor was overthrown by the Manchus, a large tribe of people from the north. The Mings were now very unpopular, and certain generals opened the gates of the Great Wall and let the Manchus  through. They then entered Peking by force, and the last of the Ming emperors hanged himself when he heard they were at the city gates. The second way of becoming emperor was being a son of the reigning emperor, and being nominated by him. Seldom was the eldest son nominated, even though the founder of the dynasty had issued instructions that the next reign should be given to the eldest son. But this practice was seldom followed even during the Ming dynasty. Neither was it followed in Qing dynasty. For example, the Shunzi emperor was the ninth son, the Kangxi emperor was the third, Yongzheng the fourth, Qianlong the fourth, Jiaqing the fifteenth, and Daoguang the second. (They didn’t always like their eldest son!)

10. The palace itself is different from a European Palace. In Europe, a palace is a large building with hundreds of rooms. The Forbidden City consisted of hundred of buildings, most of them small, each with only two or three rooms. It has a high wall around it, and has only four entrances, one on the South (the Main gate, reserved for the emperor exclusively) one on the East, (for the exclusive use of the scholar officials) one on the West (for the exclusive use of the military officials) and one at the North (sometimes called the “domestic gate” because this is where all the food and stuff came in, and all the garbage was carried out) It had no cellars or dungeons, and until around 1880, had no heating. Even then, the heating was only in the major ceremonial halls and a few or the residential rooms of the emperor and the empress. There were many wells that provided drinking water, but for the emperor’s use, water from a special spring nearby was brought in by cart every day. The sanitary arrangements were primitive (simply buckets), and all human excrement had to be hand-carried out of the Palace to be used thriftily as fertiliser on the land nearby. There were no bathing facilities. It was not a comfortable place to live in. It had several temples, for the Chinese did not have one god — they had hundreds. So to be on the safe side, they prayed to them all!

11. There were three main Halls built on a huge I-shaped platform. The main one was used for formal ceremonies, receptions, and audiences. It was originally called the Hall of Serving Heaven, but the Manchus wanted to emphasise that they were encouraging “harmony” with the Chinese and so renamed it the Hall of Supreme Harmony. It was enormous. Like most of the main halls, it was a firetrap and was burnt down many times. Behind it was a small hall called the Hall of Middle Harmony. It was used as a place to receive the senior advisors, and as a place for the emperor to rest when he went to other halls for imperial duties. At the back (at the top, on the North of the Palace) was the Hall of Preserving Harmony (sometimes called Protective Harmony for the Chinese language is not precise), and it was second only the great hall in the front (on the South) It was used for formal functions too, functions that were not quite as important as those to justify using the main hall. Banquets were often given here. These three halls were referred to as the Outer Court. No woman ever set foot in any of these three halls; it was strictly reserved for the men.

12. At the back (on the North) was a similar set of three halls. These were known as the Inner Court. The emperor lived in the large front hall, a great big barn of a place, and during the Ming dynasty the empress lived in the medium sized one at the top. During Qing times, they turned this hall into a special place to practice a weird religion, called Shamanism. The small one in the middle was called the Hall of Celestial and Terrestrial Union. It was first constructed some 125 years after the palace was built, for the emperor to entertain his wife or his concubines. (Nice delicate word, entertain.)

13. The Hall in the Inner Court was used by all emperors for their bedroom, until the third Qing emperor. When the Kangxi emperor died in 1795, they put his body in state in this hall while they worked out a special day for his burial. On this occasion, it took a lot of deliberation. As the new emperor could not use the hall for his bedroom while his father’s body lay there in state, he moved to a set of buildings on the east known as the Hall of Mental Cultivation. There was a small central hall for his office, and behind this was a very small room for his bed (and I mean very small), and on the other side of a corridor was a small room for the empress. There were a few other small rooms where the emperor could read or write in his leisure hours. In the middle was a medium sized room from where the activities of administrating the empire took place (I call this small complex “the executive suite!”) They took a long time to find a special day for the burial and the new emperor got to like this temporary accommodation, so he decided to stay there. All the emperors who came after him continued to use it as their place of work and rest.

14. To the right of these three Inner Court halls (on the East side) is a clutter of small buildings. These were used as dwellings for the concubines when they produced a child. If their son became an emperor, the name of the building was changed. It was then called a “palace,” even though it was a small hall of only two or three rooms. On the far right is a beautiful garden built for the retirement of the Qianlong emperor, (around 1785) and it is close to a large set of buildings. In fact, although he abdicated in favour of his son, after 60 years on the throne, he never actually retired and kept working right up to his death some years later. The garden and the building specially created for him,

were not used for over a hundred years.

15. To the top left of the Forbidden City is a group of buildings where concubines who had fallen out of favour were housed (or wives – wives were sometimes deposed too). The big one at the front, however, was built for one of the empress dowagers, the mother of the Qianlong emperor.

16. The grounds at the bottom right and bottom left were not very much used. You can see, therefore, why I say the palace was badly designed, and badly laid out. It was crowded to the top and under-utilised at the bottom. The craftsmanship lavished on the roofs and wooden rafters, however, is breathtaking.

17. Surrounding the palace (the Forbidden City) was the Imperial City. This was a proper City, and in it were the offices of the many departments necessary to run a huge palace. This is also where most of the eunuchs lived. Outside the walls of the Imperial City was the city of Peking proper, where the ordinary citizens lived.

18. The origin of the name “Purple Forbidden City” is interesting. Like all ancient civilizations the Chinese noticed and marveled at the stars, and wondered what they were. Inevitably they concluded that they were some form of an extra-terrestrial super-being, or in other words, they were gods. While most stars seemed to be placed haphazardly, certain groups were stable and readily recognizable. Furthermore, it seemed as though the stars rotated around a single point, and this was felt to be significant, and it was concluded that this was the most senior of the gods, the all-highest, for why else would all the other gods circle around it? This was what we call the Pole Star. They decided it must have a special color, as appropriate to the all-highest. Precisely what color this was is not known because the Chinese character and term used for this color has varied in meaning over the ages, so the exact intention cannot be determined. It probably originally meant yellow. As knowledge of the heavens increased, it was realized that the “pole star” itself moved in a circle, and thus the belief arose that there was an even higher god. On either side of this space were two easily recognized constellations, the Big and the Little Dippers. It was also noticed that the tail of the Big Dipper pointed in different directions at different times of the year, and the Chinese, being familiar with the cycle of the seasons — cold in winter, hot in summer, (both very distinct in North-China) called the direction of the tail in winter as North, and in summer as South. The direction in the seasons in between, Spring and Autumn, gave rise to the directions East and West. The direction towards the center, the location of the all-highest god, gave an additional fifth direction, and this is why the Chines attach great importance to the number Five. The concept of an all-highest god-ruler developed over many years, and in the second millennium BC they concluded that there was a “Supreme Celestial Pivot.” The Celestial Spirit, or Unit, therefore, dwelt in the center, an all-highest “reserved space.” However, as the previous all-highest had been allocated the color yellow, another color had to be selected. The choice was purple, for this had been used for many years by emperors to signify superiority. The all-highest god, therefore, was assumed to dwell in the “Purple Reserved Place.” Then, as the concept arose of the Celestial Spirit, representing Heaven, having its own representative on earth, in other words, a Son of Heaven, his dwelling was the “Purple Reserved Walled Place,” and since the Chinese character for “a walled place” is what we call a city, historians shortened the name of his dwelling to The Purple Forbidden City. (This name tripped off the tongue better.)

20. The Forbidden City was not the first to be built in Peking. The Khitans (that’s where we get the name Cathay from) took control of the northern areas. and built a small palace for the Khitan ruler’s use, roughly to the south-west of where the present Forbidden City now stands. The Khitans were not Chinese, however, and they preferred their palaces in their other lands, and few of their emperors much time in this palace, for the Khitans were afraid that the use of Chinese advisers and administrative techniques would blur their ethnic identity so they made a conscious effort to retain their own customs, tribal rites, food and clothing, and shunned China Chinese manners as much as possible. They were fierce and aggressive, and had well organised, well-disciplined, hard-hitting cavalry ordos (from which we get the English Word “hordes”). Meanwhile, the Ru-chen, another Manchurian semi-nomadic people, was expanding by conquests under the leadership of A-ku-ta, and by an alliance with the Chinese Song dynasty he effectively overthrew most of the Khitan Kingdom. In 1115 he declared that he had established a Dynasty which he called the Jin (Gold). The Jin State became strong and prosperous, and the fifth Jin emperor, Shi Zong, decided to create for himself an imposing palace. This was the first Forbidden City. The Jin-shi imperial records show that he inaugurated and took up residence in this grand palace in 1179, which he called Dai-ning. By now, it was tacitly accepted that the Jin dynasty was ruling what was essentially a Chinese empire, even though the rulers were foreigners and aliens. By all accounts, Shi Zong’s palace was truly a grand one. Doors, windows, and special stone were brought all the way from the plundered former capital, Gaifeng. The area occupied by the Forbidden City, as it quickly became known as, took up the greater part of the city itself, and there was only enough space outside the Imperial City for a relatively small number of ordinary citizens to live there. The formidable Jin military machine became slack and lacked vitality. It was

an easy prey to the Mongols. Genghis Khan attacked and burnt the palace down. The fires lasted for over a month, and the fabulous Jin Forbidden City, the first on the Peking site, no longer existed. Some years later Kublai Khan decided to move his capital to Yen-ching (what we call Beijing today) and like all conquering emperors, he too had a magnificent palace built, almost on the same site as the first one. This was the second Forbidden City. The palace built for Kublai Khan was even more splendid than the Jin palace was, and Marco Polo gave an enthusiastic description of it. The place must have been impressive. Kublai Khan, was a strong believer of apartheid, and he made sure that mixing with the natural leaders of the local Chinese population was prohibited. He restricted the Chinese to the lower administrative posts, and perpetuated a caste system which Mongols and their foreign aides ranked well above the northern Chinese. He ranked the southern Chinese the lowest of all. This policy created much discord, and many felt that they were nothing more than slaves to the Mongols. Uprisings developed and in 1278 there was an attempt by an armed force of several hundred to overthrow the regime. In 1283 there were as many as 200 armed uprisings, and in 1289 the official count was more than 400 in the lower Zhangjiang River Valley alone. But the Khan’s successors continued to maintain their separation from the native population, and settled down to a life of luxury. None of Kublai successors had his stature, however, and imperial power declined. There was no fixed procedure for succession, and this lead to dissension and struggle among the imperial princes, particularly from the year 1321 onwards. More than once pretenders, backed by Mongol nobles, competed for the throne. Several emperors were put on the throne while they were very young and proved to be little more than figureheads. Gradually the Mongols lost their martial skills, and inevitably the revolts became increasingly frequent as the resentment against the Mongol attitude grew and grew. The last emperor, the Shun Di emperor, made attempts to allow Chinese civilisation to make progress at court, but it was too late. The revolts in the mid-14th century led by the man who became the first Ming emperor eventually overthrew the Yuan dynasty. (It was the shortest-lived major dynasty of China — just over one-hundred years.) The first Ming emperor was superstitiously afraid of the Yuan Palace at Peking, and in 1368 he ordered it to be destroyed, and thus the second Forbidden City on the Peking site vanished. His son, the Prince of Yen, who became the Yong Le emperor, however, ignored superstition, and created his own palace on the site, the third Forbidden City. This was even more impressive than the other two, but sadly over the years it became the centre for intrigue, corruption and evil. But at least the buildings are still in existence, fortunately considerably cleansed by time of the evil emotional pollution.

21. One of the first things a visitor to the Forbidden City will notice is that the Chinese idea of beauty is different from that of the West. That is not to say that there is nothing beautiful there — the halls and palaces, and especially the corner towers, are unquestionably magnificent — but there is not one single example of a statue of the human form, male or female. However, there are beasts galore, both strange and familiar. There are tortoises, but they have strange dragon-like heads. There are fierce looking four-legged beasts, but these have dragon-like heads too. (Some of them are said to eat men!) And there are dragons of all sorts, though none of them look remotely like the dragon of mediaeval Europe. The guide books will solemnly tell you that at the gates there are two lions, and yet they look very much like dogs, and wear what looks very much like a dog collar, and some even have a lead. There is a line of strange animals on the roof eaves, and in the imperial garden there are strange shaped objects such as weird pieces of stone, somewhat like modern abstract sculpture, and all solemnly erected on elaborate bases. Happily, there are some bronze sculptures, paintings and carvings that look reasonably conventional, such as cranes, pheasants, deer, and bats, and there are familiar objects, such as bowls, sundials, and boxes. The reality is, the Forbidden City is crammed with artefacts and designs, and yet nothing has been put there simply because it is beautiful, or even by chance. Everything on display has been put there for a purpose. And everything has a curious and interesting story behind it.

22. Let us first discuss dragons, for if one were to be asked to name one thing which symbolises the Forbidden City, the most likely answer would be the Dragon. But even this is different. It is not the fierce dragon that fills the legends of mediaeval England, which has to be slain by a legendary hero. But there are no legends about ferocious Chinese dragons (at least until the Buddhists introduced the concept of bad dragons). It may look like a serpent, but it is gentle, mild, and kindly and not at all aggressive; and it plays with pearls. It has remarkable eyesight, and the Chinese believed it could distinguish a blade of grass at a hundred miles. It is powerful, and authoritative, and as such has figured in the Chinese mind as far back as one can trace. The Chinese word for dragon is long, (pronounced like lung) and there is another Chinese word long, currently written with a different character, which means “grand, high, exalted.” These two words probably originally meant the same. Belief in dragons has existed in China for many years, and they have been revered for many centuries. The dragon has long been associated with rain, and it was believed that the dragon could “move clouds around and bring rain.” If a dragon was seen, and it was claimed that this happened many times, there was usually a great downpour of rain shortly afterwards. As recently as 1920 a teacher claimed that he saw a baby dragon that had fallen from the sky. It stayed, he said, for 24 hours, and that it had four feet, a cow’s head and a scaly body; what was more it was 50 feet long, and blue... (Ahem!) But whether there was a downpour afterwards is not recorded. In times of drought, images were made of the dragon in clay and sacrifices were made to it for the purposes of making rain. In the time of the Tang and Song dynasties there was the custom during a severe drought to throw a slab of stone carved with dragons into a river or a lake in the hope that there would be a favourable response from the dragon. Even today, the Chinese word for a water tap or faucet is a “dragons head,” a water pump is called a “water-drawing dragon’s head,” and fire-engines are called “water dragons.” Descriptions of dragons are to be found in ancient documents, one written around 1100 BC, says that it had horns like a deer’s antlers, a neck like a snake, a clam’s body, a carp’s scales, a hawk’s talons, a tiger’s paws and an ox’s ears. (Wow!) This got slightly modified over the years, and in later times the list given by Wang Fu (he lived from 73 to 48 BC), stated that in addition to these characteristics it had the head of a camel, and the eyes of a devil. Later still the clam was dropped in favour of a frog, and the eyes were now said to resemble a rabbit. It also developed whiskers on each side of its mouth, and a beard under its chin. It had a ridge of 81 scales along its back, (nine times nine — nine was a magic figure) and its voice, it was said, was like the jingling of copper pans. It could not hear, and this is why deaf persons in China are called lung. By 200 AD its feet were considered to be talons, and its upper lip and nose became elongated. In the Yuan dynasty, the dragon initially had three claws. However, a four-clawed dragon started to increase in imperial popularity. It was, however, the first Ming emperor in his enthusiasm for eliminating anything that was Yuan, who introduced the five-clawed dragon. This was possibly because he felt that the number five had greater significance, especially since it was associated with the five elements. He firmly adopted the dragon as the emblem of imperial power, and soon the five-clawed dragon became the standard emblem for the emperor and an indicator of imperial favour, with four and three-clawed dragons being relegated for use by those of lower rank. The Manchus, when assuming the title of emperor at their palaces in Shenyang, used the four-clawed dragon, but when they ousted the Mings, and moved to Peking, the emperors considered the three-clawed long dragon to be more sacred, and used this for their exclusive use on their robes, presumably to avoid merely taking the Ming version. Yet it was identical to the 5-clawed dragon except for the number of claws. Between the years 1676 and 1712, the heir apparent was permitted to use the 3-clawed long as his emblem, not the young chi dragon. This is interesting, but why the number of claws should be an indicator of age is not known. But after 1712 the Manchu emperors abandoned their reverence for the three-clawed dragon and they, and their successors, adopted the five-clawed dragon once more. After this reversion, it is not certain what the status of the three-clawed dragon became. Possibly it may have been used by officials who had insufficient rank to be allowed the four-clawed dragon on their robes. By the time the Forbidden City was built the dragon had firmly become symbolical of the Emperor. His person was styled the “dragon’s body,” and a coiled dragon was embroidered on his robes (as a kind of coat of arms). When he sat on the throne he was said to be taking the “dragon’s seat.” When he died, he is said to have “Mounted the Dragon Chariot,” or to have gone “Riding in the Six Dragon Chariot,” which was believed to be how he would be taken to heaven so that he could rule from there. The “Hidden Dragon” was how a future emperor was referred to, and the palace of the heir apparent was known as the “Pool of the Dragon.” When there was a new emperor, those that remained to serve him were said to have “Clung to the Beard of the Dragon.” There are many carvings of the dragon on panels or decorative slabs in the Forbidden City. The outstanding example is the Nine-dragon screen in front of the Gate of Imperial Supremacy. These nine dragons are moulded in high relief, and the screen is made up of 270 separate tiles, the design being cunningly contrived to ensure that the joins did not pass through the more complicated and delicately carved parts of the dragons, such as the heads. It was erected in 1771 when the area around the Palace of Tranquil Longevity was being rebuilt for the Qianlong emperor for his use when he retired after sixty years of reign. There is a delightful (and true) story about the Nine-dragon Screen. Apparently, just before the final inspection, a piece fell off one of the tiles and smashed into pieces. There was no time to have a new one made, so the person in charge, with commendable initiative, had a piece of wood put in its place, and had it carved and painted to look like ceramic. That piece of wood is still there today, and can be seen by those who look for it. (It is at the far left.) Curiously, there are not many sculptures of the dragon, in the Forbidden City. But there are two magnificent bronze castings in front of the Palace of Accumulated Elegance. These bronze dragons, each holding a flaming pearl in the five claws of their right legs, are superb examples of the bronze caster’s art. But they are not old. They were put there in 1884 when the palace was included in the extensive (and expensive) renovations carried out in honour of the powerful empress dowager’s 50th birthday. (The infamous Ci Xi) She moved into this palace on the tenth month of that year and occupied it for ten years. She held many audiences here, and no doubt revelled in the fact that even though there were dragons on the terrace outside, she was the one sitting on the reception throne inside. 
23. As the dragon became the symbol of the emperor, the Feng-huang

(which the West likes to call the Phoenix; goodness knows why) became

the symbol of the empress. It was considered to be the ruler of the

birds, corresponding to the dragon being the king of animals.

It was said that the song of the phoenix is exceptionally beautiful and

meaningful and that the animal had a special appreciation of human

music. Like the dragon, its form was complex, and it was endowed with

spectacular elements. In the 1st or 2nd century AD it was described as

having the breast of a goose, the hindquarters of a stag, the neck of a

snake, the tail of a fish, the forehead of a fowl, the down of a duck,

the marks of a dragon, the back of a tortoise, the face of a swallow,

and the beak of a cockerel. It was reportedly about 9 feet (2.7 m) tall.

(Wow!) But as is typical in Chinese mythology there are several other

descriptions. It is agreed that it has the neck of a snake, the tail of

a fish, though later descriptions add that this tail has twelve

feathers, changing to thirteen in leap years, the back of a tortoise and

a cockerel’s beak. The other characteristics are usually omitted. Some

insist it had the intestines of a locust, others that it resembles “a

wild swan in front, and a unicorn in back.” There is disagreement as to

its size, some saying that it is merely six feet tall, but all agree

that it is a big bird. In later times mention is made of the legs, which

were said to be that of a crane, and it is credited with having lost the

tortoise back in favour of the back of a peacock. It would never rest on

any tree other than the wudong  tree, (the dryandra cordifolia, for the

naturalists) and it feeds on the seeds of the bamboo.

Although all this sounds highly fanciful it was not considered to be

purely imaginary. Records claim that it actually appeared on certain

auspicious occasions, either in its full form or as a spirit, but only

as an omen of good government, or to indicate some great event, or to

bear testimony to the greatness of the ruler. There is a record that it

appeared at the grave of father of the first Ming emperor, indicating

that imperial power would pass into his hands. (What a load of twaddle.)

It was said that “when the state is peaceful, and its ruler enjoys

literary pursuits, then the feng-huang makes its home there; when the

state is in turmoil, and its ruler enjoys warlike pursuits, then it

leaves.” Even a brief study of Chinese history will force you to the

conclusion that there were not many times when the feng-huang could have

made its home in the land, and it must have left when Hongwu assumed the

throne, never to return.

The divine bird was believed to be the product of the sun, or of fire,

and this last belief is an interesting, but solitary, link to the

mythical phoenix of Greek and Egyptian mythology. It is often depicted

gazing at a ball of fire. The sun, being the yang and active principle,

(the male principle) the feng-huang has a great influence in the

begetting of children, and it became the emblem of brides and as such

was often painted or embroidered on wedding gifts or trousseaux, and the

bride was considered as being an “empress for a day.” However, while the

phoenix was associated with the empress it was as much for the fact that

she was a female as it was an imperial emblem.

The feng-huang was always subordinate to the dragon, just as the empress

was subordinate to the emperor. Because of this subordination, examples

of the feng-huang in the Forbidden City are in low key. The phoenix is

to be found in attendance on the dragon in several of the slabs leading

to the major buildings (but relegated to the corners!), and are there as

much for decoration as to symbolise the emperor’s wife. Some of the

finials on the balustrades have phoenixes carved in low relief, and

alternate with dragons, but they are indistinct and are difficult to

identify. Phoenixes, or perhaps pheasants, appear in some of the

elaborately painted decorations on beams, but again, in most cases the

dragon dominates. There are exceptions, however. When the Chu Xiu Gong,

the Palace of Accumulated Elegance, just off the Imperial Garden on the

West side, was being renovated in honour of Ci Xi’s fiftieth birthday,

panels with eulogistic poems to her were erected wishing her “long life

without end.” The border shows two Feng-huang at the top and two dragons

at the bottom! There is no doubt who was the dominant person at the

time. In the Palace of the Emperor’s Assistance nearby, also renovated

in Ci Xi’s honour on another occasion, there is a magnificent bronze

figure of a feng-huang, almost “life” size, but even this has to share

with a peacock and a crane. In the absence of a clear alternative, it is

generally taken that the feng-huang appears as one of the small figures

on the gable ridges of buildings in the Forbidden City, but as the bird

is in stylised form, positive identification is not possible. In spite

of popular opinion, it does not stand behind a dragon, it stands behind

a son of the dragon, a Chao Feng, and the reason for its inclusion is

obscure.

It is interesting that while the feng-huang was a mythical beast, there

are few legends or festivals associated with it, and although it was

recognised as being a benevolent beast, and symbolic of the empress and

femininity, it was never considered an object of special reverence. It

had no temple in heaven.

23. Visitors to the Forbidden City will soon notice the “lions,” for

these bold proud beasts are to be found in pairs, in magnificent

splendour outside imperial gates, halls and residences. The lion on the

West Side has a cub under its paw, so we can safely conclude that this

is a female, and we can presume that the opposite lion on the east is a

male. This has a spherical object under its paw, but what is it? Some

accounts say it is a ball that represents the earth, and the lion in

this attitude is emblematic of the emperor and his rule over the world.

But the use of a lion outside palaces, gates and temples goes back

further than the time when the Chinese accepted that the earth was

round, so this explanation is unsatisfactory. Some accounts have it that

it is an embroidered ball, called a chu, and yet another states that the

ball contains another cub, and another calls it a sacred gem. However,

where the ball originally came from is not known. It is possible that it

developed from the familiar motif of a dragon playing with a pearl.

Sometimes it is maintained that the ball is woven out of bamboo strips,

and there is a legend to explain this. The story says that these lions

suckled their cubs from their paws, and that the milk was believed to

have magical properties. Accordingly, superstitious peasants would weave

balls from wicker or bamboo and leave these out in the fields overnight

in the hope that the lion would play with the ball and the milk which

was exuded would be deposited in the ball, and could be collected. The

story does not explain why the peasants, who would be fully familiar

with the basic facts of animal husbandry, should believe that the male

is able to produce milk, nor how a hollow wicker ball could hold the

milk even if the lion did deposit some in it. Sadly, a there is no

satisfactory explanation as to what the spherical object actually is,

and a visitor to China is left to himself to make up his own.

Outside the Gate of Heavenly Peace, Tian an men, there are two grand

lions beautifully carved in stone. These are worth more than a passing

glance, for they are magic lions. The story goes that Li Zicheng, the

self-styled Prince Valiant, when he was attempting a coup d’état in

April 1644 just after the fall of the Ming Dynasty, approached these

lions. Suddenly a soldier shouted, “Be careful, your highness. One of

those lions moved!” The prince immediately hurled a spear at the male

lion, and killed it, and it turned to stone again. The truth of this

story can be checked. Look beneath the belly of the lion and you will

find the hole the spear left, thus proving that the lion did move, and

that the Prince Valiant did kill it. (Yeah! Pull the other leg.)

But the most casual examination of the lions will immediately rouse the

question, “If they are lions, why do they look so much like dogs? They

look more cuddly than fierce, and seem to be begging to be patted. And

they are all wearing a dog collar, and this has a bauble or a spherical

bell attached to it, sometimes more than one.” The answer, of course, is

that they are dogs, and are not lions at all. They were introduced into

China by the Buddhists, who placed them outside their temple gates to

guard it against demons. They were the Dogs of Fo, the dogs of Buddha.

Buddhists considered these dogs as a sacred animal, and they are

sometimes depicted as offering flowers to Buddha. Somewhere along the

course of history it was decided that they were not mere jolly cuddly

dogs, and that it was more seemly to declare that these dogs were lions,

and as such they were more appropriate to the solemnity and dignity of

the place that they guarded. And furthermore, they were not just

ordinary lions, either — they were mythical lions. So if an emperor

mentions his lions to you, just go along with the story so as to ensure

he doesn’t lose face if you remind him of the truth.

Apart from the stone lions at the Gate of Heavenly Peace, there are six

pairs of magnificent bronze castings of lions in the Forbidden City. You

will find a pair outside the Gate of Supreme Harmony, (these have

splendid regal collars, just as you would expect on an imperial dog) the

Gate Heavenly Purity, The Gate of Mental Cultivation, The Gate of

Tranquil Longevity, the Gate of Spiritual Cultivation, and the Palace of

Eternal Spring. They are placed on elaborately carved bases, and with

the exception of the gilded lions situated before the gate of Heavenly

Purity and the Gate of Spiritual Cultivation, are sitting on an

embroidered rug. There were also lions in front of the gate to the

garden of the Palace for the Establishment of Happiness, built in 1740,

before it was conveniently ravaged by fire to prevent discovery of

systematic robbery of the valuables that were stored there.

There are corner weights to the rugs on the lion bases in the form of

coins. These are called ya-sui-qian, the modern interpretation being

“coins to check evil auras.” It has been suggested that this is a pun

made from sui = year, and sui = press, suggesting Qing oppression,

though this is doubtful. However, coins have frequently been used as

amulets and symbols of good augury. The lions were probably placed there

for the purpose of frightening away evil spirits, and there is a pair of

beautifully carved stone lions sitting on a rug at the Lama Temple, Yong

He Gong, which would appear to be there for this purpose. They probably

date from the Qianlong period, and were doubtless put there when he

resided there as a prince. The lions before the Gate of Heavenly Purity,

incidentally, have three baubles and two bells, look as though they have

shin-pads on their front legs. Clearly, there was considerable scope for

adding minor details as the artist might wish. Even so, the Chinese

“lions” have now become frozen in style, are mass-produced, and are to

be found all over the world in front of Chinese restaurants.

There are also many other examples of lions in the palace. The Rainbow

Cutting Bridge has ten small and jolly little lions sitting on the top

of the balustrades, all different. Most are playing happily with cubs;

others are just sitting. It is claimed that this is one of the few

remaining original Ming structures in the Forbidden City, and yet the

authorities are rather reluctant to let the public visit this bridge.

But let us hope that by the time my book is published they will have

relented. There is one lion that has what appears to be a ladle in its

left paw, though it is a ru yi not a ladle, and it was said that every

time the emperor passed over the bridge a yellow cloth was placed over

this lion. There is a folk tale to explain this curious practice. It is

said that the Qianlong’s favourite, the famous “Fragrant Concubine,”

Xiangfei, was provided with a bathhouse, and had to pass over the Broken

Rainbow Bridge to reach it. It had glass windows, so special precautions

were taken to ensure her privacy. One day she seemed to see a shadow of

a small figure, but when she opened the window there was nothing there.

But the shadow came back the next day, this time a little clearer. One

day the figure was so clear that she snatched up a jade ru yi, the

special gift from the emperor which means “may you have your every wish

granted,” and hurled it at the shadowy figure. Her attendants heard the

crash, ran to assist her, and learned what she had done. “You must fetch

that ru yi,” she told them, “for it is a present from the emperor.” They

searched high and low, but when they came to the lions on the bridge

they saw that one of them had the ru yi in its paw. It had, however,

stuck there, and try as they would they could not prise it loose. The

Fragrant Concubine was cross, and angrily demanded advice on what she

could tell the emperor to account for the loss of the ru yi. The

attendants were frightened too, and persuaded the eunuchs to cover the

lion with a cloth whenever he passed by, to avoid him seeing the jade ru

yi in its paw. You can still see this lion with the ru yi, if you can

get to this bridge, but it will not be covered with a yellow cloth,

because you are not the emperor.

There is a more sinister story associated with the yellow cloth (though

this story has probably been invented). It has been claimed that one of

the Qianlong emperor’s sons was murdered at this spot, some say by the

Qianlong emperor himself, and the cloth was put here in his son’s

memory.

There are two beautiful gilded pavilions just outside the terrace on the

Palace of Heavenly Purity. If you look over the balcony on the west

side, and down below the pedestal supporting the pavilions, on the stone

balustrade, you will see twelve delightful Ming lions, again most of

them playing informally with their cubs. One has the cub in its arms at

shoulder level. Two of them have their cubs playfully touching the bell

on their mother’s collar. There seems to be only one male lion, however,

and he sits there proudly holding a ball under its paw, and with a

ribbon in its mouth. There is a corresponding pavilion base on the other

side, but many of these lions have been renovated, and consequently are

in good condition.

24. If the emperor had Lions, it is not surprising that he also had

Unicorns, and it was one of the favourite motifs in Chinese art for many

hundreds of years. It is even possible that there was once a time that

unicorns existed as a living animal in China. However, descriptions of

animals caught in ancient times do not sound very convincing.

Descriptions of the unicorn, known to the Chinese as qilin, (pronounced

chee-lin) were as ambiguous as those of other mythical creatures. Some

literary sources had it that it had the body of a deer, others describe

it as more like a goat, or an ox, or even a bear. Generally, however, it

resembled a large stag with cloven hoofs, but it had a dragon-like head,

often described as the head of a camel, dragon-like ridges on its back,

a bushy tail, and scales on its body. It was a nice kind beast and its

horn was soft, so it did not hurt anyone if it butted them. It was said

to be able to walk on water. Differences of opinion arose concerning its

horn, some averring that it had two. Certainly in Ming times it was

usually credited with two horns, sweeping backwards. The absence of a

clear description provided difficulties for the artist when depicting a

qilin, and it is amusing to see the bronze qilin at the Summer Palace

having a single horn protruding from the head which immediately splits

into two, as neat a compromise as you can get. The magnificent gilded

unicorns in the Forbidden City, to be found outside the Palace of

Compassion, Ci Ning Gong. These are different again, with spiky hair,

and a rather fearsome and aggressive appearance. The Ci Ning Gong was

the residence of the Qianlong emperor’s mother and he placed the qilin

there in her honour. They are confusingly similar to the Zha Yu mounted

outside the Heaven’s First Gate, Zha Yu will be mentioned below), and if

it were not for the distinct cloven hoofs, slender legs, and scales, it

would be easy to assume they are one and the same.

The qilin was used on the badges of rank fastened to robes for Ming

dukes, marquises, sons-in-law of the emperor, and earls, and in 1453 it

was decreed that the Officers of the Guards in attendance on the Emperor

should also wear qilin robes.

25. Visitors to the Forbidden City will admire the statues of the lions,

but they cannot fail to be impressed, perhaps even over-awed, by the two

huge gilded beasts guarding the southern entrance to the Imperial

Garden, the First gate in Heaven. They have awesome claws, an uplifted

spiky mane, and a fearsome dragon head with long flowing whiskers, an

upright bushy tail, and a single short horn. These monsters, which are

Zha Yu, are intended to frighten, and from their appearance they

obviously can. If the emperor had virtue, or in other words, if he

followed the Tao or Right Way, they resided in the Yin world, the

darkness below that of the Yang world of light (in other words, this

world). If the emperor did not have virtue, the Zha Yu would appear.

These two statues were placed there in late Qing times, whether as a

hint to the emperor that perhaps he might be deficient in virtue is not

known, but they were certainly put there as a reminder that real Zha Yu

might appear if he strayed too far from the straight and narrow path.

The emperor had to pass these fearful beasts every time he went to the

Palace Rear Garden, as it was called in Ming times, not that he spent

much time in this hodgepodge of weird stone shapes and fossils. Perhaps

he didn’t like to be reminded of the dangers? Incidentally, the

favourite food of Zha Yu is men, so if you visit the Forbidden City,

watch out!

26. In contrast to the Phoenix, the crane is widely celebrated in

Chinese legends. It is reputed to be the patriarch of the feathered

kingdom, and is endowed with many mythical attributes. It reaches a

fabulous age, and hence it is a common emblem of longevity, and is often

depicted under a pine tree — also a symbol of longevity — and it

symbolised vast wisdom because the Chinese believed that this went with

old age. There are said to be four kinds, black, yellow, white and blue,

of which the black is said to be the longest lived. When 600 years old

it no longer takes food, but continues to drink. When a thousand years

old it turns blue, and when twice that age it turns black. Legends often

mention that human beings have often been changed into a crane, and it

is believed that it constantly interests itself in human affairs. It was

also believed that after death the souls of worthy persons would be

conveyed on the back of a crane to the Isles of the Immortals so that

they could enjoy eternal life in these regions of bliss. All this

prestige made it a natural for it to be placed on the terrace of the

main hall, the Tai He Dian, as a goodwill gesture to the emperor, and to

be used to enhance the buildings renovated for Ci Xi’s birthdays.

Accordingly, bronze statues were mounted outside such buildings as Chang

Chung Gong, the Palace of Eternal Spring, and Tai He Dian, the Hall of

Manifest Harmony. The bronze crane mounted on the terrace of the Hall of

Supreme Harmony has a back that is removable for inserting incense

sticks, and when replaced the smoke emerges from its mouth. There is a

pair of enamel cranes flanking the throne in the Hall, holding lotus

leaves in their mouths. They have spikes on them on which candles were

mounted. In the courtyard of the Hall of Mental Cultivation, an

exquisite censer is displayed in the form of three cranes joined

together. Their heads turn back over their bodies to preen their

feathers, and the second leg of each bird is tucked up under the wing.

This is unquestionably one of the treasures of the Forbidden City.

The crane was also a natural symbol for the robes of officials of the

first rank. On such badges, it is shown predominantly as white, with a

red crown to its head, and sometimes black trimmings on its neck, wings

and tail. To emphasise the essence of longevity, the crane was sometimes

depicted with the peach of immortality in its beak.

27. Just like the lions, the same sort of change took place in respect

of the tortoise. On the terrace of the main hall, Tai He Dian, are two

tortoises or turtle-looking beasts. These are Bei Xi, (pronounced bay

shee) though to the uninitiated the only feature that is not typical of

a tortoise is the head, which is fiercely dragon-like. The Bei Xi, was

considered a son of the dragon, and loves to bear heavy weights. In

early times, however, as can be seen in museums, particularly in Xian,

the animal supporting the steles was clearly a standard tortoise, having

the normal tortoise-shaped head. However, during the Mongol dynasty,

because of the shape of this head, it came to have lewd associations,

and the tortoise has been assiduously avoided in Chinese art ever since.

Furthermore, the turtle and tortoise became associated with additional

unpleasantness. The difficulty of finding the sexual organs of the beast

gave rise to the conviction that it reproduced itself by thought alone,

and hence the children of the turtle, knowing no father, became a

commonly used term for the bastard-born. The tortoise was known as Wang

Bo, “the creature that forgets the eight rules of right and wrong —

namely politeness, decorum, integrity, sense of shame, filial piety,

fraternal duty, loyalty and fidelity.” (Wow! Not a nice chap.) It does

not take much imagination to realise that unhappy thoughts like this

could be implied if the Emperor had a tortoise on the terrace of the

main building in his palace, (perish the thought!) even though it was

ostensibly there as a symbol of longevity. Therefore, with such a

reputation, it is not surprising that the tortoise was modified by

giving it a dragon’s head; a perfect example of Chinese face-saving

adaptability.

Tortoises and turtles were believed to live for many hundreds of years.

(The Chinese had only one name for the both.) It was said that at the

age of 300 it was no bigger than a coin; when 3,000 years old it is only

one foot two inches in size, and is blue in colour with green rims. It

is sometimes said that the wooden columns of the Temple of Heaven in

Peking were originally set on live tortoises in the belief that since

these animals are supposed to live for more than 3,000 years without

food and air, they are gifted with a miraculous power to preserve wood

from decay. The dome shaped back of the turtle and the tortoise was

taken to represent the universe or the heavens, and it was believed that

the upper vaulted part of its shell had markings corresponding to the

constellations. The hardness of its shell gave rise to the practice of

using its likeness to support tablets and steles at tombs. In contrast

to the vulgar convictions of the turtle’s bad habits, its favourable

attributes of strength, endurance and longevity, led the Buddhists to

consider it a creature of respect, and considered that it was

meritorious to feed them. You will find many Buddhist Temples with a

pond of “turtles,” with food for them for sale to the faithful (In

reality they are merely terrapins, but they serve to make a fast buck).

There is a popular story that the scholar who headed the list in the

Triennial Examinations had the right to stand on the head of one of the

tortoise-dragons on the terrace of Tai He Dian in the Forbidden City

after being congratulated by the emperor. This defies the imagination,

for the scholar-officials that sat such an examination were not the sort

of frivolous university undergraduates that would have appreciated such

an honour. Apart from that, standing on the tortoise-dragon’s head would

be difficult of achievement to say the least. The story, therefore, must

be taken with a generous pinch of salt. It probably arose from a poem by

Hong Liang-chi who referred to the one who passed with the highest

honours as being called the one who “occupied the dragon head,” in other

words top of the list, and someone fishing around to explain this poem

latched on to the “dragon” on the terrace and made the rest up, a

characteristic not unknown among Chinese. The tortoise-dragons on the

terrace, which were known as Hao Heng, had a practical use, apart from

the symbolic one of representing longevity. They are incense burners,

and on ceremonial occasions, the back would be lifted off in order to

place burning incense in the body, and when replaced the smoke would

drift up through the dragon’s open mouth.

There are two other pairs of tortoises in the palace, one pair being on

the terrace of the Palace of Heavenly Purity, the Qian Qing Gong,

sometimes translated as the Palace of Cloudless Heaven. The head of

these bronze tortoises is polished brightly from the thousands of

visitors who have rubbed their hands on them for luck! This palace was

built in 1420, and rebuilt in 1598 after a disastrous fire. Many

emperors lived here, including the Taichang emperor who, in 1620, died

in it after taking the Red Pills of Immortality, only 29 days after

accession to the throne. (Clearly the claim that the pills had the

ability to produce immortality was pure hype.) There were renovations

and rebuilding in 1669 to orders from the Kangxi emperor. There are also

two tortoises on the South front of the Palace of Eternal Spring, Chang

Chun Gong. It was used as an examination hall during Kangxi’s reign, and

many senior concubines lived here at one time or another. More recently,

this was where Ci Xi lived during the Tongzhi emperor’s reign,

(1862-1874) and the tortoises were probably put there in her honour.

28. Mention should be made of the roof figures. Although little figures

have been used on the eaves of Chinese temples for hundred of years

there was no standard arrangement. The Yong Le emperor changed this, and

had a standard set used on all imperial buildings. In the front was a

heavenly being sitting on a bird. This is probably a feng huang, but is

usually called a cockerel. (Ignore the silly story that says it

represents a king called Min.) Behind comes a dragon (actually a son of

the dragon), a phoenix, a lion, a celestial horse, a sea horse, a beast

called a suan ni (no one seems to know much about this beast) a ya yu

(whatever that is) a xie zhai (whatever that is) and a fighting bull.

The subject of these roof figures is a complicated one, and not much

research has been done on them. I have reams of stuff about them

available on request, for I have been researching into these beasts for

many years, but this is too complicated, and too long, and too

specialised, to include here.

29. There is also a problem about symbolism. Just about everything in

the Forbidden City had some symbolic meaning. Numbers were also

symbolic, especially five and nine. There were Five Bridges over the

Golden Water River & Jade Stream, and there were nine bubble nails on

all the doors, except the East Gate of Glory where there was eight. This

was where any dead bodies were taken out of the Forbidden City and the

figure eight was associated with death.

The subject of symbolism is also complex. There were Bats (for good

luck) Magpies (good fortune), Fish (a religious symbol) and Mandarin

Ducks (married happiness) and many others.

And there were flowers, all with symbolic meanings, such as the

Marigold, and the Peach Flower, as well as trees such as the Cypress,

the Willow, the Bamboo, the Pine and the Plum Tree. Again, I have

available a small monograph on the subject of Symbolism in the Forbidden

City.
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THE FORBIDDEN CITY  —  A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

By Roy Bates  ©

1. Its proper name is “The Purple Forbidden City,” not that anyone ever

calls it this! However, see below for the reason why it was called the

Purple Forbidden City. It was not a city; it was a palace for the

emperor, where he lived, and carried out his duties of governing the

empire.

2. Living in the palace was the emperor, his wife (he only had one

wife), his concubines (often euphemistically called secondary wives),

his thousands of eunuch servants, and thousands of serving maids. He was

known as the Son of Heaven. Nobody really believed he was actually the

Son of Heaven, but they did believe that he represented Heaven, and as

such was responsible for all natural events such as good harvests, bad

harvests, droughts and floods etc.

3. The Forbidden City was built for an emperor called Yong Le. (I don’t

use the correct spelling, which is Yongle, since it looks as though it

rhymes with mongol. Yong is pronounced as if it is the German word jung.

Le is pronounced ler, and rhymes with her). There were two dynasties of

emperors who lived in the Forbidden City (a dynasty is a line of

hereditary rulers all with the same surname). The first dynasty was

called the Ming dynasty, which means “Bright.” All the Ming emperors had

the surname Zhu (pronounced jew) The second was the Qing dynasty

(pronounced as ching) This was the “Pure” dynasty. (The Chinese liked

fancy names!) The Qings were not Chinese and when they first conquered

China they did not speak Chinese. They were Manchu, and they came from

the north. (But they quickly became like Chinese.) The Qing emperors all

had the same surname of Aisin Gioro.(Gioro meant gold in the Manchu

language)

4. Most emperors were tyrants, and were very cruel. Several of them

conducted extensive purges and executed persons they regarded as

undesirable or dangerous. In some cases several thousands of people were

killed. It was dangerous for officials, even senior officials, to upset

the emperor, and this usually resulted in being given a beating in front

of the assembled court officials. Victims had their trousers removed and

were beaten on the bare buttocks with a long bamboo rod about 15 cms in

diameter, split vertically. Forty or fifty strokes was common, and many

beatings were of one-hundred strokes. Often death would result from

these Chinese beatings.

5. The emperor was advised by scholar-officials, (the Civil Service) and

they came into the palace every day. (They did not live there). They

were called Scholar-officials because they had to pass a considerable

number of examinations before they were admitted to the higher positions

required for work directly for the emperor in connection with

government. To pass these examinations required the learning by heart of

special books, and writing essays in a strictly standard style. No

freedom was allowed in the style of the essays. No fresh ideas were

allowed. Everything had to be in accordance with ancient beliefs. All

those who passed were swots, and, with very few exceptions, were deadly

serious (and deadly dull). They hated the eunuchs (see below), because

eunuchs were free-thinkers, and their brains were not cluttered up with

solemn teachings.

6. The emperor was served by thousands of castrated men, called Eunuchs.

Eunuchs served the emperors of China as early as the Chou period (c.

1122-221 BC) and continued as such under the Han, Tang, and Song

dynasties. They had two main functions: as guards and servants in harems

or other women's quarters, and as chamberlains and political advisers to

kings and emperors. Eunuchs were considered the most suitable guards for

the females a ruler might have in his palace because they could not

procreate, and the eunuchs’ confidential position in the royal harem

frequently enabled them to exercise an important influence over their

imperial masters, and even to raise themselves to stations of great

trust and power. Many of them were highly intelligent, and some rose to

become confidential advisers, and even ministers, generals, and

admirals. The first Ming emperor employed them extensively, and the

practice persisted right until the end of the dynasty. The Qings

followed suit and kept the eunuch system. The first Qing emperor relied

on them extensively, and they soon gained almost as much power as they

had in the Ming times. Later emperors, however, were less inclined to

accept them as executive officials, and kept them firmly in place as

palace servants. All eunuchs were uneducated when they were accepted

into the palace. Many of them, however, benefited from special schooling

given to them inside the palace. Many were trusted by the emperor,

especially as they were prepared to do almost anything the emperor

wanted (including bad things like swindling people and getting money for

the emperor by blackmail or through bribes, and other nefarious

methods). Since the eunuchs had not been brainwashed like the scholar

officials, many of them made pleasant companions too. At times, some

palace eunuchs became very powerful, almost as powerful as the emperor,

and in effect ruled China.

7. The emperor had only one wife. He did not live with her, eat with

her, and in many cases did not even sleep with her. Seldom was a wife

the producer of the emperor’s first child. He could sleep with any one

of his concubines (often referred to, euphemistically, as secondary

wives) in the hope she would give birth to a son. Children born of a

concubine were considered fully legitimate. For bedmates, the emperor

was not restricted to his wife and his concubines, however. He could

also sleep with any girl in the palace (indeed any girl in the country,

come to that). If a girl produced a son then she could be raised to the

rank of concubine, thereby making the child legitimate. (To heck with

convention or social morals. If you are a Chinese emperor you can do

what you like.)

8. All people in the Forbidden City had ranks. The emperor,

surprisingly, did not have the highest rank. Above him with higher

ranks, were his father’s mother, or his own mother (not always the same

person.) These Empress-dowagers, as they were called by Western writers

because there was no Western equivalent or translation of the Chinese

name, were very powerful, and even had the power to demote the emperor

if they wanted to. During the 1920s, a notorious Empress-dowager, called

Ci Xi (pronounced sir shee) had an emperor confined to a small room for

many years. She also demoted a prince who disobeyed her, and had him

severely beaten. She, like all the senior women in the palace, could

order her maids as well as her eunuch servants beaten, and she

frequently did. Thirty strokes of the cane was a fairly light sentence,

even for the girls — often servants would be ordered to receive more

than this, even up to 100 strokes!

9. There were two ways in which someone could become emperor. One was by

conquest, and this is how the first Ming emperor got onto the throne.

(He was a soldier, and he overthrew the 11th Mongol emperor. The

Mongols, under Genghis Khan and his grandson Kubla Khan, had overrun

China and occupied it. They were cruel and oppressive and were hated,

and the Chinese were glad to see them thrown out.) He had 42 children!

He decided that the eldest son would be the next emperor, and when he

died this son was made the next emperor as he had specified. However,

his fourth son (he was the Prince of Yan and who had been put in charge

of the Peking area) was not happy with this, so he gathered an army and

overthrew the new (second) emperor. The Prince declared himself emperor

and decided to move his capital to Peking. (What happened to the second

emperor has never been fully revealed. He just vanished. He was probably

murdered, but some people think he retired to a monastery.)

Similarly, the 16th Ming emperor was overthrown by the Manchus, a large

tribe of people from the north. The Mings were now very unpopular, and

certain generals opened the gates of the Great Wall and let the Manchus

through. They then entered Peking by force, and the last of the Ming

emperors hanged himself when he heard they were at the city gates.

The second way of becoming emperor was being a son of the reigning

emperor, and being nominated by him. Seldom was the eldest son

nominated, even though the founder of the dynasty had issued

instructions that the next reign should be given to the eldest son. But

this practice was seldom followed even during the Ming dynasty. Neither

was it followed in Qing dynasty. For example, the Shunzi emperor was the

ninth son, the Kangxi emperor was the third, Yongzheng the fourth,

Qianlong the fourth, Jiaqing the fifteenth, and Daoguang the second.

(They didn’t always like their eldest son!)

10. The palace itself is different from a European Palace. In Europe, a

palace is a large building with hundreds of rooms. The Forbidden City

consisted of hundred of buildings, most of them small, each with only

two or three rooms. It has a high wall around it, and has only four

entrances, one on the South (the Main gate, reserved for the emperor

exclusively) one on the East, (for the exclusive use of the scholar

officials) one on the West (for the exclusive use of the military

officials) and one at the North (sometimes called the “domestic gate”

because this is where all the food and stuff came in, and all the

garbage was carried out) It had no cellars or dungeons, and until around

1880, had no heating. Even then, the heating was only in the major

ceremonial halls and a few or the residential rooms of the emperor and

the empress.

There were many wells that provided drinking water, but for the

emperor’s use, water from a special spring nearby was brought in by cart

every day. The sanitary arrangements were primitive (simply buckets),

and all human excrement had to be hand-carried out of the Palace to be

used thriftily as fertiliser on the land nearby. There were no bathing

facilities. It was not a comfortable place to live in.

It had several temples, for the Chinese did not have one god — they had

hundreds. So to be on the safe side, they prayed to them all!

11. There were three main Halls built on a huge I-shaped platform. The

main one was used for formal ceremonies, receptions, and audiences. It

was originally called the Hall of Serving Heaven, but the Manchus wanted

to emphasise that they were encouraging “harmony” with the Chinese and

so renamed it the Hall of Supreme Harmony. It was enormous. Like most of

the main halls, it was a firetrap and was burnt down many times. Behind

it was a small hall called the Hall of Middle Harmony. It was used as a

place to receive the senior advisors, and as a place for the emperor to

rest when he went to other halls for imperial duties. At the back (at

the top, on the North of the Palace) was the Hall of Preserving Harmony

(sometimes called Protective Harmony for the Chinese language is not

precise), and it was second only the great hall in the front (on the

South) It was used for formal functions too, functions that were not

quite as important as those to justify using the main hall. Banquets

were often given here. These three halls were referred to as the Outer

Court. No woman ever set foot in any of these three halls; it was

strictly reserved for the men.

12. At the back (on the North) was a similar set of three halls. These

were known as the Inner Court. The emperor lived in the large front

hall, a great big barn of a place, and during the Ming dynasty the

empress lived in the medium sized one at the top. During Qing times,

they turned this hall into a special place to practice a weird religion,

called Shamanism. The small one in the middle was called the Hall of

Celestial and Terrestrial Union. It was first constructed some 125 years

after the palace was built, for the emperor to entertain his wife or his

concubines. (Nice delicate word, entertain.)

13. The Hall in the Inner Court was used by all emperors for their

bedroom, until the third Qing emperor. When the Kangxi emperor died in

1795, they put his body in state in this hall while they worked out a

special day for his burial. On this occasion, it took a lot of

deliberation. As the new emperor could not use the hall for his bedroom

while his father’s body lay there in state, he moved to a set of

buildings on the east known as the Hall of Mental Cultivation. There was

a small central hall for his office, and behind this was a very small

room for his bed (and I mean very small), and on the other side of a

corridor was a small room for the empress. There were a few other small

rooms where the emperor could read or write in his leisure hours. In the

middle was a medium sized room from where the activities of

administrating the empire took place (I call this small complex “the

executive suite!”) They took a long time to find a special day for the

burial and the new emperor got to like this temporary accommodation, so

he decided to stay there. All the emperors who came after him continued

to use it as their place of work and rest.

14. To the right of these three Inner Court halls (on the East side) is

a clutter of small buildings. These were used as dwellings for the

concubines when they produced a child. If their son became an emperor,

the name of the building was changed. It was then called a “palace,”

even though it was a small hall of only two or three rooms. On the far

right is a beautiful garden built for the retirement of the Qianlong

emperor, (around 1785) and it is close to a large set of buildings. In

fact, although he abdicated in favour of his son, after 60 years on the

throne, he never actually retired and kept working right up to his death

some years later. The garden and the building specially created for him,

were not used for over a hundred years.

15. To the top left of the Forbidden City is a group of buildings where

concubines who had fallen out of favour were housed (or wives – wives

were sometimes deposed too). The big one at the front, however, was

built for one of the empress dowagers, the mother of the Qianlong

emperor.

16. The grounds at the bottom right and bottom left were not very much

used. You can see, therefore, why I say the palace was badly designed,

and badly laid out. It was crowded to the top and under-utilised at the

bottom. The craftsmanship lavished on the roofs and wooden rafters,

however, is breathtaking.

17. Surrounding the palace (the Forbidden City) was the Imperial City.

This was a proper City, and in it were the offices of the many

departments necessary to run a huge palace. This is also where most of

the eunuchs lived. Outside the walls of the Imperial City was the city

of Peking proper, where the ordinary citizens lived.

18. The origin of the name “Purple Forbidden City” is interesting. Like

all ancient civilizations the Chinese noticed and marveled at the stars,

and wondered what they were. Inevitably they concluded that they were

some form of an extra-terrestrial super-being, or in other words, they

were gods. While most stars seemed to be placed haphazardly, certain

groups were stable and readily recognizable. Furthermore, it seemed as

though the stars rotated around a single point, and this was felt to be

significant, and it was concluded that this was the most senior of the

gods, the all-highest, for why else would all the other gods circle

around it? This was what we call the Pole Star. They decided it must

have a special color, as appropriate to the all-highest. Precisely what

color this was is not known because the Chinese character and term used

for this color has varied in meaning over the ages, so the exact

intention cannot be determined. It probably originally meant yellow. As

knowledge of the heavens increased, it was realized that the “pole star”

itself moved in a circle, and thus the belief arose that there was an

even higher god. On either side of this space were two easily recognized

constellations, the Big and the Little Dippers. It was also noticed that

the tail of the Big Dipper pointed in different directions at different

times of the year, and the Chinese, being familiar with the cycle of the

seasons — cold in winter, hot in summer, (both very distinct in

North-China) called the direction of the tail in winter as North, and in

summer as South. The direction in the seasons in between, Spring and

Autumn, gave rise to the directions East and West. The direction towards

the center, the location of the all-highest god, gave an additional

fifth direction, and this is why the Chines attach great importance to

the number Five. The concept of an all-highest god-ruler developed over

many years, and in the second millennium BC they concluded that there

was a “Supreme Celestial Pivot.” The Celestial Spirit, or Unit,

therefore, dwelt in the center, an all-highest “reserved space.”

However, as the previous all-highest had been allocated the color

yellow, another color had to be selected. The choice was purple, for

this had been used for many years by emperors to signify superiority.

The all-highest god, therefore, was assumed to dwell in the “Purple

Reserved Place.” Then, as the concept arose of the Celestial Spirit,

representing Heaven, having its own representative on earth, in other

words, a Son of Heaven, his dwelling was the “Purple Reserved Walled

Place,” and since the Chinese character for “a walled place” is what we

call a city, historians shortened the name of his dwelling to The Purple

Forbidden City. (This name tripped off the tongue better.)

20. The Forbidden City was not the first to be built in Peking. The

Khitans (that’s where we get the name Cathay from) took control of the

northern areas. and built a small palace for the Khitan ruler’s use,

roughly to the south-west of where the present Forbidden City now

stands. The Khitans were not Chinese, however, and they preferred their

palaces in their other lands, and few of their emperors much time in

this palace, for the Khitans were afraid that the use of Chinese

advisers and administrative techniques would blur their ethnic identity

so they made a conscious effort to retain their own customs, tribal

rites, food and clothing, and shunned China Chinese manners as much as

possible. They were fierce and aggressive, and had well organised,

well-disciplined, hard-hitting cavalry ordos (from which we get the

English Word “hordes”). Meanwhile, the Ru-chen, another Manchurian

semi-nomadic people, was expanding by conquests under the leadership of

A-ku-ta, and by an alliance with the Chinese Song dynasty he effectively

overthrew most of the Khitan Kingdom. In 1115 he declared that he had

established a Dynasty which he called the Jin (Gold). The Jin State

became strong and prosperous, and the fifth Jin emperor, Shi Zong,

decided to create for himself an imposing palace. This was the first

Forbidden City.

The Jin-shi imperial records show that he inaugurated and took up

residence in this grand palace in 1179, which he called Dai-ning. By

now, it was tacitly accepted that the Jin dynasty was ruling what was

essentially a Chinese empire, even though the rulers were foreigners and

aliens. By all accounts, Shi Zong’s palace was truly a grand one. Doors,

windows, and special stone were brought all the way from the plundered

former capital, Gaifeng. The area occupied by the Forbidden City, as it

quickly became known as, took up the greater part of the city itself,

and there was only enough space outside the Imperial City for a

relatively small number of ordinary citizens to live there. The

formidable Jin military machine became slack and lacked vitality. It was

an easy prey to the Mongols. Genghis Khan attacked and burnt the palace

down. The fires lasted for over a month, and the fabulous Jin Forbidden

City, the first on the Peking site, no longer existed.

Some years later Kublai Khan decided to move his capital to Yen-ching

(what we call Beijing today) and like all conquering emperors, he too

had a magnificent palace built, almost on the same site as the first

one. This was the second Forbidden City. The palace built for Kublai

Khan was even more splendid than the Jin palace was, and Marco Polo gave

an enthusiastic description of it. The place must have been impressive.

Kublai Khan, was a strong believer of apartheid, and he made sure that

mixing with the natural leaders of the local Chinese population was

prohibited. He restricted the Chinese to the lower administrative posts,

and perpetuated a caste system which Mongols and their foreign aides

ranked well above the northern Chinese. He ranked the southern Chinese

the lowest of all. This policy created much discord, and many felt that

they were nothing more than slaves to the Mongols. Uprisings developed

and in 1278 there was an attempt by an armed force of several hundred to

overthrow the regime. In 1283 there were as many as 200 armed uprisings,

and in 1289 the official count was more than 400 in the lower Zhangjiang

River Valley alone. But the Khan’s successors continued to maintain

their separation from the native population, and settled down to a life

of luxury. None of Kublai successors had his stature, however, and

imperial power declined. There was no fixed procedure for succession,

and this lead to dissension and struggle among the imperial princes,

particularly from the year 1321 onwards. More than once pretenders,

backed by Mongol nobles, competed for the throne.

Several emperors were put on the throne while they were very young and

proved to be little more than figureheads. Gradually the Mongols lost

their martial skills, and inevitably the revolts became increasingly

frequent as the resentment against the Mongol attitude grew and grew.

The last emperor, the Shun Di emperor, made attempts to allow Chinese

civilisation to make progress at court, but it was too late. The revolts

in the mid-14th century led by the man who became the first Ming emperor

eventually overthrew the Yuan dynasty. (It was the shortest-lived major

dynasty of China — just over one-hundred years.)

The first Ming emperor was superstitiously afraid of the Yuan Palace at

Peking, and in 1368 he ordered it to be destroyed, and thus the second

Forbidden City on the Peking site vanished. His son, the Prince of Yen,

who became the Yong Le emperor, however, ignored superstition, and

created his own palace on the site, the third Forbidden City. This was

even more impressive than the other two, but sadly over the years it

became the centre for intrigue, corruption and evil. But at least the

buildings are still in existence, fortunately considerably cleansed by

time of the evil emotional pollution.

21. One of the first things a visitor to the Forbidden City will notice

is that the Chinese idea of beauty is different from that of the West.

That is not to say that there is nothing beautiful there — the halls and

palaces, and especially the corner towers, are unquestionably

magnificent — but there is not one single example of a statue of the

human form, male or female. However, there are beasts galore, both

strange and familiar. There are tortoises, but they have strange

dragon-like heads. There are fierce looking four-legged beasts, but

these have dragon-like heads too. (Some of them are said to eat men!)

And there are dragons of all sorts, though none of them look remotely

like the dragon of mediaeval Europe. The guide books will solemnly tell

you that at the gates there are two lions, and yet they look very much

like dogs, and wear what looks very much like a dog collar, and some

even have a lead. There is a line of strange animals on the roof eaves,

and in the imperial garden there are strange shaped objects such as

weird pieces of stone, somewhat like modern abstract sculpture, and all

solemnly erected on elaborate bases. Happily, there are some bronze

sculptures, paintings and carvings that look reasonably conventional,

such as cranes, pheasants, deer, and bats, and there are familiar

objects, such as bowls, sundials, and boxes. The reality is, the

Forbidden City is crammed with artefacts and designs, and yet nothing

has been put there simply because it is beautiful, or even by chance.

Everything on display has been put there for a purpose. And everything

has a curious and interesting story behind it.

22. Let us first discuss dragons, for if one were to be asked to name

one thing which symbolises the Forbidden City, the most likely answer

would be the Dragon. But even this is different. It is not the fierce

dragon that fills the legends of mediaeval England, which has to be

slain by a legendary hero. But there are no legends about ferocious

Chinese dragons (at least until the Buddhists introduced the concept of

bad dragons). It may look like a serpent, but it is gentle, mild, and

kindly and not at all aggressive; and it plays with pearls. It has

remarkable eyesight, and the Chinese believed it could distinguish a

blade of grass at a hundred miles. It is powerful, and authoritative,

and as such has figured in the Chinese mind as far back as one can

trace. The Chinese word for dragon is long, (pronounced like lung) and

there is another Chinese word long, currently written with a different

character, which means “grand, high, exalted.” These two words probably

originally meant the same. Belief in dragons has existed in China for

many years, and they have been revered for many centuries.

The dragon has long been associated with rain, and it was believed that

the dragon could “move clouds around and bring rain.” If a dragon was

seen, and it was claimed that this happened many times, there was

usually a great downpour of rain shortly afterwards. As recently as 1920

a teacher claimed that he saw a baby dragon that had fallen from the

sky. It stayed, he said, for 24 hours, and that it had four feet, a

cow’s head and a scaly body; what was more it was 50 feet long, and

blue... (Ahem!) But whether there was a downpour afterwards is not

recorded. In times of drought, images were made of the dragon in clay

and sacrifices were made to it for the purposes of making rain. In the

time of the Tang and Song dynasties there was the custom during a severe

drought to throw a slab of stone carved with dragons into a river or a

lake in the hope that there would be a favourable response from the

dragon. Even today, the Chinese word for a water tap or faucet is a

“dragons head,” a water pump is called a “water-drawing dragon’s head,”

and fire-engines are called “water dragons.”

Descriptions of dragons are to be found in ancient documents, one

written around 1100 BC, says that it had horns like a deer’s antlers, a

neck like a snake, a clam’s body, a carp’s scales, a hawk’s talons, a

tiger’s paws and an ox’s ears. (Wow!) This got slightly modified over

the years, and in later times the list given by Wang Fu (he lived from

73 to 48 BC), stated that in addition to these characteristics it had

the head of a camel, and the eyes of a devil. Later still the clam was

dropped in favour of a frog, and the eyes were now said to resemble a

rabbit. It also developed whiskers on each side of its mouth, and a

beard under its chin. It had a ridge of 81 scales along its back, (nine

times nine — nine was a magic figure) and its voice, it was said, was

like the jingling of copper pans. It could not hear, and this is why

deaf persons in China are called lung. By 200 AD its feet were

considered to be talons, and its upper lip and nose became elongated.

In the Yuan dynasty, the dragon initially had three claws. However, a

four-clawed dragon started to increase in imperial popularity. It was,

however, the first Ming emperor in his enthusiasm for eliminating

anything that was Yuan, who introduced the five-clawed dragon. This was

possibly because he felt that the number five had greater significance,

especially since it was associated with the five elements. He firmly

adopted the dragon as the emblem of imperial power, and soon the

five-clawed dragon became the standard emblem for the emperor and an

indicator of imperial favour, with four and three-clawed dragons being

relegated for use by those of lower rank. The Manchus, when assuming the

title of emperor at their palaces in Shenyang, used the four-clawed

dragon, but when they ousted the Mings, and moved to Peking, the

emperors considered the three-clawed long dragon to be more sacred, and

used this for their exclusive use on their robes, presumably to avoid

merely taking the Ming version. Yet it was identical to the 5-clawed

dragon except for the number of claws. Between the years 1676 and 1712,

the heir apparent was permitted to use the 3-clawed long as his emblem,

not the young chi dragon. This is interesting, but why the number of

claws should be an indicator of age is not known. But after 1712 the

Manchu emperors abandoned their reverence for the three-clawed dragon

and they, and their successors, adopted the five-clawed dragon once

more. After this reversion, it is not certain what the status of the

three-clawed dragon became. Possibly it may have been used by officials

who had insufficient rank to be allowed the four-clawed dragon on their

robes.

By the time the Forbidden City was built the dragon had firmly become

symbolical of the Emperor. His person was styled the “dragon’s body,”

and a coiled dragon was embroidered on his robes (as a kind of coat of

arms). When he sat on the throne he was said to be taking the “dragon’s

seat.” When he died, he is said to have “Mounted the Dragon Chariot,” or

to have gone “Riding in the Six Dragon Chariot,” which was believed to

be how he would be taken to heaven so that he could rule from there. The

“Hidden Dragon” was how a future emperor was referred to, and the palace

of the heir apparent was known as the “Pool of the Dragon.” When there

was a new emperor, those that remained to serve him were said to have

“Clung to the Beard of the Dragon.”

There are many carvings of the dragon on panels or decorative slabs in

the Forbidden City. The outstanding example is the Nine-dragon screen in

front of the Gate of Imperial Supremacy. These nine dragons are moulded

in high relief, and the screen is made up of 270 separate tiles, the

design being cunningly contrived to ensure that the joins did not pass

through the more complicated and delicately carved parts of the dragons,

such as the heads. It was erected in 1771 when the area around the

Palace of Tranquil Longevity was being rebuilt for the Qianlong emperor

for his use when he retired after sixty years of reign.

There is a delightful (and true) story about the Nine-dragon Screen.

Apparently, just before the final inspection, a piece fell off one of

the tiles and smashed into pieces. There was no time to have a new one

made, so the person in charge, with commendable initiative, had a piece

of wood put in its place, and had it carved and painted to look like

ceramic. That piece of wood is still there today, and can be seen by

those who look for it. (It is at the far left.)

Curiously, there are not many sculptures of the dragon, in the Forbidden

City. But there are two magnificent bronze castings in front of the

Palace of Accumulated Elegance. These bronze dragons, each holding a

flaming pearl in the five claws of their right legs, are superb examples

of the bronze caster’s art. But they are not old. They were put there in

1884 when the palace was included in the extensive (and expensive)

renovations carried out in honour of the powerful empress dowager’s 50th

birthday. (The infamous Ci Xi) She moved into this palace on the tenth

month of that year and occupied it for ten years. She held many

audiences here, and no doubt revelled in the fact that even though there

were dragons on the terrace outside, she was the one sitting on the

reception throne inside.

23. As the dragon became the symbol of the emperor, the Feng-huang

(which the West likes to call the Phoenix; goodness knows why) became

the symbol of the empress. It was considered to be the ruler of the

birds, corresponding to the dragon being the king of animals.

It was said that the song of the phoenix is exceptionally beautiful and

meaningful and that the animal had a special appreciation of human

music. Like the dragon, its form was complex, and it was endowed with

spectacular elements. In the 1st or 2nd century AD it was described as

having the breast of a goose, the hindquarters of a stag, the neck of a

snake, the tail of a fish, the forehead of a fowl, the down of a duck,

the marks of a dragon, the back of a tortoise, the face of a swallow,

and the beak of a cockerel. It was reportedly about 9 feet (2.7 m) tall.

(Wow!) But as is typical in Chinese mythology there are several other

descriptions. It is agreed that it has the neck of a snake, the tail of

a fish, though later descriptions add that this tail has twelve

feathers, changing to thirteen in leap years, the back of a tortoise and

a cockerel’s beak. The other characteristics are usually omitted. Some

insist it had the intestines of a locust, others that it resembles “a

wild swan in front, and a unicorn in back.” There is disagreement as to

its size, some saying that it is merely six feet tall, but all agree

that it is a big bird. In later times mention is made of the legs, which

were said to be that of a crane, and it is credited with having lost the

tortoise back in favour of the back of a peacock. It would never rest on

any tree other than the wudong  tree, (the dryandra cordifolia, for the

naturalists) and it feeds on the seeds of the bamboo.

Although all this sounds highly fanciful it was not considered to be

purely imaginary. Records claim that it actually appeared on certain

auspicious occasions, either in its full form or as a spirit, but only

as an omen of good government, or to indicate some great event, or to

bear testimony to the greatness of the ruler. There is a record that it

appeared at the grave of father of the first Ming emperor, indicating

that imperial power would pass into his hands. (What a load of twaddle.)

It was said that “when the state is peaceful, and its ruler enjoys

literary pursuits, then the feng-huang makes its home there; when the

state is in turmoil, and its ruler enjoys warlike pursuits, then it

leaves.” Even a brief study of Chinese history will force you to the

conclusion that there were not many times when the feng-huang could have

made its home in the land, and it must have left when Hongwu assumed the

throne, never to return.

The divine bird was believed to be the product of the sun, or of fire,

and this last belief is an interesting, but solitary, link to the

mythical phoenix of Greek and Egyptian mythology. It is often depicted

gazing at a ball of fire. The sun, being the yang and active principle,

(the male principle) the feng-huang has a great influence in the

begetting of children, and it became the emblem of brides and as such

was often painted or embroidered on wedding gifts or trousseaux, and the

bride was considered as being an “empress for a day.” However, while the

phoenix was associated with the empress it was as much for the fact that

she was a female as it was an imperial emblem.

The feng-huang was always subordinate to the dragon, just as the empress

was subordinate to the emperor. Because of this subordination, examples

of the feng-huang in the Forbidden City are in low key. The phoenix is

to be found in attendance on the dragon in several of the slabs leading

to the major buildings (but relegated to the corners!), and are there as

much for decoration as to symbolise the emperor’s wife. Some of the

finials on the balustrades have phoenixes carved in low relief, and

alternate with dragons, but they are indistinct and are difficult to

identify. Phoenixes, or perhaps pheasants, appear in some of the

elaborately painted decorations on beams, but again, in most cases the

dragon dominates. There are exceptions, however. When the Chu Xiu Gong,

the Palace of Accumulated Elegance, just off the Imperial Garden on the

West side, was being renovated in honour of Ci Xi’s fiftieth birthday,

panels with eulogistic poems to her were erected wishing her “long life

without end.” The border shows two Feng-huang at the top and two dragons

at the bottom! There is no doubt who was the dominant person at the

time. In the Palace of the Emperor’s Assistance nearby, also renovated

in Ci Xi’s honour on another occasion, there is a magnificent bronze

figure of a feng-huang, almost “life” size, but even this has to share

with a peacock and a crane. In the absence of a clear alternative, it is

generally taken that the feng-huang appears as one of the small figures

on the gable ridges of buildings in the Forbidden City, but as the bird

is in stylised form, positive identification is not possible. In spite

of popular opinion, it does not stand behind a dragon, it stands behind

a son of the dragon, a Chao Feng, and the reason for its inclusion is

obscure.

It is interesting that while the feng-huang was a mythical beast, there

are few legends or festivals associated with it, and although it was

recognised as being a benevolent beast, and symbolic of the empress and

femininity, it was never considered an object of special reverence. It

had no temple in heaven.

23. Visitors to the Forbidden City will soon notice the “lions,” for

these bold proud beasts are to be found in pairs, in magnificent

splendour outside imperial gates, halls and residences. The lion on the

West Side has a cub under its paw, so we can safely conclude that this

is a female, and we can presume that the opposite lion on the east is a

male. This has a spherical object under its paw, but what is it? Some

accounts say it is a ball that represents the earth, and the lion in

this attitude is emblematic of the emperor and his rule over the world.

But the use of a lion outside palaces, gates and temples goes back

further than the time when the Chinese accepted that the earth was

round, so this explanation is unsatisfactory. Some accounts have it that

it is an embroidered ball, called a chu, and yet another states that the

ball contains another cub, and another calls it a sacred gem. However,

where the ball originally came from is not known. It is possible that it

developed from the familiar motif of a dragon playing with a pearl.

Sometimes it is maintained that the ball is woven out of bamboo strips,

and there is a legend to explain this. The story says that these lions

suckled their cubs from their paws, and that the milk was believed to

have magical properties. Accordingly, superstitious peasants would weave

balls from wicker or bamboo and leave these out in the fields overnight

in the hope that the lion would play with the ball and the milk which

was exuded would be deposited in the ball, and could be collected. The

story does not explain why the peasants, who would be fully familiar

with the basic facts of animal husbandry, should believe that the male

is able to produce milk, nor how a hollow wicker ball could hold the

milk even if the lion did deposit some in it. Sadly, a there is no

satisfactory explanation as to what the spherical object actually is,

and a visitor to China is left to himself to make up his own.

Outside the Gate of Heavenly Peace, Tian an men, there are two grand

lions beautifully carved in stone. These are worth more than a passing

glance, for they are magic lions. The story goes that Li Zicheng, the

self-styled Prince Valiant, when he was attempting a coup d’état in

April 1644 just after the fall of the Ming Dynasty, approached these

lions. Suddenly a soldier shouted, “Be careful, your highness. One of

those lions moved!” The prince immediately hurled a spear at the male

lion, and killed it, and it turned to stone again. The truth of this

story can be checked. Look beneath the belly of the lion and you will

find the hole the spear left, thus proving that the lion did move, and

that the Prince Valiant did kill it. (Yeah! Pull the other leg.)

But the most casual examination of the lions will immediately rouse the

question, “If they are lions, why do they look so much like dogs? They

look more cuddly than fierce, and seem to be begging to be patted. And

they are all wearing a dog collar, and this has a bauble or a spherical

bell attached to it, sometimes more than one.” The answer, of course, is

that they are dogs, and are not lions at all. They were introduced into

China by the Buddhists, who placed them outside their temple gates to

guard it against demons. They were the Dogs of Fo, the dogs of Buddha.

Buddhists considered these dogs as a sacred animal, and they are

sometimes depicted as offering flowers to Buddha. Somewhere along the

course of history it was decided that they were not mere jolly cuddly

dogs, and that it was more seemly to declare that these dogs were lions,

and as such they were more appropriate to the solemnity and dignity of

the place that they guarded. And furthermore, they were not just

ordinary lions, either — they were mythical lions. So if an emperor

mentions his lions to you, just go along with the story so as to ensure

he doesn’t lose face if you remind him of the truth.

Apart from the stone lions at the Gate of Heavenly Peace, there are six

pairs of magnificent bronze castings of lions in the Forbidden City. You

will find a pair outside the Gate of Supreme Harmony, (these have

splendid regal collars, just as you would expect on an imperial dog) the

Gate Heavenly Purity, The Gate of Mental Cultivation, The Gate of

Tranquil Longevity, the Gate of Spiritual Cultivation, and the Palace of

Eternal Spring. They are placed on elaborately carved bases, and with

the exception of the gilded lions situated before the gate of Heavenly

Purity and the Gate of Spiritual Cultivation, are sitting on an

embroidered rug. There were also lions in front of the gate to the

garden of the Palace for the Establishment of Happiness, built in 1740,

before it was conveniently ravaged by fire to prevent discovery of

systematic robbery of the valuables that were stored there.

There are corner weights to the rugs on the lion bases in the form of

coins. These are called ya-sui-qian, the modern interpretation being

“coins to check evil auras.” It has been suggested that this is a pun

made from sui = year, and sui = press, suggesting Qing oppression,

though this is doubtful. However, coins have frequently been used as

amulets and symbols of good augury. The lions were probably placed there

for the purpose of frightening away evil spirits, and there is a pair of

beautifully carved stone lions sitting on a rug at the Lama Temple, Yong

He Gong, which would appear to be there for this purpose. They probably

date from the Qianlong period, and were doubtless put there when he

resided there as a prince. The lions before the Gate of Heavenly Purity,

incidentally, have three baubles and two bells, look as though they have

shin-pads on their front legs. Clearly, there was considerable scope for

adding minor details as the artist might wish. Even so, the Chinese

“lions” have now become frozen in style, are mass-produced, and are to

be found all over the world in front of Chinese restaurants.

There are also many other examples of lions in the palace. The Rainbow

Cutting Bridge has ten small and jolly little lions sitting on the top

of the balustrades, all different. Most are playing happily with cubs;

others are just sitting. It is claimed that this is one of the few

remaining original Ming structures in the Forbidden City, and yet the

authorities are rather reluctant to let the public visit this bridge.

But let us hope that by the time my book is published they will have

relented. There is one lion that has what appears to be a ladle in its

left paw, though it is a ru yi not a ladle, and it was said that every

time the emperor passed over the bridge a yellow cloth was placed over

this lion. There is a folk tale to explain this curious practice. It is

said that the Qianlong’s favourite, the famous “Fragrant Concubine,”

Xiangfei, was provided with a bathhouse, and had to pass over the Broken

Rainbow Bridge to reach it. It had glass windows, so special precautions

were taken to ensure her privacy. One day she seemed to see a shadow of

a small figure, but when she opened the window there was nothing there.

But the shadow came back the next day, this time a little clearer. One

day the figure was so clear that she snatched up a jade ru yi, the

special gift from the emperor which means “may you have your every wish

granted,” and hurled it at the shadowy figure. Her attendants heard the

crash, ran to assist her, and learned what she had done. “You must fetch

that ru yi,” she told them, “for it is a present from the emperor.” They

searched high and low, but when they came to the lions on the bridge

they saw that one of them had the ru yi in its paw. It had, however,

stuck there, and try as they would they could not prise it loose. The

Fragrant Concubine was cross, and angrily demanded advice on what she

could tell the emperor to account for the loss of the ru yi. The

attendants were frightened too, and persuaded the eunuchs to cover the

lion with a cloth whenever he passed by, to avoid him seeing the jade ru

yi in its paw. You can still see this lion with the ru yi, if you can

get to this bridge, but it will not be covered with a yellow cloth,

because you are not the emperor.

There is a more sinister story associated with the yellow cloth (though

this story has probably been invented). It has been claimed that one of

the Qianlong emperor’s sons was murdered at this spot, some say by the

Qianlong emperor himself, and the cloth was put here in his son’s

memory.

There are two beautiful gilded pavilions just outside the terrace on the

Palace of Heavenly Purity. If you look over the balcony on the west

side, and down below the pedestal supporting the pavilions, on the stone

balustrade, you will see twelve delightful Ming lions, again most of

them playing informally with their cubs. One has the cub in its arms at

shoulder level. Two of them have their cubs playfully touching the bell

on their mother’s collar. There seems to be only one male lion, however,

and he sits there proudly holding a ball under its paw, and with a

ribbon in its mouth. There is a corresponding pavilion base on the other

side, but many of these lions have been renovated, and consequently are

in good condition.

24. If the emperor had Lions, it is not surprising that he also had

Unicorns, and it was one of the favourite motifs in Chinese art for many

hundreds of years. It is even possible that there was once a time that

unicorns existed as a living animal in China. However, descriptions of

animals caught in ancient times do not sound very convincing.

Descriptions of the unicorn, known to the Chinese as qilin, (pronounced

chee-lin) were as ambiguous as those of other mythical creatures. Some

literary sources had it that it had the body of a deer, others describe

it as more like a goat, or an ox, or even a bear. Generally, however, it

resembled a large stag with cloven hoofs, but it had a dragon-like head,

often described as the head of a camel, dragon-like ridges on its back,

a bushy tail, and scales on its body. It was a nice kind beast and its

horn was soft, so it did not hurt anyone if it butted them. It was said

to be able to walk on water. Differences of opinion arose concerning its

horn, some averring that it had two. Certainly in Ming times it was

usually credited with two horns, sweeping backwards. The absence of a

clear description provided difficulties for the artist when depicting a

qilin, and it is amusing to see the bronze qilin at the Summer Palace

having a single horn protruding from the head which immediately splits

into two, as neat a compromise as you can get. The magnificent gilded

unicorns in the Forbidden City, to be found outside the Palace of

Compassion, Ci Ning Gong. These are different again, with spiky hair,

and a rather fearsome and aggressive appearance. The Ci Ning Gong was

the residence of the Qianlong emperor’s mother and he placed the qilin

there in her honour. They are confusingly similar to the Zha Yu mounted

outside the Heaven’s First Gate, Zha Yu will be mentioned below), and if

it were not for the distinct cloven hoofs, slender legs, and scales, it

would be easy to assume they are one and the same.

The qilin was used on the badges of rank fastened to robes for Ming

dukes, marquises, sons-in-law of the emperor, and earls, and in 1453 it

was decreed that the Officers of the Guards in attendance on the Emperor

should also wear qilin robes.

25. Visitors to the Forbidden City will admire the statues of the lions,

but they cannot fail to be impressed, perhaps even over-awed, by the two

huge gilded beasts guarding the southern entrance to the Imperial

Garden, the First gate in Heaven. They have awesome claws, an uplifted

spiky mane, and a fearsome dragon head with long flowing whiskers, an

upright bushy tail, and a single short horn. These monsters, which are

Zha Yu, are intended to frighten, and from their appearance they

obviously can. If the emperor had virtue, or in other words, if he

followed the Tao or Right Way, they resided in the Yin world, the

darkness below that of the Yang world of light (in other words, this

world). If the emperor did not have virtue, the Zha Yu would appear.

These two statues were placed there in late Qing times, whether as a

hint to the emperor that perhaps he might be deficient in virtue is not

known, but they were certainly put there as a reminder that real Zha Yu

might appear if he strayed too far from the straight and narrow path.

The emperor had to pass these fearful beasts every time he went to the

Palace Rear Garden, as it was called in Ming times, not that he spent

much time in this hodgepodge of weird stone shapes and fossils. Perhaps

he didn’t like to be reminded of the dangers? Incidentally, the

favourite food of Zha Yu is men, so if you visit the Forbidden City,

watch out!

26. In contrast to the Phoenix, the crane is widely celebrated in

Chinese legends. It is reputed to be the patriarch of the feathered

kingdom, and is endowed with many mythical attributes. It reaches a

fabulous age, and hence it is a common emblem of longevity, and is often

depicted under a pine tree — also a symbol of longevity — and it

symbolised vast wisdom because the Chinese believed that this went with

old age. There are said to be four kinds, black, yellow, white and blue,

of which the black is said to be the longest lived. When 600 years old

it no longer takes food, but continues to drink. When a thousand years

old it turns blue, and when twice that age it turns black. Legends often

mention that human beings have often been changed into a crane, and it

is believed that it constantly interests itself in human affairs. It was

also believed that after death the souls of worthy persons would be

conveyed on the back of a crane to the Isles of the Immortals so that

they could enjoy eternal life in these regions of bliss. All this

prestige made it a natural for it to be placed on the terrace of the

main hall, the Tai He Dian, as a goodwill gesture to the emperor, and to

be used to enhance the buildings renovated for Ci Xi’s birthdays.

Accordingly, bronze statues were mounted outside such buildings as Chang

Chung Gong, the Palace of Eternal Spring, and Tai He Dian, the Hall of

Manifest Harmony. The bronze crane mounted on the terrace of the Hall of

Supreme Harmony has a back that is removable for inserting incense

sticks, and when replaced the smoke emerges from its mouth. There is a

pair of enamel cranes flanking the throne in the Hall, holding lotus

leaves in their mouths. They have spikes on them on which candles were

mounted. In the courtyard of the Hall of Mental Cultivation, an

exquisite censer is displayed in the form of three cranes joined

together. Their heads turn back over their bodies to preen their

feathers, and the second leg of each bird is tucked up under the wing.

This is unquestionably one of the treasures of the Forbidden City.

The crane was also a natural symbol for the robes of officials of the

first rank. On such badges, it is shown predominantly as white, with a

red crown to its head, and sometimes black trimmings on its neck, wings

and tail. To emphasise the essence of longevity, the crane was sometimes

depicted with the peach of immortality in its beak.

27. Just like the lions, the same sort of change took place in respect

of the tortoise. On the terrace of the main hall, Tai He Dian, are two

tortoises or turtle-looking beasts. These are Bei Xi, (pronounced bay

shee) though to the uninitiated the only feature that is not typical of

a tortoise is the head, which is fiercely dragon-like. The Bei Xi, was

considered a son of the dragon, and loves to bear heavy weights. In

early times, however, as can be seen in museums, particularly in Xian,

the animal supporting the steles was clearly a standard tortoise, having

the normal tortoise-shaped head. However, during the Mongol dynasty,

because of the shape of this head, it came to have lewd associations,

and the tortoise has been assiduously avoided in Chinese art ever since.

Furthermore, the turtle and tortoise became associated with additional

unpleasantness. The difficulty of finding the sexual organs of the beast

gave rise to the conviction that it reproduced itself by thought alone,

and hence the children of the turtle, knowing no father, became a

commonly used term for the bastard-born. The tortoise was known as Wang

Bo, “the creature that forgets the eight rules of right and wrong —

namely politeness, decorum, integrity, sense of shame, filial piety,

fraternal duty, loyalty and fidelity.” (Wow! Not a nice chap.) It does

not take much imagination to realise that unhappy thoughts like this

could be implied if the Emperor had a tortoise on the terrace of the

main building in his palace, (perish the thought!) even though it was

ostensibly there as a symbol of longevity. Therefore, with such a

reputation, it is not surprising that the tortoise was modified by

giving it a dragon’s head; a perfect example of Chinese face-saving

adaptability.

Tortoises and turtles were believed to live for many hundreds of years.

(The Chinese had only one name for the both.) It was said that at the

age of 300 it was no bigger than a coin; when 3,000 years old it is only

one foot two inches in size, and is blue in colour with green rims. It

is sometimes said that the wooden columns of the Temple of Heaven in

Peking were originally set on live tortoises in the belief that since

these animals are supposed to live for more than 3,000 years without

food and air, they are gifted with a miraculous power to preserve wood

from decay. The dome shaped back of the turtle and the tortoise was

taken to represent the universe or the heavens, and it was believed that

the upper vaulted part of its shell had markings corresponding to the

constellations. The hardness of its shell gave rise to the practice of

using its likeness to support tablets and steles at tombs. In contrast

to the vulgar convictions of the turtle’s bad habits, its favourable

attributes of strength, endurance and longevity, led the Buddhists to

consider it a creature of respect, and considered that it was

meritorious to feed them. You will find many Buddhist Temples with a

pond of “turtles,” with food for them for sale to the faithful (In

reality they are merely terrapins, but they serve to make a fast buck).

There is a popular story that the scholar who headed the list in the

Triennial Examinations had the right to stand on the head of one of the

tortoise-dragons on the terrace of Tai He Dian in the Forbidden City

after being congratulated by the emperor. This defies the imagination,

for the scholar-officials that sat such an examination were not the sort

of frivolous university undergraduates that would have appreciated such

an honour. Apart from that, standing on the tortoise-dragon’s head would

be difficult of achievement to say the least. The story, therefore, must

be taken with a generous pinch of salt. It probably arose from a poem by

Hong Liang-chi who referred to the one who passed with the highest

honours as being called the one who “occupied the dragon head,” in other

words top of the list, and someone fishing around to explain this poem

latched on to the “dragon” on the terrace and made the rest up, a

characteristic not unknown among Chinese. The tortoise-dragons on the

terrace, which were known as Hao Heng, had a practical use, apart from

the symbolic one of representing longevity. They are incense burners,

and on ceremonial occasions, the back would be lifted off in order to

place burning incense in the body, and when replaced the smoke would

drift up through the dragon’s open mouth.

There are two other pairs of tortoises in the palace, one pair being on

the terrace of the Palace of Heavenly Purity, the Qian Qing Gong,

sometimes translated as the Palace of Cloudless Heaven. The head of

these bronze tortoises is polished brightly from the thousands of

visitors who have rubbed their hands on them for luck! This palace was

built in 1420, and rebuilt in 1598 after a disastrous fire. Many

emperors lived here, including the Taichang emperor who, in 1620, died

in it after taking the Red Pills of Immortality, only 29 days after

accession to the throne. (Clearly the claim that the pills had the

ability to produce immortality was pure hype.) There were renovations

and rebuilding in 1669 to orders from the Kangxi emperor. There are also

two tortoises on the South front of the Palace of Eternal Spring, Chang

Chun Gong. It was used as an examination hall during Kangxi’s reign, and

many senior concubines lived here at one time or another. More recently,

this was where Ci Xi lived during the Tongzhi emperor’s reign,

(1862-1874) and the tortoises were probably put there in her honour.

28. Mention should be made of the roof figures. Although little figures

have been used on the eaves of Chinese temples for hundred of years

there was no standard arrangement. The Yong Le emperor changed this, and

had a standard set used on all imperial buildings. In the front was a

heavenly being sitting on a bird. This is probably a feng huang, but is

usually called a cockerel. (Ignore the silly story that says it

represents a king called Min.) Behind comes a dragon (actually a son of

the dragon), a phoenix, a lion, a celestial horse, a sea horse, a beast

called a suan ni (no one seems to know much about this beast) a ya yu

(whatever that is) a xie zhai (whatever that is) and a fighting bull.

The subject of these roof figures is a complicated one, and not much

research has been done on them. I have reams of stuff about them

available on request, for I have been researching into these beasts for

many years, but this is too complicated, and too long, and too

specialised, to include here.

29. There is also a problem about symbolism. Just about everything in

the Forbidden City had some symbolic meaning. Numbers were also

symbolic, especially five and nine. There were Five Bridges over the

Golden Water River & Jade Stream, and there were nine bubble nails on

all the doors, except the East Gate of Glory where there was eight. This

was where any dead bodies were taken out of the Forbidden City and the

figure eight was associated with death.

The subject of symbolism is also complex. There were Bats (for good

luck) Magpies (good fortune), Fish (a religious symbol) and Mandarin

Ducks (married happiness) and many others.

And there were flowers, all with symbolic meanings, such as the

Marigold, and the Peach Flower, as well as trees such as the Cypress,

the Willow, the Bamboo, the Pine and the Plum Tree. Again, I have

available a small monograph on the subject of Symbolism in the Forbidden

City.
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