
                The Central Axis of Beijing 

Preface
It is the axis of the history of Beijing over the past 800 years.

It represents the essence of the ancient architecture of the City of Beijing.

It is an eye witness to the historical changes of the city.
It extends and goes beyond the cultural scenery of Beijing.

The existing central axis of Beijing is one of the city’s major planning features. Traditionally, the central axis is a belt-like zone in the city planning, and it runs through the city center for 7.8 kilometers from north to south. Along this axis are numerous ancient structures that represent the highest achievement of Chinese architectural arts. These buildings have witnessed the political, economic and cultural changes of Beijing over the past 800 years, and have become the memory index to the city’s past. In the new city planning, the central axis has been extended northward to 13 kilometers, to encompass the Beijing Olympic Center and Olympic Green.

With the erection of new buildings alongside the old, the landscape of Beijing keeps changing. However, both the layout and overall landscape along the central axis have not changed in nature in the past several hundred years. The central axis has been blended into the hearts and souls of the local people in Beijing and has become a link between Beijing’s past and present.

The exhibition will focus on the majesty and beauty of the buildings on and beside the city central axis and showcase the cultural sceneries and people’s life at different periods, so that visitors may glimpse the architectural splendor of this area and the richness of the Chinese cultural implications behind it.

The Cultural Essence of the Central Axis
1. The Lofty Ideal of the Ancient Chinese

The City of Beijing is a city built in accordance with a plan. This plan is based on the philosophy of “positioning the Imperial Ancestral Temple on the left wing of the city and the sacrificial altar to the God of Land and Harvest on the right wing, placing the imperial court buildings at the front and the market place in the rear”. Specifically, the city is centered with the palace compound as its core. To the east is the Imperial Ancestral Temple, representing the succession of the crown from generation to generation.  To the west is the sacrificial altar to the God of Land and Harvest, symbolizing the expectation for the solidarity of the nation and the stability of the country. (Traditionally, the Chinese take the south as the primary direction, and the east on the left side and west on the right side). This ideal city layout, together with the imperial offices and living quarters – the Forbidden City – at the center, constitute the basic concept and understanding of the Chinese about the nation.

In the mind of ancient Chinese, the ancestral temple on the left side and the altar to the God of Land and Harvest on the right side is the most perfect and harmonious pattern of city planning, the idea of which is fully embodied in the city planning of Beijing with the axis as the central line of the city. 
Picture: The Imperial Ancestral Temple, Altar to the God of Land and Harvest

2．Exceptional Concept of Space 

In the national consciousness of the ancient Chinese, the notion of being centered conveyed an exceptional and symbolic implication of space. The ancient Chinese believed that they were at the center of the world. And the Chinese word zhongguo (China) means literally “a nation located in the center of the world”. This consciousness has been slowly absorbed into the nation’s social and cultural psychology with profound symbolic implications, and has been gradually associated with dignity, righteousness, sacredness and authority. 

Under this space concept, as early as the Three Kingdoms period (A.D. 220-280), the ideal of planning a city around a central axis appeared in Chinese urban planning. When a new capital was built at Dadu (Beijing today) in the Yuan Dynasty (A.D. 1206-1367), the whole city was arranged around a central axis. All main buildings were located either on the axis line or arranged strictly and symmetrically around the line based on the imperial architectural orders and norms, embodying the royal dignity and sacredness, as well the rigid social order under such imperial power.

Photograph: Diagram of the Central Axis of Beijing.

3．A City of Scientific Spirit

"China" in Chinese implies "a country at the center of the world".  As early as the Qin and Han dynasties some two thousand years ago, the concept of the central meridian was first recorded. Due to the scattering locations of imperial buildings at the time, this concept failed to arouse the attention of architects. It was not until the Yuan Dynasty when the new capital was built that the primary meridian and the city central axis were combined as one in the urban planning. For the sake of determining the layout and class of the Yuan dynasty imperial palaces and with the help of astronomers and geographers, architects chose a section of the earth’s meridian as the axis of imperial buildings, and merged it with the axis of the city. During the Ming and Qing dynasties, architects continued to strictly abide by this principle. 

Photograph: In Beijing, the central axis and the central meridian line fit together, in accordance with calculations based on Chinese astrology and the lunar almanac.

4．A City History of over 800 Years

The scale of Beijing city was set in the early years of the Yuan Dynasty. Kublai Khan announced in 1272 he would build his capital – "Dadu" in the area that is now Beijing. The city designers obeyed the aesthetic tradition and culture of the Han nationality, and arranged the entire city with the axis as its core in a planned and orderly manner. 

The axis was extended southward during the two expansions of the city in the Ming Dynasty, and formed, from south to the north, the central line with a length of over 7.8 kilometers in the conventional sense. Today, it remains the city’s central zone and is an important geographic axis of Beijing.

Photograph: Picture of Kublai Khan, City Wall Ruins of the Yuan Dynasty Capital “Dadu” (Grand Capital), Map of Beijing in the Yuan Dynasty.

5．Beauty of Ancient Chinese Paintings

Ancient Chinese culture follows the harmonious unification of humanity with nature. With the central axis as the primary basis, Beijing has been expanded in the horizontal dimension, taken turns in its layout, and fully embodies the beauty generated by the orderly management of space. It also fully expresses the ultimate intention to achieve the harmonious unification of humanity with the nature.

To experience the beauty of the axis, one needs to take time to enjoy the process. Walking along the axis from south to the north, we shall encounter layer after layer comprising huge city gates, palace gates – a course that dwarfs the observer and finally draws your attention to the glamour of the glittering roof of the Hall of Supreme Harmony. It is the focal point and paramount feature of the first section of the central axis. The line continues from this point to the Pavilion of Wan Chun Ting on top of Jing Shan Hill. The process of following the central axis of Beijing can be compared to unrolling a long scroll of traditional Chinese painting that is done in non-linear perspective. It is an ultimate embodiment of the conventional mode of Chinese artistic thinking. 

Photograph: Outlook from Jing Shan Hill to the Drum and Bell Towers in the North
Outlook from Jing Shan Hill to the Palace Museum

6．The Poetic Symmetry

On each side of the central axis stand numerous altars and temples. In the inner city, on the east side is the Imperial Ancestral Temple, on the west side the Altar to the God of Land and Harvest. In the outer city, on the east side, there is the Temple of Heaven, on the west side the Altar to the God of Agriculture. In the city’s east lies the Altar to the Sun, in the west, the Altar to the Moon. Surrounding the city are the 10 city gate towers, namely, Dong Bian Men, Xi Bian , Chong Wen Men, Xuan Wu Men, Dong Hua Men, Xi Hua Men, Dong Zhi Men, Xi Zhi Men, An Ding Men and De Sheng Men. All these buildings are arranged in a unified and symmetrical way so that they are incorporated with other buildings on the axis into a unified and balanced city plan. 

The pursuit of rigorous symmetry and harmony is the main characteristic of Chinese art. The art of Chinese poetry is a very good example. The city plan of Beijing, with its symmetrical arrangement of city wall, altars, temples, bazaars and streets, represents the aesthetic and poetic beauty created by the symmetrical layout, just like Chinese poetry.

Photograph: Temple of Heaven, Altar to the Gods of Agriculture, Altar to the Sun, Altar to the Moon, Map of Beijing in the Qing Dynasty.

7．Order of Space and Order of Man

In accordance with the idea of “Zhong (Central, Middle)”, the majority of ancient buildings on the city axis strictly followed the feudal rank and norms system. Beijing takes the axis as its core, all imperial palaces, altars and temples, the government offices and other major buildings are subject to it. For the buildings on either side, the closer to the axis, the more prestigious.

This kind of spatial pattern has made a very strong and symbolic statement for the ruling power of the crown. It reflects the social order and status in the social structure of ancient China – the society stressed the order of status, and all subjects had to submit to this order and never deviate from it. It is exactly this idea that helped to maintain the outlook of the ancient Chinese on the stability of social order and structure.

Picture: Palace Complex in Picturesque Disorder, Orderly Arrangement at a Qing Emperor’s Grand Wedding Ceremony 
8．Five Essences and Order of the Universe

Even though today Beijing has been transformed into a modern city, the people have achieved a deeper and better understanding of its cultural and historical tradition. In recent years, some historic buildings, which had disappeared from sight for a long time due to historical reasons, have re-emerged. 

In 2005, on the south section of the extension of the central axis, one of the famous five Evil Suppression emblems, Yandun (the Swallow Stone Block), resurfaced from the blockage of layer-upon-layer of buildings, echoing to the Yong Ding Men gate tower on its north side. The so called five Evil Suppression emblems were five articles erected in five different locations of the city based on the traditional belief of the ancient Chinese in the five essences, "gold, wood, water, fire and soil", aiming to govern the east, west, south, north and center, the five directions of the city for the sake of safeguarding the peace of the city. 

The Swallow Stone Block is the guardian emblem for the city on its south side, and its nature is fire. Before 1900, the Qing Dynasty government conducted sacrificial ceremonies to the Gods of Fire and Water on a regular basis. The exquisite relief on the stone block tells a story of the emperors who wished to suppress fire with water and their prayer for a peaceful and unified state. 

Photograph: Five "Evil Suppression Emblems" of Beijing, Copper Cattle, Big Bell, Jinsi Nanmu 
9．Protection and Succession

Since 2004, the Beijing Municipality government has carried out a plan to protect the central axis, based on the principles of putting preservation as its priority, maintaining equilibrium between protection and development, between succession of cultural heritage and artistic creation. As a part of the city planning effort, the areas within 500 meters on each side of the central axis have been included in a control zone in which the height and outlook of buildings shall be strictly controlled and supervised. Those areas outside the control zone, which may be of great importance to the city axis, be put under the protection in accordance with the cultural heritage protection laws and regulations on historical and heritage sites and zones. 

Under such guidance, a re-habitation and reconstruction project has been carried out in the residential areas by its sides. Some old city waterways, ancient buildings and landscapes have been renovated, and some city gardens, plazas and green lawns have been built. The project has made a tremendous contribution to the extension and succession of Beijing tradition from the geographical, traditional, cultural and functional points of view. 
Photograph: Green Belt on the Central Axis, Building under Renovation 

Four Parts: Brilliance of the Past and Present, Daily Life in the City, Imperial Palaces and Gardens, Boundless Vigor
1. Brilliance of the Past and Present
(1) The Symbol of New China ---Tian’anmen 

As the main city gate of the imperial city, the construction of Tian'anmen (the Gate of Heavenly Peace) began in 1417. Since then, on major national occasions, such as the coronation of emperors or empresses, ceremonies were held at Tian'anmen. In the 20th century, two events that are of historical importance to Chinese history took place on Tian'anmen. One was the announcement of the abdication of the last Qing Emperor on November 25, 1910, and the other was the founding ceremony of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949. The former marked the end of the feudal dynasties of over 2000 years, and the latter marked the beginning of a new era. 
Since the founding of new China, Tian'anmen has become the important icon and symbol of the country. 

Photograph: The Imperial Edict of the Qing Emperor’s Abdication, Chairman Mao Zedong Announces the Founding of New China on Tian'anmen in 1949.

（2）The Golden Bridge of Auspiciousness and Serenity

Between Tian’anmen gate and Tian’anmen square, there is small man-made canal. Over the canal there are seven arched bridges of white marble. They give the impression of seven rays of rainbow, gorgeously added to the magnificence of Tian'anmen. 

In the philosophy of palace design in ancient China, the Golden Bridge implies the blessing architecture with peace and safety. The broad bridge in the middle is preserved solely for the emperor, sequentially on each side are bridges for the princes, high ranking officials, officers and servants, representing the notion of being “central”, the closer to the central line, the more prestigious. Now, the bridge is the most popular location for photographs for domestic and foreign tourists visiting Beijing.

Photograph: The Golden Bridge, Popular Photo Spots, Exquisite Stone Sculpture on the Golden Bridge
 (3) Majestic Tian'anmen Square 

In the period of the Ming Dynasty, Cheng Tian Men gate and the Palace square were built. The square covered an area of about 11 hectares in a "T" shape. It was the origin of today’s Tian'anmen Square. In the old days, Tian'anmen Square was contained within the "Forbidden City", the inner living quarters of the emperor and the place where the Son of Heaven demonstrated his imperial power and dignity. Ordinary subjects were not allowed to go near it at all. In the 1950s, the Chinese government expanded the square, making it a public place of 50 hectares that can accommodate gatherings of over 1 million people. It becomes an important symbol of New China. Today, China’s so-called first avenue, Chang An Avenue, passes through Tian'anmen Square and is the main thoroughfare connecting the west and east sides of Beijing. People can now walk easily onto the biggest public square in the world.

As the symbol of the political center of the state, Tian'anmen Square has witnessed numerous historical moments and ceremonies since its establishment in 1949. At the same time, it has become an important public place of leisure activities of the citizens of Beijing. During festivals and holidays, fresh flower displays and sculptures are created for visitors. On pleasant days with a breeze, the place becomes a popular place for residents to fly kites.

Photograph: Tian'anmen Square on Pure Brightness Day (Tomb Sweeping Day), Tian'anmen Square on the Day of Hong Kong's Return to China in 1997, Tian'anmen Square during National Day.

（4）The Main Buildings in Tian’anmen Square
When New China was founded in 1949, the political center of Beijing city was transferred from the Forbidden City, a place representing the imperial power, to the Tian'anmen Square, a place representing the will of the people. Tian'anmen Square, located in the central zone of the central axis has undergone continuous development in the past few dozen years. 

The Monument to the People's Heroes at the center of the square is the first focal point. The monument was erected in the late 1950s, in commemoration of the Chinese martyrs who gave their lives for the independence, freedom and liberation of the nation since 1840. It is located at the diagonal intersection of Tian'anmen Square, facing the old Tian'anmen Gate and the Palace Museum respectively. It is one of most representative and most important structures of New China.

In the 1950s, the National Museum of Chinese History and the Great Hall of the People were built opposite each other on the east and west sides of the square. These two magnificent buildings have largely reserved national style while incorporating some characteristics and aspirations of Western architecture, echoing the solemn atmosphere of the Tian'anmen Square. 

In the late 1970s, the Memorial Hall of the late Chairman Mao Zedong was built on the central axis in Tian’anmen Square, to commemorate the first state leader of New China, symbolizing his important position in Chinese contemporary history. This Memorial Hall incorporates the Monument to the People's Heroes. The hall houses Chairman Mao Zedong’s remains as well as exhibitions on the founding of the nation.

Entering the 21st century, another magnificent architectural accomplishment , the National Center for Performing Arts，appeared on the west side of the square. The center, with its opera house, concert hall, drama theater and public utility halls, is China’s most important art center. This fashionable shell-shaped theatre is the most beautiful building on the central axis, adding to it some modern elements. 

Photograph: Tian'anmen Square at the Time of Founding of New China, The Monument to the People's Heroes, The National Museum of China, The Great Hall of the People, Chairman Mao Memorial Hall, The National Center for Performing Arts, Music Hall.

 (5) The International Activities of the Beijing Working People’s Cultural Palace (the Imperial Ancestral Temple) 

The Imperial Ancestral Temple is located to the east of the Palace Museum, covering up an area of 140,000 square meters. It is where the emperors offered sacrifices to their ancestors in the Ming and Qing dynasties. The Imperial Ancestral Temple faces south, surrounded by two layers of walls, truly a monument of solemnity and grandeur. In 1951, the Imperial Ancestral Temple was turned into the Beijing Working People’s Cultural Palace. Some world class music events, like the Three Tenors’ concert, Zhang Yimou’s production of "Turandot” and a concert by Yani, were staged here. The spirit of the contemporary and traditional, national and international have been mingled together here. The ancient Chinese culture is revitalized. 

Photograph: The Imperial Ancestral Temple, Turandot at the Imperial Ancestral Temple

（6）Life of Common People by the Red Palace Walls

The red palace walls of the Beijing Working People’s Cultural Palace, Zhong Shan Park and outside the Meridian Gate (Wu Men) are off limits to ordinary citizens in the past. Nowadays, every morning, they are the gathering places for many locals to do morning exercises. At the weekend, they are the favorite places for Peking Opera fans. 
The function of the architecture on the central axis has been greatly transformed and has become the space of life for ordinary people.

Photograph: Common People Doing Morning Exercise by the City Wall
2．Daily Life in the City
(1) Zheng Yang Men Gate: Defending the Imperial City

At the south end of the Tian'anmen Square stands the biggest city gate of Beijing, Zheng Yang Men. The gate was first built in 1421 and was the military command point of Beijing. Due to its geographic location in front of the Imperial City, it also became popularly known as "Front Arch Gateway". 

The doorway in the center of the gate was reserved specifically for the emperor and was not open ordinarily. The doorways on the east and west side were for common people. Zheng Yang Men was also the dividing line of two functional areas of the city. On the southern side was a paradise of entertainment for the common people, to it’s the north lay the lofty, solemn imperial palace complex. 

Photograph: Zheng Yang Men in 1916, Zheng Yang Men at Present, The Palace Complex Seen from the Top of Zheng Yang Men
 (2) Qian Men Street, the Oldest Marketplace of the City

As the main street going south from Zheng Yang Men, Qian Men Street is the famous old business street of Beijing. In the Yuan Dynasty (A.D. 1206- 1367), it was the exit for residents of the city to go sight-seeing. From the mid Ming Dynasty on, many peddlers and markets appeared on both sides of Qian Men Street. The market place and the commerce block began to take shape. In later times, officials in Beijing began to build guesthouses for candidates from provinces who came to Beijing to take the official examination. The hotel business gave rise to the prosperity of commerce, service, entertainment business and handicraft in the neighborhood. The street itself became a multi-functional business district.

At present, Qian Men Street manages to retain its old market place scenery. The old buildings are still the main landmarks on the street, representing a strong old Beijing local flavor. Here are gathered some of the most prominent and classic shops with histories of over one hundred years.

Photograph: Qian Men Street in the 1930s, Da Guang Lou Opera House, Rui Fu Xiang Cloth Store, Da Bei Photo Store, Old and Famous Shops on Qian Men Street, Wu Pai Lou Archway in front of Zheng Yang Men
1. Beijing “Quanjude” Roast Duck

Among the prominent stores with long histories, the most famous is the Beijing “Quanjude” Roast Duck Restaurant, which was founded in 1864. Quanjude roast duck was a favorite of emperors of the Qing Dynasty. In the past hundred years or so, the restaurant has received many heads of state, foreign missions and celebrities. As a representative of Beijing roast duck, it is not just a local delicacy, but it also has become an icon of Beijing cuisine. There is an old Chinese saying that on visiting Beijing for the first time, one must climb the Great Wall, see the Imperial Palace and eat roast duck.

2. The Earliest Opera House- Guang He Opera House
In the Qing Dynasty, law and regulation stated that entertainment sites such as theatres and tea houses were only allowed in the outer city. The Guang He Opera House is Beijing’s earliest remaining opera house. Many famous performers appeared on the stage here and demonstrated their talents.

In the old Chinese opera house, the audience sat on long wooden benches at a long table. The seats were arranged on three sides of the stage. The front seats were arranged perpendicularly to the stage and the side seats were placed diagonally, so that the audience could face each other drinking tea and listening to the opera, and turn their heads to enjoy the performance while they wanted to. Therefore Chinese does not say "watching the opera" but rather "listening to the opera". 

Photograph: Guang He Opera House Now, Guang He Opera House in the Past.

3. Tongren Drugstore

Tongren Drugstore was founded in the 8th year of the reign of Emperor Kang Xi (1669) and started to produce medicine for the court from 1723 and provided medicine for eight emperors. In its 300 years’ operation, the pharmacists of Tongren Drugstore has maintained the spirit of constant perfection of pharmacy processing skills, and its products are renowned nationwide. 

Photograph: Quan Ju De Roast Duck Restaurant, Guang He Opera House in the Past, Guang He Opera House, Old Photograph of Tongren Drugstore, Tongren Drugstore, Chef Carving the Duck, Theater Performance.

 (3) The Paradise of Folk Arts – Tian Qiao District

A bit further south from Qian Men Street, close to the south end of the central axis at Yong Ding Men, there used to have a white marble bridge. It was the only passage way of the emperor when he conducted sacrificial ceremonies at the Temple of Heaven. Because the Chinese refer to the emperor as the "Son of Heaven", this bridge was also called "Heaven Bridge", or Tian Qiao.

When the Ming Dynasty (A.D. 1368-1644) built the outer city, Tian Qiao became the center of outer city. In the late Qing Dynasty, a railway station was built outside Yong Ding Men. Passengers rested at Tian Qiao. It gathered numerous stores, tea houses, bars and opera houses and entertainment places, so Tian Qiao district became the center of folk artists of Beijing. In the 1930s, Tian Qiao was dismantled to make way for a road. However the arts of storytelling, comic dialogue, two-man comic show, drum story telling, acrobatics and even to some extent the Beijing opera incubated in Tian Qiao district still cast their influence on Chinese performing arts today. Tian Qiao has become synonymous with Beijing folk art.

Photograph: Tian Qiao (photo taken after the renovation at the end of the Qing Dynasty and the beginning of the Republic of China), Comic Dialogue, Tian Qiao Acrobatic Theater, Tian Qiao Theatre, Photo of the Famous Chinese Comic Dialogue Artist Hou Bao Lin and Guo Qi Ru in the 1930s, "De Yun Society Comic Dialogue Theater” Today. The society has gathered and trained a large number of comedians and Chinese folk artists.

（4）The Temple of Heaven and the Altar to the Gods of Agriculture

As the city axis extends south from Zheng Yang Men Gate, two ancient altars appear on the east and west sides of the axis, the Temple of Heaven and the Altar to the Gods of Agriculture.

The Temple of Heaven is the largest architectural complex dedicated to sacrificial rituals. The complex began to be built during the Ming Dynasty in 1420, and remained as the major altar for the emperors of the Ming and the Qing dynasties to offer sacrifice to Heaven and Earth and to pray for good harvest every year. The Temple of Heaven is known for its rigorous architectural layout, unique architectural structure and magnificent decoration. In this complex, the ancient architects made wise use of acoustic principles and built the magical Echo Wall. The Hall of Prayer for Good Harvest in the Temple of Heaven is used as the logo representing Beijing tourism.

The Altar to the Gods of Agriculture is where the Ming and Qing emperors conducted sacrificial ceremonies to the gods of agriculture and the plough rituals. China is a country heavily dependant on agriculture. The rulers all advocated agriculture in the past dynasties. The main buildings Tai Sui Hall, Butcher’s Pavilion, etc. have been rebuilt and renovated. 
Photograph: Circular Mound Altar, The Echo Wall, Butcher’s Pavilion, The Hall of Prayer for Good Harvest at the Temple of Heaven, Tai Sui Hall at the Altar to the Gods of Agriculture

（5）Blessing Beijing for Ever – Yong Ding Men Gate

As the central axis extends even further south, we reach its southern end, Yong Ding Men Gate. 
The lofty Yong Ding Men used to be the biggest and the most important city gate of the outer city of Beijing. The name of the gate means "Peace and stability for ever for the country". Built in 1553, Yong Ding Men witnessed Beijing’s growth and flourishing together with Beijing’s central axis. 
Yong Ding Men is the landmark building of Beijing in the south. In 2004, Yong Ding Men was completely rebuilt, and once again marks the beginning of Beijing’s central axis. 

Photograph: Old Photograph of Yong Ding Men, The South End of the Central Axis— Yong Ding Men Gate

3．Imperial Palaces and Gardens

（1）The Solemn and Lofty Meridian Gate 

In the years of the past Ming and Qing dynasties, the palaces inside the red walls on the north side of Tian'anmen Square remained as the most mysterious place. This was the residence of the imperial families – the Forbidden City. As we walk through Tian'anmen Gate, a lofty gate building comes into view – the Meridian Gate (Wu Men). 

The Meridian Gate is the place where the emperors issued imperial edicts and the almanac to the country. It is also where the army held the ceremony of offering prisoners of war respectfully to the emperors upon returning home in triumph after major battles. Starting from the Ming Dynasty, the Meridian Gate was also the place where disobedient ministers were punished. 

The front door in the center of the Meridian Gate was only used by emperors in ordinary times. The only exceptions were the empress in her marriage ceremony and the top three candidates in each year’s imperial examination were allowed to use this door once. Other officials and noblemen used the doors on either side. The small side doors were opened when emperors held major ceremonies in the Hall of Supreme Harmony. 

Photograph: Overall view of Meridian Gate, Wild Goose Pavilion at the Meridian Gate 

(2) Most Precious Museum – the Palace Museum

The Forbidden City inside the Meridian Gate is the most important part of the central axis. It was the residence for most emperors of the Ming and Qing dynasties. On October 10, 1925, the complex was turned into the most important museum of Chinese history and the research centre for important historical relics, archives and documents – the Palace Museum. Today, the Palace Museum is a treasure house of Chinese arts works. Its collection includes around one million pieces of world-class artifacts in bronze ware, jade sculpture, ceramics, lacquer ware, rare antiques, calligraphy and paintings, ancient books and documents. Meanwhile, the Palace Museum is also the most splendid section of the Beijing central axis. 

Photograph: The Palace Museum Corner Tower, The Epithet of a Great Conquering General——Palace Museum Entrance 

1. Cultural Relics of the Palace Museum

The Palace Museum is a comprehensive museum built on the collections of artifacts and imperial palaces of the Ming and Qing dynasties. Over a span of more than 500 years, there were 24 emperors who lived and governed the state from the Forbidden City. Due to this historical background, the Palace Museum has preserved a large number of precious artifacts and art works.

According to an inventory record made in 1925, the museum holds more than 1,170,000 cultural relics and art works of the Qing court, including jade ware, ceramics, enamel works, lacquer ware, gold and silver ware, paintings and calligraphy works, gold and copper religious statues and a large quantity of clothing and ornaments of the royal family. We can say that it is a treasure house of extremely rare treasure. Also, a large quantity of ancient books and records, documents and files have provided the most precious historical data for research. Although China has gone through many years of turbulence, today, the Palace Museum still contains nearly a million cultural relics. 

Photograph: Treasure Gallery, Copper Lion, Treasures of the Palace Museum.

2. The Hall of Supreme Harmony 

The layout of the Forbidden City divides the complex into two functional sections, the south section as the headquarters of the government and office of the emperor, and the north section as living quarters of the imperial family. The Hall of Supreme Harmony, the Hall of Central Harmony and the Hall of Preserving Harmony, generally called "the three main halls", are where the Ming and Qing emperors received ministers and conducted major ceremonies. 

Among the three main halls, the Hall of Supreme Harmony, built in 1420, is the most splendid and magnificent. "Tai He" means that all relationships in the universe have been coordinated in harmony. It is where emperors held coronation ceremonies, had audiences with ministers and received tributes from the court on special occasions or holidays. In history, the Hall of Supreme Harmony experienced three major catastrophes from fire, one from war and has been reconstructed from time to time. Today, the Hall of Supreme Harmony is renovated based on the blueprints of the Qing Dynasty in 1695. It is the most spacious, decorated in the highest class and the most exquisite building listed in Chinese traditional architecture. 

The Hall of Supreme Harmony is also a good example and embodiment of the power of the Chinese monarchy. It is the only building that can decorate its roof spine with 10 auspicious animal sculptures, the highest classes of its time. Meanwhile, no civilian building was permitted to exceed its height.

Photograph: Auspicious Animals, The Hall of Supreme Harmony, Inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony, Overall View of The Hall of Supreme Harmony, The Gate of Supreme Harmony.

3 The Hall of Central Harmony

The Hall of Central Harmony lies to the north of the Hall of Supreme Harmony. If the Hall of Supreme Harmony symbolizes imperial power, the Hall of Central Harmony conveys very much an innate religious implication that "monarchical power is bestowed by Heaven". "Zhong He" means the relationship between men needs to achieve harmony. The hall is the place where emperors read elegiac address when offering sacrifices to the Temple of Heaven, to the Altar to Earth and to the Imperial Ancestral Temple every year. 

The Hall of Central Harmony unites the Hall of Supreme Harmony to its south and the Hall of Preserving Harmony to its north organically as a whole, and together they are called “the first three main halls". However, their outlook and architectural standard differ tremendously. Especially the Hall of Central Harmony differs from the other two halls, and is a good partition visually. Like the layout of the central axis itself, this arrangement of lofty building and spacious expanse has contributed to create a melody and rhythm of space. 

Photograph: Hall of Central Harmony, Interior of the Hall of Central Harmony.

4 The Hall of Preserving Harmony

“Preserving Harmony” means "to safeguard" the harmonious relationship between nature and man. In the later half of the 18 century, it was the examination hall of the highest grade in ancient China. Emperors supervised and set the theme on the major state affairs as well as on laws and regulations for the "final imperial examination" in person in the Hall. The candidates were to bring forward related schemes to the questions. 

The selection system of civil servant in ancient China had a great influence on the world. The one who passed all examinations of all levels and won first place in final imperial examination was called “Zhuang Yuan” (Number one scholar). It was a dream for all Chinese intellectuals in the past. The Hall of Preserving Harmony is "Temple of God" in the mind of all Chinese intellectuals.

Photograph: The Hall of Preserving Harmony, Interior of the Hall of Preserving Harmony. 

5 Well-regulated Northern Three Palaces

The northern section of the Palace Museum was the living quarters for the emperor and his family. Among them, the Palace of Heavenly Purity, the Palace of Earthly Tranquility and the Hall of Union in between were given the popular name "northern three palaces".

The Palace of Heavenly Purity was the residence of 14 emperors in the Ming Dynasty and the office and residence of Emperor Shun Zhi and Kang Xi of the Qing Dynasty. The Palace of Earthly Tranquility was the residence of empresses in the past, and also served as the wedding chamber for the newly married emperors and empresses. The Hall of Union is where the empresses had audiences with noblewomen during Spring Festival, the day of Coming of Winter and on their birthdays. 

Photograph: The Palace of Heavenly Purity, The Palace of Earthly Tranquility, The Hall of Union, Portrait of Qianlong, Portrait of Empress Xiao Xian 
3. The Best Perspective Point from Jing Shan

If we take the central axis as a picturesque scroll, the Wan Chun Ting Pavilion on Jing Shan Hill north of the Palace Museum is the best perspective focal point and the highest commanding point of the axis. Jing Shan serves as the background scene of the Palace Museum as well as the symmetrical basis of the axis to the east and west, and the south and north. Taking a bird’s eye view from the hill of the buildings on the central axis, one has the feeling of being right at the center of Beijing. The understanding of space recalls the appreciation of overall beauty created by the contrast, a distinction between the primary and the secondary, and picturesque disorder. 

Photograph: Jing Shan Park, Wan Chun Ting Pavilion

（4）Awaking the City——the Bell and Drum Towers
The imposing Bell Tower and Drum Tower are located at the northern end of the traditional central axis. They were the central district of Beijing in the Yuan Dynasty as well as the clock announcing the time to Beijing residents in the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties. 

In the old days, when the Bell and Drum towers gave the time to the entire city, a whole mechanism was at work, which was composed of a set of systematic appliances. In the Drum Tower, a copper sandglass and 25 drums were set up. In the Bell Tower, a copper bell hung. An officer appointed by the imperial court was responsible for sounding the bell and drums 108 times at set times of the day. This was the standard "Beijing Time" set by imperial power in those days, and the chimes could be heard throughout the city. 

In 1924, with the end of the feudal dynasties, and as clock and watch technology became readily available, the Bell and Drum towers fell out of use. But they have left Beijing with an unforgettable memory. 

Photograph: Bell Tower, Drum Tower

（5）Geometric Stability – An Ding Men Gate and De Sheng Men Gate

The city central axis ends by two city gates instead of one, the two gigantic city gates on its left and right -- An Ding Men Gate and De Sheng Men Gate. Concise in layout and brief and stable in style, An Ding Men was once the gate through which troops returning from war entered the city, while De Sheng Men was the most important route to the northern grassland and was used to send off troops to war. The name means to “win a victory” in Chinese. For more than 500 years, these two gates witnessed the ups and downs of dynasties. 

With these two city gates as a foil, the central axis makes a statement of momentum moving to the north. 

Photograph: Old Photo of An Ding Men, Fang Ding at An Ding Men, Old Photo of De Sheng Men, De Sheng Men, The Gate Tower of De Sheng Men.

4．Boundless Vigor

（1）Asian Games: Northward Extension of the Axis 
To accommodate the Asia Games in 1990, for the first time in 800 years, the central axis was extended to the north. Its total length was increased from 7.8 kilometers to 13 kilometers. With this expansion, Beijing created more space for development. At the end of last century, the Asian Games Village and areas around it became a flourishing commerce and trade district as well as a popular residential district. 

In the 21 Century, on the east and west side as well as on the extended section to the north of the central axis, clusters of public buildings have been put onto the sketch board and under construction, drawing a new landscape of the city and presenting the latest development of "central axis culture" in the new century.

Photograph: Asian Games Competition, Opening Ceremony of the Beijing Asian Games, The Prosperous Street in the Asian Games Village.

 (2) The Chinese Ethnic Culture Village

The Chinese Ethnic Culture Village is the first project accomplished in the Olympic Park. The village possesses more than 100,000 cultural relics, being the large-scale anthropology museum dedicated to restoring, collecting, displaying and studying ethnic culture, social life and artifacts of the 56 Chinese ethnic groups. Its mandate is to display ethnic architecture, to protect ethnic cultural relics, to promote understanding of different ethnic groups, to carry out research on ethnic heritage, to promote ethnic culture and solidarity between all ethnic groups. When entering the museum, the visitors are exposed to the kaleidoscope of history, social life, culture and the natural environment of the ethnic groups of China.

Photograph: The Chinese Ethnic Culture Village, Scenery in the Chinese Ethnic Culture Village 

 (3) The China Science and Technology Museum

On the extension of the city central axis and close to the Asian Games Village is located the comprehensive science and technology museum of the nation - the Chinese Science and Technology Museum. The museum is committed to stage exhibitions that combine scientific quality, knowledge and interest. The museum often holds seminars and lectures to the public, organizes various activities of promoting scientific knowledge, nurtures scientific ways of thinking, scientific methodology and scientific spirit. It is an important venue of China to raise the scientific and cultural quality of the nation. 

Photograph: The New China Science and Technology Museum, The China Science and Technology Museum, Interior of the Science and Technology Museum

 (4) Beijing Olympic Center

In 2008, the Olympic Games was successfully held in Beijing. For hosting the Games, the Beijing central axis has been further extended to the north, and the Olympic Center has been expanded into the Olympic Park. The Olympic Park is located at the very northern end of the central axis and covers an area of 1135 hectares. It consists of three parts: the Forest Park in the north, covering 680 hectares, the Olympic Center, covering 291 hectares where main stadiums and facility buildings are located, and in the south, the zone of original stadiums and sports facilities, covering 114 hectares.

If the traditional central axis was "the active line" composed of magnificent buildings, today when it is extended northward to the Olympic Park, it becomes a “dotted line” formed by road and greens. 
Photograph: Scenery of the Olympic Centre, Olympic Center
1. The Olympic Park

The Olympics Park is an extension of the central axis in the north. Together with the existing water system on the axis, the extension has made its own contribution to an aquarium landscape and moves to the north with a large scale green belt, adding a large green area to the end of the central axis and merging all the Olympic facilities with the green of nature. This arrangement was in keeping with the Beijing central axis tradition and leaves it with a space for imagination. 
On this axis, the “Bird’s Nest” (the National Stadium), the National Aquatic Center and other sports facilities are no longer arranged symmetrically on each side of the axis. The design of the tradition turns out to be modern and international.
Since the Olympic Games, the facilities have been opened to the public and become popular venues for exercise, sports and entertainment. 

Photograph: Night Scene of the Olympic Park, The Olympic Center on the North Section of the Extended Central Axis.

·
2. The National Stadium and National Aquatic Center

As the main venues of the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games, the National Stadium and National Aquatic Center, arranged on either side of the central axis, have attracted attention and competitive bidding from the world’s top architects. Based on the traditional belief of "round sky and square earth", the two venues have enriched the content and ancient architectural spirit of the central axis. The stadium and the aquatic center are popularly known as “the Bird’s Nest” and “the Water Cube”. 

Hosting the Olympic Games in this ancient city, the two modern buildings have made a strong statement to the world that this city has undergone massive transformation combining historical tradition with modern concepts.

The National Aquatic Center is the venue for water sports for the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. It is also the only facility that was built with donations by compatriots of Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan. The Water Cube becomes a bridge of understanding between them and the Beijing Olympic Games. 

Photograph: The Flame of the 29th Olympiad, Inside the National Stadium The National Stadium, Dreamful Performance at the National Aquatic Center, Night Scenes of the National Aquatic Center, The National Aquatic Center

3. The National Convention Center and the Fencing Stadium

The two buildings cover an area of 270,000 square meters. They were the venue for fencing and pistol competition, and the International Broadcasting Center and Main Press Center during the 2008 Beijing Olympics. 
Photograph: International Broadcasting Center, Main Press Center.

4. Beijing Olympic Forest Park

Beijing Olympic Forest Park is located to the north of the National Stadium and other main facilities for Beijing Olympics. It is the city’s largest park, covering 680 hectares. In the park, there are three major sport facilities: the tennis center, the hockey stadium and the archery range. As the biggest affiliated facilities of the Beijing Olympics, the Olympic Forest Park will become the precious heritage of the "Green Olympics". 

Photograph: Scenery of the Beijing Olympic Forest Park; The Tennis Center, The Hockey Stadium, The Archery Range.

Conclusion

Today, contemporary Beijing keeps expanding in all directions along the central axis and promotes its development in a much more open and extensive way. The central axis is not only a visible aspect of the city landscape, but also a time line that links the city’s past with present. 

Model of the Exhibition, Letter in Acrylic
Yong Ding Men Gate, Wu Pai Lou Archway, Zheng Yang Men Gate, The Monument to the People's Heroes, The National Museum of China, The Great Hall of the People, Tian'anmen Gate, Jing Shan Hill, Bell Tower, Drum Tower, The Temple of Heaven, Altar to the Gods of Agriculture, Qian Men Street, The Mausoleum of Chairman Mao Zedong, The Forbidden City, De Sheng Men Gate, An Ding Men Gate, Chinese Ethnic Culture Village, Asian Games Village, Olympic Park

Games Guide

Jigsaw Puzzle Guide: Want to test your knowledge of Beijing? Put five puzzle pieces of the scenery blocks into the appropriate modules to illuminate the light on top. 

Instruction for Acoustic Pen: Place the acoustic pen onto the spot you want to investigate and you will hear the explanation in Chinese or English. 
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