
206. Forbidden City 

Beijing, China. Ming Dynasty. 15th century E.C. and later. 

Stone masonry, marble, brick, wood, and ceramic tile (5 images) 

 The Forbidden City (literally: "Purple Forbidden City") was the Chinese imperial palace from the Ming dynasty to 

the end of the Qing dynasty—the years 1420 to 1912. It is located in the centre of Beijing, China, and now 

houses the Palace Museum. It served as the home of emperors and their households as well as the ceremonial 

and political centre of Chinese government for almost 500 years 
o over 14 million annual visitors, the Palace Museum is the most visited Museum in the world 
o The name Forbidden City "Zijin Cheng" is a name with significance on many levels. Zi, or "Purple", refers 

to the North Star, which in ancient China was called the Ziwei Star, and in traditional Chinese astrology 
was the heavenly abode of the Celestial Emperor. The surrounding celestial region, the Ziwei Enclosure 

(Chinese: 紫微垣; pinyin: Zǐwēiyuán), was the realm of the Celestial Emperor and his family. The 
Forbidden City, as the residence of the terrestrial emperor, was its earthly counterpart. Jin, or 
"Forbidden", referred to the fact that no one could enter or leave the palace without the emperor's 
permission. Cheng means a city 

 the complex consists of 980 buildings[1] and covers 72 ha (180 acres) -  8,886 rooms. The palace complex 

exemplifies traditional Chinese palatial architecture,[4] and has influenced cultural and architectural 

developments in East Asia and elsewhere 

 Construction lasted 14 years and required more than a million workers 

 (some) history: 

o After being the home of 24 emperors – 14 of the Ming dynasty and 10 of the Qing dynasty – the 

Forbidden City ceased being the political centre of China in 1912 with the abdication of Puyi, the 

last Emperor of China. Under an agreement with the new Republic of China government, Puyi 

remained in the Inner Court, while the Outer Court was given over to public use,[19] until he was 

evicted after a coup in 1924.[20] The Palace Museum was then established in the Forbidden City in 

1925.[21] In 1933, the Japanese invasion of China forced the evacuation of the national treasures 

in the Forbidden City.[22] Part of the collection was returned at the end of World War II,[23] but the 

other part was evacuated to Taiwan in 1948 under orders by Chiang Kai-shek, whose 

Kuomintang was losing the Chinese Civil War. This relatively small but high quality collection 

was kept in storage until 1965, when it again became public, as the core of the National Palace 

Museum in Taipei.[24] 

o After the establishment of the People's Republic of China in 1949, some damage was done to the 

Forbidden City as the country was swept up in revolutionary zeal.[25] During the Cultural 

Revolution, however, further destruction was prevented when Premier Zhou Enlai sent an army 

battalion to guard the city 

 Content (additional) 

o The Forbidden City was designed to be the centre of the ancient, walled city of Beijing. It is enclosed in a 

larger, walled area called the Imperial City. The Imperial City is, in turn, enclosed by the Inner City; to its 

south lies the Outer City. 

o Walls and moat: The Forbidden City is surrounded by a 7.9 metres (26 ft) high city wall[15] and a 6 

metres (20 ft) deep by 52 metres (171 ft) wide moat. The walls are 8.62 metres (28.3 ft) wide at the 

base, tapering to 6.66 metres (21.9 ft) at the top.[39] These walls served as both defensive walls and 

retaining walls for the palace 
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o At the four corners of the wall sit towers (E) with intricate roofs boasting 72 ridges, reproducing the 

Pavilion of Prince Teng and the Yellow Crane Pavilion as they appeared in Song dynasty paintings 
o Gates: The wall is pierced by a gate on each side. At the southern end is the main Meridian Gate (A).[41] 

To the north is the Gate of Divine Might (B), which faces Jingshan Park. The east and west gates are 

called the "East Glorious Gate" (D) and "West Glorious Gate" (C). All gates in the Forbidden City are 

decorated with a nine-by-nine array of golden door nails, except for the East Glorious Gate, which has 

only eight rows.[42] 
o The Meridian Gate has two protruding wings forming three sides of a square (Wumen, or Meridian Gate, 

Square) before it.[43] The gate has five gateways. The central gateway is part of the Imperial Way, a stone 

flagged path that forms the central axis of the Forbidden City and the ancient city of Beijing itself, and 

leads all the way from the Gate of China in the south to Jingshan in the north. Only the Emperor may 

walk or ride on the Imperial Way, except for the Empress on the occasion of her wedding, and successful 

students after the Imperial Examination 
o Traditionally, the Forbidden City is divided into two parts.  

 The Outer Court (外朝) or Front Court (前朝) includes the southern sections, and was used for 

ceremonial purposes. 

  The Inner Court (内廷) or Back Palace (后宫) includes the northern sections, and was the 

residence of the Emperor and his family, and was used for day-to-day affairs of state. (The 

approximate dividing line shown as red dash in the plan above.)  

 Generally, the Forbidden City has three vertical axes. The most important buildings are 

situated on the central north–south axis.[ 

 Religion was an important part of life for the imperial court 
o Shamanist ceremony 
o two Taoist shrines 
o Buddha: A number of temples and shrines (with) a large number of Buddhist statues, icons, and 

mandalas, placed in ritualistic arrangements 

 Surroundings 

o surrounded on three sides by imperial gardens 
o gatehouses, shrines, lakes, buildings that were built without restrictions until zoning ordinances have 

changes over the last few decades 

o  

 Symbolism 

o The design of the Forbidden City, from its overall layout to the smallest detail, was meticulously planned 

to reflect philosophical and religious principles, and above all to symbolise the majesty of Imperial 

power 

 Yellow is the color of the Emperor. Thus almost all roofs in the Forbidden City bear yellow glazed 

tiles 

 The main halls of the Outer and Inner courts are all arranged in groups of three – the shape of 

the Qian triagram, representing Heaven. The residences of the Inner Court on the other hand 

are arranged in groups of six – the shape of the Kun triagram, representing the Earth.[ 
 The sloping ridges of building roofs are decorated with a line of statuettes led by a man riding a 

phoenix and followed by an imperial dragon. The number of statuettes represents the status of 

the building – a minor building might have 3 or 5. The Hall of Supreme Harmony has 10, the only 
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building in the country to be permitted this in Imperial times. As a result, its 10th statuette, 

called a "Hangshi", or "ranked tenth" (Chinese: 行十; pinyin: Hángshí),[58] is also unique in the 

Forbidden City 

 The layout of buildings follows ancient customs laid down in the Classic of Rites. Thus, ancestral 

temples are in front of the palace. Storage areas are placed in the front part of the palace 

complex, and residences in the back 

 Art from interiors (ceramics, paintings, furniture, bronze, etc) are found in the museum 

here and in Taiwan (due to ‘spoils’ of war) 
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