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us

The Meeting of East and West
through Xi Yang Lou

Catching a Glimpse of Qing China’s Receptiveness to Western

Culture

What most people would know or remember about Yuan Ming Yuan in
general is that the ruins represent not only the “shaming” of an empire or
a civilization, but to put more extremely, some describe the looting and
the destruction of the garden as “raping” (Thiriez 1998; China Heritage
Project 2006) The vestige of the buildings, much of which has been razed
to the point that there are only a few columns or nothing left at all, has
been used actively by the Chinese authority to promote patriotism and
nationalism among the young by associating the ruins to “national
humiliation” suffered by China since the end of the second Opium War

in 1860. In 2007, the central government began promoting Yuan Ming
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Yuan as a tourist attraction, and the ruins of Western-style fountain
called Da Shui Fa (KK, translated as big water method) in Xi Yang
Lou became a motif for the logo of the park.

In the academia, it is also easy to find colossal literature on the
destruction of the Old Summer Palace by Europeans in the context of
European imperialism in East Asia in 19" century. Thus, the common
impression people had when they thought of Yuan Ming Yuan was
European imperialism and Chinese national humiliation.

The purpose of my research on Yuan Ming Yuan and in particular Xi
Yang Lou was to elucidate Emperor Qianlong’s keenness on having
Western-style architecture in his imperial garden. The answer would
have two important implications. First, it enables us to better understand
how tolerant China was to Western culture during Qing China’s apogee
especially since Qing rulers, being Manchus, constantly faced the
problem of defining Qing “identity” Any slight misstep in defining the
new dynasty’s identity would endanger the court, which was made up of
Manchu minority, but was ruling the majority Han.

Second, and more importantly, an attempt to gauge Qing China’s
receptiveness to Western culture also has important, albeit indirect
implications for international politics of the twenty-first century. This is
because in tandem with the prevailing discourse on the rise of China and

its implications for the modern international order, many have
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questioned the possibility of a “different” order as China becomes more
powerful and influential. Pessimistic International Relations analyses
predict that a powerful China would challenge prevailing American or
Western values and norms, potentially destabilizing the international
order.

With this in mind, I borrow from Martin Wight’s famous equation of
“Politics : Political Theory = International Politics : Historical
Interpretation” and attempt to interpret the Chinese world view in late
18" century. (Wight 1960) As a compound of Western-style buildings in
the midst of Chinese imperial gardens, I thought Xi Yang Lou would
provide a good starting point for analyzing and interpreting the Chinese
world view of the late 18™ century, in particular the West. The degree of
Chinas receptiveness to Western cultural influences could offer us a
glimpse of how exclusive China has been towards foreign cultural norms
and standards. A preliminary analysis on this through Xi Yang Lou in
Yuan Ming Yuan could then provide us useful hints as to what to expect

from systems and policies with “Chinese characteristics.”
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Into Yuan Ming Yuan

After walking for about what seemed like forever but was actually only
about 15 minutes from the southern entrance of Yuan Ming Yuan ([ii[]
[, translated as garden of perfect brightness; also known as the Old
Summer Palace), we were finally approaching the gate to the Xi Yang
Lou (P4{f#k, translated as Western-style buildings) which I have been
anticipating for months to see ever since I first learned about it during a
seminar on Chinese history in the spring of 2015. The area of the Xi
Yang Lou is small - approximately five percent of the entire imperial
garden complex, located in the northeastern corner of Yuan Ming Yuan
complex, the area of which is equivalent to approximately 2000 soccer
fields. It comprises Western-style fountains and buildings built during
Emperor Qianlong’s reign and were almost entirely flattened when the
Anglo-French troops pillaged and burned them down following the
second Opium War in 1860.

These fountains and the buildings in this isolated corner of the imperial
garden were specially ordered by the emperor to be built in Western-
style. Although Western-style buildings were not unprecedented in
China even in those days (they existed in China in the form of cathedrals
built by Western missionaries), it was indeed revolutionary as Western-

style architecture was used for the first time in imperial Chinese gardens.
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That they were located in an imperial garden and were also specially
ordered by the emperor speaks volume not only about Qianlong’s
personal preferences but also the state of the dynasty in late 18™ century.
By delving into the psychology behind the architectural style of this
portion of the garden, I attempted to “read” into Qianlong’s thoughts in
initiating the building of Western-style buildings. Was Qianlong
receptive to Western culture?

Since archives of conversations or interactions between Qianlong and
foreign master minds behind Xi Yang Lou like Giuseppe Castiglione and
Michael Benoit could not be found, I resorted to and relied on secondary
sources that nonetheless allowed me to put up an interesting
presentation on deciphering Qianlong’s thoughts on Xi Yang Lou and its

place in his worldview.

Background to Yuan Ming Yuan and Xi Yang Lou during

Qianlong’s reign

Yuan Ming Yuan today is preserved as part of a national heritage park.
Located in the northwest of Beijing, it is actually outside the old Beijing
city. Rumors have it that the Qing rulers who were descendants of

Manchurians deliberately wanted an imperial garden to the north as they
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were used to colder climates and so wanted to escape the heat in Beijing
especially during summer. Being 20 kilometers north of Wang Fu Jing
where our hotel was, this rumor seemed to make sense as the air in the
park was undoubtedly chillier and crispier. The park opens at 7 in the
morning, probably to cater to the needs of the local population who do
their morning exercises in the park. We entered the park through the
South Gate that led us to Qi Chun Yuan (% #%[il, translated as garden
of gorgeous spring), which is the southeastern portion of Yuan Ming
Yuan.

Yuan Ming Yuan, as it is commonly known, actually comprises three
smaller gardens - the original Yuan Ming Yuan, Chang Chun Yuan ({:
F7[5l, translated as garden of eternal spring), and Qi Chun Yuan. The
irony is that we cannot see the entire original Yuan Ming Yuan in the
Yuan Ming Yuan national park today.

The original Yuan Ming Yuan was first constructed by Emperor Kangxi
for leisurely purposes. Initially, Emperor Kangxi’s own imperial garden
was known as Chang Chun Yuan (%) #%[d, translated as the Garden of
Uninhibited Spring) and it was where both preceding emperors,
Yongzheng and Qianlong fondly remember as the garden where they
spent time with Kangxi to appreciate peonies. This garden was the

harbinger to Yuan Ming Yuan complex as we know today.
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The name Yuan Ming Yuan was given by Emperor Kangxi and unlike Xi
Yang Lou, this part of the garden comprises Chinese-style structures and
buildings. It was also a critical site for Qing rulers especially from
Emperor Yongzheng’s reign onwards because they conducted state affairs
as they would have in the Forbidden City. This was also where Emperor
Qianlong grew up since 11 - a privilege for a young prince as he was
chosen by his grandfather, Emperor Kangxi, from amongst his several
siblings. Most importantly, the original Yuan Ming Yuan garden
fertilized the seed of Xi Yang Lou in two ways. First, this was where
Western missionaries and foreigners were housed (Ru Yi Guan) and
second, because of this, Qianlong had frequent contacts with foreign
missionaries during which he would develop his artistic tastes and
preferences that would later culminate into the materialization of his
dream of having palace gardens similar to those in Europe.

We made our way into the park through the Southern Gate that leads to
Qi Chun Yuan. Beginning our route from this garden is actually resisting
the chronological order of the construction of the gardens since it was
the last addition to the Yuan Ming Yuan complex.

Walking through the garden complex to reach Xi Yang Lou felt as though
the garden itself was a massive lake on which islets were built. In fact,
Hai Dian (##)€) district, the area in which Yuan Ming Yuan is located,

literally means “accumulated water” because geologically the area has a
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lot of underground water. Thus it was easy to create lakes which were
critical to scenic landscapes in Chinese gardens. This site, however, was
chosen by Emperor Kangxi to build an imperial garden for another
reason. It was known for the scenic view created by the mountains to the
west (Xi Shan, P41l1).

Unfortunately we were too caught up with reaching Xi Yang Lou to
notice the scenic surroundings and it did not help that the temperature
was a negative that day. The frozen Fu Hai (i3}, translated as lake of
happiness), which was the biggest lake in the garden, was a testimony to
the biting morning temperature.

The lakeside was lined with a row of eateries selling popular snacks like
tanghulu (sugar-coated fruits) and also shops selling hairbands with
Manchu-style female headset designs. It felt like any other amusement
park, veiling the “shameful” history of the garden represented by the

ruins in the Xi Yang Lou.
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A A huge, frozen lake on our way to Xi Yang Lou.

The next stretch of walk was through Chang Chun Yuan which was
created by Emperor Qianlong and in which Xi Yang Lou was located. We
walked by another huge lake but this time we were greeted by swans. The
ambience here, too, was leisurely and was most likely used by visitors for
such purposes as they could rent plastic swans to ride on the lake. I
imagined Emperor Qianlong would have consented to such use as long
as it did not compromise the landscapes he sought in this part of the
garden. The landscapes in Chang Chun Yuan were in fact “replicas” of
famous scenic landscapes found in the southern part of China. When
Qianlong went on tours to the south, he was so smitten by the beautiful

gardens there that he ordered their designs to be “transferred” to Chang
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Chun Yuan. Thus, this section of Yuan Ming Yuan is less original than
mere replicas of beautiful gardens of southern part of China. It also gives
us some insightful hints about what Xi Yang Lou stood for in Qianlong’s
view — a mere replica of beautiful European palace gardens to be built for

his personal pleasure.

Taking a Walk down the Memory Lane of Qing Dynasty at its
Apex: Xi Yang Lou

The entrance to Xi Yang Lou was unexpectedly simple and rustic that I
had not noticed that we reached Xi Yang Lou if not for a small admission
ticket booth and a narrow entrance gate. The garden was cordoned off by
a wall although it was rightly part of Chang Chun Yuan, and this wall
seems to have existed since the gardens existence as the garden was
accessible to the emperor and a selected few. No foreign missions
including those from Joseon, are reported to have seen these Western
structures, although they were invited to the original Yuan Ming Yuan
for banquets.

Additional admission fees and a separate entrance into the compounds
of Xi Yang Lou suggest strongly that it is the highlight of the Yuan Ming
Yuan garden complex today. Whether it was the highlight during its
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glory in late 1800s, however, is unknown. I was also mildly surprised by
the larger number of visitors, mostly Chinese, in Xi Yang Lou compared
to other parts of the garden.

Our walk through Xi Yang Lou began from the western part of the
garden, and if one were to come unprepared and without knowledge
about the ruins, the park would indeed be boring. The first structure,
also the one kept the most intact, was the Maze (JJ{EJ translated as
Ten thousand flowers) which resembles Renaissance-style garden found
in Italy. According to a CCTV documentary on Yuan Ming Yuan and Xi
Yang Lou, during the Mid-Autumn Festival, the emperor would look
down at servant girls carrying fireflies in lanterns and finding their way
to the pavilion in the center of this maze where the emperor was. The
emperor enjoyed this view, as the lit lanterns throughout the maze
resembled bright flowers. We made our way to the pavilion quite easily,
thanks to other visitors who were walking from the pavilion to the

entrance of the garden.
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A Our team at the pavilion in the center of the Maze.
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The irony of our visit to Xi Yang Lou was that the sky was extremely
clear and spotless — a stark contrast from the previous day when the
pollution index in Beijing hit 500, considered extremely hazardous.
Right next day, the index was 43, which was even lower than that in
Seoul at that moment. The sky was a deep blue, which contrasted with
the greyish-white of the remaining columns of buildings. This contrast
was also figurative - the bright, blue sky indeed contrasted with the
gloomy history of the remains of the garden.

Making our way eastward in the garden, we witnessed the scale of
destruction in 1860. The vestige of some structures, such as the Bamboo
Pavilion, could not be found at all. Others, like the Hai Yan Tang, Yuan

Ying Guan, and Da Shui Fa, barely resembled the original structure.
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A In both pictures, the original structure of Hai Yan Tang is barely

recognizable from its remains today.
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As I explained to our team the history and the function of Xi Yang Lou, I
kept in mind Hui Zou’s argument that while Xi Yang Lou itself was not a
hybrid product of Chinese and Western culture, the garden’s landscapes
as portrayed in the twenty copper plates created by Chinese court artist
Yi Lantai, also Castiglione’s student, were the products of a combination
of Chinese and Western-style of paintings. He also argued that these
copper plates depicted what Qianlong personally saw as he walked
through the garden eastward (the same path we took). (Zou 2011) Thus,
I tried to imagine and trace the path Qianlong took while he was

enjoying his stroll in this garden.

The last structure we saw was the highlight of Yuan Ming Yuan not only
today but also probably during Qianlong’s reign. I figured that because of
the arrangement of the buildings and structures. It is said that Qianlong
enjoyed watching the fountains at Da Shui Fa from the throne at Guan
Shui Fa. This throne, made from stone, is known to be the only throne in
the entire Chinese territory and history facing north. According to
Confucianism, the emperor’s throne must face south so that his face
remains bright as it is lit by sunlight. This principle was also applied to
Chinese imperial portraits which unlike Western-style of portrait
painting, the emperors’ faces in imperial portraits were not supposed to

have any shadows on them. The stone throne at Guan Shui Fa was an
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exception to this principle as the emperor would face north with his back
facing south to appreciate the fountains. The violation of this principle
seemed to have been forgone by the court initially, as Qianlong did not
wish to have his view of the fountain disturbed by sunlight if he was to
face it south.

Chinese cultural norms nevertheless prevailed even in leisurely
circumstances in the later years — Yuan Ying Guan, the last building to be
completed in Xi Yang Lou (it was completed in 1781, 20 years after other
buildings were constructed), was built to the north of Da Shui Fa so that
the emperor could appreciate the fountains from his south-facing throne.
Yuan Ying Guan has been incinerated almost completely, ironically
leaving visitors today a better view of Da Shui Fa and its famous arch
that is widely recognized as Yuan Ming Yuan today.

As I explained the background of these three structures to our team,
many Chinese visitors have gathered in front of Da Shui Fa and were
posing for photographs. If not for time constraints, I would have
intervened in their photo-taking sessions to ask how they felt after seeing

the symbolic remains of the days when Qing China was at its peak.
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Epilogue: Xi Yang Lou as Qianlong’s Personal “Lounge”

Why has Xi Yang Lou then become so symbolic of the great Chinese
civilization when in fact the structures and buildings were Western-
style? If Western-style buildings were destroyed by Europeans, China
would have not found it “shameful” or “humiliating” since they were
symbolic of the West and not China. This then raises the question of
what Xi Yang Lou stands for in the Chinese perspective. It would be a
leap to the conclusion to say that Qing China embraced Western culture
as part of the dynasty. After all, Xi Yang Lou occupied only a tiny
fraction of the garden complex and was exclusively for the emperor’s use.
Not even foreign emissaries were invited to this portion. Only a
Portuguese mission is said to have seen the fountains at Da Shui Fa. The
only other foreigners who saw this section were the missionaries directly
involved in designing and building of the structures.

Based on the secondary sources, Xi Yang Lou was no more than a private
amusement park for Qianlong. Unlike the original Yuan Ming Yuan
which he used to conduct official affairs, he was unwilling to use the
Western-style buildings beyond entertainment purposes. After all, the
Western-style structures were limited to the gardens and not the
imperial palaces. The fountains and Qianlong’s personal collection of art

and furniture kept in Xi Yang Lou would have given the emperor some
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much-needed respite for the emperor as he waged wars against the
Dzungars. Xi Yang Lou was his playground, and a museum for exotic
things and birds he received as gifts from foreign emissaries. In short, I
concluded that Xi Yang Lou functioned as the emperor’s private “lounge”
for leisure and private time either alone or with his spouses and
concubines.

At the same time, however, we could also discern Qianlong’s political
ambitions. Through building European-style gardens and building
structures in the imperial garden, he wanted to showcase his power -
powerful enough to build Western-style structures in the imperial
garden. Perhaps the Yuan Ming Yuan complex itself represented
Qianlong’s world-view — he was not only the absolute ruler of Qing
China which by then expanded its territories westward to include Tibet
and Xinjiang, but he was also beginning to eye the West. He possessed
materially what his European counterparts did. Thus, Western culture as
embodied in the fountains and the buildings in Xi Yang Lou was not
accepted by Qianlong as an equal, but secondary to Chinese culture and

for the purpose of leisure only. [l
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