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The Layout Concept of “Court in Front and
Living Quarters Behind” in the Ming Dynasty Forbidden City
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ABSTRACT:

Although the Forbidden City of the Ming Dynasty perpetuated the principle
enshrined in Zhou Li (The Rites of Zhou) of locating the emperor’s court in
the front of the palace and the sleeping quarters at the rear (qianchao-hou-
qin), there were many new elements incorporated in the layout. The tradi-
tional arrangement of the court in the front of the palace (gianchao) com-
prised five gateways and three courts, and prior to the Ming Dynasty there
was a drum tower and bell tower on the eastern and western sides of the
qianchao precincts, but afterwards this developed into having civilian (wen)
and military (wu) halls on the eastern and western sides, reflecting an yin-
yang symmetry. From this starting point and examining the implicit ideas
behind the two buildings, one civilian and one military, we find that this
layout is an embodiment of the traditional idea that the yin and yang prin-
ciples together constitute the Way. In one aspect, the arrangement of the
rear quarters of the Ming Dynasty Forbidden City does follow the idea in
the Zhou Li of ‘six sleeping quarters and six palaces’ (liugin-liugong), but
the plan is altered so that the six palaces are laid out along an east-west axis
not the traditional south-north axis. This arrangement finds its justification
in the Zhou Yi (Book of Changes), which emphasizes that the virtue of the
Trigram Kun lies in the quality of “shun” (compliance). Also in conformity
with Zhou Yi, the Qianqing and Kunning Palaces are arranged symmetri-
cally around the central axis and these are the living quarters of the emper-
or and the empress. From the perspective provided by Zhou Yi, the author
examines the sequence of palaces in the rear quarters of the Forbidden City
showing that this yin-yang arrangement embodies a belief in the supremacy
of heaven over earth and of male over female, as well as the Confucian no-
tion of relationships between husband and wife based on the obedience of
the wife and enshrined in the ‘Three Principles and Five Constant Virtues’
(sangang-wuchang). The introduction of principles drawn from Zhou Yi al-
tered the Zhou Li’s traditional arrangement of liugin-liugong, at the same

time as it reinforced its ideological arrangement.

KEY WORDS:
wumen-sanchao; wenlou; wulou; liugong; Qianging Palace; Kunning Pal-
ace; yin-yang; benevolent government; renzheng; tianzun-dibi; fuweiqi

gang; duozi-duosun.
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