


Worldwide debate surrounds the Haiyantang fountain zodiac animal heads
(pictured in above detail) as items looted from Yuanmingyuan. According to one

website as of March 1, 2009 they are accounted for as follows:

Rat: was in Yves Saint Laurent's collection. Sold for $18 million at hammer price
($20 million with fees) to an anonymous bidder in Paris in February 2009.

Chinese bidder, Cai Mingchao, won't pay for YSL auction statutes.

Ox: bought by the China Poly Group in 2000 for $954,000, now at the Poly Art
Museum in Beijing.

Tiger: bought by the China Poly Group in 2000 for $1.99 million, now at the
Poly Art Museum in Beijing.

Rabbit: was in Yves Saint Laurent's collection. Sold for $18 million at hammer
price ($20 million with fees) to a telephone bidder in Paris in February 2009.

Chinese bidder, Cai Mingchao, won't pay for YSL auction statues.

Dragon: unknown.

Snake: unknown.

Horse: was in a private collection in Taiwan. Purchased by Macau gaming
magnate Stanley Ho in 2007 for $8.84 million and donated to China. Currently at

the Capital Museum in Beijing.

Sheep: unknown.

The Fate of the Zodiac Animal Heads

 



Monkey: bought by the China Poly Group in 2000 for $1.05 million, now at the
Poly Art Museum in Beijing.

Rooster: unknown.

Dog: in 2003, a Hong Kong auction house claimed to be selling the dog from the
Summer Palace water clock, but consultants from the Poly Art Museum said the

craftsmanship didn't match the other four the Poly Group has recovered.

Pig: purchased by Stanley Ho in 2003 (from a NY collector) and donated to
China. Currently at the Poly Art Museum in Beijing.

[ymy2010]

Source: Yuanmingyuan (Old Summer Palace, Imperial Summer Palace) >圆明园

Replicas and Recreations of the Zodiac Animal Fountain

The looted zodiac heads have inspired not just patriotism, but also considerable
entrepreneurship in China. Replicas of the zodiac statues—sometimes just the heads,
sometimes in their original full figures—are displayed in public places including the
Yuanmingyuan Park that now exists on the site of the old imperial complex. In 2010, a
large-scale recreation of all 12 heads created by the prominent and controversial
Chinese sculptor Ai Weiwei went global and has been on tour internationally, including
an installation in New York’s Central Park, since then. On-line coverage of these now
world-famous 12 animals is extensive, and patriotic Chinese consumers can chose
from a variety of replicas including a set of heavy gold seals.

The zodiac animal sculptures
have been reproduced with the

full bodies and placed
on display at the

Yuanmingyuan park.

Wikipedia Commons
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Another recreation of the
zodiac animal sculptures—in
precious jade—is on display

in Xi’an, northern China, near
the site of the Terra Cotta

Warriors of the First
Emperor.

The popularity of the zodiac animal heads continues with set of gold seal
reproductions displayed in Beijing in March 2011.

Photo by Su Dan, China News Agency
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Sculptor Ai Weiwei’s huge replication of the
Yuanmingyuan zodiac heads toured Europe
and the United States in 2011, including an

installation in New York’s Central Park
(above). The full run of his "Circle of

Animals/Zodiac Heads" appears below.
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RUINS & MEMORY

While the treasures of the Yuanmingyuan were widely distributed among European art
collections, the ruins of the European palaces—which had been made of stone, marble,
and sturdy materials—mostly remained in recognizable form after 1860. The ruins
were often visited by Western residents of Beijing on outings. They were frequently
photographed in the 1870s, when photography became more widespread than it had
been in the 1860s.

In the succeeding decades, the site was continually plundered for its raw materials
and remaining artifacts. During the Boxer uprising and the siege of Beijing in 1900 to
1901, Western troops participated in further plunder. But much of the subsequent
looting and damage was the work of local Chinese vandals, who sold antiquities in the
local markets. [11] Photographs show how the ruins of the European palaces diminished
in scale over the years; distinguished in this regard is a run of photos taken in 1873
by Ernst Ohlmer (1847–1927), a German customs official. [12]

Ernst Ohlmer’s 1873 Photos of the Ruins

In the decade following the torching of the Yuanmingyuan the area
was officially off-limits, but it was difficult for the eunuchs and

watchmen to secure. Looting and outbreaks of fire contributed to
the decay of the garden. Ernst Ohlmer, a young German clerk, was

discovered in one of the buildings and, as he had not stolen
anything, was pardoned. In 1873, just 13 years after the sack,

Ohlmer photographed the ruins of the European palaces, leaving
the earliest known visual record of the devastated site. Although the
buildings are damaged and the grounds overgrown with weeds, the

basic architecture remains recognizable. The following 12 glass
negatives were the source of a 2010 exhibition at Beijing's China

Millennium Monument.
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Xieqiqu, south façade
Built in 1751, this was the first pavilion in the Xiyanglou.

Depicted in Engraving 1.

[ohlmer_1873_a]

Pavilion Harmonizing Surprise and Delight, Xieqiqu 諧奇趣
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This Xieqiqu panorama shows the lake in front overgrown with weeds.

[ohlmer_1873_b]
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[ohlmer_1873_b]

Xieqiqu, Music Pavilion
Not depicted in the 20 engravings, the Music Pavilion overlooked the lake and was

connected by a bridge to the main part of the Xieqiqu.

[ohlmer_1873_c]
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Xieqiqu, eastern side of the main building
The ornamentation on this imposing Western structure had Chinese elements. The Music

Pavilion is visible in the back left. Depicted in Engraving 3.

[ohlmer_1873_d] 
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Xieqiqu, north façade
Depicted in Engraving 2.

[ohlmer_1873_e]
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Huayuanmen beimian, north façade

Westerners felt comfortable in the remote, lightly-guarded Xiyanglou, and often
visited the ruins. Here, four customs officials relax at the gate to the Maze. The

gazebo can be seen through the archway. Depicted in Engraving 4.

[ohlmer_1873_f]

Gate to the Garden, Huayuanmen 花園門
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Fangwaiguan. Depicted in Engraving 8

[ohlmer_1873_g]

Observatory of Lands Beyond, Fangwaiguan 方外觀

 

"The Garden of Perfect Brightness lll" by Lillian M. Li 5 - 8

javascript:openvcidwindow('../gallery/pages/ohlmer_1873_G_EuPav_ChMM.htm');


Haiyantang, west façade

The best-known view of the Haiyantang, showing the large clam-shell fountain in the center,
but missing the zodiac animal statues that formed the clock-fountains. The largest structure
in the European section, the Haiyangtang housed a reservoir that supplied water to all the

fountains in the central portion. Depicted in Engraving 10.

[ohlmer_1873_h]

Hall of Calm Seas, Haiyantang 海宴堂
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Haiyantang, north façade

This perspective resembles Engraving 11, which suggests that Ohlmer may have seen the
engravings. Several rooms in the northwest corner of the main building of the Haiyantang

are featured. Depicted in Engraving 11.

[ohlmer_1873_i]
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Observatory of Distant Oceans, Yuanyingguan 遠瀛觀

Yuanyingguan, southern (or front) side

The ornately decorated pillars are intact, but appear to have only a decorative
function. The brick structure of the building is exposed on the right side. The
photographer stood in front of the Grand Fountain looking up at the elevated
Yuanyingguan. These pillars are among the most prominent of the ruins at the

Yuanmingyuan Park today. Depicted in Engraving 14.

[ohlmer_1873_j]
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Guanshuifa
 

From his throne in front of this stone screen, the emperor viewed the Grand Fountain
and the Yuanyingguan behind it. Depicted in Engraving 16.

[ohlmer_1873_l]

Throne for Observing the Great Fountain, Guanshuifa 觀水法
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The European Section Ruins Over Time

As Régine Thiriez has documented, the European section ruins continued to be
photographed by Westerners from the 1870s through the 1930s. [13]

Of particular interest among these images is a photograph by Théophile Piry, taken
around 1911, which shows two French and Russian diplomatic families celebrating the
engagement of two of their children to each other. The picnic in the ruins perfectly
illustrates the ironies of the Yuanmingyuan European palaces—built by the Qing
emperor on European models, destroyed and looted by European troops, and later
enjoyed by Europeans as a recreational site. The Chinese servants in the background
do not seem to be enjoying the occasion very much.

French and Russian diplomats picnic at the Yuanmingyuan ruins around 1911.
Their Chinese servants, still wearing the queues the Manchus required of their

male Chinese subjects, are visible off to the side. [14]

Photograph by Théophile Piry. Collection, Charles Blackburn, Neuilly, France.
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The Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park Today

Over the years, as the Yuanmingyuan was repeatedly culled of its artifacts by both
foreigners and Chinese, its grounds were turned into farmland and housed villages of
farmers. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 15 work
units numbering about 270 people were located there. Under the constant urging of
Premier Zhou Enlai, in 1988 the Fuhai Lake area and the European ruins were opened
to the public, and in the 1990s some of the other gardens were developed into a
recreational park, with its lakes available for boating, children’s amusement,
restaurants, tourist shops, and the like.

The European ruins are by far the area most visited and photographed. Most
recognizable is the arch of the gate that formed the background for the Great
Fountain (Dashuifa), with the ornate columns of the Yuanyingguan on the hill above it.
No tourist could fail to have his or her picture taken in front of these iconic ruins, and
the many photographs and videos of Yuanmingyuan Park that now appear online
convey the different uses and aspects of its restoration.

 

"The Garden of Perfect Brightness lll" by Lillian M. Li 5 - 14



The most photographed ruin in Yuanmingyuan Park today is the arched gate that
stood behind the Great Fountain (Dashuifa 大水法), with the ornate columns of

the Yuanyingguan standing slightly elevated behind it.

photographs by Druh Scoff / Flickr
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The base of the shell-shaped fountain at the front of the Haiyantang survives by
itself, with only a few shards of the palace itself remaining. This is where the 12

zodiac animals signaled the hours by spouting water at prescribed times.

photograph by Druh Scoff / Flickr
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NOTES

1. This account of events follows Hevia, James L., English Lessons: The Pedagogy of
Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century China (Durham and London: Duke University Press,
2003), Chapter 2.

2. On October 18th, Montauban expressed shock and regret at the incineration. “I’ve
just been informed…that all the magnificent pagodas, whose marvelous workmanship I
had admired are at this moment the victim of flames: a vengeance unworthy of a
civilized nation because it destroys the admirable objects that have been respected for
several centuries.” Quoted in Thomas, Greg M, “The Looting of Yuanming and the
Translation of Chinese Art in Europe,” Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide: A Journal of
Nineteenth-Century Visual Culture, Vol 7, Issue 2 (Autumn 2008), p. 19.

3. Hevia, Chapter 2. The above account is taken from Li, Lillian M., Alison J. Dray-
Novey, and Haili Kong, Beijing: From Imperial Capital to Olympic City (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), pp. 107-111., which in turn is based on Hevia, Chapter 2.

4. Stephenson, Frederick, At Home and On the Battlefield (London, 1915), pp. 272-
273, quoted in Hevia, p. 79.

5. Wolseley, Viscount Garnet, The Story of a Soldier, Vol. 2 (A. Constable & Co., Ltd.,
1903), p. 77.

6. Boulger, D. C., The Life of Gordon (London, 1897), pp. 45-46, as quoted in Malone,
Carroll Brown, History of the Summer Palaces under the Ch’ing Dynasty (Urbana:
University of Illinois, 1934), pp. 187-88.

7. Hevia , Chapter 4, provides a detailed account of the looting.

8. Hevia, pp. 94-95.

9. Greg M Thomas provides an outstanding discussion of the multiple cultural
meanings of this nineteenth-century European Orientalism in “The Looting of
Yuanming and the Translation of Chinese Art in Europe,” Nineteenth-Century Art
Worldwide: A Journal of Nineteenth-Century Visual Culture, Vol 7, Issue 2, Autumn
2008.

10. The website of the Poly Art Museum states: “Poly Art Museum was founded in
December 1998 with the approval of State Administration of Cultural Heritage of
China and Beijing Cultural Relics Bureau and opened to public in December 1999. It is
the first museum operated by a state-owned enterprise in the Chinese mainland. The
aim of the museum is to develop and display traditional national culture and art, and
to rescue and protect Chinese cultural relics lost abroad.”
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11. Part 7 of the CCTV documentary “Yuanmingyuan: 150 Years after the Fire”
provides many details of extensive looting of stone and wood—for the raw materials,
rather than for art—by local residents and public institutions. 

12. Wong, Young-tsu, A Paradise Lost: The Imperial Garden Yuanming Yuan
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001), p. 115.

13. Thiriez, Régine, Barbarian Lenses: Western Photographers of the Qianlong
Emperor’s European Palaces (Amsterdam: Gordon and Breach, 1998). 

14. On Piry, see Thiriez, pp. 93-101.

15. Extensively documented and photographed in Yuanmingyuan Changchunyuan
Hangjingtang yizhi fajue baogao 圓明園長春園含經堂遺址發掘報告 (Report on the
excavation of the Hangjingtang ruins at the Changchungyuan of the Yuanmingyuan),
edited by Wenwu Yanjiuso (Beijing: 2006).
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