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Observations on Cosmic Symbolism Represented
through an Ancient Royal City Planning

Summary

This study is concerned with the “geographical
language” of the ancient royal city planning in
Chinese cultural realm. Its attempt is to answer
the questions such as: (I) What is symbolized
by the palace enclosure within royal cities? @
Conceptually, what is the quadripartite world
in its relation to royal cities? (3 What is the
symbolic meaning of the various functions which
are allocated in the form of binary opposition?
Here, the special attention is given to some
relationships between the questions raised in the
above and the idea of Korean traditional Feng-
Sui theory (Geomancy & 7K).

The construction of royal city is well reflected

through the weighing of both functional and-

symbolic needs: especially, the construction puts
its major emphasis on royal prestige, national
value system or aspiration, and cosmism.

The royal palace placed at the center is
symbolically designed to dominate the city and,
in its turn, the world. It also symbolizes a source
of light, a matrix of all creatures, “axis mundi”
which is facing the Polar Star and celestial
merdian, and sacred mountain like Isreli Golgotha
or Indian Smeru(ZFEEIL),
the land where the Sovereign make possible the
linkage of the man to the God.

allegedly, mnavel of

In terms of the Feung-Sui, such place is

defined as “Hyol” (/%) wherein is accumulated

Kie-Joo, Hyong*

“Ki" (&), ether or aspiration of cosmos, gener-

" ating Yang (Bg) and Yin(f&), i.e., complementary

principles of binary opposition. In the Chinese
schema, Yin symbolizes female, passive and
water, on the other hand Yang implies male,
joy, fire and phallicism. The flow of “Ki” varies
from time to time, from place to place and is
subject to the circulation of celestial bodies.
“Hyol” is not a geographical but a symbolic
center which is identical with Polar Star. This
is why the palace quarter of Ch’ang-An during
the T’ang period was removed towards the north
wall.

“Founding” of the royal quarter implies trans-
forming from chaos into cosmos by endowing
it with certain forms and orders just as God
first created the heaven and the earth.

As a symbol of the cosmos, the city takes on
the regular geometric shape of a circle, square
or rectangle. In terms of the Chinese schema,
the circle which is divided into four sectors by
two axes symbolizes heaven, while the square
with its four or twelve gates implies the earth
or the artificial world.

The quadripartite world corresponds to the
spectrum radiating from the source of light just
as peripheral profane world in which flows its
ether (Ki) from “Hyol,” sacreed. place (center).
The circle is a figure with on infinite number
of sides. In practice, people in different parts of
the world have found it convenient to reduce

infinity to four, to put it in detail, to four sides

Geography, Korean Geographical Society, No. 32, pp.24-38, 1985.

* Professor, Dongguk University



of rectangle, the four quarters of heaven and
earth, the four seasons, and cardinal direction.
In Chinese schema, each side of the square, city
wall, may be identified with daily position of
the sun or with each of the four seasons. The
east side, with the blue dragon as its symbol,
is the locus of the rising sun and of spring.
The south side corresponds to the sun at its
zenith and to summer, and is symbolized by the
red phoenix of “Yang.” On the west side the
white tiger stands for war and is identified with
autumn, weapon or intrepidity. The cold region
of the north lies behind the “Hyol,” and is
symbolized by hibernating black reptiles and the
“Yin” element of water. In terms of Feung-Sui
for city planning, these four symbols are also
topographicaly illustrated by mountain and water.

The idea concerning the center and quadripar-
tite world has its origin in the ancient astronomy,
and its system consists of five elements(F4T),
that is, earth(center), wood(east), gold(south),
fire (west) and water (north),

The various kinds of functions in the ancient
royal city planning are allocated in the form of
binary opposition which is as follows: audience
hall(political center) in the front and public
market (economic center) in the back; the royal
ancestral temple in the east and the altar of the
earth in the west; the red phoenix of “Yang”
in the south gate and hibernating reptiles of
“Yin” in the north. Such bipolar location is not
contradictory but harmonious on the wkole as a
parallel to a dialectic logic in the European
thought. It is tempting to interpret the whole
schema as an evolutionary process through which
simple categories based on binary oppositions
are transformed into schemata of increasing
complexity, and arrive at harmony and unity.

Finally, the micro-cosmos projected on the
earth surface implies an elaboration for repetition
into archetype. This may be a universally shared
phenomenon although modes of symbol and

structure vary cross-culturally in time and space.



