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Abstract 

The "three-tiered stage" or ch6ngtai siinceng �Hi.=.� was an 

innovation of Chinese theatrical architecture during the Qianlong �Iii 

reign (1736-1796), a heyday of court theater in the Qing dynasty. The 

Qianlong emperor commissioned the construction of four such gigantic 

theaters, of which three are no longer extant. The only one still in 

existence is the three-tiered stage Pleasant Sound Pavilion (Changyin 

Ge im.:g.M) in the Forbidden City. This three-tiered stage reflects an 

ingenuity of the Qing court theater. By focusing on this three-tiered 

stage, this study aims to use the only extant three-tiered stage Pleasant 

Sound Pavilion as a way to understand traditional Chinese architectural 

symbols embedded in its exterior structure and interior design. 

From the beginning of civilization, man has continually sought 

to reform and improve his environment according to the needs of basic 

physical existence. As culture was raised to higher levels, man was no 

longer satisfied with simple physical existence. Hence symbols, as 
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concept of yin and yang is expressed as dualism in architecture. 

Masculine qualities are yang and feminine qualities are yin; accordingly, 

built-up areas, sun-lit roofs, protrnding strnctures and front elevations 

are yang, while void areas, shadowed eaves, set-back strnctures and rear 

elevations are yin. But when there is too much of yang in anything it 

will tum into yin and vice versa. For example, when a built-up area is 

too large it will be yin and when a roof eave tilts up too high it will 

transform into yang. Anything that is too yin or too yang is imbalanced 

and, therefore, is undesirable 2 (Huang and Yang, 1996: 13-14; Wang, 

2001: 138-139). 

In addition to the principles of yin and yang, ancient Chinese 

architectme also followed the theories of the Five Elements. According 

to Wang Zhenfu, the phrase wi,xing appeared as early as in the Sluing 

Shii i'i!o-!f or the Book of Shang. The Zhou Shu JWJ-!f or the Book of Zhou, 

covering the years 557-581 B.C., explained the nature of the Five 

Elements and listed them in order-water, fire, wood, metal/gold, and 

earth. The Five Elements represent the five different kinds of matter 

with which people constantly come in contact. However, it is the 

essence of the elements, rather than the elements themselves which, in 

2 They have also explained that when there is balance in an environment there 
is qi� or rejuvenating energy. Thus, it is of vital importance that buildings 

should be correctly sited, appropriately related to surrounding buildings and 
balanced in construction materials and design elements. This is the reason for 
the symmetrical layout of buildings in classical architecture (Huang and Yang, 
1996: 13-14; Wang Zhenfu, 2001: 138-139). 
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Fig. 7. The performing area of the second floor, called the Prosperity 
Stage, of the Pleasant Sound Pavilion. Photo from Yu Zhuoyun, Zijin 
Cheng Gongdiim, p. 166, plate 185. 

Fig. 8. Wooden boards with gold characters inscribed. Photo taken 
outside the Longevity Stage of the Pleasant Sound Pavilion by Sasipom 
Petcharapiruch on November 11, 2004. 
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and accordingly associated with the supreme mler, the emperor (Huang 

and Yang, 1996: 139). This numerology was applied on all buildings in 

the Forbidden City, including the Pleasant Sound Pavilion as shown 

Tables 2 and 3 below. 

Table 2: Architectural Elements in the Pleasant Sound Pavilion that 

Correspond to Yang Numbers 

Yang Elements in the Pleasant Sound Pavilion 

numbers 

1 One tiiinjfng ::Rtt on the Fortune Stage, one big well 

in the underground 

3 Three hipped roofs, three main platforms ( excluding 

the Immortal Tower), units of three bays in width and 

three bays in depth of the Longevity Stage, 

5 Five tiiinffng on the Prosperity Stage, five diffng t�# 

in the Longevity Stage, five floors (including the 

Immortal Tower and the underground), number of 

figurine decorations on the roof ridge of the Longevity 

Stage 

7 Number of figurine decorations on the roof ridge of 

the Prosperity Stage 

9 Number of figurine decorations on the roof ridge of 

the Fortune Stage, units of nine bays of the theater, 

number of steps of wooden staircases linked the 

Longevity Stage and the Immortal Tower 
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As Wang Zhenfa bas noted, every element in traditional 

Chinese architecture needs to be balanced with reference to its nature 

(yin and yang) (200 I: 142). Therefore, each structural element in the 

Pleasant Sound Pavilion is classified either as yin or yang according to 

the classical Chinese palatial building framework. And since this three­

tiered stage was built as an imperial private or residential quarter, it was 

regarded yin. Its front fa9ade is yang while the rear yin. The roof top is 

yang and the roof waves yin. The sunlit court is yang and the shaded 

corridors yin. The red columns are yang and the green ceiljngs yin. 

Structural elements with odd numbers are yang and those with even 

numbers yin. Within the grand theater compound the side facing the sun 

(yang) is finished with yang colored materials and the side facing the 

north (yin) is paved with yin colored materials. The main roof tiles of 

the Pleasant Sound Pavilion are green (yin) and those of the Loge of 

Inspecting Truth on the opposite side are yellow (yang). 

The three-tiered stage Pleasant Sound Pavilion also embraces 

the notion of Chinese cosmology. Like any buildings of Chinese palace 

complex, the three-tiered stage is composed of three major parts: a 

platform (in this case three main platforms), th 

e roof, and the pillars that supported it. The structure has been 

traditionally thought to symbolize the now-familiar triad of tiiin :}( or 

Heaven (roof), di j:fu or Ea11h (platform), and ren ,A_ or Humanity 
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