March 30, 2011

The Standard Article

Happiness won with garden work
Most of us know about Beijing's Forbidden City, but few have heard of the Garden of the Palace of Established Happiness. It was built in a corner of the Forbidden City more than 250 years ago but was destroyed in a great fire in 1923 along with the Hall of Rectitude, the Buddhist complex adjoining it.
For decades, all you could see were remnants of foundations and the bases of columns.
In its first big project, the China Heritage Fund, chaired by Hang Lung Group chairman Ronnie Chan Chi-chung, got involved in 2000 in rebuilding this partly forgotten part of the Forbidden City.
But it was not just renovation. The complex of two large buildings and several other structures had to be reconstructed from scratch. A special effort was made to use similar stones, wood and tiles as in the original, and hundreds of craftsmen worked on the project using methods in vogue in the 1740s.
But many of the skilled craftsmen needed for the rebuilding are no longer available in today's China, so the fund brought in foreign experts to train locals in some old techniques.
The attention to detail and authenticity was exacting but not taken to impractical extremes in the interiors. There was no intention to pretend these buildings are originals.
The resulting complex is stunning. It will be run by the Palace Museum for conferences and exhibitions.
