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Getting there: Qufu is connected by
the high-speed train running between
Beijing and Shanghai. It's only a
two-hour ride from Beijing. If you are
camping at provincial capital Jinan,
visiting other destinations in Shan-
dong, it's a two-and-a-half-hour drive.

Accommodation: For a taste of tradi-
tional ambience, try the four-star Queli
Hotel, right at the heart of the city.

The structure emulates the Confucius
Temple architecture. Roomrates start
from 240 yuan ($38) for single rooms.
For those on a budget, there is the
Qufu International Youth Hostel, also
located within the city walls. For 140
yuan a night, one could get a double
room with private shower.

Tips: A colorful coming-of-age
ceremony for young people is held pe-
riodically in front of Dacheng Palace
in the Confucius Temple and public
lectures take place at Shi Li hall.
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Standing amid the riot of flowers in the Forest of Steles, one may get a sense of the idea of harmony Confucius talked about.

At the Confucius Temple complex in Qufu,
Chitralekha Basu found herself surrounded by more

than just historical charm.

e are in Confucius (551-479 BC)
country, walking around the
Confucius Temple complex dedi-
cated to the man, whose influ-
ence over Chinese thought and lifestyle prac-
tices has been sustained over the last 2,500 years.

Yet this massive monument to wisdom and
scholarship in Qufu, Shandong province —
sprawled out over 16,000 square meters and
second in terms of scale only to the Forbidden
City in Beijing whose model it emulates —
moves me not so much because of what it is, but
rather what it grows.

Tall coniferous trees line up on both sides of
the approach road to the fortress-like entrance,
leading to Linxing Gate. Long and thin stems of
weeping willows, glittering under the mid-day
sun like tinsel, bend over the moat around the
wall to touch the rippling waters beneath.

Inside, it is the cypresses lording it over. Their
serrated trunks spread out and twist in impos-
sible formations, growing bulbous knobs in odd
places. Sometimes, the trees slant dangerously,
kowtowing to the forces of gravity.

The most legendary among the trees in this
compound, of course, does not exist any more.
But a red-pillared, yellow-tiled pavilion marks
the spot where it once stood.

The apricot, under whose shady boughs the
great seer would discuss and interpret some of
the ancient classical Chinese texts — The Book of
History, The Book of Rites, The Book of Odes, The
Book of Music and The Book of Changes — with
some of his disciples is memorialized with due
reverence. This was after Confucius had returned
to the State of Lu after a long-drawn, hazardous
journey across China but did not wish to be re-
instated as a high-ranking official, preferring a
quieter and more contemplative life instead.

In Confucius’ turf, the mythology around
trees seems to build and prosper even indepen-
dently of the great philosopher, one of whose
themes was about man’s communion with
nature. For instance, theres a cypress under
which an elderly Emperor Qianlong (1711-
1799) of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) — who
visited the temple eight times as his daughter
had married into the Kong family — was sup-
posed to have rested. Legend has it that the bark
of the tree crinkled and grew warts to resemble
dragon hide, resonating with and reinforcing its
imperial associations.

There’s a juniper tree that is supposed to have
been planted by Confucius himself but, as our
guide says, it is probably only about 300 years
old. Not too far away from the centerpiece in
this courtyard, the Hall of Great Perfection —
where sacrificial offerings would be made in
Confucius memory in ancient times — a ging-
ko tree from the Song Dynasty (960-1279) and
a Chinese scholar tree from the Tang Dynasty
(AD 618-907) appear fresh and resplendent in
the golden light of a summer afternoon.

There are more leafy surprises in store as we
move on to the courtyard of the Kong family
residence, where 32 generations of Confucius’
descendants lived for 880 years, until the 76th
and the 77th in the line fled to Chongging in
1937, after the outbreak of the War of Resistance
against Japanese Aggression (1937-1945). They
eventually moved to Taiwan in 1949, coinciding
with the defeat of the nationalist Kuomintang and
the founding of the People’s Republic of China.

Vines twirl up around the four-storied Tower of
Refuge, built in the late Qing era as a hideaway at
the time of a possible crisis, but never put to use.

The family had reasons to fear for their lives.
They were close to the Kuomintang leader
Chiang Kai-shek who was invited to attend the
wedding of the 76th generation Kong Dech-
eng and his fourth wife in 1936. But the Xi'an
Incident happened and Chiang went on the
run, eventually captured by his former ally, the
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The Hall of Great Perfection.

Manchurian warlord, Zhang Xueliang.

The high-profile guest never got to attend the
wedding, but the bedchamber and the Wedding
Hall of Double Happiness, still done up in nup-
tials-related paraphernalia, remains indelibly
linked with a turning point in Chinese history.

In the courtyard, a Chinese scholar tree, its
trunk curiously split into five equal parts by light-
ning, stands like a metaphor of the tensions and
dissonance that its last set of residents had seen.

In the backyard of this family home, an
intense growth of purple flowers and butter-
cups, interspersed by wispy dandelions, sprawls
out, covering the expanse up to the boundary
wall. The foot-high carpet of shrubbery is punc-
tuated by maple trees, resplendent in myriad
shades of red at the height of spring.

The way to the Forest of Steles — where Con-
fucius’ descendants down to the 78th generation
lie in eternal rest — is through a paved avenue,
flanked on either side by cypresses and pines
that are at least a thousand years old. The ceme-
tery — covering an astounding 17 sq km area —
looks like a never-ending sea of purple flowers,
its bounty overwhelming the several thousand-
odd steles, dwarfed by the unregulated growth.

There used to be 100,000 of these at one time,
put up since the Han Dynasty (206 BC-AD
220), but only about 3,600 remain, the rest hav-
ing been vandalized by the Red Guards during
the “cultural revolution” (1966-76) or fallen to
natural decay.

Tender green creepers spiral up around
ancient oak tree (jixiang in Chinese, also mean-
ing excellent or auspicious) trunks. Many of
these were supposedly planted by Confucius’
devout student Zi Gong in his teacher’s mem-
ory. Nature’s constant renewal is in evidence as
fresh, mint green leaves sprout from the earth
under which lie two millennia of the dead.

The tombstones dedicated to Confucius were
put up much later, by a member of the 51st gen-
eration of the Kong family, and another one in
the recent past. These stand on the spot of Impe-
rial sacrifices made in honor of the philosopher-
statesman, as Confucius’ grave was never located.

There is possibly a bit of poetic justice in the
fact that it remains untraceable. Confucius had
talked about heaven and humanity becom-
ing one, imagined humankind and the natural
world in perfect harmony.

Standing amid the riot of purple flowers,
inundating the ornamental tombstones, blur-
ring the line separating the flowers and pale blue
horizon, one might get a sense of what he was
talking about.

Contact the writer at basu@chinadaily.com.cn.

ot the Centre of it All

A PLACE WHERE YOU CAN
STEP INTOILUXURY.

| .:":.H'I 'ﬁ'fn'.llrll{ _JII.I'."T 'l'II rif F":I'".-'.'Hl' 3

LI BRIt |«
G RERINT -
HT R (ARETE:

s ol fE -

HLTON
HHOMNORS

Pampes yoursall with owr Rewards Package starting at HKD1,998** for stays betweon 2 May = 12 July 20012
Your Rewands F.'L.'ingu ncludes one night accommadation, breakiast or lunch, anEway h'rr',- tickots far two,
and MOPS00 Rewards Dollars for shopping, dining and entertainmant

Hitton HHonors mambers will recaive up to 1,000 HHonors bonus poeints during the promation period

Wit wevw.sandscotascentral.com or call Macao +853 8113 8077 # China Tell - ree 4001 200923

P ama cowaim i, mppty

TP

S e
Pathwny 1o Advorituse, Fur & Farlune = FAFIVE
Cotanl Cewtral




