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Memories of “Water and Fire” in Late Imperial Beijing:

A Study of the Fire God Temple (Huoshen miao X ¥ &)

and the Organization of the Water Association (Shuihui
/K ®) in late Qing and Early Republic Period China

. ok
Sun Mei-zi

Abstract

This article attempts to trace, through the two themes of “fire” and “water,” the
aspects of belief pertaining to the Fire God Temple in Beijing by examining
historical documents, folk legends, and oral reports. It discusses the power of Fire
God beliefs and the Fire God Temple in Beijing on urban construction at the level of
Confucian sacrifices and Five Phases (wuxing 711T) and Fengshui JE7K systems.
In addition, the article addresses the nature of shrines and temples in the context of
popular religious beliefs, as well as the functional significance of fire patrols within
commercial guilds and marketplace life. Following the developments in business
and transformations in science and technology, the shape of urban life in Beijing
during the late Qing period experienced significant changes. With the widespread
use of kerosene, fire disasters happened occasionally. Cautious awareness of fires
spurred burgeoning Fire God beliefs. Moreover, these conscious efforts also led to
the establishment, mobilized by gentry and merchants, of a fire prevention
organization among the people--the Water Association (Shuihui 7K&). Fire God
beliefs and the organization of the Water Association became linked together
because of commercial prosperity. The Fire God Temple represented the heart of the
deity’s sphere of influence, while the Water Association and the Water Nest (Shui
wozi 7KiEF) represented the heart of water's sphere of influence. The chamber of
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commerce and guilds represented the center of capital. When the power of all three
came together, they served as an extremely important center of local authority and
self-governance in old Beijing, one that played an exceedingly significant role.

Keywords: Fire God Temple, Organization of the Water Association, Commerce
Guilds
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