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By locating the terrace system of the Temple of Heaven within a larger religious context and comparing it with other Chinese ritual architecture and devices, this article unearths some of the seldom-discussed symbolism and functions of the Temple of Heaven. The imperative to symbolically bring the Chinese emperor “closer” to Heaven for communion with the Divine during annual religious ceremonies is a well-understood function of the terrace layout. Closely related to this, however, was another equally critical function, rarely addressed by scholars – to bestow order upon the country by designating the passage of time through number and directional symbolism. In their religious function, these terraces played the same role in religious rituals that Mount Tai, the most sacred peak in China, had for 3,000 years. In their timekeeping function, the terraces served to represent the cycle of time, as understood through the Chinese agricultural calendar system. The Temple of Heaven’s terraces existed within a larger system of the Chinese religious-political network and replicated the functions of certain Bronze Age Chinese ritual objects and architecture, perpetuating the universal order through architectural space. This article argues that the terraces comprised a vital and fluid three-dimensional representation of the universe, in which the Chinese emperor’s participation fulfilled the fourth, animating dimension of the cosmic order – Timekeeping.
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