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ABSTRACT

This article critiques the triple phantasms of authority,
culture, and aesthetics in contemporary urban
landscapes, and argues that landscape should return to
its true value as a spiritual home of human life, rather
than being a simulacra of extrinsic symbols.
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In modern rapidly developing industrial
societies, characterized by increased
population, transportation, and

housing consumption and demand,
cities, as well as the citizens, are forced
to choose between environment and
development. Intoxicated by the prospect
of commercial growth, the environment
often becomes an unnecessary luxury. In
the book La poetique de I’espace, French
philosopher Gaston Bachelard argued
that “none of the places in Paris can be

called ‘home,””""!

and sociologist and
philosopher Jean Baudrillard criticized
New York and other modern cities for
being nothing but “floating deserts.”"”!
Driven by economic interests, cities
become an artificial phantasm produced
by mass media, while individual lives
are being unconsciously absorbed and
wasted by boundless “simulacra,” to use
Baudrillard’s term"’.

Thanks to our passion for beautiful
environments — essentially the passion
for life — human beings have not been
completely enslaved by urban modernity
and have largely resisted becoming a
part of this urban mechanism. Landscape
offers a reprise from isolated, stifling
industrial environments, allowing

people to realize the true nature of being
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human. Landscapes, here, are not just
inessentials for recreation and leisure,
but a valuable escape from the pace of
urban life, and are a place where people
can distinguish their most essential
human attributes from the tools of
urban mechanism. Bachelard described
an image of home — a place of initial
attachment and safety where we can
practice the art of being human'".
Home, in this case, does not mean the
concrete boxes of high-density towers
and a property ownership certificate,
but a landscape that provides us a sense
of belonging and a topophilia to nature
that is hardly found in the indifference
of modern cities'",

Contemporary China is becoming
a place of metaphoric “homelessness.”
China, so glorious in ancient times,
has become culturally and aesthetically
preoccupied by the successes of the
West. China’s identity, as a land
of innovation, art, and culture has
perished to almost nothing over
a hundred years of revolution,
instead rebuilding a new identity as
an imitation of the powerful West.
Although never physically colonized,
China’s post-colonial trauma is

obvious. One of the most important

tasks of contemporary China will be
to rebuild its individual identity and
find a new spiritual home. However,
the past hundred years of revolution
has caused a lamentable fact that the
contemporary Chinese lack cognition
of their traditional heritage. It makes
this task difficult and would most
likely result in chasing fantasies and
disregarding reality. This is not just

a theoretical proposition: the triple
phantasms of authority, culture, and
aesthetics existing in urban landscapes
have underscored the intensity and
apathy of unchecked contemporary
urban life.

The Adornment of Authority

Landscape has not been
aesthetically appreciated since the
beginning of human civilization. The
need for natural landscapes stemmed
from the spiritual liberation movement
in the 17th century. Hannah Arendt
argued that the decline of traditional
public arts, especially architecture,
suggests a divorce from conventional
structures of authority and social
commonality”’. At the same time,

landscape, as an aesthetic form
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derived from poetry and painting, had
emerged within the public sphere, as a
form of individual spiritual liberation.
Regretfully, urban landscape is still
often characterized by its pre-modern
appearance that highlights political and
economic status by enlarging spatial
overhead views. Current individual

and governmental anxiety to manifest
state superiority have pushed landscape
design back towards the symmetric

and oversized style of the 17th century,
when vast squares, grand museums, and
extravagant theaters reinforced cities

as centers of power. However, when

the human scale was removed from the
design, there was no place to rest or talk,
museums felt inaccessible, and public
landscapes were too wide and lack
imagination. While the state reinforced

power through scale, the human felt

infinitely miniscule and dominated within

the unrestrained space and estranged
from history and art.

In China, there is also a hidden
authority dominating the urban
landscape. Official rankings, such
as “national class,” “5A,” and “top
level,” have formalized the quality of
a landscape. This type of assessment

might be useful for an administrator or
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investor, but for a visitor who wishes

to simply enjoy the landscape, these
labels are not useful. A well-versed
reviewer would not praise a painter’s
work just because he has, for example,
been trained at the national fine arts
academy. Like genuine art pieces, good
landscapes draw out multiple emotional
and personal reactions, regardless of

awards or rankings.

The Cloak of Culture

Today, many landscapes market
themselves as places of culture. A
resort that imitates a Miao village, for
example, is called the “landscape of
a cultural minority,” while a jumble
of European architectural styles are
ubiquitously labeled an “Italian cultural
village.” Literary works are abused
even more. For instance, a mountain
the famous poet Li Bai wrote on poem
for becomes a “literary landscape.”

An extreme case is Lijiang old town, a
Shangri-la of the exotic and ethnologic,
traditional and modern, a manufactured
mashing of unrelated cultural symbols.
These landscapes have no cultural
meaning to designers or builders; each

is a simulacra produced to complete an
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idea of a constructed image.

Culture does not equal history, but
rely on each other. History, here, cannot
only be understood as archaeological
relics or historical records. Culture is
being turned into a commodity with
brand value, especially in landscape
design where the finished product is
closely linked with aesthetic materiality.
Gray tile with white walls and golden
tile with red walls — two different
traditional Chinese landscape patterns
— are often referred to together as the
“national style,” and indiscriminately
used in the same landscapes as a
euphemistic “Neo-Chinese style.”

History is all about the human.
Cultural history is kept alive through
inherited human-to-human practices,
not preserved fragments of a cultural
relic or material trucked in to
symbolize ghosts of the past. In other
words, a genuine cultural landscape
cannot be established without cultural
development and growth. When a
landscape is covered only with a new,
popular cloak, it will soon tire. In
today’s built environment, the speed of
aesthetic or cultural blase is faster than
we imagine. Some popular “elegance”

will unavoidably and eventually



become vulgar, because of their inherent
display of power. Cultural landscapes
are being abused as accessories to
authority.

Aesthetic Illusions

Throughout the 20th century,
business and media have influenced
aesthetics. The City Beautiful
Movement increasingly shaped
cities towards superficial aesthetic

perceptions made up to lose their
distinguishing identities. Similarly,

the word “looking-score” (“Eii{&” in
Chinese, used to describe someone’s
appearance), which has recently become
one of the hottest words in China,
shows the vacuity of general aesthetic
values. Rather than spiritual pursuits,
people have flocked to get better
appearances. Simulacra have replaced
reality, with people losing themselves in
this illusory world.

It would be unwise for well-educated
designers to have this worldview,
however many are preoccupied with
a narrow standard of beauty that has
emerged in the construction of our
cities and landscapes. It is not just
about education or an issue isolated to
China and other developing countries;
this is a crucial question for the entire
profession of landscape and urban
design. Urban development in America,
the global capitalist leader, is typical of
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modern urban landscapes. Row upon
row of skyscrapers, bright nights,
highly patterned playgrounds, and
advertisements visible from the street
compose a typical image of large
American cities. However, if we show
people the photos of these mega-cities,
they cannot tell the differences between
each. Ironically, this kind of urban
landscape is exactly what designers
want — standardized “beautiful”
visions. These visions lack aesthetic
form and cultural significance.”

In China we are guilty of the
worse imitations, the “simulacra of
simulacra.” We have replaced our
own cultural heritage with another
standard of beauty, that of New
York, Los Angeles, or Huston, which
is inconsistent with our identity. We
create ideal city images by constructing
“high looking-score” projects. We
use skyscrapers, neon lights, and sky
wheels to prove ourselves to the world,
while the spirit of the city is corroded
by illusory appearances.

More notably, the new developed
countrysides of China’s urbanization
have a sense of inferiority towards their
traditional cultures because of the large
socio-economic gap between rural and
urban in China. Urban life has become
the new desired culture, making
traditional rural life feel backwards.

As rural incomes increase and more
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building occurs in the countryside, the
architecture is becoming increasingly
exotic, with styles ranging from faux-
European to baroque to American
McMansions. This is not a result

of technological backwardness and
economic desperation. This kind of
development occurs after an influx
of capital, but results in a spiritual
impoverishment of the landscape. So,
what is missing?

The answer: the human spirit is
missing. Life has been eroded into a
series of symbols that are replacing
the spiritual territory of the human
in the name of authority, culture, and
aesthetics. Landscape designers must
awaken from the dream of computer
generated visions before it becomes
our reality. Perhaps we should stop
discussing and evaluating landscape
aesthetics and visions before our
standard of beauty is replaced with
generic plasticity. Landscapes should
be critiqued — rather than evaluated
— and can only be critiqued within
the true, living world. Bachelard said
that the “philosophical essence of the
world starts from the discovery of
adjectives.”""! This is the essence of
aesthetics and cultural landscapes, but
sadly it has been misunderstood to
imply a singular perception of beauty.
The pale and inane simulacra will not
benefit human beings. Drawing from
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the concept of epoch in the sphere of
phenomenology, we need to know the
tools at our disposal before we explore
the aesthetics of cultural landscapes. The
triple phantasms of authority, culture,
and aesthetics must be suspended when
we address physical landscapes because
we need to release the camouflage

over our spirit. Landscape, as our
spiritual refuge, cannot and should

not be defined by any others; our self-
recognition makes it a home. LAF
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