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Abstract

The paper discusses a collage and montage understanding of modernity and argues that Beijing
offers a contemporary simulacrum of the global system of sign values that is epitomized by the
new CCTV headquarters and more directly mirrored in the Beijing World Park. In reading Beijing
this way, the paper suggests that the city, as well as the global audience to which its spectacle
architecture is addressed, is suffering an identity crisis in which our built environment has been
reduced to series of signs. It discusses the architecture of the CCTV headquarters, then Beijing
World Park as the miniature of Beijing, and finally how the slogan of Beijing Olympics 2008, “One
World! One Dream!”, helps to read the contemporary architecture in Beijing as a symbol of the
city’s — and through the city, the government’s — view of itself as a new world leader. It begins by
placing this argument in a particular social, political, and economic framework — the attempts of
the current Chinese authorities to position the Chinese economy, and its major cities, at the heart of
the contemporary capitalist economy. These attempts, it is suggested, involve a more or less literal
attempt to outstrip the city which throughout the twentieth century epitomized that system, New

York.
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The CCTV Headquarters: An Imported Simplified Symbol of a
Modern Global City

A discussion of architecture in Beijing (the iconic city of “socialism with
Chinese characteristics”) can be equated to New York in its late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century forms. In delirious New York, Rem Koolhaas
argues that Manhattan was the result of “the conquest of the irrational,”
or “the conscious exploitation of the unconscious.”! In this framework, the
architectural skyscrapers of New York are defined as the result of the attempt
to fulfill a desire for ‘phallic power’ in order to cover up a form of inferiority
complex. It is a definition that we can legitimately consider in analyzing the
very different, but similar, example of contemporary Beijing under modern
autocratic rule. Both within China and internationally, the Forbidden Palace
still serves as the most notable “sign” or “symbol” of the city. As a result,
some commentators — and city PR officials — suggest the city can never be
associated with contemporary modern cities such as New York. In the frame-
work of this argument, buildings like the CCTV headquarters can be defined
as aiming to replace the Forbidden Palace as ‘the’ globally recognized signi-
fier of China, and thus China’s modernity.

Considered in the context offered by projects such as the CCTV headquar-
ters, twenty-first-century Beijing is seen to be broadcasting a piece of news to
the world through architectural spectacle. Its message is that the contempo-
rary melting pot and capital of the global market is, or soon will be, Beijing.
Other explicit examples of this are clearly evident in city marketing. Sun
Dong An Plaza for example, is advertised as comparable to Ginza (Tokyo),
Manhattan (New York), and Canary Wharf (London). Some adverts claim
that through this plaza, “We [the city of Beijing] Have in Beijing What
They Have in New York”.> It seems that city promotors consider a simple
graphic “cut and paste” job enough to turn Beijing into a global city.? It is
an expanded reading of this “cut and paste” approach that this paper applies
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to the use of architecture in the city, with buildings from the West’s leading
architects ‘dropped’ into its urban fabric in an attempt to transfer meanings
and symbolism.

The CCTV headquarters, thus understood, broadcasts a piece of news to
American architects that their contemporary architectural dreams can be
better fulfilled in contemporary Beijing under the communist dictatorship
than it can in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century city of New York.* It is as
if the recent period of global recession allowed Chinese communism to posi-
tion itself as a ‘last resort’ — a place where the capitalist ethos and economic
model could still thrive. In this context, Beijing employs American architec-
tural firms and design practices extensively and even now follows the architec-
tural codes of American capitalism to govern and regulate its development.’
It can thus be said to have, literally, taken on the models of New York and
presented itself as its replacement as the world’s leading “global city.”

The Simplification of the City as a Site of Profit and Construction

Although the CCTV headquarters has become the new landmark of this
new twenty-first-century Beijing, the symbolic significance of the Forbidden
City is never lost, and cannot be shaken off.® It visually narrates a historical
fact that Beijing was developed long before Paris, London, and New York.
However, when Beijing is represented by the Forbidden City (which is devoid
of local inhabitants, but crowded with world tourists), it is as much misrepre-
sented as it is when we link the city exclusively with the CCTV headquarters.
If the Forbidden City is the center of Beijing and used to read and interpret
the city, it is, like Tokyo, a city with a center empty of inhabitants.” It thus
represents a form of “emptiness” as well as history. The new CCTV head-
quarters by contrast is a “generic iconic” building representing modernity
and global commerce. All of these readings capture only single aspects of the
city and Beijing becomes dialectically (mis)represented and de-contextualized
if we rely too heavily on it two primary architectural icons to interpret it. The
city gets compressed into a postmodern spectacle.

Through these prisms, any understanding of Beijing is simplified. It is a
simplification that finds a visual analogy in another, seemingly unrelated,
aspect of contemporary China — simplified Chinese characters. The word
“love” in the traditional Chinese character is the word “%&”. In the simplified
one, it is written as “#%”. What is missing in the simplified one is the word
“»” meaning “heart.” In the simplified Chinese character, to love, then,
may imply to love without heart.? In 1956, the Scheme of Simplified Chinese
Characters was promulgated by the PRC government.’ The simplification
movement aimed at improving low literacy rates which adversely affected
the modernization of China. It prioritized practical purposes at the expense
of an appreciation for the richness and complexities of Chinese characters.
What resulted from this grammatical simplification were a series of possible
misrepresentations analogous to those that result from using overly simplistic
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architectural statements to represent the city of Beijing and its “modern”
status.

This process of simplification for practical reasons, and its concomi-
tant reduction of richness, is something we can trace in ideas developed in
quite different contexts in recent history. According to Marshall Berman’s
reading of Marx, the contribution of the bourgeoisic to modernization was
to liberate human capacities, and to unleash human possibilities. However,
for Berman, the bourgeoisie closes itself off from their richest possibilities
when they commit themselves to making money and accumulating capital
as a primary, and sometimes exclusive, goal. In a word, capitalism destroys
the human possibilities it creates.!® The Crystal Palace, built to house the
Great Exhibition of 1851, manifests this through its celebration of “the art of
engineering.” For Berman, “the activity of engineering, so long as it remains
an activity, can bring man’s creativity to its highest pitch.”!! Engineering,
then, is “a medium for the self’s development” which affirms “modernization
as a human adventure.” However, “as soon as the builder stops building,
and entrenches himself in the things he has made, the creative energies are
frozen.” The building becomes “a container for its confinement”; moderniza-
tion becomes “deadening routines.”!'? It was put another way by the narrator
in Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground who discusses the Crystal Palace:
“perhaps [man] only likes building it, not living in it.”!?

These processes of simplification, the forces that prioritize the practical
over the liberating, and an exclusive focus on wealth accumulation, can all
be highlighted in an analysis of the forces of modernization now creating the
physical form of Beijing. It was also evident in New York a century ago. To
Le Corbusier, New York in the 1930s manifest modernization as a human
adventure. The city “has such courage and enthusiasm that everything can
be begun again, sent back to the building yard and made into something still
greater, something mastered!”'* However, in Le Corbusier’s celebration of
the courage to start anew, clearly relevant to the Chinese context, focus was
placed on the process and excitement of construction and profit. To return to
Berman, the completion of the Crystal Palace that is modern Beijing freezes
the creative energies and becomes what Berman would defined as a tomb.'> It
is also a grossly oversimplified and misrepresented representation and under-
standing of the city, its life and its inhabitants.

Urban Model, Urban Analogy, and Urban Image:
Beijing World Park and the City Itself

The CCTV building then plays its role in the simplification of our readings of
Beijing and celebrates process and profit above all else. As Daniel Solomon
argues:

Imagine a situation in which 97 percent of the residential fabric of New York
and Chicago including the most vibrant neighborhoods were demolished in ten
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years and the population is forcibly relocated to sterile new suburbs through a
massively corrupt system of expropriation. . . . Without any exaggeration, that
is exactly what is happening in Shanghai and Beijing today and it is what Rem’s
building celebrates.'®

Beyond this however, we can also argue that the CCTV headquarters func-
tions like the Eiffel Tower did for Paris. As discussed by Roland Barthes:
the Eiffel Tower is “the symbol of Paris, of modernity, of communication,
of science or of the nineteenth century.”!” In Barthes’ reading of the Eiffel
Tower, however, it is not just a symbol — it both sees and is seen.!® He writes
at the beginning of the essay “The Eiffel Tower” “[Guy de] Maupassant often
lunched at the restaurant in the tower, though he didn’t care much for the
food: It’s the only place in Paris, he used to say, where I don’t have to see it”.
The Eiffel tower, to Barthes, is the center; Paris the circumference.!

Writing of contemporary Beijing, and in reference to towers such as the
CCTYV headquarters, Roy Ong says, the “brightness” of this tower overshad-
ows its neighorhood; its “beauty” is barbaric.?® This spectacle is sparsely
populated at night but can be seen, whereas the ordinary dwelling is invisible
in the dark; vernacular buildings and the memory of an ordinary city are
gradually buried; postmodern amnesia will be the result. Although primarily
focused on themselves as icons and symbols then, buildings such as this also
have other “urban effects”: if we add the concept of the docile subject from
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish to our layered analysis, we can argue that
these skyscrapers “discipline” city dwellers precisely as as docile subjects.

If we imagine a flaneur walking this “society of spectacle” with “Chinese
characters” it is reasonable to expect the unconscious implanting of an ideol-
ogy — or at least an illusion — that economic progress is a priority and that
today the totalitarian regime of China is best placed to support it. For this to
happen an (ideological) tour guide is not needed. It is enough to be embedded
in the spectacle. That said, when we consider how people walk around the city
and its principal buildings, there is a tour, of sorts, imposed (ideologically).
Many parts of the city are of course, off limits and, in the case of the CCTV
building, the official tour of the building is deliberately controlled to ensure
our reading of it is based only on signs its controllers and designers want us
to see. In the tour around the CCTV headquarters public access is limited to
what Koolhaas calls “the loop”: a sequence of exhibition spaces, restaurants
and viewing areas that climb up one tower, cross the bridge and descend the
other.?! The tour does not allow access to the center. It controls the media,
and exhibits sovereignty. It thus simplifies and controls meaning.

While buildings like these — and the city as a modern commercialized
entity itself — control our reading by controlling our movement implicitly,
the Beijing World Park is far more explicit. The park, also referred to as
“The World”, does not require a tourist to move around it as if it were a real
space. Its slogan is “Walking around the world without leaving Beijing” and
its primary mode of transport is a “world tour” train and, as a result, the
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world’s architectural landmarks (in miniature) tour around visitor. At the
Beijing World Park, the tourist is akin to Ulysses tied to a mast watching
icons pass him by through the window frame.?? The experience is like watch-
ing a montage film and, indeed, the park advertises itself as a “cinematic”
experience.?® Here, the world is compressed into a spectacle viewed through a
window or, to put it differently, getting on the tour train is like reading a (3D)
map on a screen.

The experience can also be compared to the map reading of Kublai Kan in
Calvino’s Invisible Cities for whom possessing a map of his land was a proxy
for occupying his kingdom. The relationship between the real world and the
visual image then, is upside down?* and the reality of the world is reduced to
a homogeneous and superficial understanding. Key to this are the processes
through which the visitor becomes passive, seeing the world in a simplified
series of icons in a detached way. Unable to be a flaneur free to dwell in a
place, actively experience it and engage in the unfolding of the complexities
of life, they look at, and read simplified, two-dimensional architectural mes-
sages. The Beijing World Park then, becomes an intensified version of modern
Beijing and its experience and interpretation as, and through, a series of archi-
tectural symbols of modernity.

From Symbolic Edifice and City to the Anthropology of
Living the City

The way of seeing created by the Beijing World Park, a form of 3-D “world
map,” does not represent, but rather creates an image of the world.?® It
frames our understanding of cities across the globe as places of icons that are
collaged together. It is precisely because of this presentation of landmarks
as unrelated fragments that it is so ruinous and apt as a way of reading con-
temporary Beijing. Every connection between these individual icons consists
of blank space and is, therefore, anthropologically empty. If we consider the
real city of Beijing through analogy to this theme park it becomes possible to
also read the spaces between its architectural icons as empty — spaces whose
only function is to connect the symbols in an efficient way. If, as appears to be
increasingly the case, the city and its spaces are reduced to this, it is difficult,
if not impossible, for what Marc Augé would call an “anthropological place”
(a place “of identity, of relations and history>®) to exist.

For Augé, an anthropological place is somewhere with lived everyday life
experiences “formed by individual identities, complicities of language, local
references, and the unformulated rules of living know-how.”?” Hence, it is
“a principle of meaning for the people who live in it, and also a principle of
intelligibility for the person who observes it.”?® With its unstable and shifting
meanings anthropological place resists the visual and verbal simplification
that recent political and social policies in China have attempted to enforce.?
Different from the “spectacular” Beijing (“the abstract and intentional”
one), the “anthropological” (or the “unintentional”*®) Beijing is homely,
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ordinary, and heterogeneous. Epitomized by the hutong, it can be read as a
theatrical stage with no director which, in addition, has no global exchange
value, and, hence, cannot be “connected globally.”3! The hutong — having no
exchange value — is thus consequently unrepresented, exploited, and even
destroyed, by “spectacular” city. It can only survive, it would seem, if it
makes an appearance and generates a global demand in the tourist sector.
All of this is, for the likes of Rem Koolhaas, seemingly unimportant — a
narrative that gets subsumed in the tale of progress. “The Chinese,” to him,
“love the monumental ambition of projects like the CCTV Headquarters.”3?
Such buildings, however, as a product of such monumental ambition, devas-
tate the Old Beijing’s interconnected neighborhoods and lives brewed in the
hutongs.

If we place this sociological phenomenon within the frames of reference of
psychoanalysis, the dyadic relationship between mother and father is broken
with the “mother” (“the anthropological place”) being abandoned for the
city to be placed in the (world) symbolic order in the name of the capitalist
“father.” The spatial design of traditional Chinese buildings is horizontal,
with emphasis placed on harmony with the landscape.?® For the city of Beijing
to be connected globally means this tradition must be abandoned — buildings
must built as high as possible. Such global association and symbolism, opera-
tive through height, inevitably results in a local disconnection that leaves the
living Beijing destroyed and in ruins, buried beneath the modern edifices of
the society of the spectacle. For Manuel Castells, this attempt at global con-
nection through architectural imagery, then, turns a city into something it is
not — it makes it “not a place, but a process.”3*

Conclusion: “One World! One Dream!”

At the beginning of Garry Marshall’s film, Pretty Woman (1990), a voice is
heard saying:

Welcome to Hollywood! Everybody comes to Hollywood to get a dream.
What’s your dream? What’s your dream?

The voice is heard again at the end of the film:

Welcome to Hollywood! What’s your dream? Everybody comes here; this is
Hollywood, land of dreams. Some dreams come true, some don’t; but keep on
dreamin’ — this is Hollywood. Always time to dream, so keep on dreamin’.

This invitation to dream can be seen as indicative of what is happening in
Beijing, and China more extensively, if we consider it alongside the slogan of
Beijing Olympics 2008, “One World! One Dream!” If framed in the not too
distant rhetoric of the voice in Marshall’s film, it can be reworked in an aptly
Hollywood sense:
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Welcome to Beijing (Olympics)! What’s your dream? Everybody comes here;
this is Beijing, land of one dream. Dreaming Beijing’s dream it can come true,
some other dreams never do — this is Beijing.

In contrast to this interpretation of a “one world cultural dream,” Ulf
Hannerz suggests “a world culture marked by an organization of diversity
rather than by a replication of uniformity.”* Similarly, Ackbar Abbas sug-
gests that the portmanteau phrase “one world culture” be separated. For him,
“world culture (globalism) is not the same as one culture (with its implication
that everyone has an equal place).”3® However, unlike these interpretations,
and unlike Marshall’s voice in the capitalist and individualist context of
Hollywood, Beijing does not invite one to dream an individual dream. On the
contrary, it invites us to dream the dream of the Chinese political elite — to
dream a one world dream represented most obviously by the Beijing Olympics
2008 and, to a less explicit more sustained extent, the architectural industry
outlined in this paper. In its city architecture Beijing can be said to be dream-
ing a past dream of the (Western) world — the accumulation of wealth and
power expressed through architecture and cities.

What Beijing welcomes through this may however be the Trojan horse.
Beijing is becoming a copy of other world cities and what can be seen in the
world can also be seen in Beijing. In this sense, Beijing is the Beijing World
Park, “The World” — a theme park, copy, and fake city that operates as the
world in miniature. In this miniaturized reconstruction of the world in one
city, we can get the postmodern, if not ridiculous, sight of a Starbucks coffee
shop in the Forbidden City; we find that worldwide brands can be bought in
the city, and that its architecture is a reflection of buildings that could have
been copied and pasted from and to anywhere. In this sense, the slogan of the
Beijing World Park is fulfilled: “Walking around the world without leaving
Beijing.” However, it may also be possible to turn this assertion on its head. It
is possible in Beijing to say that we see the fake world before we see the real.
The “Eiffel Tower” is first seen in the Beijing World Park, before seeing the
real one in Paris; and the “original” architecture of West is seen first in the
copied and pasted replicas that litter the modern city. In Baudrillard’s terms,
the fake is the “original” and the real only exists to “confirm” the fake.

In dealing with these issues, Baudrillard puts in doubt the relationship
between the original and the fake and, in so doing, questions our notions
of identity and the certainties thereof. “Confirmation” is not needed when
simulation, which in his words, “feign[s] to have what one hasn’t. . . [and]. ..
threatens the difference between ‘true’ and ‘false.””?’ Seen in these terms, it is
perhaps apt to ask whether this ambiguous relationship exists in the context
of the Chinese capital today. Is Beijing, the capital of China, also the post-
modern capital of the twenty-first century? If the Beijing World Park (“The
World”) consists of empty spectacles, so does the city itself. The world of
iconic buildings that exists in miniature inside the park is fake, but so too is
the city — and by extension the world — that surrounds it. Not only does the
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collage and montage understanding of modernity offered by the city of Beijing
create a contemporary simulacrum?® of the global system of sign values, and
not only is this epitomized by the new CCTV headquarters, it is directly mir-
rored in the “Beijing World Park” which reveals with clarity the identity crisis
of modern architecture and global cities, reduced as they are to series of signs.
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FF_120_beijing.pdf.

33 See King and Kusno, “On Be(ij)ing in the World,” 49-50.

34 Castells, “The Space of Flows,” 322.

35 See Ulf Hannerz, “Cosmopolitans and Locals in World Culture,” Theory, Culture
and Society 7: 237.

36 See Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (Hong
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1997), 14.

37 Baudrillard, “Simulacra and Simulations,” 170 and 171.

38 On simulacra, see Jean Baudrillard, “Simulacra and Simulations,” in Selected
Writings, ed. Mark Poster (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001),
169-87. These pages are the excerpts from his book, Simulacra and Simulations,
trans. Paul Foss, Paul Patton and Philip Beitchman (New York: Semiotext(e),
1983), 1-13 and 23-49.
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