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When Commerce Kills Culture 2475\ 5% 04k )

1 While the country may claim the world's longest established living culture, visitors often search
many of China's modern cities in vain for any trace of this millennia-long legacy. Much of China's
architectural splendor has been lost to foreign invaders, civil war and more recently the
iconoclastic Cultural Revolution. A traditional penchant for building in perishable wood also
hasn't helped.
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2 But, paradoxically, it is modern urban development, China's other pride and joy, that is now
destroying countless historic buildings and a nation's cultural heritage alongside.
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3 The late Liang Sicheng (1901-1972), who famously dissuaded allied commanders from bombing
Japan's historical capital Kyoto during WW 11, failed to convince his own country's leaders not to
destroy their capital's ancient city wall in the 1950s. Liang has been co-opted as a figurehead for
modern campaigners wishing to save China's retreating historic areas from the developer's
wrecking ball, a position further cemented after the architect's former Beijing residence, despite
being placed on a list of "irremovable cultural relics" under the protection of the city authorities,
was covertly demolished by a local real estate developer in February 2012.
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4 That same month, one of former generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s headquarters and residences
in Chongging were also demolished. Both buildings were leveled as part of advisers have termed
"protective demolition, " a claim which led to a considerable public outcry.
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5 The State Administration of Cultural Heritage (SACH) quickly condemned both demolitions,
pointing out that the term "protective demolition” has no grounding in law, with the agency
pledging to “punish guilty parties according to the law.
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6 However, under China's Lave on the Protection of Cultural Relics, the maximum punishment for
the willful demolition of historic buildings is a 500, 000 yuan (US$78, 600) fine, a negligible sum
in comparison to the one million yuan plus price tag of the average city center apartment in China.
Although the SACH also demands that real estate developers "restore" demolished buildings, few
believe the company will oblige as the SACH has no legal power of enforcement.
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7 According to preservationists, both weak government bodies and weak laws and regulations are
hastening the eradication of China's tangible history despite consistent media exposure and public
condemnation of such projects. There's simply nowhere for campaigners to turn.
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8 According to a SACH report, some 44, 000, or 8. 2 percent, of the nation's 536, 001 registered
“untouchable cultural relics” had "disappeared" by the end of 2011. In Beijing, the nation's
historic and cultural capital, the ratio stood at 25 percent, with 969 of 3, 840 registered cultural
relics demolished in a single year.
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9 If nationally protected buildings are under threat, the situation for historic buildings not under
any form of official protection is even more dire. In 2005, for example, the Beijing municipal
government identified 308 former residences of important historical figures, of which only 119
were certified as cultural relics under government protection. By the end of 2011, 97 of the
unprotected residences had been demolished.
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10 It is worth noting that Beijing is seen as a city which takes the preservation of historic buildings
more seriously than most, which gives some indication of how much the destruction of China's
architectural heritage has become. Many provinces simply have no idea how many historic
buildings fall under their jurisdiction. For example, Guangdong, one of China's most prosperous
provinces, has never kept a record of its historic buildings. As a result, the provincial government
is rushing out a "list of irremovable relics" which it pledged to have completed by late March
2012.
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11 All these accounts have led to concerns that the already-rampant wave of demolitions cutting a
swath through China's cultural heritage may be far more extensive than even the most pessimistic
of observers have suggested.
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12 According to Ruan Yisan, an expert on the preservation of historical architecture from Tongji
University, China needs to legislate for the protection of historic buildings. "Currently, the law on
the protection of cultural relics is the only law related to cultural conservation, and the result is no
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protection for buildings that do not obtain official certification, " said Ruan, “China needs to
follow the example of other countries like France and the UK to universally place all historic
buildings under State protection. ”
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Preserve or Profit?

13 However, Ruan did not comment on the fact that even official protection has failed to save
historic buildings being flattened to make way for apartments or shopping malls.
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14 Critics argue that the fundamental problem is a government specifically aligned to promote
economic growth over everything else. Under such a power structure, the agencies can make
money are given almost limitless power, assisting over agencies that are net spenders, including
cultural conservation and the environmental protection departments, expensive agencies that do
little to line the pockets of government.
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15 "The fundamental reason is the overall policy in urban planning that champions GDP growth
and profit maximization, under which the historical and cultural value of historic buildings tends
to give way to profit, leading to their destruction, " commented an editorial in the People's Daily.
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16 As the government as a whole tends to view historic buildings as obstructing financial gains,
with any cultural aesthetic value largely irrelevant, efforts designed to preserve or renovate
existing historic sites are often hijacked by profiteers seeking to turn them into money-spinning

tourist attractions or commercial centers.
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17 The so-called "renovation" of Shanghai’s 80-year-oldJianyeli community is a case in point.
Identified as a city-level "historical and cultural zonein 2009, the Shanghai government pledged
to retain this old neighborhood's original style and preserve its “historical and cultural spirit. ”
Now, as the project nears completion, it is apparent that the whole community has been turned into
a high-end real estate property, with its 3, 000 original residents relocated, and many of its old
buildings demolished and replaced with modern-style townhouses.
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18 The local government has persisted in refusing to disclose information relating to the Jianyeli
project. However, it is estimated that residential space will go on sale at 130, 000 yuan per square
meter (US$2, 270 per square foot). The same story has been repeated time and again throughout
China—if historic communities aren't demolished outright, they are "renovated” beyond
recognition, their original residents displaced to make room for China's top earners.
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New for Old

19 While existing historical buildings are being destroyed, many historic ruins are being rebuilt

brick-for-brick. For example, the Nanjing city government has announced plans to reconstruct the

Great Bao’en Temple in the city center. Once home to an immense Ming Dynasty (1368-1644)

porcelain pagoda, the temple was razed to the ground during the Taiping rebellion in the mid-19th

century, and has lain in ruins ever since.
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20 Now, the government and a local real estate company having 8 billion yuan (US$1. 26 bn) into
rebuilding the ruined temple, with its landmark tower rebuilt on a far bigger scale than in its
heyday. The project, according to a government press release, is designed to "commemorate
Nanjing's history. ” However, many locals are less than enthralled.
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21 It is no secret that the Great Bao'en Temple project is actually aimed at profiting from China's



soaring domestic tourism industry. The phenomenon of rebuilding long-lost historic sites takes its
model from the reconstructed Chongsheng Temple of the ancient Nanzhao Kingdom (738-902) in
present-day Yunnan. A 150 million yuan (US$23. 6 m) investment this ruined temple complex was
rebuilt in 2004. The attraction now generates more than 100 million yuan per year. Few tour
guides take the trouble to mention that this "historic site” is built almost entirely from modern
materials, making its impressive architecture in effect less than ten years old.
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22 Now, local governments across China are looking to cash in on similar schemes—
reconstructing long-destroyed or ruined buildings and marketing them as originals. This could
serve to make preservationists reluctant to flag up buildings threatened by urban development, for
fear that they may be rebuilt as tourist traps.
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23 Shortly after the demolition of Liang Sicheng's residence, the Beijing government announced
on February 23 a project to "renovate 100 historical and cultural relics”and to “restore certain
historical landmarks of imperial Beijing. ” This announcement has alarmed historians and
preservationists, disturbed at the prospect of reconstructed, photogenic replicas of the city's Ming
Dynasty gatehouses and towers, most of which were destroyed during the Mao era, which gutted
Beijing's ancient city, flattened its city walls to make way for its first ring road, and even at one
point threatened to demolish the Forbidden City.
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24 "Ancient buildings embody an invaluable cultural heritage. Without culture, 'restored'
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architectural landmarks are worthless piles of bricks, ” said Fang Zhenning, a well-known art
critic.
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25 "Instead of replicating a destroyed ancient landmark, the government should overhaul its
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approach to urban planning to respect China's historical and cultural heritage, " commented

architect Wang Gang.
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26 For Wang and his fellow architects, if preservation and culture continue to simply act as a front
for commerce, with value attached to historical preservation for its own sake, China's tangible
cultural heritage will simply become an indispensable replica of the products of a civilization that
existed as the envy of the world.
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