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Abstract 

 

This thesis involves the critical assessment of the Chinese contemporary artists Cao 

Fei (b.1978) and Yang Yongliang (b.1980), particularly as they address the globalized 

metropolis in their digital works, namely Cao’s La Town (2014) and Yang’s The Day of 

Perpetual Night (2012). To investigate and review their art practice, I take up the figure 

of the optical lens. In Cao Fei’s case, the metaphor of kaleidoscopic vision reflects the 

uncertain global society through the imagination of disaster. In Yang Yongliang’s case, 

the metaphor of telescopic vision implies the distance between traditional Chinese 

landscape painting and contemporary images of the cityscape. In the former, the 

globalized city has encroached upon the landscape in ways that are both physical and 

psychological. In the latter, nature and humankind are in harmonious relationship. Both 

artists wrestle with the reality of lived experience, especially those issues that involve the 

invisible loss and potential dangers of a dystopian future. 

In general, the structure and spirit of this project are informed by Italo Calvino’s 

Invisible Cities (1972). Additionally, the traveling exhibition Cities on the Move 

(1997-2000) serves as critical departure for understanding modern cities in Asia and the 

associating issues of urbanization, Chinese cultural heritage, and aesthetics. Two works 

from this exhibition, the architectural research on the Kowloon Walled City, and 

installation Ruined City (1996), parallel the work of Cao Fei and Yang Yongliang, 

respectively. 

Close readings of specific art pieces, as well considerations of the artists’ larger 

bodies of work, enable me to situate the distinct and complex ways that Cao Fei and Yang 

Yongliang address urban space in relation to the contemporary international art world and 

to Chinese historical lineage. While Cao Fei makes these tensions visible in the fantastic 

worlds she builds on the global stage, Yang Yongliang draws on traditional forms to 

create historical continuity that looks inward to Chinese past. 
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Introduction 

 

 “Demolition”: Chinese Urbanization 

In the late 1990s, in my hometown of Zhengzhou, the provincial capital of Henan, 

China, I remembered that I often saw the word “拆,” which translates to “demolish” with 

a round circle in red or white on the walls of old buildings everywhere (Fig. 1). The word 

was more like a symbol or prediction of the ruins when these old buildings turned into the 

construction sites soon after. The “demolition” is not only present in my city; in Beijing, 

it is more intensive and has received extensive attention due to the issues of violent 

eviction and the preservation of historical architecture. The Beijing Olympic Games of 

2008 somehow sped up the process of the demolition in order to accelerate urbanization 

within the modern cityscape. The consequences of urban transformation involve the loss 

of the cultural heritage and trauma on the psychological level.  

Fig. 1 Wang Jingsong. One Hundred Signs of Demolition (Bai chai tu).1999.  
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The deconstruction of the old urban space is reconstructed in visual artworks. As 

witnesses experienced the demolition of historical residential districts of courtyards (Sihe 

yuan) and alleys (Hutong), the multimedia work of Beijing native contemporary artists 

Yin Xiuzhen (b.1963) and her husband Song Dong (b.1966) reflects their relationship and 

interpretation of urban life, especially the major subject of Beijing. Yin Xiuzhen’s works, 

including the installation Ruined City (1996), Transformation (1997) and Roof Tiles 

(1998) (Fig. 2), collect and record the remaining objects and building parts from the 

destruction of old Beijing. While working on this series, Song Dong gathered the 

doorplates (the white character with the name of Hutong and number on the red plate), 

and Yin Xiuzhen searched for the gray tiles from the demolished old houses. These 

remaining objects from disappearing architecture are associated not only with artists’ 

Fig. 2 Yin Xiuzhen. Roof Tiles. 1998 
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attention to the vanishing city but also suggest the constantly living memories and 

emotions that are aspects of the city’s nature. In Chapter 1, I will continue elaborating on 

Yin Xiuzhen’s installation Ruined City as a case study in the aspect of the loss of cultural 

landscape during the urbanization of Beijing. Moreover, the poetic expression of the 

artist’s work recollects the historical markers through personal and collective memory 

and reimagines the culture of the city’s recent past. 

During the same 

period of the 1990s, 

Zhang Dali (b.1963) is 

another of the first 

Chinese artists to use his 

unique artistic approach 

work to address the 

subject of “demolition.” 

He is the first known graffiti artist in China. He characteristically spray-paints his 

self-portrait tagging it with “AK47.” (Fig. 3) The Dialog with Demolition series 

(1995-1998) is a spray-painting of the silhouette of his bald head that appears on more 

than two thousand buildings in Beijing, marking them with the “demolished” character. 

The tag “AK-47”, which refers to the high-powered assault rifle, appeared on the wall 

with the silhouette of the portrait as a symbol or motto to indicate the violence and 

Fig. 3 Zhang Dali. Dialog and Demolition No. 5. 1998. 
(Chaoyangmen Wai Avenue. Beijing)   
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trauma on both the demolished sites of the historical landscape as well as the urban life of 

individuals. 

In another work from the same series 

Demolition: Forbidden City, Beijing  (Fig. 

4), the eaves of one imperial palace in the 

Forbidden City can be seen as a 

hollowed-out silhouetted of a self-portrait 

on the partly demolished wall. An ironic 

contrast is set up between the near 

well-preserved palace and the ruin of the 

traditional residential community, which 

they were constructed in the same historical 

period. The graffiti is drawn and written on 

the historical buildings of courtyard or alley, but this would be illegal and would never 

happen in the context of the palace. 

Zhang Dali has referred to his work as “a means of interacting with and 

memorializing the temporary environment that surrounds me in Beijing.”1 The dialog 

that is happening in his work addresses the temporality of the demolished historical site. 

It is also an example of the way of that modern graffiti demonstrates individual struggle, 

																																																								
1 Dali Zhang. Biography. Artsy.  
https://www.artsy.net/artwork/zhang-dali-demolition-forbidden-city 

Fig. 4 Zhang Dali, Demolition: Forbidden City, 

Beijing, 1998, from the series “Dialogue and 

Demolition”, 89 x 60 cm, C-Print 
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plight and rebellion in the urban environment, especially it appeared on the public 

infrastructure such as subways and other decaying constructions in the history of New 

York City in the 1970s. Borrowing from this spirit, graffiti takes on meaning is distinct 

from “”writing on the walls” of Chinese murals in the temples or Buddhist grottoes in the 

religious or spiritual context. Rather, it involves hip-hop culture, street art and free 

expression, which do not belong to traditional Chinese artistic expression and visual 

culture. In this regard, my in depth analysis and investigation of artist Cao Fei’s work in 

Chapter 2 develop a further context and particular examples of her work incorporated 

with the concepts of pop culture, visual reality, references to modern visual culture to 

address the issues of contemporary urban life and industrial dystopia.  

In sum, Wu Hung2 in his book Making History has stated the fact of demolition and 

its consequences: “In theory, demolition and relocation were conditions for the capital’s 

modernization. In actuality, these conditions brought about a growing alienation between 

the city and its residents: they no longer belonged to one another.”3 These contemporary 

Chinese artists, who grew up or continue live in Beijing, place themselves in the urban 

transformation of city to reopen a space of recent history and their lived experience 

through the language of contemporary art. Then they, in their visual works, reveal the 

hidden value of this subject that had lost their meaning in physical historical forms after 

																																																								
2 Wu Hung born in 1945 in China. He is professor of Art History at University of Chicago and has 
published widely on both traditional and contemporary Chinese art. 
3	 Hung Wu, Making History: Wu Hung on Contemporary Art and Wu Hung on Contemporary Chinese 
Artists, (New York: Blue Kingfisher, 2009), p. 114. 
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the demolition.  

It is always much easier to destroy and deconstruct the old buildings associated with 

historical and cultural lineage, but much harder to reconstruct them from ruins. The 

notion of the City, as both concept and reality, has become more ambiguous, resistant, 

controversial and evocative, a critical place to meditate on. The exchange and dialog 

today between contemporary cities are integrated into these popular as well as 

overwhelming themes: globalization, commodification, immigration, technology, and 

ecology. What we have seen from these subjects are the shared dilemma and crisis more 

than the delightful experience of the promised of better urban life. Furthermore, the 

concept of modernization through industrialization in China implies westernization in 

technology and urbanization, which is different with the traditional basis of agriculture. 

The social purpose of urban transformation in Chinese cities seems to provide more job 

opportunity, convenient living, in pursuit of a higher degree of material progress. 

However, the demolition deconstructs the cultural and spiritual home, which is left as a 

void and loss in the Chinese contemporary cities. 

 

Aspects of Ancient Chinese Cities and Natural Landscape 

From a contemporary perspective, many historians, scholars, and urban planners 

have started to rethink and study fengshui4 and its philosophy with its practical approach 

																																																								
4	 Fengshui is a Chinese metaphysical and quasi-philosophical system that seeks to harmonize individuals 
with their surrounding environment, closely associated with Taoism. Qi is one of the most essential 
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as to reconsider today’s urban space. The layout of Beijing and its Forbidden City5 is one 

of the most significant examples of Chinese urban planning. It clearly presents how 

fengshui (“wind-water”) serves as an approach to designing the structure and functions of 

a megacity. It also functions as means for negotiating social hierarchy as the city radiates 

outward from the imperial palace and court, which is at the center of the concentric 

layout of the city, and the outer city, which is the residential area for common people. 

Today, the Forbidden City is still one of the most important historical landmarks in 

Beijing and it is not under risk of demolition. However, the demolition of the common 

residences with their courtyards and allies are disregarded as an integrated part of 

Beijing’s fengshui layout.  

Historically, from the character of Chinese cities is engaged with mythical or 

invisible forces from nature, from the ancient Chinese narratives and the imagery of 

Haishi (mirage cityscape out at sea), to the Chinese metaphysics of fengshui. The mirage 

out at sea in Chinese legends is more than a scientific phenomenon; instead, during the 

Qin Dynasty (221-205BC), Emperor Qin Shi Huang launched an expedition in search of 

an elixir of immortality in the legendary land Penglai6 in Shandong, China. According to 

																																																																																																																																																																					
elements in fengshui that represents invisible forces or energy. Traditional fengshui is an ancient system 
based upon the observation of heavenly time and earthly space.	
5 The Forbidden City (紫禁城) is a imperial palace complex in central Beijing China from the Ming 
dynasty to the end of the Qing dynasty (1420-1912). It is now the Palace Museum.  	
6 Penglai (蓬莱) is a legendary land of Chinese mythology. Historically, Qin Shi Huang, in search of 
the elixir of life, made several attempts to find the island where the mountain is located, to no avail. 
Legends tell that Xu Fu, one servant sent to find the island, found Japan instead, and named Mount Fuji as 
Penglai. 
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fengshui geomancy, it emphasizes the natural elements associated with invisible force or 

energy known as qi, rather than a subject of science to study. Interpretations of Chinese 

cities are based in the mythology and utopian imagination of place and life, the 

harmonious relationship between individuals and environment, as well as Taoist 

philosophy and religion. Moreover, the cosmology of fengshui emphasizes the concepts 

of heaven and earth, Yin and Yang, and the mutual influence of the five elements (water, 

wood, fire, metal, earth). According to Jeffrey F. Meyer’s study of the Chinese city, “The 

dualities, polarities, oppositions of human experience, which appear at first sight 

mutually destructive, are reconciled in a sense by myth, ritual, and, in our present case, 

by the quasi-ritual of feng-shui.”7 The optimistic and inspiring aspect of fengshui is that 

it can be recognized “as a play of forces instead of a bitter battle.”8 

Beyond the ancient Chinese cityscape, traditional culture and aesthetics suggest one 

of the essential perspectives: the harmony of nature and human. The ideal and idyllic 

living space, according to Chinese aesthetics and culture, is located within “water and 

mountain”. For literati artists9, the natural landscape provides the highest visual pleasure 

																																																								
7 Jeffrey F. Meyer, “Feng-Shui” of the Chinese City, History of Religions, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Nov., 1978), p. 

155. 
8 Ibid., p. 155 
9	 Literati artists are Chinese scholar-painters in Song, Yuan, Ming period. Su Shi (苏轼, 1037-1101) was 
one of the founders of Literati painting theory and practice as well as a poet, writer, calligrapher, and 
scholar-official of the North Song dynasty. The lineage can be traced back to the poet-painter Wang Wei (王
维, 701-761) in the Tang Dynasty, then the masters such as Mi Fu (米芾, ) in the Northern Song, Huang 
Gongwang (黄公望 1269-1354), Ju Ran (巨然), Wu Zhen (吴镇, 1280-1354), Ni Zan (倪瓒, 1301-1374), 
Wang Meng (王蒙, 1308-1385) in the Yuan Dynasty, Dong Qichang, (董其昌,1555-1636), and Zhu Da (朱
耷, 1626-1705) and Shi Tao (石涛, 1642-1708) in the Qing Dynasty.	
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and inspiration for their painting.10 Also, calligraphy and poetry are integral parts of 

Chinese traditional painting. The natural landscape, in Taoist philosophy, is the spiritual 

home. It is regarded as the essential path to achieving individual morals and to 

understanding the essence of the cosmos. Qi (positive energy) is the spiritual home with 

the influence of Taoist philosophy. There is the invisible force of qi (positive energy) 

within nature, emphasizing the harmonious relationship between human beings and the 

surrounding environment. The figures or animals in Chinese landscape painting are 

always presented in rough and simple lines that mean the position of the human in the 

natural world is not dominant but integral. Aesthetically, empty space is an important 

element in Chinese landscape painting, in which the realm provides a poetic space to 

meditate on the inner and spiritual world. 

Therefore, Chinese landscape painting, especially literati painting, is not aimed at 

observation and mimicry of the natural landscape. Instead it focuses on depicting an inner 

world based on the essence of nature with imagination through spiritual travelling within 

the imagery. Today’s relationship between humankind and natural landscape is different 

from Song and Yuan dynasties. However, the reading of the natural landscape through 

Chinese landscape painting still offers the means of for understanding the relationship 

																																																								
10 Literati painting or wenrenhua (文人画), in the North Song dynasty (960-1127), was called shidafuhua 
(士大夫画, scholar-official painting). It is prized above academic paintings by the most educated people, 
who understood their goal of revealing the inner character of the painter and communicating, through 
depictions of nature, man, or objects, virtues, strength of purpose, and sensitivity towards the conditions of 
human life. So important had painting become, that some literati chose to focus their entire lives on 
mastery of the art, rather than pursuing government careers, even though their rulers were no longer aliens 
to China.   
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between humankind and nature. The visual imagery and philosophy of Chinese landscape 

painting not only represents Chinese cultural identity, but also influences the way 

Chinese people perceive space in the lineage of aesthetics and cultural heritage. Today, 

the rapid development and expansion of the modern cityscape not only invade the natural 

landscape, but also obscure the perception of it. In Chapter 2, I will focus on how artist 

Yang Yongliang integrates and mobilizes Chinese aesthetics and philosophy from Shan 

Shui painting in his digital artworks, painstakingly overlapped by the globalized cityscape. 

His work not only depicts the traditional landscape to memorialize the lost pleasure and 

aesthetics of the past, rather it reveals how urban development, modernization as well as 

demolition devastates the traditions and spirit in Chinese cities.  

The urbanization of metropolitan areas in China has brought about the destruction 

and alienation in the relationship between human beings and landscape both physically 

and psychologically. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan in his Place, Art and Self has described this 

experience of urban life and its effects on identity and changing environment. He lived in 

Minneapolis, which he regarded as home, for fourteen years. However, he left in 1983 

and he eventually found it was impossible to regard Minneapolis as home, because the 

new skyscrapers sprouted up in 1980s. The place he lived had lost “shape, detail and 

vividness.”11 He asks more broadly about the earth, as the home for all living things: is it 

possible that “the deterioration of the global ecosystem can continue without affecting the 

																																																								
11 Yi-Fu Tuan, Place, Art and Self, Change and Identity, (New Mexico: Center for American Places, 2004), 

p.14. 
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physical and moral soundness of the human species as whole?”12  

Moreover, Yi-Fu Tuan’s academic study of human geography concerns the affection 

and emotion between the human being and place/space is deeply informed by his own life 

experience. He was born in Tianjing China, but left China as a child and never lived in a 

city for longer than five years until came to America.13 In summer 2005, Yi-Fu Tuan 

visited China and talked about his “hometown” in his autobiographical book Coming 

Home to China.14  Under the influence of a global culture with the same sort of 

commodities in everyday life and more like psychology, Yi-Fu Tuan’s reflection lies at 

the cultural aspect of “Chineseness” in terms of his triune root of identity in history, 

geography, and language. Different from how Yi-Fu Tuan defines his complex individual 

identity between China and America,15 my intention is to consider local perspectives in 

relation to urbanization in China since the 1990s has influenced individual artists’ cultural 

consciousness and reflections on cityscapes. In Chapter 2, the demolition of courtyards 

and alleys in Yin Xiuzhen’s installation Ruined City and the changing Chinese historical 

and cultural landscape of Yang Yongliang’s work present these two Chinese artists’ roots 

																																																								
12 Ibid., p.15. 
13  Tuan, Yi-Fu, Coming Home to China, NED - New edition ed., University of Minnesota Press, 
2007. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttsbnk. p.165.	
14	 In 2005, geographer Yi-Fu Tuan ventured to China to speak at an architectural conference, returning for 
the first time to the place he had left as a child sixty-four years before. In this enchanting volume, Tuan's 
childhood memories and musings on the places he encountered during his homecoming are interspersed 
with new lectures, engaging principles of human geography and the changing Chinese landscape.  
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/coming-home-to-china 
15  Yi-Fu Tuan,	Coming Home to China, (NED - New edition ed., University of Minnesota Press, 
2007), JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttsbnk, p. 175.  
Yi-Fu Tuan has described himself “a sojourner - at best only a naturalized citizen.”	
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in their local context and authentic observation on Chinese urban space, which respond to 

the impact of modernization and globalization. 

 

Chapters & Diagrams 

From the iconic word “demolish” that is one of the symbols of Chinese urbanization 

to the historical practice of fengshui and traditional aesthetics of Shan Shui painting, the 

City as a subject of contemporary Chinese art is presented as both cultural lineage and 

critique here. The urban transformation and consequences in Chinese contemporary cities 

reflect the loss and crisis of globalized cities as well as recalling the eternity of the natural 

landscape in the Chinese context. The three chapters of this thesis take into consideration 

the entire landscape of the contemporary Chinese city: “From Literature to Exhibition of 

Asian Cities,” “Kaleidoscopic and Telescopic Visions,” “Visibility and Invisibility of 

Chinese Contemporary Cities.” The chapters take a parallel-structure in their comparison 

and analysis of two or multiple cases.  

Chapter 1 starts with Italo Calvino’s novel Invisible Cities (1972). The 

unconventional book imagines and narrates a fictional conversation about the cities that 

might have taken place between Marco Polo and the Mongolian emperor Kublai Khan. 

Calvino weaves his themes Memory, Desire, Signs, Thin, Trading, Eyes, Names, the 

Dead, the Sky, Continuous and Hidden with cities that Marco Polo describes. At the end, 

Marco Polo reveals that all the cities are one city: Venice. Invisible Cities explores the 
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many possible perceptions of one City generated by his adventures, misadventure and his 

imaging of utopia. Furthermore, Calvino offers an insight into an age of crisis, 

disillusionment and uncertainty in contemporary urban space. From my point of view, 

Invisible Cities also leads into a discussion about the exchange and interaction between 

western and eastern perspectives, and today’s globalization of metropolises and urbanity.  

Twenty-five years after 1972 when Invisible Cities was written, the travelling 

exhibition “Cities on the Move,” (1997-2000) curated by Hou Hanru and Hans-Ulrich 

Obrist, presents a topical and critical investigation of the rapid development and changes 

in Asian cities during the 1990s. Both the book Invisible Cities and Cities on the Move 

deal with the notion of the city from diverse perspectives. Calvino’s novel investigates all 

the possibilities and reflections of one city in a multifaceted structure and network. The 

exhibition visualizes the interpretations of Asian cities of two curators from China and 

Europe that, not unlike Kublai Khan and Marco Polo, in order to provide diverse 

perspectives and experiences for the western audience of modern cities in Asia. In the 

exhibition Cities on the Move, the meeting place of the subjects in artworks and urban 

research is located in Asia but serves the global audience.  

After investigating and comparing this book and the art exhibition in relation to cities, 

there are two particular cases from Cities on the Move that stand out: those are the 

Kowloon Walled City (1965-1993) in Hong Kong as it takes from in the architectural 

research by the architect Aaron Tan, and the installation artwork Ruined City (1996) by 
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Chinese artist Yin Xiuzhen (b.1963). Kowloon Walled City was demolished in 1993 and 

Ruined City is a work about the demolition of Beijing’s historical residential areas of 

courtyards and alleyways. Both cases not only show the chaos and violence of 

urbanization, they also reveal the invisible memories and cultural heritage of the former 

residents’ lived experience. These two examples show us the dystopian vision, emotional 

connection and critical reflections of the cities－Beijing and Hong Kong－in the 1990s.  

This diagram (Fig. 5.1) presents the structure of Chapter 1, which addresses an 

interrelationship between the novel Invisible Cities and the exhibition Cities on the Move. 

Then the parallel relation between the Kowloon Walled City and the Ruined City are from 

the exhibition. 

Fig. 5.1 Diagram of Chapter 1 
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Chapter 2 utilizes the lenses of prismatic kaleidoscopic and telescopic visions to look 

at the works of two Chinese artists. Cao Fei (b.1979)’s stop-motion film La Town (2014) 

is viewd through the lens of kaleidoscope and Yang Yongliang (b.1980)’s video-based 

digital imagery The Day of Perpetual Night (2012) is through the lens of telescope. 

Furthermore, each work finds its parallel in chapter 1: Cao Fei’s La Town parallels the 

Kowloon Walled city project, while the work of Yang Yongliang’s The Day of Perpetual 

Night parallels the installation work Ruined City. The diagram (Fig. 5.2) extends the 

previous diagram to include the kaleidoscopic vision of film La Town and the telescopic 

vision of the digital image of The Day of Perpetual Night in chapter 2. In addition, the 

Kowloon Walled City carries on its comparison with La Town, while the Ruined City 

with The Day of Perpetual Night. 

Fig. 5.2 Diagram of Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 
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Chapter 3 (Fig. 5.3) focuses on providing a comprehensive analysis of the two visual 

artworks La Town and The Day of Perpetual Night with their individual metaphors and 

perspectives. In terms of La Town, the work reveals aspects of the historical disaster of 

the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima as well as a dystopian future in globalized urban 

space. While The Day of Perpetual Night critiques the loss and negative impact of urban 

development on the cityscape, it is crucial to realize how the work also utilizes the 

traditional Chinese aesthetics and the associated perspective on landscape. Through 

exploring these distinct and complex ways of making art, this chapter gives a critical 

assessment of contemporary Chinese art in terms of these two artists’ careers in their 

generation of the 1980s. According to my analysis, Cao Fei’s work situates contemporary 

Chinese art in the global art world, international art exhibitions and the art market, while 

Fig. 5.3 The Diagram of the Three Chapters 
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reflecting the dramatic and controversial changes to urban life in China and beyond. On 

the other hand, Yang Yongliang presents a more clear and introspective perspective in his 

digital works that makes it possible to situate Chinese tradition aesthetics and cultural 

heritage in contemporary art language. As the result, the connotations of La Town stems 

from the cataclysm of Hiroshima, while the connotations of The Day of Perpetual Night 

stem from Chinese landscape painting. Thus, the general outline of the paper is 

constructed in both intertwined and parallel relationships. 

Figure 5.4 offers the timeline of artworks, historical events, and cities discussed in 

this thesis. From Venice in Italo Calvino’s Invisible cities to The Forbidden City in 

Beijing, these cities present the history and lineage of the unique urban space from the 

past to present. Shan Shui painting provides the context to understand the spirit and 

psyche from the natural landscape in the Chinese mind. In recent modern history, film 

(Hiroshima Mon Amour) reconstructs the traumatic memory of the tragedy in Hiroshima, 

while literature (Invisible Cities) reinvents the possible cities that are based in Venice. 

The urbanization of Asian cities in the late 1980s till the 1990s leads to the critical 

assessments on the demolition of The Kowloon Walled City in Hong Kong, and 

courtyards and alleys in Beijing (see Ruined City by Yin Xiuzhen). Lastly, contemporary 

Chinese artists Cao Fei and Yang Yongliang’s works recontextualize and critically reflect 

today’s urban life and cityscape in both global and Chinese contexts. 
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Fig. 5.4 The timeline of the cities in thesis 


