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BEAUTIFUL CHINA

“A beautiful environment is beneficial to the people and the future of the nation.
The report to the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (CPC)
called for hard work to build a beautiful country, and achieve lasting and sustainable
development of the Chinese nation. The report to the 19th CPC National Congress
proposed speeding up reform of the system for developing an ecological civilization,
and building a beautiful China. It also set the goal of developing China into a great
modern socialist country that is prosperous by the middle of the 21st century.

Building a beautiful China is an important part of the Chinese Dream. It calls
for respecting, protecting and being in harmony with nature, based on the
understanding that ‘lucid waters and lush mountains are invaluable assets.” China
should implement its key national policy on resource conservation, environmental
protection, and promotion of green, circular and low-carbon development. The
initiative underscores the need to leave more space for nature to renew itself,
to keep more land for cultivation, and to bequeath a better working and living
environment to future generations so that they can be blessed with blue sky, green
fields, and clean water.

The Chinese Dream will not be realized at the expense of the environment. Economic
development should be accompanied by strong measures to protect the environment.
Building a beautiful China will be of benefit to the country’s long-term development,
to promoting sustainable global development, and to fulfilling the universal dream
of protecting our beautiful earth.”

The State Council Information Office, The People’s Republic of China
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In ancient Greece, the Pythagorean mystics (6th century BCE) believed that the
quintessence of nature was mathematical and that this could be expressed in the
form of geometric figures and music. Eulogized and assembled into a complete
cosmology by Plato, these “forms” were considered signatures of the divine
intelligence that created and transcends all things. This is what the Greeks of
classical antiquity meant by beauty — or rather, absolute beauty.

Around the same time, though on the other side of the world, Chinese Taoists
also sensed that nature contained a deep and unifying essence and found it
profoundly beautiful. The Taoists believed that an appreciation of this beauty
served as a guide for human nature. But whereas for the Greeks geometry
was the key to its inner sanctum, for the Taoists beauty manifested in the wild
landscape, in the mountains (shan) and the water (shui), the quintessence of
which (chi) can be channeled into the symbolic microcosms of poetry, paintings,
and garden design.

Today, however, in both the East and the West, it is debatable to what degree
the aesthetics of the fine arts can apply to the broader, working landscape
of contemporary culture. If beauty can be said to exist at all as an aesthetic
category today, it is either relegated to history or so democratized as to be
merely “in the eye of the beholder.” Alternatively, as a capitalist product,

beauty is an advertising device held out to lure the poor,
but simultaneously rarefied as the exclusive domain of
a global elite — the dominion of those who somewhat
capriciously produce it and those who can simply afford it.
For the rest of us the world is now predominantly ugly: the
land is exploited and our cities are disfigured, nearly all
of it a degraded byproduct of global, industrial modernity.
Beauty is something one now visits on vacations or in
museums. Against this despoliation, the environmental
movement and the profession of landscape architecture
valiantly uphold visions of nature as both a spiritual and
aesthetic remedy, working for its preservation where it
remains at least partially intact, and for its restoration
where it doesn’t. In the West, particularly since the dawn
of the environmental movement in the 1960s, both the
science of ecology and eastern spiritual traditions such as
Taoism have been variously amalgamated in an effort to
make whole that which the cartesian subdivision of culture
and nature has so forcefully rent apart. A combination
of Western rationality and Eastern holism could, it was
hoped, produce a modernity without environmental
destruction — in short, an ecotopia. Known in common
parlance as “sustainability,” this ideal society remains a
beacon for landscape architects and other allied disciplines
to this day.

It is ironic, then, that as the West looked to the East for
ideas of holistic beauty in nature, in the late 20th century
the Asian economic “tigers” looked to the West for the
very opposite. Despite its deep philosophical and spiritual
traditions that position humanity as a part of—instead of
apart from—nature, China, especially since 1978, has
exploited its own landscape with as much, if not more,
industrial might than the West ever did theirs. Whereas
in the West a counter-movement of conservation—
and indeed the profession of landscape architecture—
had time to mature alongside the historical process of
industrialization, in the case of China’s accelerated
modernity, environmentalism and its associated aesthetics
of nature have been muted and marginalized by the
overwhelming national priority of lifting over a billion
people out of poverty, in record time.
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It is fascinating, then, that even while still in the midst
of intense modernization and urbanization, the Chinese
government has simultaneously launched the national
policy of creating not just a wealthy China, but also a
“Beautiful China.” Whereas this could mean any number
of superficial and/or oppressive things, what makes the
idea of Beautiful China most compelling is that it is nested
within the even bigger idea of what President Xi Jinping
refers to as the creation of “ecological civilization.” China,
Xi momentously declared in 2013, must move from a GDP
civilization to an ecological civilization. In other words, the
President of China has effectively just declared the dawn of
an ecotopia in what is fast becoming the world’s preeminent
21st-century superpower.

Surely, then, the national policy of Beautiful China calls
upon the profession of landscape architecture to respond.
However, after reviewing the literature and speaking with
Chinese colleagues, what exactly is meant by Beautiful
China and ecological civilization is unclear. Perhaps, like
all great political rhetoric, these expressions can mean

(EFLEE) HAR

Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains by Huang Gongwang — a classic example of Chinese landscape “beauty”

all things to all people. Perhaps, because both beauty and
ecology mean a lot that is specific to landscape architecture,
it is for landscape architects to translate the rhetoric into
reality. Could it be, then, that the Chinese government
just delivered the profession of landscape architecture its
greatest mandate — one that, at least since McHarg, the
profession has routinely claimed it deserves? And if so,
how will the discipline and profession now respond? How
should the discipline and profession respond?

With funding from the University of Pennsylvania’s
China Research and Engagement Fund (CREF), this
was the question we asked of a leading group of
Chinese landscape architecture academics at the Beautiful
China Symposium convened at the Chinese Academy
of Fine Art (CAFA) in Beijing in March 2019. For the
symposium we asked both established and emerging
academics to present their research in the light of
Beautiful China and, importantly, as we hope this
volume reflects, our intention was to facilitate not
lead the discussion. To bring the relationship between
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people and land into focus through the lens of beauty—
especially in a culture where land and identity have
been so tightly coupled for so long—is no small matter.
As we quickly learned, Beautiful China is a door to a
labyrinth of complicated and sensitive issues regarding
contemporary Chinese identity.

Collected in this volume are the papers more or
less as they were presented by the speakers at the
Beautiful China Symposium. The essays range widely
across topics such as policy analysis, design theory,
community engagement, and environmental planning.
In addition to the contributions from our Chinese peers,
short reflections on matters of urban design by our
University of Pennsylvania colleagues Marilyn Taylor
and Christopher Marcinkoski (both of whom have been
actively engaged professionally and academically in
China) are included. Constrained by both time and space,
we asked our colleagues to be brief in their deliberations
and they have obliged. Accordingly, it is important to
note that this volume is a beginning, not an end.

This book is the culmination of a range of activities
conducted over the last four years under the aegis of
The University of Pennsylvania’s CREF program of
cross-cultural engagement with China. Along with
colleagues in architecture (Ali Rahim), city planning
(Marilyn Taylor and Robert Yaro), fine arts (Ken Lum),
and historic preservation (Randy Mason), we have
conducted design studios, seminars, and workshops
across a wide range of topics, sites, and scales. For
example, we have run interdisciplinary design studios
on the future of Beijing as the center of the Jing-Jin-
Ji megaregion, on what Shenzhen might be like in the
year 2050, and the aesthetics of contemporary Chinese
gardens. We participated in the Bi-City Biennale of
Urbanism and Architecture in the migrant workers’
village of Nantou, and we held a major exhibition of
contemporary architecture at the Penn Wharton China
Center in Beijing. We have held roundtables with
historic preservationists and urban design forums with
developers and leading urban planners. All this activity

has been supported by the University of Pennsylvania,
but we are also grateful to AECOM for their additional
and ongoing patronage.

In this flurry of activity between 2015 and 2019 it was
mainly, but not only, Chinese students who took on
these projects as part of their studies. Because for them
the questions being asked in these projects were often
personal, it has given our work a particular intensity and
everyone involved has been enriched by the process.
The University of Pennsylvania has long been a highly
desirable place for Chinese students to study design
and for us it is an honor to teach this new generation of
Chinese students.

This book is interleaved with images taken by one such
student, Shengyuan Zheng. Shengyuan’s brief was to
travel through China and compose photographs related
to each essay in this book, whilst also reflecting his own
vision. Recent Penn landscape architecture graduates
Chendi Zhang and Yifan Cai have been responsible for
author engagement, translation of essays and documents,
and the graphic design of this book. Chendi and Yifan
were also instrumental in the success of the Beautiful
China Symposium from which this book arises.
Closing the book, as he did the original symposium,
is an afterword by one of the world’s leading theorists
of Chinese gardens, Stanislaus Fung of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong.

This book is dedicated to our Chinese colleagues and
students. It is intended as both a catalyst for and a
championing of the growing importance of landscape
architecture in China today.

Richard J. Weller and Tatum L. Hands
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