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Yuanming Yuan in the 21st Century: Physical and Digital Reconstruction

As this current global pandemic rages and travel has come to a halt, a great number of us find ourselves stuck at home, so turn more to the internet and digital platforms for sources of entertainment and methods of study. So, with my research resources being limited to what I could find online, I felt drawn to investigate how places have catered to an online audience in the past, and how that might have improved in the last few years, with a focus mainly on the Old Summer Palace. Additionally, looking at the arguments surrounding the seemingly controversial topic of the physical reconstruction of the palace and how these digital advances could affect them. 

With the birth of documentaries in the early 1920’s and their boom in popularity over the past few decades, thanks to beloved figures such as Sir David Attenborough, people have been able to explore the world and learn about people, places, and animals that they previously might have spent their entire life never having heard of them. This digital age has vastly improved the way information can be collected and presented to us, with better and better camera equipment bringing to light footage for example, of animals that had not been seen on record for years. So, with this in mind I wanted to see what measures China was taking to make themselves visible on the digital map and how this might affect the current controversial debate surrounding the possible physical reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace.

I chose the Old Summer Palace as the focal point of my research for this case study because while staying in Beijing for a year I had explored almost the whole of the Forbidden City, while I had only seen a fraction by comparison of the Old Summer Palace, so this research was conducted with the expectation of learning more about site for my own benefit, and also exploring how the site can be accessed and what is being done, or not done to make this easier for people.

Though just one search on Youtube to see what comes up when looking for ‘Old Summer Palace Documentary’, I found a very interesting video uploaded in June of 2019 by CGTN (China Global TV Network) titled “Explore the original glory of China’s Old Summer Palace in VR”[footnoteRef:1]. Virtual reality has become increasingly more popular in the last few years since the introduction of more affordable personal VR headsets, so it is only natural that different companies would try and expand their products, whether already digital or not, to be able to cater to this new market of customers. With such a new medium so readily available and easily accessible for home use it makes sense that videos of rollercoaster rides would would start appearing on platforms such as Youtube[footnoteRef:2]. Rollercoasters always relied in the past on the customer physically being at their amusement park, could now recreate their rollercoasters for a digital platform and allow the customer to experience being on them from the comfort of their own home. The same thing has been done with the Old Summer Palace, taking something, which previously would have required the patron to be physically at the Old Summer Palace to be able to walk around and fully experience being there. Some might argue that with many documentaries already having been made about the Old Summer Palace in many different languages, that the Old Summer Palace was already readily available for people to experience even without physically being there, but the extra part that virtual reality can offer that a documentary cannot, is the ability for the user to freely roam around the site without being limited to where the presenter of the documentary or the production teams chooses to film it. [1:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VAeVYL3ywYA]  [2:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jLtcPTm5dTg] 


Of course a feat such as this can never be achieved by just anybody, in order to take on this huge task, it took Professor Guo Daiheng and a team of researchers at Tsinghua University roughly 15 years of work, after which they were finally able to recreate roughly 60% of the Old Summer Palace on a digital platform[footnoteRef:3]. According to one source [footnoteRef:4] it took a team of 80 people looking over 10,000 historical documents to be able to sketch and render digital models of the buildings and gardens of the Old Summer Palace. [3:  http://www.kaogu.cn/en/News/Academic_activities/2017/0420/57910.html]  [4:  Manila Bulletin, VR technology restores glory of Old Summer Palace. Accessed 1st May 2020] 


This revelation in the way in which tourism can now be carried out has opened up so many places for those who previously would not have been able to access them. Older and lesser able people who would not have been able to travel or walk around the site, people who would not have had the money to travel, or the time to visit the site now have unlimited access to a site they previously would have struggled to visit themselves. As well as expanding the number of people the Old Summer Palace is available to, through this technology they have been able to recreate what the palace would have looked like originally which nobody has seen in hundreds of years after its destruction in 1860 at the hands of Anglo-French troops.

After looking into the way tourism and information exchanges have evolved, particularly with regards to digital reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace in recent years, I thought I should also look at the physical side of reconstruction and what issues have been raised. There is currently a debate in China which has been covered a lot by national and international news outlets, as to whether the ruins of the Old Summer palace should be refurbished or not. If they are to be refurbished, to what extent should the buildings be refurbished? Should the site be fully restored to what it once was, or just enough to allow people to be able to get a better idea from seeing the site alone roughly how it once looked without erasing the fact that it was brutally sacked and burned to the ground.

I found a website that had compiled a list of arguments for and against the physical reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace from various people, the following examples are from that list[footnoteRef:5]. One argument currently being put forward in favour of refurbishment was put forward by Liu Chuhan (from www.people.com.cn) who stated that “For the preservation of history, the reconstruction should not be conducted on the old site, but, in order to carry on the traditional culture, reconstruction seems really necessary.”. Lei Hui (from www.jxnews.com.cn) said that “To rebuild Yuanming Yuan will by no means damage the original site, as the reconstruction will be carried out in Hengdian and visitors can get a better understanding of the old through the new.”. This would allow the old ruins to stay in their original location and would not paint over the dark history of the destruction and loss of the site, but allow people to see a reimagined reconstruction of what they should look like had the desecration not happened on such a nationally treasured site. And finally, the opposing argument I found most striking was from Ye Tingfeng from Guangming Daily who said “We find no reasons to justify the plan to rebuild the garden on another site except the curiosity about the recovering of ancient buildings. I don’t think it is a re-creation but reflects that the Chinese are lack of creativity.”.  [5:  http://www.bjreview.com/forum/txt/2008-01/22/content_96739.htm] 


This attitude that a reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace would in fact be a poor imitation of the opulence that the palace and gardens once were. Ye poses the questions of “Can we ensure the architectural and art quality if the reconstruction is carried out? It is impossible to find so many excellent craftsmen as at the time Yuanming Yuan was built and it is even harder to recover the whole artistic system of the garden. Besides, we don’t have the materials that were used for the construction.” Ye stresses the importance of a faithful reconstruction, and that without this, the whole project would be rendered completely redundant. He concludes his argument by stating that “we are unable to restore the original beauty of this mysterious complex.”, so by his standards, any attempt at a reconstruction, unless 100% accurate, would be serve no purpose to people. Not even to Chinese people, of which some would see it as nothing but an advantage to have even a near faithful reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace. I do not see how recreating a piece of lost history from reliable accounts and descriptions from before 1860 could be anything but an advantage, especially when the recreation would ensure that the ruins of the original site would remain untouched as a reminder of what was lost. I would see a recreation as a way of bringing the accounts of people at the time and, more importantly, the ruins back to life and allowing people in China to be able to enjoy Yuanming Yuan once more. 

While visiting the Old Summer Palace during my stay in Beijing last year, it was astonishing to me how little architecture there was remaining throughout the site in comparison to say the Summer Palace. After reading the signs that had been placed around the site and doing my own research, I learned about the destruction of the palace at the hands of the British and French armies. How over a period of three days the palace went from being the Garden of Perfect Brightness, able to boast a collection of buildings and gardens to rival all the rest in China, to a pile of burnt ruins[footnoteRef:6]. The decimation of The Old Summer Palace is, in my opinion, one of the biggest atrocities Britain and France have committed in the last few hundred years, which says a lot considering everything that the British Empire is guilty of. Its destruction has left a whole in the heart of China’s capital and its burnt remains are left as a reminder to the people of cherish what is sacred, and to also not bow down to Western oppression. As Robert Weatherly and Ariane Rosen note in their article on the debate in China over the Old Summer Palace, using examples of public outrage at the event with “accusations that China is still too submissive in its dealings with foreign powers, despite the party’s claims to have freed the nation from imperialist subjugation.”[footnoteRef:7]. I think that this particular type of restoration that was chosen is the way forward in terms of being non-invasive and preserving the ruins of past destruction at the hands of others, thus not erasing the event but still allowing people to enjoy the palace in its former glory. [6:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-30810596]  [7:  Weatherly and Rosen. Fanning the Flames of Popular Nationalism (2013) pp.55] 


In Norman Kutcher’s “China’s Palace of Memory”[footnoteRef:8], he includes some of the arguments surrounding the controversial issue of the reconstruction, and various people’s experiences with seeing how other countries have previously dealt with the sensitive issue of reconstruction. One argument regarding rebuilding the Old Summer Palace is that it would mean China bowing down to Western powers because the palace was filled with western style architecture designed and built by western architects is not valid once you look at the actual amount of western style buildings in the site. As Wang Daocheng, a professor at China’s Qing History Institute in Beijing and leading world expert on Yuanming Yuan, notes to Kutcher “Our young people seem to think that Yuanming Yuan was a Western-style palace. They don’t realize that the Western-style palaces it included were something like only two percent of the total Yuanming Yuan.” (pp.33). The Western-style palaces were built out of stone, unlike the majority of the Chinese-style buildings which mostly consisted of wood, so when it came to being burned down, it makes sense that the only surviving remains would be those from the Western-style buildings. The fact that the ruins of the Western-style buildings remain and have, according to Wang, “become symbols of Chinese nationalism” (pp. 34) is a strange one, especially taking into consideration that it was Western allied forces who burned the palace down in the first place. Wang’s views on the debate regarding the reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace are that rebuilding the palace would “encourage Chinese to learn the truth about their past and shake off the burden of a defeat by Western powers” (pp. 34).  [8:  Kutcher, Norman. (2003) China’s Palace of Memory (Wilson Quarterly) Vol. 27, No. 1, pp. 30-39.] 


Kutcher mentions Cong Weixi, a famous Chinese writer, who during a visit to Berlin in the 1980’s noted how a church steeple had been left in ruins after the war as a reminder to the German people of their history and why it should never be allowed to repeat itself. By comparison, according to Cong, “We Chinese have always preferred to repair our history.” (pp. 32), to which Kutcher puts forward that “a chorus of scholars has joined Cong in asserting that masterpieces can be created but not re-created.” (pp. 32). Not only could it be seen as a travesty to cover up destroyed buildings to make them look pretty for tourists, but it would be an insult to the previous architects who built the original masterpieces. Part of the reason the site being burned was a tragedy was because the site was a masterpiece, thus attempting to recreate it, even with the best of intentions, could never live up to the original and would hide the horrors both the site and its inhabitants experienced. Kutcher makes a comparison between the Old Summer Palace and the Mona Lisa, and poses the idea that if the Mona Lisa had been destroyed, would anyone dare to paint another? Nobody would accept it as the ‘new Mona Lisa’ as Leonardo Da Vinci would have had nothing to do with it, therefore it would not be a masterpiece. Reconstructions or interpretations could be created to be placed in museums and art galleries to show people who never saw it what it roughly looked like, but it could never compare to the original. 

Additionally, after looking at a few of the different points along the Great Wall of China that are available to the public, it is plain to see how easily a reconstructed area can be taken over by modern commercialism, modern Western commercialism in particular. Kutcher mentions one example of how the Great Wall site at Badaling “where a completely new wall, a KFC outlet, and a crowd of loud vendors hide the quiet beauty of that frontier fortress.” (pp. 32). Having visited this particular site myself, I can attest to the fact that the commercialised sections do make you forget where you are and why you are there. It is then quite easy to see how such a large reconstruction of somewhere like the Old Summer Palace could turn into a commercial site purely for tourists.

The commercial section of the site would also be likely grow much larger to accommodate for and attract larger numbers of foreign tourists, potentially largely overshadowing the reconstructed site itself. If this were to happen, it would be very problematic, especially in the eyes of the people who were against any form of reconstruction, as the site would no longer be a faithful representation of how the Old Summer Palace originally looked, and the atmosphere the people inside would have gone there to experience. The people who visited the palace before 1860 would not have had to walk past rows and rows of shops all selling the same souvenirs or had Western fast food chain restaurant signs glaring at them. China’s economy, and particularly those of whom rely heavily if not solely on foreign and domestic tourism to earn a living, needs places like this which are hubs for tourists who are not there for long so will buy lots of souvenirs. But these places are not pretty, they are not historical sites, merely strategically placed next to or even inside them. I have had multiple vendors selling cheap gifts follow me around pushing their products in my face telling me to buy in broken English, as a result I felt that as a patron I was not able to experience the site fully, some of the time not even pleasantly, which really removed me from the experience as a whole.

During this time researching into the different ways in which the Old Summer palace is presented and could potentially be presented in the future, I found that there are those who feel there is much more that could be done, and those who feel like if any more was to be done it would be too much, that is specifically with regards to the reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace. Between traditional documentaries and new developments in virtual reality on the digital side, and talk of reconstruction on the physical side, there is a lot still being done to preserve the memory of the palace and its desecration 170 years ago. If anything, there is more information out there readily available to us that ever before, but for some that is still not enough.

Whilst it is understandable to want to restore the Old Summer Palace to  its original glory, I can also understand the people on the opposing side of the argument who do not want to risk the memory of the tragedy to be lost or forgotten behind the gleaming walls and gardens of a new construction of the palace. It is interesting that there is such a large divide between the different sides of the argument and I am intrigued to see how it all unfolds in the future, but for now at least, we will have to rely on the information available to us on digital platforms. 
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