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The Construction of Metropolis

Cao Wei Jun

The rapid approach of the 21st Century and the structure of global economic power are being driven by the mega-city. In this epoch of the mega-city, it's expansion and
development are promoted by globalisation, neither the city nor it's nation can control the power of it's advancement. This power is fundamental to worldwide industrialization
and urbanization, however at the moment it is destroying the mold of traditional residential districts. Day by day the city's special attributes become more and more neutralized to
fit an internationalized model.
The city must face the challenges of dealing with the new age. It's development needs careful, determined planning. Only by way of discernment and intelligence can a city decide
. on any development . It must re examine its own destiny.
Finance, entertainment, communication, health protection, etc., these knowledge based professions are increasingly concentrated in the city, allowing the mega-city to become a
systematic factory. Developing countries facing these kinds of issues can only decipher them as complexities. In the last decade of the 20th century, the world is becoming
increasingly urbanized, this phenomenon is especially evident in developing countries. The third world's urbanization is a dependent development (the dependence , however is
usually absent of ideology). This method is one of osmosis. We all have eyes to see this.
Beijing is virtually one large construction site. The shovels in the hands of construction workers blurred by their constant waving is slowly focused to reveal a geographic locator of
this new epoch. Serious atmospheric pollution has frightened many people into paying close attention to newspaper, TV, and radio related reports; construction sites work 24 hour
shifts as night sees speeding rigs along the city's major roadways delivering the necessary materials to feed these sites, subsequently disturbing the roadside residents' sleep;
the amount of tail gas exhaust and suspended dust particles have fed up city residents . People who live in dilapidated low rise buildings look forward to an early inclusion in
Beijing's long term city planning allowing them an opportunity to move into new high rise housing complexes. On the contrary, this city with it's history of several hundred years
also has some residents that live in elegant, old style courtyard homes who do not wish to have the weight of this city plan over their heads. They would instead like to continue
living in these historical dwellings in order to preserve their cultural significance. It's very possible that these people reside no more than a 100 steps from those who are anxious to
be relocated to the new high rises. When faced with this thorny problem we are reminded of Liang Sicheng and his plan for Beijing's development . 1
"Just as my life, many things are happening in this city: demolition, construction, car accidents, sex, drunkenness, and violence infiltrate every hole.
In the vastness of the city, many occurrences are not clear, nor do we know their ultimate result as people are made nervous, scattered, and insecure.
Waste builds up in every corner of the city. People eat, defecate and sleep in the garbage. Children look for toys in the garbage. The water running through the city is oil black and
stinking.
On the grass or hanging from tree branches, plastic bags dangle moving with the wind like heads without souls or gashed hands.
People wearing starched suits are now walking into the main entrance of hotels and exiting through the back door onto dark, dirty, muddied lanes.
I choose these walls that are spray painted with the image of a human head. They are the screen onto which the show of this city is projected. The screen becomes a normal,
realistic working place, nothing else.
The sound of hammer and chisels. Bricks fall stirring up clouds of dust.
Behind the wall a modern neo-classical, shiny mansion appears."
These are the words of artist Zhang Dali voiced during a performance work. In his light box pieces he extracts the essence of urbanity that has significance only in today's city . He
believes this appealingly abstract image of the human head can help facilitate communication between people. Yet it is an image that can sometimes make people uneasy or
aggravated because of it's obtrusiveness. Communication is extremely necessary between different class levels , social and career types because this industrialization and
urbanization easily causes estrangement between people. This estrangement is precisely what is both harmful to the process of urbanization and what causes it to loose it's
significance.
Not only China, but all of Asia is currently involved in a campaign to produce cities. The change is so severe that it makes it difficult for people to have a sense of security and
psychological stability. It is not easy for people in their hearts to believe in this change, yet they are forced to accept and live with the confounding challenge which sometimes
creates a violent atmosphere. Originally it was a city for people to use, but because of it's inadequate design and planning it triggered off many types of social problems, for
example, crime. Though we are currently learning to use the conveniences of a modern city, a lot of our rights and ideology have already been washed away by concrete and tar.
Uneasiness and desperation ensues.
Beijing is expanding infinitely in order to satisfy it's needs, and still from the sky it wants more space. Mathieu Borysevicz's works would like to reveal this to us. Both his and
Zhang Dali's work extract material of the street, images that are accessible to anybody at anytime. Zhang Dali photographs buildings which are already demolished or in the
process of demolition that are spray painted with the mark of the head and then transforms them into his works; Mathieu Borysevicz photographs the signs standing outside of
construction sites, computer prints these images onto canvas, and then fastens them onto stretchers like an oil painting.
Mathieu Borysevicz says "Having studied art in college, after coming to China | was very much interested in the contemporary art situation here, but because | had just arrived and
because the nature of the situation, it wasn't directly accessible to me. | was however shocked by super velocity of Beijing's development. These billboards, for me, seemed to
expose the ruptures of this society in transition as well as posses subliminal artistic value, thus fulfilling my search for contemporary cultural production" These billboards are
actually a kind of propaganda painting. China in the last half century has always has had a tradition of this type of painting. However there is a difference between this propaganda
and that of the past . In the past we would often encounter slogans and paintings on the wall or on large signboards. These characters and pictures taught people how to think and
served as an ideological guide in their life. But these construction site signs are an extremely different type of propaganda than that of the past. They are those of real estate
companies and their anonymous backers who are hastily planning the environment of our future. In these advertisements we don't see the reality: the mass of bobbing heads,
dust, exhaust fumes, etc., what we see is simply dreamland. Upon closer look the at the scenes depicted in these advertisements they seem slightly surreal, a little like New York s
Long Island . But what actually makes one feel a little surreal is not the picture but reality itself. In the last 20 years the content and style of peoples lives has undergone
tremendous change. This kind of change is not entirely an environmental one but a psychological one. Humans and animals need adequate time and patience to adapt to their
new environment, unfortunately this time and patience cannot always be allotted. Society's feverish economic development does not give people any reasons not to worry, in the
near future it will be troublesome.
Mathieu Borysevicz's works could be said to be a displacement of spaces. He subtracted these advertisements from the roadside , and after reproducing them in the form of
paintings brought them inside the gallery space. From another point of view, the artist's perspective equals that of an onlookers; he uses social intuition to document and reveal the
assertion - move one sturdy step at a time, you cannot create illusions.
His works are the product of computer technology , the painting's colors are soft and pale. The canvas is stretched upon thick, heavy frames bringing the works back to realm
of traditional oil painting. These heavy duty stretchers can be used as a buttress to support the picture's content, in compensation for the missing vitality of the picture itself. The
result is that this picture is transformed into an object , a precious little architectural design toy.
Urbanity is, for many countries including China, the core of modernization. People's economic and social life are arranged by the city. However, China's process of modernization
is different from that of Europe. This is partly because of China's strong traditional eastern background, but more importantly, it is because of China's late start. In the attempt to
bridge this gap many distinct characteristics manifest themselves.
China's May Fourth movement opens the prologue to China's modernity. China's handicap is, that compared to Europe, it was late by 300 years. Precisely because of this, those
countries that have already experienced the unprecedented scale of the industrial revolution, become China's modernist road consultant. China's modernization, to a great extent,
is defined by drawing lessons from Europe, America, and Japan's and attempting to catch up to them. On this rigorous road, we often have to abandon some of those things that
we've had all along in order to travel light. If we don't lose the those forms of the past, we cannot get used to the new playing field.
China's process of modernization is greatly accelerated. The steps of this process become urgent , cramping up at times. China's process of modernization is one that is
structured hierarchically from top to bottom, using government power to pursue developmental policies. You can say that China's road to modernity is a forced one. Whereas
European countries' road to modernity can be said to be one that was long and whose accumulated progress was realized slowly. During China's process of modernization, the
government plays the leading role, while very early in Europe libertarian ideology was popularized. This emphasized the reduction of government interference helping to give rise
to capitalism and changes in social structure. Following the path of modernism's economic formation and deveiopment, Chinese society's biggest change that occurred was from
a traditional natural economy into a modern industrial economy. This led to a population movement in which large quantity of farmers left the farmland to find work in the city. The
direct result was that the quantity and quality of every social class level incurred enormous change. New careers and class structures developed as society slowly became
accustomed to a modern industrial economy. Social problems are associated with modernity. The procedures aimed at solving these problems, to a great extent pushes China's
modernization to it's limitations, one reason being that Chinese society still carries with it innate feudalist tendencies.
Art belongs to the super structure, the workers of the art world in an unprecedented scale have also become rapt up in this social transition. This is a violent change. For artists,
it's like shopping at a store , selecting whatever forms they like, using new perspectives and logic to examine society, to analyze themselves, and every little part of their hearts,
shickering and roaring. In the past, people's emotions, desires, and ideals were neglected, but in this new time and space they are unearthed and smoothly combed out .

1 Liang Sicheng /(1901 - 1972) is a famous Chinese architect recognized for many achievements. His grand scheme for Beijing was one that preserved the old city while the new one was built up
along it's outskirts.

References:
‘Societal Development Policy Choice of Contemporary Japan', Gao Zengjie, Editor
International Social Science Magazine, 'Geography of the Age of the Mega City', Yang Ruwan , February 1998
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all of these works are computer prints
on industrial canvas. the images are
photographs that were made of
construction site signs in China from
1994 - 1998. they are/were pictures of
people and places to come/have
arrived.
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