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Date April 7, 2005
Location Yuan-ming Yuan

Photographer Yu Kongjian

The urban wildness that was disappearing in Yuan-ming Yuan: To prepare for the 2008 Summer
Olympics, an aggressive beautification movement took place across the whole city of Beijing,

where rivers and wetlands were channelized, lakebeds covered with anti-seepage geotextile, and
spontaneous native plants weeded and replaced by ornamental flowers and trees. Ecologists and
environmentalists soon launched a series of actions to resist the beautification movement that
swept away urban wildness, among which the debate on the environmental impact of Yuanmingyuan
Park Environmental Remediation Project in April 2005 was in the spotlight. Just like what Henry
David Thoreau said, “What we call wildness is a civilization other than our own,” wiping out or

defending urban wildness is in essence a conflict between civilizations.
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Urban Wildness as Another Civilization
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ABSTRACT

Ever since humans used branches and polished stones as weapons and tools,
and made containers with clay, they had begun to get civilized apart from the
wildness. With fossil energy and mechanical technology, cities, farmlands,

and gardens have been constantly displacing the nature, and the wildness is
disappearing. Human beings lost their instinct of wildness, lonely and dispirited.
Nowadays, it is time to call for the return toward wildness. Urban wildness exists
both in wildscapes and the human-intervention-free natural process or wild
creatures. It is key to sustaining a healthy urban ecosystem as it can work with
the laws of nature and the internal deep order as a natural ecosystem. Inspired
by the aesthetics of urban wildness, humans explore the unknown world by their
instinct. For me, the Fengshui forest and courtyard pond in my childhood and
the relics in Yuan-ming Yuan were all unforgettable wildness. Today’s ecological
civilization enters a new era that embraces wildness, and defending urban
wildness is the only way for humans to move toward a higher level of civilization.
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Urban wildness has become the lost pearl in the industrialized city built with metal and glass.
Human civilization continuously advances due to humans’ instincts of curiosity and exploration—
from African savannahs to Asian jungles, European tundra, and to American deserts.... Gradually,
the rough ores were polished into jades and clay was made into porcelains; the sparks lighted

by firestones burned away wild plains; wildflowers were cultivated into horticultural flowers in
aristocratic gardens; free-running rivers turned into canals; marshes occupied for urban and rural
developments.... With fossil energy and mechanical technology, cities, farmlands, and gardens have
been constantly displacing the nature, and the wildness is disappearing. Henceforth, “smooth,”

% <«

“exquisite,” “elegant,” and “docile” now become “synonyms” of modern civilization. Modern cities
magnifying the advance of civilization have evolved into a bright, beautiful, and clean palace built
with plastic, metal, and glass, where however weed and insect habitats are increasingly eliminated;
the nature and wildness, instead, only exists as virtual reality presented by electronic devices. Human
beings lost their instinct of wildness, as lonely and dispirited tigers living in the glass cages of fancy
hotels. It is time to call for the wildness.

Urban wildness is encroached in civilization and urbanization processes, exactly like the trees,
clumps of weeds, or streams in the tiger cages. In a phylogenetic sense, urban wildness exists as
primary nature in forms of debris of natural patches or corridors, such as remained wetlands (e.g.,
Harbin Qunli Stormwater Park), and as secondary nature which is free from human intervention,
such as the natural vegetation growing in the abandoned gray infrastructure (e.g., the previous site of
the High Line in New York). In addition to such wildscapes, urban wildness also includes the natural
process or creatures (such as the natural runoffs, soils and microbes, spontaneous plants, weeds in
concrete cracks, shrubs growing tenaciously on the stone walls of drains, leaves growing and falling
seasonally, and cocks and frogs singing in different weathers) that are free from human intervention.

Ecologically, urban wildness is key to sustaining a healthy urban ecosystem as it can work with
the laws of nature and the internal deep order as a natural ecosystem, which provides ecosystem
services critical to human society, including air and water purification, microclimate regulation, and
the maintenance of local biodiversity.

Urban wildness is also of cultural and psychological significance. Inspired by the aesthetics of
urban wildness, humans explore the unknown world by their instinct, which is the motivity to
civilization advancing. The wildness is also considered inspiration source of both eastern and western
philosophers, such as the Bodhi tree for Sakyamuni Buddha, the Cave of Hira for Muhammad, the
Longchang Cave for Wang Yangming, and the Walden Pond for Henry David Thoreau. Ecological
psychology believes that human beings separated from the nature may suffer from health problems,
which could be alleviated by re-establishing the human—nature harmony and restoring the natural
ecosystem!'"!, Research on landscape perception also proves that complex and explorable landscapes
contribute to creating beautiful natural environments”. Their horticultural counterparts (such as
well-manicured lawns) are dull—no matter how civilized or pleasant they are, they can neither attract

humans to explore, nor convey a poetic aesthetic sense.
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Speaking of “wildness,” I could not help but reminisce about two fairylands in my childhood—
one was the Fengshui forest in the south of my village, where the ancestors’ remains were entombed,
with mushrooms growing under the trees, and scattered wildflowers and wild animals around; the
other was the pond in my courtyard, which covered an area of about 300 m* and homed fish and
turtles, with overgrown weeds and dancing fireflies with other insects. For me, they were as attractive
and explorative as the Baicao Garden for Lu Xun, which dispelled the gloom in my childhood.
Unfortunately, they all disappeared years later: the Fengshui forest was substituted by farmlands
with channels and roads, trees cut down, snake holes excavated and dead Lycodon rufozonatus saw
everywhere, and native birds and beasts vanishing; soon after, the courtyard pond dried up and was
eventually filled up to build a house. Till now, I could still dream about these fairylands of wildness,
bringing me much pleasure.

When studying in Beijing, I was fascinated by the ruins and wildness of Yuan-ming Yuan, which
was the dreamland in my twenties, as well as a dating place with my beloved. Ponds, mounds, and
rocks scattered on the site, and exquisite stone carvings stood in the lake. Phragmites australis,
Sagittaria trifolia, and Typha orientalis grew on the lakesides; When approached by people, fish and
frogs splashed in the water. In early spring, Ixeris polycephala, Digitalis purpurea, Orychophragmus
violaceus, Androsace umbellate, and Viola philippica brought colors and vibrancy to the land; since
then, Prunus davidiana, Prunus tomentosa, Rhamnus davurica, and Rosa xanthina bloomed one
after another. Native dominant trees with leafy shade in summer, such as poplars, willows, elms,
locust trees, and trees of heaven, formed vegetation communities with varied terrain and moisture
conditions, where Pica pica, Cyaponica cyanus, Corvus sp., and several Picidae species inhabited.
Colored-leaf trees such as Cotiuns coggygria, Prunus sibirica, and Ginkgo biloba, as well as
Phragmites australis, together created an alluring autumn wildscape. In winter, I loved walking on the
frozen river surface, enjoying echoes of ice cracking, watching crows hovering over the poplar trees
and reeds trembling in the wind, and appreciating the inscription covered by snow and the quietly
foraging sparrows.

Sadly, on the eve of the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing, the world-level stunning heritage of
urban wildness manifesting historic characteristics of Beijing was almost eliminated in the name of
beautification. The lakebeds were covered with anti-seepage geotextile; wild plants were removed
and replaced with Paeonia suffruticosa, Rosa chinensis, and other colorful horticultural species,
ornamented with festive lanterns.

At the same time, scholars all over the country set off a “protest” movement to defend the
relics and the wildness of Yuan-ming Yuan''. This nationwide debate, initiated by ecologists
and environmentalists and supported by public media, highlighted Yuan-ming Yuan’s symbolic
significance in human civilization and urban wildness. The original site of the park was a natural
marsh in front of mountain, and then reclaimed as a rice field, forming a landscape of agricultural

civilization reputed as the “Watertown of North China”; during the reigns of Kangxi and Qianlong
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from the 17th to 18th century, the park was expanded into an imperial grand garden that imitated
the remarkable poetic landscapes in lower reaches of Yangtze River; afterwards, the park was
destroyed by the war between the rising western industrial civilization and the collapsing Chinese
agricultural civilization; over the past century, natural succession dominated the site again and made
the park an urban wildness with rich cultural and natural heritage.

It is worth mentioning that when Yuan-ming Yuan—the pearl of Chinese gardening art—was
ruined, western philosophers were exploring the implications of wildness: “What we call wildness

¥ The “civilization of our own” mentioned by Thoreau here

is a civilization other than our own.
undoubtedly referred to the industrial civilization fanatically pursued by the western world. However,
nearly 150 years later, the fight against the prevalent beautification and urbanization happened. This
defense of urban wildness is exactly a “conflict between two civilizations.”" Today, a new civilization
that embraces wildness—ecological civilization—is rising.

I still remember the days when I walked alone along the Walden Pond 29 years ago. During my
immersing in the wildness, the ideas of Thoreau echoed in my head—“In wildness is the preservation
of the world,” “the most alive is the wildest.”™* It is exactly my understanding of urban wildness.

For me, “the most alive” here can not only refer to a person per se, but also to a certain group, city,

nation, country, and even the entire human race and human civilization. Therefore, defending urban

wildness is the only way for humans to move toward a higher level of civilization. LAF

REFERENCES

[1] Roszak, T.(2001). The Voice of the Earth: An Exploration of Ecopsychology. Newburyport, MA: Red Wheel / Weiser.

[2] Kaplan, R., & Kaplan, S. (1989). The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.

[3] Yu, K. (2003). Be Kind to the Ruins of Yuan-ming Yuan—Speech at the Symposium of “Restorative Planning for Yuan-ming Yuan”. Beijing
Planning Review, Supplement, 53-55.

[4] Thoreau, H. D. (1906). The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin and Company.

[5] Yu, K. (2020). The Conflict between Two Civilizations: On Nature-Based Solutions. Landscape Architecture Frontiers, 8(3), 4-9.

SWHRiTE | F4RBFIE  LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EDITORIAL 009



