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“There is still one of which you never speak.” 
Marco Polo bowed his head. 
“Venice,” the Khan said. 

Marco smiled. “What else do you believe I have been talking to you about?” 
The emperor did not turn a hair. “And yet I have never heard you mention that name.” 
And Polo said:“Every time I describe a city I am saying something about Venice.”i  

——Italo Calvino, The Invisible Cities 
 
 
A travelogue framed by fictional conversations between Marco Polo (1245-1324), a visitor from 

Europe, and Kublai Khan (1260-1294), the legendary ruler of the Mongol Empire as well as the 

founder of the city Beijing—The Invisible Cities describes places that do not actually exist. Through 

the bizarre imaginings of Polo, the places he describes become marks on the map. A puzzling aspect 

of this map is that Polo never mentions—but rather reinvents—his hometown of Venice: the only 

place deeply embedded in his memory. Every other fictional city he describes then, in turn, becomes 

a transformed notion of Venice. The preceding epigraph, The Invisible Cities, written by Italio 

Calvino addresses an interplay between cities and memory: the visions of travelers ultimately reflect 

back towards themselves and reconstitute where they are. Their knowledge of the surrounding world 

is rooted in a paradigm of their hometown. Even though a traveler’s hometown is absent on the 

map, it is mirrored in the central site of the memory, a placeless place. Several hundred years later, 

the once glorious capital of Beijing is faced with huge structural makeovers. Yin Xiuzhen, born in 

1963 in Beijing, bridges her past with the major metropolises in the world to which she travels. Her 

series Portable Cities, as an ongoing project, envisions her reflections of the relation between 

memory of the individual and the transformation of megacities. 

 Like Polo’s mapping and describing each city in The Invisible Cities, Yin captures and 

visualizes the essential features of each to which she has travelled, such as the Oriental Pearl Tower 

in Shanghai, 2002, Berlin’s Television Tower, 2002 and the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, 

2003. Framed within the luggage, these miniature city models symbolize Yin’s mapping of her 

travelogue.ii Even though the dominant landmarks of cityscapes are explicitly well-known tourist 

attractions, they all seem alike with similar tower blocks made with cloth. Surprisingly, the first work 

in this art project and the primary focus of Portable Cities Series—Yin’s hometown of Beijing (Fig. 

1)—does not feature any unique traits of Beijing cityscape that would make the city recognizable. 

This ambiguity raises the question of the relation between individual memory and its cartography. 

The place to be visited is usually mapped in advance and the designated tourist sights are pre-

programmed itineraries which tourists follow with actual maps of routes. The only place that escapes 

this order of map and memory is the hometown, which one perceives prior to exposure to stories 

told from elsewhere. For Yin, Beijing, her hometown, is located at the center of her memory 

topography. However, the rapid expansion of the city itself, with frequent destructions and 

reconstructions, shifts Yin’s cognitive cityscapes. In 1996, Yin featured a Ruined City, resuscitated 

with the construction debris to commemorate the lost and ruined places in Beijing. Through collecting 
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the leftovers of the past, Yin aims to capture and materialize her memory under this transient 

cityscape as to authenticate its existence. She says that “in a rapidly changing China, ‘memory’ 

seems to vanish more quickly than everything else. That is why preserving memory has become an 

alternative way of life.”iii Though Yin herself is often in a state of dislocation and geographical 

alienation, she tries to preserve her memory by mapping and marking in the works of art. Though 

Portable Cities Beijing features as a miniature cityscape of Beijing, most of the familiar sites are 

already gone, and thus Yin is left with a heterotopographyiv — a place in the placeless but 

mirroring, embedding and upsetting its outside. With a parallel reflection, interaction, and 

reconstitution of the outside world, the heterotopography develops into two branches: one is a 

counter-site, built to persevere memory of the past, a commemoration of the ruined place; the other 

is an anti-site, integrating the past with present, an adaptation of transformation from absence to 

re-presence.  

 

RUINED BEIJING: COUNTER-SITE OF MEMORY  

 Historically, old Beijing, then called Dadu, originated with the great Kublai Khan in the 13th 

century Yuan Dynasty. Khan developed a unified plan on level terrain for his capital. Following the 

classical schema of urban planning in the Zhou Rites during the Warring State period (475–221 

B.C.), the imperial palace was located in the center of the capital, while the entire city was 

surrounded by a square-shaped wall.v The central axis of the city was positioned in a north-south 

direction, which provided a strict symmetry to the city’s body. Marco Polo in his travelogue 

described Dadu (Beijing) by noting that its “name itself implies ‘the city of sovereign’ …[in] a form 

perfectly square.”vi The sealed square in the center retains the most power and spreads out layer 

by layer with each square wall. The capital thus implies a stratified socio-political space with these 

inside/outside boundaries. Each set of walls renders a certain range of power, as entering through 

such a wall means going into a higher realm of the sovereign.vii 

 The spatial canon of the capital city of Beijing lasted three dynasties—the Yuan, Ming, and 

Qing—and extended until the middle of the twentieth century. By the new millennium, the city began 

to expand its center with a poly-nuclear development strategy.viii The new constructions are built on 

the periphery and each formed as a commercial district by its own. However, the center still needed 

the time to be torn and rebuilt again. As such, the dyad of the inside/outside power relationship 

collapsed, and city center was ruined. In Portable City Beijing, the miniaturized city in the suitcase, 

like the structure of Beijing, is framed within a square. Whereas on the periphery a ring of buildings 

is installed, the center has been sunk into a circular hole. When viewers step closer to the installation, 

there are speakers which emanates a daily recording of Shichachai Park, located in the north of 

old Beijing. This is the place nearby Yin’s home, where there remains many traditional ancient Beijing 

houses, Siheyuan — traditional Chinese courtyards in a four house composition. They are the major 

targets to be torn down for a new city to be built.  

 Faced with this destruction, Yin exhibited an art installation, Ruined City (Fig. 2), as an 

attempt to mirror her living environs of the time. Finished in 1996, this piece was exhibited in an art 

museum at Chinese Normal University in Beijing. Ruined City occupies a 300 square meter exhibition 

hall where Yin arranged almost 1,400 roof tiles orderly on the ground. The tiles were collected 

from torn down sites nearby her house. Arranged with them are pieces of furniture such as chairs, 

beds, and cabinets, taken from her own family and neighborhood.ix By collecting the leftovers from 

the torn down sites and resituating them in a site-form, Yin featured an inside landmark of the traces 
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counter to that of  the massive demolitions outside. The tiles are the building materials of the 

Siheyuan house which its building structure is characterizes by cozy communications between 

neighborhoods. Yet, the city plan requires a new material in order to develop a modern type of 

architecture, primarily cement powder.x Sprinkled on and beneath the furniture, the cement power 

is piled like small mountains, alienating and submerging the original community. For Yin, this material 

conveys both a hardness and softness, as she explains, “I like to watch how dry cement changes, if 

you leave it there without doing anything, it absorbs moisture in the air, and gradually converts 

itself with harder surfaces.”xi Through hydration, a chemical reaction of water and cement powder, 

the soft dust turns into a hard surface. This process is irreversible. The history of Beijing and its 

collective memory that is embedded within those ancient material bases hence has become forever 

lost, sealed by the hardness of the new material.  

 Everywhere on the streets of Beijing, buildings are falling down with a sort of extreme 

violence, and the cement powder is, on the contrary, covering the exterior and interior of the city 

in a soundless process. This quietism eschews an activist city reforming process and with Yin’s 

introspective vision, Ruined City stands in a neutral position countering with the violent transmorphasis 

of the city structure. By the time the new urban environs were under constructing, the tiles became 

unwanted trash, scattered around the city. Yin, by collecting the leftovers and re-arranging them in 

an orderly manner side by side, constructs this counter-site of the ruins. This action of preserving the 

memory of the past in the present resembles her opposition of a linear narration of history; instead, 

she intends to horizontalize history into a topographical landscape, where this counter-site of 

memory is positioned at a heteroplace. “This is how one pictures the angel of history”, describes 

Walter Benjamin, “His face is turned towards the past. Where we see the appearance of a chain 

of events, he sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly piles rubble on top of rubble and hurls 

it before his feet.”xii The cityscape would like to advance, and a tearing down is called “progress,” 

through which the trash is, on the contrary, essential for history to repeat itself. Though the ruins no 

longer remain, the new established sites are inversely prescribed by their dissipated selves — the 

leftover tiles.  

 

PORTABLE BEIJING: ANTI-SITE OF MEMORY 

 After Yin encountered a period of transformation of the surrounding world, the old houses 

were already torn down and thus the sites start to become effaced in her memory. Portable City 

Beijing, finished five years after Ruined City, showcases a ring of buildings that developed from the 

periphery of city that are mostly newly constructed, while the places of Yin’s home, the old city, 

aren’t shown. Following the rapidly expanding city’s metamorphosis, the center of its body is de-

centered and its periphery, on the contrary, becomes a center and begins to prescribe the old site 

of absence. 

 The suitcase, which accompanies Yin on her travels to different countries, is seen as 

fragmented and rootless, but at the same time preserves the origin of her past. “I am constantly 

traveling,” she said, “I saw the baggage conveyer at the baggage claim every time. Many people 

waited there… Since I always traveled with a huge suitcase, it felt like I was traveling with my 

home.”xiii For Yin, the luggage resembles the memory of where she comes from, Beijing. Like every 

other suitcase on the conveyor belt, each moving case carries a private memory of one’s home 

environment. Yet for Yin, her city has changed significantly. The only remaining objects in this suitcase 

are the clothes and the old map, left as traces of the past. Sealed in luggage, this “individual 



2019 UBC Undergraduate Art History Symposium 4 

memory” persists through Yin’s handmaking of each building with the old clothes that were once 

worn by her family members and herself. This approach, as a means of cartography, renews her 

memory of the past; through rendering it with the clothes, “the skin of our social body” as she 

explains,xiv Yin re-territorializes the cityscape. The buildings are erected on the periphery and the 

center has been stretched into a circular opening. Within this hole, the artist affixes a magnifying 

lens through which one can see a map of Beijing circa 1949 placed at the bottom of the suitcase. 

Where the old map resembles the past as shrinking, the new and modern architecture in the present 

is growing and rising. This temporal gap establishes a verticality on her horizontal topography of 

memory. As the images of the past are shown as flat, like the clothing pieces and maps, Yin tries to 

recall the fading memory by re-volumizing the flat material. Hence, she sews and extrudes the 

clothes into mimetic three-dimensional cityscapes, and at the same time zooms into the old map with 

a convex glass to create a stereo-perspective. She recalls and preserves the memory with a constant 

interplay between present and past. In the words of Pierre Nora:  

“Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its name. It remains in permanent evolution, 

open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, unconscious of its successive 

deformations, vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation, susceptible to being long dormant 

and periodically revived.”xv 

Unlike history that tries to reconstruct a picture of the past, memory, in its transformation, 

merges both its former and current forms with a sense of instability. In Portable City, the clothes in 

the luggage materializes memory with a sense of tangibility and fabricability. They are just like the 

other ongoing cities she made, ranging from Vancouver to Melbourne, in which Yin uses clothes of 

the local residents from thrift stores to render a miniature scope of each city in a suitcase. She helps 

preserve memory through refiguring the skin of the social body. The cityscape that is typically shown 

as untouchable, visual and far has become something hand-wrought, tactile and manipulated. 

Opposed to its monumentality in the distant view, it is now small and can easily be carried on. 

Hence, Yin is not showing a representation of the transformed city itself, but a site of the memory 

of each individual which she re-domesticates.  

 Though no unique buildings are shown in Portable City Beijing, the tallest one on the 

periphery is the Central Radio and TV Tower, built in 1992. Similar to other pieces in the following 

Portable Cities series, Yin often renders the television tower as one of the most dominant buildings 

in a cityscape. For her, it is a new approach of mapping a modern urban landscape, of which the 

informative web is gradually strewn everywhere. The TV tower, rather than standing in a central 

location, can still function as a sovereign site. This logic of the new urban environment displaces a 

traditional sense of power relations, as the old sovereign of Beijing does. Meanwhile, this de-

centralization of the old schema homogenizes Beijing city to other comparably grown metropolises.  

 With the extreme transformations of old and new Beijing, the cityscape is in a state of 

perpetual change, and so too are the sites of its memory. The rapid urban development shifts the 

spatial perceptions of each individual, in which one might encounter his or her past in a place of 

nowhere. Residents of Beijing are frequently in a dialectic process of displacement and placement; 

with that experience, Yin, as both an observer and victim of those changes, constructs a counter-site 

as a place of individual remembrance and an anti-site as an integration of the old and new. Even 

though none of the sites represented are real places in the world, they—through Yin’s 

cartography—tag on her heterotopography of memory. With the Ruined Beijing and Portable 

Beijing, Yin intervenes in the social negotiations of the new cityscape as she renders the leftovers as 
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essential and the center as periphery. The introspective vision of Yin and her memories of Beijing 

helps her to reconstitute where she is. Though it is always rooted in her sense of the hometown, this 

paradigm is constantly changing and will finally be effaced on her map of memory.  
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Fig. 2: Ruined City , 1996. Furniture, cement powder, ti le. Installation. ©️2019 Yin 

Xiuzhen, courtesy of Pace Gallery.  
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