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introduction

abstract

This thesis puts forward the provocation
to employ spoliation as a form of preserva-
tion and as a tool of locus making and iden-
tity mediation. This is done by syncretizing
architectural artifacts and remnants from
different timelines, oscillating between oper-
ations of defamiliarization and memorializa-
tion. This thesis test and explores its conten-
tion on a site of contested memory, where the
idea of reclaiming cultural ownership is done
through a formal, spatial and orderly spolia-
tion. The artifacts ‘on site’ and ‘off site’ is re-
layed through different mediums and dimen-
sions through parameters of resolution and
syncretization.

In this thesis, Spolia* is defined as found
artifacts or material with ingrained place
identity that are repurposed into new building
matter in novel contexts. This includes archi-
tecture remnants or fragments from sites of
historical ruins, urban derelicts, artifacts that
are currently being displayed in museums,

and artifacts that are translated between the
digital and the physical.

This thesis will use artifacts in its original
and altered state. The artifacts’ form is spoli-
ated and is gradually syncretized into a new
container, creating a spectrum that deviates
from the original. This is a response to the
current state of the artifacts where, because it
has been left to weather on site, it has degrad-
ed from its original appearance. A reconstruc-
tion will merely devalue the work and will
never achieve the level perfection of it when it
was originally built. In its inability to achieve
the previous level of perfection, it will never
bring back history. The goal of this project is
not to bring back history, however, but to en-
able active engagement with the past in the
present, while projecting forward.
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prologue

Architecture’s impermanence results in demolishment, reconstruc-
tion, or its fragments being exhibited in museums or ruin parks. Attempts
at preservation often only look at surface-level significance of these arti-
facts without allowing the addition of meanings over time. While displaying
an artifact in 2 museum or turning ruins into tourist parks directly addresses
the history of the artifacts, these sites only grant the passive observation of
the artifacts and fail to address the value that can be derived when we allow
more active engagement with the artifacts. Actively engaging with these ob-
jects in settings beyond museums and ruins, where they are integrated into
current contexts, relates it in both a personal and collective way and there-
by derives and ascribes different layers of cultural value. A way to achieve
active engagement is through the use of spolia.

In addressing the topic of how to preserve, it is important to ac-
knowledge the reason for preservation. This thesis holds the position that
preservation of architecture is done in order to situate ourselves in history
and to act as a physical manifestation of our cultural identity. Through the
preservation of the building and its succession over time, the architecture
becomes familiar and associative, allowing it to define the place that it occu-
pies.

This thesis is a proposition of doing the said preservation through
the employment of spolia. Through spolia, architecture remnants are in-
tegrated into a different context, putting forward a form of preservation
without reconstruction. Though not physically representative of the entire-
ty of its original architecture, this thesis contends that spolia will be able to
act as an instrument of locus making and identity mediation through the
memory that is ascribed to the object. By embedding and syncretizing the
spoliated object into a new construction, it makes history relevant again.
Spoliation allows for progressive architecture that is not limited by history
in its form and use.

As artifacts come with the baggage of cultural and political heritage,
it is crucial to determine what spolia to reuse in the new context. To be able
to carry out a successful syncretization of spolia in the new context, the ar-
chitectural effect and objective that would like to be achieved from the ad-
dendum of the spolia should be first determined. The artifacts would need
to be of the right resolution and scale in order to have a degree of legibility
to the original. In order for the spolia to be valued in its new context, it
needs to have a degree of familiarity, which can be achieved by spoliating
in close proximity from the new site. At the same time, the artifact should
not be entirely familiar, so that different readings and misreadings can take
place in its new context.

In order to embed the spolia or found artifacts in a new or existing
container, the degree of syncretization and techniques of containing the
objects have to be determined. This can include actions of infilling, stack-
ing, layering, sticking, framing, aligning, distorting, blurring and the using
of similar colour and materials. These techniques will be tested on the spo-
lia in order to achieve a degree of familiarity that 1s familiar enough to rec-
ognize its origin but also allow misreadings to occur in its in-familiarity.
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mapping of peers: preservation practices
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mapping of peers: resolution of found artifacts
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mapping of peers: syncretization
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mapping of non-peers: syncretization
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SITE:

YUAN MING YUAN
(OLD SUMMER PALACE),
BEIJING, CHINA
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site plan: yuan ming yuan 2019
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Eight kilometres northwest of the Forbidden Palace sits the Old Summer
Palace, Yuan Ming Yuan. The Western Building Complex, Xiyang Lou,
where my thesis is primarily focused, 1s tucked within. Yuan Ming Yuan,
with its initial construction beginning in 1707, took 150 years to complete
in its entirety. It was once regarded as the Versailles of the East, being an
opulent and grand collection of palaces and gardens that spanned an area
even larger than the Forbidden City. Historically, it was an important place,
used as the main imperial residence during the Qing Dynasty and, later, a
retreat during the hot summer months. It also housed several priceless cul-
tural treasures and artifacts.

Besides Xiyang Lou, the rest of Yuan Ming Yuan was constructed with
wood in a traditional Chinese style and designed upon a Chinese garden
philosophy. Xiyang I.ou was made of stone and marbles employing Ba-
roque approaches and having an axial link. The material difference of
Xiyang Lou as opposed to the rest of the site renders it the most well pre-
served area in the entire Yuan Ming Yuan. Originally commissioned by the
Xianfeng Emperor during the Qing Dynasty, Xiyang Lou was designed by
Italian Jesuit Priest and painter, Giuseppe Castiglione, and architect, Michel
Benoit. Though designed by foreign designers, Xiyang I.ou was built by lo-
cal craftsmen and the complex served as one of the best examples of trans-
cultural dialogue, functioning as a site of Western exotica or Occidentalism.
The dialogue between Eastern and Western cultures occurs in the construc-
tion, as it is made up of Western forms, such as ionic columns and plinths,
but is embellished with Chinese decorative reliefs. Xiyang Lou occupies the
in-between space, being neither wholly Western nor Chinese.

Currently, the once-opulent palace sits in ruins, serving as a brutal reminder
of the humiliation China suffered at the hands of imperialism. The sacking
of Yuan Ming Yuan by the British and the French troops during the Sec-
ond Opium War in 1860 remains an emotive subject in China, where the
ruins recall one of the nation’s great humiliations, rendering Yuan Ming
Yuan a site of contested memory. The sacking of Yuan Ming Yuan has
often been referred to by the Chinese as an example of cultural destruction
by the West, as they not only looted the palace of its cultural treasures, but
also set the palace and its gardens on fire,

This “horror and indignation™ has been something that the Chinese have
never been able to live down. The sacked palace was further driven into
ruins under Mao, who used it as a site of patriotic education base, as pro-
paganda to further drive the point of the evils of Western Imperialism and
capitalism. This attached a new, more complicated layer of meaning to what
was once known as the “Versailles of the East.” Now, the Palace remains a
controversial symbol, occupying the space between a reminder of the for-
mer glory of the Qing Dynasty and the cruelty of imperialists.

With its rich, complicated history, Yuan Ming Yuan makes the perfect site
to explore the construction of identities and serve as a locus of under-
standing ourselves and how we relate to the spaces which surround us. It
allows us the opportunity to negotiate the tension between aspirations of
revitalizing the site to its former glory versus a sensitive approach of pre-
serving the romanticized ruins as it currently exists, serving as a constant
reminder of the past.

A replica of the Old Summer Palace, initiated by Hengdian World Studios,
located in Zhejiang, currently only partially open, will fully open its doors
in July this year. The 4.6 billion dollar project is highly controversial and is
seen as cartoonish - cariturizing this deeply sensitive history as a fairytale
toytown. We aspire to remember the former glories of history, but there
are limitations to both the direct copy and paste, and the polar opposite of
preservation by non-interference. In this attempt to reconstruct, the histo-
ry has been devalued in its inability to capture the original perfection, thus
making the memories harder to remember.

Hence this thesis is an exploration of an in-between option, through the
employment of spolia in order to actively engage with the existing site
while projecting forward into the future by allowing the addendum of
meanings onto these artifacts,






SPOLIA: RECLAMATION OF
ARTIFACTS
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marble plinth

This project seeks to use spolia as a medium to mediate the past and the '
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For the purpose of this thesis, I have chosen to focus on the syncretization
of marble plinths as they are artifacts that are both ‘onsite” and ‘offsite’. In ; : o L
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narrative of the looting and reclamation of the artifacts
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This thesis operates on a spectrum, oscillating with its previous alterations
between the original and completely syncretized versions of the artifact.
Yuan Ming Yuan does not exist in its original state and 1 am merely seek-
ing to continue the spectrum of interventions. This specttum functions to
capture the degree of syncretization, or conflation of an artifact relative

to its near container or context. This degree will determine how legible an
artifact is within its context. This spectrum evokes two emotions at its most
extreme ends, as a function of the legibility of the artifact: defamiliarization
at its one end, and memorialization at the other end as the polar opposite.
Defamiliarization is where the artifact has been completely isolated and
reduced to remnants, and memorialization where the artifact has become
perfectly assimilated.

Defamiliarization can be defined as the experience of “making strange of
objects.” In this context it is the removal of possible historical associa-
tions of the artifact. It is a complete lack of understanding of the object’s
origin and historical value. In the context of this project, defamiliarization
1s the inability to associate the history the artifact carries with it to the cur-
rent context. The experience of defamiliarization would render the artifact
redundant in identity-making in a cultural or historical context. One could
potentially still emotionally relate to the object and perhaps ascribe layers
of understanding to the object that previously did not exist, but one could
never interact with or understand its history. In utilizing defamiliarization,
“familiar things seen in an unfamiliar context become perceptually new as
well as old.”

Memorialization, on the other hand, would be the experience of complete
understanding of the object — its place in history and how people have re-
lated to the object and its historical context. Memorialization generally oc-
curs through familiarity, through repeated exposures to an object or a thing,
With memorialization, one could relate to an object perhaps on the basis
of its cultural value, but ascribing new layers of meaning would be difficult
as the memories associated with the artifact and where it came from would
strongly overpower personal interpretations.

The ultimate goal of this exploration, in functioning along a spectrum of
syncretization, is to create a circumstance whereby the viewer experiences
both defamiliarization and memorialization simultaneously. These two con-
ditions speak to an artifact’s ‘resolution’, as in its ability to be understood.
Defamiliarization is the lowest possible resolution, while memorialization is
the highest resolution.

As the current state of Yuan Ming Yuan, where the artifacts exists in frag-
ments or is completely displaced (offsite), is already a lower resolution in
compatison to its original form, it is not legible. The memorialization of
this site thus only really exists in an imagined state. If to blur is to forget,
then leaving the Old Summer Palace to the mercy of the weather will fur-
ther deteriorate the ruins, further reducing its legibility. When an object
loses all its legibility in terms of form and placement, that is, when it is fully
defamiliarized, it will be hard to remember, to recognize what it is and what
it once was. What is left of Yuan Ming Yuan is the perfect place to start this
exploration, in the blurry space between what was and what is.

Formally, the marble plinth is embedded into a default extruded cube as
its new container, and then, utilizing techniques of stretching and blurring
these forms are syncretized together through various degree of resolution
and assimilation.

In employing techniques found along the spectrum of syncretization, the
form of objects will be mistranslated/relayed through deliberate stretching
and blurring, using this distortion to revise how viewers might engage with
the artifacts in a different manner. This distortion is a direct reference to
the fuzziness and soft-around-the-edges way our own memories function.
Neuroscience has made leaps and bounds in understanding how we store
and remember things, and why our brains are prone to faults, to the sways
of our emotions and biases. Each time we recall a memory, we reconstruct
it from scratch, from what we think we remember. What matters most to
us 1s vividly highlighted and what does not falls into a space of blurring and
distortion. In this way, memories are inherently hierarchical, brought to life
by selective, subjective choices.
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[ the image study, the relationship between the
container (colowred backgronnd) and the con-
tained (marble plinth in two-dimension) is tested
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L the object study the relationship between the
container (colowred rectangle extrision) and the
contatned (marble plinth) is similarly tested on
a degree of symeretization and seale. Towards
the right of the grid, the marlie plinth is fully
assinrilated with the colowred rectangle exctriesion
ot parions resolution.
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physical model relay: plaster




other spolia

The techniques developed through the speculation of the marble
plinths such as stretching, blurring and distorting can be em-
ployed on other spolia as well
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The various transformations of these marble plinths are then aggregated
and stacked to further transform the object into habitable spaces gradually,
creating a spectrum of components which builds upon itself such as: Object,
Obyject - Wall, Wall, Wall - Roow, Room and Roowmr - Object.

The components operate ambiguously in aesthetics and function, and on
various resolutions, deviating just enough from the original to defamiliarize
itself to the viewer but yet be legible enough to enable the viewer to un-
derstand the artifacts” history. This is the grey zone between defamiliariza-
tion and memorialization. In the exploration of relationship between these
components, the viewer is able to ascribe cultural social value to the site
through their understandings and interpretation of built artifacts.

The smallest available artifact is the object, which draws attention precisely
because it 1s symbolic and representative of the most authentic state of the
artifact. The object is the smallest irreducible building block and is, there-
fore, non-programmable. For this project, the object measures 3’ x 17 and
act as place markers.

Sequentially, the Object would operate in the grey area of being an Object -
Wall, operates on a dualism between being an Object and Wall. This compo-
nent is habitable, but measure larger than an Obyect.

Wall scales up from the Object - Wall and is, therefore, programmable. It
functions as separator and as a place marker, different from the object be-
cause it determines directional sequences on the site. For this project, the
wall measures 8’ x 2’ x 6.

Scaling up further from the Wal// is the Wall - Room and then Room, which

1s made up of a collection of Walk. Rooms are programmatically flexible,
and can have multiple, different functions such as teahouse, pavilion, or rest
shelter. Due to the construction of these rooms for this project, there is a
limit to four occupants at a ime. The Rooms measure 12° x 12° x 12°. Com-
ing back a full circle, these Rooms in relation to scale can be read as Object
again.
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These newly syncretized components - Object, Object-Wall, Wall, Wall-Room,
Room and Roon- Object, are rearranged back on site in relation to where the
original artifacts were located, as well as through a narrative of reclamation.

B ——— L ——

In the context of the marble plinth, the new syncretized marble plinth
component, be it an Object or Room are chosen in relation to the specif-

ic resolution or the degree of fragmentation of the original marble plinth,
whether it is found ‘on-site’ or ‘off-site’, If the original artifact still exists on
site, the relay-ed component will be in high resolution. If the original arti-
fact has shifted, the chosen component will be of a lower resolution.

Ty ’ PR . - ¥ w - . ® z - . : - : i [ | | , f Iy ; I i
When the visitors experience the site, the original artifact in its existing state i U b nkll

will be viewed in relation to its relayed component. This will allow a reading
of multiplicity when the original and relayed artifact are read in relation to
another. Moreover, as the relayed artifact operate on a spectrum on site, the
visitors will be able to view the artifacts in its past, present and projective
manner.
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methodology

methodology

In this thesis, the process of thinking through making is crucial in the re-
search methodology. The process of relaying and translating, or rather
mistranslating the real life object (marble plinth on site) to a digital Object
(digitally altered marble plinth) allows for the development of the defamil-
iarization techniques. After digitally altering the Object according to pa-
rameters of resolution and assimilation, the Object is then manifested back
into the physical world through 3D-printing. The printed physical form in
its original and altered state then undergoes an analog translation through
the act of mold making and plaster casting, While the plaster is drying, the
mold 1s morphed resulting in a deformed Object. This digital - analog relay
process utilizes plaster and resin as a medium for its translation, to both
allow the object to be manifested and to be defamiliarized at the same time.
This process further questions the transcendental original as it relays from
ditferent mediums and dimension.




conclusion

conclusion

Through the act of spoliation, artifacts are
translated to be redeployed back on site in

its original and altered forms. In placing the
spoliated artifacts and components in adja-
cency to its original, the visitors are engaged
in a projective use of the spolia. Furthermore,
through a speculative spoliation, a narrative
of reclaiming is provoked as questions of cul-
tural production and ownership are called into
place. This thesis does not aim to reconstruct
a ruined site in any mannet, but it calls for an
acknowledgement of the past while engag-
ing the future in terms of form, space, and
order. Through the distortion of the artifacts,
this thesis with its lapsaes calls for a personal
interpretation of the visitors when on site. It
does not dictate a single translation but rath-
er a spectrum of possibilities, posing ques-
tions such as, to what extent can we ascribe a
meaning to something we cannot understand?
And when we cannot understand an object,
how will we interpret it?
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