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Abstract

It looks like wood, but it feels cold to the touch. What seemed 
like a traditional wooden column in a Chinese temple is, in fact, 
a panel-cladded replica with a concrete interior. The illusion is 
seamless until the senses betray the eye. The double becomes a 
precise imitation that maintains the image of authenticity while 
concealing its true nature beneath the surface.

In a country where duplicates are not just accepted but 
encouraged, architecture has evolved into a digital mirror 
of its drawn form. Buildings are no longer singular coherent 
objects but layered constructs, where materials and finishes 
are substituted by more standardised, cost-efficient versions of 
themselves. The result is an uncanny sense of disorientation, 
a space where reality and imitation blend so completely that 
distinction becomes irrelevant.

China’s architecture manifests through layering. Like a digital 
model, layers are stacked and, sometimes, reshuffled, and only 
the joints reveal the true nature. A temple column, once carved 
by hand, now emerges through a process of digital fabrication 
and industrial assembly, its essence fragmented and patched. 
This superposition of layers is an echo of the digital version of 
the project. The built world becomes a materialised rendering, 
an architectural doppelganger of what was imagined. In this 
space of shifting identities, the boundary between the original 
and its copy dissolves because the objective is not the experience 
of the space itself but its reproduction in social media. The copy 
of the shadow.

Theoretical Framework: Aura, Simulacra, Shanzhai

In the Western tradition, originality has long been 
considered sacred, with copies viewed as derivative, 
inferior, or deceptive. Walter Benjamin famously 
argued that mechanical reproduction diminishes the 
aura of an artwork — its unique presence in time and 
space. “That which withers in the age of mechanical 
reproduction is the aura of the work of art,” he wrote, 
lamenting the loss of singular authenticity when a work 
is endlessly replicated.1

Jean Baudrillard extended this logic into the late 
20th century, proposing that in the age of media and 
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simulation, signs and images no longer refer to reality 
but to other signs. Disneyland, he argued, is not a fantasy 
set apart from reality but the most real example of a 
hyperreal society — one in which the copy precedes and 
determines the original.2

Yet in China, the relationship between copy and original 
has historically been understood differently. Byung-
Chul Han highlights the cultural logic of shanzhai — a 
term that once described mountain strongholds of 
rebels but now refers to imitation products. In Han’s 
account, shanzhai does not destroy the original but 
continually re-creates it, emphasising transformation 
rather than authenticity. In classical Chinese painting, 
for example, students learned by copying the masters, 
with each replica understood not as theft but as a 
renewal of tradition. Repetition and variation were 
integral to creativity itself.3 This alternative genealogy 
matters for understanding China’s contemporary 
architecture. While Western critics often describe 
Chinese replicas as kitsch or counterfeit, local traditions 
recognise value in the copy as homage, iteration, and 
even innovation. Recent scholarship underscores this. 
Shuqian Zhang, writing on heritage reconstruction, 
argues that rebuilding lost structures in China should 
not be judged by Western conservation principles but by 
a different cultural logic of cyclical renewal.4 Similarly, 
Chunyan Ding contends that Datong’s reconstruction 
of its Ming walls must be read not as forgery but as a 
form of urban storytelling — one that produces meaning 
for contemporary inhabitants even as it departs from 
material authenticity.5

Thus, to understand duplitecture in China requires us 
to hold two conceptual worlds in tandem: the Western 
suspicion of the copy as a simulacrum and the Chinese 
acceptance of the copy as a form of continuity.

Phantom: Architecture as Rendering

At dawn in Zhejiang province, the silhouette of the Eiffel 
Tower rises improbably above mist-shrouded farmlands. 
This is Tianducheng — a “Paris of the East” — where a 
354-foot steel replica dominates the skyline. Boulevards 
named Champs-Elysées radiate from its base, past a 
miniature Arc de Triomphe and neoclassical façades. Six 
thousand miles from France, Chinese newlyweds pose in 
front of Parisian fountains, crafting memories against a 
carefully staged European backdrop.

In Sanya, at China’s tropical southern coast, five 
sail-shaped skyscrapers glint in the sunrise on a 
man-made island. Billed as the nation’s Dubai, these 
glowing towers of Phoenix Island were intended 
as an eighth wonder of luxury living – a “cluster of 
sail-shaped skyscrapers on a man-made island”6 built 
as the epitome of an unprecedented property boom. 
Meanwhile, in Shanxi province’s historic Datong, 
crowds stroll atop newly built Ming-style city walls 
– flawless and sharp-edged – that now encircle an 
“old” town of freshly minted temples and replicas of 
vanished palaces. 

And on Shanghai’s suburban fringe, the world’s largest 
Disney Castle gleams at the heart of a Magic Kingdom 
transplanted to Chinese soil – a fantasy of princes 
and princesses come to life in concrete, fibreglass, 
and pixie dust. Each of these places is a copy or a 
simulation of somewhere (or something) else: Europe’s 
romance, Dubai’s spectacle, ancient China’s glory, 
or an American amusement dream. Each invites us 
into a double vision of reality – a complex interplay 
of original and imitation, authenticity and artifice, 
heritage and novelty. 

China’s contemporary urban landscape has become 
a grand theatre of architectural simulacra. In the 
past two decades, entire environments have been 
cloned and reimagined on Chinese terrain, from 
Alpine villages and English towns to sections of 
Manhattan’s skyline. Scholarly observers have dubbed 
this phenomenon duplitecture: “entire townships and 
villages [that] appear to have been airlifted from their 
historical and geographical foundations in England, 
France, [and] the United States… and spot-welded to 
the margins of Chinese cities.”7

Figure 1: Tianducheng 
Eiffel Tower replica, 

a simulacrum of Paris 
in Zhejiang. Source: 

“Tianducheng Bird’s-
eye View,” Wikipedia 
Commons, June 2018. 
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What looks at first glance like cultural kitsch or 
capricious copycatting reveals, on closer inspection, 
a layered narrative about global aspiration, national 
identity, and the very nature of authenticity in the 
modern world. This essay explores the poetic paradox of 
copies and originals in the Chinese urban environment 
– a landscape where imitation can be an act of creation, 
reproduction a form of preservation, and authenticity 
itself is constantly reconstructed. We will traverse 
these cloned cities and fabricated histories, guided 
by both Western theorists of simulacra (from Walter 
Benjamin’s aura to Jean Baudrillard’s hyperreality) 
and Chinese perspectives on copying (from Confucian 
aesthetics to the concept of fangzhipin and fuzhipin). 
Through case studies ranging from the faux-Paris of 
Tianducheng and the “Oriental Dubai” of Phoenix Island 
to the theme-park utopia of Shanghai Disneyland and 
the heritage reconstruction of Datong’s ancient city, I 
interrogate how value and meaning are produced when 
architecture is duplicated. The aim is to illuminate how 
these replicas serve as mirrors reflecting contemporary 
China’s dreams and anxieties – a society negotiating 
the tensions between past and future, East and West, 
innovation and tradition, reality and illusion. In doing 
so, we address a central question for design and cultural 
theory today: what becomes of the “original” in an age 
of architectural reproduction? What is authentic when 
all our interactions take place online through a screen?

The “authenticity” of a painting or building, tied to 
its singular history and material integrity, cannot 
be cloned; even a perfect copy lacks the ineffable 
authority of the original’s presence. When everything 
is reproduced, Benjamin suggested, the very concept 
of authenticity begins to evaporate – the original itself 
“depreciated” as its copies proliferate. In architecture, 
one might think of the weathered stones of an old 
temple or city gate: their aura lies in having witnessed 
the centuries. A newly built facsimile may be accurate 
in form, but it has not aged alongside its prototype.

Jean Baudrillard pushed this logic further into the 
postmodern condition of simulacra and hyperreality, 
where distinctions between original and imitation 
collapse entirely. In a world of mass media and global 
spectacle, Baudrillard observed, we increasingly 
consume signs that refer only to each other, not to 
any authentic origin – “the real is produced from 

miniaturised units, from matrices, memory banks and 
command models – and with these it can be reproduced 
an indefinite number of times. … It is a hyperreal: the 
product of an irradiating synthesis of combinatory 
models in a hyperspace without atmosphere.”8 
Simulation, in his view, is no longer a copy of the real 
but a truth unto itself: a “generation of difference” that 
has no original reference point.

Baudrillard famously seized on Disneyland as “a 
perfect model” of this entangled order of simulation – 
an imaginary world that pretends to be distinct from 
reality only to mask that reality itself has become 
a “Disneyland” of reproductions and controlled 
fantasies. This conflation of the fake and the real – 
where something can be fake and more real than 
real – provides a provocative lens to examine China’s 
copy of its own history, of its own main streets. Are 
Tianducheng or Shanghai Disneyland merely copying 
famous originals, or are they creating new realities with 
their own “aura” and social functions? Does a perfectly 
cloned retail street in Wenzhou become a simulacrum – 
a copy without an original – for those who live and play 
within it?

While Western theory often laments the loss of 
authenticity in copies, Chinese cultural perspectives 
offer a radically different view of the copy’s value. In 
Chinese aesthetics and philosophy, imitation has long 
been entwined with veneration and innovation. The 
Confucian reverence for tradition and the master-
disciple model in arts cultivated practices of copying 
not as theft, but as a sincere form of flattery and a 
method of attaining the timeless principles of beauty. 
The learning of painting and calligraphy in imperial 

Figure 2: Disneyland 
in Shangai. A licensed 

copy reinvented as local 
original. “Shanghai 

Disneyland Q&A,” 
CNN Travel, accessed 

September 2025.
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China, for instance, was predicated on painstakingly 
copying the works of earlier masters – mófǎ (摹法), the 
imitation of models, was a pathway to internalising 
artistic wisdom. The result of a copy was not judged 
by originality of motif, but by the skill and spirit 
with which it re-presented the honoured canon, like 
a perfectly imitated wood column. In this context, 
replication could be an ethical act: a way to preserve 
cultural continuity and pay homage to the past, 
resonating with Confucian values of filial piety and 
respect for antiquity. Contemporary philosopher Byung-
Chul Han notes that East Asian attitudes still reflect this 
comfort with copies that Westerners might call “fake.”9 
He recounts, for example, the case of Chinese painter 
Chang Dai-chien, who in the mid-20th century created 
such masterful replicas of ancient artworks that when 
they were exhibited in Paris as “original” Song and Ming 
paintings, experts were fooled – and then scandalised 
– to learn they were modern creations. Yet from a 
Chinese perspective, Chang was not simply forging for 
deception; he was reviving lost paintings “known only 
from written descriptions” by producing them anew. 
In a sense, he believed he was continuing the work of 
the old masters, extending their oeuvre in an unbroken 
lineage. The Western obsession with the “inviolable, 
unique original,” Han observes, is what casts such 
replicas as mere forgeries; within a cultural logic that 
prioritises continuity over rupture, these copies can be 
seen as “persisting creation”, carrying forward a “real 
trace” of the past. 

This difference in outlook is encapsulated in the Chinese 
lexicon of the copy. There are distinct terms: fǎngzhìpǐn 
(仿制品), an imitation that is different in scale or 
material (a miniature souvenir, for example, or a scaled 
model), and fùzhìpǐn (复制品), an exact reproduction 
indistinguishable from the original.

Crucially, a fuzhipin in Chinese usage bears no stigma; 
it is “of equal value to the original,” carrying none of 
the negative connotations that a word like “fake” has 
in the West. A well-crafted reproduction is respected 
as a double of the original, not a fraudulent impostor. 
This principle governs much of East Asia’s heritage 
practice. The Ise Grand Shrine in Japan, though lauded 
as a 1,300-year-old sacred site, is entirely rebuilt from 
fresh cedar on 20-year cycles – a fact that led UNESCO 
to delist Ise from World Heritage status because, by 

those standards, it was never more than two decades 
old. What, one might ask, is the “original” at Ise – the 
ever-renewed shrine that millions worship as ageless, 
or some notional first structure long gone? From the 
Eastern perspective, Ise’s sanctity resides in the act 
of renewal itself. The continual rebuilding is a ritual 
of preservation through replication: continuous 
authenticity rather than static authenticity. “In a culture 
where continual reproduction represents a technique 
for conservation and preservation, replicas are anything 
but mere copies,”10 Han writes; here, the very difference 
between original and copy “vanishes altogether,” 
replaced by a difference only between old and new. 
Indeed, a fresh copy can be considered more true to the 
original state than an ageing, weathered original, for as 
time alters the authentic object, the replica maintains 
the purity of the concept. This inversion upends the 
aura-based thinking of Benjamin: if the goal is to 
capture the ideal form or function (the “original state”), 
then replicating it anew can preserve authenticity better 
than clinging to ruins. Far from being sacrilegious, 
copying becomes a technique of immortality for 
cultural forms. As Han eloquently concludes, in East 
Asia “originals preserve themselves through copies” – a 
concept rooted in organic metaphors of renewal (just as 
a living organism replaces cells over time and remains 
“itself”). Here, identity is a process, not a fixed essence 
tied to one material instance. 

These contrasting paradigms – the Western cult of the 
original’s aura versus the Eastern embrace of the copy 
as continuation – set the stage for understanding China’s 
current architectural copycat phenomena beyond 
simple dichotomies of real vs. fake. Contemporary China 
stands at the crossroads of these values.

On one hand, global (largely Western) frameworks 
of art, tourism, and intellectual property increasingly 
value originality and brand uniqueness. On the other 
hand, Chinese historical practice and popular attitudes 
still view replication as pragmatically and even 
spiritually valid. The result is a fascinating tension in 
China’s built environment: authenticity becomes a 
negotiated concept. The country’s rapid development 
over recent decades – an era of extreme urbanisation, 
mass construction and production, and cultural flux 
– has only intensified the urge both to import foreign 
models and to resurrect homegrown heritage. From the 
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duplitecture of simulated European towns that “contain 
the world” within China to the meticulous resurrection 
of historic monuments in new skins with contemporary 
materials, and the proliferation of hyperreal theme 
parks, each example illuminates a different facet of the 
copy-original dialectic in Chinese architecture. 

Perhaps the most widely publicised instances of China’s 
copycat architecture have been its recreations of 
Western landmarks and cityscapes – a practice Bianca 
Bosker in her seminal study Original Copies terms 
duplitecture.11 These are not mere isolated follies or 
theme park elements, but full-scale urban environments 
where people live and work, all modelled after foreign 
originals. Tianducheng, in Hangzhou’s outskirts, 
offers a striking example. Opened in the mid-2000s 
as a luxury real-estate development, Tianducheng 
was designed from the ground up to evoke Paris – not 
just a single monument, but an entire atmosphere of 
European grandeur, or the image of Europe through 
the Chinese lens. Strolling through Tianducheng, one 
finds Haussmannian apartment blocks and baroque 
fountains carefully patterned after those in the French 
capital. At its heart soars that Eiffel Tower replica – one-
third the scale of the Parisian original yet, at 108 meters, 
tall enough to dominate the flat landscape and orient 
the entire town around its iconic silhouette. There is a 
Champs Elysées Square, a pair of gilded horses of Marly 
flanking a fountain, and even landscaping inspired 
by the gardens of Versailles. When Tianducheng first 
“opened its gates,” it was eerily under-populated – a 
ghost city of ornate streetlamps and empty chateaux. 
Early reports painted it as an extravagant experiment 
that might have misjudged demand. Yet in recent years, 
the population has grown into the thousands, and 
Tianducheng has gained a second life as a tourist draw 
for domestic travellers and a beloved backdrop for 
bridal photography. It has become a digital destination 
to show and enjoy through the screen. The duplicative 
environment has effectively become a stage set for 
consuming the experience of Paris, compressed and 
made accessible in China. In Bosker’s analysis, these 
kinds of developments allow residents to “simulate 
the experiences of a pseudo-Orange County or Oxford” 
within China’s borders – not as temporary theme-park 
fantasy but as daily life.

The copy is thus not a static mimicry; it is performed 
and inhabited, giving it a social reality of its own. 
Tianducheng is far from alone. Across China, one finds 
a proliferation of such sites of uncanny familiarity. 
Shanghai’s Thames Town offers cobbled lanes, a 
Gothic church, and red phone booths in a simulacrum 
of an English village; outside Beijing, “Jackson Hole” 
reimagines a slice of the American Wild West replete 
with cowboy-hatted staff and ersatz Route 66. The city of 
Fuzhou is (as of reports in the late 2010s) constructing 
a replica of Shakespeare’s Stratford-upon-Avon, while 
the wealthy mining town of Huizhou in Guangdong 
unveiled a near one-to-one copy of Hallstatt, the 
Austrian alpine village and UNESCO heritage site. In 
each case, an essence of a distant locale – whether 
it be European romance, English pastoral charm, or 
American frontier spirit – is bottled and decanted 
into Chinese soil. This “Villages Global” phenomenon 
speaks to the aspirations of a rising middle class 
and the marketing of cosmopolitan lifestyles. For 
developers and local officials, a recognisable foreign 
form can confer instant cachet and tourism appeal. 
The movement also reflects how images and media 
circulate globally: a well-travelled Chinese elite or even 
those glued to Western films and TV have powerful 
imaginative attachments to these iconic places. Besides, 
these environments become perfect backgrounds for 
WeChat moments or TikTok shorts that virally spread 
while popularising unknown sites.

To own a Tudor-style home by a faux Thames or to 
promenade in a Parisian plaza confers a sense of 
worldliness and status – a living mise-en-scène of one’s 
global cultural capital. Critics, particularly from abroad, 
often dismiss these copycat towns as trivial kitsch – 
“nothing more than kitschy knockoffs,” as Bosker notes 
of the common critique. Yet it is important to probe 
deeper into what these copies mean in the Chinese 
context. Far from simply attempting to fool anyone, the 
artificiality is often understood and embraced by its 
users. The Chinese architects and developers behind 
them argue that the ability to recreate the world’s 
famous architectural styles is itself a testament to 
China’s technological prowess and creative skill. The 
act of copying, in this view, is a mode of mastery: by 
reproducing the Eiffel Tower or a wood column from 
an ancient temple in a new material, Chinese builders 
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symbolically declare, “We can make anything the West 
can, and even make it our own.” It is telling that one of 
Bosker’s interviewees remarked (in paraphrase) that 
China used to see itself as the centre of the world, and 
now it is making itself into the centre that contains 
the world. Each Western-themed town thus becomes a 
trophy and a microcosm – the globe in miniature under 
the Middle Kingdom’s dominion. The sheer audacity 
of airlifting Europe into China is also a statement of 
cultural fusion in an era of globalisation. In these 
spaces, one finds an interplay of identities: a Chinese 
town masquerading as foreign, yet in that masquerade 
saying something about contemporary Chinese society’s 
dreams and identities. Young couples taking Parisian-
style wedding shots in Tianducheng, for example, are 
not necessarily pretending to be in France; rather, 
they are celebrating what “Paris” signifies – romance, 
modernity, glamour – and embedding that meaning into 
their personal narratives. The symbols are appropriated 
and given new local life. Intriguingly, the semiotics of 
these copies sometimes diverge from their originals. 
As architecture scholar Luke Sherlock observes, what 
is being copied is often less the literal form than the 
symbolic association.12

Tianducheng’s Eiffel Tower, for instance, resonates with 
the idea of Paris as the “city of love.” The tower’s shape 
– reminiscent of the letter A – has been consciously tied 
by Chinese observers to amour, the French word for 
love, making it a magnet for the romantic imagination. 
In other words, the copy thrives on likeness and the 
immediate recognition of an image, rather than any 
deep cultural context of 1880s Paris. As Sherlock argues, 
“what is important is its likeness, not its indexical 
reproduction”. The Chinese copy of the Eiffel Tower 
need not replicate every rivet; it needs to feel like the 

Eiffel Tower enough to invoke those rosy associations. 
Similarly, when the town of Hallstatt was duplicated 
in China, it came with artificial lakes and European-
style streets, but none of the socio-historical context of 
Austrian village life; instead, it became a picturesque 
backdrop for a Chinese wedding and holiday resort, a 
postcard come alive. 

These simulacra thus live in a hall of mirrors: 
referencing not the original place per se, but the 
image of the place as consumed through media and 
imagination. In this sense, they are products of the age 
of global tourism and internet imagery, where distant 
locales are experienced second-hand as glossy visions 
long before any physical visit. Why not bring the vision 
closer to home? The real Hallstatt might be thousands 
of miles away, but a version of it can be enjoyed this 
weekend in Guangdong.

The ability to duplicate architectural icons has also 
been facilitated by modern technology – an aspect that 
intersects with digital fabrication and design practice. 
This adds a new layer of meaning to the copy. Detailed 
photographic surveys, CAD blueprints gleaned from 
publicly available data, even pirated architectural 
drawings in some notorious cases, have made copying 
easier and faster. A striking example involved Zaha 
Hadid’s futuristic Wangjing SOHO towers in Beijing: 
a developer in Chongqing brazenly produced a very 
similar tower complex concurrently, so that Hadid’s 
office joked that their original might “have been beaten 
by the copy” to completion. Here we see a literal race of 
original and copy, enabled by the digital dissemination 
of designs. While intellectual property law struggled to 
address this (China’s legal code formally outlaws such 
copying, yet enforcement is patchy), the cultural climate 
did not produce universal outrage. Some lauded the 
copy as a sibling rather than a clone – a creative tweak 
on the design theme. The digital age thus accelerates the 
simulacra production, collapsing time and distance. One 
can scan a baroque column or download a CAD file of 
an Eiffel Tower model and set one’s 3D printers or CNC 
machines to carve out replicas. The global village of the 
internet becomes a global construction kit. 

In turn, the proliferation of these landmarks in China 
further feeds a media loop: photos of a half-empty fake 
Paris or a deserted fake Manhattan circulate online. The 

Figure 3: Hangzhou’s 
Sky City. Axis, 
dislocation, and 
European shadows. 
Chinese Copycat 
Architecture,” Sixth 
Tone, 2020.
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spectacle of the simulacra themselves becomes global 
news, reinforcing China’s image as a land of copies – 
ironically a kind of new originality in its own right, as no 
other country has reproduced world architecture at such 
scale. As one journalist quipped, architects elsewhere 
have “been copying each other forever”13, but the Chinese 
have “taken duplitecture to a whole new level.”

Yet even as China has built these cosmopolitan stage 
sets, there has been an evolving internal critique. By the 
mid-2010s, Chinese authorities began voicing concern 
that indiscriminate copying of foreign styles might erode 
cultural confidence and create absurd environments. 
In 2014, President Xi Jinping famously called for an end 
to “weird architecture”14, a term encompassing both 
structurally odd avant-garde designs and incongruous 
foreign imitations that lacked Chinese spirit. Soon after, 
government directives were issued to curb the “arbitrary 
use of foreign and bizarre names” in developments, 
enforcing a return to culturally appropriate toponyms. 
The Civil Affairs Minister Li Liguo explicitly targeted 
place names that “damage sovereignty and national 
dignity” or violate “socialist core values” by over-
Westernising. This pushback suggests that duplitecture 
had reached a saturation point where it provoked 
anxieties about identity. Even as visitors enjoyed Thames 
Town or Phoenix Island’s flash, cultural critics within 
China began to ask: What do these copies mean for 
our sense of self? Are they symptoms of a superficial 
rush toward modernity, cobbled together from 
borrowed images? Or can they be integrated into a new, 
pluralistic Chinese identity? This takes us to look into 
the reconstruction of Chinese historical architecture – 
a practice that blurs the line between restoration and 
replication, and has ignited its own debates about the 
value of originals. 

Flesh: Resurrecting Heritage

In a nation that hurtled through the 20th century’s 
upheavals – war, political campaigns, wholesale 
urbanisation – the physical fabric of history in China 
has often been damaged or erased. Temples burned, 
city walls torn down, old streets bulldozed: by the turn 
of the millennium, many Chinese cities had lost much 
of their pre-modern built heritage. In recent years, a 
potent trend has emerged: reconstructing historical 
monuments and even entire precincts anew. Unlike the 

duplitecture of Western models, this phenomenon looks 
inward, aiming to reclaim a Chinese past. Yet it raises 
the same questions. If you rebuild a long-demolished 
palace today, is it a genuine act of preservation or the 
creation of a stage-set “fake relic”? The case of Datong 
– an ancient city reborn in concrete – is instructive for 
examining these tensions.

Datong, in Shanxi Province, was a flourishing capital 
in medieval times and later a major garrison city with 
magnificent Ming dynasty walls. By the 2000s, however, 
Datong was better known as a coal-mining centre, its 
historical core dilapidated and largely obliterated save 
for a few landmark temples and the nearby Yungang 
Grottoes. In 2008, Mayor Geng Yanbo launched an 
ambitious plan to resurrect Datong’s old city to its 
Ming-era glory. This entailed a colossal effort to rebuild 
the city’s 14th-century defensive walls and gates (of 
which only fragments remained) and to reconstruct 
streetscapes with traditional-style buildings. Over the 
next five years, tens of thousands of residents were 
relocated – evicted from crumbling neighbourhoods 
that had grown over the old city footprint. In their 
place rose turreted walls of impeccable new brick, 
watchtowers and gatehouses, and rows of “Ming” 
dwellings with grey-tiled roofs. The transformation was 
shocking: a walled city materialised where open city 
blocks and modern concrete flats had stood. The New 
Datong was meant to attract tourists and revive local 
pride, turning a polluted industrial town into a cultural 
destination. Conservation experts voiced alarm that 
Datong’s project was obliterating genuine remnants 
and fabricating history. “To rebuild historic monuments 
is against the principle of conservation,”15 warned 
Professor Wang Guixiang of Tsinghua University, calling 
the newly built city wall nothing but a “fake relic.”

Indeed, while Mayor Geng touted the authenticity of his 
revival, scholars noted that practical compromises had 
been made: modern engineering and aesthetic tweaking 
meant the watchtowers were not exact replicas for 
defensive use, but somewhat stylised reinterpretations. 
Cross-sections of the wall revealed modern red brick 
and concrete infill instead of the rammed earth of 
Ming construction. Moreover, an important Buddhist 
temple, Huayan Si, which partly survived from the 12th 
century, was aggressively “restored” with huge new 
halls that dwarfed the genuine ancient structures – a 
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case of addition that bordered on Disneyfication. From a 
Western preservationist standpoint (and indeed among 
many Chinese experts as well), these actions violated 
core tenets: the integrity of original material and 
respect for the historical record. The Venice Charter and 
other international conservation doctrines emphasise 
retaining authentic fabric and patina; by contrast, 
Datong’s approach was to rewrite the site to how it 
“should” have been, sacrificing original remnants and 
residential communities along the way. 

Critics also point to the social cost. The old city 
revival involved displacing around 50,000 residents 
outside the newly built walls. Whole swathes of 
lived-in urban fabric (albeit dilapidated) were razed 
to carve a simulacrum of the past. In the immediate 
aftermath, many of the new courtyard houses and 
shops stood empty – a “ghost town” scenario not unlike 
Tianducheng’s early years. The authenticity of a city 
is not only in bricks and mortar, but in continuity of 
community – something severed by Datong’s approach. 
In this light, the project exemplified the pitfalls of façade 
reconstruction: you might achieve a picture-perfect 
vision of antiquity, but as a stage-set devoid of organic 
life and memory, at least in the short term. This method 
of aggressive reconstruction has been applied at a 
smaller scale in a multitude of retail streets and temples 
across the country, a series of layers that mask the true 
city behind.

Defenders of the Datong model, however, might invoke 
the Chinese philosophy of copying I mentioned before. 
Could rebuilding the city be seen as creating a fuzhipin 
of Datong’s Ming self – an exact reproduction meant 
to carry the original identity forward? Mayor Geng 
certainly believed he was saving Datong’s heritage by 

giving it physical form again. He used archival records, 
old photographs, and Qing dynasty maps as guides, 
striving for historical fidelity where possible. One might 
argue that a city, unlike a singular artwork, is a collective 
work whose significance lies in patterns and layout as 
much as in original pieces. Thus, re-laying the grid of 
ancient streets, re-erecting gates at their old locations, 
could be viewed as recovering a lost urban order – an 
intangible heritage reactivated in tangible form. Still, 
the question “what makes it fake or real?” lingered. 
A particularly telling detail: to placate sceptics, some 
original fragments of the old wall were left visible or 
incorporated into the new, almost like relics in a shrine. 
Yet the overall sheen of the walls – “perfectly polished and 
sharp-edged,”16 as one reporter described – immediately 
betrays their newness. They lack the weathering and 
irregularities that would normally testify to centuries 
of existence. This emphasises a paradox in Chinese 
rebuilds: they can achieve the form of authenticity while 
conspicuously lacking the traces of time that confer aura. 
In response, some Chinese scholars suggest that perhaps 
over decades, the rebuilt sites will acquire their own 
patina and social meaning. In other words, tomorrow’s 
generations might accept Datong’s city wall as “authentic,” 
because it will be what they have always known, much as 
people in the 18th century might not have distinguished 
a 100-year-old restoration from an original if it was done 
skilfully. Authenticity, then, can be a moving target, 
continuously constructed. The Datong project’s fate offers 
further insights. Mayor Geng was promoted and left 
Datong before finishing, and the reconstruction frenzy 
slowed, leaving parts of the plan half-done. The grand 
vision of throngs of tourists has yet to fully materialise; 
Datong became, for a time, another infamous “ghost city” 
of sorts – a monumental set with insufficient audience. 
“Just because you envisage a tourist city, doesn’t mean 
the tourists will come,”17 remarked Professor Zhang Song 
of Tongji University. By 2014, Datong was burdened with 
heavy debts for its heritage makeover, and new officials 
pivoted to more modest development goals.  

The aura that draws tourists to an old site often lies in the 
layering of genuine history – something no instant rebuild 
can provide overnight. It is notable that nearby Pingyao, 
a smaller city that preserved its original Ming walls and 
streets organically, has seen far greater tourism success, 
valued precisely because its authenticity is perceived 	
as untouched. 

Figure 4: Construction 
of the Datong Wall. 
New bricks for an old 
identity. Bianca Bosker, 
Original Copies: 
Architectural Mimicry 
in Contemporary China 
(Honolulu: University 
of Hawai‘i Press, 2013).
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Philosophically, the Datong case forces a reflection: 
if a replica of a historic city is exceedingly faithful, 
at what point might it claim to be that city reborn? 
Han’s provocation comes to mind: as components of 
an old structure are gradually replaced, when does 
it cease to be original? Perhaps Datong’s new walls, 
if maintained and inhabited, could in time achieve a 
similar acceptance – the copy becoming the carrier 
of the original’s identity. Yet the crux may lie in 
community and continuity: Dresden’s people grieved 
their lost church and waited 50 years to rebuild it 
stone by stone, thus emotionally “authenticating” the 
result. Datong’s project, in contrast, was rapid, top-
down, and disconnected from local grassroots desire. 
The replica lacked an accompanying narrative of 
collective reclamation. Instead, it was part of a politico-
commercial agenda. This distinction may explain why 
one replica is deemed meaningful and another hollow.

China’s wave of heritage replicas like Datong highlights 
a uniquely Chinese approach to authenticity that 
collides and converses with Western conservation 
philosophy. It manifests the Confucian and Buddhist 
inflected notion that renewal is preservation (the 
shrine must be rebuilt to live), yet it also grapples with 
an imported notion that historical originals should be 
treasured for their age and authenticity. The outcome 
in practice can be complex – “authenticity” might be 
claimed through documentation and accurate style, 
even as material newness is obvious. 

If duplitecture and heritage reconstruction deal with 
copying reality (albeit foreign or past realities), China’s 
engagement with simulacra also extends deep into 
the realm of fantasy – places that never pretended 
to be real in the first place. Theme parks, and most 
iconically Disneyland, offer a consciously artificial 
environment, a constructed dreamscape. Bringing 
such worlds to China adds yet another layer to the 
copies-originals discussion: here the “original” – say, 
Disneyland in California – is itself a staged simulacrum 
of idealised stories and places. When Shanghai built 
its own Disneyland (opened 2016), was it copying the 
American original, or simply joining a global franchise 
of identical experiences? Is each Disneyland a copy, or 
is the idea of Disneyland the original that manifests in 
different locales? Baudrillard might wryly note that the 
question itself dissolves in hyperreality: Disneyland is 

Disneyland, whether in Anaheim, Paris or Shanghai – a 
modular combinación of symbols detached from any 
singular origin. Shanghai Disneyland was the first in 
mainland China (following Hong Kong’s 2005 park) and 
was explicitly designed to blend Disney’s classic formula 
with Chinese cultural elements. The park’s centrepiece, 
the Enchanted Storybook Castle, is the largest Disney 
castle ever built, a culmination of all previous castles 
with multiple princesses represented. Unlike the 
Cinderella Castle of Orlando or Sleeping Beauty Castle 
of Anaheim, Shanghai’s does not replicate a single fairy 
tale setting but is a new creation – and yet firmly within 
the established genre of Disney castles. In that sense, 
it is a copy with a difference: a novel design that still 
reads instantly as “the Disney castle,” itself an archetype 
derived from medieval European castles filtered 
through animated film aesthetics. Walking down Mickey 
Avenue (Shanghai’s answer to the traditional Main 
Street, U.S.A.), Chinese visitors encounter the same 
confection of nostalgic early-20th-century storefronts, 
popcorn wagons, and costumed characters that 
enchant guests in California or Florida – only here, 
there are nods to the Chinese zodiac in the decor, and 
signage in both English and Chinese. The park is thus 
a fascinating hybrid: a replica of a formula, calibrated 
for a new cultural context. Disney Imagineers spoke of 
creating something “authentically Disney and distinctly 
Chinese,”18 indicating the dual aspiration to be true to 
the original brand while localising the experience.

For Chinese audiences, the authenticity of Disneyland 
does not lie in copying an American town or castle 
per se (indeed, most know these are not real). It lies in 
faithfully delivering the mythic experience that Disney 
promises. In this sense, the “original” to be copied is not 
a place but an emotional state: wonder, joy, escape.

And by all accounts, Shanghai Disneyland succeeded 
in this, becoming one of the most visited theme parks 
in the world pre-pandemic. That success underscores 
how, in the realm of simulacra, what Baudrillard called 
the “imaginary that conceals the fact that the real is 
no longer real” finds receptive ground. The millions 
who flock to Disney parks worldwide are knowingly 
consuming fantasy. 

Outside the park gates, the “ordinary” city may feel 
drab by comparison – thus, the hyperreal space 
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conditions the expectations of reality. Simultaneously, 
the Chinese context gives a new inflexion: during its first 
year, the park added local touches such as a Mandarin-
language pirate show and Lunar New Year festivities, 
making the simulation adaptive. Shanghai Disneyland 
also illustrates the intersection of media influence and 
architecture. Decades of Disney films and marketing in 
China built up demand for this physical environment. 
It is a case where media simulacra (film, animation) 
brought architectural simulacra (the park). One could 
say the blueprints for the castles and streets sprang 
from celluloid dreams more than any real historical 
blueprint. And now, ironically, the Shanghai park itself 
might inspire further copies – perhaps domestic Chinese 
theme parks mimicking Disney’s style, or other global 
entertainment brands expanding. In fact, China has seen 
a boom of theme parks and “experience centres” that 
often copy established templates: from knock-off Disney 
characters at local parks (leading to IP lawsuits) to an 
entire park in Hengdian that replicates Hollywood’s 
Universal Studios concept. Beyond Disney, consider 
Window of the World in Shenzhen – a theme park that 
is essentially a compendium of copies: miniature Eiffel 
Tower (again!), Angkor Wat, Pyramids, and so on, all 
scaled down and arrayed for one-stop sightseeing and 
reproduction online. Unlike Tianducheng, Window of the 
World openly acknowledges its fakery as entertainment. 
Tourists there delight in the very absurdity of “seeing 
the world in a day.” This represents yet another nuance: 
the playful copy that is not meant to fool or even deeply 
symbolise, but simply to amuse and astonish. Such 
attractions have a long pedigree (e.g., the 19th-century 
world expositions with their pseudo-streets of global 
architecture). In China, they proved popular as the 
country opened up to the world – a safe way to encounter 
foreign wonders domestically. If Disney is a sanctioned 
foreign import with its own aura, parks like Window 
of the World are home-grown pastiches, an example of 
China copying the idea of copying (a meta-simulacrum 
of sorts). Amid these, the notion of hyperreality finds 
an able host. Chinese cities have embraced spectacles of 
light, scale, and novelty that often make reality itself feel 
themed. Phoenix Island, mentioned earlier, is illustrative: 
its sail-shaped towers light up with LED displays at night, 
effectively turning into giant screens that transform 
the skyline into a performance. The boundary between 
architecture and media blurs – buildings become 

images. When Phoenix Island was touted as a “fierce 
competitor” for the world’s greatest wonders, it 
wasn’t on account of any groundbreaking structural 
innovation but due to its audacious image: a Jetsonian 
future pulled into the present, rendered in glass and 
steel. The development banked on the idea that reality 
could be engineered to match the fantasy of Dubai-like 
opulence. Indeed, in the boom years, Chinese marketing 
around projects like Phoenix Island or Thames Town 
often focused on the photogenic, the instantly legible 
iconography, rather than deeper urban qualities. In 
doing so, they treated architecture as content in the 
media landscape – an approach very much in spirit with 
Baudrillard’s claim that in postmodernity, architecture 
and cities become a series of “simulated environments” 
and “hyper-real surfaces” to consume.

Yet hyperreal projects carry risks. Phoenix Island’s fate 
echoed that of many a mirage: after an initial frenzy, 
it went quiet, its luxury apartments half-unsold as 
China’s property bubble wobbled. Reality – economic 
reality, in this case – reasserted itself. The “Chinese 
Dubai” became, for a time, a deserted island with only 
cleaning staff and the odd luxury car hinting at life. 
Journalists marvelled at the deserted pools reflecting 
empty towers, symbols of overreach. This boom-and-
bust trajectory suggests that while copies and themed 
fantasies are compelling, they ultimately cannot escape 
certain fundamentals: market demand, social needs, 
and cultural fit. The copy, if it is to sustain itself, must 
transcend being a hollow shell and integrate into the 
living city.

The Poetics of Reflection

In the kaleidoscope of contemporary Chinese 
architecture, copies and originals dance in a complex 
interplay – a hall of mirrors reflecting desires, identities, 
and contradictions. We have seen how duplitecture 
allowed China to encapsulate the world within its 
borders, constructing romantic Europes and glitzy 
Dubais as both status symbols and playful escapism. We 
have explored how the reconstruction of historic sites 
like Datong tries to defeat time’s erasure by literally 
rebuilding memory, raising profound questions about 
what authenticity means when the “original” is new 
again. And we have visited the hyperreal realms of 
theme parks and media-architecture, where simulation 
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is embraced, and fiction merges with daily life. China’s 
engagement with copying reveals a narrative beyond 
the cliché of “copycat culture”. It is, in fact, an arena 
where the meaning of originality is being actively 
renegotiated. The Chinese context shows that copying 
can be multivalent: an act of homage, a tool of nation-
building, a marketing strategy, a technological exercise, 
or a cultural bridge to the world. What emerges is 
a sense that authenticity is not an absolute trait but 
something constructed and perceived. A faux-Versailles 
may be deemed inauthentic by an art historian, yet for 
the Chinese newlyweds who find genuine emotion and 
memory in Tianducheng’s gardens, that place has become 
authentically meaningful in their lives. Similarly, Datong’s 
new-old walls, criticised as fake by experts, might in a 
generation be accepted by locals as a proud emblem of 
their city’s heritage – the copy maturing into an original 
of a new era.

From a theoretical vantage, China’s architectural 
simulacra exemplify Baudrillard’s hyperreal in one sense 
– environments where representation and reality entwine 
until the distinction is moot – but they also challenge 
Baudrillard’s nihilism by grounding these experiments 
in practical and often optimistic ambitions. There is a 
certain poetry in the impulse to copy: it is the poetry of 
yearning, of attempting to seize an ideal (be it a golden 
past or an imagined elsewhere) and give it concrete form. 
This poetic dimension was visible in the lyrical symmetry 
of Shanghai’s skyline when the Enchanted Storybook 
Castle was lit for the first time, its reflection dancing on 
the lake – a fairy tale made tangible. It is present in the 
quiet mornings of Thames Town, when an elderly Chinese 
calligrapher opens shop in a Tudor-style storefront, 
harmonising two worlds. It echoes in the hollow 
courtyards of Datong’s restored temples at dusk, beautiful 
yet awaiting the return of worshippers to animate them. 
These scenes speak to a human constant: we live by 
images and stories, and we often build by imitating the 
forms that move us.

However, the Chinese experience also serves as a 
cautionary tale against uncritical replication. The flurry 
of duplitecture is already slowing, giving way to a new 
focus on local vernacular revival and futuristic design 
that is proudly Chinese (for example, the influence 
of architects Wang Shu’s or Liu Jiakun’s work, which 
creatively reuses historic materials). Xi Jinping’s call to 

end “weird architecture” and promote culturally confident 
design suggests an official desire to strike a better balance 
between global influences and national identity. In 
heritage conservation too, more nuanced approaches are 
being adopted – such as reconstructing only partially, 
or using virtual reality to complement ruins instead of 
rebuilding outright. Digital fabrication, rather than just 
cloning famous landmarks, is being applied to document 
and protect existing relics (for instance, 3D-scanning 
ancient sculptures to aid restoration). These developments 
show an emerging synthesis: a recognition that the value 
of a copy depends on context, intent, and execution.

Ultimately, copies and originals in architecture should 
not be seen in binary opposition, but as part of a 
spectrum of cultural production. The Chinese philosophy 
that “originals preserve themselves through copies”19 
invites the world to imagine an alternative paradigm of 
authenticity – one that is less about material originality 
and more about continuity of form and meaning. This has 
significant implications for global architectural practice: as 
we grapple with how to rebuild destroyed heritage (from 
Aleppo’s souks to Notre-Dame’s roof), or how to create 
sustainable cities that still honour tradition, the Chinese 
experiments offer lessons in both the promise and perils of 
copying. They teach us that copying can generate its own 
authenticity over time, but also that the process of copying 
matters – whether it is inclusive, sensitive, and self-aware 
or simply pastiche for profit.

In a way, China’s duplitecture and reconstructions hold 
up a mirror to architecture itself, reflecting its essential 
duality as both art and utility, symbol and shelter. A 
mirror gives back an image but also adds its own slight 
distortion – just as each copy, faithful or not, adds its 
own layer of interpretation. In these mirrored cities and 
landscapes, one finds not mere deception but a kind of 
creative dialogue with history and across cultures. The 
architectural copy becomes a palimpsest, where meanings 
accumulate: the original speaks, the copy answers, and 
observers are invited to read between the lines. China’s 
journey with copies and originals in architecture is still 
unfolding, much like a scroll painting slowly unrolled to 
reveal new scenes. It is a scene at once incongruous and 
harmonious, artificial and authentic in its coexistence. In 
capturing this, perhaps we arrive at a final paradox: that 
the truest expression of contemporary Chinese identity 
may well lie in these very simulacra.
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Abstract

Of course, Plato, Freud, Baudrillard, Derrida, Deleuze, and 
Blanchot are mentioned here, but what about Du Bois? For Du 
Bois, the concept of the double was the consciousness of Black 
people. For him, this “double-consciousness” is the psychological 
experience of Black people in America, who have to navigate 
both their own identity and the dominant, often racist, views of 
white society. The double, for Du Bois, is the feeling of “always 
looking at oneself through the eyes of others, measuring one’s 
soul by the tape of a world that looks on with amused contempt 
and pity,” and never feeling like an equal but an other.1
Du Bois writes, “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through 
the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world 
that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his 
twoness — an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two 
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body…”2

The double has taken on new meaning in contemporary society. 
What is known as code switching today can be an extended 
form of Du Bois’ double consciousness. To feel a part of yourself 
would not be accepted, and to switch into an altered state 
is the psychological experience of remaking yourself into a 
chameleon-like creature that can adopt its surroundings as a 
form of survival. The two-ness that Du Bois refers to as double 
consciousness is the double that I not only experience every day 
but also find most interesting as a site of tension between the self 
and other and being and non-being, and how this relates to how 
we experience and navigate social and architectural landscapes.

*

Why was I born Black? I was in kindergarten when 
I asked my mother that question. I lived in Harlem 
and went to preschool in Harlem. Because my aunt 
worked for what was then called the New York City 
Board of Education, I had access to “better performing 
schools” — outside of Harlem, on the Upper West 
Side of Manhattan, where Black people were the 
minority. At an early age I commuted by subway from 
a neighborhood where everyone looked like me and for 
the most part lived like me to a neighborhood where 
the majority was white, where my classmates walked 
to school with their mothers who did not have to work, 
or their nannies, and sometimes both — from buildings 
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