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Interpretation of Cultural Heritage and Construction
of National Imagination: Aesthetic Discourse
on the Japanese Era Hayashi Street House

Ming-Li Yao*

Abstract

If the concept of a nation can be understood as “imagined communities” as defined by
Benedict Anderson, then cultural heritage, which is considered the embodiment of collective
memory and traditional culture, can be regarded as the stimuli for such imagination. The heri-
tage of Taiwan challenges the theory of social constructionism, as it is associated with outside
political powers and development and history at the local level. With such political history and
socio-cultural characteristics, the hermeneutic issue and meaning-construction have become
significant factors in the discussion of nation-building in contemporary Taiwan. Hayashi, a
street-house, constructed during the time of Japanese rule, in Tainan City was examined to
discuss how this heritage can be interpreted and applied to the cultural discourse to incite the
national imagination. Aesthetic texts served as research materials, including interior decora-
tion, photographs, paintings, and writings, and produced a sense of collective remembering
and forgetting, historical trajectories, national boundaries, and cultural boundaries that distin-
guish the self from the other. The results of this study suggest that aesthetic discourse projects
the notion of the time-space structure, which is not limited to Tainan and the period of Japanese
rule but, rather, stretches across the island and 300 years of history to form the basis of the

national imagination of Taiwan.

Keywords: cultural heritage interpretation, national identity, Japanese era, imagined commu-

nities, Hayashi
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