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Abstract In the twenty-first century, Chinese cities tend to rely on cultural megastructures
to define their new districts and reflect their aspirations. A grand theater, which is a compli-
cated building type in terms of technology and has a striking image, is a central attraction and
the focus of a new district. This paper focuses on Taiyuan City, a second-tier Chinese city with
a brilliant history that has been gradually reduced to mediocrity. This paper aims to reveal the
relationship among productivity, urban development, and theater construction in different his-
toric periods; highlights the initiation, design, and implication of the latest grand theater de-
signed by a French firm; and investigates the city and its performing arts spaces, stakeholders,
and various forces that make the theater and its urban form. These affective forces may be
typical in Central China, which is a generally backward area compared with the entire country.
The paper presents proper descriptors for performing arts buildings in Taiyuan for three gen-
erations, and the lessons from Taiyuan can provide references for other cities that face similar
problems and challenges.
ª 2019 Higher Education Press Limited Company. Production and hosting by Elsevier B.V. on
behalf of KeAi. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

The term “grand theater” was first used in 1989 in Shenz-
hen, a special economic zone bordering Hong Kong, for its
cultural center. Since then, grand theaters have been
prepared and built in various Chinese cities from coastal
k (C.Q.L. Xue).
f Southeast University
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metropolises to provincial cities and from prefecture cities
to rural town centers. In this context, “grand theater” is
not only a theater but also a place that usually contains an
opera house, a concert hall, and a theater for stage plays.
By 2015, 260 theaters were constructed, 78 of which have
an auditorium with more than 1200 seats. Half of these
and hosting by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of KeAi. This is an open access
censes/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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Fig. 1 Stage and poetic drama figurine (1210 A.D., Jin Dy-
nasty). Excavated from Dongming’s tomb in Houma City, Shanxi
Province. The photo was taken by the author at the Shaanxi
History Museum.

Fig. 2 Mural of the theatrical scene to the east of the door
on the southern wall at Mingying Wang Hall. The Water God’s
Temple of the Guangsheng Monastery, Hongtong County (1324
A.D., Yuan Dynasty). The photo was taken by the author at the
Shaanxi History Museum.
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prominent landmark buildings were designed by interna-
tional architects via competitions. The newly built grand
theaters in China may outnumber similar buildings that
have been constructed in Western Europe since World War
II. No other country has constructed so many grand theaters
and other cultural buildings in such a short period of time,
thereby causing a number of issues of general concern.

Provincial and municipal leaders are rewarded from
these building infrastructures and cultural facilities and are
motivated to build more to improve a city’s status in the
region, in China, and in the world. The enhancement of the
living standards of factory and office workers allows for
diversified cultural consumption. Globalization has
encouraged the increase of cultural exchange and perfor-
mance, and the audiences and performers sustain the
operation of these theaters.

Given the popularity of grand theaters, the salient fac-
tors that reflect the Chinese characteristics of these the-
aters are urbanization and city upgrading, globalization and
competition, consumerism in Chinese cities, and the role of
foreign architects. Urbanization demands more buildings in
the city. Globalization promotes the ambition to gain fame
and status, while consumerism provides the materialistic
foundation for theatergoers. Finally, globalization brings
international architects, performance, facilities, and
technologies to China. These products enhance China’s
modernization and bring China to the world forum.

Cultural buildings in first-tier cities, such as Beijing and
Shanghai, are often highlighted. What are the development
trajectories of other cities? This paper takes Taiyuan, an old
second-tier coal-mining Chinese city, as an example to see
how cultural buildings lead to new urbanism in such cities.
The authors investigated the city and its performing arts
space, visited its stakeholders, and examined the forces
that make the theater and its urban form. The paper aims
to reveal the forces that shape the development of Taiyuan
City. These affective forces may be typical in Central
China, a relatively backward area in the whole country. The
lessons from Taiyuan are expected to provide references to
other cities that face similar problems and challenges (Xue
and Xiao, 2017).

2. History: Shanxi’s performance space

Shanxi Province, a main source of Chinese performing arts,
is located in the North China region, and its capital is
Taiyuan. At least four studies have proven that buildings
(known as dance halls) dedicated to the performing arts
have appeared as early as the Northern Song Dynasty (AD
960e1127)1 (Fig. 1). With the rise of “Hua Bu” (local op-
eras that differ from the orthodox Kunqu opera), drama
activities continued to flourish in Shanxi during the Ming
and Qing dynasties (1368e1912). Statistics indicate that
more than 300 opera troupes performed in Shanxi, with
more than 10,000 employees, and nearly 2000 shows took
place each year during the Ming and Qing dynasties.
(Chinese Opera Chorography Editing Committee, 1990)
(Fig. 2).
1 The stone tablet record of a newly built Houtu goddess temple (in
fecture, in the second year of the reign of Jinde (1005 A.D.) during th
In addition to folk ritual activities, commerce was an
important force that motivated the development of per-
forming arts spaces. Shanxi Province was less affected by
the external social unrest and war of the Late Qing Dy-
nasty and the Early Republic of China Period than other
areas due to its relatively restricted and independent
geographical environment. With the development of the
city and the prosperity of commerce and trade, interior
performance places, such as tea and opera gardens,
cluding “Dance Building”) at the Wangquan County, Hezhong Pre-
e Song Dynasty (Che, 2011).
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appeared on bustling streets. In tea gardens, people could
watch local operas as they enjoyed Chinese tea or other
refreshments, thereby increasing food and beverage
sales. Clever businessmen soon discovered the commer-
cial value of the performance market. In 1915, a tea
garden was transformed into a fashionable “opera gar-
den.” From then on, spectators had to queue for show
tickets to these opera gardens. These profit-oriented
theatrical performance venues hosted local operas,
stage plays, and sometimes movies. After renovations, the
opera gardens became the era’s main site of urban cul-
tural consumption. Some have even continued as famous
theaters after the founding of the People’s Republic of
China (Fig. 3).

After the war, the People’s Republic of China had just
been founded, and the national economic base was weak
with a general pattern of underdevelopment in all sectors.
After 1953, the authorities were committed to rebuilding
the country. Shanxi had a solid foundation and distinct
advantages in industry and rich minerals. Taiyuan (popu-
lation: 2.82 and 4.20 million in 1998 and 2010, respec-
tively) took the lead in China’s heavy industrial bases in
the construction of priority cities. Each city was given a
complete set of cultural and recreational facilities for
workers in new factories, mines, and other corporations.
At the time, Taiyuan had nearly 50 performance spaces
that enriched the cultural life of the people and promoted
the development of the entertainment industry. Since the
advent of modern times, Western culture and entertain-
ment have gradually been accepted and imitated by the
people of Shanxi with some changes and innovations. The
traditional opera gardens soon appeared to be too dim,
small, and crowded for modern life. Accordingly, opera
troupes gradually moved their performances into Western-
style theaters. The performances were adapted to fit their
new spatial circumstances. As early as 1954, Yue Weifan,
the mayor of Taiyuan at the time, was determined to turn
the city into a modernized industrial metropolis following
the “urban comprehensive plan (1954e1974).” Yingze
Avenue in the south of the old town of Taiyuan was
designated as the major thoroughfare. On both sides of
Yingze Avenue, modern urban infrastructures were built,
including hotels, restaurants, emporiums, office buildings,
and theaters.
Fig. 3 Changfeng Theater. Formerly the guildhall of “Eight
Banners” (militaryeadministrative organizations of the Man
nationality) in the Qing Dynasty. In 1928, it was transformed
into the “Mingsheng Building,” which is an important theater in
Taiyuan. In 1958, it was modernized as a model theater. The
photo was taken by Mr. Xiao Ying.
The Taiyuan Workers’ Cultural Palace is located on the
south side of Yingze Avenue. Designed by the Shanxi
Architectural Design and Research Institute, this building is
the only large Soviet-style building in Taiyuan. As the
earliest and biggest large-scale comprehensive cultural and
entertainment center in Taiyuan, the palace is built in the
socialisteclassicist style and represents the most sophisti-
cated construction technology available in Taiyuan in the
1950s (Fig. 4). The building is symmetrical and solemn with
arches and “national form” decorations in the front eleva-
tion. The design language is consistent with the official
buildings of Beijing and other provincial cities of the same
period. Different from the entertainment-oriented theater
located in commercial streets, the site of Taiyuan Workers’
Cultural Palace was mainly governed by political propa-
ganda motivations. During the May 4th Movement, the
purpose of drama was no longer to entertain but to
educate. Chen Duxiu (1879e1942), a politician and thinker,
said that theaters could become a classroom for educating
the masses. Chairman Mao theorized that literature and
arts should be used for publicity in society and educating
the people (Lu, 2018). Along Yingze Avenue, a street of
central administration, the juxtaposition of theaters with
the political parliament building encourages the people
behind the Workers’ Cultural Palace to lobby for educating
the masses via performing arts. This building is a socialist
expression of culture and education.

The E-shaped architectural plan has a width of 130 and
80 m from east to west and from north to south, respec-
tively. The building mass is organized high and low with a
rhythm along the main façade. The overall dimensions
appear distributed at random and varied considerably with
exquisite details, conveying a sense of stereoscopic vision.
The main body and the two wings are connected by an
arched corridor. By casting the Workers’ Cultural Palace as
both modern and traditional, the Nationalist era gave the
building a new identity. The main façade is constructed in
the socialisteclassicist style with a symmetrical layout of
five bays, three longitudinal sections, and ethnic-style
decoration. Its prime location made the hall the city’s
most important theatrical performance and conference
space (Fig. 5). The annual “Xinhua Prize” ceremony, the
highest award given to local operas, was held in the Taiyuan
Workers’ Cultural Palace (Table 1).
Fig. 4 Stills from the film “Platform,” which shows a typical
scene of troupe performers in the 1960s to the 1970s (Jia,
2001).



Fig. 5 Taiyuan Workers’ Cultural Palace. Photo taken by Mr.
Xiao Ying.
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After 1978, the next 30 years of reform and opening up
constituted a process of mental emancipation. Artistic
creativity in the performing arts avoided censorship. The
influx of pop music, karaoke, and video games have become
the dominant entertainment mode of the young urban
generation, and the traditional performing arts have grad-
ually been marginalized in this generation’s aesthetic
identity and consumer choices. As development continues,
the market has considerably affected this traditional per-
formance space. To cope with the competition, a number
of theaters have had to lease their space in portions, thus
becoming classrooms, shopping malls, ballrooms, and res-
taurants. The unplanned reconstruction and transformation
have destroyed the original setting and general tone of
these art centers (Figs. 6 and 7).

Unfortunately for opera troupes performing in urban
areas, the performance market has become more
competitive, but the survival of these troupes performing
in rural areas is at greater risk than that of the previous
generations. Between 2000 and 2017, the urbanization
rate of Shanxi Province increased from 34.91% to
56.2%. With the rapid industrialization and urbanization in
the suburbs of the metropolis, opera troupes will inevi-
tably lose their audiences and performance spaces. Few
villagers continue to enjoy local operas in the slack season
because the development of modern mechanized agri-
culture has led directly to a substantial reduction of the
rural population. Villages used to be located on the out-
skirts of the city but are now encircled by urban areas
with the expansion of the city, which is associated with
overcrowding and social problems. As a result, limited
open space is available for stage shows. These villages
have been experiencing an unprecedented rate of change
in their social life because of the considerable impact of
urbanization on China’s villages. This impact has not only
undermined their socioeconomic structure and everyday
life but also affected the transmission of the traditional
performing arts culture.
2 Although every government official in Shanxi emphasized that “rep
decree, Yu abandoned the inefficient and propagandistic measure of pl
of upgrading the urban environment to professional specialists and com
3. Strategy: Taiyuan city, the culture industry,
and the grand theater

The theater, whether referring to stage shows or motion
pictures, has long been a key word for Chinese urban
modernization (People’s Government of Shanxi People’s
Government of Shanxi Province, 2017). After 2000, city
administrators have become concerned with the relations
between cultural infrastructure and urban and regional
economic development. Yu Youjun governed Shanxi Prov-
ince from 2005 to 2007 and was a key figure in this rela-
tionship. Mr. Yu was an open-minded reformer determined
to steer Shanxi toward prosperity. Rather than following
bureaucratic tradition, he preferred to obtain expert
advice and listen to the voice of the people.2

While he was mayor of Shenzhen during 2000e2003, Yu
obtained considerable experience in urban construction
and the improvement of people’s welfare in one of the
most developed coastal cities. However, as a typical central
city, Taiyuan has lagged behind Shenzhen and lies in the
downstream level of the Central China area. Yu’s major
policy focus was opening up Shanxi and invigorating its
domestic economy. The first Investment and Trade Sym-
posium was held in Taiyuan at the beginning of the Yu
administration, and many businessmen were invited as
Governor Yu’s friends (Yu, 2005). Unfortunately, the infra-
structure and investment conditions of Taiyuan failed to
impress them. Furthermore, the overexploitation of the
energy industry has always been the pillar industry of
Shanxi Province since 1949. Yu was one of the few who
recognized the hidden risks of this industry early on and
planned an economic transition to control the conse-
quences (People’s Government of Shanxi Province, 2016). In
the cases of economic transformation of cities and regions
that are dependent on natural resources, such as Ruhr in
Germany, Lorraine in France, and Pittsburgh in the US,
success is generally ascribed to the development of the
service industry.

In Shanxi Province, the unfavorable investment condi-
tions and the need to develop the service industry called
for a major infrastructure upgrade. A couple of cultural
buildings that dotted the streets could no longer satisfy the
government’s ambition. The neighboring Henan Province
was developing the new district Zhengdong (150 km2) with
architectural planning from Japanese master Kisho Kur-
ukawa. All these conditions prompted the Shanxi govern-
ment to conduct similar efforts. The Changfeng Quarter is a
2.56 km2 site that was the center of construction upgrades
in the southern part of Taiyuan during the 11th Five-Year
Plan (2006e2010). According to the minutes of the
meeting, the Changfeng New Quarter will be designed and
built with a “modern concept.” This site would host polit-
ical, economic, cultural, and exhibition activities that
epitomized the character and landscape of Taiyuan for
citizens and investors. In the beginning of the new millen-
nium, the competition between provinces and cities was
intense. Municipal and provincial leaders who dared to
roducing the green mountains and rivers of Shanxi” as the official
anting trees for the barren mountains every spring and left the task
panies.



Table 1 Brief index of the Taiyuan Workers’ Cultural Palace.

Project Design and Year
of Completion

Architects Construction
Area

Site Area Theater Multifunctional
Hall

Taiyuan Worker’s
Cultural Palace

1956e1958 Fang Kuiyuan,
Yin Gu

8216 m2 approximately
14,000 m2

1425 seats 500 seats

Fig. 6 Shanxi Theater. The first modernized theater in
Taiyuan. From the billboard of the façade, we can see that the
space was split and rented out as an Internet bar, a karaoke
space, and now a cinema. The photo was taken by Mr. Xiao
Ying.

Fig. 8 Location of the Changfeng Quarter in Taiyuan City.
(red spot) Copyright ª Arte Charpentier Architectes.
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draw elaborate architectural plans would increase their
chances for a career promotion. By contrast, the careers of
less prominent leaders would usually fail. Although not as
audacious as that of Henan, Shanxi’s plan for the Changfeng
Quarter typically represented the trend of urban con-
struction in China.

On January 27, 2007, Governor Yu chaired an executive
meeting that resulted in a decision to begin a new round of
Fig. 7 Bingzhou Theater. Completed in 1955, the theater is
being converted into a hot pot restaurant. The photo was taken
by Mr. Xiao Ying.
urban infrastructure upgrades. Shanxi Province raised RMB
0.5 billion (US$65.8 million in 2007) as investment in public
welfare and infrastructure, including the International
Exhibition Center, Shanxi Grand Theater, Science and
Technology Museum, Provincial Library, Sports Center, and
Geological Museum. Provincial authorities believed that the
lack of these buildings restricted urban development. The
“historical outstanding debt” of public infrastructure was
to be repaid as soon as possible.3

Taiyuan is located between two long mountain chains on
its east and west sides. The current major districts of
3 The meeting analyzed the situation of the lag in the construc-
tion of social welfare infrastructure in Shanxi Province. Most
existing social welfare infrastructure in Shanxi Province was built in
the 1950s and 1960s. These infrastructures are dilapidated with
aging equipment and are functionally outdated. Some facilities are
basically nonexistent. These buildings are unable to support and
promote the rapid and healthy development of the cities. At pre-
sent, the existing grand theater, concert hall, and convention and
exhibition center are incapable of hosting large-scale conferences
and exhibitions in this province (People’s Government of Shanxi
Province, 2007).
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Taiyuan are distributed mainly along the east bank of the
Fen River. According to the general development plan, the
city would expand to the southwest. Much of the public
infrastructure mentioned above would be located in the
Changfeng Quarter (Fig. 8).

In May 2006, an international competition organized by
the Municipal City Planning Bureau of Taiyuan invited five
architectural firms to submit detailed outlines of their
architectural design and plans. One bidder in the compe-
tition, Kisho Kurokawa, is famous for the Zhengdong New
District of Zhengzhou, which is not far from Taiyuan, and
the Futian CBD in Shenzhen. This double magnum opus is
widely considered a notable example of his symbiotic style.
Kurokawa’s plan placed a municipal administrative center
in the south and a convention and exhibition center in the
north. These centers were envisioned as the poles of a
magnet that were intended to function as sources of vitality
for the quarter. All the other functions of the plan would be
integrated into the field generated between the poles
(Fig. 9). In the case of the Futian CBD in Shenzhen, a similar
prototype can be seen in the multi-layered central axis of
“Lotus mountain (central park)eCivic Center (municipal
Fig. 9 Zoning plan of the Changfeng Quarter designed by
Kisho Kurokawa. From the book Urban Planning Commission of
Taiyuan, The Book Series of Taiyuan Urban Planning Projects,
pp. 220, illustrations drawn by the authors. Block A: Conven-
tion Block; Block B: Administrative Block; Block C: Business
Block.
administrative center)eConvention and Exhibition Center.”
As the former mayor of Shenzhen, Yu was familiar with the
Futian CBD plan (Fig. 10), but Arte Charpentier was the
eventual winner of the competition.

Unlike the northesouth axis of Kurokawa’s scheme,
which is parallel to the bank of the Fen River, the first
distinct strategy of the scheme from Arte Charpentier was
the concept of making the axis cross the river perpendic-
ularly. Arte Charpentier saw the project as a transitional
and an extended area connecting the current urban areas
to new areas. Referring to the historical relationship be-
tween the Seine River and Paris’s urban expansion, large
public buildings and green squares were organized through
the axis perpendicular to the riverbank, wherein the urban
texture was extended on both sides of the river bank and a
complete urban space system was formed (Fig. 11).

“In Paris, several urban axes were drawn perpendicular
to the Seine to locate major infrastructure among them. To
Fig. 10 Zoning plan of the Futian CBD in Shenzhen. Copyright
ª Dr. Chen Yixin, illustrations drawn by the authors. Block A:
Convention Block; Block B: Administrative Block; Block C:
Business Block.



Fig. 11 Urban axes and open space perpendicular to the
Seine River. Arte Charpentier captured the imagination of the
judges with the idea of turning the Fen River similar to the
Seine River. Copyright ª Arte Charpentier Architectes.
Legend:(1) Gardens of the Trocadero, (2) Champ de Mars Park
(Eiffel Tower), (3) Esplanade des Invalides (Les Invalides), (4)
Jardins des Champs Elysees Gardens, (5) Place de la Concorde,
(6) Tuileries Garden, (7) Louvre Museum, and (8) Luxembourg
Gardens.

Fig. 12 Structural map of the Changfeng Quarter develop-
ment plan designed by Arte Charpentier Architectes. These axes
and avenues provide a link to the city and extensions along
which future growth will be located. Copyright ª Arte Char-
pentier Architectes, illustrations drawn by the authors. Block A:
Changfeng Quarter; Block B: Administrative and commercial
center of the old city; Block C: Historical and cultural center of
the old city; Block D: Industrial development zone of the new
city; Block E: Commercial development zone of the new city.
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create public spaces that converge on the water in Taiyuan,
we decided to bring the Fen River into our site to create a
green island from which three axes would radiate.” (Zhou
and Chambron, 2012).

These axes and avenues provide a link to the city and
extensions along which future growth would be located.
This link could cause the axis to be oblique because of the
city’s geographical distribution. In the traditional thought
of northern China, the positioning of urban development
along the northesouth axis symbolizes the legally consti-
tuted authority, and the articulation of the administration
center dominating the northesouth axis was believed to
organize the city in a symmetrical layout, which also rep-
resents central uprightness.4 However, the government of
the province accepted Arte Charpentier’s thoughtful but
challenging concept (Fig. 12).

The second strategy of Arte Charpentier’s plan was to
regard the cultural complex as the core area of the new city
(Fig. 13). Three axes radiate through the cultural complex,
which is composed of the Shanxi Grand Theater, a library, a
museum, an art gallery, and a science center. To further
strengthen the position of the cultural complex, the ar-
chitect dug a water channel in the site to form a cultural
4 The squareness, the three gates on the southern front of the
capital city and the symmetrical positioning of the gates and
courtyards in this frontal area, the assertive orthogonal structure in
relation to the four cardinal points, the use of axes, the domination
of the northesouth axis, the articulation of the center, and the
elaboration of the southern front of the center were eminent in
Beijing (Zhu, 2004).
green island. Shaped like a port, the cultural green island
clustered five public cultural facilities. The 6 m-long
embankment could have interrupted the view of the
waterfront space, and buildings were set on the podium
with embankments of the same height. Thus, the platform,
with its considerable size, seems to float on the river, which
is of special significance in the cultural context of East
Asia.5 In the practice of an urban designer with a French
background, the cultural facilities are highly respected in
the architectural hierarchy of the Changfeng Quarter.
5 For example, the Japanese prints that were popular among
Westerners in the nineteenth century are known in Japanese as
ukiyo-e, which literally means “Pictures of the Floating World.”
These prints are a common reference to “the life one lives.”
Contemporary Asian architects often revisit the concept of the
floating space, which states that “By seeing a garden as a metaphor
for the process of time interminable, a life of some sort, there
might be a chance that I can express a living architecture, an ar-
chitecture floating amidst time” (Tang, 2018) and (And�o et al.,
1997).



Fig. 13 Zoning plan of the Changfeng Quarter designed by
Arte Charpentier Architectes. Copyright ª Arte Charpentier
Architectes, illustrations drawn by the authors. Block A:
Convention Block; Block B: Administrative Block; Block C:
Business Block; Block D: Cultural Block.
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Neither Kisho Kurokawa nor Arte Charpentier’s plan is a
homegrown solution to the grassroots problems of Shanxi.
We emphasize two aspects of this Western-style adaptation
in the midst of China’s urban transformation. First, the
theoretical means were borrowed from and influenced by
the Western mode, thereby creating a conflict with Chinese
cultural and social conventions. Second, the adaptation
made collective use of the architecture that is frequently
transformed by the changing modes of cultural consump-
tion, thus presenting a new diversified and open vision
(Tang, 2018). As a result, the architectural and urban
design is regarded more as a common motif of collective
practice than as a matter of wishful thinking of individual
architects. Focusing on the beginning of the decision-
making process, we can trace several changes in the deci-
sion makers’ mindset on which building types should
dominate the construction and development of the new
city. The Changfeng Commercial District was assigned four
main functions. This commercial district was to be a
provincial-level cultural and art exhibition area, a
provincial-level exhibition area, a municipal-level admin-
istrative center, and a business district. The Changfeng
Commercial District often became the background pattern
of urban design because of its large area for office spaces.
However, most of this debate focused on whether the
6 In March 1982, to change the backward situation of the provincial ca
applied to the provincial planning commission, hoping to build a new
advanced equipment (Sang, 2002).
convention center or the cultural area would dominate the
Changfeng Quarter. From the changes in the name of the
quarter, we can see that the urban decision-makers grad-
ually changed the concept of this area. The quarter was
originally named “Changfeng New District,” serving as the
main venue of the “Expo Central China” held in Taiyuan in
2011. The name was later changed to “Changfeng Business
District,” and the final official name was “Changfeng Cul-
tural and Business District.” In conclusion, we can discern a
change in mindset from the regional development led by
the exhibition economy, which pursues short-term benefits,
to the regional development guided by a culture that pur-
sues long-term benefits.

In fact, the preparation for the Shanxi Grand Theater
considerably predates the Changfeng Cultural and Business
District. Since the beginning of the Chinese economic re-
form, the plans for the Shanxi Grand Theater have been on
the agenda. In 1982, the planning commission of Shanxi
Province officially approved the project and purchased the
seating area at the same time. The project was to be
transferred to the Provincial Department of Culture after
the early-stage work was finished. Influenced by Shanxi’s
ambition, many neighboring provinces joined the surge in
the construction of cultural facilities. However, in 1989, the
provincial government decided to postpone construction
because of financial problems. In 1996, the original site of
the grand theater was sold by the government to a foreign
investor to “expand the investment.” During that time, not
even a single room was available for the preparatory office,
let alone a site for the grand theater.6 Entering the new
millennium, China saw the golden age of industrialization
by joining the World Trade Organization and thrived in the
manufacturing industry. Entrepreneurs of energy and ma-
terials in Shanxi harvested considerable profits. A group of
coal-mine owners ascended to the wealthy class. When
they invested in real estate property, they also longed for
the modernization of the city environment, which was
different from the old, shabby appearance of the town. The
wealthy class wanted to possess a symbolic cultural and art
space to match their wealth and status. Ironically, the
Shanxi Grand Theater project received unprecedented
attention, thus making the theater the core building of the
new commercial district. In “The Outline of the Cultural
Development Plan for the 11th Five-year Plan Period of
Shanxi Province,” the authorities asserted that.

“We should improve the network of public cultural ser-
vices and implement the cultural infrastructure con-
struction project. The project will focus on large-scale
public cultural facilities (including the Shanxi grand
theater) and strengthen the network of public cultural
infrastructure based on the cultural facilities in com-
munities at the grassroots level. These key construction
projects should be designed as one of the most recog-
nizable symbols of Shanxi.”

Governor Yu left his position as governor of Shanxi
Province in the middle of 2007 and has since devoted
pital’s cultural infrastructure, the provincial department of culture
theater in Taiyuan with modern features, complete functions, and
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himself to academic research. His most important political
achievement in Shanxi has been his efforts to reform and
reorganize the coal industry. For example, one housing
improvement project was the transformation of a shanty-
town for 300,000 mineworkers in Datong. In October 2013,
he donated a community cultural center for this project,
with a total contribution of RMB 1.6 million yuan from his
publication royalties. One local resident said, “Now the
miners have their own modernized life” (State Council
Information Office of China, 2013). The Shanxi Grand The-
ater and community cultural center in Datong can be
regarded as part of the two-pole practice of Mr. Yu Youjun
in the public cultural service network.
7 For example, the review on the Grands Projets written by Guan
4. Importation and adaptation: Arte
Charpentier’s urban practice in Shanxi

The architectural revolution triggered by China’s economic
reform since 1978 drew a considerable number of interna-
tional architecture firms to China. Their practices in China
inevitably influenced contemporary Chinese architecture
(Xue, 2010; Xue and Xiao, 2017). Although most of the
performing arts centers in the Western world are financially
strapped and slow to develop, Chinese grand theaters and
other cultural facilities have increased in number rapidly,
making the Chinese market an ideal arena for cultural ar-
chitecture design. Western architects who have been
immersed in mature markets for years recognized the op-
portunity caused by this development and joined the gold
rush in the East without hesitation. Compared with local
Chinese architects, who have started building grand the-
aters only in the beginning of the 1990s, Western architects
have relatively rich experiences. Therefore, these Western
architects dominated the round of “grand theater con-
struction booms” that have taken place since 2000.

These construction booms are also influenced by
external experiences. The last round of major city revital-
ization was the Grands Projets of François Mitterrand. The
Grands Projets, which included the Opéra Bastille, were
described as “eight monumental building projects that in
two decades transformed the city skyline” (Muscat and
Peel, 2002). Through modern architectural interventions
by foreign architects, the architectural program of the
project aimed to provide modern monuments for Paris that
would symbolize France’s position in politics, culture, and
economy. Mitterrand recognized that architecture was the
most appropriate medium through which a lasting and
visible impression can be made on the cultural and histor-
ical landscape of the capital, which is the heart of French
culture and symbolized by the Grands Projets, such as The
Louvre (Collard, 2008). The relationship between the cul-
tural monuments and the city’s revitalization is traced in
one continuous line. In Haussmann’s renovation of Paris,
the Palais Garnier was in the dominant position. The
Center GeorgesePompidou, regarded as the most remark-
able achievement in former president Pompidou’s career,
was said by the Pritzker jury to have “revolutionized mu-
seums, transforming what had once been elite monuments
into popular places of social and cultural exchange, woven
into the heart of the city” (Pogrebin, 2019). These cases
were widely reported and discussed in China’s architecture
circle in the 1980s.7 Hanakata and Gasco (2018) recently
showed that the majority of Mitterrand’s Grands Projets
raised controversies because of their megalomaniac illus-
tration of power and that their cost overruns were financed
by taxpayer money. However, projects such as the Arab
World Institute, Ministry of Finance, and Bibliothèque
Nationale contributed to the regeneration of derelict areas
in the eastern side of Paris along the Seine after their
completion, leading to a shift in public acceptance over
time. In 1998, then French president Jacques René Chirac
(who was the mayor of Paris during the Grands Projets in
1977e1995) proposed a cultural exchange program of “150
Chinese architects in France.” This activity gathered a
group of talented young architects in China and cultivated
their friendship and affinity for French architecture
(Architectural Times, 2005).

Admittedly, avoiding the “post hoc ergo propter hoc”
fallacy is important when examining the reasons for the
Chinese preference for French architects. However, the
cultural exchange between China and France has defi-
nitely inclined Chinese architects and urban policymakers
to approve the “French prototype.” As a result, the
“French-style” designers increased their competitive
advantage in the construction boom of China’s cultural
facilities in the twenty-first century. An essential differ-
ence exists between the form of “self-colonization” and
architecture importation. Ledderose noted the classical
Chinese belief of “by artificially making a replica of
something one wields power over the real object”
(Ledderose, 1983). Bosker stated that this movement
might be intended as a projection of China’s power and its
ability to control and rearrange the cosmos by meta-
phorically transplanting Europe and the United States into
China’s domain (Bosker, 2013). From the Chinese
perspective, the almost miraculous power of cultural fa-
cilities is acknowledged in Western cities, especially that
of the grand theater. Chinese leaders want to follow the
example of successful cases by “importing” modern
authentic monuments from the Western world and cele-
brate the country’s progress and accumulated wealth
after the Chinese economic reform.

As a representative of French architects who have ach-
ieved success in China’s market, Arte Charpentier
attempted to bridge importation and adaptation by un-
derstanding the cultural differences and identities of both
countries. The first contact is traced back to 1984 when Mr.
Charpentier began to participate in the cooperative cul-
tural and technical exchanges that occurred as the
Shanghai municipal government conducted architectural
seminars to improve the quality of its housing. In May 1994,
Arte Charpentier won the international bidding competition
to design the Shanghai Grand Theater. The first signature-
built project garnered nationwide appreciation for the firm
and for French architects (Zhou and Chambron, 2012). The
firm subsequently gained opportunities to contribute to
cities all over China. At present, the Arte Charpentier has
completed three performance spaces. The Chinese cities in
Zhaoye, a member of the China Engineering Academy (Guan, 1989).



Table 2 Performance space projects designed by Arte Charpentier in China.8

Project Competition
winner

Completion Construction
Area

Theater Concert
hall

Multifunctional
theater

Remarks

Shanghai Grand Theater 1994 1998 64,000 ㎡ 1800 Seats 600 Seats 300 Seats Received the
Architectural
Creation Award of
the Architectural
Society of China
(1949e2009)

Shanxi Grand Theater 2008 2012 77,000 ㎡ 1628 Seats 1170 Seats 458 Seats Awarded a special
prize

Xinzhou arts
center and opera

2012 2015 73,000 ㎡ 1200 Seats None 600 Seats Workshop venue
for painting,
music, and
literature

Fig. 14 Shanxi Grand Theater Design. Copyright ª Arte Charpentier Architectes, illustrations drawn by the authors. a) Key
building design in the former urban design competition. b) Final design of the Shanxi Grand Theater.

Fig. 15 ShanxiGrandTheaterandtheaxis.Thephotowas taken
by the author, and the illustrations were drawn by the authors.

8 The data was summarized by the author based on the latest informa
Architects, 2018).
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which the performance spaces are located range from first
to third tier (Table 2).

4.1. Synchronized fashion

Arte Charpentier was invited to the International Design
Competition of the Shanxi Grand Theater because of its
notable achievements in urban design. Located in the heart
of the Changfeng Quarter, the theater was sketched during
the urban design competition. The architectural centerpiece
is a prolongation of the urban design concept in a sense.
Architects from Arte Charpentier are adept at working on
urban design, architecture, and landscaping in a synchro-
nized fashion. Ms. Zhou Wenyi, the project manager of the
team, received a thorough French education in architecture
and urban design. Arte Charpentier believes that.

“A plaza, visual axes, or the landscape have to be
worked out in conjunction with the architecture to
create a strong sense of place. At the same time, we did
tion from the official website of Arte Charpentier (Arte Charpentier



Fig. 16 Grande Arche and the axis. The photo was taken by
the author, and the illustrations were drawn by the authors.
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an analysis of the site and the relationship between the
city and the topography so that the architecture, the
city, and the landscape form an integral ensemble as if
the architecture had grown out of the site” (Zhou and
Chambron, 2012).

The composition and succession made “the Changfeng
Quarter and the Shanxi Grand Theater” an ideal project
package with which Arte Charpentier could practice its
philosophy (Fig. 14).
Fig. 17 Axis within the design of the Changfeng Quarter and the Sh
Sketchesof theurbandesignandarchitectural formof theChangfengQ
4.2. Entranceeface (façade)

The architectural work benefited from the synchronized
style of the urban design. As the building is set upon the
main axis from the City Hall Plaza to the bank of the Fen
River, its axial orientation alone depicts its unmistakable
importance, which is similar to that of Haussmann’s bou-
levards, which created the ideal site for the Opéra Garnier
(Chaslin, 1989). A large opening in the Shanxi Grand The-
ater was regarded as the passage for the axis (Fig. 15). All
the axes of the Changfeng Quarter converge on the grand
portico under the opening. The grand portico stands on a
terrace of steps, which form a continuum. In the center of
the design composition, the terrace offers the best view
from the city hall plaza in the west to the hydrophilic
landscape in the opposite side. As an analogy, the Grande
Arche in Paris uses the symbolic Roman triumphal arch not
only to identify the city’s northwestern extension but also
to welcome new business interests to La Défense (Fig. 16).
Edelman’s discussion of the hierarchy of public spaces is
applicable to La Grande Arche and the Shanxi Grand The-
ater, a building that embodies public investment but ac-
centuates governmental control (Fig. 17).

“The scale of the structure reminds the mass of political
spectators that they enter the precincts of power as
clients or as supplicants, susceptible to arbitrary rebuffs
and favors, and that they are subject to remote au-
thorities that they only dimly know or understand”
(Gartman and Edelman, 1996).
anxi Grand Theater. Copyright ª Arte Charpentier Architectes. a)
uarter. b)Volumetricexplodedviewof the ShanxiGrandTheater.



Fig. 18 Plaza that links the administrative center and the
terrace of the steps. Copyright ª Arte Charpentier Architectes.

Fig. 19 Rendering of the newly designed shopping mall
occupying the former plaza. Copyright ª Arte Charpentier
Architectes.
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In traditional architectural thought, the term “entran-
ceeface (façade)” (门面) is often associated with the
entrance of the building and the human face. Literally,
“mian” suggests a mask, which is a painted or sculptured
face worn by a person to enhance, hide, or alter his or her
physical appearance. Therefore, a face is a simultaneous
representation and means of performance and disguise
Fig. 20 Competitors’ designs of the Shanxi Grand Theater. a)
Taiyuan, 2008. b) “Winds of Shanxi.” (Mi et al., 2009).
(Cody, 2004). Analogously, at the entrance of the Chang-
feng Quarter, the Shanxi Grand Theater would invite
guests, repel strangers, and indicate various relationships
between the inside and the outside. Furthermore, in the
traditional Chinese context, people often place more
emphasis on the “depth” of such an architectural
“entranceeface” than on the vividness of its “facial
expression.” (Tang, 2018).

In conclusion, the Grande Arche and the Shanxi Grand
Theater have similar topological structures although their
scale, meaning, and context are different. In premodern
Chinese society, such positioning or contextualizing was
often associated with the art of governance (Wu, 2013).
Following the construction of the Changfeng Quarter, a
newly designed shopping mall occupied the former plaza
that linked the administrative center and the terrace of the
theater steps. The immense volume of the five-story
building unreasonably obstructs the original axis between
the administrative center and the cultural center. The axis
was disregarded by the consumption capital, presenting the
cultural empathy between France and China as evidence
(Figs. 18 and 19).

4.3. Axes that reach/paths that wander

The continuum of the grand steps has been acknowledged
since the period of the Changfeng Quarter’s urban design.
All the participants in the design competition applied the
steps motif. Unlike its competitors (Fig. 20), Arte Char-
pentier showed its proficiency in modern architecture
without imitating a cultural symbol. The theater building
contains an opera hall, a concert hall on the terrace, and a
small theater under the Belvedere platform. On the oppo-
site side of the portico, the opera and concert halls provide
the solid appearance of the building. The carefully folded
roof allows the sunlight to shape the more dynamic form of
free plasticity, reminding visitors of the Casa da Musica
designed by Rem Koolhaas. The plaza, steps, esplanade,
and halls are treated as a continuous visual sequence. With
the use of stones with the same shade, the sequence ach-
ieves an immersive experience of purity and serenity. Near
the performance halls, the red interior space emphasizes
the heart of the structure and activates the emotions of
spectators (Fig. 21).
“Pair of Drums.” Copyright ª Urban Planning Commission of



Fig. 21 Photographic view of the Shanxi Grand Theater. a)
Façade. b) Side foyer. c) Interior of the theater. Copyright ª

Arte Charpentier Architectes.

Table 3 Overview of performing arts buildings in Taiyuan in th

Changfeng Theater Taiyuan Workers
Cultural Palace

Year 1928 Republic of China 1956e1958 Mao’
Concept Entertainment-oriented Doctrine of Socia

utopia
Design Modernization of

traditional drama garden
Socialisteclassic

Location in the
city

Main commercial street Main administrat
street

Implementation Bottomeup commercial
activity

State-owned ins
and part of mun
development

Implication To be aligned with the
role model of Tianjin and
Shanghai.

Built as part of t
cultural infrastru
the provincial ci
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5. Conclusion

This section focuses on Taiyuan City, a second-tier city with
a brilliant history that has been gradually reduced to me-
diocrity. When an ambitious governor took office in the
twenty-first century, he planned to conduct an urban
revitalization process in which cultural facilities would
become symbols of power that represent the city’s identity
or define its character. However, the leaders of this process
found that the majority of cultural spaces nourished by
local traditions had been eliminated by the tide of market
forces. The importation of Western-style architecture and
urban design for the performing arts seemed to offer a way
out for cities at this level that desperately want to erase
their embarrassingly backward past and reach a higher
rank. We examine the Shanxi Grand Theater in terms of
designs, layouts and uses, expectations, and disadvantages
in spatial terms within and in relation to urban spaces. The
French design with European spatial experiences brings an
exotic color to this city in central China. Table 3 lists the
latest notable grand theaters.

From an optimistic perspective, the extensive discussion
of the construction of the grand theater could be the
beginning of public participation in the architectural criti-
cism of public buildings. Before this change, unique rep-
resentations of buildings were propagandized to the public
as glorious palaces, splendid great halls, and soaring sky-
scrapers. Unlike the administration buildings, which are
linked to national dignity, the cultural facilities vary widely
and are rarely politically sensitive. Although market eco-
nomic entities in the early stages prefer to have skyscrapers
as symbols of wealth and glamor of the metropolis, the
cultural facilities display more creative freedom in their
architectural modeling because their architects face fewer
structural constraints. The grand theater is an appropriate
example of public discussion and vision. During the building
boom, the public gradually participated in the compre-
hensive and thorough architectural criticism that eventu-
ally formed its own aesthetic criteria.

From the authority’s perspective, the construction of
large-scale architectural projects served as a gesture that it
must have significant meaning when an outstanding
ree generations.

’ Shanxi Grand Theater

s era 2008e2012 Opening-up period
list Art- and aesthetic-oriented

ist Style Western modern style

ive New administrative and cultural center

titute
icipal

Designed by a renowned architect as a cover (bait)
for real estate development and speculation

he
cture in
ty.

Ensures Taiyuan’s position in China’s performing
arts market and poses an open gesture.
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building appears in the traditional area. After several years
of large-scale construction, the authorities have already
learned to release special information through the con-
struction of the grand theater. The opening-up policy al-
lows the government to present cultural wonders to the
Chinese people through the integration of global intelli-
gence. In this way, people “silently” enhance their sense of
national identity and pride. Moreover, talented architects
from different fields are attracted to develop the city to its
utmost architectural potential.

In view of the overall situation of China’s urban
modernization, large public cultural buildings have been
placed in a dominant position in this urban revitalization
movement. All government levels reached this consensus,
which was influenced by the grand theater boom in the
capital and in first-tier Chinese cities, such that the pro-
vincial capitals started a new round of competitions for
such urban spectacles, and third-tier cities have made less
pragmatic urban planning decisions because of the weight
of this criterion for modern cities. When the mass media
focus on the construction of large public buildings, such as
grand theaters and exhibition centers, the buildings
devoted to the welfare of minority groups are inevitably
neglected. Massive urban construction represents a
precious historic opportunity for contemporary China
because Paris can no longer afford to undertake major ef-
forts such as those of the Grands Projets of the 1980s.
However, China must select a course for its urban devel-
opment with limited time and complex options.
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