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EXHAEN LB FIT AT TR ER KRR LB, /ENEISR KRB
ITRENITEE—, YNXEEFITTE = MUEEFEABIRI AR —. BT
FIRRELSFHIER, REMETFERIIN ERBEEZENHTEEL . IEXME
O RE R, AR EBRERNEEmARENAEGE, 2B LET —EBIEFH
MR, (E7E: ShroudWI5B—FEE “AFX7 , WREEEL, AJfEEfEiX
TERANEEE ) , HIbEB RN AARNEY,

HiHY Bk - 3 hmvaifh

R HE: atelieralynx.bc.ca

g BT EREEE (FFXTdass ) 200066 H1H

gorr A PRV <pka-peng@Z63mec

Yo fRe: your comwent for the National Graund Theatre

AL L P e

s - - T

i | ) R
BRE | - — '
e e s e ._.I_ J
B 1 . o L
e | ETE e EEE

s s R B R B 1B
Dear Alfred:

Juoe 1, 2000

T am greatly disappointed by the National Grand Theatre propes=d by
the French Airport Architects. As one of the judges for the National
forand Theatre competition, these architects were one of three
proposed to ‘ - _

the government. Their scheme atL that time was a rectilinear block
with critical jury c ents on its planning lozic. This revised
schewe secems to have the seme planning problems but uvnder a flving
saucer |

shroud which would seem most inappropriate.

Sincerely,
Arthur Erickson

e.mail:atelier@lynx. be. ca. Tel: (604)-737-9801 TFax: (804)-7379801.
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— MR EAROHPESACHIYNE AR B HORAY, FLEINHE R A = XAk
W ERLBGEMNINE LRI —ERY), AR EER] T HEXALHERI G, dE
HASKIFEY), HEAZEE R,

SOLICITED COMMENTS ON THE HYALINE SAUCER DOME OVER THE
PROPOSED PEKING OPERA HOUSE, MORE SO. THIS DOME IS, TO SAY THE
LEAST, AN ALIEN THING IN ITSELF, SEEING THAT IT STANDS IN THE MIDDLE
OF THE OLD HISTORICAL CITY WHICH IS PEKING. I'T SEEMS A NATURAL
CONSEQUENCE INDEED. WHEN ONE CALLS TO MIND THAT THIS DOMF IS
CONCFIYFO RY AN ALLEN MIND. THAT CARES LITTLE FOR CHINESE CULTURE.
LIKE SOME ALIEN THING FROM OUTER SPACE, IT LANDED THROUGH AN
INFORTUNATE FAUX PAS RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE OF THE CULTURAL CAPITAL
OF ANCIENT CHINA. THE PEOPLE OF PEKING WOULD WELCOME SOMETHING
NEW, BUT NOT OUTLANDISH.

RN
20006 H16 H

it ERALERSBHERXNT, SEWMERIZENTK. 1999FILREFREN A
A=t ASIENRBRIE—EREENVIP.. tRNHEAEERFHEAZNREEZE,
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A Critical Review on the Design of National
Grand Theater by Paul Andreu

The design proposal of the National Grand Theater in Beijing made by
the French Architect, Paul Andreu, raised heated disputation and acute

critique among Chinese architects.

B Liu Xiaoshi
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The model and the colorful rendering presentation of scheme were
made with highly skilled craftsmanship. It seemed to be quite attractive on
its appearance. However, after the scheme was adopted, the French architects
worked for several months to solve the related technical problems and
completed the preliminary design of this project. If we study the blueprint
of this preliminary design, it 1s not difficult to find out the mistakes and
shortcomings of the scheme, such as seeking an attractive form at the cost of

sacrificing function, wasting resources at random, and being lack of proper

scale. It 1s in fact an unqualified design.

1. Preferring form to function

The design 1s featured with a huge dome, which 1s 218 m long, 146 m
wide and 46 m tall. The dome covers four theaters underneath, surrounded

by an artificial lake of 3.5 ha. The large-span structure 1s very expensive and
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technically difficult. It 1s usually adopted when a large space 1s needed, such
as indoor stadium or aeroplane warehouse, where a large roof is necessary.
In those cases, the form 1s consistent with the function thus it 1s economical
as well as and rational. Yet in the case of the National Grand Theater, the
auditoriums of four theaters all need quite a large space on their own, so
relatively large-span roofs are already provided; therefore, the need for a
huge space to cover all the four does not exist at all. This kind of irrational
idea 1nevitably leads to different kinds of contradictions and problems. In
particular, though the floor area and interior space covered by the huge dome
1s so huge, it 1s still incapable of providing convenient location and sufficient
height to hold all the four theatres underneath. This is quite extraordinary and
absurd.

The shape of the huge dome 1s like the upper half part of an egg, so the
middle part of the dome 1s the tallest, while the height of the sides decreases
downward gradually to the ground level. Therefore, the upper part and one
side of the drama theater are oppressed ruthlessly by the diminished shell
structure, and the back stage and one of the side stages are all crippled and
malformed. Its function is even not as good as a common theater. The even
more serious problem is that the shell above the stage of the drama theater
1s not high enough to satisfy the requirement of the upper structure of the
stage. As a result, the auditorium of the drama theater, as well as that of the
other two theaters (the opera house and the music hall), are all pressed down
to the depth of 7 m underground. The auditorium and the stages are the most
important parts of a theater and should be placed at the most convenient

location, that is, on the surface of the ground floor. But the design arranges
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the core part deep underground, a location usually used for warehouses
or facility rooms. This damages the fundamental function of a theater and
makes the design and construction quite complicated. The other small theater
1s located high up on the top of the auditorium of the opera house at 21 m
aground. What a wondertul place for the audience to climb up and down! So
all these four theaters are badly located, which is a strategic mistake being
doomed to cause more problems and difficulties. This 1s exactly what a
Chinese proverb describes: “To be enmeshed in a cocoon spun by oneself,

to have one’ s feet cut in order to fit the shoes.”

2. Serious damage to function and dramatic increase of cost

The location of the auditoriums and stages of the three main theaters
mevitably causes many problems. First, since the mechanical apparatus must
be arranged under the stages, the foot of the lower part of the stages will be
constructed at 32 m underground, where the floating force of underground
water 1s relatively strong. Therefore, the construction load as well as the
construction complexity is presumably increased.

Secondly, if the stage is placed above the ground level as usual, the
stage setting truck can park just beside the stage, making it easy to transport
the stage settings and other stage properties. But according to the design, as
the stage 1s 7 m underground, a 300-meter-long, 5-meter-wide road passing
underneath the artificial lake 1s necessary to lead trucks to the stage of the
three main theatres respectively.

Thirdly, in order to maintain the intact dome image, doors can’ t be



A Critical Review on the Design of National Grand Theater by Paul Andreu | 171

opened on the wall of the shell. The audience has to go a long way before
they reach the theater lobby. The journey includes a 150 m walk through a
30-meter-wide glass ceiling corridor under the lake to the lobby, and then
another 75 m by two escalators up and down before finally arriving at the
floor of the auditoriums. The way is too long, complicated, and difficult for
the audience to get in to enjoy the performance and in reverse to get out,
especially when they try to escape in emergency.

This huge dome 1s completely free-standing, without any structural
connection to all the theaters. It 1s not only useless, but also harmful for
the basic function of performance. Clearly, it 1s only a huge and expensive
decoration to satisfy the visual appreciation only. The dome costs 3.5
hundred million RMB. Together with the cost of the artificial lake, totally
4.5 hundred million RMB 1s spent in vain. The unity of function, economy
and aesthetics 1s the basic principle of architectural design. A good design
won  t seek an attractive appearance at the expense of sacrificing function.
The French architects certainly know this well. So why did they produce a
design like this? In fact, a huge dome like this was not their original scheme.
The design proposal they submitted to the competition committee was a
rectangular block. @ In order to integrate the four theaters of different sizes
mto a perfect whole, the huge dome was added later with the only purpose
of winning the bid. Actually after the construction 1s completed, the whole
view of such a huge edifice can not be seen through the eyes of human beings
standing on the ground with a point of view of only around 1.5 m. The best
view of the dome can be seen only by airplane or by flying birds as the

architects called “the bird-view™ . This view height is in accordance with
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the position of the owner and the decision makers when they are watching
the model of the scheme. Finally, as expected, the architects’ excellent
technique 1n participating competition worked, the French scheme was
accepted by the owner and the decision makers who were in charge. For the
designer, the profit of this scheme 1is really attractive; while for the Chinese

people, the cost of it is really too high.

3. To imitate western architecture is not the correct direction

for the development of Chinese architecture.

The design made by Paris Airport 1s highly evaluated by the vice
director of the Owner s Association of National Grand Theater; He wrote
that French architect’ s proposal is “very distinctive, creative that breaks
the norm of average thinking~ , “it would bring great influence to the
development of Chinese architecture.” Mr. Andreu said: “The National
Grand Theater of China will indeed change the location of the heart area of
Beijing,” @ “if the ancestors (of the Chinese) were alive today, they would
like the National Grand Theater of China, just as many young architects
do, for its freedom and boldness, and also because it opens a door to a new
period of creation of Chinese architecture.” Would such a design change
the location of the heart area of Beijing and open the door to a new period of
development of Chinese architecture? We should seriously deal with this kind
of definition.

Prof. LIANG Sicheng, a famous Chinese architectural scholar, had

classified the artistic forms of architecture into four types, namely “ancient
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western style” , “ancient Chinese style” , “modern western style” and

“modern Chinese style” . He personally advocated “modern Chinese
style” ,that is, to create modern architecture with Chinese characteristics
as rhe direction of development of Chinese architecture. Under certain
circumstances, like the old European-style district of Shanghai or some
historic conservation sites of historic cities, some buildings of classic or
modern western style or traditional Chinese style are appropriate,because they
are consistent with the urban fabric. Though we should learn the advanced
experiences of foreign countries and the rich heritage of ancient Chinta as the
reference for creation, this kind of learning and reference should not take the
place of the creation of our own.

The best artistic achievements on drama, music and dance will be
performed in the National Grand Theater. In order to match this lofty role,
the National Grand Theater should be a decent building featured by Chinese
cultural and artistic characteristics.However, the design we are talking
about 1s completely a western modern building without any connection to
the context of Chinest culture and art at all, making it totally inappropriate
under the circumstances. Moreover, locating such a huge dome beside the
Tian’ anmen Square is extremely inconsistent with the urban fabric and
damages the urban environment of the Old City of Beijing. The famous
architect in Taitwan, WANG Dahong has made accurate comment on it:

“Standing in the middle of the Old City of Beijing, this dome is an alien
thing by itself. You will find it reasonable after knowing that the design is
produced by a foreigner who cares little about Chinese culture. Like an alien

object from outer space, the building landed right in the middle of the ancient
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cultural capital of China. What Beijing needs is original creation, instead of
this kind of strange fancy design.” As the leading senior architect in Taiwan,
WANG’ s comment is so sharp and witty, representing the common opinion
of many architects both in China and abroad.

Mr. Andreu applied the aesthetic idea and the expressional techniques
of Modernism Architecture developed during the 1920s by Le Corbusier
and other pioneers at Bauhaus when dealing with the design of external
form; while giving up the more advanced and rational part of Modernism
Architecture. Le Corbusier said in his Towards A New Architecture:

“Primary forms are beautiful forms because they can be clearly
appreciated;”  “cubes, cones, spheres, cylinders or pyramids are the great
primary forms which light reveals to advantage.” Here in the design of the
National Grand Theatre, the geometric form of “sphere” was adopted.
What does the image of this huge “sphere” represent? And what is the
meaning it conveys? There are many answers, most of which refer to a huge
“egg” . Mr. Andreu told the reporter of Global Times ®: “This dome is
a ‘hen’ segg ,ahen s egg full of vitality.” In his replying to South
China Morning Post @, he assured: “Duck’ s egg is the nickname that has
been used for the project. And why not? Mockery and humor are always
precious when they are properly used. Sometimes they point to deep-lying
truths. In this case, the project indeed resembles an egg, referring to not
only its stmple form, but also, and in particular, all the complexity of life in
gestation and the harboring of a promise, a promise for one and all.” This

deep-lying truth of “egg” may be well known in France but quite alien to

Chinese culture and customs. In Chinese, there are no such “egg dart” |,
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“egg anchor” expressions for carved ornament as in western classical
architecture. On the contrary, there are certain Chinese slang, in which

“egg” 1s commonly used as a vulgar curse. It is not a decent expression at
all. How can we use it as the symbol of promising and blessing?

The scale the design adopted with the huge dome is also questionable.
Usually, the human scale 1s used as the norm of measurement in design. But
for this design, it seems that a “giant scale” has been adopted. In fact,

“big” is not always nice; on the contrary, it is possible to be clumsy and
awkward. If a baby 1s born especially big, it will be regarded as an abnormal

“giant baby”~ , which is exactly the situation we are facing now. In order to
create a reflection of the dome on the water surface, a 70-meter-wide artificial
lake covering an area of 3.5 ha 1s built; and a 225-meter-long hallway 1s
constructed, so as to reach the first floor of the auditorium. We can not help
wondering whether this 1s the wisdom or the clumsiness of the designer.

Being coated with a layer of titanium, the dome turns into a shining ball.
The outer appearance of the large shell is quite primary, simple or even over-
simplified. There are no architectural elements like columns, beams, slabs,
doors, and windows being adopted in the design, which are fundamental
for architectural beauty. The shape, silhouette, and surface of the dome are
so simple that we start doubting whether the building will be good looking,
or whether its charm will last for a long time. As one of Le Corbusier’ s
primary forms, “sphere” , which is adopted as the shape of the dome,
1s dressed 1n a polished metal coat, turning into a huge bare egg, pure and

simple. Modernism was quite progressive and popular in the early days of

the 20th century; while a few decades later, its shortcomings and limitations
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were gradually exposed. The famous motto of Modernism, “less is more” |,
was criticized by Post-modernism as “less is boring”~ . It is possible that
this huge bare dome with shinning titanium surface might produce a strong
impression of “something new and different” to the Chinese people. But
to the westerners, it 1s nothing new, except something familiar from the old
times. As time passes, 1t will no longer be something novel or exotic to the
Chinese people, and the passion for the shell will fade. It is also possible that
the tediousness and monotony of the huge bare egg might become something
boring too.

So, we can see the shortcomings of this design not only damage the
functions of the building and waste resources, but also reflect the designer’ s
intention to pursue the pure form blindly by copying the architectural
techniques of European Modernism, while giving up its more rational
content. The Owner’ s Association highly evaluated the design as: “Very
distinctive, creative that breaks the norm of average thinking~ . But what the
designer has “created” is actually a degenerated Modernism, which should
not be approved.

Some of the problems of this design were results of the inadequate
requirements of the Owner’ s Association. It is unnecessary to build four

theaters one time at the site. Therefore, the requirement should be studied

once again.
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Notes:

@

Comments by Mr. Arthur Erickson, famous Canadian architect, member of the
National Grand Theater Competition Committee:

“As one of the judges for the National Grand Theater Competition, I am greatly
disappointed by the design of National Grand Theater proposed by the French
Airport Architects. The design was one of three proposals being submitted to the
government. Their scheme at that time was a rectilinear block which got critical
comments on its planning logic; while the revised version seems to have the same

design problems besides adding a plate coat, which looks the most inappropriate.”

@

Comments by Mr. PAN Zuyao, Hong Kong architect, former Chairman of Hong Kong
Institute of Architects, former Chairman of Asia Institute of Architects, member of
the National Grand Theater Competition Committee:

“I had been invited to be a judge for the competition for two rounds, but was
not invited to participate the last round for certain reasons. As to the Owner’ s
Association’ s decision of assigning French architect Paul Andreu to design the
National Grand Theater, I am very disappointed.

Last year on the Annual Session of CPPCC, I made a proposal to suggest the
suspension of the National Grand Theater project, the following are the reasons:

(1) According to the economic situation of the nation, it is not appropriate to carry
out such projects like the National Grand Theater;

(2) If the site beside the core political area of the nation and facing Zhongnanhai
(China’ s top government compound) was used for the National Grand Theater
whose main functions are for amusement and performing art shows, there would be
a contradiction between the utilization of the theater and the solemn atmosphere of
the political center;

(3) There have been sufficient theaters in Beijing; and there will be problems on
economic operation if another new Grand Theater is added.

In fact, there is a fourth reason which is that none of the participating schemes is
creative enough.

The “big clumsy egg’ designed by the French architect is against the national
tradition and local characteristic;: moreover, it is a destruction to the Tian’ anmen
region. I do believe that if this French architect insisted to design the National Grand
Theater, it will be a big tragedy for the nation, as well as a laughing stock for the

whole world.”

€),
Global Times, Oct. 27, 2000
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Reply letter to Mark O’ Neil, reporter with South China Morning Post
About the author:

LIU Xiaoshi, former Chief Architect of Beijing City Planning Bureau
sSource:

From City Planning Review, 2001, 5, pp.8-12

Editor’ s Words:

When the proposal of National Grand Theater in Beijing by French architect Paul
Andreu was firstly released in the competition in the year of 1998, it became the
focus of debates immediately, for the unexpected egg-like shape in the context of
a historical site at the heart of Beijing, as well as the huge vaulting which seems
unnecessary but would cost overabundance. This article was published in the year
of 2001, when the National Grand Theater started to be built. It pointed out most
key issues that people concerned about. As time passing by, some of the mentioned
problems of Andreu’ s proposal have been improved, while some still remained and

will be presented in front of people from all over the world.
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Introduction

We will soon celebrate the 50th anniversary of the founding of the
School of Architecture of Tsinghua University, so I thought it appropriate to
take this opportunity to introduce a planning proposal made by the founder of
the School, the late Professor Liang Szechen, to a wider audience.

In 1950, together with Chen Zhanxiang, Professor Liang submitted

“The proposal for the location of the Administration Center for the Central
Government.. He was then the vice director of the City Planning Committee
of Beijing and Chen was the senior planner of the Committee. In 1949,
Beijing was reestablished as the National Capital of China with the ancient
city nearly intact—as it was 1n 1911 when the rule of the Qing Dynasty was
overthrown. Facing the coming new development of the national capital,
great attention was paid to the city planning work of Beijing, and a new

institution, the Beijing City Planning Committee headed by the Mayor, was
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established even a few months before the founding of the People’ s Republic

of China on October 1, 1949.

The basic premises of the “Proposal”

With “paying attention both to the ancient and the modem, beneficial
both to the new and the old” as the guiding principle, the “Proposal”
suggested allocating western suburban farmland area as the proper location
for the Administration Center of the Central Government. This overall
arrangement would enable the old city to be well protected and the new
Administration Center to be developed in good order. This was an issue of
top importance relating to the principle of the distribution of the districts of
the whole city and the transport system.

The Proposal said: “where to choose the site for the district of these
government institutions will affect the planning principle of the whole city,
the road system of all the districts and the physical appearance of the city. If
the Principle was wrong, a series of mistakes, very difficult to correct, would
subsequently occur, affecting the work, daily life and transportation of a
million Beijing residents. Therefore, at the time of the beginning of planning,
the location of the center of government institutions must be decided,
otherwise all the other work can not be carried out correctly.” Thus, this
was not a minor issue, but an overriding one which dealt with how to develop
Beijing and what the basic principles were on which Beijing should be
planned. In fact, this was an 1ssue of policy making and decision on which

the future and destiny of the city hinged.
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The Proposal pointed out: “Beijing is the old national capital, a
historic city, many old buildings of the past have become historic relics, and
we should not allow these historic rellcs to be damaged, not only because
of their beautiful forms, but also because they are located amid such
layout of order and historic environment. This 1s one of the magnificent
characteristics of this historic city, which should be protected, and any
damage made by inharmonic forms inserted into it at random should not be
allowed. So, the present policy must be decided, that is if we are determined
to develop the new district, - taking developing the new construction area
as the principle. If so, we should gradually, comprehensively improve,
decentralize and readjust the urban areas of the old city to provide the
environment of historic relics with the necessary protection.” This was to
follow the method of organic decentralization to avoid the overcrowding of
constructions within the old city and to provide balanced development and
prosperity for all the urban areas and abundant land for the Administration
Center.

The Proposal allocated an area of 14 sq.km, between the Altar of
the Moon and the Tomb of the Princess, in the western suburb for the
Administration Center, providing sufficient land for construction and reserve,
the basic prerequisite for favorable conditions for a “Political center
of modern efficiency’ (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). To the north and west of the
Administration Center, residential areas for the staff of these government
mstitutions and reserved land were planned. These residential areas would be
planned and designed on the idea of the “Neighborhood Unit” with various

service facilities. Undoubtedly, this arrangement was most convenient for
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the work and daily life of the staff, and there would be no shortcomings of a
mixed arrangement of office and residential buildings within a “big court”
of these institutions.

As to the layout of the Administration Center District, the Proposal
made the following requirements: “in order to satisfy the demand of habit,
to preserve the elegant characteristics of Chinese traditional planning, not
to copy the 19th century European urban layout pattern (that 1s locating big
buildings along heavy traffic trunk roads). A layout with a central axis should
be established and each of the individual units should be set up with open
space courtyards as an eastern artistic organization. As this kind of layout
satisfies the ratio between modern space and building, it 1s therefore more
suitable to be adopted.” Thus, the requirements of strict control over the
ratio of land area and floorspace area were suggested in order to get enough
sunshine and green space.

This was also the final aim of “Organic Decentralization” : if the
density of buildings was too high and the load of the land was too heavy, it
would be difficult for the architect to make a design with a nice environment.
To the south of the Administration Center District and to the west of Guang
An Gate, a Business District with an area larger than the Administration
District was planned without detailed explanation 1n the text of the Proposal.
That 1s the Central Business District of today, but this term disappeared
afterwards 1n all the master plans where only Shopping Districts can be
found. This term was restored only in recent years when the planners were
facing pressure by increasing demand, and had to meet this demand with the

difficulties of unfavorable location and scarcity of suitable land.
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The location and size of the Business District planned in the Proposal
to the south of the Administration District and near the center of the old
city were both adequate and far-sighted: in terms of function, it 1s closely
connected with government agencies; in terms of landscape, these two
districts can make use of the nice views of each other, enriching their graceful
environment. The formally and clearly laid out axes, together with the water
and greenery of the Lotus Pond and the surrounding White Cloud Taoist
Temple and Heavenly-Serenity Pagoda, formed the prerequisite conditions
for a magnificent, well framed layout. Because of its good location, it
would be very attractive to business institutions. If the local government
had developed the land, lots of income would have been collected for the
expenses of infrastructure construction.

So we have three “centers.” This kind of multi-center development is
really much superior to a single-center development; not only 1s it distributed
in a more balanced way with abundant land and less congestion, but it 1s also
more majestic, characterized by grandeur which makes it consistent with the
status of the national capital of a great state.

This proposal was not adopted. The reason, as far as we know at present,
was that the economic condition of the young republic was not able to accept
the scheme of the Proposal. But it was able to proceed to the destruction
of the old city walls. The reason was that these walls obstructed traffic and
restricted the development of the city.

All these reasons were insufficient and lacked sound roots.

There were three ways for the office buildings of government

institutions to be built within the old city.
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® The first one was to make use of spare vacant land. But there were
very few areas where decent conditions prevailed.

® The second way concerning the development of office buildings of
government institutions was to insert new buildings in the courtyards of the
existing traditional courtyard houses or pull down some of the old buildings
in the courtyard. Since important institutions usually occupy big courtyard
houses, including many palaces and chateaux of princes, ministers and
generals, damage to historic relics was inevitable and the new buildings,
squeezed into the old compound, could not be well settled.

The Palace of Prince Zheng used by the State Education Commuission 1s
an example. Before 1949 when the Palace was used by the former Zhongguo
University, all the buildings were in good condition, magnificent and
exquisite, except for the detached garden which was transformed 1nto a sports
ground for the students. After the important ministry took it over, many new
buildings have been built in the sports ground and the courtyards — even
four side-halls were demolished to make way for residential apartments. The
whole palace compound has become a “large disordered compound,” but
the office buildings of the ministry are still insufficient and inadequate for
use.

These new buildings have been fighting with the old ones in the large
compound for decades since then, but there has been no winner: “both were
hurt and defeated!” There are many examples like this.

The case of the Chinese People’ s Political Consultative Conference
which demolished the Palace of Prince Shun Cheng to build office buildings

1s a most recent example. Since to pull down old residential buildings was
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too expensive, pulling down the old palace, without the problem of relocating
the residents, could save money.

Today, only the Palace of Prince Gong, the Palace of Prince Chun Qin
and the Palace of Prince Fu have survived in good shape. Perhaps we can
add another one: the famous lama temple “Yong He Palace,” where the
Emperor Youg Zhen once lived when he was a prince. After he became
Emperor, the Palace was donated to be a lama temple. The Tibetan Buddha
blessed us! It 1s well preserved and has become one of the tourist attractions
of Beijing.

This kind of overcrowding has become a highly effective mechanism,
even the Middle-South Sea cannot escape from it, so that Professor Wu
Liangyong sighed: “In the red walls of the Middle-South Sea, so many
odd buildings have been constructed within the walls of the impernal garden
that the original atmosphere of “the spring colour of the willows beside the
palace walls fills the city’ has vanished completely!”

If the Administration Center had been located in the western suburban
area, producing an anti-magnetic effect, the pressure on the old city would be
greatly alleviated.

® A third way to build office buildings within the old city is to allocate
land by demolishing old dwellings and relocating the residents. It 1s much
more expensive, much more difficult, but it was, in fact, actually adopted
as the main way. So, to locate the Administration Center within the old city
1s not more economical. On the contrary, it 1s much more expensive and

difficult.

In the early 1950s, there were about three other planning schemes with
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the Administration Center located within the old city. One of them put the
Administration Center in an area within the Jianguo Gate and the Fuxing
Gate, between Changan Avenue and Qiansan Gate Street, covering an area
of 6 sq.km (Fig.3). This 1s the scheme which was adopted. The reason was:

“The old city is the central district of Beijing, so the Administration Center
should be placed in the central district.”

This scheme takes the Imperial Palace and Imperial City as its
background. Its location, layout and size are grand and formal. But to
demolish the old dwellings of the residents would be a really enormous
undertaking, the expense would be much more than the western suburban
area scheme, and the relocation of the residents would break the existing
social texture and affect their work and daily life greatly. To have such an
enormous number of residents well settled 1s really extremely difficult, in
fact nearly impossible. Residents who moved away for the construction of
the People’ s Great Hall lived in provisional shanties for a long time and
suffered a lot.

In the early 1950s the State Planning Commission and four other
ministries and Headquarters of the Army were gradually built in the western
suburban area. This, in itself, also proved the correctness of the analysis
mentioned above. However, in the case of these buildings, there is something
quite different: most of them were built in the pattern of a “big court,” with
office buildings, dwellings, kindergartens, canteens and other utilities and
service facilities within the compound, leading to “a self-sustained small
society,” only without the organic ordered urban system, the self-sustained

urban district suggested by Professor Liang.
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Fig.1 The New Administration Center in the Western Suburb of Beijing proposed by
Liang Szechen and Chen Zhanxiang(1949).
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Fig.2 The Beijing Urban Master Plan proposed by Liang Szechen and Chen
Zhanxiang(1949).
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Fig.3 The Old City is the Central District of Beijing — The Beijing Urban District Plan
proposed by Zhu Zhaoxue and Zhao Dongri.
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The Proposal mentioned what kind of result we might get if we gave
up the “easy way and adopted the “difficult way” : “Let us study what
are the results of this method which costs more money, more time and brings
more suffering to the residents; the ‘Administration Center 1is scattered
and mixed up, not suitable to the requirements of modern times, without
rational connection and concentration, more traffic difficulties and no reserve
land for further development.” Unfortunately, this analysis and conclusion
have proved to be right and have been realized accurately now. There was a
folk-saying quite popular with the statf of the State Economic Commission:

“2,3,6,9,middle! In the whole city we work!~ These numbers happened to
be the mitial characters of the names of the places of their offices. They were
complaining that their offices were scattered at five different places over the
entire city: they were Two-Li Grove, Three-L1 Brook, Six-Li Pit, Number-
Nine Courtyard and the prestigious Middle-South Sea, very inconvenient for
their daily work. Now, for the agencies of the Central Government, they have
to “work over the entire city too!” They have no other choice, except wasting
their time and paying the extra cost of traffic and traffic congestion forever.

Without proper planning and reserved land, nothing could be called
modern planning. The large “4 ministries and one commission” headed
by the State Planning Commuission used to be a grand and formal complex.
But the various kinds of buildings—canteens, garages, etc. — that have been
mserted into the courtyards, constitute a really indecent development for these
immportant government institutions! What 1s worse, even though conditions there
are so crowded, the Commussion still wants to msert some more. I was quite

frustrated by their application and told the officer who was 1n charge of the new
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constructions of the agency: “What a mess your °State Planning Commission
court’ is! If you could not plan your own courtyard, how can you plan our
State well!?” Frankly, to blame them was not fair. It was not that they did not
want their office to be beautiful and tidy; no more reserved land was available.

There are many examples like this.

Conclusion

The Proposal was not a beautifully drawn design only on paper but a
feasible i1dea that could easily be translated into reality, economically sound
and consistent with the objective “organic body” rule for the development
of a city. This 1s a rational, sustainable planning proposal for heaithy urban
development, a masterpiece. Professor Liang Szechen was not a scholar of
architecture, an expert only in the protection of old buildings, as some people
considered. He was a poineer in the field of city planning who had made a
contribution of unique importance for the protection of the historic city as
well as for the development and modernization of Beijing, helped by his
thorough research and understanding of urban modernization development,
traditional Chinese heritage and world academic theories.

We should commemorate Prof. Liang Szechen, learn from him, and

inherit the precious legacy he left us.

Ekistics

38b, July/August 1997

386, september/October 1997
387 ,November/December 1997
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Letting a hundred flowers bloom

Architecture from Beijing to New Orleans

B Liu Xiaoshi
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Chinese architecture professor Liu Xiaoshi, 1983 Arthur Q. Davis Visiting Critic

The group of Americans started to close in around the bespectacled,
slightly built foreigner just as be began criticizing them—one by one—in
a halting but clear version of their native tongue. He seemed not to notice.
He pushed on, pointing out their weak nesses as he saw them, but in a soft,
polite voice designed more to encourage than criticize. His whole manner,
in fact, reflected a deep-seated courtesy that somehow softened the pointed
observations he was making.

But criticism was the reason he was brought here half way around the

world from his home 1n China. So criticize he did.
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After he finished his remarks, individual members of the group sought
him out, asking for more of his time and opinions. He was agreeable, trying
to accommodate each request even though his schedule was brimming with
reminders about other activities lined up for that day.

He described a typical encounter: “After I critiqued their work,
the students would come up to me, wanting to talk. Of course, American
students are very different from Chinese students. They speak more directly
about what they would like to know. Chinese students, if they speak at all,
will take a longer time to say what they want to say.

“Also, Americans do everything very fast. Work while you work, play
while you play. Often I rush from one meeting to another. So sometimes I
just have time to grab a few biscuits and a Coca Cola and run. This is what
they call American efficiency, I think, to make the most of time.”

This rush and jumble of activity was standard fare for the two weeks
Professor Liu Xiaoshi spent as the Arthur Q. Davis Visiting Critic at
Tulane’ s School of Architecture. He was invited to attend classes, give
lectures, and visit with students at all levels of architectural study, both
for their benefit and for the benefit of their counterparts back at Tsinghua
University in Beijing where Liu is vice chairman of the architecture
department.

“When I go back I want to be able to tell my students about the study
of architecture here. They have all these images, so I will bring photographs
of the real thing,” Liu says, as he snaps off several shots of models and
sketches done by Tulane students.

Liu has learned that basic training of American architecture students 1s
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similar to that of Chinese students for the first three years of the five-year
program. The only difference in those early years is the amount of vacation
time—Chinese students receive less. Liu interpreted the extra time off as a

“chance for the students to develop on their own, where my students must
be in school.”

After the third year, Chinese students become more involved with the
practical considerations of being an architect in a country roughly the same
size as the United States but with four times the population.

Their attention 1s focused on the technical aspects of architecture such
as structure mechanics and construction technology. Liu noted that this
emphasis on the technical enables the students to “use resources that are
very limited—like money and materials—to solve our problems” .

“We are very much more crowded in China than you are here, so
housing 1s a serious problem. Our students must solve this basic need
economically. They cannot fancy up the design. They must be realistic. So
some of the things that fourth and fifth year students at Tulane study we do
not study. We cannot afford to,” Liu acknowledged.

“Our students must be prepared not only in the field of architecture,
of arts,” he continued, “but must be able to work closely with engineers.
That is why we try to give them a practical knowledge of technology.”

Because the number of graduates is relatively small and the problems
of housing so large, Liu said his students must be trained to go to work
immediately after graduation, skipping the apprenticeship stage so familiar
to their American counterparts. In China, the demand for architecture

graduates 1s so high each year that many firms come to the school asking
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for more students to be graduated.

“You would understand this better if you go to Beijing, where it is
very crowded. You would see Beijing crunched together, with construction
sites all over the city everywhere. We have a serious gap between the need
for housing and its provision.”

Lowering his head and his voice, Liu explained, “We lost more than
ten years during the Cultural Revolution [1966-1976], time which was
needed to build homes. So we created this gap. But we’ ve been building
now for four years in Beijing to try and close this gap. We have been very
busy.”

So busy, in fact, that 40 percent of all the homes built since the
liberation thirty-five years ago have been constructed in these past four
years.

For Liu, the Cultural Revolution provided more than just a housing
gap he must train his students to fill. Like many intellectuals during that
period, he personally spent time being “reeducated.” For an architecture
professor, this meant laying bricks in an outlying province under the
direction of the native farmers.

“At that time we teachers and professors were not to design homes.
The workers did the designs and we had to work. Of course the workers
had a hard time too. Designing a farm house 1s simple, but when it came to
larger homes and buildings, they did not do so well” .

“You are talking now of the reforms,” Liu recalls, “It was a time
of learning from your neighbor. And although we think they [the farmers

and workers] learned a log from us, we learned something too. So now our
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teachers in China can build houses as well as design them.”

Would he recommend this type of hands-on experience for his
students?

“Oh, yes, we do. We like the students to do a month at a construction
site to learn from the workers to lay bricks, work with stucco, whatever.
One month, not more. I worked there a year, a little too long!”

The conditions that led to the Cultural Revolution, Liu pointed out,
no longer exist. “The importance and value of formal education is now
realized throughout China, from the top levels of government and from the
society as a whole,” he said.

But the spirit of cooperation heavily emphasized during that time still
lingers, especially in the universities. Architecture students, for example,
stop working on individual projects after the first three years. Their fourth
and fifth year projects are of a different nature. Explains Liu, “We
emphasize teamwork. We train students to cooperate with each other and
with engineering students on projects. It” s a way of getting the students to
not always think about number one. By the time you are ready to graduate
you should be ready to cooperate.”

Students at Tulane, Liu felt, were oriented a different way.

“Tulane emphasizes the imagination and fantasy more. We must
emphasize the technical and more practical. Each way 1s good, each way
has something to learn from the other.”

“It is like old Chinese saying ‘It is better to have a hundred
different flowers blooming in your garden than just a few, so you will have

. . ’
maxiimuimnl €njoynic nt.
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Liu said this saying also applies to his opinions about the mix of New
Orleans architecture he saw on a trip from the French Quarter to Andubon
Park.

“All your different styles I like. Just like a hundred different flowers.
One house may be Victorian, another may be Gothic. You go on and maybe
you see examples of Classical Revival. Even in the poorer areas you have
style called ‘shotgun’ which I like very much.”

But Liu saved his most flattering remarks for the French Quarter and
the area around Tulane.

“In the French Quarter I like the way all the people can come
together and amuse themselves and see the river [at the Moonwalk]. I took
a big ice cream cone there and enjoyed it very much, talking with people,
watching all the activity in Jackson Square. All of those buildings serve the
people well, not just expressing the architect’ s ideas.”

“The area around Tulane, I like very much. All of the gardens, the
two-story houses so evenly located with so varied a number of styles. And
to have this park so near the university! It’ s like you are in a garden. It s
a very good environment for students and teachers to think and study.”

It reminded Liu of a project he is working on in China, set in a scenic
area called Yellow Mountain. “A very famous spot, he said, “and
my department got the commission for designing a hotel to fit in with the
scenic beauty there. This 1s different from how we must design housing.
Here the artistic touches and effects are all important. We will take our
time. Construction will begin this year.”

Liu even brought a painting based on early sketches of the hotel as
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a gift for the Tulane School of Architecture. It will hang in the school’ s
slide library.

Liu will also take a special gift back to China. He proudly unwrapped
a delicately made doll given him by the son of Tulane Architecture Dean
Ron Filson.

“It’ s for my nine-year-old daughter,” he beamed.

His suitcase was also crammed full of textbooks and slides, along with
other souvenirs of his trip. As he replaced the doll, his feelings about his
two weeks in the United States spilled out unsolicited.

“Certainly I owe many thanks to the university, the many teachers
and students who were my hosts. They showed me great hospitality and
friendship. They helped me learn a lot.” They also brought me to many
dinners—too many dinners! I got a little tired of eating all that Chinese
food! But that was ok, because they wanted to talk, I know. So I didn’ t
like to refuse them, especially the students. I was really glad to be with
them. Some of these students were studying Chinese philosophy, and they
are quite deep 1nto it. I never thought that would happen.

“The students really liked exchanging ideas on art and architecture.

And through this exchange I hope we increased the understanding between

" "™
our two countries.

( {Inside Tulane ) June 1983)
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Since the beginning of 1980, more and more attention has been paid to
the preservation of historic city and historic relics of Beijing by the public
and government. In the year 1980, the Central Secretariat of the Party made
a Four-Points Decision on the construction guidelines of Beijing, marking
the beginning of a new period of various constructions of Beijing. Since
then, a great deal of work has been done. In 1982, the State Council listed
Beijing as number one among the first group of Historic Cultural Cities. The
State Council approved “The Overall Planning Scheme of Beijing in
1983. Thereafter, the Municipal Government has promulgated successively
four preservation lists of historic relics, regulations of building height limit,
district planning of land-use, prohibition of squeezing new building in the
built-up area, strict control over the construction of high-rise apartments,

etc. These important measures were proved to be effective. The preservation
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and conservation of historic monuments have been better guaranteed. The
construction of buildings has been controlled to some extent.

But, because of the increase of urban population, serious congestion,
urgent need of the rebuilding of slums and shanty areas, the persistant
requirements of developers to build as tall and huge as possible on a limited
piece of land and the planning-work’™ s lagging behind of development,
the old cities still facing great pressure, facing the threat of more damage.
Mayor Chen Xitong once said: “The velocity of the damage of the historic
texture is as fast as the velocity of new construction growth!” His remarks
reflected the worries of many planners and architects and reminded us of
the challenging task we have to shoulder. Here, I would like to introduce
you some of our recent work, existing problems and our prelimilary

opinions.
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1. To Accomplish the Scheme of Land—use and Height Limit

Planning

In order to resist the pressure from the developers to build high-rise
buildings in the central area of the old city, the Municipal Government and
the National Planning and Construction Commission approved “The scheme
of building height-limit within the city proper’ in 1985. This regulation, as
an emergency measure was proved to be effective.

But at the same time it was found that this regulation, done in great
hurry, was rather rough and at some plates not strict enough.

In 1987 “The scheme of land use and height limit planning~ was

drafied. This scheme regulates land-use, public facilities, public green areas,
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height limit and floor area ratio by identified lot on 1:2000 map. It seems
to be something like the Master Plan developed in details. It consists of,
to a certain extent, both the intervention of integrated conservation to the
conservation and re-utilization of existing architectural heritage and the
control of urban renewal.

In order to improve the environment of historic heritage and living
condition of residents, the height limit and FAR are regulated more strictly.
The height limit 18 meter of a large area 1s reduced to 12 meter and in the
area near important architectural heritage it 1s reduced to 9 meter or 6 meter.

Between some important historic landmarks and natural landscape,

visual corridors are planned to avoid the obstruction of new tall buildings.
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This planning was approved in principle by the Municipal Government
and used to control new construction. “Approved in principle’ means the
plan 1s a good one with much improvement and more details, but still quite a
few problems need further study. Here I would like to mention one of which
to be studied. That is how to deal with the “edges” of the old city? What
kinds of city image are we going to have and would we like to have?

The original edges of old Beijing were very clear and outstanding. The
city-walls and gate-towers were both the boundaries between urban areas
and rural areas and also huge landmarks of the old city, magnificient and
dominating. They contained two of the five city image elements ( 1. Paths.
2. Edges. 3. Districts. 4. Nodes. 5. Landmarks. ) classified by professor

Kevin Lynche in his work, “The Image of the City . Seeing these
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landmarks from afar, people knew theat they were arriving the ancient
capital, but these were torn down around the 1970 s and on the site
subway and ring road have been built. Now we have three gate-towers and
one corner tower left.

According to the present planning, the height-limit outside the north
second ring road 1s 45m while most of the inside 1s 18m and some even lower
than that. This planning preserves not only the Triumph Gate and moat but
also the dominating position of the Triumph Gate tower, the Drum Tower and
Bell Tower, providing nice view of the West Mountain and these landmarks
from Three Seas. Thus, the difference between two sides of the city wall 1s
clear, vivid sihouette and nice open space may be formed. It 1s regarded quite

appropriate.
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The situation of the East and West Second Ring Roads are quite
different. Height limit on the two sides of the road is the same—45 meter.
So, the street might become a common one, lacking charcateristics with high
buildings on the two sides. Now, the new constructions in the areas outside
both of the ring roads have been nearly completed, but in the areas inside,
there are only a few new high-rise buildings. We still have the chance to
study and make improvement. The following are the suggestions from some
planners and architects.

One 1s to reduce the height limit of the inside to 30 meter and in some
section, such as area between the West Ring Road and the White Pagoda.

The second 1s, we should keep a strip of green belt along the street to

mark the old city and improve the environment.



KT AR HALI S B B RP— L TAEFIERRAINEA | 211

—MRNMREIRFF, MAEE, LbEERIFEE, BEER
AR ZEFEEXENR . XA WA BZ A —E 1) H3E,
MZBHTEEE A, ST TR EIHBEA R . BT BEER
B, NBUSLAAT, AAgEEdSE LI R, AESWHNSINERE
ERHE

=

o

The other one is to preserve the courtyard houses within the Second
Ring Road and have these old houses rehabilitated. There 1s also the
suggestion to have these old housing areas rebuilt into new and well designed
multi-story residential areas. Each suggestion has its own reasons and
difficulties. We should make further studies in search of a scheme which can
mark the old boundaries, beautify our city, enhance the life of the residents,

and finally 1s feasible.
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2. The Planning of Historic Cultural Streets

According to the regulation of the State Council on the preservation
of Historic Cities, we should designate certain streets and areas with
traditional historic cultural characteristics as “historic cultural street or
area . The first group we are preparing to list includes 24 places. Some
streets and areas around the Forbidden City and the Coal Hill. The Guozijian
street, where Confucious Temple and Imperial University are located and
Niujie, the Mostem community area. In these streets and areas, the original

characteristics, the streets which should not be widened, courtyard houses and
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old shops in good shape and nice trees should all be well preserved. If some
of the streets should be widened and some poor buildings should be rebuilt,
the original urban fabric should be well considered and the use, height limut,
floor space ratio and form of new buildings should be strictly controlled.

The nice existing texture and trees of some streets near the Forbidden
City will disappear, 1f the existing 20 meter-wide streets were widened to 40
meter. Here transportation should submit to preservation. In most part of the
old city, residential land should be kept as much as possible. New hotels and
office buildings should be limited. Otherwise, the widening of road will never

be able to keep pace with the increase of cars.
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In our plan, we have two traditional courtyard house preservation areas.
There are altogether nearly 100 courtyard houses, compare with existing
more than 800 good ones, this is a small number. We should preserve some
more. To preserve courtyard house is not only to perserve an important part
of the historio city, leaving a preaion, heritage to future generations, but
also to provide good housing to residents. If we can move away part of the
residents 1n the courtyard houses to solve the problem of congestion, these
old houses may be rehabilitated into nice houses by adding modern facilities.
The living condition of these houses will be better than the preserved old
houses built along the streets of European cities. Because the open space and

quietness within the courtyard house are more desirable.
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3. To Carry out Planning Strictly and Construct New Residential

Areas with Characteristics of Beijing

There are many very poor old housing areas—the slum areas, in the
old city. In the recent, the Municipal Government has launched a vigorous
campaign to have all of them rebuilt within the coming ten years. What kind
of housing we are going to build?

It 1s unconvenient to build high-rise housing within the old city. The
Municipal Government has promulgated prehibition order. To build six-story
walk-up apartments with standard design, which are too tall, not convenient
enough and monotonous, has been proved to be unsuccesstul. We should not
continue to plan and design simplistically this kind of housing in the old city
any more. We should build new housing with Beijing local texture which is
lower, suitable to the life and economic condition of the residents, consistent
with urban fabric and context of the old city, equipped with modern facilities

and made use of some traditional local materials.
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For this reason, the height-limit 18 meter of quite a large area was
reduced to 12 meter. In some areas around important historic monuments, it
is reduced to 9 meter or 6 meter. It is expected that the crowns of trees in the
courts may stretch over the roofs of these new low-rise apartment houses,
preserving the scene of courtyard house covered by trees around important
historic monuments.

Now we have two experimental new residential areas, built in the
recent. These experiments are widely praised by the public. An experienced
senior city planner said: “Thisis areal ‘design’ !” These two residential
arcas are owned and managed by Housing and Real Estate Administration

Bureau of two District Governments. The District Governments worked out
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housing reform scheme with great enthusiasm, and the architects designed
with great care. Their close cooperation has made creative contributions to
the people and the city. The assimination of these examples will provide us
more good designs and experiments and the living conditions of the residents
and environment of the city will be greatly improved.

There are some other technological problems to be studied. One of them
1s whether 1t 1s good or not to build interexchanges within the old city?

There are six interexchanges in the planning of the old city area, among
them, the Xidan and Dongdan interexchanges are brought on the agenda,

because of the construction of the subway stops.
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There are different opinions among planners, architects and
transportation engineers. If the interexchange is not used continuously
at the crossings of roads, its benefit will be greatly limited. To built
interexchange within the old city i1s very expensive, since many buildings
must be pulled down, and most of them are shops, snacks, and restaurants,
service facilities useful and familiar to people. If these facilities were
pulled down, the environment and function of the place will be greatly
changed and the convenience of people’ s life will be affected. So it is

not covenient to build such expensive interexchanges at the expense of

environment. We hope the decision would be made with prudence.
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