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Abstract  

 Over the past decades, the economic progress made in China has radically transformed 

the neighborhoods in Chinese cities.  Accompanying the rapid urban expansion, however, is the 

destruction of both tangible historic structures and diminishment of intangible cultural heritage in 

many cities.  As many of the historic cities are facing the dual challenges of both stimulating 

urban development and preserving cultural heritage, many major cities in China, therefore, 

choose to establish cultural districts as a way of capturing the economic potential of cultural 

heritage while preserving the cultural heritage itself.  The cultural, economic, and administrative 

contexts in China have added to the complexities of cultural planning in China and posed many 

challenges for implementing cultural plans.  Those challenges and complexities are particularly 

pronounced in major Chinese cities playing important political and economic roles.   Therefore, 

this thesis aims to understand those challenges and complexities through a qualitative case study 

on one cultural district in central Beijing, the Tianqiao Performing Arts District.   

Tianqiao Performing Arts District aims to accomplish two purposes: urban revitalization 

and reestablishing the region as the city’s cultural center.   However, since its announcement in 

2009, the government has not made much progress in accomplishing its goals.  The 

implementation of the plan has stagnated and so far its positive impacts are limited.  The thesis, 

therefore, examines the factors hindering the progress of the through interviews of those relevant 

stakeholders and on-site observations.  After collecting those information, the paper will 

formulate some recommendations that can alleviate the issues that hinder the progress of the 

plan.  Through the case study of Tianqiao Performing Arts District, this thesis aims to examine 

the challenges and opportunities facing cultural planning in China and identifying the challenges 

facing cultural districts in the particular context of China.   
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The thesis starts with literature reviews of major theories, definitions, and measurement 

of success for cultural districts, as well as relevant literatures discussing reasons for the successes 

or failures of cultural districts.   In order to answer our research questions, we conducted a study 

on Tianqiao Performing Arts District in Beijing with on-site observations and qualitative 

interviews.  The qualitative information from interviews were summarized to help us gain an 

understanding of the factors hindering the progress of the districts; these information will also 

help us understand what are important for successful cultural planning in the broader context of 

China. 

 

Introduction 

 

Over the past decades, the economic progress made in China has radically transformed 

the neighborhoods in Chinese cities.  Accompanying the rapid urban expansion, however, is the 

destruction of both tangible historic structures and diminishment of intangible cultural heritage in 

many cities.  As many of the historic cities are facing the dual challenges of both stimulating 

urban development and preserving cultural heritage, many cities have, therefore, chosen to 

establish cultural districts as a way of capturing the economic potential of cultural heritage while 

preserving the cultural heritage.  This paper aims to explore the difficulties and challenges of 

cultural planning in China through the case study of Tianqiao Performing Arts District in Central 

Beijing.  Beijing’s special status as the economic, political, and cultural center of China has 

made the challenges of cultural planning particularly pronounced.  By focusing on the challenges 

of cultural planning in Beijing, we hope to gain a deep understanding of those issues.   
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As the capital city of China, Beijing has witnessed some dramatic transformations to its 

urban landscape over the past decades as the city’s economy developed at an extraordinary rate. 

Along with economic progress, however, the dramatic rate of urbanization has also been 

encroaching on the city’s cultural landscape.   With over three thousand years of history in 

performing arts culture, the city of Beijing has been home to some of the most ancient and 

elegant art forms.  In an attempt to both preserve the cultural heritage and bring more economic 

development to the city, the city government of Beijing has proposed Tianqiao Performing Arts 

District Master Plan, which aims to re-establish the Tianqiao region as the city’s cultural heart by 

establishing a new cluster of modern and traditional performance venues.1  The city 

government’s plan has the stated goal of creating the “Broadway” of China, which serves the 

dual purpose of economic development and heritage conservation.  However, the plan has faced 

many challenges and has stagnated in its implementation process.  The paper hypothesizes that 

the problems hindering the progress of Tianqiao come from a combination of forces including 

the lack of collaboration between different stakeholders and different levels of governments, and 

the absence of a dedicated and powerful standalone cultural unit to lead the implementation 

efforts.   

 The paper will start with a literature review which focus on studying what are important 

for the success and failure of cultural districts; literatures will focus on the major theories of 

cultural planning and literatures on why cultural plans in particular succeed fail or succeed in 

different planning contexts around the world.  We will provide a definition of what a successful 

cultural plan would look like and indicators that can be used to measure success.   Next, we will 

                                                 
1 https://www.som.com/projects/beijing_tianqiao_performing_arts_district_master_plan 
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develop a hypothesis based on the major theories and literatures on factors leading to the success 

or failure of cultural districts.  

After the literature review and development of our hypothesis, the case study section in 

this paper will include a brief history and background of the Tianqiao region, which leads to a 

discussion of the establishment of the Tianqiao Performing Arts District and an analysis of its 

stated purposes.  This section will also include a discussion of the planning process as well as an 

evaluation of the relative success of Tianqiao Performing Arts District based on the success 

metrics discussed earlier and in terms of its progress of implementation.   

  The research section will include a discussion of research methodology and summary of 

research results.   The research methodology will discuss how we conducted our research with 

on-site observations and qualitative interviews; it will also discuss how the interviewees were 

selected and how our interview questions are framed to shed light on why the planning 

process failed.  The research results will summarize our findings regarding the factors and issues 

hindering the progress of Tianqiao. 

 In the conclusion section, the paper will analyze the research results and discuss the 

implications of our research results for cultural planning in China.  That is, the discuss the 

insights into cultural planning challenges in China and the lessons we can learn from the specific 

case study for cultural planning in the broader context of China.  Based on these analysis, we aim 

to make some recommendations for mitigating the challenges facing cultural planning in China.   

 

 

 

Literature Review 
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 The literature review section will start with a discussion and analysis of some major 

theories of cultural planning that are relevant in our discussion of cultural planning in China with 

a heritage conservation purpose.  Next, we will look into literatures discussing the challenges of 

cultural planning in a global context.  Finally, we will review some literatures discussing the 

Chinese cultural planning context including the discussion of top down planning in China and 

heritage planning policies.   

 

 

Figure 1 Literature Review 

 

 

 

Definition and Relevant Theories on Cultural Districts 

 

Cultural districts do not have a universal definition.  According to Wynne (1992), cultural 

district is generally defined as “the geographical area which contains the highest concentration of 
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cultural and entertainment facilities in a city or town”.2   Different scholars have used 

different frameworks to conceive cultural district, and the term “cultural district” represents 

different organizational structures according to many different theorists.  According to the 

definition given by Frost-Kump, cultural district is a “well recognized, labeled, mixed-use area 

of a city in which a high concentration of cultural facilities serves as the anchor of attraction”.3 In 

the United States, state legislation defines arts and cultural districts based on their themes and 

purposes, such as economic development or the promotion of employment opportunities.  

SCOTT and LERICHE (2005) defined cultural district as an industrial district and 

approach cultural district with a focus on cultural production. This definition given by 

SCOTT and LERICHE (2005) distinguishes movable and non-movable products; this is 

particularly relevant in our case study of Tianqiao Performing Arts because the cultural district 

was established based both on the architectural heritage (non-movable cultural products), and 

traditional performing arts (movable cultural products).   This differentiation is important for the 

understanding to the comprehension of cultural districts dynamics: in the case of a district based 

on architectural heritage such as the South-East Cultural District, the geographical territory plays 

a consistent part since the products cannot be moved, and so the district’s form and success 

depend even more on territorial features, mostly roads. 4 

The types of cultural districts vary “depending on their major activities and the degree of 

government intervention”. 5  Based on the consumption or production functions of culture and 

the degree of government interventions, cultural districts are classified into different types. 

                                                 
2 D. Wynne (Ed.), The culture industry: The arts in urban regeneration, Avebury, Aldershot (1992) 
3 Frost-Kumpf, 1998 
4 https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=dc408bbe-6455-4dce-9379-4e4cf6c0c45a%40pdc-v-

sessmgr06 

5 https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/science/article/pii/S0264275115001365#bb0070 

https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=dc408bbe-6455-4dce-9379-4e4cf6c0c45a%40pdc-v-sessmgr06
https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=dc408bbe-6455-4dce-9379-4e4cf6c0c45a%40pdc-v-sessmgr06
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/science/article/pii/S0264275115001365#bb0070
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Among the various types of cultural districts, some focus on artists' agglomeration and the art 

production function, some serve as cultural industry districts, and others serve as commercialized 

entertainment zones.  Depending on the degree of government interventions, cultural districts are 

also classified as formal or informal cultural districts.  However, many cultural district initiatives 

in China, including the case study will discuss later in the thesis, are a mix of many different 

types, with a combination of different production functions of culture and different degrees of 

government interventions.6  

In depth discussions of typology and theories of cultural districts are beyond the scope of 

this paper.  In this paper, we will mainly focus on the challenges of planning cultural districts in 

the context of China.   

 

 

Two Development Models 

 

In general, there are two alternative development models for culture-based development. 

First of all, a bottom up process in which spatial agglomeration of immaterial assets is usually 

not defined by a specific actor.  These are the cases when society self- organizes and eventually 

becomes regulated by government.   

The other alternative is a top-down process, in which new development strategies come 

from the institutional level, without a participatory process.  That is, development strategies are 

promulgated by the government without consulting people at the local level.  These strategies 

often focus on exploiting physical cultural assets to attract tourism.  We can see examples of this 

                                                 
6 https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/science/article/pii/S0264275115001365#bb0070 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/science/article/pii/S0264275115001365#bb0070
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approach in Venice, Florence, and the Barocco District of the Noto area of Sicily.  In these cases, 

little attention is given to the long-term impacts on residents.7 

However, neither one of the two approach is magical solution to culture-based 

development.  People have to rely on the close interplay of the two approaches.   

 

 

The Role of Government  

 

The cultural districts in China, especially those with a heritage conservation focus, are 

mostly planned in a top-down manner.  That is, the government uses the physical cultural assets 

to attract tourism and, in some case, “implant” an artist community for continued cultural 

production.  Since the Chinese government plays a crucial role both in our analysis of cultural 

district planning in China, it is necessary to look into some literatures regarding the role of 

government in the planning process of cultural districts.   

A number of studies have paid attention to the role of government in planning cultural 

districts.  One prominent argument by previous researchers is that natural and organic cultural 

districts are more sustainable and beneficial to local communities than formal, government-

initiated cultural districts (Moss, 2002, Porter and Barber, 2007, Stern and Seifert, 2005). This in 

part because, according to Park (2005), the cultural actors, or the artists, are crucial for success of 

cultural districts and they are often sensitive to government control.   

Although natural cultural districts generally produce more positive outcomes than 

government-planned ones, several studies have also stressed the importance of government for 

nurturing or protecting cultural activities in districts.  One justification of government 

intervention is that cultural actors and activities are vulnerable to rent hikes and property 

                                                 
7 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.3200/JAML.39.1.45-64?needAccess=true  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.3200/JAML.39.1.45-64?needAccess=true
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development (Newman and Smith, 2000, Zukin and Braslow, 2011).  According to Park(2005), 

the government often intervenes in the market to protect cultural actors through a variety of 

means such as zoning regulations, subsidy programs, and facility provision.  In fact, according to 

Park (2005), “the concept of purely natural cultural districts is hardly feasible” because “artists 

and art-related activities typically rely heavily on government financial and administrative 

support in direct and indirect ways”.   Therefore, it is hard to imagine a natural cultural district 

totally free of government intervention.   

 

Causes of Cultural District Failures  

 

In the discussion of the impacts of cultural district planning, several authors have noted, 

from their experience as consultants, that the benefit of the cultural planning process is 

ultimately dependent upon whether or not the complete cultural plan is implemented.  Grogan, 

Mercer and Engwitcht (1995), when talking about Australian cultural planning, claim that there 

are “countless examples of strategic plans” which have “remained on the shelves without ever 

getting close to implementation” (p. 24).  Similarly, in the context of Britain, Bianchini (1996) 

suggests that many cultural plans in Britain are not being implemented which leads to the 

stagnation of the cultural planning movement.  He also mentions that part of the reason why 

cultural planning is not succeeding is due to the fact that different professions are reluctant “to 

give their power away and allow a less specialized approach to develop” (Bianchini, 1996, p. 

23).  

Jones (1993) makes some assessment of cultural planning in the United States.  Based on 

his research of the content and broad outcomes of more than twenty-four cultural plans and 
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policy documents in the US, Jones concludes that most cultural plans are usually implemented 

by Council; these cultural plans were typically well received by community members and they 

often managed to garner resource commitments from municipal governments. He also identifies 

the most frequently expected outcomes of cultural planning exercises. These include the creation 

of the planning document, greater community recognition of the arts, improved relations between 

arts organizations and better community relations. 

 In the case of Australia cultural planning, Stevenson has discussed the nature and scope 

of several cultural planning initiatives in Australia.  After reviewing the activities of Newcastle’s 

City Council regarding cultural planning activities, Stevenson concluded that cultural plans were 

focused on cultural activities instead of broader urban issues.  Also, cultural plans were focused 

on cultural activities rather than on broader urban issues.  Stevenson (1998a) also concluded that 

many council members assume cultural planning to be a one-off policy.  Although not 

addressing the immediate or long-term results of cultural plans, Stevenson referred to the overall 

potential of particular cultural planning initiatives to effect change.  Stevenson (2005) states that 

cultural planning is a “highly marginal endeavor” within “council bureaucracies” and rarely 

influences local government’s “policy decisions and resource allocation” (Stevenson, 2005, p. 

40).  She ascribes some of the implementation weaknesses to the fact that most plans are 

overseen “by consultants outside of the strategic decision-making mechanisms of councils or by 

cultural planners who, although situated in the council bureaucracy, have limited institutional or 

strategic influence” (p. 45).8 

 

                                                 
8 Kovacs, Jason. (2010). Cultural plan implementation and outcomes in Ontario, Canada. Cultural Trends. 19. 209-224. 

10.1080/09548963.2010.495273. 
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 Nuccio and Ponzini (2016) claims that, in the context of Italy, some cultural districts 

have a “formalized institutional dimension”, whereas for many other cultural districts, the 

relationship among stakeholders is based on “weak linkages and informal agreements”.  The 

“local authority or the organization promoting the CD” usually takes the “role of managing 

institutions” (Nuccio and Ponzini 417).  The data collected by Nuccio and Ponzini show that the 

smaller the local authority managing the cultural districts, the higher the risk of failure for the 

cultural districts.  Municipalities and provinces, according to the data collected in Nuccio and 

Ponzi’s research, have been very proactive in launching projects, but smaller local authorities are 

less effective to make those cultural districts survive and work (Nuccio and Ponzini 417).    

They have found that, for 17 non-operating cultural districts, “it was not possible to locate any 

governing or funding body” (Nuccio and Ponzini 417).  This demonstrates the importance of the 

governing and funding body behind the cultural districts.  The more powerful the governing 

body behind the cultural districts and the more resource they are able to locate and command, the 

more likely the cultural districts will succeed and survive.  Other institutions which often take the 

leadership of cultural districts in the context of Italy are “local associations or agencies working 

in the field of local development”; the main challenge facing them is finding resources to finance 

cultural projects.  Nuccio and Ponzini found that, in 50% of their surveyed cultural district 

initiatives in Italy, bank foundations serve as the principle funding body. This illustrates bank 

foundation’s central role in supporting cultural districts.9  In their research, Nuccio and Ponzi 

have articulated two major points about the success and survival of cultural districts: the size and 

power of local authorities serving as managing institutions of the cultural districts and the 

leading institutions’ ability to find resources to finance cultural projects.   

                                                 
9 https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/doi/pdf/10.1177/0969776416643749 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/doi/pdf/10.1177/0969776416643749
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Jason (2010) conducted interviews with cultural planning practitioners in Canada.  He 

finds that many of the objectives outlined within municipal cultural plans are being carried 

through; however, he finds that nearly all cultural planning practitioners interviewed “expressed 

some concerns about the implementation process”.  Some interviewees think that the number of 

cultural planning goals seemed unrealistic and problematic given the reality of limited budgets, 

personnel and time constriants.  For some others, the issues encountered in the implementation of 

cultural plans were related more to the vagueness of particular goals and to the lack of a specific 

implementation strategy.  It is important to have a specific implementation strategy that clearly 

delineated the specific departmental responsibilities for each strategic objective.  From several 

interviews, Jason (2010) finds that there was “particular frustration over the lack of cross-

departmental cooperation in the implementation of individual goals” (Jason 222).  Jason claims 

that this is an important finding because cultural planning, as a cultural approach to planning, is 

founded upon the assumption that cross-departmental collaboration readily occurs.10 

There are generally two solutions regarding the above problems offered by the cultural 

planning practitioners interviewed by Jason (2010).   For some practitioners, the solution to this 

problem of cross-departmental collaboration lies in provincial legislation.  For others, the 

solution can simply be founded in situating cultural planning within stand-alone “culture units”. 

or, strategically”, within more influential municipal departments like planning and economic 

development.   

 

Definition and Measurement of a Successful Cultural Plan 

 

                                                 
10 Kovacs, Jason. (2010). Cultural plan implementation and outcomes in Ontario, Canada. Cultural Trends. 19. 209-224. 10.1080/09548963.2010.495273. 
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 In order to determine the issues facing cultural planning in the Chinese context, we first 

have to provide a clear definition of a success cultural district and what constitutes a successful 

cultural plan. Also, we shall find metrics or establish some standards that we can use to measure 

the success of a cultural district.  However, there exist no objective criteria to assess the success 

or failure of the cultural district designation. Instead, this thesis uses the Montgomery’s three 

elements of cultural districts: Form, Activity, and Meaning as reference points for a qualitative 

assessment of the success of cultural districts.  By measuring whether the designation of an area 

as cultural district enhanced the three elements, we can gain an understanding of whether the 

cultural district is successful or not.   

According to Montgomery (2003, p. 295), it is possible to identify a set of necessary 

conditions and success factors in establishing cultural quarters.  From various urban literatures, 

Montgomery (2003, p. 295) build up a set of indicators that can be used to assess the relatively 

success of cultural quarters.  According to Montgomery (2003, p.302), a successful cultural 

district encompasses three indicators: Activity, Form and Meaning.  

The Activity indicator is mainly related to the economic, cultural, and social aspects in 

the cultural district.  Mongomery (2003, p.302) claims that good cultural quarters are expected to 

find a diversity of primary and secondary uses; they will have the presence of cultural activity 

which also include cultural production as well as cultural consumption; successful cultural 

quarters will almost certainly have a strong evening economy (Montgomery, 1994); also, the 

most lively and interesting cultural quarters tend to be places of complex variety, with a large 

representation of small-scale business activity which trades not only with ‘consumers’ but also 

with other businesses; successful cultural economies are also characterised by increasing 

volumes of trade, constant innovation and the building up of new products and services, 
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networks of suppliers and purchasers; within a cultural quarter, that a good proportion of such 

businesses will operate within the creative and cultural industries (Mulgan & Worpole, 1986; 

Garnham, 1985; Montgomery, 1996).  

The Form indicator has to do with the relationship between buildings and spaces.  As far 

as the built form is concerned, most of the indicators are derived from Jane Jacobs, Kevin Lynch, 

Spiro Kostof and other urban design theorists, and discussed at length in Montgomery (1998).. 

Lynch (1981) employed the concept of a good ‘fit’ to describe places where activity and the built 

form are mutually self-sustaining. A city with a good fit provides the buildings, spaces and 

networks required for its residents to pursue their projects successfully.  Jane Jacobs identifies 

four essential preconditions for urban environments which help promote city diversity: a mixture 

of primary uses, intensity of the built form, permeability, and a mixture of building types, ages, 

sizes and conditions (Jacobs, 1961).  It is important that at least a proportion of activity in an area 

should occur in the streets, squares and spaces in the city—the public realm (Buchanan, 1988). 

For it is the public realm and associated semi-public spaces which provide the terrain for social 

interaction and a significant part of an area’s transaction base (the market square, the street 

vendor, the shop frontage, the sidewalk cafe´).   Good urban quarters are judged by their street 

life. Good streets need to be active, to accommodate and generate diversity, and they must be 

permeable. Good streets have well-defined edges and a quality of transparency or visibility at 

their edges (where the private and public realms meet). For this to happen, there must be a good 

horizontal grain of active frontages along a street (Gehl, 1994).  

The Meaning indicator represents sense of place, historical and cultural. That is, good 

urban places will represent and signal meaning and identity to users and citizens. An individual’s 

knowledge of a city is a function of the imageability of the urban environment: that is, the extent 
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to which the components of the environment make a strong impression on the individual. In turn, 

imageability is influenced by a city’s legibility: the degree to which the different elements of the 

city (defined as paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks) are organised into a coherent and 

recognisable pattern (Lynch, 1960). By gathering information about these elements, the 

individual creates both an image of the city and also a frame of reference. It is also clear that 

most people acquire knowledge of a place by a piecemeal ‘bottom-up’ process which is itself 

dependent on direct experience.  

 

 

 

Figure 2 Indicators to Assess the Relative Success of Cultural Quarters11 

 

As discussed in Montgomery (2003, p. 295), the figure above summarizes the elements 

one would expect to find in a successful cultural quarter.  These are presented under three sub-

                                                 
11 John Montgomery (2003) Cultural Quarters as Mechanisms for Urban Regeneration. Part 1: Conceptualising Cultural Quarters, Planning, Practice & Research, 

18:4, 293-306, DOI: 10.1080/1561426042000215614 
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headings: Activity, Form and Meaning.  Montgomery (2003, p. 295) stressed that a good cultural 

quarter would contain a unique mixture of these elements.  In particular, a place with good 

activity but an inappropriate urban form will not be a cultural quarter which attracts everyday 

users and visitors; instead, it is a place of cultural production disconnected from the arena of 

consumption.  That is, cultural quarters cannot be considered isolated from the geography and 

characteristic of urban places.  Also, a cultural quarter without meaning will not be much of a 

place since culture, after all, is about meaning.   

Since cultural districts have divergent goals and objectives, what is used to measure its 

success shall be related to the goals set out in its plan.  In the context of Chinese cultural 

planning, the cultural plan often has the goal of both economic development and heritage 

conservation. 

 

Development of Research Question and Hypothesis 

 

Through our review of relevant literatures on major theories and causes of cultural 

district successes and failures, we can gain some understanding of what are important for the 

success of cultural districts; this can help us formulate a hypothesis for our research of Tianqiao 

Performing Arts District.   

From our literatures, the definition of cultural districts as industrial districts is a 

convenient concept for our research on cultural districts in the Chinese context.  Since our 

research focuses on those cultural districts with both economic development and heritage 

conservation objectives, it is convenient and beneficial for us to conceive cultural districts as an 

industrial district with primary purpose of cultural production and consumption.  In the case of 
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Tianqiao Performing Arts District, for instance, the cultural products are the performing arts, the 

historic architectures in the region, and the physical and digital products produced by cultural 

entrepreneurs based on cultural heritage.   The success of such a district is therefore dependent 

upon how well the cultural district and relevant policies are able to incentivize cultural producers 

to produce better contents; it is also dependent on how well the district is able to attract cultural 

consumers to consume the cultural products.  In particular, the literatures have discussed the 

importance of innovation with the promotion of the past.   

The literatures also emphasize the importance of implementation for the success of 

cultural planning.  Some of the factors that can hinder the progress of implementing a cultural 

district include the lack of clear goals and implementation strategies, the lack of clearly 

delineated departmental responsibilities for each strategy, weak cross-departmental cooperation, 

and the lack of powerful standalone cultural units leading the implementation efforts.   

Therefore, the paper hypothesizes that some factors hindering the progress of the 

Tianqiao Performing Arts District in Beijing include the planning strategies not taking into 

account of the needs of cultural consumers and producers, the lack of clearly delineated 

departmental responsibilities for implementing those strategies, and a lack of departmental 

collaboration.   
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Figure 3 Developing Hypothesis 

 

 

 

Tianqiao Performing Arts District, A Case Study  

 

 

After understanding why cultural plans succeed and fail on an international scope, we can 

now focus on discussing cultural planning in the local context of China.  Through a study of the 

Tianqiao Performing Arts District, we can gain a deeper understanding of the challenges and 

opportunities of cultural planning in China.  

 

Background  

Location 
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As indicated in the map below, the historical Tianqiao region in Beijing generally refers 

to an area bounded by Zhushikou in the south, Yongdingmen in the north, Temple of Heaven in 

the east, and Temple of Agriculture in the west.  

 

Figure 4 Location Map of the historical Tianqiao Region 

 



 22 

 

Figure 5 Satellite Map of the historical Tianqiao Region 

History of Beijing Tianqiao region 

 

Tianqiao literally means “bridge to heaven”.  The region got its name because it occupies 

a path on which emperors during the Ming and Qing period have to walk to the Temple of 

Heaven for ceremonies worshipping the “heaven”.  Since there existed a water-covered region 

between the Qianmen (a gate of Beijing’s historic city wall) and the Temple of Heaven, a bridge 

was constructed to facilitate the emperor’s worshipping activities.  Although the bridge was later 

demolished for practical reasons, the name of Tianqiao remains for the region surrounding the 

bridge.   

The Tianqiao region is located between Yongdingmen and Chaoyangmeng.  It became 

the path visitors must go through to enter Beijing from the south side.  After the construction of 

the Tianqiao bridge, it became more prosperous, and gradually developed a market.  During the 
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middle and late Ming dynasty, the Tianqiao region was incorporated as part of Beijing’s urban 

area as the outer part of the city; during the Qing dynasty, all Han residents living in the inner 

city were compelled to move to the outer part of the city, which further facilitated the 

development of the region.12  Gradually, the region formed Beijing’s hub for street culture and 

arts. “Guang Tianqiao” (wandering around Tianqiao) was considered as one of the most exciting 

activities for many of Beijing residents during the 1920s and 1930s. 13 

 

Decline and Current Condition 

 

Although historically a vibrant place for traditional Chinese street culture and folk arts, 

the region’s art scenes have declined.  After 1957, most of the artists in Tianqiao no longer 

gathered in the region.  Some of these people switched career paths; some became government 

appointed cultural artists and some others became athletes.  In 2004, the Ministry of Culture 

launched the Chinese National Folk Culture Protection Project and Tianqiao culture was 

included in the project. 

In the past several decades, a large number of urban renovation projects and road 

widening projects have been implemented in the Tianqiao region just as other parts of Beijing. 

Modern high-rise residential buildings and wide streets have replaced traditional buildings. The 

Tianqiao area has lost the traditional cultural atmosphere.  In the entire Tianqiao area, there are 

only two cultural institutions that offer art performances left: the Tianqiao Theater and the 

Tianqiao Le Tea Garden. The former performs films and drama, and the latter traditional Chinese 

operas.  After 2000, the Tianqiao Le Tea Garden was acquired by the Beijing Deyun Society 

                                                 
12https://wenku.baidu.com/view/30a09ea8a0116c175f0e489a.html?rec_flag=default&sxts=1553116223158&sxts=1553135145637 
13https://wenku.baidu.com/view/30a09ea8a0116c175f0e489a.html?rec_flag=default&sxts=1553116223158&sxts=1553135145637 



 24 

Culture Communication Co., Ltd..  It is now the base of Deyun, a cultural institution famous for 

its crosstalks, a traditional form of Chinese comedic performing art.  In addition, there is a folk 

culture museum in Tianqiao, which displays the folk culture that once existed there.   

 

Tianqiao Culture 

The Tianqiao area was once a bustling hub of cultural activities and folk arts. Tianqiao 

culture is representative of Beijing “Shijing” culture, or street culture.  There are a variety of 

religious and cultural groups, artists and street food vendors.  Commodities and street food sold 

in the Tianqiao market are very affordable and became very popular with the lower income 

citizens in Beijing. The folk arts performed in Tianqiao also caters to the tastes of the ordinary 

crowds. Some common art forms include the “Pingshu” (storytelling), crosstalks (a traditional 

Chinese comedic performing art), “Pingju” (Beijing opera), scorpion, “Dagushu” (opera with 

storytelling and drumming, and magic tricks, as well as peep show (an exhibition of pictures or 

objects viewed through a small hole), and even street slang and cursing have become a 

performance of the Tianqiao artists.  In addition, the sale of medicines and medical services is 

also an important feature of the Tianqiao market.  Some sell homemade medicines in Tianqiao 

and provide simple medical services such as tooth extraction and pedicure.  Since the price is 

much lower than regular hospitals and private clinics, it is highly popular among citizens at the 

bottom of society financially.  There are also martial arts performances including “Ying qigong” 

(A system of physical exercises and breathing control that allow practitioners to break hard 

objects).14 

 

                                                 
14 http://www.360doc.com/content/17/1025/23/36149495_698142853.shtml 



 25 

  

 

 

Figure  6 Streetfood vendor15 

  

 

Figure 7 Performances of martial arts and acrobatics in old Tianqiao16 

 

                                                 
15 https://www.sohu.com/a/202992838_726692 
16 https://www.sohu.com/a/202992838_726692 
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Figure 8 Juggling performance in old Tianqiao17 

 
Figure 9 Opera Performances in old Tianqiao 18 

 

 In my view, one important characteristic of Tianqiao culture is an emphasis on 

informality and street atmosphere.  Through the public display of performances, artists attract 

audience to watch their performances and receive donations from them.  That is, people are free 

to watch these “informal” performances.  This form of informal street performance attracts 

                                                 
17 https://www.sohu.com/a/202992838_726692 
18 https://www.sohu.com/a/202992838_726692 
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“renqi”, or “popular atmosphere”, to the region.  This creates a bustling prosperity in the region 

and attracts more audience and artists.   

By analyzing the historical prosperity of the region, we find several factors behind the old 

Tianqiao region’s popularity.  First of all, the Tianqiao has a strategic location that spontaneously 

attracts audience and visitors. Secondly, the informality of performances attracts audiences to 

conglomerate and watch the shows through public display of art performances.  Thirdly, the free 

to watch shows and low price point of street retails are extremely attractive to audience and 

visitors.  In our analysis of modern Tianqiao, we should also take into consideration of the 

incentives behind cultural consumers, that is, and their motivation behind the visitors of 

Tianqiao.  Such information can be obtained through site observations of cultural institutions, 

and interviews of visitors.  

 

Beijing Tianqiao Performing Arts District Master Plan 

 

As indicated in the maps shown below, the Tianqiao Performing Arts District is bounded 

by Zhushikou West Street, Tianqiao South Street, Inner Yongdingmen street, Yongdingmen 

South Street, Taiping Street, and Hufang Street Road.   
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Figure 10 Tianqiao Performing Arts District Boundary 

 

 

            Once a bustling hub of cultural activities and folk arts traditions, the Tianqiao has fallen 

into disrepair.  SOM’s Tianqiao performing Arts District master plan aims to reestablish 

Tianqiao as Beijing’s cultural destination with a collection of modern and traditional 

performance venues.  The Beijing Tianqiao Performing Arts District Master Plan, which won the 

2015 American Institute of Architects Institute Honor Awards, includes the establishment of 

modern jewel box theaters and public plazas.  The theatres will support the area’s long-standing 

performing arts tradition; the public plazas serve to accommodate the needs and expectations of 

modern visitors. Both the theatres and plazas will support the evolution and preservation of the 
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neighborhoods. One important goal of this plan is to combine the new and old to create China’s 

version of Broadway in Beijing. 19 

The plan aims to reestablish the Tianqiao area as the cultural heart of the city with a new 

collection of modern jewel-box theatres and mix uses.  Due to urbanization, the original 

connection between the two temples have been lost.  The plan proposed a revitalized theatre 

district, a repurposed cultural axis, and urban agriculture park meeting to transition visitors to the 

Temple of Heaven.  The plan proposed the removal of dilapidated historical buildings and the 

insertion of modern theatres and amenities.  The hutong alleys, characteristic of the historical 

buildings in this region, will be revitalized and coexist with and supported by the catalytic “jewel 

box theaters”. Altogether, this will stimulate commercial activities while promoting Tianqiao’s 

famous street cultural heritage, its folk arts traditions, and historical architectures. 

 

Figure 11 Tianqiao Performing Arts District Concept Sketch 

 

In addition, the master plan proposes a Business Improvement District. This BID, 

according to the plan, will serve as the financial support of the project and physically connect 

                                                 
19 http://www.som.com/news/two_som_projects_receive_aia_honor_awards_for_2015 

http://www.som.com/news/two_som_projects_receive_aia_honor_awards_for_2015
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potential patrons to theaters.  Moreover, the plan aims to reduce automobile dependency in the 

area by creating walkable neighborhoods around three new subway stations. The inclusion of 

incubator zones adjacent to the theatre sites will provide affordable housing and workspace for 

artists; this will allow artists to train, study, and perform all within the sustainable performing 

arts eco-system. 1 

 

Plan Details 

 

 The comprehensive planning for Tianqiao Performing Arts District can be summarized 

as “one core, two axis, five regions”.20  The “one core” refers to the Tianqiao Performing Arts 

District, which covers an area of 2.07 square kilometers.  There are 14 performance venues 

including theaters and other domestic performance arts theatres. 

  The “Two axes”, as demonstrated below, include a vertical historic axis and horizontal 

historic axis.   

                                                 
20 http://news.163.com/12/0621/20/84I44QDS00014AED_mobile.html 
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Figure 12 Tianqiao Performing Arts District Historic Axis and Cultural Axis 

 

 

Figure 13 Tianqiao Performing Arts District Historic Axis and Cultural Axis 
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 The “five areas” refers to the five major functional zones.   The functions of this district 

are incorporated into the “three districts and one zone” in the performing arts district: a theatre 

district, a commercial district, a sports and entertainment district, and a performing arts, tourism, 

commercial mixed use zone, as demonstrated in the map below.  21 

 

  

Figure 14 Tianqiao Performing Arts District “One Zone, Three Districts” Division 

                                                 
21 https://wenku.baidu.com/view/91ce3ddc7f1922791688e8de.html 
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Three Stages of Development  

According to the plan, there are three stages in the development of the Tianqiao 

Performing Arts District: beginning stage, extension stage, and core stage.  The total area 

occupies 2,070,000 square meters (approximately 511.5 Acres).  The starting stage is expected to 

be completed by 2015, and all three stages was expected to complete by 2020.  The expected 

total investment for all three stages investment is 15 billion RMB (approximately 2.21 billion 

dollars).22 

 

Implementation Process and Timeline 

 

In 2009, the Beijing Municipal Government issued the “Action Plan for Promoting the 

Development of the South Beijing”, which clearly proposed to create a performing arts brand for 

Tianqiao by establishing a cultural performance district.  In 2011, the Tianqiao Performing Arts 

District started construction.  In 2013, the design for the comprehensive plan was completed.  

The plans was expected to build 30 more theatres after the three stages of development and form 

a cluster of 50 theatres in total with the existing ones.  This includes 3 large-scale theatres (1200 

- 2000 seats), 3 medium-scale theatres (800-1200 seats), 10 multi-functional small-scale theatres 

(400 seats), 10 small-scale opera and acrobatics theatres (100-500 seats), and 6 outdoor 

experimental theatres (less than 100 seats).  The plan aimed to have all 34 theatres constructed 

before 2018.   

 

                                                 
22 http://news.163.com/12/0621/20/84I44QDS00014AED_mobile.html 
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New Venues 

However, since the first conceptual plan came out in 2009 and the specific 

comprehensive plan was completed in 2013, there are only four new art-related developments 

being established after five years.  By the year 2018, the Tianqiao Arts Tower, Tianqiao Art 

Center, Tianqiao Citizen Square, and China Theatre are completed and started to operate; this 

signals the end of the beginning phase of development, with a total investment of 2.6 billion 

RMB (approximately 384 million dollars).   

Among them, the Tianqiao Art Center, with a total investment of 1.6 billion RMB (234 

million USD), has become a popular destination for performing arts in Beijing after it has been 

put into operation with a 3,300-seats high standard theatre.   The Tianqiao Art Tower is an office 

building providing office space for performing arts companies and cultural entrepreneurs; it is 

attracting cultural enterprises to move in.  The Citizen Square mainly serves as a walkable square 

and should not be considered as a performing arts venue.  The China Theatre serves as a movie 

theatre and have 4 showing rooms with a total of 494 seats.   

 

Name Function Seats Investment 

Tianqiao Art Center Performances 3,300 1.6 Billion RMB 

Tianqiao Art Tower Office Building for Cultural 

Enterprises and Businesses 

N/A Less than 0.5 Billion 

(Rehab) 

China Theatre Films & Movies 494 Less than 0.5 Billion 

(Rehab) 

Figure 15 New Venues since 2019 Plan 
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Analysis of the Plan 

 

There are several noteworthy elements the Tianqiao Performing Arts District relevant to 

our study.  First of all, the planning strategy is top-down insertion of theatres and other 

amenities.  In other words, the district is primarily a government-led cultural district.  The 

planning approach is mainly building Modern Jewel Box Theatres and encourage mixed 

commercials uses to form a tourist entertainment zone.   In terms of planning purposes, the 

district aims to “revive” cultural heritage by mixing traditional performing arts with modern 

economic activities.  

Secondly, the plan places heavy emphasis on blending the traditional elements with 

modern commercial elements. That is, the plan is trying to “adapt” traditional culture to modern 

needs.  With the insertion of modern amenities and the establishment of a business improvement 

district, the plan is suggesting that the traditional culture will not only coexist with but supported 

by modern commercial activities.  This involves the adaptation of traditional arts into a modern 

form of entertainment for visitors and tourists.  In other words, this process involves a 

“rebranding” of traditional folk arts into a modern form of entertainment for modern people to 

appreciate and embrace. In my views, it will require a long period of time for people to adapt to 

and incorporate the traditional performances into their modern needs for entertainment. 

Thirdly, the master plan has a stated purpose of creating “the Broadway of China”. This 

indicates the plan is primarily modeled on the Broadway’s role as a cultural entertainment hub 

for the US.  Indeed, Broadway is a mix of tradition and modern economic activities.  However, 

Broadway’ performing arts culture grew organically over time with the commercial activities in 
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New York.  Will the Tianqiao Performing Arts District master plan, as an artificially 

implemented project, be able to recreate a harmonious blend of traditional culture and modern 

commerce like Broadway in a short period of time?  Many planned cultural districts in the world 

have an existing cultural cluster which the planners can localize and transform into a cultural 

district; the Tianqiao district, however, does not have an existing cultural cluster in the region.  

Tianqiao’s performing arts industry declined and there is a discontinuation of cultural 

production.   

 

 

 

Methodologies 

 

This paper will investigate the issues and challenges in the implementation process of 

such a plan and what has caused the slow progress in implementing the plan.  The research 

includes information gathered from field observations, and interviews with relevant stakeholders 

including current residents, business owners, theatre managers, artists, and government officials 

to understand whether the plan accomplished its purposes and what hinders its progress.    

There are two important aspects that we will focus on in our research process.  Firstly, we 

are trying to understand what causes the problems of Tianqiao and what hinders the progress of 

implementation.  Secondly, we are trying to study the incentives behind cultural producers’ 

needs and cultural consumers’ choices.   

Since there is a lack of participations and opinion collections from cultural producers 

when drafting the Tianqiao Performing Arts District plan, this thesis studies the thought of 

relevant stakeholders by asking them directly about their opinions about the plan.  The thesis also 
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interviews relevant staff in the relocation office and planning departments to understand the 

planning process from the government’s standpoint, as demonstrated in the diagram below.  

After collecting these information, we analyze the results in order to identify challenges on the 

broader context of China.   Next, based on the stakeholders’ opinions, previous literatures, and 

case studies of other cultural districts, the paper proposes recommendations and measures that fit 

better with Beijing’s social and economic context, which can be applied to mitigate the problems 

facing Tianqiao cultural district and cultural planning in China.  

 

 

 
Figure 16 Research Methodology 
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Research Design 

 

The research design for this thesis is primarily qualitative. The research will involve a 

combination of field observations on the study site with interviews of important stakeholders.  

The interviewees include stakeholders in relevant government offices who are directly involved 

in the process of planning and implementation as well as those stakeholders who are not 

involved in planning but are important for the success of the district.  For each of the 

stakeholders, I designed open-ended questions to ask them for their views towards the Tianqian 

Performing Arts District master plan and their perceived factors causing the delay in its progress.   

The also research interviewed cultural producers and consumers to learn their demands and 

potential ways to improve the plan.   

 

Interviewees:  

1. Government  

a. Relocation Office  

b. Planning Department (District Level) 

2. Non-government 

a. Local Residents  

b. Visitors and tourists 

c. Business Owners 

d. Managers of theatres 

 

The research explored the following questions during the field observations and interviews: 
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What is the current condition of the Tianqiao theatres?   

What causes the slow progress in Tianqiao Performing Arts District? 

Is there a new plan or any revisions made to the plan for Tianqiao Performing Arts District since 

2009? 

To what extent and how is each level of government and departments involved in planning and 

operating the projects? 

Who are the main actors in initiating, implementing, and developing the projects and how the 

relations among actors are structured? 

How do you think of the quality of commercial activities in the Tianqiao region, commercial 

incomes and volume of visitors (customers)? 

Any traffic congestion in the region? How do you commute? What’s the most convenient traffic 

option?  

 

What kind of environment can the theatres in Tianqiao provide to the artists to perform here? 

What incentives can the theatre provide to traditional artists to perform here?  Any suggestions 

for the Tianqiao Performing Arts District plan?   

 

How to attract artists and agglomerate art industry in the area for sustainable cultural production?   

 

What are the demands of cultural consumers?  

 

What is the degree of collaboration between the government and cultural producers?  
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For field observation, I will examine the “core” area as outlined in the master plan. This 

includes the eight existing theatres in the region including the Tianqiao Theater, Beijing 

Acrobatic Troupe Theater, and Deyun She. These theatres have a focus on offer art performances 

to visitors. I will also examine the Tianqiao Art Center and the Tianqiao Art Tower, which were 

both completed in 2015 and were meant to serve the Tianqiao cultural district by providing space 

to attract cultural entrepreneurs and well-known traditional artists.  In addition, I will examine 

the Civic Square and all the walkable streets in the region.  I will also examine the residential 

region including the Liuxuelu district. 

 

Some major indicators I will investigate during the site visits: 

1. Counting of visitors, during different times of the day 

2. Traffic conditions, during different times of the day 

3. Problems and issues observed (social, economic, traffic) 

4. Commercial Activities  

 

Research Results and Analysis 

 

Based on the Analysis of the research results, there are several important themes that can 

be learnt from our research that are relevant when we make recommendations to facilitate the 

Tianqiao Cultural District plan and cultural planning in China. 

 

Field Observations 
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In general, the site observations indicate that the Tianqiao region has not formed a cluster 

of theatres.   In 2018, there are about 14 theatres in the region and there is a lack of prosperity 

and visitors in the area; the crowds tend to only accumulate in the region before and after the 

shows.  There is a lack of commercial activities in the region and businesses are primarily 

serving the current residents in the neighborhoods.   

In historic Tianqiao, the free performances very important to promote “renqi”, or popular 

atmosphere.  The free performances on the street, in other words, is how the performing arts 

heritage in the region were popularized and fostered. The modern jewel box theatres, however, 

requires people to buy tickets before they have an idea of what the performance is about.  Due to 

a lack of appreciation and a lack of understanding of traditional culture for the young audiences 

in Beijing nowadays, it is unlikely for many people to purchase tickets to walk into a theatre to 

watch the show without a decent understanding and appreciation of what will be performed.   

 

 

Reasons for the Delay 

 

 

 Regarding the delay in the Tianqiao Performing Arts District, the planning department 

suggests two reasons behind the delay.  First of all, the construction for the Tianqiao Performing 

Arts was paused for the year 2017 and 2018 because of another important project at the central 

government level: the application of Beijing Central Axis for world heritage site.  Because the 

Tianqiao region is part of the Central Axis in Beijing and the central government is preparing the 

area for the application for World Heritage Site, the project is paused in the year 2017 and 2018.   
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 Secondly, the original 2009 plan for Tianqiao Performing Arts District is a plan at 

district level.  That is, it was a small, regional plan.  The city government and the central 

government, however, later decided to make a comprehensive plan on a larger scale; and the 

central government also starts to take charge because of its application for world heritage site.  

Thus, the plan at district level cannot make “big moves” before the city government and central 

government give further instructions to implement the plan; the planned new constructions were 

therefore delayed.    

 

Theatres and Operation 

 

 Affording to the planning department, the Beijing Tianqiao Shengshi Group, a state-

owned enterprise, is the developer responsible for developing the Tianqiao Performing Arts 

District.  The company is also responsible for operating the theatres in the region.   

 Currently, there are about 14 theaters in the Tianqiao Performing Arts District.  The old 

theaters, such as the Tianqiao Theatre, are owned and operated by state-owned enterprises. 

Among all the four new establishment since 2011, only the Tianqiao Art Center is newly built 

with investment of more than 1 billion.  The other new establishments are converted from old 

buildings previously for other uses.  The land is state-owned and doesn’t cost money to acquire. 

 The construction of new theaters was delayed due to the application for World Heritage 

of Beijing Central Axis; the second phase of the Tianqiao Performing Arts District did not start.  

The central government requires the district government to develop the area in accordance with 

the plan for the application for World Heritage Site of the Beijing Central Axis.  Because 

Tianqiao area has been designated as the central core area; the decision-making power for 
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implementing the plan has shifted away from the district government to city level government 

and central government. 

 There is no new plan for the Tianqiao Performing Arts District compared to five years 

ago.  The old plan has no fundamental conflicts with the goal of heritage preservation and the 

future planning of the country.  The protection of the old city is the focus of future national 

planning, and the regional government will build according to the requirements of the central 

government’s application for World Heritage Site.    

 

 

Old Tianqiao Street Culture and Demands of Cultural Consumers 

 

The historic prosperity of Tianqiao is heavily dependent on Tianqiao’s informal street 

culture.  Based on my qualitative interviews, many of the long-time residents in the region feel 

that the new plan of creating a cluster of theatres will not generate prosperity in the region like 

the old Tianqiao did.  Compared to the street culture in historic Tianqiao, the theatres cluster is 

not attracting much “renqi” to the region; some interviewee believe that the theatres are not 

fostering the same level of prosperity as that generated by the street performances in historic 

Tianqiao in which the free performances attracted people to gather and watch the performances.  

Also, the theatres and not offering any opportunities for community involvement.   

Performances offered by theatres currently in Tianqiao are relatively expensive and 

cannot cater to the needs of many consumers.  Because there is a lack of appreciation for 

traditional art forms in younger generations, those people are less likely to spend a large amount 

of money into something they do not have an appreciation for.  Instead, they will choose other 
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forms of entertainment that is cheap and easily accessible.  The theatres, however, fail to offer an 

opportunity for the audiences to easily and cheaply gain access to art forms that they are not 

familiar with.    

 

 

Lack of Collaboration between Stakeholders  

The lack of collaboration between different stakeholders are reflected in several different 

aspects.  First of all, the difficulties of acquiring properties in the region reflect a lack of 

collaboration between properties owners and the government.  Many of the properties in the 

region have complex ownership structures. For instance, some of the properties in the region are 

associated with foreign corporations or highly ranked officials; this makes acquiring and 

obtaining permission for development extremely difficult.  This lack of collaboration 

demonstrates the conflicting interests between owners and the government.  

 

 

Integration of New Media and Technology with Traditional Art Forms  

 

The importance of digital transmission of cultural products through new media and the 

application of new technologies into cultural production is another important theme mentioned 

by many of the interviewees. In particular, the use of new media for the transmission and 

marketing of traditional performing art forms is crucial for attracting younger generation 

audiences who are unfamiliar with traditional arts.   

One interviewee has expressed his inability to obtain enough information for the time and 

location of performances in Tianqiao theatres.  He is confused as to what to expect from the 
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performances since is a lack of information for the shows.  He believes that the Tianqiao 

Performing Arts District needs an online system to guide people to their desired shows.  That is, 

through a strong online presence, for example, Offering enough information to through a strong 

online presence.   

In addition, using new technologies to design and produce cultural products can 

dramatically accelerate the process of and efficiency of cultural production.  Through the It will 

allow the artists and cultural producers to create more revenues to operate in a financially 

feasible way. Also, the integration of new concepts into traditional art forms is also important for 

grasping the interests of the younger generation and popularizing traditional performing arts.  

That is, we can add modern elements into traditional art forms to make them attractive and 

suitable for contemporary cultural consumers.   

The interviews suggest that bringing prosperity back to Tianqiao requires a combination 

of traditional and non-traditional approaches to rebrand and popularize traditional art forms.  The 

success of Deyun She is a good example of popularizing traditional art forms.  Degang Guo, the 

head of Deyun She, is one of the most popular cross talk artist in China and he frequently 

appears on television as a comedian and TV show host. He has incorporated many modern 

elements into his cross talks and made his performances popular among the younger generation 

through a strong digital presence.  In fact, he is so famous that his cross talks have been 

considered as popular culture in modern China.   The success of Deyunshe can be a model to 

replicate for other traditional performing arts.   

 

Dilapidated Historic Buildings and Difficulties of Relocation 
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The financial feasibility of relocation is another big issue in the process of 

implementation of the Tianqion Performing Arts District’s vision.  Because the hutong houses in 

Tianqiao region are historically inhabited by poor residents in the city, they have some 

characteristics which hinder the progress of acquiring those properties and converting them into 

income generating facilities.  Firstly, those houses mostly have small living area and poor built 

quality.  This means that those houses are too small to be directly rehabilitated and converted 

into hotels or other income-generating entities.  Because of the poor built quality, those houses 

have little value for rehabilitation; instead, they have to be demolished and rebuilt to make 

facilities like theatres, hotels, or commercial space.  Therefore, the relocation offices have to 

acquire a large number of houses before they can accumulate enough area for development. This 

requires the relocation offices to gain consents from a large number of owners who have diverse 

views towards their residences, housing needs, and ideal level of compensations. Therefore, it 

will be very difficult for the relocation office to obtain consent from so many different owners 

because they diverse views of those current residents toward relocation.  As demonstrated in the 

interviews I conducted, a young man has expressed his unwillingness to ever move away from 

his hutong house because he thinks the Tianqiao region is quite convenient and has so many 

amenities and hospitals which are crucial for his old grandfather’s health.  However, another 

resident claimed that he is willing to relocate as long as he gets enough compensation.  The 

current relocation program offers a compensation that is below market rate and residents sell 

their homes to the relocation office on a voluntary basis.  The houses are sparsely located and 

can’t form an area large enough for development, and the low quality built also require relatively 

large amount of funding to demolish and reconstruct the houses.  Therefore, it is not financially 

feasible for developers and state-owned businesses to develop those acquired houses.  As a 
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result, those houses being acquired are mostly left vacant before a sizable area can form for 

redevelopment. 

 

Underutilized Space  

One thing that has been mentioned repeatedly in the interviews and my field 

observations, is that the theatres in Tianqiao are underutilized during certain times of the day and 

during certain days of the week.  That is, the traffic of visitors is concentrated during evening 

times and during the weekends.  This results in lower revenues and net operating incomes for the 

theatres.  To better utilize these spaces during day times and the weekends, The theatres can 

utilized the space during those hours of low traffic to set up classes and workshops to foster more 

participation from community members.   

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, results from our qualitative research have validated our hypothesis that the 

stagnated progress of the Tianqiao Performing Arts District results from a combination of forces 

including a lack of collaboration between various stakeholders and the absence of a dedicated 

and powerful standalone cultural unit to lead the implementation efforts.  This two factors lead to 

the government’s lack of understanding of cultural producers and consumers, which, 

subsequently leads to inappropriate strategies for Tianqiao that require an excessively extended 

period of time and resources to accomplish its stated goals.  In its implementation process, the 

lack of collaboration between stakeholders worsened the problem because relocating and 

acquiring properties further slowed down the progress of implementation.  

 



 48 

 

Recommendation 

 

Figure 17 Recommendations 

 

After the research, we become clear about the issues and opportunities in the Tianqiao 

region.  The slow progress in the implementation of the Tianqiao Performing Arts District is 

caused by both governmental and non-governmental factors.   The governmental factors have to 

do with the role of different levels of government in the planning and implementation process.   

There is a hierarchy of power between the three levels of government, with central 

government at the top, followed by the city government, and then the district level government at 

the bottom.  A plan initiated at district level is easily delayed and suspended if there are broader 

objectives in higher levels of government.  In the case of Tianqiao Performing Arts District, 

there seems to be a lack of collaboration and clearly delineated responsibilities for differently 

levels of government.    



 49 

This can result in inefficiency because cultural plan will not accomplish its purposes 

unless it is fully implemented. If a cultural plan is implemented half way and forced to be 

suspended or change direction, it often results in a waste of resources.  A solution to this issue is 

establishing a unit responsible for integrating the objectives from different levels of government 

lead the implementation efforts.  To have a cultural plan implemented effectively and timely in 

the context of China, it is important to foster better collaboration between different levels of 

government, and, at the same time, ensure that the three levels of government have clearly 

delineated responsibilities in the process of formulating and implementing the plan.   

Therefore, we recommend establishing a standalone cultural council which integrates the 

objectives from all three levels of government into comprehensive plans.  This standalone unit 

shall ensure that the objectives and strategies in different level of central government are not in 

conflict with each other.   Also, the cultural council shall assign clearly delineated 

responsibilities for each department in the process of implementing the plan.    

In addition, the government’s lack of understanding of cultural producers and consumers 

can lead to inappropriate strategies for cultural districts which can require an excessively 

extended period of time and resources to accomplish its stated goals.   In the case of Tianqiao 

Performing Arts District, installing theatres and commercial clusters in a top-down manner may 

not be an ideal form of development for Tianqiao.  It’s not ideal for Tianqiao because relocation 

and demolishment will not only destroy historical structures but will take an excessively long 

period of time to implement.  This is extremely difficult to accomplish and the region will face 

years of underutilization.  Because of the top-down approach the government has taken and its 

lack of understanding of local context, the government has formulated a plan mostly based on the 

city’s economic and heritage preservation goals.  To create theatres and commercial space in the 
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regions will bring in high economic development and tax revenues in the long term through 

tourism.  However, the specific scenarios in Tianqiao make the implementation of such a plan 

incredibly long and difficult.  

The cultural council, therefore, shall also be responsible for understanding the needs and 

situation of local community in order to formulate cultural plans that can be implemented in a 

much easier and more efficient fashion. With the cultural council in place, a more organic and 

bottom-up form of development can be formulated and employed for more efficient 

implementation and better community participation.   

Instead of acquiring space for larger scale development, we recommend the government 

convert some of the hutong houses that have been acquired by the relocation office into small 

community museums and schools for traditional arts.  The museum shall exhibit old objects that 

belong to the original owners of the houses.  This way, the project will not dismantle the historic 

neighborhoods and the small hutong houses can serve as tourist attraction and generate incomes 

for the district.   

The cultural council shall also initiate programs to allow relevant institutions to pool 

resources together in the district.  For example, students from art schools can collaborate with 

established artists to host cultural events.  For the property owners in the district, programs shall 

be formulated to allow them generate incomes from the cultural activities in the district; this 

way, they will be more likely to collaborate with the government’s and the cultural board’s 

initiatives.  Those programs shall also be formulated and implement by the cultural council. 

Another recommendation for Tianqiao Performing Arts District is to establish free public 

performances zone on the walkable street of Tianqiao to allow an informal form of display to 

attract cultural consumers to the region.  This activates underutilized space on the street for free 
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exhibition and performances of traditional art forms and allows the “informal elements” to exist 

and attracts “popular atmosphere” to the region.  This can create an excellent opportunity for 

community engagement and participation.  It can connect artists and the visitors together because 

of the direct contact with the artists and the people.  We will have an opportunity to not just to 

“watch” the performance but to “experience” the performances with relative close contacts with 

the performers.  However, we need to ensure the safety and well-being of the audience and artists 

by requiring a license for artists to perform on the stage.  Moreover, theatres in Tianqiao are 

underutilized during certain times of the day and during certain days of the week.  That is, the 

traffic of visitors is concentrated during evening times and during the weekends.  To better 

utilize these spaces during day times and the weekends, the district can utilize the space during 

those hours of low traffic to set up classes and workshops to foster more participation from 

community members.  Also, we recommend the Tianqiao Performing Arts District formulate a 

digital marketing strategy and establish a strong online presence; this is important for grasping 

the interests of the younger cultural consumers and popularizing traditional performing art 

forms.   

The cultural council shall consist of community members, property owners, artists, 

students of traditional arts, cultural entrepreneurs, and government agents.  The council shall 

serve as a medium for community input and collaboration between stakeholders.  It shall sponsor 

cultural events and activities in the neighborhoods of Tianqiao to create a dynamic and culturally 

engaging environment.  The government, together with the cultural board, shall gather and 

understand the needs of cultural producers and consumers to foster collaboration between them, 

and formulate a program for artists to move into the district.  The point is giving the community 



 52 

members and property owners more opportunities and incentives to participate in the cultural 

district.   

 

In general, our recommendations for cultural planning for Tianqiao Performing Arts 

District can be generalized to the broader context of China.  The issues and challenges that exist 

in the planning of Tianqiao Performing Arts District also exist in cultural planning in China in 

general: the lack of collaboration between different government branches as well as different 

levels of governments, and a lack of understanding of needs and participation and from cultural 

producers and consumers as a result of the government-led top down approach.  Our 

recommendation is centered around the establishment of a standalone cultural council.  The 

council serves to integrate objectives from different levels of government and lead the 

implementation efforts by delineating responsibilities to each department; this will largely 

facilitate the implementations efforts.   Other than successful implementation, garnering support 

from the public and cultural producers are crucial because their attendance, participation, and 

engagement with the cultural district ultimately determines the success of cultural districts.  The 

council also serves as a crucial link between the government led efforts and the public and the 

cultural producers; it shall gather and understand the needs of cultural producers and consumers 

to foster collaboration between them.  In general, the council shall serve to integrate objectives 

and needs from different parties to formulate the best comprehensive plan and strategies; it shall 

also assigns clearly delineated tasks to different government branches, monitors the 

implementation, and implement programs based on the needs of cultural consumers and 

producers.   
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