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This article was written on the request of LOG magazine (Anyone Corporation), and was
published on its Issue 55 released in October 2022. Editors’ thought was to provide a
critique of two projects in Taipei, TPAC and TMC recently completed. | took the cue and
present it in the context of Taiwan’ s spree of international competitions that has been
popular for about two decades. It is my observation of the designs as well as cultural

phenomena they embody.
English version is exact pages published on LOG. | also attached a Chinese version.

Kwang-Yu King is a writer, curator, editor, and a partner of King Shih Architects in Taipei.
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Two notable cultural facilities — the Taipei Performing Arts
Center (TPAC), designed by OMA and ARTECH, and the
Taipei Music Center (TMC), designed by RUR Architecture
and Fei and Cheng Associates — are finally in operation

more than a decade after their initial conception. In 2003, in
my capacity as editor in chief of the architecture magazine
Dialogue, T helped organize two international competitions
to promote tourism and transportation. Since then, it has
become a trend — even a craze — for Taiwan’s public enti-
ties to go through a similar process for large-scale projects. In
the past two decades, there have been about 30 international
design competitions in Taiwan, including for the National
Taichung Theater by Toyo Ito, the National Kaosiung Center
for the Arts by Mecanoo, and the Taoyuan International
Airport Terminal 3 by Rogers Stirk Harbour + Partners (now
under construction), to name a few. Many of these projects
underwent notable delays, budget increases, program revi-
sions, and political and media criticism.

TPAC and TMC were both in the thick of this trend, and
I witnessed the process from the beginning. I served on the
jury for the TPAC competition in 2008, and later on the advi-
sory board during the early design stages of both projects. I
would therefore like to discuss TPAC and TMC in the context
of this international competition craze, two case studies that
exemplify the zeitgeist and may hint at the future of large-
scale architecture in Taiwan.

OMA won the TPAC competition in 2008, but con-
struction was delayed for six years and, according to media
reports, its budget ballooned from NTD$3.6 billion (about
$121 million) to NTD$6.6 billion ($222 million), mostly
because the original general contractor declared bankruptcy
in 2015. RUR was selected for TMC in 2010, and its budget
grew from the same N'TD$3.6 to NTD$5 billion ($165 mil-
lion), mostly due to program revisions and construction
delays. As these two major projects come to fruition, it finally
feels possible to discuss some persisting questions in the con-
text of globalization and cultural exchange, as well as archi-
tecture: Why has the trend of organizing competitions to hire
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Pidan doufu, a dish consisting of cold

silken tofu with a century [preserved)
egg, minced garlic, and spring onion.
Photo courtesy the author.

world-renowned architects led to interminable setbacks and
local criticism? How did the drawn-out processes affect the
final results and their public receptions? And what can we glean
from these two case studies about the future of international
design efforts in Taiwan if we hope to break this pattern?

In the original competition brief, TPAC would be an
acropolis for all performance events, with a focus on Taiwan’s
vibrant theater and traditional drama groups. TMC, on the
other hand, would specifically support and promote Taiwan’s
pop music industry, known for its prominence in the Chinese-
speaking world. The Taipei city government also wanted both
projects to serve as urban actors that would inject energy and
character into their respective neighborhoods.

TPAC is located in the district of Shilin. One of the oldest
settlements along the Keelung River, today it is a dense neigh-
borhood with a mishmash of buildings of diverse sizes, ages,
and styles. The site borders major, heavily trafficked avenues
and a metro line and abuts the world-famous Shilin Night
Market. TMC is located in the eastern part of the city, in the
Nangang District, a former industrial area that is now a high-
end commercial and transportation hub. TMC will soon be
surrounded by large-scale developments with 30- to 40-story
luxury apartment buildings. The two parts of its site are
linked by a skybridge across Civic Boulevard, a major thor-
oughfare; to the north is the main area with the Concert Hall,
while the south site, a long strip of land, contains an exhi-
bition hall and commercial facilities. With its relatively low
density and profile, TMC is a source of relief from the density
of a hyper-urbanized neighborhood.

TPAC’s Program & Bold Concept

TPAC’s program called for auditoriums and rehearsal facili-
ties. The three auditoriums are the Grand Theater, which
seats 1,500, the Black Box (actually blue), which seats 800,
and the Globe Playhouse, a proscenium theater that also seats
800. OMA’s winning proposal was conceptually distinct from
the more than 100 other entries, and their bold ideas remained
mostly intact through completion. The main facilities are
lifted like a stilt house, largely leaving the ground level as an
open urban plaza. The site is on an ancient riverbed with soft
soil and low bearing capacity, so it was an expensive under-
taking to engineer an adequate foundation for the stilt design.
At the same time, opening up the ground level provides relief
from the heavy pedestrian and vehicular traffic in the vicinity
of the night market and creates a scene of urban delight.
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Top: OMA / Rem Koolhaas and David Gianotten, Taipei Performing Arts Center

(TPAC), Taipei, 2022. Bottom: The Globe Playhouse. Photos © Chris Stowers.
Courtesy OMA.
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The TPAC Globe Playhouse seen
through the corrugated-glass cur-
tain wall. Photo © Shephotoerd Co.
Photography. Courtesy OMA.

OMA’s strongest concept stems from their critique of the
traditional theater layout. The Grand Theater and the Black
Box are rectangular masses that protrude from the east and
west facades. Back-to-back in plan, their back stages can be
integrated to combine the halls into one very large venue.
One floor above, the Globe Playhouse is contained in a spheri-
cal structure that punctuates the south facade. The three
auditoriums are connected to a central cube that provides
backstages and support facilities. This “three-in-one” design
has been publicized in Taiwan as inspired by or resembling
a “Siamese hotpot,” a pot with a central division for regular
and spicy broths — popular fare in the nearby night market.
In TPAC, it is an aesthetic metaphor of local culture. Some
see this as a compliment to the theater’s context, while others
find it patronizing.

The most intricate design issue is circulation. The
ground-floor entry is only a reception area with stairs and
an escalator that lead to the main lobby on the second level.
From that spacious and well-lit lobby, circulation diverges
into three sets of long, parallel stairs and escalators that lead
to three foyers. The procession is like ascending and mean-
dering around a man-made hill. The lobby, the foyers, a
cafeteria, and several rehearsal rooms share a view of the sur-
rounding scene through corrugated glass, which provides a
spectacular, uninterrupted panorama. In addition, a “public
loop” allows anyone to walk through the building and see the
theater equipment and some of the backstage spaces. Starting
from a separate entry on the plaza, it winds along a series of
dark corridors and long stairs reminiscent of the interior of
the Death Star. Though a thoughtful gesture toward “com-
munity outreach,” the loop may, over time, turn out to be a
maintenance and security liability.

Like OMA’s CCTV Headquarters in Beijing, this bold,
dare-to-be-different design was met with praise, awe, bewil-
derment, and nicknames like pidan doufu (preserved egg and
tofu). One thing is certain: It is an in-your-face building that
raises eyebrows.

That said, without public or private sponsorship, no local
performing group has yet been able to afford to rent both the
Grand Theater and Black Box, let alone craft a site-specific
production for such a luxurious venue. Therefore, some
argue that despite the groundbreaking concept for theater
layouts, the audience’s general experience is the same as
in traditional theaters. There are also technical problems
with sound insulation between the two linked auditoriums,
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Section perspective of TPAC. Courtesy
OMA.

and in the Globe Playhouse there appear to be some sound
and lighting difficulties. But sponsorship and technical fine-
tuning may be resolved over time, and if the design’s potential
remains, then money, at the end of the day, is only money.

TMC’s Program & Crystalline Aesthetic

For TMC, RUR seemed to devote most of its energy to a crys-
talline aesthetic as their interpretation and expression of
Taiwanese pop music. The sharply defined textures, when
applied to the massive bulk of the Concert Hall, are somewhat
surprising — more symmetrical, geometric, and origami-

like than one might expect in a representation of the spirit

of Taiwanese pop music. The Concert Hall on the north site
contains a seating area for 5,000 flanked by crystalline side-
walls, with clear sightlines to a well-equipped stage and stel-
lar acoustics. Despite its grandeur, it feels cozy and intimate.
The hall is accessed via a spacious plaza that can be used for
outdoor events or via exterior stairs that lead to the concourse
level and to upper-level seating. The concourse also extends
into the skybridge that connects to the south site.

Here, a one-story podium lined with shops and a series of
live performance venues to be leased to private operators sur-
rounds a central, intimately scaled courtyard. At the west end
of the podium is the Exhibition Hall, a six-story cube that
houses the Taiwan Pop Music Hall of Fame. On the east end
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Top: RUR Architecture DPC, Taipei Music Center [TMC), Taipei, 2022. Bottom: The
Concert Hall. Photos: Yana Zhezhela and Alek Vatagin. Courtesy the architects.
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TMC recording studios, wrapped in a
crystalline mesh screen. Photo: Yana
Zhezhela and Alek Vatagin. Courtesy
the architects.

is a massing, reminiscent of a curled-up pangolin, encased
in wire-mesh cladding with a crystalline motif. It houses
recording rooms and a restaurant.

The city established a corporation to manage the TMC
complex, which has made good use of both the plaza and
the courtyard for open-air events and street performances
that reference the origins of Taiwan’s pop music. They also
removed one word from the project’s original name, Taipei
Pop Music Center, renaming it Taipei Music Center, which
welcomes any music — a gesture that reveals their broadening
perspectives on the venue’s musical future.

Concerns

The TMC project went through programmatic changes as
soon as RUR’s winning scheme was selected. The original
design was for an outdoor venue with a 10,000-seat capacity
and two movable stages that could be maneuvered to pro-
vide specific effects on the plaza — similar to Diller Scofidio
+ Renfro’s design for the movable shell at the Shed in New
York. But these plans were scrapped due to objections from
the neighbors. In turn, representatives from the Taiwanese
music world proposed increasing the capacity of the Concert
Hall from 3,000 to 5,000. Now that the project is finished, it
remains impossible to hold a large outdoor concert in Taipei.
The overall lowered capacity from the original 10,000 limits
the types of events TMC can host and may also limit its long-
term influence in Taiwan’s pop-music scene.

Repercussions

There has been much discussion among bureaucrats and city
councilors, in the media, and in architectural circles about
the “repercussions” of the competition process for TPAC
and TMC, as there was for other designs selected during this
craze for international competitions. I believe the prob-
lems in this process are threefold. First is the sloppiness of
programming and budgeting. The people put in charge of
programming for these competitions usually do so with lim-
ited compensation or even for free, as one of many services
included in their ambiguous scope of “project manager.”
Itis therefore no surprise that many program writers lack
experience in projects of comparable complexity and thus
reserve no leeway for thorough research. Further, the pro-
grams were constantly being modified by clients, legislators,
special interest groups, and even suppliers. In other words,

a layman’s opinions became debilitating restrictions for the
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The Taiwan Pop Music Hall of Fame
hovers above one end of TMC's shop-
lined courtyard. The Concert Hall
(right) is across the street. Photo: Yana
Zhezhela and Alek Vatagin. Courtesy
the architects.

design and construction teams. The budgets were likewise
stipulated arbitrarily rather than estimated through a stan-
dard operating procedure. Second, in the cases of TPAC and
TMC in particular, whenever things didn’t go as planned, no
party seemed able to respond and make necessary changes
promptly. They hit an impasse and spiraled into a vicious
cycle of compounding delays. Third, some of the foreign
architects seem to lose sight of reality and even profession-
alism when dealing with difficult local parties and wob-
bling policies. As the competition craze fizzles out, it may be
time to ask ourselves, Do we still see architecture as cultural
transplantation, as in colonial days? Or is it just commercial
marketing under globalization — an imported luxury good
that we buy primarily for the brand? Are we, the Taiwanese,
finally mature enough to design projects that are tailored to
specific site conditions and with the flexibility to assimilate
with local environments?

Despite the repercussions, I have spoken to many mem-
bers of performance groups who are excited about the
completion of TPAC and TMC, believing that the tangible
facilities as well as their intangible influences will bring new
inspiration to the Taiwanese performing arts scene. The
enthusiasm of the people who will make use of these venues is

a very Positive sign.
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TMC Concert Hall roof plan. Courtesy
the architects.

Kwang-Yu King is a writer, curator,
editor, and a partner at King Shih
Architects in Taipei.

It is an understatement to say that the world has changed
since the late aughts, when these two projects began. For one
thing, projects of similar, or higher, budgets are now com-
monplace because of inflation and the still-booming econ-
omy. It is a shame that these two important cultural projects
were delayed for so long that they now have to reposition
themselves as relevant and inspiring in 2022 and beyond.
Therefore, the central lesson here is this: Public entities that
aspire to build world-class masterpieces must prepare a truly
tested program with a compatible budget from the start. If
Taiwan can do this in the future, then these repercussions will
simply become important learning curves instead of outright
mistakes for any future public entities that still choose to hold
international competitions or other forms of large-scale cul-
tural exchange. Rather than only criticize existing projects as
a reminder of past mistakes, it is imperative to invest in fine-
tuning the operation of TPAC and TMC to further stimulate
and enhance the local culture industry, as was the original
aspiration. The cost will be nothing compared to the resources
South Korea has invested in its culture industry, for example.

At the end of Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai, after valor
has been tested, bandits killed, and heroes martyred, the sur-
viving samurai watches the whole village mobilize to plant
rice. The villagers celebrate their new life while conducting
this backbreaking work with synchronized dancing and sing-
ing in the muddy rice paddy. Feeling isolated from the peo-
ple’s simple happiness, the old samurai says, “We’ve lost yet
again. . .. Farmers are the victors. . . not us.” Architects may
come and architects may go, brilliant ideas may fall through
or fulfill their potential, but I hope that in TPAC and TMC —
as in any muddy field after longstanding problems — it is the
community that ends up the winners.
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