INSIGHTS INTO A MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO PERFORMING ART VENUES IN THE WORLD

Introduction

Today we cannot imagine a large city in the world that does not have at least one concert hall or performing arts centre, most often carried out on the initiative of the State or the local community itself. Often conceived ex nihilo, sometimes resulting from the change of use of pre-existing buildings or simply renovated, the venues seem to have multiplied since the 1990s, both in countries of ancient tradition -Italy (Parco della Musica in Rome, 2002), France (Philharmonie in Paris, 2015), Germany (Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg, 2016)and in emerging ones (China, Near East).

The phenomenon usually draws the attention to the costs of construction (budget overruns) and the reputation of the architects. However, the questions raised are largely related to the very function of live performance in a globally unfavorable economic context (resulting from the 2008 crisis, decrease in subsidies).

As a paradox, governments increasingly expect that culture generates positive benefits for communities, or even contributes directly or indirectly to the growth of a country. In addition to the increase in the number of venues, there have also been significant changes in their architectural design, their location and their interaction with the urban space. In order to understand the significance of these developments, it is important to consider this phenomenon in a not only historical but also comparative perspective, in particular as regards the so-called emerging countries.

In this respect, the situation is not very different from that of other cultural facilities, particularly museums, which, in the West as well as in many other areas, play a new and original role in terms of regional planning and tourism. Cultural geography is a recent field of research. It seems to us, however, that the parallel between theaters and museums finds its limits in two characteristics: on the one hand the particular nature of performing arts and, on the other hand its origin ancient history and its proximity to political power. While they naturally lead us to emphasize the economic and political dimensions of venues, it is not possible to neglect other aspects -architectural (even acoustic), aesthetic, social -because they are all inseparable from each other and only their combination will enable us to apprehend them in all their complexity and singularity. The purpose of this paper is to shed some light on the interactions with their environment.

A Multifunctional Approach

In performing arts, the venue is a space, most often built, intended to host theatrical, musical, lyrical, choreographic, etc. performances for an audience who, most often, pays for tickets. This definition, although excessively reductive, makes it possible to identify several criteria, which deserve some preliminary comments.

a)

It is primarily a space and, therefore, analysis of an existing or projected venue requires to think about its location: in the city? If so, in what part of the city? If outside, where and why? Who makes this choice? Further questions then arise immediately: is this space built? Built but empty and bare; is it indoor or outdoor (the ancient amphitheaters)? Is it mainly or occasionally (like arenas and stadiums) destined for shows? Finally, how is the interior space designed or how is it subdivided with regard to the different functions that the venue is supposed to fulfill? b) This space is intended for performing artistic works. While some types of shows are relatively simple to set up and require few technical and human resources (a piano recital for example), others require very sophisticated machinery and technical effects needing staff and stage resources. Such shows -plays, musicals or operas -result from coordination between different means of production and incorporate many components. The venue is therefore a place of economic production, like a factory.

c)

A show, a concert, etc. is designed for an audience and, depending on the kind of performance, is aimed at reaching the widest possible population or, on the contrary, restricting access to a few individuals or groups of individuals only.

These three elements are closely linked and must be taken into consideration simultaneously in the design phase of a new venue. This is not always the case: one sometimes takes precedence over others and architectural choices may for instance ultimately be difficult to match with certain types of show. That is why our approach aims to encompass these different aspects and to highlight their entanglement.

Aesthetic Approach

Designed for hosting performances, the venue plays above all a major role in the diffusion of the artistic works, in the constitution of the repertoires, as well as in the creation process. Some venues have been designed for a particular type of show (classical concert, pop, musical, dance, etc.) and others for a multipurpose activity. Not only the physical and technical characteristics, but also the topographical characteristics influence the artistic programs, or even induce it. If one observes for example the architectural design of the Opéra-Comique in Paris (inaugurated in 1898), it is easy to note that it is closely framed by the network of public roads surrounding the building and constituting an intangible physical boundary.

Ground plan of Opera-Comique in Paris (1898).

Moreover, the scenic design that prevailed at the time of construction of most performing arts venues was based mainly on the use of painted canvas constituting inter-changeable sets to be used from one production to another. Even though the concept of intellectual property on the design scenery, sets and costumes did not exist, the design perfectly reflects the so-called model of repertoire, which is, with the stagione and the festival one of the main modes of exploitation of opera performances. In other words, the topographical situation of the Opéra-Comique is also closely linked to a particular conception of the opera and especially of its staging, as well as to a mode of production and management. The aesthetic evolutions during the twentieth century as well as the increasing consideration of the creative role of the director and the designer as "creators" raise the question of the kind of shows that really fit the Opéra-Comique. This is one of the main causes explaining the numerous changes in artistic orientation known by the institution since the 1970s.

Over the last four decades, and mainly in non-Western countries, there has been a growing success of an architectural model which is locating several venues in the same building, each of which being assigned to a given type of show. For example, National Center for the Performing Arts in Beijing and the Shanghai Oriental Art Center have three to five specialized venues (western opera and symphonic music, chamber music, traditional Chinese opera, etc.). Such a concept makes it possible both to pool operating and administrative costs, to concentrate the artistic offer in one geographical area and simultaneously to offer the public a wide range of performances.

The choice of "star" architects often testifies to the desire to include the venue in a show of heritage and tourist development. The venue is considered a work of art in itself, whose symbolic and aesthetic significance justifies entrusting their design to great architects. Andrea Palladio, the Bibiena family, Gottfried Semper, Charles Garnier, Auguste Perret and others have thus marked the history of theatrical architecture in Europe. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, this usage remains and it should even be noted that, very often, the choice of the architect precedes that of the managing director who will still be the one in charge of running the venue. The result is sometimes that the specifications given to the architect unfortunately does not take into account the specific needs of certain shows.

Economic Approach

The performance hall allows artistic works to be shared with the public. Without it, many of musical works for instance could be communicated only to a tiny minority, consisting mainly of musicians and musicologists who can read a score. A large part of our cultural heritage could thus be condemned to disappear.

The performance hall is therefore the indispensable means by which the work, as an intellectual creation, is "transformed" by the performers in order to be presented to the public.

From an economic point of view, the performing arts is a product with paradoxical properties: unlike other products whose serial production enables cost reduction and margin increase, it has the nature of a prototype which production, in addition, tends to create a structural deficit that increases over time. This is why it almost always requires external financial contribution which, depending on the country, is of private or public origin. Public authorities are therefore very often involved in decisions concerning venues: the central government or local authorities thus own the buildings and are the main funding providers of the company that runs them. Public support is all the more crucial as the operating and the production costs can be very high (opera) or the prospects of selling tickets very low (contemporary music).

Moreover, one specific feature of performing arts is its ephemeral nature: not only does it disappear when the curtain falls, but it merges with the production process itself (a concert is both the process of musical manufaction and the product itself) and is "consumed" by the audience at the same time as it is produced. The venue is therefore a space where the show is manufactured, presented in its final state and consumed by the public. The place accorded to each of these economic functions is therefore a key question and some of the consequences are:

• the size of the stage is a physical limit to the show,

• a venue devoid of rehearsal spaces does not allow a real alternation,

• a venue without clearance spaces does not allow many changes of sets,

• the capacity of the venue limits the number of tickets that can be sold and, if the demand exceeds the supply of seats, forces to perform the show once again, and thus to expose new expenses,

• the absence of an orchestra pit does not normally allow opera performances.

Festivals -institutions that are ephemeral by nature -also deserve our attention. Some temporarily occupy places whose vocation is quite different the rest of the time, such as the "Folle Journée de Nantes", which is sheltered for a few days each year by a congress hall called Cité Internationale des Congrès. Many festivals present different shows at the same time, which requires them to have several venues at their disposal: the Salzburg Festival occupies more than fifteen different locations, in particular a venue located at ten kilometers of the city and arranged for the occasion in an old saline plant (Perner-Insel). The geographical fragmentation creates abundance and encourages the institution's anchorage throughout the territory.

Social Approach

The venue is consisting not only of places where the show is produced and consumed (theater, stage), but also of spaces where people show off their social status and socialize (boxes, lounges, etc.). Over time, the importance assigned for every space and every purpose has changed. The theaters built in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries inside the palaces were mainly addressed to the court, but when certain genres, such as music and especially opera, conquered the city, this concern persisted. The very conception of the Italian-style

Theater, which allows one to observe oneself, to spy on oneself, to communicate through codes and to reproduce, thanks to the disposition of the boxes, the rites of a society, reflects a society anxious to In the end of the twentieth century, changes in society question the primacy of this function, without making it disappear. Henceforth, the venue opens up to a wider and more composite society: it proves to be less a place for showing up, as it was the case until the beginning of the twentieth century, than a space of global socialization and, at outside, a "generator" or "accelerator" of circulation within the city. As a matter of fact, new spaces of sociability appear in theaters: restaurants, shops, etc. which are accessible outside the hours of shows, as it exists in railway stations and museums. They offer an opening to the city (social and urban concern), but pose a risk of contradiction between cultural and commercial logics. Conversely, the growing importance of so-called corporate lounges, reserved for a small number of listeners and intended to generate additional, often substantial, ancillary revenues (economic concern), highlights a possible tension between economic constraints and social or political function.

Nowadays, the question of the public -whether to create, retain or renew -haunts the heads of cultural organizations and there seems to be no standard solution for it. It is often observed that theaters have local audiences, who are attached more to the place than to the programming. Uncertainties about how to attract the public are even more troubling when it comes to creating a new venue. In emerging countries,

where the general public is unfamiliar with certain types of shows, it is presumed that the choice is made in favor of the most accessible areas and the most frequented by an international and well-off population, i.e. the center of cities or neighborhoods designed to be cultural clusters. The challenge is different in a city like Paris where the decision to locate the Philharmonie Hall in a peripheral area undergoing rehabilitation was accompanied by a strategy to create a music hub and a new local audience, at the same time as the strong concentration of a high-level offer and the desire to implicitly create a monopoly situation by dewatering part of the competing supply.

Political and Symbolic Approach

History is full of examples showing the physical link between the spectacle to political power. From the first theaters (Palazzo della Pilota, 1598, Mantua) arranged inside the palaces, intimacy and consubstantiality are more than obvious. They are found for example in the architectural continuity between the Teatro San Carlo (1737) of Naples and the palace where the sovereign of the Kingdom of Naples resided or, better still, in the imposing building of the Capitol of Toulouse which houses not only the city hall, but also the eponymous lyric theater.

It is true that opera is undoubtedly the spectacular genre which, in the West, best reflects a proximity that finds its origin in two realities. The first, historical, is that it mirrors the very spectacle of the monarchical or aulic ritual and that it therefore incarnates the influence of the prince, the court and, beyond, the state. The second, related to the previous one, is the very high cost of this "composite/complex" type, which requires by structure a level of financing that, until the eighteenth century at least, only a prince can offer. More generally, once the show had left the private circle of the court to move to the public sphere (the city), it soon became apparent that it could not survive with the sole proceeds of ticket sales and that it required almost always additional external funding. Highlighted in the 1960s by the economists Baumol and Bowen, this particular definitively seals a link that in a very large number of countries legitimizes the use of public power. Moreover, where the political model is reluctant to the direct intervention of the State, as in the United States, it actually intervenes indirectly by exempting from tax the financial support provided to cultural institutions by individuals and businesses: thus renouncing a tax revenue, it indirectly supports these activities. Today, radiation and budgetary necessity are thus two significant foundations of the link between spectacle and power. It remains to ask how the latter justifies that its financial contribution is actually supported, directly or indirectly, by the nation, that is to say by all the taxpayers. The concept of cultural policy -designating a state's conception of culture, the role that it should play and the way in which it should be expressed, and therefore its mode of management and financing -explains how each state answers this question. Culture, and especially the performing arts because of their particular economic model, is today called to serve the general interest, concept by essence contingent and of which any State, at a given moment of its history, can have a different vision. But how? The community must have economic benefits that need to be identified, assessed and valued.

The attractiveness of a place can increase the attendance of an audience that will not only pay the price of the ticket, but will also inject money into the local economy if it goes to the restaurant after the show or when he takes the taxi. These impacts, so-called indirect, are not the only ones. There are also so-called induced spinoffs that are most often found in the medium or long term, such as the contribution to the economic attractiveness of a territory, the revaluation of a neighborhood, the increase in the price of land and property, and so on.

These advantages, which the managers of the venues themselves sometimes try to evaluate in order to justify the subsidies they receive, are also defended by the public authorities. The arguments come from a vision based explicitly on the fact that, by its influence on a public territory, a venue prints an image and can carry such missions as structuring the urban space, creating circulations, bringing upscale territory, etc. The rooms are therefore in fact at the intersection of several public logics -economic development, tourism, heritage, and entertainment -under generally separate administrative structures that may not converge. The location of the venue, mostly with respect to the center of the city, is one of the first indicators of political will: centrality, pericentrality, polycentrality? If in the West the venues intended to express the power of the public power were deliberately at the center of the city, playing a structuring role -such as the Palais Garnier, one of the keystones of the Haussmann urban planning project -we observe that they tend nowadays to decentralize and to invest the peri-urban space in order to meet an objective of outreach. The Philharmonie de Paris, one of the most terrific concert halls in the world, is thus at the edge of a popular northern district of the capital and a suburb that is itself popular. The choice not only carries symbols, but also ambiguities: the choice of popular neighborhoods aims to facilitate the access of cultural products to a less privileged population than the one usually frequenting these cultural facilities, but, on the contrary, it favors the increase in the cost of land and may eventually lead to the eviction of the target public.

Paris Opera District, aerial view (Source : Google Earth)

Paris La Villette District (Philharmonie Concert Hall), aerial view (Source : Google Earth)

The concern is the same in other cultures where the venues fit into the political and historical (Shanghai Grand Theater, National Center for the Performing Arts in Beijing) or economic (Oriental Art Center Shanghai, Guangzhou Opera) heart of the cities and sometimes even lends its name to the neighborhoods (Opera, Dubai). They are thus assigned a new function that generates new interactions with the territories and which, when the culture is subsidized, reflects a political will that it is important to decipher (self-celebration of an emerging middle-class, concern for to establish a legitimacy on the international level, soft power, etc.).

The example of the National Center for the Performing Arts in Beijing is particularly interesting in this respect. Its location is indeed highly symbolic, especially in a country where the notion of center has a major historical, philosophical and political significance Beijing City Center, aerial view (Source : Google Earth)

Another issue raised by the choice of location of rooms is that of its functional coherence with the urban landscape in which it is inserted and with the other activities that are there. The establishment of the Staatsoper Vienna on the Ringstrasse in 1869, that is to say, on an urban road which identity is so strong that it became a real concept for the Austrians, means for example that the operatic activity for Viennese society at the end of the nineteenth century is a benchmark as essential as the University or the Parliament. The relationship with neighboring buildings by the National Center for the Performing Arts in Beijing and the Grand Theater in Shanghai (Museum, House of the People) bear witness to their symbolic and political significance.

Other choices exist, however. Thus, illustrating a logic of cluster, the future Performing Arts Center of Abu Dhabi is projected on the Saadiyat island which, also welcoming the Louvre museum, the Guggenheim museum and the Zayed National Museum, will thus have vocation to be, of all the islands composing Abu Dhabi, the one dedicated to culture. To a lesser extent, the Shanghai Oriental Art Center is next to the Museum of Science and Technology, in the recent district of Pudong which is explicitly dedicated to the business world and is divided into several areas (finance, high technology, tourism, etc.). Let us take the opportunity to recall that, in Paris, the initial project of the district of La Villette should not only include concert halls, the National Conservatory of Music and Dance, but also the opera house. Finally, the latter was erected in a central district and carrying a symbolic more explicit, but probably less effective, that of the Bastille. Indeed, the fact of being the theater of a revolution which is only in part that of the people against monarchical absolutism, does not in itself confer on this place a popular character, and certainly much less than the Villette.

The choice of the right location also raises the question of a possible risk of contradiction between the symbolic significance of the place and the public who can in fact access it. While the fact that nationals constitute only a minority of the population, a large part of the cultural offer concentrated on Saadiyat Island in Abu Dhabi is unquestionably aimed at expatriates and tourists whom the government hopes to attract. This is not the case, for example, in Shanghai, where the immensely numerous Chinese population cannot always reach these places because of the distances and the fact that public transport stops working quite early in the evening.

These phenomena do not go without raising several questions. For example, the mission that seems to be imposed on all political leaders, national or local, to have a concert hall, an opera house or a performing arts venue, like a museum, which is at the same time expected to be the most innovative, the most influential the most beautiful, the one benefiting from the most prestigious signature (concept of "starchitecture"), the most visible in the urban landscape, or even the largest (although the living spectacle imposes limits of capacity beyond of which the latter is no longer correctly perceptible, visually or audibly, by the spectator-listener),

gives the feeling of an unbridled search for performance in an international competition which emerging countries are often fond of (see the race for the highest tower in the world). If the flattering impression of an international recognition of the crucial place that must occupy culture (mainly Western) is obvious at first glance, is it not actually sometimes an instrumentalization of the venues, or even an alibi for delicately expressing geopolitical ambitions or, worse, the "egos" of some political leaders? Is it not appropriate, when designing these cultural facilities, to systematically set up evaluation mechanisms which, instead of simply attempting to identify, not without methodological difficulties, the direct, indirect and induced economic benefits, would allow to evaluate the degree of achievement of each of the objectives that a venue is supposed to achieve (tourist, social, economic, artistic, etc.)?

CONCLUSION

The overview of the various functions devolved to the theater, economic, social, political and artistic in a field also subject to technical constraints (architecture and acoustics) shows how essential it is to adopt a multidisciplinary approach to not only analyze the existing, but also illuminate the future. Performing arts venues are raising a lot of challenges to public decision-makers, private funding organizations, architects and Arts Managers. Arts Managers in particular have to deal with questions still unanswered:

INTRODUCTION 1

  contemplate and to use the show as the place of one's own representation. Often preceded by a majestic staircase, which is in itself a stage, it can also be the theater of conflicts between social groups (see in Paris the battles of Hernani in 1830 or Tannhäuser in 1861 whose stakes were at the same time aesthetic, political and social), or even the emotions of a society rebelling against its government. It is therefore legitimate to question the place that is reserved for the function of sociability for the aristocracy and an uprising middle-class (fireplaces, stairs, walks) compared to that of production (stage and backstage) and that of consumption (the room itself). It is thus possible to evaluate the respective importance granted by the sponsor and his architect to each of them. In examining the theaters that flourished in Europe from the 18th to the early 20th century, the social function seems undeniably to prevail, even if famous but isolated counter-examples exist. It is particularly enlightening to compare two almost exactly contemporary opera houses, the Paris Opera (Palais Garnier, commissioned by Napoleon III, 1875) and the Festspielhaus of Bayreuth (financed by Louis II of Bavaria, but designed by the composer Richard Wagner, 1876). In the first case, the social function occupies a space and a volume comparable to those devolved to the production and consumption of the show.Ground plan ofParis Opera « Palais Garnier » (Source : Charles Nuitter, Le Nouvel Opéra, Paris, Hachette, 1875, p. 196). In Bayreuth, on the other hand, spaces of socialization are highly reduced in relation to the stage and the hall itself. Ground Plan of the Festpielhaus in Bayreuth (Source : Otto Lueger, Lexicon der gesamten Technik und ihrer Hilfswissenschaften, Stuttgart/Leipzig, Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1904-1920).

1 .

 1 It was built in an area at the exact intersection of the historical-imperial axis of the city (linking the Forbidden City, Tian'Anmen Square, the Heaven Temple) and the socialist axis built by the late twentieth century. This area includes the mausoleum of Mao Zedong, the National Museum of China and the Palace of the People's Assembly. In addition, the material chosen by architect Paul Andreu to cover this complex is titanium, a bright material that reflects the sun's rays. This architectural complex is therefore not only in the heart of the capital, but it catches the eye, creating what some have not hesitated to describe as visual pollution.