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PREFACE

A museum forms the eyes of a city.
It shows the reflection of its soul and

spirit, with a rich accumulation of

knowledge and tradition.

As a spiritual palace for the public to
absorb knowledge and to improve
self-cultivation, museums play an
increasingly important role in China
and have become integrated into
people’s day-to-day existence. Recent
years have seen improvements in
both quality of life and in aesthetic
awareness, resulting in rapid growth
within the fields of museums, gélleries
and exhibitions, seeing them embrace
new functions, forms, approaches and
themes.

Increasingly, domestic and foreign

architects are responding to this

demand by creating iconic buildings
to house these mnew institutions.
However, problems continue to arise:
the separation between building and
exhibition, for example; conflicts
between the architectural form and
local culture; controversy between
the architects’ design concept and the

clients’ ideas, and so on.

Urban +* Environment < Design
(hereinafter referred to as UED)
Magazine established the “UED
Museum  Building Design  Award”

in 2011. A prestigious architectural

prize, it secks to  encourage

architects committed to exploring
the relationships between museum
design, cities, exhibitions and culture.
The Shanghai Museum of Glass was
shortlisted for the 2013 edition of
“UED Museum Architectural Design
Award”, earning the projeet-industry-
wide  recognition.  Architecturally
speaking, the work breaks away from
the traditional concept of museums,
greatly enriching the connotations
and extension for venues of this kind.
More than that, the project presents a
new model for contemporary museums
in terms of management attributes,
business strategies and development

goals.

In this book, through the study of the

thematic museum architecture, the

differences  between the Shanghai

Museum of Glass and traditional

museums are discussed in  detail.
Focusing on the “countless possibilities

of glass™, it is a detailed description

and summary of urban planning and
museum architecture, planning, design
and branding, highlighting the design,
artistic and social values of the venue in

the context of a new era.

The work explores the significance
of transforming the former premises
of Shanghai Glass Company Lud.
in terms of wrban planning and
The

references the historical, traditional,

museum  architecture. result
contemporary and future missions of
the building, all the while presenting
a prime example of the reutilization of
industrial heritage, and the successful
transformation  from factory area
to art district in the post-industrial
era. Beyond its architectural links,
the museum effectively extends the
cultural connotations and social values
of Shanghai Glass Company Ltd.
both through economic development
as well as on a more spiritual level.
This forms part of an ongoing trend
which sees museums gradually shift
from mere containers for information,
storage and processing, into a living
place for learning and self-cultivation.
To that end, the Shanghai Museum of

Glass differs from ordinary museums

FFE PREFACE 003

through its emphasis on interactivity
and experience, as opposed to passive
With

interesting  visitor routes, diversified

acceptance  of  information.
displays and rich content, the venue

improves  upon traditional  spatial

design concepts (o encompass a

broad range of aesthetic tastes, as
well as promote communication and
exchange. The museum’s innovation
extends to its branding, cultivating a
forum for dialogue in an industrial
setting, all the while maintaining a
highly people-oriented service concept.
cultural

In summary, both as a

mstitution  and  case  study  for
development, the Shanghai Museum
of Glass i1s worthy of our attention.
breadth

iconic architecture and community

Combining a of content,
focus, the museum builds on the basic
functionality and intrinsic value of
museums, setting a precedent for the
future.

Peng Li Xiao
Editor-in-chief, UED
Distinguished Professor of School of

Architecture, Tianjin University
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INTRODUCTION

China’s museum-building boom has
become a popular story in the press.
It is typically a sad story. In the United
States, National Public Radio eries,
“China Builds Museums, But Filling
Them Is Another Story.”™ The United
Kingdom’s Guardian announces,
“Scandal in China over the Museum
with 40 000 Fake Artefacts.”™ China’s
own People’s Daily states, “Free Entry
Cannot Attract Visitors for Chinese
Museums.™ But there is another story
of new museums in China, a story
that does not make front-page news.
It is a story of successful museums,
quiet complements to their headline-
grabbing siblings. These museums
show what is going right in China’s

museum-building boom.

The Shanghai Museum of Glass is
one ol these museums. Unlike more
notorious museums, it is a place that
considers its content as much as its
architecture, its visitors as much as
its neighbors, its long life as much as
its initial reception. And with these
basic gestures, it is a success. This
success 1s not unprecedented. Rather,
it is based on some key components
that it shares with other thriving new
museums in China. In following some
simple but essential guidelines, the
Shanghai Museum of Glass tells a
story that might not make the news,
but might be the right approach in

contemporary China.

First, it is 2 museum that is more than
an exhibition space. The definition of
a museum as “an insttution devoted
to the procurement, care, study, and

display of objects of lasting interest or

value” seems somewhat out of date in
the twenty-first century.! While walls
covered with paintings and display
cases filled with objects are at the heart
of any contemporary museum, it now
needs to expand its definition in order
to remain culturally and economically
This is

around the world as it is in China,

viable. true for museums
as competition from other cultural
venues increases and as traditional
sources of museum funding decrease.
New muscums in Shanghai heed this
call for expanding their programming
and fund raising in a variety of ways:
the Rockbund Museum runs a series
of evening lectures and performances,
the Museum of Contemporary Art
offers space for sponsored programs,
and the Shanghai Nature Museum
incorporates a large central garden.
The Shanghai Museum of Glass has

an added incentive to offer more than

just exhibitions. Unlike these other

Shanghai museums, it is far from the
city center and well of [ the tourist path.
Visitors who come all the way to its
home in the remote Baoshan District
should expect their trip to be worth
the effort. To fulfill this need, the
museum offers interactive exhibitions
where visitors do more than look at
the art. It provides a day’s worth of
auxiliary spaces, including a hot glass
show, a café, and a DIY workshop. In
addition, it offers event spaces to both
extend its collection to an audience
beyond the typical museumgoer and
to bring added revenue to the project.
Another key component of the
Shanghai Museum of Glass’s success
is its reuse of industrial buildings.

Such buildings have become popular

venues for new museums across the
globe. Their sturdy shells can provide
the vast open spaces and abundant
natural that

light contemporary

art requires. Museums developed
in former industrial buildings are
sustainable models that offer a physical
connection to an area’s history. At the
same time, they provide a cheaper
alternative to demolishing a site’s
structures and building from scratch.,
The Tate Modern in London (a former
power station) and the Massachusetts
Museum of Contemporary Art in
North Adams (originally a cloth-
printing factory) reused industrial
buildings to achieve international
acclaim. Tiloser to home, Shanghai’s
Power Station of Art (another former
power station) and Minsheng Art
Museum (a former steel factory). The
Shanghai Museum of Glass, once the
manufacturing headquarters of the
Shanghai Glass Company, is a notable
example of reuse in that the museum’s
art reflects the former industry of its
buildings. This connection was in part
mandated; land-use laws necessitated
that the site would continue to have
glass-related use afier most of the
glassworks moved offsite. Still, it is
somehow exceptional that the old
manufacturing buildings have a direct
relationship to the new museum, a
relationship that is employed in the

museum design and programming.

Hand-in-hand, with this, the Shanghai
Museum of Glass is successful in that it
does not attempt to be an icon. While
the building certainly is designed to
be a centerpiece of its larger site and

of the Baoshan District in general, it

is meant more to fit into its context
than to stand out as a singular formal
statement. Iconic buildings do not
make bad museums;
York’s
Guggenheim Museum. But they do

necessarily
consider New Solomon R.
necessarily prioritize the building over
its contents. And if a museum is not
privileged to own a Guggenheim-style
collection, its building needs to take
a bit of a back seat in order to make
a fully functioning project. Some of
China’s best-regarded museums exist
in rather submissive buildings. The
Times Museum in Guangzhou sits
at the top of a nondescript residential
tower, while the Ullens Center for
Contemporary Art in Beijing is one of
many art centers in a cluster of former
electronics factories. The Shanghai
Museum of Glass is no shrinking
violet. Its intricate facade beckons,
day or night. But in minimizing its
“look at me” architectural design
with its reuse and expansion of extant
structures, it allows the buildings to

truly work as a museum,.

Another key component of the success
of the Shanghai Museum of Glass
is that it showcases a specific kind of
art, rather than positions itsell as a
general art museum. While Chinese
money is purchasing fine art at an
ever-increasing rate (the Huffington
Post claims “China Super Rich Use
Boom Money to Open their Own
Art Museums”), the Mona Lisa and
The Starry:Night are not coming to
China anytime soon.” It will take some
time before the collections of Chinese
museums can compete with those of
the Louvre, the Metropolitan Museum
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of Art, the Rijksmuseum, and the like
to bring in visitors. Focusing a new
museum in China on a specific kind
of art can be a more realistic and
viable way to make it stand out from
the crowd. Content-specific museums
in Shanghai range from the Shanghai
Postal Museum to the China Tobacco
Museum to the Shanghai Museum
of Public Security. Each has its own
audience. People who might never
consider going to the art museum
around the corner might travel out to
the distant Anting District to see the
Shanghai Auto Museum’s collection
of 1970s American muscle cars. Like
these museums, the Shanghai Museum

of Glass shows visitors a history of

the subject in focus. It incorporates
exhibits on making and using glass
to enliven that history. In addition, it
displays fine art made from glass, thus

broadening its potential audience.

Finally, the Shanghai Museum of

Glass uses design expertise to inform
its choices. Unlike a commission for
a house or office tower or hospital,
which requires a standard set of rooms
and features, that for a museum does
not necessarily have a well-defined
program. Many new museums in
China have been criticized for their
lack of program, many others for
being only building shells without a
collection at all. It is the responsibility
of museum designers to help inform
the project’s program, and museums
can succeed or fail depending on
the information they receive. The
architects and exhibition designers
of the Shanghai Museum of Glass

researched the collection, the museum

site, the extant buildings, and potential
activities to drive their design. The
information they gathered led to the
reserved approach that the museum
takes, an approach that makes good

sense In its place and time.

For a new museum in China to
succeed, it cannot follow the “build it
and they will come” model. Instead
it needs to recognize that a viable
design is one that incorporates
many well-considered components.
At the Shanghai Muscum ol Glass,
broadening the programming and
fund raising, reusing industrial
buildings, designing within  the
neighborhood context, showecasing
a specific subset of art, and using
rescarch to inform decisions all assist

in its realization.

It is true that too many new museums
in China are trying, and f[ailing, to
duplicate the notoriety that Frank
Gehry’s  Guggenheim  Museum,
Bilbao so famously brought to the
Spanish city. Smarter museum makers
recognize that creating a world-class
museum in the twenty-first century is
not as easy as building an iconic picce
of architecture. The successful new
museum - in China will be one that
recognmizes the limitations of its site,
content, and audience and uses those

limitations as design possibilities,

Clare Jacobson

author of New Muscums in China
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