ACCSCIENCE
PUBLISHING

Journal of Chinese
Architecture and Urbanism

*Corresponding author:
Maria Gravari-Barbas
(maria.gravari-barbas@wanadoo.fr)

Citation: Gravari-Barbas, M.,
Guinand, S., & Lu, Y. (2025).
“Creative” uses of heritage in the
age of experiential tourism: The
case of Tianjin’s former international
concessions. Journal of Chinese
Architecture and Urbanism,

7(3): 3703.
https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.3703

Received: May 20, 2024

1st revised: October 13, 2024
2nd revised: December 10, 2024
3rd revised: December 24, 2024
Accepted: January 20, 2025

Published online: February 17,
2025

Copyright: © 2025 Author(s).
This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution-
Non-Commercial 4.0 International
(CC BY-NC 4.0), which permits all
non-commercial use, distribution,
and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is
properly cited.

Publisher’s Note: AccScience

Publishing remains neutral with

regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional
affiliations.

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

“Creative” uses of heritage in the age of
experiential tourism: The case of Tianjin’s former
international concessions

Maria Gravari-Barbas'* , and Yue Lu?
'IREST, EIREST, Paris 1- Panthéon Sorbonne University, Paris, France

2Institute for Urban and Regional Research, Austrian Academy of Sciences, Vienna, Austrian

, Sandra Guinand??3

SEIREST, Doctoral School of Geography, Paris 1- Panthéon Sorbonne University, Paris, France

(This article belongs to the Special Issue: Glocalization: Urban Planning and Its Legacy in Modern
Chinese Port Cities)

Abstract

Since the late 1990s, heritage reuse for cultural purposes has become a widespread
phenomenon in major Chinese cities. Heritage-led projects aim to foster the
development of new urban functions, transforming historical spaces into magnets for
leisure and tourism. These government-led projects often attract local entrepreneurs,
who capitalize on heritage settings as a breeding ground for new activities, such as
design galleries, art and craft stores, cafés, gourmet restaurants, and microbreweries.
Tianjin, a city 120 km south of Beijing, has embraced this trend by implementing
ambitious projects to preserve and enhance its former Western concessions (19 —
20% centuries). While the “creative” use of heritage is a common feature of both
Western and Chinese cities, Tianjin presents a particularly compelling case due to the
dissonant nature of its former concession heritage. This article analyzes the relationship
between creative (re)uses of heritage and cultural tourism in Tianjin's former Western
concessions. Specifically, it questions the influence of the re-functionalization of
historical buildings in the former concessions, mainly for leisure and tourism purposes,
on their recognition as heritage. To address this, the study draws on four case studies
in Tianjin's former Western concessions, employing qualitative data collected through
participatory and non-participatory observations, thematic analysis of institutional
documents, and semi-structured interviews with officials and local stakeholders. The
findings highlight how creative uses of heritage could enhance tourism experiences
and contribute to economic and cultural revitalization. These practices might foster a
deeperengagement with the past while supporting sustainable tourism development.

Keywords: Creative use; Dissonant heritage; Experiential tourism; Concession; Tianjin; China

1. Introduction

The reuse of heritage has gradually become a common tool for local development and a
means for city promotion (D’'Ovidio & Cossu, 2017). Following Chinas dramatic urban
transformation since the late 1990s, the adaptive reuse of heritage for cultural purposes has
become a widespread phenomenon in major Chinese cities (Bouteloup, 2011; Chen et al,
2016; Fresnais, 2001). In recent years, Tianjin has launched ambitious projects to preserve
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and enhance its former Western concessions, which date
from the 19™ to the 20" century. While these concessions
symbolize China’s humiliating defeat in the Second Opium
War (1856 - 1860)’, they also represent a unique architectural
legacy, with many Western-style buildings now protected as
local or national monuments (Marinelli, 2018).

Since the 2000s, the local government has launched
several heritage enhancement projects with the aim
of encouraging the development of new uses in the
concessions, transforming them into cultural and creative
hubs that attract leisure activities and tourism (Leng &
Chen, 2017). These government-led projects have proven
particularly appealing to local entrepreneurs, who leverage
the heritage setting as a breeding ground for new activities
such as design galleries, art and craft stores, cafés, gourmet
restaurants, and microbreweries.

While the “creative” use of heritage is common in
both Western (Landry, 1994) and Chinese cities (Wang,
2010), Tianjin’s case is particularly noteworthy due to
the historical specificity of its former concessions and
the implementation of projects that link the creative
use of heritage with tourism strategies. Moreover, the
local government of Tianjin has recently set the goal
of establishing the city as a “creative” destination and
obtaining the UNESCO “Creative City” label (Rosi, 2014)

This article specifically examines the relationship
between creative (re)uses of heritage and cultural tourism
in former Western concessions. It presents and analyzes
how the paradigm of creativity has been mobilized by
local decision-makers in Tianjin to shape a destination
with a specific and distinctive identity within the former
international concessions.

In what way do heritage restoration, renovation, or
reinvention projects — primarily designed for leisure
and tourism - contribute to the reappropriation of the
dissonant heritage of the former concessions? Do tourism
redevelopment projects facilitate the (positive) redefinition of
concessionary heritage, which is historically linked to China’s
“century of humiliation™ at the hands of Western powers?

1

The Second Opium War, also known as the Second Anglo-
Chinese War, was fought between the United Kingdom and
France against the Qing dynasty (1644-1912) between 1856
and 1860. It was the second major conflict in the Opium
Wars, which were waged over the right to import opium
into China. The war resulted in a Qing defeat and the forced
legalization of the opium trade.

Interview with Li Yunfei, founder and director of Tianjin
Flight Decoration Design Engineering Co., Ltd., Tianjin, 2018.
*  The “century of humiliation” began with the First Opium War
(1839-1842) and ended in 1945, when the Republic of China
emerged from the Second World War as one of the Big Four
powers (or alternately, in 1949 with the founding of the People’s
Republic of China).

The article draws on four case studies of heritage
redevelopment located within former Western concessions
in Tianjin. Their specific contexts and characteristics
underline the diverse approaches to heritage conservation
and reconversion, positioning Tianjin’s former concessions
as an emerging laboratory for creative heritage
redevelopmentin relation to tourism practices. By analyzing
these varied approaches, this article demonstrates that
creativity in China encompasses both creative approaches
of restoring, reinterpreting, or rebuilding heritage and
the new (creative) functions assigned to recently restored
buildings.

The article first outlines the methodological approaches,
followed by a discussion of the conceptual framing of
heritage, experiential tourism, and creative economies,
exploring how these concepts are interconnected. It then
delves into the case studies before discussing the findings
and concluding with final reflections.

2, Literature review
2.1. Heritage, experiential turn, and creative tourism
2.1.1. Cultural heritage in the age of experience

Since Pine and Gilmore (1999) introduced the concept of
the “experience economy; several authors have analyzed the
relationship between heritage development and practices
linked to the quest for emotions and meaning (Boswijk
et al, 2007; Sundbo & Soérensen, 2013). According to
Pine and Gilmore (1998, p. 98), “Experience is as real an
offering as any service, good, or commodity” Thus, within
the experience economy, experiences become the primary
commodity to be purchased and consumed. In this context,
“heritage products,” such as museum visits and tourist sites,
are repackaged as experiences; the visitor is regarded as a
“guest” (rather than a user or customer), and heritage is
offered as an “experiential stage” Historic sites are redesigned
as heritage “products” to meet the evolving expectations,
aspirations, and imaginations of their guests, offering them
enriching and memorable experiences. This shift does
not necessarily mean that heritage sites become purely
places of entertainment; rather, new methods of heritage
mediation are introduced in engaging and meaningful ways,
reflecting a renewed approach to contemporary business
models (Kearns & Philo, 1993). Heritage is not only socially
constructed but also socially mediated.

Heritage is increasingly leveraged by local stakeholders
to stimulate economic development, “put a city on the map,”
build a new urban image, or promote cultural tourism
(Gravari-Barbas et al., 2023, p. 248). Historic urban spaces
function as experiential terrains, offering a sought-after
urban atmosphere and new forms of storytelling (Guinand,
2015), where heritage becomes the medium for “authentic”
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experiences (Cohen, 1988; Wang, 1999), offering consumers
a “link with the past” (Chronis & Hampton, 2008).

These experiences set through the transformation and
refurbishment of the urban landscape is not meaningless.
The aim is to attract the mobile middle class, students, and
other demographic groups, reinforcing connections to
the tourism economy and consumption (Guinand, 2015).
Economists Edward Glaeser, Jed Kolko, and Albert Saiz
have, for instance, shown that cities with high levels of
consumption tend to experience greater economic success
than those centered primarily on production (Glaeser
et al., 2001). They therefore emphasize the crucial role of
amenities in urban planning.

In the case of Tianjing’s former concessions, an
analysis of the imaginaries and practices of both local and
national visitors suggests that their creative redevelopment
fosters novel urban experiences. The former concessions,
characterized by their “exotic” architecture, increasingly
serve as stages for emerging urban practices (Lu et al.,
2016), including leisure shopping, immersive heritage
visits, and the consumption of Western food and drinks in
fancy cafés and restaurants, or “wanghong” (W £L; internet-
famous) destinations (Zhang et al., 2022).

2.1.2. Creative uses of heritage as a stage for tourism

In his seminal book The Rise of the Creative Class and How
It is Transforming Work, Leisure, Community, and Everyday
Life, Florida (2004; 2005) showed how cities that perform
best are those that attract and effectively “nurture” their
creative class®. Florida’s work has had a significant influence
on urban public policies and has contributed to the concept
of mobile urbanism (McCann & Ward, 2011). Every Western
city has been eager to boost its creative industries, thereby
celebrating its culture, arts, and diversity. As Richards (2011,
p. 1227) notices: “The creative turn has affected tourism
in a number of ways. As well as increased creative content
being integrated into tourism products, tourism has itself
become a creative arena for the development of skills and
performance” While creative tourism has been the subject
of different approaches and has evolved over the years
(Carvalho et al., 2019), we follow Richards’ (2011, p.1237)
view that creative tourism represents an escape from mass
cultural tourism, offering more flexible and “authentic”
experiences that can be co-created between host and tourist.
Creative tourism also stresses the critical importance of
place, presenting “creative” dimensions that offer potential

* According to Richard Florida, the creative class represents

human capital, which is itself creative capital. This highly
heterogeneous ‘class’ includes artists (writers, musicians,
directors, etc.), scientists and senior business executives. The
city needs to work on its attributes in order to attract these
populations and enhance this creative capital.

for unique experiences and differentiation. In this regard,
we follow Smith (2016, as quoted in Carvalho et al., 2019,
p12), who emphasizes this spatial aspect. Accordingly,
historic landscapes with acknowledged and identifiable
heritage dimensions offer plenty of opportunities to
establish the framework and policies for creative tourism
while simultaneously becoming objects of commodification
(Zukin, 1996).

Different registers of heritage adaptation to the
creativity paradigm approaches can be identified. Some
projects located in former industrial areas exemplify the
transformation of urban sites into creative industry hubs.
For instance, Fossa and Milan (2014) examines the case of
Porta Genova in Milan, Italy, where the fashion industry
has repurposed former industrial buildings - such as the
Armani house in a former Nestlé factory — generating a
new dynamic in the neighborhood.

Creativity also manifests in the capacity to transform
historic landscapes into spaces to be experienced, visited,
and enjoyed. A typical example of these projects is the
redevelopment of former United States port areas into
themed leisure waterfronts (Boyer, 1994; Gravari-Barbas,
1998; Guinand, 2022), where former factories, warehouses,
and port infrastructure have been converted into “festival
marketplaces” - spaces entirely dedicated to leisure
tourism. Frequently, these new leisure functions are housed
in entirely newly built buildings that freely imitate historic
architecture. These pastiche buildings create eclectic and
thematic environments catering to the new postmodern
and post-industrial economy. These restored, refurbished,
rebuilt, or reinvented historic spaces present an idealized,
nostalgic past.

According to Thompson and Tambyah (1999, p.236,
as quoted in Canavan and MacCamley, 2021, p.103185),
“postmodernity is a cultural epoch that celebrates the
pleasures and freedoms offered by simulacra, hyperrealism,
aesthetic pastiches, and bricolage identities, against
modernist ideals of originality and purity of form” This
postmodernist approach also gives rise to another type of
creative projects — one characterized by “creative destruction”
(Harvey, 2007), which is typical of neoliberal economic
contexts and strategies. In this case, architectural heritage,
or parts of it, is dismantled, transformed, or demolished to
pave the way for a new type of object or project presented as
innovative.

2.1.3. Conserve, restore, rebuild, reinvent heritage:
Heritage interventions in the age of experience

One might imagine that established doctrines of heritage
restoration and conservation, such as the Venice
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Charter (1964)° in particular, would provide a generally
and internationally adopted framework for heritage
interventions. Obviously, this is not the case. Not only
do interventions vary from one country to another, but
sometimes, even in the same political and geographical
context, they can differ significantly. In this sense, restoring
a building is, implicitly or explicitly, an act of architecture.

Architect-restorers can adopt a range of approaches,
from striving to restore a building “exactly as it was” (a term
that is in itself disputed, since, in reality, it is impossible to
reproduce an identical structure using the same materials
and techniques) to utilizing heritage as a “substrate” for the
creation of new architectural forms or styles.

Several factors may determine the choice of a restoration
or conservation project adopted, ranging from absolute
respect for the “original” state of the building to its total
reinvention. Two of these factors are of particular interest
in the context of this article: the motivations of those
commissioning the restoration and the intended functions
of the building post-restoration.

The first factor relates to the political intentions of the
commissioners: What message do they seek to convey?
What is the aim of the conservation or restoration project?

The second factor pertains to the liberties that private
players, in particular, can take depending on the project
for which they are developing the restored buildings: not
only must these buildings be adapted to accommodate new
functions (which implies creating new spaces, new access
points, or compliance with public accessibility regulations),
but they must also be adapted to accommodate the new
function. Buildings restored by the private sector for
tourism-related purposes can sometimes become the
subject of fantasy-driven or playful interventions, or even
the creation of architectural simulacra (Graburn et al.,
2021; Gravari-Barbas et al., 2020).

Some restoration projects, particularly those aimed at
accommodating tourism functions - or even integrating
restored heritage as a central element of a destination’s
tourism policy - do not hesitate to take liberties with
heritage, using it as a creative medium.

Several cases of restoration in China, in particular,
demonstrate that heritage restoration is not always carried
out in accordance with the principles of authenticity and
integrity promoted by the Venice Charter. Instead, there is
often a margin of freedom and interpretation (Hevia, 2001;

s The Venice Charter. The International Council on
Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS). International Charter for
the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites
(Venise Charter, 1964), Available at: https://www.icomos.
org/en/participer/179-articles-en-francais/ressources/
charters-and-standards/157-thevenice-charter

Nyiri, 2006; Ryckmans, 2008). In China, the materiality
of heritage is treated less fastidiously than in European
countries, where traditions of restoration and conservation
have been established since the 19" century. Approaches to
the restoration and redevelopment of heritage in relation
to new functions (e.g., tourism, leisure) are particularly
interesting to study (Gravari-Barbas, 2018), a fortiori in
the case of dissonant heritage.

2.1.4. Creative developments in China: Paradigm
circulation and local interpretations

The overall success of the creative paradigm should not
conceal its conceptual ambiguity, prescriptive nature, and
normative dimensions (Peck, 2005), as seen in the work of
Richard Florida (Florida, 2004). According to Kong (2009,
p- 2), the “policy scenario” of creativity considers that to
compete in the new creative economy, “cities should seek
to implement specific initiatives such as fostering creative
industry clusters, incubating learning and knowledge
economies, optimizing networks with other successful
places and companies, valuing and rewarding innovation,
and aggressively campaigning to attract the creative
class”® This “policy scenario” of the Western creative city
has recently been adopted by municipal leaders in China
(Tan et al.,, 2013). However, the normative approach to
the creative class tends to overlook the cultural values and
practices inherent to a place. As Wang (2004) reminds
us, the success of the creative industries sector depends
heavily on the socioeconomic opportunities available to
small businesses, allowing them to develop organically
and in a bottom-up manner. These small companies are
characterized by horizontal hierarchies and the clustering
of independent, daring, and forward-thinking producers.
The relevance of the creative industries concept to mainland
China needs to be relativized since it implies the existence of
a free-market economy that takes competition, intellectual
property rights, and the existence of a commercial cultural
industries sector for granted.

Yet, despite this apparent paradox, which places the
creative industries paradigm within a specific context, the
concept of creativity has enjoyed notable success in China.
China and its public authorities have rapidly adopted
discourses on cultural and creative industries and related
policies (O’Connor & Xin, 2006), moving from “made
in China” to “created in China” (Keane, 2007). As Qiang
and Kovacs (2021b) have shown in their study of creative
tourism in China, looking at 14 UNESCO-designated
creative cities, while creative tourism is often depicted as
tourists actively taking part in creative activities, passive
activities, and experiences are equally important. For
instance, sightseeing is one of the most direct and general

6 Kong, 2009, p.2, translated by the authors.
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ways by which creative tourists acquire new knowledge
aboutlocal culturesand engage with destinations. Moreover,
the two scholars note that visitors show significant interest
in the purchase of local products and consuming regional
cuisine. Thus, handicrafts, homemade food, and original
creations play an important role in creative tourism within
the Chinese context (Qiang & Kovacs, 2021a), as observed
in our study of Tianjin. In this sense, the creative tourism
approach relates to the one observed by Tan et al. (2013)
in Taiwan, in which creative tourism is seen as part of
the cultural and creative industries focusing on everyday
activities and aiming to attract tourists rather than seeing
creativity in purely artistic terms.

Moreover, local authorities in China play a key role in
these creative developments. Several projects in different
Chinese cities show that local authorities serve as key
decision-makers (Zielke & Waibel, 2014). They possess
the authority to promulgate regulations for heritage site
preservation, establish legislative frameworks, modify
land-use rights, and act as investors and developers. In this
way, they regulate and promote creative spaces. The strong
involvement of the local state in almost all aspects leads
to the conclusion that creative spaces in China could be
appropriately labeled as spaces of “controlled creativity”
Notably, “the national government recognized the value
of creative industries and spaces only after successful
experiments at the local level””

2.2, Built heritage of the Tianjin concessions:
Approaches to conservation and restoration

2.2.1. Heritage protection policies in Tianjin

Since the early 1990s, economic development in China has
been decentralized, shifting responsibilities to provincial,
municipal, and local governments. Cities have taken
charge of their own economic development (Henriot,
2015), and local governments have taken the lead in
real estate and tourism projects. This means that local
instances are present as both co-owners and regulators
(Nyiri, 2009; Oakes, 1998). Since the 1980s, China’s central
government has recognized the important role of heritage
in nation-building and economic development (Nyiri,
2006), reviewing and adjusting policies stemming from the
Cultural Revolution (1966 - 1976).

Chinese cities are thus making an effort to choose and
promote the unique image of the city. Often, especially in
cities marked by a strong historical background and unique
cultural identity (e.g., historic cities, minority cities, and
formerly colonized cities), the rehabilitation of old centers
consists of superimposing heritage pastiches onto existing
elements linked to local culture. With the development

7 Zielke et Waibel, 2014, p.106, translated by the authors.

of Chinese urban cultural tourism, urban heritage is now
protected and exploited as a tourist resource. Since the
1990s, the protection and requalification of historic centers
to be valorized as tourist areas have tended to become the
most important renovation strategy in Chinese cities (Liu
& Liu, 2010).

For Chinese cities with an abundance of Western
heritage, the redevelopment incentive of former
colonized territories into recreational centers can be
traced to the Xintiandi district in Shanghai. In this case,
the original Shikumen® community within the former
French Concession was extensively transformed into a
comprehensive commercial, catering, entertainment, and
tourism area. The remarkable success of Xintiandi district
(Figure 1) led to its replication in numerous other major
cities across China (Tsai, 2008).

In this context, and after several decades of relative
oblivion, the former concessions have attracted the
attention of local governments in several Chinese
cities. This heritage rediscovery marks a notable change
against the dominant narratives depicting a “century of
humiliation” (Chauffert-Yvart et al., 2020). The former
concessions “joined the mainstream of local urban history”
(Bickers, 2013, p. 194)° and became important sites in the
heritage economy, aiming to capitalize on the country’s
growing tourism market, as the discourse excerpt from one
of our interviews underlines:

Our understanding of Western heritage has gradually
evolved. Before, it was a sign of humiliation. Now,

Shikumen is a traditional Shanghainese architectural style
that blends Western and Chinese elements and first appeared
in the 1860s.

®  Translated by the authors.

Figure 1. The heritage buildings of the former concession district of
Xintiandi, Shanghai, China, repurposed for leisure and tourism functions
Source: Photo by Gravari-Barbas (2024).
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our country is more powerful than before, and we
are more confident in ourselves, so even if it evokes a
painful image, we have realized that it is a treasure for
China. We pay more attention. We have already talked
about this 6 or 7 years ago; the heritage of the early
20" century in Tianjin signifies a transition of Chinese
society from feudalism to modernity, with cultural
collision and mixture, and the introduction of Western
civilization, which have formed a very special culture
of Tianjin. In fact, it is the same type as Macao, which
has been listed as a world heritage. However, since
Tianjin is closer to the interior of the country, these
exchanges can be deeper and broader. The work of
inscription on the World Heritage List concerns various
aspects; we are still in the preparation phase. (Interview
excerpt 1, Vice-director of Land Resource and Housing
Management Bureau of Tianjin Municipality, 2016)

In 2004, for the celebration of the city’s 600" anniversary, a
new narrative emphasizing an “open city” emerged, grounded
in the historical legacy of the Westernization Movement.
This reinterpretation marked a shift in how the history of
the former concessions was framed (Gravari-Barbas et al.,
2020). For instance, the Tianjin Museum of Modern History,
located in the Wudadao area of the former British concession,
highlights the narrative change around the cosmopolitan city:
“Synthesizing the essence of both Western and East cultures,
Tianjin had become the epitome of multiculturalism”
(Gravari-Barbas et al,, 2020, p. 71). Interestingly, the highest
concentration of historical buildings in Tianjin is located in
the former concessions (Lu & Li, 2005), as much of the old
city was demolished before 2005. Among the 14 designated
historic and cultural districts of the city, 11 are located within
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Figure 2. Main projects for creative tourism in the former concessions
of Tianjin
Source: Illustration by Yue Lu.

the former concessions (Figure 2). Today, the concessions
represent an important resource for the municipality, which is
actively looking for innovative development strategies.

2.2.2. In search of a tourist identity

Tianjins tourism image has long remained ambiguous.
Although its proximity to Beijing allows visitors easy
access, competition between the two cities has made
it difficult for Tianjin to establish itself as a major
tourist destination. However, in the early 2000s, Tianjin
accelerated its tourism development efforts. The festivities
associated with the 600" anniversary of the city’s founding
considerably heightened government officials’ awareness
of the city’s opportunities as a unique tourist destination,
primarily based on the heritage of its former concessions.

A major exhibition, “A Hundred Years of China through
Tianjin” (4 1 478 K Zhonghua bainian kan Tianjin),
was designed to position Tianjin as the quintessence of modern
Chinese society and a showcase of diverse architectural styles
(Marinelli, 2010b). The branding of the city focused on this
unique feature. Referred to as the “International Exposition of
Architecture” (7 [E 1 Y5 2%; Wanguo jianzhu bolanhui),
the city’s communication insisted on the exemplary character
of its Sino-Western urban architecture. The former colonial
phase of Tianjin was actively reinterpreted as the starting
point of the construction of modern China, as illustrated in
the following interview excerpt:

I would like to share our thoughts on heritage and
culture. We have always paid great attention to the
exploitation of cultural resources, especially for the
city of Tianjin, because the natural resources are
limited, and the cultural resource is our basis for
tourism development. Hence, we are always working
on culture and heritage. Even though the city of
Tianjin has only a little over 600 years of history, it is
a city of character, and the modern history of Tianjin
is unique in China, including architecture, stories, and
intangible heritage. How to link this cultural wealth to
tourism? It is often said that tourism without culture
is tourism without spirit. We have also given advice
to the Tianjin culture departments on this subject,
the Ancient Culture Street, the Wudadao district, the
Grand Canal, etc. However, development should not
surpass protection. (Interview excerpt 2, Director of
Tianjin Municipal Tourism Bureau of Tourism, 2018)

Since the 2000s, Tianjin authorities have financed a
remarkable number of redevelopment projects (Figure 2),
most of which involve the renovation and enhancement of
the architecture and historic districts located in the former
concessions. Through urban planning and redevelopment
strategy, these areas have transformed into weekend
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getaway destinations and, increasingly, national tourist
destinations (Tianjin Bureau of Statistics, 2016). This trend
underscores the role of tourism in rewriting modern local,
and even national, history.

3. Methodological considerations

This research is based on a number of empirical studies.
A four-year research project (2016 — 2019), carried out as
part of the international research project “Patrimondi,”
funded by the French National Research Agency, explored
the ways in which heritage dynamics interact with tourist
mobilities and global circulations (of people, ideas, capital,
and images). The data collected during this research were
supplemented by additional information gathered during
two field visits in September 2023 and October 2024. These
visits enabled ongoing monitoring of the transformations
of the heritage buildings in the former concessions and
their evolving functions.

The findings and discussion are based on qualitative
data collection methods. Throughout our fieldwork, we
conducted an in-depth case study investigation (Yin, 2009)
of the concessions and their various developments. Our
approach combined urban analysis with both participatory
(e.g., museum visits, consumption experiences, guided
tours) and non-participatory observation of these sites
over multiple visits. In addition, we conducted semi-
structured interviews in Chinese with pre-identified
stakeholders, including developers, public authorities,
business owners, scholars, and members of conservation
associations, to understand how they looked at the former
concessions and grappled with the heritage (Table 1). Each
interview was pre-scheduled and lasted approximately
1 h. The interviews were subsequently transcribed and
translated to facilitate thematic analysis. Furthermore, we
conducted a thematic analysis of institutional documents
(both national and local) related to tourism strategies and
heritage preservation policies from the 1990s onward.

3.1. Data analysis: Creating the conditions for the
development of creative tourism - The example of
four urban projects in former concessions

To understand how local stakeholders in Tianjin have
leveraged the heritage of the former concessions to create
an urban tourism destination, four projects (Figure 2) were
selected for analysis. These projects represent different heritage
adaptation strategies within the creativity paradigm (Table 2).
Each case illustrates a distinct approach to how heritage can
serve as a vehicle for the development of creative and cultural
tourism: (i) Minyuan Terrace (Figure 3) and Xiannong Block
(Figure 4) illustrate the “creative” restoration of Wudadao
district; (ii) the global renovation of the former Italian
Concession exemplifies a fagadist approach, transforming

Figure 3. Minyuan Terrace. Entrance to the Summer Night Market.
Source: Photo by Lu (2019).

Figure 4. Xiannong Block
Source: Photo by Lu (2018).

heritage into a leisure and tourism district (Figure 5); (iii) the
complete reconstruction of the historical Minyuan Stadium
serves as an example of heritage simulacrum (Figure 6); (iv)
finally, the China House in the French Concession, represents
a new museographic space, characterized by the “creative
destruction” of architectural heritage (Figure 7).

3.2. Minyan Terrasse and Xiannong Block: Creativity,
cultural heritage, and the commoditization of
Wudadao district

THARD’s intervention in Wudadao began in 2006 with
the renovation of a row of 2-story “British-style” buildings
built in the 1930s (interview with THARD, 2018). This pilot
project, later branded as the Minyuan Terrace Cultural
Creative Block (Figure 4), aimed to initiate the renovation
of the neighborhood.'’ Since its opening in 2009, Minyuan

10 Interview with Li Qian, consultant, 2018.
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Table 1. List of interviews with stakeholders in Tianjin

Category Status

Date

Institutional and Entrepreneur, Flight
operational actors

Engineer, Office of the Historic Buildings Protection Commission of Tianjin Municipality

August, 2016, August, 2018
August, 2016

Civil servant, Office of the Historic Buildings Protection Commission of Tianjin Municipality

Engineer, Haichuang Company

Civil servant, Land Resource and Housing Management Bureau of Tianjin Municipality

Inspector of Tianjin Municipal Tourism Bureau of Tourism

August, 2016
August, 2016

Civil servant, Italian Embassy in China June, 2017
Civil servant, Advisor of the Italian Embassy in China
Civil servant, Event Planning and Development Department of Tianjin, Municipal Bureau of June, 2017

Tourism Bureau
Employee, UAM

Director of Tianjin Municipal Tourism Bureau of Tourism

Vice-director of Land Resource and Housing Management Bureau of Tianjin Municipality

President of THARD

Director of Historic Buildings Protection Commission of Tianjin Municipality

Professor in Architecture, Tianjin University

Assistant Professor in Architecture, Tianjin University
Professor in Tourism, Tianjin University of Commerce
Writer and painter

Assistant professor in landscape, Tianjin University

Urban planner, Tianjin Urban Planning and Design Institute
Writer and painter

Professor, Department of Tourism and Services of Nankai University
Professor in Architecture, Tianjin University

Assistant Professor in Architecture, Tianjin University
Journalist and editor

Members of the Association Memory of Tientsin

Members of the Association Memory of Tientsin

Employee, UAM

Tourist guide

Senior Analyst, JLL

Documentary director, ARTE

Director of Beijing World Park Office

Analyst, JLL

August, 2016, August, 2018
August, 2018
August, 2018

August, 2016

August, 2016
August, 2016, August, 2018
August, 2016

June, 2017
June, 2017
August, 2018

August, 2016
August, 2016, August, 2018

August, 2016
August, 2016
June, 2017
June, 2017
June, 2017
August, 2018

Table 2. List of the selected projects

Project name Completion date Main function Owner/City manager
Minyan Terrasse and Xiannong Block 2009, 2013 Cultural and Creative District THARD

New Italian-Style Town 2008 Tourist site with Italian style Haihe Company
Minyuan Stadium 2014 Tourist and commercial of Wudadao THARD

China House 2007 Museum Private entrepreneur
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Figure 5. New I-Style Town
Source: Photo by Lu (2018).

Figure 6. Minyuan Stadium
Source: Photo by Maria Gravari-Barbas (2018).

Figure 7. China House
Source: Photo by Maria Gravari-Barbas (2018).

Terrace has evolved into a vibrant gathering place for
artists, designers, and millennials (Municipal Bureau
of Land Resources and Housing and China Society of
Cultural Relics, 2016). It features Western Style cafés, wine

and cigar bars, fusion cuisine restaurants, art galleries, and
a museum of traditional Chinese art. The venue also hosts
a variety of cultural activities, blending the neighborhood’s
historical character with cosmopolitan experiences.

Despite high business turnover, this pioneering project
integrating creative activities into historic buildings
was heralded as a success story for Wudadao district.
Following this achievement, THARD launched a second
major initiative in 2013 - the redevelopment of Xiannong
Courtyard, originally the residence of Xiannong Company
employees in the 1920s. This complex was transformed
into a space for creative businesses, leisure, and tourism,
aiming at a young clientele’’. The design emphasizes
the buildings’ Western architectural features, while the
promotional discourse plays on historical values in the
service of creative tourist consumption. According to
THARD: “Xiannong Business and Tourism District has
defined and positioned itself as a lifestyle community”’?

THARD insists on the cosmopolitan and creative
reinterpretation of heritage: “Fashionable international
elements have been introduced into buildings, and the
use of new materials not only highlights the cultural
dimension of historic buildings, it also attracts new fashion
consumers.””? The heritage nature of the project is decisive.
Some companies located in Xiannong explicitly align their
brand identify with heritage esthetics, as evidenced by
statements such as: “looking for a Western, romantic venue,
corresponding to their concept—a creative or unique

café’'; “awakening the inspiration of artistic creation””

In the case of Minyan Terrasses and Xiannong
Courtyard, heritage restoration was carried out with
care and respect to preserving the original 20"-century
architectural fabric. This rather sober and measured
restoration is one of the reasons, or even the main reason,
for the location of creative businesses in Wudadao.

The restored built environment and the creative
development of cultural heritage in Xiannong Block contribute
to the transformation of Wudadao into an urban tourism
destination. Here, “creativity” functions as the new “packaging”
of the historic setting, serving as a storytelling device for the
rebranding and commodification of the old buildings.

3.3.”New Italian-style town”: Urban theming and
Disneyfication

The former Italian Concession is one of the most emblematic
(and decried) examples of urban regeneration policies

I Interview with Ms Lu Hong, 2016.

2 Signage elements for Xiannong Courtyard.
3 Signage elements for Xiannong Courtyard.
Interview, Simple Café, 2018.

Interview, Huayou Café, 2016.
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pursued by the Tianjin municipality’®. Renovated in 2008,
it was initially branded as the “picturesque Italian district”
(B ARIEIX; Yishi fengging qu) or the Italian Business Park.
In 2009, the district was renamed “New I-Style Town” (H7 & f1;
Xin Yi Jie), with the “I” referencing Italy (Lu, 2017; Marinelli,
2010a). The redevelopment of I-Style Town is characterized
by a redefinition of its “historic” elements, relying heavily on
facadism, the brutal expulsion of original inhabitants, and the
transformation of the area into a leisure zone - all of which
have been strongly criticized by researchers (Marinelli, 2010a).
The initial restoration project, which originally involved
Italian teams in a unique Sino-Italian collaboration, gradually
shifted in the 2010s toward an essentially commercial strategy.
Initially envisioned as a cultural space, the district was
intended to house Italian-themed galleries, small museums, a
historical exhibition center, souvenir stores, and bookstores.”
However, over time, it evolved into a tourism and leisure hub.
Today, the only remaining element that recalls the original
project is “Cinema Paradiso,” an initiative spearheaded by
Li Yunfei, the original entrepreneur and founder of Tianjin
International Design Week. Despite the Disneyfication of the
area, its heritage, reinterpreted in a creative and playful way,
represents the major attraction of the Italian Concession”,
which is now one of Tianjin’s main tourist areas. As stated by
one of our informants:

First of all, as a business card of the city, it is very
successful. When a tourist searches for tourist information
about Tianjin on websites, he immediately finds the Italian-
style district. It has become a must-see tourist site in Tianjin.

On the other hand, we have many regrets; our original
desires have been diluted over time. For example, we
hoped that there would be more art galleries, small
museums, and historical exhibition centers and to
make unique souvenirs related to the history and
culture of the district, such as books, records, and
handicrafts. Similarly, we had to set up small kiosks at
the request of the local government, but with the hope
of removing them in the future so as not to damage
the range and character of the district.
Basically, we would anticipate a unique cultural
district and at least three or four public and non-
profit points of interest funded by the municipality.
However, these ideals could not be completely
preserved and had to give way to economic interests.
Today, this district has become a kind of food street.
(Interview excerpt 3, Entrepreneur of Flight, 2014)
Despite the heavy Disneyfication of the area, the former
Italian concession has developed a distinct tourism model

6 See Yue Lu’s contribution above on the heritage and tourism
of the former Italian concession.

17 Interview with Li Yunfei, 2016.

18 Interview with Li Yunfei, 2016.

compared to Wudadao, emphasizing leisure-oriented
experiences over cultural authenticity’® (Lu et al.,, 2016).

3.4. Minyuan Stadium: The creative reinvention of a
heritage site in Wudadao, former British Concession

The 18,000-capacity Minyuan stadium dates to the
early development of Wudadao district (1926). Since its
inception, the stadium has been rebuilt at least 4 times.
Despite its historical importance, it was demolished in 2012
and entirely rebuilt in 2014. The new building replicates the
template of the old stadium, incorporating the architectural
elements of its facades while accommodating recreational,
tourism, commercial, and cultural functions. It now houses
Wudadao Museum, which showcases notable residents of
the district and highlights the Western lifestyles of the first
decades of the 20" century.

Minyuan Stadium is a flagship facility, a common
feature in several urban redevelopment projects in Western
cities (Lu et al,, 2019). It functions as the geosymbol of
Wudadao, acting as the focal point for visitors. The stadium
corresponds to a new generation of commercial centers,
transcending traditional retail functions to become a
“lifestyle space”? These lifestyle centers integrate playful
elements, diverse dining options, leisure facilities, and
cultural events.

The rebuilding of Minyuan Stadium was intended to
create tourism services in Wudadao and offer a major
new tourist destination in Tianjin?’. Alongside Minyuan
Terrace and Xiannong Block, the new Minyuan Stadium
is an essential element of Wudadao’s tourism, leisure,
and business strategy, skilfully combining new creative
elements with its heritage foundations.

3.5.“Heritage fantasies” in China House

Built-in the late 1920s, the China House (also known as the
Porcelain Museum) was originally the residence of Chinese
diplomat Huang Rongliang (1876—-unknown death date). It
was purchased in 2002 by its current owner, businessman
and collector Zhang Lianzhi. Although the building was
designated as a historic building in 2005, this classification
did not prevent the new owner from “beautifying” the
building. Initially, the idea was to decorate the facades
with porcelain and pottery fragments from the Tang (618 -
907), Song (960 - 1279), and Qing (1644 - 1912) dynasties.
However, over time, the project expanded beyond the
villa itself. The building is now adorned with dragons and
organic forms covered in colorful ceramic shards, earning

19 Interview with Li Yunfei, 2016.

2 CHAI Lesley, “Minyuan Stadium Retail Area, An Emerging
Retail Destination,” Tianjin Property Insight, 2015, https://
www.businesstianjin.com

2l Interview with a finance consultant, 2018.
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it the nickname “China’s Gaudi House.” In 2012, following
the 2008 Beijing Olympics, a miniature replica of the “Bird’s
Nest” Olympic Stadium, designed by architects Herzog &
de Meuron, was added to the roof of China House. Over
the years, the original French-style villa has been almost
entirely obscured by a new “Chinese envelope”

This project has been both praised and criticized. In
September 2010, the “museum,” along with the Louvre
and the Pompidou Centre, was featured in the American
edition of the Huffington Post as one of the 15 most creative
museums in the world. As a private museum, it was also
registered in the Guinness Book of Records. Zhang Lianzhi
has created a landmark attraction in Tianjin, but in doing
so, he has completely concealed - and therefore erased
- the building’s colonial architecture. The “Bird’s Nest”
addition on the roof serves as a symbol of China’s modern
identity, reinforcing a narrative of national supremacy over
its Western architectural legacy. Indeed, the interventions
on the building almost entirely cover, and thus erase, the
pre-existing colonial architecture.

4, Discussion

Tianjin presents itself as an emerging laboratory for
heritage conservation, restoration, and reinterpretation,
particularly through recent projects led by both the city
and private entrepreneurs with a focus on leisure and
tourism.

These examples show that creative approaches in
China concern both (creative) approaches to restoring,
reinterpreting, or rebuilding heritage and the introduction
of new (creative) functions within recently restored or
rebuilt buildings. In the strategies adopted by local players,

heritage and creativity are mutually supportive: if restored
heritage represents added value for the creative activities
hosted there (bringing a cachet of authenticity and
historicity), the latter offers new life to the “old stones” and
contribute to their reintegration into contemporary social
and economic life.

Despite their diverse approaches, the four case studies
presented above share a common feature: the “dissonant”
heritage of the former concessions (Gravari-Barbas
etal., 2023) today has been “cleaned up” from any negative
image. Today, this Western architectural heritage serves
as a catalyst for cultural and creative tourism, aligning
with the vision of local players in repurposing the former
concessions of Tianjin. Although the instrumentalization
of heritage is a common guideline, the approaches vary
significantly, resulting in distinct tourism products
(Figure 8).

The carefully restored Minyuan Terrace and the
redeveloped Xiannong Courtyard, with their new functions
and activities, have been transformed into destinations
for urban tourists and white-collar workers from the
Tianjin metropole. These projects are reminiscent of the
festival marketplaces of London’s Covent Garden Market
or Boston’s Faneuil Hall, where significant architecture is
integrated with creative or artisanal commercial functions,
serving as a means of giving a new image to central urban
areas.

The New I-Style Town follows the model of edutainment
urban redevelopment projects, characterized by its highly
enclosed character, which isolates it from the surrounding
urban fabric. It lacks residential functions and is primarily
specialized in tourism, leisure, and commerce. The

Minyan terrasses &

(SuperMarkets, Site
Museums, Horse-riding,
Cafés& restorants)

Xiannong Minyan Stadium New ltalian style city China House
Courtyard
. p -
= Creative
Restoration LQ Rebuildin 4—.' Facadism ¢ :
g ¢ destruction
Huge-scal

Creative products lsjeg:iizz e Mass-tourism

& services services Cultural site

Lifestyle, everyday

Creative tourism lﬁ center

ﬁl Mass tourism

ﬁl Mass tourism

> 4

) - -

Wudadao
(British concession)

Wudadao
(British concession)

Italian Concession French Concession

1: Possible évolutions between the different approaches of intervention on built heritage

2: Transversal tourism practices

Figure 8. Different approaches to the architectural treatment of the four case studies in relation to the planned functions and the resulting tourism development

Source: Diagram by Maria Gravari-Barbas.
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originally intended creative dimension has gradually been
replaced by a consumer-driven space, where heritage serves
as a mere backdrop for a theme park-like environment.

While the first two examples (Minyuan Terrace and
Xiannong Block) have adapted global urban paradigms,
such as festival marketplaces and themed enclaves, to
the context of Tianjin, Minyuan Stadium represents
an original case of “creative destruction” of heritage
redevelopment. The stadium was entirely demolished and
then rebuilt in its current form. Although rebuilt in situ, it
is a free reinterpretation of the historic site that has now
disappeared.

Although the heritage authenticity of the new building -
constructed in an “improved” manner on the tabula rasa of
the pre-existing stadium - is questionable, the new Minyuan
Stadium respects the original scale of the district. It thus
satisfies the demands of local intellectuals and associations
campaigning against the construction of high-rise buildings®.

Finally, China House exemplifies the creative use of a
historic building as “raw material” to organically create a
completely new artifact. The historical and architectural
quality of this concessionary building has been irreversibly
modified to create a new architectural and artistic work.
This freedom to treat a heritage site in this way may come
as a surprise. However, it is indicative of the new creative
approaches to heritage enhancement.

In terms of tourism, the two more radical examples —
the Minyan Stadium, which was demolished and rebuilt,
and China House, which was completely reinvented — are
the most successful. In fact, these two sites are considered
“must-sees” in the former concessions, visited by large
numbers of locals and tourists.

The analysis of four case studies shows that the heritage
of the former concessions serves as: (i) a receptacle for
creative functions (Minyuan Terrace and Xiannong
Block); (ii) a regulating framework for new construction,
even after demolition (Minyuan Stadium); (iii) a thematic
narrative framework for entertainment activities (New
I-Style Town); and (iv) a foundation for the creation of a
hybrid artifact (China House).

5. Conclusion

Thisarticle explores the ways “creative” heritage restoration,
renovation, or reinvention projects — essentially undertaken
for leisure and tourism purposes — contribute to the
reappropriation of the dissonant heritage of the former
concessions. Specifically, do tourism redevelopment
projects positively transform perceptions of this dissonant
concessionary heritage?

2 Interview with writer, Feng Jicai, 2017.

The answer is undoubtedly yes. In Tianjin, the fusion of
the creative paradigm with heritage enhancement serves as
a breeding ground for tourism development. The former
Western concessions have become significant leisure and
tourism destinations. Their adaptation (often radical, as
previously discussed) to the tourism and leisure industry
has contributed to neutralizing their negative memorial
dimension.

The incontestable public success of the redevelopment
projects should not mask some critical questions: What is
the place of heritage meaning, of history and memory, in
this generalized creative ludicization of heritage? What is
the role and participation of local inhabitants? We should
not forget that all these projects are carried out within a top-
down, state-led, strictly politically controlled framework,
which leaves little room for open consultation and
creativity with the local population. What is more, some
of these sites, repurposed for creative functions, have been
the scenes of brutal evictions of residents. The “success” of
different heritage restoration approaches should therefore
be examined more critically, factoring in the social cost of
such projects.

Finally, a number of questions remain to be
explored in the future: in 2024, THARD initiated a new
development phase for Xiannong Courtyard and, at the
same time, redefined the areas restored in 2011. Far
from being definitive, the renovation or restoration of
heritage is indeed variable, depending in particular on
economic and tourism needs. Given the dynamic nature
of these factors, ongoing monitoring of how heritage
is treated in a context of rapid tourism transformation
(particularly in a post-pandemic context) will provide
insights into the amphidromic relationship between
heritage and tourism. Such an approach will not only
help track how heritage serves as an element of attraction
for tourism but also reveal how tourism functions as a
“heritage production machine” (Gravari-Barbas, 2018),
shaping heritage artifacts in response to its evolving
needs.
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