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14 Introduction The Story of China’s Gateway

In this city the gulf between society’s two halves is too grossly wide for 
any bridge ... And we ourselves though we wear out our shoes walking 
the slums, though we take notes, though we are genuinely shocked and 
indignant, belong, unescapably, to the other world. We return, always, to 
Number One House for lunch.

In our world, there are garden-parties and the night-clubs, the hot baths 
and the cocktails, the singsong girls and the Ambassador’s cook. In our 
world, European business men write to the local newspapers, complaining 
that the Chinese are cruel to pigs, and saying that the refugees should be 
turned out of the Settlement because they are beginning to smell.

And the well-meaning tourist, the liberal and humanitarian intellectual, 
can only wring his hands over all this and exclaim: ‘Oh dear, things are so 
awful here – so complicated. One doesn’t know where to start.’

WH Auden and Christopher Isherwood, Journey to a War, 1939.

INTRODUCTION

The Story of China’s Gateway
INTRODUCTION
We shape our buildings – thereafter they shape us.

Winston Churchill, House of Commons Speech, 28 October 1943

Shanghai is an inimitable city. In the past, no other city was 
more heterogeneous, more autonomous, or more 
iniquitous. Today, no other city is undergoing such massive 
change. For the future, no other city has such ostentatious 
designs. Infamous for its depravity and famed for its 
autonomy, Shanghai’s celebrated prosperity between the two 
world wars spawned a renowned impiety that would have 
appalled even the depraved inhabitants of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. Sex, drugs and organised crime underpinned the 
city’s social life as much as greed, power and decadence 
de!ned its architecture and urban growth. However, this 
illustrious chapter represents only a snippet of the story. For 
centuries, Shanghai has navigated highs and lows, and lured 
millions who came to make their fortune or steal others’. 
While rapaciously consuming everything that has come its 
way, by attracting powerful people and appalling con"ict, 
which resulted in unparalleled misery, debauched hedonism 
and immeasurable wealth, Shanghai has become greater 
than the sum of its parts  –  a peculiar urban form, a mega-
metropolis, an irrepressible and abstract entity. As one 
journalist put it: ‘Shanghai has had many conquerors, but 
Shanghai conquers the conquerors.’1 Foreign and Chinese 
architectural !rms are once again "ocking to Shanghai to 
take part in the largest urban transformation in history, 
driven by China’s burgeoning economy. A new battle for 
Shanghai is taking place, as the city’s unprecedented 
development looks either to undermine or to enhance 
Shanghai’s distinguished heritage.

Standing at the gateway to the Yangtze River, the 
backbone of China and the world’s entry point to the vast 
trading potential of the country’s interior, Shanghai has 
evoked many things to many people, garnering an extensive 
list of epithets which depict an almost absurdly schizophrenic 
character: ‘Whore of the Orient’, ‘Paris of the East’, ‘Queen of 
Eastern Settlements’, ‘Paradise of Adventurers’, ‘New York of 
the Far East’, ‘City of Palaces’, ‘Yellow Babylon of the Far East’, 
and the former Duke of Somerset’s ‘Sink of Iniquity’. However, 
behind the vacuous sobriquets, the city’s eminence and 
consequent international importance derive solely from its 
outstanding geographical location for trade. This is as 
important today as it always was and always will be: trade 
provides the stimulus driving this dynamic mercantile city; 
it is trade that has engendered the lust for wealth which is 
synonymous with Shanghai and with the character of its 

Right Flying kites on Shanghai’s 
historic Bund



15Introduction The Story of China’s Gateway

residents – industrious people renowned for their capacity to 
"ourish in the shadow of the skyscraper.

International trade has permeated every layer of 
Shanghai’s rich history and left its mark on the city’s urban 
form and diverse architectural composition. Its vibrant mix 
of colonial structures, Modernist piles, Art Deco motifs, 
eclectic styles and postmodern towers makes the city a 
treasure trove for both the idle wanderer and the discerning 
professional. Inscribed in the streets and buildings are the 
legacies of every major event that has taken place within the 
city’s boundaries. The !rst Opium War (1840–3) and Britain’s 
subsequent government-sponsored drug smuggling that led 
to Shanghai’s foundation (1843) and the West’s rape of China 
shaped the opulent facades along Shanghai’s famous Bund and 
downtown. China’s bitter domestic con"icts (from the 1850s) 
and myriad refugees forged the street plan of the former 
British Settlement. The narrow-mindedness and greed of early 
settlers and of subsequent administrations were responsible 
for Shanghai’s tortuous road network and its infamously 
paltry pavements. The rise of Chinese republicanism in the 
early 20th century can be read in the absence of the ancient 
city wall, whose silhouette appears as an annular scar in an 
otherwise linear street pattern. The Russian revolutions are
 manifested in apartment buildings and in the domes of 
former Orthodox churches. Japanese aggression and the 
origins of the Second World War emerge through the 
underprivileged suburbs that witnessed the world’s !rst urban 
aerial bombing campaign. Nazi persecution is unveiled in 
former ghettos that became the world’s last safe refuge for 
European Jews. The tragedy of the Cultural Revolution and 
China’s global isolation appear in faded Maoist slogans, tired 
facades and ill-considered urban programmes.

It is remarkable enough that so many disparate 
international events swept over Shanghai, but that these 
historical events are recorded in the surviving buildings and 
streets after decades of isolation is almost miraculous. 
However, the longevity of Shanghai’s hibernation is matched 
only by the velocity of its recent resurgence. The most 
comprehensive and revolutionary urban metamorphosis in 
history has transformed the city’s skyline with its 4,000 
high-rise buildings sprouting from Shanghai’s alluvial terrain 
since the mid-1980s. The scale of the city’s regeneration is 
characterised by the duel between the past and the future that 

Left 1930s sketch by ‘Norma’ of 
Shanghainese living in the midst of 
urban growth.

so blatantly evades the present, a duel in which developers 
and preservationists have become the new protagonists in a 
con"ict over Shanghai’s future – not for political or economic 
gain, but for the continuity of its famously rich urban texture.

Shanghai offers a unique case study in which many 
contemporary urban problems are conspicuous by their 
exaggeration and through which much can be learned. This 
book sets out to contextualise contemporary Shanghai by 
illustrating its history through its architecture and urban 
landscape. By exploring the city’s remarkable past, from 
its ancient origins, through foreign dominance, to China’s 
resurgence, one gains a startlingly clear picture of Shanghai’s 
unique physical character. A close examination of Shanghai’s 
architecture and urbanism reveals, perhaps more than 
anywhere else in the world, all the facets of human nature, 
from its altruistic best to its debauched worst, helps make 
sense of the overwhelming changes taking place in modern 
China and sheds light on an enigmatic future.

While most cities develop almost imperceptibly as their 
fortunes ebb and "ow with time, where fresh ideas inject 
vitality, where the recent past is condemned and where the old 
is dei!ed or destroyed, Shanghai "outs these perceived 
norms and de!es established principles of urban 
development and preservation. The eyes of the world are on 
Shanghai’s illustrious plans for the 21st century and beyond, 
yet few have stopped to ponder the origin of this 
phenomenal transformation or questioned its price. Behind 
Shanghai’s headline-grabbing superlatives, history is not in 
the making, but being repeated.

Left The Jin Mao tower seen 
through Shanghai’s rapidly changing 
urban landscape
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Shi Ku Men Li Long
While this af!uent epoch was apposite for the construction 
of larger structures, allowing for reasonable returns on 
capital investment, they were not the most lucrative building 
type in Shanghai. The most pro"table and by far the most 
numerous were the Chinese lane houses. The Chinese 
generally were accustomed to living in single- or two-
storeyed accommodation and no large apartment buildings 
were designed with the Chinese in mind. Instead, the 
Chinese occupied the vast swathes of high density tenement 
housing known as Li Long, which once covered the city like 
a vast blanket of patch work rooftops. In boom times, the Li 
Long provided any investor with an instant fortune, and 
when the market was stagnant, a reasonable return on rent 
could still be guaranteed. The outlay on one two-storey Li 
Long house, 120 of which can be built on an acre of land, 
was approximately $300. The return on the investment in 
the building alone could be as little as two years, compared 
to ten years on an apartment building. This provided a 
population density of 600 people per acre, which was 
comparable to the most densely populated metropolitan area 

Left The rooftops of Shanghai’s 
once ubiquitous Li Long, here 
showing Hongkou (Suzhou Creek 
can be seen in the bottom right of 
the photo and Hongkou Creek at 
the top right)

Below Li Long rooftops in 
Shanghai’s old town

Bottom Decorated Shi Ku Men

Du Qian
打字机
广裕仁 
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in the world at the time, Eleventh Ward of New York City, 
which boasted skyscrapers in order to sustain 696 people 
per acre. So high was the population density in some areas 
of Shanghai that a new regulation was enforced in 1929 that 
forbade more than three families to live in one house, or "ve 
in a pair of houses. With an almost unlimited source of 
tenants, the Chinese Li Long proved a reliable investment, 
regardless of the market condition: ‘The rule is, pro"t lay in 
the direction of cheap living.’41

Shi Ku Men is the name given to the individual unit 
characterised by a stone-framed wooden doorway, and Li 
Long is the collective term given to the overall layout of each 
unit along a network of lanes and alleyways. Architecturally, 
the Li Long represents one of the most proli"c innovations 
unique to Shanghai and re!ects an interesting marriage of 
Eastern and Western architectural design. In its simplest 
terms, the Shi Ku Men Li Long is an amalgamation of the 
English terrace house and a Chinese courtyard house. The 
evolution of this building type can be traced to the Small 
Swords’ Rebellion when large numbers of wooden lane 
houses were built for Chinese refugees. In response to the 
increasing "re hazards posed by these structures, which had 
multiplied enormously during the Taiping Rebellion, the "rst 
tenements built using stone, brick and wood appeared from 
1870, marking the advent of the Shi Ku Men Li Long. 
Arranged in terraces and usually two storeys high, the 
internal arrangement of the "rst Shi Ku Men was in!uenced 

Left and below Different styles of 
Shi Ku Men Li Long

Opposite The inner lane of a three-
storey new-style Li Long 
compound showing the front 
entrance with metal gate (left) and 
back entrance (right) of each unit
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building, resulting in the reduction in size of the rear 
courtyard, which became a narrow corridor leading from 
the rear entrance and orientated perpendicularly to the front 
courtyard. The primary consideration for the layout of the 
early Shi Ku Men was density, with little concern for light, 
ventilation and the close proximity of neighbouring 
buildings. By the 1910s, as standards improved, the density 
of the units was reduced by widening the lanes and 
designing better layouts for the overall compound. These 
compounds started to accommodate much larger numbers 
of units as demand rose. Whereas early Shi Ku Men had been 
built in small compounds comprising between 10 and 20 
units, by the late 1910s as many as 500 units were being built 
in one development.

The exponential increase in demand for better 
accommodation among the Chinese population living in the 
foreign settlements led to improvements in the design of the 
Shi Ku Men in the early 20th century. This heralded the 
advent of the new Shi Ku Men Li Long, which had a similar 
con"guration to its predecessor, but with an arti"cial stone 
frame replacing the stone doorframe leading from the lane; 
new materials were used in the construction of the building 
and modern facilities provided improved living standards. 
The new types of doorway were often decorated with 
Western motifs, such as Baroque mouldings in high relief. 

by the traditional dwellings from south of the Yangtze River, 
and allowed for very high densities of economical living.

The early Shi Ku Men’s stone doorway provided access 
into each unit from a lane. Above the door there were often 
triangular, semi-circular or rectangular decorative motifs, but 
the walls always remained unadorned. The interior of early 
Shi Ku Men was arranged symmetrically along a central axis; 
inside the doorway was a small courtyard, sometimes as small 
as 1 metre square, three sides of which were surrounded by 
rooms. A reception room was always located in the centre of 
the building, connected to the courtyard and !anked by two 
rooms that formed the sides of the courtyard. Depending on 
the size of the Shi Ku Men, the ground !oor would serve as a 
public area at the front and a kitchen at the back, where a rear 
entrance provided egress, often directly into a public alleyway. 
In the centre of the building, behind the reception room, 
a stairway gave access to the upper !oor. Between the stairs 
and the kitchen was a rear rectangular courtyard in the same 
orientation as the front courtyard. Early Shi Ku Men were 
approximately 15 metres deep and 4 metres wide, separated 
by "rewalls called Feng Huo Qiang (wind-"re wall), which 
protruded from the roo!ine and were decorated in the 
traditional Horse Head or Guang Yin Dou style.

The con"guration of early Shi Ku Men changed 
gradually to accommodate a utility area at the back of the 

Right Plan of Gong Shun Li, a 
typical early Shi Ku Men, built in 
1876 on Guangdong Road

Far right Plan of East Si Wen Li, a 
typical late Shi Ku Men Li Long, 
built between 1914 and 1921 on 
Xinxha Road. With over 300 units 
in the development, this was the 
largest Li Long compound in 
Shanghai at the time.

Above An entrance to a Li Long 
compound

Above, right A typical Horse Head
wind-!re wall in the Yangtze Region
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The wooden frame and brick walls were replaced by 
reinforced concrete, faced in red or black brick, all owing for 
more !oors, though the !oor to ceiling height was reduced. 
The symmetrical alignment of the rooms inside the building 
along a central axis was replaced by an asymmetrical !oor 
plan with the stairway on one side of the unit, an extra room 
halfway up the stairs known as a ting zi jian, and the loss of the 
rear courtyard. This isolated room became an important 
feature of Shanghainese life and is renowned for its use by 
writers who produced the ‘Ting Zi Jian Literature’ during the 
1920s and 1930s. The diminutive room suited the humble 
needs of the lowly elements of Shanghai’s literary 
community, who were able to live and write out of this single 
rented space and whose work re!ected their modest 
surroundings against China’s most glamorous backdrop. 
Architecturally this marked an important departure from 
the layout of traditional Chinese houses when the reception 
room was no longer positioned in the centre of the building. 
Improvements in living standards were achieved in a number 
of ways, including the incorporation of bathrooms, toilets, 
utility rooms and the introduction of electricity, water and 
gas. Also, lighting and ventilation were improved by 
increasing the width of the lanes to above 4 metres and 
reducing the height of the external walls of each unit. 
Concrete !oors replaced wooden !ooring throughout the 

Above, far left This terrace 
illustrates the poorer residences 
made of wood and brick that were 
superseded by Shi Ku Men Li Long

Above left, top and above Different 
styles of stone doorways leading to 
each unit of the Shi Ku Men Li 
Long.

Left, above Si Ming Cun, a new 
style Li Long, built in 1927–32 on 
Central Yanan Road (note the ting
zi jian)

Left Jing Hua Xin Cun, a new-style 
Li Long, built in 1938 on Julu Road
(note the ting zi jian)
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ground !oor, except in the reception room, which used 
wooden boards or ceramic tiles. Concrete was also used to 
surface the lanes in front of and behind each unit, improving 
drainage and sanitation.

After 1920, a new type of Li Long started to be built in 
which the front doorway and high wall of the old Shi Ku 
Men were replaced by a metal gate and fence, though the 
interior layout remained similar to its predecessors. The next 
signi"cant development in the evolution of this building type 
was the introduction of the Garden Li Long in the 1930s. 
Although their interior layout retained the Shi Ku Men’s key 
characteristics, the front gate and courtyard were replaced 
by a large garden area, giving the unit the appearance of a 
terraced town house. This more desirable version of the Li 
Long evolved into more lavish con"gurations, including 
semi-detached and detached units. These modern residences 
were only found in Shanghai, for throughout the rest 
of China, Chinese families, while also enjoying modern 
conveniences, preferred to live in one- or two-storeyed 
houses built in traditional styles often around a single or 
multiple courtyards.

For those without the resources to purchase the more 
luxurious versions of the Li Long, there was the Apartment Li 
Long, which proved popular throughout the 1930s and early 
1940s. This type of Li Long was often on a small scale, with 
two to four storeys to a building and two apartments on each 
!oor accessed by a central staircase. Until the 1940s, no 
other building proved more popular in Shanghai than the Li 
Long, which gave the city its characteristic low-rise, high-
density residential appearance. However, it was commonly 
acknowledged that the lower class of residences with 
‘drearier interiors, narrower and dirtier courtyards’ 
than other types of housing in China gave Shanghai 
‘living standards among the lowest in the world’ for 
industrial workers. 42

Tens of thousands of Li Long were built all over the city 
in various different forms and permutations, ranging from 

Right Si Ming Cun, a new style Li 
Long, built in 1927–32 on Central 
Yanan Road (D5)

Far right Jing Hua Xin Cun, a 
new style Li Long, built in 1938 
on Julu Road (D5)

Right Group of 16 apartments in a 
garden compound built in 1940 in 
the former French Concession
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sumptuous to meagre lodgings, often doubling as the setting 
for cottage industries producing small items for an unlimited 
local market. For those unable to afford even a Li Long, there 
were straw and bamboo huts that could be erected anywhere 
at any time. In 1929, Shanghai had an estimated 21,000 
such makeshift hovels catering for the most desperate classes, 
highlighting the housing problem that Barz believed to be 
‘one of the greatest problems yet to be solved in Shanghai 
and so much more in other parts of the country ... In this 
large city of Shanghai apartment houses are needed with one, 
two or three roomed !ats, perhaps with a kitchen and a sort 
of a bathroom. But at present they are still herded together in 
small areas and narrow alleys.’43 Although the lifespan of 
a bamboo hut was minimal, nearly all Shanghai’s Li Long 
survived until the 1980s, when they found themselves in the 
front-line of Shanghai’s contemporary construction boom 
and started to be demolished to make way for modern high-
rise developments.

Residential diversity
Although highly pro"table for the investor, the Li Long 
represented what some perceived to be a ‘useful though 
ugly’ development strategy and the lowest rung in 
Shanghai’s architectural hierarchy.44 Success and af!uence 
had to translate into bricks and mortar. For an era de"ned 
by unbridled wealth, landmark residences were becoming as 
popular among Shanghai’s elite as White Russian prostitutes. 
Though equally dolled up, these extravagant villas often 
lacked the same class. Importing a menagerie of architectural 
styles, hacked up and recon"gured in often ghastly 
compositions, the fairytale aesthetic all too often created a 
Frankenstein’s monster – the hideous result of a life’s dream 
that destroyed its creator. Neoclassical porticos, ersatz Tudor 
facades, Spanish ‘Colonial Revival’, American Colonial and 
Baroque interiors were frequently jumbled together on this 
piece of China, as far removed in time and place as anywhere 
in the world at any time in history. Indeed, one resident spoke 

of Huai Hai Road’s ‘architectural wonderland … where such 
local architects as are of a humorous temperament erect 
brick and stone jokes in proof of the fact, and then drive their 
friends out that way and enjoy a good laugh’.45 One of the 
most famous cases of reckless architectural fantasy occurred 
with the creator of Shanghai’s Marble Hall, the home of the 
wealthy Kadoorie family (C5–D5). The 14-year-old Eleazer 
Silas Kadoorie (later Sir) arrived in Shanghai in 1881 and 
worked as an assistant to David Sassoon. His career in 
business enabled his renowned philanthropic activities in 
education and health throughout Asia. In 1920 he bought a 
plot of land on which a club had started to be built, but it 
burned down before it was completed. Construction of the 
Marble Hall started as Kadoorie and his family left for Europe 
for three years, leaving the project in the hands of an architect 
with ideas more impressive than his expertise. After 
numerous telegrams from the architect had exasperated 
Kadoorie, he "nally wrote back saying ‘do only what is 
absolutely necessary’46. On his return to Shanghai, Kadoorie 
found ‘enraged contractors, the architect an alcoholic in 
hospital with DTs, and a ballroom 65 foot high, 80 foot long 
and 50 foot wide lit by 3,600 different-coloured electric 
light bulbs’. 47

For many owners, con!ict, the cost of construction, or 
the upkeep caught up with them in the end. ‘These private 
palatial quarters were not money makers and until this 
day they have only served as adornments, involving the 
owners in a great deal of outlay which they could never 
recover.’48 Although these ‘old-style English homes, 
modern mansions, terraced and elaborate, quaintly gabled 
and of semi-Oriental architecture’49 were lauded among 
Shanghailanders, the reality was often less glamorous: these 
‘magni"cent and massive mansions undermine and swallow 
up, in their undertow, giant moneys, like dragons with an 
insatiable maw. If one only envisages the cost of maintenance 
and running of these modern triumphs, when left unused, it 
is heartbreaking.’50

Far left A Garden Li Long (E6)

Above The former Kadoorie 
residence, now a district Children’s 
Palace


