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SHANGHAI SHIKUMEN
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Many people’s memories and recalls are closely linked with their childhood pictures. Alley houses hidden under phoenix trees, together with memories from the
most meticulous experiences, accompany the lifetime of people growing and multiplying there. They have emerged as if to symbolize a certain age, cherish an
episode of life, and be recalled very emotionally one day.

This is none other than Shikumen. As a kind of quadrangle courtyards among common folks in China, it has incorporated the shrewdness and creativity of real-estate
development. It is regular, uniform, elegant and implicit. Its elaborately-carved door, knob and decoration look like the appearance of a person. Its preserved delicacy
looks like a kind of temporal and spatial permanence. Standing gracefully in the city with this special idea, Shikumen has gone through many rounds of vicissitudes
and upgrades. In the 19th Century, the traditional Shikumen was gradually replaced by the new-style Shikumen, which became more and more westernized in its
architectural style. As a mark of Shanghai’s history, it recounts bits of prides and episodes of vicissitudes.

As the most typical residential building of civilians in Shanghai, Shikumen is usually regarded as one of the symbols of Shanghai’s modemn urban civilization.
Around 1860 (the period of origin and early development of Shikumen), Shikumen was built in the style of both folk houses in southern China and townhouses in
European cities. As a result of urban development, landlords and squires settled down in international settlements in succession, and real-estate developers seized
the chance to build a large batch of simple and rough houses for rent and profit. In the 10th year during the reign of emperor Xianfeng in the Qing Dynasty (1860),
nearly 8,740 houses of such kind had been built in international settlements. This was exactly the earliest model of the alleys and neighborhoods of Shanghai.

Major elements of Shikumen include the alley (including the general and subsidiary alley), black-paint gate, front courtyard, wing-room, sitting room, rear courtyard,
attached room, enclosed wall and fire seal. The earliest version of Shikumen generally consisted of three rooms, two wing-rooms and two stories. There are two
versions of reasons for why it is named Shikumen: (1) its gate came from that of previous official warehouses; (2) its lintel and doorframe were made of stone, and
its door-leaves were made of black-paint solid thick wood; therefore, it was named Shikumen, meaning a gate ringed with stone bars.

Quiet and comfortable Shikumen contains a unique-style high wall and a small open yard. In this narrow living space, a residential landscape of alley life has come
into being, which people not only yearn for but also want to escape from. The flow of time has also filled up the true affection among neighbors, and the noisy and
complicated atmosphere is permeated with humanity. Through sedimentation of nearly half a century, Shikumen has gone through its most mature development
period. In 1940s, there were about 9,240 alleys and 200,000 houses of Shikumen, accounting for over 3/4 of all folk houses at that time.

In a period, Shikumen was regarded as backward. In spite of its elegant, noble and decent appearance, its internal space had already broken up. Many families lived
compactly in a house in which only one family had originally lived. The average living area per family was even lower than the per-capita average living area of
Shanghai citizens today. The story of “72 families of tenants™ had become a reality. However, when Shikumen had almost died out, nostalgic people began to yearn
for its advantages. Only those which are about to vanish or have already disappeared can arouse our double cherishment. Or rather, we have been always trying
to make it perfectly stay on a photographic section as a witness of its interior and exterior loss and change. This is none other than lonesome sentiments toward
Shikumen in Shanghai. Therefore, we realize that we must do one thing: aiming our sincere lens at these buildings as cultural inheritors, and recording the most
nostalgic feelings that always daunt us.

Zheng Shiling
November 5, 2011
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IMPRESSION FILM

| SHIKUMEN IN SHANGHAI
URBAN HERITAGE DURING THE URBAN
DEVELOPMENT






CONSTRUCTION OF SHIKUMEN IN SHANGHAI
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In the day and night of each Shikumen with ever-changing shadow and light, there’s a kind
of beauty that may have no self-knowledge, but some profile has already been annotated

profoundly. Shikumen, tough yet soft, traditional yet outgoing, upholds self-spirit and
contains more foreign elements as well.
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THE ORIGIN AND
TRANSITION
OF SHANGHAI
SHIKUMEN

Lou Chenghao Xue Shunsheng

ANCIENT DWELLING IN THE SOUTH
REGION OF THE YANGTZE RIVER

Shanghai Shikumen dwelling is a kind of residential building, being
featured by the largest amount in downtown Shanghai, the widest
distribution, and the largest amount of the residents, it has the age
characteristics in the early modern times in Shanghai, as well as
the regional architecture features in Shanghai. It cannot be more
appropriate to say that the Shikumen dwelling is the one with the most
Shanghai characteristics.

Shanghai Shikumen dwelling is born out of ancient Shanghai dwelling,
when we get to old neighborhoods and suburbs in Shanghai, we can
find the embryonic form of the Shikumen dwelling as well as many
familiarities in those old architectures which have experienced many
things in history.

The ancient Shanghai dwelling is the origin of Shanghai architecture.
As located in the south region of the Yangtze River, the climate in
Shanghai is moist, and the rainfall is abundant, ancestors in Shanghai
created stilted buildings as a habitat to shelter the winds and rains
according to the circ e. The tenon-and-mortise structure on the
wooden component in stilted buildings led to the appearance of timber
frame dwellings later on.

In the warring state period, Shanghai was the fief of Emperor
Chunshen of the Chu State, and the yarding villages were developed to
natural towns. Qinglong Town in the south bank of ancient Songjiang
was quickly prospered due to the advantages of water transportation.
The town was established in the year of Tianbao in Tang Dynasty
(A.D 746), and there were 36 lanes in the town in the most prospering
times in the Earlier Song Dynasty such as Jianshan Lane, Yunjin
Lane, and Zhixi Lane, etc., and lanes became places where ancient

dwellings concentrate. Water is the source of life and the blood of

economy prosperity, facing the ocean and with crisscrossing rivers,
water transportation, fishing industry and agriculture in Shanghai were
developed. After the Jingkang Calamity in the Earlier Song Dynasty,
thousands of civilians in North China immigrated to the south region
of the Yangtze River to avoid the reign of Jin Dynasty, therefore, the
population was greatly expanded in this region, and lots of immigrants
were admitted in areas such as Qingpu Songjiang, Jinshan and Jiading
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for wasteland reclaiming and flied expansion, being followed by the
development of agriculture & handicraft industry and trade markets,
and new towns were constantly appeared. In Song Dynasty, due to the
transition of the earth crust, the coastline of Qinglong Harbor began
to extent to the east, which led to the block of the downstream of
Songjiang, and large ships were unable to access, the government had
the Dongjiang River and the Shanghaipu River form the embryonic
form of the Huangpu River by means of manual dredge. Ships on the
ocean began to change their ways to halt in Shiliupu of Shanghai, after
which a new harbor was formed, and it became a new distributing
center for goods and residential point through largely building works.

In the third year of Xianchun Emperor in the later Song Dynasty (A.D.
1267), the government began to set Shanghai Town in Shiliupu area,
where is full of buildings, population, foreign cargos and merchant
ships. By the Yuan Dynasty, the government began to set the Bureau
for Foreign Shipping, which was in charge of the tax collection for
local and abroad shipping trade, set the Monopoly Market, which
was in charge of the trade market, set the Grain Transport Brigade
which was in charge of the grain transported by sea, and set the Safety
Warehouse, which was in charge of the storage of the grain. After
the establishment of these official agencies, the population began to
assemble again, and it was up to one hundred thousand, and there were
64,000 residents, and this area was entitled “the metropolitan in the
Southeast of China”. According to the County Establishment Policy in
Yuan Dynasty, each 30,000 residences could be accounted as a county,
the Government of Songjiang especially lined out 5 countryside areas
in the Northeast of Huating and both banks of the Huangpu River such
as Gaochang, Changren, Beiting, Xinjiang and Haiyu, to establish
Shanghai County. And the establishment was officially approved
by the Central Government in the 28th year of Zhiyuan Emperor
(Aug.19th, 1291), and county boundary was 80km from the east to
west, and 45km from the south to north, and 25km to the ocean by the
cast, and 55km to the border of Huating County to the west.

Shanghai has gradually become the famous city in Southeast of China
since Ming Dynasty, and there were only more than ten lanes in
Shanghai County at the transition of Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty,
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however, there were more than 60 streets and lanes in the county in
the year of Jiaging Emperor in Qing Dynasty. Due to the rampart built
in Ming Dynasty, the riot from Japanese invaders were effectively
defended, which made people in the city have a peaceful life,
therefore, people with richness and capitals in regions of Jiangsu and
Zhejiang began to settle in Shanghai, and many dwellings and gardens
were built.

From the Western Zhou Dynasty, there were strict governmental
regulations for the construction of buildings, Hanwu Emperor
carried out regulations such as halls in front and bedrooms in rear,
be symmetrical in the left and right, main house be tall, and the
organization of courtyards, which were all base upon “One central
room with two inner rooms”. Tang Dynasty was the prospering time
in Chinese feudal society, and regulations were more complete,
therefore, the lodging house system was created, according to which
the government divided dwellings by levels, and those who broke
the system would be punished as guilty. According to the records in
Tanghuiyao-Territory & Clothes Documents, dwelling for resident
whose level was no higher than the princes and dukes, it was not
allowed to have luxury decorations, for whose level was no higher
than 111, its central room was not allowed to have more than five
intervals and eighteen columns, for whose level was no higher than
V, its central room was not allowed to have more than five intervals
and fourteen columns, and the gate was not allowed to have more than
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