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Inside Shanghai

Xi Wenlei

One day in May 2007, I took some photos of old
buildings, in particular lane houses, in Shanghai with

my first digital camera. I hadn’t done that with any clear
purpose, but I now realize in retrospection that the photos
are great historical records. The old buildings are passing
away after nearly or even over a century, and their images
will remind the citizens of Shanghai of the way they once

lived in the city.

Residential architecture in Shanghai has gone through
obvious changes in history. The earliest were local
traditional houses of the Yangtze River Delta; then
Shikumen houses (two- or three-story structures
resembling Western terrace houses or townhouses. Each
residence abuts another and all are arranged in straight side
lanes and the entrance to each lane is usually surmounted
by a stylistic stone facade) and westernized lane houses
rose in the city center of Shanghai, and then villas and
western apartment buildings took over later. Every style of
residential space represents a particular way of life, so the
changes in the style of residential architecture indicate the
progress of the city. For instance, typically, each Shikumen
residence used to accommodate a family with a sitting
room on the first floor, a master bedroom on the second
Hoor and other bedrooms, a kitchen on the first loor, and
an attic room as a utility room or a maid room. In the
1930s, western lane houses hit the ground in Shanghai
and were much better equipped with steel-frame windows,
wax-coated wooden floor, gas and toilets. They meant a
great improvement of living conditions compared with

the existing Shikumen houses. Later, as people got richer,
townhouses and stand-alone villas emerged. In comparison
with townhouses, villas were especially glamorous for their
luxurious space and facilities. There were sitting rooms and
dining rooms, of course, but there were also ball rooms

with spring floors and most had a garage and a maid room.



In the 1930s and 1940s, western apartment buildings or
blocks became popular, and some had swimming pools

and other leisure facilities.

The change of residential architecture over time has

rich historical implications, so the current images of the
old houses, both their interiors and exteriors, tell great
stories, There are traces of the influence of the West on
the traditional Chinese way of life, and also marks of the
passage of time. It is a pity, however, that all these traces
and marks have been buried in modern-day hustles and
bustles. Therefore, to a great extent, I have been attracted
more by the historical details, the marks of time on the
city, than the beauty of these heritage buildings, although
they are indeed beautiful.

Entering the buildings, one may get the illusion that they
were travelling through the time tunnel back to a century
ago. Many old houses still keep a gas stove, maybe with

an oven, imported from the West left over by the earliest
owner; some have copperized running taps with the
indication of hot water and cold water; some have cast iron
bathtubs, fireplaces and steam grills; and even some have
boilers. Such facilities are symbols of the western urban life
that the wealthy people lived. The houses also contain so-
called Shanghainese furniture that combine both Chinese
and Western elements. There are furniture and fittings
belonging to the 1950s, wooden clocks of the 1970s, chest
of drawers, Czech wardrobes, square tables and ceiling fans
of the 1980s as well as modern furniture, appliances and
computers. It is amazing that these furniture belonging

to different ages should coexist in harmony within a

small room, telling together the real life stories of each

household.

Some decorations that have disappeared from most modern
homes are still there, too, such as picture rails that hang
painting scrolls or mirrors on the wall and chair rails that
were very popular in the 1980s and 90s but now have been

virtually abandoned.

In addition to the fittings, quite a lot of furniture and
utensils in the old houses of Shanghai are becoming rarities,
such as bamboo stools, coir beds and camphor wood boxes.
Now they are abandoned by almost every family, sold to
second-hand stores or simply thrown away as trash. I once
found several leather boxes in pile of garbage near the ruins
of a torn-down house, and one of them still bore a neatly
hand-written label: Wife’s Garments. You can imagine

the way of life and the earnest attitude of the owner
towards life which are now thrown away together with

the old furniture and utensils, especially with the gradual
disappearance of old buildings.

Such pictures will become a rarity, too, as the old buildings
and their dwellers pass into history. It is particularly true
with the poorly equipped Shikumen houses, and people
who have never lived there are curious, people who once
lived there still cherish some sweet memories, while people
who are still living there are anxious to leave. The images
of the unique residential architecture of Shanghai deserve

our attention.



i AR BRI ES:, AILE A Note: Numbers before photo notes are
FRAERI TS, page numbers.






13 {#])1]55 Daochuan Lane 2010 ; [ Kangping Road 2009




