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SHANGHAI LONGTANG, SHANGHAI
PEOPLE & SHANGHAI CULTURE

Luo Xiaowel

“Jobs tears seed, almond and lotus seed congee!”

“Rose chip and white sugared rice cake!”

“Shrimp meat wun-tun (dumpling) with noodle!”

“Fragrantly spiced egg boiled in tea leaf!”

These were the hawking of snacks in longtangs around
Zhabei district, that Lu Xun, the great writer, recalled in his
essay "Business in Longtangs of the Past and Present”, at the
time of his first arrival at Shanghai by the 1920s. The great
writer remarked that this kind of hawking was both
attractive and artistic, which made people’s mouth feel
watery while hearing it.

Longtang is the local term used by Shanghai people for
lilong. As “long” means a lane and “tang” means an
important building or the front room of a house, “longtang”
either means a lane that connects houses or a group of houses
connected by lanes. According to elucidation, “longtang”
might not so explicit as “Lilong” is, for the “Li” in “lilong”
means neighbourhood, and people living in a longtang are
actually living in a neighbourhood, but it is understandable.

In longtangs, besides hawkings of snack there were
hawkings of vegetable, fruit, bean curd, melon and egg, even
live chicken and duck; sometimes, once or twice in a week,
there would be hawking or rendering services, such as
repairing shoes, mending coir ropes stretched on wooden bed
frames or flicking of cotton quilt to make it fluffy. Every sort
of trades would have their own melodic tune in hawking,
people could identify them without stepping out to see. Apart
from them, there were fortune-tellers and those begged for
alms. Sometimes, in the still of the night, there were shrill
hawkings of selling fried ginkgo or selling tin foils for the use
of burning to the dead, occasionally there even were
melancholy howlings for calling back the soul of a sick child.
The houses in longtangs, generally two storied, are
proximately attached to each other in rows, sharing the same
front and back lanes. People living along the same lane had
the habit of nodding or greeting each other when passing by,
some even had the mood to chat a little while. Once a
hawking was heard, housewives of the same interest would
come out, they commented and exchanged opinions on the
quality of the goods and bargained or help their neighbour to
bargain with the peddler, some of them also took this
opportunity to gossip and exchange heresays of the

neighbourhood forgetting what they intended to buy. The
advantages of the longtang life lie in the good neighbourhood
relationship, “good neighbours are more helpful than far-
away relatives” proved to be true in Shanghai, for most of the
Shanghai people at that time actually came from other places
or cities. However, the shortcoming was, as cited by Lu Xun
in ditto essay, “+rrrr for those who make a living on writing, if
they fail in training themselves to be as calm as an ancient
well, owing to the noise outside, they can write nothing.”
Moreover, in large longtangs different sorts of people and
people with different interest mixed together, frequent
contacts occasionally would result in trouble and disputes.
Shanghai people are often considered to be ones who are keen
on conducting business, smooth in social contact and good in
dealing with money. This probably due to the fact that many
people of this city lived in such a delicate society of langtang
since their childhood and consistently receiving education of
handling relationship among different people.

Longtang and the longtang houses were native products
of Shanghai soon after the city was forced to be opened to the
West as a treaty port. At the beginning, Chinese were not
allowed to live in the foreign concessions. Later on the
British found that relying on the small sum of Western
residents at that time would not be able to tap the big
potentiality of Shanghai becoming a metropolis. At the same
time, incessant civil wars in China made a large number of
wealthy Chinese refugees request to move into the foreign
concessions. Then the authorities agreed to have them
opened to the Chinese. But for the sake of management, large
amount of collective dwellings were built in designate lots of
land enclosed by walls. The house, similar in design as the
English terrace house, but to suit the Chinese way of living
are surrounded by house-walls including a courtyard at front.
They were arranged in line like barracks, row after row and
could easily be accessed by sub-lanes connected to the main-
lane, while only the main-lane could lead to the city road
outside through an iron grille gate. Nobody had the idea at
that time that such a type of housing built at first for the
convenience of management, had later became the main and
typical type of housing in Shanghai, and finally turned to be
the most active and important part of real estate business
which had been the leading business of all of Shanghai’s



economic activities for the following decades of years. Large
numbers of longtangs were built not only in the foreign
concessions but also in the Chinese quarter around the
concessions, their total appearance made up the general
physiognomy of the city of Shanghai, During the 1940s, out of
1.1894 millions of population in Shanghai, except those very
rich (accounting 5°¢) and those very poor (about one million),
the majority of population. nearly three millions, including
white-collar Western and Chinese residents, lived in various
tvpes of longtangs. Even now although many of them are
demolished, when one stands high up looking over from
above, what he can see are waves of the roof of longtang one
after the other.

Architecture. especially residential architecture, is the
mirror of social life. In old Shanghai those who could live in a
longtang house could only be people with fixed income. They
had to be able to pay the monthly rent and tax for the house,
in this case called the police tax. In the foreign concession, if
one failed in payment, he must move out right away. Since
the society was dividedinto different strata, the longtang
houses were also classified into high, medium and low.
Different ranks of longtang houses were indeed different in
construction gquality. but more ever were different in
location. The longtang houses in Zhabei and Nanshi Districts
were the lowest in rank, while those in Hongkou District
were better, but those located along Bubbling well Road
(Now Nanjing Road West) and Avenue Joffre (now Huihai
Road)were the highest. There used to be what so called the
“Upper Corner” and the “Lower Corner” of Shanghai, the
“Upper” was referred to the best of location denoted above,
and the "Lower” to the lower and lowest rank of location.
The rent of houses in the two “Corners” could differ as much
as to four or more than ten times. At the early stage, even the
Chinese commercial buildings, such as banks. shops or the
import and export firms managed by traders from Guangdong
and Ningbo also took the form of longtang but on a larger
scale. They usually had three or five front rooms on both first
and second floors with a courtyard in the middle and back
rooms behind, while the lower floor was for business, the
upper floor for living, the back rooms in the first floor used as
dormitories for employees and the courtyard a makeshift
storage. It was up to the 1930s, improvement of business

systems and many new buildings for office use were built then
this sort of longtang gradually turned into residential use.
The difference of ranks of longtang could also be
reflected in the life-style and culture in them. "If you enter a
longtang you will find urinals, snack stalls. flies flying in
hordes, children fighting in groups, fierce turbulences and
sharp curses. What a disorderly small world'™ This was what
Lu Xun wrote in his essay, “Children in Shanghai” to depict a
longtang of the lowest class. Residents of such sort of
longtang, in order to lessen the burden of rents or to earn
some extra money, usually let out their surplus rooms to
others and became an ‘ni vang dong” (literary a second
landlord-a sublessors). Some even divided their houses
into many small rooms, or built attics above and had them let
to people who came to Shanghai to make a living or to take
refuge. Thus the longtang became very crowded. bad in living
condition and frequent disputes occurred. A satirical play
entitled “72 Tenants” did give a vivid description of this sort
of longtong. In longtangs of the middle and middle-lower
classes, there were also some “ni vang dong” and “san vang
ke” (those who rented their rooms from the sublessor). but
the “ni fang dong” here would choose their tenants. It is
interesting to note that many progressive literary men from
interior China at that time lived in the “tingzijian”, a small
back room in a longtang house, which is cold in the winter
and hot in the summer. this evolved the so called “Tingzijian
Literature” in the history of modern literature of China.
“Tingzijian Literature” is not anything that depicted
tingzijian, but a term referred to a category of progressive
literature written by some young writers who could only
afford to live and work in the tough condition of a tingzijian
but looked at the world with a new and realistic view. People
nowadays when criticise the indifference of human
relationship would like to talk about the good neighbourhood
relationship of the past longtang as a universal model. In fact
it was only partially true, for it seemed the higher the class of
the longtang, the colder the relationship among residents. In
those high-class longtang, only a few children could be found
playing around, and even fewer people passing by,
occasionally two or three maid servants or cooks chatting in
low voices by one side, or the gate of one house opened and a
host bidding farewells to his guests, those who were passing
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by might cast a glance but tried not to pay attention.

In some large longtangs there inhabited nearly a
hundreds or hundreds of households, they were like cities in a
city. Within them there were groceries, snack shops.
barbershops, hot water sellers, tailors and even small
industries. “Longtang factory” was one special feature of
Shanghai. The owners of these factories were mostly
technical workers themelves. through the help of three or
four apprentices, by careful design and fine workmanship.
they could produce some very good and useful utensils and
articles for daily use out from scraps cast away by the big
factories. Their production had once played an important role
in the small goods market in Shanghai. The present No. 8
Steel Works of Shanghai was actually set up on the basis of
several longtang factories after 1949.

The “longtang mansion” was another special feature of
Shanghai. In old Shanghai where public order was not good.
robbery, kidnap seemed not uncommon, thus some of the
wealthy men were afraid to show their wealth. They did not
like to build their mansion along the street, but built a
longtang in front to conceal their mansion. The mansion
usually was big in size, beautifully decorated inside but the
outward appearance was made similar to the other houses.
Such peculiarity seemed very different from the West as well
as from people in interior China.

Longtang was a product of Shanghai and belongs to the
Shanghai people. It tells the story of Shanghai and reflects
the culture, life-style and philosophy of Shanghai people.
There were many types of lontang houses, and every one was
a part of the whole. Reading the Shanghai lontangs is like
reading the social history of Shanghai and the Shanghai
people.

In the recent years, Shanghai has been completing a
floor area of 10 million square meters of new housing per
vear,but there are still 45% of the city population living in
longtangs. As the city is now undergoing a large-scale
reconstruction, those longtangs of comparative good quality
will be conserved and equipped with modern amenities, those
of very poor condition will be demolished and those in
between will be reformed in different ways, such as
preserving their appearance and at the same time making
them suitable to modern living. In this period of great

development and drastic change, it is meaningful and
important to recall and discuss the relations between the
Shanghai longtang, Shanghai people and Shanghai culture.
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Huibai Road, Central, Huangpi Road, South and
Madang Road. Composed of 120 one-room units.
Pulled down in 1992.
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The History

The Origin

“Longtang” (the local term used by Shanghai people for
“li long”), a special form of residence in Shanghai, have been
closely related to the livelihood of Shanghai people for
decades. Many stories, legends, eminent persons and many
memories have been tightly associated with “shikumen” (a
stoned-framed front gate that leads to a small front
courtyard) and “Tingzijian” (a small back room of the
longtang house. It can be said if there were no longtang there
would be neither Shanghai nor Shanghainese. Longtangs
constituted the main architectural features of modern
Shanghai, constituted the most common living spaces of
millions of Shanghainese, and constituted the most important
component part of the city’s modern local culture.

“Longtang”, a special form of residence in Shanghai,
either differ from the residences in the regions south of the
Yangtze River, or differ from any Western architectures.
They are, more or less, tinged with traces of Chinese
traditional architectures, as well as were influenced by
various foreign architecture to a certain extent. They were
the most typical of the urban culture of modern Shanghai,
and were the most direct product of modern Shanghai
history.

Then, how did the “longtang” come into being? It can be
traced back to-the last century. In the wake of the Opium
War, Shanghai was forced to be opened as one of the treaty
port cities, and since then foreigners were allowed to reside
and do business in Shanghai. In 1845, the then Shanghai local
government issued a Land Law, which officially defined the
circumference of the first foreign Settlement in this city. The
spheres and methods of leasing land to foreigners, and the
ways of city management in the Settlement were clearly
stipulated. That “foreigners could not let the houses they
built to the Chinese” was clearly mentioned in this law, thus
making the Chinese and foreigners live separately at the
early stage. At that time no Chinese was allowed to live in
the foreign Settlement, except those who were already there
before the Settlement took shape. There was no real estate
dealings in the trade business by the foreigners in the



