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ABSTRACT 

A Typo-morphological Enquiry into the Evolution of Urban and Architectural 

Forms in the Huangpu District of Shanghai, China 

Qiu Feng 

This thesis focuses on the evolution of urban tissues of nine urban blocks of Huangpu 

District of Shanghai from 1842 to 1949, relying on theories and methods developed by 

urban morphology. It is more specifically a cross-cultural application of the Italian typo-

morphological approach to the realities of a Chinese city, which offers a novel 

interpretation of Shanghaiôs urban form. By studying Huangpu Districtôs urban tissues, 

we wish to learn lessons, inspire good design principles, propose new planning 

approaches, and shed light on the wider consideration of historical conservation in 

Shanghai and other Chinese cities. 

This thesis traces back the formation and transformation of urban and architectural 

forms in Huangpu District by exploring the street blocks evolution and drawing a 

typological analysis of residential types of the selected site. The research highlights the 

particularities and specificities of urban and architectural forms of Chinese cities and 

illustrates that the Chinese urban culture is enacted in the spatial system, rather than 

figuratively expressed by the architectural language.  

Keywords: Urban morphology, urban tissue, morphogenesis, type, building type, 

typological process, conservation, Shanghai, China 
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Introduction  

I.1 Current  problems 

New urban and economic development is transforming the nature and structure of 

Chinese urban landscape. Cities have been experiencing remarkable economic growth 

and dramatic changes over the past few decades, meanwhile, they are suffering the pain 

of losing their identity, integrity and part of their culture.  

Research on Chinese urban form has been burgeoning recently. Many disciplines have 

contributed to the study of Chinese urban form, including architectural history, urban 

planning, archaeology and urban geography, undertaken both by Chinese and foreign 

scholars (Whitehand and Gu, 2006). However, these disciplines have yet to develop 

cognitive and operational tools able to adequately provide for the planning of 

contemporary urban form.  

Some of Chinese citiesô most significant urban problems of the last century have arisen 

in a context where new urban and architectural form have been developed at an 

unprecedented speed and to a large scale, but with little or no reference to pre-existing 

urban tissue and building types. Little attention was paid to local context: inherited built 

forms, which eventually led to break in continuity in the material culture. 

How to solve the conflicts between rapid economic development and historical 

conservation? How to preserve continuity in the built environment? How to keep the 

physical, social and cultural value in old city centers? Those questions present big 
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challenges for scholars, policy makers, government officials, and this generation of 

people in China. 

I.2 Hypothesis 

Each city has its own building tradition, building types and urban tissues. Urban and 

architectural forms denote continuity: i.e. the prevalence of a local typological process. 

There are few studies focusing on the typological process in Chinese cities. The nature of 

this process remains largely unknown. The spread of Italian typo-morphological studies 

in different cultural contexts convinces us of the relevance and utility of cross-cultural 

applications. Now such research is emerging in China. For example, Guo (2008) recently 

looked at the transformation of urban tissues in his Ph.D. dissertation on Old Shanghai. 

This research aims to verify the existence of urban and architectural forms in the study 

area that are coherent and consistent with the cultural models of its inhabitants. To some 

extent, this study is committed to clarify the ways in which the inhabitants, over a given 

period in a given cultural context, based on their technological tradition, have developed 

a way of living by their own. 

It will also test the hypothesis that a typo-morphological process is at play in the study 

area, which is remarkably similar to the typo-morphological process recorded in multi-

century old European cities. Doing so would open the possibility of cross-cultural 

explorations of the dynamics of the built environment in the making. Such a process 

obeys its own rules and has an ontological quality. Yet, since the formation and 

transformation of the study area occurs at a time of great economic, political and social 
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upheaval, we will explore how socioeconomic processes impact that typo-morphological 

process in the neighbourhood. 

I.3 Goals 

This thesis focuses on a Chinese context. It raises the question of whether the transfer 

of theories and methods is valid or relevant. Based on our work, we aim to answer the 

following questions and wish to shed light on the evolution of Linong
1
:  

¶ Is Linong housing stemming from traditional Chinese architecture? 

¶ Is Linong housing an imitation or hybrid of some Western residential forms? 

¶ Is the lack of understanding of the transformation laws one of the reasons 

causing current problems of losing cityôs identity, integrity and culture, 

resulting in an identity crisis in Shanghai and other Chinese cities?             

¶ Could the transformation laws be used to inspire good design principles, to 

propose new approaches to solve current problems, to shed light on the wider 

consideration of historical conservation? 

Those questions may seem too ambitious in the context of a Masterôs thesis. We, 

however, will try to answer the first two questions, and we will then touch slightly the 

third and fourth questions in the final part of this thesis in order to narrow the gap 

                                                      
1
 Linong has also been called Lilong. According to Shanghai dialect, we choose Linong in this thesis. 

The term Linong refers to a model of residential architecture that is very common in Shanghai where it 

flourished in the 19th and early 20th centuries. It is generally described as a mix of Chinese and Western 

architecture. Linong comes from two words ñLiò and ñNongò. In Chinese, Li is a word associated with 

the notion of residential units and five families are made up a ñLiò; Nong is an indication for small lanes, 

so the combination of Li and Nong describes an enclosed residential site based on community and lanes 

(Guan, 1996), which could be considered as an urban tissue or a piece of city fabric according to 

Caniggia and Maffeiôs definition. 
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between theoretical research and practical planning and to establish tracks for future 

research. 

I.4 Methodology   

This research is informed by urban morphology, which addresses the structural 

qualities of urban form. The study of urban morphology is an inquiry into the nature and 

structure of urban fabric, an inquiry into its formation and transformation mechanisms, 

evolution laws (Levy, 1992). 

There are three main Schools of urban morphology: the Italian School, the English 

School and the French School (which will be introduced respectively later in Chapter 2). 

This study is mainly based on the Italian Schoolôs typo-morphological apparatus applied 

to the realities of a Chinese city. Although Chinese cities show particularities and 

specificities in their structure and city system compared to the western cities, by adapting 

the western urban concepts and methodology to a Chinese context, the evolutionary 

process can be reconstructed.  

The results can have immediate implications on urban planning and heritage 

preservation in the historical districts of Shanghai or other Chinese cities. Malfroy and 

Caniggia (1986) described the typo-morphological methodology in L'approche 

morphologique de la ville et du territoire (The morphological approach to city planning).  

According to Caniggia and Maffei (2001), there are different levels of spatial 

resolution in the built environment that correspond to different scales of reading: 
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buildings, urban tissue (urban fabric), cities (urban organism), and territories. This thesis 

is mainly dealing with the scale of urban tissue. 

This thesis is relying on a rich corpus of cartographic and iconographic date, second-

hand material on the history of Shanghai and Chinese architecture, complemented by 

meticulous fieldwork that entailed photographic surveying, data gathering and mapping. 

Cartographic and iconographic date, old maps, historical documents, and photographs 

are used as the basic material for our morphological analysis, which could provide a 

comparative analysis of the study area at different periods of its development because the 

evolution of urban tissue is considered as a continuous process. 

Comparing to the western cities, the biggest challenge for conducting morphological 

analysis in Shanghai or other Chinese cities was the scarcity of resources, which is a very 

serious and common issue in China, which explains in part the low level of research 

aiming at ñreading the landscapeò (Whitehand and Gu, 2006). There is a dearth of 

sources available to urban morphologists in China, particularly true town plans that are 

comparatively rare (Whitehand and Gu, 2006). Maps of Chinese cities and towns are 

often inaccessible for the researchers and general public. Published maps of cities and 

towns are often versions for the use of tourists and visitors, but they are less helpful for 

serious research. 

In China, most studies on historical or residential buildings focus on specific 

architectural aspects, but insufficient attention has been given to how the types of 

buildings transformed over time. The systematic records of the construction of ordinary 
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buildings, including their dates of construction, are very rare in China (Gu et al., 2008), 

which presents another challenge for the current study. 

A collection of historical maps of Shanghai (Zhang et. al, 2001), contains maps of the 

city and its environs from 1644 to 1949; Shanghai street directory, was the earliest 

complete survey of Shanghai prepared by Chinese Construction Company between 1931 

and 1947, shows street systems and plot boundaries of much of the built-up areas of 

Shanghai; Old Shanghai map (Shanghai Library, 2001), reflects various perspectives of 

Shanghai during the past 150 years; The Virtual Shanghai digital map repository, 

collected by the Institut dôAsie Orientale, includes a large number of maps of Shanghai in 

the 19
th
-20

th
 centuries, and other large-scale maps are important sources for the present 

research. More details on the methods used will be gradually introduced in the sections 

presenting the results. 

Second-hand literature mainly includes collecting secondary information, background 

reading, reviewing relevant research, etc. All of the previous studies, theoretical or 

applied, could provide a solid framework in learning and explaining the urban evolution. 

Secondary materials on the history of Shanghai and Chinese architecture not only offer 

background information on the historical circumstances affected the study area, but also 

highlight the particularities and specificities of Chinese urban form and demonstrate that 

the Chinese urban culture is enacted in the spatial system, rather than figuratively 

expressed by the architectural language.  

Field work is an indispensable part of data acquisition in this research, which not only 

entails a comprehensive photographic surveying, but also offers opportunities to observe 
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and document architectural attributes of buildings and streetscapes in the study area. An 

onsite case study involves travelling to Shanghai, selecting an appropriate site to conduct 

a case study, visiting Linong redevelopment projects, collecting first-hand data, etc.  

There are two parts of data analysis: accomplishing a morphological analysis of the 

study area and reconstructing the typological process of residential architecture. First, the 

morphological analysis explores the genesis of the urban form of the area: the evolution 

of its street system as well as its architectural fabric. Five morphological zones are 

divided based on their geographical distinctiveness and different morphological 

characteristics. Second, the typological analysis focuses on the building scale in order to 

investigate the evolutionary process affecting residential forms in the study area. The 

existing buildings have been classified into three different types based on different 

constructive and distributive characters. The analysis goes from general to more specific, 

starting at the block level before focusing on the building level.  

Example studies of this kind include: Muratori (1960) in the lagoon town of Venice, 

Caniggia (1994, 1970) on Florence and Como, Conzen (1960) in Alnwick, Moudon 

(1992) in San Francisco, Fortier (1989) in Paris, Gauthier (1997) on Saint-Sauveur in 

Quebec, Whitehand and Gu (2003) in Beijing and Pingyao, Guo (2008) on Old Shanghai 

in China, etc. 

Shanghai has been called ñthe key to modern Chinaò (Murphey, 1953). It is an ideal 

place to conduct morphological study and to test the validity of our research hypothesis 

because it has experienced different modes of governance under feudal, colonial and 

socialist rules, and then the opening-up policy (Tsai, 2008). Consequently, the urban 
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tissue of Shanghai manifests a lot of changes that denote conflicts and contradictions, 

which are significant for Chinese history of modern times (Wan, 2008).  

Despite huge transformations, rampant development and recent renovations, the urban 

tissue of this study area is not yet drastically altered. Morphological changes are 

staggering and its distinct morphological characters remain. This phenomenon has 

attracted increased attention of experts from different fields. In this context, we believe 

that it is an ideal place to conduct a morphological research. A careful study of the 

formation and transformation of its urban tissue can offer a new perspective on the 

historical significance of the Huangpu District. The common patterns and processes of 

changes in this area have far-reaching implications for Shanghai and cities throughout 

China. 

I.5 Structure 

This thesis is comprised of six chapters.  

Chapter 1 of the thesis starts with a short introduction of Shanghaiôs geographic 

position, climate, history, and unique Haipai culture.  

Chapter 2 establishes the theoretical framework for this thesis, elaborates the main 

domain of urban morphology, introduces the three main Schools of this discipline, 

reviews the study of Chinese urban form, and discusses the possibility of a cross-cultural 

application of the Italian typo-morphological approach.  

Chapter 3 further clarifies the particularity of Chinese urban form, the respective 

specificities of northern and southern cities, the patterns and processes of morphological 
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changes of Chinese cities, and the morphologic characters and transformation of 

Shanghai in particular. 

Chapter 4 focuses on morphological analysis, especially synchronic and diachronic 

analysis of the study area from 1842 to 1949, reconstructs a theoretical model of the 

morphogenesis of street blocks, and summarizes the influential factors of morphological 

features of the study area.  

Chapter 5 is reconstructing the typological process of residential types to produce a 

table of the typological evolution.  

Chapter 6 sums up this thesis, by probing into the possibility of using the knowledge of 

transformation laws to planning and heritage conservation and explores tracks for future 

research.   
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1. History of Shanghai 

1.1 Geographic position and climate of Shanghai 

Shanghai is located at latitude: 30° 42' to 31° 52' N and longitude: 120° 52' to 121° 58' 

E, sited at the mouth of Yangtze River Delta in middle portion of Chinaôs eastern coast 

and closed to the Pacific Ocean via the East China Sea.  

In 2011, the city was composed of 16 districts and one county, covering a total area of 

6,340.5 km
22

. The average sea level elevation was about four metres. Most parts of the 

Shanghai area are flat and belong to the alluvial plain of the Yangtze River Delta except 

for a few hills lying in the Southwest. There are many rivers, canals, streams, and lakes 

located within the city.  

 

Figure 1-1: The geographic position of Shanghai. 
Source: Hammond, Community Eclipse and Shanghaiôs Lilong, 2006, p.5. 

                                                      
2
 Topographic Features issued by Shanghai Municipal Government, 2011. 
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Shanghai has a humid subtropical climate and enjoys four distinct seasons. The most 

pleasant season of the year is from February to October. Summers are hot and humid, 

while winters are chilly and damp. The city only receives one or two snowfalls per year. 

The cityôs average temperature is about 4.2 °C in January and 27.9 °C in July, for an 

annual mean of 16.1 °C; it experiences an average 1,878 hours of sunshine per year, with 

the hottest temperature ever recorded at 40.2 °C and the lowest at ī12.1 ÁC
3
. 

1.2 A brief overview of Shanghaiôs history 

Shanghai has traditionally been one of the major economic and financial centers of 

China due to its favourable geographic location. Within the last two hundred years, 

Shanghai has burgeoned to become one of the worldôs leading cities, exerting influence 

over commerce, culture, fashion, finance, industry, transport, etc. It is now the most 

prosperous city in China and has been widely regarded as the ñshowpieceò of Chinaôs 

booming economy. 

1.2.1 The ori gin of its name 

The name of Shanghai first began in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 AD), named from 

Shanghai Pu, which was a tributary of Wusong River (Wu, 2008). In Chinese, Pu means 

small creeks, tributaries or estuaries.  

Two nicknames of Shanghai 

                                                      
3
 Shanghai Statistical Bureau Yearbook, 2007. 
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Hu ( ): in China, Shanghai is officially abbreviated as ñHuò. In the Jin Dynasty (265-

420 AD), Songjiang (now Wusong River, and Suzhou River) and coastal residents 

invented a bamboo fishing tool, called ñHuò ( ), and later changed as ñHuò ( ), so 

Shanghai has its nickname of ñHuò
4
. 

Shen ( ): during the Warring States Period (403-221 BC), Shanghai was once the fief 

of Chunshen Jun: Huang Xie, the emperor of Chu State, who organized people to 

excavate the Huangpu River. Therefore, the river had been called ñChunshen Riverò and 

Shanghai got another nickname of ñShenò.  

1.2.2 A short history of Shanghai 

Although Shanghai has captured the worldôs attention for less than two hundred years, 

its history spans over several thousand years, which could be roughly divide into three 

periods, the ancient period (the period before 1842), the modern period (the period 

between 1842­1949) and the contemporary period (the period from 1949 to present times). 

This study focuses on the modern period. 

The ancient period (the period before 1842) 

Shanghaiôs history could be dated back to the Neolithic Period. Some archaeological 

evidences indicate that more than 6,000 years ago, there were people settled in the 

present city area, who developed good fishing and hunting skills.  

                                                      
4

and , in Chinese, have the same pronunciation (hu), but different characters. 
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Through the Han (206 BC-220 AD), Jin (265-420 AD), Sui (581-618 AD), and Tang 

(618-907 AD) Dynasties, this area experienced industrial growth and strengthened its 

economic connections with the hinterland. During the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-

1279 AD), under the jurisdiction of Huating County, Shanghai Town was officially 

established in 1267, marking the first appearance of Shanghai as a city. Shanghai County 

was officially established in 1292 during the Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368), occupying an 

area of 2,000 square kilometres (Li, 2004). In 1554, during the Ming Dynasty (1368-

1644), for the first time, a city wall was built to defend the invasion of Japanese pirates. 

During the Ming and Qing Dynasties (1644-1912), this region had quickly grown into 

major cotton and textile centers, meanwhile, the economy and commerce continued to 

grow. The Shanghai Countyôs area had covered todayôs Huangpu District and the old 

walled city part in 1840.  

The modern period (the period between 1842­1949)  

After the First Opium War (1839 to 1842) and the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing in 

1842, the British Army first entered Shanghai and was followed by other foreign powers. 

Shanghai was forced to open as a treaty port in 1843. Concessions were created under 

foreign jurisdictions, which were not subject to Chinese laws.  

In 1912, Shanghaiôs land area had extended to todayôs size, under the jurisdiction of 

Jiangsu Province. Shanghai City was officially established directly under the Executive 

of Government of the Republic of China in 1927. 



 

 

14 

 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, modern industry grew quickly in Shanghai. During 

this prosperous period, Shanghai was known as ñThe Paris of the East, the New York of 

the Westò. The city not only became an important base of modern industry in China, but 

also the commercial, financial, shipping, and trading center of the Far East, attracting 

enterprises and banks from all over the world.  

The city fell in 1937 during the Second Sino-Japanese War and remained occupied 

until the surrendering of Japan in 1945.  

 

Figure 1-2: The Evolution of Shanghai during 1846­1949. 
Source: Zhang, An Approach to Integrated Urban Historic Conservation, 1992, p.13. 

Contemporary Shanghai (the period from 1949 to present times) 

In May 1949, Shanghai was liberated by the Chinese Communist Party and became a 

municipality directly under the control of the Central Government on October 1
st
 of 1949. 

This period (1949-78) saw relatively modest investments in housing and infrastructures, 

the only exception being the industrial infrastructure.  
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After Chinaôs reform and opening-up in 1978, Shanghai has benefited greatly from 

favourable national policies. Deng Xiaopingôs 1991 speech sparked large scale urban re-

development in Shanghai, focusing on two distinct regions: Puxi and Pudong. Big urban 

projects fuelled by the government have been built at an unprecedented pace.  

Today, Shanghai has developed into a global city, alongside cities such as New York, 

London, Tokyo, and Paris.  

1.3 Shanghaiôs unique culture 

Shanghaiôs unique culture, known as ñShanghai Styleò or Haipai, has long been 

considered as a product of integration of native Shanghai culture and foreign cultures. 

Although believed to be exerting far-reaching influence on economic, social and political 

aspects, there is no a strict, scientific and commonly accepted definition of Haipai.  

Before 1842, Shanghai culture mainly came from the ancient kingdoms of Wu and Yue 

cultural traditions (the traditional Jiangnan culture). After the opening of its port in 1842, 

Western influences came in, clashed, combined, merged, mixed, and integrated with 

traditional Shanghai culture, so ñShanghai Styleò or ñHaipaiò culture gradually formed. 

Haipai originated in the fields of painting and drama and this expression was first 

coined by some Beijing writers around 1920. Haipai and Jingpai (or ñBeijing Styleò) 

represents two typical Chinese cultures
5
. They have always been considered opposite, for 

example, Haipai symbolizes rebellious, while Jingpai embodies traditional. Haipai 

                                                      
5
 Jingpai or ñBeijing Styleò, one will find "Hutong or Courtyard Culture"; while Haipai, one will find 

ñLinong or Shikumen Culture". 
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became more popular as people began to admire its broader possibilities and started to 

espouse it in various aspects of their life.   

The characteristics of ñHaipaiò can be summarized as following (Wang et al., 1997): 

1. Haipai not only inherits traditional cultural elements, but also harmoniously 

incorporates things with diverse natures. It combines, merges, mixes, and 

unifies different cultures, ñfrom home and from abroad, of East and West, 

traditional and non-traditional, and of high and low taste to form a special style 

of cultureò. 

2. Haipai has glorified the abandonment of outdated conventions, by appreciating 

creation, exploration and renovation.  

3. Haipai gained more popularity than Beijing Style because it has catered for 

diversified populations and thus combined various characteristics and forms.  

Haipai is ñancient and modern, traditional and trendy, open and uniqueò.  
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2. Theoretical framework 

2.1 Introduction  

In this part of the thesis, we first introduce the three main Schools of urban 

morphology in order to establish a theoretical framework dedicated specifically to the 

Italian School of typo-morphology. We will then review the study of Chinese urban form. 

Finally, we will explore the possibility of cross-cultural application by postulating that 

the urban form is a cultural object.  

2.2 Urban morphology 

Urban morphology postulates the existence of immanent laws: ñmorphologicò laws 

governing the spatial organization of a city at different periods of its development. One 

could recognize the structural permanencies in the urban and architectural forms and the 

rules governing their transformation over time.  

Further, there is widespread acknowledgment that, at its most elemental level, 

morphological analysis is based on three principles (Moudon, 1997): 

1. There are three fundamental physical elements defining urban form: buildings 

and their related open spaces, plots or lots, and streets;  

2. There are commonly four levels of resolution to understand urban form: the 

building/lot, the street/block, the city, and the region; 

3. The compositional elements of the urban form experience continuous 

transformation and replacement, so they can only be understood historically. 
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2.3 Three main Schools of urban morphology 

In a broad sense, there are three main Schools of urban morphology: the Italian School 

of typo-morphology (with the founding contribution of Saverio Muratori), the English 

School of morphogenesis (initiated by the work of M. R. G. Conzen) and the French 

School of historical morphological analysis (concentrated in the Versailles School).  

Recently, some North American researchers from a variety of disciplines have enriched 

the field. Theories of those Schools are major sources for morphological analysis, which 

offer theoretical framework and guidance to understand urban morphological apparatus, 

approaches, methods and some implementations on urban form. 

2.3.1 The Italian School 

The Italian School also called School of typo-morphology or School of process 

typology, responded to concerns regarding the contemporary architectural culture, 

deemed to be in a state of crisis, and attempted to develop a scientific approach to study 

the built environment as a dynamic system. This approach led to a ñparadigm shiftò in 

architecture, planning and heritage preservation.  

The Italian School, initially founded by Muratori in the late 1940s, later disseminated 

and was further developed by researchers such as Caniggia, Maffei, Rossi, Aymonino, etc. 

Muratori attempted to develop an ñoperational historyò for the cities he studied (in 

particular Venice and Rome). The most important contribution of the Muratorian School 

lies in its attempt to build a theory of design based on traditional processes of city 

building (Moudon, 1995). 
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Caniggia and Maffeiôs (2001) most famous book is Architectural composition and 

building typology: interpreting basic building. It develops a theory of historical 

development of urban forms. For the authors, the building type is to be considered as a 

ñcollective projectò: a result of widely shared cultural values deeply rooted in local 

traditions. In addition, type is conceived as the temporary result of a never-ending 

process of transformation of existing buildings, progressively updated to new social and 

technical needs, leading to a dense and strongly layered architecture. They stress that the 

historical process seems to be implicit in the building type. The type, typological process, 

building fabric, and urban tissue are key concepts of typo-morphological analysis. 

The typo-morphological approach characterized by the study of building form, tells us 

that the form of building displays a certain structural permanence despite constant 

transformation in appearance. Muratori argues that housing types are the main 

repositories of history; the permanence and continuity is the result of multiple 

simultaneous events and a continuous human presence in a territory. 

We might sum up the key postulate of the Italian School in one simple sentence: the 

past explains the present and the present contains the seeds of the future.  

2.3.2 The English School 

The English School emerged in the mid-twentieth century, mainly due to the work of 

geographer M.R.G. Conzen, who developed a technique called ñtown-planò analysis. His 

ideas are more about how the objects making up urban areas fit together. 
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In Alnwick, Northumberland: a study in town-plan analysis (1969), Conzen attempted 

to explain the present structure of a town plan by examining its development, 

investigating how the plan of an old-established town has acquired its geographical 

complexity, what can be deduced from such an inquiry to help in the analysis of town 

plans in general, what contribution the development of a plan could be made to the 

regional structure of a town, etc. The street-system, plot pattern and building arrangement 

are the key objects of town-plan analysis. The theory of plan analysis he developed 

opened a new field of research. Of key importance for analysis according to Conzen 

(1969) are: 

1. Streets and their arrangement in a street-system; 

2. Plots and their aggregation in street-blocks; and 

3. Buildings or, more precisely, their block-plans. 

For Conzen, understanding the spatial layouts of these objects and sub-systems is 

the key to comprehend urban form, i.e. the urban system.  

2.3.3 The French School 

The French School developed in the late 1960s, around the Versailles School of 

Architecture. Architects Jean Castex and Philippe Panerai, together with sociologist 

Jean Depaule were the founders. This School rose out of a reaction against modernist 

architecture and its rejection of history (Moudon, 1997). It has generated extensive 

methodological tools for the analysis of urbanization processes and related architectural 

models. Much emphasis has been placed upon the importance of built space for 

sustaining social practices, and on the built landscape and the social world. Panerai and 
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Castexôs early publications had considerable influence throughout the European 

architectural community.  

Most current studies generally adhere to the postulates of the three main Schools of 

urban morphology and readily adopt their methodological apparatus, which facilitate 

rigorous scientific analysis of the urban form. These Schools and their researchers jointly 

constitute a real urban morphology research circle. 

2.3.4 Similarities and differences among the three Schools 

Because of different professional orientations, socio-cultural roots, intellectual 

endeavors and methods, purposes for investigation, etc., there are similarities and 

differences among those three Schools, all together they create a useful framework in 

studying urban forms and built landscapes. They also produce knowledge that can 

support urban design practice.   

Differences among the three Schools 

The Italian School was started by architects who expressed a keen interest in finding 

out what kinds of buildings we should build and how we should design them. The 

English School was founded by geographers. Their methods were more descriptive and 

interpretative. They were interested in developing theories of urbanization, of how cities 

come about, but they were not necessarily interested directly in understanding or 

developing more prescriptive theories of how to plan cities. Whereas the Italians 

definitely were interested in developing theories of architectural and building design 
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and were more proactive than the British morphologists. The French were somewhat in-

between, consisting of architects as well as geographers, historians and sociologists 

Similarities among the three Schools 

Besides those differences, there are agreements among the three Schools that the city 

or town can be ñreadò and analyzed through the medium of its physical form. They do 

share a common foundation: looking at the building on its parcel, or on its lot, is the key 

to understanding the urban forms. The Schools all found that the lot or the parcel and the 

building(s) built on it, are key elements of urban form.  

2.3.5 North American scholars 

In America, Anne Vernez Moudon is the most prominent figure, whose work is most 

closely related to Italian or French typo-morphological studies (Gauthier, 1997). There 

are also other American researchers, who try to develop tools to make a systematized 

apprehension of our physical reality.  

In Canada, there is still relatively little literature and case studies focusing on this 

subject, though we know that morphological theories are discussed and taught in the 

academic world. However, George Baird, John Zacharias, Pierre Gauthier, Pierre 

Larochelle, etc., have conducted some important typological and morphological research 

based on a Canadian context. 
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2.4 The urban form as a cultural object 

Urban form is a cultural object, which represents expertise, that is to say, a set of 

knowledge, experience and technology accumulated in the artefacts. Its ñlanguageò 

belongs to the social body. It can be decoded and understood, which can reveal the 

profound relationship between individuals and environments and can represent the 

traditions and habits inherent to a cultural area. 

It is the necessary starting point for a theory of cognitive-explanatory urban 

morphology. It is also the necessary starting point for our thesis that the morphology of 

Chinese cities is considered as a special cultural object. 

This idea means that urban forms are denoting human building activities, that is to say, 

the action of constructing buildings and cities. Therefore it is possible, according to such 

premises, to consider the built environment as a physical manifestation of the tradition of 

the historical interactions between humans and their environment. This approach is 

different from social sciences, which favour the study of individuals (subjects) in their 

urban environment.  

Caniggia and Maffei (2001) posit that the built environment and the material 

consumption patterns are deeply rooted within particular culture-historical contexts, and 

material culture could be seen as the product of adaption with the environment, both 

culturally, physically and socially.  

For Caniggia and Maffei, the type is a cultural model, carried mentally and for the 

most part unconsciously, which is mobilized by agents when they produce and use the 
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built environment (Gauthier, 2005, p.83). They consider buildings as extensions of 

human culture and stress that buildings emerge as a part of what they term the human 

ñexperienceò. That is, our habitats live in our minds, regardless of whether or not they are 

constructed physically. For them, the building type is considered as a ñcollective projectò, 

the result of widely shared cultural values deeply rooted in local traditions. The way of 

producing and understanding building requires a cultural standpoint. Buildings emerge 

from spontaneous consciousness
6
 and critical consciousness

7
, which are framed by 

cultural models. Buildings are both ñinsideò us and ñoutsideò us as they are manifested in 

the material world. Inside can also be interpreted as traditions, for the spontaneous 

consciousness comes from the long-term collective experience, while outside embodies 

the effect of the social forces at work at a particular moment.  

2.5 Urban tissue as an object of enquiry 

One of the main objectives of typo-morphology is to understand the formation and 

transformation of urban tissue, which reveals the structural permanence and continuity of 

the built environment. 

The definition of urban tissue 

Generally speaking, the term ñtissueò is a metaphor that refers to weaving in the textile 

sector and in biology.  

                                                      
6
 Spontaneous consciousness: ñthe condition in which every building operator finds himself working in 

continuity with the inherited cultural experiencesò (Caniggia and Maffei, 2001, p.243). 
7
 Critical consciousness: ñevery time the building set of rules codified by systematic experience over 

time is put in discussion, the building operator has to choose among different alternatives. This condition 

implies uncertainty and reveals the crisis of widely shared conventional attitude to architectureò 

(Caniggia and Maffei, 2001, p.243). 
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ñA tissue is to an aggregate what building type is to building: tissue is the concept of the 

coexistence of several buildings existing in the minds of builders before the act of 

building, at the level of spontaneous consciousness, as a civil result of the experience of 

putting together several buildings and summing up all interesting aspects, including 

aggregation. Briefly, it is ña priori synthesisò of ñbuilding typeò; we can then transfer to 

the term ñtissueò the characteristics of both ñbuilding typeò and ñtypeò in its more 

general accepted meaning.ò (Caniggia and Maffei, 2001, p.119) 

Urban tissue (or urban fabric) can be depicted as a set of rules, which is very similar to 

what Conzen called a plan unit, described as ña unique combination of types of street 

patterns, buildings and lot configurationsò (1960). Therefore, an urban tissue is made of 

elements belonging to three different sub-systems: the street networkφthe allotment 

systemφthe building fabric. Urban tissue is an expression of the physicality of the urban 

form, composing of all the physical elements constituting it. 

According to Caniggia and Maffei (2001, p.119), the urban tissue has been ñstructured 

in time, deriving a system of formative and progressive mutation laws from the intrinsic 

formation and transformation processes of its prolonged structuring and from its historyò, 

which means the concept of the urban tissue is a concept both static (state of urban forms 

in a given time) and dynamic (ability to change carrier).  

The aspects of continuity and renewal of the urban tissues of nine urban blocks of 

Huangpu District of Shanghai from 1842 to 1949 are the subjects that this thesis focuses 

on. 
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2.6 The cross-cultural application  of Caniggian and Conzenian approaches 

in China 

Caniggian and Conzenian thinking have spread among urban morphologists through a 

good deal of Europe and, to a lesser extent, North America, and to a much lesser extend 

within Asia and Africa (Whitehand, 2007). Research on Chinese urban form, using 

Caniggian and Conzenian approaches remained limited in the past, which raises the 

question of what the outcomes would be if such approaches were applied to Chinese 

contexts (Whitehand, 2007). 

Professor Whitehand carried out field surveys in Pingyao, Guangzhou and Zhishanmen 

area of Beijing (2007) in the past few years, aiming to open up a field of cross-cultural 

investigation. Professor Tian has investigated building typological process in Guangzhou 

(2006) and Guo has studied morphological transformation of Old Shanghai area (2008) 

both applying Caniggian and Conzenian approaches. Those exploratory projects have 

validated that the key morphological concepts and methods developed and undertaken 

over many years by urban morphologists in the West could be successfully carried out in 

the very different realities of Chinese cities.  

Although the areas investigated by those researchers represent only a very tiny sample 

of Chinaôs great diversity of settlement forms, more important is the wider cross-cultural 

implications of those studies. The use of Caniggian and Conzenian approaches to the 

study of Chinese towns and cities undoubtedly has potential (Gu and Whitehand, 2004). 

The methods and concepts homed in Europe have been proved applicable under very 

different cultural conditions in China (Whitehand, 2007). 
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Morphological research on Chinese cities promises to shed light on the wider 

significance of concepts and methods in cultural areas markedly different from those in 

which they were formulated. Simultaneously, a timely contribution can be made to the 

search for solutions to the acute problems of urban landscape management faced by 

Chinese towns and cities. Caniggian and Conzenian concepts can offer a promising start. 

Meanwhile they can also provide a route by which the longer-term need for comparison 

and integration of ideas with different disciplines and national origins can be fulfilled.   
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3. Particularity of Chinese urban form 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter focuses on clarifying the particularity of Chinese urban form and 

explaining the two conceptions ñshapingò Chinese city, more specifically the southern 

city and the northern city respectively. This section aims to explore the patterns and 

processes of morphological changes of Chinese cities, and the morphological characters 

and transformations of Shanghai, especially during the early modern period (1842-1949).   

3.2 Two conceptions ñshapingò Chinese urban form 

The study of urban form in China could stretch back to very early dynastic times. 

Generally speaking, the urban form of Chinese cities stands as a symbol of cosmic order. 

There are two conceptions ñshapingò Chinese urban form and planning: rationalist and 

naturalist. Besides those two conceptions, some other factors have also contributed to 

shape Chinese urban form, for example, natural climate, geographical location, distance 

from state control, political regime, etc (Guo, 2008).  

3.2.1 Rationalist 

The first conception is considered as the ñrationalò or ñConfucianismò
8
 theory of an 

ideal city form, influenced by ñliò principles, which are related to social and political 

hierarchical systems. This theory is well described by a classical and very influential 

book Zhouli , appeared in the middle of the 2nd century B.C.E.  

                                                      
8
 Confucianism is an ethical and philosophical system developed from the teachings of the Chinese 

philosopher Confucius. The core of Confucianism is humanism. 



 

 

29 

 

In the sixth section of Zhouli, entitled Kaogongji
9
 indicated planning rules and the 

ideal layout of a royal capital, which had a great influence on the construction of Chinese 

cities, especially on capital cities. According to this section, the ideal city form is a square 

shape enclosed by walls, subjected to a strict hierarchy: the center is always the most 

sacred place and the north-south orientation is always higher than the east-west 

orientation. The sizes of the city or town, or even the dimensions of the streets are 

commensurate with its positions in the administrative hierarchical system.  

 

Figure 3-1: Diagram of the ideal city. 
Source: Dong, 1998, p.10. 

In Chinese ideology, city means a place enclosed and designed to protect its citizens, 

so most Chinese architectural and urban forms are used to be enclosed by walls, which 

have become an essential element in the Chinese urban form. Today very few Chinese 

cities still consist of a series of closed walls.   

                                                      
9
 Kaogongji (The Records of Examination of Craftsman) compiled towards the end of the Spring and 

Autumn Period, is a classic work on science and technology in Ancient China. 
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3.2.2 Naturalist  

The second conception is called naturalist, which reflects a philosophy centered on 

nature and mainly concerns the harmony between the natural environment and the layout 

of city (TanRenHeYi in Chinese). This model is well described in another classical book 

Guanzi
10

. According to this book, the layout of a city must be appropriate to its natural 

topography and can fully make use of local natural resources instead of following some 

rigid patterns. For example, Fengshui
11

 can be regarded as a Chinese conception of the 

ideal relationship between nature and the built environment, which is widely applied in 

urban construction and planning. 

This model is in opposition to the rationalist model, suggesting that building a city 

must consider local circumstances and take advantage of favourable climatic conditions 

and geographical positions in order to save labour and materials.  

3.3 Two typical Chinese cities: the ñnorthern cityò and the ñsouthern cityò 

Influenced by the rationalist and naturalist models, there are two typical Chinese cities: 

the ñnorthern cityò and the ñsouthern cityò. Chinese cities are often a mixture of those 

two models. Generally, northern cities are closer to the ñrationalistò model while southern 

cities are nearer the ñnaturalistò model. This thesis provides an example of the second 

model. Among many others, the most obvious urban characteristic that distinguishes the 

northern city and the southern city is their street system.  

                                                      
10

 Guanzi is an encyclopaedic collection of philosophical treatises on statecraft collected by Guan Zhong, 

which was written between the first and tenth century B.C.E. 
11

 Fengshui could be considered as a special Chinese tradition in architecture. ñFengò means wind and 

ñShuiò is water. Fengshui combines the Heaven, the Earth and humans, and seeks harmony between 

them.  
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For most traditional northern cities, the street network is a predominant traditional 

ñchecker-board street systemò. Roads are strictly intersected perpendicularly and 

complied with the four orientations: the south, north, east, and west; and streets are 

basically directed from south to north or from east to west (Guan, 1996).  For example, in 

Beijing, the two series of parallel streets cross at right angles to form a pattern of equally-

sized square blocks dominating the urban fabric.  

The southern city form appears to be more ñorganicò and non-geometric because the 

environment is more diversified than that in the north. For most southern cities, 

especially Jiangnan water cites
12

, the street pattern is greatly influenced by the river 

network. It usually lacks a well-formed grid system. Most of the streets are narrow, 

crooked and developed spontaneously. The outcomes are random, casual and organic. For 

example, Shanghaiôs organic pattern street network, associated with the inconsistent 

mixed grid system, results in urban blocks varying greatly in size and shape. 

3.4 Patterns and processes of morphological changes in Chinese cities 

Chinese cities have been undergoing a staggering and profound transformation in the 

twentieth century. One that is still very much in process.  

Researchers from many disciplines from China and other countries have contributed to 

the study of Chinese urban form (Whitehand and Gu, 2006). Different urban forms have 

been associated with particular periods of Chinese urban development: namely, 

                                                      
12

 Jiangnan water city refers to cities located around the Jiangnan region. Jiangnan region is a geographic 

area located immediately to the south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, including the southern 

part of the Yangtze Delta. 
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traditional (pre-1842), early modern (1842-1949), socialist (1949-78) and post-reform 

(post-1978) (Whitehand and Gu, 2006).  

The traditional period (pre-1842) is related to the walled cities and imperial palaces 

with north-south orientation. The structure of ancient Chinese cities is deeply influenced 

by the government power and perception of the natural environment.  

The early modern period (1842-1949) is related to the influence of Western powers, the 

establishment of concessions and treaty ports
13

, and the demise of feudal dynastic system 

(Whitehand and Gu, 2006).  

The pre-1949 city form is walled settlements based on millennia-old architectural and 

traditional design concepts (Gaubatz, 1999). The fundamental character of traditional 

Chinese cities is the functional differentiation and specialization of neighbourhoods, 

composing a clearly defined urban structure: the entire street network and all major 

architecture are aligned with the cardinal directions to conform to Chinese geomancy; 

massive crenellated walls demarcate both the city from the countryside and from internal 

divisions (Whitehand and Gu, 2006, p.339).  

The period related to the socialist development (1949-78) has also been called the 

Maoist city. Due to decades of civil wars, the urban patterns of the imperial periods had 

decayed into overcrowded slums, inadequate streets and crumbling monuments by 1949 

(Gaubatz, 1999). One of the primary goals of Chinese urban planning during the socialist 

                                                      
13

 Treaty ports were established after the First Opium War in 1842 and granted foreigners legal 

extraterritoriality. 
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period was to create a new decentralised and self-sufficient urban form: the Danwei
14

. A 

distinctive socialist urban form emerged as a mix of Danwei based city and traditional 

urban forms. During this period, urban development was achieved through nationwide 

industrialization, cities were becoming production centres and a new emphasis had been 

placed on rapid industrial development (Zhang, 2010).  

The post-reform (post-1978) period is characterized by high-rise buildings and high-

density urban forms. During this period, the socialist city has been abandoned with 

staggering speed while economic development is strongly emphasized. Changes in the 

structure and management of urban planning are following changes in political, economic 

and social developments, which are altering Chinese urban form. A new Chinese urban 

form is emerging.  

The result of the massive physical restructuring of Chinese cities remains to be seen. 

The overwhelming character of current Chinese urban built landscape is the raw, 

unfinished look of demolition equipment and construction sites (Whitehand and Gu, 2006, 

p.350). Nonetheless, the weight and distinctiveness of Chinese culture, combined with 

the persistence of Chinese socialism, suggest that Chinese cities will remain distinctive 

well into the future (Whitehand and Gu, 2006, p.351). 

3.5 Morphological characters of Shanghai 

Before the Opium War, Shanghai was a typical Jiangnan water city among many other 

southern cities. To understand the particularity of urban form of Shanghai, we must, first 

                                                      
14

 Danwei, also called a work unit, is a decentralised and self-sufficient compound urban form designed 

based on socialist organization and ideology, which is used as a principle method of implementing 

Communist Party policy. Each Danwei has its own housing, banks, shops, schools, post offices, etc. 
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of all, understand the characteristics of the Jiangnan water city. Moreover, thanks to the 

similarity of this type of cities, those that still exist today around Shanghai can serve as a 

reference for describing the cityôs original urban form. 

3.5.1 Jiangnan: the city of water 

Jiangnan water city refers to cities located around the Jiangnan region, which enjoys a 

wet subtropical climate, subjects to monsoon and has rich water resources abundant with 

lakes and rivers.  

 

Figure 3-2: The geographical location of Jiangnan region. 
Source: https://www.google.ca/search?q=jiangnan+region 

For most Jiangnan cities, water is the essential component of the urban form and rivers 

play a major role in the formation and transformation of the city. The river system is the 

structural backbone of the city, serving not only as the most important means of 

transportation, but also as a necessity for daily life. The main streets are often developed 

parallel to the main rivers and the street network is formed adjacent to rivers.  

https://www.google.ca/search?q=jiangnan+region
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Cities are born and grow thanks to water; towns and markets also develop along rivers. 

The cohabitation with water is a factor inherent in the urban form. This cohabitation 

affects, in particular, how the original town developed into a city, and possibly how this 

city would flourish in the centuries to come. 

3.5.2 Morphological characters of Shanghai before 1842 

Before 1842, Shanghai was a very typical Jiangnan water city, which still retains some 

distinctive morphological characteristics of a water city today.  

Shanghai was an organic city organized informally and imperfectly from the beginning 

because this place has been the results of responses to different needs and circumstances, 

not the product of a grand scheme. It has been spared from rigid regulations. The cityôs 

traditional morphological features were characterized by the city wall, ña double traffic 

networkò, countless rivers, and many bridges, etc. 

Like most traditional Chinese walled cities, Shanghai was surrounded by a ten-metre 

high and five-kilometre long wall built in 1554. The wall itself was doubled with an outer 

moat. Differing from other Imperial rectangular enclosures, the construction of this wall 

respected the original dimension of the city center (todayôs Old Shanghai), so the wall 

had an oval shape. In addition, it was not designed to enclose the city, but simply to 

protect the city center. 

There were six gateways by land, three water gates and twenty bastions. Each gate had 

a watchtower. The fortification doors serves as important nodes joining inner and outer 

routes and places for commercial and public activities.  
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Figure 3-3: Shanghai xiancheng tu
15

.  
Source: Shanghai cehui zhi, 1999. 

Like most water cities, the development of the street network is generally articulated to 

the river network. ñThe double traffic networkò: a river network and a street network, is 

combined and complemented with each other. The street network of Shanghai adopts a 

complex and irregular shape. The streets are small and winding and grown in the form of 

a ñSpider webò (Guan, 1996). 

3.6 Morphological transformation of Shanghai 

By the mid-19
th
 century Shanghai did not grow naturally and progressively from a 

traditional Jiangnan water city, but was built on foreign concessions, driven by external 

foreign forces and developed from a small fishing town to the biggest modern city in 

China within one century.  

                                                      
15

 This is a coloured reproduction of a Shanghai map in the early 19
th
 century, showing the walled city of 

Shanghai, with names of bridges, gates, and main buildings in Chinese. 



 

 

37 

 

The traditional urban tissue underwent a huge transformation after 1842. The 

development after 1842 can be divided into two periods: from 1842 to 1949 and from 

1949 to the present. 

Morphological transformation of Shanghai from 1842 to 1949 

The city became a treaty port opening to the West in 1842. The establishment and 

construction of concessions symbolized the beginning of modern urbanism. It ignited 

Shanghaiôs modern evolution and had a huge impact on the development of Shanghai to 

this day.  

Almost all the walls had been demolished in 1912, but the boundaries of the wall can 

still be traced in the form of a wide circular road constructed later. 

The demolishing of the wall in 1912 had a significant impact on Shanghaiôs urban 

morphology. According to Guo (2008), at a broader level, before the demolition, central 

Shanghai was relatively autonomous. Its road network was oriented toward the center of 

the city. After the demolition of the enclosure, this inward morphological hierarchy 

disappeared and walled Shanghai became a part of the great city of Shanghai which 

included the concessions. Among other considerations: at a local level the demolition led 

significant changes in the urban tissue located around the former enclosure.  

During 1842-1949, social, political and economic upheavals, Western culture, new 

planning concepts, new construction techniques, modern technology, etc., all affected 

Shanghaiôs urban form. The development ignited by the concessions of Shanghai at this 

time was a mixture of modern civilization and local tradition. 
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Figure 3-4: Shanghai City wall, estimated dates: 1880-1912. 
Source: http://www.vcea.net/VDB/Files/?Table=Image&ID=Image.ID.1722.No.0&Op=O. 

Morphological transformation of Shanghai from 1949-present 

After 1949, the morphological changes that occurred in Shanghai were astonishing, 

due to overwhelming economic development and drastic transformations, especially in 

the last 30 years. Many low-density traditional as well as Linong neighbourhoods of the 

colonial period have been replaced by high-rise skyscrapers and modern complexes at an 

unprecedented speed and a large scale, but with no reference to the pre-existing urban 

tissues. Some of the typical appearance of the water town is disappearing. Ultimately, the 

city might experience the pain of losing part of its identity, integrity and culture. 

  

http://www.vcea.net/VDB/Files/?Table=Image&ID=Image.ID.1722.No.0&Op=O
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4. Morphological analysis of the study area 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter focuses on the block level. A morphological analysis of the study area is 

conducted aiming to produce essential knowledge dealing specifically with its urban form.  

Relying on historical and contemporary cartographic representations and on extensive 

fieldwork, the research explores the genesis of the urban form of the area, namely: the 

evolution of its street system as well as its architectural fabric in relation to the broader 

geographical context, both natural and human made. The research then sets about 

analysing the urban tissues in the area, i.e. the sets of relations that govern the spatial 

layout of streets, lots and architectural forms.  

4.1.1 A brief i ntroduction to the Huangpu District 

The location of the study area 

The study area is located in the Huangpu District and covers nine urban blocks, 

spreading over approximately seven hectares, which was once a central part of the old 

French Concession
16

 (see Figure 4-2) and traditionally one of the most prestigious 

sections of the city. This area has been developed under the colonial rule, which 

conferred control to foreign powers, in time of rapid speculative development. It has long 

been regarded as a premier residential and high end commercial area of Shanghai. 

                                                      
16

 The old French Concession refers to the original part of the French Concession (1849-1861), after that, 

the borders of the Concession were progressively expanded in 1861, 1900 and 1914. 
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Figure 4-1: The location of the study area. 
Source: Shanghai Surveying and Mapping Institute, 2013. 

A brief introduction to the Huangpu District 

Huangpu District originates and ñradiatesò from the Bund River. Its development 

spread gradually from east to west. It has long been considered as the starting point of 

Shanghaiôs modernization. This District experienced an influx of prosperous businesses, 

financial sectors, cultural industries and entertainments. It has long been considered as 

Shanghaiôs most prosperous area. 

Huangpu District, named after the Huangpu River, is one of the most densely 

populated urban areas in the world (Population density: 4,200/km
2
)

17
, located in the 

center of all Shanghaiôs 18 districts (see Figure 4-1). Lying on the left bank of Huangpu 

                                                      
17

 Chinese Shanghai 2010 Census Data. 
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River, it occupies an exceptional geographical location, at the intersection of the cityôs 

two largest rivers:  Huangpu and Wusong River.   

Huangpu District is divided into two parts: Puxi and Pudong, with a total area of 21.07 

km
2
, the land area of 19.31 km

2
, the water area of 1.76 km

2
, Puxi occupies a land area of 

4.16 km
2
 accounting for 21.54%, and Pudong 15.15 km

2
 accounting for 78.46%

18
 of the 

Districtôs total are. 

In ancient times, Shanghai Pu and todayôs Huangpu River flowed through this region, 

Shanghai (city) and Huangpu (district) got their name from these rivers. Most of the 

geographical area of the territory had formed during the middle of the Tang Dynasty 

(618-907 AD). From Tang Tianbao (751) until the Song Dynasty, this area belonged to 

the Huating County. It was under the jurisdiction of the Shanghai County from the Yuan 

until the Qing Dynasty. After the opening of the port in 1842, Britain, France, the United 

States, Japan, and several other foreign countries started to build their concessions here. 

Soon after, this area experienced quick development and became the commercial center 

of Shanghai. 

After Liberation in 1949, Shanghai Municipal Government adjusted the Districtôs 

administrative boundaries several times. The latest adjustment happened in 2011: the 

existing Huangpu District was combined with the Luwan District to form todayôs 

Huangpu District, also called ñnew Huangpuò. 

Nowadays this District is a prime residential area as well as a shopping destination and 

business center providing all kinds of services. It contains many attractions, including the 

                                                      
18

 Chinese Shanghai 2010 Census Data. 
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City Hall, the Bund, the world famous Nanjing Road (considered as the pulse of modern 

Shanghai), Yuyuan Garden, Confucius Temple, Huaihai Road, Peopleôs Square 

(previously the famous Shanghai Racecourse), Shanghai Grand Theatre, Shanghai 

Museum, Shanghai Urban Planning Exhibition Hall, Xintiandi, etc.  

4.1.2 The concessions in Shanghai 

Shanghaiôs concessions times, which lasted one century from 1843 to 1943, were the 

earliest, largest and longest among all the foreign concessions in the history of modern 

China. The emergence, construction and development of concessions stimulated the 

modernization process of Shanghai.  

Shanghaiôs urbanization process was different from that of other traditional Chinese 

citesô, driven by the rural urbanization of outside concessions. Long before port opening, 

Shanghai was a well-developed commercial centre, but modern Shanghai did not evolve 

based on the slow expansion of the old walled city, rather it evolved based on outside 

concessions, which eventually led to the gradual outward expansion, urbanization and 

modernization of the old city. 

Having concessions for such a long time really had a profound influence on the 

development of Shanghai. First, during this period, Shanghai experienced unprecedented 

economic growth, especially in trade and real estate. Second, the city underwent major 

construction and reconstruction. For example, its walls have been demolished, rivers have 

been filled and its urban tissue has been rebuilt on the basis of a new type of habitat that 

was particular to that time: the Linong.  
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For a better understanding the transformation of urban tissue of this period, we wil l 

first take a look at the formation of the concessions in Shanghai. 

The British Settlement 

After Shanghaiôs port opening, the British first established their Settlement in 1843, 

which was the earliest and oldest settlement in Shanghai for foreigners.  

The original British Settlement was an area located north of the old walled city, based 

on the west bank of Huangpu River, bordered north by Lijiachang (now Beijing Road), 

south by Yangjingbang (now East Yanan Road), the western limits were not clearly 

defined, and the total area was about 73 hectares (Chang et all, 2005). In September 1846, 

at the location of present Middle Henan Road, Barrier Street was built to serve as the 

western limit of the Settlement. The borders of the British Settlement expanded in 

November 1848, by moving the northern boundary from Lijiachang to the south bank of 

the Suzhou Creek, the western boundary from Barrier Street to Ningcheng Creek (todayôs 

Middle Xizang Road), so the total area of the Settlement expanded up to 190 hectares 

(Chang et all, 2005) (see Figure 4-2). 

The American Settlement 

The American Settlement was formed officially in Hongkou in 1848 to the north of the 

British Settlement. In September 1863, the British and American Settlements merged and 

adopted the name of Shanghai International Settlement. According to the survey of 1893, 

the total area of the British-American Settlement added up to 712 hectares, and was 
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renamed ñInternational Settlement of Shanghaiò in 1899 (Chang et all, 2005) (see Figure 

4-2). 

The French Concession 

The French Concession was established in April 1849, when the first French consul 

Charles de Montigny and Shanghai Daotai Lin Gui conceded an area of 66 hectares to 

build the French Concession, bordered to the north by Yangjingbang Creek, east by the 

Huangpu River, south by the fortified Chinese city, and west by Zhujiaqiao (todayôs 

South Xizang Road).  

After that, the borders of the concession were progressively expanded in October 1861, 

January 1900 and April 1914. The first two expansions were modest, while in 1914, the 

concession was greatly expanded, adding east of Xujiahui, north of Zhaojiabang, south of 

Daxilu (todayôs West Yanan Road) to the French Concession, so the total area had 

expanded up to 15,136 acres (Chang et all, 2005) (see Figure 4-2). The French 

Concession came to an end in 1943.  

 
Figure 4-2: The establishment and expansion of concessions in Shanghai (1846-1943). 
Source: Lu, 1999. 
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Morphological characters of the concessions 

Shanghaiôs concessions displayed irregular morphological characters, which were a 

reflection of an overall lack of planning for development. Different authorities had 

different interests and they would like to preserve their own independence.  

The Chinese controlled the original walled city and the area surrounding the 

concessions at that time. The foreigners wished to build ñstates within a stateò. They were 

also independent from each other and each had their own government. For example, the 

French Concession remained relatively independent, charged by the Municipal 

Administrative Council (conseil dôadministration municipale), while the International 

Settlement was governed by the Shanghai Municipal Council. This later resulted in some 

absurd administrative outcomes. The development of concessions was not the product of 

careful planning, but was rather created more or less spontaneously. 

4.2 The Shanghai urban blocks  

It is essential to first clarify the concept of the ñurban blockò or ñmega blockò in 

Shanghai. We would like to establish a theoretical model of Shanghai urban block and 

then explain different components of this model before starting the morphological 

analysis of the study area. 

4.2.1 Two theoretical models of Shanghai urban blocks 

The Shanghai ñurban blockò or ñmega blockò, ñsuper blockò is delineated by major 

streets and occupies an important feature within the urban tissue of Shanghai. 
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As a general rule, the exterior of the blocks is marked by the peripheral streets and 

crowning tissue (see Figure 4-3), whereas the interior of the blocks is irrigated by the 

alley system. The urban blocks are similar in shapes: rectangle, but varied greatly in sizes.  

 

Figure 4-3: Diagrammatic representation of a Shanghai urban block. 

Despite of some documentation limitations, for example, there were no cadastral plans 

in Shanghai; one can still observe two subdivision models of urban blocks: regular 

layouts and irregular layouts (see Figure 4-4, 5, 6). The subdivision of urban blocks is not 

in relation to the street structure, but informed by pre-existing agricultural or 

geographical conditions or later property transactions.  

These two models represent two main structural forms of blocks of Jiangnan water 

cities. They often coexist in the same city. However, in some cities, a pattern clearly 

dominates over the other or vice versa. For Shanghai, most urban blocks in the old city 

have irregular subdivisions, while blocks located in the concessions display a slightly 

more regular configuration overall.  



 

 

47 

 

In this thesis, one ñLiò or ñFangò
19

 refers to one plot (one neighbourhood), called 

mother parcel; one lot refers to one building lot on which a single building is built. One 

urban block is constituted by various sizes and shapes of Lis or Fangs. Each Li or Fang 

has been created gradually over time and produced irregular boundaries.  

In the past, different Lis or Fangs located within one urban block were not 

interconnected. There was always a separating wall between two Li or Fang next to each 

other, which was due to the financial capabilities of the developers and partially due to a 

particular security demand by dwellers during wartime periods (Zhao, 2004). Now all 

those walls have been removed, which has changed the spatial configuration of the whole 

structure, but the trace of the former enclosed walls can still be found.   

In the regular subdivision model, the blocks usually have been subdivided into regular 

shapes of Lis or Fangs and have orthogonal layouts (see Figure 4-4, 5). The irregular 

subdivision model is very different from the regular one. Urban blocks have been 

subdivided into irregular plots that accommodate varied dimensions of Lis or Fangs (see 

Figure 4-6). Its structure is more complex, but flexible.  

                                                      
19

 Fang indicates  a type of street pattern, emerged in the Tang dynasty, composing four to six blocks, 

each of which is one-hundred-pace square, and has an individual gate that is closed at night (Li, 2013). 
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Figure 4-4: A theoretical model of regular subdivision of Shanghai urban block with mother property 

boundaries. 

                 

Figure 4-5: Synchronic variants of the theoretical model of regular subdivision of Shanghai urban block 

with mother property boundaries. 
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Figure 4-6: A theoretical model of irregular subdivision of Shanghai urban block with mother property 

boundaries. 

The integrated internal alley system includes main lanes and a series of side lanes. 

Within Lis or Fangs, main lanes are connected to the main entrance of a Li or Fang and 

perpendicularly communicated with side lanes, mostly oriented north-south forming a 

clear fishbone structure; they are giving access to the peripheral streets and linking the Li 

or Fang to the city (see Figure 4-7). Side lanes are giving access to each individual 

building. 

 

Figure 4-7: A theoretical model of regular subdivision of Shanghai urban block with internal alley 

system. 
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The arrangement of buildings within urban blocks follows a simple principle: 

influenced by traditional Chinese geomancy, a north-south orientation is always preferred 

for private residence, so theoretically each internal residential lot is maximized by a 

building facing south, which does not have a direct link to peripheral streets (see Figure 

4-8).  

 

Figure 4-8: A theoretical model of regular subdivision of Shanghai urban block with allotment system. 

One could easily find that there is a clear hierarchy behind the Shanghai urban block: 

regular in urban blockφirregular in Li or Fangφregular in allotment. 

4.2.2 Morphological features of urban blocks in the study area 

Within the study area, nine urban blocks are subdivided into different irregular shapes 

of Lis or Fangs, occupied by varied sizes and different types of Linongs (see Figures 4-9, 

10). This irregularity in the block subdivision, despite huge transformation of the urban 

tissue during the period 1842-1949, is still apparent today. Different Linongs coexist by 

adapting to irregular plots. The main Linong types are: Old Shikumen
20

 Linong and New 

                                                      
20

 Shikumen is a crucial marker of Shanghaiôs identity, the most representative form of Shanghai 

residential building, an essential component of Haipai culture, which has long been considered a symbol 

of Shanghaiôs modern urbanization. 
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Shikumen Linong, among them Old Shikumen Linong is the dominate type, and mostly 

built as groups.  

At first glance, one could distinguish two obvious morphological features of urban 

blocks in the study area: commercial shops located at the periphery of each block; 

residential buildings located within each block and bounded by commercial shops (see 

Figure 4-9). One reason that could explain such a layout is that Shanghaiôs rapid 

development and its highly valued downtown land result in every street facade reserved 

for commercial activities. This can be expressed by an old Shanghainese saying: ñAn 

inch of space in the street frontage designates a life-time of fortuneò.  

 

Figure 4-9: Google Earth view of nine urban blocks in the study area. 
Source: Google Earth, retrieved 2014/03. 

However, from some historical maps (for example, Map 1939 and 1947) we find in the 

past, lots of shops had been arranged inside urban blocks of the study area. The reason 

might be the great location and high land value of this place. 
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Figure 4-10: Nine urban blocks in the study area. 

 

Figure 4-11: Nine urban blocks with different Linong property lines in the study area. 

4.2.3 The general layout and spatial syntax of Linong 

Lis or Fangs are occupied by different Linong neighbourhoods.  

Generally speaking, each Linong is comprised of commercial shops lined with 

peripheral commercial streets, residential buildings placed within the urban block and the 
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interconnected alley system. One or two sides of a Linong are lined with peripheral 

streets, other sides being enclosed by walls, and the residential buildings located within 

the block are accessed by main lanes and side lanes. ñExteriorò i.e. peripheral commercial 

shops are accessed directly from peripheral streets. Linongs can be integrated in 

environments that accommodate all kinds of land uses: some dominated by commercial 

and residential uses, and others including industrial, institutional, religious uses, etc. 

The general layout and spatial syntax
21

 of Linongs located within the study area are 

indicated by Figures 4-12, 13, 14. 

 

Figure 4-12: Nine urban blocks with internal alley system in the study area. 

 

                                                      
21

 The term spatial syntax includes a series of theories and techniques for the analysis of spatial 

configurations.  
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Figure 4-13: Different land uses within the study area. 
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Figure 4-14: Nine urban blocks with allotment system.  
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Usually the main lanes are located in the center of a Li or Fang, forming the main 

circulation space, the convergence point of side lanes and the collective place for 

communication and exchange. The main entrances leading to the inside of the Li or Fang 

are placed amidst exterior shops. Side lanes are usually dead-ends giving access to each 

individual building. Side lanes are connected orthogonally to the main lanes and usually 

narrower than those. Side lanes are used mainly by local residents and form ñcommunity 

corridorsò, which is an essential part of the Linong culture. 

 

Figure 4-15: The branching street network structure of the study area. 

The spatial hierarchy of Linong is: streetφmain laneφside lane, which marks different 

degree of privacy: publicφsemi publicφprivate. Linong represents the traditional 

Chinese housing concept of ñclosingò: each Linong is enclosed by walls and by exterior 

commercial spaces facing the streets; each interior house is protected by high walls. 
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Figure 4-16: A theoretical model of the spatial hierarchy of Linong street system.  

The arrangement of buildings within urban blocks follows a simple principle: each plot 

is enclosed by walls, within which different models of Linong neighbourhoods have been 

developed. The interior buildings do not have direct links with peripheral urban streets.  

From Figure 4-15, we deduced that the street network structure of the study area 

constitute a tree branching structure. The peripheral streets line up with commercial 

shops and provide spaces for busy commercial activities and traffic circulation. The main 

lanes and side lanes give access to residential buildings. The main lanes are constantly 

connected to the peripheral streets, the side lanes are extended from the main lanes 

without being directly linked to the peripheral streets, and they are usually cul-de-sac and 

without completely go through the block or neighbourhood. This tributary street network 

structure is ñorganicò and flexible, well adapting to the uneven subdivision of urban 

blocks of Shanghai. 
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4.3 General analysis of the morphogenesis of the study area 

This section analyses the general morphogenetic process of the urban tissue of the 

study area by tracing back its initial phase of urban development to recent. This process 

has been influenced by many factors and can be reconstructed based on historical 

documents and cartographic evidence. 

By retracing the evolution of the study area, including the establishment and 

demolishing of the city wall, the expansion of the French Concession, the gradual filling 

in of the rivers, and the opening of different streets, we will produce a theoretical model 

reconstructing the formation and transformation process of the urban tissue of the study 

area.  

For the allotment system, the building lots in the study area are informed by the basic 

unit of house in Jiangnan region: jian
22

. Due to the land pressure and population growth, 

the majority of buildings along peripheral streets are one-Jian building, and for the bay 

width of one-Jian is around 3.6m to 4.2m in the study area. We will refer to a module 

dimension of 4×16m to reconstruct the development of the study area. This module could 

characterize the initial phase of the development.   

Before 1554, the geographical situation of the study area was that there were many 

waterways located here. There was a large water network flowing throughout this region. 

It was probably mainly made of vacant farmlands waiting for further development. 

Initially, there were no streets and built-up areas, no ñdetailedò plan subdivision (see 

                                                      
22

 Jian: (a basic spatial unit), indicates the space between two rows of columns, which is the basic 

measurement unit of the residential buildings. 
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Figure 4-18-1).  

The study area was adjacent to the old walled city. The establishment of the city wall 

in 1554 had a huge impact on the morphological characters of the study area (see Figure 

4-18-2).  

For most water cities, the early spontaneous settlement usually appeared along the 

rivers, bridges, or old city walls, especially around the fortification gates of the city wall, 

and numbers of those settlements grew eventually to create a city. Bridges are the 

intersections of the street network and river systems, which also have a great impact on 

the morphological character of the city, for example, some roads are opened based on 

bridges. Within the study area, from east to west, nine bridges were erected along 

Yangjingbang (see Figure 4-18-6), and the opening of later roads was based on some of 

those bridges. One indicator for this was because every street name includes the word 

ñQiaoò, which means bridge. 

We posit that the first spontaneous settlements appeared within the study area located 

along two fortification gates of the city wall (New Northern Gate and Northern Gate) and 

one old bridge: Sanmaoge Bridge (see Figure 4-18-3). After the establishment of the city 

walls, those gates became very important nodes, so an early spontaneous settlement 

appeared near those gates. Sanmaoge Bridge built around 1553 on Yangjingbang, was the 

earliest bridge we found in the study area, and later became an important matrix road: 

South Henan Road. 
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The division of urban blocks in the study area started around 1850, right after the 

establishment and construction of the French Concession. All the streets located within 

the study area came into shape around 1863 except Renmin Road and East Yanan Road 

(see Figure 4-18-5, 6, 7), but the road construction in the Concession was still in an early 

stage. The functions of the blocks further developed driven by the quick economic 

development. At this stage of development, for the study area, the densification of blocks 

was fulfilled by different sizes of Linong neighbourhoods, especially Old Shikumen 

Linongs.  

The street system in the concessions was almost created in accordance with utilitarian 

and economic purpose rather than systematic planning. A clear-cut, checker-board street 

system pattern in the study area was predominant, which was more or less influenced by 

some modern urban planning concepts or methods, maybe unconsciously in some cases. 

The particular clear-cut, checker-board street system pattern in the study area will be 

discussed in detail later in 4.4.1.  

From 1870 to 1910, urban blocks within the study area were undergoing dramatic 

changes, characterized by an accelerated densification process, and each block within the 

study area had been constructed completely and occupied by Linongs. 

On 19 January 1912, almost all the city walls had been demolished, only one tower and 

a short section of the wall has been kept, a wide circular road constructed on the traces of 

the old wall, called Renmin Road. The Yangjingbang was filled in 1914 and later became 

the East Yanan Road (see Figure 4-18-8). The curves of the road reflect the twists and 
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turns of the old river. The French Concession experienced further expansion in 1861, 

1900 and 1914 (see Figure 4-18-7).  

After that, some blocks experienced reconstructed based on a newer architectural form: 

the New Shikumen. Other blocks adjacent to Renmin Road have been demolished in 

order to make room for the expansion project of Renmin Road (see Figure 4-18-10). 

From 1949 until now, despite huge transformations, rampant development and recent 

renovations, morphological changes are staggering in this area and the distinct 

morphological characters are not yet drastically altered: the traditional urban tissue is 

kept. 

The following section retraces graphically the morphogenesis of the study area within 

the broader context of the walled city and the concessions. 
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Figure 4-17: The general morphogenesis of the study area (chronically ordered from left to right and 

from top to bottom). 
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1) Geographical situation before 1554 with the hydrographic system. 
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2) The city wall built in 1554 and Sanmaoge Qiao built around 1553. 
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3) Early settlements outside the city wall before 1842. 
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4) The establishment of the original the French Concession around 1843-1851. 
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5) Extension of Rue Du Consulat and the French Concession before 1900. 
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6) The complete division of urban blocks and formation of the street pattern in the study area around 1863-1900. 
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7) The building reconstruction around 1902 and further expansion of the French Concession around 1914. 








































































































































































































































