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As wrecking balls and construction cranes remake the city, Shanghai’s disappearing alleyway 
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Non Arkarapresertikul (middle 
left) takes guests on a tour 

of his former residence

Vanishing Lilongs
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Reconnecting with an old 
neighbor

B y  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e i r  c o n -
struction in the late 1940s, 
l i longs accounted for sixty 
percent of Shanghai’s hous-
ing. Today, only about 3,000 
residents—a mix of elderly 
S h a n g h a i n e s e ,  m i g r a n t 
workers a nd expats draw n 
to t he rom a nt ic  not ion of 
lane house living—call these 
threatened alleyways home.

O n e  o f  t h o s e  e x p a t s 
is Non A rkaraprasertkul, a 

g loba l postdoctora l fel low 
at New York Un iversit y i n 
Sha ng ha i.  Or ig i na l ly f rom 
Thailand, Arkaraprasertkul 
f i rst beca me i nterested i n 
Sh a n g h a i  a s  a  c h i ld  a f te r 
watching the Hong Kong TV 
drama Shanghai Grand  ev-
ery day after school. The se-
ries was about two sojourn-
ers who arrive in the 1930s,  
finding themselves awash in 
both challenge and opportu-

nity during the city’s glam-
o r o u s  b ut  l aw l e s s  g o l d e n 
era. Years later, as a student 
of a rc h itec t u re a nd u rba n 
planning, Arkaraprasertkul 
had the opportunity to visit 
the “real Shanghai” in 2006. 

“ I  w a s  f a s c i n at e d  b y 
e v e r y t h i n g  I  s a w  t h e n ,” 
he reca l ls, descr ibing how 
t he sp eed a nd g la mou r of 
Shanghai’s urban develop-
ment resonated with his ar-

chitectural sensibilities and 
childhood nostalgia. “There 
a re  s o m a ny t h i ng s t h at  I 
thought I could understand 
by reading textbooks about 
Shanghai, but no, the reality 
is much more complex.”

It was while study ing 
the history of Shanghai’s ar-
chitecture and urban plan-
ning at MIT and Oxford that 
Arkaraprasertkul realized he 
wanted to know more about 
the people who lived inside 
Shanghai’s threatened heri-
tage architecture. “[I want-
ed to] understand the inner 
s u b j e c t i v it y  a n d  p s yc h o -
logical contradiction of the 
residents living in the space 
that seems almost frozen in 

t ime, wait ing for someone 
to come and bulldoze them,” 
he said.

T o  d o  t h i s ,  A r k a r a -
prasertku, who also works 
a s  a n  a nt h ro p olo g i s t  a nd 
filmmaker, knew he needed 
to be r ig ht i n t he t h ic k of 
t h i n g s .  A n d  s o  h e  r e nt e d 
a  pav i l ion ro om i n one of 
Sha ng ha i’s few rema i n i ng 
lilongs, tucked into the leafy 
lanes between the old con-
sular distr ict of Weihai Lu 
and Nanjing Xi Lu. 

Of the countless lilongs 
destroyed in recent yea rs, 
Arkaraprasertkul’s alley has 
somehow been spa red t he 
wrecking ball. Arkarapraser-
tku believes this may stem 

f r o m  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d ’s 
reput at ion a s  a  h ave n for 
the r ich and well-connect-
ed. The l i long was built in 
1932 by Zhang Jing jiang, a 
wea lt hy Sha ng ha i nese t y-
coon. Soon a steady crop of 
politicians, movie directors, 
do c tor s,  teac her s  a nd t he 
We s te r n  he ad s  o f  fo r e i g n 
companies moved in. 

T h e  b u i l d i n g s  t h e m -
selves are squat, red br ick 
structures, built in a blend 
of English and Chinese de-
sign. Despite signs of wear 
and tear, they’re fairly well-
ma inta ined, though upper 
stories often show signs of 
f ire—a persistent danger in 
close quarters. Despite the 

odd scar, the neighborhood 
boasts some of Sha ngha i’s 
b e s t  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  s a y s 
A r k a r a p r a s e r t k u l .  “ T h e 
quality of the building work 
come s s e cond on ly to t he 
Bund.”

T h e  l i l o n g  w a s  d e -
s i g ne d w it h u nc om mon ly 
w i d e  l a n e s  t o  a l l o w  f o r 
the passage of ca rs, a ra re 
a nd expensive com modit y 
e v e n  a m o n g  t h e  w e a l t h y 
Shanghainese of the 1930’s. 
Though no longer the case 
today,  t he hou ses nea rest 
t h e  b u s y  l a n e  w e r e  m o s t 
e x p e n s i v e ,  w i t h  c o m m u -
nal kitchens on the ground 
f l o o r.  T h e  t r u l y  w e a l t h y 
w o u l d  a c q u i r e  a d j a c e n t 

Arkaraprasertkul’s 16-month
stint as a lilong resident left 
him with invaluable knowl
edge about a community 
under threat

Author, professor 
and former lilong 

resident Jie Li 

Longtime resident
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rooms, the largest of which 
were usually 80 square feet, 
allowing them truly opulent 
accommodations consider-
ing the standards of the day.

A f te r  t he c om mu n i s t 
revolution, residents aligned 
with the nationalists either 
f led or found their jobs (and 
t h e r e f o r e  t h e i r  i n c o m e s) 
greatly reduced. Many sub-
letted rooms to make ends 
meet, and some houses shel-
te re d up to  f ive  f a m i l ie s. 
Still, the process of housing 
reform wasn’t necessarily as 

brutal as some imagine.
“ I t ’ s  n o t  a s  i f  t h e 

gove r n m e nt  i m m e d i at e l y 
embarked on a prog ram of 
confiscating and redistrib-
uting housing,” said Jie Li, 
author of Shanghai Homes: 
Palimpsests of Private Life. 
Now an assistant professor 
o f  E a s t  A s i a n  L a n g u a g e s 
and Civilizations at Harvard 
University, Li spent part of 
her c h i ld hood i n a d i f fer-
ent Shanghai lilong with her 
grandparents, though that 
alleyway has since been de-

molished.
 So began a process of 

s ub d iv i s ion t h at  on ly  ac -
celerated during the 1970s 
and the 1980s. As the resi-
d e n t s  h a d  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e y 
found more space wherever 
they could. This sometimes 
meant building a spare bed-
room i n t he ent r y way, or 
partitioning a bed chamber 
to form a mezzanine. High 
cei l i ngs a l lowed residents 
to take the process of sub-
d i v i s i o n  t o  e x t r e m e s .  I n 
some cases, residents cre-
ated subterranean rooms in 
a house’s foundation; larger 
kitchens and garages were 
converted into small busi-
ne s s e s .  S o me  e nte r p r i s e s 
beca me so successf ul t hat 
proprietors could purchase 
neighboring properties. By 
hir ing these out, the com-
mercialization of the alley-
ways began. Arkaraprasert-
kul recalls how locals used 
to joke about waking up one 
day to f ind that Sta rbucks 
had moved in.

T w o  y e a r s  a g o ,  t h e 
government began to crack 
d o w n  o n  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l 
i nterest s  lo c ate d i n t he s e 
residential zones. Whereas 
many people saw examples 
o f  b o h e m i a n  c r e a t i v e  i n -
du s t r ie s,  t he gove r n me nt 
saw unlicensed commercial 
enterprise, tax evasion and 
unsanitary conditions. To-
day,  t he gover n ment on ly 
permits businesses deemed 
crucial to the daily needs of 

residents, which has forced 
some of  t he c a fes a nd tea 
shops tucked within to take 
b o o k i n g s  e x c l u s i v e l y  b y 
Weibo. Others use covered 
walkways to evade authori-
ties.

Besides prov id i ng i n-
valuable f ield research for 
h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  A r k a r a -
prasertkul’s 16-month stint 
as a lilong resident left him 
him with invaluable knowl-
e d g e  a b o u t  a  c o m m u n i t y 
under threat. One of his pet 
projects was volunteering at 
the Jing’a n Vi l la museum, 
a t i ny t wo room st r uc t u re 
filled with fascinating pho-
tographs and artifacts about 
t h e  a r e a ’s  l o c a l  h i s t o r y. 
O d d l y  e n o u g h ,  r e s i d e n t s 
would rather use this area 
for parking rather than open 
the room to the public. Still, 
A rk a rapra s er t k u l  rea l i zes 
the entire neighborhood has 
become a living museum of 
sorts, a place where hidden 
lanes reveal volumes about 
the city’s recent past. 
»Tom Mountford 

O n J a n u a r y 1 0, A rka ra p ra s e r-
t k u l  t e a m e d  u p  w i t h  H i s t o r i c 
S h a n g h a i  t o  o f f e r  a n  i n s i d e r s 
perspective on Shanghai’s rap-
i d l y d i s a p p e a ri n g l i l o n g s . S e e 
w w w . h i s t o r i c - s h a n g h a i . c o m 
for a full schedule of upcoming 
w a l k s ,  a l l  o f  w h i c h  a r e  l e d  by 
various experts. 

Lilong life

Patrick Cranley from 
Historic Shanghai 


