
Enclave to Urbanity

Canton, Foreigners, and Architecture 
from the Late Eighteenth 

to the Early Twentieth Centuries

Johnathan Andrew Farris



Hong Kong University Press
Th e University of Hong Kong
Pokfulam Road
Hong Kong
www.hkupress.org

© 2016 Hong Kong University Press

ISBN 978-988-8208-87-6 (Hardback)

 All rights reserved. No portion of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any 
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any infor-
mation storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed and bound by China Translation & Printing Services Ltd. in Hong Kong, China



Introduction 1

Chapter 1: Th e Th irteen Factories: An Architecture of Sino-Western 
Collaboration and Confrontation 8

Situation 9
Origins and Materials 14
Façades: Changes and Continuities 15
Plans and Room Use 19
Everyday Life: Inhabitants and Rituals 30
Th e Pearl River: Transportation, Habitation, and Linkages 41
Connecting Fabric: Th e Square, the Street, and Regulating Relations 45
Violated Boundaries and the Factory as Fortress 52
Turf Disputes 53
Tensions Boil, Crowds Erupt 56
Defensible Space and Its Final Vanity 62

Chapter 2: Westerners Draw Th eir Boundaries: Insular Living and 
Its Exceptions 67

Modest Living and Work South of the River: Honam 67
A New Era but a Separate Peace: Dwelling on Shamian 74
Presenting a European Face: A Survey of Houses on Shamian, 

1870–1900 85
Western Offi  cial and Commercial Buildings Outside Shamian 98
Domesticity and Division: Inside the Foreign House and Yard, 

1865–1900 105
A Problem of Translation: Missionaries Confront (and Inhabit) 

the City 127
Neighboring Sparks, Local Flames: Violence and Space in the 1880s 140
Th e Later Nineteenth Century and the Two Worlds of Guangzhou 143

Contents



vi Contents

Chapter 3: Dining, Shopping, Bombarding, and Touring: Foreigners in 
the Traditional City 145

Guests and Customers: “Invited” Foreigners in the Early Nineteenth 
Century 146

Visiting a Buddhist Monastery 146
Flower Grounds 150
Invitation to a Chop-stick Dinner 152
Th e Impulse to Buy 160
Th e City Question: Entry and Mapping in the Th ird Quarter of the 

Nineteenth Century 164
Tourism at the Sunset of Imperial Guangzhou: Institutions, 

Ideologies, and Power 172
Th e Press of the Crowd 178
Th e “Regulation” Sites 180
Urban Fabric and Western Perceptions 187

Chapter 4: Xin Guangzhou: Architecture, Foreigners, and Modernity in 
the Early Twentieth Century 190

New Business, New Buildings, and Cross-Cultural Controversy 
in Twentieth-Century Shamian 190

Learning and Living Together: Foreign Philanthropic Institutions 204
Xin Guangzhou: Foreigners and the Modernization of Canton 213
Civic Visions: Th e Sights of Republican Guangzhou 220

Chapter 5: Conclusion 226

Glossary 235
Bibliography 237
Index 245



I shall be very happy if my humble eff orts are the means of inducing my readers 
to turn a portion of their attention towards the Celestial Empire; and the further 
they pursue their researches, the more they will fi nd to praise in the peaceful 
energy, industry, and ingenuity of the most enlightened of orientals.1

—Osmond Tiff any Jr., August 1849

Everything new originates in Guangzhou.
—Popular Chinese saying

In Canton, therefore, we have truly a city where the old and the new thrive along 
in harmony, where tradition is honored and modern ideas quickly assimilated, 
where indeed East meets West. Th is cosmopolitanism of the citizens is easily 
recognized from the very appearance of the city, and from the life of the people.2

—Ng Yong Sang, October 1936

Cross-cultural relations are spatial relations. Th e overall goal of this work is to explore 
architecture as a frame for Chinese-Western relationships from the late eighteenth 
through the early twentieth centuries in Canton (Guangzhou), China.3 Th is will be 
examined in a number of locations and themes. Chapter 1 will discuss the environ-
ment of the fi rst neighborhood of Westerners in the city, the Th irteen Factories, 

1. Osmond Tiff any Jr., Th e Canton Chinese or the American’s Sojourn in the Celestial Empire (Boston: James 
Munroe and Company, 1849), p. ix.

2. Ng Yong Sang, Canton, City of the Rams (Canton: M. S. Cheung, 1936), p. 40.
3. Since the purpose of this work is to examine architecture and spatial dynamics, examination of the problems 

of complex identities within the larger categories of Chinese and Western must by necessity be treated only 
in a cursory manner in this work. In the following text, the term Chinese is used to address identity in China 
in the most general sense, as well as refer to characteristics that are broader than the local (for instance, 
when referring to the actions of the Imperial government). Cantonese is used to refer to a condition of 
identity or being that is more local, referring to the denizens and characteristics of the city itself. Chinese 
is sometimes used as a default term, however, because the city had a fairly diverse population drawn from 
diff erent ethnic groups (the majority bendi or local Cantonese language speakers; the ethnically distinct but 
related people of the boats; and then the more distinct Manchu offi  cials, Hakkas, Fujianese, etc.). When a 
distinctive ethnic identity within the local population is relevant, another term will be used. Likewise, the 
term Western is used when it can be applied broadly to fi gures from Europe and North America, but when 
national distinctions are relevant, they shall be discussed accordingly.

Introduction
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which existed from the eighteenth century to the late 1850s. Th is era is defi ned by a 
largely local Cantonese vernacular building type and the confi nement of the traders 
(an all-male Western community) to a certain quarter of the city by imperial decree. 
A theme starting in this era, and continuing through various phases, is the separateness 
of the identities of various nationalities of Westerners as they operate in the Chinese 
context. Th e second phase of Western habitation, roughly dating from 1860 to 1905, 
is the topic of Chapter 2. It will be concerned with the construction of, and upon, the 
concession island of Shamian, as well as the short-lived adjacent American conces-
sion and the increasing missionary presence. Th e introduction of a climate-adapted 
Western building type occurs in the decades aft er the Arrow War (c. 1860–1905). 
Th is era witnesses a self-imposed isolation of Western residence from the Chinese 
city, as  well as the arrival of Victorian nuclear families, complete with women and 
children. Chapter 3 will be concerned predominantly with the Western views of and 
interactions with the Chinese city in the nineteenth century. Th emes of tourism, hos-
pitality, and commerce will dominate this discussion. Finally, Chapter 4 will introduce 
the radical changes to the city fabric witnessed by the third and last phase of foreign 
habitation addressed here, namely from circa 1905 through the early years of the 
Chinese republic, including selective use of Western building technologies and forms 
in Chinese contexts. Th is work will also locate Westerners within this setting, and raise 
the question of a Chinese “modernity.”

Th e choice of Canton is signifi cant. Canton (the Chinese name Guangzhou will 
be used interchangeably) has a rich and varied history as a port of the Maritime Silk 
Road.4 While the initial arrival of European traders on a large scale in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries was scattered all along the China coast and Taiwan, their 
presence (excluding the Portuguese in Macao) was largely transitory and ephemeral. 
In 1757, the Chinese emperor restricted all foreign trade to Guangzhou, a regulation 
that was not abandoned until the Treaty of Nanjing in 1843. In the aft ermath of the 
wars of foreign coercion in the mid-nineteenth century, Guangzhou was surpassed 
by Shanghai and the British colony of Hong Kong (with which it had a certain col-
laborative relationship) as centers of trade, but the city still remained an important 
economic center for Chinese and foreigners well into the twentieth century. As the 
earliest and longest-lasting settlement of English-speaking residents in China, the city 

4. Th ese general facts regarding the history of Guangzhou can be found duplicated in many sources. For 
general reading in China’s history, including the place of the city within it, there are many sources. For a 
broad overview, see Conrad Shironkauer, A Brief History of Chinese and Japanese Civilizations (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1989), and for the more modern period, Jonathan D. Spence, Th e Search for 
Modern China (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1990). For works that focus on Guangzhou’s 
history specifi cally, see Valery Garrett, Heaven is High, the Emperor Far Away (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002) and Graham E. Johnson and Glen D. Peterson, Historical Dictionary of Guangzhou (Canton) 
and Guangdong (London: Th e Scarecrow Press, 1999).
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lends ideal conditions for examining Sino-Western relations in an architectural and 
urban context.

Chapter 1 covers the fi rst of the three distinct phases of foreign habitation 
in Guangzhou, the Th irteen Factories, characterized by Westerners and Chinese 
employees living in close quarters in structures closely following adjacent buildings 
in a Chinese business district, which were part of the Cantonese vernacular tradition. 
By the late eighteenth century, these buildings had acquired Western façades using the 
vocabulary of Neoclassical architecture. While initially these buildings were occupied 
seasonally by the employees of various national joint stock “East India” companies, they 
would begin increasingly to be occupied by “resident” merchants whose working year 
became longer and longer in the nineteenth century. At this stage, Sino-foreign trade 
was highly regulated by the Chinese imperial government. Certain Chinese cohong 
merchants, or monopolists who had exclusive rights of trade of the major export com-
modities with Westerners by imperial appointment, became the primary protectors 
and facilitators of the foreign community. Th ey largely helped with the staffi  ng of the 
foreign fi rms with Chinese specialists to facilitate their trade and functioning. Th e fact 
that few Westerners had any command of the Chinese language, as it was illegal by 
Chinese decree to teach it to foreigners, required a great deal of pragmatism in cross-
cultural transactions. British and, later, French desire to have greater control over their 
trade with China resulted in a series of incidents and, subsequently, full-scale warfare 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Th e era of the Opium Wars (for the purpose of this 
work referred to as the Opium [1839–42] and Arrow [1856–60] Wars) resulted in an 
escalation of cross-cultural violence albeit with few Western fatalities. Th e second war 
resulted in the destruction of the Th irteen Factories.

Several questions become necessary to consider within the context of the Th irteen 
Factories. First, what was the form and composition of the buildings themselves, how 
was the neighborhood arranged, and how did it relate to the surrounding Chinese 
urban fabric? How was interior space arranged to accommodate the everyday business 
of the foreign fi rms, and how did the combination of building plan and activities of 
the workday shape the interaction between foreigners and Chinese employees? What 
role did the spaces between the factories and the Chinese city play in the interaction 
of foreigners with the Cantonese populace at large? As tensions escalated in the mid-
nineteenth century due to British economic and military expansionism, how did cross-
cultural tensions play out spatially?

Th e foreign victories in the Opium and Arrow Wars fundamentally changed the 
roles of foreigners in Guangzhou. Th e Treaty of Nanjing, which ended the Opium 
War, opened other ports on the Chinese coast to foreign trade and created the British 
colony of Hong Kong at the mouth of the Pearl River (Zhujiang). Hong Kong and 
the other so-called treaty ports initially only slightly threatened Guangzhou’s trading 
status. With the destruction of the Th irteen Factories during the Arrow War, a military 
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action fundamentally engineered to enforce parts of the Treaty of Nanjing with 
which the Chinese were loath to comply, as well as to press for further concessions, 
Guangzhou became increasingly viewed as dangerous and a less desirable location than 
Hong Kong or Shanghai for foreign fi rms. Th e volume of trade conducted through 
the city, however, ensured that it would necessarily remain a place of foreign habita-
tion—in some respects as a point of origin of goods shipped from Hong Kong, as well 
as a vast market for Western goods.

Chapter 2 will cover the period encapsulated between circa 1860 and 1905. Th e 
victorious belligerents of the Arrow War, Britain and France, were granted substantial 
indemnity funds and the rights to construct a foreign concession in the form of an 
island in the river called Shamian, literally “sand-face,” aft er its origin as a sand bar. Th e 
Americans made an attempt to negotiate their own concession on the old factory site, 
but their use of this property was short-lived. Th e questions raised by this era revolve 
around an increasing isolation of the trading community from the Chinese populace, 
as well as the arrival of increasing numbers of missionaries whose job was, in contrast, 
to engage everyday Cantonese. How did concerns over security shape the foreign 
concessions? What were the building forms utilized in the construction of a com-
pletely new foreign neighborhood? How did these buildings restructure relationships 
between foreigners and Cantonese employees? How did the arrival of Western women 
and children infl uence Sino-Western relationships? How did the spatial relationships 
of Western missionaries to the Chinese city evolve and what role did missionaries have 
in changing the spatial order of cross-cultural interactions?

Th is question is a bridge to the subject of Chapter 3, the relationship of foreigners 
to the Chinese city per se. Should nineteenth-century Westerners choose to wander 
outside the narrow confi nes of their residential enclaves, they would by and large have 
been confronted with an entirely Chinese, or more specifi cally largely Cantonese, and 
highly populated city to explore. Initially, the places they were allowed to frequent 
were very limited indeed, but with the treaties aft er the wars in the mid-nineteenth 
century, the gates of the Chinese city were essentially forced open. Th e removal of 
restrictions on foreign movements was one of several implicit motives for the Arrow 
War. How did the initial restriction of foreigners to certain areas frame their ideas 
about the Cantonese and their city, and what sociocultural accommodations were in 
place to accommodate them? How did the wars of the mid-century change the experi-
ence and views of foreigners in Guangzhou with regard to the city? In the later nine-
teenth century, how did tourist practices evolve and how did preconceptions shape 
the Westerners’ views of their immediate environment? How did the list of sites worth 
seeing within the city change? How were the activities undertaken by Western tourists 
transformed, and how did their treatment of the city’s attractions change? How did 
the Chinese represent their city, control the Western visitors aft er regulations were 
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removed, and attempt to profi t from the foreign presence? Th ese are among the ques-
tions that will be answered by Chapter 3.

Th e fi nal discussion, Chapter 4, examines the third phase of Western habitation, 
along with the emergence of a modern China and a “New Guangzhou” in the early 
twentieth century. Th e years immediately before and for several decades aft er the 
overthrow of the Qing Dynasty in 1911 are the focus here. Framing this era are the 
arrival of full-blown multinational corporations in the modern sense, and the arrival 
of foreign and foreign-infl uenced philanthropic educational and social institutions. 
Guangzhou’s status as the backyard of Sun Yat-sen infl uenced the city’s initiatives 
to modernize in terms not only of city fabric and utilities but also in terms of form 
and outlook. Leading the city’s modernization initiatives were a number of Western-
educated Chinese. Within this context, Westerners found themselves in a number of 
oft en confl icting roles; both the demand for, and comfort of, extra-concession places 
of residence are central to the issue during the fi rst half of the twentieth century. What 
role did the arrival of Western technologies, business institutions, and educational 
enterprises have in changing the form of the city? How did the Westerners or their 
behaviors change when confronted with the modernizing city? How did the selective 
embrace of Western ideals by the Cantonese change the dynamics of the city? Th ese are 
primary questions posed by the dawn of the twentieth century.

By exploring the changes that occurred in the urban and domestic footprints of 
foreigners, the Western interaction with the traditional Chinese city, and the rise of 
a modern city in China over the course of more than a hundred years, this work will 
produce some useful conclusions. In the concluding text of this project, several ques-
tions will be posed and partially answered. Th e fi rst will be the problem of the impact 
of Guangzhou in creating a Chinese modernity and the role of the West within that 
process. Th e second area of concern will be the legacy that the foreign neighborhoods 
have left , and the meanings supplied to them in a contemporary context. Th e ongoing 
radical transformation of Guangzhou and its rapid growth, especially as shown in 
its eastern suburbs, has defi nite implications for the identity of the city and brings 
forth another set of East/West relationships that both echo and contrast with his-
torical trends. Th e fi nal, and perhaps most valuable, refl ections will concern the lessons 
that the history of the foreign presence in this notable Chinese city provides with 
regard to the best interests of foreigners and Chinese today, in an era when Westerners 
are once again returning to China in large numbers.

With these issues and goals in mind then, let readers begin their journeys.5 Th ey 
will fi rst arrive along the steamy banks of the Pearl River, departing from many-masted, 

5. It is my intent to lead the reader on a journey that is at once an enjoyable adventure and also an occasion 
for personal refl ection on the nature of human interactions and the roles that architecture plays in them. 
My choice of straightforward language and narrative form is intentional. While well acquainted with the 
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ocean-going vessels, through a swarming river-bound population, and entering the 
suburbs of a bustling Chinese metropolis with their tightly packed blue brick, tile-
roofed residences and businesses. To the British and newly arrived Americans, this 
is the “Emporium of the East.” Th e tour guide, a citizen of a very diff erent America, 
arrived in September 2002 via plane and train to a very diff erent Guangzhou, swarm-
ing with red taxis and dotted with an increasing number of glass-and-steel buildings 
reaching skyward. With refl ections on the joys and trials of Chinese and Westerners 
as they build their lives together over generations, this guide humbly submits these 
visions and interpretations in the hopes that the reader will profi t from the adventure.

practice by some contemporary scholars of placing theoretical considerations in the forefront, I have chosen 
another path. Th e assumption here is that readers can bring their own sense of ethics and their own facul-
ties to the story that I present. I also sincerely hope that this work will attract both scholars and a more 
general audience to a topic that I feel has such strong interest for current global developments. Th is populist 
approach to scholarship, my concern with looking at architecture as a product of social interaction rather 
than individual genius, and my interest in the entire lives of buildings rather than just their construction, all 
refl ects affi  liation with and admiration for my many colleagues in the Vernacular Architecture Forum.



Not the least remarkable feature of Old Canton life was the “Factory,” as the 
common dwelling and common place of business of all the members, old and 
young, of a commercial house.1

—William C. Hunter, 1882

Th e era of the Th irteen Factories of Canton defi ned the fi rst phase of long-term 
Western habitation within a Chinese city. It lasted through much of the later eight-
eenth century into the 1850s, and was characterized by a population of Western traders 
living and working side by side with their Chinese employees and mercantile peers in 
a dense urban environment. Th e neighborhood and even the buildings the Western 
traders inhabited were essentially Chinese, or more specifi cally Cantonese, but the 
foreign presence was announced by foreign fl ags and applied neoclassical façades in a 
steady march along the riverbank. Hybrid structures housed a collaborative existence, 
where the business of acquiring teas, silks, spices, and other luxury goods for shipment 
to the West was the constant objective. Despite barriers of language and culture, good-
natured curiosity and tolerance were characteristic of the daily cross-cultural encoun-
ters performed here. With the rise of geopolitical concerns in the imperial centers far 
from Guangzhou, including distress in London over trade imbalances, anti-opium 
reforms issuing from Beijing, and a rising distrust of their own dynasty and fear of 
foreigners on the part of many common Chinese, the Th irteen Factories of Canton 
were later transformed, increasingly amidst acts of violence. Th e story of the build-
ings and spaces of the Th irteen Factories illustrates and shapes the collaboration for 
mutually benefi cent trade and the transformation and alienation wrought by cross-
cultural tensions.

In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Westerners who came to 
Guangzhou were introduced to their new environment on a boat trip from the main 
deep-sea port at Whampoa along the broad but busy Pearl River. Th eir destination 

1. William C. Hunter, Th e ‘Fan Kwae’ at Canton Before Treaty Days 1825–1844 (Shanghai: Kelly and Walsh, 
1911—second edition is the version used here), p. 124. A native of Kentucky, Hunter was sent in his teens 
to Guangzhou in 1825 and resided there seasonally for nearly twenty years. His highly readable reminis-
cences are considered a standard source for the period.

Chapter 1
Th e Th irteen Factories

An Architecture of Sino-Western Collaboration 
and Confr ontation



Th e Th irteen Factories 9

was a series of long, low buildings facing the riverfront, which apart from their dis-
tinctive façades resembled much of the rest of the general panorama of the city. Th e 
several hundred merchants who took up seasonal residence in Guangzhou starting 
in the mid-eighteenth century represented the most regular and largest presence of 
Western traders yet seen within the bounds of the Qing Empire, excluding the sleepy 
Portuguese colony of Macao.2 Th e foreign habitations in Guangzhou for the century 
between the 1750s and the 1850s were the primary focus of everyday interaction, both 
cooperative and confrontational, between the Cantonese and citizens of the majority 
of Western powers.

Th e buildings allotted for foreign residence, called the “factories,” housed all of 
the residential and business facilities in which the substantial international trade 
occurred. Th e factories inhabited by the foreigners occupied a stretch of riverbank 
usually estimated between 800 and 1,000 feet long.3 Th e appellation of factory was 
rooted in the eighteenth-century world of great national joint stock companies (the 
British East India Company, et al.). By the mid-nineteenth century, writers felt that 
the term needed explanation as a synonym for “agency” rather than “manufactory.”4 
Th e Chinese also had a name for these buildings indistinguishable from similar build-
ings of native merchants, which was hang, oft en spelled hong by Westerners, meaning 
a business or fi rm in general, hence the common Mandarin Chinese name for the site, 
Shisan Hang, or Th irteen Factories.

Situation

Th e site allocated to Western habitation by the Chinese imperial government refl ects 
the role Westerners would play in Guangzhou over the course of the nineteenth and 
into the twentieth century. Th e factories occupied the riverbank within the southwest-
ern suburbs of the city. Th e oldest section of the city, the largest area enclosed by the city 
wall, had, aft er the Qing dynasty consolidation of power over the city, been allocated 
to Manchu high offi  cials and military offi  cers, as well as governmental functions more 
generally. Th e indigenous Cantonese and also merchants from other provinces largely 
occupied the neighborhoods of the southern or “new” city and the western suburbs. 

2. For more details on why Canton was chosen as the main site for Sino-Western trade rather than other cities, 
see Paul A. Van Dyke, Th e Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700–1845 (Hong Kong: 
Hong Kong University Press, 2005), Chapter 1.

3. Th e 1,000-foot estimate is mentioned by Hunter in William C. Hunter, Th e ‘Fan Kwae’ at Canton, 
p.  20. Downing estimated that the factory site did “not exceed seven or eight hundred feet facing the 
river,” in Charles T. Downing, Th e Fan-qui, or Foreigner in China (London: Henry Colburn, 1840), Vol. 3, 
p.  123. Perhaps the most reliable source, a survey map done by British military offi  cers dated April 19, 
1847, indicates the site’s length along the river was closer to, but slightly less than, Hunter’s estimate of 
1,000 feet [Foreign Offi  ce, Political and Other Departments, General Correspondence before 1906, China, 
FO 17/127, Public Records Offi  ce, Kew, United Kingdom].

4. Hunter, Th e ‘Fan Kwae’ at Canton, p. 20.
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Th e Westerners’ factories nestled closely among the Chinese merchants’ hangs (Pl. 1, 
Fig. 1.1) and were situated just south of a bustling neighborhood of skilled tradesmen 
and manufacturers. Th us, in both physical and social terms, Westerners occupied a 
place that was, on the one hand, peripheral to political and cultural life, yet, on the 
other hand, increasingly central to the commercial life of the provincial metropolis.

Each of the Th irteen Factories had its own particular appellation, both in English 
and Chinese. Using typical Western nomenclature, from left  to right were the Danish 
Factory, the Spanish Factory, the French Factory, Chunqua’s (later Mingqua’s) Hong, 
the American Factory, the Paoushun Factory, the Imperial Factory, the Swedish 
Hong, the Old English Factory, the Chowchow Factory, the English or New English 
Factory, the Dutch Factory, and the Creek Factory (Pl. 1, Fig. 1.1).5 Aft er 1841, the 
so-called “New English Factories” completely replaced what were the English (East 
India Company) Factory, the Dutch Factory, and the Creek Factory. Each factory 
with a European name also had a Chinese name, with a meaning either inspired by 
or meant to bestow prosperity on its inhabitants.6 Th e factory between the French 
and American factories was the premises of a merchant who rented to some Western 
tenants. Th e Paoushun and the Chowchow factories maintained their Cantonese 
names in foreign writings.

5. Th e names of the factories are repeated in numerous sources and on several maps or diagrams. A useful 
chart of the appearances of names over time can be found in Liang Jiabin, Guangdong Shisan Hang kao 
(Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1999), pp. 348–49.

6. Th e Danish Factory was the Huangqi hang (in the nineteenth-century spelling of the local dialect, the 
Tehing Kai, meaning the “yellow fl ag factory.” Th e Spanish Factory was dubbed the Da Lüsong hang, 
or “big Luzon factory.” Th is factory received its name from the presence of the Philippine Company; the 
Chinese simply named the Spaniards who traded for it until 1832 aft er the island of Luzon, Da Lüsong 
meaning “big Luzon” and referring to Spanish traders rather than Philippine islanders, who were referred 
to as “small Luzon.” French Factory was known as either the Gao Gong (“high public”) or Fa Lan Xi hang 
(refl ecting a phonetic translation of France). Th e Westerners named the fourth factory from the left  aft er 
the hong merchant who owned or utilized it, but it was known in Chinese as the Zhong He hang (locally, 
chung ho, meaning “middle peace”). Th e American Factory was the Guang Yuan (Kwang-yuen) hang, the 
meaning of which was translated by contemporary English speakers as “wide fountain.” Th e Paoushun hong 
(Bao Shun hang), as it was always known, was “precious and agreeable.” Next to it, the Imperial (in this 
context referring to Austro-Hungarian) Factory was spelled Ma-ying by contemporaries, probably referring 
to the two-headed bird that was part of the Austrian crest. Th e Swedish Factory was the Sui hong (Mandarin 
Rui hang), which was both an example of local pronunciation of “Swede” and could be translated also 
as “lucky factory.” Th e Old English Factory was given the appellation Lung-shun (Mandarin Long Shun), 
the “thriving and agreeable factory.” Th e Chowchow Hong received its name from the pidgin language 
that was used for most transactions between the English and local Chinese. “Chowchow” in this context 
meant “assorted,” and referred to the diverse origins of its South Asian inhabitants, “representatives of every 
description of native from the three Presidencies—Calcutta, Bombay, and Madreas [sic]—consisting of 
Malwarees, Persians, Moors, Jews, and Parsees.” Th e Chowchow was also called in Chinese the Fungtai 
(Mandarin Fengtai) hang, “abundant greatest” or “great and affl  uent.” Th e New British Factory was the 
Pauho (Mandarin Baohe), meaning “protecting or ensuring tranquility.” Th e Dutch Factory was the 
Tsih-I hong ( Jiyi hang), well translated at the time as “collected justice factory.” Finally, the Creek Factory, 
whose English name simply resulted from the body of water that abutted it to the east, was named the I’ho 
(Yihe) or “justice and peace hong.”



Fig. 1.1
Map of the city of Canton and its suburbs, 1840, drawn by W. Bramston, engraved by James Wyld, 
with inset of foreign factories. Th is map indicates the location of the Th irteen Factories in the bottom 
left  hand corner of the city, and then provides an insert showing the footprints of the buildings, 
labeled with frequently used names to distinguish the individual buildings. Used with the permission 
of the Hong Kong Museum of Art (AH1964.0115).
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Th e naming of many of the factories aft er Western nationalities had its roots in 
the eighteenth century, when many traders were tied to national “East India” compa-
nies, and the whole factory would be occupied by one nationality. Technically, various 
hong merchants to whom ground rents were paid owned the factories themselves.7 
In the mid-eighteenth century, in an era when very little is known about the factory 
buildings themselves and a few ships might represent foreign trade from a country 
for the entire season, habitation was segregated by nationality. Pehr Osbeck, the 
chaplain of a Swedish East India Company ship, wrote during his voyage of 1750–51, 
“Commonly each ship takes a factory for itself; but sometimes two ships of a nation 
may be together.”8 By the end of the fi rst quarter of the nineteenth century, however, 
the British East India Company dominated the European-bound trade. Th e Americans 
had arrived in the mid-1780s and within a couple of decades were easily the second 
most fl ourishing foreign traders on the ground in Guangzhou. In the beginning, most 
of the foreign traders quite literally arrived with the trading season and left  when 
the season ended, returning to their home countries. A vague census taken by the 
British East India Company in April 1815 still revealed relatively few people whose 
continuous occupation warranted them the title “Foreign Residents.” Other than 
the “Honorable Company’s” staff , these included three Dutch supercargoes, a Dutch 
surgeon, the Swedish Consul, a Prussian consul and vice-consul, the American consul 
and other Americans simply specifi ed as “several individuals.”9 Th e Chinese imperial 
government required departure during the summer, but by the 1820s, it was common 
practice for most of the resident merchants to simply board a ship down river to Macao 
for an “off -season” vacation.10 Th e procession of boats ferrying the British East India 
Company down the Macao Reach of the Pearl River delta was accompanied by a rather 
festive mood, complete with a chorus of gongs and fi recrackers.11 Some American 
traders eventually began to remain year round contrary to regulations, but were gener-
ally overlooked or tolerated.12

By the early nineteenth century, the traditional names of the individual factories 
oft en had little to do with the nationalities of those who inhabited them. Consuls in 
residence fl ew national fl ags in front of their factories. While late eighteenth-century 
views might show that the offi  cial representatives of Denmark, Spain, France, Sweden, 
Britain, and Holland were in residence (see Pl. 1), early and mid-nineteenth century 
views oft en show only the “fl owery fl ag” (as the Cantonese are recorded to have identi-
fi ed it) of the United States and the British Union Jack, perhaps accompanied by the 

7. Hunter, Th e ‘Fan Kwae’ at Canton, p. 24.
8. Pehr Osbeck, A Voyage to China and the East Indies (London: Benjamin White, 1771), Vo1. 1, p. 204.
9. Mui Hoh-cheung and Lorna H. Mui (eds.), William Melrose in China, 1845–1855 (Edinburgh: T. and A. 

Constable, Ltd. for Scottish History Society, 1973), p. 10.
10. Downing, Th e Fan-qui, or Foreigner in China, pp. 210–17.
11. Hunter, Th e ‘Fan Kwae’ at Canton, pp. 82–85.
12. Ibid., pp. 85–86.
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Dutch or Danish fl ags (Pl. 4, 8, 10). Note that even if the appropriate fl ags were fl ying, 
persons of that nationality might not be present in the factories—the Scots principals 
of the fi rm Jardine, Matheson & Company had regular long-term appointments as the 
consuls for Denmark, and American merchant Gideon Nye acted as consul for Chile, 
among other instances.13

By the 1830s, the tendency was for the factories at either end of the site to be 
predominantly British-occupied, while the center factories had a notable American 
presence, in the American, Imperial, and Swedish factories in particular.14 Th ough 
this general pattern varied from year to year, as diff erent merchants arrived, left , 
or switched addresses, the trend was notable enough so that Dr. Melchior Yvan, 
a French visitor of the 1840s, asserted that the Americans had “absorbed within their 
limits” all of the factories in the central block except for the Chowchow.15 A thriv-
ing Parsee community, operating under British protection and indeed outnumbering 
the Americans, also inhabited blocks scattered throughout the factories, though the 
Chowchow and French factories sheltered the preponderance. Th e front block of 
the Dutch factory, until its destruction in 1841, continued to house the small staff  of 
the Dutch East India Company, or Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie. Europeans 
of other nationalities generally took up residence in no evident pattern.

Entrepreneurs also leased parts of the factories to run as hotels, largely to accom-
modate supercargoes and ship captains.16 Evidence of this comes from Bryant Parrott 
Tilden, an American supercargo.17 He spent trading seasons in Guangzhou in the 
1810s, when he resided at a “factory hotel” run by Rhode Islander William Magee, 
and in the 1830s he rented his premises from Englishman Charles Markwick, whose 
premises occupied Numbers 4–6 of the Imperial Factory.18 With few brief and chron-
ologically late (i.e., post–Opium War) exceptions, the inhabitants of the Th irteen 
Factories, regardless of their nationality, were exclusively male as the Chinese imperial 
government did not allow Western women to take up residence in the country.

13. Maggie Keswick (ed.), Th e Th istle and the Jade (London: Octopus Books, 1982), p. 63, and Chinese 
Repository, Vol. 16 (1847), p. 11.

14. A good indication of the patterns of habitation of the factories may be found in the lists of foreign residents 
at Canton in the Chinese Repository (Canton, China: 1837), a particularly early one being Vol. 5, p. 429.

15. Melchior Yvan, Inside Canton (London: Henry Vizetelly, 1858), p. 39.
16. Jacques M. Downs, Th e Golden Ghetto: Th e American Commercial Community at Canton and the Shaping 

of American Policy (Bethlehem, PA: Lehigh University Press, 1997), pp. 90–91.
17. A supercargo in this era was a merchant attached to a particular ship or set of ships who managed purchas-

ing and other transactions. Th e supercargo would leave when his ships did. Th is is opposed to the resident 
merchants, permanent inhabitants of ports that acted as year-round agents for foreign companies.

18. Benjamin Parrott Tilden, Father’s Journals (unpublished manuscript, Peabody Essex Museum) Vol. 1 
(second voyage), pp. 201–2, Vol. 2 (seventh voyage), pp. 127–29. Two copies exist of Benjamin Tilden’s 
handwritten volumes of his father, Bryant’s, journals. Th e copies appear to date from around the 1870s. 
While the original journal does not seem to have survived, the detailed nature of this source, including 
copies of Bryant Tilden’s sketches, makes the source very credible. Bryant Tilden’s stays in Canton included 
three trading seasons in the 1810s and four in the 1830s.



So it was a most startling revelation to fi nd myself in a very smart, purely foreign 
settlement, as entirely isolated from the native city as though they were miles 
apart, instead of only being divided by a canal, which constitutes this peaceful 
green spot an island.1

—Mrs. Constance F. Gordon-Cumming, January 9, 1879

In the later nineteenth century, the bulk of the foreign community in Guangzhou was 
increasingly separated from the city proper and its population. Th e island of Honam 
(Mandarin Henan) on the south side of the river became an industrial enclave for 
foreign business, while the newly constructed island of Shamian became the center 
for foreign social life. Some foreigners continued to live outside of Shamian, notably 
a few merchants who were comfortable in the Honam quarters, a few American busi-
nesses that tried to rebuild on the old factory site, the British consul who maintained a 
yamen inside the walled city, and a range of foreign missionaries. Parts of the following 
discussion will chart the spatial and social isolation of the foreign community from 
the everyday life of the rest of the city, the development of building practices between 
Western patrons and Chinese contractors, and the shaping of missionary practice 
within the city. Th e spatial strategies of foreigners in Guangzhou in the later part of 
the century reveal an attempt to come to terms with more defi ned dialogues of identity 
and alienation.

Modest Living and Work South of the River: Honam

In the immediate aft ermath of the Arrow War, the foreign merchants faced the problem 
of how to go about their business, with long-standing factory residences no longer 
an option. Th ough many fi rms moved their headquarters to Hong Kong or Shanghai, 
over a century of practicing business in Guangzhou meant that even those fi rms who 
moved the base of their operations elsewhere still oft en felt the need for a branch offi  ce 

1. C. F. Gordon-Cumming, Wanderings in China (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 
1886), p. 34.

Chapter 2
Westerners Draw Th eir Boundaries

Insular Living and Its Exceptions



68 Enclave to Urbanity

in the city. With the potential destructive power of the Cantonese populace now a 
substantial concern for most foreigners, the search for accommodation fi rst centered 
on the large island of Honam (Mandarin Henan), directly opposite the old factory 
site on the south bank of the river. Honam actually means “south of the river.” Th ough 
most of the large island was fairly rural in nature well into the twentieth century, the 
northwestern tip was occupied by a village-like suburb that was essentially a less dense 
version of the western suburbs of the city on the other bank. Modest houses clustered 
around the inland lanes, while large hongs and pack-houses that had been used as tem-
porary encampments for the allied troops during the war fronted directly on the river. 
Th is landscape was punctuated by the largest Buddhist monastery in the city’s environs 
and the substantial residence of the Howqua merchant family. Th e inhabitants of the 
southern suburb, besides being fewer in number, had the reputation of being milder 
and more hospitable than the Cantonese denizens of Guangzhou proper. Th e separa-
tion from the latter element, oft en blamed for destruction of foreign property, com-
bined with large facilities already prepared for conducting the business of importing 
and exporting, made Honam a logical choice.

Th e foreign community would take up residence on the river frontage of 
Honam initially around 1859; some fi rms would stay there for a couple of decades. 
Contemporary observers compiling a guide to the treaty ports of the Far East noted, 
“Honam frontage was rented by foreign fi rms who altered native buildings into 
suffi  ciently comfortable temporary dwelling houses.”2 Th e buildings that greeted them 
on the south bank were not unlike slightly smaller versions of the long, narrow, two-
storied buildings interspersed with courtyards that composed the Th irteen Factories, 
albeit largely without the Westernized façades (Pl. 16). Th e enclosed fi rst stories, the 
verandah-clad second stories, and the rows of side-gabled roofs echoed almost exactly 
the confi guration of the Th irteen Factories, though there was a total lack of any space 
like the factory square. Th is, on the one hand, restricted recreational possibilities, but, 
on the other hand, also seemed to be prohibitive of the violent incidents that had so 
plagued the Th irteen Factories.

An image of the interior of one of the foreign premises survives, apparently dating 
from around 1870 (Fig. 2.1). Representing Nye & Co.’s hong, the photograph from 
the Peabody Essex Museum’s collection depicts the long interior passageway in the 
center of the business premises used by Gideon Nye, an American merchant who had 
been a resident of the city since before the Opium War. Th e stone-and-brick-paved 
passage, fl anked by the tall masonry piers and capped by the tile roofs that are hall-
marks of Cantonese vernacular building must have recalled the interior of the Th irteen 

2. William Fredrick Mayers, N. B. Dennys, and Charles King, Th e Treaty Ports of China and Japan 
(Hong Kong: A. Shortrede and Co., 1867), p. 131.
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Factories.3 Th e striking, one-point perspective created by the lines of the corridor, 
rhythmically punctuated by atmospheric bands of light and shadow indicating the 
courtyards or skylights, brings to mind the description of the foreign factories having 
individual blocks articulated “like the distinct glasses in a telescope.”4 Westernized 
features of the building seem largely to be confi ned to the louvered shutters of the 
second story and a possibly imported and prefabricated front door with sidelights 
and transom. Th e latter element was very typical in American residences of the era, and 
here undoubtedly served the same purposes of allowing light into the entryway and 
providing the security measure of seeing who was at the door before opening it.

3. Some evidence indicates that the central passages of the Th irteen Factories were in fact articulated with 
semi-circular vaults—the post and lintel arrangement of Nye’s hong would be more typical of buildings of 
the city at large.

4. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, p. 214.

Fig. 2.1
Nye & Co.’s Hong on Honam, Canton (interior). Th is photograph captures the great central corridor 
of the Massachusetts fi rm’s godown and residence. It probably gives a rather accurate impression of 
what a view must have been like within one of the original Th irteen Factories. Nye continued to dwell 
on Honam even aft er most of the foreign population moved to Shamian. Used with the permission 
of the Peabody Essex Museum (TR2015.3).
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Almost all the foreigners in the city would have dwelt in and conducted business 
in premises like these into the early 1860s. Th ough the British concession on newly 
developed Shamian Island started to draw away foreign fi rms aft er 1862, when resi-
dential construction there began in earnest, Honam continued to host the dwellings 
of some foreigners, especially those attached to both the liberties and frugalities of the 
previous era, and the business premises of a number of fi rms. In 1870, though many 
of the British fi rms had moved to the new concession, the American fi rms of Nye & 
Co. and Heard & Co. still remained on Honam, as well as a scattering of merchants 
from the Germanic states and a large number of Parsee business houses.5 Th e largely 
Cantonese-style buildings were comfortable enough for some of the foreigners. A sub-
stantial number of Parsee businesses were still on Honam even in 1886.6

Th e foreigners who decided to stay on Honam seem to have gradually followed the 
lead of the more showy residences on Shamian and adopted a more Westernized style 
of building. Gideon Nye, by now American vice-consul and a resident of Guangzhou 
for over four decades, while perhaps maintaining the property depicted above as busi-
ness premises, described his place of residence in 1882:

My present residence here, known as “Lam Kee Hong” . . . being a European-built 
detached house of brick and stone with open spaces in front and rear as well as 
on the East & bounded by a narrow street on the west, on which there is only a 
single Chinese one story shop opening on the canal, on which my house is situ-
ated. My premises are solely occupied by the Revd. Ernest Faber and myself and 
our respective servants.7

Nye wrote this description in a letter arguing for a lowering of his fi re insurance rate. 
One of the benefi ts of a residence on Honam was a lower density of buildings, which 
lowered the chance of damage by catastrophic urban fi res. Th e fact that this was a 
“European-built detached house” seems to contrast with his earlier premises, an urban 
Cantonese building type.

Th ough foreign residence, with the exception of some missionary buildings to be 
discussed later, gradually declined in the northwestern region of Honam, the area con-
tinued as a place of business for foreign and Chinese fi rms into the twentieth century. 
A visitor in the 1870s noted, “all the English houses, or Hongs, with one exception 
alone, do their business in the settlement, but have to go to Honam to weigh their 

5. Morris & Co., Morris’s Directory for China, Japan, and the Phillipines, & c. (Hong Kong: Morris & Co., 
printed by Charles A. Saint, 1870), pp. 3D–5D. Th e business directories published out of Hong Kong in 
conjunction with various fi rms and newspaper offi  ces are good sources for which fi rms are in residence in 
Guangzhou in this period.

6. Robert Fraser-Smith, Th e Hong Kong Directory and Hong List for the Far East, for 1886 (Hong Kong: 
Robert Fraser-Smith at the Offi  ce of the “Hong Kong Telegraph,” 1886), pp. 209–10.

7. Letter from Gideon Nye to Deacon & Co., agents for China Fire Insurance Company, dated December 16, 
1882. Baker Library (Ms766 [1858–1898] N994—Vol. 3b). Harvard University.
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teas previous to shipment.”8 As such, the area bears witness to a trend of separation of 
the industrial spaces of business and manufacture from the spaces used for dwelling 
and administrative tasks. Th is trend was almost universally observable throughout the 
Western world during the second half of the nineteenth century, so the foreign fi rms in 
Guangzhou simply mirrored practices in their home countries.

Chau T’au Street on Honam continued to be a primary location for foreign 
fi rms’ warehouses into the twentieth century.9 Also on the same street were Chinese 
businesses of interest to the Western fi rms, namely, a large reed-matting factory and 
Choy Song Tea Hong, the largest tea processors in the city.10 Th e industrial character 
of the area would have given a Cantonese vernacular impression of brick walls sur-
mounted by tile roofs and punctuated with doorways sporting the regionally popular 
sliding wooden security bars. Scottish photographer John Th omson stated, “Th e 
native tea-fi ring establishments of Canton adjoin the river, or the banks of a creek, and 
a granite or wooden wharf is one of their most indispensable accessories.”11 Tea rolling, 
weighing, fi ring, and tasting were all-important parts of the process for preparing teas 
for exportation. Foreign tea dealers all possessed their own tasting rooms for the pur-
poses of quality control and creating blends for foreign tastes. A photograph of one 
such room from the Peabody Essex Museum collections illustrates a typical tea offi  ce 
in Guangzhou from the late nineteenth or very early twentieth century (Fig.  2.2). 
Th e fi rm’s principal tea taster and a younger foreign assistant stand attended by local 
employees. Rows of canisters line the walls and trays and cups are lined up for sam-
pling. Th e room is otherwise unadorned and, like most such industrial or trade-related 
spaces, equipped mainly for functionality.

As the scale of shipping in the city increased around 1900, a new, larger type of 
warehouse facility appeared on the back reach of the Pearl River along the western 
banks of Honam. Th e British fi rm of Butterfi eld & Swire (in Chinese called Tai Gu, 
oft en spelled Tai Koo), a large shipping interest with commodity-producing factories 
(particularly sugar refi neries) in other Chinese cities, opened its Guangzhou branch in 
1892.12 By 1898, the company’s warehouse space on the north side of the river leased 
from the Imperial Maritime Customs Station was too confi ned, apparently resulting 

8. Walter William Mundy, Canton and the Bogue: Th e Narrative of an Eventful Six Months in China (London: 
Samuel Tinsley, 1875), p. 79.

9. Dr. J. G. Kerr, A Guide to the City and Suburbs of Canton (Hong Kong: Kelly & Walsh, Ltd., 1904 edition), 
p. 46.

10. Ibid.
11. John Th omson, Illustrations of China and Its People (Reprinted, New York: Dover Publications, 1982—

orig. 1873), Vol. 1, Plate 21. See also Mundy, Canton and the Bogue, p. 79.
12. Arnold Wright and H. A. Cartwright, Twentieth Century Impressions of Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Other 

Treaty Ports of China (London: Lloyd’s Greater Britain Publishing Co., Ltd., 1908), p. 790. For a discus-
sion of the fi rm’s organization and history (particularly in other treaty ports), see Sheila Marriner and 
Francis  E.  Hyde, Th e Senior John Samuel Swire, 1825–98: Management in Far Eastern Shipping Trades 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1967).
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in delays in shipping.13 During the years 1898 and 1899, the fi rm’s Guangzhou agent, 
J.  R.  Greaves, investigated and then purchased a tract in the area of Honam called 
Pak Hin Hok for new godown space. Th is area, on the periphery of the densely popu-
lated part of the island, was formerly dominated by a village of lime burners, but already 
had some warehouse facilities on it.14 Greaves sketched the site plan of the property he 
had originally scouted (Fig. 2.3).15 Th is sketch probably reveals the confi guration of a 
typical late nineteenth-century warehouse complex. On a long narrow lot, it possessed 
a wharf and a walled compound behind it that from front to rear included a small 
“semi-foreign” brick house (probably an offi  ce); a spacious godown containing a small 
kitchen space; an open courtyard half surrounded by brick and tile work sheds; and, 
at the rear, brick “coolie” houses for the laborers.

13. John Swire & Sons Papers ( JSS II 1/5 folder A23), School of Oriental and African Studies Archives, 
University of London, and Wright and Cartwright, Twentieth Century Impressions, p. 790.

14. Kerr, A Guide to the City and Suburbs of Canton, p. 46, and John Swire & Sons Papers ( JSS II 1/5 
folder A23), SOAS Archives, University of London.

15. John Swire & Sons Papers ( JSS II 1/5 folder A23), SOAS Archives, University of London.

Fig. 2.2
Tea tasters in tea offi  ce, Guangzhou (anonymous). Th e interior of a turn-of-the-century tea taster’s 
offi  ce can be compared to a similar setting half a century earlier as shown in Pl. 11. Th e room seems 
at once more solely functional and more systematized than its predecessor. Used with the permission 
of the Peabody Essex Museum (TR2015.2).



Canton is a sphinx, serenely indulging in calm recollections, and seeming to smile 
with equal contentment on time and change. We have interrogated it. How shall 
we be able to record its responses.1

—Olive Risley Seward, 1873

Guangzhou never became a colony per se. Foreigners only ever controlled the city 
for a few years aft er the Arrow War. Th us should nineteenth-century Westerners have 
chosen to wander outside the narrow confi nes of their residential enclaves, they would 
have been confronted with an entirely Chinese, or more specifi cally Cantonese, city 
to explore. Th e records of foreigners touring parts of the city thus take on a rather 
diff erent cast from similar writings by contemporary Westerners in wholly occupied 
or controlled cities, whether they were in distant India or nearby Hong Kong. Several 
overlapping phases of “tourist” experience illustrate consecutive ways of seeing the 
urban spaces of Guangzhou. During the Shisan Hang era, foreigners’ explorations of 
the city were limited to venues where they had either been invited for a special occa-
sion or where they had acquired standing invitations. Th is time period is most marked 
by visits to places to engage in activities such as walking, eating, and buying, necessary 
relief from the monotony of long work hours in sometimes cramped quarters. Th e time 
span from the Opium Wars to roughly the mid-1870s is characterized by “mapping.”2 
Here the meaning is from Michel de Certeau’s use of the word, as the mental placement 
of static sites in contrast to “touring,” a more active engagement with the place. During 
this period, foreigners, aft er having forced open its gates through war and negotia-
tion, explored the city and located sites of interest, formulating observations onto a 
static spatial order in attempts to know “the Chinese.” Th e ability of tourists to move 
through the city was mediated by the ability of the Cantonese populace to control for-
eigners’ movements by surveillance and what can be termed the “press” of the crowd. 
Th e last quarter of the nineteenth century is marked by the acceptance of conventional 

1. Seward, William H. Seward’s Travels Around the World, p. 236.
2. Th e term “mapping” is here used in generally the same sense utilized by Michel de Certeau in Th e Practice of 

Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).

Chapter 3
Dining, Shopping, Bombarding, and Touring

Foreigners in the Traditional City



146 Enclave to Urbanity

itineraries, codifi ed and reinforced by a budding, Cantonese-run guide service. Th is 
fully developed state of tourist practice, possibly both in Western and East Asian terms, 
is marked by the evolution of sites into “famous” buildings and locations known for 
their supposed uniqueness. Sites became dissolved in their own representation, in the 
end becoming items on an itinerary to be checked off  rather than experienced.3

Guests and Customers: 
“Invited” Foreigners in the Early Nineteenth Century

Th e trading community’s quest for some form of recreation outside of walking around 
the factory square characterized the early years of foreign presence in Guangzhou. Th ey 
succeeded in such explorations to a limited extent. Th eir main trips beyond the facto-
ries focused on visits to a couple of specially permitted scenic sites, dinner parties at the 
residences of their cohong merchant trading partners, and shopping in Old and New 
China Streets and the artisan and mercantile neighborhoods just to the north of their 
residences. Th ese explorations were mostly on the semi-rural edge of the city suburbs, 
with the exception of shopping at the artisan streets, which was within a rather dense 
building fabric, if still suburban.4

From at least 1819, Chinese imperial edicts spelled out that foreigners were allowed 
on certain days to frequent the Ocean Banner Buddhist monastery near the western tip 
of Honam Island and the fl ower gardens at Huadi (in Cantonese, Fati), literally “fl ower 
ground,” southwest across the back or Macao reach of the Pearl River from the western 
suburbs.5 Th ese two sites, while later codifi ed into conventionalized tourist sites, 
not the least because of their association with the early China traders, were recorded 
and remembered in the early nineteenth century as places of active recreation. Both 
functioned primarily as destinations for a row on the river and places to walk without 
having to pace back and forth in the square. Th e choice of these two sites by Chinese 
offi  cials and foreigners probably resulted from their status as two of the city’s largest 
and most clearly bounded sites unrelated to governmental functions.

Visiting a Buddhist Monastery

One of the earliest in-depth descriptions of the Ocean Banner Monastery was inserted 
in Notices Concerning China and the Port of Canton, published by the Mission Press 

3. John Frow, “Tourism and the Semiotics of Nostalgia,” October 57 (Summer 1991): 128–30.
4. It is important to note that the southern and western suburbs of Guangzhou before the twentieth century 

were actually more built up than the city center within the walls. Th e reason for this is that they contained 
the active commercial functions of the city, while inside the walls, and particularly inside the “old town” or 
northern walled city, were located only offi  cial functions largely dedicated to the Qing (Manchu) occupa-
tion of the city—palaces or yamen, and barracks.

5. Hunter, Th e ‘Fan Kwae’ at Canton, pp. 28–29.
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in Malacca in 1823.6 Th e Mission Press was part of a larger missionary institution, 
the Anglo-Chinese College, founded in what is now Malaysia, where possibly the fi rst 
school to teach Westerners the Chinese language was located. As a product of such a 
place, much of the work relies heavily on Chinese historical documents translated by 
an unnamed foreign expert. As far as the monastery is concerned, it therefore mainly 
recounts the legend of the founding of the monastery, as it was described in an histori-
cal text. In this work there is also a Chinese diagram of the complex (Fig. 3.1) to which 

6. Notices Concerning China and the Port of Canton (Malacca: Th e Mission Press, 1823), pp. 6–11.

Fig. 3.1
Plan of Ocean Banner 
Monastery, 1823. 
Th is schematic plan is 
accompanied by Arabic 
numbers cued to one of 
the fi rst “tour guides” 
intended for Westerners. 
From Notices Concerning 
China and the Port of 
Canton, p. 9.
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is appended a numbered explanation of the plan in English. Th is contains both simple 
translations from the diagram as well as observations on how the spaces of the mon-
astery were used in contemporary practice. Th e map and explanation indicates both 
that the authorities and the monks allowed foreigners to explore the temple rather 
thoroughly and that foreigners closely observed, if not always comprehended, religious 
and other activities within the temple.

As early to mid-nineteenth-century foreign visitors strolled through the temple 
grounds, they made observations that can be characterized as marveling, aesthetic, 
and “pre-ethnographic.” Th e marveling observations were the result of a perceived 
uniqueness or exceptionality. Th e size of the “vast” temple itself was deemed remarka-
ble, as Osmond Tiff any asserted, “Th is establishment is one of the largest in the empire, 
second only, perhaps, to the great Potala.” 7 William C. Hunter was more cautious and 
probably more accurate in his assessment, calling it only “one of the largest and fi nest in 
the southern provinces.”8 Th e Buddhist images were also deemed outstanding, though 
not always in a positive way. Fitch Taylor, an ordained chaplain generally hostile to 
the idea of Chinese religion, remarked, “Th e immense statues at the portals are huge 
monsters of beings, neither divine nor human, and convey no positive sentiment save 
that of power and anger, which is the result of their hugeness and paint.”9 Also, never 
escaping the foreigner’s notice in terms of the “marvelous” were the “sacred pigs” resi-
dent in a pen in the monastery. Th ese were notable not only in terms of their presence 
in a sacred space, but also in terms of their accommodation, “a stone pen, roofed in, 
and as clean as the temples,” and of their size, which “would have thrown a Cincinnati 
pork packer into ecstasies; they were of so portentous a girth, that they could neither 
walk, stand, or see.”10 Th e perceived extraordinary quality of parts of the monastery 
always made up an important part of early descriptions. While this aspect of the mon-
astery was generally an object of enjoyment for its own sake in the secular or at least 
rationalist minds of Tiff any and Hunter, Western clergymen generally interpreted the 
marvelous aspects as somehow grotesque.

Hunter’s brief description of the Ocean Banner Monastery dwells on the aesthetic 
in particular:

Th e series of large beautiful halls, or distinct temples, stand on stone platforms, 
ascended by broad granite steps, and are surrounded by low stone railings, divided 
by granite columns which support the overhanging roofs. Th e varied colors of 
the buildings, the quantity of gilt scrolls hanging on pillars within and without, 
present a cheerful, brilliant aspect, to the foreign visitor particularly.11

7. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, p. 184.
8. Hunter, Bits of Old China, p. 176.
9. Taylor, A Voyage around the World, p. 159.
10. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, p. 190.
11. Hunter, Bits of Old China, p. 176.
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As a long-term resident, and even a friendly acquaintance of the “chief priest,” Hunter 
viewed the complex as primarily a treat for the senses. Many accounts share his liking 
for the variety of the temple architecture, which was sometimes compared to the 
relative uniformity of Cantonese vernacular. Th e aesthetic observation of the temple, 
like the Chinese garden to be discussed later, sometimes has an additional signifi -
cance, such as when Osmond Tiff any noted windows “decorated with all conceits of 
Chinese taste.”12 Th e seemingly self-evident identifi cation of examples of “Chinese 
taste” echoes a conception from the chinoiserie architectural and garden literature of 
eighteenth-century Europe. While the consideration of “Chinese taste” may be an 
assessment according to criteria from inherited notions, these descriptions do not seem 
to be a judgement of “authenticity” in a modern sense.13 Rather, the assessments seem 
to be rooted in a point of view deriving from classical Western education, a sort of 
Aristotelian recognition of something dwelling in its “natural” state.

Finally, the “pre-ethnographic” observations of Cantonese activities were based 
on what the visitors saw local people doing inside the temple grounds. Overall atti-
tudes towards the Chinese and, more specifi cally, Buddhism (understood by none 
but the most sophisticated visitors) predictably infl uenced the visitors’ comments. 
Lewis Bentham Bowring, a British offi  cial who was part of the broad machinery of 
empire and who had little good to say of the Chinese or, to some extent, any non-
British people, recorded his haughty observations and subsequent conclusions:

Th e fi nest temple in Canton is that of Honam on the south side of the river, from 
which a fl agged pathway leads to the building, which, though large, is not pretty, 
the colossal images in the shrine and the painted statues in the approaches being 
devoid of beauty. Th e Chinese are singularly irreverent in their temples, in which 
they smoke, chatter, and transact their business as did the Jews once in the pre-
cincts of a more sacred space. It is hard to say whether the egregious vanity of a 
Chinaman destroys his reverence, but he appears to be outwardly less religious 
than other orientals, his idea of material existence being confi ned to material 
pleasure.14

Analogy was a practice in observation that would have a long life in Westerners’ views 
of Guangzhou, even among more diligent observers. Osmond Tiff any observed the 
rituals of the Buddhist monks and recorded his thoughts:

Th e priests were dressed very much like Catholic clergymen, in long cassocks, 
and some with a surplice of yellow silk. Th eir heads were all shaved and they stood 
ranged on each side of the altar. Th eir voices were united in a sort of chaunt, and 

12. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, p. 190.
13. See Dean MacCannell, Th e Tourist: A New Th eory of the Leisure Class (New York: Shocken Books, 1976), 

Chapter 5, passim and p. 122.
14. Lewis Bentham Bowring, “A Memoir of Service in India” (c. early 1850s), MSS Eur. G91, British Library, 

p. 71.
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they consider it of the utmost importance to repeat words of mystical meaning, 
and to which they do not themselves attach the slightest interpretation. Th ese 
sentences they sing over hundreds and thousands of times, and consider them 
peculiarly acceptable to the Diety [sic]. Th e devotions of the priests occupied 
some considerable time, as some of the party ranged on either side of the altars, 
others prostrated themselves on the stone fl oor, and bowed their heads to the 
pavement as many as nine times in succession, three to each idol, “thrice to thine 
and thrice to mine, and thrice again to make up nine”. Th is was the fi rst time that 
I had seen the Kotow performed; it is exacted by the emperor, and so humiliating, 
that no wonder English embassadors [sic] refused to submit to it. Th e idols which 
seemed to be the subjects of adoration stood in highly decorated niches, and while 
the priests went through their mummery they occasionally struck consecrated 
gongs. When the services were over, we remarked on several points of resemblance 
between the Buddhist and Catholic ceremonies. We saw priests burning incense 
and counting beads, and chaunting like the monks of Europe.15

From here, Tiff any went on to elaborate extensively on the analogous practices he saw 
between Buddhist monks and Catholic monks and priests. Watching the Chinese 
in order to characterize their behaviors was a Western travelers’ practice that is sub-
stantially present even into the twentieth century. At this stage of the early to mid-
nineteenth century, what is notable is the heavy reliance on analogies and the very 
personal, opinionated or speculative voices of the authors when they interpret their 
observations. Th is vanished at some point in the later nineteenth century when a more 
“factual” tone came to be used.

Flower Grounds

Such confl icted and complex observations were not made on the other “across 
the river” location of respite, the fl ower gardens, in reality a working plant nursery, 
named Fati (in Mandarin, Huadi). Observations on this site could be as simple as 
“Mary Ann & myself have been this forenoon in company with Mr. French to visit 
some fl ower gardens at the West of the city, they were quite extensive and fi lled with 
many kinds of rare & pretty fl owers & shrubs.”16 Th e not-always-so enthusiastic mis-
sionary Dr. B. L. Ball echoes this generally favorable impression:

Th e grounds are extensive, and regularly laid out. Long rows of plants and fl owers 
stretch across, with rows of crockery vases full of variously trained plants, and 
shrubs border the paths. In the season of bloom it must be a pretty sight; but 
it now presents little of interest. Th e Chinese in attendance were very civil and 
polite to us.17

15. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, pp. 187–88.
16. Augustus Ward Loomis Papers, Cornell University Archives (2474). Letter of October 23, 1849. Loomis 

was a missionary from Cazenovia, New York.
17. B. L. Ball, Rambles in Eastern Asia (Boston: James French and Co., 1855), p. 105.
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Even when anti-foreign sentiment was high, it seems that the attendants at Fati were 
always very pleasant to their Western visitors. Th is could have been variously because 
of the foreigners’ status as potential customers, since the fl owers grown here had been 
known to bedeck the tables and verandahs of the factories, or because the foreign-
ers shared a mutual interest in botany with the Chinese attendants. Osmond Tiff any 
recorded:

Th e gardeners were evidently men who thoroughly understood their vocation, 
and were stimulated by enthusiasm at the same time. Th ey were polite and anxious 
to show us their plants, and did not withhold any information we asked for. 
Th ey were diff erent from the generality of the people, who are very shy in their 
answers.18

Th e Cantonese gardeners’ high degree of hospitality allowed for much fl exibility, 
as Tiff any recorded, “Th ey are open all day, and foreigners are permitted to visit them 
at any moment.”19 Furthermore, during the Chinese New Year holiday, Fati would be 
the site of picnics both for well-to-do Cantonese and for groups of up to thirty foreign-
ers from the factories, in what would seem to be a local Western adoption of a Chinese 
festivity.20

Tiff any’s account of the gardens, one of the most informative, is extensive and dif-
fi cult to pare down. He stated that there were actually two gardens divided by a creek, 
and that at a certain time of year one could witness the blooming of ten thousand 
japonicas.21 He further describes that the entrance was via a gardeners’ lodge, and store-
house for tools and equipment, that there were thousands of fl owerpots, glass bells 
for seedlings, porcelain seats and chairs for furnishing gardens, bonsai, and topiary.22 
A rare photograph, circa 1900, shows what must be part of the exterior of the garden-
ers’ lodge in front of which are displayed fl ower pots, scholars’ rocks, and a trained 
bamboo (Fig. 3.2). Tiff any’s admiration of Fati and its Cantonese caretakers glows in 
the account—the men and the skills on display here impressed him to an extent that 
stands out even in a generally Sinophilic book. Th e commercial aspect of the gardens is 
also evident in this description, as Tiff any mentioned “any of the plants” was available 
at “reasonable prices.”23 He discussed his purchase of an orange and a japonica, which 
made it back to his Baltimore home, where “several Baltimore fl orists obtained cut-
tings of them, which grew very well in their green-houses, and on which they bestowed 
unqualifi ed approbation.”24 Th is place where dedicated people grew interesting and 
beautiful plants was mutually culturally intelligible.

18. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, p. 163.
19. Ibid., p. 159.
20. Hunter, Bits of Old China, p. 7.
21. Tiff any, Th e Canton Chinese, p. 159.
22. Ibid., 160–62.
23. Ibid., p. 160.
24. Ibid., pp. 162–63.



Th e City of Canton may be rightly called the most up-to-date city of China 
to-day, when compared with other cities throughout the land. It is progressive, 
modern, prosperous and rich. It is the only city with modern conveniences, entirely 
constructed and controlled by Chinese.1

—Milton Chun Lee, May 1930

In Guangzhou, profound architectural change accompanied the dramatic political 
and social changes that swept China in the early twentieth century. Th e old dichot-
omy between the foreign neighborhoods and the Chinese city had blurred to such 
an extent by the 1930s that the visitor could no longer be sure from the outside of 
buildings whether they represented foreign or Chinese habitation and business. Some 
foreign businesses and missionary enterprises embraced the modernizing city, while 
Shamian remained socially conservative, continually confronting challenges to its 
insular status. Foreign interests collaborated with Chinese institutions to produce 
new institutions, from universities to utilities, which were accompanied by massive 
building projects. In some new suburbs, foreigners and wealthy Chinese began to 
live harmoniously as neighbors. Th e gathering storm clouds of Japanese occupation 
in the late 1930s eff ectively interrupted the Western presence. By this time, the racial 
divides that had accompanied the decades aft er the Opium War were beginning to 
heal, but many tensions remained unresolved. Th e modernizing city had opened new 
possibilities for cross-cultural relations, yet the sweeping trauma of twentieth-century 
global politics interrupted the further rebuilding of an architectural and social world 
between empires.

New Business, New Buildings, and Cross-Cultural Controversy 
in Twentieth-Century Shamian

While the late nineteenth century saw construction on nearly all of the lots on Shamian, 
the early twentieth century witnessed a burgeoning of business that transformed the 

1. Milton Chun Lee, “Public Construction in Canton,” Th e Far Eastern Review, May 1930, p. 217.
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built environment of the concession island. Th e looming neoclassical, multistory 
buildings marking many of the street corners today all date from this era. Demand 
for space and the accompanying rise in real estate prices caused a proliferation of 
multistory buildings. Increasingly, multinational corporations that harnessed the 
monetary power necessary for international academic design constructed these build-
ings. Th e historical transformation from the old, two-story suburban houses to a new 
commercial skyline on Shamian began around the years of 1905–06. Th e last of the 
arched verandah–wrapped houses on Shamian, the residence for Butterfi eld & Swire’s 
senior employees, was fi nished and occupied in April 1906 (Fig. 4.1).2 Th e company’s 
new buildings in the godown complex on Honam relieved their Shamian residence 
of the need to house much in the way of business facilities. Two decades later, even 
Butterfi eld & Swire would be pressed for space. In 1927, the company added a third 
story to their Shamian house, which included “a fl at over agents quarters—living 
room, 2 bedrooms, 2 bathrooms & w.c.’s, box-room, hall, pantry, kitchen, laundry, 
3 boys rooms.”3 Th e increasing staff  needed for the expanding business opportunities 
of Guangzhou, and the demand for lot space, resulting in the movement of Chinese 
employees’ quarters back into the main block, would come to characterize the fi rst 
three decades of the century.

2. JSS I 6/2, Swire Property Book, p. 26. SOAS, University of London.
3. Ibid.

Fig. 4.1
Butterfi eld & Swire residence, Shamian, built 1906. Th e fi nal expression of the nineteenth-century 
verandah-wrapped house type, the Butterfi eld & Swire house is only recognizable as a late expression 
by its contrasting red brick and stone components, refl ecting Edwardian taste. Th e third story was 
added two decades aft er the initial construction. Photo by author, 2002.
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While Butterfi eld & Swire’s house was being completed, Arnhold, Karberg & Co. 
was already constructing a more urban and technologically sophisticated building 
form immediately to the west (Fig. 2.13, bottom). Th e Danish-German-American 
fi rm hired the newly arrived Australian-American architectural partnership of Messrs. 
Purnell & Paget, who had taken up residence in the French concession, to design the 
building.4 Th e very bones of the building were something new on the China coast. 
One of the oldest surviving reinforced concrete buildings in China, the building 
uses the newly developed Kahn system of reinforcing.5 Th e system was only recently 
developed in America by Truscon, the fi rm of Albert and Julius Kahn, builders of 
some of the fi rst great US automobile factories.6 Built by the Hong Kong contractor 
Mr. Lam Woo, the building also contained such modern features as an electric eleva-
tor, electric lighting throughout, telephones, and a gas plant for heating and cooking.7 
Th e four-story building was conceived of as an urban project, but also made a bow to 
the green surroundings of Shamian in its roof garden. Th e modern structure of the 
building was cloaked in Beaux-Arts language, with a Renaissance, “Mannerist”-derived 
rusticated fi rst story and monumental classical orders above providing a screen for 
recessed front verandahs. Th e spatial arrangements of the building would be repeated 
many times in the corporate buildings of Guangzhou through the early twentieth 
century. Th e ground fl oor contained the sales and storage facilities, consisting of a 
2,500-square-foot machinery exhibition room and a 8,000-square-foot godown.8 Th e 
second story contained the general offi  ces, and the living apartments of managers and 
principal assistants fi lled the upper fl oors.9

Purnell, son of an architect in Geelong, Victoria, Australia, and Paget, who had 
received his architectural education at Lehigh University, were simultaneously at work 
on other large structures on Shamian.10 Th ese included Imperial Maritime Customs 
staff  quarters in the French concession, and another large residential block, used in part 
by the silk trading fi rm T. E. Griffi  th, on the back road of the island facing the English 
bridge (Fig. 4.2). Th e customs staff  quarters, three and a half stories tall and around 
twenty bays wide, still dominates the eastern end of the central avenue, and the Griffi  th 
building also survives in slightly altered form. Th ese buildings adopted a broadly 
eclectic, late-Victorian language, which could loosely be associated with the “Queen 
Anne” style. Th ey also employed perhaps as early as 1904 the rusticated fi rst story and 
monumental orders tying the verandahs of upper stories together that seems to have 

4. Wright and Cartwright, Twentieth Century Impressions, p. 788.
5. See Jeff rey W. Cody, Exporting American Architecture, 1870–2000 (New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 41.
6. Ibid., p. 37.
7. Wright and Cartwright, Twentieth Century Impressions, p. 788.
8. Ibid.
9. Ibid.
10. Ibid. See pp. 794–95.
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been a trademark of their design, in the fi rst building of the International Banking 
Corporation (IBC), predecessor of National City Bank, now Citicorp (Pl. 25).

Th e massive German consulate building (Fig. 4.3) was erected on the site of the 
old consulate in 1906, at the cost of $185,000.11 Th e designer was a Mr. W. Danby, 
a civil engineer.12 Like the Butterfi eld & Swire building, it is stylistically transitional. 

11. Ibid., p. 788.
12. “Imperial German Consulate, Canton,” Th e Far Eastern Review, September 1906, p. 118.

Fig. 4.2
Buildings by Purnell & Paget, architects, in Canton. Th ese buildings, illustrated as a page in a pro-
motional publication, show much of the architects’ works falling within a very eclectic Victorian-
Edwardian vein. Th e Griffi  th building (top right) and the Imperial Maritime Customs staff  quarters 
(drawing, bottom left ) are still extant. From Wright and Cartwright, Twentieth Century Impressions, 
p. 793.
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On the one hand, it sports the arcade-fronted verandahs of old Shamian, but, on the 
other, it has many more academic stylistic references, including domed roof towers, 
which may be a vague reference to a “nationalist” Neo-Baroque. Th is structure served 
its original purpose until the First World War, when the consulate as well as German 
fi rms were uniformly expelled from the British concession and took up residence in the 
Chinese city. Th e consulate building was acquired in 1920 by the British fi rm, Asiatic 
Petroleum, as their Guangzhou headquarters.13 A series of infrastructure improve-
ments accompanied the infl ux of new investment in Shamian in the years around 
1905. In 1904, a new drainage system was installed in the British concession. 14 Th e 
public gardens were remodeled in 1906 with a bowling and croquet lawn, a summer-
house, and late-Victorian-style fl ower gardens.15 Th e same year, telephone service came 
to both Shamian and the Chinese city.16 In 1908, septic tanks started to be installed on 
the island, and a swimming pool was constructed on one of the lots facing the canal, 
where it still exists as an indoor facility to this day.17

13. Foreign Concession Dossier—Shameen (Canton) 1919–1925, FO 228/3193, p. 11 (no. 46). Th e National 
Archives, Kew, United Kingdom.

14. Smith, Diary of Events and the Progress on Shameen, 1859–1938, p. 23.
15. Ibid., p. 24.
16. Ibid.
17. Ibid., p. 25.

Fig. 4.3
German consulate building, built 1906. Th is enormous building, apparently in a nationalist Neo-
Baroque style, was used by Asiatic Petroleum aft er the German consulate and German fi rms were 
expelled from the British concession during the First World War. Photo by author, 2006.
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Th e late 1910s and 1920s saw continued construction in much the same vein as 
the Arnhold Karberg and IBC buildings. Th e Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporation (HSBC) building (Fig. 4.4), possibly constructed in 1919–1920, main-
tains the same elaborated ground fl oor and monumental columns tying together second 
and third stories, but uses a formal Beaux-Arts classicism and marks its corner entrance 
with a cupola.18 Here, verandah space has considerably diminished—something that 
likely would only be contemplated aft er the introduction of electric ceiling fans. Th is 
new climate-control technology was undoubtedly responsible for the enclosure by 
the 1930s of many of the verandahs of older structures with wood-framed casement 
windows, a development that can still be observed in extant buildings of the period.

18. Th ough the Guangzhou branch of HSBC opened in 1909, the date of construction is derived from 
the fact that in 1915 HSBC had a very small staff  in Canton and a rare surviving land record refers to 
the rental of an apartment to an “American, Mr. Kelley, who is employed on the new HSBC building” 
in March 1920. See Foreign Concession Dossier—Shameen (Canton) 1919–1925, FO 228/3193, p. 7. 
Th e National Archives, Kew, United Kingdom. Funds were appropriated for construction in 1919. See 
Frank H. H. King, Th e Hong Kong Bank between the Wars and the Bank Interned, 1919–1945 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 105.

Fig. 4.4
Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation Building, built 1919–20. Th is restrained classical 
building makes the most of its corner lot with a corner entrance, emphasized by a cupola several 
stories above. Photo by author, 2002.
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Th e building constructed for the American fi rm of Andersen, Meyer, & Co. is 
an example of a building so stylistically similar to the HSBC building that the same 
fi rm most assuredly designed it. Anderson, Meyer, & Co., a Danish company rep-
resenting many American fi rms and with signifi cant American investment (notably 
by Galen  Stone and Willard Straight) and corporate registration, built its Shamian 
offi  ces around 1920 (Fig. 4.5).19 Th e company was a prominent vendor of machinery 
and engineering expertise in China—on the one hand, it represented such impor-
tant manufacturers as General Electric, International Harvester, American Radiator, 

19. Charles J. Ferguson, Andersen, Meyer, & Company of China (Shanghai: Kelly and Walsh, Ltd., 1931), 
pp. 4, 138.

Fig. 4.5
Andersen Meyer & Co. building and branch staff , c. 1930. Typical for the early twentieth century, 
this tidy building of the Danish and American fi rm that prominently marketed engineering and 
machinery goods had both offi  ces and residences in it, where a combined foreign and Western staff  
passed their days. From Ferguson, Andersen, Meyer, & Company of China, p. 141.
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Sherwin-Williams, Durafl ex, and Masonite, while on the other, it provided consult-
ing services for the new public works of Republican China, notably the Sun Yat-sen 
Memorial Hall in Guangzhou.20 Th is corporate branch echoed the organization of 
other businesses of the period, with main offi  ces in Shanghai or Hong Kong and a 
comparatively small staff  in Guangzhou. Th e reason for this was simple: “Canton is so 
quickly and easily reached from Hong Kong, however, that the additional engineering 
staff  of the latter offi  ce is at all times available in Canton.”21 Th us the photograph of the 
staff  around 1930 (above that of the building) shows only one foreign engineer, seated 
next to two Chinese staff  members in Western dress, with the lower-ranking employees 
in Chinese dress standing behind. While the offi  ces and showroom of the company 
were on the ground fl oor, the great amount of space in the upper fl oors suggests that at 
least some Chinese employees were resident in the building.

Th e more delicate classicism of HSBC, the also still extant Chartered Bank of 
India, Australia, and China, and Andersen, Meyer, & Co. drew more explicitly on the 
precedents of eighteenth-century European monumental architecture than Purnell & 
Paget’s work of the fi rst decade of the century. Whether the fi rm of Purnell & Paget 
designed these buildings or whether they were the products of another fi rm is diffi  cult 
to determine in the absence of good corporate and architectural practice archives. Th e 
former fi rm was still the most established in Guangzhou, but by 1915 they had com-
petition in the form of the three offi  ces of Th omas Adams & Wood, Weaser & Raven, 
and A. Abdoolrahim.22 Th e prolifi c Hong Kong fi rm of Palmer and Turner could also 
have contributed designs. Th e 1910s, incidentally, saw the emergence of Japanese fi rms, 
and their accompanying new business facilities, in the British concession. Th e Japanese 
fi rms adopted wholly Western building forms and languages. Th e Bank of Taiwan 
(then a Japanese colony) took up residence in a still-extant, very formal three-story 
building with Doric columns tying together the upper-story verandahs. Mitsui Bussan 
Kaisha, Ltd., also built a massive four-story facility on the back canal road, apparently 
in 1915 (Fig. 4.6).23 Th is building sports somewhat naïve Neo-Baroque decoration, 
notably a broad broken pediment over the entrance porch.

Th e mid-1920s saw the last great building projects on Shamian of the fi rst half 
of the twentieth century. On Shamian in the early 1920s, the International Banking 
Corporation built a new branch offi  ce, designed by the New York- and Shanghai-based 
architectural fi rm of Murphy & Dana, opening it in 1924.24 Th e bank’s Beaux-Arts 
exterior, with stone cladding on a reinforced concrete structure, has a monumental 

20. Ibid., passim.
21. Ibid., p. 141.
22. Directory and Chronicle for China, Japan, Straits Settlements,  .  .  . (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Daily Press, 

1915), pp. 1041–53.
23. Th e date here comes from applied letters in the pediment over the entrance.
24. Number 8 (the IBC corporate newsletter), November 1924, and Cody, Exporting American Architecture, 

1870–2000, pp. 68–69.
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Ionic order in antis that was part of a corporate program of “uniformity of design” 
being carried out by IBC in its foreign branches (Fig. 4.7).25 Here, the interest in a sort 
of brand recognition caused the building to resemble contemporary American bank 
facilities in a way hitherto not witnessed in Guangzhou. Th e interior arrangements 

25. Ibid.

Fig. 4.6
Mitsui Bussan Kaisha Building (detail), built 1915. Japanese fi rms arrived on the British concession a 
bit later than those of many other nationalities, so they tend to be found towards the north side of the 
island, like this building, which faces the canal. Th e mixture of a baroque classicism with some more 
modern touches, like the round window that breaks through the pediment, makes this a striking 
building. Photo by author, 2002.

Fig. 4.7
Second IBC Building/National City Bank, built fi rst half of 1920s (Murphy & Dana, architects). 
Th is example of American Beaux-Arts classicism, with its “triumphal arch” façade, resembles banks 
of the period throughout the United States. Photo by author, 2002.
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were a main banking fl oor on the ground story, with a still-intact monumental central 
staircase leading to offi  ces on a mezzanine above. Th e rest of the building’s interior 
contained “commodious living quarters on the upper fl oors for the staff  members,” 
but to what extent this represented the spaces of Western versus Chinese employees is 
unknown.26 Th e early twentieth century did, however, see an increased proximity of 
Chinese and Westerners in the new large buildings. In 1911, there were 323 foreign-
ers and 1,078 Chinese residing on Shamian, and, in 1937, there were 412 foreigners 
and 1,350 Chinese residents.27 With the disappearance of “back lot” servants’ quarters 
that resulted from the new construction at the beginning of the century now taking 
up entire concession lots, the resident Chinese employees were brought back inside 
the building. Where some relationships between foreign fi rms and Chinese employees 
were apparently growing more casual and perhaps close, other settings retained con-
servative, segregated spatial arrangements.

First and foremost among the architectural reassertions of late nineteenth-century 
foreign, segregated privilege was the new British consular complex, constructed in 
the early to mid-1920s. Shamian and expanses of Guangzhou’s riverside suburbs suf-
fered a severe fl ood in July 1915. While many buildings were simply repaired aft er 
this disaster, the British consulate buildings, still much the same as when they were 
built in the 1860s, were deemed damaged enough to warrant complete rebuilding.28 
Much of the original arrangement of the structures was retained. Th e fi rst building to 
be built, the consul’s residence, had the most ornamented exterior. Th e British Offi  ce 
of Works approved the rebuilding of the assistants’ quarters and offi  ces (Fig. 4.8) in 
1922, and this building was occupied on April 7, 1924.29 Th is building is the most 
dramatically changed and enlarged in comparison to its nineteenth-century anteced-
ent. Standing two full stories high, it had a projecting, pediment-capped verandah that 
almost certainly was a self-conscious architectural quotation of the pediment-capped 
verandah of the British East India Company’s main factory during the Shisan Hang 
era. Th e room on the ground fl oor was the consul’s offi  ce, the interior of which was 
furnished in a wholly Western style. Above this room was a “sleeping porch” appended 
to the second-story assistants’ quarters. Th e vice-consul’s house, designed in 1922 but 
not completed until 1927, fi nished out the complex as an elegant essay in climatic 
adaptation underneath Beaux-Arts cladding.30 An elegant ink-wash rendering by one 
of the Offi  ce of Works architects (Fig. 4.9) shows a two-story verandah on the south 
harmoniously integrated into an overall classical whole, notably featuring a triumphal 
arch motif on the eastern elevation. Th ese buildings, all of which were presumably 

26. Number 8 (the IBC corporate newsletter), November 1924.
27. Smith, Diary of Events and the Progress on Shameen, 1859–1938, p. 27.
28. WORK 10/299. Th e National Archives, Kew, United Kingdom. Th is is a loose miscellaneous fi le of notes 

and letters regarding the construction of the Guangzhou consular complex in the 1920s.
29. Ibid.
30. Ibid.



Fig. 4.8
Assistants’ residences and offi  ce wing, British consulate, built 1922–24, destroyed 1948. A  much 
grander centerpiece to the consular compound than its predecessor, this building probably self-
consciously refers to the British Factory of East India Company days. Used with the permission of 
Th e National Archives, Kew, UK (WORK 55/2).

Fig. 4.9
“New Vice Consul’s House,” August 1922 (by “B. C.”). Th is handsome rendering by an Offi  ce of 
Works architect shows the vice-consul’s house, which stands today little changed, excepting that the 
southern verandah is now enclosed. Th e eastern elevation features a triumphal arch motif symmetri-
cally overlaying both verandah and house. Used with the permission of Th e National Archives, Kew, 
UK (WORK 10/299).
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designed by Offi  ce of Works employees, display a strong Beaux-Arts affi  nity, with a 
certain sparseness that prefi gures the emerging “stripped classicism” that in the 1930s 
would become a worldwide language for institutional architecture.

Th ough only the consul and vice-consul’s residences survive at present, a plan of 
the complex as completed remains in the Offi  ce of Works fi les (Fig. 4.10).31 It reveals 
two major aspects of the retrenchment of a conservative, truly imperial mode of spatial 
organization, on the eve of the waning of British global power. One is an increased 
allocation of space to ceremonial and social purposes. Th e offi  ce building contained a 

31. Th e offi  ces and assistant’s quarters were destroyed in a protest against the British eviction of squatters in 
the Kowloon Walled City in Hong Kong in January 1948. Th e records they contained, which would have 
allowed a much fuller exploration of the history and development of Shamian, were completely destroyed 
as well. WORKS 10/301. Th e National Archives, Kew, United Kingdom. Th e plans were provided in con-
junction with this incident.

Fig. 4.10
Plan, British consular complex, drawn 1938. Th e smaller plans outside of the central block are of the 
second fl oors of adjacent fi rst-fl oor plans (bottom left : consular residence; bottom right: vice consu-
lar residence; top: assistants’ residences and offi  ce wing). Th e overall layout echoes the arrangement 
of the buildings that preceded these on the site. Used with the permission of Th e National Archives, 
Kew, UK (WORK 10/301).
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large vestibule at the center of its fi rst fl oor, behind the entrance to the complex from 
Shamian’s central avenue. Th is was labeled simply “public space.” Th e vice-consul’s 
residence had a ground fl oor completely allocated to social space, with a drawing room 
of impressive dimensions, a study, and a dining room. Th e consul general’s residence 
contained a large colonnaded hall, with no functional assignment, inside its west entry 
that dominated and occupied over a third of the ground fl oor. Th e second notable 
feature of the complex was the continued relegation of Chinese staff  quarters to wings, 
apart from the main body of the buildings. Th e designations of “cook,” “gardener,” 
“amah,” and the by-now-anachronistic “coolie” and “boy” are the scattered labels of 
cramped rooms throughout the service wings. Th e amahs were the only servants with 
second-story quarters, owing to their intimacy with the consular families, necessi-
tated by their childcare responsibilities. Th e staunchly classist, and potentially racist, 
prejudices of the British upper and upper-middle classes, ignoring the evolving social 
trends in the surrounding city and even in Shamian, were solidifi ed in the plan of the 
consular complex.

Th e increasing density of habitation on Shamian, as well as the increasing unease felt 
by certain residents with the changing world of early Republican China around them, 
formed the impetus for increasing regulation of the concession. In 1903, a barracks 
for a police force was erected, and it was in turn expanded for a larger force in 1919.32 
Even more notable was the increasing number of regulations set in place by Shamian’s 
“Municipal Council.” Th e original set of regulations seems to have been drawn up in 
1908, and these were revised again in 1919.33 Th ese regulations included a ban on 
setting off  fi reworks, a ban on “Chinese” dogs on the concession and a requirement 
to register other breeds on the island; a ban on “spirit shops, houses of entertainment, 
or public lotteries”; the requirement of all persons passing through the concession aft er 
dark to carry lighted lanterns; and the enforcement of a fi ne for any person “willfully 
damaging trees, fl owers, or turf.”34 Residents were carefully enumerated, as indicated 
by one regulation: “Th e Secretary of the Municipal Council shall keep a register of all 
Chinese domestic servants and employees residing in the British Concession, and no 
person of Chinese nationality who is not so registered shall be allowed to reside in the 
British Concession.”35

Tensions, and regulations in response to them, reached a peak in the mid-1920s. 
Strikes, protests, and the bombing of the hotel by a Vietnamese nationalist during the 
visit of the French governor of Indo-China all resulted in more stringent bylaws.36 
In 1924, the council drew up a new series of traffi  c regulations. Many of these were 
meant to bar casual access to the island by the Cantonese, although, notably, the 

32. Smith, Diary of Events and the Progress on Shameen, 1859–1938, p. 23.
33. FO 228/3193, Foreign Concession Dossier—Shameen (Canton), Dispatch No. 101. PRO, Kew.
34. Ibid., enclosure 2.
35. Ibid.
36. Smith, Diary of Events and the Progress on Shameen, 1859–1938, p. 23.



Xin Guangzhou 203

regulations themselves, which were posted by the bridges and river landing steps, make 
no mention of race.37 Th is type of regulation set a curfew for those without a permit 
at ten in the evening, set hours when the amahs were allowed to take the children out 
to the riverfront “bund,” and banned non-residents from using the island as a prom-
enade.38 Some regulations were also aimed at both the Chinese and Westerners who 
used the island, including a regulation on bicycle and sedan chair traffi  c and a rule 
against walking on the grass “unless that allotted to recreational purposes.”39

Although the expanding regulations show attempts at restricting movement 
on Shamian, the reality was probably never what the Municipal Council desired. 
Photographic evidence like an Underwood & Underwood stereoscope view indicates 
that, at the dawn of the twentieth century, it apparently would not have been unusual 
to see Chinese girls from a missionary school out for a stroll on the Shamian river-
front.40 Th ough, presumably, the increasing number of regulations was intended to 
stem casual use of the island by non-residents, the minutes of the meeting to draw up 
the 1924 traffi  c regulations indicate a diff ering reality. From the rather complicated 
exchange in the formulation of the regulations comes a statement from H. Davenport 
Browne of Asiatic Petroleum:

Will a serious attempt be made to enforce the new regulations? I have frequently 
observed a neglect to do so. If the regulations do exist, they ought to be enforced. 
At present Chinese use the seats, walk on the Bund, and use Shameen as a thor-
oughfare, just as much as they ever did before.41

Th ough Mr. Browne might fi nd Shamian more peaceful without Chinese traffi  c, his 
argument is strikingly more concerned with consistency than segregation. Th ough it 
is diffi  cult to infer personal feelings from the minutes of the meeting dominated by 
early twentieth-century businessmen, there was discomfort with the regulations in 
some sectors. Aft er some discussion, J. W. Taylor of Butterfi eld & Swire convinced the 
council to amend the regulation, “Th e roads on Shameen shall not be used as a thor-
oughfare from bridge to bridge or from landing steps to the city,” by adding on, “except 
as regards the latter, by those whose business connection with Shameen residents 
necessitates it.”42 Th e discussion indicates that Taylor was greatly concerned that the 
regulations might off end the Cantonese with whom he had business, and he explicitly 
did not want them to be stopped and pestered by the Shamian police.43 Despite the 

37. FO 228/3193, Dispatch No. 203. PRO, Kew.
38. Ibid.
39. Ibid.
40. No. 12 from the series: James Ricalton, China through the Stereoscope (New York: Underwood & 

Underwood, 1901).
41. 13 Nov. 1924 Minutes of general meeting of ratepayers of the British Concession in FO 228/3193, 

Dispatch No. 147. PRO, Kew.
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid.



204 Enclave to Urbanity

introduction of state-of-the-art business and architectural practices onto Shamian in 
fi rst decades of the twentieth century, in many ways the municipal council and other 
conservative forces on Shamian wanted to maintain a feeling of bucolic segregation. 
Th ese desires were manifest in the increased attempts to regulate boundaries and 
behaviors on the concession island, only partly successful and not universally agreed 
upon. Such measures were, however, increasingly out of place in a Chinese city at the 
forefront of eff orts to forge a modern, globally involved nation.

Shamian’s insularity did not dissolve. Th ough many local employees of Western 
interests lived on Shamian, the district remained closed to habitation by the general 
populace. When, in the 1930s, the promoter of “Modern Canton” Edward Bing-Shuey 
Lee attempted to inquire about renting an apartment on the island, he was turned 
away by individual building owners despite numerous signs advertising vacancies.44 
He pointed out the inherent contradictions of the continued segregationist practice:

Th e foreign business men of Shameen are the ones who are most anxious to 
cultivate the friendship of the Chinese residents of Canton for that it brings in 
business, and that is the main reason for their enthusiastic participation in such 
organizations as the Canton Rotary Club, the Th ursday Club and the Canton 
branch of the Pan-Pacifi c Association. How much more good-will would be 
created if these very same residents of Shameen took the initiative to perform 
voluntarily a really friendly act by lowering the bars against the Chinese people, 
which cannot but be regarded as insulting to the race as a whole?45

Th e backwardness of Shamian’s policies, whether sanctioned by the municipal council 
or informally put into unspoken practice by individual building owners, truly became 
apparent when compared to developments involving foreigners and the Cantonese 
elsewhere in the city.

Learning and Living Together: Foreign Philanthropic Institutions

Th e late nineteenth century saw the increasing engagement of foreigners of the mis-
sionary class with the city. Th e lessons learned in these years were implemented in the 
early decades of the twentieth century, most prominently the desire of the Cantonese 
to understand the West and use what it could off er in the ways of technology and 
global knowledge, as opposed to a self-evident desire to convert to Christianity. Th us, 
missionaries began to coordinate with each other to produce institutions that, while 
still containing a religious education component, were increasingly secular in their 
emphasis. Educational institutions, oft en constructed and maintained by both foreign 
and Chinese donations, became the center of their eff orts. Th e development of schools 
involved larger numbers of Westerners becoming close neighbors to the Cantonese 

44. Edward Bing-Shuey Lee, Modern Canton (Shanghai: Mercury Press, 1936), p. 28.
45. Ibid.
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population and participating in joint enterprises. Th ese institutions profoundly shaped 
mutual understanding during the early years of the Chinese Republic.

Th e most architecturally signifi cant and socially important of these schools was 
the Canton Christian College, known in Chinese and later, as it became more secular, 
by all as Lingnan (in Cantonese, Lingnam) University. Having begun in the 1890s 
as a small school sponsored by the American Presbyterian Board, the school became 
formalized as an institution of higher education in the fi rst decade of the twentieth 
century.46 In 1904–05, the institution acquired land at Honglok on Honam and com-
menced construction of a campus.47 In these years, the board of trustees of the uni-
versity, which frequently met in New York City, sent Columbia University–trained 
architect Charles W. Stoughton, of the small architectural fi rm of Stoughton and 
Stoughton, on a site visit to draw up a campus plan.48 Th e architectural practice of 
Stoughton and Stoughton, whose offi  ce was on Fift h Avenue in Manhattan, generally 
focused on small civic buildings in New York (the Jacob Reis Free Bathing Pavilion, 
police stations, hospitals, structures on the Bronx Parkway, etc.), but also produced 
campus plans for institutions in Puerto Rico and India.49 Charles Stoughton and 
trustee/architectural advisor Professor Warren Powers Laird, head of the architecture 
school at the University of Pennsylvania, were responsible for much of the evolving 
appearance of the campus.50 Th e architectural patterns they set would largely be fol-
lowed by American architects J. R. Edmunds and Henry K. Murphy, who made archi-
tectural contributions to the campus in the later 1910s and 1920s, respectively.

Th e Stoughton and Stoughton concept for Lingnan is best illustrated in a campus 
plan revised by J. R. Edmunds in 1918, showing the extant and projected building 
projects (Fig. 4.11). It shows a typically Beaux-Arts scheme with a grand central axis 
and a series of cross-axes giving a formal, processional aspect to the whole. Remarkably, 
all of the shaded buildings (indicating extant structures) survive in some form as part 
of the main campus of Zhongshan University, even the swimming pool near the river 
entrance. Early photographs show massive buildings rising formally out of the open 
plain on the southern bank of the Pearl River with the new institutional buildings 
looming over young banyan saplings, which, now fully grown, complement the build-
ings and give the campus much of its pleasant and shady character.

Th e buildings are uniformly of reinforced concrete construction with red-brick 
cladding and, for the most part, Chinese tiled roofs. Structurally, Charles Stoughton 

46. For a comprehensive history of the institution, see Charles Hodge Corbett, Lingnan University (New York: 
Trustees of Lingnan University, 1963).

47. Corbett, Lingnan University, Chapter 6.
48. Ibid., p. 39.
49. See Charles W. Stoughton architectural drawings collection, Archives, Avery Library, Columbia University. 

and Henry F. and Elsie Withey, Biographical Dictionary of American Architects (Deceased) (Los Angeles: 
New Age Publishing Co., 1956), p. 577.

50. Corbett, Lingnan University, p. 61. Laird was the brother of Lingnan chemistry professor Clinton Laird.



Fig. 4.11
Plan of buildings proposed (white) and buildings completed (shaded), Canton Christian College/
Lingnan University, 1918 ( J. R. Edmunds). Th is campus, designed by New York and Philadelphia 
architects, is the most unifi ed Beaux-Arts building complex in the city. Most of the buildings indi-
cated as “completed” still survive. From Edmunds, Canton Christian College, p. 36.
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consistently employed Triangle Mesh Wire reinforcement, produced by the United 
States Steel Products Company, in the early buildings.51 Th e initial campus buildings, 
therefore, paralleled the contemporary Arnhold Karberg building on Shamian in its 
groundbreaking use of reinforced concrete. Th e exterior style of the buildings, on the 
other hand, tended to evolve over time. Th e fi rst permanent building on the Lingnan 
campus, Martin Hall (Fig. 4.12), built with donations from Mrs. Henry Martin of 
Cincinnati in memory of her husband, was a fairly functional aff air.52 Deep verandahs 
stretch around the building, with ornament being confi ned to segmental arches on 
the fi rst story and monumental verandah piers with sunken panels and abstracted 
“capitals.”

Later building designs by Stoughton would attempt to tackle a fundamental sty-
listic goal. In the promotional, well-illustrated university history and status report of 
1919, university president Charles Edmunds outlined the “architectural problem” of 
the campus.53 Of the issue of style, he wrote:

51. “Triangle Mesh Wire Concrete Reinforcement,” Th e Far Eastern Review, February 1915, p. 360.
52. Charles K. Edmunds, Canton Christian College, Ling Naam Hok Hau: Its Growth and Outlook (New York: 

Trustees of the Canton Christian College, 1919), p. 52.
53. Ibid., p. 37.

Fig. 4.12
Martin Hall, built 1905–07 (Stoughton & Stoughton, architects). Th e fi rst permanent classroom 
building to be erected on the campus, it already employed modern reinforced-concrete construction. 
From Edmunds, Canton Christian College, p. 52.
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Assuming the value to the Chinese students and people of an environment of 
scholarly and dignifi ed architecture, in contrast with the prevalent nondescript 
adaptations of ill-sorted European styles, it is the aim of the designers to give the 
buildings individual distinction while subordinating them to the general unity of 
the scheme.

Th e type of permanent building adopted combines modern construction with 
a Chinese aspect, chiefl y expressed in the roofs which are of green glazed tile and 
ornamented and curved according to the best native style…. It is the distinct aim 
of the College to so build as to exemplify structurally and artistically the best com-
bination of Western and Chinese architecture and thus as well as in other ways to 
be of help in this period of change in China.54

Th e idea of individually distinct buildings united into a whole by materials, style, 
and a formal plan refl ects contemporary American Beaux-Arts planning and design 
ideals, largely a legacy of a generation that espoused the “City Beautiful” in their 
civic projects. A stylistic synthesis of modern Western architecture and “Chinese 
aspect,” however, was something newly developing. Th is design trajectory would be 

54. Ibid.

Fig. 4.13
Swasey Hall, built 1913–15 (Stoughton & Stoughton, architects). Th e relative complexity of the 
design, with regard to massing and materials (including local glazed tile and stone panels), reveal 
the Arts & Craft s–infl uenced fl avor of much of Stoughton & Stoughton’s work for the campus. 
Th e tile roofs and abstracted brackets are explicit references to classical and local interpretations of 
traditional Chinese architecture. From Edmunds, Canton Christian College, p. 18.
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fully articulated in the more “archaeologically correct” work of Henry K. Murphy of 
the New  York and Shanghai fi rm Murphy and Dana, as well as the fi rst generation 
of Chinese professional architects.55 Murphy himself would add two buildings to the 
Lingnan campus in the 1920s, including Willard Straight Memorial Science Hall.56

Charles Stoughton’s attempts at a stylistic synthesis of Chinese and Western 
building styles were tentative and somewhat fanciful. Many of the early classroom 
and dormitory buildings were, like Martin Hall, sparsely ornamented, their main 
“Chinese” feature being low spreading tile roofs. More ornamental Stoughton designs 
include Swasey Hall (Fig. 4.13) and many faculty residences. Swasey Hall, one of the 
focal points of the campus, was designed in 1913 and completed in 1915, funded 
by a donation of Ambrose Swasey of Warner & Swasey Company of Cleveland for a 
Christian Association building.57 Standing nearly at the southern tip of the campus’s 
grand axis, Swasey Hall sports twin three-story towers on the front offi  ce block of the 
building, and the campus auditorium in a shorter rear polygonal projection.

Th e details on the Swasey Hall façade include green tile vertical bands, red tile 
panels, stone medallions and ornament, and ornamental barge and ridge boards 
on the roof. Th e porch piers have capitals that allude to the dougong of traditional 
Chinese monumental architecture. Th e auditorium wing is capped with octagonal 
vent cupolas modeled on Chinese garden ornaments and roof fi nials. Th is poly-
chromy and ornament echo late-Victorian medieval revival styles, and perhaps even 
more relevantly the aesthetics of the Arts and Craft s movement blended with Chinese 
precedent.

Th is sort of whimsical interpretation of a campus with a “Chinese aspect” generally 
comes to an end in the early 1920s. Th e later additions to the campus were gener-
ally more restrained. Henry Murphy’s Willard Straight Science Hall of the mid-1920s 
(Fig. 4.14) is a fairly plain institutional building, the Chinese gestures being confi ned to 
the roof and tile panels beneath the windows. Lingnan never possessed buildings that 
so thoroughly quoted Chinese imperial architecture as Murphy’s designs for northern 
Chinese campuses like Yenching (Beijing) University. Th e closest to the trend of apply-
ing more literally derived Chinese ornament, including dougong brackets, which had 
become so prevalent in other parts of China, is exhibited only in the Bell Pavilion, 
which was a gift  of the Class of 1928.58 Here the tile roof, with its ridge animals, sits 
upon dougong and columns of a classical Chinese model, the whole thing resting on a 
circular marble platform, directly quoting the imperial architecture of the north.

55. An extensive and compelling discussion of this can be found in Jeff rey W. Cody, Building in China: 
Henry K. Murphy’s “Adaptive Architecture,” 1914–1935 (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2001).

56. Cody, Building in China, pp. 159–61.
57. Corbett, Lingnan University, p. 60, and Charles W. Stoughton Drawings, Avery Library.
58. Dougong are the bracket sets in classical Chinese architecture that surmount the columns and are the basis 

for the proportional scales of buildings.
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Th ough the Lingnan campus was important as an early attempt at merging Western 
Beaux-Arts planning and Chinese stylistic references (with an additional infl uence of 
an Arts and Craft s movement aesthetic), the institutional functions that the campus 
housed were perhaps even more important. Th e Canton Christian College/Lingnan 
University was truly a collaborative enterprise. While many of the most elaborate struc-
tures were products of Western, largely American, donations, by 1919 approximately 
a third of the buildings had been contributed by Chinese and overseas Chinese.59 Th e 
institution brought Western teachers together with Chinese teachers and students. 
By the late 1910s, campus photographs of the faculty and staff  of the university are 
striking, as Chinese, American, and British faculty stand next to and intermingle with 
each other. Gone are the hierarchical arrangements so prevalent in earlier business and 
missionary group photos—an egalitarian spirit prevailed.

Th e evangelical mission of the university had faded by the late 1910s:

Th e college is nondenominational. Th e doors are open to all students qualifi ed by 
character and scholastic attainment to enter, irrespective of religious belief. Great 
care is taken to make the atmosphere of the campus wholesome and tolerant.60

59. Corbett, Lingnan University, pp. 22, 24–25.
60. Ibid., p. 32.

Fig. 4.14
Willard Straight Science Hall, 1920s (Murphy & Dana, architects). One of Henry Murphy’s design 
contributions to the campus, this building reveals a restraint typical of the later (1920s and 1930s) 
buildings. From Ling Naam: Th e News Bulletin of Canton Christian College 6, no. 2: 6.
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Religious instruction was of course still available to those who sought it. Th e mission 
of the school, however, had become one of social improvement and reform parallel 
to the normal schools and other colleges in contemporary “Progressive Era” America. 
Teacher training, science education, and agriculture, complete with extension service 
eff orts, all became emphases of the university’s work.61 It was also a comprehensive 
educational enterprise, hosting an elementary and middle school in connection with 
its teacher training program. Th ough apparently never completed, Lingnan also hosted 
a “model village,” which, on the one hand, was meant as housing for the university’s 
“subordinate employees” and, on the other, apparently as a demonstration of modern 
home economics.62 Th e progressive atmosphere of Lingnan was not limited to the 
course work and extension eff orts alone. American travel writer and suff ragette Grace 
Th ompson Seton wrote of her visit to campus in the tumultuous mid-1920s:

Located on the outskirts of the city, with its large campus and modern buildings, 
this institution seemed like a bit of America, well assimilated into a Chinese com-
munity. Th e occasion was stamped with unusual interest because it was my fi rst 
address to Chinese men. Th ere were over seven hundred of them, and it seemed 
strange to watch their interested faces as they listened to the story of woman’s 
emancipation throughout the world, the topic they had chosen themselves.63

Th e faculty and students at Lingnan fostered attitudes that could be considered 
modern anywhere in the world in the 1920s.

Progressive philanthropic and Western-sponsored educational institutions began 
in various parts of Guangzhou during the 1910s and 1920s. Structures such as the 
main building of True Light Middle School (Fig. 4.15), a project sponsored by the 
American Presbyterian Mission, followed the same stylistic model as Lingnan. Th is 
building was constructed in 1917 at Paak Hok Tung (Baihedong), the suburban dis-
trict just south of Huadi where the school had been founded.64 Th e building apparently 
survives, along with additional buildings for the institution from the next two decades, 
although it is not accessible to the general public in the now heavily industrial area.65 
Th e original architectural rendering, however, reveals the intent was an up-to-date, 
red-brick school building with symmetrical wings and large windows. Were Colonial 
Revival details substituted in place of the Chinese Revival tile roof, the building would 

61. Th e agricultural extension eff orts of Lingnan included setting up agricultural improvement clubs in rural 
communities. Th e club and winners of the silkworm cultivation contest at the village of Yung K’ei are illus-
trated in Lingnan: Th e News Bulletin of Lingnan University 5, no. 4 (November 1928): 4–5.

62. Ibid., p. 37.
63. Grace Th ompson Seton, Chinese Lanterns (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1924), p. 238. Th e 

energetic Ms. Seton was also the wife of one of the founders of the Boy Scouts of America.
64. Noyes, History of the South China Mission, p. 134.
65. See Th e Architectural Heritage of Modern China: Guangzhou, pp. 101–3. Th e author attempted a site visit 

but was unable to fi nd access to it.
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be at home in almost any community of the period in the United States. By the 1930s, 
the Baptists had added a kindergarten, an elementary school, and separate boys’ and 
girls’ secondary schools in Dongshan, though by this time all of the management of the 
schools was turned over to Chinese citizens in accordance with new national laws.66

Th e increasingly ecumenical nature of missionary and philanthropic institutions 
necessitated connections through which their eff orts were coordinated. Th ey also 
rapidly became parallel with and complementary to Chinese internal eff orts at mod-
ernization. Western-sponsored Chinese organizations like the local YMCA, whose 
headquarters were situated in the new “bund” district, and the YWCA, for which 
Stoughton designed a building with a “Chinese aspect”—sporting a moon gate entry—
at Baihedong, became active parts of modern Cantonese social life.67 Th e Rotary Club 
and the International Women’s Club had both Chinese and foreign members.68 Th e 
lines between Chinese and foreign were blurring, if not disappearing altogether, while 
the remaking of the architecture of the city subsumed visual distinctions into an overall 
appearance of modernity.

66. Ng Yong Sang, Canton, City of the Rams (Canton: M. S. Cheung, 1936), pp. 75–76.
67. Directory and Chronicle for China, Japan, Corea . . . for the Year 1927 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Daily Press), 

p. 878, other yearly directories, and Charles W. Stoughton drawings, Avery Library, Columbia University.
68. Ng, Canton, City of the Rams, pp. 38–39.

Fig. 4.15
True Light Middle School, constructed 1917. One of the foreign-run schools dotting the suburbs of 
Guangzhou from the 1910s to the 1930s, this building shows contemporary Western school design 
ideas in its symmetry and large windows for ample reading light and hygiene, while also sporting 
a Sinifi ed tile roof. From History of the South China Mission of the American Presbyterian Church, 
1845–1920, facing p. 124.
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