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choing the theme of this series - Anthropologists on the
ERoad - a significant part of my now one-year-long Ph.D
fieldwork quite literally takes place on the streets (roads) right
in the heart of the old town of the coastal city of Qingdao,
Shandong Province. My typical day “on the street” starts at
around 6.30 in the morning when the clamour and noise
of street vendors setting up their market stalls serves as
an effective alarm clock. Minivans drive up the normally
car-free street, door and window shutters are opened with
great vigour; there is the noise of chickens and pigeons as
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they are taken out of dark storage rooms; tables and fish
tanks are cleaned and placed in their right spots to be filled
with a vast variety of goods waiting to be sold. Through
the window, the penetrating odour of the wet market that
is as inherent to this street as its bricks and mortar enters
my small room. | force myself out of bed, grab a bucket
and leave to go downstairs into the courtyard to fetch
water from the communal tap that | share with around 60
other families. Life in the streets of this part of town often
makes me forget that | am living in a sprawling metropolis
of over seven million people.
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One of the largest still remaining Liyuan houses (courtesy of Guo Xiaoxuan)
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Dabaodao area {in deep red) and its gridding streets

Qingdao is famous for its beer, its beaches, its beautiful
scenery, its romantic European architecture: “Dwell in
Qingdao, experience the world” reads the slogan of a
local urban developer. Quite contrary to this picturesque
image and rarely mentioned in promotional material about
Qingdao is the type of housing that I live in, the so-called
Liyuan. Whenever | tell someone that | live in this part of
the city, | am confronted with comments such as “oh no,
how can you live there? It is so dirty and messy there!” Or
“that is where the lowest people live, you have to be careful,
it might be dangerous”. For city government and urban
developers, Liyuan represent a thorn in the flesh of the
cityscape; in public discourse the lifestyle in Liyuan houses
is commonly labelled as “incompatible with today’s modern
city life”. At the same time, however, Liyuan have in recent
years gained quite some public attention, “Beijing has its
Hutong, Shanghai its Lilong and Qingdao has its Liyuan”,
a local historian once told me with visible pride. Liyuan are
considered unique to Qingdao and are celebrated by many
“old town protectors” as truly local heritage. | have found it
extremely fascinating to observe how different groups within
the same city have tried to label and give meaning to Liyuan
in very different ways. At the heart of this debate lies a very
fundamental question: what is good urban development
and who should benefit from it?
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WHAT ARE LIYUAN HOUSES ?
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“Bird’s eye view” of Qingdao in 2003 (courtesy of Jin Shan)
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Looking at a “bird’s eye view” of the old city
from 2003, an array of differently shaped courtyards
whose contours are marked through red-tiled roofs
lies before us looking like an abstract piece of art.
Many Liyuan assume perfect rectangles, some appear
in the shapes of the Chinese characters [M] or Y,
and others take on triangular or even pentagonal
shapes. What looks like a neat and tidy grid of
courtyards from above, actually turns into a maze
of narrow pathways and back alleys on the ground.
Liyuan generally resemble the traditional northern
Chinese Siheyuan in that they are relatively secluded
from the outside but offer a large communal space
within. One enters a Liyuan through a small opening
that is often sheltered by means of a “screen wall”.
Unlike Siheyuan, Liyuan are two to three storeys high.
Flights of stairs inside the courtyard give access to
an open, traditionally wooden corridor that connects
the rooms on the upper floors. The outside fagcades
facing the street are often equipped with shop fronts.
On the ground floor inside the courtyard we normally
find a communal tap as well as a (semi-public) toilet.
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Staircase inside Liyuan courtyard
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Residents use the communal tap in the
courtyard of a Liyuan house
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How pip LIYUAN HOUSES coMmE aBout?
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Market street in Dabaodao

Liyuan have for many years defined the

morphology of Qingdao and with it also the life
of its residents. In 1897, the German Imperial
Government, long trying to participate in the
scramble for China, forced the weakened Qing
government to cede the area where today’s
Qingdao is located to the Germans. A 99-year
lease was signed, enabling Germany to realise
its plan of establishing a “German Hong Kong”
and a “model colony” in north-eastern China.
Within very little time, the previously existing fishing
villages were razed and replaced by a city that had
been meticulously planned on the drawing board.
A sophisticated urban land law determined the
spatial separation between the German and the
Chinese areas within the city. While the colonisers
dwelled in luxuriant villas along the south coast, the
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Map of Qingdao from 1902
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“Bird’s eye view” of Qingdao today (courtesy of Jin Shan)

Chinese (except for servants to the Germans)
were not allowed to purchase land or live in
the “German town” and instead settled in the
western and northern areas of the city. Just north
of the colonial centre and only separated by a
“hygienic belt”, emerged the Chinese trading
district Dabaodao, named after a village located
there before. The vibrant and never-seen-before
economic activity in the city attracted large
numbers of migrants from all across China and
so Dabaodao, being right in the heart of the city,
became the most popular spot for living and
working, soon bursting at the seams. The area
had originally been designed as a grid of streets
that formed more or less rectangular patches
of land, which were purchased by individual
businessmen, architects or urban developers
from different regions in China and even some
from Germany. It was the subsequent building
activity here that brought about Liyuan houses.
Their emergence, however, was more a historical
accident than a result of conscious architectural
planning and design. The enormous demand
for dwellings that could offer commercial and
residential space, the strict planning regulations
imposed by the German colonial government,
the blend of Chinese migrants coming from very
different areas of the country and last but not
least the architects’ and designers’ eagerness
to experiment with different styles and materials
created Liyuan houses. Their architectural styles
are hence also very difficult to pinpoint, showing
features of northern and southern Chinese but
also of European construction types. Over
the course of the 20" century, Qingdao was
occupied by the Germans and the Japanese; it
was also governed by the Beiyang Government,
the KMT, and finally the CCP. During these
times, Liyuan houses were demolished and
rebuilt, transformed, extended and replicated
in many areas of Qingdao. Especially the 1930s
witnessed an incredible building boom and many
new Liyuan houses emerged.
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LIYUAN HOUSES Topay
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Liyuan from above (courtesy of Prof. Joseph Bosco)

Looking at a “bird’s eye view” of Qingdao’s old town
from today, one immediately recognises that the number of
courtyards has been reduced significantly. As a result of the
radical urban land reform in China in the late 1990s that allowed
for land speculation, large patches of Liyuan have had to give
way to high-rise housing blocks. The largest congregation
of remaining Liyuan today can be found in Dabaodao, which
happens to be the area where they first emerged. Living space
inside Liyuan is extremely limited; it is common for families of
three or more people to share a room of less than 10 sgm.
Modern conveniences such as central heating, air-condition,
in-house tap water, private bathroom or kitchen facilities
hardly exist. Resident and ownership structures are complex.
Rooms inside one Liyuan are predominantly privately owned,
but often rented out to short- or long-term migrants who then
sometimes sublet them to a third party. The number of elderly
people who have been living in the same courtyard for more
than half a century is steadily decreasing. Those who remain
can either not afford to move out or are unwilling to do so, as
they are trying to cling on to personal memories and a lifestyle
that has been deemed unsuited to today’s urban modernity.
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A room inside a Liyuan
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One of the oldest still remaining Liyuan
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As Liyuan are gradually disappearing from the
city, local historians and “old town protectors” have
been trying to educate the general public about
the historical and cultural value of these houses
to the city of Qingdao by publishing books, writing
articles in newspapers or by organising forums and
photo exhibitions. They call for the preservation of
Liyuan, requesting careful and meticulous research to
guarantee and maintain their authenticity. For the city
government, on the other hand, these kinds of houses
do not fit into the modern image that a coastal city like
Qingdao is supposed to convey. So plans have been
drawn up that envisage the neighbourhood to become
a gentrified “cultural recreational area” with museums,
small boutiques, cafés and bars lining the streets. But
urban developers’ reluctance to invest in a project that
does not guarantee any immediate monetary return as
well as complex ownership structures and residents’
unwillingness to move has led to the stagnation of
such projects. In the meantime, residents continue
their lives in the Liyuan houses, uncertain as to
whether and when they may have to move out.
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Liyuan in the changing cityscape
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Liyuan fagade
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The former dividing line between the Chinese and the European
town. Upper part of photo: Dabaodao; Lower part: European town.
(courtesy of Yuan Binjiu)

65 HONG KONG B 5haie]
DISCOVERY Vol.80

REEEER

i Liyuan block from above .

Having lived in a Liyuan for one

year, having listened to residents’
stories, having shared their experiences,
I am by no means trying to romanticise
poor living conditions, but | am able
to say that Liyuan houses and the
neighbourhood, Dabaodao, are still
maintaining a very fundamental and
perhaps their original (authentic)
function by providing convenient and
inexpensive living and working space
for people moving into the city to
earn their livelihood and engage in
a variety of small business activities.
These needs are, unfortunately, largely
neglected in the negotiations among
experts (historians and urban planners
alike) over what an entirely redeveloped
Dabaodao could possibly look like. In
searching for the grandest and most
visible redevelopment solution, the little
things such as putting in a missing toilet
door or fixing a broken tap are being
ignored. ¢





