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From Central Axis to Riverfront Bund: Comparing Beijing and Shanghai’s Urban Morphology through History
By Mingzheng Shi, New York University
Beijing and Shanghai represent two distinctive urban forms. Beijing’s planning and design was based on a syncretic worldview that emphasized the centrality of the emperor as the pivot of the four quarters of the universe, and combined traditional Chinese cosmology, the yin and yang, and feng shui geomancy. Beijing’s traditional urban forms were characterized by centrality, axiality, and rectilinearity, a spatial pattern as intricate as the design of an ancient bronze ware.  Shanghai, however, was transformed under colonial influence from a small town perched at the mouth of the Yangtze River to a flourishing Sino-Western city, with the influx of foreigners and expanded Western concessions that came to define Chinese urbanism and modernism in the early twentieth century. Beijing underwent profound transformation since the second half of the twentieth century. It was remade China’s socialist capital under Mao, with the expansion of Tiananmen Square as a political public space and the creation of Soviet-era buildings. In recent years, both Beijing and Shanghai fell to the global, capitalist forces of architectural design and urban planning on the one hand, and on the other, urbanization, marketization, and privatization forces from within, vying with each other to build world-class collections while overlooking to preserve the traditional urban fabrics of hutong/siheyuan and lilong/shikumen. Chinese urbanism in the twenty-first century increasingly reflects the tension between global forces for homogenization through technological change, increased mobility and improved communication and the preservation of local identities and culturally essential features of China’s urban heritage.
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