A salute to writers blocks

Sue Wallace explores a house honouring the stone dwellings that once inspired China’s lions of literature.

silk cheongsam hangs on the wall; a

jade hairclip, red lipstick, rouge and

face powder are neatlylaid out on the

dressing table. Jazz fills theroomas a

record is played on the old

gramophone, while next door
photographs of old Hollywood movie stars vie
for space on walls. Welcome to Shanghai’s
Shikumen Open House Museum, which turns
back the clock to a time when the city was
known as the Paris of the East and the New York
ofthe West.

You can justimagine the chiclady of the
house checking her make-up and hear the
rustle of silk as she closes the front door, hails
arickshaw and heads off to an afternoon tea-
dance at a city hotel on the Bund.

The museum is in Xintiandi, an area once
sprawling with shikumens - literally, stone-gate
housing—but now an entertainment hub where
some dwellings have been preserved or turned
into slick clubs, restaurants and boutiques.

Xintiandi is aregion where today’s bustling
Shanghai slows just a little to salute the past.
Housed in an original shikumen, the museum

Narrow alleyways meant
everyone knew everyone
else's business.

highlights the fascinating history of the popular
form of middle-class accommodation in the
1920s and 1930s, native only to Shanghai. More
than 70 per cent of Shanghai’s older residents
were born and raised in shikumens linked by
narrow alleys and, at their peak, there were
more than 9000. Many have since been
destroyed or demolished.

The two-storey museum has seven exhibition
rooms, including a main bedroom, sitting
room, study, elderly people’s room, daughter’s
room, son’s room and kitchen. There’s alsoa
tiny tingzijian room, once used as a storeroom
orasservants quarters. This unheated room
was rented out, often to aspiring novelists who
later earned fame by writing about shikumen
life. It has a small bed, a desk, open books and
calligraphy brushes on display.

Shikumen owners were encouraged to take in

An open book ... the cramped quarters aspiring novelists would use are on display at the the Shanghai shikumen museum.

boarders because of a general housing shortage
in Shanghai in the 1930s. Lu Xun, Cai Yuanpei,
Guo Moluo, Mao Dun, BaJing, Ding Ling and
Feng Zikai are among Shanghai’s canon of
famous writers who lived in tingzijians — their
work, known as Tingzijian Literature, often
reflectinglife in these quarters. Narrow
alleyways and courtyards meant everyone
knew everyone else’s business. Most intriguing
is the memorabilia collected from old
shikumen alleys —step into the kitchen and
you'll find old cooking utensils, bamboo
baskets and an iron kettle.

English fashion magazines are scattered in
the daughter’s bedroom while the youngboy’s
room displays comic books and toys. In the
elderly people’s room are a traditional Chinese
bone-inlaid bed and carved boxes.

The museum uses information boards,

sound effects and projected images to help paint
apicture oflife in a shikumen. The history of
these dwellings dates back to the 1860s, when
Taiping rebelleader Li Xiucheng conquered
townsin eastern China, causing refugees to flee
to Shanghai'’s foreign settlements. To help ease
accommodation shortages, rows of these
houses were built, connected by alleyways.

The museum also reflects the
neighbourhood’s recent development—
recording how Xintiandi once housed more than
2300 families, most of whom were relocated.
You'll find antique walls, tiles and the exteriors
of nearby shikumens have been preserved,
while the inside of these dwellings reflects the
latestin design.

The writer was a guest of the Langham Yangtze
Boutique Hotel, Shanghai.

D TRIP NOTES

GETTING THERE

) Qantas flies daily from Sydney to
Shanghai, priced from $1100. See
gantas.com.au.

WHERE TO STAY

» The Langham Yangtze Boutique Hotel
Shanghai has king rooms priced from
$260 a night. Phone

+86 216080 0800, see
langhamhotels.com.

WHILE THERE

» The Shikumen Open House Museum
at 25, Lane 181, Taicang Road,
Shanghai is open from 11am to 11pm.
Phone +86 213307 0337.

take the great ocean

road less travelled.

great ocean road break

"$689pp*

Holiday includes return airfares to Melbourne, 3 nights at The Sebel
Deep Blue Warrnambool, 4 days car hire, two Port Campbell Touring full
day walking tours & one hour open mineral spa pool treatment.

great ocean walk ultimate experience fm$m1,538pp*

Holiday includes return airfares to Melbourne, 2 nights accommodation
in a 4 star Guest House, 3 days car hire, all meals, shuttles along the

The Great Ocean Road may have put Victoria's dramatic coastline on the map, !
Great Ocean Road, walkers’ track notes & maps, permits & tour of

but the Great Ocean Walk will capture your heart. The ever-changing landscape Cape Lightstation.

along the coastline is inhabited by abundant wildlife, guarded by the Twelve
Apostles and is sure to mesmerise. Discover Australia’s beautiful southern
coast. Book now at virginblue.com.au/greatoceanwalk or call 13 15 16.
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virginblue.com.au/greatoceanwalk The holiday program of

holiday your way:

*Departing Sydney to Melhourne. Prices based on per person, twin share. Seats are limited and may not be available at peak times or on all flights. Package price is per person twin share and is correct as at 31 March 2010. Package on sale until 31 May 2010 for travel until 30 September 2010. During some periods air and hotel pricing may not be available and surcharges may apply. Prices are subject to availability and are not
guaranteed until the booking is completed and confirmed. Full payment is required at the time of booking and cancellation or amendment fees apply. Package pricing is based on web bookings or $30 more per person by phone, capped at 4 people. A credit card service fee is included in the total package price. Prices based on direct route, including taxes, levies and other government charges which may vary and are subject to change.
Seasonal surcharges may apply. Hotel rates quoted are based on double occupancy, per room, per night, per person, per package, unless otherwise noted. Prices based on lead-in room, additional rooms available. Checked baggage charges apply. Pre-pay $10 online for up to 23kg of checked haggage per person per one way flight, or pay $20 at the airport for the same allowance. Excludes Velocity Gold and Silver Members. Excess
baggage above 23kg will attract a charge of $10 per kg (or part thereof). Visit www.virginblue.com.au for more information. SapientNitro VIR 2540 SH
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