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Abstract

A rapid economic boom in the past decade has completely transformed 
China’s urban landscape into a theme park of skyscrapers. Architecture has 
become a means to showcase ambition and desire. Architects are forced 
to fit into a prescribed way of thinking and assist a powerful government 
to realize its vision of a utopian order. And as such, many of them are 
deprived of opportunities to thoroughly investigate the social issues that 
are affecting China’s urban development. Quite often, architects fall prey 
to political constraints and economic challenges. Despite China being 
a testing ground for handsome architecture and experimental urban 
planning, it is at the same time a graveyard of ethical architectural practices. 
In response to such pervasive conditions of architectural practice, this 
thesis investigates social and cultural issues in China that are beyond the 
control and repertoire of an architect; but ones that directly affect the 
development of this fast-modernizing nations.
 Across the dynasties, a unique walled culture was developed in 
the Chinese society, characterized by its emphasis on inward orientation 
and boundary making. The Ming dynasty reached the maturity of this 
walled culture when political hierarchy, strict morality and the obsession 
of wall building dominated society in an extreme fashion. It was during 
the Ming dynasty that the Great Wall was substantially extended in length. 
Inside the limits of this national boundary, the emperor enclosed each 
city itself within massive walled networks. In this way, the wall became 
a physical symbol of Chinese centrality and insularity, where massive 
walls, strict order and a focus on morality all worked together to create 
a physically and psychologically suffocating cultural atmosphere. Within 
this walled culture, a growing fear of a centralized bureaucratic power and a 
subsequent repression placed upon political criticism were commonplace. 
 Today, almost five centuries after-the-fact, there remains a ghost 
of this former walled culture. Although most of these ancient symbols 
of physical control—the walls themselves—have fallen in ruin after the 
collapse of dynastical China, an invisible, psychological wall still remains in 
Chinese society to restrict any politically incorrect thoughts. The collective 
mind of contemporary China is struggling between the will of rapid 
modernization and the desire for free expression. The notion of ‘going 
modern’ and developing an advanced lifestyle now forms a kind of mutual 
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consent between the government and the citizens. In order to enjoy their 
‘modern’ lifestyles, contemporary Chinese must acknowledge and respect 
certain limits—they must always act and think for the collective good as 
determined by the government. The government sees suppression of free 
expression and covering up of social injustice as the best way to ensure 
social stability and centralization of power. It is for this reason that the 
ancient walls of China have gradually transformed into a psychological 
wall that haunts the mind of the citizens.  From this perspective, the wall 
never really collapsed or became ruins—it still resides in the psychology of 
the collective.  
 The concept of wall, physical and metaphorical, is the central 
theme of this thesis. It is not only to be understood as the physical realization 
of a superficial idea of protection, separation and control, but also as the 
dominant mechanism of repression, an invisible wall that continues to 
shape the Chinese national psyche today. This thesis attempts to reveal and 
confront the unspoken meaning of the wall in Chinese culture which has 
been buried under the glamour of national pride and glory. It presents a 
yearning to transform a wall that covers up injustice and inequality into a 
wall that connects to the underside of the social subconscious. 
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A personal testimony.

 Just like there are two sides to every wall, in China, walls have a 
double meaning. They are not only understood physically as a means of 
protection, separation, and control, but also as a dominant mechanism of 
repression, a significant psychological barrier that continues to shape the 
Chinese psyche today. This thesis is a “personal recollection” of thoughts and 
ideas, using the concept of walls, physical and metaphorical, as the central 
theme. Every drawing, photo and act of writing represents a personal and 
alternate view to the struggles of a changing modern Chinese society under 
the shadow of the Wall.
 The motivation behind this thesis is born out of two struggles:  
(1) my personal quest as a Chinese female who grew up in the West to 
understand the subconsciousness of the Chinese society; (2) the struggles of 
China to become modernized. 

(1) My struggles

I consider myself a hybrid—a person of mixed cultural identities; I have no 
fixed identity. I was born in the former British colony of Hong Kong, and 
have grown up in a generation that cares less about cultural identity and 
more about material pleasure, individual success, and quality of life. Ever 
since I can remember, none of my childhood friends considered themselves 
as Chinese, but Hong Kong citizens; I had never even considered China as 
my homeland, and had negligible knowledge and concern for China. When 
I lived in Hong Kong, China was considered a lesser place than Hong Kong. 
It resembled poverty, backwardness, and a lack of civilization. 
 My Chinese identity grew stronger after I moved to Canada at the 
age of twelve, where, I was categorized as Chinese Canadian. Hong Kong 
was returned to China in 1997 and I could no longer deny my Chinese 
identity. China’s rapid economic growth in the late twentieth century 
attracted the attention of Western media. I came across different articles 
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about China’s urban transformation and new architecture. It was exciting 
to be an architecture student, to read stories about China’s emergence as an 
architectural playground. China seemed to provide great opportunities for 
architects to realize their innovative designs. Therefore, I decided to research 
China for my thesis. I chose China’s walls as my research topic because 
China has often been referred to as a “walled culture.” And so I began with 
the surviving city wall in Nanjing City in the Jiangsu Province.  
 In the fall of 2005, I set off for Nanjing, the former six-time capital 
city of China, to photodocument the condition of its ancient city wall. I 
wanted to find what the wall now meant in contemporary China. Since 
the early twenty-first century, the municipal government has relocated 
thousands of local citizens to make way for the city wall’s  billion-dollar 
restoration and reconstruction project. When I was there, most sections of 
the city wall had been turned into parks. Looking at the masonry workers 
laying newly-cut bricks onto the wall structure under bamboo scaffolding, 
and others applying fresh coats of paint onto the timber tower rebuilt at the 
reconstructed city gate, I wondered about the ultimate value of this fake 
antique for local citizens.
 During my journey, I encountered another wall besides that of the 
wall of brick and mortar. This wall resided solely in the mind of citizens and 
it existed because of fear. I encountered a succession of events in Nanjing 
that confirmed the presence of this psychological wall in the collective 
mind: I witnessed two vicious authoritative campus patrols in military-green 
uniform tearing down students’ Halloween party posters at the University of 
Nanjing; I flipped through a self-censored book of architecture1; and I was 
told about the anonymous emails, presumably from the local government, 
warning Nanjing citizens not to participate in the nationwide protest against 
the revised Japanese history textbook. These experiences cast shadows in my 
memory and I gave myself a grand but naïve mission after the trip: to set 
the citizens free from decades of suppression of free thinking. But how? This 
issue is complex and cannot be solved simply through architecture.
 The Nanjing City Wall has always been a political tool since 
it was first built in the Ming Dynasty. At first, the wall was a realization 
of an authoritarian political system which was centralized, insular, and 
conservative. Today, the city wall represents a cultural heritage and national 
pride. The idea of reconstructing the wall to glorify the past is anathema to 
me. I brainstormed possibilities that would transform the Nanjing City Wall 
from a monument to a culturally stimulating structure—a place that would 
allow individuals to explore and reinterpret their own meaning of the past. I 
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wanted to reconnect this urban artefact, which was being mummified, to the 
dynamic development of the city. I wanted to let the memory of the city wall 
continue to evolve beyond that of the Ming dynasty. I wanted to transform 
the city wall from something concrete (a dead monument) into an inspiring 
journey that would allow people to see the wall beyond its physical form and 
to rethink the relationship between space, memory, and body.  I wanted the 
people to think beyond the wall. Borrowing from Cedric Price’s concept of 
urban magnets, the wall should not be an end, but instead encourage the 
continual necessity for change.2 
 I imagined I could break through the city wall and create a 
picturesque stroll through the wall like Richard Serra’s “Clara-Clara.” I 
imagined the journey to be composed of a succession of views and moments. 
People walked into the wall to experience different sculptural spaces through 
bodily movement and sensation. The city wall itself became a sculpture. 
The experience of walking inside the wall would be personal, variable, and 
contingent, reliant on how people experienced the space. 
 I imagined I could transform the city wall from a solid mass into a 
virtual wall of mist. I imagined the city wall as an outdoor public bath house, 
a place of social gathering. The idea of transforming architecture from a 
political object into a communal, utilitarian space was fascinating to me.  
 I imagined I could transform the city wall into a “democracy wall”3 
where everyone, including the dissidents, could project their long-repressed 
thoughts and opinions about the society onto the surface of the wall. The 
people could gather to exchange thoughts without worrying about strict 
policing.  There would be a library to archive the opinions and stories of the 
people in audio format. There would be temporary exhibitions and forums 
held on the city wall. I imagined people singing and dancing through the 
wall. I imagined freedom of expression re-emerging on the wall. 

 I kept on imagining.

 Those thoughts and imaginings became overwhelming, emotional, 
intense, and abstract. I did not have the courage to put all these thoughts 
down onto paper and translate them into physical spaces. Architecture 
became meaningless. Do the people in China want these spaces? Am I adding 
another theme park to the city? Who am I? Do I have the right to represent 
their concerns? I was lost and confused; I could not set my mind free. Walls 
began to build within me.
 I could not convince myself of a proper program and design 
intention. I began to question why I wanted to touch upon such a political 
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issue. I was born into a family in which politics was a taboo. I realized my 
background knowledge of China was weak. I began to read Chinese history 
and to read about contemporary issues. The more I understood, the more 
helpless I felt as an architecture student. I am living in a generation in which 
history becomes insignificant in the shaping of contemporary Chinese 
cities; erasure of the past becomes common practice. I felt overwhelmed 
by the sweeping destruction of decaying traditional neighbourhoods to 
accommodate new wealth. But I could understand the eagerness of the 
contemporary Chinese and why they would consider the traditional past 
as impediments to development. They had had enough of poverty. A rapid 
economic boom in the past decade has completely transformed China’s 
urban landscape into a theme park of skyscrapers. Architecture has become 
a means to showcase ambition and desire. Architects are forced to fit into 
a prescribed way of thinking and assist a powerful government to realize 
its vision of a utopian order. And as such, many of them are deprived of 
opportunities to thoroughly investigate the social issues that are affecting 
China’s urban development. Quite often, architects fall prey to political 
constraints and economic challenges. Despite China being a testing ground 
for handsome architecture and experimental urban planning, it is at the same 
time a graveyard of ethical architectural practices. 
 Therefore I decided to investigate issues that are beyond the control 
and repertoire of an architect; but ones that directly affect the development 
of architecture and a city.

(2) Struggles of Modern China

River of Temptation and Wall of Suppression.

In 2006, Chinese officials celebrated the completion of the Three Gorges 
Dam, a colossal engineering project holding back the Yangtze River. The 
dam is five times as wide as the Hoover Dam. Its reservoir stretches for about 
660 kilometres, and the dam’s twenty-six turbines are expected to generate 
18,000 megawatts of hydroelectricity a year. The human and environmental 
costs for the over twenty-five billion dollar project were enormous. Millions 
of people have been forced to relocate, many of them farmers. Artefacts dating 
back 2000 years were lost and submerged in water. Drinking water in some 
areas became contaminated, not to mention other hidden environmental 
devastation. Nonetheless, all of these losses and opposing voices have been 
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put aside and blocked by a Great Wall of pride, satisfying China’s insatiable 
appetite for energy, wealth, and fame. 
 The struggles of the Three Gorges Dam project are a microcosmic 
demonstration of modern China’s struggles. If the river represents a kind of 
ambition that is dangerous and unpredictable, modern China is willing to 
take the risk to try and control it. Ancient Chinese venerated the mighty 
Yellow and Yangtze Rivers. The annual great flood destroyed their settlements 
and threatened their lives, but this still couldn’t stop the Chinese from 
approaching the rivers. They depended on the rivers to encourage fertile 
soil for farming—the rivers give them the chance for a better life. Similarly, 
lightning modernization by all means is risky, yet tempting to contemporary 
Chinese. The humiliating collapse of the Chinese dynastical empire and the 
social instabilities of the twentieth century make contemporary Chinese  
believe in rapid progress and big ambition at all costs. They acknowledge the 
potential risks, but they choose to ignore them. A strong government with 
boundless authority put up the Great Wall of national pride and unity to 
cover up follies, injustice and inequality. 
 In the past two decades, the notion of “going modern” and 
developing a materialistic lifestyle has formed a silent, but mutual consent 
between the Chinese government and its citizens. In order to enjoy their 
“modern” lifestyle, contemporary Chinese citizens must acknowledge and 
respect certain rules and limits – they must always act and think for the 
collective good as determined by the government. However, the government 
sees suppression of individual expression as the best way to fit society into 
a prescribed way of thinking and to protect the society from unwanted 
influence. Confucius had said “The essence of the gentleman is that of wind; 
the essence of small people is that of grass. And when wind blows over the 
grass, grass cannot choose but bend.”4 In the case of China, the authoritarian 
power is the wind, the citizens are the grass. The essence of the ancient 
Chinese walls has remained and continues to haunt the mind of modern 
citizens. From this perspective, the wall of the Chinese psyche has yet to 
collapse; instead, it is entrenched in the collective mind.

This thesis is a compilation of thoughts and ideas, like a notebook, filled with 
frustrations and concerns over China’s struggles. It attempts to reveal and 
confront the unspoken meaning of the wall in Chinese culture which has 
been buried under the glamour of national pride and glory. 
 The first section, “Walking around the Wall,” presents a selection 
of photos documenting the Nanjing City Wall, as well as presenting an 
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alternate view. My trip to Nanjing inspired me to begin this thesis on the 
reinterpretation of the meaning of wall in the Chinese culture.
 Part II, “Nanjing City Wall and Autocracy,” focuses on the physical 
and psychological implications of the Nanjing City Wall. The three significant 
manipulations of the Nanjing city wall—construction, de-construction and 
re-construction—reflect the political motives behind different autocratic 
regimes in Chinese history. Centralization of political power has always been 
the main catalyst behind the three chapters of the Nanjing City Wall. In 
each case, the collective mind has always been dominated by the will of a 
single ruler. It is not difficult to discover a collective psychological barrier, 
an invisible wall created by a mixture of fear, ignorance, desperation, power-
worship, blind fervour, social hysteria, and self-censorship. 
 In Part III, “Nation and Boundary,” the writings concentrate on the 
ancient Chinese concept of national boundary, looking in particular at the 
Great Wall of China. This northern frontier has been used to reinforce unity 
of the Chinese nation ranging from the dynastic periods’ goal of physically 
protecting the Chinese civilization against their nomadic neighbours to 
the north to the Communist era’s manipulation of the Wall as a symbol of 
national pride. Wall building and the concept of unity have intertwined to 
create the Chinese identity, yet Chinese have a mix of love and hate for the 
Great Wall. On one hand, the Great Wall unified the nation. On the other 
hand, the insularity of the Wall also brought the downfall of the nation. 
 Part IV, “Wall of Pride and Sorrow,” juxtaposes the officially 
mandated utopia with the gloomy realities of the contemporary Chinese 
society in two photo collections. As lives of people from different social 
strata become more complex and divergent in the past two decades, there 
is hardly any single photo that can depict a complete picture of Chinese 
society. Wealthy citizens pursuing trendy clothing and driving luxurious 
cars are real, but so are black-market slaves working in remote coal mines 
and AIDS victims struggling with local authorities to get their stories told. 
When we attempt to understand the reality of what modern China is, we are 
forced to look at both pride and tragedies. A utopia where everyone lives a 
harmonious and perfect life is indeed a perfect contrast to reality. 
 In Part V, “the Yearnings,” we first look at the driving force 
behind China’s walled culture, Confucianism, which is based on ritual 
and self-control, and how it has been adulterated and manipulated by 
the authoritarian government to denounce individualism, evolution, and 
political transparency. The second part of this section analyses the effects 
of the walled culture on China’s national psychology through the voices of 
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contemporary social critics and writers in the early twentieth century: Lu 
Xun in the 1920s; Bo Yang in the 1960s; Su Xiaokang and Wang Luxiang 
in the mid-1980s. These intellectuals attempted to voice the problems of 
national character and all shared one common yearning: emancipation of 
their fellow citizens from the legacy of the walled culture. 
 The final section, “Levelling the Wall Within,” is a personal 
yearning that urges for change. It begins with a classical experiment on 
learned helplessness that relates to the state of China’s collective psychology 
after cycles of social upheaval and suppression of free thinking, especially 
during the last century. Creating a picture of utopia by silencing opposing 
voices, covering up social problems, and sacrificing individual rights may 
harm future social development. Drawing on discussions of struggles 
against oppression in modern China, the final section argues that a true 
modern society comes from its ability to absorb diversity and differences 
and to acknowledge injustices. Foucault’s concept of heterotopia provides a 
theoretical framework for approaching an open society based on inclusion 
of differences, contrast and dissent. Opposing voices can be catalysts for 
changes that better a society when they constantly challenge the existing 
social crippleness. Dissidents can provide alternatives to the Chinese “utopia” 
that has been created through strict policing and suppression. Only in a 
politically free environment can individuals develop their voice and walk 
away from the legacy of a walled culture.  
 The three art installations—the River Case, the Land Case and the 
Consecrated Site—that appear between chapters are projects from the M1 
studio. They explore themes such as emotion, identity and commemoration 
that inspired me to begin my interpretation of the meaning of walls in the 
Chinese culture. 
 This thesis made me aware of my hybrid cultural identity which 
provides me the flexibility and detachment to see this world as a global 
citizen. My education in a free country gives me the open-mindedness to 
investigate my cultural roots beyond the limits of national boundaries, and 
most importantly, to establish my own voice in the quest of making new 
borders of identity.

To the east lives a Prole, to the west a Fascist, but I don’t care of 
any of this stuff. If I’m forced to state what “ism” I’m for, all I can 
say is that I want to be an individual.

- Lin Yutang, 1934
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I waded, deepening, and the fish

Listened for me. They watched my each move

Through their magical skins. In the stillness

Their eyes waited, furious with gold brightness,

Their gills moved. And in their thick sides

The power waited. And in their torpedo

Concentration, their mouth-aimed intent,

Their savagery waited, and their explosion.

They waited for me. The whole river

Listened to me, and, blind,

Invisibly watched me. And held me deeper

With its blind, invisible hands

“We’ve got him,” it whispered, “We’ve got him.”

- Ted Hughes, “After Moonless Midnight”

The River Case
The two paintings of the Grand River express the alluring dark forces, calm 
and potentially dangerous, as depicted in Ted Hughes’s After Moonless 
Midnight. The explosive desire and anticipation embedded in the poem are 
liberated and expressed in the paintings of the River. The poem and the 
river merge on the picture plane.

Tension #1, 2005.
by: angela chan

 
Painting of the Grand River.
Latex Paint on Canvas, 5’x8’.

View of the Grand River, 2005.
by: angela chan

 
  Cambridge, Canada
  Digital Photos
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Tension #2, 2005.
by: angela chan

 
Painting of the Grand River.
Latex Paint on Canvas, 5’x8’.
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 I   W a l k i n g  A r o u n d  t h e  W a l l

Route A

Route C

Route B

Route D

Beginning End My Route

China

Beijing

Nanjing

In 2005, I went to Nanjing and walked around 
its city wall where accessible. I walked inside 
and outside the city wall. I climbed on the 
wall. I walked on the former sites of the wall. 
Motion connected with emotion. What I saw 
during my journey constituted a psychological  
geography in my mind. 

Source: Chengdu Mapping Press, Nanjing Aerial Maps.
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 1.  Zhonghuamen (Zhubaomen)
 2.  Zhonghua West Gate - 1931
 3.  Jiqingmen - 1992
 4.  Shuiximen (Sanshanmen)
 5.  Hanximen (Shichengmen)
 6.  Qingliangmen
 7.  Caochangmen - 1908
 8.  Dinghuaimen
 9.  Yijiangmen - 1913
10.  Yifengmen
11.  Zhongningmen
12.  Jinchuanmen

13.  Xiaobeimen - 1931
14.  Zhongyangmen - 1931
15.  Hepingmen (Shenbimen)
16.  Xuanwumen - 1909
17.  Jiefangmen - 1952
18.  Taipingmen
19.  Zhongshanmen (Chaoyangmen)
20.  Guanghumen (Zhenyangmen)
21.  Tongjimen
22.  Wudingmen - 1929
23.  Yuhuamen - 1935
24.  Zhonghua East Gate - 1931

1
2 

3 

4 

5 
6 

7 

8 

9 
10

11 
12 13 14 15 

16 
17 18 

19

20 21 
22 

Gate in Ming dynasty

Gate built after Ming 
dynasty 

23 24 

Map: Nanjing City Wall & Gates

Existing City Wall

Demolished Section of 
the Wall

Purple Mountain

Ya
ng

tze
 R

ive
r

km0 5
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 4.  Shuiximen
 5.  Hanzhongmen
 7.  Caochangmen
11.  Zhongningmen
12.  Jinchuanmen
13.  Xiaobeimen 
14.  Zhongyangmen
18.  Taipingmen
20.  Guanghumen 
21.  Tongjimen
22.  Wudingmen 
23.  Yuhuamen 

Demolished City Wall Gates

Photo in 1939

Photo in 1930’s

Photo in 1957

Photo in 1939

Source: Yang, Nanjing Ming Qing Jian Zhu. 
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A1A2A3A4A5A6A7

A8
A9
A10
A11
A12
A13
A14

A15

A16

A17
A18
A19

Route A

Source: Chengdu Mapping Press, Nanjing Aerial Maps.
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I got lost when I was trying to find the former site of the city wall. The site was hidden behind the shopping 
mall and residential low-rise apartments. I asked the local people for the exact location but no one could tell 
me where the former city wall was located. [10.21.2005]

A1

A2
I could not reach the former site of the city wall. The site was occupied by private properties. The low-rise apartments were like a giant 
habitable wall to me. [10.21.2005]
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Demolition of brick houses dating back from the imperial period took place near the former site of the city wall. [10.21.2005]

When I was crossing a bridge, the two long stretches of green fields along the river 
caught my attention. I thought they were wild vegetation until I saw this old woman 
bending forward to pick vegetables from the field. I was excited and descended a staircase 
to the greenfield below street level. This old woman was taking care of her vegetable 
fields along the river. [10.21.2005]

I tried to start a conversation with her but 
she just smiled at me. Then, I realized she 
was deaf. She was planting her vegetables 
in a public property.  [10.21.2005]

A3

A4
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I reached another section of the city wall. It was part 
of the tourist attraction on Shizishan, the Lion Hill. 
The entrance fee into the park was 40 yuans ($8.5 
CND) which included the admission to three “historical” 
buildings, two of which were constructed in early 21st 
century. [10.21.2005]

The city wall was built around into the Lion Hill. The 
rampart was rebuilt with a mix of old and new bricks. 
[10.21.2005]

Yuejiang Lou was the major attraction in this theme 
park. This tower, 52 metres tall, was located at the 
peak of the mountain. The design of the building was 
based on a poem written by Zhu Yuanzhang the first 
emperor of Ming dynasty (1368-1644) who founded 
his capital in Nanjing. Emperor Zhu composed a poem 
to describe his plan to build a tower on the Lion Hill 
to commemorate a successful battle at this site that led 
to the rise of his dynasty. Emperor Zhu’s tower project 
was suspended for 600 years. It was realized in 2001, 
only for tourism. [10.21.2005]

A traditional Chinese pavilion was built along the 
moat to create a sense of Chineseness in the park. 
[10.21.2005] 

A5

A6

A6

A7
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The Yuejiang Lou was an empty shell. Inside the tower was a souvenir 
stall and empty space. The tower was just a backdrop for tourists to take 
pictures. I began to wonder about the value of this building. I left the tower 
with feeling of emptiness and descended down the hill. I arrived at the level 
of the city wall. (Above) I saw these two little houses on the hill side. 
They were not part of the displays in this park. There were vegetable fields 
and clothing hanging in front of the house.  When will these residents be 
relocated and their houses dismantled? [10.21.2005]

(Below) Adjacent to the two houses, construction workers were busy re-
constructing the Yifengmen, the city wall gate that was demolished in the 
1930s. The picture was taken on the city wall. [10.21.2005]

A8

A8
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Yifengmen in 1911.

Yifengmen [10.21.2005]

Yifengmen in late 1990.

Source: Nanjing Cheng Zhi Hua, 9.

Source: Yang, Nanjing Ming Qing Jian Zhu, 535.

A8
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View of the Xiuqiu Park from the top 
of the city wall. [10.21.2005]

New paving and new landscaping on the city wall. [10.21.2005]

I walked southward from the 
Yifengmen along this path. This path 
would lead me to the Xiuqiu Park. 
Temporary shelters for construction 
workers were placed against the city 
wall. [10.21.2005]

A memorial stone to commemorate 
the victims of the Nanjing Massacre. 
This area was one of the mass burial 
sites of those who died during the 
Nanjing Massacre. [10.21.2005]

A9

A10

A11

A12



 21 

Barbering on the city wall, which was under restoration. [10.21.2005] Street barbering at the foot of 
the gate. The day I visited this 
Yijiangmen, there were also local 
people gathered at the foot of 
the gate playing card games. 
[10.21.2005]

The west elevation of the Yijiangmen. This picture was taken outside the city wall. [10.21.2005]

A13

A13 A13
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I entered this public park from Yijiangmen. I 
was walking southward along the path outside 
of the city wall. [10.21.2005]

The water was calm. This was once to be a continuous moat that wrapped around the city wall. Today, it had been 
turned into a pond. That late afternoon, people were scattered along the other side of the shore fishing and socializing. 
[10.21.2005]

A14

A15
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This section of the city wall ended at 
Dinghuaimen. The former site of the city 
wall was occupied by low-rise apartments. 
[10.21.2005]

The former site of the city wall from 
Dinghuaimen to Caochangmen has been 
transformed into a light commercial strip. 
[10.21.2005]

Examples of the retail stores on the 
commercial strip included a camera store, a 
Taiwanese bento box lunch restaurant and an 
art store. [10.21.2005]

On the opposite side of the street, construction workers were busy 
working on a park project. [10.21.2005]
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Before I came to Nanjing, I had collected some old photos of the city gate (Bottom) and I 
was particularly impressed by the simple form of the wooden structure on the Heping Gate. 
(Top) Heping Gate was located in a public park. When I was there, the Gate was closed 
for restoration but the security guide let me in to take a few photos.

I walked up the staircase in full anticipation. The staircase led me to the wooden structure I 
had seen from old photos. When I saw the lines of light fixtures that ran around the edge of 
the roof like Christmas lighting, my heart sank to the bottom of the sea. This ancient wooden 
structure had a complete face lift. It looked like a new structure. Its enchanting sense of 
melancholy was gone forever. I began to imagine one day when the Gate was open to the 
public, this wooden structure would forever be turned into a souvenir shop. [10.22.2005]

B1

(Bottom) Source: Yang, Nanjing Ming Qing Jian Zhu, 536 &537.
Source: Chengdu Mapping Press, Nanjing Aerial Maps.
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I left the park and continued 
to walk around the city wall. 
I did not know where I was 
going. I followed an old man 
and entered another complex of 
low-rise residential apartments.  
They lined up perpendicular to 
the city wall. These apartments 
were located between the moat 
and the city wall. [10.22.2005]

The colorful clothes always 
caught my attention, especially 
when they were bathed under 
the sun. They were like kites, 
flying in the air. They made any  
impoverished areas alive again. 
The end of the road between 
the two rows of apartments was 
the city wall, which was hidden 
behind the trees. [10.22.2005]

I left the residential 
neighbourhood and continued to 
walk along the city wall. I was 
entering an unexpected region. 
From afar I saw the city wall 
was overgrown with vegetation. 
[10.22.2005]
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(Top) I walked along the unpaved path and entered a vast field open to the sky. The city 
wall on my right was lush green. At the foot of the wall were rows of vegetable fields. Piles 
of small clay pots and rows of green vegetables formed a beautiful picture. [10.22.2005] 

(Middle) A few steps away from the vegetable fields was an open-air dump site. Piles of 
garbage and building materials scattered around and mingled with the wild vegetation. The city 
wall behind was hidden behind the lush green vegetation. [10.22.2005] 

(Bottom) I turned around and shifted my gaze away from the dump site. I saw a poor 
lonely house, sitting against the backdrop of the new luxurious condominiums. I could not 
hear any noise from inside the house but I believed the house was inhabited. [10.22.2005] 
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(Above) There was a gate at the end of the path. I arrived at the north-west bank of the 
Xuanwu Lake. I felt a sense of relief. It was a scenic spot. The willow trees, the glittering 
water, the isles in the lake and the skyscrapers in silhouette formed a beautiful picture. 
This relaxed atmosphere was a contrast to the impoverished area I was just walked pass. 
[10.22.2005]
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(Top) Looking across to the south bank of the Lake, I saw a picture of prosperity. Many 
new skyscrapers were under construction. They were competing in height. This was a familiar 
image of China we come cross in architectural magazines. [10.22.2005]

(Bottom Left) I made a right turn and continued to walk southward along the city wall. A 
Series of banners hung above the path that said, “Everyone is the host of the New Nanjing.” 
(Bottom Middle) On my right, there were rows of private vegetable fields that ran against the 
city wall. (Bottom Right) As I walked along the Lake, I heard a splash. A man had jumped 
into the Lake and was using the water to rub his body. [10.22.2005]
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(Top) I walked southward along the Lake. At one point, I paused and looked back to the 
north and took this picture. A private tennis court was built against the city wall. Behind the 
wall was a skyscraper. Along the lakeshore, I saw people reading, sketching, doing water-
color painting and chatting with their friends. [10.22.2005]

The trail along the Xuanwu Lake was a pleasant walk but I wanted to explore the other side 
of the city wall. (Bottom) I exited at the Xuanwu Gate and arrived inside the city wall. The 
Xuanwu Gate was the entrance to the Xuanwuhu Park on the four isles in the Lake. I wanted 
to avoid the busy crowd of local tourists so I continued my journey on a local street, south of 
the city gate. [10.22.2005]
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(Top) I was walking along a road called Kunlun Lu. I did not know where would be my 
next destination. The city wall would lead the way. (10.22.2005)

(Middle) These snap shot photos were taken at a residential neighbourhood, which Kunlun 
Lu led me to. There were rows of four storey apartments built along the city wall. The 
neighbourhood was animated by different street activities. (10.22.2005)

(Bottom) Walking further down the road, a blue hoarding wall went up against the city wall. 
There was a demolition project going on. (10.22.2005)
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(Top Left) I arrived at a site with remnants of dismantled houses. (Top Right) At the same 
site, I turned around and took a picture of the two skyscrapers under construction, which 
presided high over the city wall in the foreground. Scenes of construction and destruction could 
be seen everywhere in the city. [10.22.2005]

(Bottom) When I saw this rundown castle-like building facade, I began to imagine this former 
site as a decaying playground. It was a depressing image. I don’t know what it was exactly 
[10.22.2005]
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(Top) I left the depressing site and arrived at the Jiefangmen, translated as Gate of 
Liberation. The Nanjing city wall museum was located here inside the city wall  [10.22.2005]

(Bottom) I was standing on Jiefangmen. The enormous staircase, 5 metres wide, was a new 
addition to the city wall. It was built for the benefit of tourists [10.22.2005]

B15 B15

B16



 34 

15:13

I was standing on the Jiefang Gate.

(Top) There was an access to the back-door of a temple on the city wall. [10.22.2005]

(Middle) Snap shot photos taken from the wall of the buildings besides the city wall inside 
the city. [10.22.2005]

(Bottom) Descending the city wall. [10.22.2005]
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(Top) South Elevation of the Zhonghuamen, South Gate. Zhonghuamen Gate served historically 
as a compound to confine and trap any invaders through the wall. It measured 128 metres long 
from north to south, 118 metres from east to west and 21.4 metres high (South wall). It sits 
on a pedestrian island surrounded by busy traffics in and out of the city. Two streams of the 
Qinhua River, 24m wide and 120m wide, run along the gate’s north and south side respectively. 
Two additional gates were made to the east and west of Zhonghuamen in 1931 to make ways for 
traffics. [10.27.2005] 

C1

C2

(Bottom Left) Inside the Gate. Zhonghuamen has four arched gateways built in stone and brick. 
Each gateway has a drop-door. Zhonghurmen is a construction of three storeys. The top storey 
of the Gate is a wooden structure which is no longer in existence. (Bottom Middle)The second 
storey has seven tunnels where troops were stationed. The one at the centre was the largest-44.92 
metres in length and 6.84 metres in width. The small tunnels flanking it was each 38.8 metres 
long and 3.9 metres width. The height of all the tunnels is about 6 metres. (Bottom Right)The 
first storey has 6 such tunnels. These tunnels were places where troops were stationed and arms 
were kept in time of war. Today, these tunnels house exhibitions of ancient city wall brick and 
souvenir stores.  [10.27.2005] 
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C2

C2

C2

(Top) Looking to the east of Zhonghuamen. The top of the city wall was taken over by nature 
and was inaccessible to the public. A communal park sat along the north side of the wall inside 
the city. The wall cast a shadow onto the park most of the day but it was a popular social 
gathering place.  [10.27.2005] 

(Middle) Looking to the north of Zhonghuamen. [10.27.2005] 

(Bottom) Looking to the south of Zhonghuamen. The Qinhua River runs along this section of the 
city wall. The city was expanded beyond this wall.  [10.27.2005]
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The road cut through the city wall and left an opening at the west side of Zhonghua city wall gate. [10.27.2005]    

The old man in grey sweater was waiting for his bicycle fixed. [10.27.2005]    

(Opposite & the overleaf)

I was told by a resident  
whose home was built on the former site of the city wall (west of Zhonghuamen)

 that the government would relocate them in order to reconstruct the city wall.

I took two pictures of the apartments slated for demolitions:

a bicycle parked in front of the grocery store,
the clothing hanging from the trees,

the barbed wire fence,
and the old woman.

[10.27.2005]
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 I walked westward into a tunnel underneath a viaduct that cut across the city wall. I walked up a ramp and arrived at a public park. I walked westward into a tunnel underneath a viaduct that cut across the city wall. I walked up a ramp and arrived at a public park. I walked westward into a tunnel underneath a viaduct that cut across the city wall. I walked up a ramp and arrived at a public park. I walked westward into a tunnel underneath a viaduct that cut across the city wall. I walked up a ramp and arrived at a public park.

I ascended a stair and arrived at ir and arrived at ir and arrived at a sublevel where the city wall was cut. This area was under area was under area was under s area was under s area was under hade of pine trees. [10.27.2005]

On the city wall, the space was vast and underused.ce was vast and underused.ce was vast and underused. Nature took over this quiet space.  quiet space.  quiet space. [10.27.2005]
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 On top of the city wall, 
I did not walk in a straight line. 

I walked in a zigzag across the top ,
from one side to another. 

The top was about 12 metres wide, 
I leaned over the 1 metre high parapet 

and took pictures of the space adjacent to the city wall. 
Along the wall outside the city was a public park (above)

between the city wall and the moat
Along the wall inside the city were clusters of buildings (below):

courtyard houses,
low-rise apartments,

and industrial buildings. 

[10.27.2005]
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Houses adjacent to the wall inside the city. [10.27.2005]

A dump site adjacent to the wall inside the city. [10.27.2005]

A power plant adjacent to the wall inside the city. [10.27.2005]
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One end of the city wall on Fengtai Road. [10.30.2005]

Hardware and metal stores occupied former site of the city wall on Fengtai Road. [10.30.2005]
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Huju Road was built along the 
former site of the city wall.

(10.25.2005)

Looking south on a bridge across Huju Road. [10.20.2005]

Looking north on a bridge across Huju Road. [10.20.2005]

Intersection of Huju Road and Shengzhou Road. [10.30.2005]
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Remnant of the city wall gate in Hanzhong Public Square. [10.20.2005]

C18
The Hanzhong Gate was transformed into a public square called Hanzhong Guangchang as part of the revitalization project of 
the city wall. The project was completed in 1997. [10.25.2005] 
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I left Hanzhong Public Square
and walked northward along Huju Road. 

My next destination was Shitoucheng,  
a popular attraction of the city wall. 

On the way to Stone City, 
I took a few snapshots of the people. These 
images captured the daily life of the people.

[10.25.2005]

 Exit of a highway adjacent to a bicycle lane and retail stores. [10.25.2005]

A simple food store. [10.25.2005]

Recess bell rang from a middle school adjacent to Huju Road.  [10.25.2005]
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These pictures were taken from the wall looking out of the city on the section called Shitoucheng. This section of the wall was built on 
the natural reddish brown rock on a hill. [10.26.2005]
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A road cut through the city wall. [10.26.2005]

Layering of reddish brown rock and bricks. [10.26.2005]
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Three to four storeys low-rise apartments were built adjacent to the city wall. [10.26.2005]
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(Top) A park space outside the city wall. I walked pass a few people who were playing 
taichi, playing chess and doing exercises. That morning, the park was scarcely used. This 
park was formerly occupied by residential brick houses. The residents were relocated in early 
2000 for the restoration of the park. [10.18.2005]

(Bottom) Outside the city wall, I found a landscaped park. Inside the city wall was a 
different world. I found a quiet laneway with simple stores along both sides. They were all 
selling black leather shoes. These stores had no signage but handwritten store number. Rows 
of black leather shoes were lined up in front of each store on the floor. At the end of the 
laneway was a storage building located right next to a low-rise residential apartment complex. 
There were roosters and dogs running around. [10.18.2005]

(Middle) This section of the city wall ended at a street called Jiang Yu Lu. In 1936, a new 
city wall gate called Yuhuamen was opened in this area to make way for a railway which ran 
from north to south. Today, one can no longer find traces of the railway and the city wall 
gate in the city. [10.18.2005]
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(Bottom) Behind the city wall where I founded the two gated communities was a public park 
space outside the city wall. A traditional Chinese pavilion was under construction. [10.18.2005]

(Top) I was over-excited when I found this opening inside the city wall without realizing that 
I had entered a private property. This opening was located between two gated communities: 
one of them was a luxurious low-rise residential apartment complex and the other was a run-
down mixed-use apartment. I thought the gate was open to the other side but it was blocked. 
A man from the old apartment opened his window and warned me to leave the property. 
[10.18.2005]
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(Above) This section of the public park ended where the 
city wall was cut. The rampart was taken over by nature 
and there was no access to get up to the city wall. 
[10.18.2005]

(Right) The city wall was cut to make way for traffic. The 
road was called Wuding Men and named after the demolished 
former city gate. This wall section became a backdrop for 
a bus stop. There were two laneways along both sides of 
the wall. I first walked along the east side, outside the city 
wall, which led me to a garbage station and a few residential 
neighborhoods. [10.18.2005]   

I began the walk along the city wall. 
A handwritten sign said, “Garbage 
Collection”. [10.18.2005]

The laneway was about 3 
metres wide with no exit. It is 
the only access that linked the 
different residential neighborhoods 
and a few mixed-use building 
complexes. [10.18.2005]

I wondered how many families 
were living in each building 
complex. Was the kid in the 
image already the luckier one 
who had shelter to live in even it 
was not in a desirable condition. 
[10.18.2005]
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I walked further down the 
laneway and reached a 
residential neighborhood of 
low-rise apartment. There 
was a public washroom 
against the city wall and 
I wondered why a public 
washroom was located next 
to the residential apartments. 
[10.18.2005]

The end of the laneway I reached a cluster of simple brick houses. They were built by the residents. Since 2000, the 
government has began to demolish  brick houses along the city wall. Today, it is prohibited to build any structures against the 
wall. [10.18.2005]
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I walked along the west side of the city wall from Wu Ding Men. The environment 
was different from the east side. The path was newly paved and linked to two 
public parks: Bailuxhou Park and Tongjimen Park. The city wall divided two different 
communities.  [10.18.2005]
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(Top) I was standing on one end of the city wall. A section of the city wall ended at the 
Tongjimen Park, where the former city wall gate, Tongjji Gate, was located. Looking north, 
upscale condominiums were location along the former site of the city wall  [10.18.2005] 

(Bottom) A view of the Tongjimen Park on the east side of the city wall. Standing on the 
city wall allowed me to see the diversity of social class living around the city wall. One side 
of the wall were some impoverished brick houses and run-down apartment buildings. The 
other side of the city wall were some middle-class low-rise apartments. Along the former site 
of the city wall were the luxurious condominiums complex. [10.18.2005] 

(Middle) West side of the city wall were middle-class low-rise apartments. [10.18.2005] 
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The section of the city wall between the former gates, Tongjimen and Guanghuamen, was 
replaced by condominiums. This picture shows the layering of old and new buildings along the 
moat. [10.18.2005] 
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The Nanjing municipal government made a proposal in 1997 to turn the city wall into 
a green belt. These are the snapshots of the park space between the ctiy wall and 
the moat that I walked along. [10.18.2005] 

Residential apartment built on the former site of city wall [10.18.2005] 

On the city wall.

D15

D16 D17

D18 D19

D19 D20 D21



 60 

A major boulevard runs through the Zhongshan 
Gate. The gate at the centre is 10 metres 
wide, 10.5 metres high and 15 metres deep. 
The other two gates are 8 metres wide, 9,5 
metres high and 15 metres deep. The three 
gates were made in 1929 when China was run 
by the Kuomintang as the Republic of China. 
They symbolizes Sun Yat-sen’s, a significant 
revolutionary and political leader of the time, 
political philosophy known as the “Three 
Principles of the People”: nationalism, democracy 
and the people’s welfare. [10.18.2005]

On the Zhongshan Gate. [10.18.2005]

I was standing on the Zhongshan Gate, looking 
inside the city wall. The tall tower in the 
foreground is a hotel. [10.18.2005]

I was standing on the Zhongshan Gate, looking 
outside the city wall.  [10.18.2005]
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(Top) A house on the Zhongshan Gate. It was difficult to draw a line between the public 
and private space. When there was no visitors, the entire space became a private paradise. 
When there were visitors, the house became part of the public display. [10.18.2005] 

(Bottom Left) The two men were flying kite on the Zhongshan Gate. Flying kite is a popular 
activity. [10.18.2005]   

(Bottom Middle) I could not continue walking north on the wall. There was a brick wall that 
blocked access to the north. There was a hole through the brick wall. I walked through the 
hole and the path was occupied by the overgrowth of wild vegetation (Bottom Right). I ended 
the journey of the city wall here. [10.18.2005]  
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On January 23, 1368, Zhu Yuanzhang (who reigned from 1368 to 
1398) offered sacrifices to Heaven and Earth at separate suburban 
altars, then offered the patents and seals to four generations of his 
ancestors at the ancestral shrine in the Imperial City, and proceeded to 
the Fengtian Hall at the newly built Forbidden City of Nanjing. There 
he received a congratulatory memorial from generals and government 
officials, concluding his ascension to the throne with an orchestrated 
ceremony. Zhu officially proclaimed the start of the Ming (translated 
as Brightness) dynasty, and made 1368 the first year of Hungwu 
(translated as the Great Martial Power) and himself the Hungwu 
Emperor. It was also the year that massive expansion of the Nanjing 
city wall began. The construction extended the existing city walls of 
Nanjing, formerly known as Yingtianfu that Zhu had recently restored 
during the 1360s to include the Forbidden City and the Imperial City 
to the east and a large area between the Xuanwu Lake and the Qinhuai 
River. Construction of the entire 34 kilometres wall took roughly 20 
years to complete. Approximately 200,000 workers were summoned 
for construction. The new wall rose 14-20 metres above ground, and 
mainly followed the natural terrain of the city. The wall was about 15 
metres thick at the base, tapering to 4-10 metres at its top. Within the 
structure, earth and stone slats were used to fill up the core, followed 
by an exterior layer of grey bricks. 
 During the wall construction, many towns and counties across 
the nation were responsible for manufacturing construction materials, 
primarily the grey bricks (each roughly 42 x 20 x 10 cm).  Emperor Zhu 
ordered 152 counties to manufacture and transport tens of millions of 
bricks to the capital. He required all the manufacturing units to stamp 
the names of the maker and supervisor, and the manufacturing date and 
location on every brick. This law ensured the emperor had the means to 
trace the origin of bricks if any of them failed to meet required standards, 
and impose harsh punishments against the brick maker or the entire 

CONSTRUCTION | The Triumph of Despotism

I I    N A N J I N G  C I T Y  W A L L  a n d  A U T O C R A C Y

 63 

2.1  The print shows how a wall is built with 
a pounding earth method - a frame is 
raised and refilled with earth.



manufacturing unit. Scholar Timothy Brook, in The Confusion of Pleasure: 

Commerce and Culture in Ming China, traces the origin of Lu Li, a kiln 
master whose name appears on a brick at Zhonghua Gate (formerly known 
as Jubao Gate – Gate of Assembled Treasures).1 Since the names of the 
county and village are stamped on the brick surface that faces inward, it is 
impossible to tell the exact location of Lu’s kiln without removing the brick 
from the wall. Other than Lu’s name, there are two other names on the 
brick’s outer surface: the Tithing Head Fang Chaozhang and tithing unit 
Guangfu Monastery, both belonging to the lijia system of Ming China. 
The lijia or “hundreds-and-tithing” system grouped ten households into a 
jia (tithing) and ten jias into a li (hundred).2 In the system, the duties of 
the jia head rotated among each of the ten households annually, while the 
post of the li heads was given to the wealthiest households in a community. 
Monasteries and temples were registered as fiscal households in this system; 
Brook theorizes that Guangfu Monastery served as the meal provider for 
Lu Li’s workers. He tracked Guangfu Monastery in historical accounts 
and found eight monasteries in the three closest provinces that carried 
the common name of Guangfu, which means “broad good fortune.” The 
area serviced by Lu’s working unit ranged from 100 kilometres to 1500 
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2.2  The map shows the expansion of the 
city wall under Emperor Zhu of Ming 
Dynasty. The new serpentine wall 
wraps around the Imperial Palaces.



kilometres from Nanjing, and Brook soon realized that bricks were too 
common a local product for the county to record. Nevertheless, Brook’s 
research on Lu’s bricks reveals the importance of the lijia system in shaping 
Ming’s unique social structure under the absolute power of the emperor. 
Every brick on the Nanjing city wall is a reflection of the restrictions, 
both physical and social, placed on the Ming citizens. Zhu determined 
policy based on a personal desire to extend his control to all corners of his 
society.
 First and foremost, Zhu Yuanzhang’s lijia system was used to 
register people for taxation and state services – a convenient way to exert 
control and maintain social order. The system divided the entire population 
into self-sustainable village communities, within which peoples’ movements 
were further restricted: cultivators were bound to specific farming villages, 
soldiers to the frontier, artisans to state service units, and merchants to an 
assigned district established for commerce activity. Zhu Yuanzhang’s aim 
to immobilize the citizenry is evidenced in the Ming Code: those needing 
to travel any farther than 100 li (about 50 kilometres) required a route 
certificate and anyone who changed occupations without the government’s 
permission was severely punished.3 This occupation restriction extended 
from father to son. If Lu Li was a kiln master, most likely his son was as 
well. 
 In addition to constructing his walled Nanjing and imposing the 
system of lijia, Zhu Yuanzhang set out to realize his goal of building a walled 
nation. After driving the Mongols off Chinese soil, he sent thousands of 
soldiers and civilians to the northern frontier to restore and extend the 
Great Wall of China. The Han Chinese realm was once again enclosed by 
a structure that separated the “civilized” from the “barbarians.” 
 Zhu Yuanzhang was perhaps justified in wanting to restructure 
the Chinese universe after China’s century-long Mongol-ruled Yuan 
dynasty. The Mongols had little interest in wall building. Their philosophy 
of openness and continuous expansion contrasted with that of the Han 
Chinese, who advocated internal harmony and social stability. Walls – the 
Great Wall, Nanjing city wall and others – were a symbolic return to a 
harmonic and legitimate China. For Zhu Yuanzhang however, control 
of his own people appeared to be the primary reason for wall building. 
The entire nation was subdivided into both large and small walled 
communities. 
 During the Ming era, the Li Confucianism practiced during the 
Southern Song dynasty was revived in the hopes of strengthening social 
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2.3   Lu Li’s brick is currently embedded in a 
Nanjing city gate. The inscription on the 
brick reads:

 Ten-Tithing Xi Junweng
 Tithing Head Fang Chaozhang
 Kiln master Lu Li
 Brick makers
 Guangfu Monastery



order. But Zhu manipulated the Li Confucianism to restrict people from 
performing any action not in line with Confucian filial hierarchy, which 
was established to protect the power of authority. For Zhu Yuanzhang, 
peoples’ personal freedom was a threat to his rule. Under Zhu, all citizens 
became servants of the emperor. Within the government, Zhu eliminated 
the post of prime minister and centralized all power in his hands.
 Zhu Yuanzhang was also famous for his political persecutions. 
Specialists estimate that between 1376 and 1396, no less than 100,000 
people died from political purges.4 The censorial branch of the government 
had the emperor’s blessing to closely monitor the bureaucratic bodies as 
well as the elite class. This reign of terror bound Ming China in fear and 
prevented anyone, no matter their class or status, from diverging from the 
status quo. Ming Chinese, wealthy and poor, bureaucrats and peasants, 
learned to live under these conditions. Zhu Yuanzhang’s rule was the peak 
of despotic culture in the walled nation. Until the fall of Imperial China in 
1911, the Nanjing city wall, one of Zhu’s greatest masterpieces, signified 
the triumph of despotism and defeat of the people.
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2.4  (Left)  At a brick kiln, the kilnmaster 
checks the temperature as an 
assistant douses the kiln to induce 
superficial glazing.

2.5  (Right)  The brick maker in the 
foreground fills the wooden mold 
with clay, then dresses the brick's 
surface with a finishing wire strung 
on a bow.

2.6  (opposite top) The Jubao Gate was 
a fortified gate which was renowned 
for its boat-like shape. The entire gate 
structure was demolished for urban 
development in the 30’s. 

2.7  (opposite bottom) Bird eye view of 
Nanjing in the 1930s. The South Gate, 
at the lower left corner of the photo, 
is a fortified city gate which has three 
barbicans and four archways. 
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DE-CONSTRUCTION | The Defeat of Rationali ty 

When it was finally completed, the 34 kilometres long Nanjing city wall 
seemed impenetrable.  It is true that no regime could undo Zhu Yuanzhang’s 
efforts in defining Nanjing’s boundaries and identity, but the myth of the 
wall’s supreme defensive powers has been challenged three times. The first 
time was in 1853 when the Taiping rebels conquered Nanjing from the 
Qing empire; the second in 1864, when the Qing troops crushed the 
Taiping and recaptured the city. In both incidents, the mighty city wall 
provided good defence, but only insofar as it delayed the fall of the city 
after days of continuous cannon fire. Both times the wall crumbled when 
the enemies dug deep tunnels into the foundation and used explosives to 
destroy the structure from below. The city wall showed its insufficiencies in 
the face of warplanes, tanks and modern weapons. In 1937, the Japanese 
army broke through the wall at several locations and kept these five to 
six spots as “displays of military glories” and “convenient passageways” 
during the years when Nanjing was under Japanese occupancy.5 During 
the Japanese invasion, a number of the city gates, including the Zhonghua 
Gate, were damaged beyond repair. 
 Regardless of the damage done by military invasions, history 
reveals that the biggest threat to the Nanjing city wall wasn’t the intruders 
but the Nanjing people themselves. The first attempt at demolishing 
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2.8  The east and west side of the Zhong-
hua Gate was demolished to make 
way for traffic in the 30’s. 



parts of the Nanjing city wall began in the 1920s and 1930s, during the 
Nationalist era. The demolition was mainly in response to the need for road 
extensions and building materials by the Nationalist government, which 
was establishing Nanjing as the nationalist capital. Nonetheless, the most 
devastating blows did not occur until Mao Zedong assumed control and 
led China toward his utopian goals of socialism and industrialization. 
 In 1958, massive social movements took place in cities and 
the countryside under Mao’s Great Leap Forward campaign. By this 
time, China was an industry-heavy powerhouse. The Chinese, especially 
farmers and factory workers, saw Mao as their nation’s saviour. Their 
obsession for Mao resembled religious devotion. After a hundred years 
of suffering humiliation by foreign powers and internal class struggles, 
the peasants believed Mao would be the one to strike the right balance 
between the rich and poor, a lead political direction and a fruitful future 
for the nation. In the first five years of Mao’s Chinese Communist Party, 
the communists managed to restore social order and put China back on 
track economically and socially. The success of the Land Reform Policies, 
which emptied the pockets of landowners and redistributed farmlands to 
peasants, and the First Five-Year Plan, which followed the Soviet model 
of state-controlled economic development, helped to solidify blind trust 
and a passive following for Mao and his Party. This was a welcome change 
from the combination of warlord rule, Japanese invasion and civil war in 
the previous years that left little to the nation besides piles of rubble, miles 
of wastelands, and a collapsed economy. 
 1958 marked a year of major shifts in Mao’s thinking, from the 
pragmatism of social restructuring to an infatuation with the power of 
mobilized masses. Mao wanted immediate results in fulfilling his socialist 
dreams, and launched an aggressive policy plan that bordered on sheer 
lunacy and unrealistic projections of growth. He thought that three years 
of collective hard work on industrial production would be sufficient to 
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2.11  (Below) Large scale backyard smelters 
during the Great Leap Forward.

2.10  During the Great Leap Forward, Mao 
ordered the entire nation to involve in 
heavy industry. Commune members 
built backyard steel smelters at the 
Weixing Commune.

2.9   During land reform in the 50’s, Com-
munist Party cadres and villagers held 
struggle meetings to condemn land-
lords. Landlords were often beaten or 
even killed under the accusations of 
unfair treatment of their tenants and 
peasants. 



transform China from a farming nation into an industrialized country, 
and aimed to surpass Britain in industrial production within fifteen years. 
Under his orders, some 90 million people engaged in local, small-scale 
steel smelting operations; almost 99% of the rural populace became the 
members of a People’s Commune, which was regarded as “the basic units 
of Communist society.” On average a commune was made up of about 
5,500 households, which was then divided into production teams.6 The 
aim of a commune is to improve production efficiency by forming a large 
production unit to replace small-scale family-run production. On the 
commune, everything was shared and private ownership of livestock and 
garden plots were forbidden. Traditional family practices were replaced by 
the idealized collective practices. Communal nurseries and kindergartens 
were established to look after the elderly and the children; everyone dined 
together in the commune mess hall. Men and women devoted their time 
and energy entirely to public projects such as water control, irrigation, and 
steel production. But within a few years, the Great Leap Forward proved 
to be a disastrous failure. Despite the capability of the authorities to utilize 
people-power for public projects, the neglect of food production during 
the Great Leap Forward also lead to a catastrophic famine that spread 
across China from 1959 to 1962. Also, because of improper manufacturing 
techniques and professional supervision most of the locally produced steel 
and iron was so inferior that it was unusable. 
 The 1950s was also a defining period for the Nanjing city wall, 
marking its farewell. Up until the 1950s, the Nanjing citizens were free to 
build homes and private gardens on the wall; many also lived in very close 
proximity to a deteriorating wall following years of neglect. The authority 
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2.12  Farmers discussed Mao’s Little Red 
Book during a study break of a com-
mune gathering at Dazhai in1969. 
During the Cultural Revolution, Mao 
touted Dazhai as the model produc-
tion brigade. Only after Mao’s death 
did authorities find that this brigade 
had exaggerated production statistics.



began to aware of the danger of the decaying city wall when a part 
of the wall collapsed, killing three people and wounding another 17 
in the winter of 1954.7 Since then, small-scale demolitions of the wall 
were common occurrences especially when the officials conceived the 
idea of “contemporary usage of the past” and advocated wall demolition 
by offering an incentive to encourage the people to exchange each 
ancient brick for 10 cents RMB.8 By 1958, large organizations from the 
government and citizen groups were all deconstructing the monument. 
The fever of transforming the nation, catching up with the rest of the 
world and escaping poverty and the past united every Nanjing citizen in 
the wall demolition. Their tools ranged from explosives to bare hands. 
Many of the ancient bricks were used in new construction projects, 
and in particular, for the many furnaces that were built across the 
city to support steel production. This was the period when almost all 
resources were allocated for industrial production. This phenomenon 
was common in all of China’s walled cities. The few scholars, poets, 

 71 

2.14  (Opposite & Below) De-construction 
of the Nanjing city wall at the 50s near 
the Taipingmen area.

2.13  The Red Guards hang big character 
posters at Harbin’s University of 
Industry. The billboard reads, “Follow 
Chairman Mao’s great strategy and 
grasp the direction of revolutionary 
struggle.”



painters, and architects who were opposed to razing the wall were ignored, 
alienated, and even persecuted as enemies of the socialist revolution. 
  The destruction of the Nanjing city wall subsided after the 
zealousness of the Great Leap Forward. It was not until 1966, at the 
beginning of another catastrophe – namely the Great Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution – that the wall was finally destroyed. In order to regain 
absolute control of the Party after the failure of the Great Leap Forward, 
Mao gambled a third time, triggering a revolution that would quash all 
of his political opponents and other counter-revolutionists and transform 
the nation. He ordered Jiang Qing (his wife), Kang Shang, Yao Wenyuan 
and Zhang Chunqiao to form the Cultural Revolution Group (CRG). 
This sole group soon became the Party’s voice. The CRG possessed two 
crucial weapons: people’s blind trust in Mao and the radical tendencies of 
students and workers. The slogan, “let us unite and hold high the glorious 
red banner of Mao Zedong thought… resolutely, thoroughly, totally and 
completely wipe out all monsters and demons and all counter-revolutionary 
revisionists of the Khrushchev type and carry the socialist revolution 
through to the end,” fuelled the movement at Peking University.9 In the 
autumn of 1966, over 13 million youth marched to Beijing to participate 
in eight gigantic parades at Tiananmen Square in front of Mao, who stood 
high on the Tiananmen Gate like the emperors of Ming and Qing. The 
crowd wore red armbands, sang songs in praise of Mao’s glory and listened 
to speeches by the CRG, who had formed a radical group known as the 
Red Guards whose first mission was to attack teachers, then parents, 
intellectuals, bourgeoisie, revisionists, and ultimately all designated 
“counter-revolutionary” enemies of China. By the end of 1966, the working 

 72 

2.15  (Left) De-construction of the 
Nanjing city wall in the 40s at the 
Guanghuamen area, (Middle) at the 
Shuiximen area, and (Right) at the 
Tongjimen area.




