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Echo from the underground: the heritage
customization of subway infrastructures in
Shanghai’s listed areas
Plácido González Martínez

Abstract

The design of metro stations constitutes a clear example of the new core role of culture in a city such as Shanghai
that remains to be assessed from a critical heritage perspective. As an unexplored dimension of a massive heritage
institutional apparatus, metro stations act as ‘white canvases’ where commercial, political and cultural messages are
displayed. These messages contribute to city branding while simultaneously influencing the perception and interpretation
of the historic urban landscape above ground. This research offers insights into the subway stations located in the listed
heritage areas of Shanghai and the architectural, artistic and exhibitive resources that ‘give character’ to these stations. The
research applies visual methods and discursive analysis based on direct observation of these ‘characteristic’ elements in
metro stations. The paper establishes the argument that the amount and distribution of these characteristic elements in
the metro network offers unequal representation of the importance of the heritage areas above. When represented, we
argue that such features convey renewed narratives of urban identity according to an authorised heritage discourse in
Shanghai. These narratives cater to an image of ideal, harmonious continuity between the past and the future that aims
to characterise Shanghai as a Chinese global metropolis.

Keywords: Underground station design, Infrastructures in listed areas, Authorised heritage discourse, Heritage
conservation in Shanghai, City branding

1 Introduction
This paper explores the role of design features in metro
stations as conveyors of an authorised heritage discourse
in Shanghai. Research on metro stations has tended to
prefer examination of architectural and urban design as-
pects (Labbé 2016; Li et al. 2015; Sun et al. 2015), and
the historical, cultural and heritage dimensions of these
stations remain understudied. Serving as key interfaces
between modern urban infrastructures and the historic
urban landscape (Huybrechts 2018), metro stations are
among the most ubiquitous channels for the transmis-
sion of authorised heritage discourses. Due to their uni-
versal reach, they should be considered as compulsory

museums, ‘white canvases’, available for urban growth
coalitions to support developmental narratives.
The relationship between infrastructural and heritage

development is ambivalent: in general, subway construc-
tion has direct negative effects through the destruction
of archaeological heritage (Lambertucci 2016, 2018) and
on the built heritage above ground in the form of vibra-
tions during construction and operation (UNESCO
1976). Additionally, subways contribute to economic
changes that may alter the social balance of heritage
urban areas. However, metro infrastructures have also
been deemed central to the preservation of the above-
ground urban landscape, sparing it from the widening of
historic roads and streets to serve public transportation
and enabling the rise of tourism, leisure and cultural ac-
tivities by increasing access to historic neighbourhoods.
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Metro infrastructures have grown exponentially in
China since the 1990s. This development happened sim-
ultaneously with the rise in conservation initiatives for
urban heritage in Chinese cities. Inaugurated in 1993,
the Shanghai metro network is the second longest in the
world, with 17 lines, 413 stations and a total length of
705 km2. The 12 Shanghai cultural and historic areas
identified and listed in 2003 by the Shanghai Municipal
Government are a pioneering attempt to establish area
protection in China.1 The superposition of both urban
transportation and heritage conservation systems was
completed in 2013, when all heritage listed areas were
served by at least one metro station within or bordering
their limits.
In the context of place promotion and city branding,

metro stations provide immediate signs of the signifi-
cance of urban locations. Stations act as gates for locals
and tourists, creating the opportunity for identity con-
struction and visitor appreciation. At the same time, by
means of customisation, stations become an under-
ground ‘parallel heritage city’, not only reflecting the his-
toric environment above ground but also becoming a
powerful tool for the dissemination of the authorised
heritage discourses that guide heritage appreciation. This
paper examines the cultural heritage features of custo-
mised metro stations in Shanghai, posing the following
questions: What are the narratives supported by these
features? Are these narratives equally represented in
metro stations? Do the narratives just focus on the past,
or do they also formulate the future image of a global
city?
The methodological choice in answering these ques-

tions is based on a Foucauldian assumption: discourses
and the narratives that support them serve certain re-
gimes of truth that determine ways of thinking and act-
ing. For this reason, this research focuses on the social

production of images, which require visual methods for
discourse analysis. This encompasses a qualitative analysis
of visual data related to architectural features, artistic and
applied arts artefacts, and exhibitions incorporated into
the layout of metro stations. The purpose of this discourse
analysis is to study the institutional use of culture as a tool
of social management (Rose 2007), which is closely related
to promoting the conservation and protection of urban
heritage.
The method also considers that metro stations are not

museums or galleries and thus were not originally
intended for the display of images but adapted for this
purpose instead. For this reason, and again in Foucaul-
dian terms, the study of the apparatus is privileged over
the technologies of display. With this goal, this study fo-
cuses on the stations located within or in the limits of
the 12 cultural and historical listed areas of Shanghai.
Fieldwork took place between September and November
2019 and consisted of visits to 40 stations. The stations’
architectural features, together with the displayed ele-
ments, were documented through photographs, videos
and notes. This fieldwork was performed by the author
together with students of the course on Heritage Man-
agement and Legislation at the College of Architecture
and Urban Planning of Tongji University.
This paper will first elaborate a review of the literature

on the relationship between metro infrastructure and
heritage areas and the heritage implications of the custo-
mised design of metro stations. Second, it will character-
ise the stations of the Shanghai metro system based on
their chronology, location and narratives, analysing the
representativeness of the heritage listed areas and the
favouring of certain topics over others in response to
authorised heritage discourses on the city. The paper
will then discuss these findings, establishing the argu-
ment that the ‘underground’ authorised heritage dis-
course displayed in the Shanghai metro stations caters
to the purposes of state-led developmentalism and offi-
cial aims for a harmonious society.

2 The underground system as a new heritage
frontier
2.1 Transmission channels for China’s ‘heritage fever’
Our work is embedded in a wider body of research ad-
dressing the rising importance of heritage as a tool of
governance in contemporary China. Authors such as
Oakes (2019) have already highlighted the use of heri-
tage to generate social cohesion and promote modern-
isation and development. Recent contributions from
Svensson and Maags (2018); Ludwig and Walton (2020);
Zhu (2019); and Zhu and Maags (2020) have built a con-
sistent analysis of how this instrumentality of heritage
responds to economic and political concerns about legit-
imacy, solidarity and harmony. Ludwig and Walton

1The definition of these sites was based on historic, cultural and
environmental values that aim to encompass a contemporary
characterization of the history of Shanghai. The origins of the city are
represented in Laochengxiang, which corresponds to the historic
settlement before the Nanjing Treaty in 1842. Waitan (the Bund)
represents the financial prowess of the city during the time of the
concessions. People’s Square holds a symbolic meaning as an open
space and as the current seat of the city government. West Nanjing
Road is representative of the commercial bustle of the city. The
contours of the Hengshan Road – Fuxing Road area largely correspond
to the location of the former French Concession of Shanghai. Yuyuan
Road, Xinhua Road and Hongqiao are representative, highly qualified
suburban locations of the 1930s. Shanyin Road has an artistic and
literary atmosphere in a highly qualified environment, whereas
Jiangwan is a display of modern planning and architecture in what was
meant to be the new civic centre of the city in the 1930s:
Wujiaochang. Tilanqiao holds the sad memories of exile, connecting
Shanghai with the international dimension of World War 2, whereas
Longhua Road offers a turn to tradition with the imposing image of
the pagoda, and to Communism with the memory of the Longhua
Martyrs.
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(2020) referred to the importance of heritage for the re-
building of moral values in the private realm and the
shaping of a national identity among the public. Interest-
ingly, these authors also argue that the effects of China’s
‘heritage fever’ go well beyond its national borders,
strongly influencing heritage practices of documentation,
conservation and dissemination in the international
sphere (Ludwig and Walton 2020; Zhu and Maags
2020).
These studies also all agree on the importance of the

use of heritage at a local level as a means to promote
economic growth (Svensson and Maags 2018; Zhu
2019). Aligning with Ashworth and Karavatzis’ (2011)
studies on heritage and city branding, authors such as
Jansson and Lagerkvist (2009), Law (2012), and Law and
Qin (2017) have reflected on the adaptation of historical
narratives in China in the context of global and regional
competition between cities. Despite the proliferation of
studies in this respect, with the most recent contribu-
tions from Zhu (2020) studying the case of Xi’an or Law
and Qin (2017) in the city of Wuhan, the greatest share
of attention from researchers has focused on the city of
Shanghai. Authors such as Pan (2005, 122–137) and Law
(2012) have insightfully shown how the global branding
of Shanghai has required a complete re-interpretation of
its semi-colonial past, now associated with images of
economic success and prosperity. Ren (2008) and Gon-
zález Martínez (2017, 2019, 2020) have studied the con-
sequences of this re-interpretation for the
commodification of historic neighbourhoods. However,
the impact of Shanghai’s ‘heritage turn’ in less easily per-
ceived areas of its built environment, such as infrastruc-
ture, remains to be addressed.
This is where our study finds an important gap. Al-

though Wu (2004) conducted comprehensive research
on the cultural strategies of Shanghai on its path to join
the ranks of global cities, the place-oriented measures
that she studied referred to ‘infrastructures’ as cultural
venues such as museums and theatres. Her inquiry, as
well as Wang’s (2009), Larsen’s (2014) and Zhong’s
(2015) on the incorporation of public arts and the revi-
talisation of historic buildings and public spaces, did not
address the key question of the spaces of mass transit.
The metro infrastructures of Shanghai, which act as ‘in-
voluntary museums’ with undeniable effects on the per-
ceptions of millions of citizens and tourists, require
explicit study and attention.

2.2 Underground stations as spaces for display, from
scientific to socio-political connotations
The literature on metro station design shares common
ground on aesthetic concerns and aims to counteract
‘negative fantasies’ and enhance the psychological com-
fort of metro users (Sun et al. 2015; Labbé 2016;

Lambertucci 2018). This pragmatic approach to design
is symptomatic of the so-called ‘black box’ condition of
infrastructure in contemporary urban discourse (Domín-
guez Rubio and Fogué 2013), by means of which tech-
nical knowledge prevails over any kind of consideration
towards citizenship. Accordingly, when referring to the
aesthetisation of metro infrastructures, we contend that
it constitutes a clear example of the top-down produc-
tion of an authorised heritage discourse (Smith 2006).
The artistic display and design of metro stations is con-

substantial to the history of metropolitan underground
transportation: the London, Paris and Budapest metros
shared the significant reformist political purpose of bring-
ing the arts to the commuting masses (Clendenin 2008).
The ultimate manifestation of authorised discourses ap-
pears in the subterranean ‘palaces of the people’ built in
Moscow in the 1930s through 1950s (O'Mahony 2003;
Ryklin 2014). According to Gabriel (2018), Moscow’s
counterpart in Pyongyang exemplifies the detachment of
the metro system from the city above, with the purpose of
intensifying ‘underground’ messages of political legitim-
ation and building an autonomous narrative. Despite be-
ing frequently overlooked, the role of the arts and design
in metro stations is still to cater to the political and eco-
nomic purposes of place branding, with an important
heritage dimension. Since the Louvre metro station in
Paris started to showcase items from the museum above
ground in the 1970s, the promotion of cultural narratives
has also served to promote social exclusion, as shown by
Reynolds’s (2012) study of the ‘glamourisation’ of Holly-
wood/Vine station and its relationship with the gentrifica-
tion of the Hollywood area in Los Angeles.
Although it focuses on the conflict between modernisa-

tion and conservation, the mainstream heritage conserva-
tion doctrine has frequently overlooked the relationship
between metro infrastructure and heritage.2 Recent con-
tributions beyond the realm of heritage charters and rec-
ommendations have highlighted alternative approaches to
the specific question of archaeological sites. Lambertucci’s

2Since the Athens Charter (1931) first mentioned the visually
disruptive effect of telegraph poles, heritage charters and
recommendations have systematically downplayed the impact of urban
infrastructure (ICOMOS 1964; ICOMOS 1994; ICOMOS 2003a, b),
most often highlighting its aesthetic impact on the urban landscape
(UNESCO 1976; ICOMOS 1987; UNESCO 2005; ICOMOS 2005;
UNESCO 2005) and focusing on the negative effects of road
construction and vehicular traffic (UNESCO 1968; UNESCO 1976;
ICOMOS 1987; UNESCO 2005; UNESCO 2011). One exception is the
1968 Recommendation on the Impact of Public and Private Works
(UNESCO 1968), which refers to the potential risk of destruction of
archaeological sites in the shape of ‘mining, quarrying, and dredging’,
implicitly referring to metro infrastructures. Only the 1976 Nairobi
Recommendation (UNESCO 1976) and the 1987 Washington Charter
(ICOMOS 1987) highlighted the potential impact of metro
infrastructures (as well as any other underground infrastructural
construction) on cultural properties, but just in terms of vibrations.
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study on the San Giovanni ‘archaeostation’ in Rome offers
an example of how the display of archaeological remains
becomes a ‘resource’ for the underground and a means for
place branding (Lambertucci 2013, 2016, 2018). Fouseki
and Sandes (2009) develop an engaged analysis of Dafni
Station in Athens from the perspective of theory, pointing
at the use of archaeological replicas in approximate strati-
graphic arrangements as a key shift from material authen-
ticity to the production of an ‘authentic’ experience for
visitors (Fouseki and Sandes 2009, 49).
The literature on the design of metro stations in China

has a general pragmatic orientation, highlighting the
need to counteract the negative effects of a lack of light
and overcrowding, with occasional references to the psy-
chological effects of materiality and design (Zhuang
2000). Following a normative approach, authors such as
Sun et al. (2015) and Li et al. (2015) have raised the issue
of the architectural characterisation of metro stations in
Beijing and Xi’an, with regional culture as a source of in-
spiration, but both focus more on the aesthetic dimen-
sion than on a critical inquiry into the displayed
narratives. Zhu et al. (2011) adopted a more in-depth
analytical stance about the purposes of city marketing,
focusing on place-related advertising in the metro sys-
tem of Guangzhou, even though they also encompassed
the design principles of metro stations. Therefore, a crit-
ical assessment of the heritage customisation of metro
stations in China remains a major knowledge gap.

3 The Shanghai metro under listed areas as a case
study
Even if researchers such as Zhu et al. (2011) have used a
mix of quantitative and qualitative analyses for the case
of the Guangzhou metro, we contend that the qualitative
perspective offered by visual methods and discourse ana-
lysis is more appropriate for the characterisation of
underground heritage narratives. Our analysis focuses
on the architectural and artistic features of the Shanghai
metro stations located within the limits or within the 12
‘Cultural and Historically Significant Heritage Areas of
Shanghai’ listed in 2003. Considering that the Shanghai
metro serves an average of 10 million riders every day,
these stations act as privileged gates for both the local
population and visitors to heritage areas. In our study,
we contend that metro stations in listed areas act as de-
vices, by means of both what they incorporate and what
they omit, for presenting and interpreting the urban
heritage above ground according to the authorised heri-
tage discourse.
Our study reaches 40 metro stations belonging to 10

different metro lines crossing 12 heritage listed areas
(Table 1). Significantly, the first heritage listed areas to
be served by metro infrastructures were People’s Square,
site of the city government, and Hengshan Road–Fuxing

Road (abb. Hengfu), which corresponds to the former
French Concession of the city: both were reached by
Line 1 in 1995. At the time the heritage area listings
were passed in 2003, only seven of the 12 listed areas
were served by metro stations. Progressively, the devel-
opment of metro infrastructure reached all heritage
listed areas, with Longhua Road, included on Line 11 in
2013, being the last to be served (Fig. 1).
An analysis of this distribution shows that listed areas

are unequally served by metro lines and stations. Even if
the purpose of this paper is not to focus on the reasons
station locations are selected, as this relates to technical
criteria beyond the scope of this research, it is important
to point out that the Hengfu area, which is the most ex-
tensive are in the city, is served by five lines, with 12
metro stations either within the area or within its limits.
By contrast, other highly representative central heritage
areas such as Waitan (where the Bund promenade and
the old Central Business District of the city stand) or
Laochengxiang (which is the original urban core of
Shanghai) are served by only two and three stations, re-
spectively, each located not within the areas but within
their limits.
Our qualitative analysis focuses on two main aspects:

first, the integration of the emerging elements of metro
stations in the historic context through design or mater-
ial means, and second, the narratives conveyed by the
design of underground facilities (Table 2).

3.1 Emerging elements: the first contextual response
Design requirements in heritage areas vary greatly de-
pending on the position of metro elements, either
underground or above ground. Underground elements
are the prerogative of the Shanghai Shentong Metro
Group, which runs operations of the metro infrastruc-
ture. Elements above ground, despite being planned and
designed by the same company, are, at least theoretically,
subject to the aesthetic, volume and material regulations
that apply for area protection according to the Regula-
tions of Shanghai Municipality on the Protection of the
Areas with Historical Cultural Features and the Excellent
Historical Buildings (2002).
Nevertheless, our analysis shows that the regulations

focus exclusively on the aesthetic appearance of listed
areas and listed buildings but do not establish any spe-
cific determinations for the cases where both interact
with the metro infrastructure. Articles 16 and 17 of the
Regulations offer brief provisions for the case of road
construction, with no reference to other transportation
infrastructure. Article 20 establishes instructions about
advertisements, without further provisions for the aes-
thetic integration of metro entrances. Only article 24 es-
tablishes some reference for the design of new structures
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Table 1 The 12 heritage listed areas and the stations included in this study

ZONE LINE STATION DATE

ZONE 1: JIANGWAN 10 Guoquan Road
Wujiaochang
Jiangwan Stadium

2010

8 Nenjiang Road
Xiangyin Road

2009

ZONE 2: SHANYIN ROAD 3 Dongbaoxing Road
Hongkou Fooball Stadium

2000

10 Hailun Road 2010

ZONE 3: TILANQIAO 4 Dalian Road
Yangshupu Road
Tilanqiao

2005

ZONE 4: WAITAN 10 Tiantong Road
East Nanjing Road

2010

2 East Nanjing Road 1999

ZONE 5: LAOCHENGXIANG 10 Yuyuan Road
Laoximen

2010

9 Xiaonanmen 2009

ZONE 6: PEOPLE'S SQUARE 1, 2, 8 People’s Square 1995 (Line 1)
1999 (Line 2)
2009 (Line 8)

ZONE 7: Weat NANJING ROAD 2 West Nanjing Road
Jing’an Temple

1999

7 Changning Road
Jing’an Temple

2009

ZONE 8: HENGSHAN ROAD – FUXING ROAD (HENGFU) 1 South Huangpi Road
South Shaanxi Road
Changshu Road
Hengshan Road
Xujiahui

1995

10 Xintiandi
South Shaanxi Road
Shanghai Library

2010

7 Changshu Road
Zhaojiabang Road

2009

9 Zhaojiabang Road
Jiashan Road
Dapuqiao
Madang Road

2009

13 Madang Road
Middle Huaihai Road

2009 (Line 9)
2010 (Line 13)

ZONE 9: YUYUAN ROAD 2 Jiangsu Road
Zhongshan Park

1999

11 Jiangsu Road 2013

3, 4 Zhongshan Park 2000 (Line 3)
2005 (Line 4)

ZONE 10: XINHUA ROAD 10, 11 Jiao Tong University 2010 (Line 10)
2013 (Line 11)

ZONE 11: HONGQIAO ROAD 10 Hongqiao Airport T1
Shanghai Zoo
Longxi Road
Shuicheng Road
Yili Road

2010

ZONE 12: LONGHUA ROAD 11, 12 Longhua Road 2013 (Line 11)
2015 (Line 12)
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in the vicinity of listed buildings within heritage areas
that could also apply to metro entrances.
Fieldwork shows that the design of emerging elements

haphazardly attempts contextualisation or harmonisation
with the environment (Table 2). Most of them follow
standard aesthetics, and their position, volume and mate-
rials establish a strong contrast with the surrounding areas.
Non-freestanding station entrances are integrated in the
overall design of buildings, as with Jing’an Metro Station,
embedded in the wall of Jing’an Temple, and West Nanjing
Road, which is concealed in the redeveloped lilongs along
North Maoming Road (Figs. 2 and 3). Only one station, Jiao
Tong University in lines 10 and 11, shows an attempt at
contextualisation through a material analogy with the
neighbouring brick structure of the listed Houston Court
apartment building in the Hengfu area (Fig. 4),
whereas the new entrance to West Nanjing Road Sta-
tion in Shimen Road was artistically customised but
lacks any aesthetic connection with the environment
(Fig. 5).

3.2 Underground elements: the development of an
analogous heritage city
The analysis of underground elements, namely, metro sta-
tions and platforms, shows a richer variety of manifesta-
tions of culture and sense of place (Table 2). These
elements are classified into three main groups: architec-
ture (building shapes, materials, fittings and characteristic
features); applied arts (sculptures, murals, pictures and en-
gravings); and permanent exhibition displays.
A chronological analysis of their incorporation helps to

understand the evolving production of narratives in rela-
tionship with the appreciation of urban heritage above
ground. The first metro lines developed in the 1990s; lines
1, 2, and 3 either incorporated elements of applied arts or
no elements at all. Consisting mainly of paintings and en-
gravings, these elements of applied arts mainly narrate
Chinese traditional culture. They seem to offer a cultural
complement to the modern infrastructure, even though
they do not reflect the values or attributes of the urban
heritage areas that the stations cater to.

Fig. 1 Superposition of the Shanghai metro network and the location of the 12 cultural and historical listed areas of Shanghai. Legend: (1)
Jiangwan; (2) Shanyin Road; (3) Tilanqiao; (4) Waitan; (5) Laochengxiang; (6) People's Square; (7) West Nanjing Road; (8) Hengshan Road – Fuxing
Road (Hengfu); (9) Yuyuan Road; (10) Xinhua Road; (11) Hongqiao Road; (12) Longhua. (Source: the author)
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Table 2 Main cultural features incorporated to metro stations

YEAR STATION FEATURES LINE HERITAGE AREA

1995 South Huangpi Road Remnants of calligraphy and disconnected classic decorative elements 1 ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD –
FUXING ROAD

South Shaanxi Road Display window of Shanghai Oil Painting and Sculpture institute,
with pictures of people in old settings
Classic painting of clouds and mountains

Changsu Road No specific features

Hengshan Road No specific features

Xujiahui Carved Chinese calligraphy of ‘Shanghai Metro Art Corridor’, with
original artworks covered by billboards

People’s Square Murals 1 ZONE 6: PEOPLE'S SQUARE

1999 East Nanjing Road No specific features 2 ZONE 4: WAITAN

People’s Square (extension) No specific features 2 ZONE 6: PEOPLE'S SQUARE

West Nanjing Road No specific features 2 ZONE 7: WEST NANJING
ROAD

Jing’an Temple Marble engravings ‘Eight Scenes of Jing’an’, currently covered by
vending machines and billboards.
Exit 1 integrated in Jing’an Temple

Jiangsu Road No specific features 2 ZONE 9: YUYUAN ROAD

Zhongshan Park No specific features

2000 Dongbaoxing Road No specific features 3 ZONE 2: SHANYIN ROAD

Hongkou Fooball Stadium Archaic mural wall ‘Emperors hunting deer in the Central Plain’
‘Publicity corridor’ featuring neighbouring Luxun Park

Zhongshan Park (extension) No specific features 3 ZONE 9: YUYUAN ROAD

2005 Dalian Road Cultural wall with metal artworks: bicycles
Main entrance to the National Anthem Museum: shikumen-inspired
design
Use of shikumen brick as cover material

4 ZONE 3: TILANQIAO

Yangshupu Road Cultural wall with metal artworks: rickshaws
Ink paintings exhibition: ‘Master Works Entering the Subway Tour’

Zhongshan Park (extension 2) No specific features 4 ZONE 9: YUYUAN ROAD

2009 People’s Square (extension 2) ‘Shanghai 1930s street’ in connection to Shanghai Planning Museum 8 ZONE 6: PEOPLE'S SQUARE

Nenjiang Road No specific features 8
8

ZONE 1: JIANGWAN

Xiangjin Road No specific features ZONE 1: JIANGWAN

Changning Road No specific features 7 ZONE 7: WEST NANJING
ROAD

Jing’an Temple (extension) No specific features

Changsu Road No specific features 7 ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD –
FUXING ROAD

Zhaojiabang Road No specific features

Zhaojiabang Road No specific features 9 ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD –
FUXING ROAD

Jiashan Road Shikumen features in the station ceiling
Mural of Shanghai skyline (sticker)

Dapuqiao No specific features

Madang Road Murals of shikumen (stone and stickers)

Xiaonanmen No specific features 9 ZONE 5: LAOCHENGXIANG

2010 Guoquan Road No specific features 10 ZONE 1: JIANGWAN

Wujiaochang No specific features

Jiangwan Stadium Watercolour exhibition
Commercial gallery, shikumen style
Entrance 1 in axial relationship with Jiangwan Stadium

East Nanjing Road Mural decoration featuring Nanjing Road skyline, rickshaws and
qipao (sticker).

10 ZONE 4: WAITAN

Yuyuan Garden Wall painting ‘Wind of Rhyme’, featuring traditional business in 10 ZONE 5: LAOCHENGXIANG
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This tendency changed after the listings in 2003: new
stations incorporated mainly architectural elements and
permanent exhibitions, outnumbering stations that in-
corporated applied arts. Since that time, there has been
a steady use of metro stations and platforms as holders
of the local culture represented by the heritage listed
areas. We argue that this reflects the turn towards the
appreciation of Shanghai’s built culture fostered by the
2010 Shanghai Expo, which boosted the completion of
the metro network and the production of an image of
Shanghai as a global city. We also contend that this
image rests on three different narratives that reflect offi-
cial heritage discourses in the city:

– Chinese traditional culture is mainly represented
by the applied arts, incorporating reproductions of

traditional paintings and calligraphy. Inaugural
line 1 features murals and calligraphy engravings
in the key central areas of People's Square and
Hengfu (Fig. 6), whereas the more recent line 10
incorporates calligraphy samples in the station,
which serves the new Shanghai Library in Hengfu.
More recent lines incorporate representations of
daily life, in what we contend is an
acknowledgement of the weight of intangible
heritage in urban images, like the iconic
representations of bicycles and rickshaws in line 4
through the Tilanqiao listed area. Interestingly,
more recent representations include religious
motifs, such as the Buddhist iconography
displayed in the metro station of line 11 in
Longhua Road (Fig. 7).

Table 2 Main cultural features incorporated to metro stations (Continued)

YEAR STATION FEATURES LINE HERITAGE AREA

Laoximen
Chinese decorative patterns in columns (sticker)

Laoximen No specific features

Xintiandi Brick cover, shikumen style
Brick patterns in flooring
Shikumen mural with AV display
Signage in cooper, 1930s style
Posters
Light fittings, 1930s style
Exhibition display: origins of CCP

10 ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD –
FUXING ROAD

South Shaanxi Road No specific features

Shanghai Library Calligraphy wall

Jiao Tong University Entrance integration to Qian Xuesen Library (materials)
Entrance integration to Dengyun Apartment (materials)
Allegoric mural of Jiao Tong University

10 ZONE 10: XINHUA ROAD

Hongqiao Airport T1 No specific features 10 ZONE 11: HONGQIAO ROAD

Longxi Road No specific features

Shuicheng Road No specific features

Yili Road No specific features

Madang Road (extension) No specific features 13 ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD –
FUXING ROAD

2013 Jiangsu Road (extension) No specific features 11 ZONE 9: YUYUAN ROAD

Jiao Tong University
(extension)

No specific features 11 ZONE 10: XINHUA ROAD

Longhua Road Calligraphy reliefs
Lotus shape reliefs
Ceiling design: temple architecture shape and colours
Mural with Buddha motives

11 ZONE 12: LONGHUA ROAD

2015 Longhua Road Ceiling design: temple architecture shape and colours 12 ZONE 12: LONGHUA ROAD

Middle Huaihai Road Brick cover, shikumen style
Brick patterns in flooring
Plaques in cooper with station name, 1930s style

13 ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD –
FUXING ROAD

West Nanjing Road Entrance pavilion covered by vegetation 12 ZONE 7: WEST NANJING
ROAD

West Nanjing Road Entrance integration to redeveloped Jianyeli shikumen 13
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– Shanghai haipai3 local culture is broadly represented
by the architectural elements of the Shanghai
shikumen,4 which since 2005 have appeared
recurrently in five of the 12 listed areas: Tilanqiao,
People's Square, Hengfu, Jiangwan Stadium and
West Nanjing Road. Architectural elements are
featured at eight stations in total and refer mostly to
the use of materials, conferring stations with
characteristic grey and red brick surface colours, as
well as with the shape and material of the stone
gates of the shikumen (Fig. 8). The intangible culture
of fashion is also featured in murals representing
characteristic Shanghainese female attire, such as
cheongsam or qipao, particular in the East Nanjing
Road station, which serves the Waitan area, and the
West Nanjing Road Station, which serves to the
West Nanjing Road area. (Fig. 9).

– History of Communism is represented by exhibition
displays, which appear in two of the 12 listed areas:
Tilanqiao and Hengfu. The exhibitions, located at
Tilanqiao (line 4) and Xintiandi (line 10) stations, act

as reminders of two important cultural sites, the
National Anthem Gallery (Fig. 10) and the Site of the
First National Congress of the Communist Party of
China (CPC) (Fig. 11), respectively, located above
ground. The special significance of the CPC site is also
incorporated through a highly specific architectural
element: the fully ornamented, brick-caved shikumen
gate of 76 Xingye Road, whose shape has become an
icon of the origins of the Communist Party of China
in Shanghai and across the country (Fig. 12) (Table 3).

Considering that the production of heritage relies not
only on the enhancement of significant narratives and ele-
ments but also on the omission of others, it is important
to highlight that none of the studied elements refer to
archaeological findings of any kind. At least theoretically,
these findings could have been significant at the stations
around the Laochengxiang listed area, which corresponds
to the foundational site of the city: Yuyuan Road, Laoxi-
men and Xiaonanmen. Our study also found no corres-
pondence between the core narrative that founded the
listing of the Tilanqiao area (the painful memory of the
Jewish exile during the 1930s and 1940s, locally inter-
preted as proof of Shanghai’s openness) and the narratives
displayed on site, which focus on scenes from everyday
life. The same selective choice appears in Longhua Road
station, which privileges the featuring of Buddhist archi-
tecture and decorations instead of reflecting on the history
of the Longhua Martyrs that underlies the memorial and
burial site above ground, next to the temple.

Fig. 2 Entrance to Jing’an Metro Station (metro line 2). (Source: the author)

3Meaning, literally, the ‘Shanghai style’ in Chinese, haipai is considered
an expression of Shanghai’s cosmopolitanism resulting from the
Westernization of Chinese culture.
4Typically found in high-density neighbourhoods known as lilong, the
shikumen is Shanghai’s traditional vernacular residential type. It com-
bines Chinese vernacular and modern Western architectural housing
styles. The name shikumen originates from the monumental stone-
carved gate leading to the south side of a courtyard, around which the
main of the rooms are arranged (González Martínez 2020).
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Finally, together with underrepresented topics, we
need to highlight underrepresented areas in the
metro. Significantly, stations in three listed areas,
Yuyuan Road, Xinhua Road and Hongqiao, located
west of the downtown, lack any particular cultural
features and appear as ‘heritage blanks’ in

underground representations. Particularly, again, the
heritage narratives and elements neglect two central
areas of key importance in the history of the city:
Waitan, which merely incorporates a brief mention of
the urban landscape of East Nanjing Road and the
culture of qipao, and most importantly, Laochengxiang, or

Fig. 4 Entrance to Jiao Tong University Metro Station (metro lines 10–11) with Houston Court apartments in the background. (Source: the author)

Fig. 3 Entrance to West Nanjing Road Metro Station (metro line 12). (Source: the author)
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the old city centre of Shanghai, which only incorporates
one mural depicting everyday life in Yuyuan Garden Sta-
tion, while its history fails to become part of the design in
the other two stations (Laoximen and Xiaonanmen) that
serve it.

4 Discussion
The discourse analysis of cultural features in the Shanghai
Metro shows how its consideration is a powerful transmis-
sion channel, representative of the turn towards the pro-
duction of new local historical narratives in China (Law

Fig. 6 Mural in South Shaanxi Road Metro Station (line 1). (Source: the author)

Fig. 5 Entrance to West Nanjing Road Metro Station (metro line 11). (Source: the author)
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Fig. 8 The ‘reverberance’ of the stone lintels of shikumen gates in the curved transition between walls and ceilings in West Nanjing Road Station.
(Source: the author)

Fig. 7 Buddhist mural representation (right) and traditional design carvings in the stone cladding of pillars (left) at Longhua Road Metro Station
(Line 11). (Source: the author)
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2012; Law and Qin 2017; Zhu 2019; González Martínez
2020). The cultural strategies used in metro stations lead
to a highly intentional presentation of the heritage above
ground with the purpose of supporting official discourses
of legitimacy, solidarity and harmony (Zhu 2019; Zhu and
Maags 2020). As we argue, the display of cultural-related

elements needs to be straightforward and highly pervasive
in a context such as the underground, where the gaze of
the public is distracted by speed and the flow of informa-
tion from signs, advertisements and smartphones.
The simplified presentation of heritage enables its au-

thentication according to the major official narratives of

Fig. 9 Representation of street activity at East Nanjing Road Station (line 10). (Source: the author)

Fig. 10 Entrance to the National Anthem Gallery (left), in the sunken plaza of Tilanqiao Station (line 4). (Source: the author)

González Martínez Built Heritage             (2021) 5:5 Page 13 of 18



Fig. 11 Exhibition on the founding of the Communist Party of China in Xintiandi Station (lines 10–11). (Source: the author)

Fig. 12 Representation of the shikumen gate of 76 Xingye Road, Site of the First National Congress of the Communist Party of China. (Source:
the author)
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an authorised heritage discourse. In this sense, the ‘white
canvas’ offered by metro stations in Shanghai confirms
the characterisation of urban infrastructures as ‘black
boxes’ in the realm of specialists, be they transportation
engineers or cultural planners. However, at the same
time, this ‘white canvas’ enables the interpretation of
phenomena occurring above ground and throughout the
recent history of the city. For instance, our chronological
analysis offers evidence of the historic departure of
China’s ‘heritage fever’ around the turn of the century
(Ludwig and Walton 2020; Zhu and Maags 2020). The
stark contrast between the cultural features represented
in metro stations before and after the 2003 listings indi-
cates a fully conscious use of metro stations as powerful
conveyors of cultural messages that create the contem-
porary identity of the city.
Discourse analysis confirms how the museum-like

orientation of the heritage content of the metro in the
1990s, featuring movable objects and artworks, was im-
pervious to the mass demolition brought by the ‘365
Plan’ promoted by the Shanghai Municipality during
that decade.5 The ‘parallel reality’ produced by cultural
features in metro stations experienced a shift in ten-
dency after the city was awarded the organisation of the
2010 Expo in December 2002 and the creation of the 12
listed areas in 2003. In the framework of the massive
urban changes that led to the Expo, of which the metro

system was a highlight, these features started to show an
enhanced awareness of both the characteristics and the
changes above ground. Our analysis shows how this hap-
pens both at the level of the detected ‘inclusions’ and
that of ‘omissions’, which summarise the selective pro-
duction of historical narratives akin to authorised heri-
tage discourses (Smith 2006) and city branding strategies
(Ashworth and Karavatzis 2011).
Referring to the selected inclusions, we argue that cul-

tural features aim to reinforce official discourses on trad-
ition, which become a governance asset. The examples
of Moscow and Pyongyang clearly show how official nar-
ratives permeated the design of metro stations. What is
novel in our case is that the messages conveyed in the
metro are not only political but also refer to a wider so-
cial and cultural understanding of the city as a stage with
a shifting, dynamic power balance. The registered evi-
dence, particularly of the architectural shapes, building
elements and materials of the Shanghai shikumen, shows
a double-pronged approach, available for both global
and domestic interpretation. On the one hand, they fea-
ture a clear expression of the cosmopolitan origins of
this residential typology, where most of the Shanghai-
nese population lived during the 19th and 20th centur-
ies, therefore reinforcing the international connections
of the city. On the other hand, the choice for the iconic
gate of 76 Xingye Road enhances Shanghai’s symbolic
profile at a national level as the birthplace of Communism
in China. Furthermore, taking, for instance, the Buddhist
iconography of Longhua Road station, the selection of

Table 3 Main heritage narratives developed in the Shanghai Metro

NARRATIVE SUPPORTING HERITAGE ITEM HERITAGE LISTED AREAS

Traditional Culture Murals ZONE 1: JIANGWAN
ZONE 2: SHANYIN ROAD
ZONE 5: LAOCHENGXIANG
ZONE 6: PEOPLE'S SQUARE
ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD – FUXING ROAD
ZONE 12: LONGHUA ROAD

Engravings ZONE 7: WEST NANJING ROAD

Calligraphy ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD – FUXING ROAD

Religious motifs ZONE 12: LONGHUA ROAD

Traditional architecture ZONE 12: LONGHUA ROAD

Haipai Shikumen ZONE 1: JIANGWAN
ZONE 3: TILANQIAO
ZONE 6: PEOPLE'S SQUARE
ZONE 7: WEST NANJING ROAD
ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD – FUXING ROAD

Cheongsam / Qipao ZONE 4: WAITAN

Artworks ZONE 2: SHANYIN ROAD
ZONE 3: TILANQIAO

Communism Pictures (exhibition) ZONE 3: TILANQIAO
ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD – FUXING ROAD

Shikumen ZONE 3: TILANQIAO
ZONE 8: HENG SHAN ROAD – FUXING ROAD

5The name of the plan reflected the demolition of 365 ha of the
historic city (Ren 2008).
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religious symbols is representative of a reinforced national
coherence among diverse cultures and ethnic groups (Zhu
and Maags 2020).
Together with the evidence of ‘inclusions’, our analysis

shows an important connection between metro stations
and the spaces of forgetfulness, as studied by Harrison
(2013). Significantly, we argue that the ‘omissions’ in the
Metro also contribute significantly to an overall dis-
course of developmentalism. This refers, for instance, to
metro entrances above ground, which prompt immediate
visual interaction between listed heritage areas and
metro systems. In this sense, their location and aesthet-
ics show an overall lack of attention. Apart from the
cases where they are integrated into heritage assets,
these elements appear generally careless about establish-
ing any compositional or material dialogue with the sur-
roundings, even if this should be deemed a cultural
prerequisite of transit-oriented development. We could
argue that in a highly volatile developmental environ-
ment, designers have abdicated from this responsibility
because the urban context cannot be deemed a fixed,
stable scenario.
Our research also refers to the lack of references to

the archaeological heritage of the city, even if its signifi-
cance may not compare to that of other cities in China
such as Xi’an or Beijing. Even so and surprisingly,
archaeology is still absent from the official narratives
despite its potential relevance at a local level in areas
such as Laochengxiang. We contend that this responds
to the selective choice of historical periods and the priv-
ileging of Shanghai’s cosmopolitan aura since 1843 (Law
2012; González Martínez 2020). Such choice is also a
reason for the minimisation of negative readings of his-
tory. As we argue, the lack of reflection on tragic events,
such as the drama of the Jewish diaspora as it could have
appeared at Tilanqiao station shows the aim of reinforcing
less conflicting discourses of harmony and the historical
continuity of Shanghai’s cosmopolitanism. Furthermore,
we interpret the lack of references to Waitan as a sign of
the missing resolution of the conflicting memory of this
area after the extreme re-significations to which it was
subject after 1949, during the Cultural Revolution, and
from 1989 onwards (Zhu 2020).
Agreeing with Reynolds (2012), we also argue that

there is a deeper social significance in the omissions. Re-
cent literature on Shanghai has highlighted how the de-
sign and operation of metro infrastructures have made
urban transportation more efficient, with an immediate
positive impact on the conservation of the urban land-
scape (Wang 2021). According to this interpretation, the
metro has spared the widening of roads in the city, alle-
viating the pressure on historic areas. However, on the
other hand, we contend that the chronology of metro
stations in listed areas illustrates the clash between

conservation and transit-oriented models of development,
where trains herald the arrival of new construction. This
means an increase in density around metro stations, with
an immediate effect on the real estate industry. Evidence
above ground shows how this has frequently led to wide-
spread demolition and the later gentrification of historic
areas, which is currently ongoing in the surroundings of
Tilanqiao and Laoximen stations (Tilanqiao and Laocheng-
xiang listed areas, respectively).
We also need to highlight the notorious absence of refer-

ences to certain areas, which inherently establishes first-
class and second-class heritage listed zones in Shanghai.
For the cases of Yuyuan Road, Xinhua Road, and Hongqiao
Road, we may argue a lack of geographical centrality that
takes them out of the focus of preferred touristic routes.
However, particularly significant is the case of the old city,
with more than 800 years of history. Laochengxiang, with
its rich architecture, characteristic landscape and long-term
traditions, is poorly represented, with an only mural based
on stereotypes of the 1930s. More startingly, this mural ex-
ists only at Yuyuan Garden station, one of the top tourist
destinations in Shanghai, which is an area without residents
since its commercial redevelopment in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. In light of the state of neglect and recent evic-
tions in the surroundings of the other two stations of
Laochengxiang, Laoximen and Xiaonanmen (Fig. 13), this
narrative gap announces a future without memory for the
original seat of the city before the Concessions.

5 Conclusions
This research shows the complex, mirrored interaction
between heritage listed areas and metro infrastructure as
representative of China’s heritage turn. In the under-
ground space of the metro, a complete institutional appar-
atus builds and supports an authorized heritage discourse.
According to it, the political, social and economic values
of heritage defined from a top-down perspective are refor-
mulated by conscious action, crystallised in nostalgic nar-
ratives of cosmopolitanism and future visions of social
harmony. This image is clearly embedded, for example, in
the architectural features of the shikumen. This vernacular
housing typology is celebrated as a hybrid outcome of
Chinese and Western building cultures that housed most
of Shanghai’s population during the twentieth century and
the origins of Communism in China. Adding to these
international and national narratives, the display of art-
works in the ‘unavoidable museum’ of metro stations
complies with its original educational function, confirming
the role of heritage as a guide for citizens’ moral and social
conduct.
Our research shows how the cultural significance of

heritage listed areas is unevenly represented in the heri-
tage narratives present in the metro infrastructure, both
above and below ground. We contend that this is a
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mismatch between two important Foucauldian ‘institu-
tional apparatuses’: on the one hand, the apparatus was
established by the municipal heritage protection system
in heritage listed areas after the vigorous listing initiative
of 2003; on the other hand, the Shanghai Shentong
Metro Group was established through the incorporation
of cultural features in metro stations.
Despite the limitations that the ‘white canvas’ of metro

stations may have as an unintended cultural venue, we in-
terpret this mismatch as symptomatic of a clear purpose
of image production based on selected narratives. As we
argue, the narratives present in the metro are eluding the
inherent contradictions of Shanghai’s identity, a city that
has undergone strong historical discontinuities through-
out the 20th and 21st centuries and that has experienced a
massive change in the last 40 years. In this sense, the
omissions in the narratives displayed in metro stations
also convey a clear message about the future tendencies of
re-signification and even the disappearance of the heritage
above ground, as the key case of Laochengxiang shows.
The projected harmonious future of the city will be both
dazzled by the lights of what is kept and haunted by the
ghosts of what is left behind.
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