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The Rhythm of Music and the Beauty
of Architecture in Gulangyu

© WORDS/ WANG XINBING
PHOTOGRAPHS / PANORAMA MEDIA LNC., VCG, LV XING

Xiamen is a coastal city located in the When most people mention Xiamen, they often first
southeastern part of China, renowned as a think of Gulangyu, which is also a popular destination
long-standing tourist destination. The climate during holidays. Gulangyu is a small island across the
here is pleasant, the scenery picturesque, and sea from Xiamen Island, and you need to take a ferry
the city is dotted with unique street markets to get there. Its original name was Yuanshazhou, but
and cultural attractions. You don't need to plan it was renamed Gulangyu because there is a cave
extensively; even if you don't have someone on the island that emits drum-like sounds when hit by
familiar with the area to guide you, simply the waves. It's not clear whether it was from that time
strolling around will help you "develop" a novel onwards, but Gulangyu has since had an inseparable
and enjoyable sightseeing route and uncover connection with sound. Music bestows a "soul" upon
life's small pleasures along the way. this smallisland.
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In the mid-19th century, foreign missionaries

brought pianos to Gulangyu, and ever since,
the island has never been without the sound of
piano music. For a long time, playing the piano
became a trend on the island. In the early 20th
century, this trend reached the ears of young
Hu Youyi. Influenced by his father, Hu Youyi
developed a love for music from a young age.
Despite the expensive piano lessons at the
time, costing $5 per lesson, his father insisted
on him learning to play. Year after year of
practice, Hu Youyi's piano skKills transcended
the island, transcended China, and he became
an internationally renowned pianist. Hu Youyi
not only enjoyed playing the piano but also
had a passion for collecting them. Throughout
his life, he collected more than 100 antique

pianos from around the world, which were
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highly valuable. Even though he spent most of his
life traveling abroad, he always had his hometown,
Gulangyu, on his mind. Moved by nostalgia, in 1998,
he made the decision to donate his lifelong collection
of pianos to the government of Gulangyu. In
January 2000, the newly decorated Gulangyu Piano
Museum officially opened its doors at Tingtaoxuan
of Shuzhuang Garden on Gulangyu Island, and this

touching story slowly began to spread.

Stepping into the Gulangyu Piano Museum, you're
greeted by a room filled with pianos of various colors
and shapes.These pianos, particularly set against
the backdrop of burgundy velvet, exude a strong
sense of the past. The museum has two floors,
divided into two exhibition halls, showcasing more
than 40 antique pianos. All of these pianos are over a
century old and are considered unigue and priceless
rarities. Although various pianos have different
shapes, you can still catch glimpses of their former
glory through their elegant designs, intricate details,
and shiny finishes. One piano with a peculiar design .

caught my attention. It was a hand-cranked piano placed
on a pushcart, lacking piano keys and featuring only
a handle to produce music through manual cranking.
Initially, | thought it was a part of the exhibit, but to my
surprise, the small pushcart was indeed an integral part
of the piano. It's said that in the past, this type of piano
was used by street vendors to attract passersby. This
down-to-earth performance method added a touch of
grassroots flavor to the expensive piano, giving ordinary
people more opportunities to appreciate beautiful

music.

Today, this smallisland of less than 2 square kilometers
is home to over 600 pianos and has produced several
renowned pianists and musicians like Yin Chengzong,
Zhou Shu'An, and Xu Peixing. Many guesthouses and

hotels have pianos in their lobbies, and occasionally,
guests staying there will play a tune, filling the streets
with the sound of music. Music continues to carry
on the unique romance of Gulangyu over the past

century.

If the music on Gulangyu is the intangible romance,
then the architecture is the tangible and palpable

romance.

Let's start with Shuzhuang Garden, where the
Piano Museum is located. Shuzhuang Garden
was built in 1913, facing the sea and backed by
Sunlight Rock. Originally, it was a private villa
owned by a prominent island figure named Lin
Erjia. The villa was named after the owner's
style name, "Shuzang". The garden is divided
into two parts, the Canghai Garden and the
Bushan Garden, each featuring five scenic spots
with pavilions and elegant buildings that exude

refinement. Chinese-style gardens are just one
facet of the various architectural styles found in
Gulangyu. In what is often called the "Expo of
Architecture", you'll encounter the three major
ancient Greek column orders-Doric, lonic, and
Corinthian, Roman-style columns, Gothic spires,
Islamic domes, Baroque reliefs, and more... The
island is adorned with European architecture with

classicism and romanticism.
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The island's architecture can be broadly categorized
into three types: foreign consulates, private villas,
and indigenous residences. San Yi Tang is a
uniquely styled building with a cross-shaped
structure. Its roof is made of pure steel, imported
as "original" materials from abroad. Inside, the
space is vast, with no supporting columns. Hai
Tian Tang Gou Mansion, on the other hand,
blends various architectural styles, primarily
Chinese style with a combination of Chinese
and Western elements. It's the only villa complex
on the island with a symmetrical layout along
the central axis. Whether it's the "blended" style
or the symmetrical layout, in Gulangyu, known
for its diverse architectural influences, these
buildings are truly unique. And Siluodacuo
consists of different folk houses, which are
made of red bricks and white stones in various
shapes, rubbles and the roofs of the houses are
slightly curved on both sides of the tiles, with
dovetail ridges on the rooftops. Siluodacuo is
the oldest existing residence in Gulangyu and is
representative of Xiamen's traditional residential
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architecture. Even today, its exteriors still
reflect the architectural characteristics of Qing

Dynasty-era folk houses.

The harmony of music and the beauty of architecture
have set Gulangyu apart. In 2017, "Gulangyu:
Historic International Settlement" was included in
the World Heritage List.

If you have the opportunity to stay for a few days
in Gulangyu, choosing a small loft halfway up the
hill, especially one on the top floor with a sea-view
terrace, is the wisest choice. This location makes
it convenient for you to enjoy the sea breeze
from your window, witness breathtaking sunrises
atop the hill, and easily access the ferry for island
exploration. The residential area on the island
isn't particularly large, so strolling along its streets
and alleys at your leisure will lead you to the
bustling snack streets, where various restaurants
and small shops are clustered. "Zhang San Feng
Milk Tea Shop" offers ice cream in the shape of
a cat:the chocolate coating is crisp, while the

interior carries the aroma of milk, making it both visually appealing
and delicious. "Xiao Zhu Zhao Rou" is a jerky shop with a charming
cartoonish decor that's hard to resist for little girls. "Miss Zhao's
Shop: Tea and Pies" is a highly popular internet-famous store,
especially known for its pineapple cakes that are not overly sweet,
delightfully crispy, and leave the lingering fragrance of pineapple in
your mouth... Each small shop has its unigue specialties, and trying

them all is worth the experience.

If you find yourself wanting a change of scenery from the island, you
can head to the pier and take a boat ride of approximately 40 minutes
to reach the downtown area of Xiamen. Dining near Xiamen University
is one of the most economical and reliable choices. If you're unsure

where to go, just follow the university students because they often

know where to find the best and most affordable places to eat. That's

how spots like "Huatianjia Fruitwood
BBQ" get discovered.

One of the most popular places to
visit is Zeng Cuo An Village, and
it's known for its diverse range of
delicious food. Some of the standout
dishes here include Shacha Noodles,
Ginger Duck, Oyster Omelets, Misua
Soup (a type of noodle soup), and
Shrimp Noodles, all of which are
both unigue and mouthwatering. In
particular, Ginger Duck stands out.
As someone who wasn't initially a
fan of ginger, | was won over by the
deliciousness of this dish on my
first try. I liked it so much that | even
searched for recipes online to learn
how to make it. However, due to
its complexity, the requirement for
quality ingredients, and, to be honest,
its greasiness, | have yet to attempt to
make it myself. Nevertheless, during
my stays on the island, | never found
a Ginger Duck that quite matched my
taste, so whenever | crave it, | make
the effort to take a boat to Zeng Cuo
An Village to enjoy this delightful dish.

So, when | think back on Gulangyu, my
memories are inevitably intertwined with
Zeng Cuo An Village, Huatianjia, Ginger
Duck, and Fruitwood BBQ. The flavors
of these foods have become ingrained
in the DNA of a city, making itimpossible
to resist their delicious allure. €
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