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Ju’er Hutong: a place for people who are 
forever young
At six o’clock in the morning, the whole city glimmers while 
the busy life in Ju’er Hutong has already begun. The old 
hutong residents wander down the winding hutong early 
in the morning to the stalls to buy breakfast for the whole 
family. On the way, they bid each other good morning.

Different from other hutongs’ normal single-story house, there 
are many two- or three-story buildings in Ju’er Hutong. They 
kept the original courtyard system, but also incorporated both 
the advantages of the building and the courtyard. In 1993, the 
Building and Social Housing Foundation granted Ju’er Hutong 
the World Habitat Award for pioneering a new approach to 
urban renewal in the heart of Beijing. 

In fact, just as living in old communities is more convenient 
than living in new communities, it’s more convenient living 
in hutong than living in high buildings plus life in the hutong 
is also more colorful. As the location for communities for 
hundreds of years, hutong boasts indispensable aspects like 
the residents’ committee, grocery shops, vegetable booths, 
barber’s, cleaning, entertainment, security and house repair. 

The seemingly chaotic hutong is actually no worse than any 
other modern community and there are complete networks 
of services and connections among hutong communities. In 
hutong, the elders lead an orderly life and have fun. Life here 
is more comfortable and pleasant than the outside world.

Dongmianhua Hutong: a castle for young 
artists  
At leisure time, I like going to Dongmianhua Hutong by 
myself. It’s one of the hutongs with the most vibrant artistic 
atmosphere in Beijing. I like Dongmianhua Hutong not 
because I’m a young artist but because I like the special 
ambiance, like that of a carnival in an isolated castle.

As the cultural center of China, Beijing is both heaven 
and hell for young migratory artists. Not affiliated to 
any official art groups, they come to Beijing to fulfill 
their dreams by virtue of their own self-confidence and 
courage. Typically, Dongmianhua Hutong is their first 
stop. Walking in Dongmianhua, one can often see graffiti 
as well as long-haired or bald young men sporting easel or 
guitar. The seemingly oldest living space in Dongmianhua 
accommodates the most avant-garde lifestyle.

Besides migrant artists, there are also many college student 
artists. The Central Academy of Drama, a factory for young 

talent, is located in Dongmianhua Hutong. I began to 
frequent this hutong even when I was at college, because 
there was the folk song-friendly Jianghu Bar, the Yifu 
Theater of the Central Drama Academy, two popular spots 
for college students.

Fangjia Hutong: a perfect combination of 
reality and fantasy
Fangjia is one of the most special hutongs in Beijing, and 
each time I go there I hit upon something unexpected. It is a 
commercial hutong, but unlike other commercial hutongs, 
Fangjia is a place where dreams come true. It is many 
young artists’ dream to open a small shop selling something 
unique and that they make themselves.

Talking with the shopkeepers in Fangjia Hutong, you will 
find they pursue their dream lifestyle regardless of anything 
else. Opening an art shop is more like an excuse to enjoy 
hutong life. They cherish reclining in a wicker chair, holding 
a cat basking in the sun. When customers come, they smile 
as they greet them, and then continue to enjoy lazing. Their 
shops show off their talent and ideas, as well as their feelings 
for an era or a place. To them, opening a shop is not simply a 
commercial activity but also a kind of emotional sustenance.

It is due to these romantic “businessmen” that the old 
buildings of Fangjia Hutong have become some of the most 
fashionable places in Beijing, and those fantastic dreams 
may come true. 

Creative decorations in a shop

POSTMODERN 
HUTONG LIFE
Hutong, a symbol of Beijing, are some of the most visited scenic spots in the city. Born in the 
13th century, Beijing hutong has experienced hundreds of years’ development and evolution. 

The hutong represents the most colorful and complicated aspect of life in Beijing. Residents 
love the hutong and they have a special understanding about hutong life. 

The old hutong walls have witnessed life. Tourists talk about the hundreds of years’ history 
and ancient cultural traditions of hutong. They say the hutong is the soul of Beijing. But 
hutong has also evolved over time, both ancient and modern. Most people think the hutong is the 
last traditional symbol of this modern city, but actually the hutong is not only historic but also 
reflects an avant-garde and postmodern way of life.
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Foreign visitors in Hutong at night


