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The Diaolou: Fortresses of the Diaspora

The Living Museum of world architecture

Diaolou
(84%) are multi-story, fortified village towers located throughout the Pearl River Delta,

with the highest concentration in Kaiping and neighboring Taishan. Built primarily in the
1920s and 1930s, these structures served as defensive refuges built to primarily
withstand banditry and the humid conditions and seasonal flooding. They are the
physical manifestation of the sacrifice and gains of returning emigrants that not only
survived but thrived in North America and Southeast Asia,

UNESCO recognition
In 2007, UNESCO recognized the Kaiping Diaolou as an exceptional "World
Architecture Expo". Their significance lies in three key areas:
e Architectural Fusion: They represent a unique "flamboyant fusion" of Western
elements with Chinese substance
« Cultural Exchange: They are the first World Heritage site specifically associated
with the culture of migration, serving as a "spiritual bond" for the millions of
descendants in the Chinese diaspora.
« Historical Witness: They testify to the complex dialogue between East and
West during a transformative period of global mobility, marking the peak of a
500-year local building tradition.

Taishan which arguably is wealthier, had unfortunately declined to apply for UNESCO
protection. Academics who regret this decision, cite that the Diaolou in Taishan lack the
attention and fear the diaolou’s scattered across the rice fields of Taishan are “lost
pearls”. Architecturally significant, historically rich, but almost entirely absent from
scholarly records, they are left to decay.

A. The Seventh Story: Cupola : Bridging Heaven and Earth

While the tower’s fortified body consists of six habitable floors, the pinnacle cupola is
recognized as the seventh story—a designation rooted in Buddhist symbolism and the
seven stages of enlightenment. This seventh level transformed the Diaolou from a
defensive "trunk" into a spiritual "head," bridging village tradition with a global
architectural vision.



The dome is a fusion between Classical & Islamic influences. The cupola is
supported by Greco-Roman pillars and arched aprons, motifs drawing from
Mediterranean classical orders and Islamic "lantern" traditions.

In the Chinese culture a square represents the Earth, while the circular

cupola mirrors the curve of Heaven. Standing on the terrace places the observer
symbolically between earth and heaven.

B. Rooftop Command Post:

Level 6: The Rooftop Command Post

As the final habitable level, the sixth-floor functions as the tower's last defense and
command center, positioned for 360-degree visibility. It is equipped with flags, drums,
and torches to communicate warnings to the surrounding village in the event of a siege.

Passive Cooling Ventilation: Six windows create a natural "light well" and chimney
effect. Hot air rising from the floors below is drawn out through these openings, creating
an updraft that provides constant ventilation and cooling for the entire structure

C. The Swallow’s Nests (Yanzi Wo): Flanking Defense

These cantilevered corner turrets are the tower’s primary defensive vantage
points. Architecturally striking and tactically central to a Diaolu is the "Swallow’s
Nests". This provides a complete 360-degree view of the surrounding landscape.
Their most critical feature is the floor-level machicolation: a trapezoid opening
that allows defenders to fire or drop projectiles vertically. By extending beyond
the main walls, these turrets eliminate "dead zones," ensuring no intruder can
find cover at the tower's base.

During peaceful times the elevated galleries serve as a sensory connection to the
seasonal rhythms of the Pearl River Delta in moments of peacetime. It was said
you can see all four seasons standing on the swallow’s nest.

Winter (Mountains & Bamboo): The rear view of rugged peaks and evergreen
bamboo groves represents the "Enduring Green," symbolizing resilience and
ancestral stability.

Spring (The Sky): The height of the nests allows for the observation of shifting
cloud formations and the arrival of the monsoon rains essential for the new cycle.
Summer (Rice Plantations): The view downward overlooks the verdant paddies
at their peak growth, grounding the fortress in the labor and life-sustaining
agriculture of the village.

Autumn (The Lake): To the front, the still lake reflects the high, clear skies of the
harvest season, serving as a mirror for both the tower’s stature and the family’s
prosperity.



D. Levels 1-3: The Monolithic Fortress Core
The Diaolou base is an impenetrable defensive anchor inspired by the structural mass
of the Great Wall with the sole purpose to ward off invaders.

Elevated Foundation: Built on a platform of pounded earth, a Chinese
architectural standard to protect the reinforced core from flooding and moisture.
Reinforced Mass: The first three stories consist of a monolithic block of
reinforced concrete, one meter thick. This density supports the upper tiers and
resists high-caliber firearms and physical breaching.

Triple-Layer Windows: All elevations feature small, recessed windows to
minimize exposure. Each opening utilizes a three-tier defense system:
a. Outer: Permanent iron bars.
b. Middle: Heavy iron shutters secured internally against ballistic threats.
c. Inner: Sliding glass panels for light and weather protection.
d. Emergency Egress: Each floor contains one iron grating engineered to
open inward,

Fortified Entry Way : The entry is a specialized defensive bottleneck,
engineered as a triple-layered system to repel bandits while signaling the owner’s
status.

a. Layer 1: Iron Gate: An outer barrier that allowed residents to vet visitors
while maintaining a physical shield.

b. Layer 2: Jitang Doors: Traditional swinging wooden doors that balanced
privacy with essential ventilation in the humid Guangdong climate.

c. Layer 3: Steel Shield: The final, fireproof inner door, secured by massive
sliding bolts anchored directly into the masonry to withstand heavy
battering.

d. The Defensive Lintal: This stone or concrete overhang protected the
threshold from weathering and served as a mounting point for heavy iron
gate

Top Down cultural (right)

. Western Technology Lighting Rod: The cupola’s summit represents a

sophisticated fusion of Daoist symbolism and early 20th-century technology.
The Gourd (Hulu): A traditional talisman for fortune and longevity. As a
homophone for Fu Lu (prosperity), the gourd acts as a spiritual shield to capture
positive energy (qi) and protect the family lineage.

The Lightning Rod: A practical defense against South China’s frequent storms.
This feature reflects the scientific literacy of the Overseas Chinese, who
integrated Western industrial safety with traditional architecture.

Together, these elements crown the Diaolou as a monument to a family both spiritually
rooted and globally modern.



H. Blended Symbolism — American Eagle Flanked by Fu Dogs: The pediment
serves as the tower’s most explicit declaration of transnational identity, merging
American patriotic symbols with traditional Chinese imperial guardians.

a. Atthe apex, a proud American eagle represents the "Gold Mountain"
where the family’s wealth was earned, signaling sovereignty and global
success. This eagle is supported by a central medallion flanked by two Fu
Dogs in a heraldic, upright pose that mimics Western coats of arms.
Guarding the outer edges, a second pair of Fu Dogs stands firmly on all
fours, providing a symbolic foundation of stability and authority. This
sculptural ensemble perfectly captures the "Overseas Chinese" psyche: a
proud embrace of American opportunity anchored by an unshakable
commitment to ancestral protection.

I. Name Plaque: The formal Scholars name Zi : The facade functions as a stone
biography, charting the owner’s evolution from village youth to global citizen
through the Southern Chinese tradition of naming.

a. Chinese characters with the formal Zi name occupies the central position.
In regional tradition, while the Ming (given name) was for childhood,
the Zi was adopted at maturity to signify scholarly status or maturation. Its
placement at the highest point asserts his standing as a "literatus" and a
man of intellectual merit within the village hierarchy.

J. American Name “Ming” with Gregorian date: 1929 NGTENBOW
By utilizing the Gregorian calendar and his phonetized Ming name (the name
given at birth) as his legal identity in the United States, the tower acknowledges
his life abroad.

a. The juxtaposition is a profound architectural statement: his formal,
scholarly Chinese identity is physically supported by the registered
American identity—and the "Gold Mountain" wealth—that made the tower
possible.

K. Byzantine Arches & Roman Colonnades: Colonnades are often found on

watchtowers with cantilevered platforms, serving as transition between the building
body and the roof, and improving ventilation and natural light. While the function of
the colonnades in generalis mainly for rest and enjoying the scenary, the
colonnades of watchtowers are mainly for observations and surveillance of bandits.
1. Arches: Arches are used for load bearing and decoration. The arches
in overseas Chinese buildings are mainly in the style of ancient
Roman and Gothic styles.



2. Column: Columns are a major feature of Taishan overseas Chinese
Architecture. These styles are borrowed from Western classical
architecture styles such as Tuscan lonic, Doric and Corinthian
columns, combined with the personal interpretations of overseas
Chinese craftsman, thus evolving into the unique “overseas Chinese
column style of Taishan”

L. Ornamental Reliefs: The Visual Resume

Positioned below the eaves, these intricate lime-plaster reliefs (Hui Shuo) serve
as a cultural narrative. By blending traditional Chinese landscapes with Western
architectural motifs, they broadcast the owner’s dual identity: a man who
maintained a deep connection to his local soil while achieving success in the
global "Gold Mountain."

M. Footed Supports with Trompe L’oeil: The Swallow’s Nest are anchored by
reinforced concrete supports featuring trompe I'oeil artistry. While the term
originates from French Baroque tradition, the technique in this context reflects a
global "Sino-Western" fusion. These hand-painted details create a visual illusion,
mimicking the depth and prestige of traditional carved stonework on modern,
industrial-grade concrete. This allowed the structure to maintain the aesthetic of
hand-sculpted masonry while utilizing the fireproof durability of imported
materials.

N. Semi-circular lunettes above the lower windows function as both structural
reinforcements and narrative displays. The arched form diverts the masonry's
vertical weight, maintaining the integrity of the defensive walls, while the
protruding plasterwork serves as a drip edge to shed rainwater.

a. Decoratively, these panels feature high-relief lime plaster sculptures (Hui
Shuo). The imagery typically blends traditional Chinese landscapes with
Western Baroque motifs, creating a visual record of the owner's dual
identity.

O. Entryway Poem: The Bridge between East and West.
a. “The river leads to the Western seas by fate; the continent connects the
northern ocean by effort; everlasting fortune flows.”

Notes of Living Quarters:

First floor: Kitchen & eating quarters. Ancestral shrine with ritual space. Maids’
quarters as well as mother-in-law quarters. Storage.



Second to 4" Floor: Primary residence and bedrooms. Protected from flooding and
bandits.

Fifth floor: Rice Mill and storage of critical food supplies. Weapons & Flags.

Testament of time:

e 1938 — Iron shutters were extracted for smelting during the Sino- Japanese
war for munitions

e 1958 — Iron gates were taken for the Great Leap forward industrialization
ambition.

e 1966 — All artwork were destroyed or plastered over during the Cultural
Revolution. The scholars name in Chinese characters that was prominently
displayed in earlier photographs plastered over.

e 1986 — Funds sent back from Siblings helped to bolster structure and address
water damage

e 2026 — Restoration of the 1929NGTENBOW Diaolou planned for centennial
1929-2029



