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M alcolm Thurlby has devoted much of his career to documenting Gothic 
architecture in medieval Britain and its re-creation as the Gothic Revival in 
nineteenth-century Canada. As a tribute to Thurlby’s many contributions 

to these areas of specialization, this essay introduces an unfamiliar overseas Anglican 
church with many Gothic Revival features: Holy Trinity Cathedral in Shanghai (1866-
1869), designed by the celebrated English architect, George Gilbert Scott (1811-1878).

Overseas Anglican churches designed by British architects, including many in Canada, 
tended towards rather literal renditions of medieval precedents. This reinforced the 
association among contemporaries with the Mother Church in Britain. As examples, 
St Anne’s Chapel (1846-1847) and Christ Church Cathedral (1845-1853) in Fredericton, 
New Brunswick, both designed by architect Frank Wills (1822-1857), the latter in 
collaboration with William Butterfield (1814-1900), were modelled on St Michael’s,  
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Long Stanton, Cambridgeshire (c.1230), and St Mary’s, Snettisham, Norfolk (mostly 
fourteenth century), respectively. The two Canadian churches are addressed in a paper 
by Thurlby from 2015.1  

1 . Thurlby, Malcolm, 2015, “Bishop John Medley (1804-1892), Frank Wills (1822-1857), and the designs of Christ Church Cathedral and St Anne’s Chapel 
of Ease, Fredericton, New Brunswick,” Journal of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, vol. 40, no. 1, p. 31-57. See also Kalman, Harold, 
1994, A history of Canadian architecture, 2 vols., Toronto, Oxford University Press, p. 280-286. Thurlby combined his passions in a new book which he 
has co-edited: Candice Bogdanski and Malcolm Thurlby, Medieval Gothic architecture and its revivals: Transformation and transmission through time 
and space, Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars Press, forthcoming 2020.
2 . Stanton, Phoebe B., 1968, The Gothic Revival and American church architecture: An episode in taste, 1840-1856, Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins Press, 
p. 127-158; Clarke, B.F.L., 1958, Anglican cathedrals outside the British Isles, London, p. 10-13, 57-58.

In the hands of a confident master such as Scott, the Gothic Revival provides the source 
for a more liberal interpretation of medieval precedents. Holy Trinity, Shanghai, draws 
on a mélange of historical and contemporary models. The design typifies High Victorian 
architecture, illustrating the manner described as ‘picturesque eclecticism.’

Introduction

This essay examines the history and the architec-
ture of Holy Trinity Cathedral (figs. 1, 2), with a 
focus on the principal nineteenth-century building 
campaigns. It places the church within the context 
of what was, in effect, a semi-colonial society. 
Opened in 1869 and elevated in status in 1876 to 
become the cathedral of the Anglican Diocese of 
North China, Holy Trinity stands in Shanghai’s 
former International Settlement as assertions of 
Western and Christian authority, proclaiming 
the power and prosperity of Shanghai’s English-
speaking community. Surrounded and somewhat 
concealed by a cluster of later ancillary buildings, 
Holy Trinity remains intact as a fine representative 
of High Victorian eclecticism and a reminder of 
Shanghai’s intriguing, foreign-dominated past. 
The story of building Holy Trinity underscores 
some of the many ways in which English culture 
and building practices permeated Shanghai.

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, the Church of England spread its 

doctrine and its architecture far beyond England’s 
shores. Some of the most interesting examples of 
British Victorian ecclesiastical architecture may 
be found in Canada and other distant outposts 
of Empire. Just as Christ Church Cathedral, 
Fredericton, is often cited as the paradigm of the 
Early Gothic Revival,2 Holy Trinity in Shanghai 
serves a similar role as a fine exemplar of the later, 
High Victorian, phase of the Gothic Revival.

Despite its considerable architectural-
historical significance, Holy Trinity has been 
poorly documented, is rarely discussed, and 
until recently, was physically neglected. The 
inattention may stem in part from the indiffer-
ence of the local community and the impacts of 
China’s tumultuous late- and post-dynastic his-
tory. The unfamiliarity with Holy Trinity may 
also result from the low esteem long held for 
the architecture of Gilbert Scott. His reputa-
tion is currently undergoing reassessment and  
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rehabilitation, thanks to changing tastes and our 
increasing distance from the Victorian era. Recent 
years have seen the emergence of several fresh and 
objective studies of Scott’s work. As his biographer, 
the late Gavin Stamp, concluded: “George Gilbert 
Scott was a great Victorian, a man of prodigious 
energy and many talents … he was also a very good 
architect.”3

3 . Stamp, Gavin, 2015, Gothic for the Steam Age: An illustrated biography of George Gilbert Scott, London, Aurum Press, p. 33. Other recent literature on 
Scott includes Barnwell, P.S., Geoffrey Tyack, and William Whyte (eds.), 2014, George Gilbert Scott 1811-1878: An architect and his influence, Donington, 
Lincs., Shaun Tyas; Cole, David, 1980, The work of Sir Gilbert Scott, London, The Architectural Press; and Stamp, Gavin, 1976, “Sir Gilbert Scott’s 
Recollections,” Architectural History, vol. 19.

“A perfectly plain brick church”

Shanghai is a relatively young city, located on the 
Yangtze River delta. It became widely known to 
Westerners in the mid-nineteenth century, fol-
lowing the settlement of the first Opium War. 
The Treaty of Nanking, signed by Britain and 
the Qing Dynasty in 1842, opened Shanghai to 

~ �Fig. 1. Holy Trinity Cathedral, Shanghai, view from the southeast after restoration, 2017. PHOTO: SHU CHANGXUE
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international trade as a ‘treaty port.’4 Shanghai 
came to be dominated by foreign powers, although 
it was never colonized. The British, French, and 
American authorities divided the city into autono-
mous enclaves, which were leased from China. The 
British quarter was called a ‘settlement,’ while the 
territories controlled by other nations were termed 
‘concessions.’ The foreign residents of Shanghai 
enjoyed extraterritorial status, spoke their own 
languages, and built their own social and educa-
tional institutions. They were traders who came 
to Asia to profit from economic opportunity. As 

4 . See Hsia, Ching-Lin, 1929, The status of Shanghai: A historical review of the International Settlement, Shanghai, Kelly and Walsh, repr., Taipei, 
Ch’eng Wen Publishing Company, 1971, p. 4; Hawks Pott, F.L., 1928, A short history of Shanghai: Being an account of the growth and development of the 
International Settlement, Shanghai, Kelly and Walsh, repr., New York, AMS Press, 1973, p. 10. The Treaty of Nanking was signed in 1842 and ratified 
in Peking a year later.
5 . Ling, Pan, 1991, In search of Old Shanghai, 2nd ed., Hong Kong, Joint Publishing (H.K.) Co., p. 14.

one trader told his consul, “We are money-making, 
practical men. Our business is to make money, as 
much and as fast as we can.”5

Shanghai’s English-speaking communi ty 
comprised recent arrivals from the United 
Kingdom and the United States. Many British 
residents belonged to the Anglican faith, while 
the Americans included numerous Episcopalians. 
The two denominations shared many common 
Protestant beliefs and liturgies, and so it was con-
venient for them to combine their spiritual activ-
ities. The Right Reverend William Jones Boone 

~ �Fig. 2. Holy Trinity Cathedral, view towards the apse (West), after restoration, 2011. ECADI
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(1811-1864) of the Protestant Episcopal Church, 
an American, was consecrated as the first 
Anglican missionary bishop in China in 1844. He 
chose Shanghai as the base for his mission and 
participated in building Holy Trinity.6 

Services for the foreign community, which 
were held separately from those for the Chinese, 
began in the British consulate, and then moved 
to the schoolhouse hall. Bishop Boone led the 
initiative to build a proper home for Anglican 
and Episcopalian worship. He determined to pro-
vide a substantial, if plain, church for his flock. He 
announced his intentions to the Foreign Missions 
Committee in 1847: 

I propose to build, forthwith, a perfectly plain 
brick church, forty-five feet wide by seventy-
five feet in length, to accommodate six hun-
dred persons, which, from careful estimates, 
can be built of brick for $4,000, to which we 
must add $1,000 for land, in all say $5,000. I 
would be very glad if you could procure for me, 
from some good architect, a plan for a plain, 
neat church, without galleries … I wish the 
plainest and minutest directions, with accu-
rate drawings and scale of measurements, 
as the Chinese will look to me for all these 
matters.7

Thomas Chay Beale, an “influential mer-
chant,” provided a plot of land, “almost as a gift,” 

6 . The early history of Holy Trinity is told in letters written by the principal participants, and collected in Welch, Ian Hamilton, “The Protestant Episcopal 
Church of the United States of America, in China and Japan, 1835-1870,” <file:///W:/Writing/D1000%20Holy%20Trinity%20Cathedral/Research/
Welch,%20The%20Protestant%20Episcopal%20Church%20%20-%20title%20page.htm>, consulted August 16, 2017. 
7 . Bishop W.J. Boone to the Foreign Committee of the Board of Missions, January 12, 1847, ibid., p. 391. A parsonage was also planned. 

~ �Fig. 3. Holy Trinity Church, Shanghai, after its re-opening 
in 1851. The church was designed by George Strachan 
and built in 1847-48. It was repaired, and the tower 
added, in 1850-51; and demolished in 1862. 75th ANNIVER-

SARY PUBLICATION, 1938
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in 1847.8 The initial Holy Trinity was designed 
by architect George Strachan (1821-1899), the 
first European architect known to have worked 
in Shanghai. Strachan had come to Asia from 
Edinburgh in 1843. He served with the Surveyor-
General’s Office in Hong Kong, where he designed 
the nucleus of expat power, the Hong Kong Club 
(1845-1846). Strachan practised in Shanghai 
between 1849 and 1854. He was said to have 
“introduced a marked style of his own, a version 
of the so-called Greek at that time fashionable in 
England.”9

Bishop Boone laid the cornerstone of Holy 
Trinity on June 8, 1847.10 The brick church was the 
first of the Protestant Episcopal faith in China. 
Strachan followed Boone’s initial intentions. The 
church measured about 40 by 80 feet.11 It was con-
structed quickly—and poorly—and opened for 
services on Trinity Sunday, 1848. Problems arose, 
likely because Strachan could not supervise the 
building works properly from Hong Kong. The 
Chinese labourers were unfamiliar with English 
principles of design and construction, as Boone 

8 . Fairbank, John King, 1953, Trade and diplomacy on the China coast: The opening of treaty ports 1842-1854, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, repr., 
1969, p. 419 and passim; Hawks Pott, A short history of Shanghai, p. 80. Aspects of the early history of the church have been drawn from the North China 
Herald (here abbreviated NCH), published weekly in Shanghai from c.1850 until the 1940s. It provides a vital source of information on the activities and 
opinions of Shanghai’s English-speaking community generally, and on Holy Trinity specifically. The source for the reference above is NCH 826 (May 26, 
1866) and Gratton, F. M., and Robert S. Ivy, 1913, The history of Freemasonry in Shanghai and Northern China, Tianjin, The North China Printing and 
Publishing Co. Ltd., p. 30. Gratton and Ivy reproduce the history of the original church as described in a speech by the British Consul, C.A. Winchester, 
delivered on May 26, 1866, at the laying of the foundation stone of the second church. The parish vestry minutes have not been preserved, but some 
were published at the time in NCH and recorded in Chinese Repository; some of the latter were published in NCH, June 23, 1905, p. 638-639. The site 
was a part of the larger British consular grounds, called ‘English Ground’ on an early map (reproduced in Welch, “Protestant Episcopal Church” Part 8, 
p. 463); it accommodated the first generation of houses and institutions built by the English-speaking community.
9 . Kingsmill, T. W., cited in C.E. Darwent, 1911, Shanghai: a handbook for travellers and residents, Shanghai, Kelly and Walsh, p. 23; Izumida, Hideo,1991, 
“Scottish architects in the Far East: 1840-1870,” Architectural Heritage, vol. 2, no. 1, p. 93; Shu, Changxue, 2018, “Towards Western construction in 
China: Shanghai brickwork and printed technical resources 1843-1936,” Construction History, May, p. 84; England, Vaudine, 2016, Kindred spirits: A 
history of The Hong Kong Club, Hong Kong, The Hong Kong Club, p. 4-6; Butt, Rudi, 2014, “Strachan, George,” in Biographical dictionary of residents 
of Hong Kong: The first ten years (1841-1850), <http://hkr1841-50.blogspot.ca/2014/10/strachan-george.html>, consulted April 17, 2017. Butt reports 
that Strachan was the draftsman for Government House, Hong Kong. Strachan is also credited with having designed the Shanghai offices of Barnet 
and Company (1851), subsequently the Shanghai Municipal Council offices. Strachan left China in 1854. His name is also rendered ‘Strauchan.’ For 
Kingsmill, see below, no. 22.
10 . Bridgman, Elijah Coleman and S.W. Williams (eds.), 1847, The Chinese Repository, vol. 16, Canton, p. 271, cited in Welch, “Church,” p. 403.
11 . The contract was for $6,500, well higher than the $4,000 budget; Welch, “Church,” p. 414.
12 . NCH, May 26, 1866. Later accounts say that the roof collapsed during a heavy storm on June 24, 1850: NCH, June 7, 1932, Darwent, Shanghai, p. 24. 
Welch concurs with the latter, writing that it was destroyed by a cyclone; letter to the author, April 9, 2012.
13 . Letter to the editor, NCH (11), October 12, 1850, p. 42.
14 . The intention to build a tower was announced in NCH, October 12, 1850, p. 42. No earlier illustrations have yet emerged.

had anticipated. The roof collapsed just before ser-
vices on a windy Sunday morning in July 1850.12 
The congregation responded quickly. The North 
China Herald reported three months later that 
foundations were already being laid for a new 
church tower.13 Work took nearly a year. Services 
resumed in the renewed church in August 1851. 
Five years later it was furnished with a pipe organ 
built by Gray and Davison of London. 

As repaired and restored in 1850-1851, Holy 
Trinity Church was treated as a single space, cov-
ered by a gabled roof and entered through a square 
tower (fig. 3). The first church of 1847-1848 prob-
ably looked much the same, but it had no tower.14 
The longitudinal form suggests that the interior 
presented the conventional arrangement into nave 
and side aisles, whether or not with a distinct 
chancel.

This design formula had long been famil-
iar to Anglicans. It appeared nearly two centur-
ies earlier among the London churches of Sir 
Christopher Wren (1632-1723), such as St James’s, 
Piccadilly (1676-1684). The configuration was 
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canonized, figuratively if not literally, by the 
church of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields, London (James 
Gibbs, 1726), which had a classical vocabulary and 
a columned entrance portico. The scheme spread 
rapidly through the empire, due in a large part to 
the publication of St Martin’s in Gibbs’s widely-
circulated A book of architecture (1728). It became 
‘the standard arrangement for the worldwide 
Anglican Church.’ Churches of this type displayed 
the plan that was descended from Wren and Gibbs. 
Classical and Gothic vocabularies were both used.15

The type proliferated further during the 
vast church-building program undertaken by the 
Anglican Church between 1790 and 1840. An esti-
mated 1,500 ‘Commissioners’ churches’ were built 
new or rebuilt throughout England, stimulated 
by industrial growth and funded by the Church 
Building Act of 1818. The churches might have gal-
leries or no galleries, porches or no porches. Their 
styles were both classical and Gothic, although the 
latter group essentially applied Gothic dress to a 
Georgian body, without adopting Gothic princi-
ples. This remained a popular typology for British 
church architecture. 

The combination of the St Martin’s form and 
the Gothic Revival style persisted throughout the 
British sphere of influence. The typology reached 
the future Canada in 1750, with the Church of 
St Paul in Halifax.16 Colonial societies, such as 
Shanghai’s and Nova Scotia’s, tended to embrace 
tried-and-true architectural prototypes, since 
they provided a secure lifeline to the motherland. 

15 .  Webster, Christopher, 2017, “Late Georgian churches: ‘Absolutely wretched’ or the triumph of rational pragmatism?” Architectural History, vol. 60, 
p. 147-181. Webster shows that some churches of the time adopted alternative plans, particularly centralized schemes, as attempts to enhance sightlines 
and acoustics.
16 . Kalman, Canadian architecture, p. 106-107.
17 . For discussions of British colonial churches, see Clarke, Anglican cathedrals, p. 131; Clarke, Basil F.L., 1969, Church builders of the nineteenth century, 
Newton Abbot, David & Charles; Bremner, G.A. (ed.), 2016, Architecture and urbanism in the British Empire, Oxford History of the British Empire: 
Companion Series, Oxford, Oxford University Press; and Bremner, G.A. , 2013, Imperial Gothic: Religious architecture and High Anglican culture in the 
British Empire c.1840-1870, New Haven, Yale University Press. The persistence of architectural forms from the homeland in colonial North American 
society is the theme of Kalman, Harold, 1976, Pioneer churches, Toronto, McClelland and Stewart. The mature Gothic Revival, very different in character 
from the first Holy Trinity church, reached American—but not yet Chinese—church architecture in the 1840s: Stanton, Gothic Revival, p. 3.

Maintaining comfortable traditions, in architec-
ture as in life, provided an effective way for new 
residents of a strange and distant land to identify 
with the way things were ‘back home.’17

Despite the repairs to Holy Trinity, done 
in 1850-1851, further structural deficiencies soon 

~ �Fig. 4. George Gilbert Scott, by George Richmond, 1877. 
NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY
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emerged. Not least of all, the tower and roof were 
still unstable and the roof leaked.18 The building 
was declared unsafe and was demolished in 1862. 
A temporary church—the third iteration in only 
fifteen years—opened for Christmas services and 
remained in use for nearly seven years. It was 
equipped with the Gray and Davison organ and 
other furnishings from the first church. 

“A model of modern 
ecclesiastical architecture”

The trustees of Holy Trinity set out in June 1863 to 
build a new and permanent church, one that would 
at last bring credit to their community. They were 
determined that “Shanghai will have done itself 
honour by erecting one of the finest Churches in 
the East.”19 

Two attempts to secure a design failed. The 
first, prepared by the British architectural firm 
Stevens and Robinson of Derbyshire, was rejected 
by the trustees. The official reason was that it was 
too expensive, but trustee W.G. Howell would later 
remark that Stevens and Robinson’s design “would 
have been almost a disgrace to the community.”20 
The trustees next turned to a Shanghai-based 
partnership, Whitfield and Kingsmill, with the 

18 . Ian Welch says that the church collapsed again in 1855 and reopened c.1856 (Ian Welch, letter to the congregation of Trinity Church, January 26, 
2012, reproduced at <http://www.trinityshanghai.org/131/welcome/>, consulted December 22, 2017). The history of Holy Trinity in NCH, May 26, 1866, 
which had been prepared by the Consul, says nothing about this, and calls the present church “the fourth place of work erected in connection with the 
Church of England and the Establishment provided for by the 6th George IV, Cap. 87 [1825].”
19 . Minutes of a General Meeting of Subscribers for the British Episcopal Church, Shanghai, February 4, 1864 [1865], NCH, February 11, 1865; see also 
NCH, January 16 and 20, 1866, and May 26, 1866. Holy Trinity Cathedral stands at the corner of Jiujiang Road and Jiangxi Road, in Shanghai’s Huangpu 
District.
20 . NCH, February 11, 1865. Partners Henry Isaac Stevens (1806-1873) and Frederick Josias Robinson (1833-1892) had designed dozens of churches in 
the Midlands, many in the Gothic Revival style. Stevens and Robinson were paid for their plans in December 1870; NCH, January 4, 1871.
21 . NCH, February 11, 1865. For Whitfield and Kingsmill, see The Chronicle and Directory for China, Japan, and the Philippines for 1865 (Hongkong, 
Daily Press Office, 1865), p. 193, Google Books, consulted August 10, 2017. Partner Thomas W. Kingsmill, a geologist and engineer, styled himself as an 
architect. He is likely the William Kingsmill (1837-1910) who was the first president of the Society of Engineers and Architects in China. W. Kingsmill, 
“Early architecture in Shanghai,” NCH, November 24, 1893, cited in Izumida, “Scottish Architects,” p. 93.
22 . NCH, February 11, 1865, p. 808, January 20, 1866, and May 26, 1866. Howell was likely the journalist William Gunston Howell, who would be fêted at 
a testimonial dinner in Yokohama on January 24, 1877; Japan Weekly Mail, January 27, 1877, p. 11, Google Books, consulted February 6, 2018.

same outcome. Again, the public reason was exces-
sive cost, but the trustees privately criticized “the 
unsatisfactory character” and “faulty construction” 
of other works by the firm.21 

The trustees, whose building committee was 
chaired by the British Consul, Harry S. Parkes, finally 
chose what they believed would be a safe and effective 
course of action. They sought the services of the most 
celebrated British architect of the day, George Gilbert 
Scott (1811-1878). They hoped that Scott would pro-
vide “a model of modern ecclesiastical architec-
ture.” Howell contacted Scott in June 1863 and the 
architect accepted the commission.22

Gilbert Scott (fig. 4) was then at the peak of 
his prolific and influential career. He had impec-
cable credentials as an architect of Anglican 
churches. Commissions for cathedrals, churches, 
and secular buildings poured in from across 
Britain, the Continent, and around the Empire. 
In the 1860s, some 36 assistants, pupils, and other 
staff worked in his office. In size and organiza-
tion, Scott’s practice was well ahead of its time, 
anticipating the business and design procedures of 
today’s large architectural firms. Ironically, Scott 
has been criticized for his success, particularly 
with regard to the approach he took in his many 
church restorations. Kenneth Clark cited Scott’s ‘ill 
fame’ in this context, although he acknowledged 
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that Scott “may still be taken as the most repre-
sentative” architect of the Gothic Revival.23

Scott prepared a preliminary design for Holy 
Trinity in his London office. It was described in the 
North China Herald:

The design is, as usual, cruciform, in the style 
prevailing in the early part of the 13th century—

23 .  Clark, Kenneth, 1962, The Gothic Revival, 2nd ed., Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, p. 159, 165. For Scott’s office procedures, see Whyte, William, 
2014, “Scott’s office and its influence,” George Gilbert Scott 1811-1878: An architect and his influence, in P.S. Barnwell, Geoffrey Tyack, and William 
Whyte (eds.), Donington, Lincs., Shaun Tyas, p. 213-229. A list of Scott’s work is included in Cole, appendix 2.
24 . NCH, January 20, 1866. Scott’s proposal drawing appears to have been lost. The idea of the church’s being adapted to the climate is discussed below.
25 . Idem. The report cites “Mr. Pennethorne”; Alex Bremner kindly suggested that this was likely Sir James Pennethorne, an architect with a considerable 
government practice.
26 . Idem. “Tls.” is an abbreviation for “taels,” a unit used in China for weight and currency. A Shanghai tael was the equivalent of 33.9 grams, or 1.09 ounce, 
of silver. That has an approximate value of US$16 at the current exchange rate. Scott’s evolving repute is discussed in Stamp, Gothic for the Steam Age, 
p. 11-33: “The fall and rise of a reputation.” 

Massive and substantial in its feature, strictly 
ecclesiastical in character, admirably adapted 
to the climate, and in its details worthy of the 
well known reputation of the architect.24

The plans were delivered to the trustees in 
Shanghai in November 1864, after having been 
vetted by architect Sir James Pennethorne (1801-
1871) and officially sanctioned by Government.25 
Neither the overworked Scott nor any of his staff 
would visit China.

Despite Scott’s reputation, the trustees 
criticized him for ignoring the design brief and 
proposing a scheme that was too small and too 
expensive. He had been instructed to provide a 
church that could accommodate 800 worshippers 
and be built for not more than Tls. 60,000, but he 
produced a plan with only 460 seats and a budget 
of Tls. 75,000, exclusive of the spire. The Trustees 
responded with dismay:

Whether we might not have done better by 
consulting a gentleman of less reputation but 
with more time at his command than Mr. Scott 
evidently has, it is needless now to enquire.26

Scott was famously a busy man, spending 
many of his long working days travelling across the 
country by train. He could never consider taking 
the time for the long journey to Shanghai and back. 
And so, as with many other overseas churches, 
the execution of Holy Trinity was delegated to 
a locally-based architect. The trustees turned to 
William Kidner (1841-1900), a young Englishman 

~ �Fig. 5. William Kidner, photograph by Hills & Saunders. 
S. AND J. KIDNER, “THE LETTERS OF WILLIAM KIDNER”
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who had moved to Shanghai earlier that year, in 
June 1864. Kidner jumped at the opportunity. The 
novice came to be given responsibility for the Holy 
Trinity project at the age of 23, presumably because 
of his availability. There is no evidence that the vet-
eran architect was consulted on the appointment. 
The sole link between Scott and Kidner that has 
been identified was John Myrie Cory, the architect 
for the later tower at Holy Trinity, who had worked 
in both their offices. Cory is discussed below.

William Kidner (fig. 5) was born to a farm-
ing family in Somerset. He studied in London 
with architectural educator Thomas Leverton 
Donaldson (1795-1885) and worked for eighteen 
months as a ‘Builder’s clerk’ with an unidentified 
London contractor.27 He must have recognized 

27 . RG09/51/163, 11; the reference was kindly provided by Simon Kidner.
28 . 2016, “William Kidner,” in Dictionary of Scottish architects, <http://www.scottisharchitects.org.uk/architect_full.php?id=201759>; Simon Kidner and 
James Kidner, “An architect in Shanghai: The letters of William Kidner, ARIBA and James Kidner 1864-1874,” <http://simonkidner.co.uk/chetenore/
app/architect%20in%20shanghai.pdf.>; Izumida, “Scottish architects,” p. 94-96, consulted, 2012; “Thomas Leverton Donaldson,” Wikipedia, <https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Leverton_Donaldson>, consulted November 15-16, 2017. Donaldson, his pupil Edward Augustus Gruning, and George 
Gilbert Scott were the co-proponents for Kidner’s nomination to the Royal Institute of British Architects. Donaldson was a co-founder of the RIBA and 
served as its president in 1863-1864. Kidner has been included in reference works on Scottish architects because of his residence in Elgin late in life, but 
he was English and not Scottish.

the opportunity presented by Shanghai, as he was 
joined two years later by his younger brother, James 
(1844-1873), who had trained as a builder-surveyor. 

William received a few other commissions 
from the British expat establishment, includ-
ing the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, a three-
storey Italianate confection, and the Shanghai 
Racquet Club. The Kidner brothers settled in 
Shanghai and built themselves a house. Despite 
their expectations, work became scarce. They spent 
much of their time at leisure, as did many other 
expats. Their favourite pastime was shooting with 
the Shanghai Rifle Club. James died young, but 
William’s practice gained momentum in the late 
1870s. He returned to Britain by 1881 and settled 
in Scotland, at Elgin.28

~ �Fig. 6. Holy Trinity Cathedral, Shanghai.  
ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS, 1877

~ �Fig. 7. Holy Trinity Cathedral, Shanghai. Plan, 1958. 
CHEN CONGZHOU AND ZHANG MING
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Gilbert Scott’s plans for Holy Trinity were 
‘partly re-drawn’ by William Kidner to respond 
better to the needs and budget of the congregation. 
Kidner lengthened the building by one bay and 
widened it by 3 feet, increasing the accommoda-
tion from 460 to 756 worshippers. In the interest of 
economy, his modifications omitted the triforium 
gallery, “by which some saving in the thickness 
of the walls was secured.” To achieve further sav-
ings, he replaced the proposed brick vaulting with 
a wood roof, substituted brick for granite arches, 
used less expensive bricks than specified, and 
sourced the timber from China and the U.S., rather 
than from Singapore. Scott reportedly approved 
Kidner’s revisions.29 

Construction of Holy Trinity, Shanghai, 
began in January 1866. The foundation stone was 
laid on 24 May—the Queen’s birthday—amidst the 
pomp of a lavish Masonic ceremony.30 The con-
tractor was S.C. Farnham and Co., whose part-
ners, Farnham and C.P. Blethen, were American 
shipwrights. The work followed Western methods 
and used Western materials, further complicating 
what was already an extraordinarily large project 
for Shanghai and its Chinese workforce. To under-
stand the scale of the work, consider that more 
than 6,000 piles were driven into the ground in 
the space of only five months; in excess of 6 mil-
lion bricks were manufactured for the walls; and 
nearly 20,000 slates, shipped from the U.K., were 
required to cover the roof. The paving tiles, iron-
work, eaves gutters, drain pipes, glass, fittings, and 
furnace were also brought over from England.31  
 

29 . NCH, February 11, 1865, May 26, 1866. The triforium is erroneously referred to in the minutes as the “cleristory.”
30 . The ceremony is described in NCH, May 26, 1866.
31 . Unless otherwise credited, information on the construction sub-trades have been drawn from William Kidner’s progress report to William G. 
Cuthbertson and Henry Dickenson, Trustees of Trinity Church, January 9, 1867, reproduced in NCH, February 9, 1867. Kidner identifies the contractors; 
additional information about them has been taken from The directory & chronicle for China, Japan, Corea ... for the year 1912, Hong Kong and London, 
Hongkong Daily Press Office, 1912, p. 852, and Hou, Chi-ming, 2000, Foreign investment and economic development in China, 1840-1937, London and 
New York, Routledge, 2000, p. 82. The ‘heating apparatus’ was purchased from G.N. Haden & Sons of Trowbridge, Wiltshire. The records of Haden & 
Sons have been deposited in the Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre, ref. 1325.

~ �Fig. 8. Holy Trinity Cathedral, Shanghai. View to the west, 
towards the apse, late 19th century.  
YANG, OLD BUILDINGS IN SHANGHAI

~ �Fig. 9. Holy Trinity Cathedral, Shanghai. View to the east, 
towards the entrance, 1908. SHANGHAI HISTORY MUSEUM
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Work proceeded with few interruptions, and the 
church was substantially complete three years later. 
The official opening took place quietly on August 1, 
1869, amidst yet another appeal to the public for 
funds.32 

The new Holy Trinity Church (figs. 6, 7) 
was basilican in form. A longitudinal nave was 
illumina ted by a clerestory and covered by a timber 
roof. This Roman-derived formula had provided 
the basis for most medieval churches, as well as 
for subsequent revivals. The entrance porch leads 
to a six-bay nave, whose cruciform plan features 
side aisles, a raised altar with a shallow transept 
at either side, a chancel, and a vaulted, semi cir-
cular apse. The church is oriented contrary to the 
usual convention: the altar table faces West, rather 
than the customary East, indicating the shortest 
route from China to the Holy Land. The transepts 
originally accommodated choir stalls and organ 
pipes. Staircases led from the transepts down to 
the crypt. The available space beneath Holy Trinity 
was limited, since the land contained burials.

Inside (figs. 8, 9) the nave arcade is com-
posed of alternating circular and octagonal piers, 
fashioned from granite, which support tall, brick 
pointed arches. The squat clerestory, with three 
pointed lancet windows in each bay, is placed 
direct ly atop the arcade, since the customary tri-
forium gallery had been omitted for economy. The 
wood roof is supported by pointed-arched wood 
beams that rise from colonettes, which in turn rest 
on corbelled bosses inserted between each pair of 
arches. 

32 . NCH, January 25, 1870. Curiously, the North China Herald did not report the opening at the time.
33 . The term ‘Early English style’ was adopted by the two leading nineteenth-century British authorities, Rickman, Thomas, 1836, An attempt to dis-
criminate the styles of architecture in England, from the Conquest to the Reformation, 4th ed., London, Longman; and Fergusson, James, 1874, A history 
of architecture in all countries, from the earliest times to the present Day, 4 vols., London, John Murray.
34 . The final design for St Giles heeded criticisms by the Cambridge Camden Society of an early design. The original galleries, which were tucked in 
behind the nave arcade, have been removed. Stamp, Gothic for the Steam Age, p. 105. The Camden Society’s influential publication, The Ecclesiologist, 
published no notices or comments on Holy Trinity.
35 .  Muthesius, Stefan, 1972, The High Victorian movement in architecture 1850-1870, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, p. 107-108, p. 144. St Peter’s 
was praised by the Camden Society, by then renamed the Ecclesiological Society.

The features of the nave arcade gener-
ally follow the Early English phase of Gothic, 
at the time also called “Early Pointed” or “First 
Pointed,” which flourished in the late twelfth to 
mid-thirteenth centuries.33 Scott and his former 
partner, William Bonython Moffatt (1812-87), 
had adopted Early English Gothic as a source for 
several of their churches. One example is St Giles, 
Camberwell, in southeast London, built in 1842-
1844 (fig. 10). St Giles formed Scott’s own London 
precedent for Holy Trinity’s alternating piers, lack 
of triforium, and timber roof.34 Scott’s contem-
poraries also adopted the manner on occasion. 
St Peter’s, Vauxhall, in South London, designed 
by John Loughborough Pearson (1817-1897) and 
built in 1863-1864, shares many features with Holy 
Trinity, including brick arches over stone columns, 
no triforium gallery, and a semicircular apse.35

Within Holy Trinity, exposed red brick, con-
trasting blue bricks in the voussoirs, and light grey 
granite columns display a polychromatic exuber-
ance that is characteristic of the emerging High 
Victorian architecture of the 1860s. The lively loz-
enge pattern of the nave floor tiles enhances the 
effect. So too do the stained-glass windows of the 
clerestory at the west (chancel) end and the rose 
window in the east (entrance) gable, all of which 
depicted scriptural subjects. The windows were fab-
ricated by the highly praised London workshop of 
Clayton and Bell. Founders John Richard Clayton 
(1827-1913) and Alfred Bell (1832-1895) had previ-
ously worked in Gilbert Scott’s office. Additional 
stained-glass windows, installed in the apse in 1869, 
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were executed by Lavers, Barraud, and Westlake. 
The latter two had both worked for Bell, who in 
turn had worked with Scott. Evidently, Gilbert Scott 
valued the artisans who had developed their skills 
in his professional circle.36

The walls are constructed mainly of red brick 
(fig. 11). They contrast with areas of dark blue brick 
— actually red bricks painted blue — primarily in 
the voussoirs of the exterior and interior arches, 
which Scott had intended to be stone; and in the 
roundels and a few expanses of wall. The dimen-
sions of the bricks were unique to Shanghai, but 
are found in England, including in work by A.W.N. 
Pugin.37 The bricks at Holy Trinity were fabricated 
by the Shanghai Brick Company. The business was  
founded by early British traders, went defunct 

36 . The Clayton and Bell windows were installed as a memorial to L.G. Dunlop and paid for by the Freemasons of Shanghai, of which Dunlop had been 
an officer. The partners at Clayton and Bell were John Richard Clayton (1827-1913) and Alfred Bell (1832-1895). The firm would continue to operate until 
1993. The Lavers, Barraud and Westlake windows commemorated George Henry Fitzroy and were financed by “some of the late Mr. Fitzroy’s friends in 
the Customs Service.” The partners were Nathaniel Wood Lavers (1828–1911), Francis Philip Barraud (1824–1900), and N. H. J. Westlake (1833-1921); 
Kidner’s project report, October 21, 1867, in NCH, November 4, 1867, p. 14; Supreme Court and Consular Gazette, May 8, 1869, p. 209; Banerjee, Jacque-
line, “Stained glass windows by Clayton & Bell,” <http://www.victorianweb.org/art/stainedglass/clayton/index.html.>, consulted February 1, 2018. 
Drawings for two stained-glass windows intended for Holy Trinity, prepared c.1890 by Horatio Walter Lonsdale (1844-1919), are in the collection of 
the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA Drawings Collection, SE 18/17 and 18, held at the Victoria and Albert Museum). It is uncertain whether 
the windows were ever executed or installed. Hu Yuan Jie, Vice Research Fellow at the Huangpu District Archives, recalls that stained glass was still in 
place in 1973.
37 . The bricks at Holy Trinity measure 9.3 x 4.7 x 3 inches. Their dimensions are the same as those used by Pugin at St Chad’s Roman Catholic Cathedral, 
Birmingham (1839-1841); see Shu, “Shanghai brickwork.” Additional information was kindly provided in correspondence by Shu Changxue.

early in the project, and was taken over by local 
entrepreneur Chum Shun-li. Scott or Kidner speci-
fied red bricks, the European tradition, which were 
not then used in China. For centuries, Chinese 
brickyards had produced blue bricks, whose inte-
gral colour was usually produced by reduction-
firing of the clay. As an unintended consequence 
of Scott and Kidner’s choices, Holy Trinity stimu-
lated Shanghai’s brick industry to change from the 
traditional Chinese blue to the European-inspired 

~ �Fig. 11. Holy Trinity Cathedral, view along north side, 
2005, showing buttresses, arched corbels, and unman-
aged vegetation. The steps and the infill wall beneath the 
arches are later additions, probably undertaken in 1977. 
PHOTO: HAROLD KALMAN

~ �Fig. 10. St Giles, Camberwell, London, nave and north 
arcade. Scott and Moffatt, 1842-44. JOHN SALMON, WIKIMEDIA 

COMMONS
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red, as well as to fabricate bricks following English 
dimensions.38

Kidner believed—incorrectly, as modern 
testing has revealed—that red bricks were superior 
in quality.39 As it turned out, the red bricks at Holy 
Trinity were quite soft. As a consequence, they and 
the pointing have suffered from weathering. Many 
or all of the bricks were painted at a later date, most 
in a brownish red, others in a blue-black colour, 
similar to what is known as ‘Chinese blue.’ This 
work likely took place during either the 1955 or the 

38 . Observations by Shu Changxue, Jonathan Yardley, and the author revealed that the ‘blue’ bricks at Holy Trinity were actually soft, red bricks whose 
surface was coated in a blue-black colour; Shu, “Shanghai brickwork,” p. 83-110; Idem, 2015, “From the blue to the red: changing technology in the 
brick industry of modern Shanghai,” in Donald Friedman et al (eds.), Proceedings of the 5th International Congress on Construction History, Chicago. 
Construction History Society of America, vol. 3, p. 313-320; Idem, 2015, “La ‘constructional polychromy’ dei mattoni nella moderna Shanghai,” in 
L. Fabian and M. Marzo (eds.), La ricerca che cambia, Syracuse, Lettera Ventidue Edizioni, p. 156-167; Shu, Chang-Xue, et al., 2017, “China’s brick history 
and conservation: laboratory results of Shanghai samples from 19th to 20th century,” Construction and Building Materials, vol. 151, p. 789-800; Shu, 
“Shanghai brickwork.” Mortar of the type used here reportedly had oil mixed into the lime; correspondence from K.M. Tsin to the author, December 
6, 2005. See also Ling, Zheng Shi, 1999, The evolution of Shanghai architecture in modern times, Shanghai, Shanghai Jiaoyu Chubanshe; Huan, Zhang 
Yu, and Guo Hu Sheng, 1985, History of Ancient Chinese architectural technology, Beijing, Science Press.
39 . Testing done under Shu’s direction demonstrated that the red bricks were not necessarily structurally superior; correspondence between Shu Changxue 
and the author, 2014-2017.
40 . Granite from the Ningbo quarries was less durable than that from the quarries near Suzhou, in Jiangsu Province, and was said to have usually been 
“employed for an inferior class of buildings.” This may have reflected the Trustees’ limited budget or the architect’s lack of knowledge of the available sources. 
Watson, John, 1911, British and foreign building stones, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press; repr., Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2015, p. 55. 

1977 intervention, described later in this article. At 
that time the pointing was repaired and painted 
white, and some accent details around the open-
ings were painted black (figs. 12, 13). 

Granite was used for the plinth, string 
courses, columns, and column capitals. It was 
procured not far from Shanghai, at a quarry near 
Ningbo, in Zhejiang Province.40 The contractors 
were unable to retain a consistent supply of good 
stonemasons, which led to construction delays. 

~ �Fig. 12. Exterior brickwork at Holy Trinity 
Cathedral, 2005, showing the red bricks 
in alternating rows of stretchers and 
headers, and the later protective over-
painting, which is peeling, with the joints 
painted white. PHOTO: JONATHAN YARDLEY

~ �Fig. 13. Exterior roundels and arches. The bricks in the roundels are 
believed to have had a blue-black coating applied over fired red bricks. 
PHOTO: GAO XIAO
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The congregation and trustees of Holy 
Trinity were delighted with its choice of Scott 
as the architect and with Kidner’s execution. 
Trustee W.G. Howell, who had recently returned to 
Shanghai from England, where he met with Scott, 
reported in early 1866 that:

Mr. Scott has expressed himself fully satisfied 
with all Mr. Kidner has done, and consequently 
we are now justified in saying that the design of 
our new church is in point of fact as thoroughly 
a work of Mr. Scott’s as if the alterations had 
been entirely his own.… We … now have a struc-
ture by one who stood at the head of his pro-
fession as a Church Architect and whose name 
was entitled to a place amongst those of Wren, 
Jones and Van Buren [Vanbrugh], and the com-
munity might well congratulate themselves on 
having in Mr. Kidner a local architect so well 
able to carry out Mr. Gilbert Scott’s designs.41

Howell’s contention that their church was 
designed by a man “who stood at the head of his 
profession as a Church Architect”—i.e., Scott—
was not misplaced. The trustees understandably 
wanted their church to be admired as a work of the 
great master, and not of a colonial novice. William 
Kidner may have enlarged Holy Trinity, tweaked 
its design, prepared the working drawings, and 
supervised construction, but the overall appear-
ance, even the later belltower, represents the design 
intentions of George Gilbert Scott. Howell’s state-
ment further reflects the tendency of an insecure 
semi-colonial society to ‘play it safe’ with tried-
and-true solutions, rather than to take risks. As 
discussed above, a parallel approach had been 
seen a generation earlier in the trustees’ choice 
of St Martin-in-the-Fields, the most copied and 

41 . NCH, January 16, 1866. Stevens and Robinson were paid for their plans in 1870; NCH, December 1870.
42 .  Stamp, Gavin (ed.), 1995, Personal and professional recollections by Sir George Gilbert Scott, London, Sampson Low et al., 1879; reprint, Stamford, 
Paul Watkins, p. 87-88.

interpreted English church in the British Empire, 
as a model for the first Holy Trinity Church. 

The combination of materials contributes to 
the Victorian joie de vivre seen at Holy Trinity. It 
contrasts with the serenity of St Giles and other 
churches designed in the 1840s by Scott and his 
contemporaries. At that earlier time, Scott sub-
scribed to the principle that the Gothic Revival 
was the only proper style for church architecture. 
He wrote in his Recollections that he was “morally 
awakened” in 1841, with 

my first acquaintance with the Cambridge 
Camden Society, and my reading Pugin’s 
articles in the ‘Dublin Review’.… I at once 
… became a reader of the “Ecclesiologist”. 
Pugin’s articles excited me almost to fury ….42

~ �Fig. 14. Nave, Basilica of Sainte-Marie-Madeleine, 
Vézelay, France, begun 1104. ZAIRON, WIKIPEDIA COMMONS
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Following the lead of architect and polemicist 
A.W.N. Pugin (1812-1852), whom he would meet 
later that year, Scott wrote that the most appro-
priate source for new churches was the ‘Middle 
Pointed,’ or ‘Decorated,’ style of the late-thirteenth 
to mid-fourteenth centuries, a century later than 
the Early English phase seen at Holy Trinity. Scott 
fully appreciated the differences between his own 
work and that of the more principled, moralizing, 
and historically correct Gothic Revival associated 
with Pugin, the Cambridge Camden Society (later 
called the Ecclesiological Society), and the Society’s 
journal, The Ecclesiologist. Scott recognized that 
the legacy of Pugin, for whom he often expressed 
admiration, was better seen in the churches of his 
contemporaries, Richard Cromwell Carpenter 
(1812-1855) and William Butterfield (1814-1900), 
than in his own. “Amongst Anglican architects,” 
Scott wrote in his Recollections, “Carpenter and 
Butterfield were the apostles of the high church 
school—I, of the multitude.”43 Somewhat curiously, 
given Scott’s prominence, The Ecclesiologist did not 
publish a notice of Holy Trinity, perhaps reflecting 
purists’ disdain for the architect.

Scott was a popularizer, not a purist. His 
brand of Gothic conveyed meanings and associa-
tions that could be easily grasped, and which pro-
vided an experience that could be readily enjoyed. 
He was convinced that the Gothic Revival was the 
style for the time, and that it could form the foun-
dation for contemporary architecture. If architects 
were to adapt Gothic freely, Scott declared, taking 
the ‘Middle Pointed’ phase as the “point de départ, 
[we] should make it so thoroughly our own, that we 

43 . Idem, p. 112. Pugin expressed his stance best in Pugin, A. Welby, 1853, The true principles of pointed or Christian architecture, 2nd [?] ed., London, 
Henry G. Bohn. 
44 . Stamp, Personal recollections, p. 208, 17. The term ‘Decorated’ was introduced into the nomenclature of Gothic by Thomas Rickman (1776-1841), 
calling it “the Third, or Decorated English Style”; Rickman, Architecture in England, p. 71. See also Clark, p. 168.
45 . Stamp, Personal recollections, p. 87-88, 203; Cole, p. 22; Brooks, Chris, 1999, The Gothic Revival, London, Phaidon, p. 252-253.

should develop upon it as a natural and legitimate 
nucleus.”44

Despite his recommendation, Scott refused 
to be dogmatic about using one or another phase 
of Gothic. Indeed, he criticized his own former 
assistant, G.E. Street (1824-1881), because Street 
“used to view every one as a heretic who designed 
in any but the sacred [‘Middle Pointed’] phase.”45 
At Holy Trinity Scott followed his own recommen-
dation for flexibility. Many features, such as the 
pointed arches over the windows and doors, the 
buttresses, and the pinnacles, are drawn not from 
Middle Pointed sources, but rather from Early 
English Gothic.

Holy Trinity drew its sources from even a 
wider repertoire. Many external elements in par-
ticular were derived from other historical precede-
nts, mainly earlier, Norman and Romanesque, 
models. (‘Norman’ is the preferred name in 
England for what other nations call ‘Romanesque,’ 
since the Norman Conquest of 1066 had a so 
large impact on England and its architecture.) 
The round-headed central entrance arch and the 
arched corbel tables over the porch and beneath 
the eaves are vital features of the Romanesque 
architecture of England, France, and Lombardy. 
Three familiar precedents in those regions for the 
coloured banding used for Holy Trinity’s voussoirs 
are the crossing arch at St Albans Cathedral, the 
twelfth-century Romanesque Basilica of Sainte-
Marie-Madeleine in Vézelay, a World Heritage Site 
(fig. 14), and the late-eleventh-century Cathedral 
of Santa Maria Assunta in Pisa. Scott described 
his admiration for the Vézelay church in 1862—a 
year before he received the commission for Holy 
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Trinity—when he toured France to study the early 
Byzantine-Romanesque churches of Périgord and 
Burgundy. 46

Round arches, often with banded voussoirs, 
also appeared during Scott’s own time in the rund-
bogenstil (‘round-arched style’) of contemporane-
ous Germany. The manner emerged in the 1830s. 
It was promoted by architect Heinrich Hübsch 
(1795-1863), who saw the manner primarily as a 
response to the climate and building technology, 
rather than as a revival of the Romanesque style. 
His Technische Hochschule (1833-1836, fig. 15) in 
Karlsruhe is considered to be a paradigm of the 
manner.47 The always-inquisitive Scott was famil-
iar with the new architecture of Germany, having 

46 . Stamp, Gothic for the Steam Age, p. 26. The main purpose of Scott’s trip in 1862 was to undertake research to help him with a design for Royal Albert 
Hall in a ‘round-arch Byzantine’ style.
47 . Narath, Albert, 2009, “Rundbogenstil,” in Patrick Goode (ed.), The Oxford Companion to Architecture, vol. 2, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p. 788.

visited the country several times, including in 
connection with his large Cathedral of St Nicholas 
at Hamburg (begun 1845). Hübsch’s recasting 
a medieval source into what was considered a 
modern design would have appealed to Scott.

We can deduce some of Scott’s reasons for 
his choices of models for Holy Trinity. A clue to 
the use of Early English Gothic appears in the 
North China Herald ’s statement (which surely 
originated with Scott) that the Gothic style of the 
“early part of the thirteenth century” was “admir-
ably adapted to the [Shanghai] climate.” In Scott’s 
day, the word ‘climate’ denoted not only weather 
patterns, but also a region, with reference to its 
weather; its meaning was geographic as well as 
atmospheric. The statement that Holy Trinity was 
‘adapted to the climate’ therefore may have alluded 
not only to its response to the variable Shanghai 
weather, but also to its achieving a fit with the city’s 
cosmopolitan cultural setting. In both respects 
Scott’s mash-up of Romanesque, Gothic, and their 

~ �Fig. 15. Polytechnicum (now Technische Hochschule), 
Karlsruhe, Germany. Heinrich Hübsch, 1833-36. 
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

~ �Fig. 16. Poor Law Institution, Lichfield, Staffordshire, 
George Gilbert Scott, 1837-38. PHOTO: PETER HIGGINBOTHAM
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nineteenth-century revivals was particularly well 
suited to Shanghai.

A treatise of the day that was devoted to the 
adaptation of Gothic forms to tropical locations— 
Shanghai’s is a semi-tropical climate—advocated 
a ‘speluncar’, or southern, style. Churches in this 
manner, it declared, should be characterized 
by round arches constructed of polychromatic 
masonry, and using Norman, even Anglo-Saxon, 
detail. Hence Holy Trinity’s striped voussoirs. 
The term ‘speluncar’ refers to caves; the analogy is 
seen in the construction of massive walls, which in 
today’s technical language provide a high thermal 
mass and thereby produce cool, comfortable interi-
ors in warm climates.48 Heavy masonry is a central 
characteristic of the Norman style, and so it comes 

48 .  Webb, Benjamin, 1845, “On the adaptation of pointed architecture to tropical climates,” Transactions of the Cambridge Camden Society, p. 119-218, 
cited in Hersey, George L., 1972, High Victorian Gothic: A study in associationism, Architecture, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins Press, p. 75-76.
49 . Correspondence from Gavin Stamp to the author, August 10, 2005. Stamp concluded: “… although such considerations did not apply to, say, his 
University of Bombay.” Scott’s Convocation Hall (1862-1864) at the University of Bombay combines Romanesque and Gothic sources in a rather bom-
bastic design, while the adjacent Rajabai Clock Tower adopts Venetian Gothic, the beloved style of John Ruskin. Scott respected Ruskin, but the latter 
detested Scott and the ‘destruction’ caused by his approach to restoration. See, most recently, Chatterjee, Anuradha, 2018, John Ruskin and the fabric 
of architecture, Abingdon, Routledge, p. 114.

as no surprise that Scott considered Norman as an 
appropriate source for Shanghai.

Scott’s biographer, the late Gavin Stamp, 
noted that “Holy Trinity Shanghai is unusual in 
Scott’s work, being much more Italianate than 
usual, and more basilican in appearance (exter-
nally) than his English churches.” He speculated as 
to why: “Perhaps this was a response to the exotic 
location of the church.”49 

A notable feature of Scott’s design is the use 
of varied-coloured bricks in the voussoirs of the 
interior and exterior arches. The practice is known 
as ‘constructional polychromy.’ Colour and pat-
tern are built into the load-bearing structure of the 
building, rather than applied as surface decoration. 
The English pioneers of polychromy were long con-
sidered to have been William Butterfield, for his 
multi-coloured brick in his Church of All Saints, 
Margaret Street, London (1849-1859), and John 
Ruskin, for his praise of Venetian polychromy in 
The stones of Venice (1851 and 1853) and his pro-
moting its adoption in England. Recent research by 
architectural historians David Van Zanten and Neil 
Jackson, however, dismissed this tradition. They 
showed the emergence of English constructional 
polychromy a decade earlier, in Christ Church, 
Streatham (1840-1842), in South London, designed 
by Scott’s contemporary, James Wild (1814-1892). 
In a paean to eclecticism, English architectural 
historian Mark Crinson, paraphrasing Van 
Zanten, wrote that Christ Church, Streatham, is 
“Early Christian in plan, Italian Romanesque in 
composition, Ottoman in its bay elevations, and 
Alhambresque, Mamluk, Sevillan, and ancient 
Egyptian in its ornamentation.” Truly a mash-up! 

~ �Fig. 17. Holy Trinity Cathedral, Detail of blind arch, 
showing the use of red and blue bricks, photographed 
in 2005. PHOTO: HAROLD KALMAN
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This same description, with only minor geograph-
ical revision, could apply to Gilbert Scott’s Holy 
Trinity Church.50

Gilbert Scott adopted constructional poly-
chromy very early in his career, in the late 1830s, 
well before Butterfield or Ruskin. Scott introduced 
it in a series of sixteen workhouses, called ‘poor law 
institutions,’ some designed in partnership with 
William Moffatt. The first, the Lichfield Poor Law 
Institution (fig. 16), was built in 1837-1838, without 

50 .  Jackson, Neil, 2000, “Christ Church, Streatham, and the rise of constructional polychromy,” Architectural History, vol. 43, p. 232; see also Van 
Zanten, David, 1977, The architectural polychromy of the 1830s, New York, Garland, p. 345-348; Crinson, Mark, 1996, Empire building, Orientalism and 
Victorian architecture, London and New York, Routledge, p. 98. A comprehensive discussion of constructional polychromy in the 1850s may be found 
in Muthesius, p. 59-113. 

Moffatt’s participation, some thirty years before 
Holy Trinity. Scott used a variegated masonry 
treatment, with which Aidan Whelan convin-
cingly shows he would have become familiar 
from specific early-life architectural experiences. 
At Lichfield, blue headers appear among the dom-
inant red bricks in a lozenged, diapering pattern. 
The blue bricks had been produced unintentionally 
through over-firing. As he would also do at Holy 
Trinity, the pragmatic Scott chose to use, rather 

~ �Fig. 18. Holy Trinity Cathedral and belltower, c.1900. ECADI
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than waste, the blue bricks, achieving an attractive 
aesthetic effect at the same time (fig. 17).51

The integration of these features places Holy 
Trinity squarely within the architectural style 
called High Victorian, which emerged at this very 
time. The manner is often described as ‘picturesque 
eclecticism,’ for its dynamic, ‘picturesque,’ and 
often irregular compositions, usually marked by 
assertive colours and textures; and as ‘eclectic’ for 
its adoption, often simultaneously, of multiple his-
torical models.52 At Holy Trinity, the picturesque 
aesthetic appears in features such as the fussy treat-
ment of the exterior wall surfaces, the use of varied 

51 .  Whelan, Aidan, 2014, “George Gilbert Scott: A pioneer of constructional polychromy?” Architectural History, vol. 57, p. 217-238; Jackson, Neil, 2004, 
“Clarity or camouflage? The development of constructional polychromy in the 1850s and early 1860s,” Architectural History, vol. 47. The partnership 
of Scott and Moffatt was responsible for more than fifty workhouses (‘Poor Law Institutions’) in the decade 1835-1845, responding to the Poor Law Act 
of 1834. They produced some together and others separately. Scott alone was responsible for the Lichfield building. Cole, p. 8-9 and no. 5, 186; <http://
www.workhouses.org.uk/Lichfield/>, consulted September 13, 2018. 
52 . The term was coined in Meeks, Carroll L. V., 1950, “Picturesque eclecticism,” The Art Bulletin, vol. 32, p. 226-235, which remains a classic study.
53 . NCH, 1870.

colours, the projecting entrance porch, superim-
posed rows of windows, areas of shadow created 
by the arcades, projecting buttresses, and arched 
corbel tables. The eclectic approach is revealed in 
the combination of Norman/Romanesque and 
Gothic sources.

A substantial addition to Holy Trinity fol-
lowed near the end of the nineteenth century. A 
robust, brick belltower was erected to the right 
(north) of the entrance in 1891-1893 (fig. 18). Its 
design continues the familiar motifs of arched 
corbel tables, more elongated in their proportions 
here than on the main building, and combining 
pointed and round arches. Building a belltower 
had been suggested back in 1870, when it was 
noted that “a peal of bells belonging to the church 
already existed in the settlement.”53 A different peal 
was shipped from England and installed in 1893. 
The initial installation was unsatisfactory, and so 
the bells were raised twenty feet to improve their 
sound.

The tower was designed by John Myrie Cory 
(1846-1893), an architect from Carlisle who had 
worked in Gilbert Scott’s office in the late 1860s and 
became a partner in William Kidner’s Shanghai 
office in 1875. Cory provides the sole known link 
between the practices of Gilbert Scott and William 
Kidner. His participation ensured that all the pri-
mary components of Holy Trinity were designed 
by the continuation of what was, in effect, a single 
architectural practice. The tower was capped by a 
tall spire, which rose more than 48 metres high. 

~ �Fig. 19. Holy Trinity Cathedral, View of the auditorium, 
after its conversion to a concert hall in the 1970s, photo-
graphed in 2005. PHOTO: HAROLD KALMAN
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Cory died in Shanghai, shortly before the comple-
tion of the tower.54

Holy Trinity benefited from several other 
enhancements over time. They included relocat-
ing the monuments and memorial tablets from the 
previous church, improving the gas-fired heating 
system, and moving the pulpit to improve the 
acoustics. The Gray and Davison organ of 1856, 
which had been salvaged from the first church, 
was replaced in 1883 by a new instrument, built 
by Joseph William Walker of London. It was 
the largest instrument of its kind in China. An 
attempt was made to adapt the Walker organ to 
the extremes of the Shanghai climate, from which 
the first organ had suffered greatly. Measures that 
were taken included reinforcing the glue with 
screws and applying a generous quantity of grease, 
to prevent rust. The solution evidently failed, since 
the organ required overhauling and cleaning four 
times between 1889 and 1908.55

Twentieth-century revisions

Holy Trinity Cathedral underwent further altera-
tions and improvements in the twentieth century. 
The most significant was the installation in 1925 of 
a new three-manual organ, built by Harrison and 
Harrison of Durham. It replaced the Walker organ 
of 1883. The Harrison organ and its impressive 

54 . The tower was mooted in NCH, January 21, 1870. Its foundation stone was laid by the Right Reverend Bishop Moule on April 19, 1891, and it was 
dedicated by Bishop Moule in November 1893. The ‘practical completion’ of the tower and spire was announced, and John Cory identified, on April 24, 
1893. All the events were recorded in the minutes of the Trustees of Holy Trinity Cathedral, published in the London and China Telegraph, 1892, 
p. 312, and 1893, p. 307, 923, 939, and 954. For Cory, see “John Myrie Cory,” Dictionary of Scottish architects, <http://www.scottisharchitects.org.uk/
architect_full.php?id=201761>, consulted December 4, 2018. A chronology and dimensioned as-found drawings of the church and tower are included 
in ECADI [Eastern China Architectural Design and Research Institute], c.2005, “Holy Trinity Cathedral: Restoration of the Church & the Campanile,” 
Shanghai, ECADI.
55 . Urrows, David Francis, 1993, “China, churches, and organs,” The American Organist, vol. 2, p. 51-53. Urrows provides the specifications for both 
the Grey and Davison and the Walker organs. The latter firm continues today as J.M. Walker & Sons Ltd. of Devizes. See <https://walkerorgans.com/>. 
It is presumed, but not documented, that the organ was removed during the Cultural Revolution.
56 . Idem, p. 50-54. The Walker organ was sold to the Roman Catholic (Jesuit) Cathedral of St Ignatius at Xujiahui. Formerly rendered ‘Siccawei,’ Xujiahui 
is now a residential district in southwest Shanghai. The many organs by Harrison and Harrison, established in 1861, include those in Westminster Abbey 
and King’s College, Cambridge. See <http://www.harrisonorgans.com/>, consulted November 14, 2018. American organist and historian David Francis 
Urrows found no evidence that Holy Trinity’s organ functioned after the 1940s, nor was he able to locate its present whereabouts, if it has survived. 

array of pipes were placed in a gallery along the 
north transept.56

The church thrived and expanded during 
Shanghai’s decade of unprecedented peace and 
prosperity in 1928-1939. The improvements to Holy 
Trinity were mainly funded by a generous bequest 
from a wealthy former parishioner, Henry Lester 
(1839-1926). The Lester Bequest provided for new 
paving in the chancel and sanctuary, carved choir 
stalls, a new font and baptistery, and a window in 
the south transept. It funded several new build-
ings, including the four-storey Cathedral School, 
the Deanery (Manse), and the Cathedral Church 
House (also called the Cathedral Hall). In addition, 
a Chapel of Ease was built on Bubbling Well Road, 
west of Holy Trinity. The architects for the works 

~ �Fig. 20. Holy Trinity Cathedral, entrance portal, showing 
the raised floor and truncated columns, photographed 
in 2005. PHOTO: HAROLD KALMAN
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were the Hong Kong-based firm of Palmer and 
Turner, the leading and most established British 
architectural firm working in Asia.57

During the Pacific War (also called the 
War with Japan, and known in the west as World 
War II), Holy Trinity became a sanctuary for expats, 
as Shanghai-born author J.G. Ballard (1930-2009) 
relates in The Empire of the Sun (1984). By Ballard’s 
time Holy Trinity had fallen into disrepair. The 
neglect was exacerbated later in the 1940s, when  
most British residents left Shanghai. The migration 

57 . “The history of the Lester School and Henry Lester Institute of Technical Education,” <http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_451815c70100rt32.html>, 
consulted November 23, 2017; “Henry Lester Bequest,” Report of the Dean and Wardens, Holy Trinity Cathedral, February 25, 1929, Shanghai City 
Archives. The school’s formal name was ‘Cathedral School, Henry Lester Endowment.’
58 . The trustees of Holy Trinity resolved on May 13, 1953, to send an official letter to the Foreign Affairs Office of the PRC, asking the Chinese gov-
ernment to assume management of the Cathedral. The Foreign Affairs Office sent the letter to the Three-Self Patriotic Commission, which took over 
control. Interview with Yao Ming Chuan, historian and former Methodist minister, September 19, 2005. Mr. Yao cited information from Zheng Jian Ye 
of the Anglican Church in China, who served as Bishop in the early 1950s, when the governance of Holy Trinity changed hands.
59 . Chuan, Yao Ming, 2004, “Send a eulogy to God: love your country, love the villages with your heart with thanksgiving,” Tianfeng: The Magazine of 
The Protestant Churches in China, vol. 7, p. 13. The Three-self Movement is known in Chinese as Chung Hua Sheng Kung Hui. The ‘three-self ’ principles 
of self-governance, self-support, and self-propagation were articulated by missionaries in the late nineteenth century; see ‘Three-self formula,’ Wikipedia, 
citing sources. The term has added meaning in China, because ‘three-self ’ is considered to be the English translation of ‘Sanyi,’ the Chinese word for 
‘Trinity.’
60 . The use as a grain elevator is from Urrows, p. 54.

became a flight after Chinese Liberation (after 
1949).

By 1950 Holy Trinity was suffering from 
significant deterioration: the roof leaked, many 
structural components needed attention, and 
much more. The trustees could no longer afford 
to pay property taxes, let alone fund the mainte-
nance. In May 1953, the trustees of Holy Trinity 
asked the government of the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) to take over the management of the 
land and buildings.58 The PRC passed control of 
Holy Trinity in turn to the Three-self Patriotic 
Movement of the Protestant Churches in China, a 
Central Government agency. It and the Shanghai 
municipal government allocated funding to reno-
vate the building. Work was begun in 1955 and 
regular Sunday services resumed in 1958.59

Holy Trinity was extensively damaged early 
in the Cultural Revolution, in 1966. The Red 
Guards stripped the building of its furnishings, 
reused it as a grain elevator, and demolished the 
belltower.60 When calm was restored, it began a 
new life as a secular building. The Communist 
Party of China undertook repairs and renova-
tions in 1977. The principal designer was structural 
engineer Zhang Zhen Ya, who ironically had pre-
viously participated in the Cultural Revolution’s 
assault on the Cathedral.

~ �Fig. 21. Holy Trinity Cathedral and ancillary buildings, 
Shanghai, aerial view, 2005. PHOTO: HAROLD KALMAN
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Zhang’s 1977 adaptation adversely affected 
the character of the church. His principal inter-
vention was the construction of an intermediate 
storey—a pre-stressed concrete plate—above the 
nave. The new upper floor was subdivid ed into 
small offices, which were used by the Huangpu 
District Government. The lower level was repur-
posed as a community auditorium and concert hall, 
with raked seating and a raised stage (fig. 19). The 
sloping floor causes the interior columns to appear 
shorter towards the entrance than at the stage. It 
also required that the site grading be raised nearly 
a metre at the entrance, truncating the exterior 
columns (fig. 20). Staircases were inserted at the 
entries and in the transepts. The stained-glass 
windows, most of which had survived the Cultural 
Revolution, were removed.61

By the beginning of the present century, 
Holy Trinity Cathedral showed signs of serious 
deterioration, having been neglected since the 
1977 repairs. Foundations and walls were set-
tling unevenly, masonry units had failed, wooden 
members had rotted, and vegetation was growing 
through the exterior walls. The Three-self Patriotic 
Movement responded by restoring the church. It 
also repurposed the Cathedral school to accom-
modate a luxury hotel and the headquarters of the 
National Committee of the Three-self Patriotic 
Movement.The low, newer building adjacent to it 
is a bookstore (fig. 21).

This reinvestment in the site came at a 
time when many churches across China that had 

61 . Interview with Zhang Zhen Ya, September 19, 2005. Hu Yuan Jie, Vice Research Fellow at the Huangpu District Archives, recalls that the stained 
glass was still in place in 1973. Its present whereabouts are unknown.
62 . Cranley, William Patrick, “Rediscovering Old Shanghai: Holy Trinity Cathedral,” Time Out Shanghai, <http://www.timeoutshanghai.com/features/
Blog-Rediscovering_old_Shanghai/22622/Rediscovering-Old-Shanghai-Holy-Trinity-Cathedral.html>, consulted November 23, 2017; Jun, Zhang, 
2005, “Old church to be repaired,” Shanghai Daily, July 29; Spencer, Richard, 2006, “Shanghai’s Anglican cathedral to rise again,” The Telegraph, 
December 5, p. 2, available at <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat/expatfeedback/4202282/Shanghais-Anglican-cathedral-to-rise-again.html>, consulted  
November 23, 2017. 
63 . Commonwealth’s conservation plan proposed that the church and its landscape be restored to the 1930s, which comprised the pre-eminent decade 
in the Cathedral’s chequered history and represented the peak of Shanghai’s domestic and international prominence. Few changes had been made since 
the 1930s, so the restoration would require relatively little intervention to the fabric. Commonwealth Historic Resource Management Ltd., “Holy Trinity 
Church, Shanghai: Conservation Approach,” (September 2005).

been closed were reopening, and as new churches 
were built. It comprised part of a larger Central 
Government initiative to liberalize religious con-
trol. The policy responded to the needs of China’s 
rapidly increasing Christian population. It also 
reflected the Communist Party’s reluctant, but 
pragmatic, recognition that religion can help to 
stabilize China’s materialistic society, and to follow 
the Party policy of enabling citizens to “enjoy free-
dom of religious belief.” The State now recognizes 
two ‘official’ Christian religions: Catholicism 
(Tianzhujiao) and Protestantism (Jidujiao). It does 
not distinguish among Protestant denominations.

In 2005 the Three-self Patriotic Movement 
awarded the commission to restore Holy Trinity to 
ECADI, the East China Architectural Design and 
Research Institute, now known as Shanghai Xian 
Dai Architectural Design (Group) Co.62 ECADI 
selected Commonwealth Historic Resource 
Management Limited, a Canadian firm of which 
the author is a principal, as the restoration consul-
tant. Harold Kalman was the project manager and 
Jonathan Yardley the conservation architect for 
Commonwealth’s participation. The conservation 
plan emphasized that all work should follow best 
standards of professional conservation practice, 
as stated in the ‘China Principles’ (2002) of China 
ICOMOS, as well as respecting other international 
guidelines and all local building and design regu-
lations. All design decisions were to be based on 
thorough research.63 The Cathedral was already 
protected as heritage property, having been 
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recognized as having architectural and historical 
significance under the provisions of the Cultural 
Heritage Protection Law.

The work was entrusted to the Zhang Ming 
Architectural Design Firm, based in Shanghai. The 
interior and exterior were restored to their appear-
ance in the mid-twentieth century. Principal 
Zhang Ming had surveyed the building in the 
early 1960s, and so the firm had good documen-
tation of its state at the restoration date.64 Primary 
oversight was provided by the religious bureau. 
Planning and design for the restoration began in 
2005 and work was completed five years later. The 
works are described in a forthcoming article by 
Shu Changxue and Harold Kalman.

The impact of the many changes over time 
has been the diminution of Holy Trinity’s prom-
inence. The church building is virtually invisible 
from the street, hidden by new buildings and what 
has become a grove of mature trees (fig. 21). The 
historic place is no longer widely appreciated as a 
landmark, but is considered only as a local feature 
in Huangpu District. The church does not even 
have a popular name: it is referred to simply as 
‘the Red Church.’ Its formal name is Sheng Sanyi 
Hall, sharing the name of the former school build-
ing. The church building is used occasionally for 
special events. For the most part, however, Holy 
Trinity plays a background role in the ongoing life 
of historic Shanghai.

64 . Zhang Ming Architectural Design Firm, 2005, “Proposal for restoring Holy Trinity Church,” (Shanghai); Michelle Qiao, “Restored church to open 
for 1st time in decades,” Shanghai Daily, available at <https://archive.shine.cn/feature/people/Restored-church-to-open-for-1st-time-in-decades/shdaily.
shtml>, consulted November 28. 2018. Zhang Ming’s earlier conservation work included three high-profile projects, the Shanghai Concert Hall, the 
Grand Theatre, and Xujiahui Cathedral.

Nevertheless, Holy Trinity Cathedral, as built 
and as restored, possesses considerable architectural 
and historical significance. Architecturally it is a 
very good representative of the High Victorian style 
and the aesthetic of picturesque eclecticism. It illus-
trates the dissemination of the manner throughout 
the British Empire, at a time when the medieval 
revivals in Britain were surpassing Georgian clas-
sicism as the primary source of inspiration. Holy 
Trinity holds significance as well in the careers of 
veteran George Gilbert Scott and neophyte William 
Kidner. It also provides a footnote to the career of 
John Cory, who formed the link between the other 
two architects.
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