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had money for these constructions, but “with a drawing in hand, one 
can always beg”, they told me. These attempts to obtain plans did not 
last long. It became clear that more serious occupations were taking my 
time. I only answered two requests: one was a church plan for the Hong 
Kong Vicariate [i.e. St Teresa’s], the other an elderly home entrusted 
to the care of the Little Sisters of the Poor. These two projects were 
realised later.66 [The latter is also attributed to Gabriel Van Wylick and 
C.F.E.O.67]

Figure 5. St Teresa’s, Three Elevations of the Final Design, Drawn by Joseph 

Chanatong?, 1932, and Two Outer Views from the South, 1933. (Archives Van 

Wylick) 
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It took more than one year for the parish to get the detailed plans from 
Chanatong and, thanks to Van Wylick’s signature, to have them approved by 
the P.W.D.. The technical plans for the reinforced concrete structure were 
supervised by the French engineer Jean Victor Guérineau.68 On 21 September 
1931, Mgr Valtorta signed the contract for building the church with the 
Hong Kong contractor company Mei On Construction Co (or Mei On & 
Co).69 The works were supervised by Fr Angelo Grampa P.I.M.E. 甘沛霖 
(1882–1957), who had gained experience by supervising the construction of 
St Joseph’s Hospital in Waichow 惠州 City and the Regional Seminary in 
Aberdeen.70 As resident chaplain of La Salle College, he lived near St Teresa’s 
and could visit the works daily. 

No archives of the construction of St Teresa’s church have been found. 
Van Wylick’s family archives only conserve a couple of outer views of the 
church and a press clipping.71 The technical information, therefore, is very 
limited and has to be derived from an analysis of the building. The works 
began with the foundations, which used the technique of Franki Piles, a 
pressure injecting footing system patented by the Belgian engineer Edgard 

Figure 6.  St Teresa’s, Outer View from the South-East, 1933. (Archives Van Wylick)  
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Frankignoul in 1909 that had spread worldwide.72 Once the foundations were 
completed, Mgr Valtorta blessed and laid the foundation stone.73 Placed at 
the bottom of the tower, this stone only mentions the date of 23 April 1932 
and the bishop’s name.74 The works progressed fast and Mgr Valtorta planned 
to inaugurate the church before Christmas. Therefore, on 5 October, he asked 
Fr Spada six questions: 

 1. If it was advisable to put the altar of the church of S. Teresina in 
the middle under the crossing; 2. see the plans of the fathers’ house 
near the new church and approve them personally; 3. information on 
the paintings I heard that you have ordered from Fr. Daelli [Pietro 
Daelli P.I.M.E. 達依理 (1893–1965)] […]; 4. if you have approved any 
modifications that the architect of the Crédit Foncier has made to the 
original design of Father Gresnigt; 5. if new donations were made for the 
new church in the last few months; 6. if you can know with certitude 
when the new church will be ready […].75

Fr Spada’s answer is not preserved. For knowing what changes there had 
been between Gresnigt’s sketch and the final plans it would have been a key 
source. Fr Spada, the secretary and treasurer of the Committee, collected ca 
HK$100,000 for the construction. The names of the twelve most generous 
‘benefactor founders’, almost all Portuguese, are carved on two marble tablets 
at both sides of the main entrance.76 Partially erased, but still readable, 
the name of Benito Mussolini, the fascist duce and Prime Minister of Italy 
from 1922 to 1943, still raises questions. Although he was an anticlerical, 
Mussolini had signed the Lateran Treaty with Pope Pius XI on 11 February 
1929, which gave the Vatican City the status of an independent state and 
recognised Catholicism as state religion in Italy.77 

Mgr Valtorta’s speech at the opening ceremony of St Teresa’s church on 
Sunday 18 December 1932 has been evoked several times. The numerous 
attendees included priests from several missionary institutes, local officials 
and diplomats (the consuls of Italy, Portugal and Belgium), children from 
Catholic schools (La Salle College, St Louis Industrial School, St Mary’s 
School), benefactors and parishioners.78 The inner decoration of the church 
was completed at the beginning of 1933. Fr Andrea Granelli was the first 
Rector and Fr Peter Lam 林蔭棠 (1869–1939) his assistant.79 



Thomas Coomans and Puay-peng Ho100 

Catholics, Architectural Styles and Identities in the 
Cosmopolitan Colony

A Chinese-style project for a church designed by a Dutch missionary-artist 
was rejected by an Italian bishop and a (Portuguese) Catholic parish, and 
replaced by an Italian-Romanesque style project worked out by a Hong Kong 
contractor, with the complaisance of a Belgian mortgage company involved 
in real estate business with French, Italian and American missionaries… The 
analysis of the genesis of St Teresa’s church, the people involved and its precise 
chronology, contextualise and illustrate a facet of the complex debate on 
architectural style in Hong Kong around 1930. However, most Catholics in 
Hong Kong were not able to place a local case like St Teresa’s into the broad 
perspective of inculturation at the level of the universal Church. The national 
and religious identities of communities in the cosmopolitan British colony had 
not then opened them to the crucial issue of sinicising Christianity in China. 

The key person was Mgr Enrico Valtorta, who stayed 44 years in Hong Kong 
and experienced the remarkable evolution of the Catholic mission from 1907 to 
1951.80 He was ordained bishop in 1926––the same year as the six first Chinese 
bishops and the reformation of the Pontifical Institute for Foreign Missions––and 

Figure 7.  St Teresa’s, Inner View to the North (THOC 2014). 
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was directly confronted with both Mgr Costantini’s efforts to sinicise the Catholic 
Church in China and the specificity of Hong Kong as a British colony and secure 
hub for missionary societies working in the Chinese mainland. 

St Teresa’s and the Regional Seminary are two contrasting scenarios. The 
Regional Seminary was the first Sino-Christian building in Hong Kong but 
located in the then remote Aberdeen village. As a keystone of the Catholic 
inculturation policy, it was financed from Rome and entrusted to Irish Jesuits 
to educate South Chinese seminarians from Guangdong, Guangxi, Fujian 
and Hainan. Mgr Valtorta’s role was limited to facilitating the relationships 
with the colonial authorities, coordinating the works and obeying Mgr 
Costantini. In contrast, Mgr Valtorta had full authority over a parish such 
as St Teresa’s, and had thus to raise the funds and approve the plans. He 
knew that the European parishioners of St Teresa’s were not concerned with 
inculturation and would not finance a Chinese-style construction. European 
Catholics would not sinicise their architecture before the mid-1950s,81 
however, American Catholics, the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers designed 
and built Maryknoll House for retreat and rest in Stanley (1931–35). During 
this period of time, the protestants were also building in the Chinese Eclectic 
Style: the Lutherans built Tao Fong Shan in Shatin (1930–36), the Anglicans 
St Mary’s at Tai Hang (1935–37), and Holy Trinity at Kowloon City (1936–
38), and the Methodists the Chinese Methodist Church (1936), etc.82

Kowloon Tong is a remarkable case proving that the issue of styles 
and identities in Hong Kong from the 1930s and beyond was not just a 
polarisation between Western and Chinese-styles, but expressed different 
Western national styles. Even the missionary societies chose different styles to 
express their identities in public space. La Salle College of the Brothers of the 
Christian Schools, built 1930–32, with its central pavilion surmounted by a 
dome that referred to St Peter’s Basilica in Rome, was a powerful expression 
of Western Catholic and classical education.83 In 1936 the American 
Maryknoll Sisters built a school in a modern style, with a massive brick 
tower referencing the Maryknoll motherhouse in Ossining (New York).84 
After the war in 1952, they built a new convent, designed by the C.F.E.O., 
and new school buildings in 1957.85 The apartments of the P.I.M.E. and the 
M.E.P., all designed by Van Wylick and the C.F.E.O.,86 as well as St Teresa’s 
Hospital were modern and in reinforced concrete.

Kowloon Tong’s urban landscape, made of modern residential buildings 
of three or four floors along broad straight lanes, contrasted with the 
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chaotic architecture on the slopes of Hong Kong Island. The urbanism 
and architecture of this Catholic parish expressed order, Westernisation 
and modernity. The towers of the three Catholic buildings marked the 
skyline. The Italian tower of St Teresa’s, the classical dome of La Salle and 
the American tower of Maryknoll constituted a ‘Catholic cluster’ and were 
explicit references to Venice, Rome and New York, on both sides of the 
Boundary Street that had once been the boundary between the British and 
Chinese Empires.  
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Bros’. 
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fundraising campaign on 24 June 1929, benefitted from a gift from the Italian 

state through the networks of Italian missionaries and diplomats.

https://archives.catholic.org.hk/In%20Memoriam/Clergy-Brother/A-Grampa.htm
https://archives.catholic.org.hk/In%20Memoriam/Clergy-Brother/A-Grampa.htm
https://gwulo.com/node/6585/photos
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Tam Reservoir, the Butterfield & Swire Building and the Taikoo Sugar Refinery 

Sham Shui Po (1955). 
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83 The architect of the College was Little, Adams & Wood. It was demolished in 
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on: https://gwulo.com/node/2414/photos 

84 The first building, 1936, by the architectural firm Palmer and Turner.

85 The convent, 1952, by Gustave Volckaert: Thomas Coomans and Prudence 

Leung Kwok Lau, ‘Les tribulations d’un architecte belge en Chine: Gustave 

Volckaert, au service du Crédit Foncier d’Extrême-Orient, 1914–1954’, Revue 
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building, 1957, by Luke Him Sau. 

86 AGR-CFEO, 442: G. Van Wylick to C.F.E.O. headquarter in Brussels and offices 

in Shanghai and Tianjin, 7 September 1933. List of pictures of the works of the 

C.F.E.O. in Hong Kong in the years 1931–33. 
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Publications of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong
The Journal

The Society has published a Journal since 1961. It was published as the 
Journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society from 1961 until 
2003, then changed to the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong 
Branch and 香港皇家亞洲學會學報 and is now Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society Hong Kong and 香港皇家亞洲學會學報. The Journal is available 
online: Volumes 1-51 at http://hkjo.lib.hku.hk/exhibits/show/hkjo/
browseIssue?book=b27720780 and all volumes at https://www.jstor.org/
journal/jroyaaisasocihkb. Members of the Society receive a copy of the 
Journal and a regular Newsletter.

Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Studies Series

In 2005 the Society produced the first volume in this series, the aim 
being to help make available important studies of the local history, 
culture and society of Hong Kong and the surrounding region. Generous 
support from the Sir Lindsay and Lady May Ride Memorial Fund makes 
it possible to publish this series. The early volumes were published with 
Hong Kong University Press, but since 2016 the Society and the Ride 
Fund have worked with other publishers.

To date the Hong Kong Studies Series includes 26 titles. A list of titles 
that can be ordered from the Society is at http://www.royalasiaticsociety.
org.hk/hong-kong-studies-series. A complete list appears in the Society’s 
Newsletter, published six times a year, available in e-copy from http://
www.royalasiaticsociety.org.hk/new-page/. An order form and price list 
is in the Newsletter, or may be obtained directly from the Administrator:  
HYPERLINK "mailto:membership@royalasiaticsociety.org.hk" 
membership@royalasiaticsociety.org.hk.

The Sir Lindsay and May Ride Memorial Fund was established in 2003 
by the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong and is named after the Vice-
Chancellor of the University of Hong Kong 1949-64 and his wife, both 
founder members of the RASHK.

Other Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Publications 

Since 1980, in addition to the Journal and the Royal Asiatic Society 
Hong Kong Studies Series, either alone or jointly with other publishers, 
the Society has published occasional works written or edited by 
members. The titles can be consulted on the Society’s website at http://
www.royalasiaticsociety.org.hk/books/. Some volumes are out of print.




