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Introduction

Since the 1970s, with the rapid growth of urban renewal 
worldwide, the use of multiple languages in public spaces 
has attracted the attention of several researchers who have 
studied the phenomenon of linguistic diversity. As a land-
mark study of “Linguistic Landscape,” Landry and Bourhis 
(1997) first defined the term as “The language of public road 
signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, 
commercial signs and public signs on government buildings 
combines to form the linguistic landscape of a given terri-
tory, region or urban agglomeration” (Landry & Bourhis, 
1997, p. 25).

Interestingly, many scholars who have different under-
standings of linguistic landscape. For example, Scollon and 
Scollon (2003) proposed the concept of “Geo-semiotics” as 
a new approach to study the physical appearance of signs 
and the meaning of “semiotic assemblages” in the material 
world. Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) considered linguistic land-
scape as“Linguistic objects that mark the public space.” 
Spolsky (2009) argued that “linguistic cityscape” may be 
more appropriate for labeling urban linguistic landscape. In 
addition, Jaworski and Thurlow (2010) proposed the notion 
of “semiotic landscape” which concerned with the construc-
tion of spatial discourse in the landscape “the interaction of 
language, visual discourse, spatial practice and social 

changes brought about by the trend of globalization in pub-
lic space with visible inscription made through explicit 
human interaction and meaning making” (Jaworski & 
Thurlow, 2010, p.23).

As a new field in sociolinguistics in recent years, linguis-
tic landscape research aims to focus on public signs and 
investigate various social actors from the perspective of 
social and cultural realities (Gorter, 2013; Shohamy, 2015). 
To date, a series of empirical studies have been conducted in 
major cities of the world today, which are collection points 
for researchers to collect, document, and classify language 
use in urban public spaces. For example, the book “Linguistic 
landscape in the city” written by Shohamy et al. (2010), not 
only opens a new and fascinating dimension for the readers 
to look at multilingualism in the urban context but also 
explain the interaction between verbal signs and social pro-
cesses in metropolitan areas.

While most linguistic landscape researchers have studied 
public displays of multilingualism in the urban realm 
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(Backhaus, 2007; Cook, 2013; Rong, 2018; Yao & Gruba, 
2020), relatively few empirical studies have been conducted 
in small towns, suburban spaces or villages involving strong 
ethnographic and nostalgia orientations (Blommaert, 2013). 
In particular, less attention has been paid to the written dis-
plays of semiotic resources and visual analysis of linguistic 
minorities in primitive speech communities, which have been 
overlooked in the previous literature of linguistic landscape 
(Gorter, 2013). Notably, a growing number of studies have 
attempted to explore the linguistic landscapes of rural desti-
nations, such as Xu and Ren (2015) who argued that the purity 
of minority languages is greatly influenced by the various for-
eign language influences brought about by the international 
tourism. Lu et al. (2020) discussed the code preference and 
language choice in Hongcun, China, highlighting the role of 
multilingualism in the world heritage. However, indigenous 
linguistic landscape associated with traditional visual lan-
guage have not been studied and historical semiotic artifacts 
embedded in linguistic signs are rarely addressed which pose 
a specific need to examine.

It is estimated that by the end of 21st century, approxi-
mately more than 65% of indigenous languages are threat-
ened with extinction due to accelerating trends of 
globalization and urbanization, which unconsciously affects 
the linguistic behaviors and attitudes of local language 
groups and ultimately alters the original language ecology 
(Cook, 2015, p. 14). Therefore, further linguistic landscape 
research should revolve around more applied themes such as 
language conversion and maintenance in certain geographi-
cal domains or the preservation and sustainability of indige-
nous languages as well as semiotic resources of historical 
heritage in order to fill the research gaps of previous studies 
and broaden the scope of empirical research on indigenous 
linguistic landscape (Edelman, 2014; Sheng & Buchanan, 
2019; Song, 2020).

Therefore, this paper attempts to establish a spatio-tempo-
ral database of the indigenous linguistic landscapes of ancient 
waterfront towns, using a typical heritage precinct as an exam-
ple. On the one hand, it aims to demonstrate the traditional 
visual language of indigenous linguistic landscape by examin-
ing linguistic signs in order to raise people’s attention and  
preserve the currently disappearing edges of the historical lin-
guistic landscape. On the other hand, this paper emphasizes 
the visual analysis of Chinese symbols from the perspective of 
the “semiotic landscape” of heritage precinct to guide people 
in building a regional linguistic landscape that adheres to their 
own historical style and inherits local cultural identity .

The Theoretical Framework and 
Analytical Model

Geographical Semiotics Framework

Heavily grounded in Scollon and Scollon’s (2003) work 
“Discourse in place: Language in the material world,” 
which advocated the theoretical framework of “Geographical 

semiotics” refers to “the study of social meaning of the 
material placement of signs” (p. 110) sought to investigate 
the dynamic and dialogical relationship between discourse 
and space.

As shown in Figure 1, this framework conceptualizes a 
multi-analytical model based on major semiotic systems, 
including interaction order, visual semiotics, and place semi-
otics which tend to examine the dialogic interaction between 
textual and visual resources, spatial practices, and cultural 
dimensions. To recapitulate, the framework of “Geo-
semiotics” is the study of the aggregation of semiotic sys-
tems that combine a range of linguistic, semiotic, artifactual, 
and historical resources with spatial configurations to facili-
tate the meaning-making process of discourse in time and 
space (Pennycook, 2017, p. 12). More precisely, the frame-
work of “Geo-semiotics” is outlined as follows:

(1) Interaction order, the first component of “Geo-
semiotic” borrowed by Scollon and Scollon (2003) 
from the theory of interaction order (Goffman, 1982) 
which serves as an analytical tools for examining 
signs related to the representational space by analyz-
ing interpersonal distance between readers and text 
designers, units of interaction order covering social 
and cultural activities such as contact, encounter, pro-
cession, and others.

(2) Visual semiotics, the second part of “Geo-semiotic” 
inspired by visual grammar (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
1996) which is summarized as “all of the ways in 
which pictures (signs, photos, graphics, paintings, 
and others) are generated structure meaning for 
visual interpretation” (Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p. 
11). Moreover, it addresses a range of material aspects 
of visual language, such as inscription, code prefer-
ence, and emplacement which are intrinsic to the 
interpretation of symbolic features of signs. In a sense, 
this semiotic system related to spatial presentation is 
concerned with how visual images represent real 
world activities and how the position of texts reflects 
the indication of the material world and how people 
react to images after the text is visualized.

(3) Place semiotics, the third semiotic system of “Geo-
semiotics,” which refers to “the semiotic aggre-
gate of spatial planning and cultural geography” 
(Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p. 8). Hall (2004) devel-
oped a sensory perception of space that considers 
visual, auditory, haptic, and other different sensory 
properties as bridges to perceive the physical envi-
ronment by exploring the social interactions and 
language usage at micro-level. It is also include the 
typology of spaces involving public (frontage) or 
private (backstage), regulatory (official notice), 
commercial (display of goods) or transgressive 
(gambling) according to different spatial types of 
spaces helps to understand the meaning system of 
space organization.
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Figure 1. The framework of geo-semiotics.

Figure 2. Analytical model of visual language.

To some extent, the “Geographical semiotics” framework 
for the study of discourse in the time and space consists of 
three main semiotic systems and other subsystems for ana-
lyzing the connotative and denotative meanings of signs in 
the material world, providing a more comprehensive and 
social semiotic analysis of empirical study of indigenous lin-
guistic landscape .

Analytical Model of Visual Language

It is acknowledged that traditional Chinese symbols with 
profound content and long history have played an important 
role in Chinese visual culture practice (Hu et al., 2019). 
Arguably, with the help of diverse Chinese symbols in visual 
communication deign, it not only conveys the connotation of 
Chinese culture but also reflects the regional ideology (Li, 
2015).

Guided by the inspirational “Geo-semiotics” framework, 
this paper also adopts a pragmatic model of visual language 
related to Chinese semiotic assemblages through a social 
semiotic and Chinese semiotic analysis of traditional Chinese 
cultural symbols in heritage precincts, with the aim of gain-
ing insights into the meaning of cultural identity and social 
ideology in the indigenous linguistic landscape.

As shown in Figure 2, this model of visual language helps 
one understand the cultural significance of traditional 
Chinese visual language. To begin with, visual analysis con-
stitutes an important part of meaning-making for signs and 
symbols from theory to practice by analyzing textures, col-
ors, iconography, writings, and other material aspects of the 
subject matter. Then, as many practitioners of semiotics have 
stated “a sign is anything that symbolizes for something else” 
(Hoopes, 1991; Panofsky, 1983), thus the social semiotic 
analysis identified by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) acts as 
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an explanatory tool to interpret meaning of representational, 
interactive, and compositional behind visual language in the 
linguistic landscape.

There is no doubt that the signification of Chinese sym-
bols is meaningful and it conveys specific messages for 
Chinese people (Peng, 2013). As such, the multi-hub connec-
tion of TCVL (Traditional Chinese Visual Language) and 
Chinese semiotic analysis helps to understand the referential 
meaning of traditional Chinese symbols in the linguistic 
landscape based on theoretical lens of Saussure’s semiotics 
concepts and provides insights for practitioners to preserve 
cultural identity and traditional Chinese visual elements in 
the linguistic landscape in the context of globalization and 
modernization as Figure 3 shown.

Methodology

Research Design

The method of data collection used in this paper combined 
the approach of quantitative-distributive with qualitative-
descriptive. On the one hand, 158 photos of visual semiosis 
and textual signs were taken along with distributing more 
than 156 questionnaires to different groups of participants 
and conduct interviews during 3 months of fieldwork in situ. 
On the other hand, as Scollon and Scollon (2003) mentioned 
the framework of “Geo-semiotics” thus quantitative distribu-
tional method alone cannot explain meaning-making from 
the perspective of spatial and material. Therefore, the lin-
guistic signs and ethnographic data were systematically 
coded in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and underwent 
descriptive statistical analysis (sampling, coding scheme) via 
modern instruments such as SPSS to get an in-depth analysis 
of the characteristics and features of the indigenous linguis-
tic landscape.

Research Site

This paper attempts to interpret Chinese semiotic assem-
blages and traditional visual language of the indigenous lin-
guistic landscape in the heritage precinct of Datong. It is an 
ancient waterfront town in the south of Yangtze River situ-
ated at Anhui province, which has been built for over 
1000 years with a population of approximately 23,000 resi-
dents and occupies an area of 70.72 km2.

Historically, it has been known as the “Four Major 
Commercial Ports” since the Tang dynasty due to its geo-
graphical location and enjoyed the reputation of “Little 
Shanghai” at the end of Qing dynasty. Thus far, there are 
many precious historical relics and cultural heritage in the 
ancient town of Datong, it still preserves the traditional nos-
talgic style of linguistic landscape. Precisely speaking, the 
research site of Lanxi old street (heritage precinct) built in 
Yuan Dynasty as the central business hub of Datong ancient 
town and still maintains historical outlook, as shown in 
Figure 4.

However, the increasing trend of globalization and mod-
ernization in China has threated to keep the original linguis-
tic landscape, especially for the historical patterns of signs 
and traditional Chinese visual language in the ancient towns. 
Therefore, it is essential to conduct this empirical study to 
protect endangered language and semiotic resources in the 
heritage precinct.

Research Questions

(1) What are the characteristics and features of the top-
down and bottom-up indigenous linguistic landscape 
in Datong ancient waterfront town?

(2) How do inhabitants and visitors respond to the status 
quo of the indigenous linguistic landscape in the heri-
tage precinct against the background of globalization?

(3) How do sign holders (designers) respond to the pres-
ervation and protection of traditional visual language 
in an era of urbanization and modernization?

Research Procedures and Instrument

First of all, this paper aims to establish a Spatio-temporal 
corpus based on the number of 158 visible linguistic signs 
recorded by the camera during the fieldwork survey in the 
research site. In light of Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) and 
Backhaus (2007) standpoints about classification methodol-
ogy of linguistic landscape, the 158 linguistic signs catego-
rized into top-down (official signs regulated by the 
government) and bottom-up signs (commercial signs issued 
by the business owners or private institution). Additionally, 
the taxonomies method of “coding scheme” (Shohamy, 
2012) further classify the data of linguistic signs into mono-
lingual, bilingual, and multilingual signs according to the 
number of languages used in the signs and other variables, 
including the material of signs (wooden, stone, fabric, etc.) 
the script type of signs (traditional Chinese character, simpli-
fied character, etc.), and so forth.

Secondly, as Scollon and Scollon (2003) noted, the com-
bination of place semiotics, interaction order, and visual 
semiotics help understand the meaning-marking process of 
semiotic assemblages such as code preference, emplacement 
embedded in the signs. Besides, the visual literacy of Chinese 
semiotic resources and spatial arrangement of traditional 

Figure 3. Datong ancient waterfront town.
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Figure 4. Heritage precinct of Datong ancient town.

visual elements conveyed cultural identities and ideologies 
(Kress & Leeuwen, 2006, p. 25). Thus, it is essential to ana-
lyze the hidden issues such as cultural connotation, symbol-
ism, and others of the visual language from the perspective 
of social semiotics in the heritage precincts.

Thirdly, the ethnographic data of this paper combined with 
an online in-depth interview with different groups of partici-
pants (government regulators, inhabitants, tourists, shop  
owners) and a semi-structured questionnaire survey (see 
Appendixes 1 and 2). There are approximately 159 question-
naires distributed in the research site to investigate the 

attitudes, satisfaction, and perception toward the status-quo of 
indigenous linguistic landscape and protection of historical 
linguistic landscape in Datong ancient waterfront town.

Last but not least, all the above data collected in situ were 
systematically coded in the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to 
attain the statistic data of linguistic signs such as language 
dominance, language combinations, minority languages in 
the indigenous linguistic landscape. In addition to that, it will 
also undergo quantitative as well as qualitative analysis in 
Statistical Package for Social Science (SPPS) to gain the data 
of ethnographic vitality of heritage precincts.
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Results and Discussion

Based on the taxonomies method of “coding scheme” 
(Shohamy, 2012), a total of 158 linguistic signs were catego-
rized into different groups as shown in Table 1. Draw the 
support of the modern instrument of SPSS, these signs are 
counted and divided into top-down (official) and bottom-up 
(private) based on the attribute of signs.

As presented in Table 1, the number of bottom-up signs 
(N = 93, 58.9%) accounted for a large percentage than top-
down signs (N = 65, 41.2%) in the heritage precinct. There 
are different variables of bottom-up (commercial) signs 
issued by the shop owners such as hotels (N = 25, 15.8%), 
grocery stores (N = 19, 12%), drug stores (N = 12, 7.6%) con-
stitute the vast majority. In contrast, according to the data of 
SPSS that top-down signs consist of road signs (N = 24, 
15.2%), introductory signboards (N = 13, 8.5%), public insti-
tutions signs (N = 12, 7.6%) which generally are issued by 
the local government. Therefore, the top-down and bottom-
up of signs mapping the overall indigenous linguistic land-
scape of the heritage precinct.

Characteristics of the Top-Down Linguistic 
Landscape

In light of Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) and Backhaus (2007) 
standpoints about classification methodology of linguistic 
landscape, the data collected of top-down (official) signs put 
into Microsoft Excel spreadsheet categorized into monolin-
gual, bilingual, and multilingual signs based on the number 
of languages on the sign as shown in Table 2.

As can be seen in Table 2, the total of 65 top-down signs 
are categorized into three types: monolingual (N = 42, 
64.62%), bilingual (N = 15, 22.29%), and multilingual 
(N = 13, 13.09%) language signs in terms of different lan-
guage choice. In particular, the prominent characteristic of 
top-down signs lies in multi script systems of the Chinese 
language consist of traditional, simplified Chinese characters 
and Pinyin (alphabetic scripts) despite other foreign lan-
guages. In addition to that, another noticeable characteristic 
is different varieties of linguistic patterns of language signs 
and the various combination of different languages in top-
down linguistic signs as Table 2 shown.

Table 1. Composition and Proportion of Language Signs.

Attribute of signs Variables Number
Percentage 

(%)

Bottom-up Restaurants/food stalls/bakeries and snacks 31 19.6
Hotels/taverns/accommodation 25 15.8
Grocery stores/convenience stores 19 12
Pharmacies/drug stores 12 7.6
Hairdressers/massage parlors 4 2.5
Others (e.g., dress shop, etc.) 2 1.3

Top-down Road signs 24 15.2
Introductory signboards 13 8.5
Museums/ public institutions signs 12 7.6
Traffic signs 11 6.7
Others (e.g., warning signs, etc.) 5 3.2

Total 158 100

Table 2. Top-Down Linguistic Landscape in the Heritage Precinct.

Types of signs Language choice of signs
Counted 

signs
Ratio 

(n = 65)

Monolingual Traditional Chinese characters 13 20%
Simplified Chinese characters 29 44.62%
English — —
Pinyin — —

Bilingual Simplified Chinese characters + English 10 15.23%
Simplified Chinese characters + Korean — —
Simplified Chinese characters + Pinyin 5 7.06%

Multilingual Chinese + English + Korean 6 10.06%
Chinese + Korean + Pinyin 2 3.03%
Chinese + English + Japanese — —
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Based on the above data, the monolingual linguistic units 
especially the simplified characters (44.62%) accounted for 
the largest proportion, which in line with the government and 
authorities’ requirements to accelerate the pace of standard 
Chinese characters in our society. Besides, the bilingual and 
multilingual signs comprise nearly 28.32%, which largely 
corresponds with the rapid trend of urbanization and mod-
ernization of this ancient town extensively influenced the 
preference of language choice in constructing international 
linguistic landscape for attracting foreign tourists.

Here are some examples of bilingual and multilingual 
modern signs shown as follows:

Based on the place semiotics of the “Geo-semiotic” 
framework, the rule of placement including the order of lan-
guages or the size of the print, helps us to know the language 
prominence and the ideology implied in bilingual and multi-
lingual signs. For instance, Chinese characters have a high 
position in modern signs can be attributed to the rules “if two 
or more than two languages are in the same size, then that 
which is on the right or the top of the sign is the main lan-
guage; if the size is different, the one which is the most con-
spicuous (biggest or most colorful), then is the prominent 
language on the sign.” (Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p. 23).

In general, the Chinese language occupies the upper posi-
tion (top placement) in bilingual and multilingual signboards, 
“the preferred code is always on the top, on the left or in the 
center position of a sign” (Spolsky, 2009, p. 21). Interestingly, 
a visual hierarchy phenomenon exists in bilingual and multi-
lingual signs since it’s impossible to assign both the same 
space and size of different languages, as shown in Figures 5 
and 6. Thus, according to the code preference and preference 

system (Ben-Rafael & Ben-Rafael, 2015; Spolsky, 2009), 
Standard Chinese characters topped the visual hierarchy of 
top-down signs compared with other languages.

Though the Chinese characters are dominant in the top-
down linguistic landscape, Pinyin (alphabetic scripts) also 
plays a vital role in top-down signs, regarded as a distinct 
nature of the top-down linguistic landscape in the heritage 
precinct compared with the top-down linguistic landscape in 
big cities of China.

Patterns of the Bottom-Up Linguistic Landscape

After collecting the data of bottom-up signs in the heritage 
precinct, most of these signs are issued by ancestral business 
owners and inherited by one generation after another. Draw 
the support of the instrument of Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 
and SPSS, the corpus database of bottom-up signs divided 
into several categories as Table 3 shown.

As shown in Table 3, the general pattern of the bottom-up 
linguistic landscape consist of shopfront signboards (N = 42, 
45.15%), outdoor signage (N = 22, 23.42%), and calligraphic 
plaque (N = 29, 31.43%), which carries distinctive historical 
features respectively.

Here are some typical examples of bottom-up linguistic 
objects in the heritage precinct which carries out the distinct 
nature of traditional visual language and Chinese semiotic 
assemblages. As Van Leeuwen (2011) holds that signs should 
endow a broader meaning, they could be any material object 
that refers to something else. Besides, the implementation of 
visual semiotics (Scollon & Scollon, 2003) helps explain sty-
listic features from the perspective of textual, visual, and 
contextual in different social and cultural circumstances.

As Figure 7 shows, the hand-painted traditional Chinese 
characters and the visual image (a duck) on a wooden board, 
viewed as historical shopfront signboards of the bottom-down 
linguistic landscape in the heritage precinct. “保國土鴨” (lit-
erally, Baoguo’s farmland duck), associated with the owner’s 
name “BaoGuo” and the product information “duck” which 
represents authentic Chinese semiotic assemblage of signs in 
the heritage precinct. However, “土鴨” (literally, native duck 
or farmland duck) as the local dialects and the visual image of 
the duck used in this signboard tend to transmit an appeal of 
cultural identity to visitors that this store has been selling 
native ducks for a long time. Notably, this old-style shopfront 
signboard refers to “Zhao Pai” (招牌, Nameplate), which has 
been not common in modern times. Thus, it should be pro-
tected and preserved in this town since the localized language 
and Chinese semiotic resources are disappearing and the 
number of original “Zhao Pai” is also declining.

Another case in point of historical object is “Zhao Huang” 
(literally, traditional Chinese commercial posters, billboards) 
as Figure 8 shown, which represents antique outdoor signage 
in heritage precinct. When it comes to “Zhao Huang” or 
“Huang zi” (招幌, 幌子) called in the past refers to 

Figure 5. Chinese + Pinyin bilingual sign.

Figure 6. Chinese + Pinyin + Korean.
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Table 3. Patterns of Bottom-Up Linguistic Landscape.

Category Historical features Typical Objects Ratio (n = 93)

Shopfront signboard Traditional Chinese characters Zhao Pai
Traditional
Signboard

45.15%
Local dialect
Visual image

Outdoor signage Traditional Chinese characters Zhao Huang
Old-style
Advertising sign

23.42%
Flags
Yellow and red

Calligraphic plaque Traditional Chinese characters Bian E
Calligraphy script sign

31.43%
Chinese writing script
Relic and antique

Figure 7. “Zhao Pai” shopfront signboard.

Figure 8. “Zhao Huang” outdoor signage.

advertising signs hang on long poles sticking out of the shop 
front, which is normally designed as the physical shape of 
flags or banners (Sheng & Buchanan, 2019, p. 12).

In Figure 8, the slogan of this advertising sign expressed 
in traditional Chinese characters “老字號金方記” (literally, 
time-honored brand Fangji) which sent a clear message for 
the viewers that Fang’s store is established for many years in 
history and respected as a time-honored brand in this place. 
Here, it is interesting that the character “金” (literally, 

golden) is not mean the sign is golden but indicate that the 
store enjoys high reputation and gained the precious title of 
time-honored. Meanwhile, the design of this sign takes the 
advantage of semiotic resources in terms of visual and cul-
tural connotations (Kress & Leeuwen, 2006).

Further, the most impressive pattern of the bottom-up lin-
guistic landscape in this heritage precinct is calligraphic 
nameplate (匾额), as Figure 9 shown. According to Shang 
and Guo (2017), they stated that “nameplate is a distinctive 
cultural symbol in China, it is a comprehensive artistic work 
that integrates the Chinese language, Chinese character cal-
ligraphy as well as Chinese traditional architecture and 
sculpture.”

It is found that the calligraphic plaque of Lanxi old Street 
possesses five major Chinese writing scripts, namely seal 
character, official script, regular script, running script, and 
the cursive script appeared in different physical signboards. 
As Figure 9 shown, it is also a valuable artistic, historical 
relic, and antique written by the famous calligrapher “佘飈 
She Biao,” thus it delivers a strong sense of cultural atmo-
sphere in the heritage precinct.

In the view of the “Geosmiotics” theoretical framework, 
it is necessary to take a look at the intriguing aspect of 
inscription in this calligraphic plaque such as the presenta-
tion of the calligraphy scripts opt for traditional Chinese 
characters “醉夢居” (literally, ZuiMeng Ju) in big font size 
compared with “文房四寶” (literally, four treasures of the 
study) in smaller font size. In addition to that, the adoption of 
a black horizontal wooden board as the material carrier and 

Figure 9. “Bian E” calligraphic plaque.
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Chart 1. Proportion of participants.

the classical element of yellow font color all made this cal-
ligraphic plaque become a precious heritage in the bottom-
up linguistic landscape.

Frankly speaking, most of the bottom-up signs are 
designed by the business owners who are the inheritors of 
ancestral business and they seek to restore the ancient-style 
linguistic signs in this heritage precinct. Most importantly, 
there are some bottom-up signs listed as authentic relics and 
antiques and protected by the local government. In a sense, 
the bottom-up linguistic landscape in Lanxi old street is of 
great significance under the circumstance of modernization 
and urbanization in Datong ancient waterfront town.

Findings of a Field-Based Survey

This paper conducted a field-based survey incorporate in-
depth focus-group interviews and an online questionnaire 
survey in October 2020, approximately 189 individuals par-
ticipated in this field-based survey as Chart 1 shown consist 
of shop owners (N = 60, 32%), residents (N = 66, 35%), tour-
ists (N = 44, 23%), and government officials (N = 19, 10%).

In practice, there are two versions of questionnaires (see 
Appendixes 1 and 2) designed for sign holders and regulators 
(shop owners and government officials) and the readers (res-
idents and tourists). The data was collected by distributing 
the generalized questionnaire via the online social media 
platform “questionnaire star,” which is convenient for poten-
tial participants to attend the survey. At the same time, a total 
of 159 valid questionnaires was assessed and tabulated by 
adopting the technique instrument Microsoft Excel and 
Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS).

Investigation of Shop Owners

There are 60 shop owners of different background participant 
in this survey and the semi-structured questionnaire consist of 
two sections including general information of respondents 
and 10 questions. Hence, the variables of questionnaire data 

such as demographic details and their perceptions of the 
indigenous linguistic landscape were recorded and tabulated 
in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.

According to the acquired data statistical analysis in the 
SPSS, the majority of the shop owners prefer the historical 
patterns linguistic landscape and are worried that the recent 
surge in international signage will significantly influence the 
preservation of the traditional visual language. In contrast, 
some shop owners hold different attitudes and are more will-
ing to adopt bilingual and multilingual signs instead of 
monolingual signboards for their shops since the old-style 
signs probably can not be recognized by the upcoming for-
eign customers. As Ben-Rafael (2009) viewed that sign hold-
ers of individual business prefer to use sign language fulfill 
linguistic readers’ needs reasonably, thus an increasing num-
ber of foreign tourists may encourage shop owners to employ 
bilingual, multilingual signs to attract customers in running 
their own business.

Meanwhile, the middle-aged shop owners who accepted 
interview stated that the vitality of historical linguistic land-
scape in heritage precinct is declining gradually because new 
generation youngsters of this town move to cities thus the 
inheritance of traditional linguistic and semiotic resources 
faced with the threat of extinction in the future. For example, 
middle-aged respondents account for a high percentage of 
the ability in using traditional Chinese characters. However, 
the young respondents under 30 years old are not able to 
write and read all traditional Chinese characters.

Suggestions of Sign Regulators

Furthermore, there are 19 government officials also invited 
to this survey to know how the authority generates impact in 
terms of linguistic usage on signs. Specially, we interviewed 
four staff who worked in the tourism bureau of Datong 
ancient town, community service center, and town govern-
ment, acquiring some valuable suggestions about protecting 
indigenous linguistic landscape at the contemporary age.

In the interview, they admitted that bilingual and multilin-
gual signs occupied a higher percentage in top-down signs 
such as traffic signs, road signs, introductory signs, provid-
ing parallel translation service in scenic spots for foreign 
tourists. According to the regulation documents of scenic 
spots, the design of top-down signs equipped with English 
and other foreign languages is required to improve tourism 
development (Lu, 2020, p. 17). But, shop owners must be 
awared that top-down signs designed should be coordinated 
with the characteristics and features of the indigenous lin-
guistic landscape in this ancient town. For instance, pinyin in 
top-down signs helps young people and visitors recognize 
traditional Chinese characters. It serves as the tool of translit-
eration and annotation in bilingual or multilingual signs. It 
also highlights the conventional identity and cultural conno-
tation of the historical linguistic landscape in the heritage 
precinct.
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Most importantly, they emphasized the irreplaceable status 
of traditional Chinese semiotic and visual language in signs 
against the background of urbanization in China and the issue 
of historical linguistic landscape inheritance and further 
development is strongly echoed by the administration.

Satisfaction of the Readers

As the primary readers of the indigenous linguistic land-
scape, residents and tourists engaged in the new style of top-
down linguistic landscape and attracted by the beauty and 
value of bottom-up linguistic landscape in the heritage pre-
cinct. With the help of the online evaluation system in the 
questionnaire survey, the Five-point Likert scale was also 
adopted to gain the data of overall satisfaction toward the 
indigenous linguistic landscape, as displayed in Table 4.

The descriptive data of the overall satisfaction with the 
“Five-point likert scale” was subjected to statistical analysis 
in SPSS. As Table 4 shows, most tourists show their atti-
tudes, which accounted for a large percentage of 62.9% 
(15.7% highly satisfied and 47.2% satisfied) in contrast to 
the group of residents who are likely unsatisfied since most 
of them hold the dissatisfied attitude (38.2%). In the mean-
time, the results of the questionnaire survey revealed that 
most tourists live in big cities and are exposed to modern and 
international urban linguistic landscape. Thus, the historical 
bottom-up linguistic landscape in the heritage precinct is 
deemed to be precious for them.

However, the minority of 11.3% of tourists (9.7% dissat-
isfied and 1.6% highly dissatisfied) pointed out the obvious 
spelling errors and incorrect translation in some introductory 
signs and the necessity to construct more high-level top-
down linguistic landscape in the heritage precinct to better 
guide tourists. It is noted that, over 48.7% of residents (38.2% 
dissatisfied and 10.5% highly dissatisfied), they argued that 
the rapid modernization landscape in this town will be pose 
threat to localized language ecology and the traditional visual 
signs will eventually lose their characteristics and disappear-
ing in the future.

Conclusion

This paper observed traditional visual language and semiotic 
assemblages in the indigenous linguistic landscape of the 
heritage precinct, which has not yet received much attention 

in research on linguistic landscape. Based on the conceptual 
framework of “Geo-semiotics” combined with the analytical 
model of visual language, it has been found that first, the 
Chinese language firmly occupies a dominant position and 
has a higher visual hierarchy than other languages in the 
modern linguistic landscape. Second, Chinese semiotic 
assemblages such as symbols, colors, textures, writings, and 
traditional visual elements including nameplate, calligraphic 
plaque, etc. played an essential role in the historical linguis-
tic landscape. Thirdly, the indigenous linguistic landscape 
coordinated with localized language resources and semiotic 
artifacts in the ancient waterfront township to show its own 
cultural identity.

Notably, the ethnographic data of this study also argued the 
issue of linguistic landscape preservation and protection of 
this ancient waterfront town via a semi-structured question-
naire and in-depth interview. With the help of a field-based 
survey, this study demonstrates the attitudes, suggestions, and 
satisfaction from different groups of people, which contribute 
to scholars’ attention to focus on the vitality of the indigenous 
linguistic landscape at the contemporary age.

However, as a corpus-based linguistic landscape case 
study, it is still limited in scope and needs to be improved and 
refined in the future. To start with, the research samples are 
not enough. More research sites of ancient towns in China 
should be selected as research targets and attempt to do a 
comparative study to get more valuable data in supporting 
rural area linguistic landscape empirical studies. Also, the 
participants of the survey is not diversified due to the lack of 
foreign people thus large-scale of field-based survey will be 
implemented by attracting more respondents, especially peo-
ple who come from different places and countries in the 
world to participate in collecting maximum pluralistic view-
points. Last but not least, while we emphasized the Geo-
semiotics framework and visual analysis model, it is not 
fully discussed of how to apply the framework and analytical 
model to the collected data.

Despite these limitations, this study demonstrates a 
renewed and situated interpretation of indigenous linguistic 
landscape in the heritage precinct of an ancient waterfront 
town, which shed light on our understanding of rural area 
linguistic landscape, this empirical study is of great signifi-
cance suggests that Geo-semiotics and visual semiotics is 
worthy of further research in the field of applied linguistics 
and sociolinguistics.

Table 4. Satisfaction Rating Scale of Indigenous Linguistic Landscape.

Group rating
Highly 

satisfied Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied
Highly 

dissatisfied

Tourists 15.7% 47.2% 25.8%  9.7%  1.6%
Residents  7.4% 26.3% 17.6% 38.2% 10.5%
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Appendix 1

Questionnaire A: Sign Makers’ Attitudes 
Questionnaire

This questionnaire is an important part of the research 
“Traditional Visual Language: A Geographical Semiotic 
Analysis of Indigenous Linguistic Landscape of Ancient 

Waterfront Town in China” and your valuable answering will 
be captured as key information to develop this thorough 
study. Thank you for agreeing to participate the survey on 
shop owners and regulators attitude of language sign on 
Lanxi Street in Datong ancient waterfront town. It will be a 
multiple choice if necessary.

This questionnaire is divided into the following two 
sections:

Last Name  
Gender  Female  Male

Age  

Nationality and Hometown  

Highest Educational Level  Primary school   Middle school   High school
 College or university   Postgraduate

Which language(s) can you read?  Chinese   English   Korean  
 Japanese   Others_________ 

Section A: General information

Section B: Language sign makers’ attitudes (shop owners and government officials)

1. Which languages(s) do you usually use on your signboard?
  Chinese  English  Pinyin  Korean  Others______

2. How much attention do you pay to your store signs?
  Much  Average  Little  Not at all

3. Do you know or have you ever heard of “linguistic landscape”?  Yes  No

4. If there are both Chinese and English on the signboard, what do you think is the best location of the two languages?
  Chinese characters are usually in the most privileged position of a sign.
  English is usually in the most privileged position of a sign.
  The key influential factor is the appearance and the location doesn’t matter.

5. If there are both Chinese and English on the signboard, what do you think is the best size ratio of the two languages?
  The size of Chinese should be significantly bigger than that of English.
  The size of English should be significantly bigger than that of Chinese.
  The key influential factor is the appearance and the size doesn’t matter.

6. What differences do you think between “linguistic landscape” and “language signs”?
 _____________________________________________________________________

7.  Do you agree that space, to some extent, reflects political ideas or native/local culture? If yes, how does it reflect the 
ideas and values?

 _____________________________________________________________________

8. In the era of globalization, how to view the extensive use of Pinyin and local dialects in the language landscape?
 _____________________________________________________________________

9. What factors affect the linguistic landscape on Lanxi Street in Datong ancient town in your opinion?
 _____________________________________________________________________

10.  As for commercial language signs in this famous Chinese ancient town, how to convey a sense of history and 
culture?

 _____________________________________________________________________
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Appendix 2

Questionnaire B: Sign Readers’ Attitudes 
Questionnaire

This questionnaire is an important part of the research 
“Traditional Visual Language: A Geographical Semiotic 
Analysis of Indigenous Linguistic Landscape of Ancient 

Waterfront Town in China” and your valuable answering 
will be captured as key information to develop this thor-
ough study. Thank you for agreeing to participate the sur-
vey on readers’ attitude of language signs in Datong 
ancient waterfront town. It will be a multiple choice if 
necessary.

This questionnaire is divided into the following two 
sections:

Section A: General information

Last Name  
Gender  Female  Male

Age  

Nationality and Hometown  

Highest Educational Level  Primary school   Middle school   High school
 College or university   Postgraduate

Which language(s) can you read?  Chinese   English   Korean  
 Japanese   Others_________ 

Section B: Language sign readers’ attitudes (residents and tourists)

1.  How much attention do you pay to store signs, advertising billboards and signs issued by government and public agencies?
  Much  Average  Little  Not at all

2. Which languages(s) do you think language signs should include on Lanxi Street in Datong ancient town?
  Chinese  English  Pinyin  Korean  Others______

3. How many traditional Chinese characters in language signs do you know?
  Almost all   Many of them  A few  Not at all

4. Which kind of words do you think is more attractive?
  Simplified Chinese characters  Traditional Chinese characters

5.  How is the impact of cultural information such as values, customs, styles and team or corporate culture, etc. conveyed 
by business signs on Lanxi Street in Datong ancient town on your shopping ? Why?

  Much   Average   Little   Not at all
 Reason:____________________________________________________________

6.  What features and uniqueness do commercial signs on Lanxi Street in Datong ancient town have in your eyes con-
trasted to other precincts?

 _____________________________________________________________________

7.  If there is writing or spell error for Chinese characters or Pinyin or English in language signs, will your mood or desire 
to buy be affected? Why?

 _____________________________________________________________________

8.  Which kind of commercial signs will attract you more easily with the same level of other factors for a common local 
restaurant on the Lanxi Street? Why?

   Traditional one adopting handwritten Chinese characters with calligraphy charm on a traditional wooden plank 
signboard

  Modern one adopting glass tube light storefront sign, LED digital signage, or neon signboard
  The same or similar extent
 Reason:____________________________________________________________

9.  In the era of globalization, is there a conflict between the increased requirement for bilingual and multilingual language 
signs and highlighting national identity and dignity? Why?

 _____________________________________________________________________

10.  As for the current top-down and bottom-up linguistic landscape on Lanxi Street in Datong ancient town, what do you 
think need to be improved?

 _____________________________________________________________________
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