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Where the Maritime
Silk Road Starts
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OCATED in southeast Fujian Prov-
ince, the coastal city Quanzhou is
dotted with rolling hills, valleys, and

basins; the Daiyun Mountain extends
southwest from the northeast of the city.
Throughout its long history, Quanzhou has
seen the birth of southern Fujianese culture,
and it was one of the first Chinese trade ports
opened to the outside world. With scores of
scenic spots and historical sites, Quanzhou
has been affirmed by UNESCO as the starting
point of the Maritime Silk Road.

A Culture with Far-reaching Influence

Southern Fujianese culture is also called Min-
nan culture (in Chinese, Min is the shortened
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The Cai’s Residence

Locztzd in Zhangli Village of Nan‘an
undsr Si2 wrisdiction of Quanzhou,
the Cai's residence was built in the
late 138 century by Cai Qichang and
his son Cai Zishen. who made a big
fortune in the Phdippines. The com-
pound includes a fotal of nearfy 400
rooms, including an ancesia! iemple,
with the consfruction arez as ‘arg= 23
16,300 sg.m. The most promineni f22-
tures of the building include overhang-
ing gable roofs with carved beams and
painted rafters, vivid brick sculptures,
and finely carved lattice windows.

name for Fujian, and nan means south). It origi-
nated in Quanzhou and has been cultivated to-
gether with the people of southern Fujian. With
the Minnan dialect as its carrier and maritime
culture at its core, Minnan culture constitutes
an important part of the greater Chinese culture;
its sphere of influence reaching Fujian, Zhejiang,
Guangdong and Taiwan, and even as far as Sin-
gapore and other Southeast Asian countries.

In the Han (206 BC-AD 220) and Jin (265-
420) dynasties, large numbers of ethnic Han
people from the central plains of China migrated
south to Quanzhou. Hence the culture of the
central plains began to merge with that of south-
ern Fujian, thus precipitating the formation of
Minnan culture.

Quanzhou saw a significant population in-
crease and economic development during the
Song (960-1279) and Yuan (1206-1368) dynas-
ties, and the city thus became the starting point
of the Maritime Silk Road and an important port
in the East. As Arabs and Persians arrived in
Quanzhou for trade, they enriched the Minnan
culture with their own Islamic traditions.

During the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing
(1616-1911) dynasties, European businessmen
and missionaries brought Western culture to
Quanzhon, further boosting local cultural devel-
opment. After thousands of years of encounters
and integration with various peoples, a diversi-
fied cultural system fusing agricultural civiliza-
tion, maritime trade, and religious culture took
shape.

Minnan dialect, one of China’s eight major di-
alects, originated in Quanzhou, but its popular-
ity has gone far beyond its geographical home-
land. In Taiwan, apart from that in the Gaoshan
ethnic group settlements, Minnan dialect can be
heard almost everywhere. In Singapore, 70-80
percent of the local population can speak or un-
derstand it. More than 40 million people across
the world are proficient in it.

Architecture is an important proponent and
embodiment of a culture. In Quanzhou, the
most typical of traditional architectural styles
is the ancient cuo (meaning “house” in the lo-
cal language). These ostentatious and magnifi-
cent ancient cuos feature red bricks and tiles,
white stone bases, roofs that are sunken in the
middle and tipped with raised, fork-tailed ridges
at either end, and embellished with exquisite
stone and wood carvings. The larger residences,
fashioned in the traditional style in modern and
contemporary times, have mostly been built by
eminent figures, as well as overseas Chinese and
business tycoons to house several generations of
their family.

Another of Quanzhou’s distinctive local
architectural styles is the oyster shell house,
whose walls are inlaid with oyster shells. The
greyish white shells contrast beautifully with the
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mottled granite and red bricks. Together they
create a stunning sight to behold. These oyster
shell houses are mainly distributed throughout
the Xunpu, Fashi, Dongmei, and Jingi neighbor-
hoods, in Fengze District of Quanzhou City with
Xunpu having the densest cluster of oyster shell
houses.

“Fanzai” is a term used by Quanzhou people
for the buildings that combine foreign and tra-
ditional Chinese architectural elements, mostly
built during the Republic of China (1912-1949)
period by overseas Chinese who returned from
Southeast Asia. Fanzai buildings were mostly
built with construction materials imported from
Southeast Asia. Absorbing the merits of both
traditional Minnan residential buildings and
Southeast Asian architectural styles, these Fan-
zai buildings feature distinct designs, exquisite
pieces of art work, marvelous carvings, colorful
paintings, brick patterns, and sculptures.

The Maritime Silk Road

Since ancient times, China has engaged in
exchanges and trade with other countries of
the world. Two thousand years ago, the ancient
Chinese developed a trade route that started in
China’s southeast coastal area, passing through
the Indo-Chinese Peninsula, and then crossing

Ancient Customs House

Located in Shuimen Lane in Licheng District of Quan-
zhou City, it is China’s only existing ancient customs
house. It was set up in 1087, responsible for checking
trade ships, containing smuggling, dealing with official
voyage procedures, collecting taxes, as well as trading,
receiving, and managing foreign diplomatic envoys and
businessmen. In 1472, the customs house was moved to
Fuzhou, and the office was turned info a residence.

Ancient Port Buildings

There are many time-honored buildings in Quanzhou's
ancient ports, which are located around 10 km east of
the downtown area. Throughout history, these ancient
ports have included three bays and twelve branch ports.
The Houzhu Port, which enjoyed the reputation of being
the first oriental port, still contains many of its ancient
relics. Famous ancient buildings in these ports include
the Gusao Tower, Liusheng Tower, Zhenwu Temple,
Shihu Port, Wenxing Wharf, and Meishan Wharf. The
Gusao Tower was built between 1131 and 1162, and
functioned as a navigational landmark. The Meishan
Wharf is located where the rivers meet the sea, and is
geographically important. The Zhenwu Temple houses
important historic relics, representing the local people's
faith in the lord of the sea, who is similarly worshipped on
both sides of the Taiwan Strait and embodies the culture,
folk customs, and religion shared by the people on both
shores.
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An aerial view of Quan-
zhou. Chen Yingjie

the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea until finally
reaching East Africa and Europe.

Until the 8th century, this maritime trade
route had mainly been used for the transporta-
tion of silk products. Therefore, it is called the
Maritime Silk Road. Later, as a result of various
reasons including wars, the Maritime Silk Road
replaced the overland route and became the
main channel for China’s trade and cultural ex-
changes with foreign countries.

As China's shipbuilding and navigation tech-
niques improved significantly, such as through
the invention of the compass and its applica-
tion in sailing, China’s commercial ships began
voyaging even further. China then developed
direct trade links with more than 60 countries
and regions, propelling the development of the
countries located along the trade route.

During this period, China mainly exported
silk products, porcelain, tea, and iron and cop-
per wares. It imported spices, flowers and
plants, as well as rare artifacts for royal use. The
Maritime Silk Road then came to be known as
the maritime poreelain or spice road.

Quanzhou’s exchanges with neighboring
countries can be traced back to the 6th century.
In the 13th century, the city had evolved into
China’s busiest port, enjoying the same reputa-
tion as Egypt’s port of Alexandria. Quanzhou
had trade links and cultural exchanges with
nearly 100 countries and regions, including
Southeast Asia, Persia, Arabia, and Africa. It
exported porcelain, silk, tea and iron, imported
spices such as pepper, medicinal materials, and
pearls via the maritime trade route.

The Travels of Marco Polo documents the



Italian traveler’s 17-year stay in China. Before he
left the country he visited Quanzhou, as the last
stop of his journey. He was deeply impressed
by its burgeoning trade, abundant natural re-
sources and friendly people. He wrote, “There
is a port along Citongcheng (the ancient name
of Quanzhou), famed for its bustling shipyards.
Hordes of businessmen gather there with boun-
tiful products available. Delicate Dehua porce-
lain is sold at reasonable prices. A Venice silver
coin can buy you eight porcelain cups.”

Quanzhou’s shipbuilding technology also
surprised Marco Polo. As one of the major ship-
building bases in the Song and Yuan dynasties.
Some of the sturdiest and most advanced ships
in the world, known for their stability, seawor-
thiness, and safety facilities stored in water-tight
compartments were built in Quanzhou. The
travel book states, “The Khan issued another
order to build 14 ships, each one equipped with
four masts, able to sail long distances... Among
them at least four or five ships can accommodate
250-260 sailors.”

Today, the annual cargo throughput of Quan-
zhou Port has exceeded 100 million tons, and
more than 8o shipping routes are in operation.

The Anxi Tea Culture

China is the birthplace of tea and the cradle of
tea culture. Fujian, a coastal province in South-
east China, is an ideal place for growing tea,
thanks to its warm, humid climate. Locally pro-
duced oolong tea is one of the most distinctive
varieties of Chinese tea; Tieguanyin, produced
in Anxi County of Quanzhou City, is the finest
variety of oolong tea.
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