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Abstract: In the last several decades, adding English to public signboards has become a common phenomenon in China, and
the inclusion of more foreign languages other than English for a sign in public sphere has drawn much attention in recent years.
In sociolinguistic research, linguistic landscape is a more common term and has been adopted most in studies worldwide which
always target at languages used in city centers as a tradition. This study is an attempt to investigate multilingualism in the
public sphere of China. Focusing on the linguistic landscape of Xi’an, an ancient city of China, it explores the visibility and
salience of languages used on signboards in the city center under the theoretical framework of Geosemiotics. The Geosemiotic
analysis demonstrates that Chinese-English bilingual signs constitute about half of the linguistic cityscape of Xi’an; trilingual
signs on commercial signboards often carry incoordinate information in different languages; for quadrilingual signs, a
relatively fixed order is given to different languages. Besides, the display of traditional Chinese characters on signboards in the
cityscape often appear on the wooden plates, which create an “ancient” feeling to visitors. This research also indicates that
there is a tendency to standardize the display of language signs in the public sphere of Xi’an city, despite that the desire to be
internationalized had been emphasized a lot by many researchers in early studies on linguistic landscape worldwide.
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research is public sign in urban space and the notion of urban
linguistic landscape, which is drawing much attention from
scholars in China as well in the last few years. Based on a
survey on the languages used on signboards in the city center
of Xi’an, an ancient city and famous tourist attraction in
China, this study will extend the definition for linguistic
landscape given by Landry and Bourhis [16] by examining
and analyzing street and road names, place and building
nameplates, shop signs, advertising billboards, informing
signs, directing signs, prompting signs, warning signs and
slogans in this urban setting.

Drawing on Scollon and Scollon’s [21] framework of
Geosemiotics, this study will analyze the formation of
different types of signs to understand how the linguistic
landscape of this ancient city is constructed, thus contributes
to the existing research in the linguistic landscape in China,
and to some degree shed some light on the linguistic
landscape research worldwide. It is worthwhile to point out
though that linguistic landscape does not rise as a new
research topic until recent years in China, that many early

1. Introduction

Language signs are everywhere around us, and resorting to
street signs, shop signs, and notices in public space are part
of our daily life. In recent years, linguistic landscape has
become a popular methodological approach to observe
language usage in a certain area or region, and researchers
from diverse disciplinary backgrounds focus not only on
languages, but also on the change of society [1, 9]. In
sociolinguistic research, linguistic landscape is the most
frequently quoted term, which includes languages used on
both “public and commercial signs in a given territory or
region” [16]. In addition, cities and towns in particular,
which show the highest density of signs that exposed in
shopping streets, commercial and industrial areas [5, 18, 25],
have been the focus of linguistic landscape research to
observe the interaction of different cultures, languages and
identities. Thus, the present research adopts the term
“linguistic cityscape” put forward by Spolsky [23] who
emphasizes that the topic of interest of linguistic landscape
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studies investigated the use of English in public signs, with a
focus on the English translation of Chinese-English bilingual
signs. So far, multilingualism in the urban setting, an under-
researched topic, is still a relatively new field to explore in
China. Focusing on the city center of Xi’an where the
linguistic =~ landscape  expresses most clearly its
multilingualism, this research is of great importance to
understand linguistic landscape in a different region and
provides useful insight as to in what way changes are going
on in the linguistic cityscape of China.

2. Research Site

The current study surveys the urban space of Xi’an, the
capital city of Shaanxi Province of China. Xi’an is one of the
oldest cities in China, also known as the oldest of the Four
Great Ancient Capitals of the world, and one of China’s most
popular tourist destinations because of its ancient cultural
heritage that attracts visitors worldwide. In addition, with the
release of the “Belt and Road” Initiative proposed by the
Chinese government in 2013, Xi’ an, as the starting point of
the new Silk Road Economic Belt, plans to seize this chance
and transform itself into an international city, although it is
already the most industrialized city in the northwest of China.
According to the statistical bulletin on national economic and
social development of Xi’an City released in 2019, Xi’an has
received over 247 million tourists from home and abroad in
2018. Moreover, the tourism economic development report of
Shaanxi Province indicates that among the 4.4 million
foreign visitors, about 18% are from Korea, 13% from
America, 5% from Malay, with visitors from Japan, British,
Australia, France, Germany, Canada, Italy, constituting the
majority of foreign tourists.

3. Data Collection

Signs in this study were collected from four main streets in
the city center of Xi’an, namely, East Street, South Street,
West Street and North Street, meeting in Bell Tower, the
landmark, also the geographical center of the ancient capital,
with a small square next to it and an underground roundabout.
A total of 874 signs are photographed by digital camera, and
further classified as street and road names, place and building
nameplates, shop signs, advertising billboards, informing
signs, directing signs, prompting signs, warning signs and
slogans, which can be obviously observed in side streets by
passers-by. Specifically, signs in a relatively stable position
and bigger size (no less than 40 cm in length and 30 cm in
width), which can be spatially identified as a separate sign or
unit of analysis are photographed for the current study,
because these signs are not replaced quickly, such as
inscriptions on wooden plaque, nameplates for normally open
shops, and advertising boards fixed on the wall of shopping
malls. In other words, temporarily erected advertising posters,
paper notices and electronic screens on storefront and display
window are excluded from the current research.

4. Framework of Geosemiotics

The term ‘geosemiotics’, defined as the study of

“discourses in place’ by Ron Scollon and Suzie Wong
Scollon [21], deals with the social meanings of the material
placement of signs and discourses in the material world.
Focusing on the relationship between language and place
from the perspective of Semiotics, it aims to study the
meaning system that enables language to be combined with
the material world. As Scollons suggested, the meaning of
the text or language displayed in public places cannot be
interpreted without associating it with the social and physical
environment they are located. Combining sociocultural
theory, semiotic theory, and ethnographic studies of signs,
they illustrate how the physical/material characteristics of
language form meaning to communications and how those
meanings differ from place to place in the world.

In their book Discourse in Place: Language in the
Material World, three broad aspects — interaction order,
visual semiotics and place semiotics — are incorporated in to
the framework of Geosemiotcs. The current study will
mainly emphasize ‘place semiotics’ of public signs in the city
center of Xi’an city of China, which is the central thesis of
Scollons’ work that presents the analysis systems of code
preference, inscription and emplacement, and visual
semiotics that looks at the ways in which pictures, including
signs, images, text, photographs and so on, are produced as
meaningful wholes for visual interpretation [21].

5. Geosemiotic Analysis of Language
Signs in the Cityscape of Xi’an

5.1. Languages Displayed in Cityscape

Blommaert [3] indicates that linguistic landscape is ‘a
first-line sociolinguistic diagnostic of particular areas’ and
‘offers the fieldworker a relatively user-friendly toolkit for
detecting the major features of sociolinguistics regimes in an
area: monolingual or multilingual?’ The field survey of signs
in the linguistic cityscape of Xi’an shows that 48.4% of them
are monolingual, 48.9% bilingual, 1.4% trilingual, 1%
quadrilingual and several signs use symbols only (see Table
1). In terms of linguistic representation, Chinese is displayed
as the most frequently used language, appearing in 85% signs,
while English featured in 62% signs. In addition, more than
half (51%) of the signs are bilingual or multilingual, in which
Chinese-English signs account for 98% of the bilingual signs.
As we expected, Chinese (72.6%) constitute the majority of
monolingual signs, and English is the most preferred foreign
language. Other foreign languages such as Japanese, Korean,
French, Italian and German, also show their frequent
appearance in the cityscape of Xi’an. As a famous tourist
attraction in China, one primary purpose of erecting an
English sign in this city is to offer service and convenience to
travelers, which can be proved by the large number of
Chinese-English bilingual signboards carrying informing,
directing, prompting and warning information in the public
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sphere, although the presence of English is often taken as an
index of internationalization by researchers worldwide [7, 14,
18, 20, 24]. Moreover, the pervasive use of foreign languages
is found at South Street, where we can observe many
monolingual nameplates in languages such as French,
German and Italian, inscribed on the outside wall of big
shopping malls. Besides, in some cases of multilingual signs,

foreign languages may even take a more prominent position
on a nameplate, as shown in Figure 1, a nameplate for a chain
store of a Korean coffee company. The name caffé¢ bene in
Italian is put in the center of the signboard, with Korean,
Chinese and English displayed around it carrying
incoordinate information, which is pertinent to code
preference in geosemiotics, to which I will turn next.

Table 1. Signs by the number of languages displayed at the four streets of Xi’an City.

Number of Different Types of Signs

Street Names

Monolingual Bilingual Trilingual Quadrilingual Symbol Only
East Street 86 108 1 0 1
South Street 62 51 2 0 0
West Street 159 169 6 6 2
North Street 114 99 3 3 0
Total: 874 423 48.4% 427 48.9% 12 1.4% 9 1% 3 0.3%

Figure 1. Caffé bene coffee shop, West Street, Xi'an.

5.2. Code Preference
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Figure 2. Prompting sign in the underground roundabout of the Bell Tower,
Xi'an.

Figure 3. Post office of China Post, East Street, Xi'an.

As shown in Table 2, Chinese-English bilingual signs
(93%) constitute the majority of bilingual and multilingual
signs, which can be observed in both public signboards
where Chinese is often put in a preferred position either by
displaying above English or in a larger size (see Figure 2 and
Figure 3), and private signboards, where the priority is often
given to English. In addition, the combination of Chinese and
other foreign languages in bilingual and trilingual signs are
most found in commercial signs, which tend to show the
degraded role of Chinese by putting foreign languages in a
prominent position or in a special design that attract more
attention from passers-by, which fulfills the symbolic
function of foreign languages [16]. However, it was
interesting to witness that the role of Chinese is strengthened

again in quadrilingual signboards, most in public signs
collected in this study. As could be seen in Figure 4, the
inscription on the stone fixed on the wall leaves a permanent
impression on its readers. The visually prominent position of
Chinese, and less preferred position given to English, Korean
and Japanese accordingly is the common order for
quadrilingual signs found in this study, although the position
of Korean and Japanese is often exchanged in some cases.

Scollon and Scollon [21] indicate that “When a text is in
multiple codes (two or three more languages such as English
and Chinese) or multiple orthographies there is a system of
preference and usually a choice system is formed. Further,
they explained that the preferred position is ‘on top, on the
left, or in the center and the marginalized code is on the
bottom, on the right, or on the margins.’ In this study, closer
observation is made in order to understand the salience of
language in Xi’an through code preference. In the current
study, it is found that over 50% signs display Chinese with
English, which signifies a strong desire to include English
into the signboard, although the prominent and more visible
position is always given to Chinese (about 92%). In addition,
it is worthwhile to mention that English is not always used as
an index of a modern city. In other words, their informational
function is emphasized more than symbolic function, as
proved by the large number of bilingual public signs in
Chinese and English, in which English is usually targeted at
helping foreigner who cannot read Chinese, which further
indicates that the language ‘can be used to communicate and
obtain services within public and private establishments
located in the pertinent territory’ [16]. As could be seen in
Figure 2, the Chinese sentence on the top of the signboard,
which provides key information, attracts the readers’
attention first, and with the police image, its importance was
further highlighted, while the English version of this sentence
is given below in smaller size providing equivalent
information. This is a common pattern showing priority in
the composition of Chinese-English bilingual signs, and
English here is mainly adopted to fulfill the informational
function, although it also symbolizes the existence of foreign
visitors who can read English in this city.
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Table 2. Languages used in bilingual and multilingual signs in the cityscape
of Xi’an.
Type of Sign  Languages Used No. Percentage
Chinese+English 416 93%
Dk Chinese+Korean 5 1.1%
Chinese+Arabic 4 0.9%
English+Japanese 2 0.4%
Chinese+English+Japanese 3 0.7%
Trilingual Chinese+English+Korean 5 1.1%
Chinese+English+Arabic 6 1.3%
Gt Chinese+English+Japaneset+Korean 9 2%
Chinese+English+Korean+Italian 1 0%
Total 448  100%
Under the influence of globalization, public sphere tends
to be absorbed by the commercial sector [8]. Table 3 provides
a classification of different types of signs, showing that shop
signs (74.7%) compose the majority of the cityscape, and
informing signboard and advertising billboards follow. It
needs to be noted that all the slogans are presented in
Chinese (See Figure 5), and all the trilingual signs are found
in the shop domain, while quadrilingual signs are mainly
Figure 4. Quadrilingual nameplate, North Street, Xi'an. found in place names and informing signs.
Table 3. Different types of signboards and their percentage.
. Monolingual Bilingual Trilingual Quadrilingual Total
Type of sign N % N % N % N % N %
Street/road names 1 0.2 12 2.8 0 0 0 222 15 1.7
Building /place names 26 6.1 17 2.0 0 0 3 0 43 4.9
Shop signs 312 35.8 320 74.9 12 100 0 77.8 651 74.7
Advertising billboards 37 8.7 26 6.3 0 0 1 0 64 7.3
Informing/Directing 28 6.6 44 10.3 0 0 6 0 72 8.3
Prompting 3 0.7 4 0.9 0 0 0 0 7 0.8
Warning 9 2.1 3 0.7 0 0 0 0 12 1.4
Slogans 7 1.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 0.8
Total 423 48.6% 427 49.0% 12 1.4% 9 1.0% 871 100.0%

Figure 5. Slogan (the core Socialist values) in West Street, Xi'an.

5.3. Arrangement of Bilingual and Multilingual Text

Reh [19] provides a model that describes the relationship
between message content and languages adopted on
signboards, and categorizes the multilingual writing into four
types: (1) duplicating multilingual writing: same information
given in different languages (2) fragmentary multilingual
writing: full information provided in one language with

partial information translated into other languages (3)
overlapping multilingual writing: complete information given
in one more languages with partial information in only one
language; and (4) complementary multilingual writing: full
information translated into different languages. Because of
the complexity of information contained in signs,
overlapping and fragmentary messages are taken as one type
of signs in the current study, as Table 4 summarized. Figure 1
exemplifies overlapping information in quadrilingual
signboard, where main information is given in Italian and
additional information in Chinese, Korean and English, and
this type of signs constitutes 34.6% of the cityscape. Besides,
it is found that 245 of 448 bilingual and multilingual signs
(53.6%) display equivalent information (duplicating type) in
different languages.

Table 4. Types of text arrangement in bilingual and multilingual signs.

Type of Sign Duplicating Fragmentary/ Overlapping Complementary
Bilingual (n=427) 231 150 46

Multilingual (n=21) 14 5 2

Total (n=448) 245 53.6% 155 34.6% 48 10.7%
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5.4. Inscription city demonstrates the complexity in the interaction of text
and images or semiotic signs, as shown in Table 5, which

. shows that more than 40% of the signs display text with
Shohamy and Gorter [22] point out that the center of yjq,s) aids, such as pictures, images and symbols. Figure 6 is

attenpon in 11pgu1st1c %andsca.pe research is language, words typical example of multimodal sign, where we can find
and images displayed in public spaces. In contrast, Gorter &  jifporont shapes, colors, pictures and symbols are
Cenoz [13] indicate that linguistic landscape research focuses incorporated into the map with the written text given in

on analyzing the written information in a specific area. Thus,  ~pinece and English in different sizes respectively.
the question of whether visual data (images and other

multimodal literacies) should be included into the analysis of
linguistic landscape is still under debate. In practice,
signboards often include images or other graphic elements as
well as text, as Kress and Leeuwen [15] claimed ‘language
always has to be realized through, and comes in the company
of, other semiotic modes.” Moreover, Goddard [12] also
stated °...readers do not simply read images in isolation from

5.4.1. Text & Image

the verbal text that accompanies them; nor do they read o W mmurs
verbal text without reference to accompanying images.” Thus, wean®
this study takes both words and images into analysis, a stance BEgE.
held by Shohamy and Gorter [22]. T o ods o0t

Kress and Leeuwen [15] put forward that semiotic modes
interrelate in three different ways, based on which, it can be
concluded that the meaning of a visual object is always
produced by multiple possible elements related to it, and the
interactions of those elements that compose the object as a
whole. A close observation of the public signage of Xi’an

Figure 6. Map in the underground roundabout of Bell Tower, Xi'an.

Table 5. Number of text-only signs and visual data added signs.

Street Name Text-Only Visual Data Added Symbol Only

East Street 84 110 2

South Street 63 51 0

West Street 227 116 2

North Street 132 85 2

Total: 874 506 57.9% 362 41.4% 6 0.7%

conspicuous on the street. In addition, it needs to be mentioned
that these stores usually exclude foreign languages from its
nameplate to maintain its uniqueness and Chinese tradition,
which further remind the passers-by that they are in an “old” city.

5.4.2. Material

In Scollon and Scollon’s [21] work, inscription, based on the
physical materiality of language, covers all of the meaning
systems, including letterform, material, layering and state
changes. In this study, I expect that there will be some traditional
elements in the design of signboards in this ancient city, and the
material of the signboard is the most obvious and direct
embodiment. Thus, special attention is given to the material of
which signboards are made. According to Scollon and Scollon
[21], material refers to ‘the physical substance on which the
inscription is made’. Based on my observation, wooden plates
are widely used by shops, public institutions, agencies, offices of
all kil’ldS, especially in the West Street. Flgure 7 shows a ShOp Figure 7. Shop for watch repairing, West Street, Xi an.
for watch repairing, displaying its name “## & &> in
traditional Chinese characters on a wooden plate, which presents
a permanent nature [21]. Furthermore, this nameplate with
engraved golden characters and four specially designed corners
under the roof of Chinese traditional style also demonstrate that
it is a shop offers service of high quality. In similar way, Figure
8 is a nameplate for a famous jewelry store in China, and the
same design for its nameplate is applied nationwide. The golden
colored traditional Chinese characters on the plate makes it

Figure 8. Laofengxiang Jewelry Store, East Street, Xi an.
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5.4.3. Emplacement
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Figure 9. Management Committee of Xi’an West Avenue, West Street, Xi'an.

Scollon and Scollon [21] define emplacement as ‘where in
the physical world is the sign or image located’. In fact, this
is a further investigation on “in what way the texts are
situated”. In the context of the ancient city of Xi’an,
compositional ~symmetry is an important feature
demonstrated by many signboards. As shown in Figure 9, on
the top, over the entrance, is the name of the Integrated
Management Committee of West Avenue, with wooden
couplet fixed at the two sides of the door under its name,
which form a pattern of symmetry and provides two more
names clarifying the functions of this committee. This pattern
of symmetry is a common and popular design at the entrance
of buildings in the West Street, which helps create the
“ancient” cultural atmosphere of Xi’an, but usually with one
side of the couplet missing in some cases, although this is not
the most traditional way for displaying a nameplate for a
building, as proved by the text vector and simplified Chinese
character in the nameplate. In fact, it is the right to left
writing that is common in pre-modern China, which is
reserved for symbolic use of traditional Chinese culture, and
connected with traditional Chinese aesthetics [21]. Therefore,
it is necessary to note that in most cases the left to right
reading path is the prevalent reading path of text vector in the
cityscape of Xi’an.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, I adopted the geosemiotic framework put
forward by Scollon and Scollon [21] to investigate language
usage on signboards in the public space of Xi’an city in
China, which gives special attention to urban
multilingualism in this traditional and new city that are
making efforts to become cosmopolitan, which provided
important insights into linguistic landscape research. Bolton
[4] points out that linguistic landscape research may “help
us to understand the rapidly changing urban landscapes, and
the increasingly multilingual worlds, in which we live or
experience through travel. For Xi’an city, famous of
historical and cultural heritage, tourism development is an
important incentive for the promotion of foreign languages
in public places, which is also closely related to the national
globalization strategies, such as the ‘Belt and Road’

initiative [11]. Early studies have discussed extensively
about the relationship between the process of globalization
and the wide use of English [10, 1, 2], and the concept that
the pervasive use of foreign languages, especially English,
in the city, is an index of being globalized has been taken
for granted. This is applied to the linguistic cityscape of
Xi’an as well, as the geosemiotic analysis shows that the
globalization of the cityscape of Xi’an is first manifested in
the form of the global language: English — appearance in 62%
signboards, and then the increasing presence of other
foreign languages — appearance in 5% signboards. In my
survey, monolingual signs in foreign languages are adopted
most in brand names usually used as shop signs, which
testifies the emergence of linguistic diversity in the
linguistic cityscape in the last decades as well.

In the cityscape of Xi’an, public signs basically adopted
Chinese only or Chinese and English, while other foreign
languages were mainly used in commercial signs. On one
hand, in the context of this “being cosmopolitanized” city,
the mixture of different languages is a result of growing
globalization which carries symbolic association; on the
other hand, in addition to the usage as names in commercial
domain, phrases or lengthy text in English and other foreign
languages are also found in public signs, which does not
necessarily cause conflict as early studied often noted.
Instead, what we can observe is the urgent need for adding
foreign languages onto more signboards and the increasing
number of multilingual public signboards, which is
indicated by the current study through analyzing the
coexistence of four languages on public signboards in the
city center. Moreover, this trend has come into being under
the current management of National Tourism
Administration that puts forward standard and request for
tourist attractions. Thus, even if we cannot state that Xi’an
has become a multilingual city where people from different
cultures fused together and form a multi-ethnic community,
obviously, it has demonstrated a common multilingual
public space, where foreign languages are promoted in the
written form, and further stimulate the formation of
language policy and regulation at different government
levels. And more importantly, it is necessary to mention
that copresence and wide use of English and Chinese on
official signboards, and increasing quadrilingual public
signs are witnessing the process of standardizing the
cityscape of Xi’an. Hence, we can observe a more
organized and richer linguistic cityscape in this city
stepping forward globalization under current developmental
strategies of the national and provincial governments. In
turn, the globalization process also motivated the wide use
of foreign languages in the city center.
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