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S h i p p i n g ,  C u s t o m s  P r o c e d u r e s , 

a n d  t h e  F o r e i g n  C o m m u n i t y :

T h e  ‘ P i n g z h o u  k e t a n ’  o n   A s p e c t s  o f 

G u a n g z h o u ’ s  M a r i t i m e  E c o n o m y  i n 

t h e  L a t e  E l e v e n t h  C e n t u r y

Derek Heng t h e  o h i o  s t a t e  u n i v e r s i t y ,  m a r i o n

  Throughout history, maritime trade has been an important aspect of 
China’s economy and society. By the early first millennium, Chinese traders 
had established maritime economic links with Southeast Asia, the Indian 
Ocean littoral and the Arabian peninsula. With the consolidation of southern 
China under a single dynastic rule in the fifth century (Liu Song, 420–478), 
China’s maritime economic, cultural and diplomatic ties extended to such 
states as Funan (Cambodia), Langkasuka (Malay Peninsula), Holing (Java) 
and Srivijaya (Sumatra).1 This external interaction, particularly along the 
southeastern coast of China, led to administrative, diplomatic and social 
developments in southern Chinese society that catered to the needs and 
imperatives of China’s maritime economy. 
 By the Tang period (618–907), a vibrant maritime economy had developed 
that was centered primarily on the port city of Guangzhou, but included other 
port cities along the southeastern coastline of China as well. Foreign products 
from Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean littoral and the Arabian peninsula 
were imported through the Chinese port cities, while Chinese manufactures, 
including silks, ceramics and metal ware, were exported to these regions in 
return.2 The growing importance of maritime trade, both as an aspect of 

 1. O. W. Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce; A Study of the Origins of Srivijaya (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1967), 214.
 2. For a list and description of the products imported by China through Southeast Asia during 
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2  d e r e k  h e n g

China’s economy and as a source of revenue for the Chinese state, led the 
Tang court to attempt to govern this trade in a more accountable manner 
than had been the case prior to the eighth century. Some time before 714, 
the post of Superintendent of Mercantile Shipping (shiboshi 市舶使) was 
established at Guangzhou. This official was specifically tasked with ensur-
ing that maritime trade could be conducted unimpeded at that port city, and 
the purpose of the appointment was to provide for some form of state-level 
 approach toward the handling of China’s maritime diplomatic and economic 
relations.3 The Tang court also sought to create an environment conducive to 
the smooth conduct of international trade at its ports, undertaking a number 
of measures to secure the welfare of foreign traders who arrived annually at 
these ports.4 These measures were aimed at ensuring that trade with China 
was sufficiently profitable for foreign traders, in particular those who were 
arriving from or via maritime Southeast Asia, and thus to encourage them 
to continue to trade with China. Consequently, sojourning communities of 
foreign traders began to be established at Chinese port cities to facilitate the 
conduct of trade carried predominantly by foreign ships arriving at these ports 
on an annual basis. 
 China’s maritime trade at southern port cities had become so well estab-
lished by the early tenth century that it continued unabated during the collapse 
of Tang rule in southern China in 904 and the ensuing political upheaval that 
continued until the advent of Song rule in 960. Each of the port cities, under 
the administration of autonomous southern Chinese kingdoms, was able to 
maintain economic and diplomatic relations with states located in the various 
maritime regions of Asia. The fiscal needs of these autonomous kingdoms led 
their respective courts to continue to maintain as well as develop the maritime 
economic and political links that had already been established between China 
and the polities of maritime Asia. The Kingdom of Min in southern Fujian 

the first millennium, refer to Li Hui Lin, Nan-Fang Ts’ao Mu Chuang, A Fourth Century Flora 
of Southeast Asia (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1979). For an example of the types 
of products exported by China abroad during the late Tang period via maritime trade, refer to 
Michael Flecker, “A Ninth-Century AD Arab or Indian Shipwreck in Indonesia: First Evidence 
for Direct Trade with China,” World Archaeology 32.3 (2001): 335–354.
 3. Kuwabara Jitsuzō, “On P’u Shou-Keng,” Toyo Bunko Research Department Memoirs 2 
(1928): 8.
 4. Wang Gungwu, The Nanhai Trade: The Early History of Chinese Trade in the South China 
Sea (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1998), 96.
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began to develop Quanzhou and Fuzhou during the early tenth century as 
major ports for foreign ships to stop upon their arrival,5 while the Southern 
Han kingdom, with its administrative capital located at Guangzhou, continued 
to maintain the port city as the most important center of economic relations 
with maritime Asia throughout the course of the tenth century.6 The foreign 
products that were shipped to China via these ports were in turn redistributed 
to the rest of the Chinese market through domestic mercantile networks.7 
The presence and importance of foreign traders at these port cities was also 
so great that the foreign communities attained a level of official recognition 
that had not previously been accorded them by a Chinese state.8 
 By the Song period, China’s maritime trade had developed to become 
one of the key aspects of its economy and its foreign relations with polities 
and regions beyond its borders.9 Beginning with state-level trade exchanges 

 5. Hugh R. Clark, Community, Trade and Networks: Southern Fujian Province from the Third 
to the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 64–70.
 6. Guan Liquan 關履權, Songdai Guangzhou de haiwai maoyi 宋代廣州的海外貿易 
(Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1994), 48–49.
 7. Clark, Community, Trade and Networks, 66.
 8. In one particular case, Malay representation at Guangzhou was regarded to have been 
of sufficient significance to warrant the court of the Min Kingdom to appoint, in 905, the envoy 
from Srivijaya (Sumatra) who had arrived at Guangzhou on a diplomatic mission the year 
before as the foreign official of that port city. See Ma Duanlin 馬端臨, Wenxian tongkao: 文獻

通考 [henceforth WXTK], ed. Wang Yunwu 王云五 (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1936), 
332:2610,2.
 9. For studies on China’s maritime trade in the Song period, refer to Laurence J.C. Ma, 
Commercial Development and Urban Change in Sung China (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 1971); Shiba Yoshinobu, Commerce and Society in Sung China, trans. Mark 
Elvin (Michigan Abstracts of Chinese and Japanese Works on Chinese History, No.2, Ann 
 Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Center for Chinese Studies: 1992 rpt. [orig. Japanese ed. 1968; 
first English ed. 1970]); Kuwabara, “On P’u Shou-Keng,” 1–79; Lin Tianwei 林天蔚, Songdai 
xiangyao maoyi shigao 宋代香藥貿易史稿 (Hongkong: Zhongguo xueshe, 1959); Gang Deng, 
Chinese maritime activities and socio-economic development, c. 2100 BC–1900 AD (Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 1997); Gang Deng, Maritime Sector, Institutions and Sea Power of Pre-modern 
China (Connecticut: Greenwood, 1999); Li Donghua 李東華, Quanzhou yu woguo zhonggu de 
haishang jiaotong 泉州與我國中古的海上交通 (Taibei: Xuesheng shuju, 1985); and Lu Ren 陸
韌, “Songdai Guangxi haiwai maoyi xingqi chutan 宋代廣西海外貿易興起初探,” Haijiaoshi 
yanjiu [henceforth HJSYJ] 31 (1997): 19–29. For studies on the commodities involved in China’s 
maritime trade with Asia, refer to Paul Wheatley, “Geographical Notes on some Commodities 
involved in Sung Maritime Trade,” Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 
32.2 (1959): 5–140; Roderich Ptak, “Notes on the Word Shanhu and Chinese Coral Imports from 
Maritime Asia c. 1250–1600,” Archipel 39 (1990): 65–80; Roderich Ptak, “China and the Trade in 
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conducted by the Song court at Guangzhou, Hangzhou and Mingzhou in the 
latter half of the tenth century,10 by the early twelfth century, China’s maritime 
trade was characterized by port-level trade. International ports serving as the 
main ports of call for mercantile shipping were established along the coast 
of Guangdong, Fujian and Liangzhe circuits at Guangzhou, Quanzhou, 
Mingzhou, Banqiao and Hangzhou.11 This development was spurred on by 
the Song court’s recognition of maritime trade as an increasingly important 
aspect of the economy during this period, as well as the court’s increasing 
reliance on official participation in and taxation of maritime trade as a source 
of state revenue.
 With China’s maritime trade increasing in value over the course of the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries,12 the volume of shipping that passed through 
its international ports must have increased correspondingly as well, from a 
fairly small number of ships arriving to conduct state-level trade exchanges 
in the tenth and early eleventh centuries, to an annual arrival of mercantile 
vessels from Southeast Asia, riding on the southwest monsoon in the months 
of May to September. The increase in the volume of shipping must have posed 
a logistical challenge to the Song court, which endeavored to benefit fiscally 
and economically from being an end market in the international maritime 
trade. This led to the need to police and regulate maritime shipping, both in 
Chinese waters and at the international ports.
 Much is already known of the institutions and administrative structures of 
China’s maritime trade. These include the Song court’s administration and 
regulation of maritime trade through the administrative apparatus known as 
the Mercantile Shipping Superintendancy (tiju shibosi 提舉市舶司);13 the 

Tortoise-Shell (Sung to Ming Periods),” in Emporia, Commodities and Entrepreneurs in Asian 
Maritime Trade, C. 1400–1750, eds. Roderich Ptak and Dietmar Rothermund (Stuttgart: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 1991), 195–229; Roderich Ptak, “China and the Trade in Cloves, Circa 960–1435,” 
Journal of the American Oriental Society [henceforth JAOS], 113 (1993): 1–13.
 10. Xu Song 徐松, comp., Song huiyao jigao 宋會要輯稿 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1957), 
zhiguan 職官 (henceforth SHY:zg) 44:1a; WXTK: 20:200.3; Tuo Tuo 脫脫 et. al., Songshi 宋
史 (henceforth SS), in Yingyin Wenyuange Siku quanshu 影印文淵閣四庫全書 (henceforth 
WYG:SKQS), ed. Zhu Jianmin 朱建民 et al. (Taibei: Taiwan shangwu yinshuguan gongsi, 1984), 
186:23a.
 11. SHY:zg 44:8a–8b.
 12. SS 186:24a; WXTK 20:200.3.
 13. Shiba Yoshinobu, “Sung Foreign Trade: Its Scope and Organization,” in China Among 
Equals: the Middle Kingdom and its Neighbours, 10th– 14th centuries, ed. Morris Rossabi (Ber-
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fiscal regime, including customs duties and compulsory purchases, which 
were exacted on incoming mercantile vessels;14 and the respective histories 
of Song port cities.15 What has not been explored in detail, however, is the 
governance of shipping during this period, the extent of this governance and 
its effectiveness; and how the Song court’s changing perspective on maritime 
trade led to corresponding changes in these aspects of the administration of 
maritime shipping.16

  As early as the late tenth century, the Song court had begun to permit ships 
to sail abroad for the purpose of trade.17 While Song regulations governing 
mercantile shipping abroad were restrictive, shipping networks nonetheless 
developed through the course of the late tenth and eleventh centuries. This 
development was accompanied by a gradual shift of the domestic trade in 

keley: University of California Press, 1983), 89–115; Fu Zongwen 傳宗文, “Zhongguo gudai 
haiwai maoyi de guanli chuantong yu zaoqi haiguan 中國古代海外貿以易的管理傳統與

早期海關 ,” HJSYJ 11 (1987): 1–9; Jiang Daoyuan 江道源, “Zhengzhi quanli yu zhongshi jimo 
de zhongxi hanghaiye” 政治權力與中世紀末的中西航海業, HJSYJ 30 (1996): 1–18.
 14. Guan, Songdai Guangzhou de haiwai maoyi, 140–150.
 15. For studies on China’s maritime economy at the port level, refer to So, “Dissolving 
Hegem ony or Changing Trade Pattern? Images of Srivijaya in the Chinese Sources of the 
Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies [henceforth JSEAS] 31.2 
(1998): 295–308; So Kee Long, Prosperity, Region and Institutions in Maritime China: The South 
Fukien Pattern, 946–1368 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2000); Clark, Com-
munity, Trade and Networks; Angela Schottenhammer, “Local Politico-Economic Particulars of 
the Quanzhou Region during the Tenth Century,” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 31 (1999): 1–41; 
Angela Schottenhammer, “The Maritime Trade of Quanzhou (Zaiton) from the Ninth through 
the Thirteenth Century,” in Archaeology of Seafaring; The Indian Ocean in the Ancient Period, 
Indian Council of Historical Research Monograph Series 1, ed. Himanshu Prabha Ray (Delhi: 
Pragati Publications, 1999), 271–290; Angela Schottenhammer, ed., The Emporium of the World: 
Maritime Quanzhou, 1000–1400 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2001); Lu Ren, “Songdai Guangxi haiwai 
maoyi xingqi chutan;” Huang Xizhi 黃錫之, “Lishi shang de Suzhou haiwai maoyi” 厲史上的

蘇州海外貿易 , HJSYJ 28 (1996): 52–56; Shiba Yoshinobu, “Sung Foreign Trade: Its Scope and 
Organization;” Fang Zuyou 方祖猷 and Yu Xinfang 俞信芳, “Wudai Song Mingzhou shibo jigou 
chujian shijian ji yanbiankao” 五代宋明州市舶機构初建時間及演變考, HJSYJ 30 (1996): 
76–82; Quan Hansheng 全漢昇, “Songdai Guangzhou de guoneiwai maoyi” 宋代廣州的國

內外貿易 , in Zhongguo jingjishi yenjiu 中國經濟史研究, vol. 2, ed. Quan Hansheng 全漢昇 
(Hong Kong: Xinya yenjiushuo, 1976), 85–158; Guan, Songdai Guangzhou de haiwai maoyi.
 16. Several studies on the governance of maritime trade during the Song period are available, 
including Shi Wenji 石文濟, “Songdai shibosi de zhishe” 宋代市舶司的置設, Songshi yenjiuji 
宋史研究集  5 (1970): 341–402; and Wang Chen-p’ing, “T’ang Maritime Trade Administration,” 
Asia Major 4.1 (1991): 7–38.
 17. SHY:zg 44:3a–3b.



6  d e r e k  h e n g

foreign products from control by the Song court into the hands of private 
 traders. By the latter half of the eleventh century, private traders held a major-
ity of this domestic trade.18 The shift of maritime trade from state to port-level 
exchanges from the late tenth century onwards, coupled with the development 
of trading relations between Song China and its maritime foreign trading 
partners at Chinese ports through the course of the eleventh century, created 
a network of trade involving both foreign and Chinese shipping and traders 
by the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. What was the nature of this 
network? With the changes that Chinese maritime trade experienced from 
the late tenth century onward, the role of foreign traders also evolved, as these 
traders and the states they represented adapted to the changing economic 
context in China. What was the culmination, by the late eleventh and early 
twelfth centuries, of this process of development and change that the foreign 
communities at the international port cities of Song China underwent? 
  The main hindrance to answering these questions is the paucity of pertinent 
historical sources. Although a number of Chinese texts contain information 
on China’s maritime trade,19 such as the Lingwai daida 嶺外代答 (1178), 
Zhufanzhi 諸蕃志 (1225), Song huiyao (1236), Wenxian tongkao (1307), and 
Songshi (1345),20 information on the administration of international mercantile 
shipping, the nature of Chinese trade and networks abroad, and on the foreign 
community during the Northern Song can be found almost exclusively in the 
Pingzhou ketan.21

  Written and published in 1116 by Zhu Yu 朱彧, the Pingzhou ketan 萍州可

談 is an account of matters pertaining to the governance of the administrative 
circuits of Guangdong and Guangxi during the late Northern Song period. 
Consisting of three chapters, the text is comprised of a series of eye-witness 
accounts based on the author’s observations as well as the experiences of his 

 18. SHY:zg 44:2a,b; WXTK 20:200.3, 20:201.1; SHY:zg 44:27a.
 19. For a study of the Chinese historical sources on Song period maritime links with Southeast 
Asia, refer to Gu Hai 顧海, Dongnanya gudaishi zhongwen wenxian tiyao 東南亞古代史中文

文獻提要  (Xiamen: Xiamen daxue chubanshe, 1990), 74–143.
 20. Zhou Qufei 周去非, Lingwai daida, ed. Tu Youxiang 屠友祥 (Shanghai: Yuandong chuban-
she, 1996); Almut Netolitzky. Das Ling-wai tai-ta von Chou Ch’ü-fei. Eine Landeskunde Südchinas 
aus dem 12. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1977). Chen Jiarong 陳佳榮 and Qian 
Jiang 錢江, Zhufanzhi zhubu 諸蕃志注補 (Hongkong: Hongkong University Press, 2000).
 21. Zhu Yu, Pingzhou ketan (1116) [henceforth PZKT]. The edition used in this study is that 
found in WYG:SKQS 1038:273–312.
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father, who was initially sent to Chuzhou after successfully obtaining a youshi 
degree (右史) during the Yuanfeng period (1078–1085), and was subsequently 
promoted to the post of intendant of Guangzhou (Guangzhou jinglüe fushi 
廣州經略撫使). The accounts provide details of aspects of local administra-
tion in Guangdong and Guangxi. Additional fragments of information, such 
as local oral traditions, hearsay and gossip, have been added by Zhu Yu to 
the various sections to substantiate or provide interesting anecdotes to the 
accounts contained in the text. 
  The resulting text is so disjointed that it was placed in the xiaoshuo biji 小
說筆記 genre of the Siku quanshu. Notwithstanding the shortcomings of the 
text, the Pingzhou ketan does provide a perspective that differs from official 
sources, presenting information that does not occur in any of these types of 
texts, and filling some of the gaps in the overall picture. As Zhu Yu relied on 
information from his father, as well as his personal experiences, the Pingzhou 
ketan reflects the state of affairs at Guangdong and Guangxi from the late 
eleventh to the early twelfth century.
 The original version of the text was already lost by the Ming period. The 
extant version of the Pingzhou ketan used here was compiled during the 
Qing period, with all the contents of the text having been extracted primar-
ily from the Yongle dadian (c. 1407).22 The use of this text is therefore not 
without problems. Nonetheless, as a historical text, the Pingzhou ketan has 
been much used by scholars studying various aspects of Chinese maritime 
trade. To date, it has not been translated into any Western language, although 
sporadic translations of selected paragraphs have been published.23

  One aspect of local government dealt with in Zhu Yu’s account is the admin-
istration of international mercantile trade and shipping centered on the port of 
Guangzhou during the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. Contained 

 22. Gu Hai, Dongnanya gudaishi zhongwen wenxian tiyao, 106, 107.
 23. Translated excerpts from the PZKT may be found in Friedrich Hirth and W. W. 
Rockhill, Chau Ju-Kua: His Work on the Chinese and Arab Trade in the Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Centuries, entitled Chu-fan-chi (New York: Paragon Book Reprint, 1966); O. W. Wolters, “A 
Few and Miscellaneous Pi-Chi Jottings on Early Indonesia” Indonesia 34 (1983): 49–65; Ma, 
Commercial Development and Urban Change in Sung China; Shiba, Commerce and Society in 
Sung China; Andrew Watson, Transport in Transition: The Evolution of Traditional Shipping 
in China, Michigan Abstracts of Chinese and Japanese Works on Chinese History No. 3 (Ann 
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1972); and So Kee Long, “Dissolving Hegemony or 
Changing Trade Pattern?” 295–308. 
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in the second of the three chapters, the subjects dealt with by Zhu Yu include 
the Mercantile Shipping Superintendency of Guangzhou, the administration 
of Chinese maritime territorial sovereignty, the administrative framework 
and procedures for implementing import taxation, specific functions of the 
official markets, the description of Chinese sea-going ships and related sea-
faring practices, the activities of foreigners in Guangzhou and descriptions of 
the foreign quarter, the office of headman of the foreign quarter and certain 
issues arising from the co-existence of foreigners in Guangzhou, as well as a 
brief description of the trade exchanges between the maritime trading polity 
of Srivijaya (located at Jambi, Sumatra) and the port of Guangzhou. While 
the information concerning these aspects of China’s international trade may 
not be all-encompassing, it has been regarded by scholars as an important 
supplement to that found in official texts. In light of information that can 
be gleaned from the Pingzhou ketan, this article thus aims to examine three 
issues: the nature of Chinese shipping networks, Chinese governance of 
maritime shipping, and the role and nature of foreign presence at the port 
city of Guangzhou.

Chinese Maritime Shipping and Trade

In the late tenth century, the Song court lifted its ban on Chinese vessels sail-
ing abroad to trade in the foreign economic regions of Southeast Asia24 and 
Northeast Asia.25 Prior to this, the Song court had prohibited its people from 

 24. SHY:zg 44:3a, 3b. For studies on the economic relations between China and Southeast 
Asia, refer to Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce; O. W. Wolters, The Fall of Srivijaya in Malay 
History (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1970); Wolters, “A Few and Miscellaneous 
Pi-Chi Jottings on Early Indonesia,” 49–65; Wolters “Restudying Some Chinese Writings on 
Sriwijaya,” Indonesia 42 (1986): 1–42; J. Wisseman-Christie, Patterns of Trade in Western Indonesia, 
9th through 13th Centuries A.D., 2 vol. (PhD diss., School of Oriental and African  Studies, 1982); 
J. Wisseman-Christie, “Trade and Early State Formation in Maritime Southeast Asia: Kedah 
and Srivijaya,” Jebat 13 (1985): 43–56; J. Wisseman-Christie, “Trade and State Formation in the 
Malay Peninsula and Sumatra, 300 B.C.–A.D. 700,” in The Southeast Asian Port and Polity, Rise 
and Demise, eds. J. Kathirithamby-Wells and John Villiers (Singapore: Singapore University 
Press, 1990), 39–61; J. Wisseman-Christie, “State Formation in Early Maritime Southeast Asia; 
A Consideration of the Theories and the Data,” Bijdragen Tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde, 
151.2 (1995): 235–288.
 25. For a brief overview of Sino-Japanese commercial and cultural exchanges, refer to Yang 
Zong 楊琮, “XiHan MinYueguo yu Riben ji nanyang de jiaowang” 西漢閩越國與日本及南

洋的交往 , HJSYJ 30 (1996): 19–28; Zhang Shufeng 張樹楓, “Zhongri jiaotong huayuantou” 中
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participating in maritime trade. During the eleventh century, the lifting of 
the ban led to the expansion of maritime trade through the development of 
new levels of trade and their respective networks, and to a broadening of the 
geographical extent of these networks.
 By the late Northern Song, Chinese mercantile vessels were departing 
annually from Guangzhou to foreign ports to trade. Given Guangzhou’s 
location on the southeastern coast of China, the geographical orientation 
of that port in terms of its international maritime trade was directly south 
toward Southeast Asia, and indirectly west toward the Indian Ocean littoral 
and the Arabian peninsula.26 The trading cycle for Chinese shipping based 
at Guangzhou began annually in November, with the commencement of 
the northeast monsoon. According to the Pingzhou ketan, “Ships leave in the 
eleventh and twelfth months with the north wind, and come in the fifth and 
sixth months with the south wind.”27

 Chinese vessels headed for a number of destinations from Guangzhou, 
including Vietnam (Tonkin), Champa, the Malacca Straits region, Java and 
Borneo. The final destination of a vessel would determine the sailing route it 
took. Vessels heading for Tonkin, a former Chinese protectorate during the 
Tang that still maintained important economic ties with Song China, would 
sail through the Gulf of Tonkin, known to the Chinese as the Small Sea.28 
Vessels heading for Champa would either sail via the Gulf of Tonkin or via 
the south of Hainan Island, depending on whether the Cham port they were 
heading toward was in northern or southern Champa. Those heading for 
the Malacca Straits region, Java, or Borneo would head directly south from 
Guangzhou, stopping over somewhere along the coast of Champa or along the 
Gulf of Siam before heading for the different economic regions of maritime 
Southeast Asia. 

日交通話源頭 , HJSYJ 30 (1996): 29–36. On Sino-Korean trade and cultural exchanges, refer to 
Lin Shimin 林士民 , “Lun Song Yuan shiqi Mingzhou yu Gaoli de youhao jiaowang 論宋元時

期明州與高廲的友好交往,” HJSYJ 28 (1995): 27–34; Xu Mengguang 許孟光, “Mingzhou yu 
Gaoli de jiaowang yiji Gaoli shiguan 明州與高廲的交往以及高廲使館,” HJSYJ 28 (1995): 
35–40; Wang Chen-p’ing, Ambassadors from the islands of immortals: China-Japan relations in 
the Han-Tang period (Honolulu: Association for Chinese Studies and University of Hawai‘i Press, 
2005).
 26. For an overview of the role of Guangzhou in China’s maritime trade, refer to Guan 
Luquan, Songdai Guangzhou de haiwai maoyi.
 27. PZKT 2:2a.
 28. PZKT 2:1a, 2a.
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  By the late Northern Song, Chinese traders and vessels had already estab-
lished a dispersed network with key ports in both mainland and island South-
east Asia.29 According to the Pingzhou ketan, “Passing Ruzhou 溽洲 (Pearl 
River delta), [the water] becomes greenish. Merchant ships, when leaving, 
arrive at Ruzhou, with few requiring to be sailing separately. After this, [they] 
depart separately. This is known as ‘casting into the ocean’.”30 
 Chinese ships made their way to a number of ports in Southeast Asia, 
sailing together from Guangzhou down to the entrance of the Pearl River 
delta. However, once the vessels were in open waters, they would disperse in 
a number of directions, rather than sail southwards as a convoy.31 There was 
no singular route from Guangzhou down the coast of mainland Southeast 
Asia to maritime Southeast Asia during the late eleventh and early twelfth 
centuries. Instead, there were multiple routes, all branching out from Guang-
zhou, depending on the terminus at which the mercantile vessel intended to 
call. Chinese shipping appears to have benefited from existing trading routes 
established by foreign traders who had been calling at Guangzhou since the 
early first millennium, and Chinese merchants relied on these foreign networks 
to establish Chinese shipping links with various foreign economic regions. 
 The dispersed nature of Chinese sailing routes appears to have been due to 
the time constraint imposed by the Song court on Chinese ships that registered 
to sail abroad for purposes of trade. While there is no record of this restriction 
in the late eleventh century, the Song huiyao notes in an 1164 memorial that 
Chinese mercantile vessels were expected to return to their original port of 
departure within nine months, failing which the Song court would investigate 
the cause of a vessel’s late return, and would mete out punishment if the late 
return was not due to unforeseen circumstances or difficulties. The same 
memorial also stipulated that Chinese vessels had to indicate their intended 
port-of-call abroad during their registration of departure.32 The memorial notes 
that this restriction had been put in place prior to 1164, and appears to have 

 29. For an over view of China’s relations with Southeast Asia, refer to Hirth and Rockhill, 
Chau Ju-Kua; Roderich Ptak, “From Quanzhou to the Zulu Zone and Beyond: Questions Related 
to the Early Fourteenth Century,” JSEAS 31.2 (1998): 269–294; Paul Wheatley, “Geographical 
Notes on some Commodities involved in Sung Maritime Trade;” Paul Wheatley, The Golden 
Khersonese; Studies in the Historical Geography of the Malay Peninsula Before A.D. 1500 (Con-
necticut: Greenwood Press, 1973).
 30. PZKT 2: 1b.
 31. PZKT 2:1b.
 32. SHY:zg 44:27a–28a. 
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dated to the Northern Song, possibly enacted when Chinese ships were first 
permitted to sail abroad to trade in the late tenth century. 
 The limiting of the length of time that a Chinese vessel could remain 
abroad to nine months placed severe limits on the geographical extent of 
Chinese shipping. The need to declare the intended port-of-call suggests that 
Chinese vessels sailing south from China had to leave in one monsoon season, 
reach their intended destination as quickly as possible, await the change of 
monsoon wind direction, and ride the new monsoon winds so as to return to 
China within the nine-month period stipulated by the Song court. The time 
limit confined the scope of operation of Chinese shipping toward a southerly 
orientation, to Southeast Asia.33 
 One of the key regions where Chinese maritime traders of Guangzhou 
 engaged in their commercial and shipping activities was island Southeast Asia, 
in particular the Malacca Straits region. Chinese ships already maintained close 
links with the Malacca Straits region through the region’s chief port-state, Srivi-
jaya, which in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries was located at Jambi 
in southeast Sumatra.34 This was in spite of the fact that it took approximately a 
month for ships leaving Guangzhou to reach Jambi, after which Chinese ships 
would remain at that port and prepare for the change of the monsoon winds to 
take them back to Guangzhou.35 The intensity of contact, in both the diplomatic 
exchanges and economic interaction that China and Chinese traders main-
tained with Srivijaya, is reflected in the knowledge that the southern Chinese, 
particularly those who resided in coastal port cities, had accrued concerning 
the region and its hegemonic port-state. According to the Pingzhou ketan, 

The various southern maritime countries each have a chieftain. Srivijaya is the 
most well known. The country has a written language, is charitable and has 

 33. Leonard Y. Andaya, Leaves of the Same Tree: Trade and Ethnicity in the Straits of Malacca 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2008), 30.
 34. For studies on Srivijaya and its role in the Malacca Straits region and its relationship with 
China, see Wolters, The Fall of Srivijaya in Malay History; Wolters, “A Few and Miscellaneous 
Pi-Chi Jottings on Early Indonesia;” Wolters, “Restudying Some Chinese Writings on Sriwijaya;” 
Grace Wong, A Commentary on the Tributary Trade between China and Southeast Asia, and the 
Place of Porcelain in this Trade during the Period of the Song Dynasty in China, Southeast Asian 
Ceramics Society Transaction 7 (Singapore: Southeast Asian Ceramics Society, 1997), 13–15. 
For Song and Yuan period Chinese textual references to Srivijaya, refer to Zhou Qufei, Lingwai 
daida, 37, 42; Chen Jiarong and Qian Jiang, Zhufanzhi zhubu, 46, 47; SS 489: 14b–18a; WXTK 
332: 2610.1–3.
 35. SS 489: 15a. 
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numeracy. Merchants say that the days and months are calculated in advance, 
but they do not understand Chinese. The land has a lot of sandalwood incense 
and frankincense. [These are] regarded as products for the Chinese. Srivijayan 
ships deliver frankincense to China. At the locations of the Mercantile Shipping 
Superintendencies, this incense is regarded as a monopoly item. Apart from the 
customs duties, all are absorbed by the official market. In recent years, Srivijaya 
has monopolized [the] sandalwood incense [trade], ordering traders to go to this 
country to sell it. The price has increased several-fold. Foreigners and [Chinese] 
citizens do not dare to trade privately [in it]. The state has the means to enforce 
this. This country is in the southern seas. Westward, [one] arrives at Dashi (大
食, Arabia), which is very far. Chinese people going to Dashi arrive at Srivijaya, 
have the ships repaired, and barter for products.36 [It is] the centrifugal point of 
long-distance trading. Thus, it is known as the greatest.37

 36. This line of the passage in the Pingzhou ketan appears to contradict the implication of 
the information in the Song huiyao, which suggests that Chinese ships were limited to Southeast 
Asian waters during the Song period. From this line in the Pingzhou ketan, it would appear that 
Chinese traders were calling at Srivijaya in southeast Sumatra, having the vessels that they were 
travelling on re-outfitted, and then proceeding onwards into the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian 
Sea. It is not clear, however, if the vessels referred to in this part of the passage were Chinese 
vessels, or foreign vessels on which Chinese traders were travelling. Other sources of information 
would concur with the conclusion that the sphere of operation of Chinese ships did not extend 
into the Indian Ocean during the Song period. The earliest Chinese shipwreck to be discovered 
and systematically excavated—the Quanzhou wreck—has been dated to the 1270s. The vessel’s 
cargo, which was comprised almost entirely of Malay products and very small quantities of 
products from the Indian Ocean littoral, suggests that it had called at an emporium in the Malay 
region before heading back to China. To date, all the known shipwrecks in Southeast Asian and 
Indian Ocean waters datable to the Song period or earlier have been identified as Southeast 
Asian or Indian Ocean in origin. For what is currently known, the present author advances the 
tentative conclusion that Chinese shipping operations did not extend beyond Southeast Asia 
during the Song period. For detailed information on the Quanzhou wreck, refer to Douglas 
Merwin, “Selections from Wen-Wu on the Excavation of a Sung Dynasty Seagoing Vessel in 
Chuan-Chou,” Chinese Sociology and Anthropology 9. 3 (Spring 1977): 6–106; Quanzhouwan 
Songdai haichuan fajue bao gao bianxiezu 泉州灣宋代海船發掘報告編寫組, “Quanzhouwan 
Songdai haichuan fajue jian bao” 泉州灣宋代海船發掘簡報, Wenwu 10 (1975): 1–28; Nanjing 
Yaoxueyuan 南京藥學院, “Quanzhouwan chutu Songdai muzao haichuan cangnei jiangxiang 
de xianwei jianding” 泉州灣出土宋代木造海船艙內降香的顯微鑒定, HJSYJ (1983): 115–116; 
and Shanghaishi wei sheng ju yaopin yanjiusuo 上海市衛生局藥品研究所, “Quanzhouwan 
chutu Songdai muzao haichuan cangnei jiangxiang de huaxue jianding” 泉州灣出土木造海

船艙內降香的化學鑒定, HJSYJ (1983): 117–121.
 37. PZKT 2: 5a,b. For an alternative translation of this passage, refer to So Kee long, “Dis-
solving Hegemony or Changing Trade Pattern?” 299.
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 The pattern of China’s trade with its foreign trading partners, at least in terms 
of the trade carried by Chinese shipping, was characterized by exchanges of 
a region-to-region nature, with Chinese ships most likely calling at only one 
 major trading center in Southeast Asia before preparing to return to China. 
This was probably due to the restriction that the Song court imposed on the 
length of time that Chinese ships could remain abroad, as well as the need 
to declare the intended port-of-call prior to a Chinese vessel’s departure from 
China. In addition, these administrative constraints would have had the effect 
of reducing of the potential risks that Chinese merchants had to bear in funding 
such inherently risky commercial activities, as well as reducing the trans action 
costs of exporting and importing products into and out of these Chinese mar-
kets as compared to trans-Asian trade operations.38 The practice of limiting 
commercial operations to one sector of the trans-Asian trade circuit was not 
confined to Chinese merchants funding maritime trade activities, but also char-
acterized the commercial activities of traders of the Indian Ocean littoral.39

 This is evident from the archaeological data obtained from the wreck sites 
of vessels that plied the waters between the Malacca Straits region and China, 
even as textual data concerning this pattern of activity is unavailable. The cargo 
of the Pulau Buaya, for example, which appears to have been sailing from 
China to a port in southeast Sumatra when it foundered some time in the late 
eleventh and early twelfth centuries, was comprised predominantly of Chinese 
products with a few products of mainland Southeast Asian origin, most likely 
picked up by the ship’s crew while the vessel was stopping over at a mainland 
Southeast Asian port to replenish supplies.40 This region-to-region nature of 
Chinese shipping is evident even during the early thirteenth century, where, 
in the case of the Java Sea wreck, the vessel, which was most likely Chinese in 
origin, appears to have sailed from Quanzhou to the north coast of Java carrying 
a cargo of almost entirely southern Chinese products, notably iron ware and 
ceramics, with a minimal quantity of mainland Southeast Asian products.41

 38. For a more detailed postulation of the risks inherent in Chinese overseas maritime trade 
voyages, refer to So, Prosperity, Region and Institutions in Maritime China, 210–215.
 39. Chaudhuri, K. N., Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), 35–39.
 40. A. Ridho and E E. McKinnon, The Pulau Buaya Wreck; Finds from the Song Period 
(Jakarta: The Ceramics Society of Indonesia, 1998).
 41. Michael Flecker, Archaeological Recovery of the Java Sea Wreck (Annapolis: Pacific Sea 
Resources, 1997).
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 The same appears to have occurred in the return trip of the Chinese ships 
as well. No data is available on the cargo that was brought back to China 
during the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. However, the cargo of 
the Quanzhou wreck, dated to the 1270s and prior to the advent of Yuan rule 
in southern China, was comprised almost entirely of Malay region products 
and a small quantity of products from the Indian Ocean littoral that could 
have easily been obtained at a major entrepot port in the Malay region.42 Up 
until the late thirteenth century, Chinese ships continued to call at a major 
entrepot port in Southeast Asia to fill their cargo holds with foreign products 
before heading directly back to China, with no significant amount of trade 
conducted enroute. 
 At the individual level, however, Chinese merchants were engaged in much 
more complex trading. The Pingzhou ketan notes that Chinese traders were 
conducting barter trade at Srivijaya, a Malacca Straits region port-state that 
served as the nodal point and emporium between the South China and Java 
Sea economic zones on the one hand, and the Indian Ocean littoral zone on 
the other. These traders appear to have been bartering their holding of Chinese 
export products for products that were being made available at Srivijaya, in 
preparation for their onward trip into the Bay of Bengal. This was peddling 
trade, as opposed to the region-to-region trade that characterized the trade 
carried by Chinese shipping during this time.
 This peddling trade was possible because by the late eleventh and early 
twelfth centuries maritime trade conducted by individuals, or petty traders, 
had become well established at Guangzhou, and possibly at the other southern 
Chinese ports as well. The cargo space of a Chinese vessel was typically not 
occupied solely by the vessel’s owners. According to the Pingzhou ketan,

The ships’ depth and width are each several tens of zhang. Traders divide the 
space to accumulate goods, each person having several feet of space and being 
permitted to accumulate goods. They pass the night on these goods.43 Most of 

 42. Quanzhouwan Songdai haichuan fajue baogao bianxiezu, “Quanzhouwan Songdai 
hai chuan fajue jianbao,” 1–28; Nanjing Yaoxueyuan, “Quanzhouwan chutu Songdai muzhao 
hai chuan changnei jiangxiang de xiangwei jianding,” 115–116; Shanghaishi weishengju yaopin 
yan jiu suo, “Quanzhouwan chutu Songdai muzao haichuan cangnei jiangxiang de huaxue jian-
ding,” 117–121.
 43. Kuwabara provides an alternative translation: “The traders occupy each a separate space 
of a few feet and there keep their goods; at night they sleep on their goods” (“On P’u Shou- 
Keng,” 68).
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the goods are ceramic wares of large and small matching sets. None or little 
space is left.44 

 The nature of the maritime trade carried out by individual traders was 
appar ently fairly complex. This trade appears to have sprung out of the absence 
of restrictions on Chinese individuals traveling abroad. The Pingzhou ketan 
notes that:

Northerners (Chinese) who cross the sea and do not return within that year are 
known as “staying abroad.” People of the various countries who arrive at Guang-
zhou and do not go back that year are known as “staying in Tang (China).” The 
people of Guangzhou who raise credit of a certain amount and arrange for a 
ship’s passage, even if they stay abroad for ten years and do not return [during 
that time], the interest [on the principle] does not increase. The wealthy take 
advantage of the trading season to amass silks and ceramics, and their prices 
increase. The interest and means of payment is agreed to with the debtors. The 
Guangzhou bureaucracy regulates this [financial service]. The Superintendent 
of Mercantile Shipping also disburses useful loans to ensure that [maritime trade] 
operations go on smoothly.45

Chinese traders were thus, by the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries, 
remaining abroad for as long as ten years. The fact that the credit facility ex-
tended by Guangzhou-based merchants to these traders was structured such 
that the interest repayable remained unchanged regardless of the length of 
time spent by the traders abroad indicates that prolonged trading voyages by 
individual traders were the norm, and that the institutions that financed such 
voyages had developed by the late Northern Song period with this practice 
factored into their modus operandi. The absence of restrictions on the length 
of time that Chinese traders could remain abroad continued into the twelfth 
century. An 1159 memorial recorded in the Song huiyao notes that the Song 
court was not able to keep track of the number of Chinese abroad, where 
they were heading for or were currently resident, the length of time they 
were abroad or the purpose for their travel.46 Traders based at other ports also 
remained abroad for extended periods of time. The Yijianzhi 夷堅志, dated to 
the twelfth century, contains an account of an individual from Quanzhou by 

 44. PZKT 2:3a.
 45. PZKT 2:4a–4b. 
 46. SHY:zg 44:25b–26b.
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the name of Wang Yunmao 王元懋, who had worked for the king of Champa 
for ten years and had returned to southern Fujian a very wealthy person.47 
 The absence of restrictions on the length of time abroad allowed individual 
Chinese traders to operate further than the geographical extent of Chinese 
shipping. This is noted in the Pingzhou ketan, which states that Chinese 
traders who intended to travel to the Indian Ocean littoral would seek fur-
ther passage at the Malacca Straits region.48 Chinese traders were heading 
farther west for the purpose of trade, with destinations including ports on the 
Indian sub-continent and the Arabian peninsula.49 The extensive geographi-
cal scope of operation did not necessarily provide individual Chinese traders 
with much of an advantage in the procurement of Indian Ocean littoral and 
Arabian products, since such products were made available at key Southeast 
Asian emporiums such as Srivijaya-Jambi, where traders and shipping from 
island Southeast Asia, China and the Indian Ocean littoral congregated while 
awaiting the change of monsoon winds. Instead, the key difference that the 
absence of restrictions made on Chinese maritime trade at the individual level 
was that it enabled traders to conduct small-scale peddling trade from port 
to port along the international east-west trade route, participating in both the 
international and intra-regional trade of the economic regions that lay between 
Guangzhou and the Arabian peninsula. These networks of exchanges were 
more complex, with a large number of possible permutations of networks, 
given the number of ports along the east-west maritime trade route that were 
present in the late Northern Song, and would have involved the movement 
of goods along international and intra-regional lines of exchange.

 47. So, Prosperity, Region and Institutions in Maritime China, 55.
 48. PZKT 2:5b.
 49. For studies on the economic links between China and the Indian subcontinent from 
archaeological research, refer to Tansen Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The  Realignment 
of Sino-Indian Relations, 600–1400 (Honolulu: Association for Asian Studies, University of Hawai‘i 
Press, 2003); I. C. Glover, “Recent Archaeological Evidence for Early Maritime Contacts be-
tween India and Southeast Asia,” in Tradition and Archaeology: Early Maritime Contacts in the 
Indian Ocean, Proceedings of the International Seminar: Techno-Archaeological Perspectives of 
Seafaring in the Indian Ocean 4th century B.C.–15th century A.D., eds., Himanshu Prabha Ray 
and Jean-Francois Salles (New Delhi: Manohar, 1996), 129–158; and Y. Subbarayalu, “Chinese 
Ceramics of Tamilnadu and Kerala Coasts,” in Tradition and Archaeology, 109–114. For Chinese 
accounts of Chinese travels to the Indian subcontinent prior to the Song period, refer to J. 
Takakusu, A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practised in India and the Malay Archipelago by 
I-Tsing (New Delhi: Munshiran Manoharlal, 1982).
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 Thus, by the late Northern Song, two levels of trade had been developed 
by the Chinese maritime traders at Guangzhou: the shipping trade and the 
peddling trade. The manner in which shipping was handled by the political 
regimes in Southeast Asia, particularly the fiscal regimes imposed by the ports 
of Southeast Asia, affected these levels of trade differently. For the Chinese 
shipping trade, the Pingzhou ketan notes that “[A]lthough the barbarians do 
not have trade taxes, requests known as “presenting gifts” are made. Regardless 
of whether the cargo is large or small, one standard amount is demanded of 
traders. Thus, it is disadvantageous for small ships.”50 
 The port taxes levied on mercantile vessels by foreign ports were therefore 
set at a fixed amount, instead of a fixed rate, and were the same regardless 
of the vessel’s size, and therefore the volume and value of its cargo. Such a 
customs regime abroad was clearly disadvantageous to Chinese ship owners 
whose vessels were not large, a fact noted in the Pingzhou ketan. This appar-
ently caused the Chinese to field larger vessels in their shipping activities in 
Southeast Asia by the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, reflected in archaeologi-
cal data from shipwrecks in both Southeast Asia and China. Wrecks datable 
to the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries, such as the Pulau Buaya, 
were generally smaller in displacement than thirteenth-century ones, such as 
the Quanzhou wreck, which had a displacement of between three and four 
hundred tons.51 The fiscal circumstances that the Chinese traders and ship-
pers faced while trading abroad appear to have encouraged the development 
of large-size ships by the late Song period.
 On the other hand, for traders operating at the individual level, the customs 
regimes imposed at Southeast Asian ports may have accorded them a signifi-
cant degree of financial flexibility. Presumably, with port charges levied only 
on ships, this cost would have been factored into the rent that traders paid 
for the space they leased onboard a mercantile vessel. This would have made 
the unit value of transportation cost, which was a key component of a trader’s 
operating costs, fixed. The traders would thus have been able to vary the net 
profit of their commercial activities by varying the value of the products they 
carried in the space they had rented. In this manner, the profit derived from 
an individual’s trading activities could increase, without being accompanied 

 50. PZKT 2:3a.
 51. Flecker, Archaeological Recovery of the Java Sea Wreck, 187; Merwin, “Selections from 
Wen-Wu on the Excavation of a Sung Dynasty Seagoing Vessel in Chuan-Chou,” 6–10.
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by a proportional increase in his operating cost. Such a commercial system 
would have allowed Chinese traders to accumulate sufficient profits to repay 
the loan and interest agreed upon with the merchants at Guangzhou at the 
start of the trading voyage. It would have also enabled the development of 
the commercial practice of maritime traders acting as agents on behalf of 
investors based in China, who would have been able to grow the value of the 
returns on investments committed at Guangzhou before eventually returning 
to China.

The Administration of Mercantile Shipping  
at Guangzhou 

Given its southward orientation, the port of Guangzhou catered mainly to 
ships arriving from Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean littoral and the Arabian 
peninsula. By the late eleventh century, this included Chinese ships that had 
departed for Southeast Asia several months earlier. As maritime trade gained 
in importance to the Chinese economy, particularly in South China, the 
Song court simultaneously relegated the handling of maritime trade from 
the court to the port level. The history of the administration of maritime 
trade during the Song period was very complicated, with the Song court 
switching from direct state involvement in the late tenth and early eleventh 
centuries, to an increasingly decentralized system of governance through the 
course of the eleventh and early twelfth centuries, to a brief attempt, in the 
mid-twelfth century, to consolidate the governance system and regulations 
under central control. During the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries, 
however, while the Song court was beginning to establish the general directives 
concerning the imposition of customs duties and compulsory purchases of 
specific foreign products that arrived at the Chinese ports, there is currently 
no known textual information pertaining to the Song court’s instructions as to 
how these regulations were to be executed at the ports. The manner in which 
these directives were carried out, and the practical aspects of administering 
mercantile vessels arriving at China’s international ports, therefore was left to 
be developed by the circuit administrations and their respective Mercantile 
Shipping Superintendencies. 
 Although the Song court had already permitted Chinese ships to travel 
abroad for trade, China continued to rely heavily on foreign shipping to carry 
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its trade, both into China and abroad, throughout the Northern Song period. 
This important point may be elucidated from Chinese texts. The Pingzhou 
ketan notes, for example, that the governor (shuai 帥) of Guangzhou made 
offerings to the deity Fenglong 豐隆 to bring wind in the fifth month, when 
the southwest monsoon began.52 This took place prior to the annual arrival 
of mercantile vessels from Southeast Asia, both foreign and Chinese. In 
asso ciation with this ritual, the character lai 來, instead of gui 歸, is used in 
relation to the arrival of vessels at Guangzhou.53 This suggests that the annual 
rhythm of Guangzhou’s maritime trade was still based on a southwest-northeast 
monsoon sequence, rather than a northeast-southwest sequence that was to 
characterize Chinese maritime trade by the late twelfth century. It is likely 
that the port of Guangzhou was still heavily reliant on foreign shipping to 
carry its trade abroad. The impact of the administrative procedures governing 
ships arriving in China may thus have been greater on foreign shipping than 
on Chinese shipping.
 Between April and May, vessels approaching South China from Southeast 
Asia would ride the southwest monsoon, and arrive at Guangzhou by June or 
July.54 The first contact between the Chinese administration and mercantile 
shipping was the interception and policing of the latter upon entering Chinese 
territory. The Song court, at least until the late twelfth century, apparently did 
not attempt to exercise its authority over the maritime routes that ran along its 
shoreline in open waters. The dispersed nature of mercantile shipping routes 
emanating from and converging at Guangzhou made it a logistical challenge 
for the Song court to police shipping in the open sea. Nor is it apparent that 
the Song court ever intended to do so. Unlike the Yuan period, when gov-
ernment vessels sailed beyond the river entrances to intercept and conduct 
preliminary inspections of incoming mercantile vessels,55 the Song court did 
not, at least up until the early twelfth century, possess a navy with the capability 
of being deployed in open waters to intercept incoming mercantile vessels.56 

 52. PZKT 2:2b.
 53. PZKT 2:2a.
 54. PZKT 2:2a. See Gang Deng, Chinese maritime activities and socio-economic development, 
c. 2100 BC–1900 AD, 4–8.
 55. Song Lian 宋濂 et al., Yuanshi 元史 (WYG:SKQS ed.), 94:26b. 
 56. The Song court established an Imperial Commissioner’s Office for the Control and 
Organ ization of the Coastal Areas (Yanhai zhizhishi si 沿海制置使司), which was responsible 
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The absence of any form of maritime policing along the Chinese coastline 
during this period is evident, for example, from a 1025 memorial recorded in 
the Song huiyao that notes the annual arrival of foreign ships at Zhongmen 
鐘門 Harbor in Fujian, a coastal port that was designated only for domestic 
trade.57 This situation continued up until the late eleventh century, and was 
not confined to Fujian, but extended to the coastal areas of Liangzhe as well. 
This would only have been possible in the absence of maritime policing of 
the Chinese coast. 
 The Pingzhou ketan provides an account of the reception and administration 
of incoming maritime shipping in the waters around the Pearl River Delta:

Guangzhou, from the Small Sea (Gulf of Tonkin) to Ruzhou, is 700 li. Ruzhou 
has a Military Inspectorate that seeks ships, [and is] known as “One Slight Glance 
(一望綃).” There is a second and third lookout to the north. Passing Ruzhou, 
[the water] becomes greenish. Merchant ships, when leaving, arrive at Ruzhou, 
with few requiring to be sailing separately. After this, [they] depart separately. 
This is known as “casting into the ocean”. [Upon] returning to Ruzhou, [they] 
would celebrate and wish one another well. The soldiers of the stockade have 
wine and meat [for the sailors and ship’s personnel] to consume, and ensure the 
security of the [ships’] passage to Guangzhou.58

 The first contact that mercantile vessels had with the Chinese administration 
was thus at the river delta entrances that led up to the Chinese international 
ports. The river entrances were secured by governmental vessels, and aided 
by watchtowers, both of which were manned by the Military Inspectorates of 
the immediate vicinity. In Guangzhou’s case, the Military Inspectorate of the 
district at the Pearl River Delta—Ruzhou—was specifically tasked with the 
responsibility of intercepting any incoming ships attempting to sail upriver 
to Guangzhou.59 The Ruzhou Military Inspectorate ensured the security 
of the river entrance that led to the port-city, guarding against unwelcome 
maritime parties such as pirates,60 while welcomed ones, such as mercantile 

for the formation and maintenance of the imperial navy, only in 1132 (SS 167:2; SHY:bing 兵 
29:35; SHY: zg 40:4). Also refer to Jung-Pang Lo, “The Emergence of China as a Sea Power dur-
ing the Late Sung and Early Yuan Periods,” The Far Eastern Quarterly 14.4 (1955): 491.
 57. SHY:zg 44:4a–b.
 58. PZKT 2:1a, b.
 59. PZKT 2:1a, b.
 60. An account of a pirate attack on Guangzhou in the mid-eleventh century, and the dam-
age that the attack inflicted on the port city, was recorded on an inscription commissioned by 
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vessels, would have been allowed through. The Military Inspectorate was thus 
in  effect a land-based keeper of the maritime pass, possibly with some mari-
time mobility. The existence of such a pass was not confined to Guangzhou 
alone. According to the Pingzhou ketan, there were two other such passes, 
presumably located at river entrances, north of Guangzhou.61 These were most 
likely located at Quanzhou and another international port in the Liangzhe 
circuit, the other two major international ports along the Chinese coast in 
the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. The Lingwai daida notes that 
ships  approaching China intending to go to Guangzhou would sail through 
the Tun Pass 屯門, while those wishing to go to Quanzhou would sail past 
the Yazi Pass 甲子門.62

 Vessels were initially stopped at the river entrance, and if more than one 
vessel were approaching the river entrance, these would be assembled together 
by the Military Inspectorate before they were escorted up to the port.63 Apart 
from security issues, this was clearly a preemptive measure against any attempt 
by traders to evade customs duties, since the ships’ cargo could otherwise have 
been easily unloaded at any point along the way between the river entrances 
and Guangzhou.
 Upon entering the harbor area of an international port in China, ships 
were required to moor off the customs inspection area, where the cargo was 
immediately inspected, customs duties were levied, and compulsory purchases 
were procured.64 At Guangzhou, the area where the Mercantile Shipping 
Superintendency was located, and where the Superintendency conducted 
its administrative functions (including customs inspections), was located 
along the shoreline of the harbor area and known as the Mercantile Shipping 
Superintendency Pavilion.65 A description of the customs inspection process 
is provided by the Pingzhou ketan:

On arrival, the ships are anchored below the pavilion for mercantile shipping. 
Wuzhou’s Military Inspectorate dispatches soldiers to watch the inspection. This 
is called “weaving a barrier.” For any ship that arrives, the military commissioner 
and fiscal commissioner, together with the mercantile shipping inspection official, 

the Guangzhou prefectural administration in 1079. For an English translation of the inscription, 
refer to Tan Yeok Siong, “The Sri Vijayan Inscription of Canton (A.D. 1079),” Journal of Southeast 
Asian History 5.2 (1964): 17–26.
 61. PZKT 2:1b.  62. Zhou Qufei, Lingwai daida, 70.
 63. PZKT 2:1b. 64. PZKT 2:1b–2a.
 65. PZKT 2:1b, 2a. 
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will go to inspect and verify the goods and levy [customs duties and compulsory 
purchases]. This is called “extraction,” with ten parts as the scale. [For] pearls, 
dragon camphor66 and fine category [products], one part (10%) is drawn. [For] 
coral, turtles’ carapaces, sapanwood and coarse category [products], three parts 
(30%) are drawn. Apart from this levy, the official market has priority over [the 
remaining goods]. After that, merchants can have access to the remainder. Ele-
phant tusks (ivory) weighing more than thirty jin and frankincense are taken 
by the official market as [state] monopoly products after the levying of customs 
duties. Merchants who have large pieces of elephant tusks have to break [them] 
into [pieces of] less than three jin to legally avoid the official market. The prices 
are [higher than?] those of the official market, [even though the pieces are] small 
and damaged. There are numerous other products of this nature. If the ship of 
a merchant who has taken ill arrives and [his cargo] has not yet been subjected 
to customs duties, and the cargo is privately acquired, even if the amount [that 
has been acquired] is small, the remainder [of the ship’s cargo] would be confis-
cated, and punishment is meted out. Thus, no merchant dares to commit [this 
offence]. The Guangzhou Mercantile Shipping Pavilion borders the water. It 
has a Haishan Lou 海山樓 [viewing tower] that faces Wuzhou.67

 The location of the Mercantile Shipping Superintendency Pavilions along 
the waterfront was a standard feature of Chinese port cities of the Song period. 
At Quanzhou, the Superintendency’s office was located along the shoreline as 
well, with taxation stations at the extreme left and right of the city boundaries 
that fronted Quanzhou Bay. The taxation station and the Mercantile Shipping 
Superintendency’s office were also often located near or in the commercial 
district of the port city.68 Such a location was important, since the Superinten-
dency was responsible for all matters pertaining to foreign products, sea-going 
vessels, and travel and trading matters.69 The need for easy accessibility between 
the commercial districts and the Superintendency Pavilions was vital, as the 
economic activities of the port cities revolved around the maritime trade that 
took place in these districts.

 66. This product is Dryoblanops aromatica, or Barus camphor, which is resinous and found 
in Sumatra, Borneo and on the Malay Peninsula in Tregganu, Pahang, Johor and Selangor. See 
I. H. Burkill, A Dictionary of the Economic Products of the Malay Peninsula (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1966), 862.
 67. PZKT 2: 1b, 2a.
 68. So, Prosperity, Region and Institutions in Maritime China, Map 7.3.
 69. SS 167:24a.
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 By the early twelfth century, the Song court had begun to levy customs 
 duties on the cargo that arrived at its ports, in accordance with the classification 
of the goods. All imported goods were placed into one of two classes—fine 
goods and coarse goods. After the levying of customs duties, the net cargo of 
a ship was then subjected to compulsory purchases by the Mercantile Ship-
ping Superintendency. The proportion of the net cargo that was compulso-
rily purchased by the state depended on their classification as fine or coarse 
goods.70 It was therefore important to be able to distinguish the types of goods 
carried by vessels arriving at the Chinese ports. Vessels leaving Guangzhou 
were normally fully laden with cargo, as were ships arriving at the port. The 
conduct of customs inspection on the vessels, with the cargo hold full, would 
thus have been virtually impossible. Customs inspections would have had to 
be conducted on land in order for them to be conducted effectively.
 In addition, it was also important for the respective ownership of a vessel’s 
cargo to be distinguishable. The development of individual peddling trade 
had led, by the late eleventh century, to cargo space onboard Chinese vessels 
(and possibly foreign ones as well) being rented out to a number of traders. 
Thus, a ship’s cargo often did not belong only to one trader, but to a number 
of them. This practice continued into the late thirteenth century, evidenced by 
the presence of numerous wooden ownership tags recovered from the Quan-
zhou wreck that belonged to a number of maritime trade concerns, including 
commercial agencies, imperial clansmen and various Chinese and foreign 
individuals.71 From the distribution of the tags in the various bulkheads of the 
Quanzhou wreck, it is apparent that the cargo in each bulkhead belonged to 
more than one owner. Customs duties and compulsory purchases would have 
been levied on the various lots of cargo based on their respective ownership, 
and this would only have been properly conducted if a ship’s cargo could be 
distinguished according to ownership. This would have had to be carried out 
at a place where there was sufficient space for a ship’s cargo to be spread out. 
The Mercantile Shipping Pavilion would have likely been such a place. This 
could be the reason why, according to the Pingzhou ketan, the Mercantile 

 70. PZKT 2:1b; SHY:zg 44:27
 71. Quanzhouwan Songdai haichuan fajue baogao bianxiezu, “Quanzhouwan Songdai 
haichuan fajue jianbao,” 11; Fu Zongwen 傳宗文, “Houtu guchuan: Song ji nanwai zongsi 
haiwai jingshang di wuzheng” 后渚古船宋及南外宗司海外經商的物征, HJSYJ 16.2 (1989): 
77–83.
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Shipping Pavillion grounds at Guangzhou had to be secured by personnel 
from the Wuzhou Military Inspectorate.72

 The security of shipping, from the river entrances to the Mercantile Ship-
ping Superintendency inspections grounds at the port city of Guangzhou, was 
apparently very effectively maintained. This, along with the severe punishment 
meted out by the Song court for incidences of smuggling and customs duties 
evasion,73 resulted in smuggling not occurring on any significant scale, at least 
at Guangzhou, during the late Northern Song period.74 The Guangnan Circuit 
Administration’s control of maritime trade activities at Guangzhou was thus 
very tight and highly effective. This is in contrast to the regular incidence 
of smuggling that occurred at such places as Zhongmen Harbour (Fuzhou), 
and at Quanzhou prior to a Mercantile Shipping Superintendency being 
established at that port city in 1087.75 
 The apparently low incidence of smuggling at Guangzhou, compared 
to the rampant smuggling activities that were taking place elsewhere, such 
as the coastline of Fujian, for example, may have been due to the fact that 
Guangzhou remained, throughout the tenth to twelfth centuries, the port-
of-call where the various states of maritime Asia with which China had trade 
and diplomatic relations chose to locate their agents and representation. 
Such relations, which formed the basis of a substantial, if not the significant, 
part of Guangzhou’s maritime trade, necessitated all parties to rely on the 
bureaucratic structure as the conduit of interaction. This would have left little 
room, or need, for clandestine trade to occur.
 Smuggling activities and the evasion of customs duties would only have been 
a risk worth taking from the twelfth century onwards, when China  began to rely 
increasingly on private shipping—in particular Chinese private shipping—
to provide it with foreign products, while state-sponsored trade, which had 

 72. PZKT 2:1b.
 73. SHY:zg 44:1b; SS 186:24a.
 74. PZKT 2:2a.
 75. SHY:zg 44:4a–4b. SHY:zg 44:8a; SS 186:26a; WXTK 62:563.1. For a discussion of the 
establishment of the Quanzhou Mercantile Shipping Superintendency and its impact on 
Chinese maritime trade, see Clark, Community, Trade and Networks, 127–135; and Hugh Clark, 
“The Politics of Trade and the Establishment of the Quanzhou Trade Superintendency,” in 
China and the Maritime Silk Route; UNESCO Quanzhou International Seminar on China and 
the Maritime Routes of the Silk Roads, ed. Quanzhou International Seminar on China and the 
Mari time Routes of the Silk Roads Organization Committee (Fujian: Fujian People’s Publishing 
House, 1991), 375–394.
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hitherto been the key channel through which China’s demand for foreign 
products had been met, declined.76 The shift in the demand of the Chinese 
market for foreign products, from primarily high value and luxury items in 
the tenth and eleventh centuries, to primarily low value bulk commodities by 
the latter half of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, would also have been a 
key motivator for the growth of smuggling activities from the twelfth century 
onwards.77

 The entire structure administering mercantile shipping at Guangzhou, 
which involved several government agencies at different stages of the pro-
cess, was characterized by a significant degree of departmental operational 
autonomy. Hierarchically, the prefectural administration was responsible for 
supervising maritime trade activities at the port city. The prefectural adminis-
tration, in turn, was ultimately overseen by the Guangnan Circuit Administra-
tion, with the Guangzhou Mercantile Shipping Superintendency apparently 
falling under the supervision of the Guangnan Circuit Administration’s Tax 
Transport Bureau.78 
  Departmental autonomy may have been intentionally instituted to pre-
vent collusion between the various government agencies involved. While 
the Guangzhou Mercantile Shipping Superintendency was responsible for 
ensuring that the regulations governing international trade were carried out 
properly as administrative policies at the port city, it apparently had no power 
over the policing of maritime shipping. Instead, such duties were under the 
charge of the Military Inspectorate of Ruzhou, through which mercantile 
shipping sailing into and out of Guangzhou traversed. The Ruzhou Military 
Inspectorate was apparently not directly accountable to the Guangzhou 
Mercantile Shipping Superintendency.
 The distinction between the administration of international trade and the 
policing of mercantile shipping at and near Guangzhou was clearly defined by 
the late Northern Song period. The respective roles played by the Guangzhou 
Mercantile Shipping Superintendency and the Ruzhou Military Inspectorate 

 76. For a more detailed discussion of the decline of state-sponsored trade between China 
and its foreign trading partners, as well as a case study of the impact of this change on Srivijaya, 
refer to Derek Heng, Economic Interaction between China and the Malacca Straits Region, Tenth 
to Fourteenth Centuries a.d. (PhD dissertation, Center for Southeast Asian Studies, University of 
Hull, 2005), 248–254.
 77. Heng, Economic Interaction between China and the Malacca Straits Region, 290–292.
 78. SS 167: 24a, 186: 32a; WXTK 62: 563.1.
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may have been a structure of accountability that had evolved at Guangzhou 
over a prolonged period of time. Departmental autonomy as a means of 
preventing collusion and corruption in the administration of mercantile ship-
ping was also evident at Guangzhou in areas within an agency’s jurisdiction. 
From an administrative point of view, fraudulent practices could potentially 
be committed by the Mercantile Shipping Superintendency officials, in 
particular during customs inspection. This problem was overcome, at least at 
Guangzhou, by the instituting of customs inspections being carried out by the 
Mercantile Shipping Superintendency officials in the presence of one official 
each from the Fiscal Commission and the Wuzhou Military Inspectorate.79 
 The state of affairs described above may have been unique to Guangzhou. 
There is no record of any similar arrangement established at any of the other 
Chinese international ports of that time. Maritime trade, although becom-
ing increasingly important to the Chinese economy through the course of 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, had continued to be relegated to the 
respective circuit administrations and left largely to provincial-level initia-
tives. While it is possible that similar structures were in place at the other key 
Chinese international ports of Quanzhou, Mingzhou and Hangzhou during 
the late Northern Song, the information in the Pingzhou ketan appears to 
have pertained specifically to the port of Guangzhou. The administrative 
structure described in the Pingzhou ketan is not found in any other official 
text with information relating to the Northern Song, and therefore may not 
have been the result of a state-level initiative or imperial decree, since there 
is no corresponding evidence in other texts (such as the Song huiyao or the 
Songshi) to suggest that the arrangements at Guangzhou were reflective of 
an imperial-level directive promulgated by the Song court. Instead, it appears 
to have been an informal structure that evolved over a significant period of 
time as a relatively convenient means by which the prefectural administration 
dealt annually with the peak maritime trading season. 
 This state of affairs only began to change following the retreat of the Song 
court in 1127 from Kaifeng in north China to Hangzhou along the southeast-
ern coast. Having lost its northern territories, the Song court was forced to 
seek  alternative sources of revenue and political prestige.80 It embarked on 

 79. PZKT 2:1b.
 80. Jan Wisseman-Christie, “Money and its uses in the Javanese states of the ninth to fifteenth 
centuries A.D.,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 39.3 (1996): 269.
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a process of standardizing the regulations and procedures pertaining to the 
administration of maritime shipping as part of its overall attempts to capitalize 
on maritime trade as a key source of revenue. The adoption of a structure, with 
inherent counter-balances built into it, only became a standardized practice 
in the 1160s. By the time of the Qiandao era (1165–1173), the prefectural magis-
trates responsible for the port city located within the administrative boundary 
of their respective prefectural governments were expected to field officials 
from the Superintendency of Salt Monopolies of the district magistrate’s 
 offices that they were responsible for, so as to observe the customs inspections 
conducted by the officials of the Mercantile Shipping Superintendencies.81 It 
was only then that the regulations and administrative practices pertaining to 
the governance of maritime trade in China were standardized at the imperial 
level by the Song court.82

Foreign Traders and Foreign Residency  
at Guangzhou 

According to the Wenxian tongkao, Song huiyao and Songshi, following the 
opening of the port of Guangzhou by the Song court to international trade 
in 971, and Hangzhou and Mingzhou shortly thereafter, mercantile vessels 
from a number of foreign states began to resume calling at these three ports. 
These included the Dashi Arabs, Kollam in India, Java, Champa, Borneo, 
Mait in the Philippines and Srivijaya in the Malacca Straits region.83 These 
polities had maintained maritime relations with China since the Tang. 
The reestablishment of the Mercantile Shipping Superintendencies at the 
Chinese port cities of Guangzhou, Hangzhou, and Mingzhou encouraged 
these polities to resume their maritime economic and diplomatic relations 
with China. Their representatives, a number of which, including the Arabs 
and Srivijayan Malays, had sojourned at Guangzhou since the Tang period, 
continued to establish themselves at the port cities, acting as agents on behalf 
of the rulers of foreign states, as well as sources of information on China for 
their respective patrons abroad. As the Song court began to relegate trade from 
the state level to the port level beginning in the late tenth century, foreign 

 81. SS 167:24b.
 82. SHY:ZG 44:21a–23a, 44:25b–26b.
 83. SHY:zg 44:1a; WXTK 20:200.3; SS 186:23a.
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traders were required to be resident at the Chinese port cities to act as agents 
on behalf of ships arriving from China’s foreign trading partners.84 As trade 
between China and these partners grew through the course of the eleventh 
century, the size and prominence of the foreign communities at the Chinese 
port cities increased as well. 
 The increasingly diverse nature of China’s maritime trade in the eleventh 
century led to the development of a hierarchy within the foreign community. 
This appears to have been based largely on the scale of the commercial activ-
ities of the various groups,85 and reflected the levels of trade in which the 
foreign residents at Guangzhou were involved. These included the handling 
of regional and state-level trade, state-sponsored trade, private trade of larger 
commercial groups, as well as individual and petty trade. 
 The Pingzhou ketan provides perhaps the most vivid description of the 
foreign quarter and the foreign sojourning community at Guangzhou:

In Guangzhou’s foreign quarter, people from various overseas countries live and 
trade. [A] foreign headman is appointed to take charge of the public affairs of the 
foreign quarter, in particular, summons and invitations. The foreign headman 
is used as the channel for tribute dispatched by foreign traders.86 The [foreign 
headman’s] towel, gown, shoes, and audience tablet are like those of the Chinese 
people. Foreigners who are guilty [of crimes] are dispatched to the Guangzhou 
foreign quarter to be tried. [They are] bound on a wooden dais and caned from 
upwards of the calves. Three strokes of the rattan cane [is equivalent to] one 
stroke of the large staff. As foreign people do not wear trousers and prefer to sit 
on the ground, they suffer from the cane wounds. They are caned and, if found 
guilty, they are deported from Guangzhou. The clothes and attire of the foreign 
people are different from those of the Chinese. The drink and food are the same 
as that of the Chinese. Their appropriate nature needs to first be clarified. Qu 
瞿 and Yun 曇 people are more reserved. They avoid eating various [types of] 
meat. Till now, they are [still] regarded as foreigners. However, they do not eat 
pork. Again it has been said that one has to desire to eat, then one slaughters 

 84. For additional studies on the foreign quarter at the Chinese port cities during the Song 
period, refer to Chen Dasheng, “Lun fanfang” 論蕃坊, HJSYJ 2 (1988): 67–74.
 85. PZKT 2:5a.
 86. Laurence Ma provides an alternative translation to this line, “In the foreign quarter of 
Canton are foreigners from various overseas countries. It has a chief (fanzhang 蕃長) who man-
ages the public matters of the quarter and is especially charged with the duty of inviting foreign 
merchants to come and pay tribute (i.e., to trade)” (Commercial Development and Urban Change 
in Sung China, 40).
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and eats by oneself what one intends. This is known as “causing all to cut the 
meat one consumes.” To this day, foreign people do not slaughter six [types] of 
livestock, which [they] do not eat. For fish and turtles, [they] do not ask [if the 
animal is] dead or alive and eat them.87 Their fingers are all adorned with pre-
cious stones mounted on gold and tin rings, and these distinguish the poor from 
the rich. They are known as “masters with rings.” The most outstanding rings of 
the people of Jiaozhi (Tonkin) are worth at least a hundred gold [pieces] each. 
The best is called “cat’s eyes.” . . . Stones that have medicinal properties against 
insect poison are mounted on rings.88

The Pingzhou ketan also provides snippets of information on the day-to-day 
life of foreigners in the foreign quarter:

In Guangzhou’s foreign quarter, [one] sees foreign people gambling on elephant 
chess that does not have the carriage or horse [amongst the pieces]. Only several 
pieces of ivory, rhinoceros’ horn, chen gharuwood89 and sandalwood are placed 
on the chess board. [For] the turns, both [players] move together. Also, there are 
degrees of victory and defeat. Concerning other matters (rules) pertaining to the 
game, [I] have not yet tried to enquire about them.90

 While a large number of traders from China’s key foreign trading partners 
maintained a presence at Guangzhou throughout the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, by the late eleventh century, several groups had become established 
as the prominent sections of the foreign community at that port city. Groups 
from the Arabian peninsula and the Indian subcontinent, who had been 
mentioned in Chinese texts from at least the Tang period, appear to have 
been overtaken in prominence at Guangzhou by those from Southeast Asia. 
While Indian residents were present at Guangzhou,91 they remained a small 
group within the foreign community. The Dashi Arabs, who formed the other 
prominent group of foreign traders established at Guangzhou prior to the Song, 

 87. Kuwabara provides an alternative translation to this line: “Even now the foreigners never 
take pork flesh. . . . Even now, the foreigners never eat any flesh of the animals that they did 
not kill in their own way. . . . As to fish or tortoise, whether dead or alive, they eat all” (“On P’u 
Shou-Keng:” 48).
 88. PZKT 2: 4b, 5a.
 89. Gharuwood that sinks.
 90. PZKT 2: 6b.
 91. For epigraphic data on South Indian commercial interaction with China, refer to J. 
Wisseman-Christie, “The Medieval Tamil-Language Inscriptions in Southeast Asia and China,” 
JSEAS 29.2 (1998): 239–268.
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appear to have shifted their focus from Guangzhou to Quanzhou during the 
Song. This is reflected by the absence of any large body of physical evidence 
indicative of large-scale Muslim religious activities in Guangzhou during this 
time, while almost all of the tombstones of foreigners as well as the places of 
worship discovered to date in the vicinity of Quanzhou that are attributed to 
this period belong to Central Asian and Arab Muslims.92 In addition, textual 
records of Dashi Arabs within the context of Quanzhou become increasingly 
frequent, with a corresponding decrease in the mention of Arabs in the context 
of Guangzhou, during the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries.93

 This is not to say that the Arabs were not active at Guangzhou. Indeed, 
textual information dated to the early twelfth century indicates that Arab traders 
continued to contribute significantly to the maritime economy of Guangzhou. 
This is evident from the conferring of official rank on a certain Arab named 
Pu Luoxin (蒲羅辛) for his regular importing of frankincense into China 
via Guangzhou.94 Similarly, by the latter half of the twelfth century, Malay 
agents, notably from the Malay polity of Srivijaya, were said to have been 
established at Quanzhou for at least two generations.95 Nonetheless, during 
the late Northern Song, the key groups at Guangzhou came from Southeast 
Asia: the Malays, who operated under the auspices of Srivijaya; the Chams 
from Champa in mainland Southeast Asia; and the Javanese. Collectively, 
they represented the key states of maritime Southeast Asia at that time.
 These foreign groups sought to secure their respective positions at Guang-

 92. For studies on Muslim foreign residents at the Chinese port cities of the Song period, refer 
to Han Zhenhua 韓挀華, “Song Yuan shidai zhuanru Quanzhou de waiguo zongjiao guji” 宋元

時代傳入泉州的外國宗教古蹟, HJSYJ 27 (1995): 96–110. For studies on the foreign places of 
worship in the southern Chinese ports, refer to L. Carrington Goodrich, “Recent Discoveries at 
Zayton,” JAOS 77.3 (1957): 161–165; Han Zhenhua, “Songdai Quanzhou Yisilan de Qingjingsi” 
宋代泉州伊斯蘭的清凈寺, HJSYJ 31 (1997): 68–74; Han Zhenhua, “Quanzhou Tumenjie 
Qingzhensi yu Tonghuaijie Qingjingsi” 泉州塗門街清真寺與通淮街清淨寺, HJSYJ 29 (1996): 
62–76. For studies on the role of Muslim traders at the Chinese ports, refer to Chen Dasheng and 
Denys Lombard, “Le Rôle des Étrangers dans le Commerce Maritime de Quanzhou (Zaiton) aux 
13eme et 14eme Siècles,” in Les Marchands et Hommes d’Affaires Asiatiques dans l’Océan Indien 
et la Mer de Chine 13eme–20eme Siècles, ed. Jean Aubin and Denys Lombard (Paris: Éditions 
de l’Ecoles des Haute Etudes en Sciences Sociales, 1988): 21–30; and John Chaffee, “Diasporic 
Identities in the Historical Development of the Maritime Muslim Communities of Song-Yuan 
China,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 49.4 (2006): 395–420.
 93. Chaffee, “Diasporic Identities,” 409.
 94. Chaffee, “Diasporic Identities,” 409; SHY: fanyi 蕃夷 (henceforth SHY:fy) 7:46a.
 95. So, “Hegemony or Changing Trade Pattern?” 305.
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zhou through the course of the Northern Song by augmenting their promi-
nence at the prefectural and state levels. They accomplished this through 
prolonged processes of local involvement and investments, initiated by the 
respective foreign rulers, state-level overtures by the rulers or their envoys who 
were dispatched to the Song court, and the initiatives of the foreign groups at 
the port-city. Champa, for example, conducted extensive state-level exchanges 
with the Song court in the guise of tribute missions,96 while Srivijaya made 
several successful overtures through diplomatic exchanges with the Song court 
in the first three decades of the eleventh century, an extensive restoration of a 
ruined Daoist temple at Guangzhou that took place between 1064 and 1070, 
and the support of the temple through the purchase and donation of lands 
after 1070.97 
 Such efforts were acknowledged by the Song court, and the prestige of the 
foreign groups that represented these polities were often elevated through 
the conferring of honorary titles upon the leaders of the groups. In the case 
of Srivijaya, it was held in high regard by the prefectural administration, 
culminating in the commissioning of a stone inscription in 1079 by the 
Guangzhou administration commemorating the project.98 At the court level, 
the efforts were recognized by the Song emperor in 1077, when he acceded 
to the Srivijayan ruler’s request for a bell to be cast and erected in the Daoist 
temple’s bell tower, and conferred an honorary title on the ruler.99

 The influence of the groups that represented these polities extended into 
areas of local administration, with the leaders of these groups given administra-
tive appointments. Representatives of Champa and Srivijaya, for example, were 
conferred the title of commandant (langjiang 朗將) by the Song court in the 
late eleventh century,100 suggesting that they had been officially recognized as 
administrative heads of their respective groups at Guangzhou. Leaders of the 
most prominent groups were appointed as foreign headmen with responsibil-
ity for the foreign community, and they played certain administrative roles in 
maritime trade at the port-cities.101 

 96. See SHY:fy 4:61a–84a, SS 489:1b–13a, WXTK 332:2608.2–332:2610.1.
 97. Tan Yeok Siong, “The Sri Vijayan Inscription of Canton (A.D. 1079).” 
 98. Tan Yeok Siong, “The Sri Vijayan Inscription of Canton (A.D. 1079).” 
 99. SS 489: 17b; WXTK 332: 2610.2.
 100. WXTK 332:2610.2, 3; SS 489: 14090; Charles O. Hucker, A Dictionary of Official Titles 
in Imperial China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1985), 301.
 101. PZKT 2:4b.
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 By the late Northern Song, the post of foreign headman of Guangzhou was 
held by a Srivijayan.102 The Srivijayans commanded a high standing within the 
Guangzhou foreign community.103 This group often organized social events 
for the entire community, under the auspices of the Srivijayan headman. The 
Pingzhou ketan records one such event, for which a Srivijayan religious expert 
was invited to recite a Buddhist canon:104

At Guangzhou, I was invited to a large gathering of foreigners. At the hall, the 
foreign headman had brought a Srivijayan to come recite the “Brilliant Peacock 
King” canon. I had thought that whatever the Buddhist texts call “true sayings” is 
very difficult to understand. The interpretation of this commentary was erroneous, 
and [I] was happy to receive an explanation (demonstration of the incantation?), 
and hence asked [him] to orate it. This person placed two hands against [his] 
back, leaned against the pillar and called out. The sound was exactly like pouring 
Buddha with a strong gush from a bottle. Not one sound was like the current 
version of the “Truths of the Peacock [King].” I said that this text has already 
been translated [into Chinese], [and it is] clearly different from this. Although 
there are those who customarily recommend this text for the deceased, it is not 
known how Chinese spirits would be able to understand [it].105

 Srivijaya had been known during the first millennium as a center of 
Buddhist studies and an important stop for pilgrims along the China-India 
maritime pilgrimage route.106 This was still the case in the late eleventh and 
early twelfth centuries, and Buddhist scholars such as Dharmakirti as well as 
the famous Tibetan Buddhist leader Atisa were amongst those who visited 
and studied Buddhist scriptures at the monasteries of Srivijaya.107 Presumably, 
experts in Buddhist scripture would have had a relatively high stranding in the 
Srivijayan court. The successful invitation of a Srivijayan expert for the event 

 102. PZKT 2:4b.
 103. For further discussions on the place of Srivijayans at Guangzhou and Quanzhou dur-
ing the Song period, refer to Claudine Salmon, “Srivijaya, la Chine et les marchands chinois 
(Xe–XIIe s.)—Quelques réflexions sur la société de l’empire sumatranais,” Archipel 66 (2003): 
91–112; So, “Dissolving Hegemony or Changing Trade Patterns?”
 104. PZKT 2:6b–7a.
 105. PZKT 2: 6b, 7a. For an alternative translation of this entry, refer to Wolters, “A Few and 
Miscellaneous Pi-Chi Jottings on Early Indonesia,” 53.
 106. Refer to J. Takakusu, A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practised in India and the 
Malay Archipelago by I-Tsing.
 107. S. C. Das, Indian Pandits in the Land of Snow (Calcutta, 1893), 50; G. Coedès, The 
Indianised States of South East Asia (Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1968), 141.
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is indicative of the foreign headman’s elevated position in Srivijayan society. 
He would have had to exercise his social network to identify such a person 
and make the necessary arrangements to and from Guangzhou, all of which 
would have incurred considerable expense. The entire event would thus have 
been a display of the Srivijayans’ high standing within the foreign community 
at Guangzhou, and by extension, among China’s foreign trading partners.
 Although the foreign community at Guangzhou increased both in size and 
prominence through the course of the Northern Song, there was fairly limited 
interaction between the local Chinese and foreign communities. There was 
apparently no restriction against interaction between the Chinese and foreign 
communities at Guangzhou. Members of the Chinese literati were able to 
go into the foreign quarter and to observe the day-to-day activities as well as 
to participate in special events organized by the foreign community,108 How-
ever, the daily life of the foreign community, including cuisine, recreation, 
religious activities, and judicial matters, remained only a curiosity for the 
Chinese literati. What little interaction there was between the Chinese and 
foreigners was confined to the boundaries of the prefecture, since foreigners 
were prohibited from travelling or trading beyond these borders.109 There was 
no process of integration between the two communities during this time, and 
this was characteristic of the entire Northern Song. This included matters of 
administration, such as judicial matters, whereby foreigners who were put on 
trial were judged by the foreign headman instead of the Chinese court.110 
 Nonetheless, the Song court did make a distinction between locally-born 
foreigners and those who had recently arrived. This is evident from an 1114 
edict recorded in the Song huiyao, which ordered that the estates of foreigners 
whose families had resided in China for upwards of five generations were to 
be absorbed and administered by the local Mercantile Shipping Superinten-
dency if there was no business partner to inherit the estate or the estate was not 
 bequeathed to any kin upon death.111 The 1114 edict was an official recognition 
of the growing presence of foreign communities that had settled in China 
for a long period of time, and were thus subjected to the same administrative 
processes governing the estates of Chinese households. 
 However, the use of the Mercantile Shipping Superintendencies as the 
government agency in executing this regulation, rather than the Fiscal Com-

 108. PZKT 2:6b–7a. 109. SHY:zg 44:5b–6a.
 110. PZKT 2:4b. 111. SHY: zg 44:9b–10a.
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mission, which administered the estates of Chinese households, suggests that 
jurisdiction over the foreign community remained linked to maritime trade, 
and was thus governed through the Song court’s administrative agency of mari-
time trade, despite the incorporation of locally born foreigners into Chinese 
society. This continued through the rest of the Song, and only changed with 
the advent of Yuan rule in 1279.112

 There was some progress in the recognition of and differentiation among 
categories of foreign residents in China by the Song court. In 1104, following 
appeals by foreign traders, the Song court allowed locally born foreign traders 
to trade beyond the prefectural boundaries of the international ports, subject 
to first obtaining an official permit from the Mercantile Shipping Superinten-
dency. Access to the markets at the Song capital of Kaifeng was even granted 
to them.113 Thus, by the early twelfth century, locally born foreign residents 
were allowed greater freedom of movement and commercial access to the 
Chinese domestic market, a privilege that first generation sojourners did not 
enjoy. 
 Limitations that newly-arrived foreigners faced translated into severe restric-
tions imposed upon their commercial activities in China. In order to secure 
and boost their commercial networks and gain better access to the Chinese 
domestic economy, foreign groups attempted to establish linkages with key 
groups within the local Chinese community at the port cities. Intermarriage 
was an important means of establishing or reinforcing such linkages. 
 Textual information concerning such social networking at the lower levels 
of society is not available. However, the Pingzhou ketan provides some infor-
mation on such efforts conducted at the higher levels:

In the time of Yuanyou (1086–1094), someone surnamed Liu 劉 [?] of Guang-
zhou’s foreign quarter married a lady of the imperial clan. He was an official of the 
zuoban 左班 rank when he died. The lady of the imperial clan did not have any 
sons, and the family disputed the division of the estate. Someone was dispatched 
to sound the drum of the Public Petitioners Office [Chinese?]. The imperial 
court at that time realized that the lady of the imperial clan was married to [a 
person of] foreign stock. Subsequently, it was prohibited. Of three generations, 

 112. For studies on the role of foreign residents in China’s maritime trade in the Yuan period, 
refer to Luo Xianglin 羅香霖, Pu Shougeng zhuan 浦壽庚傳 (Taibei: Zhonghua wenhua chuban 
shiye weiyuanhui, 1955); Kuwabara, “On P’u Shou-Keng;” Chen Gaohua 陳高華, “Yuandai de 
hanghai shijia ganpu Yangshi” 元代的航海世家澉浦楊氏, HJSYJ 27 (1995): 4–18.
 113. SHY: zg 44:8b–9a; SS 186:26a.
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one generation has to have an official. Only then [is one] permitted to marry a 
lady of the imperial clan.114

Such high-level alliances took place at the port level, and apparently with 
the Song court completely unaware of them. The high profile feud over the 
deceased foreigner’s estate brought these social networking efforts to the atten-
tion of the Song court in the Yuanyou era (1086–1093).115 The feud resulted in 
the Song court subsequently instituting a prohibition against inter-marriages 
between foreigners and members of the imperial clan, unless the foreign 
family to which the foreigner belonged had been resident in China for at 
least three generations and had had at least one family member receive an 
official appointment within the time of residency in China.116 Thus, by the 
late eleventh century, foreign attempts at securing inroads into the Chinese 
community at the highest echelons were severely restricted.
 The requirement of an official appointment in the Chinese bureaucracy 
effectively limited such marriages at Guangzhou to the Srivijayans, Chams, 
Javanese and Arabs, who were the only foreign groups at the port cities 
recorded to have had individuals with appointments as foreign headman 
(fanzhang 蕃長) or foreign official (fanguan 蕃官), or honorary official titles 
conferred upon them.117 The restriction would have prevented foreign groups 
or individuals who had recently arrived or taken residence at a Chinese port 
city, or groups that were not as prominent as the first tier groups, from advanc-
ing their interests through marriage alliances with the Song elite. Instead, 
the policy favored long-established foreign groups, thereby according them 
the opportunity to further their already well-established interests. While this 
restricted the prospects of upward mobility at the lower levels of the foreign 
community, the establishment of social and commercial networks through 
intermarriage between these foreigners and the Chinese at Guangzhou 
no doubt did take place. The level of trade, and the nature of the Chinese 
domestic networks they were then able to tap into, would also have been at 

 114. PZKT 2: 10a. For an alternative translation of this entry, refer to Kuwabara, “On P’u 
Shou-Keng,” 55. On the Song imperial clan and their impact on the port cities of China, refer to 
John W. Chaffee, “The Impact of the Song Imperial Clan on the Overseas Trade of Quanzhou,” 
in Schottenhammer, Maritime Quanzhou, 1000–1400, 13–46.
 115. PZKT 2:10a
 116. PZKT 2:10a.
 117. Wong, A Commentary on the Tributary Trade between China and Southeast Asia, and the 
Place of Porcelain in this Trade during the Period of the Song Dynasty in China, 10, 14, 15, 18. 



36  d e r e k  h e n g

the lower levels.
 The presence of the foreign community at the Chinese international ports 
during the Song was intricately tied to the nature and prosperity of China’s 
maritime trade. The privatization of the Chinese domestic trade in foreign 
products, and the relegation of maritime trade from the court to the ports by 
the Song court through the course of the late tenth to late eleventh centuries, 
led to a corresponding increase in the size of these foreign communities. These 
also led to the spontaneous development of networks into the Chinese market 
and society, as well as the establishment of a hierarchy based on diplomatic 
and economic clout, and the manifestation of this hierarchy in both the social 
and economic aspects of life in the foreign communities.
 The late Northern Song period witnessed the height of the foreign com-
munities at the Chinese port cities, in particular at Guangzhou. Although 
Chinese shipping expanded considerably through the course of the late tenth 
and eleventh centuries, China continued to be highly dependent on foreign 
traders and shipping, in particular to carry foreign products to its shores, and 
in turn to export its products (predominantly manufactured goods) to South-
east Asia, the Indian Ocean littoral and the Arabian peninsula. However, as 
Chinese involvement in maritime shipping gradually dominated China’s 
commerce with its maritime trading partners by the early thirteenth century, 
China’s dependence on foreign shipping to carry its trade declined. The im-
portance of foreign traders as agents at the Chinese ports therefore decreased 
as well. 

Conclusion

The three aspects of Chinese maritime trade at Guangzhou that are high-
lighted in the present study—Chinese shipping and private maritime trade 
at the macro and micro levels, the administration of customs procedures, 
and the development of the foreign community—reached a level of sophis-
tication unknown prior to the late Northern Song. The key reason for this 
unique state of development was the liberalization of Chinese maritime trade 
that the Northern Song court embarked upon from the late tenth century 
onwards. The liberalization of Chinese maritime trade which began in the 
early eleventh century with the Song court’s attempts to allow the inflow 
and freer trade of foreign products in the Chinese market, came to a peak in 
the late eleventh century, when maritime trade was liberalized by the Song 
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court under the Wang Anshi reforms for the purpose of gaining as much fis-
cal benefit as possible from the growth of maritime trade in China. This was 
particularly so from 1072, when maritime trade was directed into the hands 
of private traders under the restructuring of the trade and barter regulations, 
and almost all manner of restrictions that had previously been in place, in-
cluding restrictions imposed on Chinese shipping and the export of copper 
out of China, were removed.118 This enabled private enterprise to steer the 
course of Chinese maritime trade, even as the Song court played a minor, 
but nonetheless significant, role in this aspect of the Chinese economy by 
the late Northern Song period. 
 At the same time, the absence of any standardization of the ports’ ad-
ministration and interpretation of the regulations governing maritime trade 
that had been formulated by the court during the Northern Song led to the 
idiosyncratic development and implementation of regulations by Chinese 
international ports according to the unique circumstances and experiences 
of each port’s administration. The organic nature of Chinese maritime trade 
administration at the port level was a unique characteristic of the Northern 
Song, since in 1159 the Song court completed an overhaul of the regulations 
concerning maritime trade and standardized their implementation at all the 
Chinese international ports.119

 Finally, while Chinese traders managed to develop a series of shipping links 
and trading networks by the late Northern Song, foreign trading groups that 
operated in China were still vital for the smooth functioning of China’s mari-
time trade, in terms of the shipping networks they brought to China,  access 
to their home markets, and their knowledge of key foreign markets. Even by 
the late Northern Song, when China had already undergone a century-long 
process of liberalization of its maritime economy, foreign trading groups 
continued to play an intimate role in foreign sea-borne trade.
 These unique circumstances of the late Northern Song culminated in 
China’s maritime trade being characterized by a dispersed shipping network 
with a complex micro-level network of exchanges. The administrative structure 
and procedure of handling incoming mercantile shipping was tailored as a 
response to private, individual trade as the predominant form of commercial 

 118. Angela Schottenhammer, “Die finanzpolitische Bezugnahme des songzeitlichen Staates 
(960–ca. 1100) auf den Reichtum seiner Gesellschaft—unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der 
Reformperiode unter Wang Anshi,“ Oriens Extremus 44 (2003/04): 179–210.
 119. SHY:zg 44:25b–26b.
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organization in China’s maritime trade economy, rather than state-level or 
state-sponsored trade; and the foreign community developed and enlarged 
itself to become, both administratively and socially, an integral player and 
stakeholder in China’s maritime trade economy.
 The nature and characteristics of Chinese private maritime trade of the late 
Northern Song continued to characterize this trade up until the fourteenth 
century, while key commercial practices developed by Chinese traders dur-
ing the Song continued to be utilized by Chinese traders well beyond the 
fifteenth century. The study of the late Northern Song period’s maritime trade 
is therefore essential to understanding developments in Chinese maritime 
trade from the fourteenth century onwards.
 Nonetheless, the organic, port-level nature of Chinese maritime trade in 
the late Northern Song places limits on the extent to which the present study 
on Guangzhou may be applied to China’s maritime trade in general. In this 
respect, the present paper aims to make a contribution to scholarship on the 
port-level history of Song China’s maritime economy to advance our under-
standing of Chinese maritime trade, both at the port and imperial levels.
 As the present paper has attempted to show, the Pingzhou ketan is an im-
portant source in furthering our understanding of key aspects of China’s ports 
during the late eleventh century. The paper has also demonstrated, however, 
that there are limitations on this text’s usefulness because of its focus. The 
picture portrayed by the Pingzhou ketan appears to have been reflective only 
of the state of affairs at Guangzhou during the late eleventh and early twelfth 
centuries. The extent to which the information in the text can be extended 
to the other Chinese ports is uncertain. In addition, the information in the 
text does not always concur with other textual and archaeological sources that 
contain information on various aspects of Chinese maritime trade during 
the period. The present paper should instead serve as a springboard for more 
comprehensive studies of issues pertaining to Song China’s administration 
of maritime trade and shipping at the port level, as archaeological research 
at the port cities continues to be conducted, and the historical texts presently 
known to scholars of Chinese maritime history are re-read in light of new data 
as it becomes available. 


