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Abstract: From the rise of the ancient Maritime Silk Road via the Age of Discovery to today’s 
globalized era, the development of maritime trade has transformed human lives and culture, and 
accordingly intensified changes in urban morphology, which would otherwise have remained rela-
tively stable over the ages. The theoretical and methodological systems underpinning urban mor-
phological analysis of Western traditional cities are relatively complete and mature; however, re-
search on Chinese and Southeast Asian port cities, in which maritime trade began much earlier 
and had a more profound influence, is still scattered and unmethodical. In this paper, four typical 
port cities in China and Southeast Asia including Quanzhou, Guangzhou, Hanoi and Malacca are 
selected as case examples, and the morphological characteristics of traditional residential districts 
are expounded at two levels: street-block and plot. Comparative analysis is conducted at both of 
the two levels to explore important similarities and differences. This not only casts light on the 
motivation to transform traditional residential districts to adapt to commercial development, but 
also promotes the protection and renewal of traditional port cities in China and Southeast Asia, as 
well as providing inspiration and assistance in the future adaptive development of these port cities.

1. Introduction

The Silk Road, deriving its name from the lucrative Chinese silk trade, is a series of trade and 
cultural-transmission routes running through Asia since ancient times, which connect the West 
with the East. From the Tang Dynasty, as the emphasis of the Silk Road gradually turned from 
land to sea, the maritime Silk Road, especially the South China Sea route, experienced accel-
erated growth. Europe’s early modern era, from 1500 to 1800, was roughly contemporary with 
China’s transition from the Ming to the Qing Dynasty. This period saw great transformation 
through the movement of ideas and diverse reactions to these ideas across Eurasia. Due to the 
colonial rule of European countries and the impact of modern civilization, maritime rights 
were gradually turned over to European countries. Although affected by colonization, coastal 
trade between Asian countries was not interrupted. It is evident from the above that trading 
activities enhanced communication between regions and promoted the integration of region-
al cultures. The expansion and development of maritime trade further weakened the natural 
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barriers between countries and regions. With the development of global trade and cultural 
communication, both Chinese and Southeast Asian traditional port cities have gained rela-
tively rich and diversified civilizations. In the two regional cities sampled in this study, urban 
morphology, which is considered the physical or material carriers of culture, manifest cultural 
change across historical periods. At the same time, they possess a dual function conferred by 
both regional inheritance and global characteristics.

2. Methods

The characteristics of a “residential district” have been defined in different ways by scholars 
of urban morphology and urban form. From a Conzenian perspective, three spatial units – 
residential districts, central business districts and fringe belts – together constitute the entire 
urban landscape (Caniggia G., 2001). Residential districts occupy a large proportion of urban 
land, playing a decisive role in urban morphology. At the level of land or housing utilization, 
residential districts have a more uniform form and function than the other two spatial units, 
which reflects the universal spatial characteristics of homogeneity and compactness. According 
to Muratori-Caniggia, the various processes of change in residential districts not only affect 
urban tissue and form, but are closely interrelated with the urban life and physical structure of 
cities. This evolution is a long-term process, reflecting the results of different kinds of collective 
operation and construction at two levels: synchronic and diachronic. This evolution represents 
the “operational history” of most cities (Conzen M.R.G., 1960). The development characteris-
tics of residential districts in traditional port cities, especially traditional residential districts 
with commercial functions closely related to maritime trading activities, can be summarized as 
follows. First, these districts occupied very large areas of their respective traditional port cit-
ies, forming the foundations for the development of a whole city. Second, these districts once 
accommodated the vast majority of the urban population. The population contained various 
ethnic groups, closely connected by trading activities. As a result, the urban morphology of 
these districts was flexible and diverse. Finally, the formation and development of these tradi-
tional residential districts did not happen quickly. Instead, they developed over a long period 
of accumulation. Analysis of the morphological characteristics of traditional districts with the 
hybrid commercial-residential functions of port cities offers helpful insights into the key inter-
nal factors driving the formation and development of these cities.

The concepts and methods proposed by M.R.G. Conzen and Gianfranco Caniggia provide 
invaluable scientific and systemic frameworks for the study of urban morphology in many spe-
cific towns or cities. The relationships between urban forms, building types, culture, economy, 
technology and other social conditions in the process of urban evolution are always afforded 
significant attention in typo-morphological research. The research scope of this study, in the 
broad context of the Maritime Silk Road, is much wider: not limited to a single city or country. 
The study explores both the homogeneity and the diversification of traditional port cities on 
the Road throughout their historical urban development. 

According to Conzen and Caniggia, Streets and blocks are constituent elements of a plan unit 
or urban tissue. A street system can be viewed as the structural framework for urban form. First, 
districts with different characters require different modes of organization and management, 
leading to different patterns of streets and blocks. Second, important main streets or special 
blocks are located at the junctions of city districts with different characteristics, facilitating con-
nection and transition. These main streets can gradually enlarge the potential for urban develop-
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ment by connecting certain special blocks that can be used as spatial joints. The areas within a 
town plan unoccupied by streets and bounded wholly or in part by street lines are blocks. Each 
block represents either a group of contiguous land parcels or a single land parcel. Each parcel 
is essentially a unit of land use; it is physically defined by boundaries on or above ground and 
may be called a plot, whatever its size. The arrangement of contiguous plots is evident from the 
plot boundaries and, when considered separately from other elements of the town plan, may be 
called the plot pattern. Street-blocks can differ widely in their plot patterns, and this variation 
represents one of their most important geographical characteristics. A row of plots placed con-
tiguously along the same street line, each with its own frontage, forms a plot series.

3. Results

In the following discussion, the morphological characteristics of traditional residential districts 
in four port cities are expounded at two levels: street-block and plot. Both of the two levels are 
analyzed with attention to their types and patterns in different typical residential districts in 
the four selected port cities under study, which have been considerably influenced by maritime 
trade in different historical periods.

3.1. Quanzhou

The cruciform street system in the north of the city, which originated in the Chinese Tang Dy-
nasty, formed perpendicular to the administrative city. In the inner city, following the Chinese 
Li-Fang unit system, markets were created to the east and west, respectively, of the north-south 
main street. The two markets were sites of assembly and trading. The traditional Chinese em-
phasis on central positioning and symmetry in urban construction was clearly embodied here. 
The district of West Street in Quanzhou was a typical example (Figure 1). The southern cruci-
form system, which emerged in the Song Dynasty, significantly strengthened the relationship 
between the port area and the urban center (Hoang Dang Thai, 1985). Shophouses with both 
commercial and residential functions were set along both sides of the north-south main street, 
Zhong Shan Middle Road (Figure 2). In addition to the major streets, some secondary streets 
were inseparably interconnected with city moats and brooks, providing both land and water 
transportation for daily travel and trading activities. This street layout not only met production 
and residential requirements inside the city walls but conformed to local geographical condi-
tions. The port area outside the city walls gradually became another commercial center that 
provided trading opportunities, transport and living space for traders and manual workers. In 
summary, the overall street system and block structure of Quanzhou displays a single political 
center and multiple commercial centers, reflecting the politics-oriented and commerce-assist-
ed foundations of ideology and culture in ancient China.

Plots in the inner city of Quanzhou were significantly affected by the traditional cultural 
values underlying Chinese urban construction. Plot patterns in this area were circumlocuto-
ry and complicated. Intersection patterns, corner patterns, and irregular pectination patterns 
were common. Plots tended to enclose open space of different sizes and shapes, sometimes 
even some dead-end space (Figure 3). All of these arrangements reflected the rich and varied 
characteristics of concentrated urban space in China. In contrast, in commercial districts and 
port districts with definite functions, the plot types and plot patterns were more unitary and 
regular, dominated by pectination patterns, and functional characteristics were more obvious.
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3.2. Guangzhou

Apart from two main streets crossing from south to north and east to west, the street systems of 
the inner city of Guangzhou mainly consisted of perpendicular streets forming T-junctions. The 
inner city was also equipped with three city moats and numerous natural ponds that were used 
for both transporting commercial goods and everyday travel. Unlike those of the inner city, the 
street systems of the outer city were significantly limited by the shoreline of the Pearl River. Some 
north-south streets extending from the inner city began to bend, eventually running perpendic-
ular to the river bank. Due to the narrowness of the outer city from north to south, only a few 

Figure 1. Street-block Patterns of the District of West 
Street, Quanzhou.

Figure 2. Street-block Patterns of the District of Zhong 
Shan Middle Road, Quanzhou.
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Figure 3. Plots along West Street, Quan-
zhou.

streets in this area were parallel to the river bank. Most of the streets or lanes used to obtain water 
or transport goods were developed perpendicularly to the bank, forming dense street grids (Kien 
To, 2008). Xiguan, on the west side of the outer city, had a flat terrain. Its inner streets intersected 
in a perpendicular grid pattern (Figure 4). The characteristics of urban morphological evolution 
in ancient Guangzhou were shaped by various factors, such as the requirements of traditional 
hierarchy, topography and urban functions. The city’s structural patterns were the result of inter-
action and compromise between these elements. In the early stages of Guangzhou’s development, 
the inner city formed largely in accordance with tradition, with enclosed districts and less acces-
sible roads. The later development of the inner and outer cities was more dependent on features 
of the external environment and functional requirements. 

The plots in Guangzhou retained the principles of traditional Chinese urban planning and 
construction, while at the same time absorbing the influence of European ideas. The traditional 
residential blocks contained plots of different sizes and shapes; however, compared with those 
in Quanzhou, Guangzhou’s plot patterns were more regular (Figure 5). The formation and de-
velopment of the typical residential plots in ancient Guangzhou could be viewed as the result 
of interaction between traditional Chinese large-scale plot planning and the creation of small 
elongated plots to meet the needs of commercial development. In addition, the urban-plan-
ning concept of functional zoning, as demonstrated in the Sha Mian concessions, the “Thirteen 
Hong” and other functional areas, led to the uniform development of plot types and plot pat-
terns across functional areas (Lim Huck Cin, 2006).

3.3. Hanoi

The forms of streets and blocks in Hanoi evolved through different historical stages. Initially, 
both the division and the layout of urban Hanoi were influenced by Chinese traditions. City 
planning tended to follow natural laws, with streets developed according to original geograph-
ical conditions. In the traditional residential and commercial district – the Old Quarter, for 
example, the formation of the street system and block structure was largely based on the needs 
of rural families or settlements, and reflected local ways of life and production styles, such as 
agriculture, fishing or small-commodity trading (Figure 6). In the following French colonial pe-
riod, however, the development of streets and blocks was affected by Western colonial culture. 
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The rational planning strategies and methodical layouts common to Western urban construc-
tion were brought to Hanoi by the French colonists. Therefore, street and block development in 
Hanoi no longer simply followed nature. New urban planning was implemented and construc-
tion projects carried out in this period, such as the building of the grid system of streets in the 
French Quarter, the filling in of original water systems and the renovation of the Old Quarter 
(Widodo Johannes, 2004).

Plots in Hanoi, Vietnam developed based on local rural culture and the characteristics of 
the local terrain. The major role of the Old Quarter in ancient times was to satisfy the com-
mercial and other living needs of the imperial family and the local people, connecting the 
Imperial city with the Red River (Zeng Zhaoxuan, 1999). Therefore, compared with the tradi-
tional Chinese plots inside some commercial blocks, plot types in the Old Quarter were rela-
tively homogeneous. Most fell into the elongated categories. Different plot series arranged in 

Figure 4. Street-block Patterns of the District of Duobao Road – Enning Road, Xiguan Area, Guangzhou.

Figure 5. Plots in the District of Duobao Road – Enning Road, Xiguan Area, Guangzhou.
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pectination patterns enclosed traditional blocks. These elongated plots were relatively deep. 
The development of the plots in each block expressed a kind of centrality, with each narrow 
plot expanded and polymerized inward. Direction was clear; there were few interlaced plot 
patterns inside the blocks (Figure 7). These plot types and plot patterns in the Old Quarter 
were more conducive to local models of business such as the traditional handicrafts industry, 
as well as to the integration of traditional local lifestyles.

Figure 6. Street-block Patterns of the Old Quar-
ter, Hanoi.

Figure 7. Plots of Hang Dao Street – Dinh Liet Street, the Old Quarter, Hanoi.



594 Han Wang & Beisi Jia

3.4. Malacca

The spatial layout of the European area adjacent to the Malacca River was random and scat-
tered, conforming to topography while retaining certain aspects of the Western urban planning 
tradition. On the other side of the river, there were two major street systems. One of these 
systems, with streets adjacent to the river or the coast, formed a waterfront pattern, developing 
horizontally alongside the river bank or coastline. The other system showed a clear grid pattern, 
dividing the town into several large blocks. The grid street system can be viewed as a colonial 
product: brought to Malacca by its colonists (Figure 8). When the boundaries of race became 
blurred in a later stage of the city’s history, the original correspondence between block char-
acteristics and ethnic features was lost. Wealth became the main criterion for block division 
(Zheng Jianyi, Tian Yinsheng, 2014). Different functional layers were arranged from the shore-
line to the inland area. Therefore, the influence of European colonists on Malacca’s culture and 
urban morphology was clearly limited. The European influence on urban morphology had al-
ready weakened by this time, serving only a minimal adjustment and planning function (Zhou 
Xia, 2005). Malacca’s traditional urban morphology stressed functionality. The selection of sites 
for and construction of ethnic areas based on the social division of labor were largely deter-
mined by production and living requirements. At first, urban forms in this port city were nat-
urally generated in accordance with their own development laws and requirements. Once they 
had grown to a certain size, however, due to the multiplicity of cultures within the city, these 
elements began to interact and influence each other. However, their intrinsic morphological 
rules have always been well respected and inherited largely intact in this traditional port city.

With a long history, the formation and development of plots in Malacca is highly representa-
tive of most Southeast Asian port cities. The early plot types and plot patterns in the old urban 
core of Malacca were designed mainly to provide commercial functional services for the har-
bors. Under Dutch unified planning according to the living and production modes of different 
ethnic groups, plots with shophouses inside were arranged tightly and in an orderly fashion in 
different blocks. The elongated plots along the coast or river bank were arranged in pectination 
patterns perpendicular to the coast or bank line for the convenience of goods transportation 
and trade activities (Figure 10). Compared with those on the waterfront, the plots in the inland 
blocks had a higher density. Trading activities in the old urban core were operated not only by 
the markets but also along every main street, by shophouses. Therefore, the plot patterns always 
showed characteristics of balance and homogeneity.

4. Discussion

The following summarizes the similarities and differences between street-block and plot fea-
tures in the above typical traditional districts in the four port cities under study.

4.1. Comparison of Street forms and Street Interfaces

The commercial street interfaces in these traditional districts were organized in a consecutive 
spatial order, reflecting the relationship between the scale of human activity and neighborhood 
environment. Influenced by trading development and foreign cultures, most of the commercial 
street interfaces in these port cities were diverse and hybridized. Affected by Chinese tradi-
tions, most of the building elevations along traditional commercial streets in Quanzhou and 
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Figure 8. Grid-pattern Street-block System of the Town Quarter, Malacca.

Figure 9. Plots along Malacca River, Malacca.

Malacca were relatively low – only one or two stories – and exhibited brick walls or exterior 
paint finishes. The horizontal connection was strengthened by the presence of continuously 
pitched roofs and steps. In the Republican period, the street interfaces of Zhong Shan Middle 
Street in Quanzhou and Enning Road in Guangzhou were reconstructed, largely influenced by 
the arcade-house style. The building elevations clearly exhibited Western architectural features. 
Several adjacent buildings with the same style formed one building group. The ground floors 
of the arcade houses strengthened their horizontal connections and consistency with the over-
hanging parts. The first or second floor underlined the vertical independence of a building. 
Street interfaces in the Old Quarter in Hanoi showed freer characteristics. Due to their dif-
ferent heights, the buildings were highly independent, emphasizing vertical development. The 
commercial forms on the ground floor were various, without a uniform street interface.

The development of street orientation and street form in these port cities also reflected 
these two characteristics in its cultural attributes and functional requirements. On the basis 
of features of the terrain, orientation planning for major streets in traditional Chinese port 
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cities always took a transverse east-west or longitudinal north-south form, with mutual inter-
section. As traditional Chinese dwellings always faced in the south-north direction and showed 
an axisymmetric layout, the street interface of the east-west streets was mainly composed by 
the major elements of buildings along both sides of the streets. For example, buildings along 
the two sides of West Street in Quanzhou were wider and shorter than buildings along com-
mercial streets in other port cities, forming a multi-courtyard combination. The buildings on 
both sides of the streets in Quanzhou in its early period had predominantly residential and 
other living functions, with a fairly low commercial value. In contrast, the buildings along 
some north-south major streets, such as Zhong Shan Middle Road in Quanzhou, were east-west 
facing; this direction was not suitable for living. Most of these buildings had an emphatically 
commercial function and were narrow, deep and closely connected. Many east-west secondary 
streets or narrow lanes formed at intervals to capitalize on the southward arrangement of the 
buildings. As Zhong Shan Middle Road was connected with the inner city and the port areas of 
Quanzhou, it had a strong transportation function and high commercial value. In sum, building 
width along these streets reflected the buildings’ commercial value, and orientation was empha-
sized in both the streets of traditional Chinese cities and the buildings on both sides. 

Unlike their counterparts in Quanzhou, Guangzhou’s major streets developed based on ter-
rain characteristics. Along both sides of a given street were narrow, deep bamboo houses or 
arcade-houses. Most of the buildings had stores in front, highlighting their commercial value. 
Secondary streets or small lanes linked the major streets to the interior areas. The interior lay-
out of residential blocks in Guangzhou took the traditional form of neighborhood units, unlike 
those in Quanzhou. Inside a residential block of a certain scale, inner lanes and buildings were 
arranged in a regular pattern. Compared with buildings along major commercial streets, wider 
houses were built close to each other along both sides of the lanes. The arrangement of housing 
in Guangzhou was based primarily on street orientation and street form; in Quanzhou, houses 
inside residential blocks were scattered and randomly positioned, reflecting traditional prin-
ciples of building orientation. 

Streets in the traditional districts of many Southeast Asian port cities, represented by the 
Old Quarter in Hanoi, were usually arranged in a crisscrossed network. Traditional commercial 
and residential districts were divided into many blocks on a smaller scale than their Chinese 
counterparts, and integrated commercial and residential functions. Very narrow tubehouses 
were positioned very close to each other in a single line along each street. Few concretely real-
ized secondary passages connected the streets to the inner areas of each block. Instead, a very 
narrow lane was usually opened across the ground floor of a tubehouse, linking with the inside 
parts of each block. Compared with buildings in Chinese port cities, tubehouses were narrower 
and deeper. Limited by their width, when tubehouses could no longer be developed longitu-
dinally, they began to extend vertically, forming buildings with multiple stories.  Therefore, 
streets in the Old Quarter in Hanoi had a very high commercial value. The commercial value of 
streets in the Town Quarter of Malacca was much lower, due to the city’s sluggish development 
after British colonization. Compared with those in Hanoi, shophouses along the streets of Ma-
lacca were wider and lower. 

In terms of the division of commercial and residential blocks, the size of each block in Chi-
nese port cities was usually larger than that in Southeast Asian cities. Shophouses along the 
streets were usually clearly delimited from purely residential buildings inside the blocks. In 
contrast, blocks in Southeast Asian port cities was smaller. Their residential and commercial 
functions merged together, without clear delimitation.
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4.2. Comparison of Plot Dimensions

Based on their dual residential and commercial functions, the dimensions of plots in tradition-
al districts in different cities transformed to suit the cultural and functional requirements of 
specific regions. Plots in traditional residential blocks in Chinese port cities were influenced 
by Chinese traditional building forms, emphasizing a centrosymmetric layout. The width and 
depth of the plots did not differ substantially, presenting the typological characteristics of 
square large-scale plots, such as Quanzhou’s official-type mansion plots and Guangzhou’s Xigu-
an grand house plots. However, the plots in traditional commercial blocks were significantly 
affected by the high value of commercial streets. Therefore, it was difficult for these plots to de-
velop transversally. Instead, elongated plots formed with longitudinal development. Influenced 
by multi-courtyard traditional buildings in ancient China, this type of plot formed multiple 
functional areas divided by courtyards. Under normal conditions, of plot depth was about three 
to eight times greater than plot width, which could be viewed as the result of the longitudinal 
connection of multiple courtyard units, such as Quanzhou’s elongated towel-house plots and 
Guangzhou’s bamboo-house plots. 

Whether large-scale or elongated, the dimensions of early plots in Quanzhou were signifi-
cantly influenced by traditional Chinese residential buildings inside the plots. With later com-
mercial development, changes in plot dimension began to be more strictly controlled by factors 
relating to commercial value. Compared with those in Quanzhou, plots in Guangzhou were 
usually narrower, due to high land value and commercial development in the Qing dynasty. 
With the increase in commercial value of plots along streets, parts of original residential plots 
were separated to become specialized commercial plots. The width of the new plots remained 
the same, but they became much shallower; examples include arcade-house plots in Guangzhou 
in the Republican period.

Most of the plots in traditional commercial and residential blocks in Southeast Asian port 
cities were elongated: narrow and deep. The depth of typical traditional plots was usually six to 
twelve times their width. To increase the effective commercial interface along the street, these 
plots were positioned close to each other, with only small openings (narrow lanes) connecting 
the inner areas of the blocks. This phenomenon was particularly noticeable in the Old Quarter 
of Hanoi. Very narrow lanes (less than 1 m in width) opened directly onto the ground floor 
between buildings. Unlike traditional Chinese elongated plots, which had multiple courtyard 
units, elongated plots in Southeast Asia were more fully integrated. Their commercial and resi-
dential functions were fused, and inner courtyards provided primarily lighting and ventilation, 
unlike their counterparts in China, whose ritual and cultural value was predominant. There-
fore, these plots in Southeast Asian cities were not obviously segmented by courtyard. Later, 
under the influence of Western planning concepts, and in order to maximize commercial value 
along streets, more elongated plots – narrower and smaller than traditional ones – emerged in 
certain new districts of Southeast Asian port cities. Fairly shallow multi-story shophouses with 
front or back courtyards were built on these plots.

5. Conclusions

Different from the Western port cities, most street-blocks in port districts in Chinese and 
Southeast Asian port cities emerged in the early time did not experience some unified plan-
ning. The morphological characteristics of these blocks were formed based on their natural 
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terrain features and the requirements of local people’s production and lifestyle, developed via 
self-organization. Due to the limitation of land transportation, the natural watercourse systems 
were used for the main way of goods transportation. Houses were built along the bank with 
decks directly leading to the water. In this way, goods could be transported directly to each 
house, realizing the integrative development of living, trading and transportation. Unlike the 
traditional port districts, the street- blocks of inland districts of China and Southeast Asia 
reflected obviously differences. In most of the Chinese traditional districts, commercial areas 
and residential areas were located separately at beginning, such as the planning of commercial 
concentrating areas – “East Market” and “West Market” in many traditional Chinese cities. 
With the later emerging of market streets, one or several main commercial streets were set in 
one district, while the commercial and residential areas could still be clearly distinguished. In 
contrast, the street-blocks of most traditional inland districts in Southeast Asia were divided 
based on different characteristics of commodity production or commercial trade, blending in 
different activities modes like living, production and trading. With the introduction of West-
ern trading activity and cultural ideology in the later period, in order to enlarge the commercial 
scale and improve the efficiency of the activities, parts of the water systems were filled, roads 
were widened and some partition walls were demolished. The planning concept based on func-
tional partition was adopted, with more orderliness and purposiveness. Therefore, it can be 
seen that the early Chinese and Southeast Asian commercial cities, including these commercial 
port cities, were based on the formation and development of traditional agricultural civiliza-
tion, while the western commercial cities were developed based on maritime civilization, or 
called commercial civilization. In general, traditional port cities in China and Southeast Asia 
process more morphological characters of diversity and inclusiveness. In contrast, western port 
cities reflect high efficiency and uniformity. 

The evolution of plot patterns occurred gradually. The early residential plots in Chinese 
traditional port cities were mainly large-scale plots containing traditional dwellings, such as 
official-type mansions, with a clear-cut orientation and axial symmetry. There was no strict 
requirement for terrain features. Later, with the introduction of commercial factors via mari-
time trade, there were corresponding requirements for terrain features, and the locations along 
commercial streets became more valuable, thereby emerging the elongated plot type. With lat-
er commercial development, many of the elongated plots added auxiliary functions along the 
streets, such as shops or workshops. On the contrary, the plot patterns of traditional blocks in 
Southeast Asia reflected commercial requirements. Unlike those in Chinese port cities, plots 
in these Southeast Asian port cities were used primarily for commercial trading and daily 
production, with auxiliary residential functions. Each plot can be viewed as an independent 
unit. Later, some adjacent elongated plots were combined to form large-scale plots, reflecting 
the needs of growing families. Therefore, these plots gradually took on a residential function. 
However, as these changes were slight, the original plot patterns were not substantially trans-
formed. In summary, the formation and evolution of plots in China and Southeast Asia is the 
opposing process. The large-scale plots always reflected more local regional cultural character-
istics, reflecting their primarily residential function. In contrast, elongated plots, which were 
usually arranged in pectination or other patterns, were built for local practical functions; their 
flexibility of construction reflected their commercial and production functions.

Analysis of the close relationship between the street-block level and the plot level also re-
veals similarities and differences between the two regions. The formation and development of 
traditional Chinese plots in traditional residential blocks mainly relied on families’ continuous 
multiplication and expansion. Their morphological characteristics reflected Chinese tradition-
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al culture, emphasizing the central or axial symmetry of the layout. Compared with those in 
Southeast Asia, most Chinese residential plots were on a relatively large scale. An organic devel-
opment mode from smaller to larger and from less to more gradually formed as the whole city 
developed. The mode can be viewed essentially as the gradual convergence of a single unit into 
large groups. The composition of plots inside a block always showed a randomly self-organizing 
character, which was less influenced by the outline and restrictions of street-blocks. Compared 
with their Chinese counterparts, plots in the residential blocks of traditional Southeast Asian 
port cities had smaller dimensions and were much more closely related to the characteristics of 
street-blocks, as they were intended to meet the production and trading requirements of local 
people. Therefore, plots were usually built along streets, closely linked one by one. The utiliza-
tion of these plots improved over time.

The overall development of traditional street-blocks in Chinese port cities had obvious scale 
requirements and sequential characteristics. Different functional blocks were divided by street 
width, length, or form. The plots inside each block were influenced by the production and liv-
ing needs of the local residents. There were no strict rules or restrictions governing plot type, 
plot pattern or plot dimensions, which instead showed organic features. Streets and blocks in 
Southeast Asia before the colonial period were more affected by terrain features, reflecting a 
disorderly and organic development mode.  The formation and development of plots inside 
blocks, due to the requirements of commercial development, reflected a more compact and 
orderly development mode. 

Most of the districts located near port areas in Chinese and Southeast Asian port cities 
developed based on small traditional fishing villages, with many small ports along coasts and 
river banks. However, there was a key difference between the two regions. With the continu-
ous expansion and development of maritime trade, the development of port areas in Chinese 
port cities was dominated by one or several specific major ports or commercial streets, while 
other ports gradually weakened or disappeared. Therefore, the commercial development of the 
whole city extended from the ports to commercial areas and thence to residential areas. Plots 
with different functions were arranged along both sides of the main commercial streets. In 
early Southeast Asian port cities, the forms of streets and blocks near port areas showed some 
characteristics similar to those of Chinese ones. Later, in line with further commercial develop-
ment, commercial streets or blocks along coasts or river banks developed in a balanced manner, 
linking together and forming a commercial belt. Plots arranged along streets with similar forms 
and dimensions were connected with each other and showed homogeneous characteristics.
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