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Preface

Geographic Environment

The Turfan Region lies in the east of Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and is situated in the Turfan
Basin, consisting of Turfan City, Shanshan County and Tuokexun County. To the south, it reaches the
Kuluke Mountain and is adjacent to the Bayinguolin District of the Mongolian Autonomous Prefecture;
to the north, it extends to the watershed of the Celestial Mountains and is next to Urumchi, Qitai and
Jimusal.

The Turfan Basin is one of the largest basins in the middle section of the Celestial Mountains and is the
lowest inland basin in the world. The Ayding Lake in the basin is 154 meters below sea level. The
summer temperature here is very high, with a national record of the highest temperature of 48.1 degrees
centigrade. The annual precipitation of the basin is no more than 16.6 millimeters, but the annual evapo-
ration is as high as 3,003.9 millimeters. The Flaming Mountain runs across it in the middle and divides
it into two parts. Several rivers from high mountains and some man-ditched karez all gather in the
basin, nourishing the oasis, providing basic living resources for human beings from ancient times to the
present.

In the pre-historic age, Turfan was generally warm and humid. This place used to be part of the old
Mediterranean, which can be proved by the fossils of Turfan cods and corals and shells discovered in
the terranes at the present time. Dinosaur fossils named after Turfan saurus were also found in the
terrane of Jurassic period. But among all, the most famous is the fossil of a giant Tianshan indricotherium
dated 20 billion years ago which is a landmark treasure in the line of natural history display of the
Turfan Museum. Indricotherium was the largest terrestrial mammal ever existed and was the ancestor of
present rhinoceros.

When human activities appeared, the climate of Turfan started to become extremely hot and arid be-
cause of the influence of the formation of the Himalayan Mountain. Thanks to its unique geographic
features and climate, a large amount of organic relics that can hardly be preserved in other places, like
desiccated corpses, silk and wool textile, leather products, documents and food, have been kept in a
relatively complete state, which makes Turfan a great natural museum. The cultural relics and old sites
of Turfan are of particular importance nationwide, and Turfan is a real “big area of cultural relics™. Till
now, there have been 11 places that are recognized as “National Key Preservation Unit”, including
Jiaohe Old City, Yal Lake Grotto, Gouxi (west of the ditch) and Goubei (north of the ditch) Cemeteries
in Jiaohe Old City, Gaochang Old City, Astana ancient tombs, Bozikelike Grotto, Yanghai Cemetery,
Tuyugou Grotto, Taizang Pagoda, Sugong Tower and Karez.

Evolution of History

There were traces of human activities in this area as early as the late Palaeolithic Age.

The archeological research on pre-historic remains in the Turfan Basin has been continued for almost a




century. Especially through the excavations and researches of Subeshi Site and Cemetery, Yanghai
Cemetery, Jiaohe Goubei and Gouxi Cemetery, it is proved that by the middle period of 1,000 BC, the
ancient inhabitants of the Turfan Basin (later named Gushi or Cheshi) had entered the Iron Age, leading
a combined life of agriculture and husbandry. The Gushi people lived in the Turfan Basin from genera-
tion to generation, with Jiaohe City and the adjacent areas as their social center. According to some
historical documents, before 102 BC at the latest, Gushi had established a kingdom. As reported in the
ancient document that “in the early kingdom of Cheshi, the King ruled Jiaohe City, branches of a river

. i o : : r B . SR
surrounding the city”, it clearly indicated that Jiaohe City was the capital city of the early Cheshi
Kingdom. i
3

a0 l’J 21

With the development of the conflicts between Western Han Dynasty and the Huns, the military
force of Han Dynasty gradually entered the territory of the early Cheshi Kingdom. Upon military
attacks, Gushi was divided into 8 kingdoms of Cheshi, and Han Dynasty therefore obtained the
control of the southern and northern routes of the west region for the time being. This condition
continued until the long wars of “five fights for Cheshi” between Han Dynasty and the Huns over the
control of the west region and the northern route of the silk road. As a result, Han Dynasty started to
station soldiers at Turfan to open up wasteland along the frontiers. This represents the fact that
Turfan at that time was already under direct jurisdiction of Western Han Dynasty.

In the late years of Western Han, i.e. the Xinmang period, the west region was in turmoil and turbulence.
In Eastern Han Dynasty, the imperial regime didn’t become stable and powerful until the 16" year of
Emperor Yongping’s reign (AD 73), and the west region reunited with the Han Dynasty due to the
contributions of the father and son, Ban Chao and Ban Yong.

In the early 4" century, Jin Dynasty collapsed and the inner land fell into disaster of wars. As a result,
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many people moved to Gansu and the west region to be away from wars, and a large amount of immi-
grants of Han nationality shifted to Gaochang through the Gansu Corridor, which not only changed the
ethnic constitution of the Turfan region, but also brought on major economic and cultural development
of the region.

Though the Turfan Basin is not a big area, there was quite a long period when two regimes co-existed
over the place, i.e. Gaochang Prefecture and Cheshi Kingdom.

Gaochang Prefecture was first established in the 15" year of Emperor Jianxing’s reign of the Former
Liang Dynasty, and around the 11" year of Emperor Taipingzhen’s reign of the Northern Wei Dynasty
(AD 450), Gaochang Prefecture claimed independence and established Gaochang Kingdom, then sup-
pressed Cheshi Kingdom.

Gaochang Kingdom experienced four dynasties of Kan, Zhang, Ma and Qu. Until the 14" year of
Emperor Zhenguan’s reign of the Tang Dynasty (AD 640), by order of Li Shimin, Hou Junji conquered
Gaochang and converted Gaochang into Xizhou, setting up the Anxi (Western Peace) Protectorate at
Jiaohe City.

At the end of Tang Dynasty, Xizhou was conquered by Tubo. Later on, the Uyghur leader Pu Gujun
took Xizhou from Beiting, then established a kingdom in Gaochang City, which was referred to as
Gaochang (Xizhou) Uyghur in history.

In the early 12" century, the Uyghur King of Gaochang, Bi Lege, submitted to the authority of Yelu
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Dashi who established the Western Liao Dynasty. When the Mongolian rose, Gaochang Uyghur got rid
of the rule of the Western Liao and submitted to Genghis Khan in 1209. In the 14" century, the north-
western prefects converted to Islam and started a jihad against Gaochang which had belief in Buddha.
Gaochang Kingdom perished. With the change of religious cultures, Gaochang and Jiaohe City were
completely desolate. In 1414, when the ambassador Chen Cheng of Qing Dynasty was on his diplo-
matic mission to the west region, the Gaochang and Jiaohe City he saw was in ruins.

From this outline of history we can conclude that from before the 2™ century BC to AD 14" century,
Turfan, as an important political and military center, evolved from the initial Cheshi Kingdom to Gaochang
Prefecture, Gaochang Kingdom, Xizhou of the Tang Dynasty, and to the Gaochang Uyghur Kingdom
period, had remained active at the historical stage for at least 1,500 years, leaving behind an invaluable
world cultural heritage like Gaochang Old City and Jiaohe Old City which served as an immortal proof
to remind us of the prosperous past of the silk road.

Cultural Relics and Sites
I.Pre-historic Period

Archeological researches demonstrate that about 40,000 years ago, in the late palaeolithic age,
human already existed in Turfan. The inhabitants at that time generally lived on hunting and
collecting, using microlithic skills to produce tools like stone arrow-heads for hunting and stone
blades for peeling animal hide and cutting meat.

In the Bronze Age, the archeological culture of Turfan represents the double social characteristics of
nomadic and farming life. At that time, in summer, the inhabitants of the basin herded in the cool
mountains around, while in winter, they drove the flocks and herds down the mountains and lived in the
warmer basin. A small group of people remained in the hot basin in summer, engaged in farming and
gardening. Judging from the unearthed crop varieties, they grew the crops introduced from West Asia
such as barley, wheat, Qingke (black corn) and grapes, and also grew millet brought from inner land.

The upside-down triangle pattern on the painted pottery unearthed here is a unique design pattern of the
ancient inhabitants in Turfan Basin during the period from Bronze Age to early Iron Age, which is later
used by the ancestors of Cheshi people. In addition, other unearthed relics also reflect a multi-origin
cultural background. For example, harnesses represent the feature of Eurasian nomadic culture; grape-
vines are the earliest specimens among those found in China, which may backdate the planting history
of grapes to 300-400 years earlier than the Western Han period when Zhang Qian traveled through the
west region; and those historical objects revealing the social development of the Turfan Basin from pre-
historic period to early Western Han period like bronze-iron compound harnesses and bows, harps and
leather horse loricae, ect. are the indications of the turning point between Bronze Age and early Iron
Age, which are also the most ideal research samples for studying the relationship between the Middle
Asia oasis agriculture and the surrounding nomadic society, and a vital proof of the existence of the
early silk road.

The above illustrated that even in pre-historic period, Turfan Basin had already been a crossroad of
various Eurasian civilizations. The Saikes from southern Russian prairie introduced advanced riding
civilization; the ancient civilization of southern Siberia — Altay Mountain area brought in gold and
amazing animal design patterns; west Asia civilization contributed barley, wheat, seashell and other
treasures; while the Chinese civilization brought in millet and silk through Gansu Corridor. There were
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silk fabrics dated before Western Han Dynasty unearthed from Yanghai Cemetery, the filature skill and
technique of which are totally different from those made in the inner land, therefore it should be made
in Turfan. If this conclusion can be confirmed, the silk history of Turfan can be traced back to the time
before Western Han Dynasty when Zhang Qian opened up a channel to the west region.

I1.Historical Period

With the entry of the force of Western Han Dynasty, Zhang Qian opened up a channel to the west
region. As a result, the Silk Road running across the whole Eurasia began to emerge, and Turfan was an
important traffic midpoint and a cultural exchange center on the Silk Road. The oriental Chinese
civilization, the nomadic civilization of the northern prairie, the European Greek and Roman civilizations,
the West Asia Persian and Arabic civilizations, and the southern Asia Indian civilization all gathered
here and communicated with each other. The major religions of the ancient world like Zoroastrianism,
Buddhism, Taoism, Manicheism, Nestorianism and Islam, all had prevailed here once. And characters,
the medium of cultural communications, remained in a good variety of 16 types. Civilizations from the
east and the west met here, communicating with each other, learning from each other, and mingling
with each other, which greatly advanced the development of economy and culture in Turfan Region.

The Tuyugou Grotto is located in Tuyugou Village, Shanshan Gounty. The grotto was excavated in the
cliff on both sides of Tuyugou valley in the Flaming Mountain, which was called Dinggu Grotto Temple
before Tang Dynasty. The grotto was initiated in the Former Liang period when the Gaochang Prefec-
ture was established, and the construction continued until the late Uyghur Gaochang period. Most
caverns already collapsed, only 46 remained till now. This is the site where the earliest Buddhist written
objects in China were excavated: the Collection of Major Sutras’ Digestion by hierarch Zhufa Huyi in
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