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Remembering Chang'an as the Western Wind Met the Eastern Tide

——1In A Study on Xi'an, an Ancient Capital of the Orient”

Ge Chengyong

Xi'an is an ancient capital and has more than 3000 years of history as a city. She once took pride
in embodying the magnificent culture of Zhou, Qin, Han and Tang Dynasties and possessed the
breadth and vigour for people to pursue dreams. On this land, the Chinese culture flourished and has
stayed on every since. The openness and encompassing quality of this ancient capital in the eastern part
of Asia have made her the convergent point of Eastern and Western cultures. Cultural relics unearthed
here during vears of archacological excavations and records found in historical documents have also
arrived at the same conclusion. This is the most conspicuous feature of this city.

The job of combining and elevating cultural relics buried in the ground with historical records
hidden among books has been taken up by many scholars and experts. They carry out excavation,
study and make interpretation and conduct further researches, aiming to preserve and promote the
essence of the cultural heritage left to us by our ancestors. In April this year, the writers of the book “A
Study on Xi'an, an Ancient Capital of the Orient” . Zheng Yulin and Wang Fengjun, sent me the
draft of their book all the way from Xi'an to Bejjing and invited me to write a preface for this feature
project of theirs.  Much impressed by the enthusiasm of these two active protectors of our cultural
heritage, who have now become the staunch guardians, participants and witnesses of the nostalgic
Xi'an, | seriously took the pleasure of reading the book and came up with three special aspects that 1

would recommend the readers to pay attention to.

1. Beneficial to the Promotion of Culture

The spirit of a city 1s 1ts culture. Culture gives the city its noble quality and conveys the essence of
its spirit. For a long time. in the eyes of people at the more economically developed cities on the east
coast, Xi'an 1s a city of ruins, wrapped in the tragic sunlight of a waning empire and, in recent times,
sealed 1 an enclosed and backward fortress.

In fact, people who are familiar with the western culture have forgotten that Xi'an was once a
magnificent city, tull of mix—and—match, rich in culture and abounded with gaiety. Here, farmers

tilled the soil and nomads herded their cattle and horses on the plains.  For a century, there have



been unexpectedly but frequent discoveries of cultural relics on this piece of land. It was here where
the ancient capitals of Zhou, Qin, Han and Tang dynasties stood. In particular, the Chang'an of Han
Dynasty and Tang Dynasty was the ground where international communication and exchanges took
place. Varied cultures confronted ecach other, triggering artistic flares that transcended the barriers of
languages or territories. There are also traces left behind after the clashes of border—free ideas of the
West and the East. Though Xi'an might appear old and dreary, it has the exotc flavour that has been
accepted by our traditional culture.

For historians and archaeologists, Xi'an is definitely a land of blessings and fortune. People of
Xi'an have a strong sense of identity and pride in the long history of the nation and the Chinese
civilization, which is not readily found in other cities. Relying on the study of history and archacology
is not only the way to enhance the culture of Xi'an but also the rightful path for her people to make
cultural exchanges with outside areas. Today, Xi'an has on record more than 700,000 pieces (sets)
of cultural relics that can be moved around. Among these, 20,000 or more are of exceptionally high
value. These have finally made their way to the museums after hundreds and thousands of years. They
become a window for us to understand our past history. If history has been kind and gentle to this
piece of land, the abundance and diversity of the cultural relics have given more support by providing
proofs to the origin and development of the Chinese civilization. Because of this, the written sections
of this book cover a wide span of time, starting from the Lantian Ape—man of Old Stone Age to the
Republic's Xi'an. Thousands of years of history have been condensed in a book which has clear lines
of development, reasonable structure, appropriate divisions with headings and reliable content. The
book has abandoned the practice of describing the political system as its major subject matter but put
emphasis on the society,the economy, the technological culture and the city's communication with the
outside world. The book succeeds in creating major points of focus while keeping an overall balance.
From the description of grain selection to the increase in food supply, from the vigorous commercial
activities to the rise and fall of the Silk Road, from the incoming of Buddhism from the Western
Regions to the changes in Buddhist and Taoist temples, from the carved blocks for the printing
of Dharani sutra to the compilation and classification of the calendars, from distinguished medical
practitioners of Qin State to the medical theories expounded by Sun Simiao of Tang Dynasty, from
the technique of bronze—making in Western Zhou to the advanced development of the gold and
silver ware of Sui and Tang Dynasties.... The major changes of Chang'an are vividly shown to the

readers.

L00



800

The writers consider Xi'an as the birthplace of the Chinese people, a cradle for the traditional
culture, a land gifted with many geniuses, an exotic place where all kinds of goods and people gathered
and an example of the features of an ancient capital. Though these comments may sound a bit
exaggerating, Xi'an is undoubtedly a landmark in the cultural history of tamous cities. Neither cain we
deny that this capital area of Zhou, Qin, Han and Tang Dynasiies was once a place where nuinerous
great masters and artists gathered and influenced not just China Proper but also couniries i East
Asia. However, the decline gradually came after Song Dynasty. When it came to the Ming and Qing
Dynasties, there were only a few great masters and artists. The writer points out that local hiscorical
records of Shaanxi usually clauned that Xi'an area had steady economic development mn the society
during Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasaes. In reality, there were a lot of natural disasters, baitles
and social disturbances that brought imimeasurable havoc to this region during the 800 or more years
from Jin Kingdom, Yuan Dynasty to the carly years of the Republic. When the soldiers of the jin
Kingdom occupied Xi'an, their strategy was  “kill and burn” |, thus eliminating almost all magisirates,

schools, temples, ancestral shrines and others. During the 13th cencury, the Mongul arinies carried out

5]

massacres, looted and burnt down the city, resulung in tewer than ten thousand tamilies among the 3
counties around Xi'an. Farmland became grazing ground for animals. The population nuimmber dropped
by a tew mullions. Starvation was frequent and the number of refugees rose. For a few hundred years,
this vicious cycle had troubled Xi'an area and the region had not yet recovered when the Republic
was set up. Consequently, the econoimy of this area lags tar behind that of the proviinces at the lower
course of the Yellow River and the economic gap with the coastal areas in the Southeast wideins.

In the previous century, Xi'an was one of the frontline cities of the 1911 Revolution. It was one
of those cities that quickly responded to call of the Uprising at Wuchang, clearly indicanng the long—
time discontent of the people towards the corrupt and inethcient Qing court, the grudge felt by the
scholars and students 1 Xi‘an and the suppressed emotion of the soldiers of the lower ranks and the
ordinary people. A study of the decline of Xi'an after the Middle Age Period can provide miore insight
on Chinese history and encourage us to reconsider the cultural strength of the nation as a whole in the

past years and the contemporary present.

Xi'an is not just a city sitting on the crossroad of the eastern and western parts of China but also

a meeting point between Europe and the Asian continent on the west and the Far East. The cultural



heritage left by ancient Chang'an has continuously inspired the many scholars and academics in
literature and history. Legend—like findings excavated have further fuelled many people's passion to
delve mto the study.

The study of culture is not a casual discourse on culture: the study of a city is not a leisurely stroll
among the streets either. The study is a kind of social observation and academic appreciation from
the past to the present. It requires not just the strict discipline of a scholar in learning. the feelings of
a humane writer and the curiosity of a traveller but also independent thinking, unrestrained creativity
and crivcal judgment as well as the concern for the charm, drawbacks and future of the city. Since the
area of concern is different, the outlook is different too and the propositions naturally differ widely.
We. therefore. have to make distinction between  “universal” value and  “outstanding”  value. The
study does not focus on the cultural relics as isolated and individual pieces but as a re—production of
the culture viewed from various levels and varied modes.

This book is infused with the fresh findings of the writer's study. An example is the Buddhist
sculpture of Chang'an. Academics have long queried the absence of big statues for monasteries and
temples in Chang'an area (where a few dozens of these religious buildings were located) during
Western Jin and the Sivteen States Period though big pieces of sculpture have been found elsewhere.
The writers surmise that people in temples and monasteries as well as the common people used clay
and paint to fashion the religious statues. Unlike stone sculprure and metal statues, these could hardly
survive through the many tmes of persecution of Buddhism over the years. The writers further point
out that a small bronze Buddhist statue belonging to the Sixteen States Period has been tound and was
mainly worshipped by the ordinary people. Buddhist images belonging to the Sixteen States Period
and sculpted on small stones have also been found. These include mainly small statues with backing
stone slabs. on pagodas and on steles. These were found inside and outside the ancient site of Han
Dynasty's Chang'an (the capital city of Western Wei and Northern Zhou) and probably vsed by
the villagers as they worshipped together. Starting from the later period of Northern Wei, big pieces
of sculprure in round relief were used and, lot after Jot, have been unearthed at sites on which the
monasteries and temples of the capital city were once located. These pieces should have been used in
big monasteries and temples.

The writers also hold fresh views on the sculprural characteristics of the Buddhist images during
the different periods. In their opinion. the Buddhist images of Southern and Northern Dynasties .

Sut Dynasty and Tang Dynasty  had the intrinsic artistic elements of the development in Buddhism
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and also incorporated the concept of images held by the Buddhists at that time. The honourable
Monk of Eastern Jin, Shi Dao An, was in favour of supporting the head of the state in return for his
support to Buddhist activities. This kind of attachment to boost the spread of Buddhism had made
great impact on China. In other words, the emperors of the various dynasties were looked upon as
reincarnations of Sakamuni , thus the facial teatures and postures of the Buddha statues were made to
appear like the emperors on the throne at difterent periods of time. It therefore is easy to understand
the marked changes in aesthetic styles of facial expressions, postures and even the clothes worn. After
Song Dynasty, Neo—Confucianism influenced the thinking and behaviour of the upper classes in the
society. The ruling class no longer relied on the worshipping of Buddha and other heavenly deities.
Buddhist worship turned secular. Buddhist images, too, discarded the look of the emperors.

The fact that the writers have spotted and identified a tangible item and come up with indepth
analysis and clear explanation surely helps in the advancement of academic research. These days,
sharing the academic findings and opinions of frontline people is the homework that we all must do. I

grounded studies such as this.

=

hope very much that more readers will pay attention to solidly

3. Beneficial to the Broadening of Knowledge and Outlook

The study of history and cultural relics is the product of living in a high order human society
because it not only reveals the development and wisdom that all mankind shares but also an admiration
and appreciation of the artistic works created by people in the past. Researchers on cultural relics wish
to recall people's memory of the nation's past through the use of individual pieces of relics. They also
wish to unravel the mysteries hidden among the characters and lines of the written documents, helping
to anchor the significance of the excavated findings to their proper places.

Objectively speaking, historical memory is not completely endowed with clarity. Documents
books and  records are written after the writers have gone through the mental processes of filtering,
selection, elaboration and reorganization. The level of objectivity, therefore, has diminished. On the
other hand, newly unearthed cultural relics are able to help in examining and endorsing the reliability
of what was written in books.

This book is rich in narration and pictures, complemented by a large number of valuable
photographs of relics. The writers do not just work on the interpretation of history but also attempt to
revitalize our senses and feelings so that we can immerse ourselves in the spectrum of history. I once

said in a university lecture, “Pictures and images are a condensed version of the culture of a society.



History is a record of life at its full bloom.” Traditionally, it is expected that books with pictures will
have the pictures placed on the left—hand page and the narration of history on the right. Later, this
rule has been dropped. Though the writers mainly describe historical facts in words, the narration 1s
tied to pictures that carry high level of reference value. In this way, the appearance of Xi'an can be
better understood from various angles. An example is the picture showing the excavation site where
the pottery drainage pipes (in Qin's Epang Palace) were found. Another example is the hollow bricks
with dragon pattern and the tile spines found at the Han site of Chang'an. The picture showing the
drain holes on the gate of Chang'an City (Han Dynasty) takes us back to the ancient city. The reader
will surely be impressed by the Han people's contribution to the infrastructure of the city. There are
also pictures of the square Hu with taotieh pattern, the square Hu with dragon pattern, “Tai Shi Xiao
Zi" Gui. the big Ding with thunder pattern and others from the site of Fenghao (Western Zhou) -+
all of which bring awe to the beholders because of their exquisite bronze—casting techniques and their
implication of a busy city where craft masters and skilled artisans gathered. Also, the gold stove, gold
cake and gold bell unearthed in Xi'an endorse the remark made in history books on the abundance of
gold during Han Dynasty. Over the years, gold and silver ware belonging to Tang Dynasty have been
excavated. Examples of these are a gold bowl with the pattern of mandarin ducks and lotus flowers, a
silver wine vessel with a spout belonging to Xuan Hui Winery, a silver box with the characters  “Du
Guan Qi Guo” , an eight—petalled silver cup with the pattern of hunting ladies. Besides elaborate
and fancitul typology of traditional Chinese style, there are also those from Persia (Sassonian style)
which are evidences of the cultural exchanges between the West and China. The terracotta figurines
of Qin Dynasty. the bronze winged figure, the sing—and—tell figurine and the dancing figurine of
Han Dynasty, the painted figurines of dancers, acrobats and foreigners belonging to Tang Dynasty,
etc. have crystallized the fashion and artistic styles of the different periods. Pictures and photographs of
these have become a new starting point for us to learn about the history of Xi'an.

The theme of the book is the developmental progression of the history and civilization of Xi'an.
Through the study of this subject matter, the writers wish to reach out to the common people as well
as those who desire for the refined. They hope to rectify the stiffness of those pieces on record by the
gracefulness of the findings from the ground. They also wish to put right some of the biased views
generally held by the common mass. It is their aim too to bring long—lasting reading pleasure to the
academics.

Today, Xi'an makes the right move in “welcoming all the outstanding experts and embracing
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the best of the world” . Xi'an has also confirmed her decision to bring about the city's development
through the preservation of cultural heritage. Cultural relics have been the wealth, not the burden, to
any city. The traditional culture, as conveved by relics, is the toundation trom which a nation keeps
herself alive and continues. It 1s the root, an indispensable element left by our ancestors. Cultural
relics represent the thickness of a city or even a nation. How to place the preservation of relics with
economic development on a platform so that they complement each other is an issue that all people
with a conscience should ponder.

Every year, 23rd April is the World's Reading Day. My feelings were aroused when I finished
reading the draft of this book on this particular day. Reading the draft of a book and reading a
book both demand the reader to devote a complete session of quiet time so that time, energy and
comprehension can be focused. However, the time | have is often fragmentary. It is difficult for me
to have time to thoroughly enjoy the pleasure of reading and share insight. Nevertheless, I do believe
that the publication of Zheng Yulin and Wang Fengjun's work would arouse people's awareness on
retaining the memory of the city's history and, particularly, provide a fruitful source on the special

features of the Xi'an City when urban planning is to be made.

Written on 23rd April, 2013 in Beijing 18th World Reading Day

Edited on 20th June, 2013 in Cheng Shou Temple outside Betjing South City

(The writer of this article is the Chief Editor of Wenwu Publishing Co. of National Bureau of

Cultural Relics, Professor and Supervisor to Ph.D students )
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