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Preface

he need to write this book was not apparent to me at first. Part of

the research leading to the digital reconstruction of Tang-period
Chang’an was already published in an earlier book titled Cities of Aristocrats
and Bureaucrats. However, the purpose of this earlier study was rather
different. While the Tang capital was introduced, its main objective was to
show the emergence of a new form of city brought about by a combination
of different factors after the fall of Chang’an. This book attempts to examine
Chang’an in greater depth and hopes to understand it sufficiently to reconstruct
an “impression” of the capital at the height of its glory using digital media
tools.

I say impression because it would be foolhardy at this juncture, or for
that matter, at any other moment in time, to claim to be able to reconstruct the
city. The ruins of the Tang capital lay some 1m to 3m below modern Xi’an, a
bustling city of more than 3,950,000 inhabitants. Our understanding, derived
from historical writings, maps, archaeological data, paintings of related
contemporaneous buildings and scenes, etc., can only furnish us with a more
or less developed impression of the Tang city. Even shortly after the Tang
period, the once glorious capital of a vast empire was reduced to ashes and
ruins ——— a victim of the numerous battles that devastated the capital towards
the end of the 9" century and during the initial years of the Tenth. Hence, even
half a century after the fall of the Tang dynasty, one would have little visual
impression of the city at the zenith of its development.

However, given its colorful history, earlier efforts have been made
by other scholars to provide visual impressions of the city. One such attempt
to represent the city cartographically was made in 1080 by Lv Dafang.
Fortunately for us, fragments of that subjective understanding of the city still
survive today.

My own interests in reconstructing an impression of the Tang capital
Chang’an was first supported by a two-year research grant from the National
University of Singapore. Later on, the Asian Civilisations Museum of
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Singapore (under Dr Kenson Kwok’s direction) assisted to finance partially
two other stages of work. Without such funding this work would not have been
possible.

Throughout the process of reconstruction, many friends and senior
scholars encouraged and spurred me on. First of all, I am grateful to Fu Xi’nian
for his advice and comments throughout the years of my work; improvements
done to the reconstruction are due largely to him. Wu Liangyong, Yang
Hongxun, Tanaka Tan, Zhao Liying, Guo Daiheng, An Jiayao, Ho Puay Peng
and the late Xu Bo’an and Shi Nianhai also gave constructive advice and expert
opinion. To them all, I am thankful.

A project of this nature would not have been possible without the toil of
the many student assistants who worked on the information collected. The list
is long but in particular thanks must go to Leong Lai San, Eng Wang Kwoon,
Law Teen Onn, Huang Yan, and Cai Hui, who assisted during the crucial
moments of the project. Finally, Gan Ser Min, who had spent thousands of
hours on the computer. She assisted in the project initially and collaborated
in the later stages. Without her tireless efforts the project would still be in its
infancy. This project is as much hers as it is mine.

Our cumulative endeavours can be found on the accompanying CD-
ROM. I think you will agree with me after watching it that Tang Chang’an
was truly a marvel of its time and a place that deserves more than one visit.
I welcome students and scholars to add to what we have done and perhaps
initiate further study. The place has fascinated scholars and poets over the
millennium and will continue to fascinate us in the years to come even as we
grapple to create, plan and live in our own unique cityscapes.
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CHAPTER 1: A BIT OF HISTORY
—— THE RISE AND FALL OF CHANG’AN
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1. A Bit of History
— The Rise and Fall of Chang’an

Introduction

ang Chang’an (CE 618-906) was no ordinary capital city. Chang’an

% or the “City of Everlasting Peace” was perhaps the foremost
city in the world during its time. At its peak the city had a population of about
a million. It extended its influence to many Asian cities during that period.
A number of 7th- and 8th-century Japanese cities and 5 capitals of Bohai (a
thriving kingdom which existed from CE 698 to 926 in the northeastern part
of today’s China) were found to be modeled after it.

Chang’an was immense in size even by modern standards. It measured
9.72km by 8.65km, covering an area of some 84.1km? and was larger
than any other city ever built prior to the modern world. Rome, within its
Aurelian Walls built in the late-3rd century, covered 13.7km? Quite similarly,
Constantinople, within its extended walls built around 447 by Theodosius 11,
had an area of only 12.1km?. Even the aggregate area of Baghdad of the
8th and 9th century certainly the largest metropolis outside of China in
the medieval world then —— amounted to 30.2km? only, of which the walled
city accounted for only 4.55km? or a mere 5.4% of Chang’an’s size.

A City From Scratch

Chang’an was built from scratch by the short-lived but powerful Sui
dynasty in 582. Just a year earlier, Emperor Sui Wendi F&3(# had usurped
the throne after the untimely demise of a very capable Northern Zhou ruler
who had in 577 united Northern China by conquering Northern Qi and set
the stage for China’s unification. Thirty-seven years later, in 618, with the
founding of the Tang dynasty, it became the capital of perhaps the most
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Figures 9-11: Bird’s eye view of

Chang’an’s Yongning
Ward
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powerful empire then.

Construction of the city began in the 6th month of 582 with the building
of the Palace City. While the construction of the palace took only 9 months and
the emperor moved in during the spring of 583, the building of the capital city
took much longer. Sui Wendi called this city Daxingcheng K243 (Walled
City of Daxing), after his own title, Duke Daxing.' It was to be a grand city
from which the united China would be ruled.

The walls of the Palace City were erected first, followed by those of the
Imperial City. A perimeter wall of rammed earth 36.7km in length was built
around the capital. Today, the ruins of the bases of this wall measure between
9m and 12m. According to available records the height of the wall was 1.8
zhang . or about 5.3m. This wall, due to its immense scale, took many years
to complete. It was reinforced at least three times during the Sui and Tang
dynasties: the first time in 613 when Sui Yangdi 547 ordered 100,000 men
to the task; the second time in 654 when Emperor Tang Gaozong %% had
41,000 men work on it for a month; and finally in 730 during the reign of
Xuanzong % %% when construction went on for 90 days. During Gaozong’s
reign, when the city’s outer walls were reinforced, the nine city gates along the
South, East and West walls of the city were each crowned with a gate tower.
Further protection was offered by a 9m-wide moat located 3m to 4m outside
the walls.> This moat was later filled up after the middle of the Tang period.

The building and layout of a capital of this unprecedented magnitude
was motivated by Sui Wendi’s political vision of uniting China once again.
It was to be the symbol of the entire Chinese realm and of his virtuous rule.
Special attention was also paid to acts of symbolic and ritualistic importance
to enhance the legitimacy of his reign.

When Emperor Taizu K # later seized power during a popular uprising
in 618 and established the Tang dynasty, he was content to continue the use
of Daxingcheng as his imperial capital. He renamed it Chang’an, the City of
Everlasting Peace. Little else was changed. The city was large enough to cater
to the increasing urban population as well as to the needs of the expanding
Tang Empire.’ Except for the subsequent addition in 634 of another palatial
complex, Daminggong, at the northeastern edge, the city remained within the
bounds set by the city walls built during the Sui period. There was in fact little
need to expand beyond the walls of the city as much of the southern sections
remained sparsely inhabited throughout the Tang period, even though at its




