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Abstract 

The Silk Road is a thoroughfare that has existed for thousands of years and is closely 
linked with politics, economy, culture and diplomacy. Today, led by the “Belt and Road” 
Initiative, it is doomed to revitalize and take on a new look. It is known that Xi’an, the 
starting point of the Silk Road, was once ancient capital of thirteen dynasties, with 
profound historical and cultural foundation. In this paper, the author analyzed 
representative events, figures, relics and ruins in each dynasty of Xi’an by free walking, 
which is hoped to explore when the city is connected with the world and why it is 
inevitably selected as the starting point of the Silk Road. Subsequently, in accordance 
with historical development of Xi’an, historical course of the whole country was 
reviewed via parallel investigation of same event from three-dimensional, spatio-
temporal, and multi-dimensional angles. 
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1. Reunification of the Six Kingdoms, and the Qin Empire 

Xi’an had served as the capital since the Western Zhou Dynasty (c. 11th century-771 B.C.). 
However, due to limited records and remains of this period, author of the paper decided to 
conduct the study from the Qin Dynasty with abundant materials. 

1.1. People of Qin Dynasty Had Mastered Geothermal Principle and Applied It 

The Qin Dynasty is the first unified dynasty in Chinese history that develops from the Qin 
Kingdom during the Warring States Period. Through remains of the Mausoleum of the First Qin 
Emperor, it roughly revealed prosperity and resplendence of the Qin Dynasty at that time. 

The Mausoleum of the First Qin Emperor is located 25 km east of Xi’an. Standing on the top, one 
can have a panoramic view of the Weihe River in the north and the Mountain Li ridge in the 
south. In the southern slope, the tomb is surrounded by double loam walls. Just as most great 
discoveries of the century, the Mausoleum was discovered by accident by local farmers who 
dug out strange figurine heads while digging a well. 

According to exploration by remote sensing and the most advanced technologies in geophysics, 
remains of First Emperor of Qin are buried in deeper underground and airtight. Now, it is said 
the coffin chamber is 30 m below. Such depth allows the chamber to get rid of influence from 
temperature changes. In addition, geothermal temperature is constant at 10-15°C throughout 
the year, and surroundings of the chamber are filled with charcoal that plays the functions of 
anti-corrosion and humidity control. 

At that time, people of the Qin Dynasty were able to place the remains accurately in the 
underground with favorable temperature and humidity. This shows they have 
comprehensively mastered principle of geothermy of warmth in winter and coldness in 
summer. They possessed their own method to control temperature and humidity. 
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1.2. Strengths and Shortcomings of Chinese Architectures 

As the most representative tomb of ancient emperors, the Mausoleum of the First Qin Emperor 
demonstrates regularities of Chinese architectures. Specifically, Chinese architectures pay 
great attention to underground environment, and mausoleum is typical. In China, tombs are 
well built because the Chinese people attach great importance to funeral arrangements. 
Fortunately, with quality construction materials and less influence of natural conditions, 
climatic conditions, and human factors on underground, most tombs are better preserved. 

At early stage, above-ground buildings were mostly made of wood, so, it was difficult to reserve 
them. Meanwhile, affected by factors, including natural disasters, wars, and vicissitude of 
dynasties, these buildings were usually destroyed by water or burned down. Eventually, it was 
rare to see buildings with profound history that survived today. 

According to building materials and structural methods, the ancient Chinese failed to study 
mechanics thoroughly, or carry out numerous researches on physical coefficients and changes 
of pressure, tension, and curvature of stone materials in mechanics. As a result, there were very 
few above-ground buildings reserved that were made of stone. 

1.3. Mature Application of Ceramics 

Faces of the terracotta warriors are unique and lifelike. In such a large scale, expression of each 
figurine is vividly portrayed, indicating that Chinese pottery process was relatively 
standardized in the Qin Dynasty. With available pottery embryos, different objects could be 
made through wheeling, molding, pasting, and other methods. The fire and temperature were 
controlled expertly, which dramatically improved quantity and quality of ceramic products. 

Undoubtedly, the Qin Dynasty experiences sophisticated pottery technology and craftsmanship, 
and this provides conditions to invent plumbic-glazed pottery in the Western Han Dynasty. 
Actually, even current pottery technology is connected with that in the Qin and Han Dynasties, 
to some extent. 

1.4. Inevitable Demise of the Qin Dynasty 

It was recorded that, at that time, 700,000 people participated in the construction of Epang 
Palace and Mausoleum of the First Emperor. Such a huge project undoubtedly aggravated the 
burden on the country that just rose sharply from the wars. Ironically, numerous manpower 
and material resources, instead of being invested in water conservancy and fertile farmlands, 
were used to build places for the Emperor to live and enjoy before and after the death. 

Therefore, it implies from construction and scale of the Mausoleum that the Qin Dynasty is 
doomed to perish very soon. 

2. Debut of the Prosperous Han Dynasty 

2.1. Contingency and Inevitability of Chang’an as the Capital 

Standing on the barren grassland at the site of Weiyang City, one can’t help but wonder, “Why 
did the Han Dynasty establish its capital here?” It shows clearly from the map, Chang’an is in 
Guanzhong area protected by natural defense in four directions. There, by charging you can 
attack, and by fleeing you can defend, so the terrain helps win strategic initiative in wars. 
Secondly, agriculture was developed in the Guanzhong area, also known as “Nature’s 
Storehouse” (the term referred to Guanzhong, rather than Sichuan, for the first time in history), 
and it provided sufficient food supplies for urban population. Third, there was influence of the 
Qin Dynasty. The Qin Dynasty had established its capital nearby and developed gradually from 
the north bank to the south bank of the Weihe River. A village called Chang’an was found by 
accident in surrounding area, meaning “long-term peace and stability”, which highly catered to 
wishes of the Ruler and ordinary people. Naturally, Chang’an City was chosen as the capital of 
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the Han Dynasty. Since then, it is not only famous among the Chinese people, but also enjoys 
widespread renown. 

2.2. Simple Life in the Han Dynasty 

In Xi’an Museum are figurines of the Han Dynasty and the Tang Dynasty. They are relatively 
thin, and dressed in single styles, with monotonous colors. As mentioned in On Salt and Iron by 
Huan Kuan in the Western Han Dynasty: “ordinary people shall not be eligible to wear silk 
clothes until they were 80 or 90 years old, and others wore sackcloth, so they were called 
commoners”. This reveals simple life of ancients in the Western Han Dynasty - ordinary people 
can only wear sackcloth until they reach 80 or 90 years old and “only silks garments keep 
warm”. By contrast, figurines of Tang Dynasty are mostly plump, with diverse and colorful 
clothes, indicating art comes from life. A comparison of both dynasties shows that the Han 
Dynasty, called as Han by the Huaxia nationality, suffered from material poverty after years of 
war, leaving hundreds of people to live in poverty. 

2.3. Frontier Xiongnu Is the Main Threat to the Han Dynasty 

The travelling of ZHANG Qian to the Western Regions is the most important historical highlight 
in the Han Dynasty. Today, the statue of ZHANG Qian is erected at Yuxiang Gate in Xi’an. At the 
beginning, due to threats from Xiongnu, the Han Dynasty sent envoys to the Western Regions 
to cooperate with Rou Zhi to attack the Xiongnu. Chanyu Modu (the Xiongnu Leader) succeeded 
to the throne after killing his father and then attacked Donghu in the east, and defeated Rou Zhi 
in the west, ruling the desert (Great Desert of the Mongolian Plateau in today) in the north and 
south. Subsequently, a powerful slavery regime was established that became the only power in 
the Western Regions. Having experienced Chu-Han Contention, the Han Dynasty ushered in a 
scene that the kingdom remained to be rejuvenated; it gradually restored and developed feudal 
economy during rehabilitation, in order to strengthen national power. However, the Xiongnu 
“invaded” territory of the Han Dynasty over ten times, and both sides engaged in armed 
conflicts3. Finally, a “harmonious” relationship was established for them until the Han Dynasty 
declared “political marries” and “customs clearance”. Moreover, other small countries in the 
Western Regions were also indirectly controlled by Xiongnu, to some extent. 

On the other hand, as the Han Dynasty developed prosperous, it occurred to the ruler to 
establish contacts with the Western Regions. Therefore, the travelling road, initially established 
for military purpose, developed into an important economic and cultural channel, and 
eventually goes down in history in the name of “Silk Road”. 

3. Onstage of Wei, Jin, Southern and Northern Dynasties 

3.1. Common People Are Victims of Wars 

In the Jin Dynasty, after the death of Emperor Wu (Huai of Jin), crown prince SIMA Ye ascended 
the throne in Chang’an. At that time, Chang’an was in extreme hardships, where there were less 
than 100 households of residents, with overgrown wormwoods and densely covered thorns, 
and public and private ox carts totaled only four. Civil and military officials didn’t wear formal 
official uniforms, let alone an official seal. Instead, they only wrote official titles on the mulberry 
board as formalism. Realities of Chang’an were unbelievable, and even unmatched with 
established impression of the public that it was prosperous and wealthy, which was 
undoubtedly caused by wars. During the Wei, Jin and Southern and Northern Dynasties, there 
were flames of battle raging everywhere; what’s worse, victors massacred all residents of a 
conquered city and set fire after attacking it, leaving people to live in extreme misery.  
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3.2. What You See Is Probably Not True History 

When the author witnessed the “Stone Horse of Da Xia” collections in Xi’an Beilin Museum, it 
occurred to the author that there should be a “famous” Tongwan Inscription in the ironical Da 
Xia era with great division. Tongwan was the capital of Da Xia. The inscription recorded at that 
time, the leader was open-minded and kind, wise and brave, strict and benevolent. It also 
pointed out that there were no punishments, war, pain, and no unfairness. So, it confused the 
author why such a kingdom perished shortly with harmonious atmosphere and wise Emperor. 

However, the truth was that there were wars all the time, and the masses had no means to live. 
These fabricated lies signified the country dreamed by them. Since antiquity, it is rulers and 
victors who record histories which, of course, include realities but also modified records. 
Therefore, it tells what you see is not probably facts, and the records of “Tongwan Inscription” 
are a typical example. 

4. Re-debut of Short-lived Sui Dynasty That Unified China 

4.1. Although the Sui Dynasty Lasted for A Short Time, Its Historical Status and 
Achievements Should Be Noticeable 

The Sui Dynasty unified the country, laying the foundation for the establishment of the Tang 
Dynasty. In this period, a remarkable achievement was the planning and construction of Daxing 
City. YUWEN Kai, born in the Sui Dynasty, was the most famous architect and inventor in 
Chinese history, and also an outstanding urban planning architect. He was in charge of 
designing and constructing Daxing City that had been planned to reappear in the Xi’an History 
Museum. The City was planned neatly and rigorously deployed. Neighborhood system was 
applied in cities that were composed of palaces, imperial city and external city, with clear 
functions. The water system was deployed after a full learning of Chang’an City of the Han 
Dynasty. 

Planning of Daxing City greatly affected construction and planning of other surrounding areas 
and countries at that time. It is said that Kyoto and Nara in Japan refers planning of Daxing City. 

5. Return to the Tang Dynasty 

5.1. Real Starting Point of International Trade-Tang West Market 

The Tang Dynasty is an era of which the Chinese people have always been proud. The Tang 
West Market in Chang’an City is the real starting point of the Silk Road, and its merchants are 
mentionable. 

The Tang West Market Museum is located in Xi’an, but tourists rarely visit it. The museum is 
built on the site of the Tang West Market. Standing in the Museum, tourists can, through the 
glass, see roads, ditches and tracks left by carriages and horses thousands of years ago. 

At that time, the Tang West Market was located in the southwest of Chang’an - Imperial City of 
Tang Dynasty. It covered an area of some 1,067,200m2, with a construction area of over 1 
million km2, and more than 220 industries, signifying full flourish for a while. Commercial trade 
of the West Market even extended to Rome in the west and Koguryo in the east. The prosperous 
market system maintains trade of the entire Silk Road and becomes the starting point of the 
real Silk Road. In fact, Tang West Market thrived due to contributions of its merchants who 
dealt in tea, fur, tobacco, medicinal materials and salt, and were equipped with character and 
bearing of loyalty & patriotism, honesty, enthusiasm, and benevolence. Moreover, they 
established exchanges with businessmen from countries along the Silk Road, which promoted 
prosperity of the Tang Dynasty. 
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5.2. “Signs” Implying Prosperity to Decline of Tang Dynasty by LI Longji 

The public is deeply impressed by prosperity of the Tang Dynasty. However, the Huaqing Palace 
witnessed stories of Emperor Xuanzong of Tang and YANG Yuhuan (senior concubine), and they 
implied the beginning of the Tang Dynasty’s decline from prosperity. LI Longji slipped out of 
the Yanqiu Gate and escaped, and he set a precedent that an emperor could escape from the 
palace for refuge. Later, emperors of the Tang Dynasty seemed to be accustomed to escaping, 
so that most relied much on escaping to save lives. Surprisingly, LI Longji built “Ten Kings’ 
Courtyard” and “Grandsons’ Courtyard” near the Yuancheng to separate all Emperor’s brothers 
and princes from civil and military officials like pigs. They were allowed to move in “pig cages”. 
In this way, the Emperor shall never worry that his brothers and the royal family coveted the 
throne. However, the royal descendants were unable to protect the royal family at the same 
time, so that once the Emperor came to a bad end, he could not be assisted. 

5.3. Sadness Hidden in the Planning of Chang’an City 

In its heyday, Chang’an occupied 5,010km from western Anyuan Gate to the westernmost 
border. There were numerous village houses connected one after another, and mulberry trees 
& linen fields everywhere. However, behind such prosperous was the unknown sadness. The 
neighborhood system was established for militarized management. At that time, ordinary 
people were not allowed to go out at night, except the night of the Lantern Festival. Therefore, 
in order to cherish the only night for travelling, people held lantern festivals and other forms to 
make the night longer and brighter. Such a beautiful holiday should turn out to be the day 
celebrated by ordinary people at that time to go out. It is really a pity to know the truth. 

6. Lonely FAN Zhongyan Temple 

During the Song Dynasty, Xi’an was the main battlefield between the Northern Song and the 
Western Xia Regime. Although there are very few sites for visiting, one person should not be 
forgotten-FAN Zhongyan. Seated at Qingliang Mountain in Yan’an, the Temple covered an area 
of over a dozen square meters, in which FAN Zhongyan held a sword as a military officer. On 
the left and right were two retinues who also held sharp swords to prove they were warriors. 

Tablet inscription on the rebuilt temple clearly tells his political experience: In A.D. 1040, he 
served as Deputy Military Officer in Shaanxi and Chief Executive of Yanzhou (Yan’an in today), 
“… he promoted benefits and abolish disadvantages; built villages and cities; strictly disciplined 
soldiers; encouraged people to make all efforts to prosper country and develop production. 
Only one year in office, he stabilized the country internally, flourished business among 
merchants in Yanzhou, and created an environment for people to live and work in peace and 
contentment. LI Yuanhao, the Founder of Western Xia Regime, sighed deeply in front of the well 
defended cities…Although FAN Zhongyan controlled tens of thousands of armors and 
weapons...since ancient times, it happened all the time that loyal ministers were killed in the 
end.....Alas! There were mist-shrouded mountains full of lush greenery, and waters of the river 
were vast. But, virtue of FAN Zhongyan was higher than the mountains and longer than the 
waters.” There is a stele on left and right respectively, recording two poems by FAN Zhongyan 
during his tenure. 

The couplet of the Temple is selected from his famous line that “to worry before the people fear 
something will happen, and be happy after the people are happy.” According to his life 
experience, border issues were major concern for the Song Dynasty and the Ruler also realized 
urgency for reform. However, all reforms ended without a problem, with slight effect. 
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7. It Is Called Xi’an Henceforth 

In the third year of Hongwu of the Ming Dynasty, General XU Da led armies from Shanxi to arrive 
in Shaanxi by crossing rivers, threatening Guardians of Yuan Dynasty to flee. Very soon, the 
Ming Dynasty occupied Fengyuan City and changed it to Xi’an Prefecture, which was the origin 
of Xi’an. When ascending the Ming Dynasty City Wall, the most famous symbol of Xi’an, tourists 
can reflect and review transformation from Chang’an to Xi’an, from capital to the prefecture. 

7.1. Frontier Issues behind Solid Ming Dynasty City Walls 

City walls of the Ming Dynasty were renovated and lengthened on the basis of original walls of 
Tang Dynasty imperial city; eastern and northern walls were newly expanded. The top is so 
wide to make everything possible, such as riding, running at night, and opening a store. The 
wall is as thick as length of three palms. It seems there are city walls everywhere when you 
drive in Xi’an city. However, a look at the map shows Xi’an Prefecture of the Ming Dynasty is 
only a small part of Chang’an City, the imperial city of Tang Dynasty. The solid city walls also 
signify that Xi’an of the Ming Dynasty is an important strategic point to defend against foreign 
invasion because it matters safety of the Northwest. 

7.2. From Chang’an to Xi’an 

In order to stabilize and control the court, ZHU Wen forced Emperor LI Ye of the Tang Dynasty 
to move capital to Luoyang, and destroyed Chang’an City. During the Five Dynasties, regimes 
changed more frequently, so did capitals. Later, the Northern Song Dynasty selected Kaifeng as 
its capital; centering on “governing surrounding areas”, it improved water transportation 
system dominated by Bianhe River, making goods across the country and outside the region 
accumulated in the capital. 

During the Ming Dynasty, significant progress was made in navigation technologies, and the 
ocean age appeared on the stage. The inland Chang’an became the place to be protected 
extraordinarily in northwest frontier. Naturally, due to strategies and wars, it lost the role as a 
political center. 

8. Commemorable Governor-General of Shaanxi and Gansu 

Xi’an is the city witnessing numerous relics of Qing Dynasty, for example, Guangren Lama 
Temple was funded and named by Emperor Kangxi of the Qing Dynasty. In addition, the Temple 
is also the palace for Panchen Lama, and the only Tibetan Buddhism temple in Xi’an. 

Frankly, each one is filled with anger when reflecting history of the Qing Dynasty, especially the 
late Qing Dynasty. However, in the late Qing Dynasty, not all officials were mediocre and 
cowardly. To be specific, there were two governors-general at the border between Shaanxi and 
Gansu, whose heroic spirit lived forever. 

In Xi’an, it is not easy to find the remains of LIN Zexu and ZUO Zongtang. Luckily, in Xi’an Beilin 
Museum are found Poem on Traveling to Huashan Mountain by LIN Zexu and the inscription of 
“Awe-inspiring Righteousness in Heaven and Earth” to commemorate ZUO Zongtang. As 
everyone knows that LIN Zexu is remembered because of his destruction of opium at Humen. 
But, nearly no one realized that after China’s horrible defeat in the Opium War, he was “expelled 
to protect Xinjiang” by the Emperor Daoguang and then was appointed as Governor-General of 
Shaanxi and Gansu. The Poem on Traveling to Huashan Mountain was composed by him on the 
way to serve Xinjiang. As for ZUO Zongtang, he is known as “China’s backbone”, which is because 
he is reputed like that, “as for a person with great ambitions, although he is penniless, it does 
not prevent him from paying attention to the national economy and the people’s livelihood. For 
a person who still reads volumes in a difficult situation, ancient people in books are his 
confidants and friends.” During his tenure as Governor-General of Shaanxi and Gansu, he 
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established famous Xi’an Manufacturing Mill and Lanzhou Manufacturing Mill. Furthermore, his 
calligraphy, with distinct personality, reveals air of arrogance. In a word, both are backboned 
Chinese. 

9. Historical Turning Point of Modern China 

As is often the case that people make a mistake about Xi’an Incident Memorial. In fact, the Xi’an 
Incident took place in Wujian Hall of Huaqing Pool, while the Memorial is at the former site of 
ZHANG Xueliang Mansion. 

In the 1930s, in order to answer the call of “stopping the civil war and uniting against Japanese 
Aggression”, the CPC (the Communist Party of China) established the Chinese united front 
against Japanese aggression. However, Chiang Kai-shek stubbornly adhered to the policy that 
“to resist foreign aggression, we must first get rid of the enemy within”. Therefore, ZHANG 
Xueliang and YANG Hucheng had no choice but to launch the “Xi’an Incident”, so as to force 
Chiang Kai-shek to “stop the civil war and unite against Japanese aggression”. It can be said that 
Xi’an Incident is a turning point in the entire Anti-Japanese War. After that, ZHANG Xueliang 
was put under interminable house arrest and YANG Hucheng sacrificed. Two patriotic Generals 
appealed to unite to fight against the war of resistance at the costs of sacrificing freedom and 
lives, which is admirable. 

The history of Shaanxi draws to a close until the Republic of China. But, what scholars should 
do in the future is to sort out modern Xi’an histories and look into them. 

10. Conclusions 

The history of Xi’an and surroundings areas can be traced back to the Yellow Emperor, or even 
the longer period of Yellow River Civilization. Even though scholars neglect them, there are 
sufficient historical relics of the Western Zhou, Qin Dynasty, Han Dynasty and Tang Dynasty 
deserving study. It is easy to find carriers that witness histories, whether from Shaanxi History 
Museum, Xi’an Museum, Tang West Market Museum to Xi’an Beilin Museum, Xi’an Incident 
Memorial, etc. They revel to us how Chinese histories are changed. 
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