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in the history of Chang’an has largely been ignored by schol-
ars. As I show in this lecture, however, Chang’an did not 
slide into irrelevance. Using a wide array of sources includ-
ing Song-dynasty gazetteers, Jin-dynasty stone inscriptions, 
and Yuan-dynasty maps alongside modern archaeological 
data, this lecture tells the story of the rebirth of a provincial 
city in the ruins of the imperial capital: A local warlord Han 
Jian (855–912), followed by generations of Song officials, 
repurposed the part of the city that housed the Tang im-
perial bureaucracy into a new city, about one sixteenth the 
size of Tang Chang’an. Subsequently, Tang walls and canals 
were reconstructed and redirected; stones and stelae were 
discarded or reused; monasteries and pagodas were selec-
tively preserved. At the same time, new institutions such as 
Mosques and new population groups like the Quanzhen 
Daoists entered the city. The Song-Jin and then Jin-Mon-
gol wars also rendered Chang’an into a center of military 
action and encouraged innovative fortification projects. By 
uncovering the urban history of post-capital Chang’an, this 
lecture shows that a comprehensive picture of Chinese ur-
ban history should not be limited to the southern and east-
ern cities, but should pay equal attention to the dynamic ur-
ban life that persisted in northern and northwestern China.

Bio: Xin Wen is a historian of medieval China and Inner 
Asia. He is an Assistant Professor of East Asian Studies 
and History at Princeton University. He received his PhD 
from the Committee on Inner Asian and Altaic Studies 
at Harvard University in 2017. His first monograph The 
King’s Road: Diplomacy and the Remaking of the Silk Road 
(forthcoming, Princeton University Press, January 2023) 
offers a new interpretation of the history of the Silk Road, 
emphasizing its importance as a diplomatic route, rather 
than a commercial one. Now he is working on his second 
book project titled Whale Fall: The Death and Rebirth of 
China’s Eternal Capital that investigates the dynamic ur-
ban life in and the lasting cultural significance of Chang’an 
in the five centuries after the fall of the Tang dynasty.
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*Light refreshment will be  
  served before the talk

Abstract: As the capital of the 
Western Han (202BCE–8CE), 
the Sui (581–618) and the Tang 
(618–907) dynasties, Chang’an 
was the heart of China’s early 
and medieval empires. But the 
fall of the Tang spelt the end of 
Chang’an’s life as the imperial 
capital. This post-capital period 
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