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Kingly Exchange:

The Silk Road and the East Eurasian World in the Age of Fragmentation (850-1000)

Abstract

This dissertation is a cultural history of travel on the Silk Road in East Eurasia in
the ninth and tenth centuries from the vantage point of Dunhuang, an oasis town situated
between China proper and Central Asia. Following the near-simultaneous fall of the
Tibetan empire, the Uyghur empire, and the Tang empire in the mid-ninth century, the
East Eurasian world experienced a long period of political fragmentation. Such political
fragmentation, together with the collapse of the extensive Sogdian diasporic network
around the same time, is generally considered to have resulted in a relatively inactive
period of travels on the Silk Road. In this dissertation, by examining medieval
manuscripts in Chinese, Tibetan, Uyghur, Khotanese, and Sogdian discovered in the
sealed library-cave in Dunhuang and reading them in the contexts of transmitted Chinese
texts produced in China proper, I argue that activities on the East Eurasian Silk Road
during this period of political fragmentation not only persisted, but also took on a distinct
and non-commercial form.

Informed by anthropological theories on gift exchange and hospitality, I argue
that trans-regional travels in my sources were primarily the results of state endeavor:
travelers were predominantly described as state envoys rather than private merchants, and

that these envoys participated not in economic networks of commodified exchange, but in
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diplomatic networks of competitive gifting. That is to say, contrary to widespread
assumptions about the Silk Road as a busy trading highway, the movements of people
and goods in the area under my investigation were motivated primarily by the royal
pursuit of glory rather than interest in profit. Political fragmentation and the presence of
a much greater number of state entities in East Eurasia in the ninth and tenth centuries
only enhanced such pursuit. Through investigating the non-commercial aspect of travel
and the mechanism of negotiating social life on the road, I argue that the networks of
competitive diplomacy through long-distance personnel and material exchange were as
effective as commercial networks in facilitating trans-regional connections on the Silk

Road.
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Introduction

Wang Yande’s Trip to Central Asia

In the early months of 981, an envoy from the Uyghur kingdom of Xizhou
(Turfan) visited Kaifeng, the capital of the Northern Song state (960-1127). He informed
the Song emperor that the head of the Uyghur kingdom had adopted a new title: “the
Nephew [from] Xizhou, the Lion King Arslan Khan (xizhou waisheng shiziwang asilan
han V9N A= Bili B B B E2).”" As a response to this envoy, the Song court
dispatched a group of envoys headed by Wang Yande F-%Ef% and Bai Xun [18] in the
fifth month of 981. It took them almost a year on the road before they arrived at
Gaochang (an older name for Xizhou, modern Turfan) in the fourth month of the
following year. They spent almost another year in the Uyghur kingdom and only started
on their return trip in the spring of 983. This time, more than a hundred envoys from the
Uyghur kingdom accompanied them on their way back with the task of “expressing

gratitude for the favor” (xie 'en shi #EfE). This larger group of travelers spent yet

another year on the road and arrived at Kaifeng in the fourth month of 984.”

" This new title signifies the renewal of a diplomatic relation in direct imitation of the Tang-Uyghur relation
in the eighth and ninth centuries, in which the relation between the Uyghur khan and the Tang emperor was
customarily seen as one between the nephew and the uncle. It also indicates the nature of the Uyghur
kingship. As arslan in Turkic meant “lion,” these two titles “Lion King” and “Arslan Khan.” are essentially
identical, with the first spelt out potentially for the convenience of the Song government.

? Tuotuo /it et al., Songshi 7R 5 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1977), 14110-13.



This exchange of envoys was not uncommon. Many more similar cases were

recorded in the Song dynasty official records and are preserved in Song huiyao A& E
and the Songshi 45" What is exceptional about this particular case is that one of the

head envoys, Wang Yande, left us with a report about his trip with considerable detail,

now included as a Record on an Embassy to Gaochang {5 B 5L in Songshi. Along with
the later Jin (936-947) envoy Gao Juhui’s /& f&#§ trip to Khotan in 938, the record of
which is preserved in Xin Wudaishi ¥t HAX 5, Wang’s trip is one of the best documented

journeys in this period between China and Central Asia. Wang’s trip took him and his
companions from the Chinese capital of Kaifeng to the oasis kingdom of
Gaochang/Turfan in Central Asia and back. This itinerary fits the classic profile of what
is collectively considered the “Silk Road.” Yet other aspects of his story seem to be
inconsistent with many of the fundamental assumptions we currently have about the
history of the Silk Road. These inconsistencies serve as good starting points for the
discussions in this dissertation.

First, that the Uyghur envoy’s trip to the Song and Wang Yande’s to Gaochang
and back occurred at all is surprising, because the tenth century — a period of Eurasian-
scale political fragmentation after the fall of the Tang dynasty (618-907), the Turco-

Uyghur, and the Tibetan empires in the mid-ninth century — was considered an era of

! For such records in Song Huiyao see Guo Shengbo % ed, Song Huiyao jigao: Fanyi Dao-Shi A€ B
HEF 35 9915 % (Chengdu: Sichuan daxue chubanshe, 2010).

? For a discussion of this trip, see Chapter 1.



decline in trans-regional communications on the Silk Road. According to James

Millward:'

The eras of the most intense silk-road communications were those when
not only the sedentary states of the Eurasian rim but also the nomadic
confederations on the Eurasian steppe were relatively centralized. Centralized
states and confederations promoted trade and diplomacy, and invested in
communications and economic infrastructure (secure roads, water depots, inns,
reliable coinage, standard weights and measures). They assessed taxes and
tributes from travelers and subjects, but it was easier and safer to pay a few larger
powers for safe passage than to risk a shakedown or worse from numerous bandit
gangs along the way.
Many scholars on the history of the Silk Road share this belief, which insists that
communications were more intense under unified empires.” If that is the case, then
political fragmentation should in theory deter travel. Yet during these large-scale trips in
the late tenth century, when the places Wang and others passed were divided among
several different kingdoms, no trace of hindrance by these kingdoms can be found. Was
Wang’s case exceptional? Or does the common assumption about the positive role of
large, unified states need revisiting?

Second, since Ferdinand Freiherr von Richthofen (1833-1905) coined the term
“Silk Roads” in 1877 (see below), it has always been almost inseparably connected with
another group of people, namely merchants. Merchants were assumed to have been the

main travelers on the Silk Road, and the very reference to the term “Silk Road” seems to

invoke an image of caravans of merchants on camels loaded with goods traveling

! James Millward, The Silk Road: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press,
2013), 20.

2 For an example, see Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, (Cambridge: Cambridge
Unviersity Press, 1984), 105.



between major civilizations at both ends of the Eurasian continent.' In volume 7 of his
monumental 19-volume La Nouvelle Géographie universelle, la terre et les hommes, one
of the early works that helped popularize the term “Silk Roads,” Elisée Reclus (1830-

1905) described the Silk Road in this manner:

Greek and Chinese merchants met on the Silk Road; Buddhist
missionaries, Arab traders, the great Venetian Marco Polo, as well as other
European travelers of the Middle Ages all had their stay in the oases of Chinese
Turkestan before resuming their difficult march. ..
Clearly, merchants or traders were seen as major players in the history of the Silk Road
from the very beginning of this concept’s use. Since then, scholars have explored the
various aspects of the role of merchants in the trans-regional communications and
connections in pre-modern Eurasia. Yet in Wang Yande’s long trip, lasting for about four
years and involving hundreds of travelers, no trace of merchants can be found. Wang did
not travel with merchants, nor did he witness any commercial activities. If the merchants
were such crucial parts of the history of the Silk Road, why do we not see them in
Wang’s account?

Finally, instead of being merchants, most of the travelers we find in Wang’s

account were envoys from the states involved in this matter. Although Wang was mindful

about the exotica in this far-flung land, his primary concern was diplomatic. Wang’s trip

! This image, common in contemporary imagination, actually already began in as early as the North Wei
period (386-535). See Elfriede Regina Knauer, The Camel’s Load in Life and Death: Iconography and
Ideology of Chinese Pottery Figurines from Han to Tang and their Relevance to Trade along the Silk Road
(Ziirich: Akanthus, Verlag fiir Archédologie, 1998).

2 “marchands grecs et chinois se rencontrerent sur la route de la Soie; missionnaires bouddhistes,
négociants arabes, le grand Venitien Marco Polo, puis les autres voyageurs européens du moyen age eurent
tous a sojourner dans les oasis du Turkestan chinois avant de reprendre leur pénible marche...” La Nouvelle
Geographie universelle, la terre et les homes (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1882), 104.



was organized because of a redefinition of his relation with the Song initiated by the
Uyghur king. In this short account, he used the most words to detail the ways he was
treated as an envoy by the Uyghur king. The only two conversations reported both deal
with the reception of envoys. The first of these conversations occurred when Wang
Yande arrived at Gaochang (Turfan), but realized that the “lion king” had gone north to
escape the heat and the uncle of the king was in charge. The uncle sent a greeting party to

Wang Yande, and the two said:'

I am the king’s uncle, does the envoy bow for me?

Yande said: I came bearing the edict from the court, [therefore] I should
not bow according to the ritual.

[The uncle] again asked: would you bow when you see the king?

Yande said: I should not bow either according to the ritual.

“WEHFM, fHHHFHF?

JEAEET: Pz, AT, 7

BRE: “BEFF? 7

EMEE: “HIRAEFE. 7
This exchange reminds one of the famous controversy involving the British embassy
headed by George Macartney (1737-1806) at the Qing court in 1793.> As in the case of
Macartney, Wang Yande was tasked with establishing a relationship on mutually
acceptable terms. As revealed by the travel account, Wang’s primary concerns were
diplomatic strategy (in particular the relation between the Uyghur kingdom and Khitan)

and the political status of the Song. For Wang Yande, the Silk Road was not a road for

merchants, but one for envoys.

! Tuotuo, Songshi, 14112.

% See James Hevia, Cherishing Men from Afar: Qing Guest Ritual and the Macartney Embassy of 1793
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1995).



Was Wang’s case exceptional? Or does his trip exemplify a pattern of travels on
the Silk Road that has yet to be rigorously investigated? In this dissertation, I place
Wang’s trip in historical context by examining many trips that, like his, occurred between
China and Central Asia from the second half of the ninth century to the early eleventh
century. I show that Wang’s trip was in fact representative of exchanges on the Silk Road
during this period. It was the shared practice of the competitive performance of
diplomacy and the search for secular and religious prestige — rather than the commercial
pursuit of profit by merchants — that stimulated the exchanges of people, goods, and ideas

and sustained the medieval exchange network of the “Silk Road.”

History of the Silk Road

In 1877, the German geographer Ferdinand Freiherr von Richthofen (1833-1905)
coined the term “Silk Road” on the basis of the geography of Marinus of Tyre transmitted
through the works of Ptolemy.' The term’s popularity among both scholarly and popular
readers, however, was due more to figures like the Swedish explorer Sven Hedin , whose
account of his travels in Central Asia and Tibet in The Silk Road was published in many
languages in the 1930s and 1940s.> That this concept is still in scholarly use attests to the
insightfulness of Richthofen’s and Hedin’s intuition. Nonetheless, it is true that neither

Richthofen nor Hedin studied sources from the area supposedly traversed by the Silk

! Tamara Chin, “The Invention of the Silk Road, 1877,” Critical Inquiries (Autumn 2013): 194-219.

% Sven Hedin, The Silk Road (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1938). This was translated by F. H. Iyon from
Swedish: Sidenvdgen. En bilfdrd genom Centralasien (Stockholm: Bonniers, 1936); German ed, Die
Seidenstrasse. 10. Aufl. (Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1942).



Roads. Their sources, like those of most other earlier proponents of the concept of the
Silk Road, are either classical works in the European tradition or modern experiences of
traveling in the region. Both are external rather than internal sources. Subsequently, the
history of the study of the Silk Road after Hedin can be viewed as a continuous effort to
locate aspects of the admittedly foreign concept of the “Silk Road” in the historical and
artistic sources discovered from ancient Central Eurasia.

Scholars have done this in many ways. Liu Xinru focused on the object of silk,
and detailed the history of its production and exchange between China, India, and the
Mediterranean world.! Hans-Joachim Klimkeit described the transmission of an idea in
the religious context.” Etienne de la Vaissiére concentrated on a group of people, the
Sogdians, and their migration from Central Asia to East Asia.’ Valerie Hansen collected
examples from seven locations in Central Eurasia and argued that the short-distance
movements among these places were the mainstay of Silk Road travels and that, contrary
to common belief, much of the goods were moved by the state and commerce was local
and small in scale.* Sam van Schaik and Imre Galambos close-read a single trip that was
documented in detail in both Chinese and Tibetan manuscripts from Dunhuang.’ These

studies show that the “Silk Road” was not an entirely anachronistic invention, and travels

"' Liu Xinru, Ancient India and Ancient China: Trade and Religious Exchanges, A.D. 1-600 (Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1988); Liu Xinru, Silk and Religion: An Exploration of Material Life and the Thought of
People, AD 600-1200 (Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

? Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, Gnosis on the Silk Road: Gnostic Texts from Central Asia (San Francisco, CA:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1993).

? Btienne de La Vaissiére, Sogdian Traders: A History, Handbuch Der Orientalistik. Achte Abteilung,
Handbook of Uralic Studies; v. 10 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2005).

* Valerie Hansen, The Silk Road: A New History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012).

> Sam Van Schaik and Imre Galambos, Manuscripts and Travellers: The Sino-Tibetan Documents of a
Tenth-Century Buddhist Pilgrim, Studies in Manuscript Cultures; v. 2 (Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter, 2012).



on the Silk Road before the Mongol empire did result in the great exchange of people,
goods, and ideas in Eurasia.

My dissertation builds on these works in several different ways. In terms of
chronology, I examine the era immediately following what was the focus of de la
Vaissiere and Hansen and describe the situation of trans-regional travels after the breakup
of the Sogdian immigrant network and the end of the Tang empire. I argue that, as a
result of the political fragmentation of East Eurasia in the ninth century, a diplomatic
network of the numerous newly independent states, most of which controlled no more
than a few oasis towns, replaced the Sogdian immigrant network of the previous centuries.
This new network was founded on diplomatic relations that emphasized the shared road
as the rationale for the participants’ coexistence. As most existing works on the Silk Road
focus on periods of Eurasian political unity during the Tang and the Mongol period, this
chronological focus allows me to examine how the Silk Road functioned in times of
political fragmentation.

The almost complete lack of reference to travelers as merchants in the Dunhuang
collection compelled me to rethink the social identities of these travelers.' I argue that,
contrary to the claims of most historians on the Silk Road,” merchants, whose profession
is the for-profit exchange of commodities, were rarely a major component of the traveling

population on the Silk Road. Instead, most of the travelers were envoys or monks that

! Valerie Hansen has noticed this absence, see The Silk Road, 195.

2 Annette L. Juliano, Monks and Merchants: Silk Road Treasures from Northwest China Gansu and
Ningxia, 4th-7th Century (New York: Harry N. Abrams with The Asia Society, 2001); Luce Boulnois, Silk
Road: Monks, Warriors & Merchants on the Silk Road, English ed. (Hong Kong: Odyssey Books &
Guides, 2012).



were considered “guests” when they were on the road.! Examined from this perspective,
the dominating social dynamic on the road was not one of commercial competition, but
of reciprocal relations between guests and hosts.

These travelers were not designated as merchants also because the goods they
carried were not bought and sold. Instead, documents in various languages found at
Dunhuang almost uniformly refer to these goods as “gifts.” The exchange of these goods
was characterized by the process of “competitive gifting” among social elites in urban
centers along the Silk Road, who desired the fame that accompanied the acquisition and
distribution of exotic goods as gifts and counter-gifts.” It is this desire for prestige and
recognition of one’s status, rather than the pursuit of profit, that incentivized travels in
and around Dunhuang. These goods — jade, jewels, books, exotic animals, artisans —
formed a group of goods distinct from another group including cows, donkeys, foods,
lands, silk, and clothes, which are found in economic documents such as lending deeds

and contracts.” These two groups of goods thus formed different spheres of exchange in

! My reading of this relationship is inspired by Valene L. Smith, Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology of
Tourism, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989).

? Many existing works already emphasize this, see Rong Xinjiang, "Khotanese Felt and Sogdian Silver:
Foreign Gifts to Buddhist Monasteries in. Ninth- and Tenth-Century Dunhuang," 4sia Major, 17.1 (2014):
15-34; Valerie Hansen, “International Gifting and the Kitan World, 907-1125,” Journal of Song-Yuan
Studies 43, no. 1 (2013): 273-302.

? The insight about the competitive nature of gift-giving was first noted by Marcel Mauss, Essai sur le Don,
Forme et Raison de I’Echange dans les Sociétés archaiques., Année sociologique; 1923-1924 (Paris,
Alcan, 1925); The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (New York: Norton, 1967).
See also Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (Chicago: Aldine-Atherton, 1972) and Maurice Godelier,
The Enigma of the Gift, trans. Nora Scott (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1999). Godelier revises
Mauss’s work by showing the importance of the unexchangeable and the sacred. The gifts and gift
exchange process I describe in this dissertation find more parallels in the social dynamics described by
Mauss and Sahlins.

* My description of the circulation of these two groups of goods owes much to Arjun Appadurai et al., The
Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1988).



the Silk Road economy: the former group was transmitted internationally as gifts; the
latter locally as commodities. It was the former rather than the latter that distinguished
the Silk Road economy from other regions of less cultural diversity and transcultural
connections.'

In seeing goods on the Silk Road as primarily functioning in the form of gifts, I
also reassess the role of silk in the Silk Road economy studied by Liu and Hansen. In
addition to being the most coveted commodity item from the East to the West and to its
function as currency, I argue that silk is also central to the Silk Road economy because it
mediated the boundaries between gifts and commodities.” It is the only type of goods that
were both frequently used as diplomatic and religious gifts and exchanged as
commodities in contracts and other economic documents. In this way, I reaffirm the
usefulness of the concept of the “Silk Road,” while defining it with additional historically
locatable evidence.

Ultimately, my dissertation differs from previous works on the history of the Silk
Road in that it describes the mechanism rather than the results of traveling. Instead of
focusing on what things, people, or ideas traveled, I ask #ow did they travel. In doing so,
I reach a much more circumscribed definition of the Silk Road. Rather than an all-
encompassing term for the conduits of premodern cultural and material exchange in
Eurasia, the “Silk Road” in my use indicates a network of informal land routes

connecting urban centers of different cultural and linguistic traditions in Eurasia, over

"In this regard, I am inspired by the idea of separate “spheres of exchange” from Paul Bohannan and
Laura Bohanna, Tiv Economy (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1968).

? Helen Wang, “Textiles as Money on the Silk Road?” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 23, no. 02
(2013): 165-74.
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which secular and monastic travelers made trans-regional, mostly short-distance, and
usually well-patterned round trips, bearing and exchanging gifts of luxury goods. The
gift-competition for prestige among lords, kings, and emperors was the primary incentive
for traveling. This explains why, contrary to common assumptions of a decline,' travel
activities in and around Dunhuang persisted in the tenth century following the fall of the
Tang.” This persistence of travel activities in the exchange of goods (as gifts) on the Silk
Road, I argue, is the result of a politically fragmented East Eurasia where many more
royal and imperial claims were being made and had to be bolstered by the use of exotic
gifts. This redefinition of the term “Silk Road” suggests that it was not a road of

commerce, but a road of gifts and grandeur.

Sources

This dissertation is possible because of the scholarly effort of more than a century
since the discovery of the Dunhuang library cave in 1900. The cataloguing, publication,
transcription, translation, dating, and interpretation of these manuscripts represent the
combined results of European philology and Chinese and Japanese Sinology. My

understanding of the Chinese documents is informed by the works of, among many others,

! Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, Studies in Comparative World History
(Cambridge Cambridgeshire; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 105.

? Based on Yang Rui’s calculation of times of envoys that visited the Chinese capital preserved in the
Chinese official documentations, he shows that there was actually an increase in the numbers of envoys
who traveled from Central Asia to China in the early Song than the late Tang. See Yan Rui, Sichouzhilu de
Huihu shidai #3882 #17) 0] #5K54X (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2015). However, one
needs to be mindful that we have more detailed records about the Song than the Tang, in particular the late
Tang. What these records do show is a persistent and significant flow of travelers from Central Asia to
China in the late ninth and the tenth centuries.
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Ikeda On', Tang Geng’ou,” Hao Chunwen,’ and Rong Xinjiang”, whereas my use of non-
Chinese documents owes great debts to philologists who initiated the research on these
documents. The philological works on Sogdian,” Khotanese,’ Uyghur’ and Tibetan® in
particular inform my understanding of these documents. Importantly, the accessibility to
these manuscripts has recently been greatly increased by the digital work of the

International Dunhuang Project.’

" Ikeda On #LHI{kL, Chiigoku kodai sekiché kenkyii: gaikan, rokubun T B R EEMRAFSE - AHHE . §5%C
(Tokyo: Tokyo Daigaku Toyo Bunka Kenkyiijo, 1979); Ikeda On and Tatsuro Yamamoto. Tun-huang and
Turfan documents concerning social and economic history (Tokyo: Committee for the Studies of the Tun-
huang Manuscripts, The Toyo Bunko, 3 vol. 1978-1987).

? Tang Geng’ou and Lu Hongji, Dunhuang shehui jingji wenxian zhenji shilu FEAL & 75 SC R E BRI,
5 vol. (Beijing: Shumu wenxian chubanshe, 1986-1990).

* Hao Chunwen et. al. eds., Yingcang Dunhuang shehui lishi wenxian shilu S5 3008 4L 58 s S0 ERRE %,
13 vol. (Beijing: Kexue chubanshe, 2001-2015).

* Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu: Tang Song shidai Dunhuang lishi kaosuo 3% 55 HHFZE « FEARERY
BUEFE §1 7 % (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1996).

> Nicolas Sims-Williams & James Hamilton, Documents turco-sogdiens du [Xe-Xe siécle de Touen-houang
(London: Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum, 1990).

S R. E. Emmerick, 4 Guide to the Literature of Khotan, 2nd ed. (Tokyo: The International Institute for
Buddhist Studies, 1992); Prods O. Skjerve, Khotanese Manuscripts from Chinese Turkestan in the British
Library: A Complete Catalogue with Texts and Translations, Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum; Pt. 2, v. 5,
Texts 6 (London: British Library, 2002).

7 James Russell Hamilton, Manuscrits ouigours du [Xe-Xe siécle de Touen-houang (Paris: Peeters, 1986).

¥ Uray G., “L’emploi du tibétain dans les chancelleries des Etats du Kan-sou et du Khotan posterieurs a la
domination tibétaine,” Journal Asiatique, CCLXIX, (1981): 81-90; Uray “New Contributions to Tibetan
Documents from the post-Tibetan Tun-huang,” in Tibetan Studies: Proceedings of the 4th Seminar of the
International Association for Tibetan Studies Schloss Hohenkammer — Munich 1985. eds. Helga Uebach
and Jampa L. Panglung. (Studia Tibetica: Quellen und Studien zur tibetische Lexicographie 2). (Munich:
Kommission fiir Zentralasiatische Studien Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften), 514-528; Takeuchi
Tsuguhito, “A group of old Tibetan letters written under Kuei-I-Chun: a preliminary study for the
classification of old Tibetan letters,” Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 44.1-2 (1990):
175-190; Wang Yao and Chen Jian, Dunhuang Tufan wenxian xuan BUE M- SCHR%E (Chengdu: Sichuan
minzu chubanshe, 1983).

? http://idp.bl.uk/
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This manuscript collection, discovered in the library cave (cave no.17) at
Dunhuang, is usefully complemented by two other large groups of archaeological
discoveries. First, numerous mural paintings (together with colophons) are preserved in
the Buddhist caves complex, where the library cave was only one among hundreds of
other, often much larger caves. These paintings offer key art-historical evidence for some
of the arguments I make in this dissertation. Second, Dunhuang was not the only place
where a substantial amount of manuscripts were discovered. Areas to the west of
Dunhuang in Central Asia in particular have produced many equally spectacular
findings.' Most of these manuscripts tend to be older than the Dunhuang manuscripts, but
they still provide important contexts in which the documents from Dunhuang can be read
more profitably.

Nonetheless, the dissertation is heavily relying on a single collection of
manuscripts from Dunhuang discovered in a small cave. It is conceivable that the
selectiveness of this small cave might have a serious impact on the story I tell and the
arguments I make in this dissertation. For this reason it is worth considering the nature of
this collection. These manuscripts were all discovered in a single cave (cave no.17) in the
Dunhuang Mogao Buddhist complex.” Various scenarios have been proposed to explain

the assembling of the manuscripts, their deposition into the cave, and the sealing of the

! Aurel Stein, who discovered many of these documents in his trips to Central Asia, left us with extensive
records of these discoveries. See Aurel Stein, Ancient Khotan. Detailed report of archaeological
explorations in Chinese Turkestan, 2 vols. (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1907); idem, Serindia. Detailed Report
of explorations in Central Asia and Westermost China, 5 vol. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1921); idem,
Innermost Asia. Detailed Report of Explorations in Central Asia, Kan-su and Eastern Iran, 4 vol. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1928.

? There are Dunhuang manuscripts discovered in other areas of the Mogao Buddhist caves complex, in
particular the northern parts of the complex. But these manuscripts are much smaller in number, and many
among them are to be dated to later than the 10™ century. The majority of the Dunhuang manuscripts used
in this dissertation are from cave no.17. Therefore, when I use the term “Dunhuang manuscripts,” I
primarily mean manuscripts discovered from this cave in 1900.
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cave; these explanations then lead to different understandings of the nature of the
manuscripts collection from this cave. Broadly speaking, the most accepted proposals can
be divided into two types. Scholars either view the collection as a Buddhist library (most
likely for the nearby Sanjie monastery),' or a reliquary of “sacred waste”: Buddhist sitras
that were no longer being used.? Yet these two functions were not completely
incompatible. Recently, Sam van Schaik and Imre Galambos proposed a compromise

between these two theories:

It may be misleading to perceive the cave’s function as split between two
incompatible options of waste repository on the one hand and library storeroom
on the other. In fact these uses may have overlapped. The cave contains many
manuscripts that somehow fall in between the categories of waste and library
holding...”

While there has not been a scholarly consensus regarding the reason and the nature of the
collection, the view I cited here does help better explain some of the inconsistencies in
both popular proposals. But it poses a difficulty regarding the nature of the secular

documents, which are the focus on the present dissertation. If the Dunhuang collection is

primarily a deposit — be a waste repository or a library — for Buddhist texts, why did so

! For a representation exposition of this view see Rong Xinjiang, “The Nature of the Dunhuang Library
Cave and the Reasons of Its Sealing” (tr. by Valerie Hansen), Cahiers d 'Extreme-Asie, 11 (Nouvelles
etudes de Dunhuang), ed. J.-P. Drége, Paris/Kyoto (1999-2000): 247-275.

? For a representation exposition of this view see Fang Guangchang, “Dunhuang Canjingdong fengbi
yuanyin zhi wojian” SRR E IR ES K 2 3% W, Zhongguo shehui kexue, (1991-5): 213-23.

* Manuscripts and Travellers, 24.
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many secular documents end up in this cave? How should we understand the nature of
these secular documents?"'

This question of determining the nature of the secular documents in the Dunhuang
collection is a difficult one because unlike the canonical Buddhist texts, there does not
seem to be any internal consistency among the secular documents in the Dunhuang
collection. Fang Guangchang argues that many of these documents were preserved
because they were used as supporting papers for Buddhist texts, which I generally agree.”
This observation would seem to suggest that the secular documents were preserved in a
more or less random fashion, as Buddhist monks preserved and used whatever pieces of
paper they could get their hands on. Such randomness is of course a blessing for our
purpose, because, if the collection of secular documents Dunhuang was indeed random
(or at least more random than the Buddhist texts, most of which might very likely have
been from a single, small monastery), it will show us a more extensive picture of the
society in Dunhuang beyond the monastery that owned these manuscripts, in theory
without favoring any particular institution.

In order to test if this theory about the randomness of the Dunhuang collection of
secular documents is valid, I will look at several other collections of secular documents in
the East Eurasian world in roughly contemporary periods and compare the types of
documents represented in these collections. In this process, I adopt the typology of

Dunhuang secular documents (or “socio-economic documents” in their term) Tang

! What I mean by “secular documents” include not only non-canonical and non-literary texts and
documents about daily life produced by secular people, but also documents about the daily functions and
secular aspects of the life in a monastery. Therefore, a contract made between a monk and a layperson
would be a secular document in my definition. The term “secular documents™ in this sense is therefore
more or less equivalent to “social and economic documents” used by most scholars.

? Fang, “Dunhuang Canjingdong,” 216.

15



Gen’ou and Lu Hongji developed in their extensive collection of these documents." I
have chosen four other major collections of secular documents: the Turfan collection, the
Khotan collection, the Kucha collection and the Kharakhoto collection in this exercise.
Here I use the term “collection” in a loose way, because unlike the Dunhuang collection
from a single cave,” these four cases were not really single collections but rather groups
of documents discovered in extensive regions.’ In particular, the Khotan and Kucha
collections were essentially documents buried in various sites that survived to us because
of the extreme low precipitation rate of the region. While none of these collections can be
simplistically regarded as “random” on its own, the provenance of the documents in these
collections was demonstrably more diverse than the Dunhuang collection appears to be.
A comparison among them might tell us the ways and extent each collection is biased. To
limit the scope of this exercise, for the Turfan collection, I only compare the collection of
Chinese documents found in tombs from the sixth to the eighth centuries. The later
Uyghur and Chinese documents discovered in the Turfan region are equally important,
and I shall consider them in the future when I can explore this issue in a more extensive

and comprehensive fashion.

" Tang and Lu, Dunhuang shehui jingji wenxian zhenji shilu.

21 am not dealing with the Dunhuang manuscripts found beyond cave 17 in the Dunhuang area.

3 The Khotan, Kucha, and Turfan collections were found in these three kingdoms. The Kharakhoto
collection is more restricted. But most of the secular documents in the Kharakhoto collection were found in

the ancient Kharakhoto city and not — as many of the Buddhist Kharakhoto documents were — in the single
stupa outside of the city.
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Table 0.1: Dunhuang secular documents in context

Dunhuang Khotan Kucha Turfan Kharakhoto®

b el 9®and 10™ | 7"and 8™ 7™ and 8™ 6" to 8™ 10" to 14"
documents centuries centuries centuries centuries centuries
Main languages of Chinese, but  Khotanese, Tocharian Chinese, but Tangut and
documents also Tibetan  but also B, but also also Chinese, but also
and Chinese, Chinese and  Sogdian Tibetan and
Khotanese, Tibetan, Tocharian Jurchen
Sogdian and  Hebrew, and A
Uyghur Sogdian
documents
Geography and v
travelogue
v v
v v v v v
v v v v v
She community 4
documents
“
documents
Account books 4 v
(including for
government and
monasteries)
Contracts (for 4 4 4 v v

purchase and lending)

" The assessment is based on Harold Walter Bailey, Indo-Scythian Studies: being Khotanese Texts Volume
IV (Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 1961); R. E. Emmerick, & M. 1. Vorob’éva-
Desjatovskaja. Saka Documents, Text Volume 111, (Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum, London: 1995); P. O.
Skjerve, Khotanese Manuscripts from Chinese Turkestan. 1 benefited from Zhang Zhan’s recent work on
the internal relations among a group of Khotanese documents found in Khotan. See Zhang Zhan, Between
China and Tibet: A Documentary History of Khotan in the Late Eighth and Early Ninth Century (PhD
Diss., Harvard University, 2016).

2 The assessment for the Chinese documents is based on Eric Trombert ed., Les manuscrits chinois de
Koutcha. Fonds Pelliot de la Bibliothéque nationale de France (Paris: Institut des hautes études chinoises
du College de France, 2000); for the Tocharian documents I consult Ching Chao-jung BEIE %, Tuhuoluo yu
shisu wenxian yu gudai Qiuci lishi WX G5 AR SURREL (U8R 225 X2 (Beijing: Peking University Press,
2017).

? The assessment is based on Tang Zhangru & & ed., Tulufan chutu wenshu W38 H + 3L #, 10 vol.
(Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1981-1990), and Rong Xinjiang 28 #7T et al. eds., Xinhuo Tulufan chutu
wenxian H7HE E & H - SCER, 2 vol. (Zhonghua shuju: Beijing, 2008).

* The assessment for the Chinese documents is based on Du Jianlu £t-%§%, “Heishuicheng Hanwen
wenxian zongshu” S&7KEE L SCRER R, Xixia xue 4 (2009): 3-14; for the Tangut documents see the
articles by Shi Jinbo 514:# such as “Heishucheng chutu Xixiawen maidiqi yanjiu” 22 /K% Hi + 746 5 SC#
WIEAHFFE, Lishi Yanjiu (2012.2): 45-67, “Xixiawen maixu qi guxu qi yanjiu” P8 5 % & 208 & 278,
Zhonghua wenshi luncong (2014.3): 1-53 and many others.
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Table 0.1 (continued)

Family and marriage

management documents

Land management v v
documents

Legal documents

Governmental v v
administrative

AN
<

K]

documents

documents

Utility documents

Mortuary documents v

K]
AN
K]
S~ <«

This table represents a clearly over-simplistic picture. Each of these “collections” needs
to be examined much more closely to compare not only these broad categories but also
sub-categories within them; documents in different languages should also be further
differentiated within each collections; a more precise quantitative value of each of the
categories represented would also greatly increase the usefulness of this exercise.
Nonetheless, for my purpose here, the table seems to suggest that, in terms of the types of
documents represented, the secular documents in the Dunhuang collection are not
drastically different from secular documents in other major collections. Though the
Dunhuang collection includes genealogy, geography, and travelogues not represented in
most other collections, the majority of the types of documents were widely represented in
all of these collections.

Therefore, at least in terms of genres represented, the Dunhuang collection of
secular documents seems to have been as random a selection as any of these four other
collections. Unlike the Dunhuang collection, these four collections were all deposited

(most likely accidentally) at different places and in different times. So it is
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understandable that, different from a collection made up of a single deposition (which
some would argue that broader Dunhuang collection is), they should be closer to being a
random selection. The observation I made above in the table seems to confirm what Fang
Guangchang’s point about the role of the secular documents in the Dunhuang cave. We
can perhaps think of the process as one in which secular documents from various social
institutions in the Dunhuang society were continuously given to a monastery (most likely
the Sanjie monastery), perhaps in the form of paper donation. If this scenario were
anywhere close to what actually happened, then we can think of the accumulation of
secular documents in the Dunhuang collection as a process of these documents being
deposited from different places and in different times, which would make the Dunhuang
collection not fundamentally different from the other collections, and therefore no less of
a random selection.

But this similarity does not mean that these collections were not biased. In fact,
we can detect traces of biased representation by looking at the difference in the number
of each type of documents preserved in these collections. The Kharakhoto collection of
secular documents includes proportionally a lot more secular documents produced by the
government than Dunhuang. The corvée labor records and military documents, while
extent in all five collections, are proportionally speaking very poorly represented in
Dunhuang. The large proportion of documents dealing with the daily functions of the
government (orders, petition, notes etc.) found in Khotan and Turfan are also relatively
speaking less prominent in Dunhuang. Conversely, the secular documents dealing with
life in Buddhist communities are best represented in the Dunhuang and Kucha collections

and less so in others. What this rich array of information tells us cannot be fully explored
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here. But my very rudimentary comparisons seem to suggest that the Dunhuang
collection of secular documents is a bit less concerned with the internal workings of the
local government and a bit more with that of the local monasteries than these other
collections. Most scholars believe the Dunhuang collection was intended to be a
collection of Buddhist texts after all; and in my proposed scenario described above,
secular documents came into a monastery (and the Dunhuang collection) were given to
them from various people and institutions, including of course this monastery and other
monasteries. So it is not surprising that we see more secular documents concerning
Buddhist institutions than in these other collections.

From this examination and comparison, I argue that the collection of Dunhuang
secular documents does not seem to have an evident bias, except for a closer affiliation
with Buddhist institutions. At the very least, it does not seem to have been clearly more
biased than any of the other major collection of secular documents. This would enable us
to compare with more confidence the story I tell about Dunhuang and the Silk Road in
the region around Dunhuang to stories scholars have discussed about other places. The
story I tell in the dissertation might be different or similar to other places and times on the
Silk Road, but it will not have been so because the collection of documents I use were
kept on the whim of one person or one institution. Because of the diverse origins of the
secular documents in the Dunhuang collection, we can hope that my story will reflect
situations in various parts of the society in Dunhuang and its adjacent areas.

By juxtaposing these multilingual secular documents, it is also my hope to
improve the understanding of key trans-lingual concepts in these documents, which have

been largely worked on by experts in one or two languages. Instead of treating these
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documents as specimens of early Chinese, early Tibetan, and early Uyghur social and
economic history, I show that they collectively reflect the history of a group of frequently
interacting people, who despite linguistic differences, conducted much of the same social
and economic activities and therefore shared many similar terms and ideas. This
dissertation is one of the first historical works on the Dunhuang collection to make use of
documents in all genres and languages.

As I mentioned above, records about Dunhuang and adjacent regions were
produced not only locally, but also by courts in more distant regions. In particular,
records composed by the Song dynasty in China are the most important because of their
abundance as well as their accuracy. In particular, Song texts such as the Song huiyao,
Songshi, and Xu Zizhitongjian Changbian preserve records about envoys from the west,
many of whom were from Dunhuang, to China. The information contained in these
records can often be put in profitable dialogue with Dunhuang manuscripts. These
transmitted texts in the Chinese tradition are almost as important as the Dunhuang
manuscripts in my reconstruction of the traveler’s world of the Silk Road. To a much
lesser extent, Islamic geographies and travelogues also provide pieces of important

information for our understanding of the Silk Road during this period.

Temporal Scope: After the Empire

A combination of the nature of the sources and my specific historiographical

interest determined the temporal scope of the dissertation. As the library cave at
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Dunhuang was sealed up in the early eleventh century,' the majority of the manuscripts —
in particular the secular documents — date to the previous two centuries. The existence of
these manuscripts therefore allows a particularly detailed reconstruction of social life
during these two centuries. Since the presence of external sources, primarily Chinese
historical records produced in China proper, was fairly evenly distributed over the
preceding and following centuries, the two centuries prior to the turn of the millennium
became a brief window in which internal (Dunhuang-produced) and external sources are
both abundant and can be read in conjunction with one another.

But the more important reason that I chose to limit myself to the 150 years
between 850 and 1000 has to do with the political history of the time. The ninth century
was an era of political transformation in the history of medieval Eastern Eurasia. From
the middle of this century, the three great empires that once dominated Eastern Eurasia
began to crumble one after another: in 841, the Tibetan Empire began its long process of
disintegration with the assassination of Tsanpo Langdarma; in 848, the Kirgiz drove the
Uyghur Empire out of the Steppe, causing the diaspora of Uyghurs in Central Asia; from
874 to 884, the declining Chinese Empire, the Tang dynasty, was decisively wounded by
the rebellion of Huang Cao and eventually replaced two decades later. Why these empires
successively failed in this rather short period of time still eludes us, but we do know that
during the later ninth and the tenth centuries, Eastern Eurasia was a much-changed world,

as areas formerly under the rule of great empires now began to assume independent

" Rong Xinjiang, “The Nature of the Dunhuang Library Cave and the Reasons of Its Sealing”(tr. By Valerie
Hansen), Cahiers d'Extreme-Asie, 11, Nouvelles etudes de Dunhuang, ed. J.-P. Drége, Paris/Kyoto (1999-
2000): 247-275.
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political as well as cultural identities. The age of empires came to an end.'

Also coming to an end, it seems, was the “Golden Age” of trade on the trans-
Eurasian land routes collectively known as the “Silk Road.” Scholars generally agree that
the ninth century pan-Eurasian political fragmentation was disastrous for traveling on the
“Silk Road.” For instance, according to Liu Xinru, “[i1]t seems that this section (western
Central Asia) of the Silk Road had sustained its economy under the Turkish Islamic
regime of Khwarazmshah but may have lost its commercial ties with China after the fall

of the Tang in the early tenth century.”

Similarly, Philip Curtin sees this period as one of
decline in his general chronology of the Silk Road, which highlights three periods of
imperial domination when the Silk Road was relatively open: “[t]he simultaneous power
of the Abbasids and the Tang made it comparatively easy for long-distance traders to
make the whole journey across Asia and North Africa, in effect from the Atlantic to the
Pacific. Relatively open trade across Asia had occurred once before, in the Han-Parthian-
Roman period at the beginning of the Christian era. It happened again in the Tang-
Abbasid period of the seventh and eighth centuries. It was to happen for a third time with

the establishment of the Mongol Empire over most of northern Asia after 1250 — the

opportunity that made it possible for Europeans like Marco Polo to visit China freely for

" Edouard Chavannes, Documents sur les Tou-Kiue (Turcs) occidentaux. Recueillis et commentés, suivi de
notes additionnelles (Paris, Adrien-Maisonneuve 1942); Maeda Masana Fif H 1E %, Kasei no rekishi-
chirigakuteki kenkyii 7] 75 O JFE 52 H PR 22 ()5 7T (Tokyo, Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1964); Christopher 1.
Beckwith, The Tibetan Empire in Central Asia: A History of the Struggle for Great Power among Tibetans,
Turks, Arabs, and Chinese during the Early Middle Ages (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993);
Michael Robert Drompp, Tang China and the Collapse of the Uighur Empire: A Documentary History,
Brill’s Inner Asian Library; v. 13 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2005).

2 Xinru Liu, The Silk Road in World History. New Oxford World History (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010).
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about a century afterward.”

This periodization of the history of the Silk Road — three successive high points
featuring “relatively open trade across Asia” interrupted by periods of decline — found
general support, especially among historians working on global history. In an article titled
“Cross-Cultural Interaction and Periodization in World History” published in the
American Historical Review, Jerry Bentley of the University of Hawaii not only relates
the fate of the Silk Road to that of the state in a way similar to that of Curtin, but goes
one step further and divides world history into six periods following the rise and fall of
the Silk Road, which according to him reflects the ebb and flow of state support.> Abu-
Lughad was more specifically talking about the post-Tang-Abbasid period when she
noted that the “[r]estoration of the land route during the period of Islamic hegemony was
continuously threatened by the northern tribes, against whom the Great Wall had
originally been built. (These threats were not eliminated until Genghis Khan conquered
northern China in the opening decades of the thirteenth century.) Intermittently denied
access across the steppes, China was of necessity drawn more to the sea.”™

Therefore, the assumption that only in the Han-Rome, Tang-Abbasid, and Mongol
periods do we find “relatively open trade across Asia” is a commonly held one that is
essential in the current assessment of the history of the Silk Road, with potential
ramifications for a general understanding of world history. Under this assumption, the

history of the Silk Road tends to be described as being in sync with the rises and falls of

! Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, 105.

? Jerry Bentley, “Cross-Cultural Interaction and Periodization in World History,” American Historical
Review 101, no. 3 (1999): 749-70.

? Janet L. Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250-1350 (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 1989), 303-4.
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the large empires on both of its ends. The main difference between the periods of
prosperity on the Silk Road — aptly connected to imperial existence by terms such as Pax
Mongolica — and the periods of decline is related to the amount of transcultural
communication thought to have been occurring: between the heyday of the Tang and the
Mongol periods, because of the lack of a centrally controlled postal and intelligence
system, the Silk Road was thought to have been “closed” or nearly so, and trans-Eurasian

traveling on the Silk Road became very difficult. Tansen Sen remarks, for instance, that:

From the mid-ninth to the mid-tenth centuries, the woeful state of trade
across Central Asia remained unchanged. The political fragmentation of the
region not only hindered long-distance trade but also made it perilous for
Buddhist monks to travel between India and China ..."

These characterizations, it must be emphasized, are generally based not so much
on empirical evidence as on an unexamined assumption of the positive and facilitating
role of the state, particularly large empires, in transcultural communication. According to
this assumption, the state supported the travelers not only with horses and postal stations,
but also with maps and interpreters; without such support, trans-regional traveling
became exceedingly difficult, if not outright impossible.

Yet I believe this assumption and the scholarship founded on it need revision for

two reasons. First and foremost, empirical evidence does not support a decline of travel

on the Silk Road after the end of the Tang.” A meticulous calculation conducted by Yan

" Tansen Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The Realignment of Sino-Indian Relations, 600-1400,
Asian Interactions and Comparisons (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2003), 212.

? Michal Biran has recently shown the Silk Road was still open and active between the Tang and the
Mongol eras. See her "Qarakhanid Eastern Trade: Preliminary Notes on the Silk Roads in the 11th-12th
Centuries," In Jan Bemmann and M. Schmauder, eds., The Complexity of Interaction along the Eurasian
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Rui on the basis of records about the Tang and the Song dynasties indicates that the
number of tributary missions to the courts of the Song and the Liao from Hexi and

Central Asia in the tenth century increased to at least twice what it was during the Tang
dynasty.' Second, very few attempts have been made to understand the mechanism of this
supposed “decline.” How exactly did the absence of large empires and the lack of

imperial support result in the decrease of the number of people traveling on the Silk Road?
To date, their correlations have been presumed rather than argued. By focusing on this
period after the end of the age of empires in East Eurasia, I shall be able to address some

of these issues.

Spatial Scope: The “Dunhuang sphere”

Geographically, this dissertation focuses on activities on the road at Dunhuang
and adjacent regions. Much like the choice of the temporal scope explained above, the
choice of this spatial scope is also both incidental and intentional. It is incidental because
the existing sources allow a most extensive and thorough treatment of this particular
spatial unit; but to limit myself to this unit and not to expand or contract reflects my
conscious effort to address a set of previously underexplored issues.

I use the term “Dunhuang and adjacent regions” to describe this geographical

unit, because I rely on Chinese and Islamic sources as well as the multi-lingual

Steppe Zone in the first Millennium CE. Empires, Cities, Nomads and Farmers, Bonn Contributions to
Asian Archaeology 7. (Bonn: Vor- und Frithgeschichtliche Archidologie, Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms
Universitit Bonn, 2015), 575-95.

"van Rui, Sichouzhilu de Huihu shidai.
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collections of medieval manuscripts in Chinese, Tibetan, Uyghur, Sanskrit, Khotanese,
and Sogdian discovered in the sealed library at Dunhuang. The central importance of the
group of sources found in a single cave in the Dunhuang cave complex unquestionably
puts Dunhuang at the focal point of this dissertation, but I have chosen also to include the
broader Dunhuang oasis, the Hexi Corridor, and the region between Central Asia and
China, that is, the entire region of East Eurasia.

To determine a meaningful geographical unit for the discussions in this
dissertation, I have asked two questions of my sources: 1) what places do manuscripts
from Dunhuang refer to? 2) what places produced texts that refer to Dunhuang? The texts
from the Dunhuang library cave are understandably focused on Dunhuang, as a majority
of geographically locatable events found in these texts occurred at Dunhuang. References
to the neighboring cities of Ganzhou and Guazhou to the east and Xizhou (Turfan) and
Khotan to the west are also reasonably frequent. Significant places further afield, such as
Mount Wutai and India, usually appear in specific (in this case religious) context,
commonly in accounts about Buddhist travelers; a similar case can be made for the
occurrence, in the political context, of Chang’an and other Chinese capitals as well as
Lhasa. Finally, the most distant places attested in these manuscripts include Korea to the
east and Persia to the west. These places form several broadly concentric yet occasionally
overlapping regions around Dunhuang.

Interestingly, the answer to the second question charts a broadly similar

geographical picture. After the establishment of the “four prefectures of the Hexi (7] V4 U
#B)” — Wuwei, Zhangye, Jiuquan, and Dunhuang — at the end of the second century

BCE, Dunhuang remained a key reference point in the geographical records in Chinese.
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In the era treated in this dissertation, Dunhuang was politically not part of any regimes in
Central China. Yet its significance did not subside in the Chinese geographical
imagination. Indeed, one might even argue for its increased importance: as Chinese
power retreated from Central Asia, Dunhuang, more than any other cities previously
under Chinese rule in the region, became the reference point as the westernmost edge of
an imagined Chinese ecumene. Tibetan texts began referring to Dunhuang when the
Tibetan empire conquered it in the eighth century CE. Dunhuang also appears in Turkic
and Persian sources, many of which will be used in this dissertation. For instance, a
Persian geography produced in the tenth century in Central Asia mentions Dunhuang (as
“Shazhou,” its official name during the Tang dynasty) and many of the places around
Dunhuang in its section on China.'

Therefore, the answers to these two questions about Dunhuang generally overlap,
and both point to a broadly similar region of Western China and Eastern Central Asia
between Chang’an in the east and Khotan in the west. This region, which I term the
“Dunhuang sphere (see Map 0.1),” will be the geographical unit in which the discussion

in this dissertation unfolds.

! Vladimir Minorsky, Hudiid Al-‘Alam = “The Regions of the World”: A Persian Geography, 372 A.H.-982
A.D., (London: Luzac & co, 1937).
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Map 0.1: The “Dunhuang sphere” '

It is important to note that I focus on the “Dunhuang sphere” not because of its
historical or geographical uniqueness, but merely because of the availability of sources.
The circumstances of the preservation and the discovery of manuscripts in the Dunhuang
caves determined the accidental nature of this choice in the geographical scale of this
dissertation. Each of the cities and states on the Silk Road would have similar spheres of
influence that, given sufficient sources, would allow us to paint pictures of a “Turfan-
sphere,” “Khotan-sphere,” etc. This dissertation’s intensive focus on the “Dunhuang

sphere” will hopefully provide a window that allows us a peek at some of the ways

! Maps used in this dissertation are made by me using the ArcGis software or Google Map.
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people traveled on the Silk Road, which can then be compared to practices in other less
well-documented places. Only by connecting these different spheres of influence and
intense interaction, as many pre-modern travelers certainly did, can we hope to bring out

the global significance of an admittedly regional history.

Global Perspectives

One area of study this dissertation draws its inspiration from is the study of global
history. Most practitioners of this comparatively new field focus their efforts on the early
modern period and beyond. This is because it was during the early modern period, for the
first time in history, that overlapping networks of knowledge, people, and goods of truly
global scale emerged. Although scholars do not agree on the exact dates of the early
modern period, there seems to be some consensus on what it means to be early modern.
According to Jerry Bentley, it was “a period during which all the world's regions and
peoples ultimately became engaged in sustained encounter with each other, thus a period

”1

that inaugurated a genuinely global epoch of world history.”" Similarly, a recent synthesis
asserts that “[h]istorians refer to this age, extending from roughly around 1400 to 1800,
as the early modern period. Though peoples from Africa, Asia, and Europe had engaged

one another intermittently since ancient times, early modern cross-cultural exchange was

distinctive in its worldwide scale and its ongoing regularity.”® Therefore, connections in

! Jerry Bentley, “Cross-Cultural Interaction,” 769. He does not distinguish the early modern from the
modern.

2 Charles H. Parker, Global Interactions in the Early Modern Age, 1400-1800 (Cambridge University Press,
2010), 3.
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world history would need to be both “global” and “regular” for them to qualify as early
modern connections, and pre-modern (or rather pre-early modern) connections were
either regularly sustained on a regional basis, or global in scale only intermittently.

Recent scholarship, however, has indicated that, even in times widely regarded as
early modern, connections of truly global scale were relatively rare.! What is important
and distinctive seems to be not necessarily global practices, but the knowledge of the
global sphere, meaning that, in the early modern era, even regional connections were
made with the knowledge of the global in the background. Consequently, the defining
feature of pre-modern trans-regional connections was not that they were limited in their
geographical reach, which the continent-wide spread of religion (Buddhism and
Manichaeism), technology (horse domestication), and language (the spread of Indo-
European languages), or the global reach of homo sapiens show they were not. What
distinguishes pre-modern connections from early modern ones, I would argue, is the lack
of the understanding of a “globe” as a spherical and finite entity.

In this sense, insights gained from works on “global history” could apply to
studies of the pre-modern world just as well as to those of the early modern. The
emphasis on connections transcending national borders and nationalistic historiography
could benefit historians of the pre-modern. It is for this reason that the idea of a “global
medieval” was proposed in several recent works.? As the “Silk Road” is frequently used

as the defining framework of a medieval global world, a better understanding of the

! Sebastian Conrad, What Is Global History? (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), ch.6.
2 Robert I. Moore, “A Global Middle Ages?” in The Prospect of Global History, ed. James Belich et al.

(Oxford University Press, 2016), 80-92. See also the report on an Oxford-led initiative, Catherine Holmes
and Naomi Standen, “Defining the Global Middle Ages,” Medieval Worlds, 1 (2015): 106-117.
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mechanism of travel on the Silk Road enables us to rethink what “globalization” meant in
medieval Eurasia. Most current works of synthesis on this subject see the Silk Road as a
precursor of the more familiar story of commercial globalization beginning in the
sixteenth century, only on a much smaller scale.' Because of the perceived sporadic
nature of the Silk Road connection, global historians of early and medieval Eurasia often
choose to focus on comparisons rather than connections.” In this framework, the “global
medieval” was one link in the lineal and incremental development of an increasingly
more connected world between the largely isolated world of antiquity and the genuine
globalization during the early modern period.’

In my dissertation, however, I argue that globalization in medieval Eurasia was
not merely smaller in scale than early modern globalization; it also involved a different
group of players with a different set of rules. With the exchange of gifts through
diplomatic means on the Silk Road from Chang’an and Samarkand to Baghdad and
Constantinople, the competition among these kings and emperors for prestige and
grandeur defined globalization in the medieval Eurasian context. The transition from
global medieval to global early modern involved not only incremental increases of the
frequency of contact and commerce, but also a paradigm shift in the ways these contacts
were made.

My investigation of this kingly competition for prestige through gift exchange can

be connected to recent works by Jonathan Skaff and Matthew Canepa, both arguing for

"Liu Xinru, The Silk Road in World History; Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade; Peter Frankopan, The Silk
Roads: A New History of the World, (New York: Alfred AKnopf, 2016).

? For instance, Walter Scheidel ed., Rome and China: Comparative Perspectives on Ancient World Empires
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).

? Bentley, “Cross-Cultural Interaction.”
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the existence of trans-regional cultures of kingship.' Such culture of kingship, which both
imported exotica and exported claims of kingly generosity to boost claims of legitimacy,
is found in almost every court in medieval Eurasia. The competitive gifting (both secular
and religious) among these states constituted the foundation of material exchange on the
ancient Silk Road. In this sense, this pre-Mongol “world-system” differs fundamentally
from the one in the era of the Mongol empire described by Janet Abu-Lughod.’
Ultimately, I agree with Peter Brown’s insightful assessment of the nature of the
ancient Silk Road. He suggests that on the Silk Road “elements of an ‘archaic
globalization’ were brought to the fore by constant diplomacy and warfare, and not by the
invisible hand of the market,” and that “from one end of Eurasia to the other, the game of
the day was the game of the competing glory of the kings.” By analyzing actual cases of
travel and exchange of goods found in Dunhuang manuscripts, my dissertation
demonstrates that this “game of the competing glory” was the main reason underlying the

vitality of the ancient Silk Road and the connectedness of medieval Eurasia.

Chapter Synopsis

! Jonathan Karam Skaff, Sui-Tang China and Its Turko-Mongol Neighbors: Culture, Power and
Connections, 580-800, Oxford Studies in Early Empires (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press,
2012); Matthew P. Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual of Kingship between Rome and
Sasanian Iran, Transformation of the Classical Heritage; 45 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2009).

? Janet L. Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250-1350 (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 1989).

3 Peter Brown, “The Silk Road in Late Antiquity,” in Victor H. Mair, Reconfiguring the Silk Road: New

Research on East-West Exchange in Antiquity (Philadelphia, PA, USA: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2014) 15-22.
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The dissertation is organized into three parts. They answer the following three
questions: How was travel possible in this politically fragmented world? How did the
travelers behave when they were on the road? What were the consequences of such trans-
regional travel for the regions traversed by the travelers? Each part has two chapters that
address distinct yet connected aspects under these three broader questions.

Part I, “Maps and Diplomacy: Opening the Road,” discusses the ways travel was
made possible in tenth-century Eurasia. Chapter 1 focuses on the production of
geographical knowledge. In this chapter, I investigate the ways the Hexi region, of which
Dunhuang was the western terminus, was represented in the ninth and tenth centuries in
geographies or travel accounts in Chinese, Persian, Uighur, Tibetan, Khotanese, and
Sogdian and how these texts reveal a “shared peripherality” in the geographical
productions of East Eurasia prior to unification under the Mongol Empire. By “shared
peripherality” I mean that the Hexi region was peripheral to all of these traditions of
geographical understanding: it constitutes, for instance, the western end in the Chinese
geography Taiping huanyu ji and the eastern end in the Persian geography Hudid al-
‘Alam, both composed in the tenth century. Yet this periphery was “shared” because in
Taiping huanyu ji and Hudiid al- ‘Alam, among others, the many cities of Hexi were
recorded with accurate details that corroborate each other. Such corroboration is visible
through my analysis of the multilingual documents from the Dunhuang library cave
situated at the western end of the Hexi region. I argue that the intensive production,
translation, and transmission of geographical works and information found in these local
documents enabled the interactions and connection among different systems of

knowledge, thus creating a pan-East Eurasia geographical intelligibility. It was through
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the shared knowledge of the Hexi region that the world of East Eurasia became known to
all.

But to know how to get somewhere does not in itself guarantee successful travel.
Various social connections have to be made for the travel to happen. Chapter 2 — “By
the Road we become one family” — explores the diplomatic relations established among
states along the routes between China and Central Asia. I first provide as context the
ways the Tang, the Tibetan, and the Uyghur empires conducted their diplomacy, and then
argue that much of the vocabulary of what I term “imperial diplomacy,” if not also its
practices, was inherited in the tenth century among a network of a dozen or so smaller
states. These states continued, for instance, to use diplomatic marriage as a tool of
negotiating interstate relations. What changed was the rationale for the establishment of
such diplomatic marriages. For the states in tenth century Dunhuang and adjacent regions,
the fact that they shared a road provided a strong rationale for the necessity of diplomatic
relations. Therefore, embedded in the regional diplomacy was the significance of
traveling: interstate relations were necessary because, at least in part, they provided a
secure network for travelers. And since there were many more states in this region than in
the previous centuries, and these states were generally interested in and sometimes
enthusiastic about maintaining trans-regional connections, traveling became more
frequent than in previous centuries, when the entire region was under the control of one
or two large states such as the Tang and the Tibetan empire.

After Part I establishes the prerequisites for successful travel, Part II — Gifts and
Guest: Networks of Prestige — turns to the “trip” itself and asks what kind of social

relations travelers formed when they were on the road. How were these social relations
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negotiated? This part addresses these issues by following the movements of goods and
people. Chapter 3 reexamines the material exchanges on the road and argues for the
importance of gift rather than commercial exchanges. I show that the exchange of goods
as gifts permeated every aspect of life on the road. Gifts were not only customarily
attached to personal as well as diplomatic letters; they were also given to travelers from
their arrival to their accommodation and their departure. On all of these social occasions,
gifts served two distinct yet related purposes. First, the use of gifts created a social bond
in the form of debts that guaranteed the successful exchange of letters and the
accommodation of guests. Second, the pursuit of particularly exotic and rare gifts was
often the very goal of letter-exchange and traveling. These gifts were not exchanged to
produce profit; instead, the exchange of gifts was a competitive process in which each
party tried to outperform the other to accrue prestige. Therefore, material exchange in the
form of gifting on the road served as both the end and the means of traveling.

Chapter 4 turns to the travelers themselves and investigates the relations between
travelers and their local hosts. By examining evidence in Buddhist stories popular in the
region, travelogues by Ibn Fadlan and Marco Polo, and concepts about traveling revealed
by the eleventh century Diwan Lughat al-Turk (Compendium of the Turkic Languages)
by Mahmiud al-Kashgari, this chapter charts the basic principles and vocabulary of social
relations on the road in medieval East Eurasia. I argue that, at least in principle, the
appropriate relations between travelers and the people they meet on the road was a
reciprocal one: that between a guest and a host. This principle is then tested against actual
cases of traveling recorded in Dunhuang manuscripts. In particular, I focus on how

travelers were made “known” in a process in which strangers were transformed to guests.
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I argue that prior introduction, hospitable accommodation, the exchange of gifts, and the
celebration of the fame and prestige of the hosts constituted the crucial steps in
establishing and maintaining a guest/host reciprocity. Violations of these practices
deterred such reciprocity and resulted in the faltering and failure of travel. In extreme
cases, violating guest/host reciprocity ended up with the travelers not being considered
guests, but bandits. In this way, I argue that instead of commercial principles of profit-
making by merchants, the adherence to and the violation of the guest/host reciprocity
constituted the central theme of social relations on the road.

Having examined the practice of travel in Part II, Part IIl — “Economy and
Politics” — turns to the results of travel. The two chapters discuss the economic and
political impacts of the frequent trans-regional exchanges of people and goods in two
different locations. Chapter 5 looks at the economy of Dunhuang on the basis of a group
of 200 Chinese and Tibetan contracts and argues that there were two ways in which the
economy at Dunhuang can be described as a “Silk Road economy.” First, building on the
observations made in chapter 3, I show that the economy of Dunhuang in this era
consisted of two spheres: a local sphere of commodities and a trans-local sphere of gifts.
By analyzing the goods dealt with in these contracts, I show that most of the
commercially exchanged goods were household items of relatively low value, whereas
goods exchanged as gifts consisted of mostly non-necessity and — in some cases — rare
and exotic items. The only category of goods both used as gifts and exchanged as
commodities were various types of silk and other textiles. Silk connected the two spheres
of economic activities at Dunhuang, thus making this economy a characteristically Silk

Road economy.
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The second way the economy of Dunhuang became unique because of the
exchanges on the Silk Road was the integration of the ways in which contracts from
different linguistic and cultural traditions were made. By comparing contracts from the
ninth to the eleventh centuries at Dunhuang and Turfan with similar earlier contracts
from this region and adjacent areas, I show that the earlier contracts show differing ways
of conducting business. By the tenth century, however, the frequent communication and
exchange resulted in a congruence of contractual practices, the result of which was that
Chinese, Tibetan, and Uyghur contracts produced in this period and region, despite their
cultural and linguistic differences, essentially followed the same formulae. By
analysizing these two aspects of economic life at Dunhuang, I argue that “Silk Road
economy” in Dunhuang meant a coherent economic system that on the one hand centered
around the distribution of silk among different spheres of economy, but on the other hand
transcended linguistic and cultural boundaries in its practices.

The last chapter turns to another aspect of the impacts of frequent trans-regional
travel, namely, in the domain of state ideology and kingship. As I argued in the previous
chapters, the competitive performance of diplomacy and the pursuit of prestige through
exotic gifts by the kings were the main incentives for these travels. In this process, the
kings on the Silk Road formed a network of diplomatic connections that secured the
exchanges of goods and people. Because these exchanges were conducted primarily by
and for the governments and kings, it is not surprising that, beyond a “Silk Road
economy” observed in chapter 5, we see a “Silk Road ideology” in the realm of kingship.
This last chapter looks at the kingdom of Khotan in the political context of the fall of the

Tang empire, and shows that, thanks to the frequent exchanges between this Central

38



Asian state and China and their exclusive ownership of jade — a widely coveted luxury in
East Eurasia — the kings of Khotan acquired tremendous political prestige. Such prestige
allowed them to develop a new kingship ideology that blended Indo-Iranian concepts
with Chinese ones, whereby they claimed to be “king of kings of China.” These
measures not only altered the face of the middle-Iranian—speaking Buddhist kingdom of
Khotan, but also influenced profoundly how “China” was conceived of among Khotan’s
neighbors, in particular in the Islamic world. By uncovering this previously ignored claim
in the political history of tenth century East Eurasia, I argue that, just as a network of
commerce often results in negotiations and redistributions of wealth, a network of gifts
and guests among states on the Silk Road resulted in negotiations and redistributions of
political prestige.

In the Conclusion, I first summarize my findings regarding several key units of
analysis regarding the history of the Silk Road, from “goods” and “people” to “road” and
“exchange.” In doing so, I show that trans-regional travels on the Silk Road were
motivated mainly by the kingly pursuit of glory rather than commercial interest in profit;
travelers were predominantly recorded as envoys from the state rather than private
merchants, and these envoys exchanged the goods they carried in a diplomatic network of
competitive gifting. Therefore, the medieval “Silk Road” in the Eurasian heartland was
not primarily a commercial network, but a network of prestige. This observation, when
placed in the context of pre-modern trans-regional travels on the Eurasian continent,
provides new ways of understanding not only the history of the Silk Road, but also the

world of pre-modern Eurasia.
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Part One — Geography and Diplomacy: Opening the Road
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Chapter 1: Through Broken Geographies: The Re-creation of
Geographical Intelligibility between China and Central Asia

1.1: Introduction

In the Tang, imperially commissioned, locally produced tujing [#] %% (illustrated

geography) connected the courtly imagination of geography with its local variants. The
knowledge thus manufactured guided Tang travelers in their trips between the capital and
Central Asia, among other places. However, the fall of the Tang and the “loss” of Central
Asia in the eighth century severed such connections. This chapter considers the ways in
which a coherent and mutually intelligible geographical understanding in the high Tang
eventually gave way to fragmented realms of knowledge in the tenth century.

As I shall show in this chapter, for post-Tang historians and geographers, the
memory of places in the then lost Hexi Corridor lingered, but their exact locations grew
increasingly vague. In the meantime, local production of geographical works about Hexi
also shifted focus from one that adopted a hierarchal place in the imperial geography to
one that stressed the centrality of the Hexi region. By juxtaposing Song geographies,
maps, and travelogues with similar works produced in and about the Hexi region in
Chinese, Tibetan, and Khotanese languages, all of which are found at Dunhuang, I argue
that fragmented geographical knowledge did not necessarily lead to fragmented traveling
experiences. Instead, empirical investigations by the travelers, memories of the Han and

Tang places, and the resurgence of previously obscure non-Chinese traditions all

' See Xin Deyong 1 5, “Tangdai de dili xue” E{UAIHIELEL, Li Xiaocong 254 ed., Tangdai diyu
Jiegou yu yunzuo kongjian 5 HUIBE A% BLE /22 1], Shanghai cishu chubanshe, 2003, 439-463.

41



contributed to the creation of a new geographical knowledge which, while not assuming
imperial monopoly, was no less efficient in practice.

The Hexi Corridor offers an ideal site for the investigation of geographical
knowledge about the Silk Road (Figure 1.1) Its western terminus is Dunhuang (or

Shazhou 7)) or Sha Prefecture during and after the Tang). In the east, the road is much
more open. One could see its end as Liangzhou )N (Wuwei J8), Lanzhou F#/H
(Jincheng 43§), or Lingzhou # /M| (Shuofang ¥ /7/Lingwu #1X). The Hexi region was
incorporated into the Chinese ecumene during the Han dynasty (202 BCE-220 CE). The
measure aptly captured by the phrase lie sijun, ju liangguan ¥|WUERE R (lay out four

prefectures, hold two passes) not only greatly expanded the Han empire, but also
provided the Hexi region, which is comprised of the “four prefectures” of Wuwei,
Zhangye 7EH#% (Ganzhou H M during the Tang), Jiuquan %% (Suzhou /! during the
Tang) and Dunhuang, with a certain cultural coherence. This coherence was maintained
during the era of fragmentation in Chinese history between the Han and the Sui dynasties,

and, for the majority of this period, various Liang 7 states ruled the Hexi region. In the
early Tang this region was incorporated and designated as part of the Longyou [

circuit. The An Lushan rebellion, however, greatly weakened Tang control, and the
Tibetan empire took the chance to occupy much of the region. After the disintegration of
the Tibetan empire in the mid-ninth century, former prefectures in the region began to
reclaim their independence from the Tibetan overlords. Some of them recognized a

nominal affiliation to the aging Tang state. But Tang attempts to exert effectual control
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were doomed to fail, and this region would not return to the direct rule of a regime from

Central China until the conquest of the Xixia state by the Mongols in the 13" century.'
The term “Hexi,” meaning “West of the [Yellow] River,” was already widely in

use during the Tang and gave the region a more or less distinct coherence. This term

gained currency not only among Chinese speakers, but was also borrowed into Tibetan.

In a letter written to the Khotanese king by the lord Cao of Dunhuang in the tenth century,

for instance, the lord Cao titled himself as “ha se byang ngos kyi tser to tshe’u de’i po,”

the “Juedu shi (governor) Cao taibao of Hexi the north.””

Evidently, the Khotanese king
shared the understanding of this term as well. In its non-Chinese use, the term was clearly
deprived of its original geographical meaning of “West of the [Yellow] River,” and
became a pure toponym. Such a region of distinctive geographical coherence serves as a
good specimen for the study of the transformation of geographical knowledge in and
about it. In this chapter, [ would further argue that in the tenth century, from the
perspective of different realms of geographical knowledge, the Hexi region indeed
became a coherent unit distinctive from Central Asia, the Tibetan Plateau, the Inner

Asian Steppe, and China proper. Most importantly, it also connected these four large

regions and became the nexus of East Eurasia.

! For a summary of the history of this region, with a focus on Dunhuang, see Rong Xinjiang, Eighteen
Lectures on Dunhuang, Brill’s Humanities in China Library; 5 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2013).

2 P.t.1284. Cf. the bilingual vocabulary in P.t.1263.
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Map 1.1: The Hexi Corridor

If one visits the Hexi Corridor, which corresponds to the western part of the modern
province of Gansu, or looks at a map of it, it is impossible not to notice the serpentine
shape of this region. Such administrative contours were, of course, constructed by
politicians, who decided how to draw a province, and cartographers, who put the idea on
maps. But they were also not without their topographical basis. That western Gansu
looked like a passage, aptly captured in its name Hexi Corridor, is due to the steep
mountains to its north and south. The lower region between the mountains stretches more
than five hundred miles from southeast to northwest, but is only a few dozen miles wide.
Most areas in the region are very dry, and only in places where rivers flow from the
southern mountains do we see oasis-towns. Major towns were lined up one after another
at roughly equal distance, unmistakably summoning the image of a route dotted with
conveniently situated halting places for travelers. In this sense, one may regard the Hexi
Corridor as essentially a road pretending to be a region. The dynamic between these two

ways of seeing the geography of Hexi informs much of the discussion in this chapter.
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A central concept that I deal with in this chapter is what I call “geographical
intelligibility.” For a traveler, geographical intelligibility means the ability to know where
one is and where one is going even before embarking. Particularly in times of political
fragmentation, when the production and renewal of geographical knowledge were
sometimes hindered by state boundaries, travelers might not always knew where they
were going or how to get to their destination. It is only with a dynamic network of
geographical knowledge can people who were separated from each other communicate
intelligently. A place is geographically intelligible to a traveler when the knowledge
about that place can be connected to known places through various means (geography
books, tales, guides, supernatural interventions etc.). A collection of mutually intelligible
places enables successful travel among these places.

In other words, geographical intelligibility is the status of being “known” through
a network of knowledge that connects one place to other places. In this way, it differs
from simple geographical knowledge as the latter describes a static type of knowing.
Many networks of different socio-historical provenance often overlap with each other, the
movement from one network to another usually determines the success or failure of a
trip. In this chapter, my description will focus on the reconstruction of this intelligibility

in an era of political fragmentation following the fall of the Tang.

1.2: The Silk Road and Imperial Knowledge

Wang Fengxian FZ={ll was in trouble. In the first month of the 21% year of the

Kaiyuan reign (February of 733), he was captured by the soldiers in Sour Date Fort
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(suanzao shu BEZ5 ) on the western border of the Turfan region (Xizhou P&/l during
the Tang) in present day eastern Xinjiang.' His arrest was not due to any crime in the
conventional sense. Rather, the 40-year old man was discovered to be traveling without
proper documentation and so was arrested. >

This was not meant to happen. In the third month of the previous year, this

resident of the capital Chang’an &2 joined a “camel-leader,” who was working in turn
for a certain official travel supervisor (xinggang 17##) Li Chengyin to transport military
provisions (bingci) from the capital to Kucha (Qiuci 4k 4%), a city to the north of the

Taklamakan desert in modern Xinjiang. Everything seems to have proceeded smoothly,
and Wang Fengxian was able to reach Kucha in the summer, as he was given all the
documentation necessary to return to the capital on the 29" day of the eighth month.
More than one month later (on the tenth day of the eleventh month), he reached Turfan
on the return trip and was given further permission to go eastward. A smaller stop, the

Crimson Pavilion Garrison (Chiting zhen 7% 5=#f) gave him another document three days

later. But then he became sick, and was unable to continue on the journey. Therefore, he

rested in the “chariot ward” of the garrison and then went to Puchang 7 = with a

hometown friend and stayed with one of his servants for fifty days. When he received the

" For the places mentioned in this case, see Wu Xinhua 8 %, Tulufan Tangdai jiaotong luxian de kaocha
yu yanjiu M-8 7 A 0 B AR 1) 25 22 B 7T (Qingdao: Qingdao chubanshe, 1999).

? In cave no.166 in at Dunhuang, under a painting of the Prabhutaratna Buddha we find the inscription that
reads “passing guest Wang Fengxian devoted offered.” See Dunhuang mogaoku gongyang ren tiji FU/& 5
i E A RERC (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1986), 78. As the cave was carved in High-Tang around the
8™ century, it is not impossible, as Wang Huimin suggested that this could have been the same Wang
Fengxian. See Wang Huimin £ # [X, “Du Mogaoku gongyan ren tiji zhaji,” 8 %% = & it A\ B B5C,
Wenxian, (1994-3): 269-274. If that is the case, then he must have passed Dunhuang either on his way to
Kucha or back.
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news that someone who owed him money was passing through the region, he decided to
go after him, possibly with the intention of hitchhiking along. But when he reached the
Sour Date Fort on the 25" of the first month, he did not find this person. Instead, he was

arrested for travel without proper documents (xingwen) 17 . His route is shown in

Figure 1.2.
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Map 1.2 — Wang Fengxian’s Geographical World

We know the story of Wang Fengxian because his case was reported to the Xi Prefecture,
which later gave the case a verdict. This document, together with many other documents
of similar nature, were then used as burial covers in a tomb that would will later be

named 73TAMS509 by modern archaeologists, whose excavation brought this document
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and Wang’s case to life. ' I recount this exceptional case with all its rich details because it
reveals much about the Tang official transportation system. Wang was originally
traveling in an official or semi-official capacity and covered over 4000 kilometers
without any problem. But when sickness hit him and his original company had to leave
him behind, he was forced to use a more private network of travel, staying with a fellow
townsman and chasing passing debtors. This form of travel, however, was not sanctioned
by the government. The first part of Wang’s trip was partially official in nature and was
thus supported by the Tang postal system. Every 30 /i, acco