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The North-South Axis of Former Han
and Its Symbolism

Huang Xiaofen

University of East Asia, Shimonoseki

The construction of Changan, the capital city of the Han dynasty, began under the founder
of the dynasty Emperor Gao (Liu Bang) in 202 BC, continued under Emperors Hui and Wu,
and was completed with the building of nine mausolea by Wang Mang. Archaeological
surveys have found the total area of the city to be 36 square kilometers, 80 percent of them
occupied by palaces. However, no plan or map showing the entire city inclusive of
residential areas for commoners remains. The city was basically square in shape, but its
northern and southern walls followed an irregular pattern. The first volume of Sanfu
Huangtu (Yellow Charts of the Three Regions) explains that these irregularly shaped walls
were meant to symbolize the Big Dipper and the Southern Dipper, respectively, and refers to
the city as "Dou Cheng" (Dipper City).

To obtain a more detailed picture of Changan as it existed in the Han dynasty, I carried
out a GPS survey. I determined that this city and the imperial tombs, which stand on the
south and north sides of the Wei River, respectively, were built on an axis that runs straight
north-south from the central gate of the Han capital (called Anmen) to the platform that is in
the center of a group of five platforms in the village of Tianjing-an, in Cuoe district,
Sanyuan county, forty-six kilometers north of Anmen. Each of these platforms in Tianjing-
an was square, 20 meters on each side, and the five platforms were arranged in an
equilateral cross, with one in the center and the other four placed to the north, south, east,
and west. Among the rubble around the structures roof tiles have been found that are of the
same Han-dynasty type as those used on the palaces of Changan. This suggests that these
imposing platforms were built at around the same time as the capital, by the high-ranking
people who built the city. Five hundred meters to the west of the site of the platforms is a
crater-like formation (230 meters across and 20 meters deep) that has long been believed to
have been a pit where funerary rites were conducted in the days of the Han dynasty. If we
draw a straight line to the south of Anmen, the Ziwu Valley of Nanshan (South Mountain) is
right on this line, and we can surmise that this means that the gate represents the entrance
from the Han capital city to the peaks of nature. It is 75 kilometers from the valley to the
five platforms in Tianjing-an Village, and the Wei River, flowing east-west, is exactly in the
center (eastward by 29 arc-minutes and 28.8 arc-seconds (638.7meters)). The GPS data

reveal that the Wei River (also known as the Tienhe, or Heavenly River) is equidistant from
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the imperial city to its south and the imperial tombs to its north.

These findings seem to prove that the capital city of the Former Han was designed as
part of a larger area stretching 75 kilometers from north to south. This in turn suggests that
the study of Changan requires a much broader geographic focus than traditionally
employed. The north-south axis appears to have been meticulously aligned to express the
harmony between nature and human civilization—the former represented by the mountain
and the river and the latter by buildings and monuments—and convey the contrast between
life and death through the juxtaposition of the imperial city and the imperial tombs. This
scheme may have been intended to symbolically represent the political and religious

legitimacy of Han's imperial rule by linking it to the image of the union of heaven and earth.
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