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Abstract
The political history of medieval China is written primarily on the basis of official records
produced at centers of political power by victors in the preceding trans-dynastic war. With
the help of alternative sources, one can hope to challenge the triumphalist and teleological
narrative imbedded in these records. In this article, I use documents preserved in the
Dunhuang “library cave” to uncover a failed attempt to establish a regional state with
imperial pretensions in Dunhuang immediately after the fall of the Tang. This kind of
political regionalism seen in Dunhuang is also found in several other post-Tang states
in Sichuan and Guangdong. My investigation of their similarities exposes the teleological
nature of the conventional framework of “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms,” and
demands that we rethink the political history of China after the fall of the Tang.
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Introduction

In 909, Zhang Chengfeng 張承奉 (r. 894–910, birth and death dates unclear) had been
the military commissioner ( jiedushi 節度使) of Dunhuang, an oasis town in north-
western China, for fifteen years.1 His grandfather, Zhang Yichao 張議潮 (799–872),

*The conception of this article began with my MA thesis in the Regional Studies, East Asia Program at
Harvard University in 2011. I want to thank my advisor Mark Elliott for his guidance. An early version of
this article was delivered at the Conference on “Middle Period China, 800–1400” at Harvard University in
2014. I am grateful for the comments by Wang Ao and the encouragement from Patricia Ebrey at that con-
ference. Subsequently, Zhang Ling gave me many substantial suggestions for revision, and my friends Liu
Chen, Du Heng, Lincoln Tsui, and Yin Hang also provided useful comments. Two anonymous reviewers
gave useful feedback to the manuscript of this article. I thank all of them for their help in improving this
article.

1A note on the use of toponyms: Different names existed for this area and the polity in this area. Its
official name originally was Sha Prefecture (Shazhou), and Dunhuang was one of the two counties of
Sha prefecture (the other being Shouchang 壽昌). After Zhang Yichao won its independence from the
Tibetan Empire, it was also officially named “the Military Prefecture of Returning to Righteousness
(Guiyi Jun).” For the sake of consistency, this article will always use the name “Dunhuang.” The region
in which Dunhuang situates itself, now the western part of the Gansu province usually known as Hexi
Corridor 河西走廊, will be referred to as Hexi in this article.
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had toppled the Tibetan lords in 848 and established his family rule in Dunhuang.
Zhang Yichao’s nephew, son, and son-in-law succeeded him until, in 894, Zhang
Chengfeng became the fifth military commissioner of this semi-independent state. In
the waning years of the Tang dynasty (618–907), warlords such as the Zhangs governed
much of the domain of the Tang beyond the two capitals.2 The most powerful among
them, such as Zhu Wen 朱温 (852–912), would vie for control of Central China in the
post-Tang world. Stories about warlords in Central China fill the volumes of Histories of
the Tang and Histories of the Five Dynasties. In comparison, the Dunhuang regime under
Zhang Chengfeng ruled over merely two prefectures in the northwestern corner of what
used to be the Central Asian frontier of the Tang empire. His deeds were largely ignored
by contemporary warlords and forgotten by later historians. Exactly one line about him is
preserved in the official annals, which mis-records his name as “Zhang Feng”:3

In Shazhou (i.e. Dunhuang), during the Kaiping reign of the Liang dynasty, there
was a military commissioner Zhang Feng who styled himself “White Clothed Son
of Heaven of Golden Mountain.”

沙州，梁開平中，有節度使張奉，自號「金山白衣天子」。

Few could, or cared to, understand Zhang’s enigmatic title “White Clothed Son of
Heaven of Golden Mountain” until 1900, when Wang Yuanlu 王圓箓, a local Daoist
monk in Dunhuang, stumbled upon a cave filled with medieval manuscripts. Sealed
up in the early eleventh century, this collection of manuscripts sat undisturbed for
almost nine centuries.4 It is primarily a collection of Buddhist texts, but a significant
number of official documents also made their way into the collection, primarily
being used as paper to repair Buddhist texts. Among these documents are edicts,
poems, petitions, and orders produced by the Dunhuang government. On the basis
of these rich materials, scholars have successfully determined that, between 909 and
911, Zhang Chengfeng, an unremarkable successor in a small regional state, abandoned
the title of military commissioner used by his ancestors, and proclaimed himself the
Emperor (huangdi 皇帝) and Son of Heaven (tianzi 天子) of a new “Han” dynasty.5

He was described as wearing white cloth, because in honoring the color white and
its associated element of metal in the five-element theory, his state purportedly suc-
ceeded the Tang dynasty which honored the color yellow and the element of earth.

2For a general history of the decline of the Tang and particularly the local powers in late Tang, see
C. A. Peterson, “Court and province in Mid- and Late Tang,” in The Cambridge History of China,
Volume 3: Sui and T’ang China, 589–906 AD, Part 1, edited by Denis Twitchett (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1979), 464–560. For a summary of the history of Dunhuang during this period
of Tang decline, see Rong Xinjiang 榮新江, Eighteen Lectures on Dunhuang, trans. by Imre Galambos
(Leiden: Brill, 2013), 31–46.

3Jiu Wudaishi 舊五代史 (974), comp. by Xue Juzheng 薛居正 et. al. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1976),
138.1840. The same exact line was copied in Xin Wudaishi新五代史 (1053), comp. by Ouyang Xiu歐陽脩

(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), 915.
4For a comprehensive survey of the content of the Dunhuang manuscripts, see Rong Xinjiang, Eighteen

Lectures on Dunhuang, 267–426.
5For the history of Dunhuang in this period, see Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu 歸義軍史研究, sec-

ond ed. (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 2015). In this article, I use the term “emperor” to translate huangdi in the
context of Dunhuang with full awareness of its irony, and of the fact that one can claim to be an emperor
without their state being in any way imperial.
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This new state, according to the Dunhuang documents, was called “Golden Mountain
Kingdom of Western Han” 西漢金山國.6

Zhang Chengfeng’s career as an “emperor” only lasted for about two years before he
was forced to give up this title by a combined force of a military defeat by the Uyghur
kingdom of Ganzhou to the east of Dunhuang and an internal revolt from Dunhuang’s
commoners. A few years later, Zhang was overthrown by a subordinate named Cao
Yijin 曹議金 (r. 914–935), who initiated the Cao family rule of Dunhuang that lasted
until 1035. Zhang’s failed foray into emperorship is generally considered an insignifi-
cant, if also erratic, era in the history of Dunhuang. Scholarly work on this state signifi-
cantly dwindled after the initial interest in clarification of dates of important events.7

Aside from a few long poetic compositions made during this period, Zhang’s endeavor
seems to have, once again, stopped interesting historians.

In this article, I show that if we place Zhang’s ambition and his Golden Mountain
kingdom in the broader context of the post-Tang world, there is much to learn from
its short history. Both the timing of Zhang’s new state and his association with the
color white indicate that this state-building project was a direct response to the fall
of the Tang. In this way, what Zhang did is not too different from what a number of
other states, such as the Former Shu (907–925), did immediately after the fall of the
Tang. The Dunhuang response under Zhang is worth investigating because, unlike all
other self-styled Tang successors, the documents about Zhang Chengfeng’s new state
are not preserved through the discriminating editorial works by historians of the
Song dynasty, which was itself a rival for the Tang legacy. Therefore, the choices
made, language used, and precedents sought by the emperor of the “Golden
Mountain kingdom” allow us a contemporaneous view of the new political reality cre-
ated by the fall of the Tang. The clarification of this new reality compels us to see the
political history of the post-Tang world in a new light.

This article is in two parts. In the first part I describe the drama of Zhang’s short-
lived emperorship in three Acts. In Act I, I recount the history of the strained relation
between the Tang court and Dunhuang prior to Zhang Chengfeng to provide context
for Zhang’s actions after the fall of the Tang. Then, I offer an analysis of the ideology
of Zhang Chengfeng’s new state, which shows that, while Zhang claimed to be an
emperor, he also attempted to localize certain universal features of the Tang empire
to fit the political reality in Dunhuang. In Act III, I trace an alternative vision popular
among the “ten-thousand commoners” in Dunhuang that vehemently opposed Zhang
Chengfeng’s state-building project. This voice from the supposed commoners, rarely
heard in state-sponsored histories, advocated a return to Dunhuang’s earlier political

6The scholarly attention this short-lived state has received is almost exclusively limited to Chinese works.
The most important works include: Wang Zhongmin 王重民, “Jinshanguo zhuishi lingshi” 金山國墜事零

拾, Beiping tushuguan guankan 9.6 (1935), 5–32; Li Zhengyu 李正宇, “Guanyu jinshanguo he dunhuang-
guo jianguo de jige wenti” 关于金山国和敦煌国建国的几个问题, Xibei shidi 1987.2, 63–75; Li Zhengyu,
“Tan ‘baiquege’ weibu zaxie yu Jinshanguo jianguo nianyue” 谈白雀歌尾部杂写与金山国建国年月,
Dunhuang yanjiu, 1987.3, 75–79; Wang Jiqing 王冀青, “Youguan Jinshanguo de jige wenti” 有关金山

国的几个问题, Dunhuangxue jikan 1983.3, 44–50; Lu Xiangqian 卢向前, “Jinshanguo chengli zhi wojian”
金山国成立之我见, Dunhuangxue jikan 1990.2, 14–26; Rong Xinjiang, “Jinshan guoshi bianzheng” 金山

國史辨正, Zhonghua wenshi luncong 50 (1992), 72–85; Yang Xiuqing 杨秀清, Dunhuang xihan
Jinshanguoshi 敦煌西汉金山国史 (Lanzhou: Gansu renmin, 1999); Yan Tingliang 颜廷亮, Dunhuang
xihan Jinshanguo wenxue kaoshu 敦煌西漢金山國文學考述 (Lanzhou: Gansu renmin, 2009).

7There are a number of works on this topic. For a summary, see Yang Baoyu 楊寶玉, “Jinshanguo jianli
shijian zaiyi” 金山國建立時間再議, Dunhuangxue jikan 2008.4, 44–52.
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status as a vassal to a state based in North China. Such a view was inherited by the Cao
family rulers, and it ushered in a new era in the history of Dunhuang.

The second part of the article reflects on how the story of Zhang Chengfeng’s brief
emperorship can help us rethink the political history of China in the tenth century. I
argue that the conventional framework of “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms” is teleolog-
ical and does not properly capture the challenges facing the political figures at the time.
Every warlord in the post-Tang world faced a similar choice to that which so dramatically
split Zhang Chengfeng and the commoners of Dunhuang: should one adhere to a hege-
mon in North China, whoever it may be, or should one find regional justifications for
power? Analyzing the making of the post-Tang political regionalism in Dunhuang offers
new ways of understanding this unique period of political division in the history of China.

The Emperor of Dunhuang: A Drama in Three Acts

Act I: Returning to A Foreign Country

In 848, Zhang Yichao, who was from a local noble family in Dunhuang, revolted against
his Tibetan overlords, who had ruled the area for more than half a century. With the
Tibetan empire crippled by internal strife, Zhang was able to drive out local Tibetan
officials and expand his control beyond Dunhuang. A prompt decision of “return to
Tang Empire” was made as he sent envoys to Chang’an, the Tang capital, in the
same year as his rebellion.8 Of this first dispatch of envoys, we unfortunately know little.
In late 851, Zhang Yichao dispatched a more formal and better-documented group,
headed by the renowned monk Wuzhen 悟真 (816–895), to Chang’an.9 It was followed
in July by Zhang Yitan 張議潭 (?–860), Zhang Yichao’s older brother, who brought
maps and household registrations of eleven prefectures of the Hexi region, many of
which were under Zhang Yichao’s rule. These acts were clear signs of the Zhangs’
wish for political reincorporation into the Tang.10 In a poem written to the Tang
court, Wuzhen expressed his gratitude for seeing the Emperor:11

In Dunhuang we are the people of the old days; 敦煌昔日舊時人
Cut off by the ugly caitiffs, we were no longer intimate [with the emperor]. 虜醜隔絕不復親
The transforming power of the sage ruler pacified four barbarians; 明王感化四夷靜
Without wielding weapons, ten thousand li of land were renewed. 不動干戈萬里新

By reminding his audience in the capital that the Dunhuang people were “of the old
days,” Wuzhen was clearly claiming Dunhuang’s old status as a part of Tang. The
use of ethnic terms such as lu (caitiffs) and yi (barbarians) also implies Dunhuang’s

8This event is mentioned the Dunhuang manuscript version of the “Stele of Virtuous Governance (de-
zheng bei 德政碑) of Zhang Huaishen.” See Stein (hereafter referred to as S.) 6161+S.3329+S.11564+S.6973
+Pelliot chinois (hereafter referred to as P.) 2762, in Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 400.

9Fu Junlian伏俊琏, “Tangdai Dunhuang gaoseng Wuzhen ru Chang’an shi kaolue”唐代敦煌高僧悟真

入长安事考略, Dunhuang yanjiu 2010.3, 70–77.
10Collecting map and household registrations as a sign of conquest is most well known in the case of

Xiao He who collected these documents from the Qin court for the Han dynasty. In the spirit path stele
(shendao bei 神道碑) of the mid-Tang prime-minister and geographer, Jia Dan 賈耽, it is said that
“since the western barbarian (Tibetans) occupied He[xi], Huang [river] areas, the maps, household regis-
trations, geographies and records were all lost.” See Quan tang wen 全唐文 (1819), comp. by Dong Hao 董

誥, et al. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983), 478.4888.
11P.3720, P.3886, S.4654, in Xu Jun 徐俊, Dunhuang shiji canjuan jikao 敦煌詩集殘卷輯考 (Beijing:

Zhonghua shuju, 2000), 339.
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unique status as a “Han” Chinese region in the far west. Zhang’s seizure of power was
thus presented as a renewal of Tang power, which should only naturally be recognized
by the Tang court. This view, however, was not shared by everyone in Chang’an.
Bianzhang 辯章, the head monk in Qianfu Monastery in Chang’an, commented that:

Wuzhen, the monk of Gua and Sha [Prefectures], was born among the western
barbarians [xifan 西蕃] and came here to the noble state [i.e. Tang] … [The
Emperor] asked the similarities and differences between the Great State [i.e.
Tang] and the barbarian prefecture [rongzhou 戎州] on the law of the Buddha.12

While xifan (western barbarians/Tibet in the west) might have meant Tibet (and not the
generic “foreign”), as Wuzhen was indeed born when Dunhuang was under Tibetan
rule, the “barbarian prefecture” points unmistakably to Dunhuang under Zhang
Yichao. This attitude was in line with the position of the Tang court, which gave the
new Dunhuang state the title of “military prefecture of returning to righteousness
[guiyijun 歸義軍].” As seen in other contemporaneous cases, the term “returning to
righteousness” was used exclusively for polities of non-Chinese ethnic background in
the Tang dynasty. One branch of Uyghurs active not far from Dunhuang was given
the same name: Guiyijun, after offering their allegiance to the Tang.13 Evidently, unlike
what the name might suggest at face value, it was usually a recognition of political inclu-
sion and cultural exclusion.

The uneasiness of this first encounter colored the rest of the six decades of
Dunhuang’s relation with the Tang court. Although Zhang Yichao was given the title
of “military commissioner” three years after his uprising, his relationship with the capital
remained tense, with both parties keen on the control of Liangzhou, the key city of the
Hexi region on Dunhuang’s path to Chang’an.14 In 867, after his brother, who was serving
as a hostage to the Tang, died in Chang’an, Zhang Yichao himself was summoned as a
replacement. Zhang Yichao had to oblige and left the rulership in Dunhuang to his
nephew Zhang Huaishen (831–890), who ruled until being murdered with his wife
and six sons in 890. Yet, only in 888, more than twenty years after his assumption of
power, did the Tang court confer on Zhang Huaishen the title of military commissioner.
In these two decades, numerous envoys made the difficult journey from Dunhuang to
Chang’an to seek the appointment, and repeatedly, they encountered another denial.15

The best documented of these trips occurred towards the end of these two decades.16

Two Dunhuang officials named Zhang Wenche 張文徹 and Song Runying 宋閏盈 led
the group that left Dunhuang in the twelfth month of the second year of the Guangqi
光啟 reign (886).17 On the seventeenth day of the second month in the following year,
they reached the temporary residence of the Tang emperor in Xingyuan 興元 (modern
Hanzhong 漢中).18 Three days later, the envoys had their first meeting with the min-
isters, who told them to wait for the emperor in Fengxiang. When they reached

12Xu, Dunhuang shiji canjuan jikao, 332.
13See Zhao Zhen 赵貞, Guiyijun shishi kaolun 歸義軍史事考論, (Beijing: Beijng shifan daxue, 2010),

1–24.
14Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 155–61.
15For a chronology of the political history of Dunhuang, see Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 1–42.
16This incident is recorded in a petition sent back to Dunhuang that is written on S.1156. For a tran-

scription and interpretation of this text, see Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 187–89.
17The majority of this year corresponds to the year 886. But the twelfth month falls into the year 887.
18The emperor was threatened by Zhu Pi 朱沘 and had to leave the capital and take refuge in Xingyuan.
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Fengxiang, they turned in six more petitions, on the ninth, the eleventh, the thirteenth,
the seventeenth, the twentieth, and the twenty-third days of the third month (April 16,
18, 20, 24, 27, and 30 of 877 in Gregorian calendar), to no avail. The Dunhuang docu-
ment that details this series of events, Stein 1156, breaks up after the petition on the
twenty-third, leaving us wondering if more attempts were made. What we do know
is that after all these efforts, the envoys were still unsuccessful in securing the title
and had to return to Dunhuang empty-handed.

The ensuing desperation led to conflicts among the envoys. A group headed by
Zhang Wenche had given up hope and proposed to join a regiment of traveling soldiers
and return to Dunhuang immediately, whereas Song Runying insisted on staying and
trying again. The complaint of Zhang Wenche and three others went so far as deriding
Zhang Huaishen, the lord of Dunhuang himself: “what accomplishment did the puye
have to ask for the insignia (of military commissioner)? In the past twenty years,
how many minions have tried to come here (to ask for the insignia)?… If you (meaning
Song Runying) can get the insignia, the four of us will walk with our heads!”19 Song’s
faction, while recognizing the frustration that “after writing documents and sending
people across the desert ten thousand times, nothing was achieved,” still expressed
with great determination: “without the insignia, we will not return even if faced with
death!”20

Two years later, after yet another mission of envoys, the Tang court ultimately gave
in and granted Zhang the title. When the Tang envoy conferring the title finally reached
Dunhuang, he was given a tour in the area. This trip was so significant that it was
recorded in the biographical bianwen (transformation text) written in honor of
Zhang Huaishen.21 According to this text,

after the Minister [shangshu 尚書, meaning Zhang Huaishen] accepted the decree,
he directed the imperial envoy into the Kaiyuan Monastery to pay respect to the
divine portrait of Emperor Xuanzong (685–762). The imperial envoy saw the ear-
lier imperial throne, which resembled the one Emperor Xuanzong had used when
he was alive. He [the Tang envoy] sighed: “though Dunhuang was blocked from
Han for a hundred years, and was lost to western barbarians [rong], they still
revered our dynasty and kept the image of the Emperor, which was lost in the
other four prefectures [meaning Gan, Liang, Gua, and Su, all of which are in
the Hexi corridor]. The walls of the cities in prefectures of Gan, Liang, Gua and
Su were all destroyed. The residents lived with the ugly barbarians, and their
clothes were all fastened on the left [zuoren]. Only the Sha prefecture [i.e.
Dunhuang] shared the same people and culture with the Inner Land [neidi 內地].

19The title of puye 僕射 was one of Zhang’s official titles at this time. In the early and mid-Tang, the
term meant the deputy head of the Ministry of State Affairs (shangshu sheng尚書省). By the ninth century,
however, it has become an honorific title liberally offered to regional rulers without any real power.

20The Chinese text by Zhang Wenche: “僕射有甚功勞？覓他旌節。二十年已前，多少樓羅人

來，論節不得 … … 待你得節，我四人以頭倒行”; by Song Runying: “修文寫表，萬邊差人，涉歷

沙磧，終是不了,” “如不得節者，死亦不歸者.” See Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 187–89.
21For a study of the bianwen written to honor Zhang Yichao and Zhang Huaishen, see Xie Haiping謝海

平, Jiangshixing zhi bianwen yanjiu 講史性之變文研究 (Taipei: Jiaxin shuini gongsi wenhua jijinhui,
1973), 81–91. Victor Mair dates these two texts “not long after approximately 856 and 862 (probably some-
time between 874 and 880).” See his T’ang Transformation Texts: A Study of the Buddhist Contribution to
the Rise of Vernacular Fiction and Drama in China, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 34.
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尚書授敕已訖，即引天使入開元寺，親拜我玄宗聖容。天使睹往年御座，
儼若生前。歎念燉煌雖百年阻漢，沒落西戎，尚敬本朝，餘留帝像。其於
(餘) 四郡，悉莫能存。又見甘涼瓜肅，雉堞彫殘，居人與蕃醜齊肩，衣著
豈忘於左衽。獨有沙洲一郡，人物風華，一同內地。22

The authenticity of the story is hard to confirm. If we are to believe the account of a
memorial stele dedicated to Zhang Huaishen which claimed that Tibetans forced the
people of Dunhuang to adopt Tibetan custom and clothing, an act Zhang’s ancestors
resented,23 it is quite difficult to imagine that the Tibetan rulers would have allowed
an image of the Tang Emperor to exist and be honored for some eighty years.
Nevertheless, the story reveals that people in Dunhuang regarded their prefecture as
the only place in Hexi area that preserved the political tradition (as represented by
the image of the emperor) and cultural practice (i.e. the clothing) of China proper. A
similar attitude is also visible in a number of lyric poems (quzici 曲子詞) recorded
in Dunhuang manuscripts. One wished that Dunhuang would “eventually extinguish
the barbarian [fan] wolves and they will together pay homage to the emperor.”24

Another acknowledged the difficulties of the survival of the state: “Dunhuang is sur-
rounded by six barbarian groups on four sides … it is afraid that, without the heavenly
power from afar, the He-Huang area will eventually sink into the barbarians.”25 A par-
ticular poem, titled “Paying the Loyalty,” went as far as saying that “when we eventually
reach the Tang, and are able to bow to the divine noble emperor, there will be tears
every step we walk and they will drench our clothes as we look at the red door of
the palace. … For thousands of years we will pay our loyalty.”26 Like the repeated efforts
of envoys trying to acquire an appointment, this theme of “loyalty” in lyric poems was
used to validate the status of Dunhuang as a legitimate member of the Tang political
world.27

Such was the relationship between Dunhuang and the Tang court before the fall of
the Tang: on the one hand, the rulers of Dunhuang desired Tang recognition in order to
substantiate their legitimacy; on the other hand, the Tang central government was
cautious and even suspicious, and used the authority of conferring the title of military
commissioner as a means to control this far-flung region. In order to accomplish this
goal, the Tang court not only required high profile political hostages from Dunhuang,
but also repeatedly rejected or postponed the Dunhuang government’s request for the

22Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 268.
23“Heluo (meaning areas around Luoyang) was in chaos … included in the domain of southern Fan …

appeased the succumbed and made treaties from afar… Therefore the practice of using braids was followed
and tattoos were considered beautiful. They covered their bodies with robes folding on the left (zuoren 左

衽) and had to kneel down to lords. The ancestors harbored resentments, but having met no one of high
morality for a hundred years, they had nowhere to resolve their grievances.” The full title of the inscription
is “The Inscription of the Virtuous Rule of Lord Zhang, Minister of Military, the Military Commissioner of
Hexi by Royal Order.” The text of this inscription is found in several Dunhuang manuscripts, including
S.6161, S.3329, S.11564, S.6973 and P.2762. See Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 399.

24Ren Bantang 任半塘, Dunhuang geci zongbian 敦煌歌辭總編 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 1987), 449.
25Ren Bantang, Dunhuang geci zongbian, 45.
26Ren Bantang, Dunhuang geci zongbian, 673.
27The sentiment expressed in the poems confirms the observation of by Shao-yun Yang in “‘Stubbornly

Chinese?’ Clothing Styles and the Question of Tang Loyalism in Ninth-Century Dunhuang,” International
Journal of Eurasian Studies 5 (2016), 152–87. For the meaning of “loyalty” in Chinese history, see Naomi
Standen, Unbounded Loyalty (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007), 41–63.
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title of military commissioner. Contrary to the self-perception of Dunhuang, which
regarded the Zhang family regime as a representation of Han Chinese civilization in
the region, the people in the capital often saw Dunhuang as little different from
the “barbarians” surrounding it. The zealous “return” in Dunhuang was met with
indifference and hostility in Chang’an. Zhang Chengfeng inherited this relationship.
His subsequent choices can only be understood with this background in mind.

Before Zhang Chengfeng became the military commissioner, a series of political upheav-
als occurred: the control of Dunhuang was seized by Suo Xun 索勛 (?–894) in 892, whose
rule lasted for two years before he was defeated by Zhang Yichao’s fourteenth daughter and
her husband, whose family was surnamed Li. Zhang Chengfeng was then established as the
nominal ruler of Dunhuang, but members of the Li family held sway. Only after another two
years was his aunt able to restore the sovereignty fully to the hands of Zhang Chengfeng.28

Such power grabbing, common among local warlords in late Tang, was the symptom
of a structural problem. The legitimacy of the rule of any warlords derived, in theory, from
the central government, and was therefore not supposed to be hereditary. Yet with few
exceptions, local warlords desired transmission of power within their families in a hered-
itary fashion. This tension was temporarily resolved if the title of military commissioner
could be automatically granted to the next ruler in line. But if the ruler was ruling without
the appointment from the central government, he ran a greater risk of facing local oppo-
sition.29 Such risk materialized in Dunhuang from 890 to 896, between the murder of
Zhang Huaishen and the assumption of power of Zhang Chengfeng, with the rule of
Dunhuang changing four times among three families. It took Zhang Chengfeng another
four years to acquire the official Tang appointment. By this time, the aging empire had
seven years of life left. When the demise of Tang finally came, Zhang Chengfeng was pre-
sented with a crisis, as his legitimacy to rule in theory came partly from the appointment
by the Tang. He faced this crisis by proclaiming himself an emperor (huangdi 皇帝).

Act II: The Emperor of Dunhuang

On the first of June in 907, Zhu Wen, the most powerful warlord in North China and de
facto ruler of the ailing Tang empire, finally ascended the throne as the new emperor.
Several days later, he changed the reign name from Tianyou, “Protected by Heaven” to
Kaiping, “Initiating Peace,” and announced the name of his new state: the Great Liang.
The news of the official end of the Tang must have traveled quickly to Dunhuang, and
in the following year, Zhang Chengfeng dispatched a diplomatic mission to the Liang
state. After the return of this mission, Zhang Chengfeng, perhaps sensing the weakness
of the new state in North China, decided to found his own independent state, two years
after the fall of the Tang.30

Zhang’s new state was the result of a compromise between his universalist aspirations
and the regional realities of Dunhuang. Such compromise can be seen in the name of
the state, “the Golden Mountain Kingdom of Western Han” (Xi Han jinshanguo 西漢
金山國) and the personal title Zhang adopted, “the Emperor of White Cloth of the
Golden Mountain Kingdom” (Jinshan baiyidi 金山白衣帝). The elements of metal/

28Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 197–213.
29For a study of similar polities known in China proper, see Zhang Guogang 张国刚, Tangdai fanzhen

yanjiu 唐代藩镇研究 revised edition (Beijing: Zhongguo renmin daxue, 2011).
30This sequence of event is expertly elucidated in Yang Baoyu 楊寶玉 and Wu Liyu 吳麗娛 Guiyi jun

zhengquan yu zhongyang guanxi yanjiu: yi ruzou huodong wei zhongxin 歸義軍政權與中央關係研究–以
入奏活動為中心 (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue, 2015), 42–58.
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gold and whiteness in the name of the kingdom and the emperor are clear indications
of the relation between Zhang’s new regime and the Tang Empire. According to the
Five-Element Theory, the element befitting a ruler changes in patterned cycles.31 The
element of metal/gold succeeds that of earth; and in parallel the color of white succeeds
that of yellow. Because earth and yellow were the element and color of the Tang, the
element of metal/gold and color of white used in the political terminologies of the
new empire in Dunhuang signify that Zhang Chengfeng had the objective not merely
of breaking away from regimes in North China, but of achieving the status of a Tang
emperor. Thus, he adopted the title of “emperor” (di) rather than the more modest
“king” (wang). Similarly, the use of the state-name “Han” invoked another long-lasting
dynasty based in North China, while at the same time signifying Dunhuang’s unique
ethnic self-identification among states in the region.32 It is clear from these choices
that Zhang was not satisfied with merely establishing a local kingdom, but modeled
his new state after such juggernauts as the Han and the Tang empires.

At the same time, these names also show Zhang’s awareness that his state was not
quite like the Han or the Tang. The addition of the ambiguous epithet of “Golden
Mountain” to both the state-names and the title of the “emperor” might point to the
regional nature of his new state.33 Such regional nature is unambiguously revealed by
the added “west” to the name of the state. In this respect, one might be tempted to com-
pare Dunhuang (=Western Han) with the Southern Han and Northern Han among the
“Ten Kingdoms.” But it is crucial to point out that, the directional adjectives in the
“Southern” Han and the “Northern” Han were later added by historians for the dual
purposes of distinction and denigration. When these states were established,
their proper state-name was simply “Han.”34 In contrast, in documents and texts com-
posed in Dunhuang, we can see that the “western Han” was the officially adopted state
name.35 The regional nature of the state was evident for the composers, users, and read-
ers of these documents in Dunhuang.

The dynamics between universalism and regionalism are clearly revealed in two long
panegyric poems composed during the short life of the “Golden Mountain Kingdom.”
The first poem, The Song of the White Sparrow 白雀歌, was written on the occasion of
the sighting of a white sparrow, an auspicious sign of the founding of a new state.36 As
historian Yu Xin has pointed out, Zhang Chengfeng wished to inherit two political

31The standard treatment of this subject is Gu Jiegang 顾颉刚, “Wude zhongshishuo xia de zhengzhi he
lishi” 五德终始说下的政治和历史, Gushi bian 古史辨, vol.5 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 1982), 404–617.
See also Hok–lam Chan, Legitimation in Imperial China: Discussions under the Jurchen-Chin Dynasty
(1115–1234) (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1984).

32Yang, “‘Stubbornly Chinese?’ Clothing Styles.”
33The name of the kingdom might have connections to the Turkic idea of Golden Mountain, see Emel

Esin, “Altun-yiš (The Golden Mountain): The Mountain with Metallic Elemental Appurtenance in Turkish
Culture and Art of the Kök–Türk Period,” Journal of Turkish Studies 4 (1980), 33–47.

34See Jiu Wudai shi, 100.1333 (for the Northern Han) and 135.1808 (for the Southern Han).
35For instance, see P.4632+P.4631, in Tang Geng’ou 唐耕耦 and Lu Hongji 陆宏基, Dunhuang shehui

jingji wenxian zhenji shilu 敦煌社會經濟文献真蹟釋錄 (hereafter as Shilu) 5 volumes (Beijing: Shumu
wenxian, 1986–1990), vol. 4, 291–92.

36P.2594+P.2864. This poem is transcribed in Yan Tingliang “Baiquege xinjiao bing xu”《白雀歌》新校

並序, Dunhuang xue jikan 16.2 (1989), 60–69. On early examples of panegyric poem, see Fusheng Wu,
Written at the Imperial Command: Panegyric Poetry in Early Medieval China (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2009). The genre of ge (song) is discussed in Ge Xiaoyin 葛曉音, “Chu sheng Tang
qiyan gexing de fazhang” 初盛唐七言歌行的發展, Wenxu yichan, 1997.5, 47–61. See also Cai Yijiang
蔡義江, “Shuo gexing,” 說歌行 Wenshi zhishi, 2002.10, 4–15.
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traditions through extolling the sighting of the white sparrow. At the founding of the Tang
dynasty, white sparrows appeared as omens for Li Yuan (566–635) to claim the title of
emperor.37 Locally, another significant precedent is also well known: the Illustrated
Geography of Shazhou (Dunhuang), in an entry on auspicious omens, cites a historical
text, The Account of the Western Liang, about the appearance of white sparrow at the
court of Li Hao 李暠 (351–417), the founder of the Western Liang dynasty (400–421).38

Under Li Hao’s rule, Dunhuang became the capital of a regional state for the first time
in its history.39 Therefore, the choice of white sparrow as the representative omen for the
new state betrays a dual ambition in line with the name of the state and the Zhang’s imperial
title. He wished to assume the status of the emperor while maintaining a distinctive local
identity that was rooted in the Hexi region and not, like the Tang or the Han dynasties,
in traditional centers of imperial power in North China such as Chang’an and Luoyang.

This theme of regionalism is central to the Song of the White Sparrow. In the preface,
the author, a “fisherman from the land of Three Chu” named Zhang Yong, recounts the
genesis of this new state:40

His Highness the Son of Heaven of Golden Mountain Kingdom, from above he
received the mysterious emblem and obtained the book (of mandate) of Heaven
and Earth; from below he accorded with the wish of the people, and facing
south he became the Lord. He will continue the restoration of the Five Liangs,
and occupy the great places of the eight prefectures.

金山天子殿下，上稟虛符，特受玄黃之冊；下副人望，而南面為君。繼五
涼之中興，擁八州之勝地。

The use of the term “restoration” (zhongxing) in this poem directs us to the source of
legitimacy of Zhang’s fledging empire.41 Unlike his ancestors who tied the rationale of
their state to the recognition of the Tang court, Zhang Chengfeng traced an alternative
history that he could “restore.” What he found were the five kingdoms, all bearing the
state-name Liang–Former Liang (320–376), Later Liang (386–403), Southern Liang
(397–414), Western Liang (400–421), and Northern Liang (397–439)–that ruled
parts of the Hexi region in the fourth and fifth centuries. This may seem an odd
choice, because in the familiar stories of Chinese history these regimes are often
given limited attention, if not simply ignored. In a recent history of the Northern

37See Wen Daya 溫大雅, Da Tang chuangye qiju zhu 大唐創業起居注 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 1983),
1.13.

38See Yu Xin 余欣, “Furui yu difang zhengquan de hefaxing goujian: Guiyijun shiqi Dunhuang ruiying
kao” 符瑞與地方政權的合法性構建：歸義軍時期敦煌瑞應考, Zhonghua wenshi luncong 100.4 (2010),
249–56.

39Rong Xinjiang, Eighteen Lectures of Dunhuang, 25.
40Yan, “Baiquege xinjiao bing xu,” 63. The writer is not well-known elsewhere. There are attempts at

identifying this name with more famous figures in the history of Dunhuang, but these identifications
remain conjectural. For existing research on this issue, see Yu, “Furui yu difang zhengquan de hefaxing geo-
ujian,” 351–52.

41The term zhongxing was used to mean a period of re-established splendor. In actual practice, however,
it could mean at least two things: either the resurgence within a single polity or the claimed “continuation”
by what was in fact a different polity. For a comprehensive study of the idea of zhongxing in Chinese history,
see Mary Wright, The last Stand of Chinese Conservatism: The Tʻung-chih Restoration, 1862–1874 (Palo
Alto: Stanford University Press, 1957), 43–67.
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and Southern dynasties, Mark Edward Lewis spared exactly one sentence on these
states: “equally stable in nomenclature [to the various Yan states in northeastern
China] but of little political consequence was the Gansu corridor in the far northwest
that initially survived as a Jin province and was ruled sequentially by five mixed
Chinese-barbarian states all called Liang (Former, Later, Southern, Western, and
Northern).”42 Contrary to this assessment, the memory of “Five Liangs” was not
inconsequential in the region they ruled, and can be found in many different places
in documents from Dunhuang.43

The Song goes on to connect Zhang Chengfeng with the mystic Emperor Yao (堯)
and Emperor Wen (wenwang 文王) of the Zhou dynasty. The verse section of the song
includes a long and lavish description of the auspicious color “white” and the element
of “metal/gold,” making reference to “white” sixty-two times and “metal/gold” nine
times. Particularly interesting is a sentence toward the end of the poem: “white is the
best of all five colors; how could one know this without our king [i.e. Zhang
Chengfeng]?” Here, the poet tacitly acknowledges that Zhang’s claim of replacing the
Tang was a recent development: the color of white was elevated to the newly revered
status because of Zhang Chengfeng’s state-building policies.

Following this claim of history was an irredentist claim of land. The state of
Dunhuang at this time controlled the equivalent of two Tang prefectures: Guazhou
and Shazhou. But according to the Song, it aspired to “occupy the great places of the
eight prefectures.” While it is unclear which specific prefectures the Song refers to,
this new aspiration likely mirrored the area controlled by the five Liang states: from
Liangzhou in the east to eastern Central Asia in the west. Nor did this aspiration remain
a pipe dream: The first step Zhang Chengfeng took after enthronement was to attack
Loulan in eastern Central Asia. The Loulan kingdom famed in Han dynasties was
long buried in sands; what was left of Loulan in early tenth century were loosely struc-
tured polities that posed limited military threat.44 The purpose of this attack was par-
tially also to resume the connection with Khotan further to the west.45 Zhang’s
successful campaign in Loulan boded well, it seemed, for his state-building project.

The claim of land also extended to the east. In another panegyric poem the Song of
the Divine Sword of the Dragon Fountain (Longquan shenjian ge龍泉神劍歌), the poet,
a “great Prime Minister” (da zaixiang 大宰相) with the surname Zhang, proposed that
the new emperor “destroy Gan prefecture and occupy the land of the Five Liangs.” The
campaign against the Uyghurs, who occupied the Gan prefecture immediate to the east
of Dunhuang, was the second step toward restoring the land of the Five Liangs.46 With
the demise of Tang, the shared ties Dunhuang had with the Uyghur kingdom of
Ganzhou as Tang vassals also disappeared, and this severance of ties gave the ruler

42Mark Edward Lewis, China Between Empires: The Northern and Southern Dynasties (Cambridge MA:
Harvard University Press, 2009), 74. For a history of the “Five Liangs,” see Qi Chenjun 齊陳駿, Lu Qingfu
陸慶夫, and Guo Feng 郭鋒, Wuliang shilue 五涼史略 (Lanzhou: Gansu renmin, 1988).

43For example, see poems preserved in P.2672 and poem number ten in the “Twenty Songs of
Dunhuang” preserved in P.3929; see Xu, Dunhuang shiji canjuan jikao, 659 and 164.

44James Hamilton, “Le pays des Tchong-yun, Čungul, ou Cumd a au Xe siècle,” Journal Asiatique
265.3–4 (1977), 351–79.

45For the trade relations between Khotan and Dunhuang, see Valerie Hansen, “The Tribute Trade with
Khotan in Light of Materials Found at the Dunhuang Library Cave,” Bulletin of the Asia Institute 19 (2005),
37–46.

46Moriyasu Takao, “The Sha-chou Uighurs and the West Uighur Kingdom,” Acta Asiatica 78 (2000),
28–48.
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of Dunhuang justification for invasion. In order to achieve this irredentist objective,
Zhang Chengfeng opted for cooperating with the remnants of Tibetan forces, the long-
term enemy of the Tang, in order to attack the Uyghurs in Gan prefecture. This cam-
paign, however, proved disastrous for Zhang. In 911, only two years after Zhang’s
founding of the new regime, he found the city of Dunhuang surrounded by the coun-
terattacking Uyghur army.

The battle of the city of Dunhuang with the Uyghurs is the best-known moment in
the history of the Golden Mountain kingdom, thanks to a single manuscript in the
Bibliothèque nationale de France, Pelliot chinois 3633. On the verso side of this man-
uscript one finds the Song of the Divine Sword of the Dragon Fountain.47 This panegyric
poem was written after the Uyghur army reacted with a forceful march against
Dunhuang. The “Sword of the Dragon Fountain” was a famed weapon from age imme-
morial.48 This poem begins with a reference to this sword, seen as a sign of royal
power.49 Many couplets follow in praising the great virtues of Zhang Chengfeng as
comparable to that of the mythical emperors of Yao 堯 and Shun 舜. Then it turns
to military promise: “the newly sharpened sword must be used; it is not too late to
set the border and expand the domain” (神劍新磨須使用，定疆廣宇未為遲).

What exactly was this domain that the new emperor planned to control? The follow-
ing verses give an outline:

To the east (we will) take He (prefecture), Lan (prefecture) [both places are in
eastern Gansu], and Guangwu city; to the west (we will) take Tianshan (garrison)
and Hanhai (garrison) [both places are in modern Turfan]; to the north (we will)
control Yanran (western Mongolia) and … ling (Congling?) garrison; to the south
(we will) reach Rong and Qiang and Lhasa will be conquered.

東取河蘭廣武城，西取天山澣海軍。北掃燕然□嶺鎮，南盡戎羌邏莎平

47For an edition of the entire poem, see Yan Tingliang, “Longquan shenjiange xinjiao bing xu”《龍泉神

劍歌》新校並序, Gansu shehui kexue 1994.4, 108–12, with additional notes on page 59. While this is not
the task of this article, I want to emphasize that it is necessary to have a real critical edition of the text,
because previous editors of the text such as Yan Tingliang aimed at producing a “correct” version. On
the other hand, I argue that the errors and erasures are not merely distractions. Rather, they offer a chance
to look at the process of the production of a political/literary work. According to my examination of the
original manuscript at the Bibliothèque nationale de France in August 2013, there are several types of
editorial work: 1. circling and blackening, 2. interlineal addition, 3. long vertical line, 4. interlineal correc-
tion, 5.overwriting. These editorial steps seem to have been taken by different people. For example, three
references to Zhang Yichao were erased in this poem, making the final edition much more focused on
Zhang Chengfeng and not Zhang Yichao. For a discussion of editorial procedures in Dunhuang manu-
scripts, see Christopher Nugent, “The Lady and Her Scribes: Dealing with the Multiple Dunhuang
Copies of Wei Zhuang’s ‘Lament of the Lady of Qin,’” Asia Major 20 (2007), 25–73; Imre Galambos,
“Correction marks in the Dunhuang manuscripts,” in Studies in Chinese Manuscripts: From the Warring
States Period to the 20th Century, edited by Imre Galambos (Budapest: Institute of East Asian Studies,
Eötvös Loránd University, 2013), 191–210. All the readings of Dunhuang documents are my own based
on original manuscripts.

48It appeared, for instance, in the biography of Zhang Hua張華 in the Western Jin dynasty (266–316) as
giving out a purple aura that signified political prosperity. See Jinshu 晉書 (648) compiled by Fang
Xuanling 房玄齡 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), 36.1075–76.

49For the symbolism of sword in China, see Robert Cutter, “‘Well, how’d you become king, then?’
Swords in Early Medieval China,” Journal of American Oriental Society 132.4 (2012), 523–38.
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This domain covers a vast region from eastern Gansu to Turfan, from Lhasa to
Mongolia, greatly exceeding the land controlled by the Liang states. Importantly, it
does not include the usual core area of Chinese Empires in north China, but orbits
around the center that is Dunhuang.

Then Prime Minister Zhang, the poet, explains that the envoy to Tibet was sent “to
establish a marriage in order to extend [the reign of] the state.” This explanation is nec-
essary because the foundation of the Zhang family rule in Dunhuang was the banish-
ment of the Tibetan rulers. He then offers an account of the ongoing battle, where the
martial skills of many generals of Zhang are extolled and seen as indispensable for
the future military success over the Uyghurs. After telling the story of the actual
event, the poem goes on to outline a broader plan for the newly founded state of
Zhang Huaishen:50

To form a single kingdom of Gold Mountain; 通同一個金山國
To pass on to sons and grandsons to rule Dunhuang. … 子孫分付坐敦煌。
The year name will be changed; the dragon robe will be donned; 改年號，掛龍衣，
After constructing a sacrificial altar, and sacrificing in the southern suburb, 筑壇拜卻南郊後，
The Sha prefecture will be called the Capital! 始號沙州作京畿。

This plan consists of two parts. First, the wish to pass the Golden Mountain king-
dom on to his descendants reflects Zhang’s desire for a stable, hereditary rule. This
desire was a central concern for late-Tang warlords like Zhang Chengfeng’s father
and grandfather. The relentless effort to get the Tang to grant titles to the lord of
Dunhuang was a central part of these lords’ bid to maintain hereditary rule. Zhang
Chengfeng himself was the victim of the failure of such efforts when the local strong-
man Suo Xun usurped the role of military commissioner following the death of his
father Zhang Huaiding. The long battle to win back the lordship of Dunhuang must
have convinced Zhang Chengfeng of the importance of establishing a secure, hereditary
position for the Zhang family. This wish could have been the main reason for Zhang to
establish a new state in the first place because, in an imperial state, the rule of one family
was the presumed rule rather than the result of incessant courting of a distant emperor.

Second, it is clear from these lines that the full ritual apparatus of a new empire had
not yet been properly established. At the moment of writing, a new reign name had not
been chosen, and the ritual protocol of sacrifice to Heaven in the southern suburb had not
been performed. Nonetheless, the poem promises that these steps will be taken in the near
future, and Dunhuang will be properly established as the new capital. The irredentist
ambition set out in the Song of the Divine Sword is broadly in line with the localized
history claimed in the Song of the White Sparrow in the sense that this ambition, however
grandiose, still centered around Dunhuang. Just as no claim to the history of Han and
Tang were made in the Song of the White Sparrow, no land in the traditional center of
Chinese empires seemed to have interested Zhang and his officials in the Song of the
Divine Sword. What they were planning to build was a distinctively regional polity.

Lest we think all these were just empty promises, Zhang’s state building effort is
revealed concretely in his governmental documents. As a standard in the founding of a
new regime, the ranks of officials were generally changed. Figure 1 is a royal decree
from Zhang Chengfeng, known by the title of shengwen shenwu baidi (White Emperor
of Sagely Talent and Divine Valour). This document is the office-certificate (gaoshen

50Yan, “Longquan shenjiange xinjiao bing xu,” 109.
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告身) of a certain official named Song Sixin on the occasion of a promotion.51 There are
two aspects in this promotion. The rank of Song Sixin was promoted from Unofficial
Commander (san-bingmashi 散兵馬使) to General ( yaya 押衙),52 while his actual
appointment remained the same: “in charge of affairs of guests” (zhikeshi 知客事). But
more importantly, an additional title Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial (honglu
qing 鴻臚卿) was given to him. Adding the new title did not alter the nature of Song’s
appointment—the Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial in the Tang was in charge
of managing visiting envoys—but it changed his office from a local to an imperial one.
Additionally, the strict use of imperial formatting, including the raising of the imperial
title, the repeated use of the imperial seal (which reads jinshan baiyi wang zhiyin “The
Seal of the White-Clothed King of the Golden Mountain [Kingdom]”), and the royal
signature chi 勑 (which presumably is the only part of the document actually written
by the emperor himself) are all evidence for the official adoption of an imperial preten-
sion. As is visible from this decree, even though the vision of this new state was limited
to a certain locality, almost all other aspects of political actions taken by Zhang
Chengfeng adhered to the standard practices of a Chinese emperor.

This prospect of a new state also acquired acknowledgement by the general public to
a certain degree. In a certain zhaiwen 斋文 (Buddhist text performed in ritual assem-
blies), it is stated, “the predicted longevity is eight hundred years and the jeweled reign

Figure 1. A Decree from the Emperor of the Golden Mountain Kingdom of Western Han. Photo: Bibliothèque natio-
nale de France.

51This manuscript is broken into two pieces, P.4632 and P.4631. See Shilu 4.291–2.
52In the bureaucracy of late-Tang military, an “unofficial commander (san bingmashi)” has the title of a

commander (bingmashi) but is not allowed to actually lead an army. See Zhang Guogang張國剛, “Tangdai
fanzhen junjiang zhiji kaolue” 唐代藩鎮軍將職級考略, Xueshu yuekan 1989.5, 74. Charles Hucker trans-
lates yaya押衙 as “Lackey, categorical designation of non-official hirelings used for menial work in units of
territorial administration.” See Hucker, A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1985), 576. While Hucker’s translations of official titles are for the most part useful, here it
is quite clear that yaya in the tenth century designated an office much more prominent than a mere
“lackey.” See Zhang, “Tangdai fanzhen junjiang zhiji kaolue,” 75–76.
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will constantly prosper; the life of His Holiness will be one thousand autumns and the
Western Han will forever be honored.”53 However, instead of lasting for one thousand
years, this grand plan failed within two, when the superior Uyghur army swiftly
defeated that of Zhang Chengfeng.54 The discrepancy in military strength was the
main reason for the end of Zhang’s whimsical plan of restoring the land of the Five
Liang, but as I will show in the next section, domestic dissent regarding the political
vision of Dunhuang also contributed to his swift failure.

Despite his ultimate failure, Zhang Chengfeng built his new state with a clear vision.
In nomenclature, it differed little from the Tang empire itself. The short life of the new
state did not allow Zhang to follow through with all the steps toward building a new
“imperial” regime, including the adoption of a new reign name, the construction of a
new capital, and the ritual sacrifice to Heaven; but these steps were being planned.
At the same time, his regime was also clearly regional in that he did not seek to take
over the geographical core of the Han and the Tang empires. Instead, Zhang sought,
and found, a local precedent–the Five Liang states–in the last period of political frag-
mentation after the fall of the Han. Although Zhang’s geographical ambition far
exceeded the land controlled by all five Liang states combined, it resembled the
Liang precedents in having its center in the Hexi region. Unfortunately for Zhang,
his state-building project that combined imperial nomenclature with a regional outlook
was to be fatally challenged both without and within.

Act III: The Commoners Strike Back

On the recto side of the Song of the Divine Sword of the Dragon Fountain one finds a
document named “a petition by the ten thousand fan and han commoners (baixing) of
Shazhou submitted to the Great Divine Heavenly Khaghan of Uyghur,” written in the
seventh month of the year 911.55 This document offers a drastically different view of
the Uyghur invasion, the Tibetan connection, and the general political inclination of
the Golden Mountain Kingdom. The nominal petitioners were not any individuals,
but “ten thousand fan and han commoners (baixing) of Sha Prefecture [i.e.
Dunhuang].” It begins with a recounting of the history of Dunhuang:

Shazhou used to be a prefecture of The Great Tang. Previously during the era of
Tianbao, An Lushan rebelled and the region of Hexi was conquered as a result. For
more than one hundred years, the Tibetans governed nominally, until the second
year of the Dazhong era [848], when our military commissioner Taibao [i.e. Zhang
Yichao], arising from a first-rank family in Dunhuang, expelled the Tibetans and
restored the land again.56 It has been more than seventy years since then, and the

53This text is found in P.3405. My reading is based on the photo accessed from the International
Dunhuang Project website (http://idp.bl.uk/).

54Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 222–28.
55For an edition of the text, see Yan Tingliang, “Shazhou baixing yiwanren shang Huihu Tiankehan

zhuang xinjiao bingxu”《沙州百姓一萬人上回鶻天可汗狀》新校並序, Lanzhou jiaoyu xueyuan xue-
bao, 1994.1, 3–9. See also Shilu, 4.381–3.

56Taibao was the honorific title Zhang Yichao received upon his death in Chang’an. In the Tang dynasty,
Taibao was one among the “Three Preceptors (san shi三師)” and one of the highest official posts with a 1a
rank; see Hucker, A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China, 480. This was the highest post that
Zhang Yichao attained, and after Zhang’s death, Dunhuang documents generally referred to him as
Taibao; see Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 72–78.

Journal of Chinese History 57

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/jc

h.
20

21
.1

0 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

http://idp.bl.uk/
http://idp.bl.uk/
https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2021.10


tribute has never been stopped. Taibao, after his success and accomplishment,
returned to the Tang bearing the insignia [節]. He was offered higher titles and
given access to the royal court. Exceedingly great was the favor he received.
Later, he fell ill and passed away in the land of the emperor. His sons and grand-
sons thereafter guarded the western gate [of the empire] until now. In the mean-
time, the Heavenly Khaghan dwelled in Zhangye and (we both) served the same
family [i.e. the Tang] without a second thought. The eastern road was opened
and the Heavenly envoys were never stopped. This was because of the power of
the Khaghan. The commoners are appreciative of this and are not unaware of it.

沙州本是大唐州郡。去天寶年中，安祿山作亂。河西一道，因茲陷沒；一
百餘年，名管蕃中。至大中二年，本使太保，起燉煌甲□，□卻吐蕃，再
有收復。爾來七十餘年，朝貢不斷。太保功成事遂，仗節歸唐。累拜高官，
出入殿庭，承恩至重。後□染疾，帝里身薨。子孫便鎮西門，已至今□。中
間遇天可汗居住張掖，事同一家，更無貳心。東路開通，天使不絕，此則可
汗威力所置，百姓□甚感荷，不是不知。

As discussed above, Zhang Chengfeng’s view of the history involved the inheritance of
the legacy of the Five Liang states; and Zhang Yichao, the founder of the Zhang family
rule in Dunhuang, was conspicuously absent in Zhang Chengfeng’s version of
Dunhuang history revealed in the panegyric poems. The history in the Petition is dif-
ferent in a number of ways. The origin of the Zhang family rule is presented as an inte-
gral part of the Tang. Taibao, an honorific title used exclusively for Zhang Yichao, is
praised for defeating the Tibetans and “recovering” Dunhuang, and his trip to
Chang’an and eventual death there is seen as “returning” to the court of the emperor,
the Tang emperor. The tremendous honor Zhang Yichao received at the Tang court
ensured, according to this version of Dunhuang history, the rule of his descendants
in Dunhuang. The Uyghur Khaghan, a former ally of the Tang, is regarded as a part
of this power structure, serving the Tang and maintaining the connection Dunhuang
had with China proper. In this rosy retelling of the relation between Dunhuang and
the Tang, disagreements and hostilities regarding the control of Liangzhou and the
authorization as the military commissioner are conveniently overlooked. The implica-
tion of this alternative version of history is clear: since both Dunhuang and the
Uyghurs in Gan Prefecture had served a Central China regime in a peaceful manner
in the recent past, there was no reason this type of relation could not be restored.

The petition then turns to more recent events, when “the two places [Dunhuang and
Uyghur-controlled Ganzhou] were caused by someone to fight and mutual hatred
arose” (兩地被人斗合，彼此各起仇心). Here, the wording is intriguingly ambiguous,
because the “someone,” whether an individual or a group, is not specified. As mentioned
in the previous section, the decision to invade the Uyghurs was made by none other than
the new emperor Zhang Chengfeng and was praised by his officials; this line could thus
be read as a subtle condemnation of Zhang’s behavior. Then the plight of the commoners
is invoked with a request for the Uyghur Khaghan to stop the senseless violence, after
which the petition moves to the immediate present. Diyin, the son of the Uyghur
Khaghan, led an army to Dunhuang, and fierce fighting ensued in which both sides
were severely damaged. The result was that a truce was negotiated:

Diyin requested that the Son of Heaven come out and bow on his knees, and then
he would agree to a covenant. Elders and commoners of Chenghuang repeatedly
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discussed: the Khaghan is the father, the Son of Heaven is the son; if a peace agree-
ment is reached, we will dispatch the Prime Minister, the Great Virtuous among
the monks, as well as nobles and elders of Dunhuang, bearing the National Seal
and the document for a covenant, to Ganzhou. When the letter was issued, the
Son of Heaven knelt down and bowed towards the East. This is only reasonable,
and we dare not be dishonest. How can we bow down to the son before we bow
down to the father?

狄銀令天子出拜，即與言約。城隍耆壽百姓，再三商量：可汗是父，天子
是子，和斷若定，此即差大宰相、僧中大德、燉煌貴族、耆壽、賫持國
信，設盟文狀，便到甘州。函書發日，天子面東拜跪，固是本事，不敢虛
誑。豈有未拜其耶，先拜其子？

This truce was an unequal one. To achieve a ceasefire, Diyin requested that Zhang
Chengfeng acknowledge the Uyghur Khaghan as his father. His request was agreed
upon, not by Zhang Chengfeng, but by the “elders and commoners.” These townspeo-
ple further promised that envoys would be sent to Ganzhou to complete the agreement,
on which occasion “the Son of Heaven knelt down and bowed towards the East.” Even
though Zhang Chengfeng was still referred to in this document as “Son of Heaven”
(tianzi 天子), his prestige was unmistakably impaired to the point that the lofty title
almost sounds like a mockery.

This damage to his status can be observed in the formatting of the document as well.
According to the Tang code, in writing official documents, a special format called ping-
que 平闕 is to be observed in order to grant honor to specific terms and names. Twenty
terms including “Emperor皇帝” and “Son of Heaven天子” belonged to the ping (short
for pingchu 平出) category, meaning that the scribe should begin a new line whenever
these terms were encountered. A second group of slightly less prestigious terms receive
the treatment of que, meaning that a blank space is to be placed in front of them.57 Our
petition observed this regulation, but in an idiosyncratic manner (See Table 1).

Except for one case, where it received the que treatment, all other seven occurrences
(the appearance as an addressee in line 2 should not be counted) of the title of the
Uyghur leader: Khaghan (kehan 可汗) were written with the ping treatment.
Similarly treated is the term for father (a-ye 阿耶 < 阿爺) which refers to the
Uyghur Khaghan. The five occurrences of Taibao, the title of Zhang Yichao, all were
treated with the honor que, and other terms related to the Tang dynasty, such as

Table 1. Scribal Honors in petitions from ten thousand commoners

Ping
treatment

朝貢 唐 天可汗 天可汗 可汗 國信 阿耶 天可汗 天可汗 天可汗 天可汗

lines 8 8 11 18 27 29 31 44 53 59 63

Que
treatment

大唐 太保 太保 殿庭 帝里 可汗 化 太保 太保 太保 天子 天子 本朝 神佛 上天

lines 3 5 7 8 9 12 34 35 37 38 40 41 47 12 34

57See Tang Geng’ou’s 唐耕耦 entry in Ji Xianlin 季羡林 ed., Dunhuangxue dacidian 敦煌学大辞典

(Shanghai: Shanghai cishu, 1998), 379.
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“Tang” “Court” (殿庭), “Imperial Land” (帝里), were also ascribed special treatment. In
stark contrast, “Son of Heaven,” the title of Zhang Chengfeng, was given the lower que
treatment twice; in three other occurrences, this term did not enjoy any scribal honor.
In the central line of the agreement: “Khaghan is the father, Son of Heaven is the son,”
Khaghan received the ping treatment, while “Son of Heaven” received none at all (See
Figure 2, top of line 10 and line 12). By making these scribal choices, the scribe of the
text, likely an official in Dunhuang, ascribed honorable status to the Uyghur Khaghan,
the Tang, and Zhang Yichao, all of which were elements Zhang Chengfeng had
intended to exclude or overwhelm in his imperial project. In this sense, the scribal hon-
ors and dishonors aligned closely with the content of the text in their disagreement with
Zhang Chengfeng’s vision and their wish to return to the type of inter-state relations
established during the late Tang dynasty by Zhang Yichao.

The rest of the petition centers on one particular incident, Dunhuang’s envoy to Tibet
for military assistance against the Uyghurs. As mentioned above, Zhang Chengfeng
regarded the alliance with the Tibetan power to be an important aspect in securing the
longevity of his new state. The “elders and commoners,” on the other hand, had an entirely
different view. They observed that “the Heavenly Khaghan lived in Zhangye [張掖] and
served the same family [with us] without second thought. It was under the powerful estab-
lishment of the Khaghan that the eastern route was opened and imperial envoys were able
to come incessantly. The commoners were grateful and were not unaware of that.” Here,
the goal was to return to the established pattern of Tang times when both Dunhuang and
the Uyghur kingdom in Gan Prefecture nominally served the lord in China proper. The
real mutual enemy was said to be and always to have been the Tibetans. Along this line
of argument, Zhang Chengfeng’s decision to cooperate with the Tibetans was made,
according to the “elders and commoners,” because “the Son of Heaven acted anxiously
on his impulse, and the commoners all did not agree with that” (天子一時間懆々發
心，百姓都來未肯). Here, the writer of the petition expressed more than subtle disap-
proval; the intense disdain for the “Son of Heaven” is all too evident.

It is rare to see a petition sent not by an individual, but by a group of people. The
sensitive nature of the message might have contributed to such an omission. Of course,
the ten thousand commoners could not have all participated in writing this rebellious
(to Zhang Chengfeng) letter. Fortunately, there is evidence for an educated guess as to
the authorship. Stein 4276 (now in the British Library) contains a petition written by
An Huaide, a high official of Guiyijun, together with “monks, laymen, officials of the
province, as well as elders, the ten tribes of Mthong-kyab and Tuihun [Tuyuhun], sol-
diers of the three armies, and ten thousand Fan and Han commoners of the two pre-
fectures and six garrisons.”58 Only the beginning of this letter is preserved, and it agrees
to a remarkable extent with the first part of the Petition—to the degree that historian
Zheng Binglin regarded it as a draft of the Petition.59 If this is the case, then writing
in the name of “ten thousand commoners” was the official An Huaide. It is significant
that in this letter written during the era of “Golden Mountain Kingdom,” An Huaide’s
title begins with Guiyijun, the official name of Dunhuang before the creation of Zhang
Chengfeng’s new regime. In using this title, An Huaide revealed an inclination in line
with what was actually described in the body of the letter. He did not recognize Zhang

58Shilu 4.386.
59Zheng Binglin 鄭炳林, “Tang wudai dunhuang de suteren yu guiyijun zhengquan,” 唐五代敦煌的粟

特人与归义军政权, Dunhuang Yanjiu, 1996.4, 80–96.
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Chengfeng’s empire and wished for the restoration of the pre-imperial status of
Dunhuang as a vassal state to North China regimes.

Details about the exact outcome of this truce are unknown. What is known is that a
treaty seemed to indeed have been established between Dunhuang and the Uyghurs,
and the city did not fall under Uyghur rule. During the last days of Zhang’s rule,
due to his military defeat and mass opposition, he had to make concessions regarding
his imperial project: the name of his new state was changed to the Dunhuang kingdom
of Western Han (Xi Han Dunhuang guo 西漢敦煌國), and he himself was relegated
from “Son of Heaven” and emperor to a “king” (wang 王). While Dunhuang retained
the title of Han, the geographical limitation was a decided setback to the region.60 But
even such demotion was not enough to save the Zhang family rule. Three years later,
Zhang Chengfeng was replaced by Cao Yijin (?–935).61 While the exact process of
this transfer of power is not documented, it is clear that the vision of the “ten thousand
commoners” prevailed. This vision was adopted by the new rulers of the Cao family,
who resumed ties with the central Chinese regime, maintained the fictive blood-
relations with the Uyghur kingdom, and forfeited any imperial pretense in domestic
politics.62 This principle would be more or less maintained by later Cao rulers, who
would control Dunhuang for another century.

As Zhang Chengfeng’s imperial project was reversed, the version of the history
of Dunhuang he promoted was also repressed and forgotten. In a local history titled

Figure 2. Petition of the Ten Thousand Commoners, Line 22 to 33. Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France.

60S.1563 “Royal Decree Issued by the King of Dunhuang of Western Han in 914.” See Shilu 4.64.
61It might be of some interest that the house that replaced Zhang was Cao. Cao Yijin and An Huaide

could both have been of Sogdian origin, and perhaps the opposition Zhang Chengfeng faced was a
Sogdian faction?

62Rong Xinjiang, Guiyijun shi yanjiu, 309–28.
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“A Chronicle of the Important Events of Gua and Sha Prefectures” composed well into
the Cao family rule of Dunhuang, a local official Yang Dongqian 楊洞芊 recounts the
history of Dunhuang. In the preface, Yang states that the scope of his chronicle is lim-
ited: “Not mentioning other places, I will only discuss Gua and Sha Prefectures.”63 The
limited coverage of this local history aligns well with the actual domain under the con-
trol of the Dunhuang state, in drastic contrast to Zhang Chengfeng’s geographical
vision. The history of Dunhuang presented in Yang’s account starts with the Han
dynasty, when Dunhuang was first incorporated into a North China based imperial
state. It then moves on to the Jin, and the Wei, the Northern Zhou, the Sui, and the
Tang dynasty, and ends just before the An Lushan Rebellion. Conspicuously absent
is the period of Five Liang dynasties, the source of so much of Zhang’s ambition. To
Yang, there was clearly no lesson worth learning from the history of these regional
states. In both its geographical coverage and chronological selections, this version of
the history of Dunhuang represents a thorough rejection of Zhang Chengfeng’s imperial
vision.

From the view of the “ten thousand fan and han commoners” expressed in the
Petition, to the policy of the Cao rulers, and to the history recounted by Yan
Dongqian, a vision of Dunhuang history and its political status emerged that differed
drastically from those promoted by Zhang Chengfeng. In this alternative vision,
Dunhuang should not become the center of a regional “empire,” but should continue
to adhere to a lower status that connected it to a North China regime; The important
periods in the history of Dunhuang were those when Dunhuang was either directly
under the rule of a North China regime such as the Han and the early Tang or main-
tained a strong connection with them. Zhang Chengfeng’s locally rooted imperial pro-
ject was resolutely abandoned.

Putting Dunhuang back into “Chinese” History

More than one hundred years after their discovery in 1900, few would deny the impor-
tance of Dunhuang materials, whether in the form of manuscripts or mural paintings,
to the study of medieval China. The materials from Dunhuang have provided crucial,
and often unique, examples for the study of literature, language, religion, and art his-
tory.64 Yet, in the field of political history, Dunhuang materials seem to have had
little impact. Many excellent works exist on the political history of Dunhuang, but
they are viewed as either having only local significance, or as relevant to the broader
narratives of Chinese history only in the seventh and eighth centuries, when it was
under the direct rule of the Tang dynasty. Even though the majority of secular docu-
ments from Dunhuang date to after the Tang retreat from Dunhuang in the ninth
and tenth centuries, these materials seem to have contributed little to our understand-
ing of Chinese history in these two centuries. For instance, the volume on the political
history of the Five Dynasties and the Song in the Cambridge History of China, makes no
mention in more than 1000 pages of the materials from Dunhuang.

63不說別郡諸州，唯論瓜沙兩郡。There are two copies of the same text. In S.5693 only the beginning
is extent, while a much more complete version is preserved in P.3721. See Shilu 1.79–82.

64For examples see Stephen Teiser, The Scripture on the Ten Kings and the Making of Purgatory in
Medieval Chinese Buddhism (Honululu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1994); Christopher Nugent,
Manifest in Words, Written on Paper: Producing and Circulating Poetry in Tang Dynasty China
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2010).
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The exclusion is a result of the historical project of the Song dynasty. In Song his-
toriography, the tenth century is known as the “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms五代
十國 (907–960).”65 This term implies a tripartite typology of states in the tenth century:
“the five dynasties,” “ten kingdoms,” and other unnamed, foreign states. Such division
was not random. The “Five Dynasties” were seen as the legitimate line of transmission
of the mandate, because the Song was essentially their heir state; the “Ten kingdoms”
were grouped together and distinguished from the “Five Dynasties” because they
were located in regions eventually conquered by the Song. Any state that did not par-
ticipate in the eventual rise of the Song was downgraded to the background of the his-
torical record or left out altogether. Dunhuang, for example, was put into the
monograph on the “Four Barbarians” in Ouyang Xiu’s New History of the Five
Dynasties (Xin Wudai shi), despite the manifested Han cultural identity of the rulers
of Dunhuang.66 The historiography of the inevitable Song victory is thus embedded
in the typology of “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms.”

This typology has been questioned and revised in a number of ways: Johannes Kurz
has explained that the creation of this idea was a complex process, exposing the con-
structed nature of this typology.67 Liu Pujiang has pointed out the singularly low status
of the Later Liang among Song historians, with the notable exception of Ouyang Xiu.68

The Song volume of the Cambridge History of China exhibits an apparently minor but
consequential revision of this typology: the chapter on “Southern Kingdoms” covers
nine of the “Ten Kingdoms” and leaves out the only Northern one: the Northern
Han.69 This small change means that the standard of categorizing the tenth-century
states in the Cambridge History shifted from a division between “dynasty” and “king-
dom” according to their perceived importance and their relations to the Song, to a
more purely geographical division between north and the south. Hugh Clark, in his
work on Fujian and Southern China, has proposed the idea of a Tang-Song interreg-
num in the tenth century.70 Compared to the “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms,”
the “Tang-Song interregnum” is a subtler concept that allows for geographical flexibility
not retrospectively imposed by Song historians. But these two ways of viewing the tenth
century are similar in that they both include the victory of the Song as the terminus. In
this sense, these revisionist approaches to the political history of tenth-century China
still do not allow the inclusion of Dunhuang and the broader Inner Asian world into
their narratives.

The discussion above shows that, even though Dunhuang was placed in the category
of foreign country by Song historians and generally excluded from most modern

65Johannes Kurz has already pointed out that Ouyang Xiu had clear interest in upholding the legitimacy
of the “Five Dynasties” and condemning that of the “Ten Kingdoms.” See “Problematische Zeiten: Die Fünf
Dynastien und Zehn Staaten in Chinas 10. Jahrhundert,” in Zeitenwenden: Historische Brüche in asiatischen
und afrikanischen Gesellschaften, edited by Sven Sellmer and Horst Brinkhaus (Hamburg: E.B. Verlag,
2002), 273–90.

66Xin wudaishi, 914–15.
67Kurz, “Problematische Zeiten.”
68Liu Pujiang 刘浦江, “Zhengtonglun xia de wudai shiguan” 正統論下的五代史觀, Tang yanjiu 11

(2005), 73–94.
69See the chapters by Naomi Standen and Hugh Clark in Cambridge History of China, Volume 5: The

Sung Dynasty and its Precursors, 907–1279, edited by Denis Twitchett and Paul Jakov Smith (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 38–205.

70Hugh Clark, “Why Does the Tang-Song Interregnum Matter? A Focus on the Economies of the
South,” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 46 (2016), 1–28.

Journal of Chinese History 63

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/jc

h.
20

21
.1

0 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2021.10


historians’ narratives of Chinese history, Zhang Chengfeng certainly considered his
empire not as a “foreign” one, but quite literally as a “Han” kingdom, and an heir to
the Tang. If we compare Dunhuang to many of the contemporary, post-Tang states,
the similarities are apparent.71 In Sichuan, for instance, Wang Jian (847–918) also
declared himself an emperor, but maintained a state that was decidedly rooted in the
Sichuan region with no northern territorial ambitions.72 In Guangdong, Liu Yan
(889–942), descendent of a regional military commissioner just like Zhang
Chengfeng, not only claimed the title of emperor, but also used “Han” as the name of
his state.73 In both Dunhuang and the Southern Han, local lords decided to assume
emperorship when their envoys reported the weakness of the Later Liang dynasty. The
Southern Han Emperor’s question that “now that the Central Country (zhongguo) is cha-
otic, who can claim to be the Son of Heaven? How can I traverse ten thousand li just to
serve an illegitimate court?” would presumably have been in Zhang Chengfeng’s mind as
well.74 Even the White Sparrow, the potent symbol of Zhang’s new political aspiration, also
appeared as an auspicious omen in the court of Wang Jian, and was likely also seen as a
sign of a new, regional state.75

The similarities among these post-Tang projects of political regionalism are most
evident in their use of history. Many regional rulers sought historical precedents in
the last period of political fragmentation after the fall of the Han dynasty. The clearest
case is, again, the Shu state established by Wang Jian. On several occasions, Wang Jian
invoked the precedent of the Shu Kingdom (221–263) in the Three Kingdoms period
and compared himself to Liu Bei (163–223). The establishment of the state was
based on a suggestion to “follow the precedent of Liu Bei 行劉備故事.”76 In the
edict Wang Jian issued upon enthronement, he further pronounced this connection
by claiming “to use [the name of] Shu just as at the time of the Zhangwu reign [of
Liu Bei]” (謂蜀都同章武之時).77 Indeed, the lesson from the kingdom of Shu seems
to have affected actual policy. In an edict issued in 910 that was designed to encourage

71Unlike most of the polities in China proper, Dunhuang was cut off militarily from the center of state
power in north China. Any reaction to the fall of the Tang observable in Dunhuang must have had more to
do with ideology than military or strategic considerations. The fact that, as I would argue, Dunhuang did
react to the end of the Tang attests to the strength of the imagination of the world-order developed under
the Tang.

72Wang Hongjie, Power and Politics in Tenth-Century China: The Former Shu Regime (Amherst:
Cambria Press), 2011.

73See Chen Xin 陈欣 “Nanhan guoshi” 南汉国史 (PhD diss., Jinan University, 2009). Interestingly, just
as Dunhuang used the Five Liangs as an historical precedent of a local state, the history of the empire of
Southern Han was similarly used in the nineteenth century; see Steven Miles, “Rewriting the Southern Han
(917–971): The Production of Local Culture in Nineteenth–Century Guangzhou,” Harvard Journal of
Asiatic Studies 62.1 (2002), 39–75. Johannes Kurz already noticed the similarities between Former Shu
and Southern Han, and their differences from the other “Ten Kingdoms.” He called these two states
empires (Kaiserreiche); see Kurz, “Problematische Zeiten.” I would add Dunhuang to this list and point
out that there are important differences between this type of “local empire” and other empires in the
core areas of early Chinese Empires. Most significantly, the “local empires” usually only had local territorial
ambitions that did not include conquering north China, the traditional heartland of the Han and the Tang
dynasties.

74Zizhi tongjian資治通鑒 (1084), comp. by Sima Guang司馬光 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1977), 8799.
75Xin Wudaishi, 63.787.
76Jiu Wudaishi, 136.1819.
77See Gou Yanqing 句延慶, Jinli qijiu zhuan 錦里耆舊傳 in Wudai shishu huibian 五代史書彙編

edited by Fu Xuancong 傅璇琮, et al. (Hangzhou: Hanzhou, 2004), 10.6028.
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agriculture, Wang Jian began by invoking the actual deeds of Liu Bei: “previously when
the former Liu emperor entered Shu, Lord Wu (Zhuge Liang, 181–234) persuaded him
to close the border and nourish the people. Ten years later, [they] launched a military
campaign that rocked the Guanzhong region” (昔劉先主入蜀，武侯勸其閉關息民，
十年而後，舉兵震搖關內).78 The fact that Zhuge Liang’s military campaign eventu-
ally failed was conveniently ignored. This view was even adopted by Zhu Wen. In a let-
ter to Wang Jian, Zhu suggested that they “Learn from the previous practices between
Cao Cao (155–220) and Liu Bei, each state having its own lord and officials.”79 In his
response letter, Wang Jian echoed this sentiment by claiming that “after the chaos of the
Eastern Han, the Three Kingdoms all prospered.”80 The regional states in the Three
Kingdoms period provided Wang Jian a historical model of regionalism in much the
same way that the Five Liangs did for Zhang Chengfeng.

Similarly, the ruler of the Wuyue kingdom was compared to the Wu kingdom in the
Three Kingdoms Period. In a letter from the Tang emperor Zhangzong (867–904) to
Qian Liu (852–932), the founder of the Wuyue kingdom, the emperor invoked the
case of Sun Quan’s loyalty to the Han dynasty in a state of crisis.81 After the fall of
the Tang, Qian Liu again compared himself to Sun Quan (182–252), this time deciding
to follow Sun’s example of political flexibility and accepting Zhu Wen’s status as Sun
had accepted that of Cao Pi (187–226).82 Cao Pi and other figures of the Period of
Division (220–589) served as precedents for the kingdom of the Southern Han, albeit
in a less straightforward manner. In the epitaph for Liu Yan (889–942), he was praised
as having the literary talents of Cao Pi and Xiao Ze (440–493), the emperor of the
Southern Qi dynasty; Liu’s military endeavors were praised as similar to those of the
legendary Shu minister Zhuge Liang: “With the scheme of a tiger and the cunning of
a dragon, he conducted the ‘seven captures and seven releases.’ Distraught, he looked
to the north. There was much unrest in the Central Plain. Although the desire for con-
quest was in his heart, he was not ultimately able to realize the ambition.”83 The “seven
captures and seven releases” refers to Zhuge’s famous tactic to subdue the southern
rebels led by Meng Huo, and the “look to the north” invokes Zhuge’s thwarted effort
to topple the Wei regime. Finally, in an even less direct manner, the lord, named
Wang Shenzhi (862–925), of a small state based in Fujian also traced his genealogy
to the Southern Liang State (502–557), when, as the story goes, a Daoist monk
named Wang Ba in Fujian prophesized the rise of a regional state headed by his descen-
dants. Wang Shenzhi, claiming to be a descendant of Wang Ba, hoped that this
pre-Tang origin would help his own descendants to rule Fujian: “if the sons and grand-
sons follow my way, they will be granted the Min region for many generations.”84 This
wish echoes Zhang Chengfeng’s goal to “pass on to sons and grandsons the rule of

78See Zhang Tangying 張唐英, Shu Taowu 蜀檮杌, in Wudai shishu huibian, 10.6074.
79Jinli qiujiu zhuan, in Wudai shishu huibian, 10.6034.
80Jinli qiujiu zhuan, in Wudai shishu huibian 10.6036.
81仲謀方爭攘之時，猶知有漢. In Shiguo chunqiu 十國春秋 (1669), comp. by Wu Renchen 吳任臣

(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983), 77.1073.
82This story is pieced together from two accounts. See Qian Yan 錢儼 Wuyue beishi 吳越備史 (Sibu

congkan edition, 1934) 1.40b and Xin Wudai shi 67.839.
83Liu Wensuo劉文鎖, “Nan Han Gaozu tianhuang dadi aice wen kaoshi: jianshuo liushi xianzu xuetong

wenti” 南漢《高祖天皇大帝哀冊文》考釋——兼說劉氏先祖血統問題, Hanxue yanjiu 26.2 (2008),
285–316.

84Tao Yu 陶岳, Wudai shi bu 五代史補 (1012) (Yuzhang congshu edition, 1923), 2.5b.
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Dunhuang.”85 All of these regional rulers found convenient precedents for regionalism
in the Period of Division.

As people like Wang Jian, Liu Yan, and Wang Shenzhi all eventually claimed to be
“emperor” (di) in much the same manner as Zhang Chengfeng, their version of political
regionalism that combined a universalist claim with regional roots was broadly similar
to Zhang’s project in Dunhuang. All of these cases included the claim of a pre-Tang
regional historical precedent, the assumption of the title of emperor and other imperial
pretensions, and regional geographical ambitions. All these states, from the Southern
Han to Dunhuang (“western Han”), adopted this type of political regionalism as a direct
response to the fall of the Tang and to their understanding of the weaknesses of the
North China regimes that succeeded the Tang. There is no clear reason why our telling
of Chinese history should continue to follow the practice of Song historians to include
the Southern Han but exclude Dunhuang.

By putting Dunhuang back into the narrative of Chinese history in the tenth century,
I am, of course, not proposing a framework of “Five Dynasties and Eleven Kingdoms.”
Instead, the example of Dunhuang invites us to consider the broader political changes
after the fall of the Tang dynasty that cannot be properly placed within the existing
historiographical framework developed by Song historians. These changes encompassed
the kind of political regionalism seen in Zhang Chengfeng’s Dunhuang as well as in the
Former Shu and the Southern Han, but also included other forms of political reaction
to the fall of the Tang. The Later Tang and the Southern Tang decided to claim them-
selves as direct heirs to the Tang and to revive the Tang dynasty.86 The Later Liang
attempted to be a legitimate successor of the Tang; Later Jin and Later Han, on the
other hand, maintained imperial pretensions but submitted politically to Khitan.87 At
the borders of this broad post-Tang world, places like Korea, Vietnam, and Central
Asia used the fall of the Tang as an opportunity to graft aspects of Tang royal ideology
and vocabulary onto their own states. The kings of both Khotan and Korea, for instance,
inventively reused the idea of “China” in their political projects after the fall of the
Tang.88 Most importantly, the Khitan state retained many Tang institutions, and argu-
ably became the political center of the Eastern Eurasian world after the fall of the
Tang.89 A comprehensive survey of these new political developments will allow us to
go well beyond the “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms” framework and formulate
new ways of understanding the political history of China in the tenth century.

85Indeed, there are many other similarities in the state-building efforts between Min and Dunhuang. See
Hugh Clark, “Quanzhou (Fujian) during the Tang-Song Interregnum, 879–978,” T’oung Pao 68.1/3 (1982),
132–49. I thank one anonymous reviewer for pointing me to this work.

86See Richard Davis, From Warhorses to Ploughshares: The Later Tang Reign of Emperor Mingzong
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2014), 10–11, and Johannes Kurz, “On the Southern Tang
Imperial Genealogy,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 134.4 (2014), 601–20. I thank one anony-
mous reviewer for pointing me to these works.

87Standen, “The Five Dynasties.”
88For the claim of the king of Khotan as “king of kings of China,” see Prods O. Skjærvø, Khotanese

Manuscripts from Chinese Turkestan in the British Library: A Complete Catalogue with Texts and
Translations (London: British Library, 2002), 551–53, and Xin Wen, “King of Kings of China: Khotan
and the Imagination of Political ‘China’ after the Fall of the Tang,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies
(forthcoming). For the claim of the Korea as Majin (摩震 ＜ 摩訶震旦< Skt. Mahācīnasthāna meaning
“great China-land”), see Kim Pu-sik 金富軾, Samguk sagi 三國史記 (Seoul: Hangilsa, 1998), 326.

89For the centrality of the Khitan state, see, for example, Valerie Hansen, “International Gifting and the
Kitan World, 907–1125,” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 43 (2013), 273–302.
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Conclusion

This article recounts a brief and largely forgotten episode in the history of Dunhuang in
the early tenth century. With dramatic change of fortunes, military triumphs and fail-
ures, imperial ambitions and commoners’ disdain, this episode is interesting and worth
telling in its own right. But my goal of telling this story goes a bit further. I argue that
Zhang Chengfeng’s attempt to build a regional state shows that Dunhuang was not dis-
connected from North China after the fall of the Tang. Despite Ouyang Xiu’s exclusion
of Dunhuang as a foreign state, people in Dunhuang were following the events in North
China closely and reacted strongly to the fall of the Tang, just like many others in
“China proper.” The specific ways in which Dunhuang reacted politically to the fall
of the Tang were echoed in other regional states. These states, such as the Former
Shu and the Southern Han, were retrospectively treated as belonging to the “Five
Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms,” while the similar post-Tang state-building activities
in Dunhuang were forgotten in traditional Chinese dynastic histories.

Through recounting Zhang Chengfeng’s brief imperial ambition, I hope to make the
case for incorporating Dunhuang and its surrounding region of eastern Central Asia
into the narrative of Chinese history in the ninth and tenth centuries. There are two
dimensions for such incorporation. The first is historical: places like Dunhuang and
its surrounding regions faced similar problems as those in “China proper” after the
fall of the Tang and often found similar solutions. They should be considered integral
parts of the post-Tang world. Existing frameworks of understanding Chinese history in
the tenth century do not allow the incorporation of Dunhuang. While these frameworks
are each still useful in certain contexts,90 in the realm of political history in particular, I
suggest that we seek alternative ways of synthesis that would allow us to incorporate the
political histories of places like Dunhuang.

The second dimension of the incorporation of Dunhuang into the narrative of
Chinese history is historiographical. Documents from Dunhuang, because they were
made before the early eleventh century and sealed in an undisturbed manner until
1900, include many different representations of the political changes of the
post-Tang world in the tenth century that did not go through the editing and selection
of Song historians. Unlike the histories of the states included in the “Five Dynasties and
Ten Kingdoms” framework, which were all edited by historians in the Song, Dunhuang
documents offer a uniquely contemporaneous view of how political figures, and possi-
bly even commoners, reacted to the fall of the Tang. In this article, I demonstrate the
usefulness of Dunhuang materials for understanding one type of political regionalism in
the broader post-Tang world. But Dunhuang documents contain much more informa-
tion about other forms of change in the tenth century. In a Khotanese letter, where the
king of Khotan claims to be a “King of Kings of China,” in a letter from the emperor of
the Later Jin that addressed the Khitan Khaghan as the “Emperor of the Northern

90I would suggest that the “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms” concept is mostly still useful as a way of
understanding Song historical thinking. As Hugh Clark shows in a series of recent articles, the “Tang-Song
Interregnum” idea works beautifully as an organizing framework for the understanding of social, cultural,
and economic change in places like South China. See Hugh Clark, “Why Does the Tang-Song Interregnum
Matter?: A Focus on the Economies of the South” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 46 (2016), 1–28, “Why
Does the Tang-Song Interregnum Matter? Part Two: The Social and Cultural Initiatives of the South, ”
Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 47 (2017–18), 1–31, and “Why Does the Tang-Song Interregnum Matter?
Part Three: The Legacy of Division and the Holistic Empire,” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 49 (2020),
1–44.
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Dynasties,”91 and in the rich official documents left by the Cao regime we see how a
state maintained its vassal status to the North China regime while cultivating a local
base of power—an experience also shared by states in “China proper” such as the
Kingdom of Chu (907–951) under the Ma family. As Peter Lorge has pointed out
that “even were we to defy the category of ‘The Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms,’
it would be reified at the most basic level of research by the change in sources from
one traditionally constructed period to the next.”92 To go beyond the category of
“The Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms,” we need to explore sources that were not pro-
duced by Song historians who tended to reify dynastic units based in North China. An
examination of the diverse array of political ideologies found in Dunhuang materials
and other contemporary textual materials in Turfan, Khotan, and Kharakhoto will
lead to a more comprehensive picture of how the world changed politically after the
fall of the Tang.

91Yang Lien-sheng, “A ‘Posthumous Letter’ From the Chin Emperor to the Khitan Emperor in 942,”
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 10 (1947), 418–28.

92Peter Lorge, “Introduction,” in Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms, edited by Peter Lorge (Hong Kong:
Chinese University Press, 2011), 7.

Cite this article: Wen X (2022). The Emperor of Dunhuang: Rethinking Political Regionalism in Tenth
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