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Viewing from Heaven: Locating the Eight Western Prefectures
of Jiannan and the Gains and Losses of Tang-Tibetan
Frontiers in a Century from a Satellite Perspective

Jian Jinsong

Abstract: After Du Fu entered Shu, he became deeply concerned about the gains and
losses of the eight prefectures in the Jiannan Circuit's Western Mountains (Xishan) and the
invasions of the Tibetan (Tubo) forces into the Tang Empire. His famous line, “The bandits
of the Western Mountains must not invade,” ( 75 11| 7% & = #H 12 ) reflects his heartfelt
sentiment. Historical records from the Tang Dynasty on this region are already scarce,
and the An Lushan Rebellion further altered the military dynamics between the Tang and
Tibet, leading to the loss of numerous Tang prefectures to Tibetan control. The surviving
texts mix events from before the Kaiyuan and Tianbao eras with those from the Dali and
Zhenyuan periods, resulting in contradictions that are difficult to resolve. Scholars from
the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties also paid little attention to this region, leaving
few poems, travel records, or commercial route books, which often skipped over it entirely.
Consequently, many Tang-era place names differ significantly from later ones. This study
employs on-site research methods to reinterpret ancient texts, guided by the principle that
“land cannot be leaped over, and human movement must be measured.” Using satellite
maps for an aerial perspective, the author manually traced the ridgelines of the entire
Western Mountains region, as well as the rivers and ancient post roads stretching from
Chang'an (the Tang capital) in the east to Lhasa in the west. Building on this foundation,
Du Fu's poetry, historical accounts from the Old and New Books of Tang, (7. |HE+)
geographical records, and even the centuries-long conflicts between the Tang and Tibet
have been meticulously digitized and analyzed, ultimately revealing the truth behind these
events.

Keywords: Tang Dynasty Jiannan Western Mountains Eight Prefectures; Tibet (Tubo); Du
Fu's Poetry; Satellite Perspective; On-Site Research
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