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1. Introduction
The city of Xi’an, historically known as Chang’an, occupies a singular place in Chinese history as a capital of multiple dynasties and a focal point of political, ritual, and cosmological order. Its city wall, one of the most prominent surviving features of the ancient urban fabric, exemplifies the intersection of design, ritual practice, and daily city life. This paper argues a central question in the study of sacred space: to what extent is sacredness a human construct, produced through social practice and intentional design, versus an innate or natural phenomenon? While scholarship has recognized the architectural and defensive functions of city walls, its equally significant role as structured sacred spaces, where cosmology, governance, and embodied experience intersect, shaping not only urban form but also communal identity, has been largely overlooked. 
During the Zhou, Qin, Han, Sui, and Tang dynasties, Xi’an was a hub of administration, commerce, and ritual. It was one of the largest and most sophisticated cities of its time, with populations reaching several hundred thousand inhabitants during the Tang dynasty. Its urban layout was carefully planned, integrating cosmological principles, cardinal orientation, and hierarchical zoning that distinguished administrative, ritual, and commercial areas. The city’s design reflects a comprehensive vision in which human activity, political authority, and cosmic order were inseparable, producing an environment where daily life was continuously shaped by ritualized spatial structures. Key architectural and infrastructural elements, such as the city wall, gates, streets, and markets, were deliberately situated to reinforce both practical governance and symbolic cosmological relationships. This historical context emphasizes that Xi’an was not merely a collection of buildings, but a consciously organized landscape, that was designed to mediate between the human and cosmic realms.
The city of Xi’an is an ideal case study for investigating the question of whether sacred space is humanly constructed or naturally manifest. As one of the most complete and well-preserved city walls in China, it provides an exceptional example of cosmologically informed planning. The scale, elevation, and orientation of the wall reflect both practical defense and ritual significance, while its continued use and interaction with residents, tourists, and ceremonial activities solidify its enduring social and symbolic function. Studying the wall allows for examination of sacred space at multiple levels: as a product of deliberate design, as a structure that supports ritual and social engagement, and as an environment experienced phenomenologically through movement and perception. Its preservation and ongoing centrality in city life provide a rare opportunity to analyze a site where historical cosmology, governance, and everyday practice intersect, making it uniquely suitable for a research project that integrates classical theory, phenomenology, and contemporary and historic Chinese scholarship.
This study builds on classical theories of sacred space, integrating the Mircea Eliade’s ontological focus, which frames sacred sites as loci of qualitative rupture in which human experience becomes oriented to cosmic order, with Émile Durkheim’s insight that sacredness is socially produced and maintained through collective ritual practice. Contemporary perspectives, particularly those of Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley, extend this analysis by highlighting how sacred meaning is negotiated, contested, and apprehended through movement, perception, and repeated engagement. Historic Chinese frameworks, including the Zhou Li’s ideal city model and feng shui principles, provide culturally specific models of ritualized design, emphasizing how axiality, cardinal orientation, and hierarchical organization embed cosmological and political legitimacy into city planning.
This paper attests how these frameworks intersect in the Xi’an city wall, revealing a structure that is simultaneously cosmologically designed, ritually sustained, socially enacted, and phenomenologically experienced. Sections 2–5 develop this argument in sequence: Section 2 reviews relevant literature and identifies gaps, Section 3 presents the theoretical framework, Section 4 applies these perspectives to the Xi’an city wall as a lived sacred space, and Section 5 reflects on the interplay between constructed order and perceived sacredness. By bridging classical theory, phenomenology, and culturally relevant scholarship, this study situates the city wall not merely as historical architecture but as an enduring locus of sacred meaning, illustrating the dynamic relationship between human intention, social practice, and embodied experience in shaping Xi’an’s sacred spaces.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Classical Theories of Sacred Space—Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim
Foundational scholarship on sacred space emphasizes both its ontological significance and its social enactment. Mircea Eliade frames sacred space as hierophany, a qualitative rupture in which the sacred manifests in the mundane world, producing points of orientation, or axis mundi, that structure human experience.[footnoteRef:1] Such sites are not merely discovered but ritualized, symbolically reinforced, and continuously engaged with, providing a framework through which cosmological order becomes tangible. Eliade’s focus on the experiential and symbolic dimensions illuminates how particular locations can feel inherently sacred, shaping perception and practice in ways that extend beyond functional or aesthetic considerations. [1:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion”, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: HarperOne, 1987) Pgs. 37-43] 

Complementing this, Durkheim situates sacredness within collective social practice, emphasizing that ritual, boundary maintenance, and repeated engagement create and sustain the distinction between sacred and profane[footnoteRef:2]. In urban settings, this perspective underscores that sacred space is socially produced: the significance of structures, streets, or walls emerges through habitual engagement, governance, and civic participation. Where Eliade highlights ontological rupture and symbolic meaning, Durkheim emphasizes ongoing social enactment. [2:  Émile Durkheim, “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life”, trans. Karen E. Fields (Free Press: New York, 1995) Pgs. XX-XXV] 

Together, these classical approaches provide a dual lens for examining sites such as the Xi’an city wall, where cosmological principles, ritual practice, and everyday activities converge to produce a perception of sacredness that is both historically codified and continually enacted. The interplay between spontaneous recognition of sacredness and its reinforcement through social practice, as it captures both the intuitive experience of the individual and the enduring power of communal engagement.
2.2 Space, Embodiment, and Lived Experience
Phenomenological and contemporary spatial theory
Building on classical theory, contemporary scholarship illustrates the embodied, contested, and socially mediated nature of sacred space. Barbara Bender highlights how space is socially produced, shaped by power relations, political agendas, and everyday practices.[footnoteRef:3] Her framework emphasizes how modern interactions with historic or ritual sites, through tourism, urban development, or governance, can alter, reinforce, or challenge their symbolic significance. In Xi’an, this perspective illuminates how the city wall’s sacred character persists not only through historical design but through ongoing negotiation between residents, visitors, and authorities. [3:  Barbara Bender, “Stonehenge: Making Space”. (Berg, 1998) Pgs. 97-105] 

Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological approach complements this by foregrounding lived experience. Space, he argues, is meaningful not in abstraction but through movement, perception, and repeated engagement.[footnoteRef:4] Walking along the city wall, entering its gates, and interacting with the city’s environment constitute acts through which sacredness is materially and sensorially perceived. For research on the Xi’an city wall, Tilley provides a lens to understand how embodied practice sustains ritual and cosmological order, allowing sacredness to be continually experienced despite temporal, social, and political change. [4:  Christopher Tilley, “A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments” (Berg, 1994) Pgs. 17-22] 

These perspectives demonstrate that sacredness is neither fixed nor purely symbolic; it emerges in the tension between human intention, everyday practice, and sensory perception. Applying these frameworks, this research captures both the historical codification of sacred space in Xi’an and its ongoing enactment showing that sacredness persists as a dynamic, interactive phenomenon rather than a static attribute of the built environment.
2.3 Chinese Cosmology, Ritual Order, and Urban Design—Cultural frameworks and historical scholarship
Contemporary and historical Chinese scholars provide essential insight into the relationship between cosmology, ritual, and urban design. The Zhou Li (Rites of Zhou) presents the ideal city as a ritualized cityscape,[footnoteRef:5] illustrating how axiality, cardinal orientation, and hierarchical organization of political, ritual, and economic functions structured urban life.[footnoteRef:6] In this model, the city’s layout was inseparable from the cosmological and political order, reflecting the belief that correct spatial configuration sustained harmony between heaven, the ruler, and the populace.  [5:  Manuela Madeddu & Xiaoqing Zhang, “Harmonious spaces: the influence of Feng Shui on urban form and design” Journal of Urban Design 22.6 (2017), Pgs. 718-719]  [6:  Ibid., Pgs,709-713] 

Feng shui scholarship, particularly in the work of Madeddu and Zhang, reinforces this view, framing site selection as a diagnostic and interpretive practice rather than superstition.[footnoteRef:7] Decisions about hills, watercourses, and directional alignment were guided by principles intended to secure the legitimacy of the state, linking spatial arrangement directly to political and ritual authority.[footnoteRef:8] Historical studies, such as Qiao’s analysis of Chang’an, show how these cosmological principles were enacted in daily life [FN: Qiao – urban culture and civic space]. Streets, gates, markets, and palaces served as reminders of cosmic order, directing movement, social interaction, and ritual practice. [7:  Ibid., Pgs 718-722]  [8:  Ibid., Pgs. 718-719] 

These cultural frameworks provide nuanced, specific models of sacred urbanization, avoiding the uncritical imposition of Western theory. They illustrate that theory and practice were inseparable: the city was designed to be experienced, and its sacredness emerges not only from abstract cosmology but through everyday engagement. This sets the stage for analyzing Xi’an as both codified and experientially lived. 
2.4 Positioning the Present Study—Transition to theory and case study
This study situates itself at the intersection of classical theory, spatial phenomenology, and Chinese urban cosmology. Eliade’s hierophany highlights the qualitative distinctiveness of sacred space, showing how sacred centers mediate between the human, cosmic, and divine realms.[footnoteRef:9] Durkheim complements this perspective by demonstrating that sacredness is socially constructed and continually maintained through collective practice, ritual engagement, and civic participation.[footnoteRef:10] Contemporary approaches, particularly Bender’s attention to contested and socially mediated space, illuminate how sacred meaning is negotiated and reshaped through power, use, and interpretation.[footnoteRef:11] Tilley’s phenomenological focus on bodily movement and repeated engagement demonstrates how sacred meaning is captured and sustained through lived, sensory experience.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion”, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper One, 1987) Pgs. 20-25]  [10:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995 [1912]). Pgs. XXXV-XL]  [11:  Barbara Bender, Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exclusion and Space (Berg, 1998). Pgs. 97-105]  [12:  Christopher Tilley, “A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments” (Berg, 1994) Pgs.29-34] 

 Chinese scholarship situates these theoretical concerns in a culturally specific context. The Zhou Li codifies the city as a ritualized space, integrating cosmological principles, governance, and everyday movement.[footnoteRef:13] Feng shui practices further show how site selection and spatial alignment reinforced the legitimacy and sustained cosmic harmony.[footnoteRef:14] Historical analyses reveal that streets, gates, and civic structures were deliberately organized to embed cosmological order into daily life.[footnoteRef:15] Building on these insights, this paper examines the Xi’an city wall as a sacred urban structure that is simultaneously cosmologically designed, ritually sustained, socially enacted, and phenomenologically experienced. Sections 3–5 will apply these frameworks to explore how the wall embodies enduring sacredness through material form, collective practice, and embodied engagement. [13:  Patricia Buckley Ebrey, “The Cambridge Illustrated History of China”, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), Pgs. 110–113.]  [14:  Manuela Madeddu & Xiaoqing Zhang, “Harmonious spaces: the influence of Feng Shui on urban form and design” Journal of Urban Design 22.6 (2017) Pgs. 715-719]  [15:  Yiqing Qiao, “City, Urban Planning and the Creation of Urban Culture: Taking the Ancient City of Xi’an as an Example,” MATEC Web of Conferences volume xx (2017) Pgs. 1-3] 

2.5 Summary and Literature Gaps
The literature reviewed above establishes a multifaceted understanding of sacred space. Eliade foregrounds the emergence of sacred presence in specific sites, while Durkheim emphasizes the social practices through which sacred order is continuously enacted. Contemporary approaches, particularly Tilley and Bender, extend these perspectives by attending to bodily engagement, sensory experience, and negotiation of meaning in lived space. Within the Chinese context, the Zhou Li articulates the city as a ritualized framework, where axiality, cardinal orientation, and hierarchical function inscribe cosmological order into urban form. Feng shui emerges as a sophisticated interpretive practice guiding urban siting, sustaining harmony between ruler, people, and cosmos, while Qiao highlights the integration of cosmology with daily urban life through streets, gates, and civic spaces.
Despite this rich scholarship, gaps remain at the intersection of theory, lived experience, and material urban form. Few studies systematically explore how a structure such as the Xi’an city wall simultaneously embodies cosmological design, ritual practice, and social enactment. In particular, the phenomenological experience of elevation, movement, and sequential engagement with gates and walls is underexamined, leaving the ways sacred space is experienced through bodily navigation largely unexplored. These gaps justify the subsequent theoretical framing (Section 3) and detailed case study analysis (Section 4), which together enable a nuanced exploration of how sacredness is both designed and experienced in Xi’an. This positions the present study to contribute by analyzing the Xi’an city wall as a sacred structure that is cosmologically aligned, ritually sustained, social enacted. 

3. Theoretical Framework 
3.1 Eliade 
Eliade’s concept of hierophany presents sacred space as an eruption or rupture of the sacred into the mundane world. Sacred sites form around these “wells” of spiritual presence, where reality is experienced as qualitatively distinct from ordinary life. Within this framework, the sacred center, or axis mundi, serves as a point of orientation, linking the human, cosmic and the divine realms. Eliade emphasizes that such sites are both discovered and enacted through ritual, perception, and symbolic engagement.[footnoteRef:16] These principles provide a lens for understanding the Xi’an city wall as a site of sacred significance beyond its physical form. Sequential engagement with thresholds, gates, and axial orientation stages encounters with the sacred, highlighting the temporal and phenomenological dimensions of ritualized movement through built environment.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion”, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper One, 1987) Pgs. 11-16, 25-30]  [17:  Ibid., Pgs. Pgs. 25-30] 

3.2 Durkheim
Durkheim situates sacredness within collective human practice, showing that ritual, boundary maintenance, and repeated engagement sustain distinctions between sacred and profane, organizes community life and reinforces symbolic order.[footnoteRef:18] Ritual is not incidental but constitutive: celebration and governance continually renew the sacred character of space through practice.[footnoteRef:19] In an urban setting, Durkheim’s framework highlights how everyday movements and civic practices can instantiate sacred order, suggesting that walls, gates, and streets are not inert structures but socially and ritually activated components of a broader cosmological system. This perspective underscores the interdependence of material form and social practice in producing and sustaining sacred meaning over time.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Émile Durkheim, “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life”, trans. by Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995 [1912]). Pgs. XXX-XXXV]  [19:  Ibid., Pgs. XX-XXV, XXX-XXXV]  [20:  Ibid., Pgs. XX-XXV] 

3.3 Bender & Tilley
Contemporary perspectives, complement classical theory by emphasizing the lived, embodied contested, and socially mediated character of space Bender highlights how historic sites are continually negotiated through power relations, tourism, and commercialization[footnoteRef:21] this perspective draws attention to how modern interactions with the Xi’an city wall influence its symbolic and social significance. Tilley, in contrast, highlights phenomenology, arguing that meaning emerges through bodily movement, sensory engagement, and repeated navigation of space.[footnoteRef:22] Together, these approaches show that sacred space is not merely conceptual or socially constructed but is lived and experienced, revealing the layered, temporal, and dynamic dimensions of meaning embedded in the Xi’an city wall.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Barbara Bender, “Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exclusion and Space” (Berg, 1998). Pgs. 97-105]  [22:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs. 22-30]  [23:  Ibid,. ] 




4. Case Study: The Xi’an City Wall
4.0 Overview
The Xi’an city wall functions not merely as a physical barrier but as an organizing framework that shapes social, ritual, and cosmological order.[footnoteRef:24] Guided by the Zhou Li, the city’s layout reflects ideals of axiality, cardinal alignment, and the hierarchical placement of political, ritual, and economic spaces, an order that the wall both defines and enacts.[footnoteRef:25] Its significance extends beyond abstract symbolism, becoming most fully apparent through bodily movement and sensory engagement.[footnoteRef:26] From a phenomenological perspective, passing through gates, moving along the wall, and inhabiting its elevated space enact and reinforce ritual order, historical layering, and the integration of sacred and mundane practices.[footnoteRef:27] These dynamics are explored in detail in the following subsections, beginning with an examination of how cosmological principles were materially inscribed into the city, shaping both the layout of Chang’an, (now Xi’an) and the lived experience inhabitants.  [24:  Ibid,. Pgs. 17-22]  [25:  Yiqing Qiao, “City, Urban Planning and the Creation of Urban Culture: Taking the Ancient City of Xi’an as an Example,” MATEC Web of Conferences volume xx (2017), Pgs. 3-5]  [26:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs.18-23]  [27:  Barbara Bender, “Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exclusion and Space” (Berg, 1998). Pgs. 105-118] 

4.1 Cosmology, Ritual, and Urban Design
	From an Eliadean perspective, the establishment of Chang’an might initially appear to rest on the recognition of a site perceived as cosmologically potent; however, the mechanisms through which such potency was identified diverge significantly from Eliade’s model of spontaneous hierophany.[footnoteRef:28] The selection of the city’s location was not arbitrary but guided by feng shui principles that evaluated the configuration of mountains, water, open space, and directional alignment as indicators of a landscape capable of sustaining harmony between the cosmic, political, and human realms.[footnoteRef:29] Sacred potential was thus not understood as erupting naturally into the landscape but as discerned, interpreted, and ritually confirmed through established cosmological knowledge.[footnoteRef:30] This process of aligns closely with the prescriptions articulated in the Zhou Li, which formalized the relationship between cosmology, governance, and urban form.[footnoteRef:31] Rather than treating sacred space as exceptional or episodic, the Zhou Li presents the city itself as a continuous ritual apparatus, in which correct spatial configuration functioned as an ongoing means of sustaining cosmic harmony and political legitimacy.[footnoteRef:32] The identification of a suitable site through feng shui thus constituted the preliminary step in a broader program of ritual ordering, through which cosmological principles were translated into durable urban form.  [28:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion”, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper One, 1987) Pgs.11-16]  [29:  Manuela Madeddu & Xiaoqing Zhang, “Harmonious spaces: the influence of Feng Shui on urban form and design” Journal of Urban Design 22.6 (2017) Pgs. 715-719]  [30:  Ibid,. Pgs.713-717]  [31:  Patricia Buckley Ebrey, “The Cambridge Illustrated History of China”, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), Chs. 3-5]  [32:  Manuela Madeddu & Xiaoqing Zhang, “Harmonious spaces: the influence of Feng Shui on urban form and design” Journal of Urban Design 22.6 (2017) Pgs. 713-717] 

Once identified, this sacred potential was materially enacted through the placement of the city wall, streets, gates, and ritual structures, transforming the surrounding landscape into a legible cosmological order. The city did not merely occupy a sacred site but functioned as a mechanism through which sacred order was continually sustained and reproduced over time. As articulated in the Zhou Li, this urban order emphasized axial orientation, cardinal alignment, and the hierarchical placement of political, ritual, and economic spaces.[footnoteRef:33] Within this framework, the city wall functioned not merely as defensive architecture but as the defining boundary of a ritualized spatial system. Materially inscribing cosmological principles of harmony, hierarchy, and balance on to the landscape and stabilizing them within the built environment.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Patricia Buckley Ebrey, “The Cambridge Illustrated History of China”, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), Chs. 3-5]  [34:  Ibid,.] 

As Qiao notes, the positioning of streets, gates, and key structures functioned to produce a civic environment that continually reminded inhabitants of the cosmological order embedded in daily life.[footnoteRef:35] The placement of palaces, markets, and temples ensured that political authority, ritual activity, and economic exchange were spatially integrated within a single ordered system.[footnoteRef:36] While the urban layout may appear static, the city operates as a spatial inscription that continually produces and reinforces ritual meaning through repeated use and occupation. In this sense, Chang’an may be understood as a dynamic ritual structure rather than a passive backdrop to political life. Its significance is enacted and perceived through movement and engagement with space, echoing Tilley’s argument that spatial meaning is embodied and experiential.[footnoteRef:37] This relationship is further illustrated by Sui dynasty interventions, Emperor Wen undertook extensive alterations to the terrain of Chang’an, including the leveling of hills and the creation of artificial lakes, in order to improve the city’s feng shui and ensure cosmological harmony between the capital, the ruler, and the state.[footnoteRef:38] As Madeddu and Zhang observe, failure to respect feng shui principles would have placed imperial legitimacy and the well-being of its citizens at risk.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  Yiqing Qiao, “City, Urban Planning and the Creation of Urban Culture: Taking the Ancient City of Xi’an as an Example,” MATEC Web of Conferences volume xx (2017), Pgs.1-3]  [36:  Ibid,. Pgs.3-5]  [37:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs. 12-17]  [38: Manuela Madeddu & Xiaoqing Zhang, “Harmonious spaces: the influence of Feng Shui on urban form and design” Journal of Urban Design 22.6 (2017) Pg 720]  [39:  Ibid,.] 

4.2 The Wall as Boundary and Threshold
	The Xi’an city wall functions as a sacred boundary that organizes social and ritual life by differentiating the ritually structured historic core from the surrounding modern city. In Durkheimian terms, this boundary does not exclude the profane from the sacred but structures their relationship, enabling the reproduction of symbolic order through everyday practice.[footnoteRef:40] Passing through the wall marks a perceptible transition between a spatially ordered historic core and newer urban expansion beyond it.[footnoteRef:41] Rather than isolating sacred space, the wall mediates between differentiated activities, rituals, governance, commerce, and domestic life, within a single bounded system. In this sense the sacred character of the wall emerges not only from inherent qualities or historical origin but from its continued role in structuring movement, governance, and social interaction. Sacred is thus diffused throughout the urban fabric, produced and sustained through collective practice rather than contained in temples. [40:  Émile Durkheim, “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life”, trans. by Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995 [1912]). Pgs. XXX–XXXV]  [41:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs.18-23] 

Drawing on Christopher Tilley’s spatial theory, the Xi’an city wall may be understood as a meaningful threshold produced through patterned movement and repeated engagement rather than a static architectural boundary.[footnoteRef:42] Boundaries, in this sense, shape how bodies move, where activities occur, and how sacred and everyday life intersect, with the wall’s significance continually renewed through use, rather than fixed solely by historical intention. Within the city wall, Xi’an exhibits a distinct sensory and social atmosphere that differentiates the historic core from the surrounding urban expansion. Although everyday activities, work, commerce, construction, and circulation—continue uninterrupted, the predominance of electric buses, cars, and motorbikes contributes to a noticeably quieter soundscape.[footnoteRef:43] This hushed quality is further shaped by the dense presence of temples, historic sites, and spaces of ritual significance embedded throughout the city. Together, these conditions subtly modulate behavior: movement slows, voices lower, and attention becomes oriented toward the dispersed markers of sacred and historical meaning encountered in daily life. Sacred space here is not confined to discrete ritual sites but operates as a connected network of places and practices, perceptually linked through everyday circulation. The city wall encloses and stabilizes this network, functioning analogously to a sigil in analytic terms: a bounded spatial frame that gathers, maintains, and renders legible a continuous field of sacred meaning within the lived city. [42:  Ibid,. Pgs. 24-29]  [43:  Author’s field observations based on site visits in Xi’an, November 2024.] 

4.3 Lived Experience & Phenomenology
The Xi’an city wall is a constant presence at the edge of the historic city, visible whether one approaches by car, on foot, or from above, and illuminated at night, to visually reinforce its continuity within the urban landscape.[footnoteRef:44] Access to the wall is formally structured through the Yongning Gate, a richly ornamented Sui dynasty structure (581–618 CE) that rises even higher than the wall itself.[footnoteRef:45] Visitors cross a bridge spanning the moat, pass through the outer gate into a large courtyard, move through an inner gate, and then ascend a broad staircase to emerge atop the wall. This carefully staged sequence of movement produces a gradual transition from street level into an elevated and spatially distinct environment. While there are numerous points at which one may descend from the wall, the singular, ceremonial ascent through the Yongning Gate reinforces the walls role as a controlled threshold rather than a neutral path of movement. From here, movement along the wall renders the layering of time tangible, as historic city form, contemporary life, and enduring ritual order remain materially and perceptually interconnected.[footnoteRef:46] [44:  Author’s field observations based on site visits in Xi’an, November 2024.]  [45:  Patricia Buckley Ebrey, The Cambridge Illustrated History of China, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), ch. 5, ‘A Cosmopolitan Empire: the Sui and Tang Dynasties’]  [46:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs.18-23] 

From elevated vantage points within Xi’an, most notably the city wall itself and the Giant Wild Goose Pagoda, the underlying cosmological structure of the historic city becomes perceptible in a way that is impossible at street level. The Giant Wild Goose Pagoda, constructed in 652 CE during the Tang dynasty to house Buddhist scriptures brought from India, is itself a sacred structure, and its height of approximately 64 meters allows the spatial logic of the city to be comprehended in explicitly religious as well as political terms.[footnoteRef:47] From this position, the cardinal orientation of the city and the persistence of its original road network remain legible despite modern development. The alignment of the broad southern avenue leading from the Yongning Gate toward the former palace precinct is especially apparent. Historically measuring approximately 150 meters in width, this avenue functioned not merely as infrastructure but as a ceremonial and visual axis, guiding the movement of officials, visiting dignitaries, and Silk Road travelers through a carefully staged progression toward the political center of the empire.[footnoteRef:48] In this configuration, Chang’an operated as an axis mundi not only symbolically but as the spatial expression of a worldview in which the imperial capital anchored cosmic, political, and religious order within a single entity. [47:  Patricia Buckley Ebrey, The Cambridge Illustrated History of China, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), ch. 5, ‘A Cosmopolitan Empire: the Sui and Tang Dynasties’]  [48:  Ibid,.pg.127] 

This legibility is not confined to monumental viewpoints but extends across the lived fabric of the city within the wall, where historic divisions continue to structure contemporary experience. The persistence of the eastern and western market zones is particularly striking. The former western market, historically associated with foreign merchants, corresponds closely to what is now known as the Muslim Quarter, centered on the Great Mosque of Xi’an and functioning as a site of cultural continuity, pilgrimage, and everyday social life. Elsewhere, areas explicitly themed around the Tang dynasty—complete with reconstructed streetscapes, performances, and the widespread wearing of hanfu—demonstrate what Barbara Bender identifies as the commercialization of the past, in which heritage is curated, consumed, and re-performed. Yet this process also operates as a form of renewal: traditional arts such as calligraphy and painting continue to be practiced and sold by living artisans, and institutions such as the Stele Forest Museum preserve scholarly lineages tied to specific places. Within the wall, sacred, historical, and cultural meanings thus persist not as isolated monuments but as a distributed network embedded in everyday movement and social practice. 
Following Tilley, meaning emerges through movement and repeated engagement with space rather than static observation.[footnoteRef:49] Entering through the gate, walking along the wall, pausing to observe the city from above, and descending back into the streets reinforce the wall’s role as a meaningful threshold rather than a static barrier. This layered experience also exemplifies Eliade’s concept of hierophany, in which the sacred reveals itself through spatial encounter rather than abstract doctrine.[footnoteRef:50] At the same time, it reflects Tilley’s insistence that space is always comprehended through the body, as walking, viewing, and navigating the wall enact and renew the city’s ritual and cosmological order. The sacred character of the Xi’an city wall thus emerges not only from its continued presence as a lived, experienced structure within the contemporary city. [49:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs.18-23, 29-34]  [50:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion”, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper One, 1987) Pgs. 11-16] 


5. Discussion: Constructed or Natural? 
Integrating classical theory and Chinese scholarship, the Xi’an city wall illustrates how human design combines with governance priorities, and cosmological principles to produce spaces experienced as sacred. As Yiqing Qiao notes, “the city itself operates as a concentrated reflection of cultural values, with its urban plan communicating and reinforcing cosmological order throughout daily life”.[footnoteRef:51] Classical models such as the Zhou Li ideal city provided planners with a template for grid logic and sacred orientation, which was materially inscribed into Chang’an layout, demonstrating that the city’s cosmological design was deliberately codified rather than spontaneously emergent.[footnoteRef:52] From an Eliadean perspective, the city wall can be understood as a locus of hierophany, where sacred presence emerges through structured interaction and spatial ordering.[footnoteRef:53] Durkheim’s framework complements this by emphasizing that sacred space is socially constructed and maintained; repeated civic practice, and ritual use continually reinforce the symbolic order embedded city fabric.[footnoteRef:54]  [51:  Yiqing Qiao, “City, Urban Planning and the Creation of Urban Culture: Taking the Ancient City of Xi’an as an Example,” MATEC Web of Conferences volume xx (2017), Pgs.1-3]  [52:  Patricia Buckley Ebrey, The Cambridge Illustrated History of China, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), ch.3-5]  [53:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion”, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper One, 1987) Pgs. 11-25]  [54:  Émile Durkheim, “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life”, trans. by Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995 [1912]). Pgs. XX-XXX] 

Contemporary approaches clarify how meaning is socially negotiated. Bender emphasizes that space is mediated and contested, shaped by the interactions of residents, tourists, and governance structures.[footnoteRef:55] In Xi’an, the wall’s function is continually negotiated: it remains a site of historical reverence, civic pride, and urban circulation. Tilley’s phenomenology further underscores that spatial meaning is realized through bodily engagement, and repeated navigation, highlighting how experience complements codified design.[footnoteRef:56] [55:  Barbara Bender, “Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exclusion and Space” (Berg, 1998). Pgs. 97-118]  [56:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments (Berg, 1994) Pgs. 18-34] 

The Xi’an city wall exemplifies the tension between constructed and innate sacredness. Intentionally designed to embody cosmological principles, practice, it also produces phenomenological experiences of awe, orientation, and reverence that feel immediate and perceptually natural. Classical theory, contemporary phenomenology, and Chinese frameworks converge to show that sacred space arises through the dynamic interplay of design, social practice, and lived experience, creating spaces that are both materially and experientially sacred.

6. Conclusion
This study has examined the Xi’an city wall as a paradigmatic example of sacred urban space, demonstrating how cosmological design, ritual practice, and embodied experience intersect to produce enduring sacredness. Classical theories of sacred space, Eliade’s hierophany and Durkheim’s ritual and collective practice, offer complementary lenses: Eliade emphasizes the experiential encounter with sacred presence, while Durkheim highlights the social processes through which space is rendered meaningful and continually reinforced. Together, they clarify how sacredness can be both historically codified and dynamically enacted.
Contemporary approaches, particularly Tilley’s phenomenology and Bender’s attention to socially mediated and contested space, extend this understanding by foregrounding movement, sensory engagement, and ongoing negotiation in sustaining sacred meaning. The Xi’an city wall is not merely an inert architectural feature; its elevated walkways, gates, and sequential pathways facilitate embodied engagement, producing layered temporal and spatial experiences that continually reaffirm the city’s ritual and cosmological order. Sacredness emerges not only from design or ideology but from the active, lived experience of inhabitants, visitors, and participants across time.
Chinese frameworks further situate these perspectives in a culturally specific context. The Zhou Li presents it as a ritualized city integrating axiality, cardinal alignment, and hierarchical organization to maintain harmony between cosmic, political, and human domains. Feng shui practices informed site selection and spatial arrangement, linking urban form directly to legitimacy, prosperity, and the orderly conduct of daily life. Historical studies of Chang’an show how streets, gates, palaces, and civic spaces were deliberately organized to embed cosmological order in routine urban activity, emphasizing the inseparability of theory, design, and lived engagement.
Taken together, the Xi’an city wall exemplifies the interplay between deliberate codification and perceptual experience: what begins as a structured enactment of cosmic and social order evolves into an intuitive, apprehensible reality, realized through movement, observation, and repeated ritualized participation. Its significance is neither fixed nor abstract; sacred meaning is continually produced through material form, social practice, and human perception. This case illustrates the value of integrating classical, contemporary, and indigenous perspectives in the study of sacred urbanism, revealing how design, ritual, and experience interact to produce enduring cultural, social, and cosmological significance. The Xi’an city wall thus stands as a compelling model of how sacred space can be simultaneously constructed and experientially real, offering insight into the dynamic relationship between human intention, social practice, and the perception of the sacred in urban contexts.
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