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CHAPTER 1

The Ancient Age
CHINA is an ancient country with a vast territory that is almost the size of Europe.
It is abundant in fertile land, mountains, rivers, and lakes. It also has a long coastline.
China is one of the world’s most ancient civilizations and one of the birthplaces of
humans.The ancient human relics and fossils that have been discovered date back as
early as 1.7 million years ago. While the Nile River valley culture appeared at the
dawn of civilization in the west, China was basking in a splendid culture that included painted pottery after the matrilineal society.The Chinese civilization experienced
the three slavery dynasties of Xia, Shang, and Western Zhou after the rise of the Nile
River Valley, Tigris-Euphrates Valley, and Indus River Valley civilizations. While the
Greek Peninsula represented by the city-state of Athens was culturally ﬂourishing,
China had witnessed academic and cultural prosperity in the Spring and Autumn
and Warring States periods.

I. The Legendary Era

Archaeologists have found many remains and cultural relic sites that unveil the images of Chinese ancestors. In addition, many of the ancient books contain a large
number of myths and legends.
In Chinese mythology, Pangu was the ﬁrst emperor. Story has it that heaven and earth were integrated into one body that resembled an egg, with
Pangu sleeping inside. He extended his huge hands
and with them cut into the darkness with his axe.
After an explosion, heaven and earth started to split
apart. All that was clear and light drifted upward to
become heaven and all that was turbid solidiﬁed to
become the earth. Each day, heaven ascended by one
zhang (three meters) while the earth expanded by
one zhang, and Pangu grew rapidly by one zhang.
Another 18,000 years passed and by then, heaven was
far away from the earth, which was now very thick. Pangu
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At the same time, Pangu had also grown
into a giant. After he died, his body
turned into all the things in the universe,
including the sun, the moon, mountains,
rivers, trees, and grass. This heroic Pangu
was the ancestor of human kind.
There is another saying that no human being existed after Pangu separated
heaven and earth. Nüwa the creatorgoddess formed a number of men and
women from yellow clay after her own
image and made them move, with this
being the alternative origin of humanity on earth. Later, a man called Gonggong, the Spirit of Water, hit his head
on the Buzhou Mountain so hard that
the pillar supporting heaven cracked.
Nüwa melted various kinds of colored
stones and patched up the sky with the
molten mixture. She cut off the feet of
a great turtle to support the fallen sky.
Thus the heaven was patched up and its
four corners were lifted. While these are
clearly mythological origins of the earth,
certain aspects, such as the contributions
made by the sages Fuxi and Shennong
appear to be historical facts, according
to historical records and stories handed
down orally.
Fuxi was also called Paoxi. He taught
people how to make nets to catch ﬁsh and
beasts, and how to domesticate animals.
He admonished people against primitive communal marriage. He looked up
to the sky, examined the earth, and drew
up the Eight Trigrams that were the forerunners of Chinese characters, and thus
put an end to the era of making knots on
ropes to keep a record of things.

A CHINESE HISTORY READER

Nüwa, the creator-goddess

Shennong
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Shennong had even more inventions to his name than Fuxi. It was told that
he carved wood to make farm tools, taught people to grow crops, and his son Zhu
taught people to plant vegetables. In search of medicinal herbs and edible plants,
Shennong tasted hundreds of herbs and invented medicine, and he also discovered
the food crops from among the ﬂora. And while he was tilling for food, he could also
weave clothing. He even set up a market to exchange goods.
Nüwa, Fuxi, and Shennong were honored as the “the Three August Ones” for
their great contributions to mankind. They appeared in the era of matrilineal societies. According to historical records, people in the Shennong times did not know
who their fathers were, and lived together in groups.They jointly followed the clan’s
customs and helped one another; they were all equal without private property or
social class.The so-called “no evils, no punishment” exactly reﬂected the situation of
the social and economic life of this period.
As productivity improved, farming became the main production activity, and
handicraft and bronze reﬁnery industries boomed. Gradually, men began to play a
dominant role in these activities. Around 4000–5000 years ago, a patrilineal clan
commune society emerged.
The legendary Huangdi was representative of this period. His family name
was Ji, and his courtesy name was Xuanyuanshi or Youxiongshi. He was the head
of a tribe in the Yellow River Valley. His inventions were manifold, including
clothes, food, shelter, and transport vehicles. He encouraged people to cultivate
crops and domesticate livestock. He mined
bronze and smelted it to make coins. He
cast twelve bronze bells to make music, and
built ships and carts for transportation. He
founded the calendar system by sending out
people to observe astronomical phenomena, and determined the four seasons of the
year; as a result, people were able to cultivate
crops in accordance with the change of seasons. In the legend, his wife Luozu taught
the people how to weave the silk from silkworms, and his subordinate Cangjie created
the ﬁrst Chinese characters. Under his leadership, great progress was made in social and
economic life and the tribe became strong.
The Huangdi tribe lived ﬁrst in the
northwestern part of China (now Shaanxi
Province). Later, they moved eastward, down Huangdi
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the Beiluo River, past Dali and Chaoyi, across the Yellow River on its eastern bank,
past Mt. Zhongtiao and Mt. Taihang, before ﬁnally reaching the south of Shanxi
Province near the Yellow River.
The Yandi tribe, which originally settled in Shaanxi Province together with the
Huangdi tribe, had also grown strong.Yandi’s family name was Jiang. Known as the
ﬁrst man to engage in agricultural cultivation, Yandi styled himself Shennong. The
birthplace of the Yandi tribe was on the eastern side of Mt. Qi in Shaanxi Province.
Unlike the Huangdi tribe, they advanced southward, traveling along the Wei and
Yellow Rivers, and passing through the southwest of Henan Province before ﬁnally
reaching an area in the present Shandong Province.
As the Yandi tribe advanced into
the central area of China, they met
with the powerful Jiuli people (also
called the Li people) whose chief was
Chiyou. A war broke out when the
Yandi tribe entered into Chiyou’s territory. The war ended with the victory of the Jiuli people. The Yandi tribe
had to ﬂee to Zhuolu in the present
Hebei Province. Later, the Yandi tribe
joined hands with the Huangdi tribe
to confront the Jiuli people. A decisive
war took place in Zhuolu, according
to legend. The two armies fought for
days without a clear winner. Just when
Huangdi’s army was turning the tide of
battle, Chiyou breathed out a thick fog
that obscured the sun. Huangdi’s army
The war of Zhuolu
fell into disarray and could not ﬁnd
its way out of the battleﬁeld. At this
critical moment, Huangdi devised the
South Pointing Chariot, and with this,
Huangdi was able to lead his army out
of the fog and ﬁnally defeated Chiyou
and killed him.
After the defeat, the Jiuli people
were scattered: some joined the Yandi
tribe or the Huangdi tribe while others moved southward and arrived in a
Huangdi defeating Chiyou
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place later known as Jingchu, where they lived together with the Miao people.
Soon after the victory, conﬂicts erupted between the Yandi and Huangdi
tribes. They fought at the present Banquan, Huailai County, Hebei Province. After
three battles, Huangdi defeated Yandi. Later, with the integration of the two tribes
and some of the Jiuli people, the united peoples settled down in the Central Plains.
After a long period of time, they gradually developed into the Huaxia people who
form the majority of the Chinese people today.
The Huaxia people were the predecessors of the Han Chinese. They regarded Huangdi and Yandi as their ancestors, and called themselves the “descendants of
Yandi and Huangdi.” At that time the Central Plains were viewed as the center of
the world. People living here called themselves the Hua People and the area they
occupied the Zhonghua (Central Hua). Afterwards, by way of integration with other
peoples, the Hua People expanded their scope of activities and established close economic and cultural ties with the Yi people in the east and the Jiuli and Miao peoples
in the south.The culture of the Central Plains spread to all parts of China. The term
“Zhonghua” represented the whole of China, and the “Chinese people” represented
all the nationalities within China’s territory.
The Chinese people claim that they are “the descendants of the dragon.” The
dragon is the totem of Chinese people and this belief came into existence around
the Yandi and Huangdi period. The image of the dragon is a combination of many
animals: it has the horns of a stag, the head of
a camel, the eyes of a demon, the neck of
a snake, the belly of a clam, the scales
of a ﬁsh, the talons of an eagle, the
paws of a tiger, and the ears of an
ox. This image is by and large
a combination of many tribes’
totems, reﬂecting that different tribes were united after
wars and evolved into the
mainstream of the Huaxia
people.This is how the dragon became the symbol of the
Chinese nation.
After defeating Yandi at
Banquan, Huangdi became the
head of the tribal union in the Yellow
River Valley. After the death of Huangdi,
Zhuanxu, Diku, Yao, and Shun succeeded.
The totem of the dragon
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A memorial temple of Shun

The later generations called these ﬁve ﬁgures the “Five Emperors.”
During the period of Yao, Shun, and Yu, there existed the Shanrang (abdication)
system of selecting leaders for the tribal union.At that time, it was customary to forge
alliances with other tribes. Instead of ﬁghting frequent battles to seize the leadership,
they tended to select their leaders in a peaceful way. The legend goes that when Yao
was old, he called the chieftains to select Shun as his successor. Shun had been assisting Yao for twenty years, and then acted as a regent for another eight years.When
Yao died, Shun passed his post to Yao’s son Zhu Dan. However, the chieftains would
not follow Zhu Dan, and asked for instructions from Shun, and the singers refused to
sing paeans for Zhu Dan. He was thus forced to abdicate the throne to Shun.When
Shun was old, he also selected Yu—the ﬂood-controlling hero—as his successor in
the same way. Therefore,Yu began to handle the affairs of alliance on Shun’s behalf.
Shun died seventeen years later.Yu followed suit and passed the throne to Shun’s son
Shang Jun. As Shang Jun was a man of limited abilities, the chieftains did not accept
Shang Jun, so Yu took over the post and became the successor of Shun.
The transfer of leadership of tribal alliances from Yao to Shun and then to Yu
revealed the rise and fall of these tribes and the changes in their social relations. In the
era of the patrilineal clan commune, there already appeared a division between rich
and poor, noble and humble. According to the legend,Yu’s family was very rich. His
father Gun had even built an earth fort to protect his fortune. With the acceleration
of the division of wealth, the primitive communal society started to develop into a
society that included slaves.

