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China is a vast country with an intricate history involving many kingdoms, revolutions and myths. With its ever-increasing tourism and rise as a vibrant superpower, interest in China has increased manifold.Many people are intrigued by the countrys ancient history, for example, the first appearance of the Chinese dragon in 4000 BC. The oldest-known
depiction of the dragon was a jade sculpture from the ancient Hong Shan civilization, and it has since dominated Chinese culture, still featuring heavily in modern-day literature and film.Here are the top 10 most important events of ancient China that you should know about:The capital of the Western Zhou dynasty was sacked by nomads and Huns in
771 BC signaling the beginning of the end of the Zhou dynasty. There were further conflicts between its vassal states later in the Spring and Autumn periods (770 BC476 BC).During the Warring States Period (475 BC221 BC), three warring families, the Han, Zhao, and Wei, divided the Jin state between them. A century later, from 361 BC to 336 BC,
Duke Xiao of Qin, with the help of his statesman Shang Yang, transformed Qin from a remote, outdated state into the most stable of the seven warring states, and established a political framework strong enough for his successors to vanquish the other six states.The Battle of Changping took place in 260 BC, in which Qin troops driven by Bai Qi
crushed a colossal Zhao army of 400,000 men, effectively wiping out the Zhao fighting force and the state itself. The Qin were now in a position to reunify China, and this was accomplished by their leader Qin Shi Huang. This reunification had been a long time coming, since the Zhou administration had separated into various vassal states. Now, China
could develop a centralized government and establish a framework for the unification of China under a single cultural and national identity.This was the historical backdrop to the building of the Great Wall of China, a project which spanned many centuries. After Qin Shi Huang unified China, he went on to protect his newly established Qin dynasty
(221 BC206 BC) against invasions from Inner Asia by building a wall. By 212 BC, this wall ran from Gansu to southern Manchuria.Later administrations reinforced and added to the wall. The Ming dynasty (1369 AD1644 AD) were among those who modified, rebuilt, and extended the wall, often deviating from Qins original designations. The Han
expanded the stronghold towards the west, while the Qi worked around 1,600 kilometers (990 miles) of new dividers and the Sui employed a million men to further enhance the build.However, the Tang (618 AD907 AD), the Song (960 AD1279 AD), the Yuan (1271 AD1368 AD), and the Qing (1644 AD1911 AD) for the most part did not add to the wall,
preferring to strengthen their defenses against Inner Asian threats through military missions and intelligence. Despite providing a good defense against attack, the Great Wall could not stop all invaders. In 1644 AD, the Manchu Qing broke right through the gates of the Shanhai Pass and overthrew the Ming dynasty.In 202 BC, the Han dynasty under
Liu Bang crushed Xiang Yu, a prominent warlord, and after the death of Qin Shi Huang in 210 BC, established Han rule. This was a brilliant age and has come to define the national character.Between the years 141 BC and 87 BC, by the standard royal edict of Emperor Wu of Han, Confucianism became the official precept of the decision-making class,
and remained the populations basic moral code for over 2,000 years.There was also a series of successful wars against the Xiongnu tribe that removed their ability to pose a threat to the Han. A few centuries later in 8 AD, Wang Mang, a Han official, seized power and put an end to the Western Han era. Jump ahead a few centuries and Liu Xiu, a
member of the Han dynasty, re-established the Han administration, marking the start of the Eastern, or second, Han era.The Han line remained for a long time before it finally disintegrated. Then, the infamous Yellow Turban Rebellion began, marking the final defeat of the Han dynasty and slowly introducing the Three Kingdoms Period which divided
China between the states of Wei, Shu, and Wu. A few centuries later, Cao Cao, a powerful warlord in northern China, was killed in the skirmish of Red Cliff, ending the aspirations of the Kingdom of Wei, and leaving Wu and Shu as the main warring states.Then came an era of peace. The Jin dynasty under the illustrious ruler Sima reunited China
under one monarch, putting an end to 100 years of war and mayhem.The Battle of Fei River in 383 AD marked the defeat of the Qin kingdom by the Jin, leading to 200 years of war and the beginning of the Northern and Southern dynasties period (420 AD589 AD).The Sui administration later attacked the southern Chen dynasty, unifying the northern
and southern dynasties and putting an end to war and conflict for many years. It was Emperor Wen of Sui, one of the most noteworthy rulers in ancient China, who established a framework for the thriving Tang dynasty which followed.The Tang dynasty spanned the 7th to the 10th centuries AD. Its second, and most famous ruler, was Tang Taizong,
who ruled from 626 AD to 649 AD and led China into a time of great prosperity.Empress Wu Zetian ruled from 690 AD to 705 AD and was the most famous female sovereign in Chinese history. In 755 AD, the An Lushan Rebellion took place which was one of the deadliest clashes in history, leading to the death of over 30 million people (around two-
thirds of the Chinese population).It took China a long time to recover. After the fall of the Tang in 907 AD came the start of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms Period which lasted till the eventful year of 960 AD.Song Taizu, who ruled from 960 AD to 976 AD was one of the greatest rulers in ancient China. In the golden age of his reign, he
established a political framework which ensured the longevity and success of the Song dynasty, conquered many of the 10 kingdoms, and almost reunited China; a feat that no one could have imagined.However, in 1125 AD, the unthinkable happened. The Jurchen tribes rebelled and captured the Song capital, Kaifeng. In 1211 AD, at the Battle of
Yehuling, 500,000 Jurchen-led Jin troops were defeated by the Mongols, effectively crippling the Jin fighting force. This defeat led to the assassination of the Jin emperor and the decline of the Jin dynasty.A few years later, the infamous Mongke Khan leader of the Mongols was murdered in a skirmish at the Diaoyu Fortress, leading to the immediate
withdrawal of Mongol troops and the reinstating of the Song administration for a further 10 years. But then, peace was lost. In 1276 AD, Linan, the Song capital, fell to the Mongols and three years later, the Song dynasty was completely crushed.Mongol leader Kublai Khan then established the Yuan dynasty which survived for a century. In 1368 AD,
the Yuan royal family fled north over the Great Wall following an attack by Zhu Yuanzhang marking the end of Mongol rule in China, and the formation of the Ming dynasty.Emperor Hongwu (Chu Yuanzhang) ruled from 1368 AD to 1398 AD and was one of the most prominent yet savage leaders of imperial China. He established a framework for the
longstanding political and social stability of the Ming administration, but slaughtered a huge number of his advisors and their families during this time.The bloodshed continued with the next few generations of rulers. In 1402 AD, the Zhongle Emperor (son of Emperor Hongwu) came to power. He was as tyrannical as his father had been and killed
many members of the Jianwen Emperors administration after defeating him in battle.However, he contributed a lot to Chinas history, building the city of Beijing and moving his capital there; Beijing remaining the capital of China to this day. He ordered naval missions to the Indian Ocean under the command of Zheng He to show the strength of the
Ming dynasty and also to establish trading connections. He had a frightening amount of knowledge when it came to politics and used court eunuchs to help him rule with authority.In 1558 AD, the Chinese defeated Japanese privateers who had been steadily plundering the Chinese coastline for years. Then in 1592 AD, the Chinese helped the Korean
Joseon dynasty overcome the Japanese invasion of Korea.The Chongzhen Emperor came to power in in 1627 AD at the age of 16 after the death of the Tiangi Emperor. His succession was helped by Empress Zhang (widow of the Tianqi Emperor) even though it was opposed by the central eunuch, Wei Zhongxian, who wanted to retain power over the
magnificent court.From the start of his rule, the Chongzhen Emperor did his best to keep the Ming dynasty alive but despite his best efforts, years of internal corruption and an empty treasury made it difficult to fill essential government posts. The Chongzhen Emperors rule was dominated by his fear of rebellion within the administration which had
been a major issue during the Tiangi Emperors rule.Not long after his brother died, the Chongzhen Emperor promptly disposed of Wei Zhongxian and Madam Ke, the Tiangi Emperors nanny, an association that was known as the Wei-Ke conspiracy. At the same time, the Donglin Academy re-emerged, which had been crushed under Wei Zhongxian,
and set up political associations throughout the Jiangnan region.Qing dynasty in 1765The Qing dynasty lasted from 1644 AD to 1912 AD and was the last of Chinas dynasties. From 1661 AD to 1722 AD, the Kangxi Emperor of Qing, one of the greatest leaders of imperial China, took over the reins of the Qing dynasty and built a magnificent empire.
However, dark days came in 1839 AD, with the First Opium War.With the thrashing of the Qing by the British, this war marked a period when China was continually under the political influence of Japan and other Western powers. Another bloody revolt followed in 1851 AD, the Taiping Rebellion. Some historians have put the death toll from this
conflict at 100 million.China has had a colorful history going back millennia; its stories are as wide and varied as its landscape, with many more still to be discovered. Why not dig into the history of this fascinating country even further and lose yourself in true fact that is stranger than fiction?beta21st Century BC to 221 BCChina This is a timeline of
Ancient Chinese dynasties, comprising important legal and territorial changes and political events in China and its predecessor states. Storyteller ArticleThe Xia dynasty of China (from c. 2070 to c. 1600 BC) is the first dynasty to be described in ancient historical records such as Sima Qian's Records of the Grand Historian and Bamboo
Annals.Continue in Storyteller Yu the Great completed a drainage system that ended the periodic and destructive flooding of the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers.Continue in Storyteller The Nine Tripod Cauldrons were forged from metal given in tribute to Yu by the Nine Provinces.Continue in Storyteller According to ancient records, the dynasty ended
around 1600 BC as a consequence of the Battle of Mingtiao, which was between Xia dynasty and the Shang dynasty, resulting in a Shang victory that created the elevation circumstances of the Duke of Shang to the throne of China.Continue in Storyteller Archaeological findings providing evidence for the existence of the Shang dynasty, c. 16001046
BC, are divided into two sets. The first set, from the earlier Shang period, comes from sources at Erligang, Zhengzhou, and Shangcheng. The second set, from the later Shang or Yin () period, is at Anyang, in modern-day Henan, which has been confirmed as the last of the Shang's nine capitals (c. 13001046 BC).Continue in Storyteller The capital of
the Shang dynasty was moved from Yan to Yin.Continue in Storyteller The findings at Anyang include the earliest written record of the Chinese so far discovered: inscriptions of divination records in ancient Chinese writing on the bones or shells of animalsthe "oracle bones", dating from around 1250 BC.Continue in Storyteller Wu died. He was
succeeded by his son Zu Geng of Shang.Continue in Storyteller Geng was succeeded by his son Wu Yi of Shang.Continue in Storyteller Wu Yi was killed by lightning while out hunting. He was succeeded by his son Wen Ding.Continue in Storyteller Di Yi was succeeded as king of the Shang dynasty by his son King Zhou of Shang.Continue in Storyteller
The ruler of the Zhou, King Wu, with the assistance of his brother, the Duke of Zhou, as regent, managed to defeat King Zhou of Shang at the Battle of Muye. Resulting Suicide of King Zhu of Shang and the fall of Shang dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Wu was succeeded by his son King Cheng of Zhou.Continue in Storyteller Cheng was succeeded by
his son King Kang of Zhou.Continue in Storyteller The Gonghe Regency was an interregnum period in Chinese history from 841 BC to 828 BC after King Li of Zhou was exiled by his nobles during the Compatriots Rebellion when the Chinese people rioted against their old corrupt king. It lasted until the ascension of King Li's son, King Xuan of
Zhou.Continue in Storyteller The Spring and Autumn period was a period in Chinese history from approximately 771 to 476 BCE which corresponds roughly to the first half of the Eastern Zhou period. The period's name derives from the Spring and Autumn Annals, a chronicle of the state of Lu between 722 and 479 BCE, which tradition associates
with Confucius (5651479 BCE).Continue in Storyteller You's son King Ping of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller The Marquess of Shen, whose daughter had been replaced by Bao Si as queen, led an attack on Haojing in alliance with the Quanrong. Yo and Bao's son Bofu were killed.Continue in Storyteller Ping moved the
Zhou capital east to Luoyang.Continue in Storyteller Ping's grandson King Huan of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Huan, in coalition with the Zhou vassal states Chen, Cai, and Wey, led a punitive expedition against Zheng. The coalition was defeated and Huan was wounded.Continue in Storyteller Huan's son King
Zhuang of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Zhuang's son King Xi of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Xi's son King Hui of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Hui's son King Xiang of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller The Battle of
Chengpu took place in 632 BC between the State of Jin and the State of Chu and its allies during the Spring and Autumn period of Chinese history. It was the first great battle in the protracted conflict between the states of the Yellow River valley, and the states of the Yangtze River valley. The Jin victory confirmed the hegemony of Duke Wen and
checked Chu ambitions in the north for at least a generation.Continue in Storyteller Chu decisively defeated Jin at Bi, near modern Xingyang.Continue in Storyteller A numerically superior Chu force was defeated by Jin in modern Yanling County. King Gong of Chu was injured.Continue in Storyteller The Chinese people were first divided into a caste
system of four occupations.Continue in Storyteller The Zheng prime minister Zichan established the state's first written civil code.Continue in Storyteller Dao's brother Ji Gai, King Jing of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller King Zhending of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller The Wu king Liao
was Kkilled by the assassin Zhuan Zhu.Continue in Storyteller King Hel of Wu became king of Wu.Continue in Storyteller Wu decisively defeated a numerically superior Chu force at Boju.Continue in Storyteller The Wu king King Fuchai of Wu ordered the building of the Han Canal.Continue in Storyteller The Yue king King Goujian of Yue captured the
Wu capital in a surprise assault.Continue in Storyteller The Warring States period was an era in ancient Chinese history characterized by warfare, as well as bureaucratic and military reforms and consolidation. It followed the Spring and Autumn period and concluded with the Qin wars of conquest that saw the annexation of all other contender states,
which ultimately led to the Qin state's victory in 221 BC as the first unified Chinese empire, known as the Qin dynasty.Continue in Storyteller King Yuan of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Continue in Storyteller Mozi was born.Continue in Storyteller Ai was murdered and succeeded as king by his younger brother King Si
of Zhou.Continue in Storyteller Zhending died. He was succeeded by his son King Ai of Zhou.Continue in Storyteller Si was murdered by his brother King Kao of Zhou.Continue in Storyteller King Weilie of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller Weilie recognized the Jin nobles Marquess Wen of Wei, Marquess Lie of Zhao, and
Marquess Jing of Han as marquesses, granting de jure independence from Jin to the states of Wei, Zhao, and Han.Continue in Storyteller King An of Zhou became king of the Zhou dynasty.Continue in Storyteller The first Chinese star catalog was compiled.Continue in Storyteller The earliest surviving Chinese maps appeared.Continue in Storyteller
The city of Handan was founded to serve as the Zhao capital.Continue in Storyteller The Chu prime minister Wu Qi was murdered by nobles at the funeral of its king King Dao of Chu.Continue in Storyteller Duke Xiao of Qin became duke of Qin.Continue in Storyteller Xiao's adviser Shang Yang implemented a legal code in Qin based on the Canon of
Laws which established punishment for complicity in a crime, established a system of military ranks, and implemented policies encouraging the cultivation of unsettled land.Continue in Storyteller Wei laid siege to the Zhao capital Handan.Continue in Storyteller The Wei army fled Handan in response to reports of a Qi attack on their capital Daliang
and was defeated by Qi forces at Guiling, in modern Changyuan County.Continue in Storyteller Qi dealt Wei a bloody defeat. The Battle of Maling took place in Maling, currently Dazhangjia Town, Shen County, Henan Province, in 342 BC during the Warring States period (476221 BC). The combatants were the State of Qi, who fought on behalf of the
State of Han, and the State of Wei. This battle is well recorded in history texts and is famous for the tactics of Sun Bin, known as the "Tactic of Missing Stoves", in which one side is led to underestimate the other by creating an illusion of soldiers running away from the army.Continue in Storyteller The Confucian Mencius became a Qi official.Continue
in Storyteller Ba was conquered and annexed by Qin.Continue in Storyteller Shu was conquered and annexed by Qin.Continue in Storyteller Continue in Storyteller King Wu of Qin became king of Qin.Continue in Storyteller Qin dealt a bloody defeat to a Wei-Han alliance.Continue in Storyteller Qin conquered the Chu capital Ying.Continue in
Storyteller Zhao intercepted a Qin invasion of the commandery of Shangdang. The Battle of Changping was a military campaign that took place during the Warring States period in ancient China. It concluded in 260 BC with a decisive victory by the State of Qin over the State of Zhao, greatly weakening Zhao.Continue in Storyteller Qin forces
encircled the Zhao army, forcing its surrender. The Zhao general Zhao Kuo was killed in action.Continue in Storyteller The Dujiangyan irrigation system was built.Continue in Storyteller The Zhengguo Canal was completed by Zheng Guo of Qin.Continue in Storyteller Qin's wars of unification had begun by invading Han.Continue in Storyteller Jing Ke
failed in an assassination attempt on Qin Shi Huang.Continue in Storyteller Continue in Storyteller Continue in Storyteller Qin Shi Huang took the title Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of China.Continue in Storyteller Construction began on the Great Wall of China.Continue in Storyteller Ancient China Timeline and DynastiesThe following is a brief
chronological account of the major events that occurred from ancient Chinas inception (around 2200 BCE) to its demise in 1911 CE. They have been grouped according to the dynasties that ruled over ancient China.8000 BCE- 2070 BCE: Pre-historic dynastiesThe Yellow River and the Yangtze River were what drew the first settlers to the region. With
the passage of time, the settlers formed thriving communities and villages. Soon, those establishments started to become more and more organized. They had village heads. The most prominent of these village heads was the Yellow Emperor. The Yellow Emperor and his successors were the first people to invent the technique of silk making.2070-
1600 BCE: The Xia DynastyAlthough its existence has been up for debate, there is a small section of historians that believe that Xia dynasty was not a mythological dynasty but rather an actual dynasty that existed from 2070 to 1600 BCE. They believe that Xia Dynasty was the first relatively organized set of rulers to exert control over settlements in
and around the Yellow River. Established by Yu the Great, Xia dynasty controlled most parts of the Yellow River for more than 500 years.Yu the Great was instrumental in reversing the dire situations that came as a result of flooding along the Yellow River. In addition to this, Yu brought several conquered Sanmiao tribes under his control. He also
encouraged polytheism among his followers. In ancient Chinas pantheon of gods, the god-king was called Shangtithe great ancestor. Shangtis sphere of influence included war, agriculture, weather, and governance.After Yus death, his son, Qi, picked up from where the father left off. As compared to dynasties that came after, this semi-mythological
dynasty was not that organized and sophisticated militarily and culturally.In the Battle of Mingtia (around 1600 CE), General Tang, who would later form the Shang dynasty, overthrew Jie, the last ruler from Xia dynasty. Historians believe that the Xia dynasty had become too lavish in their administration of the settlements. Hence Tang had to
intervene to save the people.1600-1046 BCE: The Shang Dynasty After Tang took control of ancient China, the first thing that he did was to slash down unnecessary public spending on lavish projects. Tang was an efficient and just ruler. He also reduced taxes. His efforts culminated in ancient China flourishing once again.The Shang dynasty is
considered the first dynasty in ancient China because it was around this period that writing was invented in China. This form of writing was called the Oracle Bone Scripts.Over its 500-year reign, the Shang dynasty produced about 31 emperors. The last ruler to come out of Shang dynasty was Di Xin. Di Xin was accused of living extravagantly to the
detriment of his people. He was overthrown in a bloody battle that saw him commit suicide by self-immolation.1046-256 BCE: The Zhou Dynasty (the age of philosophical reasoning)The Zhou dynasty was created by aggrieved followers of Zhou. Thus after the Shang dynasty wrongfully murdered Lord Zhou, Zhous followers rebelled against the Shang
dynasty in 1046 BCE. The first rulers in the Zhou dynasty were Ji Chang and Ji Fa.Zhou dynasty lasted for about 800 years. It came in two phases. The first phase was called the Western Zhou Period that lasted from 1046 to 771 BCE. The second period was called the Eastern Zhou period and it spanned from 771 to 256 BCE.During Zhou dynastic rule,
culture grew tremendously. The Zhou dynasty is credited with producing the most number of philosophers in Chinas history. This philosophical age of reasoning could boast of several renowned philosophers such as Sun-Tzu, Mencius, Lao-Tzu, Confucius, Lao-Tzu, and Tao Chien.771-476 BCE: the Spring and Autumn PeriodNotwithstanding the above,
the late periods of the Zhou dynasty witnessed the worst form of civil wars among states in ancient China. Zhou rulers completely lost control over those states and provinces.476 221 BCE: The Warring States Period For about 250 years, a total of seven states (Chu, Han, Qi, Qin, Wei, Yan and Zhao) ferociously fought among themselves. These states
were all vying for the honor of ruling China. After several battles, the rulers of the Qin state emerged victorious. They successfully vanquished the other 6 states. This brought some respite to the region.What made Qins fighting strategy particularly unique was that they did not abide by the set rules and courtesies of wars. As a result of this, they were
able to have an edge on the battlefield.By the year 221 BCE, Ying Zheng, from the Qin State, had succeeded in bringing all the various warring states under his control. He picked the title, Shi Huangdi.221- 206 BCE: The Qin Dynasty (the Imperial Era of China)Under Ying Zhengs (Shi Huangdi) rule, several divisions, in terms of the walls that
separated states and provinces, were removed. Zheng also began the construction of the Great Wall of China. He has been credited with building a 15-meter wide road as well as a 7500-kilometer long road. As a result, Emperor Zhengs initiatives, trade, and commerce grew.But he was not so fair to the past. Ying Zheng destroyed all historical books
and artifacts associated with past dynasties. In his later years, he did not hesitate in suppressing dissent. This made him very unpopular.Shi Huangdi of the Qin Dynasty built over 8000 terracotta warriors and generalsToday, historians know Zheng as the emperor that was responsible for building 8000 terracotta warriors. The emperor was obsessed
with securing immortality. When he realized that was impossible, he built lavish tombs and hordes of terracotta soldiers, commanders and animals to protect him in the afterlife.After his death, his son, Hu-Hai, became emperor; and in a similar fashion, Hu-Hai turned out to be a very ruthless emperor.202 BCE- 220 CE- The Han Dynasty Liu-Bang
replaced the Qin Dynasty with the Han Dynasty. Spanning about 400 years, the Han Dynasty helped introduce new trading routes to the west. They were also responsible for making technological advances in things such as writing, medicine, and gun powder. As a matter of fact, the Han Dynasty were the first people to write history down. They are
also credited with inventing paper. There were high levels of literacy because schools were built. The roads that were built during this time facilitated transportation and trade within and outside the empire.Emperor Gaozu embraced Confucianism as the official thought or doctrine of the government. Irrespective of this, the Han dynasty never once
tried to suppress other religious or philosophical thoughts. This allowed literature and education to boom. In addition to this, taxes were slashed; and the budget on the army was reduced.Emperor Wu was responsible for coming up with the Tiachu Calendar. This calendar was used throughout Chinas history. Wu also expanded the territory of China.In
the north, the Han Dynasty defeated the Huns. By 138 CE, ambassadors from China were dispatched to the west to secure friendlier relations and trade deals. It was also around this time that Silk Road was opened.In spite of these numerous and well-thought-out reforms, the peasants still remained poor. In 9 CE, Wang Mang rose up and rebelled
against the Han Dynasty. Emperor Wang Mang founded the Xin Dynasty (9-23 CE). He focused on redistributing lands from the owners to poor peasants. However, due to poor policy execution, the land reforms Wang Mang did not get to have the desired outcome with his policies. There was also stiff opposition from landowners. Soon unemployment
was at an all-time high and the people started resenting him. To make matters worse, the Yellow River flooded. Wang Mangs rule became very unstable. He was assassinated by a mob of angry peasants.After the death of Wang Mang, Emperor Guang-Wu from the Hans dynasty overturned most of Wang Mangs policies. Lands were returned to their
original owners. Order was restored once again.589-618 CE: The Sui DynastyEmperor Yan Jia established the Sui Dynasty. It was during his reign that construction of the Grand Canal begun. The Sui Dynasty expanded the Great Wall. Also, coinage became the medium of payment. In 618 CE, Gao-Tzu of Tang overthrew Yang and became emperor of
China.618-907 CE: The Tang Dynasty This era is described as the Golden age of China. There were relative peace and prosperity. Gao-Tzu made a lot of budget cuts by running the empire in an efficient manner. However, his son, Li-Shimin, overthrew him in 627 CE. He also killed his brothers and other advisors. Li-Shimin became Emperor Taizong.
He built a number of Buddhist temples. Chinese culture spread across eastern Asia as well into some parts of central Asia.From 649 to 683 CE, Taizongs son, Gaozong , rules as emperor of China. After his death, Gaozongs wife became Empress Wu Zetian (r. 690- 704 CE). During her reign, living conditions in China improved tremendously. She
installed efficient communication and trade systems to facilitate trade along the Silk Road.Between 712 and 754 CE (under Emperor Xuanzong) China had risen to become the most populous and wealthiest empire on earth.In 755 CE however, General An Lushan rebelled because the government had become too extravagant. His rebellion was crushed
in 763 CE. In the ensuing years, about 36 million people perished from wars, hunger, and diseases. Trade and commerce also took a nose dive. The government temporary fled the scenes.907-960 CE: The Five Dynasties and Ten KingdomsAfter the collapse of the Tang Dynasty, ancient China entered into a chaotic era. The land witnessed series of
wars among five dynasties. This period is viewed as one of the most troublesome periods in Chinas history. Eventually, the chaos was halted by a powerful general called Zhao Kuangyin.960- 1279 CE Sung DynastyUnder Sung (Song) Dynasty, the movable printing press gets invented in 1041. Sung brought stability and peace. In 1271, Marco Polo
made his way to China.1279-1368 CE: Yuan DynastyKublia Khan, emperor of the Mongols, defeated the Sung Dynasty. He installed the Yuan Dynasty1368- 1644: Ming DynastyEmperor Zheng He sets up foreign relations and trade routes to places in India and Africa. Zheng also started works on the Forbidden City. In 1420, Beijing replaces Nanjing as
the new capital of the empire. A century later, in 1517, the first Portuguese traders make their way into China.1644- 1912: Qing DynastyCollapsing in 1912 CE, the Qing Dynasty was commonly described as one full of rotten autocrats in fancy suits. Many historians believe that Qing Dynastys excessive draconian rule is what plunged China into
centuries of stalled scientific and cultural progress. This situation was even made worse after the First Anglo-Chinese War in 1842. China continued to lag behind in terms of economic development and technology. The empire also entered into unfair treaties with several western powers.In 1911, the Qing Dynasty was overthrown during the Xinhai
Revolution of 1911. Its replacement was the Republic of China. After 14 years of republicanism, China was invaded by Imperial Japan in 1931. Japan maintained a strong grip on China until the end of the Second World War. Japanese occupation left in its wake the death of several tens of millions in China.In 1949, Kuomintang and the last remnant of
the Republic of China fled to Taiwan. They were replaced by the Peoples Republic of China under communist leader Mao Zedong (1893-1976). China is a vast country with an intricate history involving many kingdoms, revolutions and myths. With its ever-increasing tourism and rise as a vibrant superpower, interest in China has increased
manifold.Many people are intrigued by the countrys ancient history, for example, the first appearance of the Chinese dragon in 4000 BC. The oldest-known depiction of the dragon was a jade sculpture from the ancient Hong Shan civilization, and it has since dominated Chinese culture, still featuring heavily in modern-day literature and film.Here are
the top 10 most important events of ancient China that you should know about:The capital of the Western Zhou dynasty was sacked by nomads and Huns in 771 BC signaling the beginning of the end of the Zhou dynasty. There were further conflicts between its vassal states later in the Spring and Autumn periods (770 BC476 BC).During the Warring
States Period (475 BC221 BC), three warring families, the Han, Zhao, and Wei, divided the Jin state between them. A century later, from 361 BC to 336 BC, Duke Xiao of Qin, with the help of his statesman Shang Yang, transformed Qin from a remote, outdated state into the most stable of the seven warring states, and established a political framework
strong enough for his successors to vanquish the other six states.The Battle of Changping took place in 260 BC, in which Qin troops driven by Bai Qi crushed a colossal Zhao army of 400,000 men, effectively wiping out the Zhao fighting force and the state itself. The Qin were now in a position to reunify China, and this was accomplished by their
leader Qin Shi Huang. This reunification had been a long time coming, since the Zhou administration had separated into various vassal states. Now, China could develop a centralized government and establish a framework for the unification of China under a single cultural and national identity.This was the historical backdrop to the building of the
Great Wall of China, a project which spanned many centuries. After Qin Shi Huang unified China, he went on to protect his newly established Qin dynasty (221 BC206 BC) against invasions from Inner Asia by building a wall. By 212 BC, this wall ran from Gansu to southern Manchuria.Later administrations reinforced and added to the wall. The Ming
dynasty (1369 AD1644 AD) were among those who modified, rebuilt, and extended the wall, often deviating from Qins original designations. The Han expanded the stronghold towards the west, while the Qi worked around 1,600 kilometers (990 miles) of new dividers and the Sui employed a million men to further enhance the build. However, the Tang
(618 AD907 AD), the Song (960 AD1279 AD), the Yuan (1271 AD1368 AD), and the Qing (1644 AD1911 AD) for the most part did not add to the wall, preferring to strengthen their defenses against Inner Asian threats through military missions and intelligence. Despite providing a good defense against attack, the Great Wall could not stop all invaders.
In 1644 AD, the Manchu Qing broke right through the gates of the Shanhai Pass and overthrew the Ming dynasty.In 202 BC, the Han dynasty under Liu Bang crushed Xiang Yu, a prominent warlord, and after the death of Qin Shi Huang in 210 BC, established Han rule. This was a brilliant age and has come to define the national character.Between the
years 141 BC and 87 BC, by the standard royal edict of Emperor Wu of Han, Confucianism became the official precept of the decision-making class, and remained the populations basic moral code for over 2,000 years.There was also a series of successful wars against the Xiongnu tribe that removed their ability to pose a threat to the Han. A few
centuries later in 8 AD, Wang Mang, a Han official, seized power and put an end to the Western Han era. Jump ahead a few centuries and Liu Xiu, a member of the Han dynasty, re-established the Han administration, marking the start of the Eastern, or second, Han era.The Han line remained for a long time before it finally disintegrated. Then, the
infamous Yellow Turban Rebellion began, marking the final defeat of the Han dynasty and slowly introducing the Three Kingdoms Period which divided China between the states of Wei, Shu, and Wu. A few centuries later, Cao Cao, a powerful warlord in northern China, was killed in the skirmish of Red Cliff, ending the aspirations of the Kingdom of
Wei, and leaving Wu and Shu as the main warring states.Then came an era of peace. The Jin dynasty under the illustrious ruler Sima reunited China under one monarch, putting an end to 100 years of war and mayhem.The Battle of Fei River in 383 AD marked the defeat of the Qin kingdom by the Jin, leading to 200 years of war and the beginning of
the Northern and Southern dynasties period (420 AD589 AD).The Sui administration later attacked the southern Chen dynasty, unifying the northern and southern dynasties and putting an end to war and conflict for many years. It was Emperor Wen of Sui, one of the most noteworthy rulers in ancient China, who established a framework for the
thriving Tang dynasty which followed.The Tang dynasty spanned the 7th to the 10th centuries AD. Its second, and most famous ruler, was Tang Taizong, who ruled from 626 AD to 649 AD and led China into a time of great prosperity.Empress Wu Zetian ruled from 690 AD to 705 AD and was the most famous female sovereign in Chinese history. In 755
AD, the An Lushan Rebellion took place which was one of the deadliest clashes in history, leading to the death of over 30 million people (around two-thirds of the Chinese population).It took China a long time to recover. After the fall of the Tang in 907 AD came the start of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms Period which lasted till the eventful year
of 960 AD.Song Taizu, who ruled from 960 AD to 976 AD was one of the greatest rulers in ancient China. In the golden age of his reign, he established a political framework which ensured the longevity and success of the Song dynasty, conquered many of the 10 kingdoms, and almost reunited China; a feat that no one could have imagined.However, in
1125 AD, the unthinkable happened. The Jurchen tribes rebelled and captured the Song capital, Kaifeng. In 1211 AD, at the Battle of Yehuling, 500,000 Jurchen-led Jin troops were defeated by the Mongols, effectively crippling the Jin fighting force. This defeat led to the assassination of the Jin emperor and the decline of the Jin dynasty.A few years
later, the infamous Mongke Khan leader of the Mongols was murdered in a skirmish at the Diaoyu Fortress, leading to the immediate withdrawal of Mongol troops and the reinstating of the Song administration for a further 10 years. But then, peace was lost. In 1276 AD, Linan, the Song capital, fell to the Mongols and three years later, the Song
dynasty was completely crushed.Mongol leader Kublai Khan then established the Yuan dynasty which survived for a century. In 1368 AD, the Yuan royal family fled north over the Great Wall following an attack by Zhu Yuanzhang marking the end of Mongol rule in China, and the formation of the Ming dynasty.Emperor Hongwu (Chu Yuanzhang) ruled
from 1368 AD to 1398 AD and was one of the most prominent yet savage leaders of imperial China. He established a framework for the longstanding political and social stability of the Ming administration, but slaughtered a huge number of his advisors and their families during this time.The bloodshed continued with the next few generations of rulers.
In 1402 AD, the Zhongle Emperor (son of Emperor Hongwu) came to power. He was as tyrannical as his father had been and killed many members of the Jianwen Emperors administration after defeating him in battle. However, he contributed a lot to Chinas history, building the city of Beijing and moving his capital there; Beijing remaining the capital
of China to this day. He ordered naval missions to the Indian Ocean under the command of Zheng He to show the strength of the Ming dynasty and also to establish trading connections. He had a frightening amount of knowledge when it came to politics and used court eunuchs to help him rule with authority.In 1558 AD, the Chinese defeated
Japanese privateers who had been steadily plundering the Chinese coastline for years. Then in 1592 AD, the Chinese helped the Korean Joseon dynasty overcome the Japanese invasion of Korea.The Chongzhen Emperor came to power in in 1627 AD at the age of 16 after the death of the Tiangi Emperor. His succession was helped by Empress Zhang
(widow of the Tianqgi Emperor) even though it was opposed by the central eunuch, Wei Zhongxian, who wanted to retain power over the magnificent court.From the start of his rule, the Chongzhen Emperor did his best to keep the Ming dynasty alive but despite his best efforts, years of internal corruption and an empty treasury made it difficult to fill
essential government posts. The Chongzhen Emperors rule was dominated by his fear of rebellion within the administration which had been a major issue during the Tiangi Emperors rule.Not long after his brother died, the Chongzhen Emperor promptly disposed of Wei Zhongxian and Madam Ke, the Tiangi Emperors nanny, an association that was
known as the Wei-Ke conspiracy. At the same time, the Donglin Academy re-emerged, which had been crushed under Wei Zhongxian, and set up political associations throughout the Jiangnan region.Qing dynasty in 1765The Qing dynasty lasted from 1644 AD to 1912 AD and was the last of Chinas dynasties. From 1661 AD to 1722 AD, the Kangxi
Emperor of Qing, one of the greatest leaders of imperial China, took over the reins of the Qing dynasty and built a magnificent empire. However, dark days came in 1839 AD, with the First Opium War.With the thrashing of the Qing by the British, this war marked a period when China was continually under the political influence of Japan and other
Western powers. Another bloody revolt followed in 1851 AD, the Taiping Rebellion. Some historians have put the death toll from this conflict at 100 million.China has had a colorful history going back millennia; its stories are as wide and varied as its landscape, with many more still to be discovered. Why not dig into the history of this fascinating
country even further and lose yourself in true fact that is stranger than fiction?China is a vast country with an intricate history involving many kingdoms, revolutions and myths. With its ever-increasing tourism and rise as a vibrant superpower, interest in China has increased manifold.Many people are intrigued by the countrys ancient history, for
example, the first appearance of the Chinese dragon in 4000 BC. The oldest-known depiction of the dragon was a jade sculpture from the ancient Hong Shan civilization, and it has since dominated Chinese culture, still featuring heavily in modern-day literature and film.Here are the top 10 most important events of ancient China that you should know
about:The capital of the Western Zhou dynasty was sacked by nomads and Huns in 771 BC signaling the beginning of the end of the Zhou dynasty. There were further conflicts between its vassal states later in the Spring and Autumn periods (770 BC476 BC).During the Warring States Period (475 BC221 BC), three warring families, the Han, Zhao, and
Wei, divided the Jin state between them. A century later, from 361 BC to 336 BC, Duke Xiao of Qin, with the help of his statesman Shang Yang, transformed Qin from a remote, outdated state into the most stable of the seven warring states, and established a political framework strong enough for his successors to vanquish the other six states.The
Battle of Changping took place in 260 BC, in which Qin troops driven by Bai Qi crushed a colossal Zhao army of 400,000 men, effectively wiping out the Zhao fighting force and the state itself. The Qin were now in a position to reunify China, and this was accomplished by their leader Qin Shi Huang. This reunification had been a long time coming,
since the Zhou administration had separated into various vassal states. Now, China could develop a centralized government and establish a framework for the unification of China under a single cultural and national identity.This was the historical backdrop to the building of the Great Wall of China, a project which spanned many centuries. After Qin
Shi Huang unified China, he went on to protect his newly established Qin dynasty (221 BC206 BC) against invasions from Inner Asia by building a wall. By 212 BC, this wall ran from Gansu to southern Manchuria.Later administrations reinforced and added to the wall. The Ming dynasty (1369 AD1644 AD) were among those who modified, rebuilt, and
extended the wall, often deviating from Qins original designations. The Han expanded the stronghold towards the west, while the Qi worked around 1,600 kilometers (990 miles) of new dividers and the Sui employed a million men to further enhance the build.However, the Tang (618 AD907 AD), the Song (960 AD1279 AD), the Yuan (1271 AD1368
AD), and the Qing (1644 AD1911 AD) for the most part did not add to the wall, preferring to strengthen their defenses against Inner Asian threats through military missions and intelligence. Despite providing a good defense against attack, the Great Wall could not stop all invaders. In 1644 AD, the Manchu Qing broke right through the gates of the
Shanhai Pass and overthrew the Ming dynasty.In 202 BC, the Han dynasty under Liu Bang crushed Xiang Yu, a prominent warlord, and after the death of Qin Shi Huang in 210 BC, established Han rule. This was a brilliant age and has come to define the national character.Between the years 141 BC and 87 BC, by the standard royal edict of Emperor
Wu of Han, Confucianism became the official precept of the decision-making class, and remained the populations basic moral code for over 2,000 years.There was also a series of successful wars against the Xiongnu tribe that removed their ability to pose a threat to the Han. A few centuries later in 8 AD, Wang Mang, a Han official, seized power and
put an end to the Western Han era. Jump ahead a few centuries and Liu Xiu, a member of the Han dynasty, re-established the Han administration, marking the start of the Eastern, or second, Han era.The Han line remained for a long time before it finally disintegrated. Then, the infamous Yellow Turban Rebellion began, marking the final defeat of the
Han dynasty and slowly introducing the Three Kingdoms Period which divided China between the states of Wei, Shu, and Wu. A few centuries later, Cao Cao, a powerful warlord in northern China, was killed in the skirmish of Red Cliff, ending the aspirations of the Kingdom of Wei, and leaving Wu and Shu as the main warring states.Then came an era
of peace. The Jin dynasty under the illustrious ruler Sima reunited China under one monarch, putting an end to 100 years of war and mayhem.The Battle of Fei River in 383 AD marked the defeat of the Qin kingdom by the Jin, leading to 200 years of war and the beginning of the Northern and Southern dynasties period (420 AD589 AD).The Sui
administration later attacked the southern Chen dynasty, unifying the northern and southern dynasties and putting an end to war and conflict for many years. It was Emperor Wen of Sui, one of the most noteworthy rulers in ancient China, who established a framework for the thriving Tang dynasty which followed.The Tang dynasty spanned the 7th to
the 10th centuries AD. Its second, and most famous ruler, was Tang Taizong, who ruled from 626 AD to 649 AD and led China into a time of great prosperity. Empress Wu Zetian ruled from 690 AD to 705 AD and was the most famous female sovereign in Chinese history. In 755 AD, the An Lushan Rebellion took place which was one of the deadliest
clashes in history, leading to the death of over 30 million people (around two-thirds of the Chinese population).It took China a long time to recover. After the fall of the Tang in 907 AD came the start of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms Period which lasted till the eventful year of 960 AD.Song Taizu, who ruled from 960 AD to 976 AD was one of the
greatest rulers in ancient China. In the golden age of his reign, he established a political framework which ensured the longevity and success of the Song dynasty, conquered many of the 10 kingdoms, and almost reunited China; a feat that no one could have imagined.However, in 1125 AD, the unthinkable happened. The Jurchen tribes rebelled and
captured the Song capital, Kaifeng. In 1211 AD, at the Battle of Yehuling, 500,000 Jurchen-led Jin troops were defeated by the Mongols, effectively crippling the Jin fighting force. This defeat led to the assassination of the Jin emperor and the decline of the Jin dynasty.A few years later, the infamous Mongke Khan leader of the Mongols was murdered
in a skirmish at the Diaoyu Fortress, leading to the immediate withdrawal of Mongol troops and the reinstating of the Song administration for a further 10 years. But then, peace was lost. In 1276 AD, Linan, the Song capital, fell to the Mongols and three years later, the Song dynasty was completely crushed.Mongol leader Kublai Khan then
established the Yuan dynasty which survived for a century. In 1368 AD, the Yuan royal family fled north over the Great Wall following an attack by Zhu Yuanzhang marking the end of Mongol rule in China, and the formation of the Ming dynasty.Emperor Hongwu (Chu Yuanzhang) ruled from 1368 AD to 1398 AD and was one of the most prominent yet
savage leaders of imperial China. He established a framework for the longstanding political and social stability of the Ming administration, but slaughtered a huge number of his advisors and their families during this time.The bloodshed continued with the next few generations of rulers. In 1402 AD, the Zhongle Emperor (son of Emperor Hongwu)
came to power. He was as tyrannical as his father had been and killed many members of the Jianwen Emperors administration after defeating him in battle. However, he contributed a lot to Chinas history, building the city of Beijing and moving his capital there; Beijing remaining the capital of China to this day. He ordered naval missions to the Indian
Ocean under the command of Zheng He to show the strength of the Ming dynasty and also to establish trading connections. He had a frightening amount of knowledge when it came to politics and used court eunuchs to help him rule with authority.In 1558 AD, the Chinese defeated Japanese privateers who had been steadily plundering the Chinese
coastline for years. Then in 1592 AD, the Chinese helped the Korean Joseon dynasty overcome the Japanese invasion of Korea.The Chongzhen Emperor came to power in in 1627 AD at the age of 16 after the death of the Tianqgi Emperor. His succession was helped by Empress Zhang (widow of the Tianqgi Emperor) even though it was opposed by the
central eunuch, Wei Zhongxian, who wanted to retain power over the magnificent court.From the start of his rule, the Chongzhen Emperor did his best to keep the Ming dynasty alive but despite his best efforts, years of internal corruption and an empty treasury made it difficult to fill essential government posts. The Chongzhen Emperors rule was
dominated by his fear of rebellion within the administration which had been a major issue during the Tianqi Emperors rule.Not long after his brother died, the Chongzhen Emperor promptly disposed of Wei Zhongxian and Madam Ke, the Tianqi Emperors nanny, an association that was known as the Wei-Ke conspiracy. At the same time, the Donglin
Academy re-emerged, which had been crushed under Wei Zhongxian, and set up political associations throughout the Jiangnan region.Qing dynasty in 1765The Qing dynasty lasted from 1644 AD to 1912 AD and was the last of Chinas dynasties. From 1661 AD to 1722 AD, the Kangxi Emperor of Qing, one of the greatest leaders of imperial China, took
over the reins of the Qing dynasty and built a magnificent empire. However, dark days came in 1839 AD, with the First Opium War.With the thrashing of the Qing by the British, this war marked a period when China was continually under the political influence of Japan and other Western powers. Another bloody revolt followed in 1851 AD, the Taiping
Rebellion. Some historians have put the death toll from this conflict at 100 million.China has had a colorful history going back millennia; its stories are as wide and varied as its landscape, with many more still to be discovered. Why not dig into the history of this fascinating country even further and lose yourself in true fact that is stranger than
fiction?History Atlas: Maps of Ancient China Timeline of Ancient Chinese History1766 BCE: traditional date for the founding of the first historic dynasty in China, the Shang dynastyl1122 BCE: Western Zhou dynasty founded after the overthrow of the last Shang king771 BCE: Eastern Zhou dynasty period begins after the sack of the Western Zhou
capital; the first phase is traditionally divided into two: the Spring and Autumn (771-481 BCE) and the Warring States (481-221 BCE) periods551-479 BCE: Confucius, Chinas preeminent philosopher, lives221 BCE: The First Emperor, Qin Shih Huang, completes the conquest of all other Chinese states202 BCE: The Han dynasty founded, after several
years of chaos following the fall of the Qin220 CE: the Fall of the Han dynasty is a convenient marker for the end point of the ancient period of Chinese history.The Geography of Ancient Chinese Civilization(For a more detailed description of the geography of China, and how it shaped its civilization, go to the geography section in the article The
History of China.)China is a vast country with a huge range of terrains and climates within it: mountains, deserts and coastlands and above all, the great river systems of China, the Yellow River to the north and the Yangtze to the south. All these have helped shape Chinese civilization.China landscapeThe Yellow River regionThe civilization of ancient
China first developed in the Yellow River region of northern China, in the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE.This is a very fertile region; however the land needs irrigation to make the crops grow, and well-built river embankments to prevent catastrophic flooding.Yellow River. Image Public Domain.In ancient times, the main crop in northern China was
millet, a food still grown in many parts of the world as a major crop.This region is regarded as the Cradle of Chinas Civilization. It was here that the earliest Chinese dynasties were based. Throughout the ancient period of Chinas history it formed the heart of the Chinese world, and it was from here that Chinese civilization spread out across the rest
of China.The Yangtze Valley regionTo the south, the great Yangtze valley, with its warm, wet climate, was the first area in the world where rice was grown, sometime before 5000 BCE.Rice is one of the most nutritious plants in the world. From this region rice cultivation spread far and wide across southern China and into south-east Asia.Japonica rice.
Image Public Domain.For much of ancient times, the Yangtze region remained outside the Chinese culture area. However, from about 700 BCE, the kingdoms and peoples here began to be gradually absorbed into the Chinese world.The SouthThe Chinese only expanded into the mountains and coastland of southern China in the later ancient period,
after the rest of China had been unified under the rule of emperors. It remained a largely frontier region until later centuries.The Steppes of Central AsiaTo the north and west of the Yellow River region are the wide plains of central Asia. This landscape here is generally unsuitable for farming, and the people have mostly followed a nomadic way of life
as herders of cattle, sheep and horses.Inner Mongolian Steppe. Image by Shizhao on zh.wikipedia .Modern scholars believe that various cultural influences travelled along this route in ancient times to help shape Chinas civilization. For example, skills in working with metals, and in particular, making bronze objects, seem to have come to China from
the Middle East across central Asia. Later, the chariot also apparently arrived in China from the same direction.The peoples of the steppe were tough warriors, and the mobility that their nomadic lifestyle gave them enabled them to raid swiftly into territory populated by more settled farming populations. They were a regular scourge to the Chinese in
ancient times, as well as later. Origins of Ancient Chinal.egendsThe Xia Dynasty (2070 BCE 1600 BCE) is the first dynasty in China to be described in ancient historical chronicles. The Records of the Grand Historian and the Classic of Rites say that Yu the Great, the founder of the Xia dynasty, was the grandson of Zhuanxu, one of the legendary Five
Emperors who were the first rulers of China.Song-era depiction of Yu. Image Public Domain.Yu was successful in stopping devastating floods and increasing the yields from farming (since the floods usually destroyed the crops), and the Xia tribes influence strengthened. He was made the leader of the surrounding tribes, and soon afterwards was sent
with an army to suppress a tribe which was causing trouble on the kingdoms borders. He won a great victory, which further strengthened his power.Shun, the last of the Five Emperors, was getting old, and abdicated the throne in favor of Yu, whom he deemed worthy. Yus succession as the king marked the start of the Xia dynasty. Shortly before his
death, instead of passing power to the person deemed most capable to rule (as had been the case in the past), Yu passed power to his son, setting the precedence for dynastic rule. The archaeological evidencePrior to the coming of cities and literacy (the hallmarks of Ancient Chinese civilization), major Stone Age farming cultures had been growing up
in China since the 7th millennium BCE. One was located in the Yellow River region, the other in the Yangtze region.The Yellow River regionThe Yellow River region was the setting for the emergence of Chinese civilization into the light of history.By c. 4000 BCE, walled and moated towns had appeared. They continued to grow in size.What looks very
much like primitive Chinese characters had also appeared, inscribed on pottery. These characters became more complex as time went by. Other technical advances included the introduction of the potters wheel (sometime after c. 3500 BCE), and the production of high quality jade ornaments (after c. 2500 BCE). Finds of luxury grave goods and the
remains of large and complex buildings show that a wealthy ruling elite stood out from the population at large.Metallurgy Metallurgy reached China sometime around 2500 BCE, almost certainly from the Middle East via central Asia. At first this was restricted to copper work, but by c. 1800 BCE, knowledge of bronze casting had entered the Yellow
River Valley.Vessel of the Dawenkou culture (43002400 BC). Photograph by zh:Mountain, GNU Free Documentation License.At around the same time there was a dramatic increase in the size and density of some walled settlements in that region. These are the earliest-known cities in East Asia. The region had in fact seen the appearance of a fully
urban, literate, Bronze Age civilization, and ancient China finally emerges into the full light of history with the first of its historic dynasties, the Shang. Historical overview of Ancient ChinaMost of the history of Chinese civilization, including the ancient period, has traditionally been divided into dynasties lines of kings or emperors from a single family,
following each other on the throne from generation to generation.During much of the ancient period, what would later be known as Chinese civilization was only gradually spreading across the area which today we know as China. Thus the early dynastic rulers of China are known as kings, rather than emperors. It is only after the time of the First
Emperor, who reigned over a united China from 221 BCE, that the imperial period of Chinese history began.Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of China The early dynasties of ancient ChinaArchaeologists have uncovered urban sites, bronze implements, and tombs that point to the possible existence of the semi-legendaryXia Dynastyat locations cited in
ancient Chinese historical texts. In 1959, a site located in the city of Yanshi was excavated containing large palaces which some archaeologists have identified as the capital of the Xia dynasty. Unlike the oracle bones of the Shang dynasty, there are no written records from the period to help confirm the Xia dynastys existence.Oracle Bones Found,
Dating from the Shang DynastyThrough the 1960s and 1970s, archaeologists have continued to uncovered urban sites, bronze implements, and tombs at locations linked to the Xia in ancient Chinese historical texts. At a minimum, the Xia dynasty seems to have marked an evolutionary stage between the late neolithic cultures and the later Chinese
urban civilization of the Shang dynasty.The Shang dynasty period saw further strides in material culture, and some of the finest bronzes in world history were produced by Chinese craftsmen of the period. In due course, the Shang dynasty was succeeded by a new line of kings, of the Zhou dynasty.A Western Zhou bronze gui vessel. Reproduced under
Creative Commons license 3.0Under the early Zhou(or Western Zhou)the cultural and political reach of ancient Chinese civilization expanded enormously. This, however, eventually resulted in fragmentation amongst numerous territorial princes. The authority of the Zhou kings declined, and the princes effectively became independent rulers.The later
Zhou (or Eastern Zhou) dynasty period was characterized by constant warfare between increasingly large and powerful regional states. It was also a time when important innovations began to emerge, which were to characterize Chinese civilization down to the 20th century. It was at this time that the great philosophies which would shape the
Chinese world, including Confucianism,emerged; andit was also the period to which the roots of that distinctly Chinese style of bureaucratic governmentcan be traced. The imperial dynasties of ancient ChinaThe final phase of ancient Chinas history was characterized by the rise of strong, centralized states, which unified the Chinese people under a
single imperial dynasty.The Qin dynasty emerged when one of the states into which China was divided conquered all the others and unified China under its rule. Its king took the title Qin Shih Huang,First Emperor.The Qin dynasty is famous for imposing a rigid unity on Chinese society, and in building an early version of the Great Wall of China. The
Qin regimes very rigidity, however, made it a short-lived dynasty. It was brought down by regional forces which it had failed to tame and by a peasantry which it had ruthlessly exploited.The Han dynastyThe next of these unifying dynasties, however, would rule China for some 400 years. This was the Han dynasty, arguably the most important of all
Chinas dynasties.Under the Han emperors the Chinese became so used to being ruled as a single nation that to this day they call themselves the Han people.It was under the Han that Confucianism triumphed to become the ruling ideology of China. At the same time, an empire-wide bureaucracy, staffed to a large extent by officials recruited and
promoted on merit, and imbued with Confucian thought, came to govern China. Even the examination system for recruiting officials, which would come to play such an important role in Chinese life. can trace its roots back to this period.Tang-era depiction of Confucius by Wu Daozi (685758), Image Public Domain. The end of ancient ChinaThe Han
dynasty lasted until 220 CE, when it broke up into several successor states. Thus began a period of weakness for China, when no single dynasty was able to establish its rule over the whole country for several centuries. This opened the way for non-Chinese peoples from surrounding regions to establish their own states within China.This was a dark
period in Chinese history, but by no means as dark as the period which followed the collapse of the western Roman empire in Europe. Society was disrupted, trade declined and many cities shrank, but even in barbarian-occupied areas, administrations staffed by Confucian-educated officials continued to govern. Chinese civilization was preserved
intact until, a few centuries later,new dynasties would once again rule the whole of China. The Civilization of Ancient China The StateThe Confucian bureaucratic state which governed China for more than two thousand years of history first evolved in Ancient China. All of the key governing institutions of imperial China came into being at this time.The
EmperorChinas pre-20th century state was associated above all else with the rule by emperors monarchs who ruled the whole of China, and often neighboring regions as well. They belonged to different dynasties,lines of rulers who followed each other on the throne from generation to generation.Chinas history is traditionally divided into such
dynasties,and this was just as true of ancient China as later periods, as we see in the historical summary above.As we noted, the early rulers, of the Shang and Zhou dynasties, styled themselves kings. From the late 3rd century BCE, however, the monarchs of the Qin and Han dynasties ruled over a united China, and as a result they styled themselves
emperors. In this they were followed by rulers of Chinauntil the end of the last imperial dynasty, in the early 20th century CE.The Mandate of HeavenChinese rulers bore the title Son of Heaven. They claimed to be Heavens representatives on Earth. Emperors were viewed as sacred figures: to disobey them was to disobey Heaven.The concept of the
Son of Heaven was closely linked to the idea, very influential in Chinese history, of the Mandate of Heaven. By this, a dynasty received divine authority to rule. However, it was believed that if emperors ruled badly or unjustly, their dynasty was liable to lose this mandate. In these circumstances, it was legitimate for rebels attempt to replace the
dynasty with a new one, which (by dint of successfully seizing the throne) had shown that it now enjoyed the Heavens favor.The CourtEmperors were surrounded by courts.These consisted of the royal family and its attendants, as well as ministers and officials responsible for helping the emperor in governing the huge country.The court was housed in
the royal palace, located in the capital. It was the political center of the state, and what went there ultimately affected the entire empire. In particular, the decline of dynasties the Han dynasty is a very clear example can often be traced to events at court.The Civil ServiceThe ancient period of Chinas history saw the emergence of one of the most
impressive governing institutions in world history,the Chinesecivil service. This astonishing organization pre-dated Western civil services by some two thousand years.The roots of Chinese bureaucracy go back to the later Zhou dynasty, when the territorial princes were centralizing the government of their states. It came to maturity under the Han
dynasty. During Han times, the civil service became a huge organization, employing many thousands of officials. It was responsible for keeping law and order, collecting taxes, maintaining irrigation systems and flood defenses, and a host of other tasks to do with keeping China governed effectively.More remarkably still, the Han dynasty inaugurated a
revolutionary new system of recruiting public officials by examining candidates for public posts. The examination systemwas established one of the most revered institutions in Chinese history.DefenseAncient China saw the transformation of armed forces from feudal forces based around aristocratic warriors, in Shang and early Zhou times, to mass
armies composed largely of infantry troops, in the late Zhou, Qin and Han periods. These armies were made up of different kinds of recruits: long service, professional soldiers, peasant conscripts, and non-Chinese tribesmen.(The balance between these different types changed from period to period, as is detailed in the section on defense in The State
in Ancient China.)The Great Wall 0f ChinaThe defenses of China never relied solely on military manpower, however. In the 5th and 4th centuries BCE, the northern and western border states most exposed to raids by steppe nomads had begun to build long walls made of beaten earth to help keep these raids out. After the unification of China under



the Qin, the new imperial regime merged these walls into a single system of defense. These walls were he ancestors of the famous Great Wall of China, refurbished into its present form under the Ming dynasty, in the 15th century CE.A section of the Great Wall of ChinaEconomy and Society in Ancient ChinaPopulationDuring the ancient period, the
Han (as the Chinese would later call themselves) spread, through settlement and the assimilation of indigenous peoples, across northern China and down into the Yangtze region (this process is covered in the articleSociety in Ancient China). Population censuses began being taken during the Han Empire, which record a population of about 50 or 60
million. This makes it, along with the Roman Empire, the largest state in the Ancient World.The ruins of a Han dynasty watchtower. Photo by The Real Bear, Creative Commons 2.0.Even by the end of the Han dynasty the heart of Chinese civilization lay in the Yellow River region of northern China. It was here that the two capital cities, first Changan,
and then Louyang, were located. The Yangtze region, and even more the far south and southwest, remained under-populated frontier regions inhabited largely by non-Chinese peoples.While the great majority of people remained engaged in agriculture and lived in farming villages, theancient period saw towns and cities spread across China. Most of
these were administrative centers, where provincial officials were based along with their staffs. Many were tiny by modern standards. The Han censuses show only twelve cities of more than 50,000 inhabitants; most of the rest would have been far smaller. Nevertheless, the capital of Han China was always among the largest cities in the world at
times, THE largest. Changan, the capital of the early Han emperors, had a quarter of a million inhabitants, and the later Han capital, Louyang, half a million.Farming and farmersAncient Chinas economy and society was based on agriculture. The vast majority of Chinese families lived in small farming villages, dotted across intensively cultivated
landscapes.Chinese agriculture possessed, from ancient times, its own characteristics. Almost everywhere, it was dependent on the careful and unremitting management of water: to irrigate the fields of millet in North China, keep back the river floods near the great rivers, and swamp the paddy fields of southern China.Their social position and
economic condition of farmers has been different at different time. In early times, under the Shang and early Zhou, they were serfs, semi-servile bondsmen tied to their particular lords. From middle Zhou times, as the old feudal aristocracy disappeared, more and more of them became free owners of their small farms. Later again, in later Han times,
their statusdeclined again.Whatever the farmers condition, as the centuries went by Chinese agriculture became more and more productive. New cropsand the spread of iron tools and new techniquesled to more intensive farming.From later Zhou times, government became active in promoting agriculture, especially by bringing new land under
irrigation, These various factors resulted inpopulation growth.Trade and industry in Imperial ChinaAs agriculture became more productive and population increased, trade and industry also grew. The introduction of coinagein later Zhou times facilitated trade, and technological innovations such as the development of steel-making contributed to
industrial expansion.Another major factor was state intervention. Under the Qin and Han, thestandardisation in such things as weights and measures and road building would have had a major impact.International tradeInternational trade first gained prominence under the Han dynasty. By gaining control over the eastern steppes of central Asia, the
Han enabled the Silk Road, that great trade route across Asia to the Middle East and Europe, to become established. At the same time, the conquest of south China opened up the maritime trade to south east Asia. Although the south remained an underpopulated frontier zone in ancient times, a few important ports were established on the coast. It
was in this period that Canton began its long history as a center of international commerce.The Silk Road. Image Copyright Timemaps.Merchants and craftsmen in Chinese societyCraftsmen must have formed a privileged class in early China. Their products, including some of the finest bronzes ever produced, must have been highly valued by the
ruling elite in Shang and early Zhou times, and this must have conferred a certain status on their makers.In middle and later Zhou times, merchants became more influential as a class, and the economic expansion under the Han dynastyespecially benefitted the urban classes. Government policies designed to keep merchants in their place could not
halt them from growing in numbers and wealth.The Ruling ClassesThe societies of early China, under the Shang and early Zhou dynasties, were dominated by an hereditary feudal aristocracy. Later, however, the position of this group declined, and a new social class emerged, that of the gentry small landowners who provided rulers with their growing
number of officials. By the time ofthe Qin and Han dynasties, a career in government was effectively open only to members of the gentry class.By mid-Han times, however, a new super-elite of great landowners was emerging, its members enriched by holding high office. This new class would dominate Chinesesociety and politics in the centuries that
followed.The FamilyIln pre-modern China, the family was of almost sacred significance, an attitude giving rise to, and reinforced by, the practice of ancestor veneration.Women d in traditional hanfu late Eastern Han-era Dahuting Tomb in Zhengzhou. Image Public Domain.The existence of ancestor veneration is attested in the earliest texts from
ancient China, the Shang dynasty oracles, and throughout Chinas long history the rise and decline of higher religions and modes of thought Confucianism, Buddhism, Daoism and so on never undermined the practice, which might with some justification be thought of as the basic sacred tradition of China.Women had a subordinate place in the Chinese
family from ancient times.Their duty was to obey, first their fathers, then their husbands, and then, after their husbands deaths, their eldest sons. This should not be exaggerated, however: children of both sexes were taught to obey and respect their parents. Culture in ChinaAncient beliefs and practiceslt seems clear that many of traditional Chinese
religious and philosophical ideas and practiceswere already present when written records begin, and probably for long before. Such elements as divination, ancestor veneration, feng-shui, the Dao and the supreme god Di are all evidenced in the Shang oracle bones inscriptions.Zhou Schools of ThoughtIt was in mid- and late-Zhou periods, however,
that the schools of thought developed which were so profoundly to influence Chinese thinking down to the 20th century.Four of these stand out as by far the most influential. ConfucianismThis taught that people must accept their place in society if society is to be harmonious. However, social relationships should be reciprocal. Thus, while a son should
obey his father, the father should act considerately towards the son. (More on Confucianism)DaoismThe Daoists believed that a person must live in accordance with the flow of nature; trying to change the way things are is futile.(More on Daoism)MohismThe philosopher Mozi (c. 468-382) believed that anything that helped peoples welfare and
contributed to peace was good; anything that did not was bad. People should practice universal love, and not live selfishly. (More on Mohism)LegalismThe legalists said that the most important thing was that the state should be strong. To achieve this, all people should obey the ruler and his officials without question. For his part, the ruler should do
whatever it takes to strengthen the state, whether it is immoral or not. (More on Legalism)Throughout Chinas long history these philosophical strands have never been mutually exclusive. Many educated Chinese have been Confucians in public life, Daoists in the privacy of their own homes, and when serving in an official post have happily pursued
Legalist policies. The different philosophies have also deeply influenced each other so that, for example, the dominant of the three, Confucianism, has had strong Daoist and Legalist elements within it.At first, though, these four schools seem to have regarded themselves as exclusive rivals for peoples allegiances.The Qin dynasty came to power
through the application of Legalist principles, and sought to eliminate all other schools of thought. After that dynasty fell, however, the Han dynasty enshrined Confucianism as the official ideology of the state. As such, it was probably forced to take in ideas from other schools, particularly Legalism and Daoism, in order to remain relevant to the needs
of government and officials.In late Han times and after, Daoism, and even more, Buddhism, came to prominence. Buddhism was the first belief-system from outside China to have a widespread impact on the Chinese people.LiteratureApart from works on divination and religious rites, literature in Ancient China really got going in mid-Zhou times the
time of Confucius and other philosophers.A number of works, dating to Zhou and Han times, gained the status of Classics, and came to be viewed almost as religious texts. They embodied the foundations of Confucian thought, and would have a profound influence on Chinese civilization.Works of historyThe other major strand of Chinese prose
literature was history.The Han historian Sima Qian (c. 145-87 BC) set the standard for historical writing for the next two thousand years. Henceforth, history would be a major feature of Chinese literature.PoetrySo far as poetry was concerned, here again the Han period set in place foundations which would be followed and elaborated upon for
hundreds of years. Two strands became popular: the first,Shih, consisted of short poems written in a compact, spare style; the second, Fu consisted of longer, more ornate verses. The interaction between these two styles would give a particular character to Chinese verse, reflecting a varying mix of the discipline of Shihwith theexpressiveness of
Fu.ArtApart from the beautifulbronzes dating to Shang and early Zhou times, few works of art have come down to us from Ancient China. Nevertheless, wonderfulsmall clay models of houses, horses and people designed to be placed in graves show that Han artists strove for realism as well as lively movement. Also, writings from the Han period
mention lively paintings adorning the walls of fine houses.A Western Han painted ceramic mounted cavalryman. Photo by Editor at Large, Wikipedia Creative Commons 2.5. Further StudyMapsClick here for the start of a sequence of maps showing thehistory of Ancient ChinaFor a sequence of maps showing ancient China in the broader context of
East Asian history:history of East AsiaArticlesThemed articles:The State institutions in Ancient ChinaThe Economy of Ancient ChinaSociety in Ancient ChinaThought and Culture in Ancient ChinaAlso, the article onThe Origins of Civilizationhas a small section dealing specifically with China.The broader regional context is covered inThe history of East
Asia.Dynasties in Ancient China:Shang dynasty ChinaZhou dynasty ChinaQin dynasty ChinaHan dynasty ChinaDivided ChinaThe main sources I have used for the history of ancient China are:Hucker, C.0O.,Chinas Imperial Past,Stanford, 1975 the most informative of the books I have used, and very readable.Roberts, J.A.G., The Complete History of
China, Sutton, 2004 also a very good introduction, and also highly readable.Eberhard, W.,A History of China, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977 very useful to be read in conjunction with other general histories, but to be used with caution it embodies some sociological models which have been ditched in recent years.An even older book, but enormously
informative and insightful, is Fitzgeralds, C.P.,China: A Short Cultural History, Barrie & Jenkins, 1953 (despite the title, notthatshort 624 pages).A recent book which has been well received is Keay, J.,China, A History, 2010. (I havent yet read this, but I have read hisIndia, A History,which is good).Loewe, M.,Crisis and Conflict in Han China, Allen &
Unwin, 1975, offers a brilliant insight into the workings of Han government.A lavishly illustrated work on archaeology for the general reader which includes good sections on China, is Renfrew, C. (ed.),Past Worlds: The Times Atlas of Archaeology, Times Books, 1995, p. 92-3, 146-7, 190-5A work on general archaeology aimed more at students, but
eminently readable and with very useful coverage of ancient China and the roots of Chinese civilization, is Scarre, C. (ed.),The Human Past, Thames & Hudson, 2005, p. 234ff., 552ff.If you want a quick introduction to the archaeology of ancient China, try the small but beautifully illustrated handbook by Debaine-Francfort, C.,The Search for Ancient
China, Thames & Hudson, 1999.For an insightful look at government in ancient China, see Finer, S. E.,The History of Government, I, Ancient Monarchies and Empires, OUP, 1999, p. 442ff WebsitesThe Ancient History Encyclopedia has a very useful series of pages onAncient China: start at the general Ancient China page and follow the appropriate
links.The British Museums websiteAncient Chinais a wonderful teaching resource.Wikipedias coverage ofAncient Chinais as usual vast, and is particularly useful if you want to chase down a specific topic (though coverage of some topics can be a bit patchy).
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