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How to Use This Resource

This resource is a collection of eight narrative lessons exploring the history,
people, and ideas of Ancient China. Each lesson is designed to be read slowly
and thoughtfully. After reading, take time to write in your notebook what you
remember. You may wish to add your own illustrations or maps.

As you read, consider underlining key names, dates, and phrases to help you
recall important information. The Book of Centuries is a helpful tool for
tracking events across time—be sure to add the dates provided at the end of
each lesson.

Keep in mind:

e« China’s borders and city names have changed over time, but major
rivers (like the Yellow River and Yangtze) have remained important
geographical anchors.

e Spelling of Chinese names can vary due to differences in translation
systems (e.g. ‘Qin’ may once have been spelled ‘Ch’in’), so don’t worry if
the same person appears under slightly different names.

You may find it helpful to look at historical maps of Ancient China, especially
when learning about different dynasties, battles, or regions mentioned in the
text.

Suggested Readings for Further Study

e The Emperor’s Silent Army: Terracotta Warriors of Ancient China — Jane
O’Connor

A fascinating look at the Qin dynasty and the discovery of the Terracotta
Army.

e Wicked Warriors and Evil Emperors — Alison Lloyd

An entertaining and informative history of Ancient China for younger
readers.

e A Treasury of Chinese Folk Tales — Shelly Fu

A collection of classic legends, myths, and traditional stories from
Chinese culture.

o The Silk Route: 7000 Miles of History — John S. Major

A beautifully illustrated picture book that traces the early silk trade
from China to Byzantium, showing how East and West were linked
through commerce.

e Chinese History Stories: Stories from the Zhou Dynasty (1122-221 BC)
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A retelling of key events and figures from the Zhou period in short,
accessible stories.

e The Ch'’i-Lin Purse: A Collection of Ancient Chinese Stories — Linda Fang

Ten traditional tales that reveal the values, customs, and storytelling
style of ancient China.

You may also wish to check your local library for other books on Chinese
history, geography, and culture to deepen your understanding.
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Lesson Two—China: Land of the Dragon

While dragons appear in the mythology of many ancient cultures, nowhere
else in the world are they quite so celebrated and honoured as in China. These
supernatural creatures are symbols of wisdom, authority, luck, and power.
So similar are they to the great reptiles of the past that one may wonder if the
dragon legend was inspired—at least in part—by memories of dinosaurs that
once walked the earth.

Much of China’s early history includes a dragon or two. At the birth of
Confucius, it was said that two dragons appeared above the roof of his house.
The first emperor of the Han dynasty was believed to be the son of a dragon,
and in Taoist belief, dragons are revered as beings of great spiritual wisdom.

Archaeologists have uncovered carved jade dragons dating back as far as
2500 BC. These iconic creatures appear in statues, paintings, clothing, and
flags—serving as powerful symbols of China itself. Believed to bring life-giving
rains and to guard precious water sources, dragons became emblems of
prosperity and protection. Considered the most auspicious of the twelve
zodiac signs, the dragon was worn on the robes of emperors, carved into jade,
cast in gold, and celebrated in literature, dance, and theatre. In ancient
China, the dragon was everywhere—and it still looms large in the Chinese
imagination today.

Regarded as the chief of all scaled creatures, the dragon holds the power of
transformation. It can make itself visible or invisible at will. It lives partly in
the waters of the earth and partly in the waters above the earth—ascending
to the clouds in spring, descending into the depths in autumn. It may shrink
to the size of a silkworm or swell until it fills the heavens and the earth. It
may rise into the sky or plunge into the sea.

The dragon may crawl, climb, fly, or run. It possesses tooth, claw, wing, and
tail—features drawn from beasts, birds, fish, and reptiles alike. Of the four
main kinds of dragons described in Chinese lore, the Celestial Dragon guards
the mansions of the gods and keeps them from falling. The Spiritual Dragon
sends wind and rain for the benefit of mankind. The Earth Dragon governs
rivers and streams. The Hornless Dragon, sometimes called the Bob-tailed
Dragon, plays in whirlwinds and is credited with destructive powers, able to
tear through cities and demolish houses.

It is no wonder, then, that such a powerful and divinely endowed creature
should play such a central role in Chinese art and storytelling. The dragon is
not only a symbol of power, but also of guardianship. It appears in carvings,
sculptures, paintings, and architecture—on gateways, posts, temple
ornaments, and garden features. It is often found near water: at wells,
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fountains, roofs, conduits, and ponds. Dragons appear in bronze, stone, and
iron; in paper and porcelain; in poetry and performance. Wherever water flows
or power is imagined, the dragon is there.

The Four Dragons: A Folk Story

A long time ago in China, there was a terrible drought. The people suffered
greatly. The land was dry, the rivers had vanished, and even the children were
dying of thirst. In their desperation, the people prayed to the Jade Emperor
in Heaven®, pleading with him to send rain.

Day after day, the people lifted their voices—but it seemed the Jade Emperor
did not hear them. The skies grew hotter, the earth cracked with dryness, and
still no rain came.

At that time, there lived four dragons: the Long Dragon®, the Yellow Dragon,
the Pearl Dragon, and the Black Dragon. Seeing the suffering of the people,
their hearts were moved with compassion. They flew up to Heaven to ask the
Jade Emperor for help. He agreed to their request—but he soon forgot his

5 7

promise.

Sy

As the drought worsened, the dragons saw they could no longer wait. They
would have to help the people themselves, even if it meant disobeying the
emperor. The four dragons dove into the sea and devised a plan. Rising from
the waters, they each scooped up enormous mouthfuls of seawater. Then,
soaring through the skies in all directions, they released the water high above
the land.

Beads of water fell from the heavens. The people rejoiced, believing rain had
finally come. Rice and wheat began to sprout again, and songs of gladness

5 Jade Emperor: The supreme deity in traditional Chinese folk religion.
6 Long Dragon: 'Long' (/) is the Chinese word for dragon, often used to describe the most
powerful form.
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filled the air. But when the Jade Emperor looked down from Heaven and saw
the dragons, he was furious.

‘Who dares interfere with my world?’ he thundered.

Seeing the dragons diving back into the sea, he summoned the Mountain God
to punish them. Obedient to the emperor, the Mountain God trapped each
dragon beneath a massive mountain. But the dragons, refusing to be silenced,
transformed themselves into mighty rivers that flowed out from the
mountains, across valleys and plains, and eventually returned to the sea.

And so, according to this old story, China’s four great rivers were formed?:
o the Heilongjiang (Black Dragon River) in the north,
e the Huang He (Yellow River) in central China,

« the Changjiang (Yangtze River, also called the Long River) farther south,
and

o the Zhujiang (Pearl River) in the far south.

These rivers remain the lifeblood of China to this day.

7 This folk tale is not part of China’s earliest historical records but is commonly taught in
schools and retold in Chinese folklore to explain natural geography through myth.
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