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Written by Catherine | Updated April 27,2025 When we think of the Old World, what come to mind are the mighty ancient royal cities rising and falling in the course of history, and the ancient villages that retain their unique traditions and customs. China’s ancient towns that have survived centuries, or even millennia, left beautiful stories and
historical legacies that still endure today. The Old Town of Lijiang with mystical Naxi culture, the beautiful Furong Ancient Town hanging over the waterfalls, and Hongcun Village at the foot of Mount Huang showcasing the Huizhou-style architecture and culture. Here are 12 best China old towns, ancient cities, and villages you are suggested to add
to your China tour — places that offer glimpses into China’s past, regional cultures & cuisines, and the memories of a bygone age. The Old Town of Lijiang Location: No.1 Dongdajie Street, Gucheng District, Lijiang City, Yunnan History: Over 800 years Area: 7.279 km? Best Time to Visit: March to May, and September to November Nearby
Attractions: Jade Dragon Snow Mountain, Blue Moon Valley, Tiger Leaping Gorge Popular Local Food to Eat: Lijiang Baba, Steam Pot Chicken, Lijiang Black Goat Hot Pot, Preserved Pork Rib, Pickled Sour Fish, Chickpea Bean Jelly, Crossing the Bridge Rice Noodles In the late Song and early Yuan dynasties, the Old Town of Lijiang (Dayan) was
established. Lijiang Royal family, Mu’s forefathers, started constructing homes and cities after relocating the capital from Baisha Ancient Town to Lion Mountain. From the general design of the city to the engineering and architecture, the old town mixes the Han, Bai, Yi, Tibetan, Naxi, and other ethnic elements. The streets of Dayan Ancient City are
made of red breccia rock and are situated by the sea and close to the mountains. Ancient structures nclude the former home of Fang Guoyu, Wenchang Palace, Black Dragon Pool, Wangu Tower, Mufu, Wufeng Tower, Puji Temple, Sifang Street, Kegong Fang, and more. The Dongba culture of the Naxi ethnic group, which has deep roots in the old
town, can be experienced by strolling along the stone-paved path. Along with Dayan Ancient City, Shuhe Ancient Town, and Baisha Ancient architecture complex, the old town of Lijiang was added to the “World Cultural Heritage list” in 1997 for its preservation of the local ethnic culture and natural beauty. Recommended Lijiang tours with the Old
Town: Hongcun Village Location: northeast of Huangshan City and the southwest foot of Huangshan Mountain in southern Anhui Province. History: Over 900 years Area: 187 km? Best Time to Visit: March to May, and September to November Nearby Attractions: Mount Huangshan, Xidi Village, Chengkan Village, Mukeng Bamboo Forest Popular Local
Food to Eat: Chou Guiyu, Hairy Tofu , Stewing Ruyi Chicken, baked cakes, fried tea Hongcun Village Hongcun is a famous Chinese ancient village in southern Anhui. Hongcun Village and the neighbouring Xidi Village are famous for their idyllic scenery, intact village form, exquisite Hui style residences and rich historical and cultural connotations.
Hongcun is a typical representative of the culture in the late feudal society of China, which embodies the characteristics of Huizhou style residence with exquisite craftsmanship. More than 400 years ago, Hongcun planned and built a “cow-shaped” village pond canal water conservancy facility with water pipes, moon marshes and South Lake as the
main water systems. The site selection, layout and architectural form of the whole village are in harmony with the natural scenery such as terrain, landform and mountains and rivers. There are 137 well-kpet ancient dwellings from the Ming and Qing dynasties. In 2000, the Chinese ancient villages in southern Anhui represented by Hongcun were
inscribed on the World Cultural Heritage List by UNESCO. Recommended Huangshan tours with Hongcun Village: Fenghuang Ancient Town Location: Tuojiang Town, Fenghuang County, Tujia and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Xiangxi, Hunan Province History: Over 400 years Area: 4.39 km? Best Time to Visit: March to May, and September to
November Nearby Attractions: Aizhai Bridge, Dehang Grand Canyon, Zhangjiajie National Forest Park Popular Local Food to Eat: Pickled Radish, Tofu in Pickled Vegetable Soup, Miao blood crispy duck, barbecue, Fenghuang tortilla Fenghuang Ancient Town One of the most beautiful ancient towns in China, was built in the Wanli Period of the Ming
Dynasty and has a history of more than 400 years. Originally a military castle, it gradually developed into a bustling commercial city. During the Qing Dynasty, Fenghuang Ancient City became a settlement for local chieftains and merchants, as well as the political, economic and cultural center of the western Hunan region. Fenghuang Ancient Town is
most famous for its Tujia and Miao ethnic cultures. In this ancient Chinese town, you can witness many traditional architecture and handicrafts, such as stilted houses, Miao silver jewelry and embroidery. In addition, there are many traditional cultural activities in Fenghuang Ancient City, such as dragon boat races, Tujia’s “Maogusi” dance and
Miao’s “inspiring” dance. Recommended Zhangjiajie tours to Fenghuang Ancient Town: Dali Ancient Town Location: No. 42, Yita Road, Dali City, Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province History: Over 1280 years Area: 3 km? Best Time to Visit: All seasons Nearby Attractions: Cangshan Mountain, Erhai Lake, Three Pagodas of Chongsheng
Temple, Shuanglang Village Popular Local Food to Eat: Xi Zhou Ba Ba, Dairy Fan, Cross-Bridge Rice Noodles, Cold Chicken Rice Noodles, Er Si, Liang Fen Three Pagodas One of the best preserved ancient towns in China is Dali Old Town, which is situated in western Yunnan Province at the foot of Cangshan Mountain on the shore of Erhai Lake.
During the Tang and Song dynasties, Dali Old Town served as the political, economic, and cultural hub of Yunnan for over 500 years, and it is known as the Forbidden City of Yunnan. The ancient city layout is essentially preserved, with five streets crossing from south to north and eight streets running longitudinally from west to east. The old city of
Dali is home to numerous cultural artefacts. The southern gate, the first of the historic city’s four gates and a representation of Dali’s past, with a history spanning over 600 years. Wuhua Tower in Dali Ancient Town is divided into bell tower and drum tower, which would be ringing when there were distinguished guest. On both sides of Foreigners
Street are galleries, antique stores, tie-dye shops, Chinese and Western restaurants, and tea houses showcase the distinctive traditional Bai architecture. And, the 614-year-old Dali Guandi Temple was constructed in 1384 and is situated in the ancient city of Dali. Recommended Dali tours with the ancient town: Wuzhen Water Town Location: No. 18
Fengxian Road, Wuzhen Town, Jiaxing City, Zhejiang Province History: Over 1300 years Area: 110.93 km? Best Time to Visit: All seasons Nearby Attractions: Hangzhou West Lake, Tongli Water Town Popular Local Food to Eat: Pickled Taihu Lake Whitewater Fish, Braised mutton in brown sauce, Wuzhen Dingsheng cake Night View of Wuzhen Water
Town Research on the ancient cultural site of Tanjiawan near Wuzhen Town shows that about 7,000 years ago (the Neolithic Age), the ancestors of Wuzhen town lived in the area. Founded in 1300 years, Wuzhen is one of the most beautiful ancient water towns in China. Dongzha scenic area of Wuzhen is composed of Dongzha Old Street, Guangian
Street, riverside pavilion and gallery. Xizha scenic area of Wuzhen, adjacent to the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, mainly focuses on business tourism and leisure vacation. With 72 historic bridges, over 9,000 meters of river, it ranks first among China’s oldest towns in terms of both river density and stone bridge count. There are also 250,000 square
meters of Ming and Qing buildings. Recommended Hangzhou tours with Wuzhen Water Town: Pingyao Ancient City Location: Kangning Road, Pingyao County, Jinzhong City, Shanxi Province History: Over 2000 years Area: 2.25 km? Best Time to Visit: March to May, and September to November Nearby Attractions: Hanging Monastery, Yungang
Grottoes, Yingxian Wooden Pogoda Popular Local Food to Eat: Wantuozi, Pingyao Beef, the Long Yam, Daoxiao Noodles Pingyao Ming Qing Street Founded in the reign of King Xuan of the Western Zhou Dynasty (827 BC - 782 BC), Pingyao Ancient City was rebuilt and expanded in the third year of Hongwu of the Ming Dynasty (1370). It is the most
intact ancient town in China today. Pingyao Ancient City is like a turtle crawling southward, so it is called “Turtle City”. Pingyao Ancient City is composed of walls, shops, streets, temples, residential buildings, etc. The whole city is symmetrical layout, with the city tower as the center and the south street as the axis, forming a feudal ritual pattern of
the town god temple on the left, the government office on the right. The ancient city of Pingyao is an outstanding example of a Han Chinese city in the Ming and Qing dynasties. It is known as a living sample for the study of ancient Chinese cities and has rich and unique value in architecture, religion, commerce, folklore and folk art. In 1997, the
Pingyao Ancient City, together with the surrounding Shuanglin Temple and Zhenguo Temple, was designated as a World Cultural Heritage by UNESCO. Recommended Pingyao tours with the ancient city: 2 Days Classic Pingyao Ancient City Tour 6 Days Datong Pingyao Tour Furong Ancient Town Location: Yongshun County, Xiangxi Tujia and Miao
Autonomous Prefecture, Hunan Province History: Over 1000 years Area: 2.25 km? Best Time to Visit: March to May, and September to November Nearby Attractions: Hanging Monastery, Yungang Grottoes, Yingxian Wooden Pogoda Popular Local Food to Eat: Wantuozi, Pingyao Beef, the Long Yam, Daoxiao Noodles Night View of Furong Ancient
Town If you have ever imagined an ancient town surrounded by mountains, with a clear river running through and waterfalls cascading down, Furong Ancient Town must be the picture in your dream. Another famous ancient town in China, Furong town is a Tujia ethnic settlement, with a history dating back to the Tang Dynasty. The cliff waterfall,
primitive Tujia architectural complex built on the mountain, ancient streets, ethnic traditions and Tujia cuisine are not to be missed. Furong Ancient Town is about 30 km away from the downtown of Zhangjiajie, you can add it into your Zhangjiajie tour. Xijiang Miao Village Location: No.20, Gujie, Xijiang Town, Leishan County, Qiandongnan Miao and
Dong Autonomous Prefecture, Guizhou Province History: Over 2000 years Area: 5.5 km? Best Time to Visit: March to May, and September to November Other ancient villages in Guizhou: Upper Langde Miao Village, Matang Gejia Village, Libo Ancient Town, Zhenyuan Ancient Town Popular Local Food to Eat: sour soup fish, handmade rice cakes,
Ancient Zang Meat, Cured Meat, Sliced Chicken, Qingyan Tofu Qianhu Miao Village Guizhou Xijiang Miao Village, with a history of more than 2,000 years, is the largest Miao village in China and in the world. There are 1,468 households and more than 6,000 people living here, with the Miao population accounting for 99.5%. According to historical
records, the people living here are the direct descendants of Chiyou. With 13 national-level intangible cultural heritages, the village is known as “the habitat of human tired minds” and China’s outstanding international rural tourism destination. The village’s distinctive wooden stilted buildings are modelled after the southern column-like structures of
the ancient inhabitants, which are appropriate for the humid regions where there is more rainfall. Xijiang Miao Village’s language is a member of the central dialect of the Miao-yao language branch of the Chinese-Tibetan language family, specifically the northern sub-dialect. Silver jewellery, Miao needlework, and batik—what historians refer to as
“history books worn on the body”—are the primary characteristics of Miao clothes. Recommended Guizhou tours to Xijiang Miao Village: 6 Days Guizhou Tour with Qianhu Miao Village Shaxi Ancient Town Location: Southwest Jianchuan County, Yunnan Province History: Over 2400 years Area: 287 km? Best Time to Visit: All seasons Nearby
Attractions: Shibao Mountain Popular Local Food to Eat: Eight Bowls of Bai People, shoestring potato pancake, fresh cheese, Shaxi baba Sideng Street in Shaxi Ancient Town Shaxi Ancient Town is the only surviving ancient market on the ancient Tea Horse Road, and is also a channel for economic and cultural exchanges between Yunnan and Tibet.
Shaxi Ancient Town is peaceful and poetic, unlike Dali, Lijiang, and other famous ancient towns in China. Shaxi Ancient Stage is located in the center of the ancient town and has witnessed the changes of history. Sideng Street was included in the list of 101 World Endangered Places of Concern by the World Memorial Architecture Foundation.
Recommended Yunnan Tours to Shaxi Ancient Town: 6 Days Yunnan Dali and Lijiang Tour with Shaxi Ancient Town Zhouzhuang Town Location: N0.43 Quanfu Road, Zhouzhuang Town, Kunshan City, Suzhou History: Over 2000 years Area: 287 km? Best Time to Visit: All seasons Nearby Attractions: Shibao Mountain Popular Local Food to Eat: Eight
Bowls of Bai People, shoestring potato pancake, fresh cheese, Shaxi baba Twin Bridges in Zhouzhuang Known as the most beautiful ancient water town in China, located between Shanghai, Suzhou and Hangzhou, Zhouzhuang was founded in the Spring and Autumn Period. In the early days, Zhouzhuang was only a small market town. Until 1127, when
King 20 Xianggong followed Emperor Gaozong to the south of the Song Dynasty and moved there, the population gradually increased. More than 800 aborigines live near the river, and more than 60% of the residences still preserve the architectural style of the Ming and Qing dynasties. There are 14 ancient stone Bridges built in Yuan, Ming and Qing
dynasties on the well-shaped river in Zhouzhuang. The main attractions are Fuan Bridge, Double Bridge, and Shen Hall. Recommended Suzhou tours to Zhouzhuang: Suzhou Day Tour to Zhouzhuang Ancient Town and Pingjiang Road Related reading: 10 Most Famous Ancient Towns in China Have you ever wondered when ancient China existed?
Chinese civilization is considered one of the oldest on the planet, with over 3,000 years of history. With such a rich past, it’s natural to explore the historical significance of these ancient Chinese cities. Among the most famous ancient cities in China, seven stand out, drawing tourists from all over the world to experience their historical and cultural
heritage. Here are the most well-known ancient Chinese cities. Dont miss them for your China travel. #1: Beijing - Previously Known As Jin City One cannot talk about ancient Chinese cities without mentioning the capital, Beijing. Previously known as Peking, this city was the capital of the Shang Dynasty from 1700 to 1027 B.C., then referred to as
Yin. Though the Shang Dynasty ended, Beijing continued to serve as the capital for five other dynasties over nearly 900 years. With a history spanning almost 3,000 years, Beijing is rich in cultural heritage and is home to numerous historical landmarks. This city is a treasure trove of ancient Chinese culture, offering countless artifacts and monuments
that provide insights into the lives and traditions of the people who lived during these eras. For more on Beijing’s rich history, visit the official Beijing Tourism website. Ancient View Of Beijing #2: Anyang - First Known Capital of China Anyang, located in Henan Province in mid-eastern China, was the capital of seven dynasties over 500 years.
Historians place Anyang in the Shang Dynasty (1600-1046 BC) during the Yin Period. It is here that the famous Book of Changes originated. Other significant relics found include oracle bones—bones or tortoise shells with inscriptions from the same era, considered the earliest form of Chinese writing. Learn more about the ancient capital of Anyang
by exploring this Anyang City Guide. Tianning Temple In Anyang #3: Hangzhou - Capital of the Southern Song Dynasty Hangzhou, the youngest of the ancient cities, was the capital of the Wuyue Kingdom (907-978) during the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period. It later became the capital of the Southern Song Dynasty. Located southwest of
West Lake in North Zhejiang Province (southeast coast), Hangzhou was famously described as a place where “heaven and earth meet.” The city’s scenic beauty includes private gardens, clean rivers, and picturesque bridges. Discover more about Hangzhou's cultural significance on the Hangzhou Tourism website. Lingyin Temple In Hangzhou #4:
Nanjing - Early Ancient Capital In China From 265 AD Nanjing was the capital for six dynasties spanning nearly 500 years, making it one of the top four must-see historic cities in China. Once one of the world’s largest cities, Nanjing had a population of over one million. Located in Southwest Jiangsu Province in Eastern China, Nanjing is known for its
cultural and historical significance. A popular activity is taking a night cruise on the Qinhuai River to enjoy the stunning scenery and vibrant nightlife. For a deeper dive into Nanjing’s history, visit the Nanjing Tourism website. Porcelain Tower Of Nanjing #5: Kaifeng - Previously Known As Dongjing or Bianjing Kaifeng, a city with a 2,700-year history,
served as the capital for eight dynasties. It is recognized as one of the birthplaces of Chinese cultural and historical elements. The famous painting, Ascending the River at Qingming Festival, by Zhang Zeduan (1085-1145 AD), depicts Kaifeng during its peak. Located in Mid-Eastern Henan Province, Kaifeng is unique for maintaining a central axis in
city planning throughout various reigns, although few relics remain due to historical damage. Learn more about Kaifeng’s rich history by visiting the Kaifeng Travel Guide. Along The River Near The Qingming Festival #6: Xi’an - First Imperial Capital Of China Xi’an, located in Shaanxi Province in Central China, was the capital for 13 dynasties over
1,200 years. This makes it one of the oldest and most enduring ancient cities in China. Xi’an is not only considered the birthplace of Chinese civilization but also the nation itself. UNESCO has recognized Xi’an as a World Cultural and Historical City, ranking it among the Top Ten Historic Capitals globally. Xi’an is also known as one of the most
advanced cities in ancient China. For more details about Xi’an, visit the Xi’an Tourism website. Xi’an Ancient City Wall #7: Luoyang - Oldest City In China Located in mid-eastern China in the Western Henan Province, Luoyang was home to 13 dynasties for 500 years and among the top four ancient cities in the country. It is considered as the first city
to host Buddhist temples and grottoes. A reason to visit this old town is that five World Cultural Heritage sites can be found here. These are the Dingding Gate, Hanjia Granary of the Grand Canal of China, Hanwei Luoyang Ancient City Ruins, Huiluo Cabin, and Longmen Grottoes. Also, in ancient China, it was the only two to get the title Shendu which
translates to the capital of God. Ancient Luoyang Longmen Grottoes Ancient China Map This concludes our list of ancient China locations. As you can from the list and ancient China map, China has a very long history of Ancient Chinese cities which makes it one of the most sought after locations for tourists to visit. If you ever get a chance to visit this
wonderful country, contact us to book a historic China tour guide and really experience first hand these beautiful cities. Read more >> China Travel Guide Every city has a history, but here we focus on seven that are known for their history as ancient capitals of empires and kingdoms in the region of China and are popular tourist attractions. "Four
Ancient Capitals" (listed first) have been particularly influential in China's history. The remaining three have great historical interest and plenty of ancient sites, ruins and relics, but are only of regional importance historically. 1. Beijing — the Greatest Historic City Beijing undoubtedly is the greatest historic city in China, the imperial capital for most
of the last 1,000 years. There are many world-class historic tourist sites. These include: the Great Wall of China and the Forbidden City that was the imperial palace for the last 600 years of imperial rule. 2. Xi'an — the First Capital When China Was United Xi'an is also a world-class historical city that retains more of its ancient character and
atmosphere than Beijing. Xi'an was the first imperial capital of China in the brief Qin era (221-206 BC). It was also notably the capital of the Western Han (206 BC - 9 AD) and Tang (618-907) dynasties. Historic sites include: the Terracotta Army, thousands of statues of soldiers and a necropolis for the Qin Emperor and the Ancient City Wall. Get
more ideas on Ultimate Xi'an Itineraries: How Long to Spend in Xi'an 3. Nanjing — Ancient Capital from 265 AD None can deny the imperial historicity of Nanjing. It was the ancient capital of the Jin (265-420) and other dynasties and also of the modern Republic of China before and after World War II when it became infamous for the Nanjing
massacre. Historical attractions include Sun Yatsen's Mausoleum where the man who is considered the founder of modern China is buried. If you are planning a trip to Nanjing, you can contact us to create a tour based on your needs. 4. Luoyang — 13 Dynasties' Capital Luoyang was another major capital of ancient China where various dynasties from
the Eastern Zhou (1045-770 BC) to the Later Tang (923-937) presided. Evidence of its imperial past include the Longmen Grottoes along the shore of a river where thousands of Buddhist and historical figures were carved. 5. Hangzhou — A Landscaped Imperial Retreat Hangzhou is known in history first of all as an imperial landscaped retreat and
garden for the emperors of Beijing, but it was also capital of China during the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279). Prosperous Hangzhou maintains its imperial past in the West Lake suburbs. 6. Anyang — A Capital 3,000 Years Ago Anyang is special among China's ancient capitals since it was the earliest known capital. During the Shang Dynasty
(1600-1046 BC), Anyang presided over a large kingdom that was located between the Lower Yellow River and the Yangtze middle reaches (only 10% of modern China). Attractions include the Shang Dynasty ruins where large bronze pots and other artifacts are housed in a museum among the excavations in a big park area. 7. Kaifeng — The City of
Calligraphy Kaifeng was an imperial seat of power between 907 and 1127 including the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127). It is known as the "City of Calligraphy" since several styles originated here. Other Top Historical Capital Cities Potala Palace, Lhasa Zhengzhou is often called China's 8th historical capital. About 3,600 years ago, Zhengzhou
was the capital of the Shang Dynasty (1766 BC-1050 BC). During the following dynasties, it served as capital for four times. It is considered to be the cradle of China's civilization. The Shaolin Temple, the birthplace of Shaolin Kung Fu that has been often portrayed in movies and a TV series, is in the mountains nearby. Lhasa has been capital of the
Kingdom of Tibet and all things Tibetan since around 640 AD. Top historical sites include the Potala Palace and its Buddhist monasteries and temples. Suzhou is 2,500 years old and was the other beautifully landscaped city (besides Hangzhou) where emperors would traditionally go to relax. Truly an imperial garden city, you should see and
experience gardens that are hundreds of years old such as the Humble Administrator's Garden. Macau, a historic port, was one of the first cities to be reached by the West during the Age of Exploration 500 years ago, and the European influence is retained. Check out the Historic Center of Macau where Portuguese colonial buildings flank a
Portuguese-style plaza. Classic Trade Route Cities The Three Pagodas of the ancient capital of the Dali Kingdom Then there are classic Silk Road cities that linked Western trade with China 2,000 years ago. Dunhuang has the Mogao Grottoes and Yumen Pass; Jiayuguan has the Western End point of the Great Wall and the Great Wall on the CIliff;
Turpan has the Karez Well System and the Jiaohe Ruin; and Kashgar has its old town and the traditional Sunday Bazaar. In the south, Dali and Lijiang were important Tea Horse Road trade routes cities. The Tea Horse Road is often called the Southern Silk Road. Recommended Ways to Tour China's Historical Cities Our Beijing guide relates the
history of the greatest imperial palace. See our history tour suggestions below for inspiration: 1-Day Beijing Highlights Tour — Visit the Forbidden City and the Great Wall at your pace. Riches of China Tour — We can tailor-make our 13-day Beijing, Xi'an, Guilin, Hangzhou, Suzhou, and Shanghai itinerary to included as many historic cities as required.
Beyond the Golden Triangle Tour — Our 9-day Beijing, Xi'an, Pingyao, and Shanghai tour plan is flexible: visit your choice of attractions without missing the must-sees. Or you could just fill in a 4-minute Create-My-Trip form with your interests and requirements, and we will send you a quote and proposed itinerary within 24 hours. Page 2 China is a
country that offers a wealth of unique and unforgettable experiences for travelers. With 10 days to spare, you could explore 3 or 4 cities. In this article, we'll provide you with five of the best options for a 10-day itinerary in China, including popular combinations and off-the-beaten-path destinations. Content Preview 1. A Classic 10-Day China Itinerary
for Couples and Families For first-time visitors, we recommend visiting Beijing, Xi'an, Guilin, and Shanghai. These four cities offer the best opportunities to explore China's top attractions, rich culture, and stunning natural scenery: In Beijing, explore the most authentically-restored section of the Great Wall — the Mutianyu Great Wall. For a special
experience, pay a night visit to the Simatai section, which is the only part open at night. If you love hiking, we can also arrange a Great Wall hike for you — Jinshanling to Simatai is best for hiking. If you're traveling with kids and want to give them some cultural experience, we can arrange a family tai chi exercise in the morning with a master or you
could learn Chinese calligraphy together. In Xi'an, visit the Terracotta Warriors and try to make your own clay warrior with local artisans. You'll learn about how the Terracotta Warriors were made 2,000 years ago and create your own unique warrior to take home as a souvenir. Enjoy a food tour of the Muslim Quarter and bike around the old city on
the ancient city wall. In Guilin, relax on a Li River Cruise and enjoy its stunning karst landscapes, and the Li River cruise is the best way to enjoy the spectacular limestone peaks. Go to Yangshuo, the tourism-magnet town near Guilin. There you could go bamboo rafting, cycle around the village, and meet the local people. If you're celebrating a special
occasion, we could arrange a romantic riverside candlelit dinner for you. In Shanghai, enjoy an in-depth culture discovery tour of the Bund. Step into the Bund's old buildings, where you could touch and feel their charm and learn about the history behind them. The rest of your time in Shanghai is flexible according to your preferences, whether it's
shopping malls, spa treatments, or a visit to some of Shanghai's iconic skyscrapers... Our tours are ready to be personalized. We can craft a trip based on your interests and needs. Just contact us. Discover real reviews of Highlights Travel Family's best-rated service across trusted platforms. Thank you We were in Xian only one day but enjoyed a
perfect trip to the Terracotta Army and an excellent lunch together with our lovely guide Susan. Thank you very much for the time together. more Day trip to Xi’an I came to Xi’an for two days and booked a day-tour with China Highlights. The experience was great and Ken, my guide, was friendly, informative, and great provider of historical context.
The day went by fast. Highly recommended to make the most of the visit. more Two-week trip to China Our guide in Xi’an, Mervyn, was very friendly and welcoming. She talked with us throughout the visit to make sure the trip was everything we wanted it to be, and suggested activities based on our interests. Mervyn was an excellent guide for the
Terra cotta warrior museum, and we appreciated the opportunity to meet and share lunch with a local family. Mervyn went above and beyond the planned itinerary to add to the overall enjoyment of our visit. We also appreciated Mervyn’s extra efforts after we departed to mail a memento accidentally left behind. more 2. A 10-Day China Itinerary with
Pandas If pandas are a must-see for you, and you want to get the most out of your 10-day first China trip, you should check out this itinerary: This itinerary is more varied and adds a trip to Chengdu to see pandas. We can arrange a Panda Keeper Program to let you observe them closer. In the program, you will clean the glass of their enclosures, see
them being fed, and make their favorite cakes. If you want to experience the laid-back lifestyle of Chengdu, go to People's Park, where you can relax in a teahouse, see local people dancing and singing, and explore its interesting "marriage market". If you are interested in this itinerary, check out our 12-Day Beijing-Xi'an-Chengdu-Guilin/Yangshuo-
Shanghai Tour. 3. A 10-Day China Itinerary with Holy Tibet If you have a passion to see Tibet on your first trip to China, then this itinerary is recommended for you. This itinerary covers China's top cities (Beijing and Shanghai) and the heart of Tibet — Lhasa: In this itinerary, besides visiting the top famous cities, you would go to Tibet. The four days
in Tibet will allow you to visit its essential highlights. There, you could visit the famous Potala Palace, the emblem of Tibet. Go to Barkhor Street, where you can watch pilgrims doing their prostrating obeisances. And appreciate a different way of life in a Tibetan folk house. If you want to explore more unique places in Tibet, you may need 2 or 3
weeks. See our 2-Week China Itineraries for Couples and Families and How to Plan a 3-Week Itinerary in China (Best 3 Options & Costs). 4. 10 Days in China, including Hong Kong, for Families If you want a more relaxed pace of travel, you could consider this combination. This itinerary is especially suitable for families with kids: All these three
destinations are kid-friendly. It not only covers the cultural experience like visiting China's top attractions — the Forbidden City and the Great Wall in Beijing, but the itinerary also offers more opportunities to enjoy the outdoors with children in Guilin. Hong Kong, an international transit hub, besides having many kid-friendly attractions, can also
facilitate greater flight choices. 5. 10 Days on the Silk Road — Explore West China If you have been to first-tier cities like Beijing and Shanghai and want an off-the-beaten-track route this time, you could consider exploring the Silk Road: In this itinerary, you will explore deeper into West China to see its ancient caves, and various landscapes, and
learn about its minority culture. In Lanzhou, you could visit the Bingling Temple Grottoes, which can only be accessed by boat. In Xiahe, the less-visited destination along the Silk Road, you could enjoy the stunning grassland view. In Zhangye, you would enjoy its unique danxia (‘'red-cloud') landforms. In Dunhuang, you could see a section of the Great
Wall built in the Han Dynasty era (206 BC - 220 AD), which is as old as today's extant Great Wall gets, and visit the most famous Mogao Caves. For something a bit special, we could arrange a practical experience for gaining greater insight into the celebrated Buddhist cave art: recreating a Mogao mural on a mud slab with your own hands. In
Xinjiang, you could see the pure mountain views and learn about Uyghur culture and the architectural features of West China by visiting its old towns and bazaars. Costs for 10 Days in China For a private tour in China, the average cost per day is about US$220-350 per person, including flights/trains within China, 4- or 5-star hotels, lunches,
attractions, guides, and private transport. Thus, a 10-day tour for two people would cost about US$4,500-7,000. A tour for a family of four may cost US$8,000-10,000 (kids under 10 get 30-50% off). These prices do not include international flights. Discover real reviews of Highlights Travel Family's best-rated service across trusted platforms.
Excelente Alejandria. Me encant6 y me encanta compartir esta experiencia por Beijing. Tu trabaja ha sido excelente y todos estamos muy contentos de haber tenido y tenerte como guia. Ha sido un placer conocerte y te felicito por tu desempe?o del mismo. Un fuerte abrazo , muchos logros te deseo en lo que te propongas Beatriz (Uruguay) more
Amazing visit of the capital city of China My wife and I spent a wonderful time in Beijing with our local tour guide Tom. We saw many beautiful landscapes including the Great Wall, experienced the local cuisine at its best, and walked to vibrant Hutongs during rush hour. It was a beautiful experience that we will never forget. As for our guide, Tom, it
was a pleasure to meet him: such an intelligent and inspiring person who not only did prepare excellent information on the landmarks we saw, but also introduced us into the fascinating Chinese culture. He always answered exhaustively to our questions, adapted our itinerary to the situation (Tomb Sweeping Holiday) and gave us good tips on how to
spend our free time after the guided tours. We will always recommend Tom as a guide and China Highlights as a trustworthy company for taking a tour around Beijing. more Beijing tour with Tom Tom was an excellent guide for our days in Beijing, from helping us to navigate the busy city, and giving us information on The Forbidden City and
Temples. Our day at The Great Wall was so enjoyable and finished off with a lovely meal. Tom also gave us great suggestions for our free day in Beijing, including great restaurant choices, thank you Tom more How to Travel Around China Air travel and high-speed rail are the main modes of travel and also the most convenient options for intercity
connections. Almost every major city is connected by high-speed rail and an airport. When booking with us, let us know your travel preferences, and we will arrange the best travel routes for you, seamlessly booking the flight/train tickets you need. Tour China with Us Whether you're interested in history, culture, or natural beauty, there's something
for everyone in China. Let's create your dream trip! All our tours can be customized. Just contact us. Related Articles Page 3 China is a vast and diverse country, rich in history, culture, and natural beauty. Even if you had 2 weeks in China, with so much to see and do, you may want some help to make the most of your time. So, we've put together the
best itinerary ideas that showcase some of the best that China has to offer. Content Preview Where to Go for a 2-Week Itinerary in China For a classic 2-week itinerary in China, Beijing, Xi'an, and Shanghai are three cities that should be included. They are the top windows to learning about China's imperial past, its more recent history, and its
traditional culture. These three cities cover some of the top attractions in China like the Great Wall, the Forbidden City, the Terracotta Warriors, and the Bund. Besides these three cities, you could choose one or two more cities based on your interests: We offer a personalized service. Just tell us your interests, travel dates, and other needs, and we
will create a trip for you. 1. The Classic 2-Week Itinerary for First-Timers If it would be your first time to visit China, you are recommended to consider this itinerary. Beijing, Xi'an, and Shanghai offer classic cultural attractions. Guilin and Zhangjiajie are recommended for enjoying China's iconic natural scenery. Days 1-4: Beijing In Beijing, the Great
Wall and the Forbidden City are musts. For a visit to the Great Wall, we highly recommend a Great Wall hike from Jinshanling to Simatai. This section is wilder with breathtaking views, retaining the original appearance of a variety of watchtowers. If you would be traveling with kids, we recommend the Mutianyu section, which is fully restored with
cable cars, easier walking, and a toboggan. If you want a special-occasion experience, we can arrange a sunset visit to the Great Wall with a romantic picnic. For foodies, Peking Duck is not to be missed, and there are plenty of hidden snack bars in the hutongs. If you want to learn about local lifestyles, we can arrange a rickshaw ride through the
hutongs or a home visit. Discover real reviews of Highlights Travel Family's best-rated service across trusted platforms. Excelente Alejandria. Me encantd y me encanta compartir esta experiencia por Beijing. Tu trabaja ha sido excelente y todos estamos muy contentos de haber tenido y tenerte como guia. Ha sido un placer conocerte y te felicito por
tu desempe?o del mismo. Un fuerte abrazo , muchos logros te deseo en lo que te propongas Beatriz (Uruguay) more Amazing visit of the capital city of China My wife and I spent a wonderful time in Beijing with our local tour guide Tom. We saw many beautiful landscapes including the Great Wall, experienced the local cuisine at its best, and walked to
vibrant Hutongs during rush hour. It was a beautiful experience that we will never forget. As for our guide, Tom, it was a pleasure to meet him: such an intelligent and inspiring person who not only did prepare excellent information on the landmarks we saw, but also introduced us into the fascinating Chinese culture. He always answered exhaustively
to our questions, adapted our itinerary to the situation (Tomb Sweeping Holiday) and gave us good tips on how to spend our free time after the guided tours. We will always recommend Tom as a guide and China Highlights as a trustworthy company for taking a tour around Beijing. more Beijing tour with Tom Tom was an excellent guide for our days
in Beijing, from helping us to navigate the busy city, and giving us information on The Forbidden City and Temples. Our day at The Great Wall was so enjoyable and finished off with a lovely meal. Tom also gave us great suggestions for our free day in Beijing, including great restaurant choices, thank you Tom more Days 5-6: Xi'an The main attraction
in Xi'an is the famous Terracotta Warriors. In order to offer a richer experience and better understanding of the Terracotta Warriors, we have arranged the hands-on experience of making your own clay warriors. If you are looking for an outdoor activity to do with your kids, we recommend a bike ride along Xi'an's 600-year-old Ancient City Wall where
you can have a good all-around view of the city. Days 7-8: Zhangjiajie The most famous attractions in Zhangjiajie are Zhangjiajie National Forest Park and Zhangjiajie Grand Canyon with its Glass Bridge skywalk. Take a cable car up to the mountain tops, see the pillars which are said to be the inspiration for Avatar's Hallelujah Mountains, and walk on
the world's longest and highest glass-bottomed bridge. If you are a lover of outdoor sports, you could stay for a few more days to experience some exciting activities like walking on the cliff-hanging gantries, biking, and adventurous hiking. Days 9-12: Guilin Guilin is the classic place to enjoy China's countryside beauty and leisurely outdoor activities.
A Li River cruise is recommended for enjoying the quintessential views of Guilin's karst scenery. If you want to experience countryside life, Yangshuo county is a must visit. There you can experience farming with your kids and cycle around the villages. If your kids love adventure, we can arrange for your family to explore a less-traveled karst cave. If
you are looking for some quiet and romantic moments, we can arrange a riverside candlelit dinner for you. Days 13-14: Shanghai The essential sightseeing in Shanghai is focused around the Bund. A walk along the Bund visiting its historical buildings is a good way to learn about the history of Shanghai and present-day life. You could leave some free
time to enjoy a relaxing spa at your hotel or photo Shanghai's iconic skyscrapers. If you're traveling with kids, you may want to finish with a trip to Disneyland. 2. A 2-Week Itinerary Including Pandas If you or your kids love pandas, you might be considering Beijing, Shanghai, and Xi'an plus Chengdu. For the best panda experience, we recommend a
panda volunteer program, which would allow you to observe pandas more closely and understand them better. We can arrange a convenient program for you: you would make panda cakes, clean the glass of their enclosures, watch them being fed, and get a volunteer certificate. Chengdu is also famous for its cuisine. If you would like a food-hunting
tour or a cooking class, we can also arrange these for you. To add relaxation to the central China part of the trip, we recommend a Yangtze River cruise, which departs from nearby Chongqing. It offers stunning views of huge gorges and plenty of typical cruise activities for all ages. All our tours can be customized according to your travel duration,
interests, and other needs. Just contact us. 3. A 2-Week China Tour with Tibet Tibet, which is on many people's bucket list, can be visited during a two-week trip. If you have a passion for Tibet, we can arrange it for you. On a 2-week itinerary, apart from the time spent in the golden triangle of Beijing, Xi'an, and Shanghai, you can spend about 5 days
in Tibet seeing Lhasa and serene Yamdrok Lake with a picnic. Insider tips: Lhasa is at a high altitude of 3,650 meters (12,000 feet), therefore your schedule in Lhasa is better arranged at a more relaxed pace, especially on the first day. Tibet is usually closed to foreign travelers in February and March for 5 or 6 weeks. The best times to visit Tibet are
from May to October. Tibet Entry Permits, which are a must for foreign travelers, are best applied for 2 weeks in advance. We can handle it for you when booking a tour with us. You can get more itinerary ideas on our 14 Days in China: Top 10 Tours and Itineraries Costs for a 2-Week Tour in China For a private tour of China, the average cost per day
is about US$220-350 per person, including flights/trains within China, 4- or 5- star hotels, lunches, attractions, guides, and private transport. Kids under 10 usually get 30-50% off. Thus, for a couple, a 2-week private tour may cost about US$6,000-10,000 in total. For a family of four, it may cost about US$11,000-15,000. (International airfares are
not included.) The cost of flights from the U.S. or Europe to China varies a lot depending on when you fly and which airline you use, from around US$1,200 to US$3,000 for an economy round trip. The peak tourist times in China are on the first weeks of May and October (China's two golden weeks), summer holidays, and Christmas and New year
holidays. The biggest price difference between the off and peak seasons is in the price of hotels and airfares. Prices can go up by 50 to 100% in peak seasons. Our refund policy minimizes the monetary risk to you when booking: you'll receive a 100% refund of any payments made to China Highlights if you cancel up to three weeks before departure.
(See more details) How to Travel around China China has a highly-developed transport network. Air travel and high-speed rail are the main modes of travel and also the most convenient ways. Almost every major city is connected by high-speed rail and an airport. When booking with us, let us know your travel preferences, and we will arrange the best
travel routes for you seamlessly booking the flight/train tickets you need. Within a city/destination, private vehicle and driver, which we supply as standard, is the most convenient and comfortable way to get around. Touring China with Us Our private tours are custom-designed to be the most convenient and fulfilling option for your trip to China. We
would create an itinerary according to your flight times, interests, and any other requirements. Just contact us. Related Articles History Atlas: Maps of Ancient China Timeline of Ancient Chinese Historyl1766 BCE: traditional date for the founding of the first historic dynasty in China, the Shang dynasty1122 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, China’s 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 China’s Civilization. It was here that the earliest Chinese dynasties were based. Throughout the ancient period of China’s
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 China’s
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 tribe’s 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 kingdom’s 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. Yu’s 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 potter’s 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 (4300-2400 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-legendary Xia Dynasty at 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 dynasty’s 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; and it was also the period to which the roots of that distinctly Chinese style of bureaucratic
government can be traced. The imperial dynasties of ancient ChinaThe final phase of ancient China’s 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 regime’s 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 China’s 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 (685-758), 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 EmperorChina’s 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.China’s 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 China until 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 Heaven’s 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
Heaven’s 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 China’s history saw the emergence of one of the most impressive governing institutions in world history, the Chinese civil 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 system was 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 article Society 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 Chang’an, 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, the ancient 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. Chang’an, 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 China’s 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 status declined again.Whatever the farmers’ condition, as the centuries went by Chinese
agriculture became more and more productive. New crops and the spread of iron tools and new techniques led 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 in population growth.Trade and industry in Imperial
ChinaAs agriculture became more productive and population increased, trade and industry also grew. The introduction of coinage in 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,

the standardisation 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 dynasty especially 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 of the 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 Chinese society and politics in the centuries that followed.The FamilyIn 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 China’s 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 practicesIt seems clear that many of traditional Chinese religious and philosophical ideas and practices were 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 Thoughtlt 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 people’s 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 China’s 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 people’s 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 Shih with the expressiveness of Fu.ArtApart from the beautiful bronzes dating to Shang and early
Zhou times, few works of art have come down to us from Ancient China. Nevertheless, wonderful small 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 the history 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 on The Origins of Civilization has a small section dealing specifically with China.The broader regional context is covered in The 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.O., China’s 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, not that short - 624 pages).A recent book which has been well received is Keay, J., China, A History, 2010. (I haven’t yet read this, but I have read his India, 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 on Ancient China: start at the general Ancient China page and follow the appropriate links.The British Museum’s website Ancient China is a
wonderful teaching resource.Wikipedia’s coverage of Ancient China is 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). China has a very long history, and it’s not surprising to find that it also has a lot of old cities. It is a country rich in history and culture, but it also
has an impressive number of cities that have existed for centuries. China’s cities are known for their sheer size, but the reason for this isn’t just that China has a large population. It’s because of the way in which these cities were built: instead of being planned, they grew organically, as the needs of their people demanded. The history of Chinese
civilization is long and complex. Many Chinese cities that have existed for centuries or millennia bear names that recall the magic of their past or whose roots lie in myths and legends. If you'’re someone who’s into this kind of topic, you've come to the right place, as this article will discuss nine of the oldest cities in China. 9. Lijiang Year Established:
1276 Province: Yunnan Former Name: Dayan Literal Meaning: Great ink stab photo source: Wikipedia According to existing records, Lijiang was designated as such in the year 1276. The Mu family, the local chieftains, used to dominate Lijiang throughout the Ming and Qing dynasties. The prefecture-level city of Lijiang, which is part of Yunnan
Province, is situated between the Jinsha River and the southeastern part of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Did You Know? It is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, renowned for containing a variety of historical architectural styles and an intricate, prehistoric water delivery system. 8. The Old City of Shanghai Year Established: 1291 Province: Shanghai
Municipality Former Name: Shen Literal Meaning: To sink photo source: Insight Guides Shanghai became a city for the first time in 1291 under the Yuan dynasty, as per official government records (1271-1368). The restructuring and opening-up processes have boosted Shanghai. Due to Pudong New Area’s opening up and development during the
1990s, Shanghai has seen significant historical change in terms of both its economy and society. As well as being a major international hub for trade, banking, and shipping, it is now China’s greatest economic hub. Did You Know? People from other regions of China are unable to comprehend the dialect used by Shanghai natives, known as
Shanghainese. 7. Luoyang Year Established: 605 Province: Henan Former Name: Henanfu/Henan Prefecture Literal Meaning: River South photo source: youngpioneertours.com The Sui and Tang dynasties (581-618) had their eastern capitals in Luoyang City, which was first constructed in 605 under the Sui Dynasty (581-618). For more than 40
years, the royals of the two dynasties, notably Empress Wu Zetian, resided there. Except for Chang’an City, the eastern capital was subpar. Did You Know? The city’s conventional layout, which at the time was followed by Japan and Korea, played an important role in the development of Chinese cities. 6. Beijing Year Established: 1045 BC Province:
Hebei Former Name: Peking Literal Meaning: Northern capital photo source: Encircle Photos Over 3,000 years of history may be found in Beijing. It had served as the capital of Ji and Yan’s ancient empire for centuries before the First Emperor united China in 221 BC. In the first united empires of China, the Qin and Han, it served as a provincial hub.
Ancient China’s northern frontier was not far from the modern-day city of Beijing, and northern nomadic people regularly crossed the border to invade. Despite the fact that the dates in Sima Qian’s history prior to 841 BC have not yet been conclusively linked to the Gregorian Calendar, the Beijing Government adopts 1045 BC as the official figure for
the date of the city’s inception. Did You Know? Beijing became a capital city six times in different dynasties. 5. Pingyao Ancient City Year Established: 827 BC Province: Shanxi Former Name: Pingyao Literal Meaning: Remote plain photo source: travelchinaguide.com About 2700 years ago, during the Xizhou dynasty, the Pingyao ancient town was
initially constructed. It is a city that was entirely built with the traditional design principles and planned layout of the Han ethnic group. The Pingyao City Wall is among the most important historical and cultural landmarks. In 827 B.C., Pingyao’s City Wall was initially constructed. All of China’s towns started constructing the City Wall in the early
Ming Dynasty in an effort to defend themselves against invaders. At the same time, construction of Pingyao’s City Wall also began. Did You Know? There had been 26 repairs to the historic Pingyao town. 4. Nanjing Year Established: 495 BC Province: Jiangsu Former Name: Jianye Literal Meaning: The sword shines brightly photo source: Beijing
Visitor In eastern China, around 300 kilometers from Shanghai, Nanjing serves as the provincial capital of Jiangsu. As one of the most well-known of the Four Great Ancient Capitals of China (Beijing, Xi’an, Luoyang, and Nanjing), the city is well-known both inside mainland China and abroad. This ancient city, which also goes by the names “Nanking”
or “Nan-ching,” is located in the lower reaches of the renowned Yangtze River Delta and mixes both old and contemporary structures. Did You Know? The city is filled with parks. The majority are free and well-kept. 3. Kaifeng Year Established: 364 BC Province: Henan Former Name: Daliang Literal Meaning: Varies photo source: Trip Advisor One of
China’s Great Six Ancient Capitals, Kaifeng is the center of Henan Province and a picturesque ancient city situated along the southern bank of the Yellow River. When the State of Wei first established Kaifeng in 364 BC under the name “Daliang,” the city’s lengthy history can be traced back to that time. After being abandoned for a while and going
through name changes, Kaifeng eventually became the capital of various dynasties, including the Tang, Jin, Han, Later Zhou of the Five Dynasties, and Song Dynasty. Did You Know? Jewish merchants from India settled in Kaifeng City, which is known as the first Chinese city where they landed. 2. Guilin Year Established: 314 BC Province: Guangxi
Former Name: Kweilin Literal Meaning: Sweet osmanthus forest photo source: Travel China Guide A tiny village on the Lijiang River was the site of the city of Guilin when it was established in the Qin Dynasty in 314 BC. When it comes to Guilin’s human history, communities have been there since 314 BC. These early people were lured to the banks of
the Li River. After this initial settlement, some 200 years later, during the Han Dynasty, when Shi An County was founded, the city’s formal record began. Did You Know? The Zhuang ethnic group predominates in Guilin, which is a part of the Guangxi autonomous area and is home to about a dozen tiny ethnic groups. 1. Xi’an Year Established: 202 BC
Province: Shaanxi Former Name: Chang’an Literal Meaning: Perpetual peace photo source: hey-xian.com One of the most impressive cities in antiquity was Chang’an Cheng, which was founded in 202 BCE and is the oldest city in China, known today as Xi’an. Chang’an Cheng served as the capital of the Xi (Western) Han dynasty. It was largely
destroyed during Wang Man'’s uprisings, which followed the Xin interim period of the Han. With the establishment of the Zhou dynasty in the eleventh century BC, Xi’an rose to prominence as a cultural and political hub of China. Did You Know? The Terracotta Warriors of Xi’an are renowned for representing Chinese history across the world.



