
 
After a long period of disunity, the Tang Empire emerged in 618 and restored China to its earlier glory. The Tang Dynasty lasted for close to 300 years, 
until eventually weakening and giving way to the Song dynasty.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Tang Dynasty 

Tang Dynasty Builds an Empire 
Tang rulers were able to conquer territories deep into central Asia. In addition, Chinese 
armies forced the neighboring lands of Vietnam, Tibet, and Korea to become tributary 
states. The Tang Dynasty ruled over a large area in central Asia and extended Chinese 
customs and culture. They rebuilt the bureaucracy, extended civil service examinations, 
and set up schools to prepare male students for government service. They also 
redistributed land to peasants, rebuilt the canal system, and establish a new code of laws.  

Tang Society 
A new social structure also emerged during the Tang Dynasty., including a gentry, or 
landowning class, peasants, and merchants. Merchants had an even lower social status 
than peasants, because their riches came from the labor of others.  

Achievements 
Under the Tang, Chinese developed numerous new 
technologies. Tang scientists developed gunpowder in 
the 9th century by combining saltpeter, sulfur, and 
charcoal, and used it in the world's first fireworks. 
They also developed a smallpox vaccine that 
eventually made its way to Europe. The designed a 
mechanical clock in the 700s, which used a complex 
series of wheels, shafts, and pins, to tell the exact 
time. Block-printing was used for the first time. This 
involved carving a full page of characters into a 
wooden block. It was then dipped into ink and pressed 
onto a sheet of paper.  
 



 
In 960, a scholarly general named Zhao Kuangyin founded the Song dynasty. The Song ruled for 319 years, slightly longer than the Tang, but they 
controlled less territory than the Tang. In the late 1200s invaders from the north called Mongols attacked and overthrew the Song.  

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Song Dynasty 

The Song Dynasty  
The Song period was a time of great achievements. Under the Song, the Chinese economy 
expanded because of improved rice cultivation. The rise in productivity created surpluses, 
allowing more people to pursue commerce, learning, or the arts. The Grand Canal reached its 
peak during the Song dynasty, when thousands of tons of grain were shipped to northern China 
each year. Foreign trade also increased and paper money was issued to improve the ease of 
business transactions.  

The Status of 
Women 
Women's subordinate position in 
China was reinforced during the 
late Song period with the 
instruction of foot binding. The 
feet of young girls were bound with 
long strips of cloth, restricting a 
foot's growth to half the normal 
size. This was a symbol of nobility 
and beauty, but was extremely 
painful. Foot binding reinforced the 
Confucian tradition that women 
should remain inside the home.  

Artistic Achievement 
Painting and calligraphy, or fine 
handwriting, were essential skills for the 
scholar-gentry. The Song period saw the 
triumph of Chinese landscape painting. 
They focused on the mountains and 
bamboo forests of their environment, and 
sought to create harmony between heaven 
and earth in their works. Chinese 
architecture was dominated by the pagoda, 
a multistoried temple with eaves that curve 
up at the corners. Often statues of the 
Buddha created by Chinese sculptors were 
located in these pagodas. The Chinese also 
perfected the making of porcelain, a shiny, 
hard pottery, and developed block printing 
further by introducing movable type. This 
technology led to faster printing and the 
widespread diffusion of ideas.  
 



 
About 1200, the Mongols burst out of Central Asia to conquer an empire stretching across Asia and Europe. In the process, they overran Song China and 
imposed Mongol rule on its people. In the 1200s and 1300s, the Mongol rulers established peace and order in their domains. This time period became 
known as the Pax Mongolica, or Mongol Peace.  
 

 
Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mongol Empire 

The Mongols Build an Empire 
The Mongols were a nomadic people from the steppes, or vast plains of Central Asia. In the early 
1200s, Genghis Khan was able to unite these people and conquer a vast empire stretching from the 
Pacific Ocean to Eastern Europe. Though the Mongol armies were viscous warriors, once conquest 
was completed, they were not oppressive rulers. Often, they respected peoples’ culture as long as 
they regularly paid tribute to the Mongols. Genghis Khan set an example for his successors by ruling 
conquered lands with toleration and justice, and respecting scholars and artisans. His sons and 
grandsons continued his legacy and ruled during a time known as the Pax Mongolica. As the empire 
was politically stable, trade flourished along the Silk Road. Food, tools, ideas, and inventions, such 
as gunpowder and block-printing made their way from China to the Middle East and Europe. 

The Yuan Dynasty 
Genghis Khan’s grandson, Kublai Khan, was able to topple the last Song emperor of China in 1279. Kublai Khan ruled all of China and adopted a Chinese 
name for his dynasty, the Yuan. He tried to prevent the Mongols from being absorbed into Chinese civilization as other conquerors of China had been. 
He decreed that only Mongols could serve in the military. He also reserved the highest government jobs for Mongols. Under Mongol rule, a mix of 
Chinese and foreign customs developed. Kublai Khan rebuilt and extended the Grand Canal to connect to his new capital at Beijing. The shipment of rich 
and other goods also increased. The Yuan dynasty declined after the death of Kublai Khan in 1294. 

Marco Polo 
The Italian merchant Marco Polo was one of many visitors to China 
during the Yuan dynasty. After leaving Venice in 1271, he spent 17 
years in Kublai Khan’s service. In his writings, Marco Polo left a 
vivid account of the wealth and achievements of China. As a result 
of his writings, Marco Polo sparked European interest in China.  



 
In 1368 a Chinese army pushed the last remaining Mongols beyond the Great Wall and established a new dynasty. The Ming dynasty sought to reassert 
Chinese greatness after years of foreign rule. Rulers restored the civil service system and returned to Confucian ideals of government and learning. 
 

 

 

Ming Dynasty 

Economy and Culture Flourish 
Economically, Ming China was immensely productive. In the Chang River valley, peasants produced 
huge rice crops. This was partly due to advancements in agricultural techniques. Some farmers cut 
horizontal steps called terraces into steep hillsides to gain soil in which to grow crops. Chinese cities, 
such as Nanjing, were home to many industries, including porcelain, paper, and tools. Better methods 
of printing led to the production of a great numbers of books. Ming China saw a revival of arts and 
literature. Ming artists developed their own styles of landscape painting and Confucian scholars 
produced classical poetry. New forms of literature also emerged, such as novels, which were read by 
the common people. 

Zheng He 
Starting in 1405, Zheng He commanded the first of seven overseas expeditions designed to show 

the glory of China. He departed at the head of a fleet of 62 huge ships and over 200 smaller 

ones, carrying a crew of about 28,000 sailors. The largest ships were 400 feet long. Between 

1405 and 1433, Zheng He explored the coasts of Southeast Asia and India and the entrances to 

the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. He also visited many ports in East Africa. In the wake of the 

expeditions, Chinese merchants settled in Southeast Asia and India and became a permanent 

presence in their trading centers. The voyages showed local rulers the power and strength of the 

Chinese empire.  

End of the Ming Dynasty 
In 1453, the year Zheng died, the Ming emperor banned the building of seagoing ships. China began a period in 
which they had little interest in overseas exploration and commerce. While China worked to preserve its own 
traditions, this would eventually weaken China and leave it prey to foreign control during the Qing dynasty.  


