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1.1 Geography and Climate

Shanxi Province is situated in the northern part of China, in the middle reaches of
the Yellow River valley, lying between 34°34° —40°44’ north latitude and 110°15° —
114°32° east longitude. The province got its name due to its location to the west of
Taihang Mountain Range. It is also called Jin for short since the ducal state of Jin existed
here during the Spring and Autumn Period.

Shanxi borders Hebei Province to the east, Henan to the south, Shaanxi to the
west, and the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region to the north. The province is divided
into 11 prefecture-level cities, which are further divided into 119 county-level divisions.
The major cities of Shanxi are Taiyuan, Datong, Linfen, Yuncheng, Yangquan, Xinzhou
and Jincheng. The capital city of the province is Taiyuan.

The topography of Shanxi is sometimes described as “Mountains on Sides and Rivers
Interior”. It is simply because Shanxi is located in the east part of the Loess Plateau,
which made up of higher ground by the east Taihang Mountain and the west Liiliang
Mountain, and a series of valleys in the center, through which the Fenhe River and other
rivers flow. The highest point of the province is at one of the peaks of Mount Wutai in

northeastern Shanxi, with an altitude of 3,058 meters, while the lowest is at the riverbed
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of Xiyang River in Yuanqu County, in the southern part of the province, with an altitude
of only 180 meters.

The Yellow River, the cradle of the Chinese civilization, forms the western border
of Shanxi with Shaanxi. The Fenhe River, a tributary of the Yellow River, running 716
kilometers from northwest to southeast, is the longest in Shanxi. The drainage area of
Fenhe River covers 39,000 square kilometers, nourishing most central and southern part
of the province. The north of the province is drained by tributaries of the Haihe River,
such as Sanggan and Hutuo rivers. The largest natural lake in Shanxi is Yanchi, a salt
lake near the city of Yuncheng.

The province appears as a parallelogram leaning slightly from northeast to southwest
on the map. Spanning 380 kilometers from east to west and 680 kilometers from north to
south, Shanxi Province covers an area of 156,579 square kilometers (60,500 square
miles) , which takes up 1.63 percent of Chinese total territory. Shanxi has a population
of 35.71 million, relatively light by our Chinese standard, unless you consider the
following fact.

Topographically, almost 80 percent of Shanxi’s territory is mountains, plateau and
hills. The major mountains in the province are Taihang Mountain Range in the east,
Liiliang Mountain Range in the west, Hengshan and Wutai in the north, Zhongtiao and
Taiyuan Mountains in the south.

The Central Shanxi Basin crosses its central part from north to south in a series of
valleys, in which its major cities, namely, Taiyuan, Datong, Linfen, Xinzhou and
Yuncheng are located. And its major population is also concentrated in these cities.

The climate of Shanxi is rather special; It is very different in the south from the
north. The province basically enjoys a continental monsoon climate, and it is rather arid,
especially the northern part. Generally speaking, spring comes late in the north but early
in the south. In spring the province is extremely dry and prone to dust storms. Early
summer heat waves are common in the south.

Average temperatures in January of the province are below zero degrees centigrade
while average temperatures in July are around 21-26 degrees centigrade. Winters are
long, dry and cold while summer is warm and humid. Autumn is the best season for
tourism. Shanxi is one of the sunniest places of China. Annual precipitation averages
around 350-700 millimeters from north to south, with 60 percent of it concentrated

between June and August.
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Major Periods of Shanxi’s History

1.2.1 Prehistoric time to the Northern Wei Dynasty

Sh

anxi Province, especially the southern half, was one of the earliest centers of

Chinese civilization. Archaeological evidence shows that more than a million years ago,
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early human beings appeared in certain parts of Shanxi and about 5,000 years ago by the
late period of the Neolithic Era, the ancestors of Chinese nation had already settled
down, lived and multiplied on the land of present southern Shanxi. Some remains of
human inhabitation dating back to prehistoric times have been found in many places in
Shanxi.

Huangdi or the Yellow Emperor is believed to have sojourned in Shanxi for a certain
period of time. Yao, Shun and Yu, the three sage sovereigns in prehistoric times all
founded their capitals in Shanxi. At the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty (1046 BC -771
BC), Prince Shuyu had his manor in what is now central part of Shanxi. Chong’er,
monarch of the Jin State during the Spring and Autumn Period (770 BC - 476 BC),
once became one of the five most powerful dukes of the time, the first hegemonist of the
time actually.

During the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period (770 BC -221
BC), the Jin State underwent the “three-way split” and was divided into the states of
Han, Zhao and Wei in 403 BC, which is traditionally regarded as the start of the
Warring States Period. By 221 BC, all of these three states and the others had fallen to
the State of Qin, which eventually established the Qin Dynasty (221 BC =206 BC). To
fend off the nomadic tribes’ intrusion from the north, the Qin Empire had the fortification
walls built by the previous states connected and set up five prefectures in Shanxi.

The Han Dynasty (206 BC —220 AD) ruled Shanxi as the province of Bingzhou.
The area became a buffer place between the Han Chinese and the nomadic tribes to the
north after the Battle of Baideng, which took place near the city of Datong. To ensure
peace with nomadic local powers to the northern part of Shanxi, the Han court developed
a mutually beneficial “tributary system”. The nomadic powers were allowed to remain
autonomous in exchange for symbolic acceptance of Han’s supremacy. Tributary ties were
confirmed and strengthened through intermarriages at the ruling level and periodic
exchanges of gifts and goods. Thus Shanxi became a melting pot of early ethnic groups in
the northern part of China.

Despite the Great Wall, the nomadic tribes still managed to break through and used
Shanxi as a base for their conquest of central China. From 304 to 439, several regimes
including Later Zhao, Former Yan, Former Qin, and Later Yan continuously controlled
what is now Shanxi. They were followed by the Northern Wei (386 —534) , which was
established by Xianbei ethnic group with Pingcheng ( present-day Datong) as their

capital. The establishment of the new regime resulted in two important developments in
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the Chinese history: the thriving of Buddhism and the absorption of the northern ethnic
groups into Chinese culture. The World Cultural Heritage Site in the suburbs of Datong,

namely, Yungang Buddhist Grottoes were remains of the Northern Wei Dynasty.

KEY WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS X @&@iRAiCRRIEH %
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8. sojourn & ZE ,iZ @G

9. three sage sovereigns in prehistoric times ¥ 3] =%
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30. periodic exchanges J&| # &% 3 e , &M 69 , B 9 33k
31. melting pot J& ¥
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1.2.2 The Tang Dynasty to the Song, Liao and Jin
dynasties

The Tang Dynasty (618 —907) originated from Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi
Province. Lishimin, known as “Childe of Taiyuan”, was one of the greatest sovereigns
throughout Chinese feudal history. Under the reign of Emperor Lishimin, the Tang
Empire reached its greatest size ever and Taiyuan served as the alternative capital during
the Tang and had an extensive influence on the Tang Empire. As you know, modern
Chinese people are called tangren all over the world largely due to the power and impact
of the Tang Dynasty in history.

During the Tang Dynasty and after, the area of Shanxi was called Hedong or “East
of the Yellow River”. Empress Wu Zetian, China’s only female imperial ruler, was born
in Wenshui County, Shanxi Province. Many distinguished statesmen, poets and men of
letters during the prime time of Tang Dynasty were also natives of Hedong, present
Shanxi Province.

The 18" century detective novel, Di Gong An, a story collection, was based on the
Tang historical personage Judge Dee (Di Renjie). Di Renjie was a native of Taiyuan and
he was remembered not only as a notable prime minister during the reign of Empress Wu
Zetian but also as a legendary detective of ancient China. The story collection was
translated into English as Celebrated Cases of Judge Dee by Dutch sinologist Robert Van
Gulik,, who then used the style and characters to write an original Judge Dee Series.

As the centre of Buddhism during the Sui and Tang dynasties, Shanxi was
prosperous in Buddhist culture and produced many eminent monks. Nowadays, the

oldest existent wooden buildings in China remain in Shanxi including the Great East Hall
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of Foguang Monastery and the Main Hall of Nanchan Monastery at Wutai Mountain, all of
them built in the Tang Dynasty.

During the first part of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms Period (907 -960) ,
there are three of the Five Dynasties originated from Shanxi, as well as only one of the
Ten Kingdoms located in northern China. Shanxi was home to the jiedushi ( commander)
of Hedong, Li Cunxu, who overthrew the first of the Five Dynasties, Later Liang Dynasty
(907 — 923), to establish the second, Later Tang Dynasty (923 - 936). Another
commander of Hedong, Shi Jingtang, overthrew Later Tang to establish the third of the
Five Dynasties, Later Jin Dynasty, and yet another commander of Hedong, Liu Zhiyuan,
established the fourth of the Five Dynasties, Later Han Dynasty, after the Khitans
destroyed Later Jin, the third.

Finally, when the fifth of the Five Dynasties ( Later Zhou Dynasty) emerged, the
commander of Hedong at the time, Liu Chong, rebelled and established an independent
state called Northern Han, one of the Ten Kingdoms, in what is now northern and central
Shanxi.

Shi Jingtang, founder of the Later Jin Dynasty, the third of the Five Dynasties,
ceded a large slice of northern territory to the Khitans in return for military assistance.
This territory, called the Sixteen Prefectures of Yanyun, included a part of northern
Shanxi beyond the Yanmen Pass. The ceded territory became a major problem for the
central China’s regime to defend against the Khitans for the next 100 years, because
some parts lie to the south of the Great Wall.

During the Northern Song Dynasty (960 — 1127 ), the sixteen ceded prefectures
continued to be an area of contention between the Song and Liao dynasties. Finally the
Covenant of Tanyuan ended the 25-year-long war between the two countries but there
were a lot of heroic and moving deeds performed in the war, both happy and tragic. The
touching story of “Generals from the Yang’s Family” was based on the background
fighting against the Khitans. The story is so popular with our Chinese that even the little
kids can tell one or two segments. Later the Southern Song Dynasty abandoned all of
North China to the Nuchen Jin Dynasty (1115 -1234) in 1127, including Shanxi.

KEY WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS X#iRiCERIEFE
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17. ceded a large slice of northern territory to the Khitans
FiE KRR T AL R
18. defend against 4 E( B K5 ) ;B5#p, 85 F , 4k ¥~ 1% %T
19. the Covenant of Chanyuan “/@# Z $”
20. Generals from the Yang’s Family 4% £ 4%
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1.2.3 The Yuan Dynasty to the Modern Age

By the mid-thirteenth century, the Mongols had subjugated the North China and set
up the Yuan Dynasty (1206 - 1368). China was divided into provinces but the Mongol
Yuan did not establish Shanxi as a province ; the area was under direct jurisdiction of the
imperial capital. In spite of wars and social upheavals after the Tang Dynasty, Shanxi
remained prosperous just as described in The Travels of Marco Polo— “Taiyuan is a large
and prosperous city, a great centre of trade and industry”.

Shanxi is the cradle of many great playwrights in the Yuan Dynasty and especially
Linfen, a city in its south, was a fertile land for the development of Chinese operas

during the Yuan period due to its prosperous economy and advanced culture.
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