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Chapter One

The Earliest Contact Between China
and the Western Regions Before
the Qin Dynasty

I The Western Regions as Described in
Ancient Chinese History

The two great rivers of Huanghe (Yellow River) and
Changjiang (Yangtze River) flowed across the valleys and
plains of East Asia towards the sea, and between them opened
an extensive, fertile ground for the inception of Chinese Civ-
ilization. It was on this land that emerged the early human
society and widespread culture of the Stone Age, which was
followed by even more splendid cultures of the Bronze Age
and Iron Age. Thereby, China has distinguished itself as the
origin of one of the four ancient civilizations in the world,
along with the Nile River, Mesopotamia, Indus Valley and the
Maya Indians of Central America.

1. The Origins of Chinese Culture

The Xia Dynasty, which was founded during the 2lst
century B.C,, in an area across the middle reaches of the Yellow
River between its two tributaries of Yishui and Luoshui, was
known as the first slavery state in Chinese history. The dynasty
of Xia was succeeded by that of Shang, and later by the Zhou
Dynasty. Zhou, which was originally a princedom under Shang
in the -area of the current northern Shaanxi Province, distin-
guished itself from the neighbouring ethnics by calling its
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4 CULTURAL FLOW BETWEEN CHINA AND THE OUTSIDE WORLD

nation both “Xia” and “Zhong Guo” (Middle Kingdom). The
people of Zhou, claiming themselves to be the descendants of
the Xia Dynasty, also called their own territory “Qu Xia” or
“You Xia” or “Shi Xia” (meaning Xia territory). The name of
“Zhong Guo” was used to indicate their identity as a farming
community, as opposed to the nomadic tribes in the surround-
ing areas.

During the reign of the Xia Dynasty, whose domain was
sometimes also called “Hua,” its many princedoms—Ilocated in
the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River—referred to
their territories as parts of “Hua Xia.”

During the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 B.C.) and
the Warring States Period (475-221 B.C.), political and econom-
ic exchanges increased among the prince states in both the
Yellow River and Yangtze River valleys, the territory of
“Zhong Guo” also expanded as a result. It was then that people
believed that this Middle Kingdom was 3,000 /i (1,500 kilo-
metres) in both directions, a square-shaped area surrounded by
seas. This area, as described in the verses of the ancient liter-
ature Li Ji (The Book of Rites), was “extending to running
sand in the west, reaching Hengshan Mountain in the south,
bordering East Sea in the east and looking upon Mount Heng-
shan in the north.” Such an area, which was already nine times
bigger than the Middle Kingdom as earlier claimed in legends,
became the territory of “Zhong Xia” or “Zhong Hua” in ancient
history. This marked a major expansion of the original concept
of Middle Kingdom, which covered just an area of approxi-
mately 500,000 square kilometres, embracing parts of the pres-
ent Henan, Shanxi, Hebei, Shaanxi and Shandong provinces in
North China. By the 5th century B.C., the heartland of Chinese
Civilization had expanded to more than one million square
kilometres in area, whose geographic size was far larger than
the other ancient civilizations existing in the contemporary era.

However, despite the spectacular expansion of Chinese Civil-
ization in area, it remained far apart, geographically, from the
civilizations of Mesopotamia in the west and the Indus Valley in
the southwest, by a distance of some 6,500 and 4,000 kilometres,
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respectively. The immense mountains and deserts that separated
the East and the West, across which only some nomadic tribes
drifted, had, for centuries, blocked the communication between
these ancient civilizations.

2. The Ancient Chinese Legend About Xiwangmu (Western Queen
Mother) and Its Relation with the Western Regions

The Warring States Period saw a rapid growth in exchange
between China and other nations inhabiting the neighbouring
steppe, which further broadened the world outlook of the Chinese
people. As a result, Zou Yan, a scholar of the Qi State, introduced
the idea, during the 4th century B.C., that the world was com-
posed of “Great Nine Continents.” The world, in Zou’s idea, was
much larger than the Middle Kingdom surrounded by “Four
Seas.” According to Zou, China, which was then known as “Chi
Xian Shen Zhou” (the Red Sacred Land) to many Chinese, was
a continent in itself, surrounded by the nine other continents.
Each of these continents, including the central continent of
China, was assumed to comprise also “nine smaller regions distin-
guished by their geographic features,” according to Zou. The
ancient book, Master Lii’s Spring and Autumn Annals, compiled
during the 3rd century B.C., held that the Great Nine Continents
occupied an area of 28,000 /i (14,000 kilometres) from east to
west and 26,000 /i (13,000 kilometres) from north to south, while
the Middle Kingdom measured 3,000 /i (1,500 kilometres) in both
directions.

In geographic concept, the border of this Nine Continent
world extended westward to the Kunlun Mountains or the Cong-
ling range (the Pamirs) in western Xinjiang. According to the
ancient literature Shanhaijing (Classic of Mountains and Rivers)
written during the Warring States Period, this region was illus-
trated, in a legendary style, as an area situated somewhere be-
tween the “Black Water” (Syr-Darya) and the “Red Water”
(Yarkant River) under the Kunlun Mountains. This area, which
was surrounded by “deep valleys and blazing hills,” was the
location of the cave-dwellings of Xiwangmu (Western Queen
Mother), who was described as “adorned with hairdress, tiger’s
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fangs and leopard’s tail.” And the area “had everything imagina-
ble,” according to the legend.

In a later edition of the Classic of Mountains and Rivers,
Xiwangmu was said to live in Yushan Mountain to the east of the
Congling range. This introduction symbolized the shifting of the
main route, linking the West with China, from the north of the
Tianshan range to its south, following growing trade activities
along this route.

In fact, Xiwangmu referred to a matriarchal tribe, which then
lived in China’s western border area and whose totem consisted
of tigers and leopards. Here, Xi stood for the Scythia nationality
or a large tribe inhabiting western China. In the ancient Chinese
literature Erya (Literary Expositor), Xiwangmu was used to
represent the “remote West,” where lived an Iranian-speaking
nation called “Se” by Chinese and “Saka” by Persians. These Se
people, who were said to have originated in the Qilian Mountains
of Gansu, had gradually moved westward, thereby losing any real
connection with the original legend of Xiwangmu. Since then,
Xiwangmu had become a general term connected with “running
sand” and “thin water,” representing the western nation living at
the place “near the sunset.”

During the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), after trade re-
lations had begun between China and the Roman Empire, the
Chinese came to know that “running sand” (desert) and *“thin
water” also existed in the land of Africa beyong the Red Sea,
which was, then, the western territory of the Roman Empire.
In the words of the book Hou Han Shu (History of the
Eastern Han Dynasty), the place was “very near to the home
of Xiwangmu and almost where the sun sets down.” According
to the Greek historian Herodotus (484-425 B.C.), the “thin
water” (where even a feather could not float) was obviously a
stream of petroleum, flowing from Egypt into Ethiopia. “Run-
ning sand” referred to Nubian Desert of Africa. Xiwangmu
(Western Queen Mother) could be none other than the ruling
Queen Kushi of Meroe, which was the site of the court and
graves of at least five ruling queens from Queen Bartare
(260-250 B.C.) to Queen Amanikhatashan (62-85), besides
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Kushi.! These female rulers thus became the “Western Queen
Mother” described in the ancient Chinese books, which, origin-
ating from fascinating historic legends, later became figurative
symbols of China’s expanding geographic contact with, and her
widening knowledge about the Western world.

Xiwangmu was first used to refer to the Se nationality living
in the east of the Congling range. The Se natives were the earliest
to introduce the ideals of Babylonian Jardins Suspendus (sus-
pended garden) to the Orient. In the Book of Huainanzi, com-
piled in the early 2nd century B.C., a story told that a person
could live forever if he drank the “yellow water” from a well in
the garden of the Kunlun Mountains; and if he proceeded from
Kunlun Mountains further to the remote “Mountain of Cool
Breeze,” he would become immortal. According to the story, if
the person continued to climb for a distance twice as far, he
would reach the Jardins Suspendus where he should be able to
exercise such magic power as ordering rains or winds. Marching
still farther would land him in “Heaven” as an “immortal being.”
Heaven was where the God lived, which showed that the Chinese
Taoist ideology to seek “Ascension to Heaven” had, in part,
originated from the Western mythology, and so was the subse-
quent Taoist ideal of “flying into Heaven with angel’s wings.”

While the legends of Xiwangmu lingered in China until about
the 2nd century, a more realistic and geographically sound con-
cept had begun to surface regarding the West. This first happened
in the reign of Emperor Wudi (Liu Che 140-87 B.C.) of the
Western Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-A.D. 24), when the opening of a
westward corridor (called Hexi Corridor) along the west bank of
the Yellow River gave rise to a new title for the vast territory,
extending from the Qilian Mountains in the east to the Congling
range in the west. The name Xiyu (Western Regions) was later
applied to the entire Western world—stretching from the Con-
gling range to the extensive area of Central, South and West Asia,
Europe and Africa—following the expansion of diplomatic ties

! F. Hintze, Studien zur meroitishen chronologie und zu den Opfertafeln aus
den Pyramiden von Meroe, Berlin, 1959, 24.



