
Chapter  

  
 

Reunification and 
Renaissance in 

Chinese Civilization: 
The Era of the Tang and 

Song Dynasties 
(A.D. 500 – A.D. 1450) 

12 



Spread of Civilizations in East Asia 

 After 400 years of fragmentation, China 
reemerged  as a united empire and the most  
powerful force in East Asia. Although Korea 
and Japan were heavily influenced by Chinese 
civilization, each maintained its own identity. 
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The Granger Collection, New York 



The Three Kingdoms, A.D. 220 – 589 

 The Han dynasty collapsed in 220 . 

 China remained divided for 400 years, though starting in 384 
the Northern Wei kingdom began to try to reunify China. 

 Although they failed to unify the kingdom, they had managed 
to preserve Chinese culture during the fractious centuries of 
the Three Kingdoms. 

 Chinese scholarship and thought slowly faded into 
insignificance and in its place arose a widespread growth of 
two religions: Neo-Taoism and Buddhism, which arrived from 
India. 

 By 543, the Northern Wei faded from view and China fell into 
a brief period of short-lived kingdoms. 

 



Sui Dynasty, about 610 



Two Religions of the Three Kingdoms 

Neo-Taoism 

 Called “the mysterious learning” 
in early China 

 Existed in two forms: scholarly 
and popular 

 The scholarly form concentrated 
on discussing the Taoist classics 
and searching for immortality. 

 The popular (folk) form was 
more popular and was a 
pantheistic, moral and salvation 
religion; all human acts both 
good and evil would be punished 
or rewarded in the afterlife. 

Buddhism 

 Entered China in the first century 
AD and was accepted as another 
form of Taoism. 

 It didn’t become popular until 
the Han dynasty collapsed and 
China fell into chaos, primarily 
among the common people. 

 Like folk Neo-Taoism, it offered 
salvation and was a moral 
religion. 

 Some emperors converted to 
Buddhism. 

 



The Sui Dynasty 
 In 589, a Turkic-Chinese general, Sui Wen-ti, founded a the Sui Dynasty, 

which lasted from 589 to 618, and reunited northern and southern China. 

 He reunited the northern kingdoms, centralized the government, 
reformed the taxation structure, and conquered the south – all in a single 
lifetime. 

 His government was remarkably stable during his lifetime and he began 
ambitious building and economic projects. 

 He embraced Buddhism and Taoism, rather than Confucianism, and 
employed Buddhist advisors to unify the country. 

 His son, Sui Yang-ti, overextended himself with wars against Korea, 
eventually bankrupting the government. Combined with a series of 
unlucky natural disasters, the empire suffered widespread rebellion. 

 In the fight for power, Sui Yang-ti, was assassinated by one of his generals, 
Li Yan, who began a new dynasty, the T’ang, which lasted another three 
hundred years. 



The T’ang Dynasty 
 Began in 618, under Li Yuan a former Sui general.  

 Later, Li Shih-min, forced his father to abdicate 
and upon taking the throne, took name T’ang 
T’ai-tsung.  

 He was a brilliant general, government reformer, 
historian, master of calligraphy.  

 He created a bureaucracy with three branches: 
Council of the State;  Military Affairs; and the 
Censorate. 

 He seized all the property of China as his own 
and redistributed it to “the most able” 
cultivators, which helped to strengthen central 
government by weakening large land owners by 
breaking up large farms & returning to peasants. 

 He reinstated the civil service exam, though most 
bureaucratic positions went to aristocrats. 

Emperor T’ang T’ai-tsung 



Emperor Taizong (r. 626-649) receives Ludongzan, ambassador of 
Tibet, at his court; painted in 641 AD by Yan Liben (600-673) 



Wu Zhao, 
684-704 

 Empress Wu Zhao was a concubine of the 
second T’ang emperor. 

 She removed or killed all of her rivals at court 
and eventually became his empress. 

 In 660 when the emperor was debilitated by a 
stroke, she took control of the government of 
China. 

 In 684, when the emperor died she became 
regent for her son and in 690, she deposed him 
and ruled as Empress. 

 She was a strong ruler and the only woman to 
rule China in her own name. 

 She oversaw the greatest expansion of T’ang 
military power during which, Vietnam, Tibet, & 
Korea to became tributary states.  

  She recruited heavily from the civil service 
examinations. She was a devout Buddhist and 
founded many monasteries. 

Empress Wu 



 Moved the capital to Chang-an. 

 Reduced the number of civil-service 
examination officials. 

 Developed new law code.   

 Increased the wealth and power of the 
court. 

 Known as the “golden age” of Chinese 
culture. 

 Built a system of canals, including the 
Great Canal, which encouraged internal 
trade and transportation. 

 Encouraged foreign trade. 

 Chang-an became a meeting place of 
many cultures and religions. 

Tang statue of a civil official dressed in 

Hanfu, made of sancai glazed earthenware 

Hsuan-tsung, 713-756 



Tang Dynasty China c. A.D. 700 
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Decline of the T’ang 
 Over time the military expansion of the T’ang was pushed back by 

the Mongols of Manchuria, the Turks to the west, and the Tibetans 
to the south. 

 In 755, An Lu-shan, a general commanding the northern provinces, 
led a rebellion resulting in the temporary capture of Chang-an. 

 A Twice-A-Year Tax fixed taxes levied on each province. 

 Civil war with the Nan Chao state in southern China, roving bands of 
thieves, wars with border territories, and frequent rebellions slowly 
converted the provinces into autonomous kingdoms under the 
control of warlords. 

 Finally, in 907, the dynasty fell and the country fell into a fifty year 
period of disunion, known as the period of Five Dynasties and Ten 
Kingdoms. 



Song China c. A.D. 1200 



The Song Dynasty 

 Emperor Taizu of Song (r. 960–
976) unified China through 
conquering other lands during 
his reign. 

 The Northern Song (960-1127) 
with its capital at Kaifeng, 
ruled for 170 years. They 
controlled less territory than 
Tang. 

 In 1127, they lost the northern 
part of China to the Chin, and  
retreated south of Huang He, 
relocating their capital at 
Hangchow. 

Emperor Taizu of Song (r. 960–976), 

a court portrait painting 



The Song Dynasty (cont.) 
 They ruled another 150 years, known as the Southern Song (1127-

1279), but had constant threat of invasion from North.  

 During the Song governmental power was reoriented around the 
emperor, who held absolute power. 

 Revived and expanded the bureaucracy, recruiting Confucian scholars, 
largely from commoners, for civil service jobs. 

 Set up schools to prepare male students for exam. 

“Four Generals of Zhongxing” by Southern Song Dynasty artist Liu Songnian (1174–

1224); the renowned general Yue Fei (1103–1142) is the second person from the left. 



Northern Song Dynasty, 

A.D. 1111 

Southern Song Dynasty, 

 A.D. 1142  



The Agricultural & Commercial Revolution 

 Developed new strains of rice and improved irrigation methods 

 Produced food surpluses, enabling more people to pursue commerce, learning, 
and the arts 

 Money in the form of copper and silver coins accelerated trade within China 
and led to the development of credit transforming cities into centers of trade. 

 Encouraged foreign trade with Africa and the Middle East, and all the major 
trade routes and ports were controlled by Chinese merchants. 

 A drop in the aristocracy and its movement 
from agricultural to urban areas started an 
agricultural revolution in China. 

 Now individual farmers could buy & sell land 
& pay taxes with money, rather than grain. 

 The Sung eliminated labor conscription 
creating: greater wealth for the general 
population and for the government, and 
more freedom for farmers. 



The Confucian Revival 

T’ang Dynasty 

 The Sui and T’ang dynasties 
followed Buddhist and Taoist 
thought, though Confucianism 
never really died out. 

 The T’ang restored the civil 
service exam, however, most 
appointments to government 
went to aristocrats – only 10% 
were products of the civil service 
examination. 

 Two civil service exams: 1st 
involved Confucian studies and 
the Five (“Confucian”) Classics; 
2nd involved Taoism. 

Song Dynasty 

 During the Sung dynasty, 
Confucianism was revived and 
reinstalled as the state 
philosophy. 

 The Sung recruited over 50% of 
government officials from the 
civil service examination. 

 Two civil service exams based 
entirely on Confucian philosophy: 
1st was a lengthy regional exam 
(only a few passed); 2nd was the 
metropolitan exam taken at the 
capital city (about 15-20% passed 
– around 200 per year). 

 

 



The Confucian Revival (cont.) 

 Hu Yüan, one of the principle forces behind the Confucian 
revival, believed that the Classics were more than repositories 
of ancient knowledge.  

 He believed also that they contained universal truths or 
principles and that it was the job of scholarship to ferret out 
those universal principles.  

 One could use those universal truths to solve any moral or 
political problem–any approach to moral or political problems 
not grounded in universal principles was doomed to failure. 



Neo-Confucianism 
 Song scholars founded new academies study the classics and extensive 

libraries. 

 Rival interpretations developed: the School of the Mind or Intuition; and the 
School of Principle.  

 They also tried to prove the superiority of Chinese philosophies over 
imported ones, especially Buddhism. 

 Philosopher Zhu Xi stressed the importance of applying philosophical 
principals to everyday life. 

 Neo-Confucianism taught that people are basically good and through 
education virtue can be obtained. 

 Hostility to foreign ideas and influences, like Buddhism, eventually led to a 
significant decrease in innovations and critical thinking among the elites. 

 Instead emphasis was placed on rank, obligation, deference, and rituals 
reinforced class, age, and gender distinctions. 



The Neo-Confucian Assertion of Male 
Dominance 

 Neo-Confucians attacked the Buddhists for promoting career 
alternatives for women, such as scholarship and the monastic 
life, at the expense of marriage and raising a family. 

 They drafted laws that favored men in inheritance, divorce, and 
familial interaction. 

 Women were excluded from            
education that would enable          
them to take the civil service          
exam or rise to positions of                  
political power. 

 Footbinding exemplified             
constriction and subordination                 
of women. 



Footbinding in 
China 

A Chinese woman with her 

feet unwrapped 

A comparison between a woman with 

normal feet (left) and a woman with 

bound feet in 1902 

An X-ray of 

bound feet 



Song Reforms 
 Fan Chung-yen (989-1052), a Confucian 

military leader and prime minister, 
instituted a series of sweeping changes to 
Chinese government including: 

– the elimination of bureaucrats 

– examination reform 

– land reclamation 

– the curtailing of conscripted labor 

  All of these contributed to a massive 
economic boom in agriculture and 
commerce.  

 He also established a public school 
system which trained the most intelligent 
and moral boys for government service - 
representing the first public school 
system in history. Scholar in a Meadow, Chinese 

painting of the 11th century 



Song Reforms (cont.) 

The New Laws of Wang Anshi (1021-1086) chief minister during 
the reign of Emperor Shenzong (1068-1085) were the most 
ambitious program of reform and reorganization in Chinese 
history until the Communist Revolution. 

 Introduced cheap loans and government-assisted irrigation 
projects 

 Taxed landlords and scholars, who had excluded themselves 
from military service and used the new revenue to establish a  
well-trained mercenary force 

 Reorganized university education to emphasize analytical 
thinking instead of memorization 



Chinese Treasure Junks of the 
T’ang and Sung Dynasties 
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The Decline and Fall of the Song 
 By the mid-11th century, the Song had to pay a tribute to the 

Tibetan kingdom, Xi Xia, which drained resources. 

 Emphasis on civil administration and distain for the military led to 
the diversion of military funds to pay for scholarly pursuits & 
court entertainment. 

 In 1127, northern China was forced to pay tribute to the new 
northern dynasty, the Chin, who were Manchurian. 

 To secure their borders, the Song allied themselves with a new 
northern people, the Mongols, who would prove far more 
dangerous than the Chin. 

 After conquering the Chin, the Mongols quickly overran the 
Southern Sung and set up a new Mongol dynasty: the Yuan. 



Achievements 
 Under the Tang, a system of canals, 

including the Grand Canal, 
encouraged internal trade and 
transportation, and iron was melded 
into steel. 

 Technology under the Tang & Song 
included: the mechanical clock; 
gunpowder; block printing in the 
700s and later, movable type in the 
1040s. 

 Landscape painting and calligraphy 
were developed displaying balance 
and harmony. 

 Chinese pagoda developed from 
Indian stupa. 

 Greatest Tang poet was Li Bo. 

The Liuhe Pagoda 
(Six Harmonies Pagoda) of Hangzhou, 

Zhejiang province, China, built in 1165 

AD during the Song Dynasty. 



Land and Sea Trade Routes 
 Tang conquests in central Asia reopened and protected the Silk 

Road connecting China and Persia. 

 Horses, Persian rugs, and tapestries passed to China, while fine silk 
textiles, porcelain, and paper were exported to Islamic centers. 

 China exported manufactured goods to Southeast Asia, while 
importing luxury goods, such as, aromatic woods and spices. 

 In late Tang and Song times, China also used large junks, equipped 
with watertight bulkheads, sternpost rudders, oars, sails, 
compasses, bamboo fenders, and gunpowder-propelled rockets, to 
expand trade by sea. 

 Guilds developed to regulate competition, urban areas grew 
becoming commercial centers that began to issue credit, called 
flying money, and paper money came into use. 



Chinese Inventions 

An illustration of a trebuchet 

catapult from the Wujing Zongyao 

manuscript of 1044. Trebuchets like 

this were used to launch the 

earliest type of explosive bombs. 

An interior diagram of the 

astronomical clock tower of Kaifeng 

featured in Su Song's book, written 

by 1092 and published in printed 

form by the year 1094. 



Chinese Artwork 

The Broken Balustrade, early 12th century painting 



Song Pottery 

Pillow, sandstone with white and 

brown slip black, incised decoration, 

Northern Song Dynasty, 12th century 


