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Date August7,2019 Location Mount Taibai National Forest Park in Shaanxi Province Photographer Yu Kongjian

Mount Taibai rises high from the Weihe Valley, China. It is the main peak of the Qinling
Mountains. This fecund fairyland made the area a sacred place for the people and
descendants of the Zhou and Qin dynasties (from around 1046 BC to 206 BC) who
once occupied the Guanzhong Basin. But, due to a lack of scientific understanding and
planning about this special landscape, poor development in recent years has damaged

this pure land.
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ABSTRACT

As the core territory for the Zhou and Qin
dynasties, the land at the foot of Mount Qishan

in Shaanxi Province has significantly made the
society and culture of China thrive and grow. The
author retraced four routes to find out how the
Zhou and Qin people explored and envisioned

this landscape, both physically as settlements
and spiritually as a wonderland. These routes
include the migration path of the Zhou people
from the north to the south of Mount Qishan to
seek shelter from nomadic tribes; the path of

the Zhou people moving from the west to the

east along the Weihe River to conquer the Shang
people and establish a new kingdom; the path

of the Qin State to unify the other six states and
found a great dynasty; and the route climbing from
the Weihe Valley to Mount Taibai, the main peak of
the Qinling Mountains. All the episodes happened
on these routes had a profound influence on the
ideology of Chinese society and cultural identity.
For instance, the Zhou people’s observation on
the landscape for farming and living, as well as
their preference for the basin-shaped territory,
significantly contributed to forming the Chinese
geomancy (Feng Shui) and developed into an ideal
territorial image of being the “kingdom in the
center” (literally meaning “China” in Chinese); the
artistic representation of sublime reflected the
Qin people’s fight for survival and honor; and the
described Kunlun Wonderland perfectly expresses
both religious ideals and worldly desires.

KEYWORDS
Culture; Observation; Experience; Geomancy;
Sublime; Artistic Representation
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For nearly 30 years, I yearned to see and experience the land at the foot of Mount Qishan as though

I were the Zhou and Qin people who developed and prospered because of their relationship with the
mount. In August 2019, I was finally able to spend time immersed in this glamorous cultural landscape,
trying to get connected with the ancient years. This land, the core territory for the Zhou, Qin, and Han
dynasties, has significantly made the society and culture of China thrive and grow: the knowledge of the
sun, of the moon, of the earth, and of all the beings of this place has been integrated into the culture of
Chinese-speaking people, developing into their societal and aesthetic values, as well as the geomancy of
a geographic space, which profoundly shaped the way how people cognize, adapt to, and transform the

world they live in.

My trip followed four routes. The first was the migration path of the Zhou people (the ancient farming
tribes), from the ancient Xunyi City in the north to the ancient Binzhou City in the south, and to the
ancient Zhouyuan City at the south foot of Mount Qishan, to seek shelter from the nomadic tribes. On
this route, I imagined myself following Duke Liu and Duke Dan (leaders and ancestors of the Zhou
people), looking up the sky and down at the ground, selecting sites for farming, homes, and the capital.
As described in The Book of Poetry, Duke Liu and Duke Dan moved along the Weihe Valley corridor,
crossing basins and ranges in mountains. After finding a safe place for potential settlements, they may
have climbed the surrounding highlands to overlook oases and valleys, delighting in the rich soil; they
may have traveled down to the plains and to trace mountain streams to find water resource; they may

12 Spread through ancient works such as The Book of

have also measured the land for farms and homes.
Poetry and The Book of Changes, such landscape observation for farming and living and the preference
for the basin-shaped territory contributed to forming an ideal Chinese geomancy (Feng Shui) that informs

site and position selection and spatial pattern.

The second route I took was the path which the Zhou people took before making the ancient Luoyi

City their capital. At that time, the increasingly powerful Zhou people moved along the Weihe River

to the east, from the Guanzhong Basin towards the Central Plains to conquer the Shang people and
establish a new dynasty, early in which period the term of “kingdom in the center” (the literal meaning
of “China” in Chinese) first appeared as recorded by the inscription on He Zun®, a ritual bronze vessel.
King Wen, the founder of the Zhou Dynasty, complied The Book of Changes when being imprisoned

by the Shang people, which became a written record of Zhou people’s observation and experience of
farming and living in the Guanzhong Basin. For this record, we could infer that the image of a “kingdom
in the center” — a capital sitting in a basin with a clear border — was invented by Zhou leaders before

inscribed on He Zun.

The third route traveled upstream along the ancient Qianhe River to feel after the prosperous history of
the Qin Dynasty. The route passed through the intersection of the Qianhe River and Weihe River, through
the cragged gorge of Guanshan Mountain, whose topography transitions from 900 meters to 2,200 meters
over only 30 kilometers. The pastures between the Qianhe and the Weihe rivers was where Qin Feizi, the
founding king of Qin State, raised horses for King Xiao of Zhou. For his proficiency in horse breeding,
Qin Feizi was well-rewarded with a small piece of land to the west of Mount Qishan™. After hundreds of
years of hard work, the Qin State ended the ruling of Zhou and conquered the other six states throughout
the country. Expanding the territorial cognition of the “kingdom in the center” from the Zhou Dynasty,
the Qin Emperor unified the nation in currency, metrology, written language, and vehicle size. The
unexcelled prosperity of the Qin Dynasty blended a tough and courageous culture into the China’s docile
and modest identity as an agricultural nation. Later, the Han Dynasty carried forward Qin’s domineering
vigor — It is said that the number of army horses in the Guanshan area reached more than 300,000 during

that period™. A robust cavalry then formed that made the Han army capable of completing long-distance
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strikes, rapid assaults, and outflanking. At that time, great military generals such as Wei Qing and Huo

Qubing expanded the national territory and kept the Hsiung-nu tribes thousands of miles away.

The landscape along this route that connects the Central Plain Area with the western regions is a unique
charm in Chinese art and culture. Guanshan Mountain, which roughly divides China into two parts

in geography, as well as in culture (farming and nomadic), has been portrayed by countless poets as

a symbol for far and sublime that represents warfare. The sense of sublime has also been reflected in

the landscape paintings of Guan Tong, a painter of the Later Liang Dynasty in the Five Dynasties and
Ten Kingdoms period. As a student of Jing Hao who was the leading pioneer of the northern landscape
painting school, Guan Tong surpassed his teacher in style and legacy. His masterpiece, the Travelling in
Mountains, has long been intimidated and profoundly affected China’s landscape aesthetic of towering
peaks, steep valleys, dangerous paths, and desolate landscapes. The sublime expressed in Guan Tong’s
paintings contrasts the beauty depicted in Tao Yuanming’s Peach Blossom Spring characterized for peace

and tranquility, yet the both two coexist and influence the Chinese culture.

Finally, my fourth route climbs from the Weihe Valley to Mount Taibai, the main peak of the Qinling
Mountains, which ranges in elevation from 500 meters to 3,750 meters. The mystery and richness of

the landscape is evident walking along the Tangyu Valley, a major valley of Mount Taibai. It is said that
the spring water here can heal people and all the found plants are therapeutic. The top of the mountain
was covered with large areas of snowy glaciers and ice, forming a completely different landscape from
the basins and plains. Cities nestled in the Central Plain Basin can be panoramically viewed from this
vantage point — Mount Taibai is worthy of its name of the “Mountain of Dunwu” (mountain of richness)
by The Book of Documents'™ or the “Mountain of Taiyi” (mountain of mystery) by The Book of Han"". It
is said that famous Chinese physicians Qibo and Sun Simiao lived here for years to study the properties
of herbs. In my personally opinion, Mount Taibai is the archetype of Mount Kunlun, the legendary Taoist
site: it rises so high that can only be accessible by gods, and it offers the medicine of immortality. The
Zhou, the Qin, and their descendants understand that the snow-covered Mount Taibai was a fairyland
that contains all the desires of human world. Thus, Mount Taibai, or the Kunlun Wonderland, perfectly

represents both the religious ideals and worldly desires.

It is precisely because of how the Zhou and Qin people explored and envisioned this landscape at the
foot of Mount Qishan, both physically as settlements and spiritually as a wonderland, their expression
of the ideal landscape model emerged and developed into an ideal territorial image of “kingdom in the
center,” as well as the poetic representation of the sublime landscape and the Kunlun Wonderland. Their
observation and experience of this landscape in this significant period has greatly fostered and shaped

China’s social and cultural identity and made it thriving. LAF
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