
 1 

 

 
China Through the Ages 

 
 

                          In this unit, you will learn about:         Pages: 
 

1. The Qin Dynasty……………..…. 2 - 8 

2. Oracle Bones ………….…………… 9  

3. The Great Wall ………………….10 - 14 

4. The Terracotta Army ……..… 15 - 16 

5. The Silk Road ……………………. 17- 20 

6. The Opium Wars …………….. 21 - 22 

7. The Zodiak ………………………. 23- 25 

 
 

The skills you are going to develop, are:  

Describing, explaining, evaluating, comparing and researching.  

 
 

 

 



 2 

Introduction 
 

China, like most countries in the world, did not always look the way it does today.  

 

Ancient China was one of 

the oldest civilizations in the 

history of the world. The 

history of Ancient China can 

be traced back over 4,000 

years.  

 

Located on the eastern part 

of the continent of Asia, 

today China has the 

greatest population of any 

country in the world. 

 

Throughout history, China 

was actually made up of 

different kingdoms, led by 

different families of rulers 

called Dynasties. Only in more recent history, was the country united and as big as it is today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fun Facts about Ancient China 
• The Last Emperor of China, Puyi, became ruler when he was only 3 years old. 

• The Chinese have used chopsticks to eat with for over 4,000 years. 

• They invented the printing press. 

• Two major rivers played a role in Ancient China: the Yellow River and the Yangtze River. The 
Yangtze is the third longest river in the world and the Yellow the sixth. 

• In China the dragon is a symbol of good luck, power, and strength. The dragon was often the 
symbol of the Emperor. 

• The Ancient Chinese were the first people to drink tea. At first it was mainly used for medicine. 

• Although many people spoke different types of Chinese, the written language was the same 
making reading and writing very important to the Empire. 

• The biggest festival of the year was the New Year celebration. Everyone took time off and 
celebrated during this time. 

• According to legend, silk was discovered in a garden in 2700 BC by the wife of Emperor. 
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Dynasties of Ancient China 
 
Throughout most of China's history it was ruled by powerful families called dynasties. 
Dynasty means rulers of the same family who rule for generations to come. 

It also means an era during which that family ruled. Several dynasties ruled China for 

over 3000 years. The first dynasty was the Shang and the last was the Qing. 
 
 

1. Read through the following information about each Dynasty. 
 
https://www.historyforkids.net/ancient-china/dynasties-of-china.html 
 

2. Pick one you think is the most interesting. Write down: 

• Its name 

• When it was 

• Describe what happened during it 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Next, watch the video and answer the questions: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tpy5BMhMYYw 
 

3. How did the first Dynasty come about? 

4. What allowed the Chinese to make better tools and weapons, that could be 

produced on a large scale? 

5. What shape was the first money made in? 

6. Who was Confucius and what did he believe in? 

7. In what ways was the Qin dynasty successful and why? 
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1. The Qin Dynasty 
 

 
The Qin Dynasty began in 221 B.C. It ended in 207 B.C. It was the first Imperial Dynasty 

of Ancient Chinese history, meaning the first with an emperor as ruler. 

 
 
The Qin Dynasty covered about 1/3 of 

today’s China. Can you see or hear the 

connection between the word ‘Qin’ and the 

modern day name for the same country 

‘China’? 

 

1. Explain where China gets its name from. 

Copy and complete: 

“China is called this because _____” 

 

 

 
 

Who was the first Emperor of China? 
 

This is Emperor Qin. He called himself the first Emperor of China.  

 

Early Life 

Prince Zheng was born in 259 BC. His father was king of the Qin state. At 

the time Zheng was born, China was divided up into 7 major states. These 

states fought each other all the time. This is why historians call this time in 

Chinese history the Warring States period. 

 

Growing up as a prince, Zheng was well educated. He learned about China's history and about war.  

 

Becoming King 

When Zheng was just thirteen years old his father died. Zheng was now king at a very young age. 

For the first several years, a regent helped him to rule the land, but by the time he was 22, King 

Zheng took full control. He was very ambitious. He wanted to conquer the other Chinese states 

and unite China under one rule. 
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Uniting China and Becoming Emperor 

Once he had complete control of the state of Qin, King 

Zheng set out to conquer the other six Chinese states. 

He took them on one by one.  

 

Now King Zheng was leader of all of China. He 

declared himself emperor and changed his name to 

Shi Huang, which meant "first emperor". 

 

 

 

Organizing the Empire 

Qin Shi Huang did a lot to organize his new empire. He wanted it to run smoothly for 

thousands of years. He established reforms (changes) in many areas including: 

§ Government - Emperor Qin did not want the conquered 

states to think of themselves as independent nations. He 

divided the country into administrative units. There were 36 

"commanderies" which were further divided into districts and 

counties. He also declared that government positions would 

be appointed according to people's abilities. 

§ Economy - Emperor Qin also unified China by establishing a 

common currency (money) and standard units of measure. 

With everyone using the same money and measurements, the economy ran much 

smoother. 

§ Writing - Another important reform was a standard way of writing. There were many 

ways of writing in China at the time. Under Emperor Qin, everyone was required to 

teach and use the same type of writing. 

§ Construction - Emperor Qin made improvements to the infrastructure of China. He had 

a vast network of roads and canals built throughout the country. This helped to improve 

trade and travel. He also began the building of the Great Wall of China. He had many of 

the existing walls throughout the country connected to form a long wall that would 

protect China from the invaders to the north. 

Watch:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch
?v=BZeLvk0pEAA 
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A Tyrant 

Although Emperor Qin was a skilled leader, he 

also was a tyrant/dictator. He outlawed most 

forms of religion requiring people to be loyal and 

obedient only to the government. He also ordered 

that most of the existing books be burned. He 

wanted history to begin with his rule and the Qin 

dynasty. Those scholars who did not bring their 

books to be burned were killed. 

Emperor Qin also had a network of spies working for him. His spies were rewarded very well 

(money, houses, positions of power). 

 

Building a Tomb 

Today Qin Shi Huang may be most famous for his tomb. 

He had over 700,000 workers constructing his tomb 

throughout his life. They built a vast terracotta army of 

8,000 soldiers, horses, and chariots that he thought 

would protect him in the afterlife. We will learn more 

about this later.  

 

Death 

Qin Shi Huang died while traveling on a tour of Eastern China in 210 BC. His second son, 

Huhai, was on the trip with him. He wanted to become emperor, so he hid his father's death 

and forged a letter from his father to his older brother telling him to commit suicide. After 

his brother killed himself, Huhai became emperor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Did you 
know? 

Interesting Facts about Emperor Qin 

• He was obsessed with trying to live forever. He had his best 

scientists work on finding an elixir of immortality that would 

enable him to never die. 

• Emperor Qin thought his family would rule China for thousands of 

years. However, the empire collapsed only three years after his 

death. 

• Some documents indicate that he was the son of a lowly merchant 

and not the son of the King of Qin. 
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  Profile CHALLENGE! 
 
   Create a Facebook or Instagram page for the first Emperor of China, Emperor Qin.  
 

1. Start by adding your own full name in the blank space at the top. 

2. On the description lines: When and where were you born? What is your job? Where do 

you live? (use the Kingdom’s name) 

3. Add a profile picture!  

4. Start posting pictures! Remember to start with the earliest pictures at the bottom. 

Under each picture, remember to add a short caption explaining what’s going on. 

You might want to include:  

• What happened in your early life? 

• Who are your friends? Who are your enemies?  

• What are the achievements you are most proud of? (#blessed) 

• What are you worried about? (#stressed) 

 

Use colours, hashtags and emojis – but make sure to keep it accurate! Be creative and have 

fun!  
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2.  Oracle Bones 
 
 
Do you think anyone can tell the future? Do you believe in magic? 

 

The earliest written sources that tell us about Chinese history are 

so-called “oracle bones”. A fortune-teller would carve (later, 

paint) symbols on bits of ox or turtle bones, then put them in a 

fire until the bone cracked, and then interpret the direction of the 

crack through their symbols to predict the future. Eventually, the 

symbols became words and a recognizable Chinese script was 

developed from this. 

 

Most of the oracle bones discovered come from the Shang Dynasty 

but some from the Zhou Dynasty (1046-226 BC). These oracle bone 

primary sources are extremely important to historians, because they 

tell us about what hopes, desires and fears the ancient Chinese had.  

People relied on these fortune-tellers to help them make decisions 

about many choices in their lives from matchmaking to having 

children, to travel and financial decisions, and even going to war. 

People used fortune-tellers back then the same way they check their 

horoscopes in modern newspapers or the internet today to see what the day holds in 

store. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Make your own Oracle Bones 

 
   We are going to create our own fortune telling “bones” – of course, not using real bone.  

 

1. Think about what question would be important to you – what would you want to find out 
about? Write potential questions in your jotter and decide on one. 

2. Using either the Chinese Mandarin Alphabet (the modern alphabet used in China today) or 
creating your own symbols, draw your question out on paper.  

3. Once you are happy with your final question, collect your “bone” from the teacher and have 
a go at writing on your oracle question! 

Watch::https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=xq0iooWcfk0 
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3.   The Great Wall 
 
One of the greatest fears of Chinese rulers that they often used oracle bones for, was the 

threat of invasion from other tribes and peoples living outside of their kingdom.  

 

What is one way to keep people out of your kingdom? Build a massive wall of course! 

That is exactly what the Emperors of China decided to do.  

 

The beginning of the Great Wall of China 

can be traced to the fifth century B.C., 

however many of the fortifications 

included in the wall are from hundreds of 

years earlier, when China was divided 

into a number of individual kingdoms 

during the ‘Warring States Period’. 

 

The Great Wall of China was built over 2,000 years ago, by Qin Shi Huangdi, the first 

emperor of China during the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C - 206 B.C.). In Chinese the wall is called 

"Wan-Li Qang-Qeng" which means 10,000-Li Long Wall.  

 

After conquering and uniting China from seven 

Warring States, the Emperor connected and 

extended four old fortification walls along the north 

of China. Armies were stationed along the wall as a 

first line of defense against the invading nomadic 

tribes north of China (also called the Huns – see 

picture on the right). Signal fires from the Wall 

provided early warning of an attack. 

 

 

The Great Wall is one of the largest building construction projects ever completed. It 

stretches across the mountains of northern China. It is constructed of bricks, rocks and 

packed-earth. It was over 5,000 km long – that’s the same distance as if you were to walk 

from Edinburgh to the center of Africa!. Its thickness ranged from about 4.5 to 9 meters (15 

to 30 feet) and was up to 7.5 meters (25 feet) tall. 

 

Watch:::https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=23oHqNEqRyo 
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During the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), the Great Wall was enlarged and had 

watch-towers and cannons added. Today, historians have 

added up natural defences along the wall (such as 

mountains) with actual wall, and found in total 

it was 21,196 km long  

 

Today it is Perhaps the most recognizable 

symbol of China and its long history. Though the 

Great Wall never effectively prevented invaders from 

entering China, it became a powerful symbol of the Chinese 

civilization’s strength. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When Emperor Qin Shi Huang ordered construction of the Great 

Wall, the labor force that built the wall was made up largely of 

soldiers and prisoners. It is said that as many as 400,000 people 

died during the wall's construction; many of these workers were 

buried within the wall itself. 

 

Did you 
know? 

 
    Design Challenge:  Build your own Great wall! 
 

For this, use the map and building material information sheet. 

You are an engineer tasked by the First Emperor to design and build the Great Wall. You must 
use the materials available to you to think strategically and build a wall protecting your Empire. 
Either draw this wall on the map you receive or on a piece of paper. Neatly label materials used 
on the wall using arrows, and make sure to say how much money you are spending on what! 

 

Think about…  

• What are vulnerable spots or important sites in the area                                               
you would want to protect?  

• You may want to use natural defenses available to you. 

• What materials are the strongest?                                                                                   
Where would you want to place what type of defense? 

• If you were the Huns, where would you want to attack? 

 

                   Good luck engineers! 
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Building Material information  
 

You have been given 100 copper coins by the Emperor to 

spend on building your wall. Do not go over your budget, or a 

terrible fate will await you…  

 

(1 tonne = the weight of a small car) 

 

Material Description Price 

Bricks These are made from clay and baked in kiln ovens for up to 9 hours. 

This makes them extremely strong.  

20 coins per 

tonne 

Stones 

 

Large stones can be cut from mountains and quarries and are very 

strong, but are heavy to transport. 

10 coins per 

tonne 

Rubble Rammed earth and smaller rocks are cheap but crumble more easily.  

 

2 coins per 

tonne 

Sticky rice Used as mortar to glue together the bricks or stones. Some say this 

is the secret ingredient to a strong wall! 

5 coins per 

tonne 

Peasants to 

feed the 

labourers 

 

Somebody needs to feed the labourers working on the wall and 

soldiers. If not, they might starve or revolt. 

 

5 coins per 

10 peasants 

Horses and 

camels 

The building materials for the wall need to be to transported. 1 coin per 

10 animals 

Guard 

Towers 

The wall needs guard towers to keep a watch over the dangerous 

Nomadic tribes across the border. 

    20 coins 

Criminals 

 

The criminals were forced into labor as punishment. Their hair would 

be shaved off and made to wear iron rings. 

Free 

Soldiers Soldiers need to man the wall to keep the criminals in line, help with 

building and fight off any potential attacks. 

1 coin per 5 

soldiers 

Officers These make sure the soldiers and criminals are behaving and 

working as hard as they should be. Without them, there might be 

chaos.  

5 coins per 

officer 
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Where would you build your wall? Remember to use natural defenses too! 

Map of Qin China 
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How successful was the great wall? 
 

Historians agree that the Great Wall is one of the largest building 

works ever created, but was it successful in keeping the invaders 

out? Let’s read the sources below, both by historians, to find out. 

 

 

Source A 

The biggest threat to the Chinese came from their northern neighbors: Nomadic tribes. The 

harsh environment they lived in produced enough for their people to survive, but not much else. 

These northerners envied the goods and luxuries enjoyed by their southern neighbors, such as 

fine silks and a wider variety foods farmed. 

 

There were often violent raids by these tribes. However, Chinese troops along the wall also had 

friendly contact with the nomads. Chinese border guards sometimes went against the rules by 

trading with their enemies. In extreme situations, soldiers even openly worked together with them. 

 

 

Source B 

The tribes in the north of China were not as advanced in terms of their military or culture, and 

therefore looted China whenever possible to steal the luxuries and riches of their southern 

neighbours. This is one reason why the Chinese built the Great Wall. 
 

However, another argument is that the Great Wall was nothing more than an ambitious project 

designed by a vain emperor. The Great Wall was supposed to show the world how superior 

China was. It made a clear divide between civilized people and barbarians. Similar examples can 

also be found in Europe (For example, Hadrian’s Wall in northern England had the same purpose 

– to divide the civilized Roman world from ‘barbarians’ in Scotland). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Challenge  
 

1. Compare sources A and B.   Copy and complete the answer below:  

• Overall, the sources agree/disagree (pick one) about ________________ . 

• Both sources agree/disagree about _______________ as Source B says “__________” and 

Source C agrees/disagrees                                                                                                          

as it says _________”.                                 
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4. The Terracotta Army 
 

What happens after death? Is there a restful paradise? An eternal torment? A rebirth? Or 

maybe just nothing? 

 

The first Chinese emperor thought that whatever happens after death, he better bring an 

army. We know that because around 40 years ago, farmers digging a well near their village 

stumbled upon one of the most important finds 

in history: vast underground chambers 

surrounding that emperor's tomb, and 

containing more than 8,000 life-size clay 

soldiers ready for battle. 

 
The story of the underground army begins with 

Ying Zheng, who became the king of the Qin 

state at the age of 13 in 246 BC. Ambitious and 

ruthless, he became Qin Shi Huangdi, the first 

emperor of China after uniting its seven warring kingdoms. 

 

His reign saw many historic accomplishments, including a universal system of weights and 

measures, a single standardized writing script for all of China, and beginning building the 

Great Wall. However, he was also obsessed with his mortality. He spent his last years 

desperately employing alchemists and sending out expeditions in search of elixirs of life that 

would help him achieve immortality. 

 

As early as the first year of his reign, he began the construction of a massive underground 

tomb filled with monuments, artifacts, and a life sized army to accompany him into the next 

world. This magnificent army is still standing in 

precise battle formation, containing 6,000 

soldiers, 130 war chariots and over 600 horses. 

In addition, nearby chambers contain figures of 

musicians and acrobats, workers and 

government officials, and various exotic 

animals, indicating that Emperor Qin had more 

plans for the afterlife than simply waging war.  

 

Watch:::https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=mP5p4QbvPtc 
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All the figures were sculpted from terracotta clay. To 

construct them, many workshops and over 720,000 

laborers were commandeered by the emperor, including 

artists who molded each body part separately to 

construct statues as individual as the real warriors in the 

emperor's army. They feature different weapons and 

uniforms, distinct hairstyles and expressions, and even 

unique ears. Originally, each warrior was painted in 

bright colors, but their exposure to air caused the paint to disappear. 

 

It is for this reason that another chamber less than a mile away has not been excavated. 

This is the actual tomb of Qin Shi Huangdi, rumoured to contain palaces, precious stones and 

artifacts, and even rivers of mercury flowing through mountains of bronze. Until a way can 

be found to expose it without damaging the treasures inside, the tomb remains sealed.  

 
What do you think we might one day find in this tomb? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

     Challenge  
 

1. Explain why the first Emperor wanted to create an underground tomb and life sized army. 
 

Lay your answer out like this: 

“The first Emperor wanted to create an underground                                                       
tomb and life sized army because ____________”. 

 
 

2. Describe what the farmers who discovered the tomb found.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What would you want to take with you to an afterlife?  

Write a list of things you would want to take with you.                                                              
Extra challenge: Draw them! 
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5.  The Silk Road 
 

 

The Silk Road was a trade route 

that went from China to Eastern 

Europe. It went along the northern 

borders of China, India, and Persia 

and ended up in Eastern Europe 

near today's Turkey and the 

Mediterranean Sea. 

 

 

Why was the Silk Road important? 

 

The Silk Road was important because it helped to create trade between many different 

kingdoms and empires. This helped for ideas, culture, inventions, and unique products to 

spread across much of the settled world. 

 

Why is it called the Silk Road? 

 

It was called the Silk Road because one of the major products traded 

was silk cloth from China. People throughout Asia and Europe prized 

Chinese silk for its softness and luxury. The Chinese sold silk for 

thousands of years and even the Romans called China the "land of silk". 

 

What goods were traded? 

 

Besides silk, the Chinese also exported (sold) teas, salt, sugar, 

porcelain, and spices to Europe. Most of what was traded was 

expensive luxury goods. This was because it was a long trip and 

merchants didn't have a lot of room for goods. They imported, or 

bought, goods like cotton, ivory, wool, gold, and silver.   

 

How did they travel? 

 

Merchants and tradesmen traveled 

in large caravans. They would have 

many guards with them. Traveling in a big group like a caravan helped in defending from 

  

Watch: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vn3e37VWc0k 
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bandits. Camels were popular animals for transport because much of the road was through 

dry and harsh land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Marco Polo was a traveller and merchant born in 1254 in Venice. Being born into a 

merchant family, Macro travelled a lot along with his father and uncle and learnt the art 

of trade. His father and uncle had travelled through Asia and met 

the Mongol ruler Kublai Khan. After their return to Venice, the 

three of them embarked on a journey to Asia, and only returned 

after 24 years. During this journey, Marco encountered many 

problems and great adventures. It took him four years to reach 

China, and he spent almost 23 years in different parts of China and 

other Asian countries. 

 

 

• It was over 4,000 miles long. 

• Not all that was traded along the Silk Road was good. It is thought 
that the bubonic plague, or Black Death, traveled to Europe from the 
Silk Road. 

• Very few merchants traveled along the entire route. Goods were 
traded at many cities and trade posts along the way. 

• There wasn't just one route, but many routes. Some were shorter, 
but more dangerous. Others took longer, but were safer. 

 

Did you 
know? 
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   Challenges  
 

1. Evaluate the Usefulness of Source A.   
 
Copy and complete the sentences below: 
 
Source A is partly useful.  
 

The source was written by __________. This makes it useful/not useful because_______. 

The source was written in _______. This makes it useful/not useful because_________. 

The source states “___________” and this is useful/not useful because it matches/does 
not match my knowledge.  

 

The Gobi Desert 

The Gobi Desert is a large desert in the center of Asia. It is also                                                              

the location of several important cities along the Silk Road. 

 

In the 13th century Marco Polo published a book about his travels, writing about this desert: 

 

Source A 

“It is reported to be so long that it would take a year to go from end to end; and at the 

narrowest point it takes a month to cross it. It consists entirely of mountains and sands and 

valleys. There is nothing at all to eat. We endured a lot of hardship to cross it.” 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Author:  

Are they an eye-witness?  

Or are they an expert on the topic? 

Date: Is it from the time?  

Or is from recently, giving 
it the benefit of hindsight? 
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2. Collect the map of the Silk Road from your teacher. (If you are doing this at home, roughly 
trace the outline of the countries onto a piece of paper.) 

 

     Add the following to your map: 

• The countries/empires through which the road passed. 

• Using a colour, roughly draw the silk road. 

• What goods travelled each way. Show this using arrows. You may want to add little 
illustrations (page 15 could help).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

3. Pick your challenges!  How many points can you get? 
  

1 point 2 points 3 points 

 
 

Describe what the 
Silk Road was. 

Explain why merchants used 
the Silk Road. 

 
Lay your answer out like this: 

“Merchants from ________ used 
the Silk Road because they 

wanted to buy ______. 

What do you think was the greatest 
difficulty that those using the Silk 

Road, faced? 
 

Explain your answer using 
‘because’. 

 
 

Describe who Marco 
Polo was. 

 
Create a poster advertising 

the Silk Road to merchants at 
the time. 

Include: What it is, why it is 
so useful, and what can be 

traded. Use illustrations and 
max. 20 words! 

 
Write an imaginary diary entry by 

Marco Polo on his adventures. 
 

Try to include some of your knowledge 
about China around this time! You may 

use your device for extra research. 
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6. The  Opium Wars 
 
 

 
  

 

         

 

      Do you like drinking tea? Did you know that our love for tea once caused wars, death and 

terrible addictions? 

 

That is what happened in China during the 1800s. Britain for hundreds of years, had enjoyed 

buying tea from China. During the Qing Dynasty, China exported many goods to European 

countries including tea, silk, and porcelain. However, the Chinese did not want to buy (import) 

much from the British merchants. This was a recipe for disaster. 

 

In order to create a new market in China, British 

traders with the British East India Company 

started to import opium into China. Opium is a 

very addictive drug and was illegal in China. 

However, as more and more Chinese became 

addicted to opium, the demand for it grew 

massively and British traders began to make a lot 

of money selling opium to China. 

 

The Chinese government didn't want opium in China. Too many people were becoming addicted 

to the drug. In 1839, they decided to put an end to the illegal opium trade. They first sent a letter 

to the British government asking them to stop the traders. When the traders continued to sell the 

drug, the Chinese seized over 20,000 chests of opium from British traders. Soon, fighting broke 

out between the two sides and the First Opium 

War began. 

 

The British won the Opium Wars. In 1860, the 

Chinese agreed to sign a treaty with Britain and 

France. The treaty legalized the opium trade, 

forced China to pay France and Britain reparations 

(sums of money), and opened a new trade port. 

Key words: 
Export = to send goods to 
another country for sale. 

 
Import = to bring goods into a 
country from abroad for sale. 

  

Watch: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0dfe7ct3Xvs 
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     Challenges   
 

1. Explain why the British wanted to get the Chinese                                                             

addicted to Opium. 

 

2. Describe what the Chinese government did to stop the illegal Opium trade.  

 

 

 

 

 

   

Once you are done: 

3. You are the Chinese Emperor. Write a letter to the British government about the impact of 

Opium. (You might want to start with: “Dear British Government, I am writing to you 

because of the Opium Crisis in China. ….”) 
 

Include:     

• What does Britain import from China?  

• What is the problem with Opium – what impact is it having on Chinese people? 

• What could be a solution for this problem?  

 

     Bronze          Silver Gold 

1 piece of 
information per 
point 

2 pieces of info 
per point 

3 pieces of info 

Include additional relevant 
information about China  
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7.   The Zodiak 
 

Chinese history and culture is important in the UK today. Not 

only do we love Chinese food and have much of our clothing, 

toys and electronics made there, many of us also believe in 

the ‘Zodiak’ – our star signs.  

 
What's your sign? 

In Western astrology, it's 

a constellation determined 

by when your birthday 

falls in the calendar. 

 

But according to the 

Chinese zodiac, or 

shēngxiào, 

it's your shǔxiàng, 

meaning the animal assigned to your birth year. 

 

And of the many myths explaining these animal signs and their arrangement, the most 

enduring one is that of the Great Race. 

 

The Great Race Myth 
 

As the story goes, Yù Dì, or Jade Emperor, Ruler of the Heavens, 

wanted to devise a way to measure time, so he organized a race. The 

first twelve animals to make it across the river would earn a spot on 

the zodiac calendar in the order they arrived.  

 

The rat rose with the sun to get an early start, but on the way to the 

river, he met the horse, the tiger, and the ox. Because the rat was 

small and couldn't swim very well, he asked the bigger animals for 

help. While the tiger and horse refused, the kind-hearted ox agreed 

to carry the rat across. Yet, just as they were about to reach the other side, the rat jumped 

off the ox's head and secured first place. The ox came in second, with the powerful tiger 

right behind him. The rabbit, too small to battle the current, nimbly hopped across stones 

and logs to come in fourth. Next came the dragon, who could have flown directly across, but 

stopped to help some creatures she had encountered on the way. After her came the horse, 

Key word 
Culture =  the art, ideas, 

customs, and social behaviour 
of a society. 

 

Watch:::https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=may2s9j4RLk 
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galloping across the river. But just as she got across, the snake slithered by. The startled 

horse reared back, letting the snake sneak into sixth place. 

The Jade Emperor looked out at the river and spotted the sheep, the monkey, and the 

rooster all on top of a raft, working together to push it through the weeds. When they made 

it across, the trio agreed to give eighth place to the sheep, who had been the most 

comforting and harmonious of them, followed by the monkey and the rooster. Next came the 

dog, scrambling onto the shore. He was a great swimmer, but frolicked in the water for so 

long that he only managed to come in eleventh. The final spot was claimed by the pig,who 

had gotten hungry and stopped to eat and nap before finally waddling across the finish line. 

And so, each year is associated with 

one of the animals in this order, with 

the cycle starting over every 60 years.  

 

Why 60 years and not twelve? The 

traditional Chinese calendar is made 

up of two overlapping systems. The 

animals of the zodiac are linked with 

what's called the Twelve Earthly 

Branches. Another system, the Ten 

Heavenly Stems is linked with the five 

elements of metal, wood, water, fire and earth. Each element is assigned yīn or yáng, 

creating a ten-year cycle. 

 

When the twelve animals of the Earthly Branches are matched with the five elements 

plus the yīn or the yáng of the Heavenly Stems, it creates 60 years of different combinations. 

So someone born in 1980 would have the sign of yáng metal monkey, while someone born in 

2007 would be yīn fire pig. 

 

In fact, you can also have an inner animal based on your birth month, a true animal based on 

your birth date, and a secret animal based on your birth hour. It was the great race that 

supposedly determined which animals were included in the Chinese zodiac, but as the system 

spread through Asia, other cultures made changes to reflect their communities. So if you 

consult the Vietnamese zodiac, you may discover that you're a cat, not a rabbit, and if 

you're in Thailand, a mythical snake called a Naga replaces the dragon. So whether or not 

you believe in what the zodiac says about you as an individual, it certainly reveals much 

about the culture it comes from. 
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Challenges 
 
 

1. To find out your sign, go to:  
 

https://www.ducksters.com/history/china/chinese_calendar.php 
 
Write down: 
 

A) Your animal. 

B) What according to the Zodiak, your personality is. 

C) Do you think this is accurate? How would you yourself describe your personality? 

D) According to the Zodiak, who you do not get along with? Can you think of any 
people in your life with those signs? 

 

2. Create a cartoon showing the Great Race myth.  
 
Take your time and be creative – use lots of colour, and if you don’t know how to draw a 
certain animal, google it. 
 

Using a ruler or straight object, copy roughly this format for your cartoon: 

 

  

(Add your illustrations here.) 

 

(In this section of each frame, 
you can add a description of 
what is going on) 

  

 

  

    Bronze 

    

       Silver 

 

                  Gold 

• 1 sentence of description 
per frame 

• Minimum of 3 frames 

• 2 sentences per frame 
• 4 frames 
• Use several speech or 

thought bubbles  

• 3 or more sentences per 
frame 

• 5 or more frames 
• Use some Chinese terms 

  


