BUILDING A TOWN fromSHIH CHING about 500 B.C.
Confucius

Rulers of the Zhou Dynasty (about 1027–221 b.c.) extended their control of
China from the Yangtze River in the south to beyond the Huang He River in the
north. To open new lands in a frontier, a Zhou ruler would send settlers to build a
town and organize land for farming. Great value was placed in the communal
effort of town building. The poem below provides a good picture of town-building
activities. The Chinese philosopher Confucius included this poem in Shih ching (in
Chinese, the “Classic of Poetry”), the first anthology of Chinese poetry.

T H I N K T H R O U G H H I S T O RY: Drawing Conclusions
Based on this poem, what conclusions can you draw about the Chinese way of life and
values during the Zhou Dynasty?

Of old Tan-fu the duke
At coming of day galloped his horses,
Going west along the river bank
Till he came to the foot of Mount Ch’i.

Where with the lady Chiang
He came to look for a home.
The plain of Chou was very fertile,
Its celery and sowthistle sweet as rice-cakes

“Here we will make a start; here take counsel,
Here notch our tortoise.”1
It says, “Stop,” it says, “Halt.
Build houses here.”

So he halted, so he stopped,
And left and right
He drew the boundaries of big plots and little,
He opened up the ground, he counted the acres
From west to east;
Everywhere he took his task in hand.

Then he summoned his Master of Works,
Then he summoned his Master of Lands
And made them build houses
Dead straight was the plumb-line,
The planks were lashed to hold the earth;
They made the Hall of Ancestors, very venerable.

They tilted in the earth with a rattling,
They pounded it with a dull thud,
They beat the walls with a loud clang,
They pared and chiselled them with a faint p’ing, p’ing;
The hundred cubits2 all rose;
The drummers could not hold out.
They raised the outer gate;
The outer gate soared high.
They raised the inner gate;
The inner gate was very strong.
They raised the great earth-mound,
Whence excursions of war might start.

And in the time that followed they did not abate their sacrifices,
Did not let fall their high renown;
The oak forests were laid low,
Roads were opened up.
The K’un tribes3 scampered away;
Oh, how they panted!

Source: Excerpt from Shih Ching (The Book of Songs), compiled by Confucius,
translated by Arthur Waley (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1937). Copyright © 1937
by Arthur Waley. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc.
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