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Lesson One - Ancient China’s Geography  

6.30 Identify and locate on a map the geographical features of China, including the Huang He (Yellow) River, 
Plateau of Tibet, and Gobi Desert. 
6.32 Explain how the regions of China are isolated by geographic features, making governance and the spread 
of ideas and goods difficult, and served to isolate the country from the rest of the world.  

Ancient China 
Ancient China was located in the eastern portion of Asia. Over time (as shown in the maps on this page) China has 
expanded its borders to the north, south, and west. 

Today, China covers much of the continent of Asia. It stretches more than 3,000 miles from east to west and another 
3,000 miles from north to south. This region spans between 20° and 53° latitude north and between 73° and 
134° longitude east at the most extreme points. It is the fourth largest country in the world by area and it has the 
world’s largest population. 

China has almost 9,000 miles of coastline and touches the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea, and the South China Sea. 
China shares borders with 14 countries, including North Korea, India, Pakistan, Vietnam, and Mongolia—its largest 
shared border. Its climate is greatly affected by the seasonal movement of air from the Pacific Ocean. Cold polar 
winds from the north create winter, and warm tropical winds create summer. Because China’s geography includes 
such a large region, the weather changes greatly between coastal cities and regions in the mountains. Its climate is 
also impacted by latitude. In general, the lower latitudes are warmer and wetter than the regions further north. 

As in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus River Valley, the earliest civilizations in China emerged along rivers. The 
eastern and central plains regions are located between China’s two most important rivers: The Chang Jiang and 
Huang He. The Chang Jiang (chang jyahng) River, also known as the Yangtze (yahng say) River, is the longest river in 
Asia. To its north lies the Huang He (hwang huh) River, also known as the Yellow River. The common flooding of 
the Huang He River has caused great destruction throughout the river’s history. Because of this, the Huang He is 
also known as the River of Sorrow. 

Despite the destruction caused by its flooding, the Huang He also was a source of life for ancient China. The flooding 
river waters left behind silt that created rich soil, well-suited for agriculture. The rivers also provided fresh water for 
human and animal consumption, as well as for irrigation. Together, the fertile soil and the fresh water served 
combined to make the river valleys the center of early Chinese civilizations and cities. 

China’s Great Deserts 

Ancient China was bordered by two of the world’s largest deserts: the Gobi Desert to the north and northwest and 
the Takla Makan Desert to the west. These two deserts helped to protect China from outside invaders, but they also 
limited Chinese expansion. 

The Gobi Desert stretches across the northern portion of modern China and the southern part of modern Mongolia. 
Although some of the Gobi Desert is sand, most of it is made up of bare rock. Today, vehicles can drive across the 
rock, but in ancient times, travel through the desert was more difficult, so most people avoided it. For the most part, 
those who crossed the desert were traders, who traveled by camel in large caravans. 

The Takla Makan Desert is located in western China. It has a milder climate than the Gobi, and there are some water 
sources and areas of vegetation. However, the size of the desert and its large dunes still limited travel. 

These two deserts provided China with a natural defense against outside forces. Invaders could not invade a region 
using camels; they needed horses, and travel with horses through the deserts was difficult. However, while the deserts 
provided a barrier against invasion, they also limited Chinese expansion. Rulers could not invade other lands across 
the desert, and the harsh environment limited even peaceful expansion into these regions. This restrained the size 
of China’s empire. 

The Himalayas 

Asia is home to several vast mountain ranges. Several of these mountain ranges surrounded ancient China. The 
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Taihang, Qinling (chin ling), and Nanling Mountains provided a border for the eastern and central plains of China, 
nearly surrounding the plains region. These mountains provided the early Chinese with protection from invaders. 

As the Chinese expanded from the eastern and central plains, they found other mountain ranges that were too 
challenging to cross. In order for the Chinese to expand their borders by settlement or by conquest, they often had to 
find ways around the various mountain ranges. The Chinese were very successful at this, until they came to the 
Himalayan Mountains. 

The Himalayan Mountains constitute the world’s highest mountain range. Mount Everest in the Himalayan 
Mountains is the world’s highest mountain, with an elevation of approximately 29,000 feet. Today, 
the Himalayas serve as the geographic border between India and China. The mountain range is also home to the 
countries of Nepal and Bhutan. 

When the ancient Chinese came to the Himalayas, they were neither equipped to go through the mountains nor 
around them. This kept the Chinese from expanding their civilization even farther southwest. Just as the Himalayan 
Mountains kept the Chinese from expanding southward, they also kept other kingdoms on the Indian subcontinent 
from expanding into China. 

Geography Influences Development 

The geography of ancient China played an important role in the creation of its cities, its defense from foreign 
invaders, and its struggle to expand its borders. It also impacted China’s ability to trade and communicate with other 
civilizations. 

The same geographic elements that protected China from outside forces also made trade by overland routes 
extremely difficult. Travel across the deserts and through the mountains was dangerous. Routes that took travelers 
around these barriers often brought them closer to the nomadic tribes of the north. Trade caravans were often 
attacked and robbed. 

Because of the difficulty in traveling by land, merchants and traders increasingly turned to sea routes. Sea travel 
could also be dangerous. Because of this, most of the sea routes usually did not span across large amounts of open 
water, but instead stayed close to the shoreline. This limited the areas where the Chinese could trade. 

Cultural exchanges were also limited by ancient China’s geographical barriers. Because their travel was narrowed, 
Chinese people tended to have limited interactions with other people and cultures. In this way, geography also played 
a role in the development of Chinese culture. 

The geography of China is varied and unique. The rivers, mountains, and deserts that are found in and around China 
greatly influenced the creation and growth of China’s earliest civilizations. 

Answer the following questions using the article. 
Describe the evolution of the territory of China. 
 
 
What is China like today? 
 
What are the names of China’s two rivers? 
 
Why is the Yellow River known as the “River of Sorrows” 
 
 
Where did the first civilization emerge in ancient China and why did it emerge there? 
 
 
What are the names of China’s two deserts? 
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How did these deserts benefit ancient China? 
 
 
How did these deserts negatively impact ancient China? 
 
 
What are the names of the three mountain ranges in Asia that surrounded China? 
 
How did these mountains benefit ancient China? 
 
 
How did these mountains negatively impact ancient China? 
 
 
How did China’s geography impact trade? 
 
 
How did China’s geography impact their culture? 
 
 
How did these mountains negatively impact ancient China? 
 
 
How did these mountains negatively impact ancient China? 
 
 

Watch, “Geography of China” 
Collect evidence that supports the statement that the Gupta Empire was the Golden Age of India. 
What are two important factors that limited China’s contact with outsiders? 
 
 
Fill in the chart below by writing in the correct term. 

Term Definition 
 Forms part of China’s natural barrier to the west 
 The Largest mountain range in the world that forms 

the natural barrier between China and India 
 Vast desert that streches from Mongolia into China 

and forms the natural barrier to the north of China 
 The natural barrier to the east of China 
 River known as the River of Sorrow 
 The other major river in China 
How did China’s geography both help and hurt its development? 
Help - 
Hurt - 

China Map Activity 
Fill in the following map with China’s key geographic features. Use the maps on the Weebly to assist you. 

1.) Label the countries of China and India 
2.) Draw triangles and label the Himalayas 
3.) Label the areas of the Gobi Desert and Plateau of Tibet 
4.) Draw and label the Yellow river and the Yangtze River 
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Respond 
Explain how the regions of China are isolated by geographic features, making governance and the spread of 

ideas and goods difficult, and served to isolate the country from the rest of the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


