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The Formation of the Cities (Royal Capitals)
in the Early Dynasties of China

Kiyotaka NISHIE*

In this study, the formation process of ancient city in China will be considered from its earliest
state, based on the evidences from archaeological discoveries and historical literatures. Firstly, the
archaeological understanding about “Early City”, the large settlement evolved as a center of the
regional society in the Late Neolithic Period, will be summarized. Then, the structure of the royal
capitals of the succeeding Zhongyuan Dynasties (H 2 T-8) (Xia, Shang, Western Zhou) will be
discussed with the understandings of the earlier cities. The summary of conclusions for the seven

topics discussed in this paper are as follow.

1 The fall of the regional societies in the Late Neolithic Period, and the formation of
Zhongyuan Dynasties

i) The equitable interregional relationship (“Mesh networking” like structure) in the Late
Neolithic Period was restructured into a radial center-periphery relationship (i.e. “Star network™
like structure) through the formation process of Zhongyuan Dynasties (i.e. Xia, Yin, Western Zhou
dynasty) in the second millennium BC. The formation of this dynasty centered relationship
involved vast areas including both Yellow River and Yangtze River basin. However, this newly
formed interregional relationship is assumed to have had rather loose political binds.

ii) The regional society in Late Neolithic Period of Yellow River and Yangtze River basin (a
society reliant on monoculture) collapsed during this formation of Zhongyuan Dynasties. One of
the main reasons for this collapse is assumed to be related to the climatic change (4.2ka event). On
the contrary, the society of Zhongyuan region (a society reliant on diversified agriculture) seemed

to have had certain resilience against this change.

2 “Early City” in Late Neolithic Period

i) “Early City” in Late Neolithic Period was a center of the regional society, which developed
under relatively homogeneous environmental conditions.

ii) The ritual area of “Early City” was opened to the members, rather, it was a public ritual center
for gathering a large number of members to conduct ritual events.

iii) The components of the ritual center, wall, ditch and water system were constructed by

cooperative labors among the members of the region.

3 Royal capitals of Zhongyuan Dynasties

i) The royal capitals of Zhongyuan Dynasties were a place that became a center of the polities
through the reformation of interregional relationship across both the Yellow River and Yangtze
River basins.

ii) The royal capitals of Zhongyuan Dynasties were planned and constructed under political
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reasoning, which mainly occurred in a chance of war of conquest or historical events.

iii) Royal capital did not have a ritual aspect as it had in the “Early City” in the Late Neolithic
Period.

iv) The palace, “5%J&i (zongmido)” (Shrine to worship ancestries), ritual area, royal burial was
enclosed with small city walls or ditches, which was closed to the public.

v)  Construction of the outer city wall depended on their level of military tensions.

vi) The well-ordered road networks, water channels, and city zones of the royal capital imply its

character as a planned city.

4 Clusters of “ji% £ as a component of a royal capital

i) The royal capitals of Zhongyuan Dynasties were consisted of group of settlements (“Ji% &,
(zayi)” (clan-based settlement)) which each had their own daily-habitant zone, burial area,
workshop, and ancestor worshipping area.

ii) The model explaining the enlarging process of the royal capital from increasing population of
each “ji% &, encircling the palace and “5ZJ&”, is called “/i% & model”.

iii) “JZ&E had a diversified background (e.g. groups absorbed by conquest, groups subordinated
during the period of the former dynasty). These mixture of lineage and cultural backgrounds

=g b}

recognized in “ji% & demonstrates the diversity of the city’s members.

iv) The members of clan were not only living in “JZ% . within the royal capital. Some of them
lived in their homeland, and others lived in a remote area which was given through “ffz
(féngjian)” (bestowment of sovereignty (and land) to govern from the king to the feudal lord).
These subgroups of the clan were related to one another, forming the foundation of the political

system of Zhongyuan Dynasties.

5 The bond of the city residents

i) The members of “ji% 2" maintained their group as lineage by conducting rituals to worship
their ancestors.

ii) On the other hand, the bond between the royal lineage and “Ji% & was strengthened by historical
myth which explains their relationship in the ancestral period. The solidarity between the royal

=g}

lineage and % &> was also strengthened through rituals held by the royals where representatives
from the “jif & participated.

iii) “#:fE (Sheési)” (Monument to worship the land god), which was found at the Zhouyuan
archacological site (considered as one of the royal capitals of Western Zhou Dynasty), was
comprising a complex in the center of the royal capital with the palace and “>ZJ&”. Worshipping of
“$1:#8> is assumed to have gradually formed over the early dynasty period, which finally became a
foundation ritual of an ancient city by connecting the ancestral god with the land god.

iv) “#tfE” which worship the land god is different with the ancestral worship in terms of its

enhancement in the local relationship. An emergence of emphasis of the local relationship reflects

the social change that occurred at the time of the early dynasties.
6 Selection of the royal capital location in the early dynasties

i) The construction and disposing of the royal capital in the periods of Zhongyuan Dynasties

usually occurred under the change of regime or political disturbance.
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ii) The royal capital did not inherit the pre-existing economic center or transportation hub, but
was instead planned based on political reasoning.

iii) According to the historical literature from Western Zhou Dynasty, final decision of the location
for new royal capital was made by the king through an oracle. This process was regarded as a
king’s political decision.

iv) % (Luoyi), one of the three capitals of the Western Zhou Dynasty, was planned from the
very beginning as “F1[E (Zhonggud)” (country in the center of the world) to govern the “P477
(sifang)” (four surrounding regions in north, south, east, west). The land was recognized as the site
where the royal capital of Xia Dynasty had been located 500 years ago; therefore, its selection was

with the awareness of being a legitimate successor of Zhongyuan Dynasties.

7 Royal capital as a center of political zone

i)  The political zones in Erlitou Culture (Xia Dynasty) had concentric triplex structure which are,
“Core area”, “Secondary area”, and “Outer skirt area”.

ii) Royal capital was constructed as a central core, positioned at the summit of both the settlement
hierarchy and the social ranks among its members.

iii) In the “Secondary area”, colonial base (regional city) was placed to secure the natural
resources and long-range trade routes. These distanced regional cities are constructed under the
political purpose of the central polity. Therefore, the cities are usually abandoned with the fall of
the central polity.

iv) The chiefs in the “outer skirt area” had a loose political relation with the Zhongyuan Dynasties.
Goods and information brought in to the area from the dynasties were accepted as a prestige goods
for the local elites and chiefs.

v) The triplex structure formed in Erlitou Culture (Xia Dynasty) was inherited to Shang Dynasty
and Western Zhou Dynasty. At the time of Western Zhou Dynasty, “£f#35#% [E” (countries founded
through 7 (fengjian)) were born in the “PY7;7” lands and local cities were constructed (Capitals
of “EHEFHTE).

Keywords
“Early City” in Late Neolithic Period, formation of Zhongyuan Dynasties, ritual center, selection of
the royal capital location, “Ji&E. (zyi)” (clan-based settlement), political zones in Zhongyuan

Dynasties, rituals to worship their ancestors, “f: 12 (Shési)” (monument to worship the land god)
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