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The Science of Ancient China

What inventions did ancient Chinese scientists make?

Around 1300, the Italian traveler Marco Polo published a book about his
travels through Asia. The book was a huge success across Europe, but many
readers doubted the truthfulness of Polo’s stories. His descriptions of Chinese
culture and technology seemed like science fiction to them. The tales were
true, though. For 2,000 years, China was the most scientifically advanced
civilization on Earth. Chinese inventions and discoveries played a major role
in creating our modern world.

Inventions, such as the shadow clock and the abacus, helped ancient
Chinese astronomers make some of the earliest discoveries about our
universe. For example, the first solar eclipse was recorded in China more
than 4,000 years ago. The precision of Chinese timekeeping was particularly
helpful for tracking comets. The Book of Silk, written in 400 B.C., lists 29
comets that crossed the skies during the previous 300 years.

As in Europe, Chinese alchemists were trying to find ways to change
ordinary metal into gold. They were also searching for chemicals that would
let them live forever. These experiments led them to discover a mixture that
produced an explosive black powder. It was soon being used to create
fireworks and weapons. By Marco Polo’ day, this powder, today known as
gunpowder, had spread from China, across the Middle East, and into Europe.

Chinese scholars first wrote about magnetism more than 2,000 years ago,
but it took a few centuries before this force was used for navigation. The first
true compass appeared in China about 1,000 years ago. A magnetized needle
hung from a silk thread inside a box with markings that showed directions.
Chinese sailors used compasses whenever it was too dark or cloudy to
navigate by the stars or the sun.

Paper was invented in China about 2,000 years ago, but Chinese rulers
tried to keep it a secret from the rest of the world. Other cultures had been
writing on animal skins or papyrus, but papermaking technology eventually
spread outside of China by the 1400s.

Paper was flexible, thin,
and inexpensive. It was the
perfect material to use for
printing books. By the late
1400s, Johannes Gutenberg’s
printing presses were up and
running throughout Europe.
They allowed scientific
knowledge, including
Chinese discoveries and
technologies, to spread
rapidly through Europe and
kick off the Renaissance.
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Circle the letter of the best answer to each question below.

1. Which of the following was not invented in ancient China?
a. the compass
b. gunpowder
C. papyrus

d. kites

2. Many Europeans thought Marco Polo’s stories about China were untrue because
a. he described human flight and space travel.
b. Polo was known for telling lies.
c. Chinese technology was far more advanced than European technology of the time.

d. he never actually went to China.

Write your answers on the lines below.

3. Why did ancient Chinese sailors use compasses only when it was cloudy or dark?

4. What did Chinese alchemists have in common with European alchemists?

5. Explain how Chinese culture helped fuel the European Renaissance.

Unifying Concepts and Processes

Why do you think precise timekeeping is an important part of astronomy?
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