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‘Bringing Heaven Down to Earth in Ancient China

. David W. Pankenier
( Department of Modern Langnge:s and Literature, Lehigh University, 9 West Packer Ave. Beshiehem, PA 18015, USA)

Abstract Study of the cosmological significance of the North Pole in ancient Chinese thought
suggests that ritual specialists in Bronze Age China, like their earlier counterparts in ancient, Egypt,
used the circumpolar stars to find true north, a task complicated during the last two millennia BCE by
the absence of a comparatively bright star near the pole. Similarly, archaeological discoveries from
the Xia, Shang, and Zhou periods show that it had become crucially important to achieve a ¢ardinal
orientation of the built environment—walls, palaces, temples, tombs, common burials, and even
storage pits give evidence of a preoccupation with N-S axial alignment. It has long been understood
that cardinality is a core organizing principle of early Chinese cosmological thinking. Here, however,
the author’s concern is with how, in practical terms, “right and true” orientation was achieved in the
early period using the Great Square of Pegasus, whose importance is alluded to in the ode “When
Ding had just culminated” in the Shijing, and what this unique method tells people about a funda-
mental mindset that figured importantly in the formation of early Chinese civilization.

Key words Polar alignment, Great Square of Pegasus, Celestial Temple, Polestar, five plan-

ets
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