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Every Chinese would now and then refer to the 5,000-year-old history of the Chinese
civilization, unsuspectingly thinking that it is common knowledge. As a matter of fact, however,
there is no solid scientific evidence that underpins this statement.

The Chinese civilization is one of the world’s eatliest and independent original civilizations
such as the Sumerian civilization, the Egyptian civilization, the Indian civilization in Asia and the
Indian civilization in Americas, but there have been controversies about the origin of the
Chinese civilization. Some contend that it started with the Yellow Emperor; some claim that it
began with the Dawenkou Culture; some declare that the Hongshan Culture was its earliest
origin; some argue that it started with the Longshan Culture, and some contend that it started in
the late years of the Erlitou Culture. Generally, the international academic community considers
the Chinese civilization to have originated in the Shang Dynasty in the 16th century B.C. In
another word, the Chinese civilization started approximately 3,600 years ago to say the most.
The Records of the Yin Dynasty in the Records of the Historian (#78 « FRAS41)is an important
documentation that serves as the only reliable written evidence for the existence of the Shang
Dynasty. The existence of the Shang Dynasty became firmly established due to the research and
study conducted by Luo Zhenyu in 1910 on the inscriptions on the oracle bones excavated at the
Yin Ruins at Xiaotun Village of Anyang in Henan Province, to the dozens of archaeological
excavations at the Yin Ruins performed by Dong Zuobin et al. in 1928 and following years, and
to other archaeological finds at the sites of both the Shang City of Zhengzhou and the Shang
City at Yanshi in Henan Province on later occasions. The discovery of oracle-bone inscriptions
stimulated a whole generation of Chinese scholars such as Luo Zhenyu, Wang Guowei, Hu Shih
and Chen Yinke to seek new academic ideas. Inspired by the concepts of western history, they
adopted new methods such as dual evidence and comparison of Chinese and foreign data to re-
explain our ancient history, thus helping to bring about a fundamental change in Chinese
historical research.

The Book of Documents (3 15) and the Book of Odes (¥ £8), which are China’s earliest
classics, refer to the Xia Dynasty. In the 1920s some Chinese scholars of the School of
Discrimination of Ancient History questioned the authenticity of Yu the Great who was closely
connected with the Xia Dynasty, but they did not deny the existence of the Xia dynasty. In the
mid 1990s, a key national Xia-Shang-Zhou Chronology Project during the Ninth Five-Year Plan
period was launched to determine the chronological framework of the three dynasties.
Hundreds of specialists in the fields of archaeology, history, ancient philology, astronomy, and
physics participated for the purpose of looking for the lost chronological table and proving the
existence of the Xia Dynasty. A great amount of research results from the studies of related

literatures and astronomical records were employed in the project, but the conclusions, for want
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of the assistance of dual evidence, have not been acknowledged by academic circles.

Nevertheless, even if we came to acknowledge the arguments in the reports of the project that
Yu the Great ascending the throne through a peaceful transfer from another emperor marks the
beginning of the Xia Dynasty, the conclusion could be that the Xia Dynasty started in the earlier
part of the 2lIst century B.C, that is, around 2070 B.C. Computed on the basis of this
conclusion, the Xia Dynasty commenced approximately 4,100 years ago. W

The western archaeological community defines civilization by means of four
fundamentals: a civilization must have a city, a center of rites, writing, and bronze utensils. If
examined under this definition, the Liangzhu Culture possesses the first two elements or three
elements at most. On the other hand, however, the comprehensive development of the
Liangzhu Culture demonstrates that it reached or even surpassed the highest social development
level of the Neolithic Age. The Liangzhu Culture is a great achievement of humanity and its
outstanding features are as follows: the world’s finest jade artifacts, stoneware, black pottery and
a social ritual system signified by these objects; embryonic city planning, large-scale engineering
and construction, and an organized social system; the world’s most ancient large-scale plow-
based rice-growing agriculture; germinating scientific and technological concepts, specialization
of handicraft industry engaged mainly in silk, jade objects and lacquerware, and even the
possible germination of commerce. The Liangzhu Site, which is central to the ruins of the
Liangzhu Culture, is a site of large-scale settlements where the embryonic city took shape, and
its scale and quality are rare in the world. In a class by itself, the site is of great significance in the
history of human civilizations. The Chinese archaeological community considers it the largest
and best site that demonstrates the physical existence of the 5,000-year-old Chinese civilization.
What is more, the Liangzhu Culture is the eatliest full-fledged Chinese spiritual civilization in
parallel with the material civilization. At the core of the Liangzhu spiritual civilization is the
Liangzhu Spirit signified by its originality, uniqueness, and pioneeringness. The Yangshao Culture
in the Yellow River Valley and the Kuahugiao Culture, Hemudu Culture, Majiabang Culture, and
Songze Culture in the Yangtze River Valley enjoyed a head start on the Liangzhu Culture.

Agriculture began earlier in these cultures. There was a spatter of icons that define their cultural

(Dch()rr on 1996—2000 Phase
Achievement on the Xia-Shang-Zhou
Chronology Project, Simplified

Version, World Books Press, 2000.






XERAAU e PENEBHARXMEGI ARALL (PEEFFHLEY))
Caultural layers of China’s Neolithic era mapped out by Zhang Guangzhi in his A Collection of Dissertations on Chinese Archaeology

and spiritual dimensions, represented by the fish-man design and the two-birds-facing-the-sun
design painted on stoneware, pottery and woodenware, and there were extensive witch activities.
But in general, the cultural dimension of these cultures was embodied by tangible implements of
production. No complete cultural system materialized in these cultures. On the other hand, the
cultural growth in the Liangzhu Culture displayed a relatively full-fledged self-awareness and self-
recognition. Su Bingqji states in his Some Archaeological Issues in the Iake Tai Valley K138 % 1
[ that “an overview of the Liangzhu Culture demonstrates that although the dawning era of
our five-millennium-old Chinese civilization still appears slightly dubious, yet the five
millenniums’ history is by no means a legend” ® Yan Wenming, a professor with Beijing
University points out in both Notes on Liangzhn (K% Wi %) and The Historical Status of the
Liangzhu Site (KL ¥ 34k 19 77 52 #147) that the Liangzhu Culture stands for the dawn of the
Chinese civilization and is a sacred place where the origin of the Chinese civilization can be
traced  and cxplored.®Zhang Zhongpei, a professor with the Palace Museum, remarks in
Archaeological Research on the Formation of the Ancient Chinese Civilization (P [ 4830 W1 ¥ 1% B9 2%
SWE9E) and The Culture and Civilization of the Ancient China (F 12 14 #4030 46 5 3 W) that the
Liangzhu Culture crossed the threshold of a civilization.® The present author advocates the
theory of the Liangzhu Civilization and, for the sake of convenience and out of habit, will
employ the concept of the Liangzhu Culture in this book.

The Liangzhu Culture, as a remarkable cultural synthesizer, fully assimilated and integrated
the various Neolithic cultures around the Lake Tai. The Majiabang Culture and Songze Culture
constituted the basis of its direct origin. The archacological finds in recent years have
continuously revealed the fact that it absorbed impacts from the Kuahugiao Culture and
Hemudu Culture. It was also correlated with other archacological cultures in western China that
are classified within the Longshan Culture System. The Liangzhu Culture engendered the
subsequent Magiao, Haochuan and Hushu Cultures, which were the last echoes of the Liangzhu
Culture and in turn gave birth to the Yue Culture and Wu Culture. The Liangzhu Culture was
also a source that contributed significantly to the birth of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou civilizations.
It shares similarities with other cultures and civilizations that occurred around the Pacific Ocean
such as the Indian Civilization in Americas and can serve as a paradigm of these cultures. For
this reason, the Liangzhu Culture is indispensable for the study of the origin of the civilizations
in the world.

@SuBingqi: Some  Archae -
ological Issues in the Lake Tai Valley,
Southeast Culture, 1987 (1) .

@Yan Wenming: Notes on
Liangzhu, Cultural Relics, 1993 (3) ;
Historic Status of Liangzhu Site,
Zhejiang Journal, 1996 (5) .

®Zhang Zhongpei: Archae -
ological Research on the Formation of
the Ancient Chinese Civilization.
Journal of Palace Museum, 2000 (2)
; The Culture and Civilization of the
Ancient China, Archaeology and
Cultural Relics, 2001 (1) .
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Excavations that Shocked the World

The earliest unearthing of jade artifacts that signified the Liangzhu Culture dates back to
the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period. Zhao Mingcheng, a scholar of
the Song Dynasty, provides us, in his book entitled .4 Record of Gold and Stone (4: 773, with
detailed drawings of jade objects from the Liangzhu Culture. In the private collection of
Emperor Qianlong of the Qing Dynasty were many jade ornamental artifacts such as Cong and
Huang and others, which had been unearthed in Liangzhu and passed down into the emperor’s
collection from the past centuries. These jade artifacts helped the emperor conduct textual
researches and inspired him to write poems to record his pleasure and appreciation resulted
from admiring these jades. Today, the emperor’s collection of Liangzhu jades is in the
possession of the Palace Museum in Beijing. We can learn from .4 Catalogne of Ancient Jades of
Yi Zhai Studio (25 3 3% ¥ £ ¥ 5% ) compiled by Qu Zhongrong in the 12th year(1832) of
Emperor Daoguang, A Catalogue of Antigue Jades (i T [ %) compiled by Wu Dacheng in the
15th year (1889) of Emperor Guangxu and A Catalogne of Antigne Jades of Tao Studio (V7
LK) by Duan Fang that there existed many Liangzhu jades in the Qing Dynasty, either passed
down from the past or unearthed during the dynasty. According to A4 Classified Catalogne of
Jades (K152 %i) compiled by Xu Shouji during the years of Emperor Guangxu, ancient jades
unearthed in Liangzhu and surrounding areas enjoyed popularity in the late years of the Qing
Dynasty. During the Republic of China period, these jade objects, generally known as Anxi
Jade or Anxi Soil, all named after Anxi, a town that had merged into Liangzhu’s administration
system, were hot on the market, sparking off tomb robberies for these jades in Liangzhu.
Some jade objects were even sold to overseas buyers. A stone Yie excavated in Liangzhu was
on display at the West Lake Expo in 1929, but the site where it came from caught little
attention. After the modern archaeology started in China, Chinese archaeologists focused their
attention on the Yellow River Valley. The field excavations conducted at Zhoukoudian in
Beijing, Mianchi, the Yin Ruins of Anyang, and Hougang in Henan Province, Chengziya in
Shandong Province, yielded excellent results. For a long while, however, the ancient southern
Yangtze River Delta was viewed as a location beyond civilization. The jade objects, which were
unearthed in Liangzhu and are actually tepresentatives of the ancient Liangzhu Culture, were
mistakenly viewed as “artifacts passed down from the Zhou and Han Dynasties”. In 1906,
Shen Weizhi, who was studying in Shanghai, came back to his hometown Huzhou on a
vacation and picked up some stone objects from a spot which is now known as the

Qianshanyang Site. These stone objects caught his attention. In 1934 when a drought hit his



