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Li Chi, Wang Kwo-wei, Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, and Chao Yuen Ren
(from left to right, front row) at Tsing Hua Research Institute on
Chinese Study in 1924
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PREFACE LICHI: 1896-18979

After almost sixty years, first as the father and later as the dean
of Chinese archaeology, Li Chi has left indelible contributions to the
science of humankind and of history, and his thinking still dominates his
discipline in China.

Born in Hupei, Li Chi grew up at home and in Peking at a time when
the old country, forced by encounters with the West, was taking its initial
steps on the long road to modernization. Then, as now, bright young
students were sent to Western countries to learn their scientific secrets.
After his graduation from the elite Tsinghua Academy, Li Chi was sent
to the United States, where he studied psychology and sociology at
Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, and then anthropology at
Harvard. According to an interview with Wilma Fairbank in 1977, Li Chi
said that he went to Clark because a psychology teacher at Tsinghua, a
Dr. Wolcott, had told him that Clark was the place to be for psychology.
While at Clark, Li Chi developed the habit of spending every Saturday
morning browsing in the open shelves of the library. There he happened
upon anthropology books and was fascinated by this subject, of which he
had had no previous knowledge. At Harvard, where he earned a doctorate
in 1923, Li Chi studied with Hooton, Tozzer, and Dixon, and from these
three mentors he learned, respectively, physical anthropology, archaeology,
and ethnology, all of which he made use of, both in his doctoral dissertation
(1928) and in his subsequent sixty-year career in China.

From 1923, when he returned to China, to 1928, Li Chi was the
typical university professor-cum-research scholar in the American mold.
He taught at Nan-k’ai University in Tientsin (1923-1925) and then at his
alma mater Tsinghua Academy’s new Graduate Research Institute (1925-
1928). From 1925 to 1926 he undertook the excavation of a Neolithic
Yang-shao culture site at Hsi-yin-ts'un in Hsia Hsien, southern Shansi,
under the joint auspices of the Tsinghua Institute and the Freer Gallery

of Art, Washington D. C., becoming the first Chinese scholar to dig an



archaeological site.
The year 1928 was a turning point in Li Chi’s life, and it was a turning
point in Chinese archaeology and historiography as well. To appreciate

fully the significance of events surrounding Li Chi beginning in 1928
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we must go back some thirty years, to 1899, one year before the Boxers
and the Allied Invasion which wrought Imperial China’s ultimate
humiliation in the face of the industrial and military might of the West. In
that year oracle bone inscriptions of the Shang (or Yin) Dynasty (1766-1122
B.C.) came to the attention of ancient historians for the first time since the
dynasty’s fall three thousand years previously, and during the next thirty
years Shang scholars within and outside of China became fascinated by
this new historiographic source material and launched extensive efforts
to track down the bones floating on the antiquities market. Before long,
the scholars became aware that these inscribed bones had come from Yin
Hsti, the ruins of the Yin Dynasty, long known to be on the banks of the
river Huan, near the modern city of An-yang, in northern Honan.

In 1928, the Nationalists succeeded in their Northern Expedition and
founded a new regime in Nanking. A new national academy of sciences—
Academia Sinica—was established, and under it there was a National
Research Institute of History and Philology. The institute’s director, Fu
Ssu-nien, who had studied historiography and philology in Germany,
decided at once on two projects, among others, for the new institute to
launch—to establish a department of archaeology as a new instrument
to investigate Chinese history; and to carry out an excavation at Yin
Hsii as the department’s first field project. For both, Fu needed a senior
archaeologist trained in the Western tradition of field investigations, and
Li Chi was a logical choice for both department chairman and excavation
project director. From then on, Li Chi’s career became inextricably linked
with the An-yang excavations, which, under Academia Sinica, lasted for
fifteen field seasons, until the middle of 1937.

It is known to only a very few people now that when Fu was looking
for a suitable scholar to head the new archaeology department—thus
choosing, in effect, the national leader of archaeology—he had
recommended to him not one, but two strong candidates, the other

being Ma Heng (1881-1955), a highly respected scholar of the traditional



antiquarian mold, later to become chairman of the Research Section of
Archaeology of Peking University and director of the Palace Museum.
It would be interesting to speculate what Chinese archaeology would be
like now had Ma Heng been Fu's final choice, for the An-yang excavations
of 1928-1937 and Li Chi’s direction of them were to shape Chinese
archaeology for the next half century.
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First of all, the An-yang excavations established the status of the
Shang civilization at the head of the ancient history of China as the first
civilization in the whole eastern half of Asia with written documents.
Shang is the linchpin that ties together the vast recorded history of China
with the increasing body of information about prehistoric China. But
our knowledge of the Shang has to a great extent been shaped by Li Chi.
He organized the search at An-yang for archaeological sites. He applied
Western archaeological methods and concepts. He recruited colleagues
and students and trained them in these methods and concepts at An-
yang. Among these younger scholars were all the leading archaeologists
active in China in the last thirty years, including Hsia Nai, director of the
Institute of Archaeology, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, and
Kao Ch'ii-hsun, until summer 1981 director of the Institute of History
and Philology in Taiwan. Li Chi also set both the tone and the priorities
of the study of the An-yang finds, and his methodology—above all
ceramic and bronze vessel nomenclature and typology—still dominates
the whole field of archaeology in China. In his own research he set a high
standard of scientific excellence, which his successors struggle to measure
up to in their own works. He was also both a patriot, jealously guarding
China’s cultural treasures against foreign pilferage, and an internationalist
eager to adopt the best techniques and ideas the West had to offer and
to view and conceptualize about China in the world setting. Many of
his successors have succeeded in being one or the other, but few have
equaled his tenacity and vision to be both.

The Sino-Japanese War that broke out in July 1937 virtually put an end
to further archaeological fieldwork of significance being carried out by
Li Chi’s department, and after 1949 he went to Taiwan. From 1937 until
his death in 1979, Li Chi spent much of his time dealing with the care,
transportation, study, and publication of the An-yang material excavated
during the 1928-1937 interval. Although the war-caused instability of
institute life and the deaths and departures of many of the An-yang



archaeologists had adversely affected Li Chi’s plans for the Shang treasure,
by the time of his death he had seen the publication of the bulk of the
material, which he summarized in his last book Anyang (1977). The whole
report is not out, but the adverse factors were beyond Li Chi’s control,
and he did everything he could have done, for which we are truly grateful.

I have a strong feeling that the reason Li Chi declined repeated offers of
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university posts in the United States, to which some of his Academia Sinica
colleagues immigrated during and after the war, was primarily because he
felt he had to stay in China to see the Anyang studies through.

Outside his An-yang work, Li Chi was engaged in many other
significant scholar activities, first during the war in the Southwest and,
after 1949, in Taiwan. Among them we may name the following. In 1934 he
was appointed to head the Central Museum, and from then on he was an
ardent espouser of historical museums as organs of excavation, research,
and education. This ideal has been put into practice extensively throughout
China during the last thirty years. In 1949 he founded the Department of
Archaeology and Anthropology at the Taiwan University in Taipei, the
first university program in China to train professional archaeologists. In
the early 1960s he was instrumental in the organization, under Academia
Sinica, of a committee on the ancient history of China to launch the
preparation of a multiauthored, interdisciplinary volume on ancient
Chinese history, the first such effort in Chinese historiography. By the time
of his death the first drafts of this volume were beginning to appear.

I first met Li Chi in the fall of 1950, when I was admitted to his new
department at Taiwan University. For the next twenty-nine years he was
my teacher, mentor, critic, role model, and academic conscience. I was
always conscious, of course, that Li Chi was a great historical figure, who
had given archaeology in China its present shape. But above all he meant
just one thing to me—he embodied the highest scientific standard that
could be achieved in the study of Chinese history and archaeology. He
had a single-minded devotion to scientific scholarship in China and by
his own word and deed set a forbidding model for his followers to aspire

to. His death is a gigantic loss for all true scholars of the world.

K. C. Chang
19 November 1981



