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Looking for City Shang of the Shang Dynasty
in Shangqiu: a Brief Report of
a Sino-American Team

Kwang-Chih Chang, Changshou Zhang

China boasts the longest continuous historical record of any civilization, yet before the early decades
of the 20th century when modern archaeology was introduced from the West and began to build an authentic
series of early civilizations, our understanding of the beginning of Chinese history was all legendary. In 1899,
inscribed oracle bones of the late Shang dynasty were accidentally found and in 1920 intensive efforts to look
for their source led archaeologists to Yinxu (“the Ruins of Yin”), near Anyang, Henan Province. From 1928
on, Yinxu has been extensively excavated by archaeologists of the Academia Sinica and yielded an enormous
amount of inscribed bones and archaeological remains, authenticating the existence of the Shang dynasty and
its capital, Yin, from the 19th king, Pan Geng, to the 30th and final king, Zhou. These remains also provide the
actual sites and artifacts of a splendid civilization, whose beauty cannot even be imagined in mere historical
tests'. Then, in 1950, Shang remains were found 170 km. to the south in Zhengzhou, Henan. Here, both
pottery and bronze vessels were antecedent to those of Yin in form, as well as time ®'. Due to its size, the site at
Zhengzhou could have served as another royal capital with the Shang state; some scholars believed it to be the
city Ao *, capital of King Zhongding, the 10th Shang king, while Zou Heng in a series of papers insists that it
was Bo, the capital of the dynasty’s founder, Tang " .

In recent years, Zou’s identification has gained popularity, and our knowledge of the Shang civilization
could be said to go as far as King Tang, i.e., to the beginning of the dynasty. But about the period previous to
Tang, referred to as predynastic Shang, little is known. According to the traditional legends as summarized

in the historical text Shiji, written ca. 100 B.C., the political line of Shang began with a person named

(D Li Chi. Anyang. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1977.

(2)  An Chin-huai, “The Shang city at Cheng-chou and related problems,” in: Studies of Shang Archaeology, K.C. Chang, ed., New Haven &
London: Yale Univ. Press, 1986, pp. 15-48.

(3)  An Chin-huai, “The Shang city at Cheng-chou and related problems,” in: Studies of Shang Archaeology.

4) Zou Heng, Xia Shang Zhou kaogu lunwen ji (Essays on the archaeology of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties), Beijing: Wenwu Press,
1980.
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Xie, who built his capital city at Shang, from which the dynasty’s name was derived. Shang, according to
a recent theory, is a pictographic character referring to ancestor worship . This town continued its capital
status during the next two predynastic kings, Zhaoming and Xiangtu. Then the royal capital moved to
several other sites until it settled at Bo for a time. But City Shang had remained in place as the ancestral cult
center until the dynasty’s fall under King Zhou. The predynastic segment of the Shang civilization would
have been revealed with the discovery of City Shang, but City Shang is not yet archaeologically known. As
early as 1936, in the middle of the Yinxu excavations, Li Jingdan, a member of the Yinxu team, was sent
to Shangqiu, in the eastern end of Henan province, to investigate. In local traditions, the city of Shanggiu,
literally “the Ruins of Shang”, was the location of City Shang. It was also the seat of E Bo, an official of
great antiquity in charge of regulating the calendar according to the Fire Star Antares of the constellation
Scorpio.King Zhaoming, local traditions say, took over E Bo’s town and made it City Shang. But during
Li’s investigations, all Li encountered were sands and silts, several meters deep, deposited over the surface of
the whole region by the Yellow River floods well recorded from later historical periods. A few earthen mounds
dotted the landscape, where small sites of Longshan and a few other “Neolithic-looking” cultures were found *'.

Although Li failed to find any pre-Yinxu Shang dynasty sites in Shangqiu, assemblages of gray
cordmarked pottery similar to the pottery of Zhengzhou and Yinxu in form and in decoration have been
unearthed from seemingly earlier layers in northern Henan and southern Hebei, in the Zhang River valley,
since the 1970s. This has led many archaeologists, above all Zou Heng, to believe that here is the home of the
pre-dynastic phase of the Shang civilization™ . In1959, Xu Bingchang led an archaeological team to northwest
Henan and southern Shanxi to look for Xiaxu, the Ruins of Xia, the former capital of the first of the Three
Dynasties (as the Xia, Shang, and Zhou are often called). Xu and his team excavated Erlitou, an old site located
between the towns of Luoyang and Yanshi, and found many potsherds similar to the Nanguanwai sherds, the
oldest from Zhengzhou, but Erlitou seemed still older. Subsequent excavations disclosed a settlement of at
least four cultural layers the third and the fourth layers containing remains of palatial foundations raised from
the ground floor and also bronze ritual vessels such as jue, ding, jia, and he, typologically and technologically
a giant level below the same types of vessels at Zhengzhou B Undoubtedly, Erlitou and predynastic Shang are
contemporary and may be similar, If this is predynastic Shang, then the Shang sequence would be complete.
But Chinese scholars spent a better part of two decades, i.e., the 1970s and 1980s, arguing whether Erlitou was
Xia or predynastic Shang ¥. At the present time, the Xia identity seems to have gained ground, Thus, the only

archaeologically identifiable predynastic Shang remains are those gray cord-marked pottery assemblages in

(1) K. C. Chang, “The meaning of ‘Shang’ in the Shang dynasty,” Early China 20 (1996).

2)  Li Jingdan, “Yudong Shanggiu Yongcheng diaocha ji Zaolutai Heigudui Caoqiao sanchu xiao fajue (The investigation in Yongcheng,
Shangqiu, eastern Henan, and three small excavations at Zaolutai, Heigudui, and Caoqiao),” Zhongguo Kaogu Xuebao 2, (1947), pp. 88-120.

(3)  Sun Dehai et al.,, “Cixian Xiaqiyuan fajue jianbao (A brief excavation report of the Xiagiyuan site in Cixian, Hebei),” Kaogu Xuebao
1979 (2):pp.185-214.

@) Zheng Guang, “Erlitou taoqi wenhua lunlue (A summary discussion of the pottery culture from Erlitou),” in: Erlitou Taoqi Jizui (The
Cream of the Pottery from Erlitou), Beijing: Zhongguo Shehui Kexue Press, 1955, pp. 1-27.

@) Zheng Guang, Erlitou Taogi Jizui, p.23; “Shi lun Erlitou Shang de zaoqi wenhua (To analyze the earlier Shang culture of Erlitou),”
Proceedings of the Fourth Annual Meeting of Chinese Archaeological Society, 1983, pp. 18-33.
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northern Henan and southern Hebei. Unfortunately, there is no trace of the culture of the elite rulers. The Shang
ruling class, the dynasty, who possessed the rammed-earth town walls and house foundations, bronze vessels
and weapons, writing, and other items of wealth and objects of artistic value, is nowhere to be found in the
Zhang River valley.

In recent years, with the great progress made in the archaeological study of the eastern coastal areas of
China, it is increasingly clear that Shang’s royal house and its elite culture must have come from the east.
During the key period from 2500 to 2000 B.C., according to currently available data on the east coast, we can
identify at least two clusters of regional cultures. One is a “typical” Longshan Culture in Shandong and northern
Jiangsu ", and the other is the Liangzhu Culture of the Yangzi River delta and the Lake Tai basin®. We cannot yet
draw a minutely detailed map of these two cultures, nor do we know if there were other contemporary cultures
along the east coast and if so what were their similarities and differences. What is by now agreed upon is the
recognition of the Longshan and the Liangzhu Cultures of the second half of the third millennium B.C.—in
other words, during the several centuries prior to the Three Dynasties——had attained a high degree of cultural
achievement and social complexity”, certainly qualified to play the role of the aforementioned conquering
dynasty of predynastic Shang. In the meantime, there are many stylistic similarities between the Neolithic
Longshan and Liangzhu, on the one hand, and the Bronze Age Shang on the other". Thus, archaeology has
given us a very solid and clear clue to justify the hypothetical scenario that a group of predynastic Shang
warriors came into the heartland of Henan from the east coastal area via what is now the Gansu-Lianyungang
Railway, marching from northern Jiangsu through Xuzhou and arriving in the neighborhood of Shanggqiu. There
they conquered the natives and established the Shang city.

To place Shang in Shangqiu is, actually, an old consensus in traditional Chinese historiography. The
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Confucian classic Zuo Zhuan twice mentioned the Fire Star calendar official E Bo and that Shang’s King
Zhaoming took over his capital at Shangqiu. Wang Guowei, probably the greatest sinologist in the twentieth
century, in his essay “Shuo Shang (A Discussion of Shang)”, concluded that the city Shang was located in
Shanggiu of the present day, citing every citable bit of convincing textual evidence ' . The clinching proof came
from Dong Zuobin, whose reconstruction of a military campaign during the 10th and the 11th years of King
Di Xin, i.e., King Zhou, against enemies in the east, largely in the Huai River region, included a town-to-town
itinerary based upon the records of divination. It contains the names of the towns and the days it took to travel
from town to town. The names Shang and Da Yi Shang (Great City Shang) are both there, and by reckoning
days it took to travel and other towns passed, Dong placed them in the exact location where Shangqiu stands
today *.

Notwithstanding the consensus, after Li Jingdan’s unsuccessful investigation, it was not until the 1970s
that archaeological surveys were resumed in the Shangqiu area. Small sites of the Longshan, Yueshi, and
Shang (Zhengzhou and Yinxu phases) Cultures have been brought to light, but of City Shang there has been
no trace. No one we knew of even had a plan to go to Shanggiu to look for any Shang city. In May, 1988, Xu
Pingfang, a distinguished historical archaeologist who just the month before had taken over the Directorship
of the Institute of Archaeology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, in Beijing, the flagship of China’s
archaeological institutions, wrote a letter to invite the American author of the present report to Beijing to
discuss archaeological collaborations between his institute and Harvard. The author (Chang) went to Beijing
in October to meet with Xu and Deputy Director Xu Guangji. Deputy Director Gao Guangren and Institute
Secretary Wu En also participated. In the end, among the topics considered for joint excavation was the search
for City Shang. Realizing it must be the most difficult archaeological project ever proposed in China, we
decided to do this first.

There are several reasons that can possibly explain the absence of archaeological findings of City Shang
in the Shangqiu area thus far. The most obvious is that the ancient landscape of the Shanggiu area has been
covered by sands and silts brought in by the repeated Yellow River floods, and we can no longer recognize the
low plains®, where ancient Chinese capital cities were invariably located, and the hills. The landscape of a vast
plain is interrupted here and there by small mounds, which are the tops of the former hills and were inhabited
by smaller towns and villages. Since earlier archaeologists explored only on the surface, they missed any city
by a good many meters in depth. To have any hope of locating a buried Shang city or other related sites, we
had to change our strategy from ground survey to underground survey. We decided to investigate Holocene
stratigraphy of the area first of all, and during the first three years of the project (1990-1993) the American team
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Jing Zhichun, his graduate student”'; Vincent J. Murphy of the Weston Geophysical International Corporation;
David Cist of MIT; Denis Reidy of Boston; Robert Regan of Pittsburgh; and Robert Murowchick of Harvard.
Chinese participants in this part of the project included Gao Tianlin, Tang Jigen, Wang Zenglin, and Gao
Libing. By 1994, it had become abundantly clear that the richest cultural layer was about 10-12 meters beneath
the present land surface and that from that depth cultural layers from the Neolithic to Tang Dynasty (A.D.
618-907) were deposited in relatively thin layers. Beginning just after the Song Dynasty (A.D. 960-1279), the
Yellow River floods became suddenly severe and from then on the repeated floods were responsible for most of
the ten meters below the present ground surface where we should be looking for City Shang. But the Shanggqiu
District of Henan is a large area. Where can one begin, when one cannot see the ancient landscape, not even
knowing where are the plains and where are the hills?

Our strategy was two pronged. One was to begin small scale excavations on the mounds, and two was to
concentrate manpower at a single spot very carefully selected and to saturate that area with geological corers,
“Luoyang spades™, and all the geophysical instruments at our disposal (including proton magnetometers,
ground-penetrating radar, and electro-magnetic field generator). Just then, in the spring of 1993, Ren Shinan
was elevated to the Institute Directorship, and Wu En became the deputy director. On our joint behalf the
Institute applied to the National Bureau of Cultural Relics for permission to excavate three sites in Shangqiu
District: Panmiao (in Shangqgiu county), Mazhuang (Yucheng county), and Shantaisi (Zhecheng county), and
to test excavate within the region near E Bo Tai, or “the Mound of E Bo”, just southwest of Shangqiu Xian. We
used the E Bo legend as our anchor for the survey because the legend is localized and because his connection
to Shang was twice mentioned in Zuo Zhuan, the most reliable of the Confucian classics. After permission
was granted, archaeological fieldwork began in the fall of 1993. As of the fall of 1997, we have undertaken
nine seasons’ work. The archaeologists in this phase of the work were, on the Chinese side, Zhang Changshou
(who also serves as director of the excavations on the Chinese side), Gao Tianlin, and Tang Jigen, and, on the
American side, Robert Murowchick (Harvard University), Leng Jian (University of Missouri at St. Louis),
David Cohen (Harvard), Li Yung-ti (Harvard), Yeh Wei-p’ing (Minnesota), and Kwang-chih Chang (Harvard,
also director of the excavations on the American side).

The three sites turned out to be rich and complex. Together they exhibit a cultural stratigraphy of the
Shanggiu area, spanning from early to late as follows:

* Yangshao Culture (Mazhuang site)

* Longshan Culture (Shantaisi, Mazhuang, and Panmiao)

* Yueshi Culture (Panmiao and Shantaisi)

» Erlitou-type pottery (Panmiao)

+ [Erligang, or middle-period Shang remains, from Mengzhuang site, Zhecheng]

* Yinxu, or late Shang (Panmiao, Mazhuang, and Shantaisi)
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