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Introduction to the Chinese translation of Iron and steel in ancient China.
Donald B. Wagner
4 May 2017

I feel very pleased and honoured that my book will be published in Chinese. I have
read most of Yuniu Li’s translation, and find that he has done an excellent job. At my
request he has made this into a Chinese book: Some information in the original book is
necessary for Western readers but very familiar to Chinese readers, and here he has made
some cuts. At the same time he has added material that Chinese readers expect to see in a
book of this type.

The book was published 25 years ago, and newer archaeological work has shown
parts of it to be incorrect. Therefore, of the eight chapters of the original, this translation
includes only Chapters 4-7.

The original Chapter 1 gave a brief history of the Bronze Age in China and argued
that bronze was independently invented in China. Newer research by Prof. Mei Jianjun
and others shows that this is not correct. Chapter 2 argued that iron was independently
invented in Southeast China, in the ancient state of Wu , but newer research shows that
the earliest iron within the present borders of China has been found in Xinjiang. There it
may have been independently invented, or it may have come from the West. Chapter 3
attempted to explain the background for the invention of iron in Wu, and with our new

knowledge that is now clearly irrelevant. Chapter 8, ‘Concluding remarks’, depended so
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heavily on the incorrect statements of Chapters 1-3 that it is somewhat embarrassing for
me today.

Chapters 1-2 on historical matters (Chapters 4-5 in the original) have not been
greatly changed by newer research. Chapters 3—4 (Chapters 67 in the original) ,
perhaps the most important part of the book, were based on the publications of the
pioneers of Chinese archacometallurgy: Hua Jueming, Li Jinghua, Ke Jun, Han Rubin and
others. Later work by younger scholars has largely confirmed their conclusions, but little
has been done in China to extend their work in new directions. These chapters put that
work into the context of a general explanation of the necessary technical metallurgy. They
were written especially for readers ‘who know some chemistry and are accustomed to
technical thinking’, but I hope that others will also be able to profit from them.

I hope that the translation will prove useful to students beginning the study of the

amazing history of iron technology in China.

Donald B. Wagner
May 2017
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