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his is the first official report on Chinese

aerial archaeological research conducted
by professional Chinese archaeologists. While
aerial archaeology emerged in England during
the 1920s, it was not applied in China until the
1990s. For modern archaeology at dry land, to
seek underground sites from an aerial place is
an effective method that has been widely
utilized lately. Judged from a global per-
spective, Europe has had the most advanced
aerial archaeology due to its vast dry land, long
history, numerous underground sites, and
developed modern technology. Considering that
there are even richer underground sites and that
areas north of the Changjiang River mainly
consist of dry land, it is urgently necessary to
conduct aerial archaeology in China as well,
which has long been delayed owing to the
relatively backward aviation in China. It was
only until the 1990s that Chinese aerial
archaeology was first materialized thanks to
efforts involving various parties.

Chinese archaeological circles have in
effect been long aware of the necessity of

conducting aerial archaeology. However, two

prerequisites have determined its realization: 1)
it is the endorsement and necessary financial
support from the government on the concrete
executive projects. According to Chinese
aviation management stipulations, aviation
routes and time-span must be sanctioned
beforehand by the government. 2) It is necessary
to receive the guidance from professionals who
well possess aerial archaeological knowledge
and experience. Otherwise, were it initiated
from zero and gradually upgraded, it would
definitely take many years to reach today’s level.
In order to meet these two prerequisites, from
1987 on we have continued to explicate to the
Ministry of Culture as well as State
Administration for Cultural Heritage the
significance to carry out aerial archaeology.
Moreover we have also established close
working relations with Ruhr University in
Germany so as to acquire technical guidance
and assistance. By means of these endeavors,
the Ministry of Culture and State Administration
for Cultural Heritage eventually endorsed the
establishment of the “Aerial Archaeology

Working Unit’ based at the National Museum
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of Chinese History in 1996 and its immediate
conduction of aerial archaeological in-
vestigation at Luoyang, Henan province. From
1997 this *“Working Unit’ has developed into
‘Center of Remote Sensing and Aerial Arch-
aeology’. While launching the investigations in
local regions, they have closely cooperated with
local cultural relics management branches. By
far counting the numbers at both National
Museum of Chinese History and local working
units who are capable of conducting aerial
archaeology (including aerial investigation and
indoor analysis), there are more than ten people
working as aerial archaeology professionals.

From 1996 three major projects, which are
concerned with both aerial archaeological
photographic investigation and indoor analysis
have been carried out in China:

The first is the aerial investigation in areas
of Luoyang and Gongyi, Henan province, co-
operated by the ‘Aerial Archaeological Working
Unit” of the National Museum of Chinese
History and Cultural Relics Bureau of Luoyang
City. It mainly targeted the following sites:
Erlitou Site at Yanshi County, Shixianggou Site
of the Shang dynasty at Yanshi, City remains
from the Han to Northern Wei dynasties at
Yanshi, tombs from the Han to the Wei dynasties
by the Mangshan mountains at Luoyang and

Yanshi, the southern section of the city remains

of the eastern capital of the Sui and Tang

dynasties, and some Song Mausoleums at
Gongyi City. Thousands of obliquely taken
photographs during the low level flights have
manifested a wealth of traces of underground
remains. Some of the participants of this
research have left the aerial archaeological team
after the aerial investigation, in consequence of
which the indoor analysis has been postponed
until now at the mercy of future staff members
to continue.

The second project, co-conducted by
Shandong Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics
and Archaeology and Prehistoric Archaeology
Research Center at Ruhr University of Germany
during 1997 ~ 1999, was indoor observation and
analysis of aerial photographs of Linzi County,
Shandong province, taken by American army
during the 1920s and 1930s. They were further
made into maps of the ancient city as well as
tombs in the area of Linzi. Under the title the
Archaeological Aerial Photo-Atlas of Linzi,
China, it was published by the Topographical
Publishing House of Shandong Province in
Octobor, 2000. Being the first monograph on
aerial archaeology that records the ancient sites
since then passing out of the sight, this report
has played an unsurpassable role for recording
and understanding the ancient remains in Linzi

area. Admittedly those photographs, taken at



high level in an upright view, cannot discern
many ancient sites hidden deep underground or
some small-scale sites, which renders new
discovery of underground sites possible for
future low-level aerial investigation.

The third project is the aerial arch-
aeological work in southeastern Inner Mongolia
co-conducted by Center of Remote Sensing and
Aerial Archaeology at National Museum of
Chinese History and Institute of Cultural Relics
and Archaeology, Inner Mongolia Autonomous
Region among other working units from 1997
to 1998. The entire project has undergone three
stages: the first is the low-level aerial
photographing and investigation in south-
eastern Inner Mongolia in October and
November, 1997; the second stage is on-ground
reexamination, survey, and orientation of
ancient sites in May, 1998; the third stage is the
indoor analysis over 1999 and early 2000. It
includes aerial photograph analysis,
computerization of the data (e.g. adjusting the
oblique view to upright one), producing maps,
composing the precise for the report, and
compilation of the report. An entire aerial
archaeology ought to be a process that contains
aerial photographing and investigation,
conducting on-ground reexamination and
adjusting the photographic materials, producing

maps or image illustration of the ancient sties,

and studying the historical development of the
ancient remains by consulting relevant historical
documents. Hence this report, which was
completed in accordance with these steps, can
be considered to be a complete and rigorous
report on aerial archaeology.

It has merely been six years since the birth
of Chinese aerial archaeology in 1996. For all
that it may contains errors, this report deserves
our respect given the ground-breaking
achievement by our first-generation aerial
archaeologists during only six years. From 1987
onward, I have spare time to be involved in the
deployment and realization of our aerial
archaeology enterprise and fully realized the
weal and woe of founding aerial archaeology
in China. Therefore upon seeing the completion
of this book I immediately called to mind Dr.
Song Baoquan, who has devoted himself to our
aerial archaeology enterprise against various
hindrances. It is thanks to his whole-hearted
participation that the three projects after 1996
have been realized in step with current standard
for aerial archaeology.

Since the 1960s, global science and
technology have greatly advanced. Humanities
are undergoing profound changes as well. It is
predictable that the new century should see
comprehensive development in archaeology —

aerial archaeology included. Therefore for me
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the publication of this book should not only
become a hallmark of filling aerial archaeology
vacancy in China but also a good basis for its
further development. For the builders of our
aerial archaeology, beyond furtherance of our
own capacity they should also effectively better

their comprehensions of the achievement from

other countries, conduct more extensive
international cooperation so as to collectively

push forward aerial archaeology.

Yu Weichao
April 3, 2001
Chengdu, Sichuan
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