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Preface

ituated in the western part of the Sichuan Basin, Southwest China, the Chengdu Plain was once de-

scribed as an uncivilized land by Yang Xiong, a famous historian of the Western Han Dynasty. How-
ever, on this little known and barbarous land, ancient legends of five local kings were told. The tales were
quite different from popular legends of kings in the Central Plains of China in early Chinese history. The five
kings of ancient Shu (Sichuan Province today) were Can Cong, the king with protruding eyes, Bai Guan, the
little known king, Yu Fu, the immortal king, Du Yu, the king who turned himself into a cuckoo and Kai Ming
who reigned during the country’s decline. These tales suggest the unusual history lay behind then. In “The
Difficult Roads to Shu” , Li Bai, a famous poet in the Tang Dynasty, pictured ancient Shu, despite its long
history, as a land cut off from other parts of China due to the extremely difficult mountainous roads. What
happened in this isolated and little known kingdom remained a mystery and aroused great curiosity among
outsiders.

For over 2000 years the Chengdu Plain had been a center of politics, culture and economy in the upper
reaches of the Yangtze River Valley. With even land, rich supplies of water, fertile soil, abundant forests and
mineral resources, the Plain is known as “The Land of Abundance” . Historians believed that there must
have been some unknown stories from this blessed land.

In 1986 and 2001, two of the greatest discoveries in Chinese archaeology were made in the Chengdu
Plain. The two significant finds have lifted the cover and unveiled the splendid and glorious ancient Shu

Kingdom.

The Discovery of the Sanxingdui Site

In July of 1986, along the Yazi River of Guanghan City, in the northern Chengdu Plain, workers at a lo-
cal brick factory were digging clay for brick making. A storage pit full of artifacts was discovered, which was
named “Sacrificial Pit No.1” afterwards. Pit No.2 followed several days later. Objects made of gold, bronze,
jade, stone, ivory and pottery were found. In particular, valuable artifacts include large bronze trees, bronze
masks with protruding eyes and sharp ears, a large bronze standing figure, and a gold staff with patterns of
fish, birds and arrows,were unearthed for the first time in China. They are not only of various and vivid
shapes but also of rich and mysterious significance of religious culture and local features. Once made public,
the objects surprised the whole world.

The first discovery at the Sanxingdui site dates back as early as 1929. Yan Daocheng, a local farmer,
found a heap of jade wares by chance at a spot called Yueliangwan close to the Sanxingdui site. In 1934, the
Museum of West China University (now the Museum of Sichuan University) began to survey and excavate
at Yueliangwan north of the Sanxingdui site. In 1951, Sichuan Museum began investigation at the Sanxingdui
site and discovered a large amount of remains south of the Sanxingdui site. In 1963, the History Department
of Sichuan University and Sichuan Museum, on the basis of the investigations in 1958, launched an excava-
tion of the Yueliangwan site and discovered the cultural remains of the Neolithic and Bronze Ages. From
1980 to 1986, archaeological institutions in Sichuan Province have excavated the Sanxingdui site four times
and the archaeologists proposed the term  “Sanxingdui Culture” for the first time.

The Sanxingdui site is one of the best sites representing the bronze civilization during the period from

thel6th to 14th century B.C., and plays an important part in research on early state evolution and the devel-

Preface | 009



opment of religious consciousness. It possesses an important position in the development of human civiliza-
tion. It is the largest capital city site and an ancient regional center in Southwest China. The discovery of the
site not only provides unique material evidence of the long disappeared Kingdom of Shu, but also proves that
the history of Sichuan civilization is 2000 years earlier than previously thought. At the Yazi River, across the
Mamu River, the Sanxingdui site enjoyed a good geological location The restored ancient Sanxingdui city ap-
pears slightly like a trapezoid with a narrow northern side and a wide southern side. The distance between
the eastern and western sides extends over 1800 meters, and the total length of the southern city wall mea-
sures about 2000 meters and became a city protected from all sides; by the city walls in the east, west and
south, and by the Yazi River in the north. The city covers an area as large as 3.5 square kilometers. The an-
cient city was made up of a main wall and several small interior ones. The city was divided into sections: a
place for sacrifice, a district of residences, an area of workshops, a zone of graveyards and the rammed earth
construction remains at the Sanxingdui and Yueliangwan sites. This all revealed great prosperity and good
planning of this ancient kingdom’s capital city. With rich local features, the city differed from those found in
the Central Plains of China during the dynasties of Shang and Zhou. Objects of bronze, jade and gold are im-
portant because of their unique shape, good craftsmanship, religious significance and regional characteristics.
The rich cultural remains of the Sanxingdui site have proved that the Chengdu Plain was an ancient cultural
center in the upper reaches of the Yangize River and an important birthplace of Chinese civilization.

In around 1800 B.C, the ancient city of Sanxingdui began to develop and was deserted in around 1200
B.C., with two sacrificial pits left behind. Some of the inhabitants are assumed to have moved south to
Chengdu and established the Jinsha city. Then the objects in the two sacrificial pits at Sanxingdui are be-
lieved to have been employed during sacrificial ceremonies and have a connection with people’s movement to

other places.
The Discovery of the Jinsha Site

In the spring of 2001, the door of a treasure gallery buried beneath the ground for about 3000 years was
opened by modern construction machinery at Jinsha village on the western outskirt of Chengdu City, Sichuan
Province. Countless objects made of gold, bronze, jade, stone and elephant tusks appeared. Many of the arti-
facts were previously found at the site of Sanxingdui. Is this another Sanxingdui site? As early as 1995,
some sites were found near the Jinsha village. Judging from the great number of valuable objects excavated
in 2001, it can be confirmed now that Jinsha, belonging to the Shi’erqiao culture (from 1200 B.C. to 900 B.
C.) , was at its most prosperous stage between the late Shang Dynasty and the early Western Zhou Dynasty.
The Jinsha site covers an area more than 5 square kilometers, and is one of the largest ancient city sites in
the Yangtze River Valley. It is the most important discovery after that of the Sanxingdui site in Sichuan
Province. It proves that the Chengdu Plain was the center of the highly developed ancient Kingdom of Shu.

The Jinsha site is divided into eight districts, five of which are situated to the north of the Modi River,
and three to the south. The northern and northeastern parts of the Jinsha site contain a large area of housing
foundations for huge civil constructions of high quality and well-planned layout. Drainage built of cobbles
was distributed among them. The location is assumed to be the living and residential quarters (or palace dis-
trict) for people of the upper class. The southeastern part close to the Modi River included mainly sacrificial

pits with raw materials and artifacts made of different materials. Over 200 gold articles, 1500 bronze wares,
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2000 jade objects and 1000 stone artifacts were collected from this area. In addition, a large amount of pot-
tery, ivory, wild boar teeth and deer horns were unearthed. The area must therefore have been a location for
religion and sacrifice or other ceremonial activities. The rest of the area was probably residential.

According to recent archaeological research, there were two phases at the Jinsha site. In the first phase
it was a large urban capital, mostly belonging to the Shi’ergiao culture, and of which rich remains survive.
The second phase covered a comparatively small area, used for more special purposes, and containing graves.

The main remains belong to the Xinyicun culture (or the late Shi’erqiao culture).
A Comparison between the Two Sites

The Jinsha site is only 38 kilometers away from Sanxingdui. After the excavating to the two sites, ar-
chaeologists believed that both of them were the sites of ancient capitals. Since many wares excavated from
the two sites were same, as well as the culture features were similar, the two sites both belonged to the an-
cient Shu Culture.

Their rise and fall connected to each other, while there were different between the artifacts unearthed
from the two sites. Such as, the bronze found in the Jinsha Site were smaller, and there were no huge bronzes
in the site, still no immortal trees. The small size jade Zhang and cured edge chisels from the Jinsha site
were much more than the Sanxingdui site. Pointed bottom pottery were popular in the Jinsha site, which
could not been found in Sanxingdui. All the facts indicated that the Jinsha site continued some features of
Sanxingdui, and developed some new culture characteristics of its own. In another word, they came down in
one continuous line, and represented the two peaks of ancient Shu culture.

Most of the artifacts unearthed at Jinsha are the same as or similar to those found at Sanxingdui. The
similarity indicates that peoples of the two locations had the same aesthetic standards and religious beliefs.
As far as the statues are concerned, Jinsha and Sanxingdui contain figures with protruding eyes, pointed ears,
and naked bodies with center parted hair on the top of the head, a braid on the back of the head and hands
bound behind the back. Their faces are characterized by big eyes, wide noses and high cheeks.

At both sites, objects for sun worship were discovered. At Sanxingdui, two bronze trees and a wheel
shaped object were found, while at Jinsha, the immortal sun bird gold ornament and a bronze collared Bi in-
cised with three birds were excavated.

A large number of objects with bird designs were found at both sites. At Sanxingdui, a bronze figure
with human head and bird body, a bronze standing figure with bird wings, jade dagger-axes with birds at
their edges, and a gold staffl cover with birds, fish and arrows carved were all discovered. At Jinsha, bronze
birds and jade dagger-axes with birds at their edges were found. The bronze eyes with symbolic meanings
and the design incised on the gold staff and gold band shows a system of worship that connected people at
both sites.

At the Jinsha site, a large west-facing building complex comprising several individual buildings was un-
covered. The front is a spacious compound, followed by a three-bay rectangular grand hall. Behind the grand
hall is a square hall with courtyards on the left and right, and then a four-bay back building with symmetrical
wing rooms at each side. Judging from the layout, the building style technologically belongs to the traditional
one in the Chengdu Plain. For its grand scale and neat arrangement, it was suspected to be a palace building

site. In the Sanxingdui site, a city wall was found, which included a main wall and the inner and the outer
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attached walls. The main wall was rammed in level, while the attached walls were rammed in slope layers
based on the piled soil. Now, the eastern wall was 1100 meters long, 20 meters wide on the top, where some
adobes were found. The southern wall was 800 meters long, 40 meters wide on the bottom, and about 6 me-
ters high. The western wall was 600 meters long, 40 to 110 meters wide and 6 to 10 meters high, which was
built on some mounds and repaired by rammed soil. Although the palace building sites in the Jinsha site are
very different from the city wall of the Sanxingdui site, they both had a same model of grand scale. This fact
showed both the Jinsha site and the Sanxingdui site were the capital sites in high grade.

A small standing figure unearthed at Jinsha greatly resembles the large standing bronze statue from sac-
rificial pit No.2 at Sanxingdui. Both of them raise their hands upward to the chest while they might be en-
gaged in religious activities. They probably represent the highest authority in religion. However, their hair
styles are different. Bronze statues from Sanxingdui have two hair styles: one wears their hair in a bun; the
other in a plait. In this regard, researches combining with ethnology, religious study and other subjects have
been carried out. Although there is no consensus, most scholars have a common opinion that, the large
standing bronze statue of Sanxingdui and the small standing bronze statue of Jinsha should be standing for
the royal power of the king or avatar of god. They could be the ruling class of these two kingdoms. But for
the obvious differences between their scale and hair style, are probably concerning to their different forms of

the religion and the changes of aesthetics orientation.
Similar Worship

These can be no doubt that, the discoveries at Sanxingdui and Jinsha open a door to the ancient Shu
civilization. The unique culture, politics, religious belief and living customs of the ancient Shu people are
presented to us through the beautiful yet silent artifacts.

1. Sun Worship

The sunrise and sunset, the shifting of days and nights and the cycle of the seasons made people of the
distant past feel the mighty power of the sun. Sun worship was quite common throughout ancient China.
Through their own understanding of the sun and nature, the people of ancient Shu produced various surpris-
ing objects for sun worship.

Among the items excavated from the sarificial pits at Sanxingdui, some wheel shaped artifacts symboliz-
ing the sun and other objects incised with sun signs were discovered. They show people’s worship for the sun
in other aspects. In a round shape, with a protruding half ball like the eye ball in the center, the wheel
shaped artifact connected with five diverging lines from the center. There are some paintings remained on the
surface of the artifact. The shape is similar to the drawing character of the sun in the inscriptions on the
bones or tortoise shells, as well as the shape of the sun in the cliff drawings. Thus the wheel shaped artifact
represents the sun and its radiated rays.

The immortal sun bird gold ornament unearthed at Jinsha demonstrates admiration for the sun by the
ancient people of Shu. The gold ornament has a fretwork design on both the inner and outer layers. The pat-
tern on the inner layer includes 12 arced teeth distributed evenly in a clock wise direction. The pattern on
the outer layer includes four birds distributed equally. All the birds are in a flying pose, with their necks
raised and legs extended, and their flying direction is opposite to that of the inner design. Seen on a red

background, the design on the inner layer looks like turning fireball or the sun. The purity of the gold orna-
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ment reaches as high as 94.2 %, yet the thickness is only 0.02 ¢em. What marvelous workmanship! In an-
cient Chinese mythology, the sun god bird was called Yangwu (three feet bird lives in the sun) or phoenix.
The Chinses character Huang ( phoenix) appears like the sun bird and symbolizes beauty, glory and lofti-
ness. The Chinese myths about “Kuafu’s running after the sun” and “Hou Yi’s shooting of the sun” bear a
close relation with the sun and phoenix.

2. Bird Worship

Among the large number of bronze figures at the Sanxingdui site, three bronze masks are peculiar. They
are obviously different from the others, and they may have been god figures for worship. Originally, they
probably were placed in the following order: the largest was laid in the middle and the other two smaller ones
on either side. They may have been figures with human heads and bird bodies. According to some tribal
myths from China, leaders of the tribes were known as the sons of the god. The male ancestors were born
from the female ancestors who had swallowed eggs sent by the bird on the command of the god. Therefore,
the god might be a bird or look like a bird. There were several bronze figures with bird shaped decorations
found at the Sanxingdui site. People at Sanxingdui might disguise themselves as birds in sacrificial or reli-
gious activities in order to keep close contact with the god and be recognized.

Furthermore, the unearthed immortal sun bird gold omament at Jinsha is further proof of bird worship. In
the legend of ancient Shu, Yu Fu and Du Yu were two kings of the ancient Kingdom of Shu named after
birds. Therefore, the bird plays a significant role in people’s lives in ancient Shu. The two ancient Kings of
Shu with bird names probably reflect two important stages of the economic development of the Shu Kingdom.
Yu Fu is the name of a fishing bird, which symbolized the economy of fishing and hunting; Du Yu is other
name for the cuckoo bird, which was said to be helpful and useful for farming and represented agriculture.

3. The Eyes with Symbolic Meanings

Among the pottery objects unearthed from Sanxingdui, eyes are the most common signs carved or in-
cised. There are also protruding, cylindrical, giant and diamond shaped eyes on bronze wares, besides, there
are animal faced bronzes hold by eyes and patterns of eyes on the bronze figures” costumes. Also, there were
eye shaped bronze decorations unearthed from Jinsha. It is thus clear that eyes play an important roll in
Sanxingdui and Jinsha.

“History of Huayang Kingdom: History of Shu” said, Can Cong was the first King in Shu and had pro-
truding eyes. Did Can Cong really have the fantastic protruding eyes as the historic story stated? Some
scholars believe that as the Sichuan Basin is often cloudy and misty, the ancient Shu people longed for the
sunshine. They wished to have a pair of magic eyes to see through the gloom and reach the brightness, which
resulted in the worship of the sun.

4. The Kingdom of Gold Masks

At Jinsha, two extremely valuable gold masks were excavated. One is very small. It is 3.7cm in height
and 5 grammes in weight. Both the eyes and the mouth were hollowed, and the mouth opens slightly, wearing
a mysterious smile. The other is much larger, and the most well-preserved gold mask from the Shang and
Zhou periods in China. It is thought that it may have been attached to a wooden object used at important
ceremonies, and its shape is similar to the gold facial cover unearthed at Sanxingdui. There have been no
such gold masks found in other parts of China from the Shang and Zhou dynasties. This mask represents the
local features of the bronze culture of the Sichuan Basin. As a kind of facial cover, a mask was closely con-

nected to witchcraft. Recent research on ethnology and anthropology found that shamans from ethnic minori-
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