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I. Boundary, Preservation State, and Micro-

environment of the Erlitou Site

In Autumn of 1999 and Spring of 2000, we first carried

out a thorough survey and mapping of the areas that

modern village buildings occupy within the territory of

the Erlitou 二里头 site, and for the first time undertook

a systematic coring of the peripheral and neighboring

areas. In autumn of 2000, we performed excavation in

the eastern part of this site.

The present territory of the Erlitou site terminates at the

bed of the Luo River 洛河 in the north (34°42′23″N),

along the eastern boundary of the Gedangtou 圪 头

Village (112°41′55″E) in the east, at the southern edge

of the Sijiaolou 四角楼 Village ( 34°41′10″N), and at

the Beixu 北许 Village in the west （112°40′16″E）.

The site extends from northwest to southeast, 2400 m

long and 1900 m wide at the greatest points, and alto-

gether 3,000,000 sq m (Fig. 1). It sits at the sea-level

height 119–121 m, the elevated terrace in its southeast-

ern and eastern areas, at the height 117–118 m in the

peripheral areas (further east, further south).

The northern and northeastern edges of the Erlitou site

are characteristic of sandy loess or sandy loam mixed with

brown silt. This zone belongs to the flooding area of the

Luo River after the shift of the river course, from which the

site suffers rather severely, losing its original edge. Out-

side the southeastern edge of the site sediments a thick

brown sticky soil and extends a terrace of 2 m high. There

is good reason to recognize the original edge here. The

southern and southwestern edges of this site are rich of red

sticky soil and gray-brown silt. This zone was the early

riverbed of the Luo River and the neighboring marshes. It

should be southern border of the site. The western and

northwestern edges of this site see the boundary of cultural

remains, which serves to mark the early border.

We discovered in the northeastern and eastern edges

a ditch-like feature, and investigated it for about 500 m

long and 10 m wide. The Erlitou people possibly quar-

ried soil from this ditch, and then dumped trash there in

the late phase and the fourth phase. The ditch thus serves

to mark the boundary of the cultural activity of this

culture.

II. General Layout of the Erlitou Site

We have fixed the eastern, southern, and western border

of the time of the Erlitou site rather precisely; the

northern edge might have been located further north

from the current edge, most likely within the bed of

contemporary Luo River. These data allow us to outline

the layout of the site. In general we may identify the

central block and the general residential area, in which

dot a number of burials and kilns.

1. The central block

Located in the southeastern and central section of the

Erlitou site, the central block embraces a palace complex,

a bronze foundry, cultic points and a few residential

quarters of the elite.

The palace complex, located in the southeast of the

site (Block V), occupies an area of no less than 120,000

sq m, enclosed by four crisscrossing roads. It turned into

a walled complex in the late phase. Large-scale rammed-

earth foundations are only found in this complex.

Elite residential quarters are located in the east,

southeast, and central blocks (Blocks II–IX), namely

around the palace complex. Mid- and small-scale struc-

tural foundations have been discovered in these blocks.

Mid-scale burials (equipped with wooden chamber, ochre,

bronzes, jades, lacquer wares, ceramic ritual vessels and

other prestige goods) accompany the foundations. They

nevertheless concentrate to the northeast of the palace

complex and Block VI to the north.
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The bronze foundry, 10,000 sq m in dimension, is

located 200 m to the south of the palace complex (Block

IV) of the site. In the southern part is found a ditch of 16

m wide and 3 m deep. The investigated length reaches up

to 100 m.

The cultic points are located to the north and north-

west of the palace complex (Blocks VI, IX). In these

points are discovered some structures and other features

possibly related to religious activities. These include

circular above-ground structures and rectangular subter-

ranean structures, as well as burials associated with

them. They extend, as far as we have investigated, up to

300 m from east to west.

2. Common residential areas

Fig. 1 The illustration of the Erlitou site
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Located in the western and northern areas of the site,

they are usually small above-ground and semi-under-

ground buildings, as well as small-scale burials coming

with pottery vessels. In the past the western area has

been relatively under-investigated. In autumn of 1999,

we performed an intensive coring here. In general

cultural layers are not considerable, and subject to

disturbance by cultural activities of later periods. Block

XII, or in the northwest of the Erlitou Village, is

relatively rich of cultural remains, and may count as a

residential area.

3. Burials and workshops

Up to date have been published 400 burials of the

Erlitou period. They scatter in various parts of the site,

intermixed with residential areas. They alternate with

residential remains, which indicate the shift of function

of the area between cemetery and residence. In the

meantime, burials are often found in the residential area,

in roads, around buildings, courtyards and even inside

buildings. So far no particular cemetery of concentration

of burials and long use has been found.

Pottery kilns scatter in the site, without any concentra-

tion area. Bone-production remains (with trash bones,

half products and grinding stones) appear in many loci,

but concentrate in Blocks III and VI (to the north and east

of the palace complex), which can be identified as

workshops.

In the recent years, we discovered to the south of the

palace complex another deposit of turquoise debris.

The subsequent coring and excavation came to confirm

that this was a turquoise workshop of no less than 1000

sq m.

III. Road Network of the Central Block,

Palace Complex and Its Layout

In autumn of 2001, we carried out a large-scale coring in

the known palace complex and the immediate neighbor-

ing areas, and came to discover a road network in the

central block of the Erlitou site. In the same time, we

loaded an extensive excavation in the eastern part of the

palace complex, exposing a cluster of magnificent

rammed-earth foundations, and uncovering the layout

of this complex and the process of modification. From

spring of 2003 through spring of 2004, we discovered the

enclosing walls of the palace complex and the road

network outside it.

1. Road network of the central block

The four roads outside the palace complex, which

parallel the walls of palace foundations Nos.1, and 2,

create a rectangular form. The road is normally 12–15 m

wide, but sometimes up to 20 m. Excavations make it

clear that these roads were kept in use for a long time,

from the second phase through the fourth phase of the

Erlitou culture or even later.

2. Enclosing walls of the palace foundation

The palace foundation assumes a rectangular form;

the enclosing walls were constructed inside the four

roads. Their reconstructed lengths, in the east-west-

south-north order, are 378, 359, 295, 292 m respectively,

and enclose an area of 108,000 sq m.

The four roads and the enclosing walls envelope

Palace Foundations Nos.1 and 2. Among the 30 rammed-

earth structures discovered in the 1970s, the five most

sizable ones are located in this space.

3. Layout of the palace complex

The fact that Palace Foundation No.2 made use of the

eastern wall suggests that this foundation mark the

eastern edge of the palace complex. Palace Foundation

No.1 sits in the southwest. Around and between them are

found a number of rammed-earth structures, road surfaces,

and pebble-paved ground of several hundred square

meters and a small road.

In investigating the layout of the palace complex, we

noticed an indent in the northeastern corner of Palace

Foundation No.1. The indent measures 20.8 m by 47.8

m, and about 1000 sq m. We suppose that this design

results from respect of an important, not-to-be-occupied

space or existing architecture of non-removable nature.

To clarify these questions, we took an extensive coring,

only to find that here was paved with earth upon virgin

soil, which surpassed the bottom of the foundation pit of

Palace Foundation No.1. Some coring holes even yield

layers of road construction. Thus we propose that this

section was originally an open space, whose function is

yet to be investigated.

The large-scale excavations we undertook in the east-

ern part of the palace complex since 2001 came to expose

a grandiose cluster of foundations lined up in the north-

south axis in the late stage of the Erlitou culture. Palace

Foundation No.2 makes one component of this cluster,

which another two foundations, Nos.4 and 6, sandwich

it from front and back. These structures thus display a

unanimous orientation and a single axis. This cluster

rests upon another palace foundation (No.3) of the early

stage of this culture. To its west stands one more founda-

tion of the same period. All these data disclose a large-

scale architectural complex in the early stage of the

Erlitou culture (to be detailed).
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IV. Diachronic Modification of the Erlitou

Settlement and Some Related Questions

Based on prospecting and excavation data accumulated

in the past forty years, we may identify six phases of pre-

Qin cultural remains at the Erlitou site. The following

paragraphs are a brief outline of the diachronic modifi-

cation of the settlement pattern witnessed at the site.

Stages I and II: Yangshao culture and Longshan

culture

Cultural remains of the Yangshao 仰韶 and Longshan

龙山 cultures concentrate on terraces near the early bed

of the Yi and Luo Rivers, where several small settle-

ments have been discovered.

Stage III: 1st phase of the Erlitou culture

Cultural deposit of this stage has been found in Blocks

II–VI, VIII, and IX, with a dimension of more than 1000,

000 sq m. Structural features nevertheless suffer severe

destruction and scatter widely; it is unclear whether they

represent a large-scale settlement or a cluster of several

settlements. In either case, they already differ from

average synchronic settlements in size and density. To

this stage also belong a number of bronze tools, tusk

artifacts, turquoise ornaments, which are of high value,

and inscribed signs. We thus tend to see the emergence

of a central settlement in this stage.

Stage IV: 2nd phase of the Erlitou culture

Rich cultural remains of this stage have been found in

all the excavated sections. The site expanded to several

million square meters, and a palace complex emerged on

the southeastern elevated terrace.

In the eastern and central parts of the palace complex

a cluster of palace foundations have been identified.

Foundation No.3 is a complex of structures that envelope

several courtyards, more than 150 m long and 50 m wide.

Inside this complex are found groups of mid-scale buri-

als with bronzes, jades, lacquer wares, white-pottery,

stonewares, and a large turquoise ornament, shell artifacts,

and cowries. Inside are also discovered stone-masonry

sinks, as well as wells, and storage pits. Between Foun-

dations Nos.3 and 5, located along the east-west axis, is

found a carefully constructed underground drainage

with wooden frame. At the eastern edge of Foundation

No.5 are found sizable post stones and foundation trench

of walls. To the south was already exposed in the past a

substantial rammed-earth foundation.

In this stage, the bronze foundry appeared to the south

of the palace complex. In Blocks III, VI, IX, or to the

northeast and northwest of this complex arose middle-

size rammed-earth foundations and middle-size burials.

Coring and excavation in the recent years uncover other

rammed-earth structures to the west and south of this

complex, which extends over the walls of the palace

complex. This stage in fact saw a full-fledged prosperity

of the Erlitou site.

Stage V: 3rd phase of the Erlitou culture

The territory and content of cultural deposit indicate

that this stage continued to prosper. The palace complex,

bronze foundry, road network and the general layout

followed stage IV. But certain magnificent changes also

took place.

First, enclosing walls were constructed around the

palace complex; some new palace foundations were

erected inside the complex. Second, Foundation No.3 of

stage IV was abandoned, and Foundations Nos.2 and 4

were erected upon this site after leveling. They embody

a tendency of shifting from the type of multi-unit com-

plex to the type of cluster of several single-unit structures.

The orientation and organizing axis nevertheless re-

mained to be the same. Third, Palace Foundations Nos.

1 and 7 in the western half of the complex parallel

Foundations Nos.2 and 4 in the eastern half, straddling a

central axis, which bears out a clear-cut axis-principled

symmetrical planning. The four palace foundations as-

sume a unified rate of length to width, which reflects the

operation of certain construction principles. Forth, the

emergence of Palace Foundations Nos.1, 2, 4, 7 and 8

came with a dramatic decrease of daily life activities,

Table 1 Comparison of the large-size foundations of Stage V (unit: m)

  Main hall of Foundation No.1

  Foundation No.7

  Main hall of Palace No.2

  Main hall of Palace No.4

Length by width

30.4 × 11.4

31.5 ×(10.5–11)

(32.6–32.75)

×(12.4–12.75)

36.4 ×(12.6–13.1)

Size

358 m2

339 m2

412 m2

468 m2

Extant number of

postholes

9

8 (?)

10

13

Size of foundation

36 × 25
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which contrast sharply with the rich deposit in other

areas.

The question whether the above-mentioned points

imply change of functions of certain foundations, and

even division of functional areas of the palace complex

has yet to be investigated.

Stages VI and VII: 4th phase of the Erlitou culture and

the early lower layer of Erligang

Cultural deposit of this stage concentrates in the

central block but decreases in the surrounding areas. The

general size of the site, however, does not shrink.

The palace complex remained in function, and even

expanded. The Foundations Nos.1, 2, 4, 7 and 8, the

enclosing walls, and the outside roads of stage V did not

suffer severe destruction. Cultural remains inside the

palace complex grow much richer than those of stage V.

In the eastern part appear an enclosed space and a large-

size Foundation No.6; in the southern part arises a

rammed-earth wall of more than 200 m long, whose

ramming quality surpasses the enclosing walls of the

palace complex.

The bronze foundry and turquoise workshop remained

in function till the fourth phase of the Erlitou culture.

Bronze vessels and jades unearthed in burials of this

stage exceed those of the third phase in both quantity and

quality. Large-size and exquisite ceramic vessels are not

infrequently found. Bronze weapons first appeared. Cer-

tain middle-size burials and bronze vessels may date up

to the early phase of the lower layer of Erligang (first

phase of Yanshi Shang City).

Cultural remains are rarely encountered in the site. It

appears that it was completely abandoned.

Stage VIII: the early phase of the upper layer of

Erligang

Cultural remains of this stage are rarely found in the

surrounding areas, but concentrate in the area of the

palace complex in a dimension of 300,000 sq m. Cultural

layers, small buildings, ashpits, and burials overlap or

intrude into the foundations. No prestige goods have

been found. The Erlitou site appears to become an

ordinary settlement.

V. Prospective of the Investigation of

Settlement Pattern

In the recent years we have made certain progress in the

pursuit of the layout of the Erlitou site, but this type of

investigation of settlement pattern has made its first step.

In the palace complex, for instance, many details regard-

ing spatial organization and its modification over time are

yet to be clarified. After the discovery of the enclosing

walls, many questions arise concerning the existence of

such defensive structures as fortified walls and moat

outside this carefully planned capital; the general layout of

the “high-tech” bronze foundry, and the presence of

defensive facilities. In addition, up to date no large-size

burials that match the grandiose palace foundations has

been discovered; no concentrated and long-term cemetery

has been encountered either; the insufficient investigation

of residential settlements of ordinary people; the general

layout of the Erlitou site of the early phases. The hope of

resolving these questions lies in prefiguring concrete

research purposes, creating mid-and long-term plans, and

a comprehensive but focused investigation.

In the recent years, we carried out an extensive and

systematic survey in the eastern part of the Luoyang

basin. Further investigation of the regional environment

and the settlement clusters will deepen our understand-

ing of the historical and natural environments, will help

us to locate the position of the Erlitou site in the settle-

ment network, and to figure out the social structure in this

network.
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