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​Bronze Gods of Shu: The Lost Civilization of Sanxingdui

In 1986, construction workers in China's Sichuan Province broke through into a pit containing bronze masks with eyes that protrude like stalks, life-sized human figures in elaborate cosmic costumes, and sacred trees nearly four metres tall hung with sun-birds and coiling dragons. Nothing like them had ever been seen before. They belonged to a civilization that the history books did not contain.

Bronze Gods of Shu: The Lost Civilization of Sanxingdui tells the full story of one of archaeology's most extraordinary discoveries — the Bronze Age Shu Kingdom, which flourished in the Chengdu Plain of southwest China between 2700 and 1000 BC, producing art of staggering originality and a religious world of shamanic complexity that challenges everything we thought we knew about the origins of Chinese civilization.

Drawing on the landmark excavations of 2019–2022 and the findings of the 2025 Sanxingdui Forum, historian Gilbert McMicken reconstructs the Shu world in full: its rice-fed cities, its elephant ivory trade routes, its solar theology and cosmic bronze trees, its brilliant metallurgical technology, and the single night of sacred fire in which its people deliberately ended their world and sealed it beneath the earth for three thousand years.

A civilization lost. Now, finally, found.
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​Preface: Awakening a Lost Civilization
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There is a particular quality of silence that settles over a place that has been forgotten for three thousand years. It is not the silence of emptiness but of waiting — a vast, patient accumulation of time pressing down on the earth, on the rice fields, on the slow brown rivers of the Sichuan Basin. For most of recorded history, the land around the small town of Guanghan in southwest China gave no outward sign of what lay beneath it. Farmers tilled their paddies. Rivers shifted their courses. Dynasties rose and fell in the distant capitals of the north. And underground, sealed in carefully prepared pits, surrounded by the ashes of sacred fires and covered with the tusks of elephants, the gods of a lost civilization waited to be found.

They have been waiting since approximately 1050 BC. That is the date, now confirmed with remarkable precision by radiocarbon analysis, when the people of the ancient Shu Kingdom — a sophisticated Bronze Age civilization that had flourished in the Sichuan Basin for more than a thousand years — performed one final, extraordinary act of ritual devotion. They gathered the sacred contents of their temple: the colossal bronze masks with their impossible, staring eyes; the towering trees of cast metal hung with sun-birds; the golden scepters and ivory offerings; the life-sized figures of priests or god-kings frozen in gestures of divine communication. They broke some of these objects deliberately, a ritual rupture that we do not yet fully understand. They burned many of them. They arranged the remains in layers, covered them with tusks, sealed them with earth, and then — it seems — walked away. The city was abandoned. The temple fell silent. And the world the Shu people had built, the cosmos they had imagined, the gods they had served, disappeared so completely that two thousand years later there was not even a reliable memory of them.

This book is the story of their rediscovery.

It is also, inevitably, a story about ideas — about the assumptions that shape our understanding of the past, and what happens when the earth rises up and contradicts them. For most of the twentieth century, the story of Chinese civilization was told with a clear and reassuring simplicity. Civilization in China, it was said, had a single cradle: the Yellow River valley of the north, where the legendary sage-kings had taught the people agriculture, writing, and ritual, and where the historically attested Shang Dynasty had built the first Chinese state, leaving behind oracle bones and bronze vessels as evidence of its achievement. Everything else — the vast lands to the south and west, the mountains and rivers beyond the central plains — was peripheral, derivative, or simply blank.

Sanxingdui obliterated that picture.

What the excavations at Guanghan have revealed, and what the extraordinary discoveries of the 2019 to 2022 excavation season have confirmed beyond any reasonable doubt, is that a civilization of the first rank — technically sophisticated, artistically brilliant, spiritually profound, and organizationally complex — flourished in the Sichuan Basin simultaneously with the Shang Dynasty, independently of it, and in many respects utterly unlike it. The Shu people built a metropolis of twelve square kilometers with planned districts, specialized workshops, palatial architecture, and a hydraulic infrastructure that channeled the rivers of the basin to their purposes. They mastered bronze-casting on a scale and in a style that had no parallel anywhere in the ancient world, producing objects of surpassing strangeness and beauty — objects that look, to modern eyes, like nothing so much as the products of a completely different civilization entirely, which is precisely what they are. They worked gold with a technical refinement that the Central Plains traditions would not approach for centuries. They maintained trade networks that reached across mountain ranges and river valleys, drawing jade from the north, ivory from tropical forests to the south, and raw materials from sources that archaeology is still working to identify.

And then, having done all of this, they disappeared so thoroughly that their existence had to be rediscovered by accident, by a farmer with a spade in 1929.

The central argument of this book can be stated simply, though its implications take a full twenty-two chapters to explore: Sanxingdui is irrefutable proof that ancient China was not born from a single cultural cradle. It was born from many. The civilization we recognize today as distinctively Chinese emerged not from one point of origin but from a long process of interaction, convergence, and synthesis among multiple independent traditions — the Yellow River cultures of the north, certainly, but also the Yangtze River cultures of the south, the Sichuan Basin culture of the southwest, and a dozen other regional complexes that are still being defined by ongoing excavation. What Sanxingdui represents is not a curiosity or an exception to the story of Chinese civilization — it is a fundamental part of that story, a part that the historical record had simply lost.

Recovering that part of the story is the ambition of this book.

A word about sources and method. This book draws primarily on the published archaeological literature: the excavation reports and scientific papers produced by the Sanxingdui Museum and the Sichuan Provincial Cultural Relics and Archaeology Research Institute, the peer-reviewed analyses published in journals including Antiquity and the proceedings of the Chinese Social Sciences Net, and the findings presented at the 2025 Sanxingdui Forum — the landmark international conference at which the results of the 2019 to 2022 excavation season were formally consolidated and communicated to the scholarly community. Where recent scientific findings — radiocarbon dates, proteomic analyses, metallurgical studies — are discussed, I have attempted to explain the underlying methods clearly enough that the non-specialist reader can assess the strength of the evidence for themselves.

I have also drawn on the fragmentary textual sources for ancient Shu: the Huayang Guozhi, the Shiji, and other late accounts that preserve what appear to be distant echoes of the Sanxingdui civilization. These sources must be used with great caution — they were composed centuries or millennia after the events they purport to describe, and they are as much mythology as history. But used carefully, in conjunction with the archaeological evidence, they offer occasional and illuminating glimpses of a living tradition's memory of its own origins.

A note on terminology. Throughout this book, I use "Sanxingdui civilization" and "Shu Kingdom" somewhat interchangeably to refer to the Bronze Age culture centered on the Guanghan site, while acknowledging that archaeologists prefer to reserve "Shu Kingdom" for the later, historically documented state that succeeded the purely archaeological Sanxingdui culture. "Shu people" refers to the inhabitants of this civilization at its height, between approximately 1600 and 1050 BC. Dates are given in BC throughout; where radiocarbon dates are discussed, I specify whether the figure given is a calibrated median, a 95.4% probability range, or some other statistical expression of the dating evidence.

For the romanization of Chinese names and terms, I have followed the standard Pinyin system throughout, with the exception of a small number of proper nouns whose Wade-Giles or other romanizations are so firmly established in the English-language literature that to change them would cause unnecessary confusion. A glossary of key Chinese terms and their English translations is provided at the back of the book.

One final observation before the narrative begins. The artifacts of Sanxingdui are, in the end, faces. Mask after mask, figure after figure — the visual culture of this civilization returns obsessively to the human face enlarged, exaggerated, and transformed into something more than human: the enormous staring eyes that see beyond ordinary sight, the elongated ears that hear the speech of spirits, the thin, composed lips that speak in the language of gods. Whoever these people were, whatever they believed, however they understood the cosmos they inhabited, they organized their most intense creative effort around the act of looking — of being seen, of seeing, of demanding that the divine and the human lock eyes across the boundary that separates them.

That act of looking, I have come to feel, is what makes Sanxingdui not merely important but moving. When you stand before one of the great bronze masks in the museum at Guanghan and it looks back at you — really looks back at you, with those impossible eyes that have been staring into the dark for three thousand years — something happens that is not purely intellectual. It is the shock of recognition: the sudden awareness that the people who made this thing were fully human, as strange to us as we would be to them, as devoted to their gods as we are to ours, and as certain as we are that somewhere behind the face of the world there is something looking back.

That is what archaeology at its best recovers: not objects, but humanity. And of all the archaeological discoveries of the modern era, Sanxingdui recovers it with exceptional power.

This is their story.
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​Chapter One: The Farmer's Discovery — How Sanxingdui Was Found
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The spring of 1929 was, by all accounts, an ordinary season in Guanghan County. The Chengdu Plain was doing what it had done for millennia: greening steadily under the influence of the warm, wet air that pooled in the Sichuan Basin, filling the rice paddies to the edges of the embankments, feeding the rivers that threaded the flatlands between the mountains. Farmers were doing what farmers in this part of China had always done in spring — repairing the ditches and channels that managed the constant, fertile, sometimes catastrophic abundance of water in one of the most productive agricultural landscapes on earth.

Yan Daocheng was one of those farmers. His land lay near the village of Zhenwu, in the Sanxingdui area — the name means "three star mounds," a reference to three low earthen rises visible in the fields that local people had long assumed were simple natural features of the terrain. On a particular morning that neither he nor anyone around him could have known would matter to history, Yan was deepening a sewage ditch when his spade met resistance. He dug around the obstruction and found not a root, not a stone, but a pit — a deliberately made hollow in the earth containing a collection of finely worked jade objects unlike anything he had seen before.

Yan Daocheng did what most farmers in his position would do: he collected what he had found, said very little to anyone outside his family, and attempted quietly to sell the pieces. This was not ignorance or cupidity but practical wisdom. In rural Sichuan in 1929, with warlord politics making every transaction uncertain and civil war a perpetual background condition of life, a farmer who had stumbled onto something valuable had good reasons to be discreet. Some of the jade objects were sold locally. Others disappeared into the regional antiques trade, where their origins were obscured and their significance went unrecognized. For five years, the tremor that Yan Daocheng's spade had registered in the deep strata of history remained unnoticed by anyone capable of reading it.

The man who would eventually read it arrived in Guanghan County by an improbable route. David Crockett Graham was a Baptist missionary from Illinois, born in 1854, who had come to China in the 1880s as a representative of the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society and had spent the following decades in Chengdu, building churches, running schools, and doing the patient, daily work of a nineteenth-century Protestant mission in a country that received his faith with polite indifference and occasional hostility. He might have been remembered, if remembered at all, as one of the many Western missionaries who passed through China in that period leaving a modest institutional trace. He was, however, also an archaeologist — not by formal training, which he lacked, but by temperament, persistence, and a quality of attention that distinguished him from virtually everyone else in the region.

Graham had been collecting and cataloguing the antiquities of the Sichuan Basin for decades before anyone told him about the jade find at Guanghan. He had a genuine scientific sensibility, an eye for stratigraphic context that many professionally trained archaeologists of his era lacked, and the methodological discipline to record what he found rather than simply possess it. He had assembled a significant collection of Sichuan antiquities at the West China Union College Museum in Chengdu, a institution he had helped to found, and he had developed a working knowledge of the region's archaeological landscape that no Chinese scholar had yet attempted to construct systematically. When word of the Guanghan jades eventually reached him — probably through the antiques trade, where unusual objects attracted attention — he recognized immediately that they were something out of the ordinary.

In the autumn of 1934, Graham traveled to Guanghan and conducted the first formal excavation of the site where Yan Daocheng had made his discovery five years earlier. By the standards of the time, his methods were reasonably careful. He documented the stratigraphy of the area, noted the depth and orientation of the finds, and collected a significant assemblage of jade and pottery objects that he transported to Chengdu for study. His published report, appearing in the Journal of the West China Border Research Society in 1934, was the first scientific description of what would eventually be recognized as one of the most important archaeological sites in the world. Graham identified the objects as ancient, assessed them as culturally significant far beyond the typical local find, and placed them tentatively in the late prehistoric or early historic period of Chinese culture — a judgment that was broadly correct, though the full truth of the matter would have staggered even his capacious curiosity.

What Graham could not have known — what no one could have known in 1934, because the discipline of Chinese Bronze Age archaeology was barely a decade old and its geographical boundaries were still effectively undrawn — was the scale of what lay beneath the Guanghan fields. The jade objects he recovered were not, as he might reasonably have assumed, the scattered relics of a small, peripheral settlement on the margins of the great cultural traditions of the Chinese north. They were the exposed tip of a civilization: a sophisticated, fully realized urban culture that had occupied twelve square kilometers of the Chengdu Plain and had lasted for more than a thousand years. The mounds that gave the Sanxingdui area its name were not natural features of the terrain. They were the eroded remains of massive rammed-earth walls — the defensive perimeter of a Bronze Age metropolis that had been sleeping under the rice paddies, waiting to be found.

Graham published his findings, deposited his collection at the West China Union College Museum, and continued his other work. He was eighty years old when he conducted the excavation at Guanghan, and he would live another twenty years, dying in 1948 without ever learning the true nature of what he had found. His contribution to the story of Sanxingdui is easy to underestimate in retrospect — the artifacts he recovered were modest compared to what the pits of 1986 would disgorge — but it is important not to do so. Graham did the essential thing: he recognized that something was there and made a record. In archaeology, as in so many domains of human knowledge, the first act of recognition is often the most difficult and the most consequential. Every subsequent discovery at Sanxingdui builds, in a direct line of scientific inheritance, on the fact that David Crockett Graham picked up those jade objects and asked what they meant.

The next decade and a half was not kind to archaeology in China. The Japanese invasion of 1937 and the brutal years of the Second World War brought systematic scientific activity in Sichuan to an effective halt. Chengdu became a refuge city, swollen with population displaced from the eastern provinces, its institutions overwhelmed by the demands of survival. The small collection of Guanghan jades sat in their museum cases at the West China Union College, studied by no one, their significance still unrecognized. After the Japanese surrender in 1945, a new phase of civil conflict — the resumption of the war between the Nationalist government and the Communist forces of the People's Liberation Army — consumed the country's attention and resources for another four years. When the People's Republic of China was established in 1949, archaeology was, for entirely understandable reasons, far from the new government's most urgent priority.

Through the 1950s, however, as the new state began to consolidate its institutions and assert its ambitions, archaeology re-emerged as a matter of both intellectual and ideological interest. The new China needed a history — needed, specifically, a history that was distinctively Chinese, that rooted the current civilization in a deep and independent past, and that demonstrated the creative achievements of the Chinese people through the long centuries before the intrusions of Western imperialism. The systematic excavation of ancient sites, state-funded and professionally organized, became an important instrument of this cultural programme. Archaeologists trained in the Soviet model of rigorous field methodology began to work across the country, extending the known geography of Chinese prehistory and early history beyond the Yellow River heartland that had dominated scholarly understanding since the foundational excavations at Anyang in the 1920s and 1930s.

Sichuan was an obvious candidate for this expanding attention. The province had a rich historical identity, a tradition of local cultural distinctiveness that had always sat somewhat apart from the mainstream of northern Chinese civilization, and a landscape whose agricultural wealth and geographic isolation had historically encouraged the development of independent cultural forms. In the late 1950s and into the 1960s, teams from the newly established Sichuan Provincial Museum began systematic survey work in the Chengdu Plain, following up on Graham's prewar observations and investigating a growing number of reported finds from the region.

The breakthrough in establishing the true age and scope of the Guanghan site came in 1963, when excavations at a location called Yueliangwan — Moon Bay — on the western edge of the Sanxingdui area produced the first clear stratigraphic evidence of long-term human habitation. Stratigraphy is the archaeologist's most fundamental analytical tool: the principle, borrowed from geology, that the deeper a deposit lies in undisturbed ground, the older it is. At Yueliangwan, the carefully sectioned walls of the excavation trenches revealed distinct cultural layers laid down one upon another over an extended period of time, with the pottery forms, stone tools, and other artifacts embedded in each layer changing in systematic ways that allowed archaeologists to construct a relative chronological sequence. The deepest layers at Yueliangwan belonged to a period corresponding broadly to the late Shang Dynasty of the Central Plains — the thirteenth to eleventh centuries BC — while upper layers showed evidence of the subsequent Western Zhou period. Human beings had lived at and around Sanxingdui, continuously and in significant numbers, for at least five hundred years.

This was important, but it was not yet transformative. A long-occupied settlement in the Sichuan Basin was interesting; it was not astonishing. What the Yueliangwan excavations could not yet reveal was the nature of what that settlement had been — its scale, its organization, its relationship to the great cultures of the Chinese north, and above all the extraordinary character of its religious and artistic life. The walls of the city were there in the ground, the foundations of its buildings were there, the ash layers of its fires were there. But the objects that would reveal what kind of civilization had produced all this — the bronze masks, the sacred trees, the golden scepters — were still in their sealed pits, still surrounded by the ivory and ash with which the Shu people had buried them three thousand years before. They would remain so for another twenty-three years.

Through the 1970s and into the early 1980s, archaeological work at Sanxingdui continued at a pace determined by the complex politics of cultural heritage management in post-Cultural Revolution China. The Cultural Revolution itself, which had lasted from 1966 to 1976, had been catastrophic for Chinese archaeology: institutions were disrupted, scholars were persecuted, and a deliberate assault on traditional culture had made the study of ancient artifacts politically dangerous. The recovery from this decade of destruction was slow and uneven. At Sanxingdui, survey and limited excavation continued, and the picture of the site that emerged from this work was of a very large, complex settlement with evidence of specialized craft production and a substantial period of occupation. But nothing that had been found by the mid-1980s prepared anyone for what was about to happen.

The summer of 1986 arrived in Guanghan with the usual weight of humidity that the Sichuan Basin accumulates through June and into July, the air thick and warm, the rice fields at their most extravagant green. A brick factory operated near the Sanxingdui site, as brick factories had operated in the area for decades, extracting the reddish, clay-rich earth that the ancient inhabitants of the site had used for their own construction and that subsequent generations had continued to find useful. On a day in late July, workers at the factory pushing a mechanical excavator into a new area of ground felt and heard the machine break through into a hollow space beneath the surface.

What the excavator had breached was the sealed top of a pit measuring approximately four and a half meters long, three and a half meters wide, and one and a half meters deep. The pit had been deliberately constructed, its walls carefully shaped, its contents arranged with evident intentionality rather than simply piled in. And its contents — as the workers quickly realized when they peered into the opened chamber — were extraordinary. Bronze objects, clearly ancient, in forms no one at the brick factory recognized. Jade objects. Gold. Ivory. Ash.

Work stopped. The local cultural heritage authorities were notified. Within days, a team of professional archaeologists from the Sichuan Provincial Cultural Relics and Archaeology Research Institute had arrived and taken charge of the excavation. Over the following weeks, that first pit — designated Pit 1 — gave up its contents layer by layer: bronze vessels and weapons and tools; jade cong tubes and zhang blades and bi discs; gold objects including a long foil-covered rod that would eventually be identified as a scepter; and at the very bottom of the deposit, lying on their sides, the bronze fragments of large and complex objects that had been deliberately broken before burial. In total, Pit 1 yielded nearly four hundred individual artifacts.

If Pit 1 was astonishing, Pit 2 — discovered only weeks later, in August, a short distance from the first — was something beyond astonishment. It was larger, it was richer, and it contained objects so unlike anything previously known from Chinese archaeology that the scholars who excavated it had no framework — none whatsoever — within which to place what they were seeing. The bronzes from Pit 2 included a life-sized standing human figure, the largest bronze human sculpture yet found in the ancient world, nearly two metres tall on its own and rising to two and a half metres on the bronze base that supported it. It had the long, tube-like eyes and the thin, severe mouth of a type of face that appeared repeatedly among the pit's contents in smaller forms — faces of terrifying otherworldliness, faces that belonged to no artistic tradition anyone had yet identified. There were enormous masks with eyes that protruded from their sockets on thick, cylindrical stalks. There were fragments, later assembled to impressive height, of bronze trees bearing metal birds on their branches and decorated with hanging ornaments. There were dozens of bronze human heads of varying sizes, some with traces of what appeared to be gold foil on their faces. There were more jade objects, more ivory, more ash.

In total, the two pits contained nearly a thousand bronze objects, more than four hundred jade artifacts, gold items including the scepter and gold foil face covers, over a hundred elephant tusks, and countless pottery fragments and cowrie shells. In the history of Chinese archaeology, there had been nothing like it. In the history of world archaeology, it was among the most significant finds of the twentieth century.

The immediate scholarly reaction was a mixture of exhilaration and disorientation that the excavation team's published accounts convey with a candour that is itself historically interesting. These objects did not look like Shang bronzes. They did not look like Zhou bronzes. They did not look like anything from anywhere in the recognized catalogue of Chinese material culture. The protruding-eye masks had no parallel. The bronze trees had no parallel. The scale of the standing figure had no parallel. The obvious quality of the craftsmanship — the precision of the casting, the sophistication of the alloys, the ambition of the compositional forms — placed the objects firmly in the category of elite production from a complex, technically advanced society. But which society? Where, in the known geography of Bronze Age China, did a civilization capable of producing these things find a place?

The answer, which took years of analysis and debate to establish with confidence, was both simple and revolutionary: it found a place right where it had always been, in the Sichuan Basin, in the territory of the ancient Shu Kingdom — a political entity previously known only from scattered and largely discounted references in late dynastic texts, references so obviously mythological in character that most historians had treated them as legend rather than history. The Huayang Guozhi, a fourth-century AD geographical and historical compilation, described the earliest Shu kings as semi-divine figures with supernatural attributes. One of them, Cancong, was said to have had protruding eyes. This detail, which had always been read as a piece of mythological invention, suddenly required reconsideration in the light of the Sanxingdui masks. What if it was not mythological invention? What if it was a memory — distorted and elaborated across two thousand years of oral tradition before finally being written down, but a memory nonetheless — of an actual visual culture in which the protruding-eye form had carried specific and powerful religious significance?

These questions, first raised in the immediate aftermath of 1986, have been the driving force of Sanxingdui scholarship ever since. They are questions to which this book will return repeatedly and from multiple angles. But it is worth pausing here, at the end of this chapter's narrative arc, to reflect on what the story of Sanxingdui's discovery tells us about the nature of archaeological knowledge and the conditions under which it is produced.

Civilizations are not simply found. They are recognized. And recognition — the act of perceiving significance in something previously overlooked — requires both the objective presence of evidence and the subjective readiness to see it. Yan Daocheng found the jade objects in 1929, but he could not recognize them as anything other than ancient curiosities with potential sale value, because he had no conceptual framework within which their true significance could be placed. David Crockett Graham recognized them as archaeologically important in 1934, but even he could not recognize the full scale of what they represented, because the archaeology of Bronze Age Sichuan simply did not yet exist as an intellectual category. The scholars who excavated Yueliangwan in 1963 recognized the evidence for long-term habitation, but still had no way of knowing that habitation at this site had included the production of objects unlike anything in the existing archaeological record. And the workers who breached Pit 1 in the summer of 1986 recognized immediately that something remarkable had happened, but it required weeks of professional excavation and years of subsequent scholarly analysis to begin to comprehend what that remarkable thing actually was.

Each step in this century-long process of recognition required not only the discovery of new evidence but a willingness to revise the frameworks within which that evidence was being interpreted. The single most important intellectual act in the entire history of Sanxingdui scholarship was not the excavation of Pit 1 or Pit 2 but the decision — taken by scholars who had spent their careers working within the Yellow River-centred paradigm of Chinese civilizational origins — to accept that the evidence from Guanghan County required a fundamental revision of that paradigm. That act of intellectual courage, the willingness to be genuinely surprised by what the earth contained, is what turned a remarkable discovery into a transformative one.

The story of how Sanxingdui was found is, in the end, a story about the relationship between evidence and interpretation, between what is there and what we are prepared to see. It is a story that archaeology tells over and over again, in every part of the world and every period of history, but rarely with quite such dramatic force. A farmer breaks through into a pit of ancient jade. A missionary-archaeologist takes notes. Decades of interrupted research follow. And then, one summer morning in 1986, a machine pushes into the earth and the three-thousand-year silence breaks all at once.

What it said when it broke — the full, astonishing content of what the Shu people had sealed in those pits and what that content reveals about the civilization that produced it — is what the rest of this book will explore.
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​Chapter Two: The Summer of 1986 — When the Bronze Gods Were Unearthed
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The brick factory on the southern edge of the Sanxingdui site had been operating for years without incident, which is to say that it had been systematically consuming one of the most important archaeological deposits in the world without anyone realizing what was being destroyed. This is not an unusual situation in the archaeology of densely inhabited agricultural landscapes. The earth that farmers and builders find useful is frequently the same earth that archaeologists would find revealing, and in a country where civilization has been continuously accumulating for millennia, the soil almost everywhere contains the residue of earlier human lives. Industrial extraction and archaeological preservation are in constant, low-level conflict across much of the inhabited world, and the outcome of any particular confrontation between them depends almost entirely on accident — on whether the machine breaks through a pit rather than a wall, on whether the material that emerges is unusual enough to cause someone to stop and look.

In the summer of 1986 at Guanghan, accident intervened decisively on the side of archaeology.

The date most commonly given for the discovery of Pit 1 is 18 July 1986, though the precise sequence of events in the days immediately surrounding the find has been reconstructed from multiple accounts that differ in minor details. What is clear is that workers operating an excavator in an area of the brick factory grounds that had not previously been disturbed encountered a sudden change in the character of the soil — a depression, a hollow, a resistance and then an absence of resistance that indicated a human-made void beneath the surface. When the void was opened and examined, it proved to be a pit of substantial dimensions: rectangular in shape, approximately four and a half meters long by three and a half meters wide and nearly one and a half meters deep, its walls shaped with evident care, its contents arranged in a manner that was obviously not the result of natural accumulation. Objects were visible in the exposed deposit. Bronze objects. Jade objects. Things that did not belong in the subsoil of a brick factory yard.

Work stopped. The Guanghan County Museum was notified first, then the Sichuan Provincial Cultural Relics and Archaeology Research Institute in Chengdu. Within days, a professional excavation team had arrived on site. The brick factory suspended its operations. And the systematic opening of what would prove to be the single most consequential archaeological deposit in the history of Chinese Bronze Age studies began.

The excavation of Pit 1 took approximately two weeks of careful, methodical work. The archaeologists proceeded layer by layer from the top of the deposit downward, recording the position, orientation, and associations of every object before it was moved, building up a spatial and stratigraphic record that would allow them to reconstruct, at least approximately, the sequence in which the objects had been placed in the pit. This stratigraphic method — standard practice in professional archaeology by 1986 — was essential here, because the arrangement of objects within the pit was not random. It was structured. It reflected deliberate choices made by the people who had created the deposit, choices that encoded information about the relative status, function, and ritual significance of the different categories of objects. Reading that structure was as important as recovering the objects themselves.

The uppermost layer of Pit 1 was dominated by bronze objects. There were bronze vessels of recognizable Chinese types — jue wine cups, lei jars, zun vases — that would not have looked entirely out of place in a Shang Dynasty deposit from the Central Plains. Their presence was, in a way, reassuring: it suggested that the Shu culture, whatever its distinctive character, was not entirely disconnected from the broader world of Bronze Age Chinese material culture. But alongside these familiar forms were objects that had no parallel in any known assemblage. There were bronze masks — not the full, elaborated masks that would emerge from Pit 2, but smaller, flatter versions that nonetheless displayed the distinctive visual vocabulary of the Sanxingdui tradition: wide rectangular faces, enormous eyes, straight horizontal mouths expressing not emotion but a kind of absolute, impersonal authority. There were bronze heads, cast in the round, with a standardized facial type — high cheekbones, prominent nose, thin lips, eyes rendered in a stylized form that emphasized the act of seeing above any suggestion of individual character — that clearly belonged to a coherent artistic tradition, even if that tradition was one no archaeologist in the excavation tent had previously encountered.

Beneath the bronze layer came jade. The Pit 1 jade assemblage was large and varied: zhang blade-scepters of the elongated, asymmetric form associated with the late Neolithic jade traditions of the Chinese heartland; bi discs, the circular perforated plaques whose significance in Chinese ritual culture extended back at least to the third millennium BC; cong tubes, the square-sectioned cylinders with circular channels that are among the most enigmatic objects in the entire repertoire of ancient Chinese jade-working. These forms were known. They were established types in the existing catalogue of Chinese prehistoric and early historic jade, and their presence in the Guanghan pit was important evidence that the Shu culture was embedded in a wider network of exchange and shared symbolic vocabulary that extended across the Chinese world. The jade assemblage also included tools, ornaments, and a number of forms specific to the Sanxingdui tradition, including the distinctive ge dagger-axe form that would emerge as one of the most common jade types at the site.

Interspersed with the bronze and jade objects throughout the deposit were large quantities of cowrie shells — the marine gastropods that served as a medium of exchange and a ritual offering across a wide area of Bronze Age East Asia — and fragments of burned bone. At the very bottom of the pit, resting on the prepared floor of the chamber, the excavators found what would prove to be among the most significant objects in the entire deposit: the components of large bronze sculptures that had been deliberately and systematically broken before burial. Arms had been snapped from bodies. Heads had been separated from torsos. Large flat objects — the precursors, it would eventually become clear, of the enormous masks that were the defining visual achievement of the Sanxingdui bronze tradition — had been bent and deformed. The breaking had been intentional and thorough, carried out with evident purpose rather than the random violence of looting or combat. Whatever these objects had been before they were broken, whatever ritual role they had played in the life of the temple or shrine that had presumably housed them, that role had been formally terminated before they were consigned to the earth.

The total yield of Pit 1 was approximately 420 individual objects. It was, by any measure, an extraordinary assemblage. Under other circumstances, in a country with a less densely layered archaeological heritage, it would have been a career-defining find, the subject of major publications and international conferences for years. Under the specific circumstances of Guanghan in the summer of 1986, it was a prologue.

Pit 2 was discovered in August, a matter of weeks after Pit 1 had been fully excavated and its contents transported to secure storage. It lay a short distance from the first pit, on approximately the same alignment, and it was larger: roughly five meters long by two and a half meters wide, sunk somewhat deeper into the subsoil. The excavation team had not finished analyzing the contents of Pit 1. They had not had time. The bronze objects were still being cleaned and catalogued, the jade pieces were still being photographed and measured, the scholarly debates about the deposit's cultural affiliation and date were barely underway. And now there was another pit.

The excavation of Pit 2 proceeded through August and into the early weeks of September. If the opening of Pit 1 had been astonishing, the progressive revelation of Pit 2's contents was something closer to overwhelming — a sustained confrontation with an artistic and religious tradition of extraordinary power whose full dimensions became apparent only gradually, layer by layer and object by object, as the archaeologists worked their way down through the deposit.

The uppermost layer of Pit 2 contained bronze objects in numbers and of a variety that dwarfed the yield of Pit 1. There were bronze vessels, bronze tools, bronze weapons. There were small bronze figures of standing humans, kneeling humans, figures with their hands raised in gestures whose meaning could not immediately be decoded but whose ritual intent was unmistakable. There were bronze animal figures — birds with extraordinary detail in their feathering, a snake with scales rendered in fine relief, creatures that combined animal features in ways that suggested mythological rather than natural species. And there were bronze heads — dozens of them, of several distinct types and sizes, all sharing the characteristic Sanxingdui facial vocabulary but varying in their headdresses, their surface treatment, and the presence or absence of the gold foil face covers that gave some of them an additional layer of material richness and symbolic intensity.

It was as the excavation reached the middle levels of Pit 2 that the truly unprecedented objects began to emerge. The first of the great masks came out of the deposit in fragments that, when laid out and examined together, could be seen to belong to a face of dimensions no one had anticipated. The largest of the Pit 2 masks, when eventually restored, measured approximately 1.38 meters in width and 0.66 meters in height — a face of near-human proportions but emphatically inhuman character, with the feature that would come to define the public image of Sanxingdui in every medium from academic journals to popular newspaper stories: the eyes. They protrude from the mask's face on thick, cylindrical stalks, extending sixteen centimeters forward from the plane of the metal cheeks, each eyeball terminating in a wide, flaring rim that frames an enormous, hollow pupil. They are not the eyes of any animal or human being in the natural world. They are the eyes of a god, or of a creature that exists at the boundary between the human and the divine — the eyes of something that sees what ordinary eyes cannot see, that perceives realities invisible to the uninitiated, that looks out from the ritual precinct across a dimension of experience inaccessible to ordinary consciousness.

Nothing like them existed anywhere in the archaeological record. Not in China, not in any of the Bronze Age cultures of the broader East Asian region, not in any tradition that the assembled scholars and archaeologists had encountered in their training or their fieldwork. They were, in the most literal sense, unprecedented.

The bronze standing figure came out of Pit 2 in sections, its modular construction a consequence of the same casting technology that had produced it: the head and crown separately from the upper body, the upper body separately from the lower, the lower body separately from the elaborate bronze platform on which the figure stood. When the sections were joined and the figure was made upright, it stood at approximately 1.72 meters from the soles of its feet to the top of its head — a life-sized human figure, the largest bronze human sculpture then known from the ancient world — rising to 2.62 meters on its ceremonial base. It was dressed in three layers of robes decorated with elaborate cast patterns: dragon forms, cloud spirals, geometric registers. Around its wrists it wore bracelets. On its head it bore a crown. And its hands, raised to the level of its chest and held in a precisely formalized position, were of a size wholly disproportionate to the figure's body — enormous, circular in cross-section where they gripped, clearly designed to hold something that was no longer present. What that object had been — an ivory tusk, a jade scepter, a sacred vessel, a combination of sacred materials — remains one of the productive unanswered questions of Sanxingdui scholarship. Whatever it was, it had been removed before the figure was consigned to the pit, leaving the great hands forever gripping absence.

The face of the standing figure shared the distinctive Sanxingdui facial vocabulary: the broad, high-cheeked, long-nosed face with its enormous stylized eyes, its thin composed mouth, its expression of absolute and impersonal authority. But seen at this scale, integrated into a complete human form rather than existing as a disembodied mask, the visual effect was qualitatively different from anything the Pit 1 objects had prepared the excavation team for. This was a being. Not a generic ritual object but a specifically imagined entity whose physical form had been realized in bronze with an artist's full attention to the relationship between material, scale, and meaning. The figure was an individual in some sense — not in the portrait sense, not as a record of a specific human physiognomy, but as a realization of a specific conception of power, authority, and cosmic connection. It stood, and it continues to stand, with a presence that functions across three thousand years of cultural distance.

The bronze trees emerged from the lower levels of Pit 2 as a confusion of fragments whose relationship to one another was not immediately apparent. There were branches, clearly cast as individual components, with small cast birds perched on their extensions. There were sections of a central trunk, decorated with relief motifs and designed to accept the branches at specific angles. There were hanging ornaments — small cast objects suspended from the branches by metal loops — and there was, coiling down the trunk in the lower section of the assemblage, a dragon: a serpentine creature in high relief whose position on the central vertical of the tree structure was evidently not accidental but was a deliberate compositional choice expressing a specific cosmological idea. The reconstruction of the trees from their fragmentary state would be a project of years rather than weeks, requiring the same patient puzzle-solving that the reassembly of the bronze masks demanded. But even in their fragmentary excavated state, the trees communicated something about the civilization that had produced them. This was a culture that thought cosmologically — that organized its religious art around large-scale models of the structure of the universe rather than simply around the representation of deities or ancestors. The tree was not a decoration. It was a diagram of reality.

Also recovered from the lower levels of Pit 2 were the gold objects that, alongside the protruding-eye masks, would become the most widely reproduced images of Sanxingdui in subsequent decades. The gold scepter — a long, cylindrical rod of sheet gold wrapped around a wooden core that had long since burned away — was decorated with four panels of incised imagery: fish; birds in flight; human heads wearing the same crown-type as the bronze standing figure; and a further combination of fish and bird that seemed to encode a narrative or symbolic statement about the natural and supernatural realms. The scepter was a statement of authority — of the kind of authority grounded not in military force or inherited status alone but in access to the cosmic order, in a special relationship between the ruler and the forces that governed the world. In this respect, it communicated something important about the nature of Shu kingship: a theocratic conception of power in which the ruler's legitimacy derived from his or her role as intermediary between the human community and the divine.

Gold face covers — thin sheets of gold foil pressed into the contours of human faces and applied over the surfaces of bronze heads — added a further material dimension to the deposit. The gold covers transformed their bronze bases: replacing the cool, slightly greenish-grey of aged bronze with the warm, reflective brilliance of precious metal, conferring on the covered faces a quality of luminosity that the uncovered bronze could not achieve. In the flickering light of torches or oil lamps, in the context of a ritual performance rather than the flat light of an excavation tent, these golden faces would have been instruments of genuine visual power — the faces of beings made of light, of presences materialized from the divine realm into the human one.

By the time the excavation of Pit 2 was complete in the early autumn of 1986, the total object count from the two pits combined stood at close to a thousand items — not counting the fragments of burned bone, the cowrie shells, the pottery sherds, and the residues of organic materials that had not survived intact but left traces sufficient for analysis. The full intellectual reckoning with what had been found would take far longer than the excavation itself.

The immediate scholarly reaction within China was a complex mixture of exhilaration, disorientation, and a kind of productive anxiety. The exhilaration was straightforward: these were extraordinary objects, and their discovery was an extraordinary event, and Chinese archaeologists recognized both facts immediately and with full professional appreciation. The disorientation was equally straightforward and rather more significant: the objects simply did not fit. They did not fit within the known typology of Shang Dynasty bronzes, which were predominantly vessels — ding tripods, zun vases, lei jars — decorated with the taotie mask motif and used in the highly formalized ceremonies of ancestral worship that formed the ritual core of Shang state religion. The Sanxingdui objects were not vessels for ancestral offerings. They were representations of beings — human, divine, hybrid, monstrous in scale — whose religious function was evidently quite different from anything in the Shang tradition. They bore no inscriptions: no oracle bone records, no bronze dedications, none of the written evidence that allowed scholars to situate Shang bronzes within a specific historical and genealogical context. And their visual language — the protruding eyes, the shamanic scale, the cosmic trees — was not a variant or a regional expression of the Shang artistic vocabulary. It was a different vocabulary entirely.

The anxiety that accompanied these recognitions was partly intellectual — the discomfort of confronting evidence that required fundamental revision of established frameworks — and partly institutional. The single-origin model of Chinese civilizational development, which located the cradle of Chinese culture firmly in the Yellow River valley and treated everything else as derivative or peripheral, was not merely a scholarly theory. It was an element of the official cultural narrative of the People's Republic, woven into school curricula, museum exhibitions, and the broader ideological apparatus through which the state communicated a particular understanding of Chinese identity and historical achievement. Discoveries that complicated this narrative required careful handling — not suppression, but contextualization, framing, the finding of ways to incorporate the new evidence into the existing story without destabilizing its foundations.

The framing that Chinese scholarship eventually settled on — and that the 2025 Sanxingdui Forum confirmed and elaborated — was the concept of "pluralistic unity": the idea that Chinese civilization had indeed emerged from multiple independent sources but that these sources had always been in contact and interaction, drawing progressively closer together until they merged into the continuous and self-renewing tradition that connects the Bronze Age world of Sanxingdui to the living culture of contemporary China. This framing was intellectually honest — the evidence genuinely does support a model of multiple origins interacting within a shared geographic and cultural space — while also preserving what was most important to the official narrative: the unity, the continuity, the deep rootedness of Chinese civilization in a history of creative achievement across its entire geographic extent.

Internationally, the reaction to the Sanxingdui discoveries was more straightforwardly one of astonishment. Western scholars of Chinese archaeology, who had been trained within the same Yellow River-centred paradigm as their Chinese colleagues, found the Guanghan finds equally destabilizing and perhaps somewhat less pressured in their response to that destabilization. The protruding-eye masks appeared on the covers of international archaeology journals, in the pages of National Geographic, in the display cases of temporary exhibitions that toured major museums in Europe, America, and Japan. The standing figure, reproduced in photograph and poster and postcard, became one of the iconic images of world archaeology — immediately recognizable, endlessly reproduced, simultaneously familiar and irreducibly strange.

What was most immediately apparent to Western commentators — and what made the Sanxingdui objects so visually powerful to audiences with no background in Chinese archaeology — was precisely their combination of technical mastery and aesthetic strangeness. The casting quality was unmistakably that of a mature, confident, sophisticated metallurgical tradition: the surfaces were smooth, the relief work was crisp, the scale and structural integrity of the larger pieces attested to a command of the technical challenges of large-format bronze casting that would not have disgraced any workshop in the ancient world. And yet the objects themselves looked like nothing in the accepted canon of ancient art — not like Egyptian bronzes, not like Mesopotamian sculpture, not like anything in the recognized repertoire of Shang or Zhou Chinese material culture. They looked, to many Western eyes encountering them for the first time, almost extraterrestrial — a reaction that was intellectually naive but emotionally understandable, and that the objects themselves, with their uncompromising visual intensity, seemed almost designed to provoke.

The more analytically interesting reaction, which developed in the scholarly literature over the years following 1986, was the attempt to understand the Sanxingdui visual tradition on its own terms — to read the iconography of the masks and figures and trees not as alien intrusions into the familiar landscape of Bronze Age China but as the products of a coherent, internally consistent religious and artistic system that had its own logic, its own symbolic vocabulary, its own ways of encoding ideas about the cosmos and humanity's place in it. This interpretive project, which continues to the present day and which has been substantially advanced by the discoveries of the 2019 to 2022 excavation season, is the intellectual heart of Sanxingdui scholarship — and the subject to which the central chapters of this book are devoted.

For now, it is sufficient to note what the summer of 1986 established beyond any subsequent doubt. There had been, in the Sichuan Basin, in the centuries corresponding to the late Shang Dynasty of the Chinese Central Plains, a civilization of the first rank. It had commanded the resources to build a major city, to organize the large-scale industrial production of luxury bronzes, to maintain trade networks bringing jade and ivory across hundreds of kilometers of difficult terrain, and to sustain a class of skilled artists and craftspeople whose command of their materials was complete and whose creative ambitions were, by any standard of comparison, extraordinary. It had developed a religious and cosmological system of considerable sophistication, one that expressed itself in visual forms of haunting power and that organized the most intense collective efforts of the community around the creation and maintenance of a sacred world populated by divine beings of unique and unforgettable appearance.

None of this had been suspected before July 1986. All of it was undeniable after it.

The bronze gods had been in the earth for three thousand years. They had waited through the rise and fall of the Zhou Dynasty, through the unification of China under the Qin and the Han, through the centuries of division and the Tang renaissance, through the Mongol conquest and the Ming restoration and the Qing expansion and the traumatic encounter with modernity. They had waited through the revolution that created the People's Republic and through the Cultural Revolution that nearly destroyed its cultural heritage. They had waited while the brick factory operated around them, consuming the earth of the ancient city layer by layer, drawing steadily closer to the sealed chambers where the masks and figures and trees lay in their ash and ivory.

And then the machine broke through, and the waiting was over.
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​Chapter Three: The Ancient Shu Kingdom — History, Legend, and the Archaeology of Memory
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There is a particular kind of historical document that scholars learn, early in their training, to treat with extreme caution. It is the document that reads like legend — full of supernatural births, miraculous deeds, kings who live for improbably long centuries and found dynasties through acts of divine favour rather than military conquest — but that presents itself as history, as a record of actual events in an actual past. Such documents exist in every literate tradition. They are the repositories of oral memory after the events they describe have receded beyond the reach of direct witness, and they carry within their mythological elaborations a compressed and distorted residue of genuine historical experience that is real but maddeningly difficult to extract. Reading them requires a kind of double vision: an ability to see both the legend and the history simultaneously, holding the two in productive tension rather than collapsing one into the other.

The textual sources for the ancient Shu Kingdom are documents of precisely this kind. Before Sanxingdui forced a reconsideration of everything scholars thought they knew about Bronze Age southwest China, these sources were generally relegated to the margins of serious historical inquiry — interesting as examples of Chinese mythological tradition, perhaps, but not to be trusted as records of historical reality. After 1986, and more urgently still after the discoveries of the 2019 to 2022 excavation season, the question of what those texts actually preserve has become one of the most intellectually engaging problems in the entire field of early Chinese studies. The answer that is gradually emerging is neither the simple literalism of the credulous — the texts do not give us a reliable dynastic chronicle of the Shu kings — nor the dismissive scepticism of the overcautious. It is something more interesting than either: an account of how human memory works across the centuries, how communities encode their experience in narrative form, and how the archaeology of a buried civilization can sometimes reach back through three thousand years of distortion and elaboration to illuminate what a story was originally about.
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