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1. Beijing as the capital of ancient China 

The city of Beijing, one of the earliest capital cities in ancient China, has a history of 

more than 3000 years. The oldest evidence is to be found about 27 miles south of 

modern Beijing where the site of Liulihe (琉璃河) has been shown archaeologically 

to be the location of the ancient Yan (燕国) during the early Western Zhou dynasty 

(1046 - 771 BC) (Sun 2006:216-217). During roughly the 7th to 5th centuries BC, the 

Yan conquered the State of Ji (蓟), the first walled city in Beijing city centre, and 

established the earliest known capital city in Beijing (called the City of Ji, a new 

capital of Yan State) (Haw 2006:134). In the 3rd century BC, when Qin Shi Huang (秦

始皇, the First Emperor of the Qin dynasty, 221-206 BC) unified China, Beijing 

became a military town on the north frontier protecting against the invasions of the 

nomadic nations. The Great Wall was therefore joined and made stronger in north 

Beijing and across the historical northern borders of China (Grousset 1970:26-27). In 

the following centuries, Beijing mainly played the role of a border city, military town 

and trade post in north China, or as a capital city for alien nation kingdoms when it 

was conquered, such as in the period of Sixteen Kingdoms (304-439 AD) (Grousset 

1970:26-27) and the Liao and Jin era (approx. from 907 to 1274 AD) (Twitchett and 

Fairbank 1994:76-80, 225-226).  

 

There is no published archaeological evidence which shows the location of the Liao 

capital city (called Nanjing Cheng, the South Capital City, 938-1122 AD) (Liu 

2016:87)1, although based on historical records it was probably developed from the 

City of Ji (Sun 1992: Vol. 3). The only known remains of the Liao dynasty in modern 

                                            
1 From 1965-1966, Xu Pingfang undertook an archaeological study of the Liao and Jin capital cities.  A few 

lectures weregiven in 1965 and 1966, but nothing has yet been published. 
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Beijing is the Pagoda of Tianning Temple (天宁寺塔) built around 1120 AD which 

still stands in the west part of the city (Figure 1) (Haw 2006:173).  

 

 

Figure 1: The Pagoda of Tianning Temple, Beijing (Photography by Ran Zhang) 

 

In 1122 AD the Liao capital fell to Jurchen Jin armies and in 1151 it became the 

capital city of the Jin dynasty, and the name was changed from Nanjing Cheng to 

Zhongdu (中都, the Central Capital, see Figure 2: the red areas), which was built on 

and extended from the Liao capital according to historical evidence (Yue 2005:86-89), 

and some archaeological evidence (Wang 1958, Yan 1959). 
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Figure 2: The Location the remains of the remains of capital cities, imperial palaces and the 

Forbidden City in Beijing City centre (produced by Ran Zhang). 

 

In 1234 AD the Mongolian Empire conquered the Jin dynasty (Franke and Twitchett 

1994:413), and a new capital city was built in the northeast area of the Zhongdu with 

the new name of Dadu (大都, Grand Capital, see Figure 2: yellow area) (Liu 

2016:77-78). After the Mongols triumphed over the Southern Song in 1279 AD is the 

first time that Beijing was the capital of a unified China.  

 

In 1368 AD, Zhu Yuanzhang (朱元璋), the founder of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644 

AD), re-established Chinese authority after the rebellion against the Mongolian Yuan 

rulers (1271-1368 AD) (Zhu 2000:209) and moved the Ming Capital from Dadu in 

Beijing to Nanjing in south China. However, Nanjing was a short-lived capital. 

Because of a succession crisis (靖难之役, the Jingnan Campaign), Beijing again 

became the capital of Ming China in 1420.  

 

The Jingnan Campaign began with the death of the eldest son of Zhu Yuanzhang, the 
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first crown prince of Ming, who passed away in 1392 AD. By the Ming rule designed 

by Zhu Yuanzhang, the role of crown prince passed only to the son from the 

emperor’s primary consort and therefore the late crown prince’s eldest surviving son, 

Zhu Yunwen (朱允炆), became the heir of Ming Chinese throne and in 1398 AD 

became the emperor of Ming when Zhu Yuanzhang passed away. But the new 

emperor’s uncle, Zhu Di (朱棣), the fourth son of Zhu Yuanzhang, the Prince of Yan 

(in Beijing), attempted to mourn his father in Nanjing, bringing a large armed guard 

with him. Conflicts between the imperial nephew and uncle therefore occurred, with 

the result of that Zhu Di enabled his own succession of the Ming China after a 

three-year civil war (Brook 2010:91-95). With the victory of Zhi Di, the new imperial 

residence was therefore built in Beijing - this was the Forbidden City, which took 14 

years to construct. In 1420 AD, with the completed Imperial Palace, Beijing was 

announced as the capital of Ming China, which it remained for the following six 

centuries from the Ming to Qing dynasties (Figure 2: the blue area). 

 

2. The Imperial Palaces in Beijing 

As has been shown, from the 10th century AD onwards Beijing had a function as a 

large city and capital, and as the Imperial residence for Chinese emperors. The best 

known and preserved Imperial Palace is the Forbidden City (紫禁城), which still 

stands in the inner core and heart of Beijing. It served as the residence of emperors 

and their families, entourages, servants and bodyguards. It is very well recorded that 

the Forbidden City was built by Zhu Di, the third emperor of the Ming dynasty. When 

he was the Price of Yan state, he was enfeoffed by his father Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang 

to Beijing, the old Mongol capital, to hold back threats from the north (Brook 

2010:91). After he was on the Ming throne and in order to consolidate Ming Chinese 

power against the northern nomadic nations, Zhu Di started a plan to move the Ming 

Capital back from Nanjing to Beijing, and the construction of the Forbidden City 

began in 1406 AD (Wan 1990).  
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Before the Forbidden City, the archaeological remains of the Imperial Palaces in 

Beijing are still unclear, and historians are debating them. Based on survey work in 

the late Qing Dynasty, Chinese scholar Zhen Jun (震钧) suggested that the Imperial 

Palace of the Liao dynasty was built in Beijing and was located in the southwest area 

of modern Beijing City, and it had continued to be used in the Jin Dynasty (Zhen 1906) 

(Figure 3). Hou Renzhi’s doctoral thesis (1949) provided an accurate mapping of the 

Liao and Jin Capital Cities and Imperial Palaces (Figure 4), which is partly 

demonstrated by Xu Pingfang’s archaeological survey works, which have not been 

published (Liu 2016:88) 

 

Figure 3: An early survey of the remains of the cities and palaces of Beijing in Liao dynasty (Zhen 

1906) 
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Figure 4: An early scientific survey of the remains of the cities and palaces of Beijing in Liao 

dynasty (Hou 1949:Figures 22, 24 ) 

 

The understanding of the Yuan Imperial Palace is less clear. Although common 

agreement suggests its location almost overlapped with that of the Forbidden City, the 

understanding of its remains and destruction, particularly during the period from the 

decline of the Yuan in 1368 AD to the completion of the Forbidden City in 1420 AD, 

is still debated. Traditional historians believe the records written by Sun Chengze (孙

承泽), an early Qing Chinese scholar, who wrote that the Yuan Imperial Palace had 

been removed soon after the occupation of the Ming armies (Sun 1992). On the other 

hand, the modern interpretation and study of the destruction of the Yuan Palace 

suggests that the palace was maintained in the early Ming dynasty and partly removed 

only in 1406 because of the construction of the Forbidden City. The final end of the 

Yuan Palace remains occurred during the middle to late Ming period (Jiang 1991, Li 

1997). 

 

3. Archaeological Discoveries in the Palace Museum  

From 2015, under the direction of Professor Li Ji from the Palace Museum 
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Archaeology Institute, a number of archaeological soundings were excavated in the 

Forbidden City. The following section aims to introduce briefly the three main sites 

that were involved: they are separately located at the west area of the Gate of 

Longzong (隆宗门), the Cining Palace (慈宁宫, the Palace of Benevolent Tranquility) 

(Figure 5) and the Old Imperial Porcelain Storage (a pit of broken Imperial porcelain 

sherds) at the southwest corner of the Forbidden City (Ling 2016:24).  

 

 

Figure 5: The Forbidden City today and the Cining Palace Site (Illustration by Palace Museum) 

 

Site 1: The Longzong Gate site  

Some initial results relating to the discovery of the Yuan Palace remains have been 

published from this site of (Ling 2016:24). This project focused upon a trench (L: 8.5 

m, W: 1.8 m, D: 3m), which yielded three stratigraphic layers (Figure 6): under the 

surface layer, the first layer is the foundation ditches C2 and C3. The second layer is 

the foundation ditch C4 and the third layer is the rammed earth (Ling 2016:24). 

Survey layer: On the surface there is a brick-floor and stone drains dated to the 

middle Qing dynasty. 

Layer 1 (C2 & C3): These consisted of many layers of nicely made rammed earth 
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and broken-bricks, which are bedded one by one in an orderly fashion. 

 

Figure 6: The trench and layers at Site 1 (the Longzong Gate site) (Ling 2016:24). 

 

Layer 2 (C4): This ditch has many layers of roughly made broken-bricks and 

rammed earth, which are bedded one by one. 

Layer 3 (Rammed earth): This layer has inclusions of tiles, glazed tiles and 

porcelain sherds dated to the Yuan Dynasty. 

 

Site 2: The Cining Palace Garden site 

Two main trenches were excavated at this site, which revealed some 16 rammed 

foundation layers, and pits as well as other features. The first trench is located in the 

northwest of the Changxin Gate (长信门) of the Cining Palace, and the second in the 

south area of Changxin Gate. They basically share similar layers and structures. The 
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main finds are shown in (Ling 2016:26):  

The late Ming brick-floors:  

There is a brick floor dated to the late Ming dynasty. These are probably spread over 

most of the east yard of the Cining Palace Garden (Figure 7). 

The early Ming pile caps, pedestal plinths and rammed foundations:  

At about 4.4 meters from the surface, pile caps were discovered, which consisted of 

some vertical and horizon constructed wooden pillars. Pedestal plinths on the pile 

caps and rammed foundations were excavated. The rammed earth consisted of many 

layers of nicely made rammed earth and broken-bricks, which are bedded one by one 

(Figure 8). 

 

 

Figure 7: the brick floor of the late Ming dynasty, the south area of the Changxin Gate (Photograph 

by Professor Robin Skeates). 
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Figure 8: The early Ming Palace rammed-earth foundations in the northwest trench of the 

Changxin Gate (Photograph by Ran Zhang and illustration by Palace Museum). 

 

Site 3: The Old Imperial Porcelain Storage site 

Excavations here revealed a pit containing many sherds of imperial porcelain. The 

main function of this pit is still under debate, but the current theory is that the buried 
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porcelain fragments were reject productions from the Jingdezhen Imperial Kilns (景

德镇御窑厂). It seems that after a quality examination inside the Forbidden City, 

lower quality porcelain wares were broken and buried. This examination and 

destruction process are well recorded in the Qing Palace Imperial regulation and rules. 

This discovery demonstrates the accession of Imperial porcelain from the Jingdezhen 

kilns (Ling 2016:27). 

 

4. New lights and Further Perspective 

(1). Dating for the Yuan Palace Remains in the Palace Museum: 

The Cining Palace Garden site (Site 2) yielded the construction remains of pile caps 

and rammed earth foundations, which can be dated to the early Ming Dynasty, 

according to their architectural features (Ling 2016). The rammed earth foundations 

with nicely bedded layers of broken-bricks and rammed earth are the same as 

foundations C2 and C3 at the Longzong Gate (Site 1) (Figure 9). This comparison 

provides evidence for that the two layers under layers of C2 and C3 at Site 1 are 

earlier than the early Ming period. In addition Layer 3 has inclusions of Yuan tiles, 

glazed tiles and porcelain sherds. It could therefore be suggested that Layer 2 at the 

Longzong Gate site (Site 1) can be dated to the Yuan dynasty, and this rammed earth 

foundation is highly likely part of the Yuan Palace remains. 
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Figure 9: The comparison of the early Ming rammed earth foundations of Site 1(C2) (left) and Site 

2 (right) (Ling 2016:24). 

 

(2). Methodological Principle of the Palace Museum Archaeological Project 

These small-scale excavations inside the Palace Museum provide us with a new 

understanding of the development of the Imperial Palaces and the history of Beijing. 

In order to better protect the historic environment and relics of the Palace Museum, 

these excavations were undertaken under the principle of ‘stop digging when the 

evidence is seen (见面即停)’. This principle aims to provide enough timescale for 

designing a better plan of the further excavation projects and to better protect the 

Palace Museum. 
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