
What lies beneath the Forbidden City? 
 
A team from Durham University’s Archaeology Department took up position in the Forbidden 
City, Beijing in May 2017 as the first UK team to help excavate within the walls of this iconic 
site.  Lead archaeologist from Durham, Dr Derek Kennet, explains more about this unique 
opportunity. 

 
The Forbidden City, the Chinese imperial palace in Beijing, is perhaps one of the most 
evocative and romantic monuments in the world. It carries with it an innate sense of mystery 
and wonder – but also a sense of immense imperial power  
 
It is one of China’s best known and most important national monuments, and it is hugely 
important in terms of Chinese national identity and history.  
 
Historical insights 
 
Within the Forbidden City’s long history, there are many questions that remain unanswered. 
 
For example, where was the earlier Yuan imperial palace located? Is it possible that the 
Forbidden City, which was built in the Ming period (1368-1644), actually incorporates some 
elements of this earlier construction? Did the two palaces occupy the same site?  
 
It is also unclear how the Forbidden City developed. Was it originally planned and laid out as 
it is at the beginning of the Ming period, or was it developed and substantially altered over 
time? If so, what was the timeframe of these developments and what was their nature?  
 
If we want to understand the transition from Yuan to Ming power on the one hand, and the 
development of Ming and Qing imperial styles on the other, an understanding of the 
Forbidden City will be extremely useful.  
 
The power of archaeology 
 
Archaeology can really help us to understand this early history. So far, only a very few small 
excavations have been carried out within the Forbidden City: at the Longzong Gate, the 
Cininig Palace Garden and the old imperial porcelain storage site. Only a few details of the 
underlying stratigraphy are so far known.  
 
As part of a new partnership, a joint team from Durham University and the Palace Museum, 
which occupies the site of the Forbidden City, excavated a section of the paved courtyards 
inside the walls. 
 
The team investigated some of the complex archaeological stratigraphy that underlies the 
expansive paved courtyards of the palace. It is hoped that analysis and dating of layers can 
shed more light on the first construction and development of the great imperial palace. 
 
In addition to the scientific study, the work also provided a chance to compare excavation 
and recording methodologies and to learn from each other.   
 
As the study progresses, dating will be provided by associated ceramic finds, the chronology 
of which is well known in China, as well as architectural features and potentially radiocarbon 
and thermoluminescence dating. The key aim was to gain a clear insight into a single 
sequence in the palace and to build out from there by linking together the results of previous 
excavations and architectural knowledge.  
 



It is hoped this approach will provide us with new insights which historical sources such as 
maps and texts simply cannot give us.  
 
Imperial power 
 
The Forbidden City is in some respects symbolic of the re-establishment of Chinese rule in 
the Ming period, after a century of what was perceived as foreign rule under the Yuan (1271-
1368). The Forbidden City remained the centre of power throughout the Ming and Qing 
dynasties until the advent of the Republic of China in 1912 – so it is also symbolic of the 
period of China’s most spectacular imperial wealth and power. 
 
But the early history of the Forbidden City is not altogether clear. It is, of course, closely tied 
up with the history of Beijing as the capital city of China.  
 
Although Beijing had been the site of a capital during earlier periods, for example under the 
Yan in the 7th to 5th centuries BC, it was really during the Liao period (938-1122 AD) that it 
became first the ‘south capital’ (Nanjing Cheng) and then in 1151 AD the ‘central capital’ 
(Zhongdu). But nothing remains of this early capital other than a single temple on the 
western side of modern Beijing; even the extent of the city at this time is unclear.  
 
After the Mongol invasion of 1234 a new city was founded at Dadu, a few hundred metres to 
the north in an area that now underlies the the Forbidden City. In 1279, with the Mongol 
victory over the Song, this became the first capital of a unified China.  
 
But it was only after the Ming dynasty had retaken power in the later 14th century that 
construction is thought to have begun on the Forbidden City, which was completed in 1420. 
From that time it remained the centre of imperial power for almost 500 years.  
 
What lies beneath 
 
From the Western perspective, this excavation had all the romance and excitement of the 
old-fashioned days of archaeology with travel, the East, great imperial powers and new 
cultures.  
 
From a scientific perspective, we hope it will further our understanding of this world-
renowned monument and its earliest history. 
 
Dr Derek Kennet is an Associate Professor in the Department of Archaeology at Durham 
University. 
 


