
Highlights of the Archaeological Work 

of the Palace Museum Institute of Archaeology in 2014‐2016 

 

Since its establishment in 2013, the Palace Museum Institute of Archaeology has conducted a series 
of fruitful archaeological operations on several major focuses of the Museum’s archaeological 
research. The following is a brief introduction of the important sites in and outside the Forbidden 
City that have been excavated and investigated.   

 

I. The Ming and the Qing Palace 

 

During 2014-2016, the Institute of Archaeology carried out a total of twenty-seven projects of 
archaeological investigation and excavation within the Forbidden City, including nine archaeological 
operations (including the excavation of Da gaoxuan dian, or Grand Hall of the Supreme Profundity) 
and eighteen archaeological surveys.  

 

Rescue Excavation of the Site of the Power Capacity-Increasing Pipeline Project of Southern 
Three Abodes 

 

Southern Three Abodes (Nan san suo) is located by the south border of the outer eastern section in 
the Forbidden City. The excavation at the construction site of the pipeline power well for the 
southeast power capacity increasing project outside the Southern Three Abodes reveals the gutters, 
wall aprons, city wall foundations and stone linings joining the ground (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). The 
gutters run parallel to the city walls; between them there is a distance of three meters. With the 
section rectangular, the gutters, 0.6 meters wide and 1.2 meters deep, are paved with grey bricks on 
the bottom and walls and covered with stone slabs. Between the gutters and city walls there lie the 
wall aprons neatly paved with bricks. The aprons stretch directly to the stone linings under the bricks 
of the city wall surfaces. This ancient drainage system was built and used roughly in the same time 
as the city walls. This shows that when the Forbidden City was built, the city defense system 
aboveground and the drainage system underground were planned in a unified fashion.  

Partial digging under the aprons reveals the common foundation for the walls and aprons of the 
Forbidden City. The foundation, with a total thickness of about 2.4 meters, is composed of layers of 
loess and of brick & tile pieces alternately (each layer about ten to twenty-five centimeters thick). 
There is very little other content in rammed earth (Fig. 3). Under the rammed foundation, there is an 
earthen bedding layer about fifteen centimeters thick, which contains pieces of Jin-dynasty 
(1115-1234) Ding-kiln porcelain and Yuan-dynasty (1272-1368) glazed elements, which verifies the 
records in the relevant literature concerning the time of the construction of the structural work of the 
Forbidden City.  
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paved neatly with grey bricks, with white-lime joining. In the rammed earth layer underneath, broken 
porcelain pieces of the reigns of Jiajing and Wanli (r. 1573-1620) have been unearthed (Fig. 22: 5-6).  

Underneath and adjacent to the paved floor, an earlier and larger-scale architectural base site (Fig. 16 
and Fig. 17) was discovered with probe trenches and a probe holes. The base site is made up two 
neatly laid-out large sets of brick foundations for large-sized brick architecture, one in the south and 
the other in the north. Every set of brick foundations is arranged in four lines running east to west 
and two lines running north to south, eight foundations altogether. The space between every two 
neighboring foundations, either south and north or east and west, is about 2.34 meters. The space 
between the two sets is approximately 10.1 meters. The brick foundations all rest on earth, with a 
total height of about 4.1 meters. They are composed of four parts which are, from down to top, 
wooden spikes, “lining stone rests” (chen-shi-fang), lining stones and the brick main structure (Fig. 
18). The wooden spikes made of logs are driven directly into soil at the edges of the foundation. The 
lining stone rests, also made of logs, are located underneath the foundation with the scope of the 
ground spikes. They are laid into two layers and the gaps between them are filled with rammed earth 
and brick pieces. On the “brick-and-earth” layer there is a layer of stone linings (fig. 19). Through 
sampling, it is found that the ground spikes and lining stone rests are made of spruce or larch. The 
brick main structure of the foundation consists of twenty-one layers of grey bricks, laid with no 
tapering whatsoever. Each foundation measures 2.44 x 2.44 meters. The four walls and top surface 
are all built with the half-brick technique, with the bricks lining the four sides of the top surface. The 
gap between every two neighboring brick foundations is filled with rammed earth of the same 
thickness, which comprises alternate layers of earth and of broken bricks and tiles. Lime is used as 
filling between broken bricks and pieces. The surfaces of the loess layers all show traces left by 
pressing the broken bricks and tiles. Each combination of a loess layer and a broken-brick-and-tile 
layer measures about twenty centimeters. There are fifteen such combined layers in total (Fig. 20 and 
Fig. 21). In the rammed earth, broken pieces of green-glazed tiles of red-sand roughcast and 
green-glazed “protrusive-lip” bowls can be occasionally found, with features of the late Yuan and 
early Ming dynasties (Fig. 22: 1, 2, 3, 4).    

To the south of the excavation site in the Garden of Palace of Compassion and Tranquility, four 
combined layers of loess and broken bricks and tiles can only be found under the modern floor. No 
brick foundation or multiple-layer rammed earth can be found. This not merely provides help for the 
continued effort to define the scope of the site of the large-scale building; the use of different 
ramming techniques in the same area changes the former perception that all the foundations of the 
buildings in the Forbidden City were built in one construction effort.  

Now the area where this site lies has been open to the public.  
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Rescue Excavation at the Site of the Fire Control Project West of Gate of Thriving Imperial 
Clan 

 

There were altogether four probe pits and trenches at the site west of Gate of Thriving Imperial Clan 
(Longzong men). The archaeological operation cleared two modern pipeline trenches and covered an 
area of 110 square meters, of which sixty-two square meters was excavated. Two brick floors--ZM1 
and ZM2, one brick drainage ditch—ZG1, one wall and doorway foundation—Q1, three brick 
column bases, two rammed earth and brick foundation trenches—C2 and C3, two rammed earth 
brick-paved foundation trenches—C1 and C4, one large-area plain rammed earth stratum (stratum 4), 
etc. have been discovered. The plain rammed earth stratum and the rammed earth brick-paved 
foundation trenches, which date back to the earliest time of all, were first discovered in the 
Forbidden City in terms of stratigraphical relationship, architectural technique and unearthed relics.  

The rammed earth brick-paved foundation trench, C4, lies east of the probe trench T0101 and cannot 
be seen at the south wall of the probe pit. The southern side is situated inside the probe trench, 
broken in the course of the project. The opening is about 2.1 meters wide from north to south. There 
are a total thirteen strata, alternating rammed earth and brick-paved strata. The plain rammed earth 
stratum, i.e. Stratum 4, stretches a fairly large area, with the upper part showing distinct traces of 
ramming and the lower part containing grey bricks, broken pieces of grey-roughcast tiles with textile 
pattern and red-roughcast glazed tiles with mask clay, iron blocks, bowl pieces with white glaze 
covered by black glaze, bottoms of black-glazed plum bottles, etc. The most abundant relics have 
been unearthed in the lowest stratum, including a fairly great amount of grey bricks, broken pieces of 
grey-roughcast tiles with textile pattern, cylindrical tiles, red-roughcast glazed tiles with mask clay, a 
small number of pieces of “thorny-edge” (mangkou) white porcelain bowls and pieces of greyish 
white-glazed bowls, etc. Underneath Stratum 4 is the stratum of yellow coarse sand; further down 
lies the stratum of raw soil.  

The round and rectangular glazed tiles with dragon motifs and irregular-shaped ornamental tiles 
collected in the plain rammed-earth stratum near the local fire-control trench show distinctive 
features of the Jin and Yuan dynasties. This indicates that the accumulation from the Gate of 
Thriving Imperial Clan westward to the Leftover Bridge (Duanhong qiao) has close relations to the 
buildings of the Imperial Palace of the Yuan dynasty.  

The site showing a clear stratigraphical relationship of the Yuan, the Ming, and the Qing dynasties, 
discovered west of the Gate of Thriving Imperial Clan, can be said to be “the Three Strata of the 
Forbidden City”, which are of great significance to studies on the layout of the Yuan palace, the 
history of the Forbidden City and the ancient history of Chinese architecture.  
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2014-2016 年紫禁城考古工作汇总表 

Archaeological Operation in the Forbidden City during 2014-2016 

 

Serial Location Site Work 

001 On the east and west sides of the 

south gate to the Southern Three 

Abodes 

Site of Ming and the Qing 

architecture 

Archaeological 

excavation 

002 On the east side outside of the 

east wall of the Southern Three 

Abodes 

Gutters of the Ming and the 

Qing dynasties 

Survey 

003 Inside the south wall of the 

Imperial Buttery 

Gutters of the Ming dynasty 

and relics on the ground 

Survey and 

mapping 

004 On the south side of the 

Southern Warehouses 

Imperial-kiln porcelain 

dumping pit of the Qing 

dynasty 

Archaeological 

excavation 

005 East city wall on the east side of 

the Southern Three Abodes 

Wall foundation, floor and 

gutters of the Ming dynasty 

Archaeological 

excavation 

006 Area east of the Gate of 

Gathering Happiness (Lianxi 

men) and south of the area of the 

Thirteen Courtyards 

Gutters of the Ming and the 

Qing dynasties 

Survey and 

mapping 

007 East yard of the Garden of 

Palace of Compassion and 

Tranquility 

Site of Ming and Qing 

architecture 

Archaeological 

excavation 

008 Inside the courtyard of the Hall 

of Embodied Treasures 

(Baoyun lou) 

Site of the Qing architecture Archaeological 

excavation 

009 Southwest to the stone bridge of 

the East Prosperity Gate 

(Donghua men) 

Revetments of the Qing river 

and remains of bridge 

foundations 

Survey 

010 East of the main hall of the Site of the Ming architecture Survey 



Palace of Compassion and 

Tranquility 

011 Southwest of Left Huiyin Gate 

to the Palace of Compassion 

and Tranquility 

Strata of the Ming and the 

Qing dynasties 

Survey 

012 On the southeast side outside 

Left Gate of Everlasting Health 

(Yongkang zuo men) 

Strata of the Ming and the 

Qing dynasties 

Survey 

013 Northeast to the Belvedere of 

Literary Profundity (Wenyuan 

ge) 

Gutters of the Ming dynasty Survey 

014 On the east side to the north of 

the Leftover Bridge 

(Duanhong qiao) 

Stratum and relics of the Qing 

dynasty  

Survey 

015 Shibakehuai, “Eighteen 

Pagoda-trees”, to the north of 

the Leftover Bridge 

Site of the Ming architecture Survey 

016 East and west duty rooms of the 

Grand Hall of the Supreme 

Profundity (Dagao xuan dian) 

Site of the Qing architecture Archaeological 

excavation 

017 East and west side houses of the 

Gate of Correct Deportment 

(Duan men) 

Site of the Qing architecture Survey 

018 South of the south wall of 

Xiyiku, or “Warehouse of Opera 

Costumes” 

Site of the Ming and the Qing 

architecture 

Survey 

019 East and south of Yizhangku or 

“Warehouse of Ceremonial 

Things” 

Site of the Ming and the Qing 

architecture 

Survey 

020 Northwest of Right-wing Gate 

and east of the ice cellar of the 

Imperial Household Department 

(neiwufu) 

Site of the Gate of 

Safeguarding Tranquility 

(Baoning men) of the Ming 

dynasty 

Survey 



021 Southeast corner tower Terrace foundation of the 

Ming dynasty 

Archaeological 

excavation 

022 North city wall (Beicheku) Site of the Qing architecture Survey 

023 Northwest to the side screen 

wall outside the Southern Three 

Abodes 

Site of the ash pit of the Qing 

dynasty 

Survey 

024 To the west of the west wall of 

the Southern Three Abodes 

Ground site of the Qing 

dynasty 

Survey 

025 To the west of Gate of Thriving 

Imperial Clan 

Strata and relics of the Yuan, 

the Ming, and the Qing 

dynasties 

Archaeological 

excavation 

026 To the northwest of the Gate of 

Eternal Faith 

Site of the Ming architecture Survey 

027 To the southwest of the Leftover 

Bridge 

Strata and ground relics of the 

Ming dynasty 

Archaeological 

excavation 
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I. Archaeological Operations Related to the Imperial Court 

 

Excavation of the Imperial Kiln in Jingdezhen, Jiangxi Province 

 

During 2014-2015, the Palace Museum Institute of Archaeology, the Peking University School of 
Archaeology and Museology, Jiangxi Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology and 
Jingdezhen Municipal Ceramics Institute of Archaeology formed a joint team of archaeological 
investigation to launch an archaeological excavation of the site of the imperial kiln of the Qing 
Dynasty in Jingdezhen. The site of excavation is located in the west of the central section of the 
Imperial Kiln Site Park, to the south of Longzhu Pavilion.  

In 2014, over 60 sites were investigated (Fig. 26), including 11 house foundations, 10 wall 
foundations, 30 ash pits, 2 canals, 1 courtyard, 1 road, 3 pulley block sheaves, 2 precipitation pools 
and 2 vats. The cultural relics unearthed chiefly include porcelain, color paints, kiln implements, 
porcelain tiles, building components, porcelain-making tools, etc. There are a variety of porcelain 
products from the Yuan to Qing dynasties. Besides, some porcelain made by Jiangxi Porcelain 
Company during the period of the Republic of China and after the founding of the People’s Republic 
of China in 1949 was also unearthed. The archaeological excavation revealed the relics of 
porcelain-making workshops, in use from the years of Zhengde to the years of Jiajing in the Ming 
Dynasty, possibly the very workshops making color-on-glaze porcelain. This was the first discovery 
of its type in the archaeological investigation of the site of the imperial kiln over the years, which has 
offered new materials for a better understanding of the inner structure and functional division of the 
imperial kiln of the Ming Dynasty.  

The excavation site in 2015 is located to the west of that in 2014. The operation was shallower and 
took place in a shorter duration. In the cultural stratum of the period of the Republic of China a lot of 
porcelain pieces were unearthed. Underneath the cultural stratum, the relics of brick walls and 
surfaces were discovered. A round shallow pit was excavated, where porcelain pieces of the late 
Ming Dynasty and the period of the Republic of China, mainly white-glazed porcelain and 
blue-and-white porcelain, had been buried collectively. Some of the vessels bear the inscriptions of 
Jiangxi Porcelain Company or Jiangxi Industrial School. The excavation is significant to studies on 
the reorganization of the imperial kiln and the start of Jiangxi Porcelain Company in the late Qing 
Dynasty and the period of the Republic of China. It is also of great value to research on porcelain 
making in the period of the Republic of China in Jingdezhen.  
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