
More than 3,600 years ago, the Shang 
Dynasty arose beside the Yellow River in 
China. The Shang people lived in northeast 
China for almost 600 years. They were 
expert bronze workers, they invented a 
calendar, and their writing led to today’s 
Chinese writing. The carved bones they 
left behind guided archaeologists to 
discover much about their culture. Learn 
more about the Shang!

  ISBN: 978-1-63402-365-8 

    Order # 2365-8

LY
D

IA
 LU

K
ID

IS
H

IG
H

 N
O

O
N

 B
O

O
K

S
_

S
U

P
E

R
 S

C
IE

N
C

E
 FA

C
T

S
_

T
H

E
 S

H
A

N
G

 D
Y

N
A

S
T

Y

_SUPER SCIENCE FACTS_



the shang 
dynasty

Lydia Lukidis

  



500 BCE
 I I I I I

0 CE
 I I I I I

500 CE
 I I I I I

1000 CE
 I I I I I

1500 CE
 I I I I I

2000 CE
 I I I I I

World War II: 1939–1945 CE
Covid-19 pandemic: 2020 CE

U.S. independence: 1776 CE

First use of modern paper: 105 CE
Shang Dynasty:  
1600–1046 BCE

Contents
Digging Up Dragon Bones ....... 4

The Rise of a Dynasty ...........12

The Shang Lifestyle ..............18

The Shang Economy .............26

Highlights of the  
Shang Dynasty ...................34

The Collapse of the  
Shang Dynasty ...................40

3



CHAPTER 1

digging up  
dragon bones

In 1899, a man in China named Wang 
Yirong became very ill. His doctor 
suggested a special medicine. It was 
made by grinding up ancient bones.

Wang Yirong was offered 
medicine made from bones.
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At that time, the Chinese believed 
these ancient bones came from 
dragons. They also believed the bones 
had healing powers.

When Wang received the bones, they  
were not ground up yet. He noticed  
writing on them. He wondered what these 
symbols meant. And who had made them?

Wang saw writing on 
the bones like the 
writing shown here.
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Wang died before he could find the 
answer. But he had shown the bones 
to a friend. In 1903, that friend wrote 
a book about them.

Wang wondered what the 
writing on the bones meant.
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This led others to investigate. A man 
named Li Ji found similar bones buried 
just outside the city of Anyang in 
China. Li was a famous archaeologist 
(ar•kee•AH•luh•jist). Archaeologists 
study the remains left from past human 
life, such as buildings, tools, and pots.

Archaeologist Li Ji found many of 
the bones with writing on them.
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Li led many excavations 
(ek•skuh•VAY•shuns) from 1928 to 
1937. To excavate is to dig into the 
earth. Sometimes, old objects or 
human remains are found. They can 
help explain the past.

Li found over 20,000 bones at the 
Anyang site. He called them oracle 
(OR•uh•kul) bones. An oracle is 
someone who tries to predict 
the future.

Archaeologists look for remains 
left by ancient people.
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shang Fact
In the early 1800s, Chinese villagers began 
to find ancient oracle bones buried in the 
ground. Some villagers wanted to make 
money by selling them for medicine. They 
scraped off the markings and said the bones 
came from dragons. They sold them to 
doctors, who ground them into powder.

The bones were animal 
bones. Li figured out  
they were used  
for divination  
(dih•vih•NAY•shun)  
by the ancient  
Chinese. Divination  
means trying to  
tell the future.

In the 19th century, Chinese 
villagers said oracle bones 
came from dragons.
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Oracle bones lie in the pit where 
they were found in Anyang, China.
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To try to predict the 
future, ancient Chinese 
priests carved or 
painted markings onto 
bones. Then they threw 
them into a fire. The 
fire would crack the 
bones. Then the priests 
would read the cracks.

The discovery of 
these oracle bones 
was important to 
understanding the past. 
The bones, along with 
other items, were left 
by the Shang (SHONG) 
people. The Shang ruled 
northern China more 
than 3,000 years ago.
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CHAPTER 2

the rise of A dynasty

Ancient China was ruled by various 
dynasties (DYE•nuh•steez). A dynasty 
is a family that rules over a region for 
a long period of time.

Some say the Xia (SHYUH) Dynasty was 
the first. But many people believe 
the story of the Xia was just a legend 
(LEH•jend). Legends are stories from 
the past. They may or may not be true.

According to legend, 
King Yu started the 
Xia Dynasty.
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This legend says that a man named 
Tang conquered (KAHN•kerd), or 
defeated, the leader of the Xia Dynasty. 
Tang became king. He began the 
Shang Dynasty. Even if the Xia never 
existed, Tang really was the first king 
of the Shang.

Tang was the first king 
of the Shang Dynasty.
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The Shang Dynasty lasted from  
1600 BCE to 1046 BCE. The Shang 
created a powerful civilization 
(sih•vih•lih•ZAY•shun). A  
civilization is an advanced stage  
of a culture’s development.

The map shows the area in China 
ruled by the Shang Dynasty.
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Tang founded the first capital city of the 
Shang. It was a town also called Shang 
on the Yellow River. Today, that city is 
modern-day Zhengzhou (jung•JOH).

In present-day Zhengzhou, 
a man stands on a wall left 
over from the Shang Dynasty.
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The kings who came later had other 
capitals. Yin was the last Shang 
capital, founded by Pan Geng. He was 
the 19th Shang king. There were no 
Shang queens.

Today, Yin is the city of Anyang. 
Archaeologists found many royal tombs 
(TOOMZ) in that area. A tomb is a room 
or building where the dead are buried.

The modern city of 
Anyang contains the 
ruins of Yin, shown here.
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This is one of the best-preserved royal tombs 
from the Shang Dynasty found to date.

SHANG Fact
The Shang were known for building large 
tombs. When they buried a king, they often 
killed and buried his servants, too. One of 
the largest tombs near Yin had over 350 
human remains in it.
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