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THE EXCAVATION OF PAGODA BASE 1 AT THE XISHANPO
BUDDHIST TEMPLE SITE IN LIAO SHANGJING IMPERIAL
CITY, BAIRIN LEFT BANNER, INNER MONGOLIA

by
Second Inner Mongolia Team, Institute of Archaeology,

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences

Inner Mongolia Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology

Excavations revealed that the Xishanpo site, an east-facing architectural complex
on the southwestern highland of the Liao Shangjing Imperial City, was a large-scale
Buddhist temple complex from the Liao and Jin periods. This discovery holds significant
academic value for understanding the orientation, layout, and functional zoning of the
Liao capital. Pagoda Base 1 was located on the central axis at the rear of the northern
courtyard, occupying the highest point of the site. Both its rammed-earth platform and
pagoda body were hexagonal in plan, with the massive platform measuring
approximately 40m across. Featuring a unique structure consisting of a central brick
core surrounded by a wooden ambulatory, it represents a rare example of a hexagonal
pavilion-style pagoda base from the Liao and Jin periods, thereby filling a data gap in
the study of architectural forms and construction techniques of this era. Stratigraphic
evidence indicated that Pagoda Base 1 was originally constructed during the Liao
dynasty, underwent at least one major reconstruction and multiple repairs its prolonged
use, and was ultimately abandoned during the Jin dynasty. Furthermore, the clay
sculptures recovered from the base with clear stratigraphic relationships were well
preserved and exquisitely crafted, providing invaluable archaeological data for the study
of Buddhist statues and clay sculpting techniques of the Liao and Jin periods. The
decade-long excavation successfully integrated large-scale horizontal exposure with
targeted trenching. It not only witnessed the continuous advancement of concepts,
methods, and technologies in Chinese urban and architectural archaeology. but also
earned the distinction of being one of China’s Top 10 New Archaeological Discoveries of
2012.
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