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Table 1 Summary of the phytolith samples from Lajia site
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Table 2 Quantitative statistics of crops phytoliths from Lajia site
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Abstract

The agricultural pattern of Qijia Culture is of interest to scholars for long time. Previous studies suggested that
the agriculture of Qijia Culture belonged to millet agriculture that was based majorly on foxtail millet ( Setaria
italica) , however, it should be tested by systematic archaeobotanical research. The Lajia site ( 102°49'40"E,
35°51'15"N) in Minhe County, Qinghai Province, is located on a terrace on the upper reaches of the Yellow River
in northwestern China, and has been excavated since 1999. The site covers an area of 0.5 square kilometers and
dates to 4300 ~ 3900cal. a B. P. The site is considered as a central settlement of the Qijia Culture, providing
valuable materials for archaeobotanical study.

A total of 87 samples were collected for phytolith analysis during excavation between 2004 to 2007. These
samples were from 7 house foundations, 10 trash pits, 3 ash piles, 10 pillar holes and 7 occupation layers. Most
sample proveniences were remains of Qijia culture, but 10 pillar holes and an occupation layer (T1101(®) were
remains of Xindian culture. We then extracted phytoliths from these samples by wet oxidation method, and phytolith
counting and identification were performed using Leica DM750 optical microscope at 400 magnification. In most
samples, more than 400 phytoliths were counted.

24phytolith types were identified from all 87 samples, including n type from husks of common millet and
Q) type from husks of foxtail millet. Other common phytolith types in Lajia site were scutiform-bullifrom from reed,
bulliform, square, short saddle, bilobate, pointed and rondel. The percentage of common millet was always higher
(0~2% ) than that of foxtail millet (0~0.6% ). The relative percentage content of common millet phytoliths was
80% , which was much higher than that of foxtail millet (20% ) during Qijia culture period. Moreover, the
ubiquity of common millet phytoliths was also higher (13.8% ) than that of foxtail millet (5.8% ). Other crops
phytoliths, such as phytoliths from husks of wheat and barley, were not found in Lajia site.

These phytolith evidences supported the previous opinion that the agriculture of Qijia culture was millet
agriculture, but the primary crop was common millet ( Panicum miliaceum ). This pattern might have been
attributed to the change toward cool-dry climate since 4.5ka B.P. in the region. Moreover, the reason for
difference in the resulis of relative proportion of the two millets which were respectively from phytolith analysis and
floatation work was discussed. These results provides a new reference for evaluating the agricultural pattern in Lajia

site and even in Qijia culture.
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