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Exploring the Origins of Chinese Astronomy in the
Legendary Period from the Taosi Observatory and the
Pictograph Unearthed from Dawenkou Culture

XU Fengxian
(Institute for the History of Natural Science, CAS, Beijing 100190, China)

Abstract The earliest methods for determining the seasons recorded in ancient Chinese classics
are the observation of the sun’s shadow at noon and the meridian stars at dusk. The Taosi observatory
displays an ancient method of determining the seasons by observing the sun’s rising azimuth. From
the view of cognitional history of science, the period of observing the sun’s rising and setting azimuth
must be earlier than that of observing the sun’s shadow at noon and meridian stars at dusk, but this
earlier period precedes the existence of texts and the memory of Chinese civilization. A pictograph
unearthed amongst artifacts from the Dawenkou Culture in Shandong Province consisting of the sun,
cloud and peaks, has also been unearthed at the Yuchisi site in Anhui Province. Dawenkou Culture
is believed to be the culture of the clans of Taihao and Shaohao in archaeological terms. Taihao and
Shaohao belong to the legendary time in history, maybe exactly the time when the method of observ-
ing the sun’s rising azimuth was adopted in deciding the seasons. In the early stage of civilization as-
tronomy combined with other cultural aspects more tightly than in late stages, thus the pictograph may
refer to the rising sun as well as to Taithao. A vague trace of the cosmology of this time may also be
discerned in extant classics.

Key words  Pictograph from Dawenkou Culture, Taosi Observatory, Origin of Astronomy,
Taihao, Shaohao





