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centimeters tall and its widest point 
is 21.8 cm. Many jade dragons were 
excavated from the Hongshan cul-
ture sites. Used as a worshipping 
object by prehistoric people, the 
C-shaped dragon stands out for its 
simple, light form, which draws 
wide interest from the public.

C-shaped dragons are among the 
earliest dragon forms found in jade 
artifacts and they closely resemble the 
image of dragons in people’s imagina-
tions, according to Feng Yucheng 
from the archaeological research 
department at Shanghai Museum.

There are various theories regard-
ing the design’s origin. Some scholars 
believe the primary form was rooted 
in a pig’s head, while others think the 
form is a fusion of multiple animals. 
However, they unanimously refer to 
it as a dragon, marking it as one of 
the earliest recognized dragons, and 
subsequently as the national totem 
by the Chinese people.

Ancestor worship was a vital com-
ponent of the Hongshan culture’s 
belief system. Hongshan people idol-
ized their ancestors and made human 
figures in various sizes from different 
materials, such as clay, stone and jade. 
These figures were found in the resi-
dential areas and venerated at ritual 
sites such as temples and altars.

Archaeologists excavated the 
Goddess of Hongshan in 1983 at the 
Niuheliang site in Liaoning prov-
ince, which was built on a grand 
man-made platform. The statue’s 
head, made of clay, has jade eyeballs 
and shells for teeth. It is recognized 
as the earliest goddess statue found 
in China thus far. 

The original artifact is so fragile 
that the Liaoning Provincial Insti-
tute of Cultural Relics and Archaeol-
ogy, where it is stored, decided 
against shipping the original piece 
to Shanghai. Instead, the institute 
presented a replica. 

“The reproduction is nearly the 
same as the original,” says Bai Bao-
yu, head of the Liaoning Provincial 
Institute of Cultural Relics and 
Archaeology. 

By observing the exhibit carefully, 
visitors will find that the goddess 
has a pierced left ear, which indi-
cates that the Hongshan people 
wore earrings. The goddess also 
wears a headband on its forehead, 
which is quite different from the 
wild-haired primitive image that 
people often imagine.
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A bout 6,000 years ago, 
ancient people in North 
China’s Liaohe River Basin 
developed advanced ritu-

alistic sacrificial systems that reflect-
ed the path and characteristics of 
Chinese civilization.

They created Hongshan culture 
through a continuous collision and 
integration of cultures, yet it was 
distinctive from the civilizations 
found in the lower reaches of the 
Yellow and Yangtze rivers.

Legends of Dragon: The Ancient 
Civilization of Hongshan Culture, a 
new exhibition at Shanghai Muse-
um East that opened on June 26 and 
runs until Oct 8, marks the largest, 
most comprehensive showcase fea-
turing Hongshan culture.

The exhibition is the fourth of the 
museum’s series of archaeological 
exhibitions called “The Essence of 
­China” that focuses on the origins of 
the Chinese civilization and the forma-
tion of the country’s united identity.

Shanghai Museum joins more 
than 20 museums and archaeologi-
cal institutions in Liaoning prov-
ince, the Inner Mongolia 
autonomous region, Hebei prov-
ince, Beijing and others to present 
Legends of Dragon, which gathers 
more than 300 Hongshan culture 
artifacts from archaeological find-
ings over the past century, including 
findings from the latest expeditions. 

More than a quarter of the exhib-
its are making their public debut, 
according to Chu Xiaobo, director of 
the Shanghai Museum.

The exhibition interprets Hong-
shan culture’s unique path in develop-
ing a civilization characterized by 
unified beliefs, and the initial forma-
tion of rites and ceremonies, says Chu.

“Through the most important 
achievements and latest discoveries of 
Hongshan archaeology, the show pro-
vides solid evidence of Chinese civili-
zation’s over 5,000-year history, and 
eloquently answers the ultimate ques-
tion — What is the essence of China?”

Hongshan culture is a significant 
Neolithic culture in northern China 
dating back 6,500 to 5,000 years. 
Named after the archaeological site of 
Hongshan, or red mountains, in 
Chifeng of the Inner Mongolia auton-
omous region, it covers 200,000 
square kilometers in the western part 
of Liaoning province, the southeast-
ern part of Inner Mongolia, and the 
northern part of Hebei province.

Roughly 5,000 years ago, Hongshan 
culture entered its late phase with 
accelerated social development and 
distinct settlement classes and func-
tions. Ritual sites of various scales 
emerged away from residential areas. 

A sacrificial system comprising 
temples, altars and stone burial 
mounds was established, reflecting 
a ritual culture primarily focused on 
ancestor and heaven worship and 
signifying that Hongshan society 
had entered a civilized stage. 

As China’s first representative 
archaeological culture to enter the 
phase of ancient states, Hongshan is 
recognized as a significant research 
source of Chinese civilization, 
according to Jia Xiaobing, a 
researcher at the Institute of 
Archaeology at the Chinese Acade-
my of Social Sciences.

Hongshan people created beauti-
ful artifacts by carving jade. One of 
the most iconic objects among the 
exhibits is the C-shaped Jade Drag-
on from the Palace Museum’s collec-
tion in Beijing. It stands 25.7 
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An iconic trunk with an immer-
sive tunnel featuring Guilin (in 
Guangxi Zhuang autonomous 
region) landscape projections and a 
foldable 1986 Monogram coated-
canvas trunk that transforms into a 
bed alongside century-old perfume 
bottles — these are some of the high-
lights of Louis Vuitton’s new cultural 
landmark, The Louis, in Shanghai.

Unveiled in late June, The Louis, a 
1,600-square-meter ship-shaped 
building, dropped its “anchor” in 
the Jing'an district, drawing inspira-
tion from dual heritages: the brand’s 
19th-century legacy of crafting 
steamer trunks for transoceanic 
journeys, and Shanghai’s port cul-
ture as an international gateway.

The giant vessel has attracted 
throngs of visitors from China and 
abroad during the past weekend.

“The brand’s travel spirit is deeply 
aligned with Shanghai, a port city 
whose DNA was shaped by maritime 
exchanges in the century before civil 
aviation prevailed,” says Andrew Wu, 
president of LVMH Group’s China 
unit, quoted by ThePaper.cn.

Reflecting on when the Huangpu 
River welcomed the arrival of inter-
national figures like Albert Einstein 
and Charlie Chaplin by ship in the 
late 19th century, Wu emphasizes 

the city’s role as a gateway for cross-
cultural dialogue. He describes The 
Louis as a giant vessel that evokes 
Shanghai’s enduring legacy of inclu-
siveness, where the East meets the 
West, and the past meets the present 
— an ethos that resonates profound-
ly with the brand’s narrative.

The three-story complex seamlessly 
integrates retail spaces, a restaurant, 
and the Visionary Journeys exhibi-
tion, which showcases over 140 objects 

ranging from 19th-century trunks to 
21st-century fashion, which echo ties 
with China.

As visitors walk through a time-
line, they are enveloped in an 
immersive tunnel built of stacked 
hard trunks and projections of Guil-
in’s dynamic landscapes. The visuals 
are derived from the brand’s adver-
tising series shot in Guilin to sym-
bolize its commitment to capturing 
global beauty.

In the Origins gallery, visitors are 
greeted by a display of the brand’s ori-
gins and history, including century-
old advertisements such as a 1927 
feature showcasing a hard tennis rack-
et case and a 1928 magazine ad for a 
perfume, which illustrate the brand’s 
early visual storytelling techniques.

The Voyages gallery highlights 
the 1986 bed trunk in canvas 
designed for outdoor expeditions by 
unfolding from a suitcase into a bed. 

A 1997 desk trunk emphasizes its 
writing functionality, while a 1928 
library trunk, the same model cus-
tomized by Ernest Hemingway in 
the Books gallery, highlights literary 
ties to travel.

Sebastian Rivera is an internation-
al student at Tongji University and 
has lived in Shanghai for over three 
years. “It (the ‘ship’) is really cool. You 
can always find these kinds of events 
in Shanghai. Shanghai serves as the 
center of Asia in that way,” he says.

Sergei Libanov, a Russian visitor, 
says his mother sent him a link from 
Russian news about the “ship”, 
which prompted him to see it in per-
son. “International brands recognize 
that the Chinese market is one of the 
biggest globally. A lot of people will 
come to international events here.” 

“The new landmark is proof that 
international brands are optimistic 
about the future of the Chinese mar-
ket,” says Yao Lei, director of the 
commission of commerce for 
Jing’an district.

Shanghai has long been a magnet 
for global brands. From January to 
May, 364 flagship stores opened in the 
city, including 10 global or Asian firsts. 

Top: The C-shaped Jade Dragon is one of the earliest forms found to date in jade artifacts. A 
representative object of Hongshan culture, it is widely admired for its simple elegance. Left: Jade dragons in the 

shape of Jue (slit ring), a prototype of the Chinese dragon. Right: A visitor takes pictures at the Shanghai Museum 
exhibition Legends of Dragon: The Ancient Civilization of Hongshan Culture. Photos by Gao Erqiang / China Daily

Tracing the origins 
of civilization

Hongshan relics and artifacts reveal ritualistic systems, an integration of 
cultures, and the formation of China’s united identity, Zhang Kun reports.

Legends of Dragon: The Ancient 
Civilization of Hongshan Culture
Shanghai Museum East, Bright 
Dairy & Food Exhibition Gallery 1,
1952 Century Avenue, Pudong, 
Shanghai.
Jun 26-Oct 8, 10 am-6 pm (last 
entry at 5 pm), Wednesday-Mon-
day, closed on Tuesdays (except 
national holidays).
Visitors can enter the museum with 
a valid ID through the B1 East Gate 
after security check. 
021-2072-9999.

If you go

Online
Scan the code 
to watch the 
video. 

The Louis
Opening Hours: 10 am to 10 pm, 
Monday to Sunday.
Address:  789 West Nanjing Road, 
HKRI Taikoo Hui, Jing’an district, 
Shanghai.
Reservations required via the My 
LV WeChat mini program.

If you go

Online
Scan the code 
to watch the 
video. 

Luxury brand drops anchor in middle of metropolis

Left: Shanghai citizens queue for visiting The Louis. Gao Erqiang / China Daily Right:  The Origins gallery, one of the sections inside the installed 
“ship”. Provided to China Daily


