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spiritual; tools; utensils; 
thatch; decay; decompose; 
plough; scythe; textiles; li; 
millet; stew; steaming; 
Cheng Tang; Di Xin; king; 
queen; empire; monarch; 
leader; behaviour; 
integrity; cruelty; 
prospered; able; govern; 
humble; wisdom; 
benevolent; farming; 
security; ability; peasant; 
harvest; scorned; robes; 
vanity; aid; accomplished; 
statesman; failure; 
shortcomings; blame; 
unselfish; drought; hunger; 
military; survive; bumper; 
harvest; destroying; 
treatment; downfall; seize; 
overthrow; brave; clever; 
greedy; selfish; cruel; 
tortured; murder; 
entertainment; taxes; 
luxurious; parties; 
famously; army; advisers; 
besieged; Yin Au; 
surround; Fu Hao; 
inventory; profile; grave 
goods; pen portrait; 
prestigious; warrior; 
General; Wu Ding; statue; 
status; treasures; 
possessions; afterlife; 
servants; bodyguard; 
Shangdi; magical; valued; 
immortality; jewellery; 
graverobber. 
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Ancillary Question 1: What was odd about the dragon bones that Wang Yirong 
bought? 
Show the pupils the photograph of the dragon appearing in a Chinese New Year 
celebration in Resource 1. Now encourage discussion about what a dragon might 
represent in Chinese culture. What are dragons, exactly? Not real creatures that ever 
existed in the world, but mythical beasts that have long been part of ancient traditions, 
legends and popular folktales in China, which have been passed on in spoken form for 
hundreds of years. Such mythical creatures also appear in English culture, of course, such 
as the dragon in the legend of St George and the Dragon (Resource 2). Legends tell of St 
George slaying a dragon somewhere in North Africa (most frequently in the area now 
known as Libya). The folktale tells of a village in the 11th century terrorised by an evil 
dragon inhabiting a nearby lake. To appease the dragon, the villagers fed it two sheep a 
day. When they ran out of sheep, they began to offer a child each day drawn by lottery. 
Eventually the time came for the king’s daughter to be sacrificed. As the dragon was 
emerging from the lake to eat her, St George appeared and attacked it with his sword and 
lance. The king’s daughter was saved and the dragon slain. Today St George is the patron 
saint of England and St George’s Day is celebrated on 23 April. He is also the patron saint 
of Ethiopia, Portugal and Georgia! 

In contrast to most dragons in Western fables and fairy tales – which are portrayed as evil 
and fire-breathing – Chinese dragons are seen as bringing good fortune, wisdom, 
prosperity and strength to those who are deserving of it. They are always associated with 
water, in particular their ability to control rainfall and natural disasters such as floods and 
typhoons. Because dragons represent good fortune, they are often the centre of 
celebrations and festivals such as those at Chinese New Year. From 259 BC to 1911, 
every emperor of China was recognised as a ‘son of a dragon’.  

In 1899, Wang Yirong (Resource 3) saw some ‘dragon bones’ for sale in a market in 
Peking (now Beijing), the capital city of China. They were odd for two reasons. First, they 
weren’t real, of course, but just pieces of old cow bones and turtle and tortoise shells dug 
up by a farmer in his field. People bought them anyway to grind up into powder to take as 
medicine, particularly in an attempt to stop bleeding (internally, as well as from external 
wounds). Because they were often desperate, people were prepared to believe the 
unbelievable and convince themselves that the bones really did come from a dragon. 

Second, when Wang Yirong passed by and glanced at the bones, he noticed something 
else very odd about them. Show the pupils the examples of the bones in Resource 4 and 
ask them to describe what they can see. Can the pupils decipher anything? As it 
happened, Wang Yirong was an expert in Chinese alphabets and he noticed immediately 
that the bones were carved with ancient writing. He and many other historians set to work 
immediately to decipher the carvings. What they identified amazed them. These were 
ancient inscriptions that had been carved into the bones nearly 3,000 years previously – 
during a time in China known as the Shang Dynasty. Although the Shang were frequently 
mentioned in many Chinese myths, legends and fables, no one really knew whether they 
had ever really existed in the past. Here, at last, was evidence – not only that the Shang 
were in fact real people, but also that they were the first Chinese people to write their 
history down. 

Today, historians have identified at least 6,000 different characters that were engraved on 
the bones. Each is a hieroglyph – a picture of an object representing a word, syllable or 
sound – and 11 examples are shown in Resource 5. Divide the pupils into pairs and 
provide each with a copy of the hieroglyphs. To begin, ask them to see whether they can 
guess what any of the word pictures might mean (without giving any clues). After a while, 
tell the pupils that six are hieroglyphs of specific animals, one is of a specific reptile that 
lives in water, one is a specific piece of furniture, one a verb that means ‘to perform an 
action’ and two are nouns – one that refers to a period of sickness and the other to an 
animal that feeds on other animals. Allow further time for the pupils to continue to 
speculate and agree their final answers. From left to right: horse, tiger, pig, dog, mouse or 
rat, elephant, turtle, table, do, illness and carnivore.  
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