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1. Introduction

As China rises in the world, an increasing number of people are paying attention to China's development, especially
the origins of its civilization. Given China's vast size, multitude of ethnic groups, and cultural diversity, yet its ability
to develop into a unified nation to this day, scholars have initiated discussions on the origins of Chinese civilization.
The renowned archaeologist Yan Wenming proposed the "Layered Flower" (or the “Multiple Petal Flower”) theory
of the origin of Chinese civilization, arguing that from prehistoric times, China's ethnic groups and culture had formed
a "Layered Flower"-like centripetal structure.

Within this civilization flower, Bashu culture, as an inner petal, is extremely mysterious and complex, and Sanxing-
dui culture, as an important part of Bashu culture, is more in the spotlight. The Sanxingdui archaeological site is
located in Sichuan Province, China, and has attracted the attention of historical archaeologists and the public due to
its profound cultural significance and mysterious cultural relics (Sichuan Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics and
Archaeology, 1999; Zhao Dianzeng & Chen De'an, 2004).

This study starts from the similarities and differences between the cultural symbols of Sanxingdui and Shijiahe,
and examines the patterns and backgrounds of these cultural relics through the collection of papers and literature,
elucidating the process of integration of Sanxingdui culture and Central Plains culture, and describing the character-
istics of the "multiple petal flower" of Chinese civilization. Meanwhile, by analyzing certain totems of Sanxingdui
such as the Sun Bird, this study will explore the inheritance and influence of Sanxingdui culture and Shijiahe culture,
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and analyze how these beliefs and customs affect the religion and daily life of ethnic minorities in today's society.
2. Characteristics and Symbols of Sanxingdui Culture
2.1 Two Common Divine Bird Combination Figures - Sun Bird Combination and Tree Bird Combination

The ancient Chinese books have already outlined the Figure of the Golden Crow resting on a divine tree. ‘The Classic
of Mountains and Seas: Overseas Eastern Classic’ states: "Above Tanggu is Fusang, which are in the north of Heichi,
living in the water. It is not difficult to see from this that in the understanding of ancient Chinese ancestors, divine
birds could be regarded as the sun. According to the unearthed representative cultural relics, the cultural relics with
the Figure of a divine bird can be divided into two main combination Figures: the sun bird combination and the tree
bird combination.

2.1.1 The First Type

The first type is the combination of the sun and birds (Figure 1), represented by the Figure of a group of birds orbiting
the sun. This is manifested in the abstract depiction of the outline of the sun in the center of the cultural relic, while
multiple mythical birds are depicted flying around it on the periphery. The gold foil of the Sun God Bird was exca-
vated from the Jinsha Site, with archaeological excavation number 2001CQIC: 477.

Figure 1. Jinsha Site Museum.

According to the "Shan Hai Jing-Da Huang Dong Jing", it is believed that the inner layer of the gold foil represents
the Figure of the sun shining brightly, while the four hollowed-out divine birds on the outer layer carry the sun's
movement (Huang Jianhua, 2004).

2.1.2 The Second Type
The second type is the combination of trees and birds, mainly manifested as the divine bird Figure on the bronze
divine tree. The excavation report number for the No.1 large bronze divine tree is K2@): 94 (Figure 2). The divine
tree consists of a base, a trunk, and a dragon, forming a basic tree shape of one stem and nine branches. All upward
short-branched flowers have a bird standing on top of the branches (Sichuan Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics
and Archaeology, 1999). The other bronze divine trees have a similar general shape and thus will not be further
elaborated.

Tree worship is common among ethnic minorities in China, who often regard an ancient tree next to their tribe as
a sacrificial object and ancestral god. Some scholars believe that birds inhabiting the Bronze God Tree can strengthen
divinity and communicate with heaven and earth.
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Figure 2. Sanxingdui Museum Website.

2.2 Overview of Bronze Artifacts, Bronze Human Heads, and Masks in Sanxingdui

Figure 3. Sichuan Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology.

Some scholars believe that the prominence of the eyes reflects higher power in sacrificial activities, and the vertical
eyes and exaggerated ears and mouth on bronze masks also represent divine power (Ren Xin, 2023). As a symbol of
worship for the ancient Shu people, the bronze vertical-eyed human face statue also embodies certain characteristics
of beasts (long and pointed animal ears, a wide mouth that splits to the base of the ear, and a falcon beak or cow
nose).

2.3 Overview of Jade Statues and Their Decorations Excavated from the Shijiahe Culture

2.3.1 Introduction to Shijiahe Culture

The Shijiahe Culture is an ancient culture in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River in China. Its time is
from 2300 BC to 1900 BC, belonging to the Longshan Culture era. From the perspective of the times, the Shijiahe
culture was slightly earlier than the Sanxingdui culture, and the jade figures and decorations on the jade artifacts
unearthed from archaeological excavations are highly similar to the cultural relics unearthed from Sanxingdui, indi-
cating that the Sanxingdui culture is highly likely influenced by the Shijiahe culture.
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2.3.2 Excavated Cultural Relics from Shijiahe Culture

Figure 4. Qiu Shijing and Chen Zhen Sanxingdui Bronze Head and Shijiahe Jade Face Portrait - The Origin of Sanxingdui
Culture from Sanxingdui Bronze Head.

The first, second, and third cultural relics in the above picture (Figure 4) are bronze "Kuilong Beast Face" (Qiu
Shijing & Chen Zhen, 2011) statues unearthed from Sanxingdui, while the fourth, fifth, and sixth cultural relics are
jade god human masks and heads unearthed from the Shijiahe culture. They all have protruding eyeballs, upturned
corners of the eyes, outward expanding ears, and big noses. In bronze artifact No. 3, we can observe that the depiction
of teeth, and similar techniques have also been found in jade artifacts No. 4 and No. 6. In artifact No. 5, we can even
see the depiction of fangs.

Figure 5. Left—Shijiahe Jade Statues; Right—Sanxingdui Statues.

The above picture (Figure 5) is a comparison of some jade and bronze heads unearthed from two cultures. We can
clearly see from it that the Sanxingdui culture is probably influenced by the Shijiahe culture, which is a part of the
Central Plains culture. These jade figures are characterized by having a big nose, wing-shaped ears, and leaf-shaped
eyes.

3. Migration and Interaction of Early Chinese Civilization
3.1 The Ancient Shu’s Interaction with the Central Plains Civilization and the Sanmiao Culture

The era of Dayu's flood control was around the 22nd century BC. According to the records in the "Book of Documents
- Yao Dian", the leader of the Xia Dynasty, Yao, was troubled by floods and sought people from the feudal lords who
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could control the floods. When Shun ascended the throne, everyone recommended Yu, the son of Gun, to continue
controlling the floods. This is the story of Dayu's flood control that has been familiar to Chinese since childhood. In
the Book of Documents, Yu Gong, it is mentioned that the scope of Da Yu's flood control included the Min River,
which was located near the ancient capital of Shu.

Wang Chunwu mentioned in "Sichuan Cultural Relics" that archaeologists have discovered multiple sites dating
back to about 4000 years ago in Chengdu, Baodun Site (the predecessor of Sanxingdui Civilization), and Twelve
Bridges Culture (the fourth phase of Sanxingdui Civilization), which contain flood control buildings and some un-
earthed cultural relics that are clearly similar to the Xia civilization in Erlitou. Therefore, it is highly likely that ancient
Shu was within the early flood control range of Dayu, and the Xia Yu culture has an inseparable relationship with
the ancient Shu civilization (Wang Chunwu, 1999).

3.2 Climate Change in Longshan and Migration to Shu

According to the analysis of trace element coefficients such as Rb and Sr in the Longshan Culture soil layer of the
Luoyang Basin by researchers such as Wang Haoyu and Zhang Yuzhu, it has been confirmed that a major flood
occurred in the Longshan Culture area (Shijiahe Culture area) 3900-4100 years ago, leading to a fault in the Central
Plains civilization that lasted for hundreds of years (Wang Haoyu et al., 2021).

This period of time coincides with the time when Dayu controlled the floods, and the description of the geograph-
ical scope of Dayu's flood control in the "Records of the Grand Historian—Annals of Yin" precisely confirms the
hypothesis that the Longshan culture is likely within the radiation range of Dayu's flood control.

During the Longshan period, if the ancestors of the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River wanted to avoid
water, they may have gone to the west. We can reasonably speculate that the Taotie pattern and the belief in sunbirds,
which are highly similar to the Central Plains civilization, in the Sanxingdui civilization may represent some remnants
of the Shijiahe culture and other Longshan cultures who chose to go westward to Shu, thereby affecting the ancient
Shu civilization at that time.

4. The Relationship Between Ancient Spiritual Worship and Contemporary Ethnic Minorities
4.1 Yi Minority and Sanxingdui

4.1.1 Sanxingdui’s Beliefs

The people of Sanxingdui practice sun worship, also known as bird worship. According to ancient Chinese mythology,
there are three trees between heaven and earth: Fusang, Jianmu, and Ruomu, which were depicted by the ancient Shu
people as bronze divine trees. There are also nine suns between heaven and earth, which rise in rotation. In the eyes
of ancient people, the sun cannot rise on its own and needs to be supported by birds to fly up. Legend has it that every
morning the Sunbird sets off from Fusang in the east, stops at Jianmu in the center of the earth at noon, and flies to
Ruomu in the west in the evening. These three trees are all divine trees that connect heaven and earth (Zhang Siqi,
2022).

4.1.2 Tree of Life and Bronze God Tree

The life tree of the Yi people in Liangshan is called "Zhibo", which is a nine-layered cedar or cypress tree with lush
branches and leaves, symbolizing the continuation of the family line. It is worth mentioning that the divine trees
worshipped by the Yi people are adorned with animal corpses or a board painted with birds. This worship that com-
bines divine trees and animals is very similar to the bronze divine tree in Sanxingdui (Ding Munai & Pan Zhengyun,
2019). It is a concrete reflection of the spiritual life of this ethnic group, which not only embodies their religious
beliefs but also includes their spiritual sustenance based on worship beliefs (Li Shujun, 2020).

Overall, whether it is the contemporary Yi people or the ancient Shu people, the roots of such worship of divine
trees are generally the same. The Yi people believe that the flourishing branches and leaves of trees can bless their
descendants, which is essentially a worship of reproduction; And the people of Sanxingdui, such as Fusang, Jianmu,
and Ruomu, have a certain worship of the sun.

4.1.3 Ten Months Solar Calendar and the Sun God Bird

The Yi people's Ten Months calendar divides a year into 10 months, with a constant 36 days per month, based on the
three cycles of the twelve zodiac animals as one month. The figure below (Figure 6) shows the October solar calendar
pattern in the Bimo Sutra of the Yi ethnic group in Sichuan. The picture shows the sun mythical bird unearthed from
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the Jinsha site (a civilization developed after the migration of Sanxingdui culture). It can be observed that the serrated
pattern on the inner ring of the Sun God Bird is similar to the pattern on the Ten Months calendar. Through this
similar pattern, we can observe that the contemporary Yi people, much like the ancient Shu people, have a reverence
for the sun (Anumuzhi & Salong, 2016; Lewuazhi, 2023).

Figure 6. Research on the Ten Months Calendar in Yi Bimo Literature.
5. Conclusion

Although there are rumors online that Sanxingdui is an extraterrestrial civilization, this article shows that the seem-
ingly unique vertical-eyed mask and golden mask of Sanxingdui can be traced back to Chinese history. Whether it is
the record of the Shu king in the Classic of Mountains and Seas or the similar jade god figures and Taotie patterns in
the Shijiahe culture, they all confirm that the Sanxingdui civilization is an inseparable part of Chinese civilization.

In addition, the mythical historical event of Yu the Great controlling floods is also connected to the great floods of
the Longshan and Shijiahe cultures thousands of years ago, implying that the ancestors of the Central Plains chose to
go to ancient Shu in the West to avoid the floods and support the brilliant Sanxingdui civilization. The brilliance of
Sanxingdui also influenced the Yi people's literature such as the Bimo Jing, and may be closely related to the origin
of the Yi people.
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