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Using Primary Sources Shang Dynasty Chariots

Unearthing the Shang Dynasty
Standard/Objective

 • Students will examine and describe the influence of culture on scientific and technological choices 
and advancements such as in transportation, medicine, and warfare. (NCSS)

 • Students will explore the technology and achievements of the Shang dynasty.

Materials

Copies of both sides of the Shang Dynasty Chariots photograph card; Copies of the historical 
background information (page 18)  

Discussion Questions

 • What technologies did the Shang dynasty need to build horse-drawn chariots made of wood 
and metal?

 • What else does this picture show about the Shang dynasty?

 • What do you think are the main differences between the people of the Shang dynasty who buried 
these horses and chariots and the archaeologists who are shown digging them up?

Using the Primary Source

Place students into small groups and give each group a copy of the Shang Dynasty Chariots 
photograph.  You can use the image on the CD if you have a projection system (chariots.pdf).  Ask each 
group to list at least three interesting things they notice about this picture using these categories: What 
they see, How things are arranged, and What details they notice that they think other groups might 
miss.  Allow appropriate time for groups to explore the photograph and to create lists.

Then, read aloud the historical background information (page 18).  Give each group a copy of the 
activities listed on the back of the primary source photograph card, and choose which questions and 
activities you would like groups to complete.  Allow appropriate time for groups to complete the 
activities.

Reconvene the class and ask the discussion questions above.  As you discuss, ask groups to help you 
keep a list of Shang dynasty technologies.  Are students surprised by the achievements of this ancient 
society?  Which of these achievements do students think are the most important?

Extension Ideas

 • Place students into groups based on major Chinese dynasties and ask groups to research the 
religions of these dynasties, with a focus on burial practices and views of the afterlife.

 • Have students imagine they are future archaeologists unearthing the remains of today’s society.  
Ask small groups of students to write and perform short skits in which archaeologists discover 
today’s “artifacts” and make guesses as to what these artifacts say about today’s culture.
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Unearthing the Shang Dynasty (cont.)

Historical Background Information

The ancient Chinese did not elect their leaders.  Instead, when an emperor died, his 
son took his place as the next emperor.  In this way, the rule of China passed down 
through one family for many years.  They kept the power until a new family rose up 
and kicked out the old rulers.  This is the system of dynasties.  

There were many dynasties in China.  One of them was the Shang dynasty.  They 
ruled a large section of northeast China from about 1600 b.c. until 1046 b.c.  That 
is almost 600 years!  Much is known about the Shang because they had a system 
of written records.  Archaeologists have found many pieces of their writing.  They 
carved these notes on bronze weaponry, turtle shells, and cattle bones.  These notes 
tell us about their technology and arts.  They also discuss their religion and politics. 

The photograph shows old Shang dynasty chariots.  These chariots tell a lot about 
the technology, art, and religion of the time.  For example, look at one of the wheels 
in this picture.  It looks like the wheel of a bicycle with bent wood surrounding 
wooden spokes.  To make this wheel required woodworking skills like carving and 
woodbending.  Most importantly, the ancient Chinese needed to know math to build a 
strong wheel.  

The horses in the photograph did not die in their current positions.  They were 
arranged in this way and buried in this tomb of a wealthy person.  Both chariots and 
horses face east.  This was probably based on their religious beliefs. 

In 1046 b.c., the Shang dynasty 
had lost much of its power.  Many 
warriors in the Shang army joined 
the Zhou family in a battle.  Finally, 
the last Shang emperor was 
defeated by the Zhou people.

All of a sudden, a new dynasty was 
born.  Many nobles from the Shang 
dynasty kept their titles and their 
wealth.  They also became advisers 
in the new Zhou dynasty.  The 
Zhou ruled much of China until
256 b.c.  That’s a span of almost 
800 years!
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