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During the turn of the Common Era, the early Iron Age Taiwan witnessed the
emergence of glass beads in archaeological record. These beads are mostly
monochrome, with a size of around 1 mm in diameter. The presence of these tiny
beads has raised the discussion in terms of their connections to Southeast Asia and the
exchanges in Taiwan. This research therefore aims to understand the differences and
similarities of glass beads in early Iron Age Taiwan and to investigate the exchange
within Taiwan and the relationship to the South China Sea network.

This research analysed glass beads from five lron Age sites, Kiwulan,
Jiuxianglan, Guishan, Daoye and Wujiancuo in Taiwan, and the published data from
two sites Shisanhang and Xiliao were also included for comparison. This covers a
wide geographic range of northern, northeastern, southeastern, southern and
southwestern Taiwan, and a chronology spanning over the 1% millennium AD.
Typological studies were firstly carried out, followed by SEM-EDS, EPMA and
LA-ICP-MS to understand the chemical composition and microstructure.

The results have revealed the temporal and regional distribution of glass beads,
in terms of both typology and chemical composition, in Taiwan in the 1% millennium
AD. m-Na-Al glass and v-Na-Ca glass (plant ash glass) are the two common chemical
groups. In general, higher proportion of m-Na-Al glass was found in early dating site
such as Jiuxianglan and Daoye, and an increasing proportion of v-Na-Ca glass is seen
in later sites such as Xiliao and Kiwulan. This result echo the temporal transition seen
in the South China Sea network, with the dominance of m-Na-Al glass in early 1%
millennium AD and the v-Na-Ca glass in late 1% millennium AD. However,
microstructural investigation of the m-Na-Al glass has further revealed that the glass
beads might not be imported from a single source, in particular those from
southeastern Taiwan.

It is noted that the colour and typology of glass beads from northern and
northeastern Taiwan show distinct differences. In particular, a type of bead with



orange surface and clay/glass-made body is only found in northern and northeastern
Taiwan, and the common colours of glass bead are orange and blue in this region.
Glass beads from southern and southeastern Taiwan display a diverse range of colour
including red, orange, yellow, green and blue, with a more rounded shape. Beads from
southwestern Taiwan exhibit a more tapered edge, and a differentiated colour
distribution between sites, possibly associated with the chronological transition of
chemical composition mentioned above.

Taken together, these results suggest that the import of glass beads in Taiwan in
the 1% millennium AD is highly associated with the South China Sea network.
However, the regional differences seen in the chemical composition and typology do
not show intensive bead exchange between different regions in Taiwan. This suggests
a multi-scalar interaction within Taiwan and between Taiwan and the South China Sea
network, and highlights further research potential of economic and socio-political
interaction between regions and societies.



