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Abstract: The smelting of zinc is considered as one of the most challenging technologies in ancient
civilization. Compared with non-sulfide zinc ores, the smelting of zinc sulfide ores is more com-
plicated since they have to be roasted before smelting. The technological smelting process of the
ancient zinc metallurgy technology has been studied and partly reconstructed. However, the roasting
technology, including the roasting conditions and involved metallurgical processes, is still unclear.
The discovery of the zinc smelting site of Doulingxia dates back to the Qing dynasty (CE 1636–1912),
and for the first time provides us with critical archeological evidence to gain an insight into the
roasting technology in ancient zinc metallurgy technology. In this paper, the microstructure and
mineralogical features of the zinc calcine relics found at the Doulingxia site were characterized by
X-ray diffraction (XRD) and scanning electron microscopy coupled with X-ray energy dispersive
spectrometer (SEM-EDS). To reconstruct the metallurgical process, the original roasting temperature
of the unearthed zinc calcine was estimated by thermogravimetric analysis and differential thermal
analysis (TG-DTA), combined with reheating experiments and phase composition analysis as well as
microstructural analysis. The simulation experiments were conducted to reconstruct the roasting
process. The results indicated that the original roasting temperature of the unearthed zinc calcine
should be in a range of 650–850 ◦C, most probably near 750 ◦C. As long as the retention time is long
enough, all sphalerite can be oxidized when the roasting temperature is above 650 ◦C. The final
roasting products mainly include tiny porous particles of ZnFe2O4, Fe2O3, PbSO4, and ZnO. These
findings are helpful to reconstruct the ancient zinc metallurgy technology of zinc sulfide ores.

Keywords: archeological evidence; zinc metallurgy; zinc calcine; roasting; characterization;
experimental reconstruction

1. Introduction

The smelting of zinc is considered as one of the most challenging technologies in
ancient civilization since the reduction temperature of zinc oxide ores is very close to
the boiling point of metallic zinc [1–3]. Although zinc ores are widely distributed, often
associated with other metals, such as lead and silver, zinc is one of the last major metals to
be produced [4]. Before the establishment of modern zinc smelting technology in Europe,
only India and China could produce metallic zinc on a large scale [1].

Ancient India is the earliest country recorded by literature in which metallic zinc was
produced [1,5]. It has been revealed by archeological evidence that the metallic zinc was
distilled and condensed by using specially designed retorts ~1000 years ago in Zawar,
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northwest India [5]. Primary sources for zinc smelting in Zawar mainly come from the
sulfidic ore deposits of the Aravalli Hills, mainly constituted by sphalerite (ZnS), galena
(PbS), and pyrite (FeS2) [6]. However, the smelting residues show that the metal was
obtained from smelting of oxidized zinc ores [7,8]. The ore is likely to have been roasted
at 900–950 ◦C to convert the starting materials to oxides [9]. However, neither remains of
any kilns or ovens suitable for the oxidizing stage nor any roasting products were found in
Zawar [2].

In contrast, the ancient Chinese zinc pyrometallurgical technology is mainly based
on the smelting of non-sulfide zinc ores, which include smithsonite (ZnCO3) and hemi-
morphite [Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O)] [4,10]. The archaeological evidence [11,12] and scientific
analyses [13–15] showed that the ores distilled in Chongqing, southwest China, in the Ming
(CE 1368–1644) and Qing (CE 1636–1912) dynasties, were mainly oxidized ores. Moreover,
the investigations of traditional Chinese zinc smelting technology indicate that, until the
late 20th century, zinc metallurgy in Western Central China, including the provinces of
Yunnan [16], Guizhou [17], and Sichuan [18,19], was still limited to the non-sulfide ores.

In recent years, several zinc smelting sites have been found in Guiyang County,
Hunan Province in central south China [20]. Among these sites, the most representative
ones are the Tongmuling site and the Doulingxia site, dated back to the Qing dynasty.
Significantly distinguished from the zinc smelting sites found in Chongqing [11–15], a
large number of cylindrical hearths (Figure 1a) were found to be distributed on the edge
of the smelting area in the sites [20]. Our previous study reveals that in these cylindrical
hearths, a lengthy roasting process was conducted to oxidize the zinc sulfide ores at a lower
temperature before distilling [21]. In addition, a basket of well-preserved reddish-brown
powders confirmed as the products of the roasted zinc sulfide ores has been found at
one of the house foundations in the Doulingxia site (Figure 1b). The distilling retorts
and technological smelting process of zinc sulfide ores in Guiyang County have been
reconstructed [21]. However, the roasting technology, including the roasting conditions
and the metallurgical processes during roasting are still unclear.
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Figure 1. Archaeological evidence found in the Doulingxia site. (a) Cylindrical roasting hearths; (b)
the unearthed zinc calcine.

It should be mentioned that the shape and arrangement of the roasting hearths found
in the zinc smelting sites of Guiyang are similar to those used in the Songbai Traditional
Zinc Smelting Plant in Hunan province. The plant started to carry out zinc smelting in
1905 by technicians recruited from Guiyang. The roasting method in Guiyang in the Qing
dynasty period could likely be consistent with that in the Songbai zinc smelting plant. It
was recorded that the entire roasting process in the Songbai Traditional Zinc Smelting Plant
in Hunan province usually takes 21 days, requiring repeated calcination and crushing three
times [21,22]. It can be seen that the roasting process is very time-consuming. In contrast,
in present-day industrial zinc smelting, zinc sulfide ores are usually roasted in the roasting
furnace at temperatures exceeding 900 ◦C for several hours [23,24]. For example, roasting
in the fluid-bed roaster at approximately 950 ◦C for 6 h can convert up to 94% of sulfur
contained in the ore to sulfur dioxide [25].
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The zinc calcine remains found in the Doulingxia site, for the first time, provide us
with critical archeological evidence to have an insight into the roasting technology of zinc
sulfide ores. The present investigation aims to clarify the metallurgical process involving
the roasting technology in pre-modern zinc production using sulfide zinc ores. The main
issues discussed include the mineralogical and microstructural characterization of the
unearthed calcine, the estimation of the roasting temperature, and the reconstruction of the
chemical reactions that occur during the roasting process.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

The unearthed zinc calcines from the Doulingxia site are reddish-brown powders that
have been carefully roasted and crushed. The ores used for the reconstruction experiments
come from the Huangshaping Lead-Zinc Mine, which is a large polymetallic deposit that
was mined for an extended period in the Qing Dynasty [26,27], about 5 km away from
the Doulingxia site. The ores used for the experiments were selected according to the
analytical results of the unearthed calcines and the ores found in the Tongmuling site [21].
To avoid the inhomogeneity of the mineral content in the ores affecting the results of the
experiments, and to shorten the retention time, the ores were crushed to particles with
average diameters in a range from 2 mm to 1 cm.

2.2. Characterization of the Unearthed Zinc Calcine

This research is based on the thoroughly comprehensive characterization of the un-
earthed zinc calcine. The mineralogical and microstructural features of the unearthed
calcine particles were firstly characterized by SEM-EDS, combined with XRD. To provide
basic information for the later simulation experiments, the analysis focused on the mineral
composition of the ores before roasting, the metallurgical reactions that occurred during
roasting, and the microstructure and composition of the finally roasted products.

2.3. Estimate of the Roasting Temperatures

In this investigation, the method of reheating combined with XRD phase analysis was
used to confirm the original roasting temperature of the calcine. Ignoring the affection
of the weathering product during burial, when the unearthed calcine is reheated to a
higher temperature than the original roasting temperature, the phase composition, and
microstructure of the calcine will change significantly. The reheating temperatures were
determined by the TG-DTA analysis results. The specific method was: insertion of 100 g of
unearthed ore sand samples in a muffle furnace; reheating at the pre-set temperature for
3 h; mineralogical and textural analysis of the cooled samples by XRD and SEM-EDS.

2.4. Experimental Reconstruction of the Roasting Process

Experimental reconstruction was used in this research to decipher complex ancient
roasting technologies. All experiments were conducted in a muffle furnace. Corundum
crucibles 12 cm long and 6 cm wide were used as reaction containers. The air flow and redox
conditions within the furnace could not be controlled, although presumably oxidizing
conditions were maintained during the experimental runs as determined by the analytical
results of the unearthed zinc calcine. The experimental temperatures were determined by
the above preliminary estimation results, and the retention time was adjusted according
to the actual roasting situation. The simulated roasting products were characterized by
WDXRF, XRD, and SEM-EDS.

It should be noted that the entire roasting process in the Songbai Traditional Zinc
Smelting Plant in Hunan province requires repeated calcination and crushing for three cy-
cles, which takes 21 days in total [28]. The final state of the experimental products should be
consistent with the unearthed zinc calcine. By comparing the chemical composition, phase
composition, and microscopic morphology of the experimental roasting products and the
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unearthed zinc calcine, the original roasting temperature was further confirmed. Besides,
the main metallurgical reactions that occurred during the roasting process were discussed.

The roasting degree is quantified by the degree of desulfurization of the simulation
zinc calcine. The degree of desulfurization (Ds) is given by the equation below:

Ds = S0 − S/S0 × 100 (1)

where S0 is the sulfur content of the zinc ores for reconstruction experiments before roasting
and S is the sulfur content of the final experimental roasting products.

2.5. Characterization

The unearthed zinc calcines, the ores for the experiments, and the calcines produced
by reconstruction experiments were characterized by the following analytical methods
and techniques.

2.5.1. Scanning Electron Microscopy Coupled with X-ray Energy Dispersive
Spectrometer (SEM-EDS)

The microstructure and chemistry were characterized by the scanning electronic mi-
croscope (Zeiss EVO MA 10, Jena, Germany) and X-ray energy dispersive spectrometer
(Brooke Xflash 6130, Berlin, Germany), respectively. The powdered samples of the un-
earthed zinc calcine and the simulated zinc calcine, were cold-inlaid with epoxy resin.
Then, they were polished after solidification. The surface of the samples were sprayed
with gold after cleaning and drying. The acceleration voltage applied to all analyses was
20 kV and the working distance was about 10.5 mm. The EDS results were assessed by
semiquantitative analysis.

2.5.2. Thermogravimetric Analysis and Differential Thermal Analysis (TG-DTA)

Thermal transformation of the unearthed zinc calcine was recorded with TG-DTA
(SDT Q600, New Castle, TA, USA). The temperature range was 25–1010 ◦C with a heating
rate of 10 ◦C/min in argon. The reference material was α-Al2O3.

2.5.3. X-ray Diffraction (XRD) Analysis

The mineralogical components of the samples were determined by an X-ray diffrac-
tometer (Rigaku D/max 2500 PC, Tokyo, Japan) equipped with Cu Kα radiation and
secondary graphite monochromator using dry and finely ground powders. The tube volt-
age and current were 40 kV and 40 mA, respectively. The scanning angle range (2θ) was in
the range from 5 to 75◦ with a scanning speed of 8◦/min.

2.5.4. Wavelength Dispersive X-ray Fluorescence Measurement (WDXRF)

The chemical content of the samples was analyzed by a WDXRF spectrometer (Axios-
Advanced, Malvern Analytical, Almelo, The Netherlands). The samples for WDXRF
characterization were prepared from finely ground powders, which were further pressed
into sheets by mixing a certain amount of boric acid.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Microstructure and Mineralogical Characterization of the Unearthed Zinc Calcine

The mineralogical composition of the unearthed zinc calcine includes major amounts
of franklinite (ZnFe2O4), cerussite (PbCO3), and willemite (Zn2SiO4), as well as mi-
nor amounts of hemimorphite [Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O)], anglesite (PbSO4), fluorite (CaF2),
quartz (SiO2), and hematite (Fe2O3) [21]. Figure 2 shows the general morphology and
microstructure of the unearthed zinc calcine. There are no-table differences in composition
and morphology between different particles. The calcine particles can be divided into three
categories according to their morphologies: compact angular-shaped particles, cracked
particles, and porous particles.
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The compact angular-shaped particles are homogeneous, mainly including fluorite
(particle 1), quartz (particle 2), and aluminosilicate (particle 3) particles (Figure 2a). It can
be inferred that these particles, which have excellent thermal stability, are directly derived
from the ores and do not react during the roasting process. These dense, unreacted particles
occur as tiny particles (~200 µm) (Figure 2b), indicating that the ore has been crushed.

The cracked particles are heterogeneous and partially roasted, since they still retain
the angular-shaped morphology of the original particle. A partially reacted sphalerite
particle occurs at the lower middle of Figure 2a (particle 4). The particle is slightly oxidized
and divided into several parts by the cracks. The partially reacted phase contains a high
amount of Fe, as well as minor amounts of Pb and Mn; the average analysis gives 51.2 wt.%
Zn, 32.4 wt.% Fe, 4.0 wt.% S, 3.5 wt.% Pb, and 3.4 wt.% Mn. The surface and the portions
along the cracks have been converted to a (Fe, Zn) oxide which contains small amounts of
Zn (~3.0 wt.%). Another cracked particle is composed of Zn2SiO4, (Fe, Zn) O, Pb-Zn-As
oxide, and Zn-Si-Al oxide phases (Figure 2a, particle 5).

The porous particles can be considered as the final products of the zinc calcine after
complete reaction. As shown in Figure 2a, a large porous particle (~1 mm) (particle 6)
mainly consists of tiny grains of ZnFe2O4, minor amounts of Zn2SiO4, as well as trace
amounts of Fe-Zn-Pb oxide, PbSO4 or PbCO3 particles. The crudely spherical shapes, the
porous texture and the heterogeneous composition imply that these large porous particles
are formed by agglomeration of the tiny particles [29]. In addition, porous particles can
also be found in the tiny zinc calcine particles. These tiny porous particles are mainly
composed of Fe2O3, ZnFe2O4, Zn2SiO4, and PbSO4 or PbCO3. It is noted that these tiny
particles still retain the angular shaped morphology of the original particles (Figure 2b).

Occasionally, partially reacted sphalerite particles are detected in the calcine. Figure 3
shows the morphology and the composition as well as the distribution of O, S, Zn, Fe, Pb,
and Si in one of these particles. As shown in Figure 3a, the particle shows a core-shell
morphology. The core of the particle is compact, while the shell is much more porous. As
shown in Figure 3b, the core (zone A) of the particle is slightly reacted sphalerite, which
contains 61.0 wt.% Zn, 31.7 wt.% Fe and 4.5 wt.% S. The brighter rim (zone B), which
wrapped the core and divided the core into two parts, is Fe-Pb-Zn-Si-O phase and contains
approximately 17.3 wt.% Pb with a trace amount of Cu (~1.6 wt.%). The adjacent dark grey
rim (zone C) is a compact Fe-Zn-Si-O phase, with more Zn and less Pb than the brghter
rim. The next grey rim (zone D) and the outer porous portion (zone E) separated from the
core are a mixture of ZnFe2O4 and minor Zn2SiO4.
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The distributions of O, S, Zn, Fe, Pb, and Si in the partially reacted sphalerite particle
could provide some helpful Information about the oxidation mechanism of the zinc sulfide
ores during roasting. It can be observed that during the roasting process, the sulfur in the
sphalerite particle is gradually replaced by oxygen (Figure 3c), and the sulfur originally
present in the reacted portion has disappeared (Figure 3d). The zinc remains in-situ and
reacts with oxygen and iron to form a (Zn, Fe)O phase (Figure 3e). As the iron gradually
migrates to the periphery of the particle (Figure 3f), the ZnFe2O4 phase is finally formed
on the outer reacted portion [25]. Additionally, a trace amount of lead (Figure 3g) and
silicon (Figure 3h) are detected in specific points of the particle. The lead is detected as
Fe-Pb-Zn-Si-O phase enveloped by a thin shell of Fe-Zn-Si-O phase. Combined with the
above results in Figure 2a (particle 4), the lead and silicium are more likely to be present in
the original sphalerite particle instead of the oxide fume deposited on the particle. During
roasting, the Zn2SiO4 is formed by the solid reaction between ZnO and silicates [30], and
a trace amount of Pb-Zn silicate is formed in the portion where Pb is distributed. By the
differences in the densities of the sphalerite and its reaction products and the evolution
of SO2 gas during roasting, the reacted portion is gradually decomposed and turns into
porous or tiny particles [25].

3.2. Estimate of the Roasting Temperature

To determine the original roasting temperature, a comprehensive thermal analysis
(TG-DTA) was conducted on the unearthed zinc calcine (DZC-1). The thermal analysis
curve (Figure 4) shows a noticeable weight loss between 256 and 357 ◦C accompanied
by two endothermic peaks. In contrast, another distinct weight loss appears at tempera-
tures higher than 847 ◦C. Since the unearthed calcines have been buried for an extended
period after roasting, they may have been impacted by the ambient environment. One
possible consequence is that phase transformation in the calcines took place during the
long burial process.
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Combined with the TG-DTA analysis results, the reheating temperature was selected
as 200, 300, 500, 700, and 900 ◦C, respectively. As it can be seen in Figure 5, the phase
composition of the zinc calcine begins to change after reheating at 300 ◦C. On one hand,
hemimorphite (Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O)) loses its water of crystallization, turning into dehy-
drated hemimorphite (Zn4Si2O7(OH)2). On the other hand, cerussite (PbCO3) is completely
decomposed and combines with water molecules to form lead oxide hydrate (PbO·xH2O).
After heating at 500 ◦C, PbO·xH2O loses water of crystallization to turn into PbO, and
partially oxidizes to Pb3O4. After heating at 700 ◦C, the phase compositions of the zinc
calcine change significantly. Among them, Zn4Si2O7(OH)2 loses structural water [31] and is
transformed into Zn2SiO4. The PbO and Pb3O4 phases disappear. In addition, new phases
like larsenite (PbZnSiO4) and lead oxysulfate (Pb2SO5) appear. However, the particle
morphology of the reheated calcine is still consistent with that of the unearthed zinc calcine
before heating, keeping a certain angular shaped morphology of the original particle. After
heating at 900 ◦C, the PbSO4 grains in the zinc calcine completely disappear and transform
into lanarkite (Pb2O(SO4)). In addition, fluorite (CaF2) in the zinc calcine partially reacts
to form a large amount of lead fluoride silicate sulfate (Pb10(SiO4)3(SO4)3F2) and a small
amount of calcium sulfate (CaSO4). At this temperature step, the microstructure of the zinc
calcine has also undergone significant changes (Figure 6). The lead-containing particles
appear to be homogenized. Moreover, the angular-shaped morphology of the calcine
particles becomes crudely spherical with increased porosity.
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Combined with the TG-DTA analysis result (Figure 4) and the XRD analysis results
(Figure 5), the thermal weight loss between 256 and 357 ◦C should be mainly due to
the crystal water loss of hemimorphite and the decomposition of cerussite. We would
like to mention that the formation temperature of franklinite (ZnFe2O4) is approximately
600 ◦C [23]. Given the weathering effect during the burial process, it is reasonable to con-
sider that both cerussite and hemimorphite could be weathering products [21] rather than
phases formed after roasting. The main reason for the obvious weight loss at around 847 ◦C
on the TG-DTA curve may be the decomposition of PbSO4 and the volatilization of PbO.
Therefore, it can be inferred that the original roasting temperature of the unearthed calcines
should be above the formation temperature of ZnFe2O4 and lower than the apparent
weight loss temperature on the TG-DTA curve at about 850 ◦C.

3.3. Experimental Reconstruction of the Roasting Process

The WDXRF and XRD analysis results of the unearthed zinc calcine, the ore used for
the simulation experiments, and the samples obtained under different simulated conditions
are shown in Table 1. According to the analytical results, the ores used in the simulation
experiments and the zinc calcine unearthed from the Doulingxia site contains a large
amount of Fe, Zn, and Pb. The main mineralogy of the ore used for the simulation
experiments includes sphalerite ((Zn, Fe)S), galena (PbS) and siderite (Fe(CO3)), as well as
minor amounts of pyrrhotite (Fe7S8), pyrite (FeS2), and marcasite (FeS2). It is noted that
the sulfur content in the unearthed calcine is quite low (0.33 wt.%), which indicates that
the roasting process was carried out thoroughly.
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Table 1. The WDXRF and XRD analysis results of the unearthed zinc calcine, the ore used for the experiments, and the samples obtained under different experimental conditions.

No.
Chemical Contents (wt.%) Phases Composition

O S Si Fe Zn Pb Major Phases Minor Phases

DZC-1 14.48 0.33 2.19 29.01 26.97 16.90 franklinite (ZnFe2O4), cerussite (PbCO3), willemite (Zn2SiO4) hemimorphite(Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O), anglesite (PbSO4),
fluorite (CaF2), quartz (SiO2), hematite (Fe2O3)

Hsp-1 8.42 10.64 1.12 26.85 24.67 23.40 sphalerite ((Zn,Fe)S), galena (PbS), siderite (Fe(CO3)) pyrrhotite (Fe7S8), pyrite (FeS2), marcasite (FeS2)
650-1 h 12.53 8.55 1.30 39.76 17.45 13.57 sphalerite, galena pyrrhotite, hematite, orthoclase (KAlSi3O8)
650-6 h 13.66 6.14 1.22 38.08 18.63 15.58 sphalerite, galena, hematite anglesite, pyrrhotite, sanidine (KAlSi3O8)

650-12 h 14.85 2.84 1.24 35.50 19.00 20.90 sphalerite, galena, hematite anglesite, pyrrhotite
650-24 h 15.64 2.15 0.84 38.39 13.71 23.46 sphalerite, galena, hematite, anglesite zincite (ZnO), franklinite
650-48 h 15.40 2.13 0.83 39.43 13.83 22.58 sphalerite, galena, hematite, anglesite, franklinite zincite, fluorite
650-96 h 16.53 1.95 0.93 37.16 15.79 21.99 anglesite, hematite, franklinite, galena, zincite zinc oxide sulfate (Zn3O(SO4))

650-192 h 15.97 2.22 1.33 35.93 13.93 24.61 anglesite, hematite, franklinite, galena zincite, zinc oxide sulfate
550-48 h 14.51 4.81 0.61 37.67 18.04 19.34 sphalerite, galena, hematite anglesite
750-48 h 15.29 1.49 0.48 28.03 23.54 26.83 anglesite, hematite, franklinite, zincite, galena
850-48 h 13.06 1.06 0.50 32.29 24.95 24.06 franklinite, zincite, hematite, anglesite, lanarkite (Pb2OSO4)
950-48 h 12.22 0.38 0.41 38.21 27.41 16.55 franklinite, zincite, magnetoplumbite (PbFe12O19) hematite, willemite

650-48 h-2 15.21 2.04 0.61 36.15 12.80 27.44 anglesite, hematite, franklinite zincite, galena, zinc oxide sulfate
750-48 h-2 14.92 0.73 1.75 42.49 19.91 13.79 hematite, franklinite, zincite, anglesite orthoclase
850-48 h-2 13.45 0.61 1.02 37.51 22.89 17.38 franklinite, zincite, hematite, lanarkite willemite, anglesite
650-48 h-3 15.17 1.89 0.77 37.79 16.63 22.36 anglesite, hematite, franklinite, galena, zincite zinc oxide sulfate
750-48 h-3 14.81 0.81 0.99 38.67 21.37 17.93 hematite, franklinite, zincite, anglesite orthoclase
850-48 h-3 13.84 0.43 0.58 39.63 22.21 17.06 franklinite, zincite, hematite lanarkite, willemite

The WDXRF results were normalized to 100 wt.%. DZC-1 refers to the zinc calcine unearthed in the Doulingxia site. Hsp-1 refers to the ore used for reconstruction experiments. 650-1 h means roasting at 650 ◦C
for 1 h. 650-48 h-2 means roasting at 650 ◦C for 48 h twice. The numbering methods of the other samples can be similarly deduced.
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In order to verify the roasting temperatures of the unearthed zinc calcine estimated
through the above reheating experiments, the simulated roasting temperature was further
selected as 550, 650, 750, 850, and 950 ◦C, respectively. Firstly, the ores were roasted at
650 ◦C for 1, 6, 12, 24, 48, 96, and 192 h, respectively, to evaluate the dependence of the
roasting time on the roasting process. As shown in Figure 7a, the degree of desulfurization
increases significantly at 650 ◦C. After 24 h of roasting treatment, the sulfur content in the
roasted products is reduced from 10.6 to 2.15 wt.% (Table 1). The experiments clearly show
that the degree of desulfurization almost keeps stable after 24 h (Figure 7a). Combined with
the XRD results, it is concluded that the following basic chemical reactions can be proposed.
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Firstly, in addition to the decomposition of the associated siderite (FeCO3), the pyrite,
marcasite, and pyrrhotite are oxidized as described in Equations (2)–(4) below.

4FeCO3(s) + O2(g)→ 2Fe2O3(s) + 4CO2(g) (2)

4FeCO3(s) + O2(g)→ 2Fe2O3(s) + 4CO2(g) (3)

2ZnS(s) + 3O2(g)→ 2ZnO(s) + 2SO2(g)

4Fe7S8(s) + 53O2(g)→ 14Fe2O3(s) + 32SO2(g) (4)

With the proceeding of the roasting process, galena and sphalerite are oxidized to lead
sulfate and zinc oxide, respectively, as described in Equations (5) and (6) below.

PbS(s) + 2O2(g)→ PbSO4(s) (5)

2ZnS(s) + 3O2(g)→ 2ZnO(s) + 2SO2(g) (6)

We would like to mention that iron is usually present in sphalerite’s crystal lattice,
substituting zinc. Therefore, if the oxidation reaction of the sphalerite takes place, sulfur
in the sulfide can be replaced by oxygen to produce zinc oxide, which could react with
coexisting Fe2O3 to produce franklinite through a solid-phase reaction [32,33], as described
in Equation (7) below.

ZnO(s) + Fe2O3(s)→ ZnFe2O4(s) (7)

However, it is noted in Table 1 that no ZnFe2O4 can be detected until the roasting
time is 24 h. It is believed that the formation of franklinite is a solid-state reaction process
between zinc oxide and iron oxide. Although the close contact of ZnO with Fe2O3 can
facilitate the solid-phase reaction, the diffusion of the solid-state particles is still slow. In
particular, the produced new intermediate phase can further efficiently hinder the atomic
diffusion process [34,35]. It should be pointed out that there is a large amount of franklinite
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in the unearthed zinc calcine as well. From this view, it is believed that the unearthed zinc
calcine should have been obtained by a lengthy roasting process with a duration not less
than 12 h.

In the present simulation investigation, the maximum duration time for the roasting
experiments was set at 48 h to ensure a fully completed roasting process. As expected, the
results show that the degree of desulfurization gradually increases with the increase in the
roasting temperature (Figure 7b). When the roasting temperature increases to 650 ◦C from
550 ◦C, the degree of desulfurization increases most significantly (Figure 7b). In contrast,
when the roasting temperature is between 650 and 950 ◦C, the degree of desulfurization
increases slowly. Considering the XRD results, at 550 ◦C, even after roasting for 48 h,
sphalerite has not been completely oxidized. However, no zinc oxide phases such as ZnO
and ZnFe2O4 can be detected, as seen in Table 1. After roasting at 950 ◦C for 48 h, the sulfur
content in the roasted product can be as low as 0.38 wt.%. However, it is observed that the
product turns black, which is obviously different from the unearthed zinc calcine. It is due
to a large amount of magnetoplumbite (PbFe12O19) that is formed in the roasted product
and cannot be detected in the unearthed calcine. Overall, when the roasting temperature is
in a range of 650–850 ◦C, the roasted products by reconstruction experiments are similar to
the zinc calcine unearthed at the Doulingxia site.

To make a better comparison with the unearthed zinc calcine, the products roasted
for 48 h at 650, 750, and 850 ◦C were crushed and roasted for three cycles in the present
reconstruction experiments. According to the results, the degree of desulfurization of the
products almost remains constant when roasted again at 650 ◦C. In contrast, roasting for
more cycles at 750 and 850 ◦C can further improve the degree of desulfurization of the
products (Figure 7b). In particular, even after roasting for three cycles at 650 ◦C, a large
amount of galena can still be detected by XRD analysis. As shown in Figure 8a, SEM
images show that most of the final product obtained at 650 ◦C still retains the angular
shaped morphology of the original particles. Furthermore, most of the PbSO4 particles
show a layered porous structure, sometimes covering the unreacted galena (Figure 8a).
In comparison, the mineralogical composition and microstructure of the final product at
750 ◦C, as revealed by SEM analyses, is very close to that of the unearthed zinc calcine.
Zinc mainly occurs as franklinite and zincite, while lead exists in the form of lead sulfate
(Table 1). The angular structure of the particles in the final product at 750 ◦C becomes less
obvious, and several spherical porous particles appear in the image (Figure 8b). By contrast,
the final roasting product at 850 ◦C contains a small amount of lanarkite (Pb2OSO4), which
has not been detected in the unearthed zinc calcine. Moreover, the microstructure of the
final product obtained at 850 ◦C is dominated by spherical porous particles with relatively
large pores (Figure 8c). Therefore, it is reasonable to deduce that the roasting temperature of
the unearthed zinc calcine should be between 650 and 850 ◦C, most probably near 750 ◦C.

The final roasting products obtained at 750 ◦C are mainly composed of a major amount
of hematite (Fe2O3), franklinite (ZnFe2O4), zincite (ZnO), and anglesite (PbSO4), as shown
in Table 1. By contrast, major amounts of willemite (Zn2SiO4) and cerussite (PbCO3), as
well as minor amounts of hemimorphite [Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O)] and fluorite (CaF2) can be
found in the unearthed zinc calcine. The presence of Zn2SiO4 in the unearthed calcines
mainly contributed by the higher content of Si (Table 1). Fluorite should come from gangue
because of its chemical stability. Combined with the reheating experimental results, it
confirms that PbCO3 and Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O) found in the unearthed zinc calcine should
have been formed by weathering.
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It is noted that in the unearthed zinc calcine, zinc mainly exists in the form of ZnFe2O4.
The reduction in zinc from the ZnFe2O4 is much more complicated than that from the ZnO.
In a reducing atmosphere, ZnFe2O4 can be reductively decomposed into ZnO and Fe2O3
at about 700 ◦C [36]. As can be inferred from the Ellingham Diagram [24], iron oxides
were reduced more easily than zinc oxide. A large amount of iron oxide in the calcine will
increase the consumption of reducing coal. In addition, the metal iron that appears in the
slag could lower its gas permeability. The metal iron can even adhere to the inner wall of
the retorts, affecting the slag tapping process and the reutilization of the retorts. According
to the analysis results of the slags at the Tongmuling site, slags tipped out from the pots
present as loose granular particles, and only a small amount of iron can be found in the
slags attached inside the pots [24]. It is likely that sufficient reducing coal had been added
in the pots to prevent the formation of molten slag during the distillation processing [19,28].
Therefore, the presence of ZnFe2O4 does not bring too much negative influence on the
entire reduction process and the final yield of zinc.

4. Conclusions

Combining the microstructure and mineralogical characterization of the unearthed
calcine with the experimental reconstruction, the roasting technology in pre-modern zinc
metallurgy production from zinc sulfide ores has been clarified and reconstructed. The orig-
inal roasting temperature of the unearthed zinc calcine should be in a range of 650~850 ◦C,
most probably near 750 ◦C. If the retention time is long enough, all sphalerite can be
oxidized when the roasting temperature is above 650 ◦C. In the final roasted products, zinc
mainly exists in the form of ZnFe2O4, ZnO, and Zn2SiO4 phases, while the lead exists in
the form of PbSO4. PbCO3 and Zn4Si2O7(OH)2(H2O) found in the unearthed zinc calcine
are considered as the weathering product during its burial process. The final roasting
product is mainly tiny porous particles, which is beneficial for further distillation. These
findings are helpful to completely reconstruct the ancient zinc metallurgy technology of
zinc sulfide ores.

Author Contributions: Methodology, Y.X. and S.L.; formal analysis, Y.X. and W.Z.; investigation,
Y.X., W.Z. and M.L.; resources, L.M. and J.C.; data curation, Y.X., S.L. and M.L.; writing—original draft
preparation, Y.X. and S.L.; writing—review and editing, Y.X., S.L., W.Z. and J.C.; funding acquisition,
L.M. and Y.X. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This work is financially supported by the National Social Science Foundation of China
(No. 18BKG026), and the National Key R&D Program of China (No. 2019YFC1520100).

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Data is contained within the article.

Acknowledgments: The authors gratefully acknowledge the help of Xiaomin Liao from the Historical
and Cultural Research Center of Guiyang County, who first identified this site, and invited us for
an on-site field survey. We also appreciate the help from Shengqiang Luo, from the Cultural Relics
Management Office of Chenzhou, and Zhiqiang Zhao, from the Cultural Relics and Archaeology
Institute of Hunan, who participate in the investigation and excavation.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Craddock, P.T. The origins and inspirations of zinc smelting. J. Mater. Sci. 2009, 44, 2181–2191. [CrossRef]
2. Craddock, P.T. The early history of zinc. Endeavor 1987, 11, 183–191. [CrossRef]
3. Hu, W.L.; Han, R.B. Viewing ancient Chinese zinc smelting technology from traditional zinc smelting. Chemistry 1984, 7, 59–61.
4. Craddock, P.T. Brass, Zinc and the Beginning of Chemical Industry. Indian J. Hist. Sci. 2018, 53, 148–181. [CrossRef]
5. Craddock, P.T.; Gurjar, L.K.; Hegde, K.T.M. Zinc production in medieval India. World Archaeol. 1983, 15, 211–217. [CrossRef]
6. Willies, L.; Craddock, P.T.; Gurjar, L.J.; Hegde, K.T.M. Ancient lead and zinc mining in Rajasthan, India. World Archaeol. 1984, 16,

222–233. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1007/s10853-008-2942-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/0160-9327(87)90282-1
http://doi.org/10.16943/ijhs/2018/v53i2/49423
http://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.1983.9979899
http://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.1984.9979929


Materials 2021, 14, 2087 15 of 15

7. Freestone, I.C.; Craddock, P.T.; Gurjar, L.K.; Hegde, K.T.M.; Paliwal, H.V. Analytical approaches to the interpretation of medieval
zinc-smelting debris from Zawar, Rajasthan. J. Archaeol. Chem. 1985, 3, 1–12.

8. Freestone, I.C.; Middleton, A.P.; Craddock, P.T.; Gurjar, L.K.; Hook, D.R. Role of materials analysis in the reconstruction of early
metal extraction technology: Zinc and silver-lead smelting at Zawar, Rajasthan. MRS 1990, 185, 617–625. [CrossRef]

9. Freestone, I.C.; Craddock, P.T.; Hegde, K.T.M.; Hughes, M.J.; Paliwal, H.V. Zinc production at Zawar, Rajasthan. In Furnaces and
Smelting Technology in Antiquity; Craddock, P.T., Hughes, M.J., Eds.; British Museum Press: London, UK, 1985; pp. 229–245.

10. Boni, M. Nonsulfide zinc mineralization in europe: An overview. Econ. Geol. 2003, 98, 715–729. [CrossRef]
11. Li, D.D.; Yuan, D.S.; Yang, A.M.; Xiao, B.R. A report on the excavation of the zinc smelting sites in Fengdu county between 2004

and 2005. Jianghan Archaeol. 2013, 128, 70–86.
12. Luo, W.G.; Li, D.D.; Mu, D.; Bai, J.J.; Xiao, B.R. Preliminary study on zinc smelting relics from the Linjiangerdui site in Zhongxian

County, Chongqing City, southwest China. Microchem. J. 2016, 127, 133–141. [CrossRef]
13. Zhou, W.L.; Martinón-Torres, M.; Chen, J.L.; Liu, H.W.; Li, Y.X. Distilling zinc for the Ming Dynasty: The technology of large scale

zinc production in Fengdu, southwest China. J. Archaeol. Sci. 2012, 39, 908–921. [CrossRef]
14. Zhou, W.L.; Martinón-Torres, M.; Chen, J.L.; Li, Y.X. Not so efficient, but still distilled: The technology of Qing Dynasty zinc

production at Dafengmen, Chongqing, southwest China. J. Archaeol. Sci. 2014, 43, 278–288. [CrossRef]
15. Liu, H.W.; Chen, J.L.; Li, Y.X.; Bao, W.B.; Wu, X.H.; Han, R.B.; Sun, S.Y.; Yuan, D.S. Preliminary multidisciplinary study of the

Miaobeihou Zinc-smelting ruins at Yangliusi Village, Fengdu County, Chongqing. In Metals and Mines: Studies in Archaeometallurgy;
La Niece, S., Hook, D., Craddock, P.T., Eds.; British Museum Press: London, UK, 2007; pp. 170–178.

16. Zhou, W.R. Traditional Chinese zinc-smelting technology and the history of zinc production in China. Chin. J. Hist. Sci. Technol.
1997, 18, 86–96.

17. Xu, L. Investigation on traditional zinc smelting process in Magu area of Hezhang County, Guizhou Province. Stud. Hist. Nat. Sci.
1986, 5, 361–369.

18. Craddock, P.T.; Zhou, W.R. Traditional zinc production in modern China: Survival and evolution. In Mining and Metal Production
throughout the Ages; Craddock, P.T., Lang, J., Eds.; British Museum Press: London, UK, 2003; pp. 267–292.

19. Mei, J.J. The development of the traditional zinc smelting technology in modern China. Chin. J. Hist. Sci. Technol. 1990, 11, 22–26.
20. Mo, L.H.; Chen, J.L.; Luo, S.Q.; Xiao, Y.; Zhao, Z.Q.; Zhou, W.L.; Huang, X. Excavation bulletin of Tongmuling mining and

metallurgy Site in Guiyang County, Hunan Province. Archeology 2018, 609, 54–73.
21. Xiao, Y.; Mo, L.H.; Chen, J.L.; Zhou, W.L.; Liu, S.J. Distilling zinc with zinc sulfide ores: The technology of Qing Dynasty zinc

production in Guiyang, Central South China. J. Archaeol. Sci. Rep. 2020, 32, 102435. [CrossRef]
22. Zhou, W.L.; Luo, S.Q.; Mo, L.H.; Chen, J.L. Zinc-smelting technology of Tongmuling site in Guiyang, Hunan Province from the

perspective of distillation retorts. Relics South 2018, 3, 165–173.
23. Bleiwas, D.I.; DiFrancesco, C. Historical zinc smelting in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Virginia, West Virginia, and Washington, D.C., with

Estimates of Atmospheric Zinc Emissions and Other Materials: U.S.; Geological Survey Open File Report 2010-1131; U.S. Geological
Survey: Reston, VA, USA, 2010; 189p.

24. Hua, Y.X. Introduction to Nonferrous Metallurgy, 3rd ed.; Metallurgical Industry Press: Beijing, China, 2007; Chapter 5.
25. Chen, T.T.; Dutrizac, J.E. Mineralogical changes occurring during the fluid-bed roasting of zinc sulfide concentrates. JOM J. Miner.

Met. Mater. Soc. 2004, 56, 46–51. [CrossRef]
26. Lin, R.Q. The rise and decline of mining in Hunan province in the Qing Dynasty (1640–1874)-focus on copper, lead, zinc and

stannum. Res. Chin. Econ. Hist. 2010, 4, 99–109.
27. Luo, S.Q.; Zhou, W.L.; Mo, L.H. Preliminary Discussion on Zinc Industry in Guiyang Prefecture in the Qing Dynasty. Relics South

2018, 3, 174–179.
28. Lian, D. Overview of Hunan Songbai traditional zinc smelting plant. Minming Wkly. 1936, 2, 12–13.
29. Chen, T.T.; Dutrizac, J.E. Characterization of the Calcines Produced by the Roasting of Zinc Sulphide Concentrates in a Torbed

Reactor, Canadian Metall. Quarterly 2003, 42, 1–16.
30. Liu, F.L.; Jin, Z.M.; Wang, L.S. Kinetics of formation reaction of Zn2SiO4 during roasting high silica-containing sphalerite

concentrate. Chin. J. Nonferr. Met. 2001, 11, 514–517.
31. Liu, Y.; Deng, J.; Yang, L.Q.; Wang, Q.F. The dehydration of hemimorphite. Acta Petrol. Sinica 2005, 21, 993–998.
32. Dou, M.M. Study on Mechanism of Formation and Dissociation of Zinc Ferrite in Zinc Metallurgy. Yunnan Metall. 2003, 32, 63–65.
33. Boyanov, B.; Peltekov, A.; Petkova, V. Thermal behavior of zinc sulfide concentrates with different iron content at oxidative

roasting. Thermochim. Acta 2014, 586, 9–16. [CrossRef]
34. Graydon, J.W.; Kirk, D.W. The Mechanism of Ferrite Formation from Iron Sulfides during Zinc Roasting. Metall. Trans. B 1988, 19,

777–785. [CrossRef]
35. Graydon, J.W.; Kirk, D.W. A Microscopic study of the transformation of sphalerite particles during the roasting of zinc concentrate.

Metall. Trans. B 1988, 19, 141–146. [CrossRef]
36. Xu, C.D.; Lin, R.; Wang, D.C. Physical Chemistry of Zinc Metallurgy; Shanghai Scientific and Technical Publishers: Shanghai, China,

1979; Chapter 4.

http://doi.org/10.1557/PROC-185-617
http://doi.org/10.2113/gsecongeo.98.4.715
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.microc.2016.02.015
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2011.10.021
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2014.01.009
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2020.102435
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11837-004-0235-y
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tca.2014.04.005
http://doi.org/10.1007/BF02650197
http://doi.org/10.1007/BF02666500

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Characterization of the Unearthed Zinc Calcine 
	Estimate of the Roasting Temperatures 
	Experimental Reconstruction of the Roasting Process 
	Characterization 
	Scanning Electron Microscopy Coupled with X-ray Energy Dispersive Spectrometer (SEM-EDS) 
	Thermogravimetric Analysis and Differential Thermal Analysis (TG-DTA) 
	X-ray Diffraction (XRD) Analysis 
	Wavelength Dispersive X-ray Fluorescence Measurement (WDXRF) 


	Results and Discussion 
	Microstructure and Mineralogical Characterization of the Unearthed Zinc Calcine 
	Estimate of the Roasting Temperature 
	Experimental Reconstruction of the Roasting Process 

	Conclusions 
	References

