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Preface of Quintessence of Bronze Mirror Collection of Changsha Municipal Museum

Changsha Municipal Museum has made remarkable achievements in collecting, sorting, preserving and
studying relic items. Since October, 2007, the Museum has published several books such as Choice Collection of
Changsha Museum, and Collection Highlights of Cultural Relics Items Preserved in Changsha. Now as the
compilation of Quintessence of Bronze Mirror Collection of Changsha Municipal is finished and the book is ready
for publication, I has been honored with the task to write a preface for it. Honestly I am not an expert on bronze
mirrors and worried it would be a task beyond my ability. After reading the book, however, I am amazed by the
freshness of its contents and the originality of its composition, and hence feel obliged to recommend it to readers.

The book introduces to readers 183 pieces of bronze mirrors produced during the period from the Warring
States Period to Qing Dynasty and cherry-picked from over 400 pieces of the museum’s total mirror collection.
According to the different times the mirrors belong to, the book is divided into five parts; Chu mirrors, Western
Han mirrors, mirrors of New Eastern Han,Three Kingdoms and Six Dynasties, mirrors of Sui Dynasty, Tang
Dynasty and Five Dynasties, and mirrors of the period from Song Dynasty to Qing Dynasty. The book starts with
two articles, “Summary of Bronze Mirror Collection of Changsha Municipal Museum” and “An Introduction of
Ancient Chinese Bronze Mirrors and Related Ideology and Culture,” which “analyze and summarize the history
as well as the ideological and cultural significance of ancient Chinese bronze mirrors” and “present on macro
scope level the development trace of bronze mirror culture.”

Being brief and to the points, this book is the first that has made a systematic and in-depth analysis of the
history, social background, ideology and culture of ancient Chinese bronze mirrors and is full of brilliant and
intriguing chapters.

For example, in the chapter of “The Elegant Chu Mirrors,” not only are there introductions of the historical
background of the creation, development and popularity of the mirrors, the molding techniques and decoration
crafts, Changsha the historical manufacture center in the middle and later periods of the Warring States, and Chu
mirrors’superior position in China’s bronze mirror history, but also a vivid description of the mirrors’art style;
“on Chu mirrors, embossments were carved in pairs or circles or end to end with patterns of luxuriant plant,
curved strokes of the Chinese character Shan (Shan ([l]) literally means hill or mountain in Chinese),
majestic dragon, delicate phoenix, sedate deer, climbing monkey, jumping ape, diamond-shaped lines or arc
lines. Those designs fully display the spirit and culture of ancestors inherited by Chu people and the pursuit of
happiness and fineness. ”

In the chapter of “Han Mirrors — the Visualization of Heaven,” the development of Han mirrors is divided
into three stages. In the first stage, Han people copied the style and layouts of Chu mirrors and started using inscription
on mirror; in the second stage, different embossments of lines and layouts were tried; the last stage saw the unification
of the styles in ornamental design. Such division is reasonable and appropriate in consideration of the history.

Also discussed is why people copied the style of Chu mirror in the early years of Western Han Dynasty. The
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copying; first it was the attraction of fine artistic craftsmanship of Chu mirror; second, at the start of Western Han
Dynasty, the country was destitute, not yet recovered from the aftermath of civil turmoils. Such analysis is both
logical and sensible. In the book it is pointed out that “Han mirrors started to have their own features, namely,
inscriptions,” and specially analyzed are the inscriptions which “to a profound degree reflect common people's
thoughts by then.” The inscriptions are varied in meaning, some praising the brightness and pureness of the mirrors
and some expressing good wishes for longevity, worldly happiness, immortality, family prosperity, or, opinions
on the formation of nationality and nation.

In the chapter of “Receptive and Diversified—the Lively-Colored Mirrors of Sui and Tang Dynasties,” we
could learn that embossments and inscriptions were made mainly for esthetic purpose as the trend was then to make
mirrors more pleasing to the eye. That period marked a new era for mirrors. Also discussed in the same chapter is
the influence of Buddhism and Taoism on mirrors. “The open and receptive attitude of mirror industry then in the
prime time of Tang Dynasty brought diversification and variations to the patterns of bronze mirror and profound
progress was made in manufacturing, decorating and molding; the mirrors were a harmonious combination of
religions and folk culture and had reached an unprecedented level of advanced craftsmanship.” The book is
brimming with such insightful remarks.

The book also boasts quite a few unique features in its content arrangement and commentary. So far we have
seen many books on mirror spectrum, gleanings, antique catalogues, picture dictionary, and others mirror-related
subjects. Although claimed to be of new study results, most of those books contain nothing more than basic
information of the mirrors, such as their excavation site, size, appearance, or a copy of their ink rubbings. In some
books fake antique mirrors are even mistaken for genuine ones. But this book brings into readers’ view delicate
pictures of those bronze mirrors and their ink rubbings, or drawing lines when rubbings are unavailable. What’ s
more, pictures, ink rubbings and text of the same piece are put on the same page to make it easy for understanding.

The commentaries for pictures in this book also distinguish it from others of its category. First of all, readers
are not only told the precise size but weight of the mirrors, the information of which is seldom provided in most
antique catalogues; second, the commentaries provide detailed and accurate descriptions of the mirrors; third, there
are over 50 entries of philological study on decorations and inscriptions.

In the book it is verified that the origin of feather wing pattern dates back to the Warring States Period, and
the mirrors with the character Shan were inspired by ancient frog pattern; the deer pattern, per analysis, relates to
the deerstalking in national park or stag breeding in Western Han Dynasty. There are also explanations and
philological study for various patterns such as feathered men (The immortal capable of flight in ancient mythology ), six-
throwing-chopstick board game set, imagined image of male phoenix and female phoenix in Tang Dynasty,
composite flowers, grapes, Chinese zodiac, the eight trigram, constellation , and scenes in stories of Xuyou(An
ancient wise man who was famous for his determination to retreat from ruling ranks) and Chaofu (A recluse
contemporary with Xuyou ). The book provides explicit illustrations for inscriptions carved on mirrors of Han
Dynasty, such as Shangfang (Means imperial power in Chinese ), Qinggai (Means the green cover of imperial
carriages in Chinese ), Zhaomin (Means brightness in Chinese ), Tung Wang Kung (A male deity leader in
Taoism), Xi Wang Mu (A female deity leader in Taoism) and those on mirrors of Sui and Tang Dynasties, like
Yuxia (A poetic name of jade box), Kaijing (Means the polishing of mirrors), and Qin Wang Mirror (A mirror
said to have the powered to reflect evil thoughts of people who look into it).

Thanks to the earnest and painstaking efforts of the compilers, some misconceptions about bronze mirrors are
corrected in the book. For example, the ring of molding line found inside the rim of Bronze Mirror with Linked
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shaped knob on the Bronze Mirror with Beast-Head-Shaped Knob and Plant Pattern of Western Han Dynasty was
wrongly thought as three-string knob in most circumstances before, and sometimes the dented surface and dots
on this mirror were seen as door nipples.

When sorting and studying the bronze mirror collection of the museum, compilers of this book made
comparison of them with bronze mirrors unearthed in different places and collected by other museums, and gained
new insights, especially about the development traces of some bronze mirrors that would be helpful for definition
of time division. For example, in the introduction of Bronze Mirror with Linked Arcs and Grass, it says that “this
type of mirror was firstly made in the initial years under the ruling of Han Wu Emperor of Western Han Dynasty,
prevailed in the middle and late periods of Western Han Dynasty as well as the in the period ruled by Wang Mang
(A rebel who led the overthrow of Western Han Dynasty and then proclaimed himself emperor), and could still
be found in the market in the early years of Eastern Han Dynasty.”

The book also tells us that the inscription of Er (A modal particle in ancient Chinese ), was popular in the
late period Western Han Dynasty; the mirrors with the pattern of cracked turtle were made in the period of Five
Dynasties; the Huzhou mirrors made in Song Dynasty with inscription of Jingzi ,or both Jingzi and Zhaozi (Both
Jingzi and Zhaoi mean mirror in Chinese ), belong to the period from the twelfth year (1162 A.D.) of Shao Xing
to the first year (1190 A.D.) of Shao Xi in Southern Song Dynasty.

Pieces included in the book basically cover the whole spectrum of bronze mirrors. Common pieces are
introduced with a different approach in the book by sharing with readers new information. For example, we can
learn that there is still a large number of unearthed pieces of Bronze Mirror with the Pattern of Four Door Nipples
and Four Snakes scattered in Luoyang city, Jilin province, Qinghai province, Guangzhou city and other places, in
all a large area basically coinciding with the whole territory of Western Han Dynasty. Another outstanding merit
of this book is its inclusion of many rarely seen or extremely exquisite mirrors, such as Bronze Mirror with Design
of Dragon and Phoenix in Cloud-Pattern Brocade (three dragons and a phoenix) of the Warring States Period,
Lv Yiand San Yang (Both names of mirrors) of Dong Hay Dynasty, which used as pattern the imagine of celestial
figure and legendary animals, Bronze Mirror with Dragonfly and Flower Pattern of Tang Dynasty, and Bronze
Mirror with a Pair of Phoenix and Flower Pattern of Song Dynasty.

The compilation of heritage catalogue of this book has reached a record high level and it provides us a new
model of its category, though there is still room for improvement in compiling, for instance, the time divisions for
bronze mirrors are not quite clear-cut and exact, some of the patterns’ names don’t seem perfectly suitable and in
some cases the denomination of a mirror is not fully in line with its style. However, these flaws are not to obscures
its virtue of being a valuable book for archaeologists, relic collectors, antique amateurs and other interested readers.

It is hereby recommended.

Gao Zhixi
The writer is a researcher and former curator of Hunan Provincial
Museum and bronze mirror identification expert of National Com-

mittee of Cultural Relics .
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