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Abstract

Shang bronze weaponry can be divided into offensive and defensive weap-
ons. Based on the changing characteristics of the weapons we can divide them in-
to three periods and seven sub — periods. There was no break between these peri-
ods as they passed through the three stages from production to development to
flourishing.

The assemblage pattern of Shang bronze weaponry was relatively stable and is
clearly associated with specific time periods. The basic assemblage pattern can be
called “ge (dagger —axe) and arrowhead — dominated”  ( TR ES). The
co — existence of bronze weapons and ritual vessels in Shang Dynasty tombs shows
that there was a hierarchical ranking system of weapons, consisting of both “doub-
le — mounted yue (axeheads)”. (XF#4f) and “knife sets”  ( £7J]) systems.
Shang burials also contain weapons that do not seem to fit absolutely with the
ranking system, which is arranged according to the number of battles the person
fought, the person’s military achievements and events that happened during bat-
tles. Apart from insufficient financial resources, the appearance and popularization
of weapons made of lead and other weapons made for burial in the late Shang,
was also due to changing conceptions of the gods and spirits.

The ornamentation and inscriptions on Shang Dynasty bronze weapons reflect
the user’s intentions and hierarchical relationships. There was a theme in the
Shang Dynasty bronze weaponry, with direction and symmetry, that was similar
in all types of weapons and had a tendency to diversify over time. From the per-
spective of the person being killed or injured by these weapons, the full image of
all types of weapons was visible. From this realization we can advance the study of
the main functions of the various types of weapons.

Shang bronze weaponry arose from Erlitou weapons, with an increase in the
number of weapon types, improvements in form and growing distinction between
ceremonial and practical weapons. Likewise, Zhou weapons were based on late
Shang weapons, with early Western Zhou weapons being quite similar and specif-

ically Zhou characteristics only arising in the Middle Western Zhou period. West-
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ern Zhou weapons were primarily practical and they showed considerably less em-
phasis on decoration, ritual function and system of hierarchical ranking than Shang
weapons. Weapons unearthed from Western Zhou tombs reflect the burial cus-
toms and funerary ideology of the Zhou people.

From the forms and the assemblage patterns of Shang Dynasty weaponry we can
see that they could not be adequate for chariot warfare. Although many chariots have
been discovered, they could not have been used for warfare on a large scale. Most
Records of warfare on oracle bone inscriptions are of infantry warfare. In the late
Shang period infantry remained the most important part of the army and the fighting
style followed the infantry —based warfare that had been used since the Xia Dynasty.
The battle at Muye was the first in which many chariots were used, and their use pro-
vided great power in the battle. Starting with the battle at Muye, a new era of his-
torical warfare, the era of chariot warfare, began, and war chariots became its main
element.

According to the type and shape of the weapon and also considering the gen-
eral characteristics of pottery, bronze ritual vessels and other cultural remains,
Shang bronze weaponry can be divided into twelve districts in three large regions.
There appear to be three types of exchange of weapons among these areas. Each
area had its own development as well as exchanges with other areas. According to
limits in geography, production level and cultural tradition, the speed and level of
development in each area was different and there was a general pattern of “diversi-
ty within unity” (ZJC—{4). This pattern is closely related to the political land-
scape of the Shang Dynasty and was enhanced by the extension of the reach and
power of the Shang Dynasty, passed on to the Western Zhou Dynasty and contin-
ued to influence the pattern of Eastern Zhou bronze weaponry.

The fact that Shang bronze weapons developed the fastest of all the Central
Plains regions was directly related to the political and economic status of the Shang
Dynasty, its political tactics, its advanced copper technology, etc. The high posi-
tion of the Central Plains bronze weaponry began to appear in the Xia Dynasty
and increased thenceforth, becoming an important marker of Xia and Shang civili-
zation, and continued to play an important part in Zhou bronze culture. In the
early civilization, bronze weaponry represent the possession and distribution of
power and wealth, the degree of technical progress, the expansion of political

control, the struggle between cultural traditions and culture, etc.
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