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To anthropologists, bronzes make a universal
symbol of man's early civilization. As one of
the first across the world, China entered the
Bronze Age over three thousand years ago.
During its long progress bronzes in China
diversified into many varieties, all finely
crafted to proudly exhibit fabulous culture of
their times, all possessing a unique charm in
the world civilization. Generally speaking,
China's ancient bronzes can be classified into
food ware, wine vessels, water containers,
musical instruments, arms and
objects for miscellaneous
purposes. Even those of
the same times might be
different, artistic and like
hundres of wonderful blooms
in a fascinating garden.

In order for more people

to know China's bronze culture,
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this booklet, on the basis of historical records,
academic research and archeological finds,
explains from four perspectives: history,
making technology, varieties and decoration.
By doing so, we hope to do justice to its
cultural and artistic values from a panoramic
perspective. The several hundred illustrations
included in this booklet, we also hope,
are able to falicitate you understand more

thoroughly.
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The Ups and Downs of the Bronze
Culture
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Bronze refers to an alloy of copper, tin and lead, the first alloy ever
to appear in human history. Immediately after its brith it became
popular with huge momentum to push human society into a new era,
the Bronze Age. China's bronzes have a long history and different
stages in its progress.
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> Budding Period of the

Bronze Culture

Bronze culture budded between 4000
and 4500 years ago, when man had
learnt how to use fire and when stone
and pottery works were popular. After
people collected huge rocks from
mountains, they fired them and this was
the beginning of smelting minerals.
People learnt, by firing with wood the
mixed ore of copper, lead, tin and zinc at
a temperature not very high, and after the
ore cooled down, they had bronze pieces,
with which, they further learnt, they
could make very hard arms and tools by
casting. The earliest bronzes were born.
In 1975, a bronze blade in good
shape was found in the Majiayao Cultural
Relics in Linjia Village, Gansu Province.
About 3000 years old, this blade was the

oldest bronze work so far discovered.
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Residue from bronze smelting

H s B s . X — I8 A
R RAEA, o HE TRMAR
K&, Il HE. B B
BE. Feian s . XA A 7R
mBEELH, AETE, AR
50 Y ] B A Ay ] B 1 JL AT 2
i, MixAE. W, A=R&EHS
QN EE

Bronzes this age were not many, and if
there were a few they were just tools for
daily life like cutters, awls, drills, rings,
mirrors and ornaments, very simple in
shape. If they had decoration it was no
more than geometrical shapes, far simpler
than those of Xia, Shang and Zhou

dynasties, which struck as mysterious and

awe-inspiring.
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> Prime Time of Bronze

Civilization

The prime time included Xia, Shang and
Western Zhou dynasties, as well as the
Spring and Autumn and early Warring
States periods that followed. This period
of history was commonly regarded as the
Bronze Age, which lasted about 1600

years.

The Bronze Culture during the Xia
Dynasty (2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.)

About the 21st century B.C., Da Yu,
a tribe leader living in the middle and
lower ranges of the Yellow River, was
selected as the ruler under the heaven
by all after he successfully put a huge
flood under control. However, upon his
death he abandoned the old practice
of “abdicating and handing over the

power to another person” . He gave the
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power to his son Qi, who founded the
first dynasty in China's history, Xia, a
time commonly acknowledged as the
end of ancient antiquity and beginning of
civilization.

Bronze smelting during the Xia
Dynasty was found in history books and
this showed a matured technology and
history into the bronze era. However,
varieties were few, mostly being small
things like tools or arms fashioned
after their wooden, pottery or clam
predecessors. The Erlitou Relics from Xia
Culture in present-day Yanshi of Henan
Province didn't yield much bronze works
except for some small things. However,
a significant find was jue, a three-
legged wine vessel with loop handles
for religious purpose. This bronze work
marked a milestone in bronze culture,
from casting simple arms and tools to
water, food or wine containers. This was

a big step made in bronze technology.
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Bronze ding (three-legged bronze pot with cloud
patterns (Xia Dynasty, 2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.)

Most bronzes made during the Xia Dynasty had no
patterns on their body but few had a simple one like nail,
cloud, net or chord lines.
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Da Yu Put Flood under Control

The central plain in ancient antiquity was flooded and
life was miserable to people. Instructed by Yao, Gun
spent nine years but failed to put flood under control.
Shun succeeded Yao and he entrusted Gun's son Da
Yu with the mission. After examining the method his
predecessor had used, Yu changed the method from
blocking to dredging courses. He travelled from place
to place, up mountains and crossing numerous rivers.
His people successfully dredged the courses needed for
floods to enter the sea. He had given everything he had
to this task, even passing his home three times without
entering to take a look. After 13 years of extremely
hard work he made it. Floods were no more. Shun, the
ruler, abdicated and handed his power to Da Yu. Da
Yu divided the country into nine parts to administrate,
i.e., Jizhou, Yanzhou, Qingzhou, Xuzhou, Yangzhou,
Jingzhou, Yuzhou, Liangzhou and Yongzhou. The
first country ever appearing in China's history, the Xia
Dynasty, was born.
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King Yu of the Xia Dynasty
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Bronze Culture during the Shang
Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)

Due to the cruel ruling of Jie, the last
ruler of the Xia Dynasty, Shang people
living in the lower ranges of the Yellow
River rose. They overthrew the Xia
Dynasty and established their own power,
Shang, the second dynasty in China's
history. With it, the bronze culture turned
onto a new chapter, beginning a very
prosperous period. By casting technology,
Shang-dynasty bronzes experienced three
stages: the early, the mid and the late.

Bronze works made in the early
period of Shang (from the 16th century
B.C. to the mid 15th century B.C.)
showed a big progress in design,
decoration and casting technology. The
number of works for ceremonial purposes
increased and the decorative patterns
found on them were animal faces lines.
This was the time inscriptions began to
appear.

More varieties appeared during the
mid Shang Dynasty (from the mid 15th
B.C. to the 13th century B.C.). Apart

from bronze tools and arms, containers
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Bronze /, cooking tripod with hollow legs
(early Shang Dynasty)
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with a full-fledged decorative pattern
became more. Their walls were thicker
than the previously made.

Late Shang Dynasty referred to the
period after ruler Pan Geng moved his
capital to Yin, present-day Anyang of
Henan Province. People call culture of

’

this period “Yin Xu Culture,” or the
“culture of Yin-dynasty ruins” . Slave
society reached its peak. Because of a
stable society, bronze casting gained a
big progress and varieties made were
more than any time before. Something
new was seen in both design and making
technology. Their decoration was up onto
a level never obtained before. Animal
lines took a change, from abstract images
to realistic ones, which often covered the
entire work. Some decoration was even
made in high-relief in multiple layers and
this is what is called “three-layer full
flower” . Some decoration was three-

dimensional with an animal-shaped knob

c BEHSLHEAN M (F)

Bronze ding, an ancient square cooking vessel

with loop handles and animal face patterns on

it (Shang Dynasty, 1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)
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Bronze head from Sanxingdui Culture, Bronze mask of popping eyes, Sanxingdui Cultural
Relics (Shang Dynasty)

The Sanxingdui Ruins in present-day Nanxing Town of Guanghan, Sichuan Province, came from the
Bronze Age. A town relic was found inside the ruins suggested a cultural site from early Shang Dynasty,
belonging to ancient Shu culture. This state of Shu was a powerful rival of the Shang Dynasty. A large
amount of bronze, jade, ivory, sea shell, pottery and gold works were unearthed from its two pits. Among
the finds were bronze /e/, an ancient urn-shaped wine vessel, zun, also a wine vessel for a ceremonial
purpose, plates and dagger-axes, human statues and heads, cylinder-shaped utensils and birds and deer.

All of them had a very bold image mysterious and awe-inspiring. They made the best bronzes from China's
ancient history.

e

RSB T

34MyN7 3ZU0Ig 3Y) JO SUMOQ Pue sdn ay L




e

BEs o

\\
A\‘/#/ﬁ
Wy

9@
il

$3ZU01g 35AUIYD JUBDUY

BT, Ytk . PR S
FrUAE B GRS ST,
40 58— M0 P 2 P 5 40 1
5, ATHIEER A2 BT LA
B, BB SR . A
VR4 B R ST R, 3 b
AL

oAb, AR B T SCALE R
1k bR RS . R B ) B Hy
K, =B E & B AL TR
T AN TS SO, =
M 400 1 LT 10
ISHAL, Wb STECT A, B
FEFAY. Y. MM g,
R B SR R L . TR A
TR R, BRI
%, TEZLRLUNEE AL,

on lid.

Shang Dynasty bronze culture had
much more to be proud of. In distant
Sichuan, the Sanxingdui Relics have
many stories to tell about an ancient
and mysterious bronze culture. Human
figures, animal and plant images on
bronze works were more and bigger than
any bronze finds made across the country.
Sanxingdui is ten kilometers west to the
present-day Guanghan City. Over several
thousand bronzes had been brought to
light: animal, human and plant images
were never seen before. The sculptures
found were bigger and more than any
discovery made elsewhere. Their making
was so elaborate, design so beautiful and
technology so fine that it is beyond word

to describe.
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