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“The art of war,” said Sun Tzu, strategist
during China's Spring and Autumn Period
(770 B.C.-476 B.C.), “is of vital importance
to a state. It is a matter of life and death, a
road to either safety or ruin. Hence it is a
subject of inquiry that can on no account be
neglected.” True, over the past thousands
of years of Chinese history wars were never
missing. As a by-product of civilization
progress, weapons in ancient China,
something that had incorporated science,
technology, culture and art, showed Chinese
history from a unique perspective.

The history of ancient weapons can be
traced far back to China's primitive society
when tribe people made the first bow, arrow,
chopper, spear and cudgel ever seen in
history from stone, bamboo, wood or animal
bones by cutting, grinding and baking. The

things they made were tools rather than
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arms. However, with more and more fights
happening between or among tribes some
tools took a change, becoming weapons.
Their making technology was better and the
size of production bigger. During the Shang
and Zhou Dynasties bronze was the major
material for weapon making; from the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States period down
to the Song Dynasty, iron replaced bronze
as the material. Beginning from the Song
Dynasty, fire arms worked in battlefields
together with cold arms and this situation
lasted until the collapse of the Qing Dynasty.
So exploring the progress of ancient weapons
can help us understand the strength of
science, technology and civilization through
a different approach.

In both Chinese and English, this
book, by detailed descriptions and many
illustrations, explores the history of most
representative weapons existent in ancient
China, hopefully able to make a worthwhile
information source for readers interested in

this topic.
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Introduction: The History of Weapons
in Ancient China
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Over the past five thousand years of civilization wars accompanied
almost every significant social change. Weapons used in these wars
made a window on the latest engineering technology of every age.
In a way, they were an epitome of ancient wars and battlefields in
history.

Weapons came from things man had used for self protection
and hunting in distant antiquity. These things took no regular shape,
simply a piece of wood or stone or animal bones one conveniently
picked up for the need. After a long period of time man learnt how to
shape a weapon by grinding. With the appearance of first stone axes
and blades the prelude to the magnificent drama of wars in ancient
China began.
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Early stone axe with a handle (from the
Liangzhu Culture)

> Stone Arms

Cold arms in ancient China experienced
three developing phases: the stone arm
period, the bronze arm period and steel
and iron arm period.

Due to the increasing number of
fights that happened in the late primitive
society and that they often developed
into a war between tribes, production
tools with edges were far from enough
for the need of fighting. Some smart
people began to shape stone,
animal bones, horns, wood
or bamboo into the earliest
weapons by cutting, grinding,
polishing into the appearance
of, say, bird's beak or beast's
claws. Most of them were
stone, stone cutter, stone
spear, stone axe, stone spade,

stone arrow, stone dagger
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Early stone spade with a hole (from the Neolithic Age)
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and stone javelin head. Some had a
shaft of animal bone. Making such an
arm involved different steps: material
selection, shaping, polishing, drilling
holes and trough cutting.

Rough as they were, they initiated
basic types of cold arms: ge, a spear
like weapon with a long shaft, a lance, a
dagger, a blade, and stone arrow heads
as a projection weapon. Although these
things were simple and rough they
parented the first-generation weapons, the

bronze ones.
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The earliest stone cutter
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Bronze dagger (Shang Dynasty
1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)

> Bronze Weapons

By the late Neolithic Age remote
ancestors of Chinese people had learnt
how to smelt bronze to make weapons
for soldiers. From the Xia Dynasty
founded in the 21st century B.C. to
the Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
B.C.), with a matured bronze melting
technology, bronze weapon making
further progressed to have long-shaft ge,
mao (spear), axe, dagger and sword with
grips, and projection weapons like bows
and arrows. By then, bronze or leather
armors and shields were popular.

By the Spring and Autumn and
Warring States periods (770 B.C.-221
B.C.), complex swords were born, which
meant their ridge and blade had different
amount of tin. Swords of this kind had
strong edge and supple back, thus more
deadly and endurable. This complex

sword marked a milestone in the progress
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of bronze arm making. Projection
weapons like bronze crossbows were

widely used in battles.
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Bronze axe (Western Zhou Dynasty, 1046
B.C.-771B.C.)
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Chi You, stone carving (Han Dynasty)
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Legend about Mythological Warrior Chi You

Bronze weapons, legend says, were invented by Chi You, a contemporary of the Yellow Emperor (a
tribe leader who lived in the 27th century B.C.), another tribe leader living in the lower ranges of the
Yellow River. Chi You and his people were fierce fighters. Chi You, legend says, had 81 brothers,
each of them being a killing machine. Chi You was believed the first to make varieties of bronze
weapons, with which he conquered 21 tribes in rapid succession until he met the Yellow Emperor in
a battlefield. A fierce battle happened in present-day Zhuolu of Hebei Province. Although Chi You's
army was equipped with advanced bronze weapons, after a long stalemate he was defeated and was
put to death. However, because of his numerous military exploits, also because of his invention of
bronze weapons, later generations took him as a god of war. His image, half human and half beast,

each hand and foot holding a weapon, with another one on his head, was seen in many Han-dynasty
stone reliefs.

"

B SHEANEEZ R
The Yellow Emperor and Chi You in the Zhuolu battle
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> Steel and Iron Weapons

By the Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
B.C.) people had learnt how to make
sharp blades for a fighting purpose with
siderite, and before long, bronze swords
with iron edges. By the late Spring and
Autumn Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.),
people began to make weapons with
man-made iron and by the Western
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.- 25 A.D.), iron
weapons became popular and more
soldiers had iron weapons to use. From
the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220) down
to the Tang and Song dynasties, steel
and iron weapons matured in technology,
with many very sharp and very durable
weapons to appear. Infantry soldiers
were equipped with nice steel or iron
swords and shields, good for assault and
defense, while cavalrymen had double-
edged swords that pierced the enemy's

armor easily. Long-range projection
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Iron blade (Western Han Dynasty, 206
B.C-25AD.)

weapons also gained a rapid progress
too. After an improved version with
graduation of crossbows named wang
shan that appeared during the Western
Han Dynasty, more sophisticated ones
were seen in the Eastern Han, and during
the Three-kingdoms Period (220-280),
crossbows for multiple shots at one time
were invented, something credited to the
famous strategist Zhuge Liang, which
tremendously improved the fighting
power of the army from the State of
Shu. By the Tang Dynasty (618-907),
heavy crossbows with a longer range
took a change, becoming what was
called chuang nu, “bed crossbows” , a
long-range and more deadly weapon.
By then, weapon making, for the first
time in history, was standardized, so
was the weaponry for different forces.
More varieties were seen, short and long,
light and heavy, for close-up combats,
for body defense, for projection and for
protection, able to satisfy all needs from
attacks and defense.

Wu Jing Zong Yao, or List of
Weapons, a book printed in 1044, the
fourth year of the Qingli Reign under
Emperor Renzong of the Northern Song,
documented in great detail all the cold

arms made and used in and before the
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early Song Dynasty, including dao (the
broad sword), spears, swords, halberd,
axe, battle axe, hook, fork, dang (a
fork like weapon), cudgel, shuo (a long
spear), club, scourge... 18 varieties in
total. Actually, cold arms used in ancient
China are more than 18. After the Song
Dynasty, cold arms, though still in
development, slowly but surely yielded
their dominant place to the developing of

fire arms.
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Portrait of Zhuge Liang

Zhuge Liang

Famous statesman and strategist during the Three Kingdom Period, Zhuge Liang devoted his life
first to Liu Bei, ruler of the State of Shu and later, to his son, Liu Chan who succeeded Liu Bei
as the ruler. Liu Bei made three trips to him for advice in 207A.D. . Moved by this sincerity and
respect Zhuge Liang laid a correct strategy for Liu Bei to seize power. From then on, he became
Liu Bei's military advisor. In 221A.D. , Liu Bei ascended throne to become the ruler of the State of
Shu; Zhuge Liang was his prime minister, given Yizhou, a large area, as his support. Zhuge Liang
was legendary. As a book reader he led Shu troops to many military successes, helping East Wu
frustrate Cao Cao's advance in Chibi, taking Chengdu after a long march from Jingzhou, subduing
the barbarian rebellions in the south, making six northern expeditions against Cao Cao the ruler of
the state of Wei. ‘More unbelievable was his inventions and improvements made on crossbows that
could fire ten arrows at one go and self-propelled wood carts for transportation.



