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Introduction

A large number of ancient bronzes unearthed in China were dispersed abroad over a long period of
time, many of them circulating to Europe where they were collected by museums and private persons in
various countries. Many of these bronzes have important scholarly significance and aesthetic value and
some of them have been widely published and are well-known, but a great many of them have never been
published at all or else been published in a form that is not readily accessible to Chinese scholars. Thus, a
few years ago, when our work on Oracle Bone Inscriptions in British Collections which we wrote together
with Qi Wenxin was nearly finished, we conceived a plan to write a book on ancient Chinese bronzes in the
various countries of Europe. Our idea was to personally examine the Chinese bronzes in the major
collections of Europe and to select a certain number of particularly valuable pieces which we would then
introduce to readers interested in ancient Chinese art and culture. We were especially concerned with the
Chinese audience which has had little access to this material. The result of this plan is the book that we are
now publishing here, Chinese Bronzes: A Selection from European Collections.

Since there are so many bronzes in European collections, making a selection for inclusion in this
work was a difficult problem. We finally selected two hundred and ten bronzes for inclusion in the main
section of this work and seven for the appendices. These bronzes are not a representative or comprehensive
selection of Chinese bronzes in European collections. Rather, they are a selection of bronzes which the
authors have seen and which we believe to have a particular interest for research. Often that interest is
because they relate to recently excavated material, but sometimes it is because nothing similar has yet been
scientifically excavated. Others relate to particular problems of scholarly interest. Generally, we have not
included bronzes which are well known and readily available in good reproduction in China.

Most of the bronzes in this work are in museums or private collections in Western Europe,
including Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden and
Switzerland. However, we have also added a certain number of bronzes which have been on sale in London
in recent years. We have included these bronzes because they were in Europe when we saw them, but we
do not know the present whereabouts of most of them. These bronzes are listed herein with the name of the
private gallery or auction house where we saw them, not their present owners.

We have seen all of the bronzes in this work personally except the four bronzes in Appendix 1.
Appendix II includes three objects which other scholars may find interesting although we consider their
authenticity to be doubtful or are uncertain about them. We have endeavoured to provide as complete
material as possible for each object. For example, besides the colour or black and white photographs of

each entire object, we have also included photographs of details, rubbings of ornament, etc., where they are
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especially significant. For inscribed objects, we have endeavoured to include either photographs or rubbings
of the inscriptions. We have also attempted to record full measurements and the names of major publica-
tions and previous collectors, especially the early ones which may serve as a guide about when the bronze
first appeared in the West. Where there are records known to us that a bronze was said to have been found
in a certain place, we have also included this information. Nevertheless, because our material was provided
to us by diverse sources and collected over a long period of time, there are still many lacunae. The quality of
the material that we are able to present herein is uneven, but since we are presently unable to amend it, we
ask for the reader's forbearance.
A selection of Chinese bronzes from the following museums and private collections are included in
this work:
Belgium: Musees Royaux d'art et d'histoire, Brussels.
Denmark: Museum of Decorative Art, Copenhagen; National Museum, Copenhagen.
France: Lionel Jacob Collection, Paris; Musee Cernuschi, Paris; Musee Guimet, Paris.
Germany: Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Museum Fur Ostasiatsche Kunst, Berlin
(formerly Museum fur Ostasiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, West
Berlin and Ostasiatische Sammlung, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, East Berlin); Museum fur
Kunst und Gewerbe, Hamburg; Museum fur Ostasiatische Kunst, Koln; Staatliches Museum
fur Volkerkunde, Munchen; Linden Museum, Stuttgart.
Great Britain: Ashmolean Museum, Oxford; British Museum, London; Burrell Collection, Glasgow
Museums and Art Galleries, Glasgow; City of Bristol Museum and Art Gallery, Bristol;
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
Italy: Museo Nazionale d'Arte Orientale, Rome.
Netherlands: Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
Sweden: Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm.
Switzerland: Rietberg Museum, Zurich.
The private galleries and auction houses in London included: Bluett Ltd., Christian Deydier/Oriental Bronzes
Ltd., Chnsties, Eskenazi Ltd., and Sotheby's. The photographs were provided to us by the respective

museums, collectors, galleries and auction houses and they are published herein with their kind permission.

Important bronzes

There are over two hundred objects and the individual entries include a discussion of the particular
features of special interest of each one. Thus, in the following, we will simply note a few examples of parti-
cularly interesting pieces.

Number 1, the earliest object in this work, is a bronze plaque inlaid with turquoise. It is decorated
with a faotie design with a beak or tapered nose. Plaques of this type can be found in collections in the

United States, but this is the only example known to us in Europe. This type of inlaid plaque is one of the




characteristic objects of the Erlitou Culture which many scholars identify as the culture of the Xia (according
to the traditional histories, the Xia were a previous dynasty to the Shang). Previously, the known excavation
sites for such plaques were concentrated at Erlitou in Yanshi County, Henan Province. However, a plaque
of this type was also found in Sichuan Province in 1976 at Guanghan Gaopianshan and another two were
unearthed in Guanghan Zhenwucun in 1988.! The wide dispersal of such plaques suggests that they had a
particular cultural significance.

Number 3 is a four-legged jue-vessel decorated with a band of iaotie ornament. It belongs to the
Erligang Period of the Shang Culture, i.e. early Shang Dynasty. It is a very typical example of a flat-
bottomed jue-vessel with an oval cross-section, but it has four triangular conical legs instead of the usual
three. To our knowledge, it is a unique piece. We may surmise that this was some type of experiment in the
development of the jue-vessel form, abandoned afterwards, perhaps because of its awkward appearance.

Number 11 is a flat-legged ding-tripod of the Shang Dynasty which is also important as a unique
piece. The tripod has a shallow bowl and three flat dragon-shaped legs which are set in a bowl-shaped pan-
basin mounted on three legs. This arrangement is already very rare for flat-legged ding. Even more unusual
is a three-character open-work inscription cast in the side of the pan bowl, xin mao, yang I Ofl, 2. This
is the only known example of an open-work inscription on Shang and Zhou bronzes.

Number 16, the Shi S gui, is a very rare three-handled gu/-vessel of the Shang Dynasty. The only
previously published three-handled gui known to the authors is a vessel in the collection of the Imperial
Palace Museum in Beijing but it has no inscription.2

Number 27, is another inscribed vessel, the Nandan A B8 gu. The inscription reads Nandan, Gou.
According to the ancient text Bamboo Annals, "Wu Wang captured Zhou 2-\} at the Terrasse of Nandan".
Zhou &3 was the last king of the Shang Dynasty whom Wu Wang defeated to found the Zhou Jﬁ Dynasty.
The Terasse of Nandan is the famous Lu ff Terrasse. The name Nandan is found in oracle bone inscrip-
tions,3 but it is extremely rare in bronze inscriptions. Both the 'Nandan' in this inscription and that in the
inscription on another gu which was in the collection of Pan Zuyin in the late Qing Period (Zhui Yi Zhai Yigi
Kaoshi 16, 11) provide historical evidence which may be used in conjunction with the transmitted literature.

Number 40 is a you-vessel decorated with the man-in-tiger-mouth motif from the collection of the
Cernuschi Museum in Paris. A you in the Sumitomo collection in Kyoto which is better known to Chinese
readers is very similar, but careful examination reveals many places where the ornament is different.
According to tradition, the Japanese vessel was unearthed in the vicinity of the border between Anhua and

Weishan in Ningxiang, Hunan Province. This vessel very possibly also comes from Hunan.

1See Zhao Dianzeng, "Research on the cultural relics found in the sacrificial pit at Sanxingdui”. in
Sanxingdui yu Bashu wenhua, (Bashu Publishing House, 1993).

2Zhu Jiajin, Guo Bao (Hong Kong' Shangwu Yinshuguan, 1983), no. 1.

?Shima Kunio, Inkyo bokuji sorui (Hirosaki, 197 1), p. 445
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Number 52, a lid with a standing bird, was traditionally said to have been found at Changsha in
Hunan Province. From the shape of the lid, we may surmise that it was that of a large pow vessel. The knob
of the lid takes the form of a high-crested bird with a sharp beak, standing with a proud posture. No pow of
this type has yet been found. This lid and the you described above are important additions to our knowledge
of the bronze art of Hunan Province in the Shang Dynasty.

We have included a number of important Shang Dynasty weapons. Several of the ywe-axes are
especially noteworthy. The four large yue are all extraodinary, but the Xi ‘=" yue, number 66, is especially
remarkable. Its arc-shaped blade is decorated with a fgotie which has a coiled horn. The style of both the
taotie and the accompanying snake designs is highly unusual. Furthermore, the inscription can be related to
a place name which is recorded in contemporaneous oracle bone inscriptions. Number 71 is a ge-halberd of
an unusual shape with a curved taper, known in Chinese as a 'beard' (hu). Ge with triangular blades very
seldom have beards. The ornament on this halberd is also highly unusual.

Number 92, the Zuo Ce Shen £ fif} B2 zun, an early Western Zhou Dynasty vessel, was originally
part of a set with the famous Zuo Ce Shen you (Shang Zhou Yigi Tongkao, 422) and it is important for its
inscription.

Number 97 is a large dao-knife with a highly unusual form, one of the most unusually shaped
weapons of the Western Zhou Dynasty. We have been able to identify this knife as one found in 1927 at
Baoji Daijiawan in Shaanxi Province. Its whereabouts were previously unknown.

Number 98 is a triangular bladed ge-halberd decorated with a taotie motif. Its shape is very similar
to one found in 1991 at Qishan Fancun which also belongs to the Early Western Zhou pertod. Its unusual
feature is the engraved design on the surface of the blade. This is the earliest known example of engraved
decoration on bronze objects and it is valuable evidence in the history of Chinese technology.

Number 108, the Xian &F gui, has an extremely important inscription and it may serve as a standard
vessel in studying the development of middie Western Zhou Dynasty bronze styles. The exterior of the bowl
of the vessel is decorated with dragons with turned heads and hanging crests. The vessel is finely cast and of
very high aesthetic value. The inscription has a date corresponding to the 34th year of the reign of Mu
Wang which includes the year, month, moon phase, and day. The vessel was previously unpublished and the
inscription is of critical importance for the study of Western Zhou chronology as it must now be integrated
into any proposed calendar.

We include two bronzes of the Spring and Autumn Period which have snakes as their primary
motif. Number 121, a you with coiled snake decoration is, at 62 cm. in height, the largest vessel of this type
known. Judging from the style of its decoration, it is a product of the Wu territory in the Spring and
Autumn Period. The body of Number 128, a bo-bell with coiled snake ornament, is also decorated with both
large and small snakes. It is a very unusual piece and we may surmise that it also originated in the south.

Many of the objects from the Warring States Period are of astounding beauty. Number 135, an

animal-shaped he-vessel with gold and silver inlay is an obvious example. The vessel body is in the shape of




an animal and the handle and the wings take further animal forms. These elaborate forms and the use of the
gold and silver present an image of opulence.

Number 142 is a pou-vessel, the body of which is engraved with an assortment of mythical
creatures. The unusual subject matter is an important resource for the study of ancient Chinese mythology.
This type of engraved bronze is found in the middie Warring States Period and this is a masterpiece of its
type. The vessel shape is also rare.

Numbers 180, 182 and 186 are a set of vessels of the early Han Dynasty inlaid with silver and gold.
They include a yan-steamer, a pen-basin and a hu-vessel with a bulb-shaped neck which are all exceptionally
beautiful. All of the vessels of this type previously found were plain and these are the first known examples
inlaid in gold and silver.

Number 188 is a Han Dynasty lotus lamp thought to come from Xi'an in Shaanxi Province. The
lamp, which can be taken apart, is exquisite and ingeniously designed. A feathered person is kneeling and
offering a tray. In the tray is a lotus which divides into two dragons. The dragons hold flowers in their
mouths. At the hearts of the flowers are lamp cups. The feathered person presenting the flower relates to
ideas about transcendentals which were currently fashionable.

Number 209 is a bronze horse of the Han Dynasty, 127 cm. high and about 100 cm. long. It is
notable for its size and for the vivid running stance of the horse, quite different from the standing posture of

most such horses.

There is no place here to enumerate the many beautiful bronze mirrors and belt hooks which are

included in this work.

Essays

Four research essays by the authors have been included at the end of this work. They include:
‘The discovery of and research on Chinese bronzes: a brief history' (Li Xuegin).
‘Chinese bronzes in the eyes of Western scholars' (Sarah Allan).
‘Preliminary research on the Xian Gui' (Li Xuegin and Sarah Allan).

‘Some Han Dynasty bronzes with engraved decoration’, (Sarah Allan).
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