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Preface

Our prehistoric ancestors at first knew little more than hunting, the rudi-
ments of survival. Their needs were few and simple, and the tools and im-
plements they used were limited. With time, life became more settled. Ceramic

vessels were formed from clay, and eating and drinking became convenient.

Designs were painted on these pots and bowls that today earn our attention and
appreciation.

By historic times the various arts and crafts were in practice. Gradually
vessels were cast of metals, stone and jade were chiseled and ground, ivory and
rhinoceros horn carved --- each art object demanded physical effort and
thought, and dwellings, chariots and clothing were all subject to design and
adornment. At the same time, the thoughts and sayings of the sages of antiquity
were recorded and inscribed. Chinese writing underwent numerous changes over
time, but the ancient scripts of the Shang and- Chou dynasties can still be read
today; the oracle bone writing and bronze inscriptions can be deciphered without
excessive difficulty. In this manner, China’s five thousand year history presents
itself unbroken to the present day. Oracle bone writing and bronze inscriptions

are the roots of calligraphy, and the designs that decorate the pottery and



bronzes of ancient times are the beginnings of pictorial art and painting.

The Chinese written language began as complex forms and slowly simplified
over time. Painting started as coarse, simple images and evolved into detailed
forms. The simple and the complex change places for reasons of need, function,
time and place. Though the course of history, the changes and developments of
the arts multiply and broaden --- the image is like a great river that begins with no
more than a cup of water but collects all of the branches and streams, emptying
into the vast, limitless, peerless ocean. Similarly for literature; writing began as
little more than prayers to the gods and records of battles, but eventually silk and
paper replaced wooden plaques and bamboo slats, the brush replaced the
scribe’s chisel, and writing transmitted the teachings of every school and all of the
minor threads of mankind’s knowledge. With time, printing was invented and
books published. And the wisdom of antiquity is passed down to us thousands of
years later. How vast and marvelous!

The National Palace Museum has a collection of cultural relics that spans
China’s 5,000 year history. Bronzes, jade, paintings, calligraphy, books and

documents form an unparalleled overview of Chinese culture. In honor of the



museum’s sixtieth anniversary, five hundred of the best ceramics, bronzes, jade,
objects d'art, calligraphr, paintings, books and documents have been chosen for
for publication in five jewel-box sized books. The representative arts of Chinese
civilization --- vast like Mt. Sumeru of Buddhist lore, yet contained in books, small
like mustard seeds-- can be clearly counted like the fingers of one’s hands. The
finest works have been selected to provide the reader with a taste of China’s
cultural richness. Easily held and opened for convenient perusal, we welcome
you to enjoy the precious pieces of jade within!

October 9, 1985
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Introduction
A. BRONZE VESSELS

The achievements of the bronze age in Chinese civilization were symbol-
ized in the bronze vessels produced during the Shang and Chou dynasties. The
earliest bronzes imitated the shapes of ceramic weres developed during the
Neolithic period, and were formed by casting smelted copper and tin into clay
molds. In the Shang and Chou periods, bronzes not only served as sacrificial
ritual objects placed in the ancestral temples of kings and the nobility, but these
vessels often also served a practical function.

in the late Shang dynasty the technique for casting bronzes underwent
remarkable improvement. The quality of the cast bronze metal was especially fine
and tangibly solid, unique designs and shapes were developed, and the surface
decoration was finely detailed and beautiful. The bronzes of this era can be
considered the highpoint of Chinese bronze ware. The Western Chou period saw
an increase in the length of engraved inscriptions on bronze vessels--from one
hundred up to five hundred characters. These inscriptions were almost always
incised on the interior cavity of the vessel, and attached to these ritual vessels an
historical significance preserving and recording first-hand knowledge from the

early periods of the Shang and Chou dynasties.



During the Spring and Autumn, and Warring States periods of the Eastern
Chou dynasty the weakened central authority of the Chou kings was unable to
contain the fighting between rival warlords. Because of the resulting isolation
between rival states, cultural development also tended to develop separately. In
each state the engraving of bronze inscriptions adapted individual styles and
characteristics, and, in general, their recorded content tended to be fairly simple.
These developments were accompanied by further changes in bronze casting
techniques, such as the substitution of hand-carved relief decoration on the clay
molds by stamped decoration, the use of the lost-wax casting technique for the
manufacture of exquisite vessel appendages and ornaments, and the inlay of
gold and silver to produce color variations on the vessel surface. All these new
production techniques helped craftsmen to break away from former ingrained
bronze traditions and establish a new direction.

Bronze vessels in the Shang and Chou dynasties were made to serve as
lasting memorials glorifing the forebears of the noble class; however, despite this
intention they were often interred with their owners upon death. In addition, during

times of war, bronzes were frequently removed by their owners and hidden in



caches in wilderness areas. As a result, by the time of the unification of China
under the Ch’in dynasty, after one thousand five hundred years of development,
Shang and Chou bronzes had disappeared. Concurrently, the vessels produced
in the Ch’in and Han dynasties proceeded to show a decline in craftsmanship and
skill.

The bronzes produced in the Shang and Chou dynasties were mostly ritual
vessels, which can be classified into four catagories: food vessels, wine vessels,
water vessels and musical instruments. Not including military implements, these
vessels took on over fifty different standard vessel shapes, such as ting, ch’deh,
p’an and chung varieties. Besides ritual vessels, mirrors and bronze seals were
also cast. After the disappearance of Shang and Chou ritual vessels, practical
items of daily use such as mirrors and bronze seals remained in popular use.
Moreover, the bronze seals from the Han period and T’'ang mirrors were also
particularly beautiful. Starting with the Northern Sung period, bronze vessels
began to be excavated in increasing numbers, but the contemporary imitations of
these vessels failed to recapture their ancient appearance and aura of the

originals. The emperor Hslan-te in the early Ming period ordered the casting of



the famous Hslian-te censer, which marked a new stylistic flowering; however,
after this period bronze casting techniques declined in quality, leaving only newly
unearthed Shang and Chou period vessels to add to the world’s collection of
bronze treasures.

This volume includes selections of bronze vessels of various periods from
the collection of the Palace Museum. Represented are twenty-three kinds of
vessel-types ranging from varieties of food vessels, wine vessels, water vessels,
musical instruments and miscellaneous vessels including bronze seals, mirrors,
and censers. Most of these pieces are on display in the exhibition halls at the
Museum, and we hope this publication will be helpful in a side by side comparison

with the original artifacts.
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