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It has been one hundred years since the first discovery of oracle bone inscriptions at
Yinvu.

The oracle bone inscription was unearthed from Xiaotun Cun. Anyang City. Henan
Province which was historically called Yinxie . Since Pangen moved his capital to Yinxu
till the reign of Dixing. Yinvi had been the capital of the late Shang dynasty for twelve
Kings for cight generations (13th century to 11th century B.C.). After the Zhou dynasty
overthrew the Shang dynasty. this place had been deserted till the year 1899 (the twenty
fifth vear of the Guangxu reign of the Qing dynasty) when the oracle bones were
discovered and revealed to the public by Wang Yirong. one of the epigraphists.

Oracle bone insceriptions refer to the characters inscribed on the tortoise plastrons
and animal bones in the practice of divination. The inscriptions on oracle bones found in
Yinxu arce the carliest systematic written characters ever found in China and they are the
first-hand data of the Shang dynasty society three thousand years ago. The discovery of
oracle bone inscription revealed a glorious page of our magnificent culture and long
history.

Over the past century. one hundred and fifty thousand pieces of oracle bones have
been uncarthed. providing conclusive and abundant historical material for the study of
society. economy. culture. art. ideology and science.

To commemorate the discovery of oracle bones. an epoch-making historical event,
the Shanghai Muscum has its collection in this field to organize this special exhibition.
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The Discovery of
Oracle Bone Inscriptions

In the carly Guangxu reign.tarmers had occasionally found bones when digging
the ground. In 1899, Wang Yirong. an expert on ancient inscriptions on bronzes and
stone tablets, accidentally found some oracle bones and recognized part of inscriptions
on them. So he came to the conclusion that they were the ““divine bones of the Shang
dynasty~and the characters were “earlier than the Zuan and Zhou scripts™. Thus the
mystery buried for three thousand years has been revealed. Because the inscription of
divine practice being carved on the tortoises plastrons and animal bones.so it is named
oracle bone inscription and it is also called “inscriptions carved on oracle bones™ or
“divine mscriptions on oracle bones™.
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Wang Yirong(1845-1900), the discoverer of
oracle bone inscription
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Processing Oracle
Bones and Divination

The oracle bones unearthed tfrom Yinxu are mostly ““divine tortoise-plastrons’ and
“divine animal bones™. The tortoise-plastrons and animal-bones for divination should be
specially treated. Processing oracle bones and divination follow these three steps: 1.choose
material 2.cut and saw into a desired shape: scrap and polish the surface; 3.chisel on the
back and fire to cause cracks on the bone. Chisel refers, by using knife or drill, to make
a round hole on the back and then fine on the chiseled hole to cause cracks on the front
surface. Interpret the cracks to determine good luck or ill luck and carve these
interpretations on the bones.
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Zugeng - Zujia Kings of the Shang (12th century B.C.)
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Content of
the Oracle Bone Inscriptions

The inscriptions of divination on the oracle bones were the first-hand information
recording the state policy.relations among the different social classes. military, agriculure,
livestock husbandry. handicraft industry. commerce, transportation, medical
science.astronomy. art and ideology. From these inscriptions, we saw prosperous social
cconomy of the Shang dynasty. which includes a large scale of agriculture and livestock
husbandry. a quite specific division of handicratt industry and an advanced bronze casting
industry. Specifically among the records of the astronomy and climate. the record of
solar eclipse are the first one found in the history of world astronomy.
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Collection of
the Oracle Bones

After the founding of the Shanghai Museum. five thousand pieces of oracle bones
in seventy three groups were taken over from the collections of former Kongde Research
Institute.former History Museum of Shanghai.the Wujing Historical Documents
Collection Society and purchased from antique dealers and private collectors,which
include the oracle bones collected by Wang Yirong: the original oracle bones mentioned
in the book “Tie Yun Cang Gui™. the first book on oracle bones by Liu E: the oracle
bones indicated in the book “Jian Shou Tung Suo Cang Yinxu Wen Zi-Kao Shi ™ written
by Wang Guowei based on the possession of Hardoon and sets of big-sized oracle bones
that survived in the Cultural Rovolution.
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Tie Yun Cang Gui. the first book on the oracle
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The original pieces in the book Tie Yun Cang Gui
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Jian Shou Tang Suo Cang Yinxu Wei Zi - Kao
Shi, a well-known book on oracle bone studies
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The Calligraphic Art of
Oracle Bone Inscriptions

The oracle inscription of the Shang dynasty should be regarded as the origin of
Chinese calligraphic scripts of seal. official and regular scripts. The calligraphic form of
inscriptions on oracle bone is mainly the carvings by single cut. that is, the fluent turning
and natural flowing of the carving on the oracle bone performed by a single cutting
blade.Seldom-seen inscriptions are written by brush with ink or cinnabar on the bones,
in clear brush strokes and smooth turnings. and then carved by double-cutting blades
following the ink traces on the bone.So the inscriptions appear to be bold and forceful.
Besides these, there are craved inscriptions tilled with colors. The carved inscriptions
are painted in red. black or brown color. These colored inscriptions have their own effect:
painted in red. the inscriptions are dazzlingly eye-catching; in black, the inscription has

its own spirit and in brown paint. the inscriptions look elegant and graceful.
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Linxin + Kangding, Kings of the Shang (12th century B.C. )
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Wending, Kings of the Shang ( 12th century - 11th century B.C.)



