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Inheritance and development of culture

Culture is the essence of human being’s long-term economic and spiritual activities and the most important fortune
of the humankind. Culture requires the inheritance of generations after generations, and the continuous development
furthermore. From this point of view, cultural collections in different times are the reflection of the continuous succession
and development of human being's culture.

1 . Bronze ware of the Xia (¢.2100 BC-c. 1600 BC) and Shang(c.1600 BC-c. 1100 BC) dynasties

Archaeologists divide the human being's early cultural evolution history into the Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age
according to the material of production instruments and weapons.

Bronze, an alloy of copper and stannum with a lower melting point and higher rigidity than copper, is a suitable
material for making solid and sharp weapons, golden and lustrous tools and vessels with fine patterns thanks to its good
fluidity and less blisters during the casting process.

In China, the legend of “Nine Ding Cast in the Xia Dynasty” recorded in ancient history unveils the first page of the
Bronze Age. Yanshi Erlitou Culture discovered in the Erlitou Relics, Yanshi, Henan Province represents the culture of the late
period of the Xia Dynasty. Bronze Jue (a wine vessel) unearthed in this site, applying four inner and outer moulds during the
casting, boasts thin and uniform walls and a technical process much higher than the primitive practice. So, it is possible that
people has mastered the bronze smelting technology in early period of the Xia Dynasty. Bronze ware, coming forth along
with the establishment of the early countries, becomes the symbol of the imperial power naturally. It is said that the Ding
were transferred to the new ruler whenever the dynastic changes occurred from the Shang to the Zhou Dynasty (c.1100 BC-
256 BC). In the Spring and Autumn Period (770 BC-476 BC), Chuzi asked the weight of Ding when passing by the territory
of Zhou, a declining country then, exposing his ambition for the imperial power to the public.

After the Erlitou Culture period, the Erligang and Yin Ruins periods compose the culmination of the Shang's bronze
ware. Bronze ware unearthed in Erligang Cultural Site, Zhengzhou, Henan are the masterpieces of the early Shang Dynasty.
Bronze ware made in this period were successively unearthed in Gaocheng of Hebei, Wucheng of Jiangxi, Panlongcheng
of Hubei, Daxinzhuang of Shandong and Yanshi of Henan, showing a quite wide spread. Yin Ruins Period refers to the late
Shang Dynasty after Pangeng relocated the capital in Yin. Shang's national power gradually rose after the capital relocation

and reached its climax in the period under the reign of Wuding. A great number of complicated sacrifices were held to



consolidate the sovereign of deity regime. Bronze sacrificial utensils are chief properties on the altar. Thus, the bronze ware
casting technology made great progresses. Grand and heavy bronze ware with solemn and mysterious patterns appeared,
marking a period with the most prosperous bronze culture in Chinese history.

Bronze ware in early Shang Dynasty inherited the characteristics of those discovered in the Erlitou site. For example,
all vessels have thin walls. Comparing with the bronze articles unearthed in Erlitou, the varieties of bronze ware in the early
Shang Dynasty obviously increased, such as food vessels including ding, li, yan and gui, wine vessels including jue, jiao,
jia, gu, zun, you, hu and lei and water vessels including pan and yu. It is easy to identify since their shapes have distinct
features. For example, ding often have cone-shaped legs, jue and jia have flat bottom while gu has a stout shape.

In this period, bronze ware had no backdrop patterns. Ribbon patterns were quite popular, and string, beast face and
kuilong (a one-legged monster) patterns were also frequently employed. Beast face pattern, having round and flowing lines,
was fairly impressive. A ribbon beast face pattern sandwiched in between bead patterns were the vogue design at that time.

This period also witnessed the appearance of inscriptions. People started to inscribe several hieroglyphic characters on
bronze ware to indicate the family name.

Today's Yin Ruins in Anyang, Henan is the place of the capital in the late Shang Dynasty. It was the center of politics,
economy and culture as well as bronze ware casting. Numerous bronze articles were unearthed here around 1949.

Bronze ware in the late Shang Dynasty has thick walls. The varieties and shapes were further diversified. The contents
of patterns were enriched and the changes were more eye-catching. Complete pattern with clouds as the background pattern
to fill the vacancy of the keynote design were popular in this period. Moreover, three-layer pattern with superposed design
was applied, resulting in the noble and elaborate style of bronze ware.

Multi-mould casting reached a pretty high level in the period. The largest and heaviest bronze ware to date, the well-
known Simuwu Square Ding measuring 133cm in height and 875kg in weight, was cast in the period. The enormous bronze
ding represents the prosperity in the late Shang and the creativity of the people. The ding boasts gorgeous patterns. The
beast face pattern against the cloud backdrop highlights the vivid eyes, the most impressive part, showcasing the mysterious
and sophisticated design, an obvious characteristics of the bronze ware art in that period.

In the late Shang, numerous bronze weapons and musical instruments were made in addition to the sophisticated ritual
articles. Bronze weapons include the flat, ridgy and two-winged arrowheads for long shot, three types of dagger-axes with
vertical handles applied in tussles, the flat, ridgy spears with side edges, the straight single-edged slashing sword, the battle-

axe for execution with mighty and vivid pattern as a symbol of power, and the helmet with beast face pattern for protection.



Serial cymbals, normally 3-5 cymbals forming a set, are familiar bronze instruments and give out tones of different pitches
when striking the mouth edge, which are deemed as the predecessor of the serial bells.

Beast patterns are greatly enriched in the period. The mysterious taotie (a mythical ferocious animal) and kui (a one-
legged monster in fable) patterns are typical designs and widely employed. Obviously, it is related with the Shang people's
religious consciousness of ghost respect. The taotie pattern was a main icon in mediumistic and religious rites in that period,
having significant divine and protective functions to the tribes. According to the Views of the Late Sage of the Lu’s Spring
and Autumn Annals, taotie, engraved in Zhou's ding, has a head but no body and dies before it swallows persons. The myth
perhaps refers to the retribution. However, taotie, the horrible monster, is both a symbol to terrify the hostile clans and tribes
and a divinity to protect those worshipping it. So, the taotie pattern is a sort of bronze art representing the spirit of the times.

Inscriptions are pervasive on the bronze ware unearthed in the Yin Ruins. The chirography applies the Bozhe style with
a round middle part and pointed ends for the characters. Some characters are still graphical ones. The inscriptions on the
three you(a wine vessel) collected in the Palace Museum record the largess and sacrifice in the period under the reign of
Emperor Xin. They are the articles with the longest inscriptions of all Shang'’s bronze ware whose inscriptions mostly were
quite short or even only one hieroglyph or a phase with several hieroglyphic characters. The homomorphous ones of most
characters in the inscriptions are available in the names of states, places and people written in Jiagguwen (the inscriptions
on bones or tortoise shells of the Shang Dynasty) and some were interpreted as names of ancient states or families by
scholars. The name of a family worshiping several religions consists of the name of state, family and individual. In addition,
some inscriptions indicate the position and function of the bronze articles or symbols of the Eight Diagrams (bagua). Family
name inscriptions first appeared in the early Shang, became popular in the late Shang and early Western Zhou and declined
to the minority in the middle and late Western Zhou and the Spring and Autumn Period, reflecting the real status of the social
structure in those periods.

11 . Bronze ware of the Western Zhou Dynasty (c.1100 BC-c.771 BC)

The sovereign of the Shang Dynasty was finally replaced by the Zhou Dynasty rising in the western regions. Then, the
center for bronze ware technology moved to the Guangzhong area accordingly where Zhou's capital was established.

The Western Zhou attached great importance to the development of ritual systems upon its establishment. Inscriptions on
bronze say that a series of ritual systems on sacrifice, military affairs, banquets and meeting gradually formed in the period
under the reign of Emperor Muwang and became a stringent code for the aristocratic, hierarchical system, known as Zhou's

Ritual System in later generations. The Zhou Dynasty set up the concept of “containing the rites in the bronze ware use” due



to the bronze ware's indication function in the ritual system. Thus, the bronze vessel series in an orderly combination is also
called “articles of rites”. Confucius said:“All the things except articles of rites and peerage cannot be lent to others”. Bronze
ware is endowed the function of “defining the noble and base, differentiating the hierarchies”. The ownership of bronze ware
becomes the symbol of peerage and their social position.

The Western Zhou may be divided into three periods for the bronze ware development, namely, the early period of about
60 years under the reign of emperors of Wuwang, Chengwang, Kangwang and Zhaowang, the middle period of 100-odd
years under the reign of Muwang, Gongwang, Yiwang, Xiaowang and Yiwang, and the late period of nearly 100 years under
the reign of Liwang, Gonghe, Xuanwang and Youwang.

In early Western Zhou, the grand and elegant style of bronze ware in the late Shang was inherited. Meanwhile,
improvements of varieties and shapes were made, resulting in distinct features. New varieties like square-seat gui, four-ear
gui, square curve-wall yi(a wine vessel), knife-shaped and wide-leg jue and hooked halberds came into being. In the period
under the reign of Kangwang and Zhaowang, the belly of ding went downward with the maximum belly diameter in the lower
part, and the zun, you, gui and other articles experienced similar evolution in the shape. Moreover, erective snugs were built
on both sides of the you's lid. Two ears were added to bronze plates. As for decoration, patterns with beast faces, kui and
birds with constrictive tail were still dominant in this period.

In addition, the number of long inscriptions increased, recording historic events like Emperor Wuwang's crusade against
Emperor Zhouwang of the Shang and Zhougong's eastward crusade, activities of leud enfeoffment, sacrifice of ancestors,
wars against Yinyi, Guifang and Chujing and largess to ministers and subjects. It is still the heyday of bronze ware.

Emperor Muwangs effort to enlarge the influence of the Zhou's court achieved expected results. The new look of the
society in the middle period of the Western Zhou also was also reflected by the bronze ware. From the period under the reign
of Emperor Muwang, the pattern on bronze ware tended to simplicity. Ribbon pattern came into vogue again. Patterns with
loose-tail big and small bird, back-looking kui and curves were popular. The realistic patterns with cicadas, silkworms and
elephants predominant in the early period came to extinction. Sophisticated taotie pattern was simplified and retreated to
decorate legs of bronze articles.

New varieties such as Xu (a food vessel), Fu (a food vessel), Yi (a wine vessel) and serial bells also came forth.
Meanwhile, shapes and dimensions of many articles made great improvement. For instance, the upper part of ding's leg was
enriched, and beast legs pervaded. The ding’s belly became shallower, and ge-type ding appeared. Two-year gui with a wide

mouth and downward belly were still popular and mostly added with a lid. Doubi Gui, a lid-covered gui with a beast head



holding a ring in the mouth, had a low height and wide belly, coming forth in this period.

Another obvious characteristic of this period is the fall of wine vessels. According to Imperial Admonition on Drink, Book of
History, the Zhou court learned the Shang’s lesson of bibulosity and set up various restrictions on drink to curb the social ethos.
The wine vessels in the Western Zhou were less than those in the Shang. The popular Shang's jue, gu, zun, square li and other wine
vessels were prevalent in the early Western Zhou and then diminished afier the middle Western Zhou.

Inscriptions in this period described the land and legal systems, largess and appointment. Bozhe style inscriptions
gradually declined with a more and more scattered structure.

The late Western Zhou witnessed a short but brilliant resurgence under the reign of Xuanwang. The shape and pattern of
bronze ware tended to be fixed. A typical ding, with the Maogong Ding cast under the reign of Xuanwang as a masterwork,
has erective ears, round bottom and hoof-shaped feet. Gui, having a lid-covered mouth, a bulged belly, three legs and tile-
pattern in the belly, are all the same in general except slight variations in the lid. Ge is bottle-necked, flat-bottomed and has
flat edge bending outward and ridges on the belly wall corresponding to legs. The number of serial bells and weapons rose
up. The handle of dagger-axe was shortened, and the blade was in the isosceles triangle shape. According to inscriptions,
the Western Zhou court established the No. 6 West Troop stationed in the Western Region (Fenghao of Zhouyuan), No. 8
Chengzhou Troop and No. 8 Yin Troop stationed in the Eastern Region (Luoyang of Chengzhou, Chaoge, capital of the Shang
Dynasty). The vassal kingdoms and aristocrats had their own forces. Chariots were widely applied in wars.

Having experienced the dramatic changes in the middle period of the Western Zhou, the predominant patterns in the late
period include superposition, title and ribbon design. String, scale and dragon patterns as well as simplified and deformed
curve pattern were also applied.

Inscriptions in the late period of Western Zhou often had a length with more than 100 characters and even close to 500
characters, recording the wars against Huaiyi and Xianyun, the territory disputes, lawsuits, largess, appointments and other
contents with references available in the Classic of Poetry, the Book of History and other ancient literatures. Inscriptions
were orderly engraved with even strokes. Inscriptions on Maogong Ding cast in the period under the reign of Xuanwang
applied the most representative calligraphy in the late period of the Western Zhou Dynasty.

Inscriptions represent the outstanding value of the bronze ware of the Western Zhou. Inscriptions experienced the
heyday in this period and became an important historical record for the later generation. Identification to the times is of
first importance for researching inscription. When studying yu gui, Wang Guowei pointed out:“The inscriptions in the dui

(a food vessel) say there were several Muwang. I believe it refers to Man, titled Muwang and son of Emperor Zhaowang”.



Why was he titled Muwang alive? Wang explained:“In early Zhou, Wenwang, Wuwang, Chengwang, Kangwang, Zhaowang
and Muwang were honorific titles instead of posthumous titles”. Scholars regard his identification principle as Wang's
theory. Guo Moruo followed the theory and defined some “benchmark bronze articles” to connect related names, events,
shapes and patterns to compose of a set of articles of similar times. This method was called “dating times via benchmark
bronze articles”. A total of 250 pieces of inscriptions are linked in the Series of Inscriptions on Bronze of the Western
and Eastern Zhou Dynasties, marking an iconic success. In his noted paper of The Kanggong Issue in the Study of the
Inscriptions on the Bronze of the Western Zhou Dynasty and the Inscriptions on the Bronze in the Period under the Reign
of Emperor Zhaowang, Tang Lan discussed the dating of the inscriptions on the bronze of the Western Zhou. He advanced
that “Kanggong” in inscriptions referred to the temple of Kangwang. Bronze ware inscribed Konggong should be the vessels
buried with the deceased Kangwang. Similarly, Yigong and Ligong referred to the temple of Yiwang and Liwang and were
of the same meaning. To date, Tang's analysis has been correct and proved by inscriptions on newly unearthed bronze ware.
His Kanggong Principle is gradually accepted by most scholars.

Some time words, such as “first auspiciousness”, “after the growing brightness”, “after the full moon” and “after the
dying brightness”, often appeared in the inscriptions in the Western Zhou. In his Research on Growing and Dying Brightness,
Wang Guowei argued that the Western Zhou applied the lunar-quarter theory in calendar. These words, never appearing in
the Shang Dynasty and after the Spring and Autumn Period, indicate the Western Zhou's reform and innovation in calendar
development.

I . Bronze ware of the Spring and Autumn Period (770 BC-476 BC) and the Warring States Period (475 BC-221 BC)

Emperor Pingwang's westward movement announced the end of the Western Zhou. A situation of a decling court and
vassals with enfeoffments came into being. The social vicissitude also influenced the bronze casting. With the increase of
bronze ware made by the states in the Eastern Zhou, the regional features became eye-catching, showcasing a variety of
gorgeous styles.

In the early Spring and Autumn Period, the pattern and inscription continued the style of the Western Zhou. Obvious
change of bronze ware started in the middle of the Spring and Autumn Period when fou, jian and lid-covered dou
successively came forth.

There were lid-covered and lidless Ding. Lidless ding have shallow belly, ears on or below the edge, thin legs and hoof-
shaped feet. Square-seat gui with lotus flower-shaped lid came forth. Some of the Yi (a water vessel) were sealed, some were

flat-bottomed or legless. In addition to serial bells, serial bo (a musical instrument) also appeared. Goudiao, an instrument



