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Ritual Vessel Changes in the
Warring States, Qin and Han Periods

Jessica Rawson”

Introduction

This paper will discuss changes in ritual vessel use. My principal
claim is that during the late Warring States, Qin and Han periods, the
bronze ritual vessels, dominant for over a thousand years, ceased to
have a major role in tomb burials. Lacquers now supplemented those
bronzes that survived. We see, in effect, a modernisation of the rit-
ual vessels. In place of vessels in ancient shapes, the most common
food and wine containers employed in ritual would appear to have
been up-to-date pieces also used in everyday banquets. All our infor-
mation comes from tombs. It seems likely, therefore, that the changes

that I shall describe were products of major developments, not only

* Oxford University.
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in the ways in which rituals were prepared and presented, but also in
the ways in which the afterlife was conceived and realised.

The term “ritual vessel” here describes containers for food and
wine at ceremonies, such as funerals, offerings at tombs, and ban-
quets for the ancestors. During the Shang and early Zhou periods
(up to at least 771 BC), they may have resembled vessels for ordi-
nary, if high-ranking, banquets. These ancient examples were the an-
cestors of a long line of containers in bronze and ceramic copies. It
is generally accepted, if far from proved, that the categories, such as
ding, hu, dou, and dui, which lay in the lineage of the ancient rtual
vessels, remained ritual vessels. Clearly many did, but probably not
all. In addition, new categories of object were made in bronze that
were not necessarily intended for the ancestral rites. At all periods,
vessels in other materials — such as high-fired ceramic or lacquer —
could also be used. Thus neither the type, nor the material, is a cer-
tain route to identifying a ritual vessel. Despite such uncertainties,
scholars share a reasonable consensus as to what were ritual vessels
down to, at least, the end of the fourth century.

What has been little considered is the way in which changes
came about in the third century, ending the dominance of bronze

categories.! T shall suggest that, during the fifth to second centuries

" Alain Thote has provided a very valuable basis for such a discussion in his account
of burial practices in the south, see Alain Thote, “Continuities and Discontinuities:
Chu Burials during the Eastern Zhou Period,” in Roderick Whitfield and Wang
Tao (trans. and eds.), Exploring China’s Past, New Discoveries and Studies in Archaeology
and Art, Saffron Books International Series in Chinese Art and Archaeology, no. 1
(London: Eastern Art Publishing, 1999), pp. 189-204. A study of the south needs
to be combined with analysis of other areas, most especially in the introduction of
vessel categories that proved significant, notably flattened hu (bian hu), which may
have been introduced from the northern borders and rounded-bottomed cauldrons,
which seem to descend from mon, a vessel typical of the west, brought into the
central states by Qin. This point is mentioned later in this paper.
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BC, what we might call the everyday vessels of the time were drawn
into the ritual practices. We must, therefore, take a view as to wheth-
er or not it is possible to distinguish rtual vessels from what one
might regard as more everyday, secular dishes and goblets.

Modern archaeologists frequently separate ritual items from the
everyday in archaeological reports, such as that on the tomb of the
Marquis Yi of Zeng, discussed below. For example, bronze vessels
and jade rings are deemed ritual items, while lacquer ear-cups and ta-
bles are described as for daily use. It is not clear that these modern
categories accurately reflect those of the past. No doubt some such
division did exist, but it was probably more complex and flexible than
that usually adopted now. We know from the inventory in a fourth
century tomb at Baoshan in Jingmen, Hubei province, that some
wooden vessels were, for example, used in rituals.? Thus while it may
be correct to view vessels in shapes that descend from Shang and
eatly Zhou bronzes as ritual vessels, other types may also have been
used in ceremonies and rites. Later in the discussion, I shall depend
less on vessel shape than on the position in chambered tombs to
identify ritual pieces.

We know that, from at least the early Zhou (¢. 1000 BC), and
most probably from the late Shang (= 1200-1050 BC), some high-fired
ceramics and some lacquers were employed, it seems, with the ritual
bronzes. Thus the use of lacquer in itself is not surprising. The ma-

jor changes in the late Zhou and Han period are the predominance

2 Hayashi Minao, “Concerning the Inscription ‘May Sons and Grandsons Eternally
Use This [Vessel]’,” Artibus Asiae 53 (1993), pp- 51-58. See also the Baoshan report,
Baoshan Chumu || 5 [2 vols] (Beijing JEF: Wenwu chubanshe ¥R,
1991).



