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Located in the ‘Centre of the World, Henan was the core area of Chinese
civilisation in the Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties. After a long period of
development and fusion, the diverse cultures of China took the form of a mature
civilisation in an area near the Yellow and Luo rivers. Ruling power centred on the
capital city was formed, giving rise to an early state in ancient times. The dynasties
rose and fell, and monarchies gained power. As territories were expanded through
the feudal system, ethnic integration, cultural exchange and intellectual
identification were promoted. The three dynasties exemplify the glorious Bronze
civilisation, as well as the culture of rituals and etiquette. A fully workable

writing system recorded the social landscape at the time, while the political
concept of family and state sharing the same structure, and the teachings of the
Hundred Schools of Thought were passed on. The civilisation of the Xia, Shang
and Zhou dynasties laid the foundation for the continuous development of
Chinese civilisation. It was the origin of the Chinese nation and a unified

multi-ethnic state.
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The earliest accounts of the Xia dynasty can be found in pre-Qin texts, such as the
Shangshu (Book of Documents) and the Shijing (Classic of Poetry), as well as bronze
inscriptions in the Zhou dynasty. In Shiji (Records of the Historian: Annals of Xia),
Sima Qian systematically illustrates the genealogy and history of the Xia dynasty.
“Yu the Great, Tamer of the Flood’ is the best-known story from the Xia dynasty.
Qj, the son of Yu the Great, succeeded to the throne in the 215t century BCE. His
ascension marked the founding of the first hereditary dynasty in Chinese history,
centred on the Central Plains. The Xia dynasty, with 17 kings in 14 generations,
spanned over 400 years. Exchanges between Chinese communities and
neighbouring ethnic groups created a shared ritual and music system.

In Henan province, the remnants of cities and large settlements comparable to
capitals have been discovered. Some of the sites may be related to cities and
historical events of the Xia dynasty documented in historical records. They shed
light on the mysterious history of Xia, while confirming the important role played
by the Central Plains in the early stages of the formation of state.
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Pottery vessel in the shape of a gui (cooking vessel)

=2

20022004 45 % 3 T35 i I8kt +

] B 4 30 2% o WE S B s

i 16 R

Xia dynasty

Unearthed from the Wangchenggang site, Dengfeng, 2002-2004

Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology collection

Height 16 cm
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This pottery vessel, in the shape of a gui, is made of fine black clay. It has a thin
burnished wall and a handle and spout on its upper half. The belly is flat at the
bottom, supported by three small feet. It was unearthed from the small walled city
in the west of the Wangchenggang site in Dengfeng. It was used for boiling water
or warming wine. Three cities dating back to the late Longshan culture of the
Central Plains were discovered in the Wangchenggang site, which is believed to be
the “Yudu Yangcheng’ (Yu’s capital, Yangcheng) mentioned in historical records.

The gui was the most characteristic vessel of the Longshan culture. According to
the Chinese dictionary Shuowen Jiezi, the gui is a ‘three-footed fu (cooking vessel)
with handle and spout’ The typical gui has a spout in the shape of a bird’s beak,
with a handle and three hollow feet, so that it could be conveniently placed over a
fire. Some scholars believe it evolved from the image of birds.

WA B RS ER - 25
FEAAzE D4R -

A typical gui has a spout in the shape of
a bird’s beak, with a handle and three
hollow feet.
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Polished black eggshell
pottery goblet
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Xia dynasty

Unearthed from the Wadian site, Yuzhou, 2004
Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and

Archaeology collection
Height 20 cm
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This superb black, shiny goblet was used as a wine vessel. The clay wall at its
mouth is only 0.01 cm thick, as thin as an eggshell. Black pottery, usually ritual
vessels, was produced in small quantities. Often depicted as ‘black as lacquer,
shiny as a mirror, thin as paper and hard as porcelain; it was hallmark pottery of
the Longshan culture, a late Neolithic culture that developed in the middle
reaches of the Yellow River after the Yangshao culture.

The Longshan culture is crucial for studying the origins of Chinese civilisation.
The most notable feature of the Longshan culture was the emergence of a number
of ancient cities with large-scale circular moats. The Wadian site in Yuzhou is an
important historic site of the time. Archaeologists believe it was Yangdi, the

capital during Qi’s reign.
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This boar-head-shaped lid of a pottery vessel is made of grey clay. It was shaped
into a pig’s head by sculpting and carving, showing the vivid and lifelike facial
features of a pig. Notably, the pig’s mouth is on the top of the lid to highlight its
might and strength, blending art with practicality.

This object was unearthed near the remnants of sacrificial rituals in the Xinzhai
site. As there is no sign of use or wear, it is believed to have been used in sacrificial
offerings. The Xinzhai site was fortified by three defence installations. There were
also remains of a large uncovered semi-subterranean building, believed to have
been an ancient ritual structure known as a shan, where the pre-Qin kings held

sacrificial activities and met with the lords.

W 5 B 2 1 T

Drawing of the restored boar-head-shaped
lid of a pottery vessel
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Boar-head-shaped lid of a pottery vessel
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Xia dynasty
Unearthed from the Xinzhai site, Xinmi, 2000

Zhengzhou Municipal Institute of Archaeology collection
Height 18 cm
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Bronze jue (wine vessel)
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Xia dynasty

Unearthed from the Erlitou site, Yanshi, 1975
Henan Museum collection

Height 15 cm
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This bronze jue (wine vessel) has a long spout, a pointed tail and five nipples
arranged in a line on its belly. Its body is long, with distinctive edges and corners.
The vessel was found in the Erlitou site, which was a large, well-planned ancient
city with palatial foundations, sacrificial zones, burial sites and workshops. The
site is believed to have been the Xia capital, Zhenxun, mentioned in historical
records.

The jue was a small vessel for warming or drinking wine; some believe it was used
to pour wine. It often appeared with a gu (wine vessel) as a combination of ritual
vessels. In the thousand years that followed, the jue became a status-marking
vessel in sacrificial rituals. By the Eastern Zhou, the jue had disappeared from
everyday life and become a noble title, giving rise to idioms such as jiaguan jinjue

(promotion and advancement in rank).
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Bronze one-winged bell
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Xia dynasty

Unearthed from the Erlitou site, Yanshi, 1962
Henan Museum collection

Height 9 cm
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This small, simple bronze bell, of even thickness, was a common burial object. It
was cast in multi-piece moulds, indicating a high level of bronze craftsmanship at
the time. On the top of the bronze bell is an arched yoke for attaching a clapper.

A large number of bronze bells were unearthed at the Erlitou site. At the time of
excavation, some of them were found with a tubular jade clapper inside, which
produced a sound when it was shaken. This is an apt illustration of the idiom
‘jinsheng yuzhen' (literally, the resonating sound of a bronze bell and the vibrating
sound of jade clapper).

The bronze one-winged bell was found at the tomb owner’s waist in a small noble

tomb in the Erlitou site. The bell has a clear flat textile pattern and traces of

cinnabar.
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Turquoise beaded necklace
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Xia dynasty

Unearthed from the Erlitou site, Yanshi, 1981
Erlitou Site Museum of the Xia Capital collection
0.4—2.8cm (each bead)



3 AR AR A o3 i ply 8 8RR A A UL I B > IR - ATIEALE -
K22 8JEK - /AR 0.4 K o A8+ A Ak R HES - Jag 5
ESHHR B

A —EBR R bR BT ] > P BA AR - &
i B[] A — FEL G Y b 9 R OR AR 7 ML S AR A A1 R TE AR — K -
BRI SR - BA B0 BT > R o5 2 i 8k 2y A B AR
Ve 4E: -

This green, lustrous, turquoise beaded necklace is made up of 88 turquoise tube
beads strung together. The beads are evenly polished. The biggest bead is 2.8 cm
long and the smallest is only 0.4 cm long. Given the excavation location and form

of the relic, it was presumably an ornament placed on the deceased’s neck.

Turquoise was regarded as a type of ‘jade’ in traditional culture and has long been
used in China. Like the turquoise-inlaid plaque and the turquoise-inlaid
dragon-shaped bronze object discovered in the Erlitou site, the turquoise

beaded necklace was also a burial object of nobles. The beaded necklace was a

status symbol and was presumably produced by a workshop on the site for

producing turquoise objects.
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Turquoise-inlaid plaque unearthed
from the Erlitou site
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This jade gi-bi is flat with a large hole in the centre and a serrated edge (known as
ridged teeth) on both sides. The jade gi-bi is a combination of the jade gi (axe), a
ceremonial jade weapon, and the bi (disc), a jade object used in sacrificial rituals.
It was a typical bladed ritual object in the Erlitou culture.

This jade gi-bi was unearthed from a tomb near the palatial foundations in the
palace zone of the Erlitou site. Polished all over, it is a specimen of exquisite

craftsmanship, suggesting that the tomb owner was a high-ranking noble.
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Jade gi-bi (notched axe in the shape of a disc)
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Xia dynasty

Unearthed from the Erlitou site, Yanshi, 1975
Erlitou Site Museum of the Xia Capital collection
Length 10.5 cm Width 10 cm
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Shang was a regional power in the eastern part of Xia. Its ancestor, Xie, was a hero
who assisted Yu the Great in taming the great flood. In the 16th century BCE,
Tang, of the Shang, overthrew the Xia and founded the Shang dynasty. Since Tang
established its capital in Bo, the Shang dynasty relocated its capital five times

in different places. Ancient sites in Henan province, such as the Shang city in
Zhengzhou, Xiaoshuangqiao and Yinxu, have the distinctive aura of capitals. It
was written that ‘under the Yin (Shang) dynasty, they honoured spiritual beings
and led the people to serve them. They put first the service of their manes, and the
last the usages of ceremony’ Sacrifices were frequently held, and there was early
use of complete, fully workable writing system. Ritual system is aptly illustrated by
archaeological findings such as oracle bone scripts, large sacrificial pits and large
burial sites. Bronze casting continued to improve, taking the bronze civilisation

of ancient China to its peak. Under the dynastic system of the Shang dynasty, the
king divided the capital and the surrounding area into neifu (‘the interior domain’)
and waifu (‘the exterior domain’). Through the ‘Neifu-Waifu System, government
entities were established at various levels to ensure orders were properly
implemented. The Shang dynasty, with 31 kings in 17 generations, spanned over
500 years. Its cultural influence extended to the Yellow River basin, the Yangtze

River basin and the West Liao River basin.
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Bronze square ding (food vessel) with animal-mask
and nipple patterns
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Early Shang dynasty

Unearthed from the Nanshuncheng Street
Bronze Hoard, Zhengzhou, 1996

Henan Museum collection

Overall height 83 cm
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This square ding, made by multi-piece-mould casting, is the largest of the four
square ding unearthed from the Nanshuncheng Street Bronze Hoard of the Shang
city in Zhengzhou. The vessel is adorned with taotie and nipple patterns, and the
feet are decorated with taotie and string patterns, featuring a powerful, majestic
and mysterious design. The Shang city in Zhengzhou was divided into inner and
outer cities. Several large palatial foundations, the remains of ponds and gardens,
workshops and three bronze hoards have been discovered in the site. Based on the
scale and geographic location of the Shang city, scholars concluded that it was the

capital Bo, established by King Tang of Shang.
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Bronze yue (axe) with animal-mask pattern
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Early Shang dynasty

Unearthed from Zhengzhou People's Park, 1954
Henan Museum collection

Length 17 cm
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This bronze yue, with a broad, curved blade, two protruding ears and two
intertwined tusks in a large hollowed-out mouth, is adorned with an animal-mask
pattern. Its fierce image exemplifies the complicated, elaborate and ferocious
characteristics of Shang bronzes. This bronze yue was unearthed from a noble
tomb, along with a relatively rich collection of burial objects in the Shang city in

Zhengzhou.

Originating from the axe, the yue was popular in the Shang and early Western
Zhou periods. It was both a weapon and a ritual object, and even became

a symbol of royal power and military command. As mentioned in Taiping Yulan
(Readings of the Taiping Era), “The yue is the king’s axe! And in Shangshu (Book
of Documents: Speech at Muye), regarding King Wu of Zhou’s military campaign
against King Zhou of Shang, it is written: “The king held a yue in his left hand and

a white mao (an ancient flag decorated with a yak’s tail) to command his army’
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Made of green jade, this zhang is flat and thin, with shallow carved grooves on
both sides. There are strings carved in relief and intaglio between notched teeth at
the edges.

As one of the ‘Six Ritual Jades) the jade zhang first appeared in the Longshan
culture period and became widely used and distributed in the Shang and Zhou
dynasties. As shown by the small bronze figurine holding a zhang excavated from
Sanxingdui, ancient people performed sacrificial activities while holding the
handle of a zhang. In 1990, a yazhang (sceptre) was unearthed from the Tai Wan

site, on Lamma Island, Hong Kong.

© BRSO

ties and Monuments Office,

Development Bureau

19904 1E Wb 1 Y Jo BB A0 4 B ZRMESALYT ) L A FREL N
Yazhang (sceptre) unearthed on Small bronze figurine holding a zhang,
Lamma Island, Hong Kong in 1990 excavated from the sacrificial pit at Sanxingdui
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Jade zhang (sceptre)
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Early Shang dynasty
Collected in Xinzheng, 1981
Henan Museum collection
Length 39.2 cm
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Proto-porcelain zun (wine vessel)
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Early Shang dynasty

Unearthed from No. 14 Middle School on
Minggong Road, Zhengzhou, 1965
Zhengzhou Museum collection

Height 27 cm
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Unearthed from a noble tomb near the Minggong Road West pottery workshop of
the Shang city in Zhengzhou, this large proto-porcelain zun was made of
kaolinite. It was fired at a high temperature of 1,200°C. The inside of its rim and
neck bear pottery-wheel marks, and its shoulder and belly are decorated with mat

and basket patterns. The texture of the lustrous vessel resembles glass.

As a product of the transition from pottery to porcelain, it is immensely valuable
for research into the development of ceramics in China.
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Pottery gang (vat)
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Early Shang dynasty

Unearthed from the Xiaoshuangqiao site, Zhengzhou, 1995
Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and
Archaeology collection

Height 30 cm
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This pottery gang is a storage vessel. Decorated with a rope pattern, there are
three cinnabar inscriptions arranged in two rows on its belly. But the characters

do not form a complete sentence.

Archaeologists discovered about a dozen cinnabar inscriptions in the
Xiaoshuanggiao site. Neatly written in smooth strokes, the characters are mostly
written on the exterior of pottery gang and the interior of the rim and belly of
large vats. To date, they have been discovered only in the sacrificial quarter of
the Xiaoshuanggqiao site. The messages they embody were likely related to
sacrificial activities.

In the aspect of character form, stroke, structure and written style, the cinnabar

characters belong to the same writing system as, but evidently predate, the oracle
bone and bronze inscriptions. The cinnabar
inscriptions have an innate relationship

with the oracle bone and bronze

inscriptions, which is of great significance
in the study of ancient Chinese characters.

W fiL_E ) St 37 (WRAER)

Cinnabar inscriptions on the pottery gang
(in the brown frame)

R HHE3C £3C
Cinnabar Oracle bone Bronze
inscription script inscription

Three

Sky/
Heaven
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Architectural ornament with faotie pattern
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Early Shang dynasty

Collected in Shijiahe village, Shifu town, Zhengzhou, 1985
Henan Museum collection

Height 20.8 cm
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This architectural ornament is adorned with a taotie pattern in relief carving on
the front and a pair of dragon and tiger fighting scenes on each side. The body and
sides of the object are deformed, presumably damaged by fire. This is the earliest

bronze architectural component discovered in China to date.

The object was found in the centre of the Xiaoshuanggiao site. It was presumably
an altar of the Shang kings and nobles. The Xiaoshuanggiao site was an early
Shang capital, where large building foundations, sacrificial pits and the remains of
bronze-casting sites were discovered. Some scholars believe the site was Ao, the
capital of King Zhong Ding of Shang. It is still unclear where the ornament was
fitted, but some scholars suggest it was a decorative component at the front end of

the sleepers on both sides of the palace main gate.

SR A A AR B

the architectural ornament

Line drawing of the taotie pattern on
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Oracle bone with divination inscription about war
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Late Shang dynasty

Collected in Kaifeng in 1996
Henan Museum collection
Length 5.7 cm Width 2.7 cm




M RO TR D RESAEAR [ A T ] o [ AT ] Ani vl 347y i 1
T AR — I8 5 B > A B SR A2

7 ACB TG P A B4 R A A R IR AT b > SRR X o S IR
WA SRR > DR > — R R SHB/N IR o 2R AR
B B DB AR SR BEEAD - RIS - BT KRR RO
FfE o WA PR > —IRETP R > RATEE - 19364518 1 3581
PEML L7 B R A ST - RS DB T TP AR R R

According to this divination bone, the deities’ guidance was sought to decide
whether an expedition should be launched against ‘Ren Fang; a state in the east

part of the Shang territory. It was often at war with the Shang.

Nobles in the Shang dynasty often used tortoise plastrons or ox scapulae in
divination rituals. The tortoise plastrons were divided into different classes,

with the king using the plastrons of large tortoises, and the nobles using smaller
tortoises. The inscriptions on the oracle bones include topics such as religion

and sacrifices, birth, ageing, illness and death, war, weather and harvest. After
the divination rituals, the oracle bones were usually placed in central storage and
subsequently buried. In 1936, a pit containing more than 17,000 oracle bones was
discovered. The divination charges during the 15-year reign of King Wu Ding are
documented in the oracle bone scripts.

NEETEN

Rubbing of oracle bone inscription
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‘Fu Hao’ gong (wine vessel) with cylindrical foot
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Late Shang dynasty

Unearthed from the Tomb of Fu Hao, Yinxu, Anyang, 1976
Henan Museum collection

Length 28.2 cm
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The front of the ‘Fu Hao’ gong with cylindrical foot resembles a crouching tiger,
and the handle at the back features a standing owl. The front part of the lid is
shaped like a tiger’s head, with upright ears, bulging eyes, and an open mouth
revealing teeth. The tail end of the lid is shaped like an owl’s head, also with
upright ears and prominent round eyes. When the lid is opened, the inscription

‘Fu Hao’ can be seen on the inner bottom of the vessel.

The Yinxu site is located in the northwest suburbs of Anyang city, straddling both
banks of the Huan River, and was the late Shang dynasty capital. The

remains of palaces, royal ancestral temples, royal cemeteries, burial sites,
workshops and densely distributed residential areas have been found in the site.
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Line drawing of ‘Fu Hao’ gong
(wine vessel) with cylindrical foot
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The ‘Fu Hao’ ding with bird-shaped legs is a uniquely shaped round ding. The body
of the ding is decorated with a taotie pattern, with six vertical flanges dividing

the decorations. It rests on three bird-shaped legs. The standing birds, heads held
high, with curved beaks and long tails, support the body of the vessel on feathered

crests. On the inner bottom of the ding is the inscription ‘Fu Hao'

Fu Hao, buried in the royal palace and ancestral temple zone, was the queen of
King Wu Ding of Shang and a military leader who led various military campaigns.

She was also in charge of royal house sacrifices.
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Inscription of ‘Fu Hao’
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‘Fu Hao’ ding (food vessel) with bird-shaped legs
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Late Shang dynasty

Unearthed from the Tomb of Fu Hao, Yinxu, Anyang, 1976
Henan Museum collection

Height 13.5 cm
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Jade owl
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Late Shang dynasty
Collected in 1981

Xinxiang Museum collection
Height 5 cm
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This jade owl is crafted from green and white Hetian nephrite jade. It is a
three-dimensional round carving with exquisite workmanship and vivid
representation. The owl, with erect ears, stands holding its head high. Its eyes are
delineated with round lines, with the pupils slightly protruding, and the beak is
hooked. The chest of the owl protrudes forward, its wings are folded inward, and
its short tail hangs down. A piece of string can be threaded through the two holes

behind the owl’s head so that it can be worn.

The royal family of the Yinxu may have used jade materials that came partly from
Hetian, Xinjiang, indicating that in the Shang dynasty, there might have been a

route for transporting jade between Anyang and Hetian.
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White pottery elephant-shaped zun (wine vessel)
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Late Shang dynasty
Xinxiang Museum collection
Height 8.5 cm
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This white pottery elephant-shaped zun was a wine vessel used in ritual
ceremonies. On the elephant's back is an oval mouth, presumably with a lid that
has gone missing. The delicately crafted elephant’s body is adorned with a phoenix
pattern, kui-dragon pattern, scale pattern and snake pattern all over.

White pottery refers to pottery that is white both inside and out. It is a
transitional product between pottery and porcelain. During the Shang dynasty,
it was used mainly for ritual and ceremonial objects. Relatively few white pottery
items from the Shang dynasty have been excavated at Yinxu, and most of the
excavated white pottery pieces are either incomplete or fragmented. Only a few
intact pieces of white pottery have been found.
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Bronze zun (wine vessel) adorned with three birds
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Late Shang dynasty

Unearthed from the Chugqiu, Hui county, 1965
Xinxiang Museum collection

Height 16 cm
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This bronze zun, adorned with three birds, is a wine container, featuring three
crouching birds cast onto the shoulder. The body is adorned with various patterns,

including a string pattern, kui-dragon pattern and animal-mask pattern.

It was made by sectional casting. The body of the zun was cast first, and then
the crouching birds were cast onto the body. The sectional casting is a foundry
technique that involves two or more pours to join the bronze vessel's body with its

appendages (such as animal-shaped handles, ears and shoulders).
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This bronze square yi is a wine vessel, comprising a lid and a body. On the inside
of both parts is the inscription ‘Tazo Ge' ‘Ge’ refers to the emblem of the Ge clan,

officials in the Shang dynasty, who were engaged in large-scale bronze production.

This bronze square yi was unearthed at the Xindian site, which covers an area
of about one million square metres. Approximately half of the area served as
a bronze casting zone, making it the largest bronze-casting foundry in the late
Shang period discovered to date.
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Inscription of ‘Tao Ge’
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Bronze square yi (wine vessel)
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Late Shang dynasty

Unearthed from the Xindian site, Anyang, 2018

Anyang Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology collection
Height 23.5 cm
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Hou Ji, the Zhou progenitor, Lord Millet, was a master of agriculture. There are
traditional accounts and oracle inscriptions mention Zhou 4ou (Lord of Zhou,
leader subordinated to the Shang king) and marital ties between Zhou and Shang.
Zhou was a regional power in the west of the Shang. As the Zhou gained power
and expanded to the east, King Wu conquered the Shang in 1046 BCE and
founded the Zhou dynasty, marking the beginning of the Western Zhou. In 770
BCE, King Ping relocated the capital of the Zhou to Luoyang, inaugurating the
period called the Eastern Zhou, which was subdivided into two periods: the
Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period. Drawing lessons from
the fall of the Shang, the Zhou kings advocated moral governance. Based on the
patriarchal clan system and the feudal system, a comprehensive ritual and music
system was established and became the essence of ancient China’s social and
political ethos. Following the capital’s move to the east, the Zhou royal family
declined as the ritual and music system collapsed. The feudal lords zealously
implemented reforms and fought for hegemony. Meanwhile, the Hundred Schools
of Thought developed as cultures and nations were combined. This laid the

foundation for the unification of China in the Qin and Han dynasties.
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This square zun has rich decorative patterns. The entire vessel is adorned with

a fine cloud and thunder pattern as the background, with raised flanges at the
four corners and in the centre of each outer side. The vessel is divided from top

to bottom into the neck, belly and cylindrical foot. The neck is made up of eight
banana leaf motifs, each containing two inverted facing kui-dragon patterns. The
belly is decorated with animal-mask pattern, and the shoulder features elephant
heads at the corners and a dragon head in the centre of each face. The cylindrical
foot features animal-mask pattern and is designed with stepped square tiers at the
bottom. The interior of the belly bears an inscription with the characters ‘Chang

Zi Kou'. A long-handled square zhu was found inside when it was unearthed.

A zun was a kind of wine vessel used in ancient China. This square zun was
excavated from the Tomb of Chang Zi Kou in Luyi. The owner of the tomb, Chang
ZiKou, is believed to have been a noble in the late Shang dynasty, who later

pledged allegiance to the Zhou dynasty and was enfeoffed as the lord of the Chang
State.
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The inscription of ‘Chang Zi Kow’
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'Chang Zi Kou' bronze square zun (wine vessel)
with square zhu (ladle)
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Western Zhou

Unearthed from the Tomb of Chang Zi Kou, Luyi, 1997

Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology collection
Height 37.8 cm
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Bronze ritual objects —nine ding, eight gui and nine /i
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Spring and Autumn period
Unearthed from the Zheng state sacrificial site, Xinzheng, 1997
Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology collection
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Bronze ding (food vessel) with
coiled-chi-dragon pattern (Set of 9)

& 45.5-55.3 JEK
Height 45.5-55.3 cm



o

BN E (—4L)\1F)

Bronze gui (food vessel) with
curved-giequ pattern (Set of 8)

1 21.5-23.6 JHK
Height 21.5-23.6 cm
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Bronze li (food vessel) with
kui-dragon pattern (Set of 9)

1 10.9-12 JEK
Height 10.9-12 cm
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The Western Zhou had strict regulations governing the use of ding, known as the
‘Ding Ritual System’ In sacrificial rituals, feasts and burials, the number of

ding and gui used was based on the hierarchical status of individuals. The
configuration of nine ding, eight gui and nine /i was reserved for the level of the
king, representing the highest-ranking combination of bronze ritual objects in the
Zhou dynasty.

This set of bronze ritual vessels belonged to the Zheng state, a feudal state during
the Spring and Autumn period. Each set of ding, gui and /i have the same form
and are of a similar size. At the time of unearthing, the set consisted of nine ding,
eight gui, nine /i, two square jars, one round jar, one dou and one jian. A similar
combination of nine ding ritual objects were unearthed in the Zheng-Han ancient

capital, totalling five sets.

The fact that the lord of Zheng, a feudal state, used a combination of ritual objects
on par with those of the king of Zhou may have been presumptuous, revealing
that the regulations of the ritual system during the Spring and Autumn period

were not strictly enforced.
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‘Xiao Chen Tuo Jian’ jade cong (tube)
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Western Zhou (Shang object)

Unearthed from Tomb No. 2009 of Guo State Cemetery, Sanmenxia, 1990
Guo State Museum of Sanmenxia collection

Height 12 cm
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Round on the inside and square on the outside, the jade cong was a ritual object
used to worship the earth and communicate with the spirits and deities. This cong
has an inscription on the flat surface of one end, which reads ‘Xiao Chen Tuo Jian'
Government officials and ministers in the Shang dynasty referred to themselves as
‘xiao chen’ in front of the king, and ‘jian’ means having an audience with the king.
From this, it can be inferred that this jade cong was a tribute offered to the Shang

king by his minister, “Tuo’

Guo was a feudal state of the Ji clan in the Western Zhou. The jade cong of the
Shang dynasty found in the tombs of Guo were presumably awarded by King
Wu of Zhou to his ministers after the conquest of Shang, in recognition of their
meritorious service.
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The cong has an inscription on the flat surface that reads ‘Xiao Chen Tuo Jian’
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Also known as ‘Mi Mu, this was a common burial jade found in ancient noble
tombs. Ancient people believed jade could seal in the spirit and soul and

prevent the body from decaying. The cover is composed of 58 jade pieces, with
the 14 central pieces arranged like the facial structure of a person, surrounded by
44 trapezoidal and triangular pieces to form the contours of the face. Each jade
piece has holes for sewing it onto silk fabric, which was placed over the face of the

deceased during burial.

Scholarly research reveals that the owner of the tomb, Guo Ji — Duke Wen of Guo,
was the minister who advised King Xuan of Zhou to organise the ploughing rite.
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This “Ying Gong’ ding is a shallow-bodied basin ding, decorated with a wave
pattern and flanges below the rim. The body is adorned with a scale pattern.
The legs have an animal-mask pattern with raised flanges as the nose. Given its
form and decorative patterns, this ding was identified as a ritual object from the
Ying state.

Ying was a fiefdom granted to the son of King Wu of Zhou. The inscription found
on the inner wall of the ding's belly indicates that Ying Gong, the Duke of Ying,
had this ritual object made to worship his ancestor, the King of Zhou, and he
hoped that his descendants would cherish it forever.
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The character i combines the words ‘Dian’ and ‘Ding) presumably to depict the
ritual of offering rice and sorghum in a ding vessel.
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‘Ying Gong’ ding (food vessel)
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Western Zhou

Unearthed from Tomb No. 8 of Ying State Cemetery, Pingdingshan, 1989
Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology collection
Height 26.6 cm
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‘Ying Hou Cheng’ xu (food vessel)
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Western Zhou

Unearthed from Tomb No. 84 of Ying State Cemetery, Pingdingshan, 1993
Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology collection
Height 22.4 cm
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This xu was made by Ying Hou Cheng, Marquis Cheng of Ying, for making
offerings to his father, Duke Xi of Ying. The xu is adorned with various phoenix
patterns, and on each side of the belly is a dragon-head handle. A square
ornament at the bottom of the ear has cloud patterns carved in intaglio. The inside
of the bottom and the lid has the same inscription.

The xu was a vessel used to hold broomcorn millet, millet, rice, and other grains
and foods. Its shape is similar to that of the fu. It was a bronze ritual object in the
Zhou dynasty, prevalent mainly in the late Western Zhou period. It disappeared
after the late Warring States period. The lid of the xu can be inverted for holding
food, and the four square handles on top can be used for lifting the lid.
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The same inscription is cast inside the base and the lid, roughly indicating that
Marquis Cheng of Ying made this bronze xu for the first time to offer sacrifices to
his virtuous and righteous father, Lord Xi. It was also used to host feasts for his
clan members, and at the same time, he prayed to the deities for lasting blessings
and hoped that his descendants would forever cherish this xu.
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Square jian (water vessel)
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‘Warring States period

Unearthed from Shangcunling, Sanmenxia, 1975
Henan Museum collection

Height 21.6 cm
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The surface of this square jian is smooth and even, and it is adorned with delicate
patterns with gold inlay. The rim and the body feature a gold-inlaid rhombus
pattern and gold-inlaid square pattern, respectively. They are decorated with
turquoise inlay. All four sides have dragon-shaped decorations with turquoise
inlay climbing over the rim in a water-exploring posture. When it was unearthed,
there was a bronze square /ei inside the jian. The lei was an ewer-shaped wine

vessel.

The jian and lei were used together for chilling or warming wine. Ancient people
placed a lei filled with wine inside a jian, and then put hot water or ice into the

jian to warm or cool the wine inside the lei.
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‘Fu Yi’ jiao (wine vessel)
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Western Zhou

Unearthed from Shihegang Township, Shihe District, Xinyang, 1986
Xinyang Museum collection
Height 28 cm
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The jiao, which evolved from the jue (wine vessel), was wine vessel, as well as an
important ritual object in the late Shang and early Zhou dynasties. It was used by
nobles in ancestor-worship ceremonies as a symbol of their identity and status.

Two bronze jiao with lids were unearthed, with a similar form, patterns, size and
inscriptions. The top of the jiao is covered with a taotie pattern, and the lid and
body are adorned with a thunder pattern. The body features an animal-mask
pattern handle. The same inscription is cast inside the lid and on the inner wall of

the vessel's belly.

Since the jiao was popular for a relatively short period of time, only a handful of

them are in existence today.
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The inside of the lid (picture) and the inner wall of the belly bear the inscription
'Chen Zhao Zhu Yong Zuo Fu Yi Bao Zun Yi Ji Ce '.
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The Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties were centred on the Central Plains. As the
kingdom's territories expanded, integration with the surrounding areas gave

rise to Chinese communities which shared the same cultural and psychological
identity. In 221 BCE, the Qin unified the nation after defeating the other six states,
and the centuries-old political fragmentation and division ended. As the width

of roads, writing and units of measurements were unified, the era of a united

Chinese nation began.
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Remnant of a bronze hoop inscribed with the imperial
edict in the 26th year of Qin Shi Huang’s reign
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Qin dynasty

Donation

Anyang Municipal Museum collection
Length 18.5 cm
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After the Qin conquered the other six warring states, an imperial edict for the
standardisation of the country’s measurements was promulgated. The edict was

engraved on measuring instruments.

This is a remnant of a bronze hoop, inscribed with the imperial edict, attached to
a measuring barrel in the Qin dynasty. There are seven characters, read vertically,
on the remnant: ‘xia zhuhou qianshou da’ an’ (...the nation and brought peace to
the people...). They are part of an edict promulgated in the 26th year of Qin Shi
Huang's reign (221 BCE), (The full, 40-character text should read:

‘Nianliunian huangdi jinbing tianxia zhuhou qianshou da’ an lihao wei huangdi
naizhao chengxiang zhuangwan faduliang zebuyi qianyizhe jiemingyizhi’ (In the
26th year, Qin Shi Huang strived to unify the nation and brought peace to the
people. He created a new title of emperor for himself. He ordered his grand
chancellors, Wei Zhuang and Wang Wan, to standardise weights and
measurements to ensure fairness and avoid disputes)’

After calculation, the restored bronze hoop should have a ring shape, with a
circumference of approximately 118 cm. It could be hooped around the rim of a
measuring instrument with a diameter of about 37.5 cm. There is no consensus on
the capacity of the measuring barrel, but most scholars now believe it was 10 dou
(approximately 20 litres).

O SsBEM A - R B RH LT [Tk BERE] -
A rubbing of the inscription on the remnant of the bronze hoop,
which shows seven characters read vertically: ‘xia zhuhou
qianshou da’an’ (...the nation and brought peace to the people...) .

© SV Bt Iy 35 15

Diagram showing the installation of the bronze hoop
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Xia-Shang-Zhou Chronology Project and
Chinese Civilisation Origins Project
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Chinese civilisation has a long history, but recorded history with textual
documentation began only in the first year of the Gong He Regency in the
Western Zhou (841 BCE). There is lack of consensus on the history prior to this
point. In light of this, China conducted the ‘Xia-Shang-Zhou Chronology Project’
(the Chronology Project) from 1996 to 2000. Using an approach combining
archaeology with natural science and referring to existing ancient books, as well
as oracle bone scripts and bronze inscriptions excavated from archaeological sites,
the Chronology Project investigated and confirmed the chronological framework

and development tracks of the Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties.

Based on the result of the Chronology Project, “The Chinese Civilisation Origins
Project’ (the Origins Project) was launched in 2002 to trace the origins, early
development, characteristics and development conditions of Chinese civilisation.
The findings of the Origins Project were announced in 2018. Through large-scale
archaeological excavations of the Liangzhu site in Yuhang, Zhejiang province, the
Taosi site in Xiangfen, Shanxi province, the Shimao site in Shenmu, Shaanxi
province, and the Erlitou site in Yanshi, Henan province, it confirmed the
existence of China’s 5,000-year civilisation, which was both unified and diverse.
The latest findings of the Origins Project in 2023 further suggested that
approximately 5,800 years ago, distinct social differentiation emerged across
various regions in China, marking the accelerated phase of Chinese civilisation.
The third stage of the ‘ancient state era; around 4,300-3,800 years ago,
established a historical trend centred around the Central Plains, laying the
foundation for China’s historical development.
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Chronology of the Xia, Shang and Zhou Dynasties
(based on the Report of the Xia-Shang-Zhou Chronology Project)
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1% 1] Late Shang

E o ER(ATCHT) BB
King Year (BCE) Number of years
BB Pan Geng
(FBRE1%E)  (After relocation
to Yin)
JNSE - Xiao Xin 1300-1251 50
/NZ,  Xiao Yi
KT WuDing 1250-1192 59
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JBESE  Lin Xin
ﬁT Kang Ding
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T WenDing 1112-1102 11
W Divi 1101-1076 26
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P55 Western Zhou
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King Year (BCE) Number of years
HRE KingWu 1046-1043 4
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Distribution Map of the

Archaeological Sites of the Exhibits on
Display in the Exhibition of “The Ancient
Civilisation of the Xia, Shang and Zhou
Dynasties in Henan Province’
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