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On the Two Development Directions of the Bronze Ritual Vessels during Late Shang Dynasty
Yue Zhanwei, Li Yongdi, Shen Mingqing
(Beijing 100710)

Abstract: Many scholars believes that the bronze sacrificial vessels reached its peak during Yinxu
site’s second phase, and declined gradually after that period. In this paper, we argue that the bronze sac-
rificial vessels did not decline during the late Yinxu period. Instead, the bronze technology had under-
gone an important revolution. From that point on, the bronze sacrificial vessels continued to evolve into
two separate directions: one type became funerary wares, while the other type was utilitarian in nature.
The utilitarian vessels can be further separated into two different styles. The first one is a continuation of
the traditional vessel styles, which did not demonstrate a technological progression in the casting pro-
cess and even showed trends of regression. The other style was marked by great innovations derived
from the traditional techniques. These innovations greatly improved the casting technique resulting in
bronze vessels with a more novel appearance and exaggerated decoration patterns. The first type of
bronze vessels were mostly uncovered from tombs while the new style of bronze vessels were often
found among vessel collections, and often corresponds to the pottery molds uncovered from bronze
workshops such as Xiaomintun Site. The latter type best represents the splendid bronze vessel culture in
the later Yinxu period. The reason behind these two evolutionary paths of the bronze vessels may be at-
tributed to the changes in human thoughts of the Ruins of Yin. Suggesting that the people of Yin’s con-
cept of Di, ghosts, and deities are starting to wane. Indicating a shift in religious beliefs, which marks a
progress in the history of thoughts.

Keywords: The late period of Yinxu; Bronze sacrificial vessels; Two directions of evolvement
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