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THE INSCRIPTION OF THE BA BO YU-BASIN AND THE
AUDIENCE AND MISSION CEREMONIES OF THE WESTERN
ZHOU DYNASTY—ALSO ON KING MUS FORMULATION
OF RITUAL SYSTEMS

by
Huang Yifei

The inscription of the Ba Bo Yu-basin (Yu-basin of the Earl of Ba) unearthed at the Da-
hekou Cemetery in Yicheng County, Shanxi mentioned the audience and mission ceremonies
of the Western Zhou Dynasty, which is the most complete primary material about the audi-
ence and mission ceremonies of the Western Zhou Dynasty with significant academic values.
The event recorded in the inscription of Ba Bo Yu-basin was the processes of the Son of
Heaven (the king of the Western Zhou) ordering Bo Lao (the Elder, a senior official) to give
the Earl of Ba praise and encouragement, and the reception of Bo Lao to the Earl of Ba. The
agenda of the audience of the Earl of Ba with the Son of Heaven and the reception of Bo Lao
to the Earl of Ba consisted of three stages, which were that on the first day, Bo Lao be-
stowed gifts to the Earl of Ba in the name of the Son of Heaven and the latter also presented
gifts in return; on the second day, Bo Lao gave praise and encouragement to the Earl of Ba
and the Earl of Ba presented the formal gifts to Bo Lao, and then Bo Lao entertained the Earl
of Ba with a feast; finally, when the audience with the Son of Heaven finished, Bo Lao sent
the Earl of Ba off to the suburb and again presented him farewell gifts. The inscription of Ba
Bo Yu-basin bears not only the records about the ceremonies but also many details about the
etiquettes, such as the etiquettes of saluting, entertaining the commissioner, inquiring and
replying between the host and guest, presenting and recompensing, and so on. All of these
details were either the same as that recorded in Yi/i (Book of Etiquette and Ceremonial) or
supplementing the historic literature. The audience and mission ceremonies in the Western
Zhou Dynasty were not completely the same as that recorded in the Pinli (the Ceremonial of
a Mission) of Yili, such as the order of the presentation of the ritual jades and other gifts
such as silks and leathers, the returning of the ritual jades to the commissioner and the pres-
enting of gifts in return, etc. Through the research on the inscription of Ba Bo Yu-basin, it
is known that the audience and mission ceremonies recorded in Yili were developed from the
ritual system of the Zhou Dynasty formed in the reign of King Mu of the Western Zhou Dy~
nast. The bronze inscriptions of the Shang and Western Zhou Dynasties showed that during

the late Shang and early Western Zhou Dynasties, the gifts presented in the commissioner re-
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ception ceremonies were mostly cowries, the currency circulating at that time; down to the
mid and late Western Zhou, the gifts were replaced by lower-priced objects, such as leather,
horse, jade, textile, etc. , which were the “liu b7 (six precious gifts)” summarized in the
Xiao Xingren (Junior commissioner) section of the Qiuguan (Officials of the Autumn)
chapter of Zhouli (Rites of Zhou) that “the jade gui-scepter accompanied by horse, the jade
zhang-scepter accompanied by leather (of tiger or leopard), the jade bi-disc accompanied by
silk fabric, the jade cong-prismatic tube accompanied by brocade of multiple colors, the jade
hu-tiger-shaped ornament accompanied by embroidered silk with five colors and the jade
huang-semicircular pendant accompanied by silk with black and white colors. ” This change
began in the reign of King Mu, which was closely related to King Mu's indulgence in touring
and pleasuring which caused the insufficiency of financial support. After that, the strength
of the Western Zhou Dynasty continued to decline, and the temporary rites designed by King
Mu gradually became the formal rites in the later generations, which was the Rites of Zhou
formed in the later time. The date of the forming of the “/iu bi (six precious gifts)” is posi-
tive for the understanding to the dates of the completions of some chapters of Yi/i (Book of
Etiquette and Ceremonial) ; generally, the chapters noting ceremonies using leathers, horse,
jades and silks as gifts, such as Shi guanli (Capping ceremony for an ordinary official) , Shi
hunli (Wedding ceremony for an ordinary official) , Shi xiangjian li (Visit of one ordinary
official to another), Pinli (Ceremony of a mission), Gong shi dafu li (Dinner to the com-
missioner), Jinli (Ceremony of the audience) and Shi sangli (Obsequies of an ordinary offi-
cial) and so on, cannot be completed before the reign of King Mu of the Western Zhou Dy-

nasty.
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