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 The large-scale tetrapod ding bronze vessel of Shang date stands out in the cultural history of this era for several reasons, one of which is that this vessel type is the largest ever caste.  The ding vessel also appears as the object of sacrifice in the royal ding sacrifice mentioned in Shang bone inscriptions. The tetrapod ding is known through excavations of Early through Late Shang date, ca. 1700-1100BCE, and the ding sacrifice is known in extant inscriptions of primarily Late Shang date. In order to understand the significance of the large-scale tetrapod ding in Shang ancestor worship and religio-political practice relevant archaeological and paleographic data shall be analyzed.


Most early China specialists are aware of the newly discovered copper mines in northeastern Yunnan, just across the Sichuan border south of Chongqing (Jin Zhengyao 2002 and 2008).  Specialists are also aware that these mines possess an abundant supply of copper and tin ores, and that the lead from the same mines is a highly radiogenic type that can be traced metallurgically in bronze vessels throughout the Early Shang kingdom, from Sanxingdui and Zhengzhou, Henan through to Pinglu,  Shanxi; Panlongcheng, Hubei; and Xingan, Jiangxi (Jin 2002), all Early Shang sites with stellar bronzes.  It is also known that various mines in south China other than those with copper and lead resources in Yunnan were known during the Shang period.  These sites include Daye in Hubei, Tonglushan in Jiangxi, and Tongling in Anhui (Lu Benshan).  The sudden explosion in bronze mining in south China evidently was due to a large-scale expansion at the beginning of the Shang period that led to greater control and access outside their northern capital in Henan. Although precise evidence comparing data from these mines with excavated bronze contents is not yet complete, the exploitation of ores, particularly copper and tin at south China sites during the Early Shang period may be securely documented (Jin 2008, 2002). The sudden expansion of the Early Shang kingdom is also corroborated by the explosion in casting, in particular large-scale bronze tetrapod ding vessels that, as analyzed below, signified royal and divine power of the Shang ruling house. 

The tripod and tetrapod ding in Shang archaeology and bone script


Black- and greyware tripod ding were popular in Late Neolithic Longshan through Yue and Erlitou cultural periods.  These ding serve as the prototype for the popular, typologically comparable bronze ding vessel used to signify the offering of meat to dead ancestor spirits in Erlitou and Shang periods (Figure 1AB).  In Late Shang bone script, ding 鼎, the graph for the sacrifice involving meat and flesh offered in the ding bronze vessel, is written pictorially as a vessel with two ears and legs attached to a bowl (Figure 2).  Frequently two, sometimes three (and four) legs appear with two short horizontal lines- possibly a pictorial reference to flanges.  Because the ding graph meaning “to sacrifice meat with the ding vessel” always features two handles and handles do not appear on ding until their adaptation in bronze, it is apparent that the Shang bone graph is based on the bronze rather than ceramic prototype. The earliest tripod bronze ding appears archaeologically amidst Erlitou period burials of  pre-Shang times.  Bronze tripod ding have three primary variations, marked by whether the leg is triangular, open or flanged.  The tripod ding is the most popular and long-lasting of Shang sacrificial vessels, with a utili​tarian source clearly traceable to the immediate Neolithic Longshan and historic Erlitou periods.

The tetrapod ding, or ding with four legs is by contrast with the tripod version in bronze, less numerous due to the fact the vessel belonged to specific Shang royalty who were limited in number. Since the tetrapod ding type is not known during the Erlitou period, except by a few small-scale potential ceramic prototypes, the origin of this type in bronze currently appears to be entirely Shang, specifically Early Shang.   It is theorized that the large-scale tetrapod ding is not only a Shang invention but since its creation functioned as a symbol of the divine right to rule all under Di (“God,” later identified with the Zhou deity Tian or Heaven).   Only the king and male heir apparent could own these royal power symbols and use them in sacrifice to ancestor spirits.  Data that may be used to document this theory include three types, one the singularly large size of tetrapod ding; two, the name  “Hou Mu后母” or “Honorable  Queen Mother” inscribed on tetrapod ding; and three, the specialized use of the hewen “yiding 異鼎” to refer to the tetrapod ding in bone and bronze inscriptions.

I. Tetrapod ding: the largest and heaviest bronze vessel of the Shang period


The large-scale tetrapod ding first appears during the Erligang period as one of a pair on an enormous scale and of enormous weight. Pairs and sets of different size, large-scale tetrapod ding are known from three different caches at the Zhengzhou site in Henan of the Erligang period: two different size tetrapods were discovered in 1974 at South Zhangsai Street, two identical in size and weight tetrapods were discovered in 1982 at the Moslem Grocery, Xiangyang, and four different in size tetrapod ding were discovered in 1996 at South Xuncheng Street (Figure 3ABC).  They measure as follows:

First cache find: 1974, Zhangsai South Street, Zhengzhou: 2 tetrapod ding 

Tuling No.1: 100cm. tall x 62.5cm. wide, 86.4kg. heavy

Tuling No.2: 87cm. tall x 61cm. wide, 64.25kg.  heavy

Second cache find: 1982, Moslem Grocery, Xiangyang: 2 tetrapod ding
H1:2  81cm.tall x 55cm. wide, 75kg. heavy

H1:8  81cm.tall x 55cm. wide, 75kg. heavy

Third cache find: 1996 (H1) South Xuncheng Street: 4 tetrapod ding 

H1:1  83cm. tall x 51.5cm. wide, 52.9g. heavy

H1:2  72.5cm. tall x 26.7cm. wide, 26.7kg. heavy

H1:3  64cm. tall x 42.5cm. wide, 21.4kg. heavy

H1:4  59cm. tall x 38cm wide, 20.3kg heavy  (Henansheng 1999) 


Another large-scale tetrapod ding was  unearthed in 1990 in a cache find at Qianzhuang, Pinglu, Shanxi, just over the Henan-Shanxi border, northwest of Zhengzhou (Figure 4).  The latter measures 83.6cm. tall by 50cm wide.  Six other tetrapod ding of large-, medium- and small-scale were also recovered from a large cache (or burial?) at Xingan, Jiangxi in 1991, a site located far to the east and south of Zhengzhou (Figure 5AB). Their size and weight measurements are as follows: 

Xingan tetrapod ding measurements according to type:

Type 1:XDM:8, the largest, 97cm.tall x 58cm. wide, 49kg. heavy

Type 2:XDM:9  54cm. tall x 37cm. wide, 10.1kg. heavy

    
XDM:10 13cm. tall x 10cm. wide, 1kg. heavy

Type 3:XDM:11, 29cm. tall x 19.8cm. wide, 4.5kg. heavy


XDM:12, 39.5cm. tall x 28.7cm. wide, 11.5kg. heavy

Type 4:XDM:13  27cm. tall x 21.4cm. wide, 4.5kg. heavy (Jiangxisheng)

Those large-scale tetrapod ding that average 70-100cm. or more in height are theorized to belong to Early Shang kings or their heir apparents.   Why?   Firstly, from the obvious context of size and weight, these tetrapod ding are the largest and most monumental art forms of the period and therefore could only have been caste and used by the ruling elite who had  the resources and the power.  It should be recalled that the source of ores of the alloy bronze during Early Shang times derived from sites far south of Zhengzhou, including northeastern Yunnan (Jin 2002, 2008).  The bulk of the tetrapods were found in caches at the site of Zhengzhou.  Since the site is large in scale and layout, is surrounded by a pair of city walls, and is comparable with other Shang city centers, it clearly functioned as an Early Shang capital and city center  (Henansheng 2003 vol 1).    Despite the fact the pairs and sets of tetrapod dings were found in caches, that they were associated with the occupation of this capital center is implicit in the context of their discovery. They do not post-date the Erligang period; they belong within that phase of occupation, although it is difficult to be specific about which period due to the lack of extant royal bronzes excavated from strata or burials elsewhere at the site.  These bronzes are also not inscribed.  Nonetheless, these tetrapod ding are limited in number by comparison to all other and smaller excavated bronze  vessel types, such as tripod ding, jue, gu or jia.  Their singularity in size, weight and type dictates that these large-scale tetrapods were designed for special and elite use.
Although no tetrapod ding or royal tombs of Middle Shang date have yet been discovered, large-scale tetrapods continue to be produced in Late Shang times.  Examples are represented by the pair from M5, Queen Fu Zi’s tomb at Xiaotun (Figure 6); by the pair from the royal burial of M1004 at Xibeigang (Figure 7AB); and one (possibly originally belonging to a pair) from M160,  Queen Mother Wu’s (Hou Mu Wu) tomb east of Xibeigang, Anyang near Wuguancun (Figure 8).  The size and weight of the Fu Zi  large-scale tetrapod ding pair (M5:789 and 809) are approximately 80 cm. tall x 64cm. wide, whereas one weighs 128kg. and the other 117.5.kg. (Zhongguo Shehui, 38). The pair from the cruciform-shaped royal tomb, M1004, identified with one of King Wu Ding’s sons, is well-known through their imagery of animal heads of the wild Sika deer and wild buffalo set in large-scale relief on the ding’s outer walls, and through comparable graphs of the same subject, the complete animals of stag and buffalo in profile, engraved as an emblem in the center interior of each tetrapod.   The buffalo ding measures 73.2cm.tall x 45cm. wide, and weighs 110.4 kg. and the stag ding measures 60.8cm. tall x 38.0cm. wide (Li Chi oppos. pls. XXIX and XXV).  The latter pair of large-scale tetrapod ding probably belonged to the first heir of King Wu Ding and Queen Fu Zi, son Zu Ji who died prematurely.  Since Zu Ji was heir apparent he had the right to be buried posthumously within a royal tomb and apparently with a pair of royal tetrapod-shaped ding vessels. 

The scale of the largest tetrapod ding from Early and Late Shang times appears to vary from some 60/70cm to 130 cm. tall.  The stag ding from M1004 measures the smallest at 60.8cm. tall and the ding from M160 measures the tallest at 130cm. tall.   Although the relationship of the smaller sets of tetrapod ding from Zhengzhou Erligang and Xingan Dayangzhou with the larger pairs is not yet clear, variations in vessel size undoubtedly are socially related to those who used and owned them and to whom sacrifices were made.  

Some speculations about ownership may be made on the basis of what survives intact from M5, Fu Zi’s burial at Xiaotun.  Based on excavated vessels, it is evident, for example, that queen mother Fu Zi, the wife of Wu Ding, the 27th Shang king, was personally entitled to use in sacrifice only small- and middle-size tetrapod ding. In Fu Zi’s tomb small-scale pairs of tetra​pod ding are inscribed with the tomb owner’s name, Fu Zi. The smallest pair are extremely small, measur​ing only 12.2cm. tall (Figure 9), and another pair are medium-size, measuring 42.4cm. tall by 25.1cm. wide and  weighing 17kg. The latter are half the size of the large-scale tetrapod ding, and as with the smallest pair are in​scribed Fu Zi, or surname Zi and title Fu that she, the resident of burial M5, used while alive.

Various other small- and medium-size tetrapod ding survive in Middle and Late Shang burials, from regional and capital sites, including, as cited above, the Xingan cache (burial?) in Jiangxi province.  Different size ding undoubtedly distinguished kings and queens from other classes  including other “royal family members,” “aristocrats,” “military,” and “retainers.” (Song and Liu). Ritual rules governing who could or could not use which bronze vessel is made clear by various pieces of data, not all of which can be examined here.  Nonetheless, it is clear that size and weight of vessels were significant factors in defining royal prerogative. 

It is theorized that the large-scale tetrapod ding- primarily 60 - 130cm. tall, belong to Shang kings or their heir-apparents. From the obvious context of size and weight, the tetrapod ding are the largest and most monumental art forms of the period and therefore could only have been caste and used by those with resources and power, namely, by the ruler, the Shang king.  Since the Shang political system was based on a paternal line of inheritance, as discussed  (Chang; Song and Liu)  the largest vessel caste logistically belonged to the ruler, the one with the greatest power, the primary one with resources who could entertain casting bronzes on such a large scale.

II. The title “Hou Mu (Honorable Queen Mother)” inscribed  on tetrapod ding
The second reason that the tetrapod ding, primarily pairs, belong to and were owned by kings and heir apparents is based on the use of the special title, “Hou Mu” translated “Honorable Queen Mother.” The title appears to be exclusively used by the offspring of a queen mother.  The title is inscribed, for example, on the pair of tetrapod ding in Fu Zi’s tomb (Figure 10) and on the l30cm. tall tetrapod ding from the large-scale tomb M160 at Wuguancun (Figure 11).  As has been discussed previously, Hou Mu Xin  or Honorable Queen Mother Xin inscribed on a pair of tetrapod ding identifies Fu Zi’s first and only son, Xiao Wang Ji or Small King Ji, also known in subsequent generations as Fu Ji or Father Ji and Zu Ji or Ancestor Ji . Since the inscribed name Hou Mu Xin is Fu Zi’s posthumous name it could only have been used by one who is her son and heir apparent, Xiao Wang Ji who apparently died prematurely (see Childs-Johnson 2003, 623-626; 2007).  Fu Zi could not self-inscribe a vessel with her posthumous title.  Nor would the King, her husband, Wu Ding use the phrase “Mu” or “Mother” to address her.  Wu Ding used the terms Hou Xin (Honorable Xin), Fu Xin (Lady Xin), and Fu Zi (Lady Zi) to address his wife and beloved: these do not include reference to Mu, Mother. Hou Mu Xin or Queen Mother Xin is the posthumous title used alone by her son in royal worship. 

 The second example, Hou Mu Wu or Honorable Queen Mother Wu identifies the mother of another of Wu Ding’s sons, Zu Jia.  Zu Jia was the offspring of King Wu Ding’s third wife, posthumously known by the title Wu.  Hou Mu Wu gave birth to Zu Jia.  Hou Mu Xin gave birth to Zu Ji. The pair of large tetrapods in M5 was evidently placed in Hou Mu Xin’s tomb to placate her spirit in perpetuity by her son and heir apparent to the throne.  Fu Zi may have died before her son assumed the throne.  Since the Wuguancun tomb was entirely looted minus the heavy tetrapod ding it is not clear who the tomb owner was. Since Fu Zi’s son, Fu Ji alone could use this form of addressing the queen mother who bore him, it is suggested that large-scale tetrapod ding were restricted in use to heir apparents and kings.  It is therefore maintained that the large-scale tetrapod ding inscribed Hou Mu Wu, traditionally identified as coming from the large tomb M160 with southern ramp near Wuguancun, Anyang is another example of a ritually prescribed royal tetrapod caste by a Shang king, namely Zu Jia, son of King Wu Ding and his third wife, Hou Mu Wu. 

III. The yiding reference to tetrapod ding in Shang bone inscriptions

Another piece of paleographic data that aids in corroborating that the large-scale four-legged ding belonged exclusively to male heirs and kings of the Shang dynasty derives from a specialized term in bone inscriptions. In Shang inscriptions yi 異 is read “to be empowered due to (spirit) metamorphosis” or ‘to cause to undergo metamorphosis.”  When used in combination with the ding graph the term is a hewen read “the tetrapod ding invested with metamorphic power” or “the metamorphically empowered tetrapod ding.” (Childs-Johnson 2004) Only the Shang king or heir apparent received or was invested with an yiding, as clarified by various inscriptions. Three significant bone inscriptions may be cited to illustrate this function.  They are translated as follows: 

1.  “…. will [the King] receive the ding invested with metamorphic power? …qi shou yiding其受異鼎…?”  (Figure 12A) 

2.  “...the bone was cracked: Should [the King] invoke spirit(s) with the new yiding (ding invested with metamorphic power)?  …bu xin yiding zhu 卜新異鼎祝…?” (Figure 12B)

3. PI:Crack-making on the bingzi day Bin divined: If Fu Yi (26th King) causes spirit empowerment (metamorphosis) will it mean bestowing the power of the tetrapod bronze ding vessel upon the King [his eldest son]?  second auspiciousness; second auspiciousness. If Fu Yi does not cause spirit empowerment will it mean not bestowing the tetrapod ding upon the King?  
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Yi 異is a descriptive term referring to 'that which is empowered through spirit metamorphosis” or to “that which has undergone spirit metamorphosis.”  Yi 異 is also used verbally in bone inscriptions in meaning “to undergo spirit empowerment” when the Shang king or the spirit of a dead king or Di (God) is cited as the subject.  


Wu Ding was the 27th king who succeeded Xiao Yi (Fu Yi), the 26th king, to the Shang throne. What we witness here is the birth of the well-known myth of dynastic inheritance, possession of ding, the meat and flesh-offering bronze vessel that was a sign of state and divine power. (Soper) 

Other tetrapod ding and their inscriptions of Early Western Zhou date aid in underscoring the royal power associated with the tetrapod ding. Four identical inscriptions were caste on what are known as the Zuoze Da tetrapod ding.  Zuoze Da is the name of the owner of the vessels. The latter ding are all small in size, measuring 26.7cm. tall x 19.7cm. wide, and weighing  3.77kg.  (Pope, 190-195).  They were commissioned by the royal scribe Zuoze Da on the occasion when the Duke (Gong 公), probably Duke Zhou, presented him with an award and at the time scribe Zuo Ze Da witnessed a major royal event:  the time the Duke came to caste yiding in honor of Kings Cheng and Wu.  Zuoze Da was evidently either inspired or given the right to caste his set of four small tetrapod ding to bear witness to his award and participation in what must have been a major awe-inspiring state ceremony held to celebrate the divinely empowered tetrapod ding caste in honor of Kings Cheng and Wu of the Early Zhou era.  The inscriptions on the four vessels read as follows:

When the Duke came to cast  [in honor of] Wu Wang and Cheng Wang an yiding (spirit empowered tetrapod ding) in the 4th month, 2nd quarter of the month, jichou day, the Duke awarded Zuoce (Recorder) Da a white horse.  Da extolled the August Heavenly Governor Da Bao’s (Great Protector’s) grace. [Da] made for Zu (Ancestor) Ding (this) precious sacrificial vessel.  Bird on Perch (clan sign) Ce (Recorder) 
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冊 (Figure 14)
Conclusions:

The large tetrapod ding from Zhengzhou, Pinglu and Xingan are all larger in scale and heavier in weight than any other extant Shang bronze vessel type and in this respect adhere to the first of the credentials that qualify them as kingly vessels.   All were unearthed from caches, with the possible exception of the examples from Xingan in Jiangxi.  In casting technique and artistic form the bronze vessels from the Pinglu cache are entirely consistent with Early Shang style emanating from the capital center at Zhengzhou. It is theorized that this vessel as well as those from Zhengzhou caches belong to Early Shang kings or heir apparents, such as Da Yi (7th king), Da Jia (9th king), or Da Ding (8th king). The tetrapod ding from Xingan on the other hand were in part caste locally, with marked variations typifying local practice. Two styles characterize bronzes from the Xingan cache (or burial?): one that is consistent with Early to Middle Shang style and casting techniques at Zhengzhou and another that is local, reflected  either in the reworking of certain vessels and in those locally caste.  The idiosyncratic addition of recumbent tigers on the handles of the largest tetrapod ding and other smaller versions from Xingan, although they reflect local style and taste this does not imply that they do not reflect Shang ritual practice and polity.  It is theorized that Xingan was a distant southeastern major center, observing royal practice represented by the major center of Zhengzhou or Early Shang capital of Bo. The Late Shang large-scale tetrapod ding from M5 were owned by heir apparent Small King Ji (28th king) and the related Late Shang version from M160 inscribed Hou Mu Wu was most likely caste by heir apparent Zu Jia (30th king).  Since precedent from capital sites corroborates that large-scale tetrapod ding belong to royalty, Xingan should be viewed as a site representing the Shang royal house,  either governed by a royal son or heir to the throne who had the prerogative to own and use the large-scale tetrapod ding signifying divine right of the Shang kingdom or was governed by powerful Shang house members who sought to advertise their power through competitively large-scale tetrapod bronze ding imitating capital style.   Although it is difficult to postulate who owned the large-scale tetrapod buried in the Pinglu cache, that it belonged to Early Shang royalty may also be argued on the basis of the corroborative criteria that were used to define the tetrapod ding from capitals at Zhengzhou and Anyang: large-scale and weight, the use of the title Honorable Queen Mother, and the reference to yiding “spirit-empowered ding.” 

*Versions of this paper were initially presented to members of the East Asian Archaeology  Seminar at  Harvard University, February 13, 2002; the Early China Roundtable at Lehigh University, October 21, 2002; and Early China Seminar, Columbia University, September 25, 2004.   The present version is an abbreviated summary of a chapter in a larger study on Shang bronze art and belief, supported for the year, 2003-2004 by an American Council of Learned Societies grant.
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FIGURE 1  Representative blackware and bronze tripod ding in Erlitou and Erligang cultural periods. After Zhongguo Kexueyuan 1995, colorpl.16 and Henansheng 1999, colorpl.12

FIGURE 2  Variations of the Late Shang graph for ding 鼎, “to sacrifice meat and flesh offered in the ding bronze vessel” in bone inscriptions.  After 

Li Hsiao-ting 2333.

FIGURE 3ABC Large-scale tetrapod ding from caches at Erligang, Henan: 

A:Pit 1 at Nanxuncheng Street 

B.One of the pair from Tuling No.1, 100cm. tall, 86.4kg. heavy 

C One of a pair from H1:2 Moslem Grocery No.1:2, 81cm. tall, 75kg.heavy  After Henansheng 1999, colorpls.2, 9, 11
FIGURE 4 Large-scale tetrapod ding from Qianzhuang, Pinglu, Shanxi, 83.6cm.tall x 50cm.wide, weight unknown.  After  Zhongguo qingtong Vol 1, colorpl. 37

FIGURE 5 Large-scale tetrapod ding from Xingan, Jiangxi (XDM:8), 97cm.tall (including tiger ears) x 58cm. wide, 49kg. heavy.  After Jiangxisheng colorpl 8 and fig. 20.

FIGURE 6: One of a pair of large-scale tetrapod ding from the Late Shang burial of M5, Xiaotun, Anyang, Henan.  After Zhongguo Shehui 1980, colorpl.1 

FIGURE 7AB: Large-scale tetrapod ding pair from the royal burial of M1004 at Xibeigang, Anyang, Henan.  After Li Chi, 1970, oppos. pls.XXIX and XXV).

FIGURE 8: Large-scale tetrapod ding (possibly originally belonging to a pair) from the Late Shang burial, M160, (Hou Mu Wu) Xibeigang East, Anyang, Henan. After Zhongguo qingtong 2, pl. 46.

FIGURE 9  Small-scale tetrapod ding pair inscribed Fu Zi (12 and 14cm. tall) from the Late Shang burial, M5 at Xiaotun, Anyang, Henan.  After Zhongguo Shehui 1980, pl. 4:2. 

FIGURE 10 Hou Mu Xin inscription, M5, Xiaotun, Anyang, Late Shang period.   After Zhongguo Shehui 1980, fig. 25:2, p.37.

FIGURE 11 Hou Mu Wu inscription, M160 Xiebeigang East, Anyang, Henan   After Zhongguo qingtong 2, pl. 46, fig. p.24.

FIGURE 12AB The hewen yiding graph in fragmentary bone inscriptions, Qishan, Zhouyuan, Shaanxi and from Xiaotun, Anyang, Henan.  After Wang Figure 14 (H11:87) and Jiaguwen Heji 31000.

FIGURE 13 Yi and ding graphs in Shang bone inscription Jiaguwen Heji 2274  

FIGURE 14 One of four Zuo Ze Da tetrapod ding vessels and inscription. After Pope no. 34, p.190. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.
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