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On the Phenomena of “Stagnation” in the Evolution of the

Western Zhou Bronzes: Two Cases of the Big-Bird Décor
and the Ring-Footed Tureen with Flared Mouth

Han Wei Peking University

Abstract:

In the evolution of the Shang and Zhou bronzes, there appear phenomena of the conflict
between few formal features (such as the shape and décor) and the “real” date of the
bronzes. In this article I divide them into three types: the “Avant-grade,” the “Archaism,”
and the “Stagnation.” Here the “Stagnation” refers to some basic vessel types, shapes,

or décors that lasted for a longer time after their heydays had ended. I use the big-bird
décor and the ring-footed tureen with flared mouth as two case studies to analyze these
phenomena and explain the reasons behind them. First I list the representative bronzes

of the each period from the Late Western Zhou to the Early Spring and Autumn periods,
and discuss the process by which the big-bird décor and the ring-footed tureen with flared
mouth evolved. I focus on the typical examples of Fushili-gui tureen and Wang-ding tripod
and discuss the characteristics of their “stagnation” in vessel shapes and decoration, which
often led researchers into misjudge them to an earlier date. The “stagnation” phenomena
that this article discussed can not only help us better understand the relationship between
the generality and particularity in archaeological typology, but also help researchers to
understand the multiple elements—from inscriptions to formal features—in dating ancient

Chinese bronzes.

Keywords: Western Zhou Bronzes, the phenomena of “Stagnation,” the big-bird décor, the

ring-footed tureen with flared mouth, typology, dating
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