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Abstract

At the Jinsha Site excavated in Sichuan Province in 2001, 
a large number of precious artifacts were unearthed, 
including 12 stone human figures. These figures were 
all sculpted in a kneeling position with a V-shaped 
hairstyle and their hands tied behind their backs. Some 
scholars have regarded them as slaves or prisoners of 
war. In this article, the author considers that such tied 

figures unearthed from Jinsha and other sites should 
be understood as shamans. The stone tigers, stone 
snakes, jade Zhang-official tablets, and oracle bones 
found together with the figures should be recognized as 
shaman’s tools. The figures of Jinsha and their associated 
artifacts may express a sacred scene, in the same way as 
the bronze altar of the Sanxingdui Culture.
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The stone human figures unearthed at the Jin-
sha Site

Starting from 2001, many precious artifacts were 
recovered from the site of Jinsha; among them, there were 
12 particular stone human figures of careful manufacture 
which are rare amongst sites of the Shang and Zhou 
Dynasties. These stone human figures are all of similar 
design and all have their hands tied behind their back and 
are sitting in a kneeling posture. A V-shaped depression 
is etched into the top of their head which most scholars 
believe represents a peculiar hairstyle. This V-shaped 
depression is placed in the center of the crown and equally 
spans either side like an open book. There is no hair on 
the two sides of the crown, and a long braid runs down 
the back of the individual to its waist. The individual’s 
face is angular and slim with a high bridged nose, large 
mouth and pierced ears. Both hands are crossed behind 
the individuals back and the individual is kneeling with 
his heels pressed against his buttocks. No decoration is 
carved into the body of the individual, and no traces of 
paint were found on this individual’s body, which leads 
one to believe that the individual was meant to be naked.  
However these figures are different in the details. 

For example, on 2001CQJC:716 strands of hair are 
carved within the hairstyle, and the eyes, mouth, braids 
and two ropes used to tie the hands are carved (Figure 
1:1) On 2001CQJ:717, the eyes are painted and cinnabar 
was painted over the mouth. Some of the sculptures were 
also not carefully polished or were poorly preserved. 
For example, on 2001CQJ:159, only the outline of the 
features, the hairstyle and the rope are etched, no braids 
are visible and only red and white are used to outline the 
eyes and the pupils. On 2001CQJC:166, the eyes and 
mouth are carved however no braids or rope are visible on 
the back and only the fingers on the tied hands are visible 
(Figure 1:2). 2001CQJC:212 is badly weathered, however, 
the eyes, mouth and ears still have traces of cinnabar and 
at the back of the head, his hair is gathered in a bundle. In 
this collection of human figures, the smallest stands 17cm 
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Figure 1  The stone human figures unearthed at Jinsha Site.
1. 2001CQJC:716; 2. 2001CQJC:166. 
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high and the largest is 27cm. 
Similar sculptures have been unearthed in other sites in 

Sichuan Province. In the 1983 excavations at the site of 
Fangchi Street, a poorly preserved bluestone human figure 
which measured 50cm tall was unearthed. This figure 
was unearthed along with the pottery cups with pointed 
bottom, jars with pointed bottom, and fu 釜 -cauldrons 
with round base, stone axes, adzes and oracle bones 
typical of the Shi'erqiao Culture. Later, more information 
was given about the context of this find, and we learnt that 
the pottery basins, jars with ring foot and stone huang-
semicircular pendants etc. were found in stratigraphic 
association with it. Two similar sculptures were unearthed 
from the Sanxingdui Site at Guanghan in 1984, one of 
which is on exhibit at the Sanxingdui Site Museum. The 
upper part of this sculpture was broken. In addition to 
these finds, several scholarly articles point to the existence 
of a black stone human figure which measures 20cm in 
height at the Art Institute of Chicago in the United States 
(Figure 2). 

The four human figures described above present the 
same V-shaped hairstyle, hands tied behind the back, 
kneeling posture and naked stance as the sculptures 
found at the Jinsha Site. Aside from the finds at Jinsha, 
Sanxingdui and Fangchi Street, no similar sculptures have 
been discovered in other areas, hence we believe these 
are particular to the Sanxingdui and Shi’erqiao Cultures. 
In addition, the particularities described above clearly 
set these items apart from human sculptures (figures) 
discovered in other areas. 

In the past, several scholars believed that the V-shaped 
hairstyle on the figurines from Fangchi Street, looked like 
the character “Qiang 羌 (the name of an ethnic minority)” 
when looked at frontally. When the Qiang changed from 
nomads to sedentary farmers, they became known as “Di
氐 ”, when the “Di” moved into the Chengdu Plain, they 
became the ancestors of ancient Shu 蜀 . Hence it was 
believed that these sculptures represented the predecessors 
of the ancient Shu Culture. The slave like posture of 
these figurines was interpreted as being evidence of the 
Shu having advanced into the state of “slave society”. 
Following comparison with the character “Qiang” in 
the oracle bone inscriptions and similar figures on the 
painted potteries of Yangshao Culture, it was believed 
that the figures from Fangchi Street were representations 
of “Qiang” ethnicity slaves and that these human figures 
were offerings in substitution for human sacrifice. The 
figure at Sanxingdui has also been described as being a 
representation of a slave and it has also been argued that 
this is proof that the state of “slave society” had already 
begun by this time. The figures unearthed at Jinsha have 
been alternately described as slaves or as prisoners of war 
as their nature appears different from that of the ancient 
Shu people which united the ancient Chengdu Plain. 

Given the particular “hairstyle”, tied hands, and 
kneeling posture of these figures it is not unreasonable 
to call them slaves or prisoners of war. However, other 
interpretations of their identity are possible.  

A new interpretat ion is based not only on the 
morphology of these sculptures, but also on the analysis 
and observation of the context in which these sculptures 
were unearthed and the objects associated with them. 
We will base our analysis on an examination of these 
sculptures along with associated archaeological materials 
in order to place them in the cultural context of the period. 
At the same time, numerous human figures have been 
unearthed from the Sanxingdui and Jinsha Sites, hence 
it is important to create a larger comparison between the 
figures unearthed from Jinsha and other types of human 
figures from these cultures. 

The interpretations to the stone human figures 
unearthed at Jinsha

In 1986, an artifact known as the “ritual altar” was 
unearthed from the sacrificial pit no. 2 of the Sanxingdui 
Site. It contains similar representations of human figures 
to that of the sculptures unearthed at Jinsha. The base 
of the ritual altar is in the shape of an animal and four 
human figures form the middle section of the piece, and 
the upper part of the piece is frustum-shaped like a square 
zun-vessel.  A human figure is placed on each of the four 
quarters of the middle piece of the object and they face 
outward, both hands holding a branch-like object and 
a sun-shaped design adorns their back and skirt. Their 
legs are decorated with an eye motif. The crown of these 
individual’s heads has the same V-shape depression or 
hairstyle as that of the stone figures from Jinsha (Figure 3).

According to the excavation report, the V-shaped 
design is interpreted as being a square-shaped hat, of 
which the rim forms a V-shape on which there was a 
circle of geometric designs out of which a flattened image 

Figure 2  The stone kneeling figure collected in the Art Institute 
of Chicago (no. 1950.671). 
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Figure 3  The bronze “ritual altar” unearthed from sacrificial 
pit no. 2 of the Sanxingdui Site. 

of a human head in profile emerged. From the published 
pictures and an examination of the actual object, the 
boundary between the V-shaped design on the head and 
the crown is unclear, however, a drawing of the piece 
shows that there is a clear boundary between V-shaped 
design and the individual’s head, which indicates it is 
likely that this indeed represents a hat and not a hairstyle.  
The four figures on the “ritual altar” are likely wizards, 
shamans, or ritual specialists and the whole altar can be 
understood as representing a ritual scene. There are many 
other representations of these ritual specialists on bronzes 
objects in sacrificial pit no. 2 at Sanxingdui and they are 
all adorned with different headwear.  For example, the 
large standing figure wears a lotus flower-shaped hat, a 
piece on which only the upper body half was preserved 
carries a usual beast shaped headpiece. The bronze masks 

Figure  4  Top view of the stone human figure (2001CQJC:716) 
unearthed from Jinsha Site. 

unearthed from sacrificial pits 1 and 2 have crowns in the 
shape of the character “ 回 ”, curb-shaped crowns, flat-
topped crowns and two horned helmets etc. One standing 
figure was unearthed from the Jinsha Site and it carries a 
crown in the shape of the sun. In many ancient religions 
including Shamanism, ritual specialists often wear varied 
and complicated hats. The V-shaped depression on the 
head of the stone figures from Jinsha and on the bronze 
from Sanxingdui may be representations of these crowns 
and not of a hairstyle. When one looks down at the 
V-shaped design from above, it becomes immediately 
recognizable that this design is too square, regular and 
with sharp angles to be that of a hairstyle (Figure 4). If 
the hair was parted down the center, and the sides of the 
head were shaven, then it would be difficult for the braids 
shown these individual’s back to reach all the way down 
to their waist and thighs. 

The objects unearthed at the Jinsha Site are similar in 
character to those unearthed at Sanxingdui and these two 
sites share a close relationship and derive from the same 
cultural background. Whether or not the design on the 
head of the stone figures at Jinsha, like that on the altar at 
Sanxingdui represents a hat or a hairstyle, they are both 
extremely similar, and one can say that these two sets of 
individuals likely had a shared identity: namely they are 
shamans/wizards/ritual specialists/sorcerers. 

There are numerous representations of human 
figures wearing braids from the ritual pits at the site of 
Sanxingdui. The figure with the sun-shaped crown from 
Jinsha also has hair which is tied into three braids and 
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tied at the back of the head. This kind of style of braid 
is relatively rare and the stone figurines unearthed at the 
site of Jinsha have precisely this hairstyle. If hairstyles 
are indicative of class or identity, then the status of these 
stone figurines should not be very different from that of 
the bronze figurine picturing a shaman/ritual specialist/
sorcerer.

There is no lack of kneeling figures in the bronze 
sculptures at the Jinsha Site and Sanxingdui and the 
biggest difference between them and the stone figures at 
Jinsha is the fact that the hands of the latter are tied behind 
their back. The fact that these figures have their hands 
tied and that they are kneeling does not necessarily mean 
that they are slaves or prisoners of war. For example, 
in some ancient cultures during sacrificial ceremonies, 
ritual specialists offer themselves up as an offering to 
the deities. In the oracle bone inscriptions of the Shang 
Dynasty, there is mention of ritual specialists being set 
on fire. In ancient texts, there is also mention of ritual 
specialists being sacrificed, mostly in ritual occasions 
where they are praying to the deities for rain. An example 
which is commonly quoted comes from the Liji (Book of 
rites) and reads as the following: 

In a year of drought Duke Mu (of the Lu State) called 
to him Xuanzi, and asked him about it. “Heaven,” said 
he, “has not sent down rain for a long time. I wish to 
expose a deformed person in the sun (to move its pity), 
what do you say to my doing so?” “Heaven, indeed,” 
was the reply, “does not send down rain; but would it not 
be an improper act of cruelty, on that account to expose 
the diseased son of some one in the sun?” “Well then,” 
(said the duke), “I wish to expose in the sun a witch; 
what do you say to that?” Xuanzi said, “Heaven, indeed, 
does not send down rain; but would it not be wide of the 
mark to hope anything from (the suffering of) a foolish 
woman, and by means of that to seek for rain [ 岁旱 , 穆
公召县子而问然 , 曰 : “ 天久不雨 , 吾欲暴尪而奚若 ?”
曰 : “ 天久不雨 , 而暴人之疾子 , 虐 , 毋乃不可与 !”“ 然
则吾欲暴巫而奚若 ?” 曰 : “ 天则不雨 , 而望之愚妇人 , 
於以求之 , 毋乃已疏乎 !” English translation by Legge, 
James]?” In the narration of the 21st year of Duke Xi of 
the Lu State in Zuozhuan (Zuoqiu Ming’s commentary to 
the Spring-and-Autumn annals), there is also this kind of 
record: “the duke wished, in consequence of the drought, 
to burn a witch and a person much emaciated [ 夏 , 大
旱 , 公欲焚巫尪 ].” In the chapter Qiu yu 求雨 (Seeking 
rain) of Chunqiu fanlu 春秋繁露 (Luxuriant dew of the 
Spring-and-Autumn annals) by Dong Zhongshu in the 
Western Han Dynasty, it is said that “rain was prayed for 
during the spring drought, outside of the east gate of the 
city, the witch and emaciated persons were exposed to 
the full heat of the sun for fully eight days, and a square 
altar eight chi (about 1.85m) in perimeter was built 
with paths to the four directions……rain was prayed 
for during the autumn drought, the witch and emaciated 
persons were exposed to the full heat of the sun for fully 
nine days……a square altar nine chi (about 2.08m) in 
perimeter was built with paths to the four directions 

outside of the west gate of the city [ 春旱求雨……暴巫 , 
聚尪八日于邑东门之外 , 为四通之坛 , 方八尺……
秋暴巫尪至九日……为四通之坛于邑西门之外 , 方
九尺 ]……” In addition to this, there are cases of some 
rulers offering themselves as a human sacrifice. For 
example, it is recorded in the chapter of Shunmin 顺民 
(Being in accord with the people) of The Annals of Lü 
Buwei that “In the past, when Tang conquered the Xia 
and put the world aright, there had been a great drought 
with no harvest for five years. Tang thereupon offered a 
prayer at Sanglin in which he offered his own body as 
the pledge……he cut his hair, put his hands in manacles, 
and had himself prepared in lieu of the usual animals as 
the offering in a sacrifice to beseech the blessings of the 
Supreme Sovereign [ 昔者汤克夏而正天下 , 天下大
旱五年不收 , 汤乃以身祷于桑林……于是翦其发 , 磨
其手 , 以身为牺牲 . English translation by Knoblock, 
John and Riegel, Jeffrey].” These examples show that 
in ancient times, ritual specialists were occasionally 
used as human sacrifices. We can thus not eliminate 
the possibility that the stone figures from the Jinsha 
Site may show that this culture performed sacrifices of 
ritual specialists or that they used stone sculptures as a 
substitution during ritual activity. 

When trying to determine the identity of these 
ritual specialists, it is most important to examine 
the archaeological context in which each figure was 
uncovered. According to the excavation report, the figure 
unearthed at the site of Fangchi Street was found along 
with stone tools, pottery as well as oracle bones, one of 
these bones was made out of a human skull and there are 
marks of chiseling and burning on it. Oracle bones are 
generally used by ritual specialists. The precise excavation 
context of the stone figure from the Sanxingdui Site is 
still unclear, and the report only indicates that one of these 
figures was unearthed from architectural foundations in 
the area of Xiquankan which were associated with large 
amounts of finished stone bi-discs, bi-disc blanks and 
stone refuses. This is very limited information, however 
if we can hereafter determine that these indeed belong to 
a production center for stone material, we can say that 
this stone figure was unearthed in a workshop for stone 
implements.  

The stone figures from the Jinsha Site were unearthed 
in the ritual center of the site and some of these were 
found with sculptures of snakes which were also made 
out of stone. Some were placed on top of jade zhang-
scepters, or next to sculptures of stone tigers, next to 
some of the figures, stone bi-discs were unearthed, along 
with pottery and bronze implements. There are some 
stone figures which come clearly from the same features 
as other finds. For example, a stone figure, stone tiger, 
three stone tiger tails and large numbers of stone bi-discs 
were unearthed from feature no. 19. The stone figure and 
tiger were placed close together and the tiger’s mouth was 
placed against the head of the stone figure (Figure 5).  In 
addition, in the 8th stratigraphic layer at the northeast 
zone of the Meiyuan locality, a stone figure was also 
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found placed together with a stone tiger. 
It is very interesting that the stone figure was found 

placed together with a stone tiger and snake. Aside from 
the stone tiger and snake, there are also bronze tigers in 
Jinsha Site. At the Sanxingdui Site and in the sacrificial 
pits of the site, many gold and bronze tigers as well as 
bronze snakes have been unearthed. It can be seen that in 
both sites, tigers and snakes held a special meaning. Wang 
Fang (2004) has previously had a very good discussion of 
the stone tigers and snakes from the Jinsha Site, in which 
she emphasizes the fact that according to many historical 
texts snakes have a special intermediate function with 
the deities and human beings; by commanding and 
controlling snakes, the ritual specialists might have 
appeared as some kind of hero or divinity to the eyes of 
their contemporaries. The snake becomes an instrument 
for the ritual specialists and a medium for the divinities.

When one considers the natural environment of the 
Chengdu Plain at the time, and the danger and fear 
brought about by encountering animals such as tigers and 
snakes, it is logical to think that individuals who had the 
ability to control these animals were accorded a special 
social status. It is also possible that they used these 
animals to inspire fear or admiration in others. 

K.C. Chang has carried out numerous analyses of the 
relationship between animal representations and ritual 
specialists and in a series of articles has pointed out the 
close relationship between the two. This is expressed in 
the metamorphoses between human and animal, or their 
close association, particularly in their role in helping 
ritual specialists bridge the divide between the earthly and 
the divine.  He has raised the particular example of snakes 
and tigers in many instances. Although K.C. Chang was 
not mentioning the discoveries at the Jinsha Site, his work 
is undoubtedly useful for understanding social status of 
the stone figures, and their relationship with the stone 
tigers and snakes associated with them. At the Jinsha Site, 
some stone figures were also discovered placed on top of 
jade zhang-scepters. The large amounts of jade zhang-

Figure 5  The stone human figure found from feature no. 19 
of Jinsha Site in situ.

scepters unearthed at the Sanxingdui and Jinsha Sites 
were likely used as implements by ritual specialists. The 
representations of kneeling individuals holding zhang-
scepters and carrying out ritual activities unearthed at the 
site of Sanxingdui proved this point.

Lastly, we need to discuss the finds of these stone 
sculptures within the larger context of the Sanxingdui 
and Shi’erqiao Cultures. There are numerous standing 
and kneeling human figures and motifs, as well as 
bronze human heads and masks both at the Sanxingdui 
and Jinsha Sites and regardless of whether these figures 
represent ritual specialists or the chief of a clan, they are 
all found within ritual contexts. Among these, there is 
no example of a figure which can be said to represent a 
slave, war captive or a personage of lower status. Despite 
the fact that these stone figures have been unearthed from 
different sites, they all share the same form. If they did 
represent slaves or war captives, they would be the only 
examples of such a representation in the very rich sites 
of Sanxingdui and Jinsha, and this interpretation is not 
supported by other archaeological evidence. 

Large amounts of ritual implements, designs and 
archaeological features have been excavated at the 
Sanxingdui and Jinsha Sites, however at both these sites, 
there is no trace of ritually sacrificing either slaves or 
war captives. This makes it difficult to say that the stone 
figures at Jinsha are evidence of using slaves as ritual 
sacrifices. There is ample evidence for human sacrifice 
in both the Shang and Zhou cultures, as well as those of 
other areas of China. However, the sacrifice of humans, 
tigers and snakes together, or the act of using humans 
as sacrifices to tigers and snakes is extremely rare. 
Hence, if we are to interpret the stone figures at Jinsha as 
representing a human sacrifice, it is difficult to explain 
their association with tigers, snakes, oracle bones and jade 
zhang-scepters. In the first ritual pit at Sanxingdui, a zun-
vessel in the shape of the combination of a dragon and a 
lion/tiger was also unearthed. The motif on the body of 
this zun shows two tigers on top of a human. A similar 
theme is often encountered in Shang Dynasty bronzes 
unearthed from the Yangtze River valley. 

The human representations on these bronzes are not 
tied but are placed next to the mouth of the tiger. This 
does not however mean that they are individuals of lower 
status about to be engulfed. Similar designs are also 
present on later period archaeological materials from 
the Sichuan area. In 1963, a number of bronzes were 
unearthed from seven burials of the Warring-States Period 
at the Fuxi Township, Emei County, Sichuan. Amongst 
these a ge-dagger ax with straight horizontal blade and 
long dewlap (curving edge extending downward from 
the lower horizontal edge) was excavated. A tiger with a 
human underneath its wide open mouth is represented on 
the horizontal blade and the dewlap of this ge-dagger ax.  
This individual has both his hands tied behind his back 
and on the crown of its head a design similar to that of 
the V-shaped hairstyle discussed previously appears. The 
rubbing of this ge-dagger ax is not very clear and it is also 
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of a later period than the Sanxingdui and Jinsha Sites and 
might not be related to the human figures discussed in this 
paper.  However given the association of the human with 
the tiger on the bronzes of the Shang and Zhou Dynasties, 
the kneeling person on this ge-dagger ax is not necessarily 
a slave. 

Brief Conclusion

As discussed above, the kneeling and bound stone figures 
unearthed at the Jinsha Site and other areas can be thought 
to be representations of ritual specialists. The stone tigers, 
snakes, jade zhang-scepters and oracle bones unearthed 
alongside these stone figures are the instruments of 
ritual specialists. Much like the ritual altar unearthed at 
Sanxingdui, these figures and the objects associated with 
them are remains of the scene of ritual activities carried 
out by ritual specialists. The objects unearthed at both 
Sanxingdui and Jinsha are surrounded by a thick mystique 
and are representative of a cult associated with sun 
worship. However it is difficult to explain exactly what 
kind of ritual activities these objects were involved in, 
and what the goal of these rituals was. 

The case of the analysis of the stone figures has led 
us to deeply appreciate, that when looking at excavated 
objects one should not only examine them superficially, 
but we need to carry out an “excavation” in order to 
understand their true meaning. In order to do this, it is 
most essential to place the objects in their cultural and 
excavation context and to discover their relationships with 
the associated objects. For many archaeological materials, 
particularly those associated with ritual activities, we 
should not try to research these objects in an isolated 
way, but it is necessary to try to interpret them in the 
context of surrounding finds.  Even though we cannot rid 
ourselves of our contemporary perspective, moral values 
and knowledge, however we must try our best to place 
objects back in their original contexts, and to let them 

“speak” for themselves, and “communicate” with these 
ancient people. It is only in this way that we can arrive at 
a reasonable explanation of these objects. 
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Postscript

The original paper published in Wenwu 文物 (Cultural 
relics) 2010. 9: 61–5 with four illustrations was written 
by Jinsong Shi 施劲松 . This abridged version is prepared 
by the author and translated into English by D'Alpoim 
Guedes Jade 玳玉 . 




