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Abstract

Through an analysis of oracle bone inscriptions relating 
to attacks on the northern and western borders of the 
Shang Kingdom by various ethnic groups living in the 
Northern Frontier Zone, this paper suggests that the 
members of northern chiefdoms such as the Qiong Fang, 
Tu Fang, or Fang Fang mainly lived in the mountainous 
areas of present-day western and northwestern Shanxi, 
northeastern Shaanxi, and northern Hebei Provinces. The 
paper analyzes the characteristics of northern frontier-
style bronzes unearthed from this region and suggests 
to which cultures they may have belonged. Based on 
these suggestions and analyses, this paper discusses the 
northern-style bronzes unearthed from offering pits, 
sacrificial pits and tombs at the Yinxu Site and reveals 
that the northern-style bronzes frequently seen at Yinxu, 
especially the ones dating to the late stage of Phase I 
and Phase II of Yinxu Period (i.e., those dating to the 
reigns of Kings Wu Ding and Zu Jia), are a sign of 
frequent warfare between the Shang people and the ethnic 
groups inhabiting the Northern Frontier Zone, warfare 
having been the main form of the contact between them. 
Moreover, this paper discusses the significance of the 
communication of the Shang with these northern ethnic 
groups for establishing exchange between the Shang and 
the people in the Eurasian Steppe. 
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to 221 BC; ethnic relations–history; Northern Frontier Zone 
(China)–archaeology

Attacks on the Shang Kingdom by northern eth-
nic groups as reflected in oracle bone inscrip-
tions from the time of Wu Ding

A number of oracle bone inscriptions on large bovine 
scapulae from the time of Wu Ding recorded intrusions 
of northern ethnic groups into the western and northern 
territories of the Shang Kingdom. The characters on this 
type of oracle bones were regular, strong, and mostly 
had cinnabar encrustation. Many of these inscriptions 
described the king himself making prognostications (as 
shown in the words “the king prognosticated saying”), 

and they are usually rather complete in composition, most 
of them consisting of the four parts of preface (qianci 前
辞 ), charge (mingci 命辞 ), prognostication (zhanci 占
辞 ) and verification (yanci 验辞 ). This kind of oracle 
bone inscriptions belongs to the Bin group (binzu 宾组 ) 
and thus dates to the middle of the reign of King Wu Ding 
(1250–1192 BCE). 

In a first step, I am choosing 11 oracle bone inscriptions 
from Yinxu whose dates are undisputed (Figure 1). They 
all describe events taking place between guiwei ( 癸
未 , i.e., the 20th) and jisi ( 己巳 , i.e., the 6th day of the 
sexagenary cycle), a period comprising 47 days and thus 
stretching over two months. These two months during 
which the prognostications were performed comprise the 
fifth and the sixth months. 

The time during which the prognostications were 
made falls into the late Shang Dynasty (c. 1600-1046 
BCE). When referring to the ethnic groups that attacked 
the Shang domain from all sides, the oracle bone 
inscriptions mostly use the term “certain party” (certain 
Fang 某方 ), and oracle bone experts interpret this as 
meaning the surrounding chiefdoms. The groups from 
the surrounding areas attacking the border regions of the 
Shang territory that are referred to in the inscriptions 
on the large bovine scapulae mentioned above include 
Qiong Fang, Tu Fang, and Fang Fang. According to the 
sentence structure of the inscriptions on these oracle 
bones, the date of the fifth or sixth month mentioned in 
the verification statement of each inscription is the date 
on which the couriers from the border regions reached 
the residence of the king and reported the attacks. 
The words in the oracle bone texts running “ 有来艱
自□ (disaster coming from X [a certain direction])” 
shows that the report from the border regions that were 
brought the residence related certain dangers, and the 
location of the place where the event took place can be 
determined in relation to the place where the king made 
the prognostication (i.e., the region around Anyang). 

The tale of who intruded into which territory exactly 
describes the constellation that the couriers from the 
border regions of the Shang territory reported to the 
king. The invasions mentioned in the oracle bone 
inscriptions concur with the definition from the story 
about the fifth year of Duke Yin of the Lu State in 
Guliang zhuan榖梁传 (Guliang Chi's commentary) to 
Chunqiu 春秋 (the Spring-and-Autumn Annals) which 
says: “To capture the people and loot the livestock 
means to invade.”

The 11 oracle bone inscriptions run as follows: 
“Disaster came from the north [a few days before] jichou 

in the fifth month [when] the Qiong Fang chiefdom advanced 
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Figure 1  The oracle bone inscriptions about the attacks on the Shang Kingdom by northern ethnic groups during the reign of 
King Wu Ding. 
1. The obverse of no. 6057; 2. The reverse of no. 6057; 3. reverse of no. 137; 4. The obverse of no. 584; 5. The 
reverse of no. 584; 6. The obverse of no. 7143; 7. The obverse of no. 6778. 

into the territory of the Zhang Clan 有来艱自西 , 五月己丑
前几日 , 方征于 氏之奠 (the obverse of no. 584 and the 
reverse of no. 137 in 甲骨文合集 [Collection of the oracle 
bone inscriptions], see Figure 1:4 and Figure 1:3).” 

“Disaster came from the north [a few days before] 
xinmao in the fifth month [when] the Tu Fang chiefdom 
invaded into the fields of the You Clan and (captured) ten 
men 有来艱自北 , 五月辛卯前几日 , 土方侵 氏田十人 
(the reverse of no. 6057 in 甲骨文合集 , see Figure 1:2).” 

“Disaster came from the west [a few days before] 
renchen in the fifth month [when] the Qiong Fang(?) 
chiefdom advanced into the territory of the Guan Clan 
and annexed the four cities 有来艱自西 , 五月壬辰前几
日 , 方 (?) 征 氏之奠 , 四邑 (the reverse of no. 584 
in 甲骨文合集 , see Figure 1:5).” 

“Disaster came from the west [a few days before] 
dingyou in the fifth month [when] the Tu Fang chiefdom 
advanced into the eastern border fields of the Zhi lineage 
and annexed two cities, while the Qiong Fang chiefdom 
invaded the western fields of the Zhi Clan 有来艱自西 , 

五月丁酉前几日 , 土方征于沚氏东鄙田 , 二邑 , 方
亦侵沚氏西鄙田 (the obverse of no. 6057 in 甲骨文合集 , 
see Figure 1:1).” 

“Disaster came from the west [a few days before] 
wuxu(?) in the fifth month [when] the Qiong Fang 
chiefdom invaded the Zhi Clan有来艱自西 , 五月戊戌 (?)
前几日 , 方侵沚氏 (the obverse of no. 7143 in 甲骨文
合集 , see Figure 1:6).”

“[a few days before] guimao in the fifth month the 
Fang chiefdom advanced into Yong 五月癸卯前几日 , 
方征于邕 (the obverse of no. 6778 in 甲骨文合集 , see 
Figure 1:7).”

“Disaster came from the north [a few days before] 
jiachen in the fifth month [when] the Fang chiefdom 
advanced into You and captured fifteen people” [ 有来
艱自北 , 五月甲辰日 , 方征于 , 俘人十有五人 (the 
reverse of no. 137 in 甲骨文合集 , see Figure 1:3).”

“Disaster came from the north [a few days before] 
wushen in the fifth (or sixth) month [when] the Fang 
chiefdom again advanced into You and captured sixteen 
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people [ 有来艱自北 ,] 五 ( 或六 ) 月戊申 , 方亦征 , 
俘人十有六人 (the reverse of no. 137 in 甲骨文合集 , 
see Figure 1:3).”

“Disaster came from the west [a few days before] 
jisi in the sixth month [when] the Qiong Fang chiefdom 
again invaded the Zhang Clan (and captured) seventy-five 
people on the Lai field 有来艱自西 , 六月己巳前几日 , 

方又侵 氏示 田七十五人 (the obverse of no. 6057 in 
甲骨文合集 , see Figure 1:1).”

From the content of the oracle bone texts we can infer 
the following facts:

1. Judging by the direction from which the reports 
are coming, it is possible to infer that the Zhang , 
Guan , Zhi沚 and other clans of the Shang Empire 
were all located in the western border region of the Shang 
territory, i.e., in the southeastern part of present-day 
Shanxi. Summing up the archaeological material (i.e., the 
material from sites in southeastern Shanxi from which the 
remains of Yinxu Culture have been excavated), the three 
clans living in the western border region of the Shang 
territory likely settled in the Zhuo (Muddy) and Qing 
(Clear) Zhang River Valleys in the western foothills of the 
Taihang Mountains in southeastern Shanxi. 

2. At the same time, based on the direction from 
which the reports are coming, we can infer that the 
territory of the You  Clan was located in the northern 
part of the Shang territory north of the Shang capital. 
Considering that the sites belonging to the Yinxu Culture 
are distributed in the western Hebei and the northern part 
of the eastern foothills of the Taihang Mountains, the 
You Clan lived between the Hutuo and the Tanghe River 
Valleys in the eastern foothills of the Taihang Mountains 
to the north of present-day Shijiazhuang. 

3. The fact that the oracle bone inscriptions report the 
Qiong  Fang invading the border region of the Shang 
territory as “disaster coming from the west” shows that 
the Qiong Fang at the time lived somewhere west of the 
Shang capital (i.e., the area around Anyang), meaning 
they were to be found in the region east of present-day 
Lingshi and Jiexiu in the middle Fen River Valley in 
Shanxi. 

4. From the oracle bone accounts describing the Tu
土 Fang and Fang 方 Fang entering and attacking the 
borders of the Shang territory as “disaster coming from 
the north,” we can infer that the armed powers of the Tu 
Fang and Fang Fang at the time were mainly to be found 
north of the Shang capital. At the same time when the 
Tu Fang attacked the You  territory, they also attacked 
“the eastern border fields of the Zhi沚 Clan. ” The main 
territory occupied by the armed forces of the Tu Fang 
at the time were therefore the eastern and the western 
foothills of the Taihang Mountains in present-day western 
Hebei and northeastern Shanxi. From the fact that the 
Fang Fang attacked the  Clan, we can infer that the 
armed forces of the Fang Fang at the time mainly were to 
be found in the Hutuo and Tanghe River Valleys on the 
eastern foothills of the Taihang Mountains in present-day 
western Hebei. 

5. Qiong Fang, Tu Fang, and Fang Fang mainly 
destroyed small settlements on the periphery of the Shang 
territory and plundered property and people. Their manner 
of invasion was destructive, not actually aiming to claim 
territory; as these adversaries belonged to ethnic groups of 
northern origin, it is very likely that they were practicing 
a nomadic or combined nomadic-agricultural subsistence 
system, constantly changing their place of residence. 

6. As the northern ethnic groups were moving around 
a lot at the time, it is only possible to roughly estimate 
the location of their armed forces at the time of attack 
as well as their general location and origin. The Qiong 
Fang likely came from western Shanxi, the Tu Fang 
might have come from the region covered by present-day 
northwestern Shanxi, northeastern Shaanxi, and southern 
and middle Inner Mongolia, while the Fang Fang likely 
lived in the northern mountains of present-day Hebei. 

There are many different chiefdom-level ethnic groups 
mentioned in the oracle bone inscriptions from Yinxu as 
living in the border regions around the Shang territory, 
and the “fangs” described above are in no way the only 
such groups mentioned in the oracle bone inscriptions in 
the reign of King Wu Ding. The sources listed above were 
chosen because:

1. They reflect the severe disturbances that the 
Shang territory received at the time of Wu Ding and his 
descendants from the alien ethnic groups living in the 
west and in the north; and

2. They provide some information as to the range 
of motion, origin, and style of living of these ethnic 
groups. 

Subgroups of the northern Bronze Age cultures 
and their distribution during the late Shang Dy-
nasty

Since the middle of the 20th century and especially 
since the 1960s, archaeological excavations and related 
researches have already provided us with some ideas of 
the nature of the northern Bronze Age culture groups 
that lived north and west of the Shang realm and were in 
rather close contact with the Shang people and the Shang 
Culture. Among the related archaeological finds, we can 
distinguish four different types of bronze objects, the 
Shilou 石楼 Type, the Suide 绥德 Type, the Heidouzui 黑
豆嘴 Type, and the Northern Hebei 冀北 Type. 

1. The Shilou Type. 
Located in the mountain area of western Shanxi 

(Lüliang Mountains), Shilou County is marked by a 
peculiar kind of northern-type bronze objects that have 
been excavated from several small loci. Larger sites 
with similar cultural characteristics have likewise been 
excavated in other counties in the mountains of western 
Shanxi both south and north of Shilou. The majority of 
Shilou-type bronzes have been excavated from burials, 
mostly in association with Shang-type bronze objects; 
the so-called Shang-type objects included vessels and 
weapons; some of them may have been obtained directly 
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Figure 2  The bronze weapons and tools of Shilou Type. 
1–3. Axes with tubular socket (1 and 2. Linzheyu Site, Baode; 3. Caojiayuan Site, Shilou); 4. Bodkin-shaped object with 
bell-shaped end (Linzheyu Site, Baode); 5. Bow-shaped ornament (Chujiayu Site, Shilou); 6. Ladle with snake head-
shaped handle and attached rings (Caojiayuan Site, Shilou); 7. Spoon with snake head-shaped end (Hou Lanjiagou Site, 
Shilou); 8 and 9. Knives with ring-shaped pommel with three protruding knobs (Hou Lanjiagou and Erlangpo Sites, 
Shilou); 10. Knife with double-ring-shaped pommel (Gaohong Site, Liulin); 11. Knife with ring-shaped pommel (Chujiayu 
Site at Yidie Township, Shilou); 12. Sword with bell-shaped pommel (Caojiayuan Site, Shilou). 

from the hands of Shang people, others may have been 
made by the local people imitating the Shang-type ones. 

The most particular item among the Shilou-type objects 
can be classified as northern-style bronze weapons and 
tools, most importantly axes with tubular socket that can 
be distinguished into two types, those with a short socket 
(Figures 2:1 and 2:2) and those with a long socket (Figure 
2:3). Objects of the latter type are also addressed as horse 
head-shaped axes whose origins can be traced back to 
the axes with long socket unearthed at Nihavand in Iran. 
Some of the axes with tubular socket carry decorations, 
some consisting of several rows of protruding lines, 
others running from the body of the ax towards the shaft 
and all the way through to the butt (Figure 2:2). There are 
also some knives with ring-shaped pommel with three 
protruding knobs (Figures 2:8 and 2:9), some with narrow 
slots in the middle of the hilt flanked by various kinds of 
line decorations on both sides consisting of diagonal short 
lines or Λ-shaped lines (Figure 2:11), double-ring-shaped 
pommel knives (Figure 2:10), and short swords with bell-
shaped pommels (Figure 2:12). 

Apart from the four typical objects listed above, some 
of the small items are also quite peculiar, among them a 
spoon with snake head-shaped end (Figure 2:7), a ladle 
with a snake head and rings (Figure 2:6), a bodkin-shaped 
object with bell-shaped end (Figure 2:4), and a bow-
shaped bronze ornament (Figure 2:5). 

Because most of the Shilou-type bronze objects came 
from burials that also contained Shang-type objects, it 
is possible to estimate the date of these bronzes based 
on the chronology of the Yinxu bronzes. They are 
contemporaneous with the latter stage of Phase I of the 
Yinxu Period up the beginning of Phase II, i.e., from the 
reign of King Wu Ding to that of Zu Jia. 

Upstream the Yellow River via Baode County from 
Shilou is Qingshuihe County, Inner Mongolia. Between 
1997 and 1998, excavations were conducted in Xicha 
Village in Shantaizi Township of this county. In Phase III 
of the remains of this settlement site, archaeologists found 
bronze axes with tubular socket (Figure 3:3). In 1988, 
also at Shantaizi Township, two bronze axes with tubular 
socket unscientifically found were collected (Figures 3:1 
and 3:2), which are of the same type as those excavated 
from the Xicha site. They are rather similar to the Suide 
and Shilou-type bronze axes with short tubular socket, 
and are thus probably stylistically related to them. 

2. The Suide Type. 
Across from the Shilou-type sites in western Shanxi, 

on the opposite of the Yellow River on the northern 
Shaanxi tableland in the counties including Suide and 
the ones bordering it on the south, bronze objects were 
found that show clear influence of the Shilou Type but 
also have strong particularities of their own. Because this 
type of bronze objects has been most commonly found in 
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Figure 3  The bronze axes with tubular socket unearthed and gathered in Shantaizi Township, Qingshuihe County, Inner 
Mongolia. 
1. Laoniuwan AQ 1 (unscientifically unearthed); 2. Laoniuwan QC 2 (unscientifically unearthed); 3. M10:1 of Xicha Site. 
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Figure 4  Bronzes of Suide Type. 
1–8. Axes with tubular socket (1. Confiscated in Qutou Village, Shaodaohe Township, Yanchuan County; 2. 
Confiscated in unknown place in Suide County; 3. Confiscated in Shuangmiaohe Village, Shuangmiaohe Township, 
Qingjian County; 4. Confiscated in Huangjiapo Village, Cuijiawan Township, Suide County; 5. Confiscated in 
unknown place in Suide County; 6. Confiscated in Yangjiamao Village, Zhongjiao Township, Suide County; 7. 
Unearthed from M9 at Lijiaya Village, Gaojie Township, Qingjian County; 8. Collected in Suide County Museum); 9. 
Yue-battle ax (confiscated in Yanchang County); 10 and 11. Swords with bell-shaped pommel (confiscated in Qutou 
Village, Shaodaohe Township, Yanchuan County and Xiasiwan Town, Ganquan County); 12. Knife with semicircular 
pommel (confiscated in Zhanglangou Village, Heijiapu Township, Yanchang County); 13. Knife with horse head-
shaped pommel (confiscated in Yantou Village, Yihe Town, Suide County). 
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the area under the jurisdiction of Suide County, they have 
been referred to as belonging to the Suide Type. Most of 
these bronze objects were unearthed together with Shang-
style bronze objects from burials. The most remarkable 
and most representative variety of this type of bronzes 

are a specific kind of axes with tubular socket whose 
form resembles the horse head-shaped axes with long 
socket of the Shilou type (see Figure 2:3), but the lower 
part of the socket is somewhat shorter (Figure 4:1). Other 
typical objects include oval yue-battle axes (Figure 4:9), 
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Figure 5  Bronzes of the Heidouzui Type. 
1–4. Axes with tubular sockets (1. Unearthed from CHXM2; 2. 
Confiscated in Beipo Vlliage in Qinhe Township, Chunhua; 3. 
Unearthed from CHXM3; 4. Confiscated in Xi Liangjiacun Village 
in Runzhen Township, Chunhua County); 5. Knife with mushroom-
shaped pommel (unearthed from CHXM1); 6. Knife with horn-
shaped pommel (found at Jianganliang, Zhaojiazhuang Village 
in Shangguanying Township, Chunhua County); 7. Yue-battle ax 
(unearthed from CHXM2); 8. Bow-shaped object (unearthed from 
CHXM2). 

Figure 6  Bronzes unearthed from the hoard at Chaodaogou at Wangchang 
Township, Qinglong County, Hebei. 
1. Ax with tubular socket; 2. Pickax with tubular socket; 3. Sword 
with bighorn sheep head-shaped pommel; 4. Knife with deer head-
shaped pommel; 5. Knife with bell-shaped pommel; 6. Knife with 
ring-shaped pommel with three protruding knobs. 
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swords with bell-shaped pommel (Figures 
4:10 and 4:11), knives with semicircular 
pommel (Figure 4:12), and knives with 
horse head-shaped pommel (Figure 4:13). 
The date of the Suide-type bronzes can be 
ascertained from the date of the Shang-
type bronze objects coexisting with them 
in the same burials, suggesting a date 
between Phases I and III of the Yinxu 
Period, possibly extending as far as the 
late Shang Dynasty, meaning that the 
Suide Type was lasting a little longer than 
the Shilou Type. 

3. Heidouzui Type. 
These bronzes derive their name from 

having been excavated on the terrace land 
of Heidouzui Village in Xiyang Township, 
Chunhua County in western Shaanxi in 
1982. The main sites containing this kind 
of objects are four graves discovered 
at Heidouzui (CHXM1 to CHXM4). 
Representative northern-style bronze 
objects from this site comprise axes with 
tubular socket (Figure 5:1 to 5:4), their 
form being rather different from the 
axes with tubular socket of the Shilou 
and Suide Types. Furthermore, there are 
typical yue-battle axes with tubular socket 
(Figure 5:7), knives with mushroom-
shaped pommel (Figure 5:5), knives 
with horn-shaped pommel (Figure 5:6), 
and bow-shaped objects with horse head 
shaped ends (Figure 5:8). The date of the 
Heidouzui-type bronze objects can be 
estimated from the date of the Shang-type 
objects coexisting with them in the same 
burials. The objects thus likely date to the 
transitional period between Phases II and 
III of the Yinxu Period, i.e., the time from 
the reign of Kings Zu Geng and Zu Jia to 
King Lin Xin. 

4. Northern Hebei Type. 
This type of finds is mainly distributed 

on the northern part of the eastern 
foothills of the Taihang Mountains and 
the eastern part of the southern foothills 
of the Yanshan Mountains. Most of these 
objects are weapons that were found 
in hoards. Among the most important 
discoveries is a cache discovered in 1961 
at Chaodaogou in Wangchang Township, 
Qinglong County, southeast of Chengde, 
which contained various northern-style 
bronzes, an ax with tubular socket (Figure 
6:1), a sword with bighorn sheep head-
shaped pommel (Figure 6:3), a knife with 
deer head-shaped pommel (Figure 6:4), 
and a knife with bell-shaped pommel 
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(Figure 6:5). There was also a knife with a 
ring-shaped pommel with three protruding 
knobs (Figure 6:6); the form resembled the 
Shilou-type knives, but the three protruding 
knobs were rounder and evener in shape, 
resembling small bubbles. Additionally, 
there was a pickax with tubular socket with 
a middle ridge running all the way from the 
butt to the tip of the blade via the socket 
(Figure 6:2). Lin Yun suggested that it as a 
“zhuoge (picking dagger ax)”, and he also 
pointed out that this type of weapon had 
never been found on the loess plateau before 
but “was only distributed in northern Hebei 
and Liaoning.”

T h e t y p e o f p i c k a x f o u n d i n t h e 
Chaodaogou hoard has never been found 
with any of the other kinds of assemblages, 
but the rest of the objects are similar to those 
of the Shilou and Suide types. It is thus very 
likely that these caches date to late Shang 
times. 

Another important discovery of late Shang 
northern-style bronze objects in northern 
Hebei was made in 1984: a hoard at Xiao 
Henan Village in Xiaodongqu Township, 
Xinglong County. Northern-style bronzes from this hoard 
comprise axes with tubular socket (Figure 7:4), knife with 
ox head-shaped pommel (Figure 7:1), knife with bell-
shaped pommel (Figure 7:2), swords with mushroom-
shaped pommel, groove on the hilt, tooth-shaped guard 
and long-narrow leaf-shaped blade (Figure 7:3). 

The form of the knives with bell-shaped pommel and 
swords with mushroom-shaped pommel mentioned above 
reminds of finds from the early Western Zhou burial 
M3 at Baifu Village in Changping District, Beijing. The 
specific kind of ax with tubular socket found in this grave 
does never occur in the context of Shilou or Suide-type 
finds and is likely of relatively late date. The Xinglong 
hoard held Shang and northern-style objects of various 
dates with complex origins, while the hoard itself was 
likely made and filled during the Western Zhou Dynasty. 

Northern-Style bronzes found at Yinxu

From the discovery of Yinxu Site at Anyang in the 1920s 
until today, considerable numbers of northern-style bronze 
weapons and tools have been discovered in excavation 
units (comprising burials, sacrificial and offering pits, and 
chariot-and-horse pits) in and around Yinxu, i.e., in the 
influence sphere of the late Shang Kingdom. 

1. Offerings and sacrificial pits. 
The sacrificial pits, which are also referred to as 

human-sacrifice pits, are pits containing human victims 
and objects; they mainly served for ritual offerings in 
connection with laying house foundations or burying 
the dead. Most of the large number of small burials in 
the eastern section of the royal mausoleum precinct at 

Figure 7  Bronzes unearthed from the hoard at Xiao Henan Village in 
Xiaodongqu Township, Xinglong County, Hebei. 
1. Knife with ox head-shaped pommel; 2. Knife with bell-
shaped pommel; 3. Sword with mushroom-shaped pommel; 4. 
Ax with tubular socket.

Xibeigang held headless sacrificial victims. Because they 
were all found surrounding a large tomb, they have been 
interpreted as pits with sacrificial victims accompanying 
the deceased in the large tomb in death. 

(1) The knife-and-ax burials in the cemetery of the 
eastern area of Xibeigang. 

From fall 1934 to 1935, 80 sacrificial pits were 
excavated in the eastern area of Xibeigang at Houjiazhuang 
in Anyang. There was one type of features that contained 
knives and axes, and Gao Quxun (Kao Chü-hsün) 
therefore called them “knife-ax burials.” The skeletons in 
these burials were all missing their head and each of them 
was accompanied by a bronze knife, a bronze ax, and a 
pebble stone. Gao Quxun provided drawings of 57 bronze 
knives from such “knife-ax burials,” most of them being 
ring-shaped pommel knives (Figures 8:1 to 8:6). Among 
them, the knife from M1537 (Number 9161:1; Figure 
8:5) resembles the knife with horse head-shaped pommel 
found at Yantou Village in Suide (Figure 4:13). 

To date, no material analysis has been conducted on the 
axes from the “knife-ax burials.” Judging from a visual 
inspection of the objects conducted by the author in the 
stacks of Academia Sinica in June 2012, it is clear that all 
the axes are similar in form, with a long rectangular body 
of 13-17cm long and 4-6.5cm wide, with a straight and 
flat body and a tubular socket attached to the outer edge 
for hafting. In many cases there were small cylinders or 
nails attached to the outside of the socket, while a few had 
small flat protrusions. This kind of axes can be assigned 
to three general types:

Type A has a socket shorter than the base of the ax. 
Two subtypes can be distinguished:
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Figure 9  Bronzes and whetstones unearthed from tomb M10 to the south 
of house foundation no. 1 of the δ Area in the site of Xiaotun 
Locus North. 
1-4. Bronze axes with tubular sockets (M10:4, 3, 9 and 7); 5–7. 
Bronze knives (M10:1, 2 and 6); 8 and 9. Whetstones (M10:5 
and M10:8). 
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Type Aa, whose socket is close to the 
middle of the base of the ax body; and Type 
Ab, whose socket leans to one side (Figure 
8:1). 

Type B has a tubular socket with the 
length same as the width of the ax body. 

Type C has a tubular socket that is longer 
than the width of the body and protrudes on 
both sides (Figure 8:2). 

T h e b o d y o f t h e s e a x e s c a r r i e s a 
decorative pattern consisting of some 
embossing lines, some of them extending 
over the socket. Some also carry a protruding 
X-pattern or triangular pattern on the tubular 
socket. According to Gao Quxun, these 
axes were all mounted on wooden hafts and 
the remains of the wood could still be seen 
during the time of excavation, showing that 
they were practical tools. A few specimens 
were particularly thick and heavy and it 
cannot be excluded that they had other uses 
as well. The type Aa axes mentioned above, 
whose short tubular socket is close to the 
middle, has a long rectangular body, short 
stub-like or nail-like or small flattened tang 
on the socket, all of these characteristics that 
can also be observed with the Suide-type 
axes with tubular socket, showing that there 
is a close connection between the two. Seen 
from the development of the form of the axes 
with tubular socket, the date of the “knife-ax 
burials” might be as early as the earlier stage 
of the appearance of the Suide Type and not 
later than Yinxu Phase II. It is important to 
note that this type of axes with tubular socket 
often carries several decorative lines on the 
ax body, some of them extending over the 
socket, a decorative style that can also be 
seen on the axes with tubular socket of the 
Shilou and Suide types. 

(2) Tomb 90M10. 
Excavated in the fal l of 1990, tomb 

M10 was located to the south of the house 
foundation no. 1 of the δ Area to the south 
of the β Area in the site of Xiaotun Locus 
North. It was a long rectangular shaft pit 
grave measuring 1.8 x 0.96m and containing 
three skeletons buried in a prone position 
and probably killed in offering when the 
adjacent building foundations were laid. The 
grave goods comprised four bronze axes, 
three of which were rectangular thin and 
flat ax types (Figures 9:1 to 9:3), belonging 
to types Aa and Ab of the axes with tubular 
socket from the “knife-ax burials” described 
above. Judging from the form of the potteries 
unearthed together with these axes, the 
date of 90M10 can be estimated to fall 

Figure 8  Bronze axes with tubular socket and knives unearthed from the 
knife-ax burials at Xibeigang in Yinxu Site. 
1 and 2. Axes with tubular socket (M1694:R9308 and 
M2093:9211); 3-6. Knives (M1008:8964, M1693:9306:6, 
M1537:9161:1 and M1616:9299:2).
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between the early and the middle period of the reign of 
King Wu Ding. Additionally, the grave contained three 
knives with ring-shaped pommel accompanied by two 
whetstones (Figure 9), very similar to the funeral customs 
described by Gao Quxun for the human sacrifices in the 
“knife-ax burials.” Apparently, at the time this kind of 
accompanying burials was a common practice of human 
sacrifice. 

(3) Burial M238 in the south of β Area of Xiaotun 
Locus North of Yinxu. 

Burial M238 contained five skeletons interred in 
three layers accompanied by potteries, bronze tools and 
whetstones, as well as stone axes (Figures 10:3), and 
knife with mushroom-shaped pommel (Figure 10:1) 
resembling the Heidouzui-type knife unearthed from 
tomb CHXM1 (Figure 5:5). Furthermore, there was a 
bow-shaped object with curved back and flattened ends 
that could be described as hoof-shaped (Figure 10:2); this 
object is rather different from the bow-shaped objects 
with bell-shaped or horse head-shaped ends as they have 
been found in and nearby Yinxu, but rather similar to the 
bow-shaped objects with curved or straight back found at 
Karasuk-culture sites in the Minusinsk Basin. The date of 
tomb M238 is probably Yinxu Phase II, i.e., between the 
middle phase of the reign of King Wu Ding and that of 
King Zu Jia at the latest. If the stone ax found in this tomb 
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Figure 10  Bronzes and stone implements unearthed from 
tomb M238 in the south of β Area of Xiaotun 
Locus North of Yinxu. 
1. Knife with mushroom-shaped pommel 
(R1598); 2. Bow-shaped object (R1770); 3. Stone 
ax (R803); 4. Whetstone (R10850). 
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Figure 11  M164 in the south of β Area of Xiaotun Locus 
North of Yinxu. 
1. The plan of M164; 2. The bronze knife with 
ring-shaped pommel with three protruding knobs. 

had been used as the substitute of the bronze one, then the 
object assemblage would have been identical to that of the 
“knife-ax burials.”

(4) Burial M164 in the south of β Area of Xiaotun 
Locus North of Yinxu. 

This pit in north-south orientation contained one 
human skeleton, one horse skeleton and the bones of two 
dogs (Figure 11:1), as well as one bronze weapon, a knife 
with ring-shaped pommel with three protruding knobs 
(Figure 11:2) that belonged to the Shilou Type. Judging 
from the form of the potteries associated with these finds, 
the pit and its content are dated to Yinxu Phase II, roughly 
between the middle phase of the reign of King Wu Ding 
and that of King Zu Jia. 

2. Burials. 
(1) The “Elephant Tomb” described by William C. 

White (1873-1960). 
In this grave there were five objects inscribed with 
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Figure 12  Bronzes unearthed from the “Elephant Tomb” described by William C. White (part). 
1. Ax with tubular socket; 2. Yayi yue-battle ax; 3. Knife with horse head-shaped pommel; 4. Knife with ring-shaped 
pommel with three protruding knobs; 5 and 6. Knives with ring-shaped pommel; 7. Bow-shaped object. 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

the characters yayi 亚  (Figure 12:2), indicating that 
the tomb occupant belonged to the Yi  clan. The tools 
excavated from this grave comprise a knife with horse 
head-shaped pommel and a knife with ring-shaped 
pommel with three protruding knobs (Figures 12:3 and 
12:4). These two knives as well as two knives with ring-
shaped pommel accompanying them (Figures 12:5 and 
12:6) carry a type of decoration on their hilts that is 
otherwise commonly seen on that of Shilou and Suide-
type knives and swords. Furthermore, the ax with long 
tubular socket (Figure 12:1) unearthed from the same 
tomb likewise resembles Shilou-type horse head-shaped 
axes with tubular socket. The two curved-blade yue-battle 
axes with unsymmetrical sides unearthed from the same 
tomb (Figure 12:2) are similar in form with ge-dagger 
axes with scalene triangular blade and bronze vessels 
dating to Yinxu Phase II, between the middle of the reign 
of King Wu Ding to that of King Zu Jia. 

(2) Xibeigang M1311. 
This tomb was a small attendant tomb superimposed 

over the western part of the northern ramp passage of 
the large royal tomb Xibeigang M1001. It contained one 
bronze knife with camel head-shaped pommel (Figure 
13:1) whose shape closely resembles that of the knives 
with horse head-shaped pommel unearthed from the 
“Elephant Tomb.” The style of decorating the hilt with 
diagonal lines closely resembled those seen on the bronze 
objects of the Shilou and Suide Types, while the three 
circles in the middle of the hilt look like decorative 
elements commonly seen on swords with bell-shaped 

pommel of the Suide Type. The bow-shaped object found 
in the same tomb carries interlaced triangular decoration 
on both sides of its back and is somewhat similar in style 
with the hilt of the knife with camel head-shaped pommel 
described above (Figure 13). 

The horsewhip fitting, the bow-shaped object and 
northern-style bronze weapons indicated that the tomb 
occupant might have belonged to a northern ethnic group 
and was good at horse riding and chariot driving. The date 
of this tomb is probably the same as that of the large tomb 
M1001, dating to the latter part of Yinxu Phase II, i.e., 
between the latter stage of the reign of King Wu Ding and 
that of King Zu Jia. 

(3) Tomb M24 at Dasikong Locus in Yinxu Site 
excavated in 1953. 

This tomb contained a zhuoge-pickax with tubular 
socket (Figure 14:1). Its form clearly connects it with 
the Shilou and Suide-type bronze axes with short tubular 
socket. From the same tomb that contained this pickax, 
a pottery li-cauldron was unearthed whose form shows 
clear Yinxu Phase II characteristics; therefore, M24 can 
be dated between middle or late stage of the reign of King 
Wu Ding and that of King Zu Jia at the latest. 

(4) Tomb M51 at Dasikong Locus in Yinxu Site 
excavated in 1958.

This is a smaller version of the middle-sized tombs 
containing a bronze knife with ox head-shaped pommel 
(Figure 14:5) whose form is similar to the knife with 
horse head-shaped pommel unearthed from the “Elephant 
Tomb,” while the decorative pattern on the hilt resembles 
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Figure 13  Bronzes and bone implements unearthed from tomb M1311 at Xibeigang in Yinxu Site. 
1. Bronze knife with camel head-shaped pommel; 2. Bronze bow-shaped object; 3. Bronze horsewhip fitting; 4 and 5. 
Bronze ge-dagger axes with tubular socket; 6. Bronze she-archer’s thumb ring; 7. Bone xi-bodkin-shaped object; 8. 
Bronze arrowheads.
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Figure 14  Northern-style bronzes unearthed from burials at Yinxu Site. 
1. Zhuoge-pickax with tubular socket unearthed from M24 at Dasikong Locus in 1953 (M24:2); 2. Ax with tubular 
socket unearthed from M539 at Dasikong Locus in 1980 (M539:4); 3. Knife with horse head-shaped pommel 
unearthed from Fu Hao’s Tomb; 4. Bronze knife with horse head-shaped pommel (M1713:8); 5. Knife with ox head-
shaped pommel unearthed from M51 at Dasikong Locus in 1958; 6. Knife with ring-shaped pommel with three 
protruding knobs unearthed from M539 at Dasikong Locus in 1980 (M539:37); 7. Knife with ring-shaped pommel 
with three protruding knobs unearthed from WYLDM5 at Wenyuan Lüdao Community in Guojiazhuang Locus 
Southeast in 2006 (M5:12); 8. Bronze sword with mushroom-shaped pommel unearthed from chariot-and-horse pit 
M3 accompanying the large-sized tombs including M11 in the southwest of No. 2 Steel Mill, Anyang Iron & Steel 
Group; 9. Inscribed scapula unearthed from M11 in the southwest of No. 2 Steel Mill.
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Zhou site at Xiao Henan Village in Xinglong County, 
Hebei (Figure 7:1). The date of this tomb thus should fall 
into Yinxu Phase IV, i.e., at the end of the Shang Dynasty. 

(8) Tomb M54 at Huayuanzhuang Locus East of Yinxu. 
This tomb excavated during December 2000 through 

February 2001 had a grave chamber measuring 165sq m, 
thus belonging to a relatively large one in the medium-
sized burials, and it contained 15 human victims. Among 
the grave goods there were nine bronze gu-goblets, nine 
jue-cups, and a large number of bronze weapons most of 
which carried the characters Yachang亞長 . All of this 
showed that the tomb occupant belonged to the middle 
rank of the aristocracy of the Shang Dynasty and was a 
warrior. This tomb yielded a knife with horse head-shaped 
pommel and a knife with deer head-shaped pommel 
(Figures 15:1 and 15:2). The style of both knives of 
decorating hilts on both sides with diagonal and curved 
lines resembled that of the knives with horse head-shaped 
pommel of the Suide Type. The bodkin-shaped object 
with bell-shaped end unearthed from M54 (Figure 15:4) 
are similar to the bodkin-shaped object found at Linzheyu 
Site in Baode, a very typical Shilou-style object type 
(Figure 2:4). M54 therefore can be dated to Yinxu Phase 
II, between the middle or late stage of the reign of King 
Wu Ding and that of King Zu Jia. 

(9) WYLDM5 at Wenyuan Lüdao Community at 
Guojiazhuang Locus Southeast. 

This tomb excavated in November 2006 belongs to the 
small- or medium-sized burials, containing three human 
victims. Judging from the form of the bronze and ceramic 
burial goods, the grave dates to the latter part of Yinxu 
Phase II, i.e., to the reigns of King Zu Geng or Zu Jia. 
Judging from the weapons, the tomb occupant was a male 
representative of the middle ranks of the aristocracy who 
was also a warrior. This tomb yielded one bow-shaped 
object with curved back and bell-shaped ends and one 

knife with ring-shaped pommel with three 
protruding knobs referred to as “scraper” 
by the excavation report (Figure 14:7). 
The latter strongly resembled the Shilou-
type with ring-shaped pommel with three 
protruding knobs described above (Figure 
2:8). The knife hilt was decorated on both 
sides with a U-shaped pattern resembling 
motifs on Shilou and Suide-type objects. 

3. Chariot-and-horse pits. 
(1) M20 in the burials of the northern 

sect ion to the south of archi tectural 
foundation β7 in Xiaotun Locus North of 
Yinxu Site. 

This pit contained three human and four 
horse skeletons together with the bronze 
fittings belonging to two chariots and 
associated horse harnesses, as well as three 
knives with animal head-shaped pommels 
(one sheep head, one ox head, and one 
horse head; see Figure 16). The form of the 
ge-dagger ax with curved tang coexisting 
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Figure 15  Northern-style bronzes unearthed from M54 at Huayuanzhuang 
Locus East. 
1. Knife with horse head-shaped pommel (M54:300); 2. Knife 
with deer head-shaped pommel (M54:373); 3. Knife with ring-
shaped pommel (M54:301); 4. Bodkin-shaped object with bell-
shaped end (M54:295). 

that observed on the knife with ring-shaped pommel 
found in the “Elephant Tomb.” Based on the pottery and 
bronze objects excavated from this tomb, it should be 
dated to Yinxu Phase III, equaling the reigns of Kings Lin 
Xin and Wen Ding. 

(5) Fu Hao’s Tomb at Yinxu. 
This tomb yielded a bronze knife with horse head-

shaped pommel (Figure 14:3) that closely resembled 
the knife from Yantou Village in Suide described above 
(Figure 4:13). Fu Hao’s Tomb is dated to Yinxu Phase II, 
or the time period between the latter part of the reign of 
King Wu Ding and the reign of King Zu Geng. 

(6) Tomb M539 at Dasikong Locus in Yinxu Site 
excavated in 1980.

This tomb is a small- or medium-sized burial 
containing sets of ritual bronzes, indicating that the tomb 
occupant belonged to the lower ranks of the aristocracy 
of the Shang Dynasty. The bronzes in the grave goods 
comprise one ax with tubular socket (Figure 14:2) and 
a knife with ring-shaped pommel with three protruding 
knobs (Figure 14:6). The form of the ax is very similar 
to that of the ax gathered from the Suide-type remains at 
Shuangmiaohe Village in Qingjian County (Figure 4:3), 
and the form of the knife with ring-shaped pommel with 
three protruding knobs resembles knives of the Shilou 
Type. Judging by the form of the pottery and bronze 
objects, this tomb can be dated to the second stage of 
Yinxu Period II, i.e., between middle or late stage of the 
reign of King Wu Ding and that of King Zu Jia. 

(7) Tomb M1713 in the Western Part of Yinxu. 
This tomb excavated in 1984 belonged to a small- or 

medium-sized burial and accompanied by three human 
victims. Among the weapons in the grave goods, there is 
a knife with horse head-shaped pommel (Figure 14:4) that 
is similar in style to the large knife with ox head-shaped 
pommel unearthed from a hoard in the early Western 
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Figure 16  Bronze knives with animal head-shaped pommels 
unearthed from the chariot-and-horse pit M20 in 
the burials of the northern section to the south 
of architectural foundation β7 in Xiaotun Locus 
North of Yinxu Site. 
1. Knife with sheep head-shaped pommel 
(M20:1857); 2. Knife with ox head-shaped 
pommel (M20:1859); 3. Knife with horse head-
shaped pommel (M20:1858). 

with them in this pit is roughly identical with that of a 
specimen from grave M1 at Wuguan (59Wuguan M1:14, 
see Kaogu 1979. 3: 225, Figure 2:4), indicating that the 
date of M20 is roughly the same as the date of 59Wuguan 
M1, i.e., the latter part of Yinxu Phase I, or the early stage 
of the reign of King Wu Ding. 

(2) Chariot-and-horse pit M3 in the southwest of No. 2 
Steel Mill, Anyang Iron & Steel Group. 

In 2005, in in the southwest of No. 2 Steel Mill, 
Anyang Iron & Steel Group, seven chariot-and-horse 
pits were excavated (M1 to M7, probably accompanying 
three large burials in the northeastern part of the site). In 
front of the chariot in M3 a human victim was discovered 
who was equipped with a short bronze sword (Figure 
14:8). Among the Heidouzui-type bronzes there was a 
mushroom-pommel knife; however, during the early 
Western Zhou Dynasty, mushroom-pommels were also 
popular with bronze swords in northern Hebei; therefore it 
cannot be excluded that the northern ethnic groups living 
in northern Hebei during the terminal phase of the Shang 
Dynasty likewise used this kind of weapons. The hilt of 
this type of sword was not straight but bent in the places 
where it was hollowed, making the mushroom-shaped 
pommel seem slanted. This kind of form has certain 
similarities with the swords with bell-shaped pommel as 
well as knives with mushroom-pommel of the Heidouzui 
Type that carry small semicircular knobs. Judging from an 
inscribed scapula yielded in the large burial M11 (Figure 
14:9), the pit is dated to the terminal phase of the Shang 
Dynasty. 

Apart f rom the northern-s tyle bronze objects 
discovered in the area of Yinxu itself that have been 
described above, the areas within the sphere of influence 
of the Shang Kingdom in the late phase of the Shang 
Dynasty held some important sites from which northern-
style bronzes have been unearthed. 

The Shang site at Taixi Village in Gaocheng County, 
Hebei Province. It was a Shang site in the northern part 
of the Shang realm whose occupation period ranges from 
the latter part of the first half of the Shang Dynasty to 
the first part of the latter Shang Dynasty. In 1972, local 
peasants discovered tomb M112 at the site which dates 
to Yinxu Phase I. In this tomb they found a bronze ladle 
with an animal head-shaped end and double semicircular 
ring attached (Figure 17:1) whose form resembles that 
of the Shilou-type spoon with snake head-shaped end 
(Figure 2:7), the form of its ring resembling elements of 
Shilou type objects. The form of a pickax unearthed from 
tomb M17 (Figure 17:2) resembles late Shang pickaxes of 
Northern Hebei Type. These two northern-style weapons 
show that during the early stage of the reign of King 
Wu Ding and, even earlier, before the beginning of the 
later Shang Dynasty, the Shang had already come into 
combative contact with the northern ethnic groups living 
in northern Hebei. 

In 1995, tomb M2 of the Shang Dynasty was excavated 
at Jingjie Village in Lingshi County, Shanxi Province; it 
contained a large number of bronze vessels and weapons. 

1

2

3

4

Figure 17  Northern-style bronzes unearthed from the burials 
in other loci within the sphere of influence of the 
Shang Kingdom. 
1. Spoon with animal head-shaped end (M112:11 
of Taixi Site in Gaocheng County, Hebei); 2. 
Zhuoge-pickax (M17:2 of Taixi Site); 3. Knife 
with bighorn sheep head-shaped pommel (M2:20 
of Jingjie Site in Lingshi County, Shanxi); 4. 
Sword with bighorn sheep head-shaped pommel 
(M41:42 of Qianzhangda Cemetery in Tengzhou 
City, Shandong)
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Among the weapons there was a knife with animal head-
shaped pommel (Figure 17:3) that resembled in style the 
sword with bighorn sheep head-shaped pommel excavated 
from a hoard at Chaodaogou, Qinglong (Figure 6:3); 
there were three rectangular slots in the hilt, the form 
thus resembling the hilt of the sword with mushroom-
shaped pommel from the hoard at Xiao Henan Village in 
Xinglong mentioned above (Figure 7:3). The date of M2 
should be around Yinxu Phase IV, meaning that it was 
dated to the late Shang Dynasty, and the tomb occupant 
belonged to the Bing  Clan that had close relations 
with the royal family of the Shang. The knife with 
animal head-shaped pommel showing Northern Hebei-
type influnce unearthed from M2 hints that up to the late 
Shang Dynasty the Shang people had close contact (such 
as warfare) with the northern ethnic groups living in the 
mountains of northern Hebei. 

The chariot-and-horse pit M41 at the Qianzhangda 
Cemetery in Tengzhou City, Shandong contained bronze 
weapons and tools, among which a short sword with 
bighorn sheep head-shaped pommel (Figure 17:4) whose 
style closely resembles that of the knife with bighorn 
sheep head-shaped pommel found in the hoard at 
Chaodaogou in Qinglong (Figure 6:3). The four rows of 
fine points on the sword hilt resemble decorative patterns 
on a knife with bell-shaped pommel and a knife with 
deer head-shaped pommel from the hoard of Chaodaogou 
(Figure 6:5 and 6:4). The Qianzhangda Cemetery had 
been laid out during the latter period of the Shang 
Dynasty especially for the members of the Shi Clan living 
in southern Shandong and affiliated to the Shang court, 
and the sword with sheep head-shaped pommel found in 
the chariot-and-horse pit M41 can thus be seen as a proof 
of the contact between the Shang and the northern ethnic 
groups in northern Hebei during the late Shang Dynasty. 

Conclusion

1. Most of the northern-type bronze objects found at 
Yinxu date to the latter part of Yinxu Phase I and Yinxu 
Phase II, i.e., between the earlier part of the reign of 
Wu Ding and the reign of Zu Jia, which – according 
to Yinxu oracle bone inscriptions – is the time of the 
diviner groups of Shi , Bin 宾 , and Chu 出 . During 
that period, the Shang was in frequent contact with the 
northern ethnic groups living in the mountains of western 
Shanxi, northeastern Shaanxi and northern Hebei. The 
bronze objects reflecting this connection mostly consist 
of weapons. At Yinxu these northern-style objects mostly 
appear in burials of warriors of the Shang aristocracy as 
well as sacrificial pits or attendant burials with human 
victims, offerings, and horses and chariots accompanying 
them in death. These circumstances indicate that the main 
mode of contact between the Shang and the members of 
northern ethnic groups was military conflict. This point 
is corroborated by the Bin-group oracle bone inscriptions 
analyzed in the beginning of this paper which report 
that during the reign of King Wu Ding the Shang and 

the northern groups living in the northeastern Taihang 
Mountains and in the mountainous area of northern 
Hebei had frequent hostile encounters in the western and 
northwestern part of the Shang territory. 

Judging from the circumstances described on the oracle 
bone inscriptions, such fights against various northern 
groups were most frequent during the reign of King Wu 
Ding. The northern groups thus moved further east and 
south attacking the Shang, mostly during the reign of Wu 
Ding or a little earlier, possibly as early as the reigns of 
Kings Pan Geng and Xiao Yi who were preceding Wu 
Ding. Several scholars have already remarked that the 
declining climate in the northern part of China forced the 
northern groups, who lived of pastoralism or of a mixture 
of agriculture and pastoralism, to move further east and 
south, fighting for an area in which they could survive. At 
the same time, showing resistance against these northern 
groups was probably an important reason for the Shang 
Kingdom to move their capital to Anyang. 

2. The owners of the northern-style bronze objects 
excavated at Yinxu belonging to the Shilou Type 
originating from the mountainous area of western Shanxi, 
the Suide Type from northeastern Shaanxi, and the 
Northern Hebei Type were most probably the northern 
ethnic groups, who might have been those Qiong Fang 
from present-day central and southeastern Shanxi that 
were mentioned in the oracle bone inscriptions as moving 
east and south, the Tu Fang from the eastern and western 
foot hills of western Hebei and northeastern Shanxi, 
and the Fang Fang living in the eastern foothills of the 
Taihang Mountains in western Hebei. 

The bronze objects belonging to Shilou Type mainly 
appear during Yinxu Phase II, while that of Suide Type 
and the Heidouzui Type from central Shaanxi occur 
between Yinxu Phases II and III. The northern bronze 
objects connected with Northern Hebei Type from the 
northern Taihang Mountains and the Shilou and Suide 
Types may have continued until the end of the Shang and 
into the early Western Zhou Dynasty. At Yinxu, northern-
style bronzes have so far mainly been discovered in 
features dating to the middle and late stages of the reigns 
of King Wu Ding and that of King Zu Jia; after that, 
northern-style bronze objects become less common. This 
phenomenon is corroborated by the accounts in the oracle 
bone inscriptions discussed above: the fierce conflicts 
between the Shang and the Qiong Fang, Tu Fang and 
other northern groups and the punitive expeditions the 
Shang continuously made further north during the reign 
of Wu Ding forced these northern ethnic groups to retreat 
and dissolved. The Fang Fang living north of the Shang 
territory appear in many oracle bone inscriptions post-
dating Wu Ding, describing them as still fighting the 
Shang; this may be the reason why at Yinxu and other 
late Shang sites within the Shang realm bronze objects of 
Northern Hebei style appear rather frequently. This shows 
that during late Shang Dynasty fights between the Shang 
and the northern groups reflected in the Northern Hebei 
style objects were likely rather frequent. 
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3. During the reign of King Wu Ding, the frequent 
fights between the Shang and the northern groups living 
west and north of the Shang territory allowed the Shang 
to acquire various kinds of northern-style bronze objects. 
They were thus able to make use of the advantages that 
the northern-style bronze objects possessed, making 
their own weapons and tools with them as models; for 
example, from Yinxu Phase II onward various kinds 
of weapons and tools with tubular socket appeared 
(including ge-dagger axes, yue and fu axes, and various 
kinds of cleavers with row of short sockets on the back). 
Furthermore, sites dating to Yinxu Phase II (and later) 
held considerable numbers of pits with chariots and 
horses as well as chariot fittings and horse harnesses, 
showing that the use of horses and chariots may have 
emerged in connection with the fights against the 
northern groups during the reign of Wu Ding. At that 
time, military conflict actually was a kind of cultural 
exchange. When horse-drawn chariots first came to be 
used, the bow-shaped objects used in chariot-driving 
were likewise taken over by the Shang people, as were 
many other features. Later, such bow-shaped objects 
became very important implements frequently used in 
everyday life by the Shang. 

The exchange between the Shang and the northern 
groups at the same time also caused the northerners to 
take over quite a number of Shang traits; for example, 
bronze vessels became so popular among the upper levels 
of society in the northern groups that Shang style vessels 
came to be made in considerable number by northern 
people, while Shang-style weapons and tools were 
likewise frequently used and imitated. This may even 
have accelerated the progressive influence of the Shang 
culture on the groups living in the Eurasian Steppe. 

4. Due to the influence of the Shilou, Suide, Heidouzui 
and Northern Hebei type bronze cultures, certain traits 
coming from even further away in the Eurasian Steppe 
arrived in the Shang territory. This includes the axes 
with tubular socket, whose origin may be traced back to 
West Asia during the 3rd and 2nd millennium BCE. The 

exchange between the Shang and their northern neighbors 
in matters of bronze object manufacture and use can 
therefore at the same time be regarded as a medium of 
exchange between the Shang Culture and the various 
Bronze Age cultures of the Eurasian Steppe. 
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Postscript

The original paper published in Kaogu xuebao 考古学
报 (Acta Archaeologica Sinica) 2013. 1: 1-23 with 18 
illustrations was written by Fenghan Zhu 朱凤瀚 . This 
abridged version is prepared by the author and translated 
into English by Anke Hein 安可 . 




