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A Preliminary Study of the “Xian” Group of Bronze
Vessels

SAKIKAWA Takashi

Institute of Ancient Books, Jilin University

Since 1998, tombs dating from the Shang and Zhou dynasties in
Fushangiaobei, Shanxi province, have been robbed several times. In 2001
the local bureau of public security retrieved seven Shang-dynasty bronze
vessels which each depicted the graph xian 7 . More than eight other vessels
with the same xian graph were later found in various collections in China
and overseas. Upon careful examination of these vessels, it can be seen that
their dates, shapes, and styles are somewhat unified, and a few form natural
sets. This essay argues that the two groups of bronze vessels inscribed with
a xian graph were most likely components of the ritual utensils buried with
the dead in the same tomb. According to the year, size, and structure of the
newly discovered five great tombs of the Shang dynasty, we infer that the xian
vessels were unearthed from site M1 or M18. Lastly, based on the vessels’ year
of production and year of burial, comparing the information of Yinxu oracle
bones relevant to the Xian tribe, this essay provides preliminary discussion of

the area inhabited by the tribe and its rise and fall in early political history.

Keywords: Qiaobei cemetery, Xian clan, Shang history, Yinxu bronzes, oracle

bone inscriptions, bronze inscriptions
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