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On the Use and Abuse of Spacers in the Production of
Bronzes During the Shang and Zhou

SU Rongyu

Institute for the History of Natural Sciences, Chinese Academy of Sciences

HU Dongbo
School of Archaeology and Museology, Peking Univeristy

Spacers were used to control the thickness of vessel walls, prevent the
collapse or other damage to the mold, and increased the quality of vessels. The
invention of spacers can be traced back to the Erligang period. Many bronzes
excavated from Panlongcheng used spacers, and individual vessels used quite
a few of them. The case is similar for bronzes from Dayangzhou, Xin’gan.
Only a small proportion of bronze vessels from the Shang site at Anyang use
spacers, usually on the base. Early Western Zhou vessels used them frequently,
and even began to abuse them, while also experimenting with decoration on
spacers. By the late Spring and Autumn period, many vessels were already
abusing spacers.

Spacers were placed on the walls of bronzes. Some can be recognized
immediately, but most have been hidden by surface corrosion, so that many
are not visible to the naked eye. The hypothesis of Matsumaru Michio, that
royal bronzes used spacers regularly, while those produced by the nobility used
them irregularly is hard to evaluate on the basis of rubbings. The best way to
understand the use of spacers is via x-rays, but these also put in Matsumaru’s
hypothesis in question.

Evaluating the use of spacers in bronzes from different periods and
locations should assist in the identification, authentication, and dating of

bronzes.

Keywords: Zhou Dynasty, bronze vessels, foundry technique, spacers



