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Toward An Age of Monumental Bronze:
Importation and Formation of
Bronze-making Technology in China

Ming-chorng Hwang
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Previously, a frequent argument among the academics was that whether the
bronze-making technology in China originated locally or came from the West. This
kind of discussions is often built upon the assumption of a unilinear evolution, while
this essay instead seeks to answer the question through a non-linear and comprehensive
perspective. First this essay will review the historical backgrounds and key elements
related to the development of the bronze industry in China prior to the arrival of
bronze-making technology. Then, based on pottery and bronze ware from the time
when bronze-making technology emerged in China, this essay explains the introduction
of bronze ware and technology from the Eurasian Steppe to East Asia and the
localization process in China.

In order to fully understand the Chinese bronze-making technology, this essay
reviews the pottery-making industry available at the Dawenkou culture and Longshan
culture, so to understand the origin of “tectonic thinking” in Chinese bronze-making.
The essay also points out that potters in those cultures were already quite advanced in
heat control, locating raw materials, designing and division of labor, and therefore,
once they were exposed to this new metallurgical knowledge of bronze-making, they
were able to quickly familiarize themselves with it and even localize the technology.

Secondly, the author looks into the changes that happened to the living
environment. Cultures on the Chinese east coast, particularly in areas like Shandong,
Jiangsu and Zhejiang, were the earliest prominent cultures; however, environmental
changes possibly deteriorated their leadership. Communication between countries and
regions across the Steppe, on the other hand, fostered the introduction of new
technologies, and gave the Luoyang region a preemptive opportunity to enter the

bronze era first.
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Finally, this essay studies about several types of jade ware, and points out that the
continental countries in East Asia formed a network for trade in luxury goods and
information exchange prior to the arrival of bronze ware. This network helped the
Erlitou culture to get in touch with the latest developments elsewhere, while also
helping to export luxury goods from Erlitou to other cities or large settlements.

The author believes that bronze-making technology in China came from the
Steppe, but what came from the Steppe was not just any one single technology or one
particular ready-made product. This essay systematically studies the pottery and bronze
ware remains and remains of bronze foundries from the late Longshan period to the
Erlitou period. It was noticed that potters at those times were able to imitate traits of
hammering bronze ware on the pottery they made, so it was assumed that these potters
probably had made observations of or were exposed to several different kinds of
hammering bronze ware. In short, during the 200 to 300 years of time from the late
Longshan to Erlitou period, many prominent settlements in East Asia were engaged in
attempts of bronze making. Most of these attempts failed, and the few successful ones
did not cause much influence except the ones at Erlitou.

Artisans in East Asia were also exposed to the open and bisectional stone mold
technology from the Eurasian Steppe, and influences from the Steppe can be seen at the
Taosi culture. However, bronze casting did not really affect the social organization and
political system of the Taosi culture. Artisans from the Erlitou culture, on the other
hand, successfully used complicated 2D technologies to make 3D containers, jue (E%),
and eventually developed the technology of piece-mold casting. Although the bronze
ware from the Erlitou period continued to show traits of lightness and thinness, the
application and massive use of decoration on bronze ware led the way to monumental

bronze in the Erligang and Yinxu (Shang) periods.

Keywords: bronze, piece-mold casting, tectonic thinking, monumental bronze
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