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The National Palace Museum Research Quarterly 40: 3 115

A Study of the Yachou Zhehou Group of Bronzes from the
Late Shang Period, Including a New Interpretation of the
Yachou Square Gui”

Chang, Li ™"

Abstract

Among the bronzes inscribed with clan names in the Shang and Zhou periods, those with
the “Yachou” inscription are notable for several features, including a higher proportion of square
forms, the uniformity of their excavation sites known today, and a lack of other compound names
for clans known so far. Of the Yachou bronzes, a group also includes the compound “Zhehou,” the
inscription translating as, “Yachou Zhehou venerates noble ancestors and princes with this vessel.”
The bronzes in this group include yan, zun, jue, gong, and lei. Besides the yan that does not survive,
the vessels in this group seen today are all square in shape and mark the nobility status of the owner.
According to a component of the Zhehou name, it is apparent the owner was a woman. Since most
Yachou bronzes only feature the clan name, the more detailed information in the inscriptions of this
Zhehou set of bronzes is important and key for understanding the Yachou clan vessels as a whole.

After a review and study of the extant Yachou bronzes, this article examines the Yachou
Zhehou group of bronzes, especially the unusual form of the “Yachou square gui.” Through a
comparative study of the bronzes combined with a technical analysis, a reinterpretation of the
original appearance of this square gui and what the contents of this group of bronzes actually
were can be made. Then, further categorization of the differences in form of the inscribed
“chou” character finds that based on the strokes of the radical in the character and its component
configuration, observations of such notable features can be observed about the layout of lines,
location of the inscription, protruding characters, and reversed writing. Combined with a study
of the forms and decoration of the bronzes, they are compared to the development of bronze
casting techniques found at Yinxu in the late Shang dynasty to offer a new reconsideration of the
classification and formation of Yachou bronzes. Finally, returning to the meaning of the inscription
contents and its linguistic study, the article attempts to explore the origins and cultural nature of
the Yachou Zhehou group of bronzes, and from this group to reflect on its relation with a group of
people, which helps our understanding about the situation of women in the late Shang dynasty.

Keywords: Yachou; Zhehou; Yachou square gui; Subutun, Shandong; Anyang, Henan; Shang

women’s vessels )
(Translated by Donald E. Brix)
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**  Assistant Research Fellow, Department of Antiquities, National Palace Museum
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