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Research on Early Ritual Systems from the Perspective of Archaeological Science:
A Case Study of Pre-Qin Sacrificial Animal Rites
Huang Yifei
(Institute of Chinese Archaeology, Chinese Arcademy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100101, China)

Abstract; Archaeological science plays a vital role in exploring the origins and development of Chinese civilization.
Yet the ritual dimension of this process — especially the emergence of sacrificial animal rites — has received limited
attention. Drawing on zooarchaeological research, this study reconstructs the historical development of pre-Qin
sacrificial animal rites from over five thousand years ago through the Shang and Zhou dynasties, addressing a major gap
in current scholarship. To trace the material origins of these rites, the discussion focuses on two key cultural factors .
the dismemberment of animal carcasses and the placement of their parts in ritual vessels. Archaeological evidence
indicates that such practices first appeared during the Dawenkou culture. At this stage, pigs were the primary
sacrificial animals. Pig heads were especially valued, nearly all body parts were used without distinction between left
and right sides, and the main ritual vessel was the pottery dou stem bowl. These practices had a direct influence on the
Taosi culture of the late Longshan period. The emphasis on pig heads continued, and the use of dou stem bowls
persisted , though pottery dou were replaced by large lacquered wooden ones. The Taosi culture also introduced new
elements: equal emphasis on the head and hooves, and the appearance of the ritual zu meat stand, on which butchery
knives were placed for cutting cooked meat. The rites of the Shang and Zhou periods most closely resemble those
described in transmitted texts, yet clear differences remain. Ritual prescriptions such as dividing the carcass into 21
parts, removing the hooves, and the ritual exclusion of the thigh bone from being laid on the zu meat stand do not
correspond to the actual Zhou ritual practice revealed by archaeological evidence. This case study demonstrates that
integrating archaeological investigation, textual analysis, and scientific techniques provides a fundamental approach to
understanding the origins and evolution of China’s early ritual system.

Keywords: archaeological science; pre-Qin sacrificial animal rites; Dawenkou culture; Taosi culture;

ritual archaeology
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