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A STUDY OF THE SECOND GROUP OF
BRONZE/IRON FU CAULDRONS

by

Guo Wu

The bronze/iron fu cauldron is a large-sized cooking vessel North China nomads

invented in the early Ist millennium BC under the influence of the Shang-Zhou bronze
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culture. It was used also as a sacrificial vessel in shaman ceremonies. In historical studies, it
plays the role of a piece of material evidence on ancient western-eastern cultural exchanges
and migrations of northern steppe tribes.

The unearthed bronze/iron fu can be assigned to two major chronological groups
respectively. The present paper deals with the second, later phase group. An analysis is
made to investigate the pedigree of the collected specimens by using the archaeological
typological method. In the light of the features of the vessel base, this group can be
classified into four types, i. e. Type G with a perforated ring-foot, Type H with a
perforation-less ring-foot, Type I without ring-foot, and Type ] with three broad legs, each
of which can be further divided into several subtypes. In periodization, these fu underwent
three developmental stages: (1) In the 2™ to 1* centuries BC, bronze/iron fu evolved mainly
in the East Asian steppes. (2) From AD 1% to late 5™ century, two groups of fu developed in
different directions: Type H towards Europe. reflecting the migration of Xiongnu Tribes;
and Type G, I and ] in China and the Korean Peninsula, mirroring activities of the Xianbei
Tribes and the influence of these vessels among other ethnic groups. (3) In AD 5% to 8"
centuries, bronze/iron fu were used principally in Tuva and other steppes in high latitudes.

The research results indicate that a part (mainly upper social strata) of the Huns in
western Eurasia must have been the posterity of Xiongnu tribesmen migrating westwards
from northern Xinjiang in the middle of AD 2™ century, who developed perforation-less ring-
foot bronze fu with bridge-like loops in the shape of large mushroom through innovation and
amalgamation, and brought this type of bronze vessel into the hinterland of Europe.

The Xianbei Tribes’ use of bronze/iron fu resulted mainly from Xiongnu’s influence.
Their creations include the “[lj”-shaped simple handle, the loop-shaped broad handle, the
ring-foot consisting of three broad legs, and the triple vertical handle. Their fu feature
distinctly the ring-foot with large perforations and the global belly. The disappearance of
bronze/iron fu might have been concerned with Xianbei’s being converted to Buddhism and
Emperor Xiaowendi’s implementing the policy of sinicization. Following the amalgamation
of the Xianbei Tribes into the Han Nationality, the fu gradually fell down after its evolution
for nearly two thousand years. Since the 6" century, this kind of vessel has almost
completely gone off from China. But in more northern areas, the tradition of using fu was

maintained down to the 8* century.



