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Yazhang and the Stylized Origin of the Character Wu
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Abstract: The yazhang (ceremonial plaque) originated in the late Dawenkou culture to early Longshan
culture in the Shandong region and later spread westward. Around 2000 BC, it was discovered at the
Shimao site in Shenmu, Shaanxi; as well as at the Huadizui and Erlitou sites in Gongyi, Henan. After
the yazhang entering the Shang dynasty, it tended to disappear in the Central Plains. However, in the
southwest, sites such as Sanxingdui in Guanghan and the Jinsha site in Chengdu continued to produce
and develop yazhang. During this period, the distribution of yazhang extended to the Pearl River basin
and northern Vietnam. Tracing the history of the yazhang, it developed from around 2400 BC to 900
BC, enduring for approximately 1500 years. It is one of the most widely distributed and long-lasting
types of artifacts from the pre-Qin period. This article argues that the yazhang inspired the shape of
the Chinese character wu (%, ), which was later used as a phonetic symbol for the character feng ()
in oracle bone and bronze inscriptions. The widespread use of yazhang in the Central Plains, combined
with evidence from Records of the Grand Historian (Shiji) and Book of Documents (Shangshu) regard-
ing the Ganzhi calendrical system, suggests that the emergence of writing may have occurred during
the Xia dynasty.
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