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Study on the Phased Development of Bronzes of the Early Erligang Culture

Zhang Changping

The developmental phases of Chinese bronzes exhibit characteristics that are independent of
dynastic transitions and archaeological cultural periodization. The early phase of the Erligang Culture
spanned a considerable duration, leading to divergent scholarly interpretations regarding its stage of
bronze development. By examining archaeological units and associated unearthed bronzes from the early
Erligang contexts, this study summarizes the usage patterns of bronzes among the aristocracy of the time.
Compared with bronzes of the late Erligang Culture and the Erlitou Culture, the early Erligang bronzes,
while sharing some elements of both preceding and succeeding phases, remained largely at the level of
the Erlitou cultural phase in terms of production scale, ritual significance, and the composition of
container—type ritual vessels. Therefore, the early phase of the Erligang Culture and the late phase of
Erlitou Culture are more appropriately classified into the same stage of bronze development, thus
constituting the formative stage of the Chinese Bronze Age. Building upon this conclusion, this study
further argues that the discussion regarding whether bronze gu—goblet existed in the Erlitou Tomb
87VM1 and whether the bronzes from this tomb should be attributed to the cultural phase of the

Erligang Culture requires more cautious evaluation.
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