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A Chinese Bronze Vessel Reconsidered

by Thomas Lawton

Director of Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

In 1967 the Freer Gallery of Art published the second of its Chinese
bronze catalogues.! Among the bronze vessels included in that catalogue
is the piece described as a hu‘ %, although the authors acknowledge that
some writers have referred to it as .chih fi#t -and as a - yu g (Fig. 1).°

Both the vessel and its cover are decorated in- smooth, rounded relief
dominated by the #ao-t'ieh 3% masks. Stylized birds and %'we: #& dragons
also appear on the surface of the vessel. It is noteworthy that there is no
lei-wen E#C decoration.

Among the Technical Observations included in the Freer bronze cata-
logue is reference to the two vertical markings on the sides in the bands
decorated with birds (Fig. 2).® One explanation given for the appearance
of those marks is that they might have been traces of handle attachments,
if indeed the Freer vessel was a hu.

The patina on the bronze is an unusal pale-green color, and there are
a few irregular areas of encrustation, particularly on the lid and along the
lip of the vessel. The Technical Observations in the Freer catalogue also
note that the present appearance of the vessel differs markedly from that
provided in early black-and-white photographs published by Umehara Seiji
HJEK¥E* and Bernard Karlgren (Fig. 3).° At the time those photographs
were published, the Freer bronze vessel was owned by Mr. Owen Roberts
of New York City.

In those black-and-white photographs, it is still possible to discern the

heavy accretions on the lid and on the upper lip of the vessel. Also
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clearly visible is the dark shiny surface, which is not unusual on bronze
vessels that have been in Chinese collections for several hundred years.

In 1959, when the Freer Gallery acquired the bronze vessel from J.T.
Tai in New York City, it looked as it does in the catalogue illustration.
In the opinion of the technicians at the Freer Gallery, the surface of the
bronze evidently had been treated chemically to induce the pale green tin-
oxide patina that covers it today.°®

Cast inside the vessel and its lid is a six-character inscription arranged
in two columns {H4EfEF B % that can be rendered, “Po-chii had made this
precious sacral vessel,” (Fig. 4). In addition to the entry in Umehara’s
study already cited, the Freer bronze vessel and its inscription have be¢n

discussed in several catalogues.’

In the discussion of the inscription in the Freer bronze  catalogue; the
authors mention a yx that is similar to Freer piece, both in shape and
decoration, published in the Ch’ien-lung imperial bronze catalogue, Hsi-
ch’ing ku-chien Pa}5##E (Fig. 5).° The comment in the Freer catalogue
continues by noting that while the inscription in both of these vessels is
the same, the characters are arranged differently, and there seems to be
some difference in the relative sizes of the two vessels.

Reference to the bronze yu illustration from the Ch’ien-lung imperial
catalogue is extremely important. For while it is correct to say that these
two vessels do differ from one another, we should state that the vessel
now in the Freer Gallery also was originally part of the Ch’ien-lung
collection. It is illustrated in Hsi-ch’ing ku-chien (Fig. 6).°

Even in the slightly fanciful rendering of the decorative motives that
is  characteristic of Ch’ing dynasty bronze illustrations, it is possible to
recognize the individual design elements. The authors of Hsi-ch'ing ku-
chien date the Freer bronze to the Chou dynasty, record the name of the
person who commissioned the bronze as Po-chii, and identify the vessel as

a tsun &.
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The drawings of the inscriptions in the vessel as given in the Ch’ien-
lung catalogue agree with the rubbings taken from the vessel itself (Figs.
4 and 6).

The bronze yu from the Ch’ien-lung collection mentioned by the authors
of the Freer bronze catalogue, is now in the Morgan Library in New York
City (Figs. 7 and 8).'" The surface of the Morgan Library bronze is dark
and shiny, with the same irregular accretions that are visible on the Freer
bronze in the earliest photographs available (Fig. 3). The Morgan Library
bronze measures 12 1/2 inches in height; the Freer piece is 9 5/8 inches
high.

On the basis of~this information and comparison' with the vessels
themselves, it is reasonable to propose that -the Freer bronze was originally
fitted with a swing handle and-should be identified as a y#u, thatit formed
a pair with the piece now in the Morgan Library, and that both of these
vessels originally were part of the Ch’'ing dynasty imperial collection. Since
the Freer bronze did not have a swing handle when it was illustrated in
Hsi-ch'ing ku-chien in the 18th century, the alteration obviously took place
before that date. In all probability, the handle of the vessel was damaged
when found, someone removed the remnants of the original handle and
then filed off the two lugs at the side to transform the piece into its
present form. Hence the uncertatainty among writers in deciding whether
the freer bronze should be designated a hw, chih or yu. ,

There is a minor difference in the casting of these two bronzes. That
difference appears inside their bases. On the Freer vessel, the underside
of the base has an uneven, criss-cross pattern of narrow ridges (Fig. 9).
By contrast, that same portion of the Morgan Library bronze has a stylized
cicada motif rendered in raised linear relief (Fig. 10).

Several other bronze vessels are related to examples in the Freer
Gallery and the Morgan Library on the basis of their inscriptions. For

example, a small bronze hu, measuring only 18.8 cm. in height, whose
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present whereabouts is unknown (Fig. 11).'" The upper section of that
hu is decorated with a band of stylized birds. Those birds are of the same
type that appear on the Freer and Morgan Library bronzes. Bold, slightly
raised bands, accented by diamonds, appear on the lower section of the
hu. The six-character inscription cast inside the A% links these three
vessels even more closely (Fig. 11).

Hsi-ch’ing ku-chien also records two other bronze vessels with this
same six-character inscription (Figs. 12 and 13)."* It is not possible to
determine the present whereabouts of these two bronzes, a ko (Fig. 12)
and a ksien (Fig. 13); which are not included among the bronze collection
in the National Palace Museum, Taiwan. On the basis of style, these
pieces can be dated to the early Western Chou period.

Another bronze hsien, wirtually: identical: with ithe; one <llustrated in-
Hsi-ch’ing ku-chien, both in decoration and its inscription, was among the
twenty-two vessels unearthed in the bronze cache at Ko-tso Hsien W5/EER,
Liaoning Province, in 1974 (Figs. 14-15).'® This is a large vessel, meas-
uring 40.8 cm. in height.

That same inscription appears in a bronze kuei in a private collection
in New York City (Figs. 16-17). This kwuei was previously owned and
illustrated in a number of Chinese catalogues (Fig. 18), beginning with
that of P’an Tsu-yin #%jilj% (1830-1890).'* The flamboyant decoration on
the bronze kuei includes a striking #ao-t'ieh flanked by birds, motives that
are related to those on the Freer vessel.

Yet another bronze associated with Po-chii is the /i &, unearthed from
the richly furnished tomb #251 at Liu-li-ho ¥, near Peking, in 1975
(Fig. 19)." The /4 is now housed in the Museum of History in Peking.
The decoration on this / is rendered in unusally high relief, with the
raised horns being technically impressive details.

Cast inside the center of the lid and again in the neck of the vessel

proper is a fifteen-character inscription (Fig. 20). Inscriptions on bronze
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vessels unearthed in the Liu-li-ho area frequently refer to Yen Hou #efz,
the Marquis of Yen, and that is the case with this /4. The inscription
may be rendered:
On the mou-ch’en day the Marquis of Yen awarded Po-chii cowries,
and Po-chii used them to have made for- Father Mou this sacral
vessel.

The overall decoration on the kue: in New York City and the /Z in
Peking makes them the most ornate pieces among those associated with
. Po-chii.

The bronze hsién unearthed from a treasure cache at Ko-tso Hsien in
Liaoning and the /Z from #251 at Liu-ho are the only vessels in the Po-chii
group that have an archaeologically attested provenance. . Reference to the
Marquis of Yen in the inscription in.the /2 is . understandable, since arch-
aeological evidence from Liu-li-ho has established that.the early Western
Chou tombs from that site are those of the nobles of the State of Yen.

The close political and cultural relationship between the bronze vessels
from the Liu-li-ho area and those from Ko-tso Hsien in Liaoning was
highlighted in a dramatic way in 1955 when the yx T of the Marquis of
Yen was unearthed at Ko-tso Hsien (Fig. 21).!" Other archaeological finds
in these two areas have coﬁfirmed their close links and it is clear that in
early Western Chou the influence of the State of Yen extended into
Liaoning Province.

All of the Po-chii bronze vessels that we have been discussing broaden
our understanding of the example in the Freer Gallery. These bronzes
date from the Early Western Chou and, together, give us a striking
example of how a single person or a single clan could and would commission
bronzes decorated with strikingly different designs. In this instance, too,
we are looking at regional bronze styles, reflecting the aesthetic taste
prevalent in the area of Northern China under the authority of the State
of Yen.
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Notes

John. Pope, et al, The Freer Chinese Bronzes (1967), wvol. 1.

Ibid, pp. 412-417.

Ibid, p. 417, top.

Shina kodo seika Obei shucho I ESAREERCRARE (1933) vol. II, pl. 134.

“New Studies on Chinese Bronzes,” Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiqu;'iies, vol. 9
(1937), pl. XVII, no. 592.

Cheung Kwong-yue #EJ:#, in his study entitled, Wei-tso hsien CRin i-ch'i ming-wen shu-yao
IRIFEZRIRAREACBREL (1974), p. 76, describes a New York dealer surnamed Tai,#§, who is said to
be able to produce a false patina that is the color of “pale green water.”

(a) Tsou An %z, Chou chin-wen ts'un JA&3CHF (1916); chitan 5:14b; (b) Lo Chen-yiz, FEEE
San-tai chi-chin wen—ts'un EREERIE (1937), chitan '13.17.5; (¢)- Ch’en Meng-chia [fizE5z,
In Shiiseidoki bunrai zuroku BIRTFT SR fEMEk (A Corpus of Chinese Bronzes in American
Collections, 1977), p. 131, pl. A 692.'In his discussion of' the Freer vessel, Ch‘en Meng-chia
notes thet it was formerly in the collections of Li Tsung-tai 22578 and Lo P’o-tzu; e (d)

Hayashi Minao }kEZs5k In Shu jidai seidoki no kenkyu BYRIRARTT S5 DIHZR(1984), p. 300, #44.
Chiutan 16:4a-b.

Chitan 8:31a-b.

The Morgan Library y« is discussed by (a) Tsou An, op. cit., chiian 5:105a; (b) .Ch’en Meng-
chia, op. cit., pp. 114-115, pls. A 607.1-3; (c) Hayashi Minao, op. cit, p.268, #109.

Hayashi Minao, op. cit., p.268, #109, p.300, #45.

Chitan 30:5a-b; 31:37a-b.

“Liao-ning sheng Ko-tso hsien Shan-wan-tzu chu-tu Yin Chou ching-tung ki ) B ARWE o
LT H - BRI T8 Wen—wu, =28y 1977, no. 12, p.24, fig. 3; p.32, fig. 52.

The kuei has been illustrated and discussed in the following Chinese publications: (a) P’an Tsu-yin
W Pan-ku-lou i-cki Kuan-shih Bigaissah (1872), shang 23; (b) Wu Ta—ch’eng B
Heng-hsiian suo-chien suo-ts'ang chi-chin lu TEEBT RBTRGE $4% (1885), 31; (¢) Wu Ta-ch’eng,
K’ochai chi ku lu Z54E758% (1896), chian 9:4; (d) Fang Chiin-i, jjifé’ﬁ Chui-i-chai i-ch’i
Fuan-shih Eao-shih, $GEMESHSEGES chilan 5-41; (e) Tsou An, Chou chin-wen is'un, chian
5:104; (f) Liu T’i~chih ZR8%Y , Hsiao-chiao-ching-ko chin-iwen tuo-pen /NEHRPEGATIRA (1935),
7.29.4; (g) Ch’en Meng-chia, In Shu seidoki bunrui zuroku, p.41, pls. A207.1—é.

Chung-kuo ku ch’ing-tung-ch'i hsian HRHHEHREEE Peking (1976), no. 26; Great Bronze Age
of China (1980), catalogue entry no. 56; Chitka jimmin kyowakoku kodai seidoki ten chEE A R4t
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FR AR E Tokyo (1976), no. 27; “Pei-ching shih cHu-t'u wen-wu chan-lang hsun-li, Jt,
T 3RS Wen—ww, 1978, no. 4, pp.26-27, figs. 14-15.

A number of other early Western Chou period bronze vessels are decorated with this same type
of raised horns: (a) y# in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Reproduced: Phyllis Ackerman,
Ritual Bronzes of Ancient China (1945), pl. 10. The Boston bronze yx was originally part of
the Ch’ing dynasty imperial collection and is reproduced in Hsi-ch'ing ku-chien, chitan 15:24a-b;
(b) another yx, this one in the Victoria and Albert Museum, is reproduced by William Watson,
Ancient Chinese Bronzes (1962), pl. 30a; (c) chik, formerly in the Sedgwick collection, also
reproduced by William Watson, op. cit., pl. 18a; (d) covered chik in the Brundage collection,
San Francisco, reproduced by Rene-Yvon Lefebvre d’Argence, Bronze Vessels of Ancient China
(1977), pl.XIX, upper left; (e) y« in the Shanghai Museum, reproduced in Shang-hai po-wu-
kuan tSang ching-tung ch'i L¥EWERGTTERA%: (1964), pl° 10; (f) tsun in the National Palace
Museum, Taiwan, reproduced in Ku-kung Fung-ch’i t'u-lu, $=4RA2ME: pl. 102.

Wen-wu ts’an-k ao tzu-liao 3422 #0kk 1955, no. 8, pp. 16-27; Great Bronze Age of China,
entry 53.
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Figure 1. Po-chii yu,
Freer Gallery of Art,
Washington, D. C.

Figure 2. Side view (detail)
of Po-chii yu,
Freer Gallery of Art,
Washington, D. C.




Figure 3. Po-chii yu
Original appearance
After Umehara Sueji,

Shina kodo seitka Obei
shucho.

Figure 4. Inscriptions on Po-chii yu,
lid and vessel.
Freer Gallery of Art,
Washington, D. C.
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Hsi-ch'ing ku-chien.

Po-chii yu.

Figure 5.
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Hsi-ch’ing ku-chien.

Po-chii tsun.

Figure 6.
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Figure 7. Po-chii yu. Morgan Library, New York City.

Figure 8. Inscriptions on Po-chii yu, lid and vessel.
Morgan Library, New York City.



Figure 9.

Figure 10.

Interior base of Po-chii

yu.
Freer Gallery of Art,

Washington, D."C.

Interior base of Po-chii yu.
Morgan Library,
New York City.



Figure 11.

Po-chii hu and rubbing of inscription.
Present whereabouts unknown.
After Hayashi Minao,

In Shu jidai seidoki no kenyu.
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Hsi-ch’ing ku-chien.

Po-chii ho.

Figure 12.
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Hsi-ch’iug ku-chien.

Po-chii hsien.

Figure 13.



Figure 14. Po-chii hsien.
: Unearthed at Ko-tso Hsien,
Liaoning Province.

Figure 15. Rubbing of inscription on
Po-chii hsien.
Unearthed at Ko-tso Hsien
Liaoning Provice.
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Figure 16. Po-chii kuei. Private collection,
New York.
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Figure 17. Inscription on Po-chii kue:.
After Henghsiian so-chien
so-ts’ang chi-chin lu.



Figure-18.~ Woodblock illustration of
Po-chii kuei. AfterP ’an-
ku-lou i-ch’t K'uan-shih.

Figure 19. Po-chii li. From Tomb
#251 af Liu-li-ho, Hopei
Province.
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Rubbing of inscription on Po-chii li.

Figure 20.

Tomb #251 at Liu-li-ho, Hopei province.
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Figure 21.- Yen-hou yu.- Unearthed at Ko-tso
Hsien; Liaoning /Province.

Figure 22. Inscription in Yen-hou yu.
Unearthed at Ko-tso Hsien,
Liaoning Province.




From

chii li.

Tomb #251 at Liu-li-ho, Hopei province.

Rubbing of inscription on Po

Figure 20.



Figure 21. " Yen-hou yu. Unearthed at Ko-tso
‘Hsien, Liaoning/Province.

Figure 22. Inscription in Yen-hou yu.
Unearthed at Ko-tso Hsien,
Liaoning Province.




