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Re-exploring the Liao State of the Zhou Dynasty Based
on Liao Bronzes in the Collection of the National Palace
Museum

Chang, Li
Department of Antiquities

National Palace Museum

Abstract

Surviving documentary evidence points to the existence of the Liao state during the
Zhou dynasty. Geohistorical research indicates three dominant clans: the Liao state with
the “ji 2 ” surname in Tanghe, Henan; the Liao state with the “ji 4% ” surname in Gushi,
Henan; and the “yan 1&  surname in Anhui. When the political landscape in the Eastern
Zhou dynasty was facing upheaval, the Liao became a vassal of the Chu state. However,
texts merely show that the three Liao perished one after the other, leaving no information
on their cultural facets and people. Fortunately, over the past few years, increasing
numbers of bronzes from the Liao state have been unearthed so that its history can slowly
be reconstructed

The present study begins with the “Liao Gong Bing ding” and “Liao Gong Bing fou”
in the collection of the National Palace Museum. After reconstructing the background to
the demise of the Liao state as recorded in Zuozhuan combined with materials that have
been excavated to date, a preliminary understanding of the Liao state and its relations
with other states can be determined along with its style seen on bronzes. Reexamination
with the emergence of new vessel types places the two above bronzes within a
chronological and typological context. The self-styled “Tang ding” and bath vessel can
thus be seen as based on water vessel sets in the middle to late Spring and Autumn period
and concentrated in the Nanyang Basin. As a result, the present study not only fills in
historical lacunae about the Liao state, it also investigates the state to which Duke Bing
of Liao (Liao Gong Bing) and its geographical position. And from the perspective of
cultures in groups of small states, the study also reexamines the role of defeated cultures
in the formation of Chu-style bronzes, taking another look at cultural relations in terms of
regional style.

Keywords: Liao state, Liao Gong Bing, Tang ding, bath fou, Chu-style bronzes
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