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Memories of the Origin of the Western Zhou: Ancestors Described

in Bronze Inscriptions and Poetry
by
MATsul Yoshinori

The Lai pan ¥#E, excavated on January 19, 2003, from a hoard at Yangjiacun
%%+ (Meixian country, Shaanxi province 7644 & 1) describes the service of
eight generations of the Shan B family, from Shan-gong B2\ to Lai, to the Zhou
kings, from King Wen 3 and King Wu #E to King Xuan & . The inscription
is in the self-narrative-style, beginning with. the phrase, “Lai says ¥ FE”. Although
the Zhou people saw King Wen and King Wu as reigning at the “beginning” of the
dynasty, “former kings” and the “ancestors” of the subjects mentioned in the in-
scription are only mentioned collectively as unhistorical presences without specific
names. In the late Western Zhou period, epic poetry appeared and inscriptions in
the self-narrative style began to tell of the relations between the sovereign and his
subjects using their names, and the statements regarding the past became histor-
ical accounts. The Lai pan, which concretely recounts sovereign-and-subject re-
lations since the “beginning” of the Zhou dynasty, then appeared. When their sub-
jects made the “beginning” of their family lineages coincide with the “beginning” of
Zhou dynasty, Zhou kings attempted to assert their legitimacy by recalling the
past achievements of far earlier kings, Houji /i #, Gongliu 252, and Gugong-
Danfu /Y2 4. The epic poetry of earlier kings, locating Houji at the beginnings
of the Zhou people, linking Gong-liu to memories of the land of Bin B, or asso-
ciating Gugong-Danfu with the land of Zhouyuan J& J&, were sung. In contrast,
specific memories of Wangji -F %5 —father of King Wen—were not recalled. Wang-
ji’s only role was to link King Wen to Gugong-Danfu. This positioning is analogous
to that of Xiefu %, who tied King Huan f8E with King Ping ¥ F of the East-
ern Zhou dynasty. It is thought that the genealogy of King Ping— Xiefu—King
Huan, which guaranteed the legitimacy of King Huan might reflect the genealogy of
Gugong-Danfu—Wangji—King Wen. In using this account, the Guo % clan, which
held power during the reign of King Huan, sought the “beginning” of their family
line with Wangji. By emphasizing the genealogy of Gugong-Danfu— Wangji— King
Wen, King Wen was “buried” in the genealogy, and the accounts that saw King
Wen and King Wu at the “beginning” of the dynasty were forgotten.
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