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The Study of the Cowrie-Shells in the Shang Civilization
KONDO Takaichi
In the central China, they began to contain the cowrie-shells as the funerary object
from the Er-li-tou I phase.On the other side at Qing Hai province the cowrie-shells
were found out from some tombs after the middle of the Ma Chang stage. Which is
older, the Er-li-tou Il phase or the middle of the Ma Chang stage in the absolute
chronology? If the latter is older than the former, I think the cowries may have come
from the distant world west of China. Dr.Yanagida Kunio thought that chinese people
in central China loved the cowrie-shells because of their beautiful colours and
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lusters,but it is not correct.While most examples were found out from the tombs of
the Neolithic age and the Shang period, they had the hole made at their backs.
G.Elliot Smith pointed out in 1917 the resemblance between the bottom side of the
cowrile-shells and the female organ. If anyone has the cowrie-shells, he can regain the
life after death. This thought develops some another ideas, the long life, the avoidance
of the evil eye, the amulet and so on. The custom of the cowrie-shells in one’s mouth,
began with the stage of the Upper Layer of the Er-li-gang site at the tomb of No.
103, the Taixi Site, in Gaocheng in the Middle Hebei.There are three oracle bones in
his funerary objects of the tomb owner and his social position was perhaps the
fortune-teller same as the bone ruler of the Later Shang dynasty.Did the fortune-
teller create the idea of the rebirth? In the Late Shang period, the cowrie-shells were
concentrated in the capital Anyang, especially except the part of Shangdong province
near Yi-du. The kings or the queens of the Shang Dynasty had been attached to the
cowries,and had owned an overwhelming majority of them, compared with the middle
or lower slave owners and the class of soldiers or the common people. After the 1

stage of Yin period,the quantity of the cowries which had been concentrated in the
capital increased by leaps and bounds. I think they had gained these shells through
the people of Yi district which was the lower reaches of the Huai-shui,near the sea-
side of East. Judging from the distribution of the bronzes which hold the ‘Zhu’ (FF)
inscription,there was one of the main roads from the central China to the south
China, for examplé, from Yin-xu to Zhengzhou, to Xinyang, to Wuhan,and further to
Changsha.The Shang people had made some towns as if they had driven in a wedge
deeply in theareas of Jing-chu, at latest from the middle stage of the Shang
period.Because they need to obtain the material of the bronzes which they made for
their most important religious service to their dead ancesters and the deity of nature.
I cannot say self-confidently that this road perhaps had extended to Guangzhou, to
Xianggang beyond the mountain range of the south border of China at the Shang pe-
riod. If it had already been opened, they had been mainly carrying the cowrie-shells
from the South sea by this road.According to the inscription of the bronze ‘you’
(di)owned by the Hakuturu Art Museum,the cowrie-shells are naturally the symbol of



the distinguished services or the meritorious services in war,when kings and queens or
the nobility in the Shang dynasty distributed them to their soldiers and so forth.

Most of the Chinese archaeologists consider the cowrie-shells as the currency from
the Yin period, but I do not think so. I think the view comes later, perhaps after the

middle of the West Chou period.
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