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QuestionsThe Legacy of the Shang Dynasty

The Shang Dynasty was one of ancient China's earliest and most 

important ruling dynasties. Rising to power around 1600 BCE, the 

Shang ruled the Yellow River valley for several centuries, leaving 

behind a legacy that deeply influenced Chinese culture.

Perhaps their most significant contribution was the development of an 

early writing system. Priests and scribes inscribed symbols on animal 

bones and tortoise shells, which were then heated until they cracked. 

The cracks were interpreted as messages from the gods and 

ancestors. These are known as oracle bones, and they give historians 

a fascinating window into Shang beliefs and daily life.

The Shang were also extraordinary metalworkers. They cast elaborate 

bronze vessels that were used in religious ceremonies to honour 

ancestors. These objects required great skill and craftsmanship to 

produce.

Shang society was highly structured. At its head was the king, who held 

both political and religious power. Below him were nobles and military 

leaders, followed by skilled craftsmen, merchants, and farmers.

The Shang Dynasty was eventually overthrown by the Zhou people 

around 1046 BCE. However, their writing system, religious ideas, and 

artistic traditions were adopted and built upon by later dynasties, 

cementing the Shang's lasting place in Chinese history.

1. Around what date did the Shang Dynasty rise to 

power?

2. In which part of China did the Shang rule?

3. What did priests and scribes write on during the Shang 

period?

4. What was done to the bones and shells after the 

symbols were carved?

5. What were the cracks in the bones believed to 

represent?

6. What are the carved bones and shells called?

7. What did the Shang use their bronze vessels for?

8. Who held both political and religious power in Shang 

society?

9. Who overthrew the Shang Dynasty, and when?

10. Why do you think the Zhou people chose to keep using 

the Shang writing system rather than inventing their 

own?
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