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On the Chinese Ko-halberdC:x:) 

~ong-Lyong Choi* 

Preface 

Ko-hatbed, a typical Chinese weapon, had been used as a basic 

weapon of the foot-soldiers and of the charioteers since the Late Hsia 

or Early Shang dynasty, when this weapon is believed to have been 

invented_ It is a weapon adopted for more than one thousand years by 

Chinese fighting force from then until the end of the Warring States_ 

According to Li Chi, the typology of this weapon is very important 

to study, because it shows three well-recognized developmental stages 

during over the one thousand years of the Classic period in Chinese 

history_ 

I believe this weapon is important for archaelogists to study not only 

about the typology itself but also about the impacts of this weapon on 

the war-strategies during the battles with other tribes and on the dev

elopment of the Shang society_ 

In here, I am going to describe major factors concerned with this 

ko-halberd and try to find out its effect on the Shang society from the 

oracle inscriptions and other sources_ 

Name and Origin of the ko-halberd 

The Chinese typical weapon, ko (or ge) is sometimes called as other 
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names according to its different pronunciation such as ko-halberd 

(Chang, 1977:30), halbert, kou-ping (Li chi, 19GO) and recently as 

dagger-ax(ge) by Tong En-zeheng who had studied the typology of 

ko-halberds discovered from the southwest China (1979). Generally ko 

is included in the category of kouping weapon whose function is 

dragging some objects and cutting the neck horizontally. The halberd 

is named after the western counterpart called halberd or halbert, the 

weapon especially of the 15th and 16th centuries consisting of a battle

ax and pike on a long handle. VlT e need a common name for this ko

halberd in terms of its function in the battle-field. And so at present 

it is safe to call this weapon as 'ko-halberd' because the name contains 

its own name from the Chinese character and its function from the 

western counterpart. 

Later this ko-halberd combined with spearhead called 'mao' was dev

eloped into 'chi', the most effective "feapon during the Ch'in, Han and 

Warring States (Li Chi, 1967:58). 

Usually four kinds of materials, namely, jade, bronze, and iron, had 

been used for making ko-halberd and 'chi', but as far as iron is conce 

rned, it was rarely used in making 'chi' in later times. According to 

Li Chi, the prototype of bronze ko·halberd was made of jade or hards

tone, and during the Shang dynasty all bronze ko-halberds were cast 

in imitation of the 'jade·with-bronze-sleeve type' (Li Chi, 1950 >134 

and 1957: 56) . 

His evidence comes from not only his typological study of the ko

halberd but also comes from the excavation of the bottom of the sunken 

pit, far below the floor of the wooden chamber in HPKM 1001, where 

no less than nine burial pits underneath the floor of HPKM 1001, loc-



On the Chinese Ko-halberd C 195 ) 

ated in the center and four corners, were believed by him to be the 

tombs of guards who were responsible for protecting the dead master 

against subterranean evil spirits_ What is more interesting is that each 

burial has a halberd weapon most noticeable is that while the halberds 

uncovered in all the four corner pits were all made of bronze, the 

central pit alone contained a stone halberd (Li Chi, 1977:91-92). "The 

one found in central pit, evidently the resting place of the chief guard 

and much larger in size than the other pits, is made entirely of stone; 

those found in corner pits are all made of stone, and was given a more 

honored position chiefly for its greater antiquity eLi Chi, 1957: 56)" . 

But somtimes with regard to jade ko-halberd, such as the one discovered 

from the guardian tomb in Panlungcheng or Lijiazui M3, Huangpi 

Xian, Hubei province (length: 3G and 5/6 inches), we can assume that 

some jades were never hafted and only buried with the richest and 

powerful persons (Treasures from the Bronze age of China, 1980: 178). 

And so we are able to infer that the bronze ko-halberd-imitation of 

stone or jade ko-halberd was adopted as a real weapon during the Shang 

dynasty. Hayashi has mentioned that the earliest bronze ko-halberd 

appeared during the Middle Shang dynasty with the evidence discovered 

from the No. 20 and 123 tombs in Liu-li-ke (1972: 17). As far as the 

origin of the bronze ko-halberd is concerned, we might better wait for 

further excavation because one of the earliest bronze ko-halberd type 

was discovedrd from th pit in Ehr-li-t'ou, Yen-shih (KK, 1976). This 

area is estimated as 'Po', the first location of the Shang dynasty's 

capital city and recently new data have been accumulated in this region 

to indicate the existence here of a Shang settlement of major proporti

ons at an early stage within the Shang perid(Chang, 1977:220). If so, 
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it is possible to infer that the origin of the bronze ko-halberd may go 

back at least to the Early Shang dynasty period or possibly to the Late 

Hsia dynasty. 

Form and Typology 

According to Li Chi. there are three basic forms of the bronze ko

halberd during the three periods: the Shang, the \Vestern Chou and the 

Ch'in-vVarring States. A brief description of the characteristics of the 

bronze -ko-halberd during the three periods is as follows eLi Chi 1957: 

55-58 and fig. 1, upper right side). 

1. The ko-halberd of the Shang dynasty is of the simplest type: it 

is frequently composed of an elongated tongue-shaped blade of jade or 

hard stone of fine grain, which may be hafted into aT-shaped bronze 

sleeve. 

A more primitive type of ko, evidently an early survived form and 

used exclusively for burial, is made completely of stone: it has an elon

gated blade, pointed at one end, and with the other end out into a 

tang for hafting. All bronze ko of this period were usually cast in 

imitation of the jade having bronze sleeve type: the two projecting points 

on both edges of the sockets were retained at the junction between the 

blade, called 'yuan', and the hafting part, called 'nei'. These structural 

peculiarities were never found in the stone prototype. 

2: During the \Vestern Chou period, the primitive type of ko-halberd 

evolved into new types of ko-halberd; for the first time there was a 

definite sign of the development of 'hu', or neck, namely a downward 

projection at the hafting section of the blade; it is no doubt a device 
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invented to improve the efficiency of the hafting. Hayashi is against 

Prof. Li Chi's point of view that this new type of bronze ko-halberd 

with long 'hu' was invented during the Chou period, and, agam III 

contrary to Li Chi, he maintains that this type of ko-halberd was inv

ented during the Late Shang dynasty (Hayashi, 1972: 33). His estim 

ation is based on the bronze ko-halberd excavated from the late tomb 

at fourth period of Ta-ssu-k'ung-ts'un. Anyway we are able to assume 

that the new type of bronze ko-halberd was popular during the Western 

Chou dynasty. The Western Chou people tried to improve the efficiency 

.of this weapon for the practical use during the combat. Their effort 

were shown in the composlte weapon with ko and 'mao' (spear~·, which 

did not achieve any success till several hundred years later. 

3. During the \Varring States, Ch'in, and Han, the development of 

ko-halberd reached its zenith, and we can reconstruct the real shape 

and form from the 'Kao Kung Chi', written during the Chou dynasty. 

In earlier times, the 'nei' had served only ornamental purpose, but it 

was put to effective use by being provided with sharp points and edges 

or sometimes bent into hook-shaped cutters. Especially the new type 

called 'chi', which effectively combin.cd the ko and 'mao' (namely, 

halberd plus spear), was invented during this time and this weapon 

took a great role as an effective and powerful weapon of foot-soldiers 

in the battlefields. 

As we can see from figure 1, three developmental stages from ko

halberd to 'chi' can be recognized. Namely, 0) primitive type (ko

halberd during the Shang dynasty, (2) transitional type according to 

the development of 'hu' mainly during the Chou dynasty, and the last 

(3) 'chi' type, the last form of ko-halberd, can be classified according 
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to the chronological order during Ch'in, Han and Warring States. 

Function 

With regard to the function of the ko-halberd, we can think about 

two aspects _ The first is its function related to the chariot,' and the 

second is its use as a basic weapon of the foot-soldier in the close 

battlefield combat as shown in the picture of warriors who are doing. 

close combat using the 'chi' in later Han dynasty. Beside the two' 

functions mentioned above, the ko-halberd was used as a part of the; 

burial goods whether it was made of jade or bronze. This is archa

eologically well known from the tombs HPK.\<1 1001 and 1004_ 

The bronze ko-halberd is used on the chariot.As Shih has mentioned 

from the archaeological evidence of chariot tomb M20, M40. M45, M 

202. and M206 in Section C, Hsiao-Cun (Shih, 1952:482), five chariots 

formed a squadron, and fiye squadrons formed a company. Each chariot 

had three charioteers: the middle one was driver carrying a whip, the 

one on the left was striker carrying a ko-halberd, and the one on the 

right was archer carrying bow and arrows. According to Shih, the basic 

weapons of the, Shang warriors are bow, arrow, ko-halberd, shield, 

small knife and sharpening stone (Shih, El:J0:20). If so, the bronze 

ko-halberd is very important for the foot-soldier and charioteer of the 

Shang dynasty like its counterpart the modern rifle or submachinegun of 

a panzer or armoured corps. If we see the decorative pattern of a 'chien 

basin' from Shan-piao-chen, Chi Hsien, the ,vell developed 'chi' was 

used as a basic weapon for a foot-soldier in close combat. Anyway we 

can infer that ko-halberd was a basic weapon of Chinese soldiers from 
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the Early Shang dynasty to the Warring States with the function of 

striker, hook-cutter, piercing .and cutting the neck as a halberd. 

Reconstruction of shape in terms of 'K'ao Kung Chi' 

According to 'K'ao Kung Chi', Chou-Ii, the width of the ko-halberd 

is two-ts'un, the 'nei' is double, the 'hu' is triple, the 'yuan' is quad

ruple and the length of the wooden shaft is six ch'ih and six ts'un. 

The weight of the ko-halberd is three liueh (equal to SIX liang) (Ma 

Heng, 1930: 1). We can not estimate the specific weight and length 

according to this document mentioned above, but Shin reconstructed 

the length of the ko-halberd as about 1. 1m from the proportion of ko

halberd to the man who is carrying the halberd in an inscription on the 

bronze vessel as shown in figure 4 (Shih, 1950: Fig. 26). But as time 

goes on, the length of the ko-halberd become longer than those of the 

Shang dynasty. The length is about 2m as shown in 'K'ao Kung Chi' 

and pictographs on the 'chien basin' from Shan-piao-chen', because of 

the improvement of efficiency of this weapon during the battle. The 

'K'ao Kung Chi' was written during the Chou dynasty and we can 

infer the shape of the well-developed 'chi' type whose length is almost 

similar to the height of warrior, but not the primitive ko-halberd 

adopted during the Shang dynasty. Anyway the change of the length 

of the ko-halberd itself reveals that as time goes on, the warrior or the 

ko-maker themselves had well known the efficiency in the war with 

making the length longer and even joining the 'mao' to the ko-halberd. 
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Analysis 

According to Li Chi, a comparison of chemical proportion of ko

halberd of the various periods reveals the increase of the tin (Snl and 

the lead (Pb) elements in alloyment during the later periods shown in 

Analysis of Bronze Ko-halbcrcls 
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(Fig. 5) 

figure 5 (upper). The chemical analysis of five ko-halberds from three 

localities of Anyang, Chiin and Chi Hsien is shown on the upper table 

in fig. 5 (1957: 46-47). 

In making bronze ko-halberd, copper (Cu), till :Sn) and lead (Pb) 

are necessary, and the Shang people might have - got those minerals 

from the area such as Yuan-ch'U, less than 300km from the ancient 
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remains of the Shang dynasty(Li Chi, 1957:48). According to Anamo, 

6 copper mines and 6 tin mines in Honan, 2 copper and 2 tin in Sha

ntun.g, 15 copper and 5 tin in Shansi,and 11 copper and 1 tin in Hupei 

are found to be located in the Shang area (Amana, 1953: 231-237). Shi 

Chang-ju identified 3 copper mines and 4 tin mines within 100km of 

Anyang, 6 copper and 3 tin within 200km, 11 copper and 1 tin within 

300km, and 5 tin within 400km (Shih, 1955:102). 

Anyhow the Shang people knew very well the allayment of copper 

and tin into bronze making and exploited copper and tin resources at 

least within 400km of capital city of Anyang. 

As seen on lower table of analysis of bronze ko-halberd by Umehara 

in figure 5 sample no.2 has only small tin (0.13%) and much lead 

(18%). According to Umehara, this means that No.2 sample was made 

for ceremonial object. Using the lead instead of tin has the aim of 

lowering the melting point, making the object beautiful and making 

treatment easier. He mentioned that bronze ko-halberd Nos. 1, 5 and 

6 were made and used for practical weapon using the tin as an alloy. 

Namely he concluded that much content of tin was for the practical 

use and much content of lead for the ceremonial use. Anyway the 

Shang people knew the chemical allayment very well in making bronze 

and this period can be called as a real bronze age in China (Umehara, 

1936>16-48). 

Discovery of the ko-halberd and its distribution 

Most of all ko-halberd were discovered from tombs during the pred

ynastic and dynastic Shang periods. The Shang period is divided into 
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three phases: Ehr-li-kang (Ehr-li-kang, Cheng-chouj, Late Ehr-li-kang 

(predynastic Shang, An.yang) and dynastic Anyang (Chang, 1980: 318). 

This has been based on the chronological order of major sites of the 

Shang, Yenshih in northwestern. Honan (Ehr-li-t'ou), Cheng-chou in 

nothern. Honan(Ehr-li-kang) and Anyang in nothern Honan. The cap

ital city of 'Po' has been uncovered near Yen-shih, 'Ao' has been une 

overed near Cheng-chou, and the last capital city of Yin near Anyang 

which was ruled by king P'an Keng to Ti Hsin for alledged 273 years 

(Chang, 1977: 218-2H). The Shang period is estimated approximately 

from 1750 to 1100 B.C. As far as ko-halberd is concerned, it came 

from the earliest Ehr-li-t'ou,' Yen-shih (Fig. 1 middle). Let us see the 

ko-halberd sites and accompanied artefacts briefly. 

1. Ehr-IHou, Yenshih~From the earthern pit tomb, chlieh, tripod, 

jade ko, bronze ko and other jade objects are discovered (KK, 1976-4). 

2. P'an-Iung-ch'eng, Hunang pi, Hupei Cv12, at Li-chia-tsui)-~jade 

ko-halberd was excavated with other bronze objects from the chamber 

tomb excavated in 1963, which are identical to the bronzes of Cheng

chou (WW, 1976-2). 

3. Ching-tang, Ch'i-shan, Shansi~This site is included in the late 

Ehr-li-kang subphase and bronze ritual vessels such as chi.ieh, ku and 

Ii, and bronze ko-halberd were discovered C\V\V, 1977-12). 

4. 1\1232, Hsiao-t'un~This tomb is included in predynastic as the 

tomb 388 and from the wooden chamber and wooden coffin, 2ku, 2 

chueh, 2 chia, 2 p'o, 1 ting and 9 p'an, 6 bronze ko, 2 stone ko, and 

1 ax were discovered (Shin, 1973). 

5. M388, Hsiao-t'un~As the tomb M232. it is included in the pred

ynastic period, and from the pit grave 2 ku, 2 chi.ieh, 1 ting, 2 chia, 
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2 p'o, 1 p'ing-yu, ;) bronze ko, 33 jade and stone pieces, and 2 pottery 

tous were excavated (Shih, 1961). 

6. HPKM 1001-From the nine underground waist pits, stone and 

bronze ko-halberds were excavated ~Liang and Kao, 1962) 

7. HPKM 1003-A head of 1m-halberd was excavated (Liang and 

Kao, 1967: 123-125) 

8. HPK:tvI 1"-'4-100 helmets and!2 bronze ko-halberds were excav

ated (Liang and Kao, 1970: 154-157). 

9. M164 also contained ko-halberd (Shih, 1973: 12). 

According to the chronology of the tombs found in Hou-chia-chuang 

and Hsi-pei-kang, the stratigraphic interrelationship of the tombs are 

established (Chang, 1980: Summary from PP.110-124) as follows; 

Ehr-li -t' au .... P'an-Iung-ch' eng ... Ching-tang_ .... 

M232 and 1\1338 (predyne.stic) .... HPKM 1001. ... HPKM 100,1 

(dynastic) 

Bronze ko-halberds discoverd from the tomb PKM 1001 and HPKM 

1004 demonstrate the chronological order as well as suggest on the 

origin of the bronze ko-halberd as has already been mentioned about 

the relationship of the bronze and stone ko-halberd discovered from the 

tomb HPKj\f 1001. 

Seventy-two bronze ko-halberds were discovered from the tomb HPKM 

1004 and 731 bronze spears were discovered from the same tomb; this 

may mean that the ko-halberd was a more important weapon than the 

spear during that time, and also the ruler of the Shang dynasty recogn

ized the importance of the bronze ko-halberd as a basic weapon of 

military forces. 

The distribution of ko-halberd IS confin,ed to the central area of the 
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Shang dynasty: Shantung, Honan and Hupei prOVInces. Recently 

according to Tong Enzheng, the bronze ko-halberds were used by many 

tribes in southwestern China including Sichuan and Yunnan provinces 

and Ehrhai area probably during the Late Shang dynasty to the 

Middle Han dynasty. Although. the ko-halberds found in Yunnan 

province and Ehrhai area were included in the later times, but the 

ones from the Sichuan province which are classified as typeA (tig.4 

upper) are similar to the ones during the Late Shang period. Although 

the type A is not exactly the same as the ones found in the Late 

Shang dynasty, ,ve can agree that this type also was influenced by the 

Shang culture (Tong, 19:-9: 441 ~456). If so, the distribution of the 

Shang culture will be greater than we assumed. 

Mold 

It is assumed that two pieces of clay or stone molds were used for 

casting bronze ko-halberd because of flat shape of the ko-halberd, unlike 

the other bronze vessels which were cast with multi-pieces of stone or 

clay molds. After the bronze casting ko-halberd must be treated carefully 

on the grinding stone (sharpening stone), that is requisite to the Shang 

warrior, for making the blade sharper. 

Emblem 

As shown on the bronze vessels and written calligraphy are a clue 

to the professional occupation (specialization) related to the ko-halberd 

and possibly clans in the Shang dynasty. From the emblems that may 

be related to professions, we can find out 'halberd maker', 'halberder' 

and 'halberd carrier' (Chang, 1980:232). 
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If we focus on the professional military force only, as Ch'en Meng

chi a (l965i has listed, there are various military officials such as horse 

attendant, archery commandant, garrison commandant, dog attendant 

and frontier attendant like ko-carrier or halberder. We may assume that 

there are many specializations in the military forces only. The Shang 

dynasty is based on the military forces, and oracle bone inscriptions 

mention that there are many wars, conquests and alliances during the 

period I (Wu-ting) and period V (Ti-hsin and Ti-yi) such as king Ti

hsin's great campaign (Keightley, 1968:180). The Shang military forces 

might have well trained warriors with the well developed weapons and 

equipment such as ko-halberd and chariot. That is the reason why the 

Shang dynasty were superior to the other tribes or the Hsia and the 

chou, if Prof. Chang's hypothesis that the Hsia, the Shang and the 

Chou were parallel and interrelated states (Chang, 1980: 33i). 

According to Hayashi, the bronze ko-halberd is also represented m 

the flags (l9G()). Flags were apparently an important symbol of auth

ority throughout the ancient world. In this sense, the bronze ko-halberd 

has special meaning of symbolizing the specialized corpse in the mili

tary force· or the important weapon for protecting the state as shown in 

the oracle bone inscription. The importance of ko-halberd can be seen 

as a basic weapon of the Shang military forces as well as a symbols 

of king hirr;,,~ If and the protector of the Shang regIOn. 

The effect of the ko-halberd on· the Shang dynasty 

a. Inference from the oracle bone inscription 

Two characters among the many oracle bone inscriptions related to 
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ko-halberd can be seen and they have to be believed as special mean

ing on the development of the Shang dynasty. 

0) 3>=t=:ft According to Wang kuo-wei, this means that the king 

uses this character, ;&, to express himself and the shape of character 

has the form of the ko-halberdC::'t) 

(2) "f =EJX=\lli1 According to Sun (1937:', this means that state 

is composed of the region TJ) and ko-halberd, namely the ko-halberd 

protect the region and state. 

From these two oracle bone inscriptions, we are able to recogilize the 

meanmg of the ko-halberd not only as basic weapon of the Shang 

dynasty, but also as a symbol of king himself and the symbol of mili

tary force itself protecting Shang region. 

b. Warfare 

We have no direct evidence for the usmg of ko·halberd during the 

war against the other tribes, but from the archaeological evidence. we 

can infer that this ko·halberd was a basic and important weapon such 

as spear. archery and chariot of the Shang military forces. 

Many military expeditions with an army 0-£ between 3000 and 5000 

men were conducted against the 'fang' tribes beyond the Shang border 

during the reign of king 'Nu-ting and Ti·hsin <Cheng, 1960:2WJ. Du-

ring those -expeditions the Shang military forces must I nave operated 

well-developed strategies with well-organized troops. As Shin has alre· 

ady mentioned, the chariot were the basis for the Shang military forces, 

and ko·halberd were used by charioteers and by foot-soldie~s in close 

combats, 
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c. Strategy in warfare 

As the 'Yin pen chi' says, the military forces of the Chou dynasty 

must have been composed of three parts: middle, right and left. King 

Wen himself stands on the chariot among the middle part corps and 

commands the whole army) (,8i,;t±*ct.!f:tJ1Ji=f!lfL, fi~:E El W}}'(r# ) 

From this document, we can infer that the Shang military forces 

must have kept well-trained troops and excellent strategies when ope

rated the large military forces composed of between 3000 and GOOO men. 

Conclusion 

Ko-halberd as a basic and important weapon of the Shang military 

forces contributed to the development of Shang dynasty, and also the 

successive Chou and the Warring States recognized its efficiency in the 

war and contrived new type 'chi' (May 7, 1982). 

o 
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