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Chopsticks

Chopsticks have become a quintessential part of the Chinese, Japanese,

Korean and Vietnamese culinary experience across the globe, with more

than one fifth of the world’s population using them daily to eat. In this

vibrant, highly original account of the history of chopsticks, Q. Edward

Wang charts their evolution from a simple eating implement in ancient

times to their status as a much more complex, cultural symbol today.

Opening in the Neolithic Age, at the first recorded use of chopsticks,

the book surveys their use through Chinese history, before exploring

their transmission in the fifth century to other parts of Asia, including

Japan, Korea, Vietnam and Mongolia. Calling upon a striking selection

of artwork, the author illustrates how chopstick use has influenced Asian

cuisine, and how, in turn, the cuisine continues to influence chopstick

use, both in Asia and across the globe.

Q. Edward Wang is Professor of History and Co-ordinator of Asian

Studies at Rowan University and Changjiang Professor of History at

Peking University, China.
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To my mother who taught me to use chopsticks

in China and for my son who is using them in the

US, as the tradition lives on from past to present,

China and beyond.
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Plates

1. Bone spoons unearthed at a Neolithic cultural site in Sichuan, China.

(Courtesy of Ai Zhike, the Sanxia Museum, Chongqing, China)

2. Neolithic bone chopsticks found in Longqiuzhuang, a Neolithic

cultural site in Jiansu, China.

(Courtesy of the Yangzhou Museum, China)

3. Neolithic bone chopsticks (the two thin sticks in the lower part) in

Longqiuzhuang.

(Courtesy of the Yangzhou Museum, China)

4. This brick carving shows how chopsticks were used in early China,

c. first century ce.

(Zhongguo huaxiangzhuan quanji [Complete collections of Chinese

brick carvings], ed. Yu Weichao, Chengdu: Sichuan meishu

chubanshe, 2006, p. 59)

5. Eating customs in early China – sitting on the floor with foods placed

on short-legged tables, shown on a brick carving, first to third

centuries ce.

(Zhongguo lidai yishu: huihua bian [theChinese art in different dynasties:

painting], Beijing: Renmin Meishu Chubanshe, 1994, part 1, p. 72)

6. Brick painting from the Fresco Tombs of the Wei and Jin Dynasty

showing chopsticks used as utensils for cooking in early China,

c. third–fifth centuries ce.

(Painting from the Fresco Tombs of the Wei and Jin Dynasty located

in the Northwestern Gobi desert 20 km from Jiayuguan city.
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(Mural paintings in Jiayuguan, Jiuquan tombs of the Wei and Jin

periods), ed. Zhang Baoxun, Lanzhou: Gansu renmin chubanshe,

2001, p. 261)

7. A food tray with wooden bowls and a pair of bamboo chopsticks

found in the Mawangdui Tombs, Han China, c. second century bce.

(Changsha Mawangdui yihao hanmu [Mawangdui # 1 Han tomb in

Changsha], Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1973, ii. p. 151)

8. “Fire sticks” from Edo-period Japan – used to arrange charcoals and

stoke flames – are another example of how chopsticks could be used

other than as an eating utensil.

(Courtesy of the Edo-Tokyo Museum, Japan)

9. The Manchus usually combined the use of chopsticks with knives

and forks.

(Manchurian implements, c. 17th–19th centuries. Courtesy of Lan

Xiang, a private collector of chopsticks in Shanghai)

10. Eating and drinking in a tent tavern portrayed in a fresco in

Dunhuang, a famous Buddhist grotto of Tang China, eighth–ninth

centuries.

(Dunhuang shiku quanji [Complete collections of Dunhuang Grotto

murals], ed. Dunhuang yanjiuyuan, Shanghai: Shanghai renmin

chubanshe, 2001, vol. 25, p. 45)

11. “A Picnic Outside” – a mural painting of the Tang Dynasty showing

that chopsticks were used to convey foods and that diners sat on the

benches instead of the floor, c. eighth century.

(DaTang bihua [Mural paintings of the great Tang dynasty], eds. Tang

Changdong & Li Guozhen, Xi’an: Shanxi lüyou chubanshe, 1996,

p. 127)

12. “Literary Gathering”, Zhao Ji (1082–1135). Handscroll, ink and

colors on silk, 184.4 × 123.9 cm.

(Courtesy of the National Palace Museum, Taipei)

13. “Han Xizai’s Night Banquet,” or “The Night Revels of Han Xizai”

(detail), c. 970, by Gu Hongzhong, showing that the Chinese sat

on chairs to eat individually rather than communally as in later

periods. Handscroll, ink and color on silk, 28.7 cm high,

335.5 cm wide.

(Courtesy of the Palace Museum, Beijing)
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14. A mural found in a tomb from Song China (960–1127) portraying a

couple, or the Zhaos, eating together at a table on high chairs,

suggesting communal eating had begun in the family after the tenth

century in China.

(Zhongguo mush bihua quanji: Song, Liao, Jin, Yuan [Complete

collections of Chinese tomb murals: Song, Liao, Jin and Yuan

dynasties], Shijiazhuang: Hebei Jiaoyu chubanshe, 2011, p. 86)

15. A family eating together at one sitting during the Jurchen period

(c. thirteenth century), suggesting the spread of a communal eating

style in Asia.

(Zhongguo mush bihua quanji: Song, Liao, Jin, Yuan [Complete

collections of Chinese tomb murals: Song, Liao, Jin and Yuan

dynasties], Shijiazhuang: Hebei Jiaoyu chubanshe, 2011, p. 114)

16. “Women 22” by Utagawa Kuniyoshi (1797–1862). The Japanese have

been accustomed to chopsticks since approximately the seventh century,

as shown in this Ukiyo-e painting, a popular genre in Edo Japan.

(“Women 22” by Utagawa Kuniyoshi [1797–1862], Public Domain)

17 “A Group of Trackers,” drawing by a European visitor to

eighteenth-centuryChina depicting how theChinese atewith chopsticks.

(From Views of Eighteenth Century China: Costumes, History,

Customs, byWilliam Alexander &George Henry Mason, © London,

Studio editions, 1988, p. 25)

18. Portrait of Li-Lieu Ying, Empress Tzu-Hsi’s Great Eunuch, late

nineteenth century.

(Chinese School, nineteenth century, Private Collection / Bridgeman

Images)

19. “The Latest Craze of American Society, New Yorkers Dining in a

Chinese Restaurant,” Leslie Hunter (fl. 1910), Illustration from The

Graphic Magazine, 1911.

(Private Collection / The Stapleton Collection / Bridgeman Images)

20. Pairs of chopsticks to be packed into bentō boxes in Japan.

(Author’s photograph)

21. Japanese “husband–wife chopsticks,” which are often painted with

lacquer. The pair for the husband are slightly longer and less colourful

than the pair for the wife.

(Author’s photograph)

List of plates xv

www.cambridge.org/9781107023963
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02396-3 — Chopsticks
Q. Edward Wang
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

22. Japanese festive chopsticks, shaped with two tapered ends and a

round body, reflecting the belief in humans and deities sharing food

together at one meal on holidays and at festivals.

(Author’s photograph)

23. Training chopsticks, a Japanese invention, ensure that a young child

can easily put the tool on his/her fingers and pick up food.

(Author’s photograph)

24. Using Japanese chopsticks to eat soba noodles and duck meat.

(© TOHRU MINOWA/a.collectionRF/ amana images inc. / Alamy)

25. The fact that rice can be transported in clumps using chopsticks has led

to chopsticks becoming the main utensil used in Asia.

(© Keller & Keller Photography / Bon Appetit / Alamy)

26. Chinese chopsticks, chopstick rests, porcelain spoons and bowls at a

market stall, Stanley Market, Stanley, Hong Kong, China.

(© Steve Vidler/ SuperStock / Alamy)

27. Decorative chopsticks sold in Japanese stores, which are more of a gift

than an eating implement.

(Author’s photograph)

28. Eating Chinese takeout with disposable chopsticks.

(© Kablonk RM/ Golden Pixels LLC / Alamy)

29. Couples dressed according to Han Dynasty customs eating together

in a group wedding ceremony in Xi’an, China.

(© Corbis)

Color plates are located between pages 92 and 93.
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Timeline

Time China Korea Japan Vietnam

To 4000

bce

✓ Early humans
✓ Neolithic period (Yangshao)
✓ Crops
✓ Discovery of bone utensils

✓ Neolithic period ✓ Paleolithic and
Neolithic periods
(Jomon)

✓ Neolithic period

4000–1000

bce

✓ Neolithic period
✓ Xia, Shang, Zhou dynasties
✓ Oracle bone inscriptions / Writing

system
✓ Bronze Age (bronze utensils)

✓ Neolithic period
✓ Origin myths

✓ Neolithic period
✓ Origin myths

✓ Neolithic period
✓ Bronze Age

1000 bce to
300 ce

✓ Zhou and Warring States periods
✓ Qin and Han dynasties
✓ Silk Road
✓ Confucianism and Daoism
✓ Millet as staple in north and rice in

south
✓ Spread of wheat flour foods
✓ Shift from using fingers to utensils for

foods

✓ Bronze Age
✓ Iron Age
✓ Chinese Han military

commendaries
✓ Early Three Kingdoms

period

✓ Neolithic period
(Jomon)

✓ Yayoi Culture
✓ Origin myths

✓ Bronze Age
✓ Iron Age
✓ Conquest by Han

dynasty of China

300–600 ce ✓ Fall of the Han dynasty
✓ Buddhism
✓ Period of Northern and Southern

dynasties
✓ Tang dynasty
✓ Spoons and chopsticks used as a set

of eating tools

✓ Three Kingdoms period
✓ Discovery of bronze

utensils (spoons and
chopsticks)

✓ Kofun (Tomb)
period

✓ Asuka period
✓ Buddhism

✓ Bronze Age
✓ Iron Age
✓ Buddhism
✓ Chinese rule

continued
✓ Use of utensils for

food
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Time China Korea Japan Vietnam

600–1000

ce

✓ Tang dynasty
✓ Spread of Buddhism
✓ Silk Road
✓ Wheat and millet were staples in

North China and rice in South China
✓ Fall of the Tang dynasty

✓ United Silla
✓ Goryeo period
✓ Use of utensils for food

✓ Asuka period
✓ Nara period
✓ Heian period
✓ Spread of Buddhism
✓ Japanese missions to

China
✓ Introduction of

utensil use
✓ Discovery of wooden

chopsticks

✓ Chinese rule
continued

1000–1450

ce

✓ Song dynasty
✓ Liao dynasty
✓ Jin dynasty
✓ Xixia dynasty
✓ Introduction of Champa rice
✓ Mongol conquest and Yuan dynasty
✓ Neo-Confucianism
✓ Ming dynasty
✓ Development of communal eating

style
✓ Chopsticks became exclusive

eating tool

✓ Goryeo dynasty
✓ Joseon dynasty
✓ Neo-Confucianism
✓ Mongol conquest
✓ Meat consumption
✓ Metal utensils

✓ Late Heian period
✓ Kamakura and

Muromachi periods
✓ Chopsticks for food

✓ End of Chinese
rule

1450–1850

ce

✓ Ming dynasty
✓ Qing dynasty
✓ Porcelain soup spoon

✓ Joseon dynasty
✓ Ming China and Joseon

against Japanese invasion
✓ Spoon and chopsticks as a

set of eating tools

✓ Muramachi period
✓ Unification of Japan
✓ Tokugawa period
✓ Edo period

✓ Independent
period

✓ Le dynasty
against Champa
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1. Map of East Asia.
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