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An analysis on the Bells of the Southern Han Period in
Vietnam

Keng Hui-ling™

Abstract

In 1987, Pham Van Tham discovered an inscribed bronze bell in a temple in Tran Thanh
Miéu, Nhat Tao Hamlet Pong Ngac Village Tir Liém District. The inscribed text refers to the
sixth year of the Qianhe era of the Southern Han Kingdom, hence 948 CE. According to the
records in the Gazetter of the Epigraphy of the Southern Han Kingdom (Nanhan Jingshi Zhi),
only five bronze bells found in Chinese territory have been recorded in the sixty years of the
kingdom's existence, namely the Changging Chanyuan Tongzhong (fifteenth year of the Qianhe
era, 957), Ganbao Si Tongzhong (sixteenth year of the Qianhe era, 958 ) > Baolin Chanyuan
Tongzhong (two year of the Dabao era, 959), Qianhengsi Tongzhong (fourth year of the Dabao
era, 961), Changshou-Si Tongzhong (Seventh year of the Dabao era, 964). As such, the
newfound bronze bell in Vietnam bears much historical significance. It is named Rizao
Guzhong after its findsite at Chenshengmiao in Rizaocun.

Aside from the peculiar significance of Rizao Guzhong's dating and findsite, what its
inscription records also is of interest for studying the social and religious customs in the Hanoi
region of the tenth century CE. Its inscription describes that villagers in Ciliancun, a village in
Jiaozhixian, were Taoist and Confucianist believers who jointly dedicated a statuary triad
representing the Taoist Trinity, and memorialized their collaborative effort on a bronze bell.

Rizao Guzhong is of the Chinese Fanzhong type, and hence a clear indication of the
influence of Han Buddhism. Yet, what is interesting is that the inscription is describing the
process of dissemination of Taoism in northern Vietnam. This paper provides a new
commentary for the inscription, and provide a comprehensive analysis on the historical
circumstances, social phenomena and local customs of belief that can be elicited from the

inscription.

Keywords: Vietnam, Fanzhong, Southern Han kingdom, Taoism
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