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*3. GAO ZHIXI (Hunan Provincial Museum, Changsha) 
SHANG AND ZHOU BRONZE NAO BELLS EXCAVATED IN SOUTH CHINA 

ABSTRACT: 

Twenty-two bronze nao-bells dating to the la te Shang and early 
Western Zhou periods have been unearthed from the five southern 
provinces of Hunan, J i a n g s i , Zhej iang, J iangsu , and Fujian. Of 
these , s ix teen were from Hunan, th ree from Zhejiang, and one each 
from the remaining three provinces . These b e l l s can be c l a s s i f i e d 
into four categories: type A has an animal mask decoration (eleven 
examples); type B has a cloud p a t t e r n ( th ree examples); type C has 
n ipples (only one example); type D has s t a l k s (mei ffi , seven 
examples). 

The nao i s a bell that can produce two tones. I t can be used in 
s a c r i f i c i a l o f fe r ings as well as war. Because most of these b e l l s 
have been discovered at the top, mid-section, or foot of mountains or 
on the banks of a r i v e r , we surmise t h a t they may have been used in 
contemporary sacr i f ices to the mountains and streams, wind and ra in , 
and s t a r s , e t c . Based on the p e r i o d i z a t i o n of the s t y l e of t h e i r 
shape and decoration we conclude that type A may be as early as la te 
Shang, type B can be assigned to the end of the Shang, type C i s from 
the beginning of the Zhou and type D belongs t o the ea r ly Western 
Zhou. They developed from type A to B to C to D and then to the 
yong-bell. The character is t ics of southern nao bel ls a re : they are 
large, thick and heavy; most have whorls on the circular handle; many 
animal masks and cloud and lightning patterns are formed from thick 
l ines among the decoration; the ent i re body i s usually covered with 
decoration; most appear singly, and they were set up on their stands 
with the mouth facing up. In contrast , northern nao-bells are very 
small, they have no whorls on the handle, thei r decoration i s simple, 
and they are unearthed in groups of several together. 

Thus there i s an obvious d i s t i n c t i o n between northern and 
southern nao-bells. In l ight of the regional character is t ics of the 
bronze nao from Hunan and of the discovery in recent years of bronze 
arrowheads, bronze s l a g , and what may be the remains of a bronze 
casting furnace in the Shang s i t e of Zaoshi |? "ip in Shi men county, 
these bel ls may very well have been cast in Hunan. The lower reaches 
of the Yangtze River may a lso have been one of the a reas producing 
southern n a o - b e l l s . The small nao of the North had disappeared by 
the t ime of the ea r ly Western Zhou. Therefore, the yong-bel l t h a t 
appears in the North during the middle of the Western Zhou must have 
been influenced by the l a rge southern nao or yong-bel l and i s not a 
direct development from the small northern nao of the Shang. 
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DISCUSSION: 

Gao Zhixi ' s s l i d e s of nao ^fy, bronze b e l l s ap t ly i l l u s t r a t e d the 
typology presented in his paper. 

ON THE FUNCTION AND INSTALLATION OF NAO BELLS: 

Chang Kwang-yuan (National Place Museum, Taipei) suggested that 
nao b e l l s were f i t t e d onto a s t a f f and i n s t a l l e d , s ing ly , with the 
mouth upwards. Such ins ta l l a t ions would have been very fragile and 
l i a b l e to frequent breakage. Possibly for t h i s reason a f t e r the 
Western Zhou period zhong b e l l s were i n s t a l l e d on racks with the 
mouth facing downwards. Chou Hung-hsiang retorted that such racks 
hardly seemed safer; he inquired if there were any stone stands for 
nao b e l l s known, as they ex i s t ed for chimestones . Gao Zhixi sa id 
none had been found so far . Chou continued t h a t the typologica l 
d i f fe rences between nao and zhong b e l l s ought to be explained from 
their archaeological contexts. Virtually a l l nao bells known to date 
have been discovered in caches on h i l l s , s l opes , and r i v e r s i d e s ; 
conversely, zhong b e l l s have been found mostly in tombs. The two 
types had altogether different re l igious connotations. 

Hsu Cho-yun (University of Pittsburgh) t r ied to be more expl ici t 
about t h i s d i f fe rence . Nao b e l l s were to summon the people, or — 
perhaps more l i k e l y — gods and s p i r i t s . They were not musical ly 
scaled as were zhong b e l l s . The function of the nao b e l l s was 
s i m i l a r to t h a t of the big bronze drums widely used by non-Chinese 
peoples in Southern China un t i l fa i r ly recently. Gao Zhixi approved 
of th i s suggestion, but stressed the chronological dispari ty between 
the nao, which died out after the Shang period, and the bronze drums, 
which did not appear unt i l almost a thousand years la te r . 

ON THE DERIVATION OF BELL TYPES: 

Chang Kwang-yuan thought i t conceivable that the zhong bells did 
not originate from the Central Plains , but from Western China, i.e., 
from Shaanxi. There were more than just two cul tural foci in Bronze 
Age China. The Western Zhou zhong was inf luenced by the South 
Chinese nao. Bronze inscr ipt ions can suggest the specific time and 
mode of cul tural diffusion. As an example, Chang quoted the inscr ip
t ion of the Zongzhou zhong ^ )al "jf§[ (now in the National Place 
Museum, Ta ipe i ) , which concerns Zhao Wang's Southern campaign to 
conquer Chu. This m i l i t a r y campaign was surely an occasion for 
cultural contact, Chang asserted. There was a short dispute between 
him and Virginia Kane on the date of the bel l , Chang considering a 
date in Zhao Wang s re ign poss ib l e , whereas Kane pointed to the 
research of Tang Lan and Nivison which had, in her opinion, proven 
the b e l l s to date from Li Wang. Kane went on to say t h a t the f i r s t 
zhong b e l l s in Western Zhou date from Mu Wang, and the undeniably 
Southern c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s they d isp lay could be explained by the 
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king's Southern campaign. 

Virginia Kane also discussed the derivation of the zhong bel ls 
found at Puducun ^yJx.JF-f (Shaanxi). Whereas Gao had suggested they 
could have been locally made according to Southern prototypes, Kane 
insisted that they were s t y l i s t i c a l l y unlike a l l other contemporary 
material produced in the region, making i t more l ikely that they were 
imports from the South — perhaps as booty from Mu Wang's campaign. 
She suggested tha t the r e v e r s a l of instal lment position (the major 
typological difference between nao and zhong) might have occurred in 
the South, before the zhong type was diffused northwards. Gao Zhixi 
agreed tha t the re was such a p o s s i b i l i t y , but continued to regard 
Kane's hypothesis about the Puducun bel ls with some skepticism. 

Kane said she assumed t h a t the Southern b e l l s were derived 
typologically from the small bel ls found at Anyang, which diffused to 
the South, where they were enlarged and developed independently in 
accordance with local needs and rel igious customs. Her reason for so 
believing was that many trade bronzes from Anyang had been unearthed 
in South China. Gao s t i l l p re fer red to think in terms of two 
different s t ra ins of development of be l l s at Anyang and South China. 
He agreed, however, that there was influence from the North in South 
China — in fact, even before Anyang. Perhaps, if Northern stimulus 
was necessary to tr igger the development of the Southern nao bel ls , 
th is might already have occurred in the Erligang period. 

Betty Tseng Ecke (University of Hawaii) related th i s position to 
the problem of Northern inf luences in Chu in a l a t e r per iod. She 
pointed out that whereas Northern influence on Chu was strong, there 
was l i t t l e evidence for a s i m i l a r process in the other d i r e c t i o n . 
Mutatis mutandis, conditions might have been similar in Shang times. 
Moreover, as in the case of Chu, the poss ib i l i ty of cul tural contact 
between South China and more southerly regions — such as Annam and 
Southeast Asia - - ought to be taken in to account even in the Shang 
period. Gao r ep l i ed t h a t f ea tu res indigenous to Southern China 
should be given special at tention in determining the importance of 
diffusion processes. 

Las t ly , Hsu Chin-hsiung (Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto) p r e 
sented an epigraphic argument for the Southern origin of bel ls : the 
charac ter nan ^j (South) i s i d e n t i f i e d with a charac te r in the 
oracle i n s c r i p t i o n s whose graph c lose ly resembles a hanging b e l l : 
pf . This shape could be due to semantic associations in the minds 

of the Shang people, who might have been th ink ing of the South in 
terms of be l l s , or vice versa. 
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