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A Unique Casting Method Discerned on the Handles
of Some Bronze Drums of Heger I Type

Keiji IMAMURA

When visiting the National Museum of Bangkok in December 1986, I noticed an unusual
feature on the handles of a bronze drum from Mt. Samkaew, Chumphong Province, southern
Thailand, which was exhibited near the entrance of the Museum. The drum has four
handles bridging ;he top and middle sections as is usual with Heger I type bronze drums.
Each handle is composed of two half-rings placed a few centimeters apart. Each ring is
composed of four parallel right-hand twisted cords (Fig.5). Similar features are seen on
bronze ware cast by the lost-wax method using wax cord as with many Banchiang and some
Dongson bronzes. Close observation, however, revealed actual fiber impressions on knots on
the rings, a thin curved board attached to the back of the cords, as well as a further thin
cord tying the four cords to the board. No casting fin on the handle nor break in the thin
cord was seen. Thus, in spite of their appearance, these handles are not products of the
lost-wax method because the adhesiveness of the wax would have removed the necessity
of a backing board and binding. The traces of fiber surely show that they were cast with
the so-called “lost-fiber” method, in which wax cord was replaced by fiber cord.

Interested in this unique technique, I looked in vain for more specimens during later
visits to southern Thailand and Yunnan. During a visit to Vietnam from Auguét to Septem-
ber 1989, however, I was given the opportunity of observing many bronze artifacts, which
resulted in the discovery of three additional specimens.

The first one is the Ngoc-lu drum, famous as a masterpiece of the Heger I type, exhib-
ited in the Vietnam Historical Museum (Figs.1~4). This drum also has four handles each
¢onsisting of two half-rings consisting five parallel cords. For six of the eight rings, five
cords are twisted alternatively as R, L, R, L, R and for the remaining two as L, R, L, R, L.
The terms R and L were devised by S. Yamanouchi to classify cordmarking techniques on
prehistoric Japanese pottery. R means a right-hand twisted cord composed of yarns twisted
left-hand. Alternation of the twisting direction gives a resemblance to basketwork, but any
adjoining two cords are quite separate. Impressions of twisted fiber are clear and traces of

a thin backing board and binding cord are also visible.
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The second specimen is a handle fragment, presumably from a bronze drum, found
among more than 200 pieces of bronze ware inside a big beautiful bronze drum recently
discovered at Co-Loa, a famous fort site identified by Vietnamese historians as the legendary
castle of King An Duong. Though covered with rust, five right-hand twisted cords, a backing
board, and a binding cord were all recognized (Fig.6).

The third example is a bronze drum from a Dong-son period cemetery site at Lang
Vac, Nghe Tinh Province (Fig.7). Although I did not have enough time to observe all the
handles carefully, backing boards and coiled cords were clearly visible.

The handles of these four bronze drums were all cast by the same method, i. e. four or
five twisted fiber cords were placed parallel on a thin flexible board, then bound with another
cord, covered with clay, and heated. Liquid bronze was then poured into the blank left by
the fiber and other combustible material. It seems unlikely that such a unique technique in
which even the casting details are shared, could have been invented in more than one place.
This “lost-fiber” casting technique must have belonged to one tradition.

-An interesting point is that all these drums belong to the “Dongson tradition” of Heger
I type. (The handle from the Co-Loa drum probably belongs to the same tradition because
the Co-Loa drum itself and a fragment of percussion plate found inside it are both of the
tradition.) Of the dozen “Dongson tradition” drums of which I had occasion to observe,
only four showed traces of this technique. However, I have never seen this technique on the
ten or so Heger I drums of the “Shizhaishan tradition,” discovered in Yunnan as well as in
Vietnam, which I have studied at first hand. As far as the evidence I personally have
obtained, this “lost-fiber” casting technique seems to be unique to the “Dongson tradition.”

I have been using the terms “Dongson tradition” and “Shizhaishan tradition” for Heger
I type bronze drums without any explanation. - Drums of the “Dongson tradition” have a
cylindrical trunk (middle section) and decoration bands with slender triangles or comb-teeth
patterns. Big drums of this tradition have a decoration zone depicting scenes of some
festival on the percussion plate. Many drums of this tradition are known in northern
Vietnam. Drums of the “Schizhaishan tradition” have a trumpet-shaped trunk and equilateral
triangles are used in decoration. Percussion plate festival scenes are not known even on
large drums. Early Heger I type bronze drums from Yunnan belong to this tradition, and
some are known from Vietnam, Laos, Thailand and Indonesia. Although the Heger I
type is not composed of only these two traditions, they are the main ones in the early half
of the type. In a forthcoming paper I plan to discuss the classification of bronze drums by

their traditions, something which is important for an understanding of the production and
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transportation of bronze drums.
One remaining problem is the way the handles were joined to the body, because the
bodies of the drums which 1 introduced above were made with a piece mold, a different
method from the handles. No clear evidence of soldering is seen. The casting-on method

which is seen on some other Vietnamese bronzes is most probable.
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