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PREFACE

XINGKONG

The thousand-year old Han Shan Temple is situated at Feng Qiao Town to the west of Suzhou city proper, on the 

east bank of the Great Cannal. It was built between 502 and 519 B.C. in the South Dynasty with its original name as 

Miao Li Pu Ming Ta Yuan (Pagoda Court of Mystery and General Brightness). The poet monk Master Hanshan of the 

Tang Dynasty once resided here, hence the name of the temple. During the Reign of Tianbao Emperor of the Tang 

Dynasty, the famous poet Zhang Ji who also lived here composed a poem about the temple, which made it a household 

word across the country. 

Since the founding of the new republic, Hanshan Temple has been given special concern by the people's 

government, listed as a specially protected relic on the provincial level and the one of the first group of monasteries 

open to foreign visitors. With the great efforts of habitant Buddhist priests, the temple has been repaired, the statue of 

Buddha remodeled, and the Buddhist Pagoda Court reconstructed after remaining in a destroyed condition for more 

than 600 years. In August, 2004, under the care and coordination of the government and with the raised funds, the 

temple annexed the exhibition hall of historical relics and materials of Fengqiao twon. In October, 2005, it secured the 

right to use the 40 mu area of former Hanshan Temple yard, which further promoted the re-development of the temple. 

This millennium temple regained its former elegance and the momentum for prosperity.

   Today, the temple hall is spacious and bright and the statue of Buddha is filled with a sacred silence. The whole 

temple court covers an area of more than 47,000 square meters. Along the central line of the temple are Hall of the King 

of Heaven, the Main Hall, Han-Shi Hall and Hanshan Abbot Room. It features in style both the traditional Chinese 

Buddhist temple and elegance of primitive simplicity of the Southern Yangtze architecture. Besides, it still preserves 

many valuable cultural relics.

   For many years, Hanshan Temple has actively developed social charities for repaying the society. Such charity 

activities have been supported by all levels of government offices in charge of ethnic and religious affairs, Buddhism 



 

associations and personages from all walks of life, thus exerting a widespread social influence in the society. In April 

28th, 2004, the first charity center of the province was established here. In the following four months, its branches and 

the squares for assisting disadvantaged students were founded successively in Taizhou city and Canglang District of 

Suzhou. It has also made a contribution to the efforts of setting up a Hope Primary School in Lianyungang city.

   To revitalize Buddhist undertakings in recent years, the concerned organizations have established the Buddhist 

Department, including Hanshan Academy, Buddhism Editorial Department, Sutra Library and Archives. In 2003, the 

Hanshan Archives was appraised as the provincial first-level archives. In 2005, the first batch of students graduated 

from the Hanshan Academy.

   The Buddhist sutra says “Hearing the bell tolls, dispelling annoyances, enhancing wisdom, increasing bodhi”. 

Since 1979, Hanshan Temple organization has successfully held 26 terms of festivals entitled “Listening-to- the-Bell on 

New Year's Eve”. On every one of such occasion, thousands of visitors at home and abroad would gather at the temple 

to listen to the one hundred and eight bell tolls, praying for luck and happiness in the New Year in the mean time.

   With the society is advancing and the world entering the 21st century, the Hanshan Temple organization sets as its 

aim to further spread the Buddhist art and culture as well as the blessing embodied in bell tolls of the Hanshan Temple, 

and decides to build the Buddhist Bell Culture Exhibition Hall, which will have the biggest bell in the world, weighing 

108 tons, and a 30 meters tower surrounded by 108 bells of different dynasties. In the temple court, there will be a great 

stele named “No.1 Stele of China”, which will be 16.9 meters tall, inscribed with the poem "A Night Mooring at Maple 

Bridge" by Zhang Ji, accompanied by other stone carvings and 108 steles inside the court. The purpose is create a 

Buddhist realm of “bell, tower and steles” to display the abundant cultural heritage of Hanshan Temple.

   From the later half of last year, the Hanshan Temple organization have started to collect, photograph, select and 

sort out pictures in order to show the immemorial Buddhist elegance of the millennium temple, abundant culture details 

of bells and tablets as well as the promoted charities in the new era, especially all the previous pictures of the scene of 

people listening to the bell tolls. They are worth gathering here again for all worshippers to attend the next New Year's 

Eve Activity with the blessings of Buddha. On behalf of all the monks in the temple, I'm expressing the best regards 

together with this book as a gift to thank worshippers for all along supporting the reconstruction and development of the 

Hanshan Temple. I am looking forward to hear more voices of concern about the Buddhist undertakings and more 

suggestions to our development. Let's go hand in hand to build a harmonious society and make greater contribution to 

Buddhist culture.          

September, 2005



 

The history of Han Shan Temple

Hanshan Temple is located in the west outskirt of Suzhou by the ancient canal and adjacent to the Maple Bridge, 

seven Li (3,500 m) from downtown, It was first established under Tianjian Reign of the South Dynasty, boasting a 

history of more than 1,500 years. Its original name was 'Miao Li Pu Ming Pagoda Court'. 

In the temple are enshrined two greatest monks in Tang Dynasty, whose names were Hanshan and Shide. They were 

admired as 'He He Er Sheng (Two Harmonious Saints) ', the symbols of auspiciousness and happiness, whose 

sculptures are hung in Han-Shi Hall: Hanshan holds a lotus in his right hand and Shide holds a vase with his both 

hands, with childish faces, their hair cut in bangs, bare breasts and feet, giggling at each other. That leaves an 

impression of auspiciousness and happiness upon people. 

Since China opened to the outside world, Hanshan Temple has been refurbished. It has become another unique and 

THE STORY ABOUT THE BELLS AT NEW YEAR



 

charming scenic spot in Suzhou with visitors and pilgrims coming and going like streams. The tolls can be heard again 

and the high tower re-erected.

The bell in Hanshan Temple

The moon inclines down, while crows caw in the frosty sky,

River Village and Maple Bridges lit by fishing torches face the sleepless.

On the outskirts of Suzhou the Chilly Hill Temple's

Midnight Tolls are heard in my return boat.

Zhang Ji, a poet in Tang Dynasty, left behind himself A Night Mooring at 

Maple Bridge in Hanshan Temple. This poem has attracted generations of 

literati, monks and visitors to listen to the tolls, make wishes, and appreciate 

the classic scenery. Hanshan Temple has since then become one of the Ten 

Greatest Temples in China, enjoying high fame both at home and abroad.

In 1979, with the cooperation between Chinese and Japanese religious tourist administrations, the first Buddhist 

Ceremony themed 'Listen to the Tolls and Pray for World Peace' turned out to be a great success. Since 1979, annual 

celebrations at New Year's Eve have added a lively touch to Hanshan Temple and the bell tolls in particular. When the 

curtain of night falls, the temple will be decorated with lanterns and festoons, displaying fireworks and forming a sea of 

lanterns. At about 23:00, the monks will line up on both sides of the entrance, waiting for the guests to file in. Then they 

will stand silently around the Bell Tower. The Buddhist Abbot dressed in deep yellow Hai Qing Robe, crimson cassock, 

and prayer beads will march into the crowd to pray for the world, and then mount the Bell Tower. At 11:42, in the 

resounding Toll Hymns the first strike of the bell will start the 108 tolls. 'Listen to the toll, relieve your worries; enrich 

your intelligence and Bodhi (understanding of truth); leave the hell and fire; wish you become a Buddha, enlighten the 

common.' The resounding tolls accompany the hymns. The final strike is made to announces the coming of a promising 

happy new year. Inside and outside the temple people will acclaim and congratulate each other, surrounded by the 

deafening gongs and drums, fireworks, dancing dragons and lions, etc. The ancient folk arts will be on full display, and 

people are overjoyed. At this moment, regardless of nationality, age, even strangers will bless each other, gather into a 

joyous sea. 

Buddhist Master Xing Kong wrote a poem for the great event: 

The New Year's Eve toll brings happiness and intelligence, 

Japanese Friends bring us purple clouds from the orient.

Ancient Hanshan Temple is filled with distinguished guests.

Propitious clouds and lights wreathe above our Buddhist temple.

Speaking of tolls, we fell very much like to narrate the ancient bells in Hanshan Temple. The bell mentioned in 

Zhang Ji's poem was 'exquisitely casts, its Cloud Patterns are classical, waves and strokes were lively, the veins were 

vivid.' It is recorded in A Hundred City's Smoke and Water that Ben Ji, a monk in Jia Jing Reign of Ming Dynasty, cast 

the bell and built a tower. Tang Yin, a famous local scholar wrote Annotations to the Melted Bell, 'old Buddhist Temple 

on the outskirts of Suzhou, wanted to cast a bell to bless all the people. After it assumed its form, its first toll brought 

down the frost in the heaven.' It resembled the resonant bells in Tang Dynasty. Later 'Japanese pirates invaded, and it 

was remolded into a cannon.' And it was also said to have been transported to Japan, as Kang Youwei wrote, 'the toll 

has reached the other end of sea, Hanshan Temple has quieted down; do not make Feng Gan the Buddhist master 

babble again, leading people to nowhere.' Later some Japanese monks were said to have looked for, recast and sent the 

bell. In the Meij Reign, a Japanese monk called Yamada got along very well with the monks in Hanshan Temple. When 

he heard that the bell had been lost, he promised to look for and return it to its original owner, and even used Hanshan 

in his name. After he returned to Japan, he traveled around the country, but could not find a clue. So he decided to 

launch a donation for recasting the bell, and even invited Japanese Prime Minister to write an inscription. After the 



 

bell was finished, he asked the Japanese government to send it to Hanshan Temple. That was happened in Guang Xu 

Reign of Qing Dynasty (1905). The bell is now hung in Da Xiong Bao Dian (Sakyamuni's Shrine).

There are nearly 100 Buddhist bells in Hanshan Temple, with various types and styles, all of which are important 

Buddhist relics. The bell used in annual 'listening to the toll' ceremonies was cast by Chen Kui, Constable of Jiangsu 

Province, when he refurbished the Temple in Guang Xu Reign of Qing Dynasty (1906). It is a copy of the old one, made of 

iron, its height and diameter are both 1.2m, and weighs about 2 tons. Its shape is classical, there is carbon in it, and so 

its resonant sounds can be heard from mile away and last for a long time. The bell is now hung in 

the Bell Tower, southeast to Da Xiong Bao Dian. The tower is a two-storied hexagon pavilion, 

which was built when Chen Kui cast the bell. It is made of bricks and wood, very delicate and 

elegant, enlisted as one of the important scenic spots in the Temple.

The toll of Hanshan Temple has a very deep cultural and historical background. Zhang Ji, a 

poet in Tang Dynasty returned home after he failed the Imperial Exam, and his boat was 

moored at night by Maple Bridge. He wrote his unprecedented poem, which has been used in 

Japanese text book until now, exerting far reaching influence upon the peoples both at 

home and abroad. 

It is believed by Buddhism that there are 108 kinds of worries, while the 108 tolls of 

Hanshan Temple imply that it can relieve all these worries. It can enrich your intelligence, 

exorcise the evils, and bring you good luck. With the tolls resounding around your ears, your 

worries will be reduced. This convention was first introduced to Japan by Jian Zhen, a 

Buddhist master in Tang Dynasty, and has been widely observed among the folk people. And that 

accounts for why Japanese tourists always take the majority in all the foreign guests listening to the tools at New Year's 

Eve. As the influence reaches further, guests from more and more countries come and listen to the New Year's Tolls. It 

offers a new opportunity for the development of friendly relations between China and foreign countries as well as 

tourism.

Today's Hanshan Temple is so popular that there are millions of tourists every year. It is so picturesque with yellow 

walls, green trees, and emerald tiles, as well as mountains and waters. It is both a holy land for pilgrims and a place of 

interest for tourists from both home and abroad, with so many poems, tolls, towers inspired by Buddhism. As a rule in 

history, bells will be cast only in thriving times. Now Hanshan Temple is launching a donation for casting 'the Great Bell 

of Hanshan Temple', which will weigh 108 tons. After it is finished, its tolls will definitely become even more famous, 

and the Buddhist culture will exert greater influence upon people all over the world. 
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