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Abstract: Throughout Vietnam history, the period 13th - 15th centuries marked the throne establishment and maintenance of three different reigns: Trần, Hồ and early Lê. During this period, Trần reign lasted 175 years (1225-1400); the throne of Hồ existed only 7 years (1400-1407) and early Lê kept the power in 99 years (1428-1527) in the total 361 years (1428-1789) of the post Lê dynasty. The Trần monarchy maintained power the longest in comparison of these reigns. From internal and international historical evidence, the author tries to figure out Vietnamese typical history, society features then and clarify economic policies as well as international trade activities, namely porcelain of three reigns focusing on Trần and early Lê with East Asia nations.
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1. Đại Việt policies on foreign affairs 

Being a powerful reign in South East of Asia, Trần dynasty highly recognized the role of external economic relation in reinforcing national power, expanding national influence. Within two centuries, Thăng Long governments had several policies fostering foreign trade activities with the focus on fully implementing the function of business sea ports – the entrance of international trade. Given favorable conditions, those in Northeast and Nghệ Tĩnh together with Thăng Long port in Trần dynasty became the most important sea ports of the country.

In the history of Vietnam, the mandarins of Trần dynasty were famous for determined but open, active and intelligent political mind(1). Some high ranking mandarins such as Trần Quang Khải, Trần Nhật Duật (1253 - 1330) also actively participated in foreign affairs events thanks to their wide, deep knowledge and multi-language fluency. In order to deal with permanent political pressure from the North empires and invasion schemes of the South West forces, Trần dynasty was gradually consolidating its government, enhancing the central government power simultaneously with developing foreign affairs, economic exchanges, cultural interaction with other countries in the region. The active foreign affairs policies of Trần dynasty not only brought prosperity to the country but also contributed to the national power and set the political superiority of Đại Việt.(1)  

Inheriting traditional relationship, Trần dynasty had a comprehensive viewpoint to strongly integrate Southeast Asia trade system. In parallel to reinforcing Vân Đồn position next to Hoa Nam trade center, they constantly enacted the role of Nghệ-Tĩnh business ports which proved to be a significant policy of the government in the attempt to integrate East Asia economy(2).

Relishing the uprising position of an independent country, Thăng Long government always initiated foreign affairs with a highly potential political power in dealing with relations, conflicts in the region. Clearly recognizing the position of the nation to maintain independence and development, Thăng Long government prioritized peace and stability with East Asia nations(3). Consistently, they kept independence and sovereign authority while following a flexible, mutual benefit relation with China authority. Therefore, they determinedly opened a nationwide struggle against invaders at large scales when the sovereignty was violated. Meanwhile, Trần dynasty performed the role of a civilized and powerful sub regional empire(4) to the South countries, which made several neighbors set foreign affair relationship(5). In reality, Trần dynasty had built a “sacred ring” – a defense round for the nation, Thăng Long capital and other trade centers.  

Though positioning in the Red River Delta, Thăng Long was not a typical domestic urban which attached closed to delta region mindset and agricultural economic model. Being the capital of a newly motivated country, industry and business sectors were always the core, main flows of Đại Việt economic activities(6). In other words, during the 13th and 14th centuries, Thăng Long was not only a production center but also a big port for transiting goods of Đại Việt. The commodity was collected in Thăng Long, then it was distributed to other economic zones or international business ports such as Vân Đồn for doing business activities. Getting out of a closed Eastern town model, Thăng Long proved to be an open urban, enjoying a multi-relation with China, South East Asia, India and the vast of South West Asia(7).  

In the 13th- 14th centuries, there emerged Đại Việt external trade centers with the core was at Vân Đồn in East North coastal areas together with traditional external centers along Vietnam - China border. In Nghệ - Tĩnh, there appeared trade centers with the Western mountainous countries (Ai Lao, Ngưu Hống, Chân Lạp, etc.) and sea ports, river docks (with China, Champa, South East Asia, South West Asia, etc.). Those economic activities formed the crucial rectangular economic site of Đại Việt. In Trần dynasty, Thăng Long – Vân Đồn was the most important axe of external economy of that rectangular, it was also the transit of national commodity circle. 

Many South East Asia countries preferred integrating business activities and foreign affairs relationship (offering valuable items) in doing international trade. Trần dynasty analyzed thoughtfully and classified each nation into proper pack and dealt with each issue, relation separately. They offered favorable business relation to maritime countries such as Srivijaya (from the 13th century was Majapahit) and Champa. According to Toàn thư (Complete Annals), in 1348 Majapahit business crew reached Vân Đồn to buy sea pearls; in 1349, Java crew came to offer red speaking parrots and local specialties; in 1360, Majapahit crew again came to Vân Đồn to do business and offered specialties and in 1394, they returned to give rare horses(8), etc.  

We can see that ancient Indonesia countries several times sent delegates to do business and established foreign affairs relation with Vietnam. The list included Champa, Palembang, Tumasik in Malacca, etc. These crews often chose Vân Đồn, Thăng Long or Nghệ - Tĩnh ports to set, reinforce the relationship(9). At that time, the economic, political, foreign affairs activities often mingled and closely related to each other. In the chapter “Khu vũ” (Geology) in “Vân đài loại ngữ” (The Classified Discourse of the Library), Lê Quý Đôn commented: “In Trần dynasty, business crew traded in the region precious items such as Western cloth, Majapahit textile and pearls, Cambodia and Laos elephant ivory, hawks, agar wood, crocodiles etc. all are so rare that we can hardly see today”(10).  

We can see that Đại Việt external economy was both an integrate partner and a counterpart of regional economy system. Professor Sakurai Yumio pointed that South East Asia had early established Melayu network with the center – the core was monarchs along Malacca coast, Palembang. Beside centers, there were peripheral points with the participation of several countries and ports. Therefore, “Melayu was a typical model of South East Asia and an important motivation in the history of the region. In fact, all South East Asia trade centers had business links with Melayu. The development process of so-called “external oriented centers” closely related to Melayu network”(11). However, Đại Việt external trade activities did not completely rely on that network. Hoa Nam economic center and its traditional economic relation co-existed with Melayu during many centuries. That bilateral feature formed Đại Việt a unique position linking South East and North East Asia with the core of Vietnamese and Melayu – Polynesian population which had been the common, universal values in many neighboring countries.  

After the successful struggle against Mongol invasion in the late 13th century, East Asia countries in the 15th century faced another invasion of Ming and political pressure from some powerful forces. In general, the 15th century was not a peaceful time in the region. In that context, early Lê had to both build a strong centered government, focusing on developing national economy, consolidating peaceful relation with East Asia countries and protect national sovereignty and security, especially in border, coastal and trade center areas. Hence, just only four months after being crowned, Lê Thái Tổ (reigning 1428-1433) ordered: “to fully, clearly register local specialties such as bronze, iron, silk, textile, painting, beeswax, canarium wax, oil, salt, rattan(12)”. In the same year, he ordered provinces, districts, prefectures to explore Morus alba - white mulberry, land, mineral mines, forest specialties, seafood, salt in the sea line and other existing products…(13), etc.  
Aiming at effectively organizing social activity to foster economic interaction, 

Lê Thái Tông (reigning 1434 – 1442) in March 1439 regulated monetary, quantity and volume: “sixty “đồng” makes one “tiền” (“đồng” and “tiền” were monetary units then – translator), a cloth of silk should be 30 “thước” long and one “thước” three “tấc” wide (“thước” and “tấc” were distance units then, a “thước” is about 40 cm and a “tấc” is about 4 cm – translator), a small cloth of rough textile should be 20 “thước” long  and one “thước” three “tấc” wide or more, soft cloth should be 24 “thước” long, a rough cotton cloth should be 22 “thước”, and paper is counted every 100 sheet(14). Lê dynasty understood the role of industrial and trade sectors of economy and had strong measures to protect natural resources.  In August 1464, Lê Thánh Tông issued that: “those who illegally commit exploiting water pearls and producing counterfeit money units should be separately charged depending on whether criminals or accomplice”(15). Lê kings later several times promulgated decrees on protecting pearls in North East sea area, gold, ivory, rare wood, and herbals. They also issued resolutions building markets, fostering trade activities and strictly punished fraudulent, red tape, resistance to goods exchanges. “Hồng Đức thiện chính thư” (Records of Good Policies in Hồng Đức Reign) mentioned specific regulations on markets’ activities and requirements for building a market. Accordingly, “market is an integrated part of population, the function of market is to exchange commodity, therefore trade development is to meet the demands of people. If there is one existing market, local authority must not prohibit it just to open another one, it is unreasonable for trade activities”(16). It is clear that early Lê kings fully understood the factual needs and wishes of people as well as the role of industrial and business sectors.  

In order to reinforce external economic activities, Lê dynasty had several business deals with South Asian countries such as Malacca, Palembang, Champa, Majapahit etc. beside maintaining economic relation with China and maybe with Ryukyu. History records proved that before Japan directly established economic relationship with South East countries, Ryukyu fleets of commerce had come to Đại Việt and other East Asia countries. In the 14th – 15th centuries, Ryukyu monarch sent a number of delegates offering items and doing business with East Asia countries, exploiting early economic boom conditions of the region(17). Ryukyu sent 171 business fleets to China, 89 to An Nam, 37 to Java and 19 to Japan. According to Rekidai hoan, (Precious Documents of Successive Generations), ambassador of Chuzan offered “Vạn thọ Đại vương” (probably Lê Tương Dực, 1509-?) ten tons of sulfur and many armors, swords, textiles(18), etc
.

After the event of 1471 (the Đại Việt - Champa war), Đại Việt expanded influence to the South and controlled trade ports in the central areas. Therefore, many businessmen and ambassadors started to come to offer items and do business(19). Beside official trade activities, there were also unofficial deals and it was difficult to distinguish the two types of business exchanges since they mixed and mingled. Some delegates and ambassadors also did illegal trade activities, as Momoki Shiro found: “in early Lê dynasty (1428 – 1527), 64 delegates were sent to Ming. The offered items were often gold, silver (offered thirty four times), horse (four times), ivory and rhino horn (seven times), rare wood (three times), but the quantity and value of the offered items were not recorded. Those delegated were really committed to illegal trade, so they were punished by King Lê Thái Tông in 1433-1434”(20). It is clear that despite Lê dynasty effort to strictly control international trade activities, they could not stop illegal business because of its huge benefits. The king was unable to always assert his authority and regulations. 

2. Porcelain exchanges with East Asia countries

In Trần dynasty, thanks to domestic and international socio-political environment, together with business villages, craft villages producing advantaged goods emerged more and more(21). The significant examples are: Kim Lan, Bát Tràng, Thổ Hà (porcelain); La Khê, La Cả (textile); Bưởi (paper) and many other blacksmith, painting villages. These craft villages positioned mainly in Thăng Long, Bắc Giang (Bắc Ninh, Bắc Giang), Hải Đông (Quảng Ninh), Hồng Châu (Hải Dương), Khoái Châu (Hưng Yên), Thiên Trường (Nam Định), Kiến Xương (Thái Bình), Trường Yên (Ninh Bình) and even Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An,  Hà Tĩnh... The demand of a big economy and open trade business encouraged different economic sectors developed. They not only aimed at meeting the demand of domestic customers, but also achieved export targets. 

In Vietnam history, the 13th – 14th centuries marked the appearance of big craft centers. Getting out of traditional and geographical mind, craft villages and production centers formed close, multi-level links between providers and producers, between producers and markets, sellers and purchasers, domestic and international markets, etc. During many centuries, regional and inter-regional economic activities were very busy. Whole sale markets were emerging to function as the controller and mediator. Many special, high quality crafts were made in the capital and in craft villages, which were used in foreign affairs relation or traded in the market
(22).  
Trần dynasty’s main trade ports were in the North East region, namely Vạn Ninh, Móng Cái, Cát Bà, Cô Tô and Nghệ - Tĩnh ones always had business with Qinzhou, Guangzhou, Hainan (China), South East Asia, Thị Nại (Champa), and ports of then powerful nations such as Srivijaya, Majapahit (Indonesia), Sukhothay (now Thailand(23)).  Vân Đồn trade port was famous for not only a big trade center but also a transit of commodity in the region. A lot of Chinese products had been brought to this place, which means regional entrepreneurs could directly import goods from China without going to Chinese ports. Vice versa, Chinese business people could get products from Đại Việt, South East and South West Asia that North East Asia markets needed(24).  

In term of craft production, Đại Việt economy in Trần dynasty enjoyed a number of innovations. The system of high quality porcelain kiln could produce unique products. While Chinese craft centers were not able to fulfill the demands of the regional market, international entrepreneurs came to Đại Việt to buy porcelain and other commodities. Within the competition of Asia, Đại Việt porcelain products such as iron brown, cobalt etc. were favored. Researchers suggest that “in comparison to Lý reign time, Trần dynasty porcelain products were more variably decorated. Porcelain in Trần time, especially iron brown strongly confirmed national self ego. In cultural interaction, porcelain during this time was influenced by Champa culture (apsara, garuda...). Comparing with Thailand porcelain at the time, the products of Trần dynasty were nicer, and they were exported quite a lot, as Trần dynasty porcelain items were found in Japan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Belgium, etc(25).   

There were abundantly domestic and international porcelain products in Vạn Ninh, Vân Đồn, Hội Thống, Kỳ Ninh sea ports. It is possible to conclude that porcelain was a typical export item of Đại Việt. The presence of wreckages in old ports is important factors to study, investigate and assess the history of foundation, scale and level of performance and influence of Đại Việt economy. Results show that there are similar features between porcelain items found in Vân Đồn with wreckages in Shinan (South Korea), in Shuri (Okinawa, Japan) or in Topkapi Saray museum (Turkey). 

Of course, the porcelain exchange relation was not a one way deal. In the investigation of Cống Tây site (Quảng Ninh), the Vietnamese - Japanese archeologists, historians found several potteries, porcelain items, especially special celadon of Longquan (China)(26). After assessing by C14 radiation, it reveals that the items in village number 5 emerged from 1220 to 1280(27). This place is also the densest of Chinese celadon ceramics found in Vietnam(28). Besides, researchers also found celadon porcelain, pottery wreckages of the 13th - 14th centuries, Chinese iron brown, Longquan celadon ceramics, Song and Yuan coins in Vân Hải, Con Quy, Cái Làng, Minh Châu, Ngọc Vừng etc(29). Based on this, we can conclude the outstanding position and potential economic power of Vân Đồn trade ports. It is possible that after the struggle against Mongol, Trần dynasty practiced many positive policies fostering foreign trade activities to strengthen the economy and national power.  

Through the investigation of little bays in Cống Tây Island, we come to a conclusion that in Trần dynasty, entrepreneurs on the island already divided market shares and classified trade activities. The difference in porcelain items found in these little bays suggests that a process of task management had already been done. The author assumes that trade activities were done at a high professional level. Possibly, this contemporarily occurred at two levels: first, between domestic entrepreneurs with international counterparts; second, among different craft villages, centers doing different business.  

Together with natural specialties, porcelain items caught the eyes of regional entrepreneurs. From different trade ports, Đại Việt commodity including porcelain was exported to East Asia, South West Asia. Research results of historians, archeologists in the recent decades reveal that Đại Việt porcelain items including those in Trần dynasty were found in many old trade port sites in Asian countries, in Persia, Egypt and Turkey(30). Many Đại Việt commodities timely served the urgent need of trade porcelain in West Asia as well as South East Islamic countries such as Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, etc. Today, Fusat museum (Jakarta, Indonesia) presents many high quality Vietnamese porcelain items in different periods, including 15 Đại Việt iron brown porcelain items, three of which were found in Sulawesi, Sumatra và Soeggminssa. In many parts of South East Asia and Japan, bowls and dishes with dull chrysanthemum decor, the typical feature of Trần dynasty porcelain(31).  

While researching Al Tur archeological site in the South of Sinai peninsula, scientists also found a series of trade porcelain including Vietnam cobalt ceramics. To date, Al Tur in the West Asia is the site that Vietnam porcelain was found most. We can see dull glaze pottery decorated with fully blossomed chrysanthemums on the background of ivory glaze by typical graffiti. This ceramic product is much similar to the archeological items found in Đượng Hạc, Cống Đông - Cống Tây. Hence, “the appearance of Trần porcelain in Vân Đồn and places mentioned above suggested that Vietnam porcelain products had already been traded in the world ceramic trade since the 14th century”(32). 

Despite cut throat competition of Chinese porcelain products in centuries, Đại Việt porcelain still evolved and dominated several East Asia markets by exploiting political conditions and the fluctuation of the region enterprises, especially the temporary incline of Chinese ceramics in the interim period between Song - Yuan regimes. At certain time, Đại Việt porcelain products were exported at large scales. In the 13th – 14th centuries, the recession of many Chinese craft industries evoked the commodity rush in Asian market. Chinese porcelain could not fulfill the demands of East and South East Asia markets. Frankly speaking, the political and economic change in China during the Song, Yuan and Ming regimes (1368 – 1644) was the key factor that helped South East Asia countries including Đại Việt fiercely integrated Asian business market.  

Trần porcelain had significant advantages of quality, style and gouts that caught the eyes of international markets. Even Yuan regime asked Thăng Long government to offer porcelain(33), so Đại Việt ceramics must have had some masterpiece products. It is likely that some craft villages such as Thăng Long, Bát Tràng, Kim Lan, Thiên Trường etc. had specified in producing high quality porcelain for royal family, foreign affairs and export. In Kim Lan, “many porcelain products were found including iron brown, cobalt, ivory glaze pottery etc, especially wreckage of cobalt bowls and cups. Those parts were of high quality with different decoration in comparison with those found in Philippines and Indonesia. It is also possible that Kim Lan pottery products were exported before(34)”. In addition, pottery products with embedded brown glaze affected by Chinese style which enjoyed high price were also produced in some craft villages in Thăng Long and some other localities(35). Because of its popularity, multi-purpose, long lasting and maintenance, pottery products got the interests of mandarins and grassroots people. From Trần regime, Đại Việt pottery products became familiar in South East Asia market.  

It is assumed that in Trần dynasty, porcelain was one of key business sectors towards Asian market. In history, the 14th century was also considered the open period of porcelain exchange between Eastern countries(36). The oldest Đại Việt pottery wreckage was found in Dazaifu archeological site, Fukuoka province, Japan having dull blue glaze(37). “This wreckage and other items belonged to the year 1330 (Gentoku second year), so we can predict that it was made in the first half of 14th century, therefore it is an indicator to determine Vietnam porcelain”. The density of the 13th - 14th centuries’ wreckages found in North East trade ports and other historical, cultural sites supported the theory that Trần porcelain developed much higher than in regimes before.

In the early Lê, porcelain had new development and became an important export product of Đại Việt. Among those, Chu Đậu and Chu Đậu - like products became the main source. To date, porcelain of Lê dynasty was found in many Asian countries. In foreign affairs and international trade, Lê government highly appreciated exchanging commodity and offer. Beside costumes, pearls, silk, herbal... porcelain became a luxury product of Thăng Long government. Many items were used to offer Chinese kings or ambassadors. Toàn thư noted that in 1437, Champa ambassador Trai Cương Lạt came to offer items, Lê king gave him many properties as well as sending Champa king twenty silk cloths, thirty sets of cups and dishes, and to his wife five silk cloths, three sets of cups and dishes, each set containing thirty five ones to express his willingness to Champa king(38)”. In his book “Dư địa chí” (Geography) (1434), Nguyễn Trãi noted: “Bát Tràng is in Gia Lâm district. Huê Cầu is in Văn Giang district. The two villages provided seventy sets of dishes and bowls, two hundred dark cloths to offer China authority(39)”. 

Significantly based on pottery wreckages found in shrunk ship in Cù Lao Chàm (1997-2000), scientists suggested that 240.000 items (not including pieces) belong to Chu Đậu - Mỹ Xá (Nam Sách, Hải Dương) pottery system in 15th century. Those pottery items were perfect in terms of producing techniques, style and art value. The discovery of Cù Lao Chàm wreckages completely change the thought of domestic and international researchers on economic policies of early Lê, the development level of Chu Đậu pottery system as well as the role, features and major contribution of Vietnam pottery in  the 15th century  - a prosperous development time of Đại Việt pottery(40). 

3. Conclusion

Through three regimes to the 15th century, Đại Việt politics changed from aristocratic monarchy to centralized monarchy. There were changes from Buddhist monarchy to Confucius monarchy in term of thought, and from monarchy kinship to multi-ethnic monarchy many family lines, many people participating national political life in term of society. Despite strict regulations, early Lê government structure was more cable of uniting than traditional institutions. Early Lê centered governments strongly aimed at building a strict social structure with a clear distinguish hierarchical function and mission. That institution also aimed at rule of law and building a rule of law state. The key point of this institution is that the power is in the hand of the king, management schemes were legalized, and Confucius was appraised to become core thought system of the society.  

In term of foreign affairs, Đại Việt regimes always tried to peacefully deal with countries, political forces in the region under the simultaneous influence of three political and cultural forces: India, South East Asia, China. Inheriting traditionally peaceful neighboring relations from Ngô (939-976), Đinh (968-980), pre - Lê (980-1009), Lý, Trần and early Lê dynasties broadened international trade exchanges, completed foreign trade system contemporarily with practicing multilateral relations towards regional countries. Foreign trade activities contributed to the completion of national economic system, creating a balanced power in regional relations, bringing power to government, local administrative agencies and many mandarins, relatives etc. However, Đại Việt regimes were always ready and resolute to struggle against any threat harming national independence, freedom and sovereignty.
From above presentation and analyses, we can conclude that in Vietnam history, industry and trade economies including producing, trading, exchanging porcelain always played an important role. Craft, industrial and business including foreign trade were important sectors of national economy. Those economic sectors (with the participation of government, local and private people) not only built real Đại Việt power in national establishment and development power, created a solid foundation for Vietnam struggles against critically historic challenges but also expanded national influence on the world outside. It is thought that kings from early Lê highly followed agriculture policies, however the discovery of Cù Lao Chàm shrunk ship with 240,000 high quality export porcelain items as well as the decision to expand its influence towards the South of King Lê Thánh Tông in 1471 made us think more of their vision on Middle trade ports and the role East Asian history, economy and politics. 

What is more, Vietnam porcelain items are more and more discovered in many Asian and the world historical, archeological sites, they are no longer the craft or trade items but become the valuable cultural heritages, recording traditional friendly foreign affairs between Vietnam and Eastern nations.
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