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ABSTRACT

In the cultural life of the Vietnamese in Vietnam’s Northern Delta, various forms of folk theatrical art, also known as
folk performances or pre-theatrical art, continue to exist. These art forms are preserved through numerous cultural
activities among the Vietnamese in the Northern Delta and are recognised as valuable heritages created, practised,
and passed down by previous generations to the present. The primary creative method in most of these art forms is
theatricalisation, particularly of religious and spiritual ideas. These include Buddhist, Confucian, and traditional
Vietnamese beliefs, contributing to the development of a unique art form with distinct characteristics rooted in the
local community. However, under the strong influence of modern economic and cultural life, these art forms are at risk
of disappearing from contemporary society. This study, utilising qualitative research methods such as fieldwork and
in-depth interviews with elderly artisans who have the ability to perform these plays well, takes an interdisciplinary
approach combining art and religious studies. It focuses on the cultural context and methods of dramatising religious
ideas, particularly through the case of the Vu Lan Sutra and the play Muc Lién, Thanh Dé (Maudgalyayana and
His Mother) as performed during funerals in the Northern Delta region. The research findings reveal the primary
creative methods and distinctive characteristics of this art form, along with the folk messages conveyed by earlier
generations to the present. These contributions aid in the preservation and continuation of this cultural heritage in
the lives of Vietnamese people today.
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INTRODUCTION

In Vietnamese art tradition, theatre is one of the art forms created, practised, and passed down
by the Vietnamese people very early in history. According to official records (Lam et al. 2022),
Tudng and Cheo are two traditional theatre genres popular in the villages and communes of
Vietnam since the Ly-Tran dynasties. Over the course of history, in the early twentieth century,
these art forms came into contact with and were influenced by Western theatre, particularly
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French drama, and evolved into modern theatre art, performed in professional theatres as
it is today (Loan 1993; Thanh 2007). In addition to theatrical arts, Vietnam’s treasure trove of
traditional performing arts includes many folk plays, which are considered pre-theatrical forms
(Lam et al. 2022).

Over thousands of years of formation and development, traditional Vietnamese theatre has
evolved into two types: folk theatre (also known as pre-theatrical art) and professional traditional
theatre. With more than twenty years of research on traditional Vietnamese performing arts,
authors have determined that these two forms are directly related. Professional theatre developed
from folk theatre after modern French theatre and Western theatrical arts were introduced to
Vietnam in the first half of the twentieth century, notably through forms such as Tuéng, Chéo, and
Cdi Luong. Professional traditional theatre clearly demonstrates individual creativity by artists
who have been professionally trained in art academies and universities both in Vietnam and
abroad. It also reflects a literary quality, with well-defined scripts structured into chapters and
acts. In contrast, folk theatre retains the form of opera, with content primarily based on folk tales,
created collectively by local communities. These performances serve religious, spiritual, moral,
cultural, and customary functions specific to each locality. Folk theatre is typically performed in
communal village yards, temple courtyards, or even the yards of farming households throughout
Vietnam. Thus, unlike folk theatre, professional traditional theatre has developed folk opera art
forms and adapted them for the modern stage, performed in professional venues for commercial
and entertainment purposes.

Although the literary content and chapter-based structure typical of professional stage art are
less defined in these plays, they have significantly contributed to conveying moral education and
traditional cultural identity to future generations. Moreover, folk artisans have demonstrated
their talents by dramatising religious thoughts and beliefs, creating folk plays that enrich the
artistic life of the country. These unique art forms not only teach positive religious values but also
adapt and integrate doctrines into the traditional ethics and culture of the Vietnamese people.
Folk plays are often performed during funerals in Vietnam’s Northern Delta. Funerals are a
deeply rooted tradition with a notable position in the cultural, religious, and ancestral worship
practices of Vietnamese people, particularly in the Northern Delta region. Over centuries,
Vietnamese people have maintained traditional performing arts within these rituals, where
music and performances serve as important cultural symbols. As the saying goes, Song ddu den,
chét kén trong (Living with oil lamps, dying with trumpets and drums), whereby the Vietnamese
consider the sound of drums and trumpets in funerals as important as the light of a lamp at night
and the role of oil in human life; funeral music and folk performances are vital for guiding the
deceased to their ancestral world. These performing arts not only express sacredness as part of
the musical system tied to the human life cycle, but they also ensure that the steps of funeral
rituals are closely interconnected.

The sounds of gongs, drums, and trumpets, the singing-crying (hdt khdc) songs, and the rhythms
of bamboo and rattan musical instruments guide and signal the sequence of ritual steps, from
the coffin-entry ceremony (nhdp quan) when the deceased is placed in a wooden coffin (quan tai)
to the burial ceremony (an tdng) when the deceased is laid to rest in the grave. These rituals
bring the deceased to their eternal resting place (an nghi cudi cing) (Lam 2024). Additionally,
folk performances and pre-theatrical arts play critical roles in funerals, teaching the living
about traditional ethics, the spirit of filial piety towards parents, and reverence for ancestors.
Folk artisans, inspired by Confucianism, Buddhism, and ancestor worship beliefs, create
performances that both share the grief of the deceased’s passing and showcase a unique artistic
identity reflective of each locality’s culture.
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Plays influenced by religious ideologies were shaped and developed over centuries. Notable
examples include Nhi Thdp Tt Hiéu (Twenty-Four Shining Examples of Filial People -
Confucianism), Cheéo Do Gido Ngua (Rowing a Boat to Carry Mother Across the River - ancestor
worship), and Muc Lién, Thanh Dé (Maudgalyayana and His Mother - Buddhism). These plays
express the religious spirit and ideology that have been dramatised in this region. Among them,
Muc Lién, Thanh Dé remains widely performed in the Northern Delta. This play is notable for
its profound humanistic and artistic values, demonstrating the creative talents of folk artisans.
It conveys Buddhist teachings on the law of cause and effect, as described in the Vu Lan Sutra, to
educate the living on how to lead virtuous lives, avoid immoral actions, perform good deeds, and
spread cultural values, especially within families and communities.

The term “theatricalisation” in this study is understood as the process of dramatising Buddhist
scriptures and simultaneously developing roles and actors corresponding to the characters
depicted in the Vu Lan Sutra, transforming it into a form of folk theatre. This art is then
practised and performed during funerals and significant religious and spiritual ceremonies
within the community, with the aim of promoting moral education, encouraging virtuous living,
discouraging evil deeds, and fostering love and filial piety towards parents while they are still
alive. Thus, rooted in the philosophy of “cause and effect” and the ethics of “filial piety” as clearly
expressed in the Vu Lan Sutra, folk artists have employed the language of theatrical art and folk
theatre in the Northern Delta region for centuries, making it an important cultural heritage of the
local community. The dramatisation process in the play Muc Lién, Thanh Dé originates from the
ideology, Buddhist scriptures, and religious rituals and beliefs of the Vietnamese people in this
region, creating a form of folk theatre rich in cultural identity and imbued with humanistic and
educational values for generations of Vietnamese people, as well as for the traditional culture of
the region.

The theatricalisation of religious ideas represents a pinnacle in the creation of traditional
performing arts, showcasing the ingenuity of previous generations of Vietnamese people.
These traditions, passed down to the present generation, remain a vital subject of study for
understanding Vietnam’s cultural and artistic heritage. Exploring these practices also fills an
important gap in the study of Vietnamese traditional arts and culture today.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theatre is a form of art that incorporates various artistic languages, such as music, dance, fine
arts, and literature, to express the ideas of society, community, religion, and individuals. Cartocci
(2024) introduced the terms stage and theatricality, which primarily refer to the relationship
between performers and audiences, where theatre provides the most direct connection. The
highlight of theatrical art is performance, which brings characters to life through specific plays
and scenes. As an art form that uses plays and scenes to create conceptual symbols, Robertson
(2009) notes that in ordinary language, the terms of the theatrical medium, such as theatricality,
drama, performance, acting, and scene, form a vocabulary of conceptual symbols. He also argues
that these terms are not merely metaphors; rather, theatricality is a fundamental guiding concept
for defining lived experience; it is an ideology. By examining the use of theatrical language as an
ideology and analysing how such terms rhetorically define situations, the underlying ideology
that the theatrical medium operates within and unconsciously communicates is uncovered
(Robertson 2009).
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At the Theatre History Conference held in 1993, the term theatricality gained significant attention,
permeating discussions to the extent that it became a key term in theatre history (Fischer-Lichte
1995). Although debates on this concept persist, it is clear that theatricality holds a particularly
important position in expressing and representing certain ideas or specific characters. Directly
related to the art of theatre, Aristotle’s works on poetics emphasised the concepts of tragedy
and comedy as important techniques that shape the characteristics of theatrical art (Eco 1977).
When studying the concept of theatricalisation, discourse is paramount. Berezin (1994) argues
that discourse involves role-playing, the transformation of the self and environment into a stage
setting, and the proliferation of public and private performances, all of which suggest a broader
theatrical influence on art and life. Berezin further asserts that through such behaviours, literary
discourse becomes theatricalised. This process occurs in all works, though different works offer
audiences unique opportunities to express individual and collective identities. Audiences not
only dramatise their positions in literary discourse but also create and enact public personae in
auditoriums or other public spaces. Berezin (1994) explores how some audiences assume roles
inspired by literature, art, drama, or life itself.

Theatre serves a special function as an art form. Beyond its entertainment value, it also
preserves and vividly reproduces cultural traditions that might otherwise be forgotten or lost.
Theatre historians often consult art history, not only for source material to help reconstruct lost
performances but also for methodological insights (Quinn 1995). In dramatising religious ideas,
previous generations recognised theatre’s importance in teaching moral values through religion.
This significance extends beyond Vietnam or any specific continent and includes many other
cultures. Religions have used various methods to dramatise doctrines and scriptures, including
for the education of young people (Lobingier 1918). Fuist (2014), studying the dramatisation of
beliefs, suggests that this concept offers a valuable perspective for understanding the formation
and maintenance of collective identity at the interactional level. He concluded that group
members use cultural elements, such as humour, boundary objects, audience awareness,
language, and style, both consciously and unconsciously to enact ideological performances.
These performances situate performers and audiences within systems of meaning and shape
collective identities (Fuist 2014). Thus, the theatricalisation of a community’s religious or
ideological ideas draws upon indigenous cultural heritage, including attitudes, language, and
folklore. The relationship between religion and culture is evident in how religion contributes to
the creation of culture. Traditional indigenous arts are more clearly expressed in many Asian
and Southeast Asian countries. In particular, the performing arts in these countries are distinctly
reflective of this connection.

In traditional Japanese theatre, the religious underpinnings of mediaeval Noh theatre and its
function as a ritual form are significant. As a multifaceted performing art and literary genre,
Noh is understood to have rich and varied religious influences. However, it is often studied as
an art and literary form largely divorced from its religious and ritual origins. Jelesijevic (2016)
has undertaken a study to recapture some of the religious aura of Noh and to restore its religious
efficacy by exploring the ways in which Noh art and performance contributed to the broader
religious context of mediaeval Japan. Hubery (2019) has also conducted an in-depth study of
Noh with the aim of examining the connection between Noh theatre and Japanese Buddhism.
This study includes a chronological exploration of notable periods in Japanese history leading
up to the Kamakura and Muromachi periods, when Noh theatre was established. It examines
the impact of China on Japanese culture in terms of religion and performance style, referring
to developments in theatre and performance and establishing cultural connections between
religion and performance - specifically Buddhism and Noh (Hubery 2019).
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Traditional Chinese theatre, particularly through opera, also clearly expresses its religious nature.
Originating from the Chinese classics, androgyny is associated with the divine in fundamental
Taoist texts such as the I Ching and the Tao Te Ching. According to Ren’s (2024) research,
in Chinese opera, traditional Chinese philosophy in the I Ching describes yin, represented by the
female, and yang, represented by the male, as inseparable and in a state of constant correlation
by nature.

In Vietnam, Chéo and Tudng are two types of traditional professional stage art. Artists are
professionally trained, and the government establishes art troupes from the central to local
levels. These traditional genres are based on literary works or stories, using a system of musical
melodies to convey the thoughts and customs of the Vietnamese people through characters and
roles performed on stage. In particular, Cheo stands out with its artistic characteristics that clearly
reflect Vietnamese culture and art, as the themes and content are mainly related to farmers
and the village and commune communities of Northern Vietnam (Ngu and Kieu 1964; Khoan
1974; Ngu 1996). In this form, themes of religion and belief—especially Buddhist ideology—are
commonly portrayed. Alongside Chéo, Tudng is another type of traditional theatre, also supported
by a government-established system from central to local levels. The ideological themes of this
art form primarily relate to the history of dynasties and other social issues (Ky 1973; 1978; 1987;
Quang 1995; 2017).

Thus, theatrical art around the world is rich and diverse, formed and developed in association
with the historical and cultural context of each country. In Vietnam, however, traditional
theatrical art is divided into two basic types: folk theatre and professional theatre. This study
focuses on the phenomenon of folk theatre with distinct Vietnamese cultural characteristics,
which is especially popular in the villages of Northern Vietnam and performed in communal
houses and village pagodas. This art form has not yet received sufficient attention or research
necessary to preserve and develop it within contemporary cultural life. The theatricalisation of
religious or everyday life is not unique to Vietnam; it is a universal phenomenon with ancient
roots. Berezin (1994) observes that theatricalisation, including role-playing, masquerades, masks,
and self-dramatisation, has existed throughout history. Although it gained prominence during
certain periods, the view of the world as a stage and the concept of role-playing in life have a
history as old as theatre itself (Berezin 1994).

METHODS

This study uses a qualitative research method, focusing on in-depth interviews with folk artists
who are experienced, talented, and regularly practise performing this type of theatrical art.
Alongside this, the study also employs a theoretical approach that identifies religion as the core
of culture; religion is considered the central element in shaping the culture of a community.
This theoretical perspective significantly contributes to demonstrating and supporting the
argument that religion and belief play an important role in the formation and development of
this type of folk theatrical art, as well as many other art forms born from religion and belief in
Vietnam. It contributes substantially to shaping Vietnam’s cultural identity.

This theoretical perspective was developed by Hung Nguyen Quang, based on focused research
on three representatives of this school: Max Weber (1864-1920), Christopher Dawson (1889-
1970), and Paul Tillich (1886-1965). The core of this theoretical direction is that religion is the
core or identity (cdn tinh) of Vietnamese culture, shaping its cultural identity. Vietnamese
culture, understood in the broadest sense, is essentially a religious culture (Hung 2016).
Accordingly, religion is a core element in forming cultural identity, including folk and traditional
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arts. In Vietnam, our fieldwork found that many genres of folk art originated from specific forms
of religion and belief. Beyond entertainment, many types of folk art serve specific functions
closely associated with the rituals of particular religions and beliefs. Thus, from this theoretical
perspective, it is evident that folk theatre and performing arts rooted in religion and belief have
contributed to the creation of distinctive and diverse cultural and artistic regions. The identity of
Vietnamese traditional culture and art, therefore, can be partly affirmed to have originated from
religion and belief.

The data were analysed based on the results of numerous in-depth interviews, which included
25 artisans (A1-A25), 3 local cultural managers (M1-M3), and 3 experts (E1-E3) in related fields.
These participants were selected from provinces including Bac Ninh, Hai Duong, Hanoi, Nam
Dinh, Thai Binh, and Hung Yen—areas known for their skilled practitioners of folk theatre and
traditional funeral music. Additionally, interviews were conducted with local shamans and
residents during fieldwork across various localities. The interview materials were processed
manually, without the use of software (e.g., NVivo for coding).

Notably, the artisans selected for interviews were required to have directly participated in the
practice and performance of this folk theatre art and to be between 50 years old and 80 years
old. They possess not only excellent performance skills but also strong memory and a deep
understanding of issues related to the formation, development, and creation of this folk theatre
form. Likewise, the managers interviewed are individuals who have worked or are currently
working as state cultural managers at the commune level. They are highly knowledgeable about
local culture and arts and are well-versed in the state’s legal regulations on cultural management
and the preservation of local cultural heritage. Similarly, the experts interviewed are researchers
with a focus on folk performing arts, especially traditional arts in the Northern Delta region.

It should be noted that, regarding methodology, this research on folk performing arts—
specifically the play Muc Lién, Thanh Dé—which began in 2016, is a new and particularly
significant study, as it has never before been seriously examined. In addition to the 25 artisans,
in over nearly ten years of research and fieldwork, hundreds of artisans and farmers in the
Northern Delta communities were interviewed to ensure accuracy and scientific rigour.

This research is crucial because it aims to preserve and develop this form of folk theatre in
light of the risk that it may disappear from contemporary and future social life. Therefore,
maintaining the accuracy and integrity of the art form is identified as a primary goal. After this
article was written, it was sent to seven well-educated individuals, including scientists and high
school teachers in some Northern Delta localities. All were over 70 years old and had witnessed
this performance firsthand since childhood, either during family funerals or local community
funerals. Their agreement with this article, as well as their suggestions for improvement, played
an important role in ensuring the research’s accuracy and scientific ethics. This process supports
the proposal to the Government and the Ministry of Culture, Sports, and Tourism of Vietnam for
a strategy to preserve and develop this folk theatre art in the future.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Vu Lan Sutra with Cultural Practices and Beliefs in
Vietnamese Tradition

The Vu Lan Sutra, also known as the Vu Lan Sutra to Repay Filial Piety, Vu Lan to Repay Grace, or
Vu Lan Bon, is a Buddhist scripture originating from teachings delivered by the Buddha. It was
introduced to Vietnam early on through translation from Sanskrit to Chinese by Tric Phap Ho
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(226-303) (Phu 2015). According to Cao Tang Truyén, volume 1, Triuc Phap HO was 78 years old
when he passed away during Emperor Hué of Jin’s flight from Luoyang to Truong An. Historical
documents indicate that Sima Ying captured Emperor Hué of Jin in 303. Amid the chaos in
Guanzhong, Truc Phiap H and his disciples fled eastward. Upon reaching Thing Tri, they fell
ill, and Truc Phap HO passed away around 303 (Phu 2015). Consequently, the Vu Lan Sutra was
translated and popularised in Vietnam via overland routes from China. When introduced to
Vietnam, the Vu Lan Sutra also became an important element in shaping Vietnamese culture.
As Hungstated, Vietnamese culture is based on a framework that fuses Confucianism, Buddhism,
and indigenous religions and beliefs (Hung 2016).

The concepts in the Vu Lan Ullambana Sutra are central to Buddhist scriptures and philosophy.
The sutra’s characters, particularly Thanh Dé and her son, Myc Lién (Maudgalyayana), illustrate
the profound significance of the law of causality and emphasise filial piety as a core value for
Buddhists. The sutra’s content can be summarised as follows:

When Maudgalyayana achieved enlightenment, becoming a spiritually awakened person
in Buddhism (noted for his mastery of supernatural powers), he sought to save his parents
from the cycle of suffering. Using his divine vision, he located his mother and saw that she
had been condemned to the realm of hungry ghosts. Filled with sorrow, Maudgalyayana
sought guidance from the Buddha. The Buddha advised that the only way to save his mother
was to “rely on the supernatural power of monks and teachers in the ten directions” and
to prepare offerings, including “hundreds of foods and colourful fruits”, along with other
ritual items to seek their protection. Through the power of collective prayers and rituals,
Maudgalyayana could hope for his mother’s liberation over seven lifetimes. Following
this guidance, he performed the prescribed rituals to save his mother. (Quang 2005: 3-47;
Vietnam Buddhist Sangha 2009: 2-59)

Because Thanh Dé was greedy and cruel during her lifetime, she accumulated significant
negative karma. As a result, she faced severe consequences after death: she was condemned
to hell, reborn as a hungry ghost, and suffered constant hunger and thirst in the great hell.
Meanwhile, Maudgalyayana, through his holy nature and commitment to Buddhism, became an
enlightened person and one of the 10 great disciples of the Buddha.

From a textual perspective, the Vu Lan Sutra highlights Muyc Lién (Maudgalyayana) as the first
to perform rituals to save his mother, Thanh Dé. These rituals were subsequently passed down
to future generations as ceremonies known as Trai Dan Chdn Té, Chdn Té Cé6 Hon, or the Cdu Siéu
ceremony. These rituals have been practised by Vietnamese communities, including those in
royal dynasties, for centuries. Expert opinions support that the Trai Pan Chdn T¢ ritual reflects
the ideological influence of the sutra, aiming to liberate souls and simultaneously educate the
deceased while cautioning the living about morality and the law of causality (Lam 2014).

The influence of the Vu Lan Sutra on the Trai Pan Chdn Té ceremony is evident in historical
records. As early as the twelfth century, the practice was documented in official texts. The book
An Nam Chi Lugc noted: “On Trung Nguyén Day, the Vu Lan Bon festival was established to offer
sacrifices and pray for the dead, regardless of the expense” (Tac 2002: 72).

Similarly, Pai Viét St Ky Toan Thu recorded: “In Hoi Tuong DPai Khanh, year 9 [1118], [...]
in autumn, month 7, [...] the Trung Nguyén festival coincided with the Vu Lan Bon festival
[to pray for the dead] for Queen Mother Linh Nhan” (Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences 1998:
289). The text further states that in the same season: “Autumn, month 7 (1128-NDL), Trung
Nguyén festival: the king sat in Thién An Palace, and the mandarins presented congratulatory
petitions. Because [that day] was the Vu Lan festival [32a] for the Trai Pan Chadn T€& ceremony for

King Nhan Tong, there was no banquet” (Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences 1998: 289).
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During the Tran Dynasty, the Trai Pdan Chdn Té ceremony continued to be observed in the royal
court. For example, in February 1278, when Queen Thién Cam passed away, King Thanh Toéng
held a vegetarian feast in the palace and sent his son, King Nhan Tong, to invite Tué Trung to
participate (Lam 2008).

By the mid-seventeenth century, this ritual had continued to develop more fully. Giovanni Filippo
De Marini’s notes from 1641-1658 state:

When the king arrived at the place where the ritual was performed, the monks as well as
the mandarins in the court began to pray. Then, the king respectfully bowed to the souls.
There was a detail that he used a bow to shoot five symbolic arrows at the deceased princes
(symbolising religious beliefs). Next, they began to worship on the altars with incense
smoke, praying to the generals who died protecting their country. (Sica 2013: 79)

Participant E2 added that, until the first half of the twentieth century, this ritual was still
preserved and developed. This is demonstrated by the fact that, during the reign of Emperor
Ty Diic, books related to worshipping practices from the Water and Land Department continued
to be printed in Han-Nom script and circulated in pagodas and among the people. Thus, once
religious thought has permeated a culture and become an important part of cultural practice,
it functions like a continuous flow, maintained and promoted from generation to generation.
As Hung has commented, these religious ideas themselves are the most powerful elements that
create “national character”; they have their own laws of development and their own coercive
power (Hung 2016: 53-54).

Based on the teachings of the Vu Lan Sutra, today, many families in the Northern Delta region,
in particular, organise Trai Dan Chdn Té (Way of the Ghosts) ceremonies or prayers for deceased
family members, sometimes for the entire clan. This ritual is commonly performed in many
pagodas throughout most months of the year, especially during the seventh lunar month. The
local M2 noted that every year, many people bring offerings to Buddhist pagodas to seek the
supernatural power (tha luc) of monks who have practised for many years. These monks are
believed to help guide deceased relatives to a better world after death. Participant E1 emphasised
that the teachings of the Vu Lan Sutra influence the lifestyle of Vietnamese people, particularly in
the Northern Delta region. Many people consciously cultivate and practise morality during their
lives, hoping to support their grandparents and parents after their passing.

Based on this study’s observation, the Vu Lan Sutra has made an important contribution to
encouraging Buddhist farmers to honour their grandparents, parents, and others around them
while they are still alive. Thus, Trai Pan Chdn T¢ is a significant ritual directly influenced by the
Vu Lan Sutra. It has been practised by Vietnamese people for centuries, predating the
performance of Muc Lién, Thanh Dé, which later became popular in Northern Vietnam. This
ritual has played a vital role in promoting Buddhist ethics and shaping both traditional and
modern Vietnamese values.

From the research presented, which is based on official historical documents, it can be
concluded that the Trai Pan Chdn Té ritual originates from the teachings of the Vu Lan Sutra and
the foundational ideologies of Buddhism. This ritual has existed in Vietnam for thousands of
years, dating back to the Ly and Tran dynasties. Through various historical periods and dynasties,
it has been maintained, preserved, and developed into the present day. Importantly, official
historical records demonstrate that the concepts of the Vu Lan Sutra and “offering sacrifices for
the dead” hold deep cultural significance for the Vietnamese people, from the royal court to the
common folk.
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It is also worth noting that the Trai Dan Chdn Té ceremony is still practised in pagodas following
Northern traditions. In addition to chanting and purely Buddhist rituals, this ceremony
incorporates elements of traditional Vietnamese culture, including dance, music, and drama.
The Vu Lan Sutra has even been adapted into scripted performances passed down through
generations in the Northern Delta region.

The traditional play Muc Lién, Thanh D¢, also known as Muc Lién Saves His Mother, has become
a notable folk-art phenomenon. It not only conveys moral and philosophical ideas but also
employs vivid dramatisation through its characters, traditional Vietnamese costumes, music, and
fine arts. This play effectively communicates messages of cause and effect while advising people
to live virtuously and maintain good morals. It also enriches the spirit of filial piety, which is
central to the tradition of ancestor worship among the Vietnamese people in this region.

Muc Lién, Thanh Dé in Northern Delta Funerals

Muc Lién, Thanh Dé is staged based on the Vu Lan Sutra. This play is popular in the Northern
Delta. Although the timing of performances varies by locality, most are held at night, after
10 p.m. Once there are no more groups visiting the deceased, the artisans in the funeral troupe or
local villagers organise a “stage” to perform Muc Lién, Thanh Pé on a mat in the yard, in front of
the deceased’s coffin.

Muc Lién, Thanh Dé, as the name suggests, is only performed at the funerals of older women,
typically aged 65 years old to 70 years old or above. Funeral music groups, also known as
“funeral brass bands”, generally perform this play due to the “professionalism” of the artisans.
However, many villages have an “offering incense” (ddng huong) group that regularly organises
performances for elderly women in the village when they die, marking their “return to the
ancestors”. The performance centres on the excerpt of Muc Lién saving his mother and includes
three parts: (1) Gido ddu (“opening”); (2) Con duong ciu me (“the way to save mother”); and
(3) Gidi citu cho me (“rescue for his mother”).

The creativity and dramatisation of the Vu Lan Sutra is most clearly shown in the way the
characters and roles are constructed. From this sutra, folk artisans have turned the story into
“chapters” or “episodes”, featuring four main actors and approximately three to seven supporting
actors, depending on the locality. These supporting actors play the role of demons in hell. Artisan
A15 explained that depending on the performance time and the family’s economic conditions,
the play can be held for a long or short period. Participant M1 added that many localities now
require funerals to be concluded by 10:00 p.m., so some families request that the play Muc Lién,
Thanh Pé be performed briefly, focusing mainly on the detail of Muyc Lién saving his mother,
requiring only two characters: Muc Lién and Thanh Dé.

In addition to the two main characters, who represent the core teachings of cause and effect in
the Vu Lan Sutra—namely Muc Lién and Thanh Dé—the play also includes a character to perform
the Gido ddu scene, introducing Thanh Dé’s life and the process of Maudgalyayana saving
his mother.

Another important role in the play is the ferryman. In Buddhist scriptures, Muc Lién
(Maudgalyayana) uses his supernatural power to see how his mother suffers, but in this folk
play, the ferryman’s name is not clearly identified. It is understood that this person has the
ability to take Maudgalyayana across the “sacred river” to meet his mother and find a way to save
her. Although this detail is not commonly included in all Northern Delta sub-regions, surveys
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indicate that many villages still preserve it. Participant E2 believes this is a creative expression
connecting the characters in the play to the cultural life of rice farmers and agricultural tradition
in the region. That is also important evidence affirming the creative role of farmers, as well as
folk artisans in Vietnamese villages, in shaping traditional Vietnamese culture. As Taylor (1998)
affirmed, a focus on the concept of the Vietnamese village reveals that a rural peasant society
is the primary symbol of Vietnam. The countryside is seen as representing the true Vietnamese
identity, in contrast to urban intellectuals, merchants, and traders. It is believed that if one
understands the village, one also understands the nation. The emphasis is on the village as a
place where an authentic Vietnam can be found (Taylor 1998).

In constructing the roles, the folk artisans tried to make the characters of Muc Lién and Thanh
Dé as close as possible to real life in the folk tradition. The dialogues between Thanh Dé and
Muc Lién are simple and relatable, making the performance accessible to all. Participant A12
shared that when playing the role of the mother, the actor must convey the pain of suffering
and the regret for living an evil life while in the human world, which caused her to fall into hell
after death. This helps the audience—the funeral attendees—feel the sorrow. The son, Muc Lién,
also expresses the pain of separation and the infinite pity upon witnessing his mother’s suffering
in hell.

The process of creating and dramatising the Vu Lan Sutra through the performance not only
builds each character but also highlights the performers’ creative talent in engaging with the
“audience”—the family members and neighbours of the deceased. This interaction makes
the performance a creative collaboration between the artisan, the performers, and the local
community. This creativity aligns the folk performance with the Chéo stage art performed in
communal house yards in the region. Participant E3 believes that, like the four-sided “stage”
(a mat used by the Vietnamese) in the communal house yard for Chéo performances, the art
form continues to evolve. The community, as the owner of this art, determines whether these
performances will be preserved or not. The Muc Lién, Thanh Dé play, which has survived
for centuries, affirms its vitality and essential role in the cultural and religious life of the
community. Furthermore, E3 stated that this is a characteristic of folk art, where all types of art
are created, refined, and passed down by the indigenous community for practice, enjoyment,
and preservation.

The dramatisation of the Vu Lan Sutra in this play carries a strong educational message.
It emphasises the principles of cause and effect and filial piety towards parents, rooted in
Buddhist ideology, and aligns with the Vietnamese tradition of ancestor worship, particularly in
the Northern Delta. This play is especially meaningful when performed in a sacred space like
a funeral, during a ritual for a specific deceased person. The mournful scene, combined with
the Chéo melodies and folk songs such as Xa mac and Bong mac, helps the living reflect deeply
on their responsibilities towards their parents while they are still alive. Participant A17 believes
that the theme of cause and effect in the play helps the audience realise how their good or
bad deeds in daily life will impact their future and their families. This awareness encourages
them to avoid evil and to perform good deeds. Next, A18 added that during the performance,
the children and grandchildren of the deceased woman express their deep sorrow, and the
audience sympathises with the family’s loss. This is an important environment for the creation
and development of cultural identity, with the aim of uniting families and communities.
Ancestor worship in Vietnam binds family members and clans together according to patriarchal
principles, where the eldest son plays the primary and most important role in each family.
In principle, each family and clan builds a shrine in the village. Many clans have recorded
genealogies, and each clan possesses its own resources. Religion plays a decisive role in uniting
the clan and the village (Hung 2016).
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In addition to character portrayals, the theatricalisation of the Vu Lan Sutra ideology is skilfully
expressed by folk artisans in costume design, music, lighting, and dance. The character playing
Thanh Dé wears a brown skirt and shirt, reflecting the traditional costumes of Vietnamese
women from the ancient Northern Delta. Muc Lién wears the costume of a nun, in line with the
traditional attire of nuns in the North. Participants A9, A14, A22, and A23 noted that the actor
portraying Gido ddu (the narrator who summarises the play) wears a brown do dai, similar
to what Buddhist followers wear when visiting a temple. The Gido ddu may also wear a white
mourning scarf on his head, both to express sympathy for the deceased and to link the play to
the funeral setting. Here, the white scarf worn on the head is not only a symbol of sharing and
connection between the artist or performer and his family and audience, but also an important
emblem rooted in indigenous religion. In the past, mystical and religious forces, as well as ideas
of moral duty based on these forces, have always been the most important factors governing this
way of life (Hung 2016).

Participant M2 explained that, depending on the locality, some funeral troupes now wear
performance costumes in a variety of colours, but in many places, the folk still maintain
traditional costumes, as the performances are not for entertainment. In Bac Ninh and Hung
Yén, some places continue to use ancient costumes or traditional colours, while in Bac Giang
and Thai Binh, many places have adopted more colourful and modern costumes. In recent
years, the costumes used in these performances have changed, not because traditions are being
abandoned, but due to practical needs and the “customer psychology” of the families hiring the
funeral troupes. Some families have complained in the past that despite paying a lot of money,
the ceremony was not performed properly. The changes and adjustments to the performance
props of funeral performers must also align with the social context and the evolving tastes of
the community over time. This environment serves as a space for creating, practising, and
teaching cultural identity to the community, even influencing the professional identity of each
rural farmer. Hung Nguyén stated that, even in choosing a career, the fate of that career is
shaped by the spiritual characteristics created by the environment—specifically, the educational
direction fostered by the religious atmosphere of one’s hometown and family (Hung 2016).

In addition to the costumes, the music and sounds used in the performance are creatively and
theatrically associated with each specific role, making them unique. The characters playing the
role of demons also wear masks in the shapes of buffaloes, horses, and other fierce demonic
figures. This makeup style appears in the scene where Thanh Deé is tortured in hell. At the same
time, the folk music artisans are quite talented with melodies, using eerie and sad tunes through
instruments like the Pan bdu (Pdc huyén cdm) and the Erhu.

In discussions with A2, A4, A5, and A6, the author discovered a growing trend of modernising
the sounds and music used in performances, particularly funeral music. To meet the current
demand for “bread and butter”, especially with the competition between funeral music groups in
many regions, these artisans are compelled to diversify their performance styles and repertoire
to build a competitive “brand”. They use modern techniques such as advanced sound and lighting
systems to enhance their influence and brand.

The author, Nguyen Dinh Lam, has recorded many unique genres of singing and speaking, four
of which are particularly prominent: (1) Stz ddu; (2) Pan thdm; (3) Ké thdp dn; and (4) Ké hanh.
The K& hanh melody is also used in the funerals of older women (commonly referred to as cdc
gia), who organise a dgi cdu to perform on the way to the cemetery (burial site).

These four melodies are now remembered by only a few artisans and are rarely used in funeral
ceremonies. Participants Al, A22, and A24 believe that this situation stems from several main
reasons. First, it can be attributed to local authorities’ efforts to reduce “backward” cultural
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elements in religious life, including funerals. Most village authorities now limit funeral music
performances to no later than 10:30 p.m., while typical excerpts usually last from four to
six hours, with performances sometimes extending until dawn the next day. This time constraint
is a fundamental reason for shortened performances, leading to the gradual loss of certain
musical melodies. This study believes that this change in the management of local performance
times shows that the influence of Confucianism remains strong in these areas. As reality has
shown, Confucianism not only shaped Vietnamese cultural institutions—one of the hallmarks
of Vietnamese culture—but also established Vietnamese social institutions, the foundation of
Vietnamese society (Hung 2016).

Furthermore, most funeral music practitioners today are younger artisans, with only a few
seasoned ones or those with long family traditions in funeral music. As a result, learning and
practising funeral music and folk performances tends to focus primarily on the drum and
trumpet tunes, rather than a more thorough study of the full range of musical styles.

Therefore, to authentically portray each character in accordance with indigenous folk cultural
traditions, the specific musical melody for each role is crucial. In discussions with E1, it was
determined that many ancient Chéo melodies are borrowed and used in this art form. It seems
very likely that these ancient Chéo melodies are still preserved in the performance Muc Lién,
Thanh Pé. However, many younger artisans, when practising folk performances in funerals, tend
to use Cheo melodies that resemble modern Cheo rather than the traditional ones their ancestors
sang. Participants A7 and A24 mentioned that they found this style of singing easier and better to
perform than the songs their grandfather and father used to sing.

Through research in this area, and considering the central region’s historical context, which
was home to an ancient agricultural civilisation tied to religious centres like Luy Lau, Thang
Long, and Nam Dinh—developed strongly since the early centuries AD—this study found that
this performance bears a strong imprint of Buddhism and the ancestor worship tradition of the
Vietnamese people. This influence is clearly evident in the performance styles and melodies
used, which share distinct similarities with chanting styles and other genres of Buddhist music in
the region.

DISCUSSION

Religion and belief are important elements of culture, contributing significantly to the
construction of cultural identity—particularly in traditional arts and folk theatre. In Vietnam,
each region has its own cultural characteristics, and studies decoding these phenomena have
discovered the decisive role of religion and belief (Hung 2016). In the Northern Delta region of
Vietnam, each village seems to worship its own village god, and thus, they have relatively unique
customs and identity regulations, resulting in a correspondingly unique cultural identity. A folk
proverb, one that most people in the Northern Delta can say, “Each village beats its own drum,
each village worships its own saint”, affirming the important role of indigenous beliefs and
religion in shaping cultural identity.

Muc Lién, Thanh Dé performance is a type of folk theatre that originated from funeral rituals,
a form of indigenous belief among the Vietnamese people in this area. Buddhist ideology,
through the Vu Lan Sutra, has affirmed the significant role of religious ideology and belief in the
formation and development of this play in particular, as well as in many other forms of folk art
associated with religion in the Northern Delta region of Vietnam. The ideology and scriptures
of religion and belief are considered a vital source of “scripts” for farmers and communities in
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this region to create and stage plays and operas, helping to build and express a unique cultural
identity. They are also an important means through which generations of Vietnamese people in
this region practise and transmit their cultural traditions and ethics to future generations.

Theatricalising the ideology of a religion, a literary work, or many other types of artisan works
has been performed by folk artisans for centuries in many cultures around the world. A notable
example of this is the theatricalisation of Buddhist ideology, as seen in the case of the Vu Lan
Sutra with the play Muc Lién, Thanh Pé. This work is a remarkable success in terms of creativity
and in harmonising the Buddhist ideology with the indigenous beliefs of ancestor worship among
the Vietnamese people. In particular, the phenomenon of theatricalising the Vu Lan Sutra,
rooted in folk performing arts and indigenous culture, marks a successful continuation of artisan
creation and the preservation and teaching of traditional art to future generations.

The development of each type of folk and traditional art, including the Muc Lién, Thanh bé
play, is naturally linked to its historical context, in line with the process of modernisation
and industrialisation (Lam 2024). This transformation occurs in various aspects, such as the
modernisation of scripts, costumes, sound, lighting, and more. This is a necessity of the times
that every country and culture must confront in the face of the global trends in culture, science,
and technology. Vietnam is no exception to this rule. These traditional art forms, whether
professional or still in folk form, have been, and continue to be, influenced by the social context
as they seek opportunities to remain relevant and thrive in contemporary cultural life (Lam 2024).
In fact, after years of field research on folk performing arts, it is clear that this transformation is
evident across most ethnic groups, especially in the changes to costumes, the theatricalisation
of performance forms, and the modernisation of folk art to support the growth of community
tourism in the mountainous provinces of Vietnam.

Theatricalising religious ideology through the play Muc Lién, Thanh Dé also affirms the flexible
creativity of the ancestors, who transformed difficult and complex Buddhist philosophical
concepts into simple, easily understandable ideas for the people, especially in an area where
many farmers were illiterate. The Buddhist law of cause and effect is not difficult to grasp, but
its expression in classical language, especially considering the historical and translated nature of
the language, makes it harder to understand. Therefore, theatricalisation is a highly effective way
to educate religious ethics. In this case, the play focuses on a few characters and their dialogue
about committing evil deeds and experiencing the painful consequences of suffering in hell. This
has helped people deeply understand moral and cultural values, particularly the filial piety of
children towards their parents. Participant E3 further commented that dramatising religious
classics through the play Muc Lién, Thanh Dé also affirms the ability to adopt and embrace noble
and positive ideas for the continuous development of society throughout history, as well as the
responsibility of earlier generations in shaping the ideology and ethics of future generations.
This innovation is not only suitable for Vietnamese culture but also enhances the Vietnamese
tradition of ancestor worship, a custom that has been shaped and developed over millennia.

The creation and theatricalisation of the play Muc Lién, Thanh Dé have also enabled artisans
to create and successfully preserve many unique art forms for the nation. This may explain
why some regions use only Chéo singing in the play, while other areas continue to use ancient
melodies. Despite the disappearance of some ancient singing melodies in certain regions,
the shift towards using Chéo melodies, such as Po dua, Qud giang, and Puong truong, alongside
changes in performance methods and costumes, are fundamental reasons why Muc Lién,
Thanh Dé faces the risk of hybridisation and disappearance. In the past, performers mainly
wore brown do dai made from “earth brown” fabric (also known as film fabric), but today some
“funeral bands” have adopted costumes from professional Chéo troupes. Furthermore, current



120 | Nguyen Dinh Lam and Nguyen Thi Thuy Hang

cultural policies need to be further developed to improve the preservation and promotion of the
precious artisan values passed down by previous generations. This will contribute to preserving
and building a Vietnamese culture with a strong identity. At the same time, competition in the
funeral music profession has led to hybridisation and the potential disappearance of these
performances from social life. Many localities have completely banned these performances
due to the use of loudspeakers, which have caused noise and air pollution for local residents.
Participant M1 shared that in the past, when a village held a funeral, one had to approach the
family to hear the sound of trumpets and drums. Today, one can identify the location of a funeral
from the entrance of the village because funeral music troupes use loud sounds.

Through field research, it was found that many artisans recognise the value of the performances
in preserving and educating traditional culture. This discussion serves as a warning that can
contribute to the restoration and maintenance of traditional music and performance genres in
funeral practices.

The most significant change in Vietnamese funeral performances is the reduction in excerpts
and the theatricalisation of performance forms, along with other changes in performance style
and costumes. These changes are potential factors contributing to the risk of hybridisation and
disappearance of this art form in contemporary cultural life. The replacement of ancient singing
melodies with newer Chéo melodies is also a fundamental change, marking one of the most
notable shifts in the funeral performances today.

Buddhism, when introduced to Vietnam, has integrated with indigenous beliefs to create and
enrich Vietnamese cultural identity. Buddhist ethics, through various forms of education,
including art, have become an important means of building Vietnamese ethics over the centuries.
This is one of the important contributions of Buddhism that the Vietnamese people have
recognised. On the other hand, the indigenous culture of the Vietnamese people, when integrated
with Buddhist ideology and ethics, has also enriched the Buddhist treasure of humanity.

CONCLUSION

Theatre has a history of existence, along with its artisan and social functions, as well as the
system of moral, educational values and religious beliefs it contains (Ngu and Kieu 1964; Khoan
1974; Ky 1973; 1978; Berezin 1994; Fischer-Lichte 1995; Quang 1995; 2017; Quinn 1995; Ngu 1996;
Eco 1977; Robertson 2009; Lam et al. 2022; Cartocci 2024). In general, theatricalisation is an art
form with the important function of conveying the messages of a religion or specific ideology
through the creativity of a community or individual within a particular time and space.

With the tradition of ancestor worship and the practice of filial piety towards grandparents
and parents that have been built and upheld over thousands of years of history, generations
of Vietnamese people have learned to apply and transform foreign religious ideas to deepen
their traditions. Based on the foundation of traditional folk performing arts, the play Muc Lién,
Thanh Dé has truly become an important heritage in the cultural life of the Vietnamese people
in the Northern Delta region for many centuries. The play not only serves to educate filial piety
across generations but also contributes to the creation and preservation of traditional musical
melodies within this art form.

It should be added that for the Vietnamese, art is life; folk art is not only associated with the life
cycle of the Vietnamese but also has a function in religious ceremonies, in labour as well as in
most of their cultural and spiritual activities. Therefore, if lullabies are for newborn children,
then drums and trumpets as well as performing arts will be important means to bring the dead
back to their ancestors, according to the folk philosophy of the Vietnamese in the region.
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Building upon the nation’s traditional performing and theatrical arts, the ability to develop,
construct, and “Vietnamise” characters in the Vu Lan Sutra to promote morality and preserve
national art, Muc Lién, Thanh Déis considered a typical example of pre-theatrical artisan creation.
It was created by previous generations and laid an important foundation for the development of
other plays such as Nhi thdp ti hiéu, Cheo do gido ngua, and Chul tau nghe kén, plays that developed
based on the ideological foundation of indigenous religions and beliefs. The messages conveyed
by previous generations in these plays through creative methods represent an important
legacy for future generations of Vietnamese people to study in depth from a specialised and
interdisciplinary perspective.

Through field research, this study discovered key issues in the study of the theatricalisation of
religious classics in the Northern Delta. Research on the unique characteristics of this art form
has helped clarify the methods, creative abilities, and the “Vietnamisation” of valuable religious
ideas, enriching the cultural identity of the nation. At the same time, this research provides
support for the policy of preserving and promoting this functional art heritage in the cultural
life of contemporary Vietnamese people. Additionally, the analysis of changes in funeral music,
particularly the performance of Muc Lién, Thanh Dé in the Northern Delta region, is an important
issue to address before further research on related topics aimed at preserving traditional art
heritage in contemporary cultural life. This includes continuing research on the characteristics
and artisan content of the detailed structure of each genre of folk performance and theatre
in Vietnam.

To continue promoting Buddhist ethics and traditional Vietnamese arts with rich identity, the
Vietnamese government and people need to respect and constantly preserve Buddhist heritage
along with traditional arts, contributing to maintaining the quintessence of human culture and
indigenous culture to preserve good cultural values for future generations of Vietnamese people.
This is also the message and contribution that this research aims at.

Religion and beliefs are the core of culture and art, and art born from religion is especially
important for maintaining and promoting the traditional cultural identity of indigenous
communities in the Northern Delta region in particular, and Vietnamese culture in general, past,
present, and future.
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