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INSTRUCTION  

 

1. Reasons for choosing the topic 

Nam Dinh is a place name which has been identified by a lot of 

researchers as both the “derived” place and the “center of convergence 

and spreading.” In fact, going into trance ritual performance was 

established and developed for a long period. During the acculturation 

process, going into trance ritual performance has absorbed the cultural 

quintessence of regions to create its richness and diversity. However, in 

addition to undeniable positive aspects, it is inevitable to escape from the 

impurity in content, form of expression and the performance. Therefore, 

the study of the changes in the atmosphere for practicing the performance, 

the practitioners as well as the changes in structural elements in going into 

trance ritual performance such as: music, content of the lyrics, dance, 

costumes, props, offerings etc. to act as the basis for asserting the newness 

of the thesis. There have been a lot of works, articles, dissertations, 

journals, seminars being interested in and taking research and make 

introduction about this unique intangible cultural heritage up to now, 

however, the research of a treatise on the changes of forms of religious 

practice in general and going into trance ritual performance is an issue that 

needs to be supplemented and added. 

2. Purposes and tasks of the research 

2.1 Purposes  

To study about the changes, determine the interactive relationship between 

the tradition and the present, accordingly giving out the appraisals, assessments, 

reasons for the changes and the questions to be raised toward going into trance 

ritual performance at the present times.  

2.2. Tasks of the research 

The thesis makes a systematic survey of the constituent elements of 

going into trance ritual performance; analyzes to clarify the fundamental 

characteristics of the art of going into trance ritual performance; from the 

case research of going into trance ritual performance of the Vietnamese 

people in Nam Dinh, the thesis identifies the changes with an aim to 
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preserve and promote the value of going into trance ritual performance in 

current society.   

3. Objectives and scope of the research 

3.1. Objectives of the research 

The elements forming going into trance ritual performance of the 

Vietnamese and basic factors in the art of going into trance ritual performance 

in the relationship between the tradition and changes in present.  

3.2 Scope of the research 

3.2.1. Scope of the issue subject to the research  

To study the theoretical basis of going into trance ritual performance. 

To clarify the structural components, analyze the changes of traditional 

and current going into trance ritual performance. The thesis is only limited 

to the analysis of changes of structural components in going into trance 

practice. The post graduate determines that before and after the practice of 

going into trance, the activities related do not change a lot.  

3.2.2. Scope of space  

 To study the cultural space attached to the festival and the practice of 

going into trance ritual in temples, shrines for worshipping the Mother 

Goddess in Nam Dinh; To conduct a survey of the spreading regions 

(Southern part of the Red River Delta) to clarify the appraisals in the issues 

subject to the study.  

3.2.3. Scope of time 

The thesis centers on studying the changes of going into trance ritual 

performance in the period from the year of 1994 up to now (for the period 

before the year of 1994, the post graduate temporarily calls it traditional 

going into trance ritual performance). The time for making the research is 

mainly on festivals (on the March and August of lunar calendar year) 

celebrated at temples, shrines in two relics complexes of Phu Day and Tran 

Temple and on solemn celebrations of some shamans, assemblies in the 

private temples.  

4. Research method 

4.1. Methodology 

The thesis is based on the viewpoint of the Marxism - Leninism, 

philosophy of dialectical materialism and historical materialism; viewpoints 

of the Communist Party of Vietnam on culture and religious culture. 
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4.2. Specific research method 

4.2.1. Interdisciplinary approach method 

The interdisciplinary approach method bases on the datum of many 

disciplines: religious studies, history, psychology, art, culture, sociology etc, 

which mention to going into trance ritual performance from different 

perspectives as the basis for the study of the thesis. 

4.2.2. Case study method 

Case study method in social science is defined as the survey and 

assessment of a social phenomenon in the real life context. In order to have 

an exact, objective and in-depth assessment during the research, the thesis 

concentrates directly on studying going into trance ritual performance 

mainly in Nam Dinh. Moreover, going into trance ritual performance in 

Nam Dinh possesses unique characteristics and features compared to other 

localities. The changes in going into trance ritual performance in Nam 

Dinh have distinct features among the common ones.   

4.2.3. Ethnographic fieldwork method  

The ethnographic fieldwork method is used to carry out the topic with 

specific techniques: observation, attendance, description, in-depth interview, 

exchange in group, taking photograph, filming, recording etc. to clarify the 

issue of the thesis.  

4.2.4 Analytical and synthetic method 

To use the statistical figures to analyze and compare with an aim to give 

out the assessment, conclusions, appraisals regarding the studied issue.  

4.2.5. Comparative research method 

In order to clarify the changes of going into trance ritual performance, 

it is necessary to compare it with traditional one and as the same time 

make a comparison between going into trance ritual performance in Nam 

Dinh and in other regions to have a clear view of unique features and 

characteristics of going into trance ritual performance in Nam Dinh.  

5. Questions of the research  

- What are the elements forming going into trance ritual performance 

of the Vietnamese people in general and of the Vietnamese in Nam Dinh 

in particular?  
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- What are changes and the causes affecting to the changes of going 

into trance ritual performance?  

- What are the questions to be raised toward going into trance ritual 

performance currently?  

6. Result of the thesis  

6.1. For theoretical aspect 

To apply the theory of acculturation to study about going into trance 

ritual performance in a scientific and systematic way. To give out new 

appraisals, assessment basing on theoretical aspect on traditional going 

into trance ritual performance and changes of present going into trance 

ritual performance.    

6.2. For practical aspect 

To identify the changes of elements of going into trance ritual 

performance at the present times. To evaluate the advantages and 

disadvantages of the changes, find out the objective and subjective causes 

leading to the changes and the questions to be raised for culture 

management authorities to have methods, orientation to preserve and 

maintain it.  

7. Content of the thesis 

In addition to the introduction and conclusion- the thesis comprises 

of 4 chapters. 

Chapter 1. Overview of the study, theoretical basis and summary 

of traditional going into trance ritual performance. 

Chapter 2. Changes on space and objects practicing going into 

trance ritual performance.  

Chapter 3. Changes on order and structural elements in going into 

trance ritual performance.  

Chapter 4. Causes of the changes and the questions to be raised 

toward going into trance ritual performance in present society.  
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Chapter 1 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY, THEORETICAL BASIS  

AND SUMMARY OF TRADITIONAL GOING INTO TRANCE 

RITUAL PERFORMANCE 
 

1.1. Overview of the studies on traditional going into trance ritual 

performance. 

In recent years, the Mother Goddess worship religion has grown 

strongly and its unique ceremony of “going into trance ritual performance” 

has also constantly changed its appearance in many directions. This 

practice has appeared and existed for a very long time in a wide space and 

has attracted a lot of researchers to study and pay attention to.  

1.1.1. Studies on going into trance ritual performance of foreign 

authors 

“Technique et panthéon des médiums viêtnamiens (Dong)”, M.Durand 

[59]; “Hầu đồng, un culte viêtnamien de possession transplanté en France” 

P.J Simon - Barouh [74]. Some foreign scholars, to name a few: Barley 

Norton (2009); Kirsten Andres; Oscar Salemink; Chauvet; Karen Fjelstad; 

Erika Bourguignon. In China, the practice of going into trance appeared 

from the Taoist time and was spread to other Asian countries (Myanmar, 

Laos, Vietnam) through the historical developments.  

Generally, the authors have an overall description and systematic 

statistics of the system of gods and the “đồng bóng” phenomenon. The 

authors emphasize the  techniques of going into trance with a nature of 

multiple incarnations ritual when “ông đồng”, “bà đồng” (mediums) put 

themselves into trance state.  Some deities often incarnated into “ông 

đồng”, “bà đồng”.  

1.1.2. Studies on going into trance ritual performance of domestic 

scholars 

Ngo Duc Thinh with “Mother Goddess in Vietnam”; the “hát văn” 

(invocation songs) work of group of authors including Ngo Duc Thinh, 

Phan Dang Nhat, Pham Van Ty and To Dong Hai.  

Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences cooperated with People’s 

Committee of Nam Dinh Province to carry out the international seminar 
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namely “Mother Goddess and Phu Day Festival [106]; Workshop on 

“Quảng cung linh từ historical and cultural relics” held by People’s 

Committee of Y Yen District in Yen Dong, Y Yen (November, 2009) [110] 

etc. International science seminar “Study on the practice of religious belief in 

contemporary society” for case of Mother Goddess worship [109] held by 

Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences in association with People’s 

Committee of Nam Dinh Province from the fifth to the sixth day of June, 

2016 in Nam Dinh Province. 

1.1.3. Studies on changes of going into trance ritual performance  

Up to present, the study of “Going into trance ritual, history and values” 

[60] of Nguyen Ngoc Mai is the typical work studying physiological and 

psychological changes of “thanh đồng” – the subject practicing going into 

trance ritual performance. Ngo Duc Thinh “Mother Goddess in the trend of 

modernization” [98]; Scientific report “instrumentalist-the artist at the temple 

for worshipping Four Palaces” [109] of Dang Hoanh Loan; Tu Thi Loan with 

the presentation “Lên đồng and the issue of vitality of the heritage in the 

contemporary society” [109]; Do  Thi Thanh Thuy with the presentation 

named “Performance of going into trance on the stage: discovery of the 

kinetic energy and the changes”[109]; Nguyen Duy Hinh with the article 

“Going into trance ” in the work of  “Some articles about Religious Studies- 

Social Sciences Publishing House (2007) [39]; Ho Duc Tho in the 

presentation: Belief of worshiping the Mother Goddess – the Four Palaces 

bearing the amalgamation and peculiarity of the blessing of the Vietnamese 

people [109]; Bui Trong Hien with the article in the conference: “Four Palaces 

Belief- A realistic perspective [109]; Vu Hong Thuat with the article entitled 

“Soldiers shall be entitled with meritorious deeds, the mediums shall have 

sorcery, the story of establishing the magic power in the worship of the 

Mother Goddess of “đồng thầy” (mediums) in Vietnam” [109].  

1.2 Theoretical basis on going into trance ritual performance  

1.2.1. Some definitions and terminologies on going into trance 

ritual performance  

1.2.1.1. Some definitions 

* Definition of “Performance” 

Through studying the opinions about performance of the researchers, 

in addition to the inconsistent view points, most of the authors also thinks 
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that: “Performance is the a form of expression, presentation of folk 

compositions with words, sounds, gestures, carriages ...”. 

Thus, performance refers to the actions simulating the lyrics. With 

such implication, performance in going into trance is understood as a 

series of actions that imitating the lyrics of the văn chầu (the northern 

traditional folk art combining singing and dancing) and is acted in an 

orderly manner (such order may be an old story of the gods or may be a 

process of ritual practice.) 

* Ritual: According to the Vietnamese dictionary (Institute of 

Linguistics, 2003): Ritual is rites of a ceremony and the proceeding order. 

*Definition of going into trance  

Through the identification of authors of going into trance, they all 

share the following appraisals: 

Firstly, going into trance (also called as “hầu đồng”, “hầu bóng”) is 

the main and important ritual in worshiping the Four Palaces. 

Secondly, it is the ritual of the the incarnation of the deities into “ông 

đồng”, “bà đồng” (the mediums) or in other words is the ritual of the soul 

leaving the body, the deities incarnating into the mediums. 

* Definition of going into trance ritual performance:  

To further clarify the purpose and artistic value of going into trance 

ritual performance, by inheriting the studies of the earlier authors, the post 

graduate initially identifies going into trance ritual performance as an 

important ritual of ceremony of worshiping the Mother Goddess of the 

Four Palaces. It is the ritual of multiple incarnation of the deities of the 

Four Palaces into the body of the mediums, the recounting of the image of 

the deities through the art of spiritual performance to order, bestow 

fortunes and meet the need of the followers of the Mother Goddess in a 

certain rule and order. 

1.2.1.2. Some terminologies 

Đạo Mẫu (Mother Goddess); Lên đồng (Going into trance); Vấn hầu – 

canh hầu (Serving for the mediums); Ghế đồng – giá đồng (Chair for the 

mediums-the sacred dances); Đồng lỳ - đồng đá; Căn đồng; Cơ đày; Khăn 

phủ diện (Cloth covering the face) 
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1.2.2. Structural elements in going into trance ritual performance  

Through researching the materials and works of domestic and foreign 

authors as well as during the fieldwork, participating in the going into 

trance ritual performance and interviewing some mediums and the 

assemblies. The structure of the ritual can be understood as a sequence of 

activities happening before, during, and after the end of a session of the 

ritual, a certain order at time and sacred space in the places for 

worshipping the gods and the Four Palaces. [38. Page 12]. 

The structural elements of going into trance ritual performance 

comprise of music (air, lyrics, musical structure, vocal music), dancing, 

costumes, props, musical instruments, offerings. 

 1.3. Theory of the research-Theory of acculturation 

Acculturation is a concept introduced by Western anthropologists at 

the end of the 19
th
 century and the beginning of the 20

th
 century when they 

studied about the change in culture of the immigrants moving from the 

Europe to America with ethnic groups living for a long time in the United 

States. It is  an objective inevitable rule of communities, nations, and 

peoples in its own history and of the humanity. 
 

There are three forms that may occur: voluntary acculturation, forced 

acculturation, both voluntary and forced acculturation.  

- Acculturation also happens in three degrees as follows:  

+ Receiving the original cultural elements as they are.  

+ Receiving selectively by choosing the suitable ones to richen its 

own culture.  

+ Receiving and then change to be suitable with the community, 

nation or ethnic group, especially to meet the demand of development, 

innovation, settlement of the issues of its nation.  

Originating from the purpose and research task of the thesis, the post 

graduate has applied the theory of acculturation in order to identify the 

change, degree of change of constituent elements of going into trance 

ritual performance at the present times.  
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1.4. Overview of traditional going into trance ritual performance 

in Nam Dinh  

1.4.1. The premises forming going into trance ritual performance 

1.4.1.1. Mother Goddess and going into trance ritual performance  

* Mother Goddess in the system of goddesses of agricultural residents 

In the source of myth and legend of the peoples, there has a significant 

part for goddesses. In Vietnam, the goddess elements are clearly manifested 

as: Mother Au Co  giving the birth of the Vietnamese nation; The ancestors 

of the Thai, Tay and Kho Mu ethnic groups are also from the mothers who 

gave birth to a gourd that contain ancestors of ethnic groups, or the Dao and 

many ethnic groups in the Central Highlands are born from the mating from 

a woman and a god dog etc.  It is clear that Mother Goddess is associated 

with the worship of Mother or Mother Worship belief and this is also a 

condition, fertile soil to produce, nourish and develop going into trance 

ritual performance - an important element in the worship of Mother. 

* Going into trance ritual performance, a typical ritual of The Three 

Palaces-Four Palaces religion  

The worship of goddesses, Mother  in our country appeared very 

early with the images of Mother of soil, Mother of rice, Mother of water, 

Au Co Mother etc. But it was not until the 16
th
 century, with the 

appearance of Mother Goddess Lieu Hanh, this belief emerged, completed 

and rapidly developed. The post graduate notices that the demand of 

people to attend the Mother Goddess ceremony is increasingly growing. It 

does not only have in part of the population or some certain residences, 

but it also spreads widely throughout the country, all elements of society 

with increasing density through three popular forms of Mother Goddess 

ceremony: Firstly, Mother Goddess ceremony itself, secondly, Mother 

Goddess ceremony through the performance of cung văn, thirdly, Mother 

Goddess ceremony through going into trance ritual performance. 

1.4.1.2. Socio-cultural life of Nam Dinh 

Nam Dinh in the period of the Tran dynasty, kings were all interested 

in studying Buddhism, so it had a great influence on the social life, 

including folk arts, and Nam Dinh became a center of Buddhism in Red 

River Delta region. 
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The unique characteristic of Nam Dinh is the parallel existence of 

two beliefs bolding Vietnamese style. They are the custom of worshipping 

the Father God and the Mother Goddess. 

* Statistics of folk festivals in Nam Dinh 

According to the Festival Regulation promulgated by the Ministry of 

Culture and Information on August 23
rd

, 2001, festivals are classified as 

follows: folk festivals; historical revolution festival; Religious festivals; 

Festivals imported from abroad to Vietnam. 

Within the scope of the thesis, the post graduate makes statistics on 

folk festivals related to the premises for the formation and development of 

going into trance ritual performance including: Festival of worshiping 

village gods- tutelary god of the village; Festival of worshiping Father God 

– Mother Goddess; Festival of worshiping Mother Goddess Lieu Hanh. 

1.4.2. Specific characteristics of going into trance ritual performance 

in Nam Dinh province 

According to author Ngo Duc Thinh: On the basis of folk Mother 

Goddess belief together with the influence of Chinese Taoist, the Three 

Palaces-Four Palaces has been formed and fixed, which is a specific 

religion in Vietnam and can be called in a more concise and substantive 

way as Mother Goddess religon [89; p.62]. 

Going into trance ritual performance is a typical ritual of the religion 

of Three Palaces - Four Palaces. However, going into trance ritual 

performance in Nam Dinh has unique characteristics in comparison with 

other localities because there exists parallelly and there is the interference 

and blend of the two types of the Thánh Trần (thanh đồng) worship and 

Mother Goddess (đồng cốt) associated with two divine beings. 

Practical survey shows that the existence of the two types of đồng are 

still being sung from generation to generation. Those wishing to pray for 

fortunes will come to the Mother Goddess, those wishing to pray for cure 

of disease, dismissal of evil demons, then seek the Thánh Trần God and 

the both wishes are reasonable, are the legitimate desire of the people. 

It is noteworthy that at present, large -scale festivals organized by the 

state do not exist separate activities of the two types of đồng as stated 
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above, but in fact, they have interfered and blended, admitted “Sacred” 

elements to create a going into trance ritual performance that can  be 

practiced at both Father God Festival and Mother Goddess Festival. 

In summary: Going into trance ritual performance in Nam Dinh has 

been studied by many researchers interested in it and through the signs, 

practical basis, it can be identified Nam Dinh is both the place of “origin” 

and “center of convergence and spreading.” There is no place in Vietnam 

exists two major festivasl centres of  Father God and the Mother Goddess 

associated with the existence of two types of đồng of which going into 

trance ritual performance is the official ritual. 

  Summary of Chapter 1 

Through chapter 1, the thesis studies and examines the overview of 

situation of the studies regarding this issue, highlights the contributions of 

the earlier studies on going into trance ritual performance of foreign and 

local authors  as well as typical works on change of  going into trance 

ritual performance in the following aspects: Through studying theory and 

materials in order to find out the issued left open and serves as the basis 

for core research issues of the thesis. Thus, the achieved target of Chapter 

1 is building the basis for the suvey of changes of the constitutional 

elements of going into trance ritual performance in the process of 

acculturation, especially in the period from 1994 to present. 

 

Chapter 2 

CHANGES IN THE SPACE AND PRACTITIONERS 

OF GOING INTO TRANCE RITUAL PERFORMANCE 

 

2.1. Changes of space for practicing going into trance ritual 

performance  

The field survey and study of secondary documents show that the 

change on place and time of going into trance ritual performance also partly 

proves the change in space of the present going into trance ritual performance. 

Most of previous going into trance ritual performance “taken place mainly in 

temples and shrines in front of the dais for worshiping the God” [86, p.36] on 
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the main festivals of the year, which are Phu Day Festival and Tran Temple 

Festival in Nam Dinh. 

The places for practice of going into trance ritual performance are no 

longer limited in the temples and shrines before the public as in the past but 

has expanded more and more according to the continuous growth of this 

religious ritual. Recently, going into trance ritual performance takes place in 

most monuments worshipng the Mother Goddess and Thánh Trần. On the 

other hand, the performances are not only held in the God temples but also 

expanded to the communal house houses, pagodas, even in “private temples.” 

Within the scope of this thesis, to have a specific and overall view, the 

post graduate has mentioned to the change of space of going into trance 

ritual performance through the change of the worship space and spread 

space of the going into trance ritual, in which going into trance ritual 

performance is a typical activity of this cultural activities of Mother 

Goddess religion in acculturation process. 

2.1.1. Change of worship space  

Worship space (Temple) where takes place the Mother Goddess worship 

ritual of the Vietnamese people is also the space where going into trance ritual 

performance takes place.  The change of current worship place has partly 

explained for change and development in many directions of this typical 

type of going into trance ritual performance. 

Folk festivals usually take place during the taboo days of gods at temples 

and pagodas. In addition to traditional folk games with local features, 

performance activities such as going into trance ritual performance are 

indispensable. going into trance ritual performance is a special expression 

form of Mother Goddess worship. 

2.1.2. Change of spreading space  

Secondary documents and field observations show that current going 

into trance ritual performance is still concentrated around two characters, 

Tran Thanh Dao and the Mother Goddess (Lieu Hanh)” [60, p.15]. As the 

originated place of two types of đồng, “Thanh đồng” and “đồng cốt”, Nam 

Dinh can be regarded as the cradle of the practice of going into trance 

ritual performance (lên đồng – hầu bóng). It can be noticed that worship 

space and space of going into rance ritual performance have also changed 

not out of that rule. 



13 

Surveys carried out at the second festival center of Nam Dinh is Phu 

Day festival. The growth as well as the influence of Mother Goddess worship 

in recent years have had a great impact on the festival activities. The temples 

for worshiping can  be seen everywhere. In addition to separate temples for 

worshiping Mother Goddess, the Mother Goddess is also co-worshiped with 

other gods even in the pagodas according to the concept of “Buddhist first 

then the God”. 

* Change of going into trance ritual performance through the space of 

cultural regions: 

Going into trance ritual performance in Nam Dinh in particular and in 

the Red River Delta in general is really a cultural phenomenon attached to 

Mother Goddess worship belief od which Nam Dinh is the center of 

convergence and spread.Through the process of acculturation, going into 

trance ritual performance has been changed in the interference with 

different types of indigenous culture to create their own nuance, own style 

which both have traditional beauty, and put on a new appearance to 

diversify and enrich this unique ritual type. 

2.2. Change of the practitioners of going into trance ritual 

performance  

2.2.1. Shaman  

In present going into trance ritual performance, the role of the Shamans 

has changed a lot (to be assigned into specialization-Table 2.2) 

2.2.2. The mediums (those directly practicing the performance-

subject) 

Study about the relationship between the Shaman and the Mediums shows 

that the change and permutation between the position and role of the Shaman 

and the Mediums in contemporary society is clear (Table 2.4). 

2.2.3. Cung văn 

In traditional and present going into trance ritual performance, the 

role and position of cung văn is very important, which can be seen as as a 

conductor, managing the performance of the musical instruments and 

singing throughout the practice of the ritual. However, present going into 

trance ritual performance has many change is in a lot of orientations. Part 

is the change to be fadapted to, the other part is the changes according to 

the mechanism, part is the change according to the demands and tastes of 

its followers itself (Table 2.5). 
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2.2.4. Hầu dâng (those assisting the main mediums)  

The common task of hầu dâng in the traditional as well as present going 

into trance ritual performance is the assistant for the mediums (thanh đồng). In 

general, in the aspect of nature, hầu dâng in present days is not much different 

than it in traditional going into trance ritual performance. (Table 2.6). 

2.2.5. Con nhang đệ tử (the audience)  

The components of con nhang đệ tử has changed significantly from 

mainly women and traders in the beginning to many social components, 

including officials, businesses, even some staff in educational sectors 

(table 2.7). 

Summary of Chapter 2 

Applying the theory of acculturation, the thesis examines the change 

of going into trance ritual performance through space and practitioners of 

the ritual in the present context from the perspective of culture studies and 

religious culture. From the results of the practical survey, the thesis has 

firstly decoded the level of acculturation in which the “acceptance and 

change to be adapted to the community” in the change of space for 

practicing going into trance ritual performance. However, in fact,  going 

into trance ritual performance also has changes in space for practicing of 

ritual in spreading regions in Central and Southern part of Vietnam. 

By the study process, the thesis initially identifies the fundamental 

change which is decisive to the change of other elements, which is thanh 

đồng (the subject practicing going into trance ritual performance). With 

the comparative and analytical method, the thesis also gradually determine 

the degree of change of each element in the overall present going into 

trance ritual performance. 

Chapter 3 

CHANGE OF ORDER AND STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS IN GOING 

INTO TRANCE RITUAL PERFORMANCE. 

 

3.1. Change of order in going into trance ritual performance 

Generally, going into trance ritual performance in Nam Dinh as well 

as in other localities all have a relatively similar procedure. There are two 
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forms of hầu (serving) onward and backward serving, but going into 

trance ritual performance taking place in Nam Định is in the form of 

onward serving. 

In a serving session, the musicians must politely invite all the gods 

(having mediums being incarnated, going into trance and doing the 

mandarin works, and the gods who those who only come to be present and 

listen to chầu văn will not open the head cover cloth). 

The time order and content of a session: Step 1: Inviting the gods to 

incarnate; Step 2: Telling the God’s old legend and merit; Step 3: 

Requesting for bless from the gods; Step 4: Seeing off. 

The change includes both content, form and purpose of the ritual 

which makes current going into trance ritual performance to while also 

keep the outside cover but in fact its intrinsic nature has been transformed 

significantly. 

3.2. Change of structural elements in going into trance ritual 

performance 

According to the author Ngo Duc Thinh, “lên đồng, hầu bóng is a form 

of general folk cultural performance” [89, p. 76] in which there has a smooth 

combination between ritual and stage, music, words of songs, costumes and 

dances... Present going into trance ritual performance though has little change 

in the order in practice, but the factors of the performance has significant 

change. 

3.2.1. Change in the music  

3.2.1.1. Change in the air 

During the acculturation process, it has imported the cultural 

quintessence of the regions and localities to enrich its air system. 

However, the introduction of a folk song of foreign countries and change 

the content of lyrics to appropriate to the content of the ritual practice is 

hard to accept. 

3.2.1.2. Change in structure 

In fact, the musical structure of traditional and present going into 

trance ritual performance has basically changed not much, most of it still 

complies with the old structure and air but in the strict way, there has 
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change mainly in the part interspersing among the air. In order to create 

newness, the musicians and cung văn have added more regional tunes to 

the sessions corresponding to the origin of the gods such as: the flute air of 

the Hmong ethnic group, folk songs of Muong, Tay, Thai ethnic group, the 

Central Highland and folk melodies of the three regions. There are 

sessions which introduce even revolutionary songs such as “Tiếng chày 

trên Sóc Bom Bo” or “Người Mèo ơn Đảng”. 

The attraction of musical elements of many regions and localities in 

hát văn not only makes the music of Four Palaces richer and more colorful, 

but also enables this belief  to have favorable condition to penetrate, popular 

quickly, and widely  on a large territory in the Central, the South, the North, 

both mountainous and lowland areas. 

3.2.1.3. Change in vocal music 

Vocal music in the performance of chầu văn falls in the category of 

religious folks, also having full art elements of of folk music. However, in 

order to create its own unique feature, vocal music in the performance of 

chầu văn must also has distinct features, not only in vocal music, but also 

in the same genre of folk’s vocal music. Therefore, it can be said that the 

specific characteristics of vocal music in the performance of chầu văn is to 

the sacred element. The sacred element not only appears in its lyric but 

also in the musical nature of the melody in hát văn. 

For singing style, Nam Dinh is well known for its plain, simple and rural 

singing style. In some places, however, some other genres are added such as 

Chèo, Ca Trù, which make music of hát văn more smooth, sparkle by the use 

of many beautiful notes. There also have many opposing views on how to 

sing, the singing style of each region and locality but there has a default 

concept that if wishing to listen to hát chầu, must come to Nam Dinh. 

3.2.2. Change of musical instruments 

Musical instruments for singing Chầu văn in the past are mainly đàn 

nguyệt (moon lute), also called đàn kìm; small drum, castanets made from 

bamboo, small gong. At present, the full set of chầu văn adds flutes, đàn 

nhị (Vietnamese two-chord fiddle) 1, đàn nhị 2, tam thập lục (Vietnamese 

36-chord zither), đàn tam (three-stringed), big drum, đàn bầu 

(monochord). Some places even use electric instruments. 
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3.2.3.Change of dance  

The “sacred” dance style has faded away and the nature of the dance 

moves in going into trance ritual performance has changed. It is no longer 

the gesture of gods using the body of the mediums to do sacrified works 

but is completely the purposeful activities of  the mediums. This once 

again confirms that the vast majority of practitioners of going into trance 

ritual performance are now fully awake during the ritual practice. 

3.2.4. Change in costumes 

Nowadays, costumes in going into trance ritual performance play a very 

important role in ritual practice. It is not as simple as before, but along with 

the development of economy, the outbreak of the going into trance 

phenomenon – hầu bóng, the competition of the mediums when it is 

considered as a real career. Costumes in the current session are expensive, 

luxury or otherwise very wasteful. 

3.3. Change in offerings  

3.3.1. Vegetarian food 

* Vegetarian food offering for worshiping Buddha, Mother 

Goddess 

- In temples, shrines worshiping Mother Goddess, especially in 

private temples, we often notice the combination of worshiping the 

Buddha with the Gods in the same worship space. The Buddha is placed in 

the highest position in the shrine. 

 * Vegetarian food offering for the souls of the dead 

 Offerings for souls of the dead include: votive paper, clothing, 

toys, popcorn, boiled sweet potato, boiled corn, boiled cassava, candies, 

cakes, salt, rice, porridge etc.  

3.3.2. Non- vegetarian food 

* Vegetarian food in phát tấu ceremony (ceremony inviting the 

gods) 

The non-vegetarian foods for phát tấu ceremony includes a tray of 

non-vegetarian foods or simply includes boiled pork, sticky rice, 5 cups of 

wine. The offerings for phát tấu ceremony includes 13 items: mirror, 

comb, perfume, towel, towel, handkerchief, knife, scissors, pen, notebook, 

lighter, fan, five 5-color eggs, and votive paper. 
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* Non-vegetarian foods in the tam sinh (Three lives) ceremony  

At the community board of the mandarins, the decorations on the 

altar is the same as other boards which have five-fruit tray, lamp, fragrant 

flowers, betel and areca, pure water bowl etc.  

* Non-vegetarian foods in the Sơn Trang ceremony 

A tray of non-vegetarian foods include: fresh rice, nails, crabs, 

shrimps, fish, paste, spring rool with all flavors, sour bamboo shoots, star 

fruit shaping anise flower, or snails, crabs, shrimp, fish, green beans, a 

handful of shrimp, sesame, peanut, dried fish. 

* Non-vegetarian foods at ngũ hổ (five tigers) board  

The offerings for “ngũ hổ” board are usually a piece of uncooked 

meat that is cut into five pieces not separated, seven chicken eggs, five 

fruits for five tigers, two fruits for white snake and blue snakes, 1 plate of 

rice, 1 plate of salt and 1 bottle of wine. 

3.3.3. Votive offerings  

Votive offerings for phát tấu ceremony consists of 5 colors: 5 small 

horses of  fifty centimetres accompanied with curved-tipped boot, hat, 

flag, sword and 5000 5-color string. 

3.3.4. General appraisal  

Offerings in present going into trance ritual performance is also such 

a problem, it goes beyond the concept of “preparing for the ceremony 

depending on one’s heart”, “the offerings depends on the financial 

situation.” Offerings in the past and at present times is more different. 

Summary of Chapter 3  

Chapter 3 studies change of the basic elements forming going into 

trance ritual performance. By applying some characteristics of 

acculturation theory, such as “voluntary acculturation; selective 

acceptance and acceptance for suitable adaptation to the community” to 

access to the elementary elements as in the process of going into trance 

ritual performance. The fundamental components forming the 

performance such as: Music (air, musical structure, vocal music); dance; 

musical instruments; costumes, props; offerings are also studied as a 

dynamic communication process performing in its particular cultural space 
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in order to explain the interactive relationship of these art elements with 

the participants. The thesis also points out the objective and subjective 

changes of the  ritual practitioners in the present context. Observing from 

the perspective of the market economy context with the law of supply and 

demand, the changes are consistent with the demands of contemporary 

society. Observing from the perspective of acculturation, the changes 

entirely comply with objective rules. Observing from the perspective of 

the art of performance, the changes reflect the creativity of the individuals 

practicing the performance in accordance with the taste demand of the 

community toward the true, the good and the beautiful. 

 

Chapter 4 

CAUSES OF THE CHANGES AND THE QUESTIONS TO BE 

RAISED TOWARD GOING INTO TRANCE RITUAL 

PERFORMANCE IN PRESENT SOCIETY 

 

4.1. Causes of change 

4.1.1. Current socio-historical context 

The current trend of integration toward the market economy as well as 

the development of means of mass media, the diversity of socio-economic 

components have caused the socio-cultural activities in general and going into 

trance ritual performance in particular to change a lot. 

The change of components practicing the ritual from the medium, the 

shaman, musician, assistants, the followers, the blend of elements originally 

not belonging to the four palaces such as the divine system, music, dance, văn 

chầu has made present going into trance ritual performance far different from 

traditional going into trance ritual performance in all aspects from form, 

content and purpose of worship. 

4.1.2. Impacts of the commodity economy 

Current real state of Phu Day relic population shows that going into 

trance ritual performance is practices at all times and spaces, regardless of not 

being holidays, festivals and of course the accompanying service activities are 

also lively, professional than ever. 
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The outbreak of going into trance ritual performance as a “career” is not 

only limited in the object practicing the ritual such as career of mediums, 

shaman, assistant, musician, profession, etc.  but also leads to number of other 

occupations co-existed, such as the votive paper trading, sewing of goldcloth 

and ritual robe etc.,  and the appearance of the occupation “brokerage” .... 

Accompanying with this is a complete spiritual service system serving in 

place from accommodation, purchasing of offerings, shamans ... 

4.1.3. The policies of the Party and Stat on dealing with the religion 

After the reformation period, the Party and the State have issued a lot 

of written documents on the policies on dealing with religions and beliefs. 

People’s Committee of Nam Dinh Province also promulgated a lot of 

regulations to preserve and develop the religions and beliefs including 

worship of Mother Goddess and going into trance ritual performance. 

4.1.4. The establishment of  the “class”and the hallmark of 

individual’s creativity of the mediums 

In the current going into trance ritual performance sessions, the 

establishment of “rich” and “classy”assemblies  is also an important 

cause leading to the change of going into trance ritual performance. An 

assembly seen as being rich must be led by a “classy” medium.  In fact, 

through the process of cultural exchange among the regions as well as 

from learning, imitating, mixing the art forms on the means of mass 

media, the mediums find the so-called “era”, “innovative”; “modern” but 

are less interested in the nature of “random adaptation” of the “sacred 

dance” style. Therefore it can be concluded that the perception of the 

practitioners themselves in the process of creating “individual hallmark” 

and “class” is the direct cause leading to the change of current going into 

trance ritual performance. 

4.2. Social concept about going into trance ritual performance  

Current going into trance ritual performance has been recognized in a 

more sympathetic and polyhedron way, especially after the time it is 

recognized by the Party and State as the national intangible heritage and 

after UNESCO honors “the ritual of worshiping the Three Palaces of 

Vietnam” as representative intangible cultural heritage of the humanity in 

which going into trance ritual perforrmance is an important highlight in 

the overall Mother Goddess ritual worship of Vietnamese people. 
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4.3. The issues to be raised toward current going into trance 

ritual performance 

4.3.1. The issues of historicalization, localization in present going 

into trance ritual performance  

The divinisation, historicalization, localisation of the Four Palaces at the 

present times  in Nam Dinh province in particular and over the entire country 

in general are not only reflected in the songs reciting the background, the 

legends but the residents of these regions also pass legends and theirs variants 

related to the life and merits of these gods from generation to generation. 

Moreover, they also attach the four palaces with the history of building up and 

defendence of the nation, which is one way of self -change to adapt to the 

needs of the people. Localization also contributes to create diversity, richness 

with unique feature suitable with the psychology and needs of local people, 

regions to create a trend that brings many elements of cultural integration. 

4.3.2. The issue of theaterization of going into trance ritual 

performance  

In the current period, going into trance ritual performance not only 

grows strongly in temples and shrines, but also develops jubilantly on the 

stages in many stage forms such as chèo, tuồng, cải lương, puppetry, body, 

etc. Ngo Duc Thinh affirmed on the title of a book that “Going into trance 

possesses by no one”. It is also a unique feature in the change orientation of 

going into trance ritual performance nowaday. It is easy to notice that  going 

into trance ritual performance in the temples and, shrines is different from 

its on the stage. 

The issue of theatricalization of present going into trance ritual 

performance also has changes in the direction of cutting down magic, 

fanatics elements to concentrate on the cultural and art aspects. 

4.3.3. The cultural change of the going into trance ritual 

performance is an inevitable rule of intangible cultural heritage form 

The change of present going into trance ritual performance is 

considered as a form of religious change. Although the sacred symbols 

have been restored but the religious beliefs are not as deep and absolute as 

in the past. Though the ritual is still conducted in the traditional way, but it 

is governed by many objective factors. Change in belief and Mother 

Goddess worship belief in general and going into trance ritual 
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performance in particular in many different forms and degrees is an 

inevitable rule in the development of culture. 

4.3.4. The “selective” change to make going into trance ritual 

performance actually the belief of the community 

From the perspective of performance, the change on music through 

the study of air, musical structure, vocal music shows that the standard and 

discipline of the above elements have blended in the simple way and close 

to the community. The addition of air or change in the content of giá hầu 

in the specific manner of each cung văn, each locality, and each region 

also partly lead to the loss of the primacy of the old writings. However, 

changes in music, dance, costumes, props, offerings etc. in the overall 

performance also tend to be in free, arbitrary manner, the reception of folk 

dance materials of the regions and the way performances The current 

version of the bronze bar has the inherent weakness of traditional going 

into trance ritual performance as well as the change in costumes, props, 

furniture at present. 

4.3.5. The change may break the peculiarity of the worship of the 

Mother Goddess 

Firstly, the outbreak and change of most of the constituent elements of 

the ritual has partly made going into trance ritual performance in particular 

and the religion of Mother Goddess worship in general have been influenced 

by the concept of “Big temple-Large shrine” means “elegant”; “sacred”, 

partly reduces the purity of an internal primitive worship. 

Secondly, present mediums largely change their way of incarnation 

or, in other words, they are fully awake when they are theoretically 

giving up their body to the god’s incarnation. 

Thirdly, the arbitrariness of the medium, in the excessive acceptance 

of “localized” characters, which makes the main gods of the Mother 

Goddess worship religion somewhat chaotic. 

Summary of Chapter 4 

Through the actual state of change of the constituent elements of going 

into trance ritual performance the post graduate studies in Chapter 3, in 

Chapter 4, the thesis initially points out some subjective and objective causes 

leading to the change of going into trance ritual performance in which the 

market economy and the policy dealing with beliefs and religions of the Party 
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and State as well as the international community have strongly influenced the 

change of Mother Goddess worship religion worship in general and going into 

trance ritual performance in particular. From the fundamental causes leading 

to the change as well as the social concept about going into trance ritual 

performance, the thesis also raises some issues for discussion. However, some 

issues such as: change with selection and the danger of breaking the 

peculiarity of Mother Goddess worship religion are the basic issues which 

attract the attention of the society and the community. 

This is considered as one of the contribution of the thesis in studying 

the change of going into trance ritual performance, which acts as the basis 

for the preservation, protection and promotion of the value and meaning of 

going into trance ritual performance in the entire religion of Mother 

Goddess worship of Vietnamese people.  

 

CONCLUSION 

1. Going into trance ritual performance is an intangible cultural heritage 

not only of the Vietnamese in Nam Dinh and the whole country but also a 

typical ritual in the worship of Three Palaces of the Vietnamese people which 

was honored by UNESSCO representative intangible cultural heritage of the 

mankind. 

2. Nam Dinh is the place which has been identified by many researchers 

as a “convergence” and “spreading” center of the worship of Mother Goddess 

in general and going into trance ritual performance in particular. 

3. Earlier studies about going into trance ritual performance by domestic 

and foreign authors mainly focus on descripting the phenomena, studying its 

basic characteristics and the participation of elements in the practice of ritual 

performance individually. The issue of thesis is the study of change of going 

into trance ritual performance which is considered as a continuation previous 

studies, contributing to clarify the cultural and art values of this kind of 

spiritual performance. 

4. Through studying the constituent elements as well as making survey to 

identify  the change of going into trance ritual performance, it can be seen that 

the “Three Palaces worship religion”, a typical intangible cultural heritage of the 

humanity in which the prominent one is going into trance ritual performance is 

a combination of various cultural elements such as custom, religion, belief, etc. 
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expressed by many forms of arts such as literature, poetry, music, dance, 

costumes, props etc. These factors are combined smoothly, subtly to create a 

vivid picture of going into trance ritual performance in many periods. 

5. With the main approach according to the theory of acculturation, 

through the case study in Nam Dinh, the thesis has clarified change in each 

constituent element, determined the degree of change as well as indicated the 

changed fundamental elements that most affects the overall change of going 

into trance ritual performance. 

6. The thesis also specified the effects of the market economy leading to 

the change of each element, especially the practitioners of the performance in 

which the element of individual creativity and community’s demands are 

expressed clearly. 

7. The acceptance of the community as well as the concept of society on 

going into trance ritual performance has been more open, from “being 

forbidden” to become “the heritage” shows that the concept of society, of the 

Party and the State as well as the international community has changed a lot. 

8. The thesis also puts out some issues to be dealt with such as cultural 

integration through the adoption of more historicized, localized temples not 

belonging to the “Four Palaces temple system”. The issue of theatricalization 

real state of present going into trance ritual per is also paid special attention, 

especially the issue of selective acceptance of change to keep intact the faith 

beliefs of the community, avoiding breaking the inherent unique 

characteristics of going into trance ritual performance. 

9. Change has objective and subjective causes from many different 

perspectives. Regardless of from which perspective, going into trance ritual 

performance is still a unique form of performance. In addition to the inherent 

value of the ritual, both traditional and present going into trance ritual 

performance still contain historical, moral, art values, etc. and above all, the 

establishment of belief of the community into a peace, health, prosperity, 

happiness brought by the Gods. 

With the nature of a highly integrated ritual in which contains many layers 

of cultural, artistic, religious, etc., long preserved and nurtured by the 

community, it still has certain impacts on life of the Vietnamese people in the 

present society. 
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