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Relationship between Son Tinh - a Natural God of Mountain
and Son Tinh - a Human God

LE THI HIEN®

ABSTRACT: For a long time, Son Tinh is believed to be a human god only. However,
some scientists recently argue that he is also a natural god of mountain. The paper
deals with the question of whether Son Tinh is a human god only or he is also a
natural god mountain. Analysis of related materials and archaeological evidence
seems to support the author’s interesting assumption that there existed two layers of
belief regarding this one of the most controversial characters in the ancient history
of Vietnam.

I. Son Tinh —a Human God and Worship

Son Tinh has a common characteristics with other human gods such as having
specific name, surname, biography and achievements. People worship him with
conferred title, biography, offerings, meeting ritual and festival. In the places where
he is worshipped (temple or shrine), there are altar, votive tablet, chair, palanquin,
and statue.

1. Title and Biography

OIld materials, especially story of god, indicated clearly this god’s biography. Son
Tinh’s name was Nguy&n Tudn, born in Ldng Xwong cave® on the 15" of lunar
January in the year of Snake. His father was Nguyén Cao Hanh and his mother was
Dinh Thi Pen, his godmother was Ma Thi and his younger cousins were Nguyén
Sung and Nguyén Hién. He had a big legacy left by his godmother. Son Tinh
competed with Thuy Tinh, a water god, got married to a Hung King’s princess called
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Mi Nuong, fought against flood, advised Hung King to abdicate the throne in favor
of Thuc Phén, then entered the realm of immortality with the King and his wife.

2. Achievements

Son Tinh, via folk stories, legends and festival, reveals to be the one with many great
achievements:

- Fighting against Flood

This is very important. We have collected 56 stories about Son Tinh within
which 21 stories (37%) are about the theme of fighting against flood. This is his big
career to save the people, fields and properties from the severe flood. Flood took
place so often that threatened lives of residents in the Northern delta. Son Tinh’ great
contributions in this task had been recorded in important historical books such as Viét
Dién U Linh (Viet Ghost stories), Pai Viét Sur Ki Toan Thw (Complete History of Dai
Viét) and Linh Nam Chich Quai (Stories of ghosts and spirits in Linh Nam). In the
modern times, many social scientists such as Hoang Thiéu Son, Dinh Gia Khanh,
Cao Huy Pinh, Nguyén Xuan Kinh, etc. have reaffirmed Son Tinh’s key role in
fighting against flood.

Hoang Thiéu Son stated that: “The real reason and origin of legend of Son Tinh
is not the animosity between the two gods because of love but the fight of the Lac
Viét people against flood from rivers.”

binh Gia Khanh wrote: “Folk stories show that Son Tinh scored
achievements in many different fields such as fighting against the foreign
invaders, disease treatments and teaching people to cultivate. Yet the most
prominent contribution is his fight against flood to protect paddy fields. Son
Tinh is foremost represented for the people’s power to control the flood.®

Meanwhile, Cao Huy binh also said that: “We can see the stature and figure of a
giant man who could build rivers and mountains to control great floods coming from
the North West towards present Ha Tay province and forced Da and Hong rivers to
peacefully running to the low land."

And, Nguyén Xuan Kinh added: “... we tend to understand the story of
Son Tinh and Thuy Tinh as a song of praising our ancestors’ control of floods
and fight against storms...°
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Son Tinh’s credit in flood control is engaged with his marriage to Mi
Nuong and fights between Son Tinh and Thuy Tinh to seize this princess.

In short, the topic of flood control was emphasized because flood was the
great danger and too often happened to residents in the middle and low lands
of the North. Son Tinh was also a giant hero in fighting against floods with a
universal stance the same as lady Nitr Oa in Chinese legend who could use
stones to repair holes in the sky.

- Cultural development (21% stories): Son Tinh taught people to make fire,
cultivate rice, hunting, fishing, carpentry and various forms of artist activity.

- Victory in wars (21% stories): Son Tinh implemented two kinds of war; war
between Hung and Thuc, and war against Thuy Tinh.

Regarding the war between Hung and Thuc, many put that it was the war against
the foreign invaders. Looking at the reality of Vietnamese history at the early times
of establishing the nation, this is the internal war between Au Viét and Lac Viét
tribes before the formation of Au Lac coalition. The result of this coalition was retold
by story that Hung King abdicated the throne in favor of Thuc Phén. This was the
critical need of the contemporary history. “To Viét land of the South (China) at that
time, fighting against foreign invaders was a more critical task. In those conditions,
the sole existence of one tribe (Van Lang or Lac Viét) would not be a good idea.
Based an economical foundations which were more developed, and due to the need
of fighting against the foreign invaders, the union of tribes with closed blood, land,
and level of cultural development was definitely a must. This was the reason and
foundation for the union of the two tribes of Lac Viét and Au Viét resulted in the
birth of Au Lac nation.”®

Regarding the war with Thuay Tinh, it could be called the war because of love
dispute (according to Cao Huy binh), or the war to seize a woman (according to F.
Engel).

Nguyén Tan Dic believes this is the main contribution of Son Tinh: “the
story of Son Tinh — Thuy Tinh is foremost talking about a social phenomenon
rather than a natural phenomenon, and annual floods are symbol of a true
social phenomenon of the ancient time: fights for possessing woman.”’

Besides, there are stories about Son Tinh’s role in fighting against draught
(16% of stories).
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3. The Worship

Son Tinh is worshipped in many places. There are 161 places of worshipping
Son Tinh in Ha Tay province only. Various forms of offerings, procession,
rituals and festivals can be summarized as follow:

- Praying and reading the oration: Reading the oration is a way to recall
Son Tinh’s great contribution to the community in a solemn atmosphere in
which his conferred titles and beautiful names are emphasized. There are
festivals in which Son Tinh’s great contributions are retold at the beginning of
the ritual. In the festival at Ming Son temple (Son Bong village, Son Tay
town), the ritual master on behalf of the community to rehearsal a scene that
the villager enjoyed the foods brought back from hunting by Son Tinh - the
Saint of Tan mountain.

In general, the oration ceremony is carried out with orderly procedures the same
as ceremonies by the feudal regimes.

- Offering: There are many offerings, including chicken, pork, sticky rice, wine
and fish. In the festival at VVa temple, 99 fishes are collected and cooked into various
dishes in the offering. All these dishes were taught by the Saint of Tan mountain.
Besides, 9 live carps are put in a glass pot, reminding people of Son Tinh’s
contribution in teaching people to do the fishing and cooking fish. Worshipped items
are bamboo frame, bamboo basket, sickle. These remind observers that Son Tinh was
the one who taught people to make simple working tools.

- Procession: In procession, especially from Va temple (Trung Hung village, Son
Tay town) over a river to Doi temple (Vinh Ninh village, Vinh Tuong district, Vinh
Phlc province), there is a rule of taking water from Hong river to bath for the Son
Tinh’s statue.

- Festival: Besides popular activities such as swinging, playing Chinese chess or
wrestling, there is a game of fishing which helps reminding people of Son Tinh’s
guide to the fishing profession.

- Heritages: There are number of places of worshipping Son Tinh the Saint.
Among 121 places worshipping Son Tinh in Ha Tay, some are really big and
beautiful, such as Va temple, Tay Bang commune house, Ming Son temple, etc.

Son Tinh can be said to be a human god in the belief system of Tutelary gods in
Vietnam. However, some scientists argue that under the big cover of a human god
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which is easy to recognize, there is a belief base originated from a natural god of
mountain.

Il. Son Tinh — A Natural God of Mountain and Worship

Tran Qudc Vuong puts that Son Tinh the human god is the interface which had been
added later into history. He said “The interface of Son Tinh, the son-in-law of King
Hung, who defeated Thuy Tinh, who fought against Thuc army, advised the King to
abdicate the throne in favor of Thuc Phan, then found himself a retreat in the
mountain, was added later.”® And both Tran Quéc Vuong and Tur Chi believe that
Saint Tan/ban in Ba Vi is the natural god of mountain of the ancient Viét (Viét
Mudng) ™.

Thus, if one wants to see the primitive face of Saint Tan Vién, he must go to
Muong area. He said “if we want to see the rather primitive face of Saint Tan Vién,
we need to dig deeper to the layer of Bua Ba Vi culture of the Mudng which was less
influenced by Taoism of the Chinese.”*

Ngd butc Thinh argues that: “I think that in early times, Tan Vién, as many
others gods of mountain, belonged to the belief system of ancient geomancy of the
Viét and other tribes in our country.”*? Meanwhile, Binh Gia Khanh states more
clearly: “Legend of Son Tinh came with fetishism. Son Tinh is the product of
worshipping mountains. At first, people worshipped mountain Tan Vién, then they
believed that there existed a god in the mountain. The god gradually took the shape
of a human being.”*?

Thus, in order to understand more about Son Tinh, we must investigate more
about the layer of natural god of mountain. However, the question is How the cult of
Natural god of Mountain was practised?

The belief of worshipping natural -mountainous god is the ancient fetishism that
is still found today in ethnic minorities in the Central Highlands. The peoples in
Central Highlands often worship natural gods such as Water, River, Mountain,
Banian Tree, Stone, Rain, Cloud, Wind, Lightening, Rice, Field, etc. Besides natural
gods, peoples also worship big rivers, mountains and springs with specific names
such as Klu, Bir, Kplong, Ung, Drao, Ju, Prong, etc.

Their prayers are simple. They invite gods to enjoy offerings then help them to
have a good health, good harvest with equable rain and wind. For example, prayers
in a ritual at a river wharf in Klang village read as follow:
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Oh Gods of Water, River and Mountain

Oh Gods of Bayan Tree, Fig Tree, God of the East, God of the West
Today, the master of River Wharf of Klang village prepares a ritual
Wishing that all Gods protect the village

The water source is pure, and never gets dried

Everyone is healthy

In new harvest, stores are full of corn and rice

Every family is well-off

Offerings include chicken and pig and wine drunk out of a jar through pipes is
compulsory. There is no fixed place for carrying out ritual. It can be at the field, at
home, at the river wharf, or at the stone by the gate of the village™.

What can be drawn are these characteristics of the worshiping of natural gods as
follow:

- The name of gods can be general nouns or specific names of local, familiar
rivers and mountains (not human names).

- Offerings often consist of chicken, pork, and wine. Buffalo’s meat is required
for big rituals.

- Prayers are simple
- There is no fixed place for carrying out rituals. There is no temple or shrines.

According to Tran Qudc Vuong’s suggestion, we did dig in Khanh Chuc (Khanh
Duong village, Ba Vi district, Ha Tay province — now Ha Noi) which is closed to Ba
Vi mountain. The results are reported in details at the journal of Folk Culture
Studies. People here are Muong of 100%."

Main points are summarized as follow:

+ Worship of Tan Vién the Saint of Mountain is true and popular here.
+ Some forms of worship are:

- Worship at home separately with a bamboo pad called réng

- Worship at home combined with ancestor worship

- Worship at communal house, as one of Tutelary gods with the same ritual as in
the low land of the Kinh.
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+ Story of the god at Khanh Chuc temple is basically similar to story of god at
the Kinh’s temples of worshipping Son Tinh. It comes with biography: the God’s
name is Nguyén Tuén, his father is Nguyén Cao Hanh, his mother is Binh Thi Den,
his godmother is Ma Thi, his cousins are Nguyén Hién and Nguyén Sung. Besides,
there are five imperial conferments from 1853 to 1924. Every year, festival to
remember Son Tinh is held with oration, offering, and procession.

Therefore, we can conclude that worship of Son Tinh by the Kinh is the ritual for
a human god in the system of tutelary gods. There is no trace of a belief of a natural
god of mountain. In Muong area, Son Tinh is also worshipped as a tutelary god. The
worship of Son Tinh as a natural god of mountain is only left with spiritual belief and
names such as: Tan Vién Son Thanh, Son Tinh, Thanh Tan, Tam vi Pai vuong, Bua
Pa Vi, etc.

Here is the table which provides a comparison:

Manifestation | Natural God of Mountain Human God

Interface/names Name of a mountain. He | Specific human names (Tuan
is often generally called a | Cong, Sting Cong, Hién Cdng)
god of mountain

Biography/ None Clear biography with:

Acts - homeland

- name and sure name, date of
birth, parents and wife

- Leads a life of an ordinary
person. Has great contribution to
the community

- Has supernatural acts

Worship - Prayers: generally to a| - Prayers: reading biography
god of mountain or a god | with imperial conferments
who is identified with a

e ) - Offerings: various items,
specific mountain

especially what engage with his
- Offerings: chicken, pig, | great contributions

wine - Oration: yes

- Oration: none - Procession: yes

- Procession: none - Festival: yes

- Festival: none - Places of waorship: shrines,

- Places of worship: none | temples, altars
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We can see that, the primitive layer of worship of Son Tinh the natural god is left
with names such as God of Ba Vi mountain, Son Tinh, Three Great Kings. At the
present, the layer of worship of Son Tinh as a human god has been overlapped. The
objects of worship are: Tan Vién the Mountain Saint, Saint Dan (Nguyén Tuan,
Nguyén Tung), Three Great Kings (Nguyén Tuin, Nguyén Sung, Nguyén Hién).
Besides, there are activities such as oration, procession, festival which engage with
contribution and good deed of the god.

From the table above, the answer for the question of Whether Son Tinh can be
both a human god and a natural god of mountain? is that there are two layers of
belief in Son Tinh: Son Tinh — the natural god of mountain and Son Tinh — the
human god. These layers have a relationship which can be explained as follow:
Ritual to worship the God of mountain belongs to fetishism which is “a form of
religion /belief worships things that were thought to have magic or supernatural
power. It is one of the earliest religions in the primitive society.”*® Because the belief
in the natural God of Mountain appeared long time ago, we can only find it out in
underdeveloped ethnic peoples in the Central Highlands. This is the reason why the
layer of belief in Son Tinh - the natural god of mountain of the Viet - is left with
name and faith in folklore only. Yet it still exists until present because it acts as a
root of belief.

- From a greater aspect, worship of Son Tinh as we see at the present is the
worship of a human god which belongs to belief in Tutelary god. This belief is
popular in general.

What has been said is the natural rule of the changes of religion and belief. Each
form of belief has its own environment and period of existence. As society changes,
the old layer of belief is adjusted, and turned into contemporary layer of belief, then
the later becomes dominant./.

Reference:

1. Now belongs to Trung Nghia commune, Thanh Thuy district, Phtt Tho province.

2. Hoang Thiéu Son. “Ba Vi nhin vé mit dia Ii” (Ba Vi in geographical approach) in Son Tinh va
vling van hod cé Ba Vi (Son Tinh and ancient culture of Ba Vi), Ha Tay Department of Culture and
Information, 1997, p. 20.

3. Pinh Gia Khéanh. Trén dwong tim hiéu van hod dan gian (On the way of understanding folk
culture), Khoa hoc X& hoi publishing house, Hanoi 1989, p. 10.

79



80

Religious Studies Review No. 3, Vol. 2 — October 2008

4. Cao Huy DBinh. Tim hiéu tién trinh van hoc dan gian Viér Nam (Understanding of process of
Vietnamese folk literature), Khoa hoc X& héi publishing house, Hanoi 1976, pp. 26-27.

5. Nguyén Xuan Kinh. “Truyén Son Tinh - Thuy Tinh duéi mét cac nha nghién ciru” (Story of Son
Tinh-Thuy Tinh in the eye of researchers), in Son Tinh va viing vin hoa c6 Ba Vi (Son Tinh and
ancient culture of Ba Vi), Ibid., p. 56..

6. Vietnamese Committee of Social Sciences. Lich sir Viér Nam (History of Vietnam), Tome 1,
Khoa hgc X4 hoi publishing house, Hanoi 1971, pp. 67-68.

7. Nguyén Tan Déc. “Doc lai truyén Son Tinh - Thuy Tinh” (Re-read the story of Son Tinh-Thuy
Tinh), in Van hoa déan gian (Folk Culture), No. 3-4/ 1988, p. 56.

8. Nguyén Hiru Thirc. Van hoc dan gian Ha Tay va viéc chan hung van hoa dia phuong (Folk
literature of Ha Tay and the Rivival of Local culture), Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of Literature and
Language, University of Social Sciences and Humanities, 1996, p. 167.

9. Tran Quéc Vuong. “Tdong két hoi thao vé Son Tinh va ving van hoa c6 Ba Vi” (Summary of
workshop on Son Tinh and the ancient culture of Ba Vi), in Son Tinh and the ancient culture of Ba
Vi, lbid., p. 162.

10. Tran Qudc Vuong. “Puc Thanh Tan/Pan (Vién) Son Tinh trong thm thic dan gian Viét
Muong thud xa xua” (Saint Tan/bBan (Vién) Son Tinh in the folk mind of ancient Viét Muong), in
Son Tinh and the ancient culture of Ba Vi, Ibid., p. 144.

11. Tran Quéc Vuong. Ibid., p. 162.

12. Ngb Btc Thinh. “May ghi nhan vé Thanh Tan Vién trong tin ngudng dan gian Viét Nam”
(Some notes on Saint Tan Vién in Vietnamese folk belief), in Son Tinh and the ancient culture of
Ba Vi, Ibid., p. 61.

13. Pinh Gia Khénh (ed). Van hoc dan gian Vigr Nam (Vietnamese Folk Literature), Giédo duc
Publishing house, Hanoi, 2002, p.281.

14.

a. L& Trung Vii. “L2 thic trong doi séng ca nhan va cong dong” (Rituals in Personal and
Community’s life), in Ngd Bic Thinh (ed). Van hoa dan gian E Bé (Folk culture of the E Hé),
Dan toc Publishing house, Hanoi, 1992.

b. Truong Bi. Nghi Ié ¢6 truyén cia nguoi E Bé (unpublished).

15. L& Thi Hién. “Viéc phung tho thanh Ban (vua Ba Vi) caa nguoi Mudng” (Worship of Saint
ban (king Ba Vi) by the Muong), in Van hoa dan gian (Folk culture), No. 3/2005, pp. 35-40.

16. Tar dién Bach khoa Viét Nam (Vietnamese Encyclopedia), Tome 1, Tir dién Bach khoa centre
published, Hanoi, 1995, p. 121.

80



