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VIETNAMESE SYNTHESIS IN CULTURE ( Lecture given at the 50th Anniversary of BURMA RESEARCH SOCIETY, Dec. 28, 1959 to Jan. 1, 1960 ) The Vietnamese æsthetical spirit stands profoundly into the hereditary cosmological concept of the people. This cosmological concept is identified with the Asian traditional conception of Cosmos which the Vietnamese people have synthesized into its own in conformity with its national character. Before it assimilated the cultures of other peoples, the Vietnamese people were already conscious of its being a unit of mankind living in a particular geographical situation. The following statement by a hero of the Lý dynasty manifests this inner racial consciousness, the desire of the people to live independently: "The Vietnamese people live on the Vietnamese land". This self-consciousness developed early during the period of Chinese domination with the revolts of the Trưng Sisters and of Triệu-Ẩu. A people of a history of obstinate struggles to preserve their independence, have proven to be a society with a determined character. Such people must have discerned quite clearly the conception of universe and of life, appropriate to their development and their preservation. The conception of the cosmos is the frame includes the intellectual and emotional strivings of man. The intellect and the emotion may be of different levels, depending on the individual or the group. There are individuals and groups who develop fully intellectually, but remain emotionally immature. No man, conscious of his own being, can afford to neglect any one of the three functions of a fully developed man; the intellect, the emotions and 1



the will. The happiness of an individual or of a group results from the harmonious equilibrium of all aspects of a man's personality. That is the meaning of living, the ideal of human life. This ideal of human life in the traditional cosmological view of the Vietnamese people is defined by the poet Nguyễn-Du in these two beautiful lines: "People who expect the Square and Circle (perfect life) of a hundred years have to search for the origin and the beginning of things". The Square and the Circle are two symbols with an abstract and profound meaning. First of all, they are the origin of the images of all things in space and time; that is, in the cosmos. Even though nature is multiform, it originally stemmed from the two basic shapes, the square and the Circle. All existing things lie in the frame of the square and the circle, which are the symbols of the sky and the earth, or the cosmos. The lands where the agricultural people live are characterized by the fertile fields where crops can grow abundantly according to climatic conditions; the crops are born in spring, grown in summer, harvested in autumn and store in winter; thus, the annual process resembles a circle which has no beginning and no end. It is this circle which regulates the weather of the four seasons and determines the events of agricultural life. The farmers live within this circle and die there too. That is why weather condition has especially important meaning for an agricultural society. Favourable climate conditions are not enough, however. Sufficient rain and sunshine are only one of the two basic living conditions. The second condition is fertile ground, well-apportioned to the people. The distributed lands certainly take complicated forms, but they all originate from the square. The square means the fields and the lands. The sky is round, the earth is square, and they are the circle and square symbols of the Vietnamese people in former times, meaning the lands, fields and the weather. The weather changes regularly in harmony with the growth of the rice in fertile fields. This is the characteristic of the cosmological view of Vietnamese: to live in harmony between the material and the spiritual world, between the reason and the heart of man.
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To find the source of the cosmological view of the Vietnamese people, we must go back to the spirit of the traditional culture of Asia; for example, to the culture of India and ancient China. This spirit is comparable to the spirit of Greco-Roman culture which is the source of Western thought. We have discussed Indian and Chinese æsthetics above, so we may go on to illustrate the capacity for assimilation in Vietnamese culture by comparing some documents of art and literature from India, China and Vietnam. In the traditional books of Indian literature, we find pantheism; the concept that "all being are uniform" is expressed in the book "Yajurveda Blanc". It is a poem praising food. The highest original reason, the creative energy of all beings appears under the form of food (Anna). Food is the mother of created things and at the same times the origin and the substance of all things. "I am the eldest child of the essence of the spirit. Existing before the gods and the immortals, I am the source of immortality. The one, who give me to others, possesses me. I am the food, living on food, and the one who eats the food. The food stored in paradise, Will be protected by the gods and the ancestors. All eaten food will be transformed, distributed and changed into offerings. All brought together are not equal to one hundredth of my body Two magnificent ships, which are the Heaven and the Earth, Are filled by the Glaring Cow with an unending stream with milk. Faithful mankind drinks it and will not dry it up. It neither decreases nor increases by always is abundant. The food is the living breath one expels, The food is the living breath one inhales. The food is the death, It also is the revival. The Brahman calls it the decadence And the survival of the race. Living on food is not useful, that is the foolish man. I tell you the truth; Food will bring him no good, Because he fed neither his friends, nor his countrymen. Keeping it for himself, he commits a sin when he eats it. 3



I am the Food; I am the Cloud, the Rain, the Thunder and the Lightning. All beings live by me, I live by all things. I am the true essence of the immortal universe. The starry sky, by my power, is shining". _( Taitirya Brahmana II - 8 - 8 ) As shown in the glorifying above, food is the substance which nourishes life, but it is not in itself the purpose of life. It is by the respect of the spirit that the substance becomes spiritualized. That is the spiritual principle which we find in the natural world. The material thing or food in itself is not bad, but it depends on the good or bad attitude of the person who uses it. It is bad when a person egoistic and keeps all the food for himself; it is good when the person distributes it to others. It is the same concerning the offerings presented to the spirits. The offerings themselves are neither precious nor cheap, neither big nor small, but they are judged by the sincerity of the persons who make the offerings. The spirit of Brahmanism culture considers the natural material universe standing inside a transcendent principle, the universal consciousness. This is the reason for the religious attitude of Brahmanism peoples toward everything in their environment. "I shall always kneel down and worship the spirits, Before a flame, At a stream of water, Which impregnates, all over the world. The annual crops, As well as the grass and the leaves". _( Upanisad ) This also reminds us of Kiều's state of mind in a literary work by NguyễnDu: "When you are looking at the leaves of grass or of trees, Seeing the wind blowing lightly, you must recognize that will come. My soul is heavy with the vow. My willow body may be destroyed, I would compensate my feeling and duty". 4



And, in the traditional cosmological view of India: "All created things originated from the immortal source of Life and exist in harmony with this Source of Life because it is unlimited". _( Upanisad ) This cosmological view of the sacred, indefinite and unlimited Source of Life of ancient China is express in these words: "Overflowing in the Universe, creating and creating uninterruptedly". It respects the agricultural life with a fixed place of residence; reject the way of living of the nomadic shepherd. This idea is described by a symbolic diagram of lines of numbers, such as in the Hà-Đồ (Plan of river Hà), Lạc-Thư (Scripture of river Lạc). These numbers are not the numbers of mathematics, but the symbols of the male and the female principles following an order; the father and the child or the mother and the child, and the brothers and sisters. The uneven numbers belong to the male principle, the even numbers belong to the female principle. The number three ( 3 ) is the number of the sky, the circle "Round Sky", and the number two ( 2 ) is the number of the Earth, the Square, "Square Earth". As a celebrated Chinese scholar explained: "Round is the shape of the Star from which the numbers in Lunar Calendar may have originated. Square is the shape of the Earth which the system of dividing the lands into districts, of establishing provinces may copy. The Circle is the number in Hà-Đồ, the Square is the stroke of characters in Lạc-Thư. From there Emperor Hy and Emperor Văn composed the Book of Change ( Y Kinh ). Emperor Vũ and Cơ shaped the Hồng-Phạm or Great Plan in one of the Five Classics. "At the beginning, numbers were a female and a male principle. The symbol of the male principle or heaven is round. The diameter of a circle is one part, its circumference is three parts 1/3. The symbol of the female principle or earth is the square. The diameter of the square is one part, its perimeter is four parts 1/4. To find the circumference of the three parts, number 1 is used as a "unit". It is multiplied with a male principle and is 5



equal to three (3). To find the perimeter of the four parts, number 2 is used as a "unit". It is multiplied with a female principle and becomes two (2). The Commentator said: "If one ( 1 ) side is curved into a circle, it then has three ( 3 ) sides; therefore number one ( 1 ) at the end becomes number three ( 3 ). "If two ( 2 ) sides are broken into a square, it then has four (4) sides, number two ( 2 ) at the end becomes number four ( 4 ) ". _( Extracted from Y Kinh, a translation by Ngô-Tất-Tố, Hanoi, Mai-Linh, 1944, pp. 16-18 ) The idea mention above expressed the pantheistic cosmological view of the Chinese people who use magical calculation to demonstrate the creation of the world. In short, it is only a conception of time and space represented by the square and the circle, viewed in a mystical way. The Vietnamese people also had a concept of the square and the circle, demonstrating it in a mythological, popular, democratic, humanistic and practical manner as follows: "The story of the square and round rice-cakes called Bánh-Chưng, BánhDầy. King Hùng-Vương VI who had just repressed the Ân rebels, wanted to abdicate and give his throne to one of his sons. He summoned the twenty-two princes or Quan-Lang and told them: ' My dear sons, to show your filial piety to our royal ancestors, go and look for precious and agreeable dishes for the ceremony of offerings at the end of the year. I will give the kingdom to the one who brings the best offering to that day '. "The princes tried to do their best in the selection of the foods. Only the eighteenth son, by the name of Tiết-Liêu, who lost his mother early, had no one to help him in the preparation of the offering. Day and night, he worried and did not know what to do. One night, however, he dreamt that a deity came to tell him:
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' Nothing in heaven and earth is as precious as rice, which is the essential food of man. Use rice to make cakes, in both round and square shapes to represent Heaven and Earth. Wrap them in leaves. Inside the cakes represents your gratitude toward your parents for giving you birth and raising you.' "Prince Tiết-Liêu awoke and remembered the deity's advice. Happily he thought 'The Gods have helped me.' He then selected the best kind of sticky rice, made square cakes in the symbol of the Earth, had them steamed and called them square rice cakes (Bánh-Chưng). He also had sticky rice cooked, then smashed and made into round cakes in the symbol of Heaven, and he called them round rice cakes (Bánh-Dầy). "When the time came, the princes brought their offerings to the King, their father. There were all kinds of delicacies from the mountains and the seas, except for the presents of Tiết-Liêu who had only the modest round and square rice cakes. Surprised, the King asked him the meaning of the cakes. The prince reported to the King the divine dream. The King tasted the cakes and found them delicious. He complimented prince Tiết-Liêu and gave him the throne. "From then on, every year at New Year's Day or Tết, the rice cakes were always used as offerings to the Gods and the Ancestors. The people followed these traditions, and today, throughout the country, round and square rice cakes are used in the ceremonial offering to Gods and Ancestors during Tết". _( Adapted from " Việt-Sử Đại-Toàn", translated by Trúc-Sơn Mai-ĐăngĐệ, published by Duy-Minh Thư-Xã ) The above legend explains the traditions of offerings and worship given to the ancestors by the Vietnamese people since the earliest times, before the influence of the Confucianism of Chinese culture. It is a very ancient custom to offer to the ancestors during the three days of Tết food made from cereals, the fruit of the farmer's labour, and raised in appropriate weather conditions on the alluvial lands of the Red River. After being used as offerings, the foods are distributed to all members of the united and happy families. In "Annam Chí Nguyện" Cao-Hùng-Trường says:
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"It is said in Giao-Chỉ Thống Chí Book: 'In a savage country, common people go barefooted and only the nobility wear leather shoes and travel by palanquins. During the first three days of the New Year, there are always elaborate dishes of delicacies to offer up to the ancestors and men and women fast and light incense to worship Buddha' ". _( Annam Chí Nguyện, p. III, published by the Far Eastern Museum ) As recounted in the legend, the King did not abdicate in favour the eldest son according to the principle of Confucianism, but give the throne to his young son Tiết-Liêu, because the prince had understood well the practical concept of farming people. This concept holds the universal view of the round and the square shapes as symbols of Heaven and Earth, of one's parents, of one's ancestors, and of the immortality of the soul. Heaven is the weather, or the atmospheric changes: birth in spring, growth in summer, harvest in autumn and storage in winter. The Earth is the fertile soil, the square portions of land which bring incomes to the farmers in return for their year-round hardship in the muddy fields. Man with his immortal soul, living in his own country, is imbued with the traditional sacred national spirit from generation to generation, lives in the universe, the sky above his head, and the earth under his feed, and takes a leading role in preserving equilibrium in this world. "The sky represents time, the earth represents fruitfulness and man represents the equilibrium between both". _( Phan-Thanh-Giản ) "In Me is the infinitesimal love known only by me". _( Thanh-Quan ) Even though the feeling is personal and delicate, it is constantly alive in the sacred soul of the individual, and there, it is preserved in unison with the universal harmony: "The soul maintains and unites the universal harmony". _( Nguyễn-Công-Trứ ) The rice cakes in round and square shapes are therefore concrete symbols denoting the synthesis of the self-awareness of the traditional spirit in 8



Asian culture, applied to the way of life of the Vietnamese people, and based on the geographical conditions of their country. Thus, we find the spiritual meaning of the foods of Indian Brahmanism, but with the selection by the Vietnamese people of the cereals or rice which are the main food of the farmers. These are spiritualized by the people's severance in the offerings presented to the ancestors, and show the following meaning: "The merit of the father is as high as mount Thái. The merit of the mother is as infinite as the stream of water flowing from its source". The following saying shows the popular philosophy of the people: "When eating the fruit, be grateful to the person who grew the tree". "While drinking the water, remember its source". The rice cakes clearly express that the cosmos is not as abstract as indicated by the obscure, magical lines if numbers of Chinese tradition. These contain seeds for divination which may lead to an attitude of fatalism. Thus, after studying the cultural spirit of India and China and the tradition of using rice cakes offerings in the above legend, we notice the capacity for assimilation and synthesis of the Vietnamese people. In achieving assimilation and synthesis by adopting the good traits and rejecting the unfit ones of other cultures, a people or an individual must first of all know themselves, because we always judge other people by ourselves. In that way, the assimilation and synthesis will not become disorganized, senseless, borrowed concepts causing conflicts which may be harmful to the equilibrium in daily living. The existence of a race is comparable to that of a soul. It is a unique line of creation, a pure source of life, always in evolution externally, but externally in uninterrupted, unending constancy. This is what we call the Soul of Mountains and Rivers which is so sacred to all the people of Việt-Nam.
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