Su tich va Y nghia Tét Trung Thu
History and Meaning of Mid-Autumn Festival

Trung Thu nghia la gitta mua thu, roi vao khoang thang chin duong lich. Tét Trung Thu c6 tén
goi khac la Tet Thang Tam.

Mid-Autumn means in the middle of the fall, which comes around mid-September of the solar
calendar. The festival has another name as well: August Festival.

Viét Nam von 1a mot nude ndng nghiép tir rat 1au doi. Do d6, moi I8 tét déu phan anh rat trung
thuc ban sac néng nghiép. Vi vay, Tét Trung Thu mang dau an sdu dam van hoa néng nghiép cé
tr 1au doi do.

Vietnam has been an agricultural country for a long time. Therefore, all festivities genuinely

reflect aggie way of life. Tét Trung Thu is no exception. Instead it carries along from remote past
to the present a culture that adheres to farming.

Muén vy mua thu dugc nhiéu IGa thoc, nha néng can bdn diéu kién, thé hién qua cau: nhat nuéc,
nhi phan, tam can, tiz giong. Nuéc 1a diéu kién hang dau. C6 nwdc ddi dao dé khi can thi cho
vao ruong dung luc, dung luong. Cay lta nho d6 ma 1én déu khong bi khung lai. Mot khi da du
nuéc, nha ndng can bon phan dang lic, dang lwong thi su phat trién cua cay lia méi manh mg,
mam nay day sira dé cho hat laa to, cang, nang triu. Sau cung 1a gidng phai tét dé hat lta duoc
chéc, trd sai va khi xay thanh gao, nau com méi ngon.

In order to earn good yield from every crop — mainly rice — farmers are to prepare: water,
fertilizer, hard work, and seeds. So, water is the first and foremost requirement a farmer needs to
have for the rice to develop steadily and vigorously. Lack of water along the course of its
development, the rice will be weakened and the outcome would
be disastrous. The last requirement is the rice seeds, whose
rudiment must be mature and healthy for qualified rice.

Tét Trung Thu xuét phét tir diéu kién can nuéc. Tét ndy gan chit
vé6i khai niém véi su tich con rong. Dan Viét tu hao 1a con chéu
Rong Tién. Va Rong ¢ day khong gi khac hon la con ca sau’.

Tir thud khai sinh 1ap dia, con c& sau xuat hién trudc loai nguoi va lam cha moi d¢am lay, noi ao

! Theo cu Tién ST Nguyén Vian Huyan, nha nghién ctru vin hod Viet Nam ndi tiéng vao thoi 1930, tuc truyén ring
day 1a loai ca sdu lon, mdi lan dé ra mot boc tring gdom 10 céi. Chi céi trieng ng dau tién ra thi thanh rdng, trang
tha nhi goi 12 bi hi hinh gidng con ruia, con thir ba tén ly van giéng con thi bén chén, con thi tu tén bo lao cé
tiéng kéu that I6n. Bon con nay song dudi nude. Con thir nam tén can bé, giong hinh con cop (ho), rat manh, c6
tai canh géac. Con thir su tén thao thiét, rat hau an. Con thir bay tén cdng ha hay cong phuc, thich nuéc. Con thi
tam tén nhai ti thich an thit. Con thr chin ten kim nghé c6 tai nha khéi, nuét lira. Con thir muoi 13 tién do, hinh
glong VO hen Iuc nao cung ngam mleng Song nhirng noi hiém tro.

According to Dr. Nguyén Vian Huyén, a noted researcher in Vietnamese culture in the 1930s, this creature is called
swine-crocodile. It lays 10 eggs in a sac. The first egg becomes rong (dragon); the second is called bi hi (smiling
croc) in the shape of a turtle, the third one is called ly van (doglike animal), the fourth is bo lao (loud-cry brute).
These four love playing in water. The fifth is can b¢ (tigerlike animal) with great strength, gifted with guarding
skills, the sixth is thao thiét “lorislike mammal’ that always famishes of food, the seventh cong hg ‘common
water’ that loves water. The eighth one nhai ti ‘chewing mouse”’ that loves meat. The ninth one is kim nghé
‘golden heavenly dog’ that is able to gush smoke and swallow fire. The last one, zién do ‘shell’, in the shape of an
oyster, a closemouthed creature that lives in perilous areas.
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t nudc dong, doc cac bd sdng. Va dan Viét da biét vé trén than minh gidng loai ca sau dé cung
sinh ton vai loai bo sat hung han nay. Do d6 chi nguoi Viét mai cé tuc vé minh dé doi tri nhu st
sach da luu lal.

Originally Tét Trung Thu came to being under the circumstance of the farmers’ longing for
sufficient water for their rice crop. Its early stage dealt mainly with the myth of the dragon that
has been in the Vietnamese minds as a water provider for the rice paddies. Historically, this is
why the Vietnamese are proud to be descendants of the Dragon. In reality, it might be the image
of legendized crocodile® that lives in swamps, in ponds, along the rivers. One time this creature
was a nightmare to the villagers. Later on, one among the wise leaders show the villagers how to
dye themselves Wlth colors and features that created the same look as the creature — the body
M S tattoo — a practice opened an era of safe and sound co-existence
with the ferocious creature and lasted for centuries thereafter.

Trong dén gian nguoi ta luu truyén hinh anh mot con cé sau
bién thanh rong dé mang lai mua thuan gié hoa cho nha néng.
Hinh anh con rong Viét Nam khac han vei con réng cua nguoi
Hoa. Ho goi con rdng 1a long vicong. Rong Viét Nam ciing rat khac véi rong Tay phuong, khong
c6 canh va cting khong hung dir. Noi cach khac, rong dbi voi nguoi Viét 1a con vat ban an hu¢
cho nha ndng. Nguoi ta thuong ve con réng dm tréai cau thay trong birc tranh rong von ngoc.
Vién ngoc nay tiéu biéu cho may va sim sét.

Folk stories say that there was one kind of crocodile that lay 10 eggs at a time. The first one that
hatched became dragon that would fly high up into the sky. This very dragon would bring rain to
the farmers. This image of Vietnamese dragon is quite different from that of the Chinese.
Imported into China, it was king of the ocean. In Europe the dragon has two wings — symbols of
rationalism — no animals can fly without wings! For the Vietnamese, the dragon is their
benefactor that confers privilege to the farmers. On top of village temples, there are always two
dragons fighting a pearl. The pearl symbolizes clouds and thunder.

Rong thich danh nhau, khi nao ching xuat hién thi thuong c6 xung dot va nhu vay, sé c6 mua.
Tuy nhién cang nhleu rong thi cang it mua, vi chung ham danh nhau. Chi khi nao c6 mét con thi
lGc Ay mua s& d6 Xuong nhu trat nudc. Theo truyen thuyét dan gian ké rang rong tir phuwong dong
bay vao mang theo rat nhiéu may, réi mot con rong khéc tir phia tay bac xuét hién, cai 1én cac
tang may, va roi gié théi manh, va hai con von nhau trén khong thi troi bat dau d6 mura, cho dén
khi mot con bay di thi troi tanh.

Hinh canh con rong rat gan giii khong nhiing véi nong dan Viét Nam ma con ddi véi ngu phu di
gitra bién. Khi thay gio xoay boc 1én troi thi goi la rong hat nudc.

It is said that the dragon loves fighting each other. Whenever one dragon appears, there must be
another somewhere nearby. Eventually two of them would engage in a good battle. The more
dragons appear at the same time, the less rain farmers will get on that occasion, just because they
are busy fighting and forget to make rain. Other explanation has it that when only one dragon
appears, it would dump more rainwater than needed. Normally, however, there is one coming
from the east. Not long after that, another one from northwest joins in. The latter hides itself in
dark cloud, bringing with it strong wind. Two begin a fight and it starts to rain until one gives up.
By then, rain would stop. Images of the dragon are not only very dear to Vietnamese farmers but
to fishermen at sea as well. When seeing a waterspout over the ocean, fishermen would call it
“the dragon is picking up water.”
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Vi 1y do ndy ma tricu dai nao ciing c6 hinh con rong trén noc dinh, cac cdt trong cung vua hay
nha chua, théu trén ao, cham trd trén cac vat trang tri va nhitng gi vua dung ciing c6 chix rong Xe
rong (long xa), minh rong (long thé), givong rong (long sang), mat rong (long nhan); cét dé cau
cho mua thuan gié hoa.

For this reason, kings of every dynasty use the images of dragons. Pillars in communal temples,
religion temples, or in royal palaces are carved dragons in dance or in flight. The term dragon
refers to the king’s possession or characteristics: dragon chariot (king’s vehicle), dragon body
(king’s physique), dragon bed (king’s bed), dragon face (king’s countenance), ... all carry
everyone’s Wishes to have abundant of water and good weather for good yields of crops.

Hang nim ngay hoi rudc rong chinh la vao ram trung thu. Nguoi dan dau doan cam co ngu sic
(twong trung cho ngil hanh), tlep dén 1a dén 1ong hinh hoa qua, tom ca
hay nhirng vét quy. Trén cac Iong deén thuong co6 ghi hang chir véi y
nghia mong rong tao cugc song thinh virong (hoang long thinh thé). Sau _
cung 13 toan rudc rdng. Trong dam rudc rong con co su tir, ky that lacon 3750 .
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ky 1an, nhay nhét theo sau. \

In Vietnam, in the old days or at present time, people celebrate dragon

dances during the Mid-Autumn Festival. The procession is led by a five-colored flag
(representing Five Elements). Following the lead is a line of body of persons holding colorful
lanterns. The lanterns are made in shapes of many kinds of animals, fish, flowers, or precious
things. On each of these lanterns there is a line of wish: May we be blessed with dragon’s favor
for a prosperous life. A long dragon, the key character, is in the middle of the procession. Right
after then dragon team, teams carrying images of heavenly dog (which is now mistakenly known
as “lion”) are closing in.

Tuong truyén ring ngdy xwa mit trang va mat troi ciing van du trong khong gian thi bi con ky
1an nay khong biét & dau nhay x6 ra can, khién cho trai dat toi tim. Do 14 hién tuong nhat thuc
hay nguyét thuc. Dén chung hoang so, bén lay cung tén ban 1én troi, chleng tréng khua lién hoi
dé dudi con ky 1an di. Dan da, ngudi ta ché ra mda rong va mua lan dé cau cugc song binh an,
sung tdc.

It is believed that, long, long ago, it was a time when the sun and the moon were travelling side-
by-side for a leisurely tour in the universe, a heavenly dog came from nowhere and attacked both
fiercely. The attack stopped the sun to shine on the earth, and eclipses happened for the first
time: lunar eclipse and solar eclipse. Horrified by the phenomenon, people used
bows and sent arrows into the sky while others beat the drums, gongs in order
to scare away the heavenly dog. Eventually, this incident turned out to be a fun
celebration repeated annually from far past to the present. The purpose of this
celebration is simply reflecting a wish for safe and sound life throughout the
country.

Ngoai con réng ra, mit tring ciing (dong vai tro quan trong trong sy thanh bai
cta nha ndng. N6 1am cho thuy triéu 1én xudng, anh huang tryc tiép dén cong
tac dua nuwdc vao ruong caa ca mot khu vuc rong 16n.

In addition to the story of the dragon, the moon plays an important role in the work of farmers. It
causes the water to rise and fall. The tide directly affects the irrigation in farming of a large area.
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Hon ntra, v&i quan niém am duong, mat trang dugc xem la thugc thuy, &m
tinh, dwgc xem 1a biéu tuong cho su sinh san, cho phéi nir va cho doi song
vo chong. Do vay trén mat tring c6 ba Nguyét va éng To. Hai nguoi nay
chuyén budc cac doi nam nir lai v6i nhau dé ho tré thanh vo chong. Nén nhé
ngudi Tau chi c6 Nguyét Lao® chir khong c6 Ong To. Thai gian Trung Thu
rat hop cho éng To ba Nguyét thi hanh s mang thiéng liéng caa minh.

Vi ly do ndy ma mua thu thuong thuong c6 nhiéu cugc dam hoi, nhiéu gia
dinh chuén bj trau cau, hoa qua, vang bac dé nho ba mai két hop hai gia
dinh lai véi nhau thanh sui gia.

Philosophically, the moon belongs to the yin, or water (one of the Five Elements), a symbol for
production, giving birth or the wife in a family. They say that living on the moon is Mrs Moon
and Mr Thread. Remember, the Chinese only believe in Mr. Moon?, not
Mr. Thread.

Vao dém Trung Thu mit trang thudng toa anh sang huyén diéu. Nuong
theo khung canh iy ma trong dan gian da nay sanh nhiéu truyén thuyét,
ring trén cung trang con c6 con coc, goi la thiém ther, va mit trang dugc
goi la cung thiém. Coc vén ¢ dudi dat, nhung qué hung dir va thuong bat
ngudi an thit, khién cho Ngoc Hoang tic glan bit 1én cung trang dé 1am
ngudi canh cira dé tri toi Cung Quang Lagnh 3. ChG Cudi, mot cay noi doi,
cling bi day 1én d6 dé giir goc cay da.

% s4ch Tau ke rang, ngay xua c6 chang trai tén Vi C6. Mot dém triang, anh di qua mot noi vang ve, thay mot Ong lao
dang ngdi Cam quyén séch. Anh td mo hoi ra thi méi hay do 1a Nguyét Lao. Vi Cb hoi trong sach viét gi, Nguyét
L4o tra 161 rang moi cugc hon nhan déu ghi trong s6 do. N01 xong, dng 1o con chi vao cai tli vai dung chi do,
bao: “T6i budc chan trai gai lai v6i nhau bang loai chi nay.” Cang td mo hon, anh héi vé ngudi vo tuong lai cia
minh ra sao thi dwoc Nguyét L&o cho thay. Lic 4y, trong mét géc cho, ¢ cd bé con ba ban hang mit miii lem ludc
dang vui duia v6i ban. N6i xong 6ng 140 bién mat. Vi C6 4m tc trong 1ong, tim dén chd ba béan rau va thiy co bé
qué mua. Anh bén thué ngudi giét ¢d bé kia, nhung rat may cd chi bi mot vét xude trén tran va thoat dwoc. Vi CH
so bi truy nd nén bo trén. Sau mot thoi gian kha dai, Vi C6 hoc hanh thanh cong va dugc bo lam quan. Trong
triéu c6 vi dai than hira ga con gai nudi cho anh. Bén hdm hop can, Vi C6 nhan thiy c6 vét seo trén tran va hoi ra
thi mai hay vo minh 1a ¢6 gai da bi minh tim cach muu hai ma khdng thanh.

Chinese story books say that, in the old days, there lived a man named Vi C5. One moonlit night, he traveled
across a secluded area where he spotted an old man sitting by the worn path reading a book. Curiously, Vi C6
stopped by and talked. As soon as Vi C6 knew the old man was Mr. Moon, the marriage proposer. In addition to
the book, the old man pointed at a bag full of red threads and said, “I tie legs of a boy and a girl with this thread so
that they will eventually become husband and wife.” Absorbed in his curiosity, Vi Cé tried to find out who would
be his wife to-be, The old man described his future wife. The next morning he went to the market and saw a
shabby little daughter whose mother was selling vegetables at a corner of the market in the area. Frustrated and
angry, Vi C6 decided to hire someone to get rid of the little girl. Fortunately, the girl was not seriously hurt, but
the killer’s knife left a minor cut on her forehead. After that incident, Vi C4, for fear of being caught, fled to
another region where he devoted himself to studying. In the end he gained glory as to become a mandarin in the
royal court. In the court, a high ranking courtier proposed his stepdaughter’s marriage to Vi C5. On the nuptial
night, Vi C6 saw the scar on his wife’s forehead. He was told about the story of her murder. To his bewilderment,
his wife was the very girl whom he had attempted to kill.
Cung Lanh va Rong, noi c6 nhiéu té nga hau ha Chi Hang. C6 thuyet ndi rang con coc nay von 12 vo Hau Nghé, vi
mudn uong trom thudc truong sinh cua chdng nhung chwa kip udng hét nén so hai, voi bo trén nhung nira dudng
khong thé xa hon, bén & lai mat tring va sau dé tre thanh con céc.

Cold and Grand Palace where many moon grils attending Ms Moon. Another legend has it that this toad used to be
the wife of Hau Nghé (one among others who tried to shot down the suns to cut down the heat that made the earth
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On the Mid-Autumn night, the moon casts her full and enchanting light on the earth. Inspired by
the captivating scene, people created quite a few mythical and legendary fantasies. The toad is
one. It was named thiém thzr living in cung thiém ‘toad’s palace’. The toad used
to live on earth, but it was very cruel, and it preyed humans for food. The
Emperor of Heaven, angry at the toad’s cruelty, decided to punish him by
having him guard at the Cold Grand Palace®. The second fantasy is the image
of Chu Cudi ‘the Liar’, a professional-of-a-kind, who was also expatriated

from the earth to the Moon. On the moon he was stationed at the foot of a
banyan tree.

Bén Tau lai ¢ thém chuyén Buong Minh Hoang* 1én cung tring gap Hang
Nga. Khi vé lai dia cau thi cho ché ra khuic nghé thuwong, bat chude cac diéu mua va nhac khuc
cua Cac nang to-nga trén cung trang.

In China, people added the story of Tang Minghuang’ to their folklore saying that the king had
met Hang Nga the ‘Moon Princess’ and when he returned to the earth his created moon fairy
dance, imitating the dance styles and songs he learned during his visit.

Tét Trung Thu bién cach tir ngay 1é ciia nguoi 1am rugng, dan dan tro thanh ngay tét cia dam
hai va roi tro thanh tét cia hoc tro. Céc loai 1ng dén nao cé chép, ky 1an, con ngua, ngdi sao,
con ran, con tho, déu mang nhitng biéu trong noi 18n hy vong dugc mua, c6 d6i c6 cap hanh
phc va hoc trd hoc hanh tinh tan dé c6 tuong lai xan lan.

Mid-Autumn Festival has transformed from the celebration of
farmers who praised the contribution of the dragon to the inspiration
of marriage initiatives and then an occasion for children to enjoy in
the brightest and fullest moon in the autumn of agricultural calendar.
Latterns in shapes of the carp, heavenly dogs, horse, stars, snakes,
rabbits are symbols of the hope for good yields, for happy marriage
of young couples, and for successful performance and achievements
of children in their school days.

Ngay nay, Trung Thu la dip dé nguoi 16n thudng thirc bang trung thu va "thuéng tring", uéng
nudc tra; tré em thi rudc 16ng dén, vui choi.

too hot). The toas stole her husband’s so-called longevity tonic and used it for herself. While she was doing so, her
husband came home. Scared, she escaped but when she reached the moon she was too weak to travel further. Then
decided to stay there and became a toad.

* Su tich DPudng Minh Hoang: Puong Minh Hoang 13 vua nudc Tau vao thé ky thir 8, 6 tai hoi hoa va lam tho. Mot
dém rang thang tam, vua ra khoi cung va gap mot dao si. Nguoi ndy ngo Y moi vua 1én choi cung tring. Vua nhan
16i. Ngudi dao si tung gay 1én troi, tao thanh chiéc cau vi dai, lap lanh. Hai ngudi lan budc 1én dén cung tring, vao
Cung Quang Han. O d6 toan ky hoa di thao, co thom; vua duoc cac thiéu nir xinh dep xiém hdng 4o trang mua hat
theo diéu nhac tuyét voi. Vé lai tran gian, vua sai dién lai cac diéu mda nhac khuc da ting nghe, goi la khic nghé
thirong.

Tang Minghuang’s visit to the moon: The Tang dynasty ruled China from 618-907AD. Minghuang was king in
the 8" century, gifted with artistic drawings and verse making. One Mid-Autumn night, he was traveling outside
the royal palace and met a guru. The guru invited the king to go to the moon, and he accepted. The guru hurled his
walkin cane into the sky which instantly became a brilliant and magnificent bridge. Two persons paced abreast to
the moon and entered the Cold Grand Palace. There the two found strange flowers, unusual plants, fragrant
grasses. The king was greeted by a group of moon girls dressed in white blouses and pink skirts dancing along and
singing wonderful songs. Upon returning to the earth, the king remembered all the dancing styles and songs and
had artists to create the dance called moon fairy dance.
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Nowadays, Trung Thu is simply celebrated by adults. It’s time for them to seat sipping hot tea
and enjoying moon cakes under the “bright moon.” Children play around with their lanterns.

Tran Ngoc Dung
September 7, 2014
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