VNUHCM Journal of Science and Technology Development 2026, 29(2):4037-4050

Open Access Full Text Article

Research Article

Vietnamization of Cham- and Chinese-origin female deities
through legends: an intertextual study of Thién Y A Na and Thién
Hau Thanh Mau in Hué

Hoang Huu Phuoc’

Use your smartphone to scan this
QR code and download this article

University of Education, Hue
University, Vietnam
Correspondence

Hoang Huu Phuoc, University of
Education, Hue University, Vietnam

Email: hhphuoc@hueuni.edu.vn
History

e Received: 01-04-2025

e Revised: 14-12-2025

o Accepted: 06-02-2026

e Published Online: 27-05-2026
DOI :

https://doi.org/10.32508/vnuhcmj-
std.v29i2.4450

M) Check for updates

Copyright

© VNUHCM Journal. This is an
open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0
International license.

ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the Vietnamization and Hué-localization of female deities of Cham and Chi-
nese origin in Hué through belief legends, focusing on two cases: Thién Y A Na (adapted from
the Champa and Cham goddess Yang Po Ina Nagar and Po Ind Nager) and Thién Hau Thdnh Méu
(adapted from the Chinese sea goddess Mazu). The dataset comprises 89 legend variants and
ethnographic materials from Hué and related Cham and Minh Huong communities collected be-
tween 2021 and 2024. Cases were selected based on textual circulation, ritual salience, and prove-
nance diversity.

By analyzing narrative variants of these legends, symbolic systems, worship configurations, and
ritual practices, the study demonstrates how these divine figures have been reinterpreted and in-
digenized over time, particularly through the selective reaccentuation of their symbolic valences
across Champa, Cham, and Vietnamese cultural contexts. This process exemplifies the concept of
intertextual transposition and reveals the active Hué-localization of micro-level religious meaning
within the broader macro-level trajectory of Vietnamization in response to local cosmology and
shifting socio-political contexts.

By employing an analytical framework that integrates intertextual transposition into Turner's theory
of ritual process (liminality, communitas, and anti-structure), this study extends Turner's model from
oral to literate contexts. The study argues that legends function as "cultural scripts" that provide
symbolic source codes, while ritual enactments serve as the processing mechanism through which
these codes are processed. Through the liminality of the ritual space, exogenous textual elements
are deconstructed and structurally reintegrated into the local belief system. This approach reveals
how ritual performance actively reaccentuates textual meanings, allowing for the Hué-localization
of exogenous symbols.

Key words: Intertextual transposition, female deities, belief legends, Vietnamization, Hué folk

religion

INTRODUCTION

Belief legends in Hué are not merely narratives that
express faith in supernatural forces; they also func-
tion as a distinct form of storytelling that organizes
collective memory, constructs sacred spaces, and le-
gitimizes institutional power within the cultural and
religious framework of the local community. This
genre of folklore has been fundamentally shaped by
the historical upheavals, geo-cultural dynamics, and
religious-spiritual developments in the former impe-
rial capital, a region that was once a frontier zone be-
fore becoming the political center of both the Ty Son
and Nguyén dynasties.

The study is grounded in extensive fieldwork and doc-
umentary research, resulting in a unique corpus of
legend texts that reflect a mental and symbolic struc-
ture grounded in animism, anthropolatry, and the

theocratic sacralization of socio-religious institutions.
Of particular note are the legends concerning female
deities: goddesses who serve as creators, protectors,
and moral educators. These legends stand out not
only for their quantity but also for their symbolic
significance. Their prominence is evident in both
their spatial distribution and narrative density, reveal-
ing the crucial role of goddess imagery in the con-
struction of religious identity within the Hué commu-
nity across different historical periods. Their promi-
nence and syncretic nature make these figures espe-
cially suitable for applying the framework of intertex-
tual transposition in the context of Vietnamization.

Prominent legends such as Thién Y A Na blessing Hué,
Lady Ky Thach, Lady Thdi Duong, Lady of Liéu Céc
Tower, or Thién Hdu saving boat refugees illustrate
the marked presence of female deities across diverse
cultural and social contexts!. These legends are not
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simply supernatural myths; rather, they highlight the
profound level of interaction and structural reconfig-
uration among various religious-spiritual paradigms,
including Cham Hinduism, Chinese Buddhism, Viet-
namese Mother Goddess worship, Daoism, and, in
modern times, Catholicism and Caodaism 2.

Within this syncretic context, Hué belief legends serve
as sites for the convergence and Hué-localization of
divine imagery within the broader process of Viet-
namization. To avoid conceptual ambiguity, this
study defines “Vietnamization” not in the modern po-
litical sense, but as a long-term historical process of
acculturation during the Southward Expansion (Nam
tién). Drawing on Li® and Taylor®, Vietnamization
is conceptualized as the systematic integration of in-
digenous territories and deities into the Vietnamese
sphere through two primary mechanisms: adminis-
trative legitimation (through state-imposed imperial
conferment decrees, or sdc phong) and cultural appro-
priation (through vernacular adaptation).

It is crucial to distinguish between the two distinct
narrative streams within the corpus: official dynastic
legends (thdn tich) recorded by court scholar-officials,
and folk legends (truyén thuyét dan gian) circulated
among the populace. Dynastic narratives, such as
the biographical stele of Thién Y A Na composed by
Phan Thanh Gian, functioned as tools of adminis-
trative Vietnamization, often stripping the deities of
“heterodox” elements to align them with Confucian
virtues of loyalty and state protection. In contrast,
folk legends served as vehicles for vernacular Viet-
namization, preserving the deities’ magical efficacy as
well as humanistic traits that resonated with everyday
village life. The Vietnamization process, therefore, is
not a monolithic imposition but a dialectical process
in which the state confers political legitimacy (chinh
danh), while folk tradition provides spiritual vitality
(linh thiéng). This macro-level framework informs
the specific analysis of micro-level “Hué-localization”
conducted in this study. A key example is the selec-
tive recontextualization of the Cham goddess Po Ind
Ndger within the figure of Thién Y A Na, whose mean-
ings, functions, and ritual spaces bear clear marks of
local adaptation. Notably, these female deities rarely
exist in isolation; instead, they are frequently embed-
ded within polytheistic worship frameworks such as
Tam vi Thdnh Mdu (Three Holy Mothers) and Ngii
Hanh Tién Nuong (Five Element Goddesses), or are
co-present with Quan Am Nam Hdi (Guanyin of the
Southern Sea). Such configurations create a distinc-
tive mode of syncretism and intertextuality within

Hués vernacular religious system 2>,
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From another perspective, belief legends function as
mechanisms for constructing discourses of power,
particularly under the Nguyén Dynasty. Narratives
such as Thién Y A Na manifesting on the Huong River
and later receiving royal investiture from Emperor Duy
Tan, or Thién Hau Thédnh Méau being worshiped in both
Chinese guildhalls and syncretized Vietnamese tem-
ples, demonstrate the Nguyén courts direct engage-
ment in shaping religious symbolism, authorizing di-
vine legitimacy, and embedding such beliefs within
the politico-religious apparatus of the state !.

The framework proposed by Dégh” argues that belief
legends not only encode supernatural phenomena but
also articulate socially sanctioned systems of author-
ity and meaning. This critical function is given fur-
ther elaboration in her work, where she asserts that
belief legends “serve not only to narrate the inexpli-
cable, but also to organize collective consciousness
around culturally negotiable truths”8. Similarly, Tay-
lor notes that the incorporation of local deities into
the national pantheon was “a sophisticated strategy
for constructing the cultural and political legitimacy
of the dynasty”®. The decision to focus on female de-
ity figures in this study is grounded in their role as
exemplars of cultural transposition and represents a
powerful lens through which intertextual theory can
be applied. The recurring presence of female deities in
multiple narrative forms across Hué legends reveals
both the narrative flexibility of this genre as well as
the structural depth of Vietnamese folk belief systems
throughout their cultural and historical development.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theory of intertextual transposition provides
a robust analytical framework for examining the
transformation and reaccentuation of divine sym-
bols within local cultural contexts. In this study, it
is defined as the process of reconstructing a sym-
bol as it moves from one cultural-historical con-
text to another, thereby fundamentally altering its
semiotic structure. Compared to more conventional
approaches, such as syncretism or functionalism—
which often emphasize static forms of blending be-
tween religious systems—intertextual transposition
excels in capturing the dynamic, multi-layered, and
continuously evolving nature of vernacular cultural
memory. This framework is particularly applicable in
cases where deities of different provenances—such as
Cham-origin (e.g., Thién Y A Na) and Chinese-origin
(e.g., Thién Hgu Thdanh Mdau)—are not adopted whole-
sale, but are continually restructured in terms of their
function, naming, position within the local pantheon,
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or relationships with other sacred figures in response
to contextual demands.
Genette notes that “transposition is not mere trans-

»10 \while

lation, but transformation through context
Barthes reminds us that “meaning is never fixed at the
source, but results from the circulation of texts within
cultural memory”!!. In the case of Hué legends, in-
tertextual transposition allows for a nuanced under-
standing of how goddess figures from both Cham and
Chinese traditions are reconfigured at both the macro
level of Vietnamization and the micro level of Hué-
localization. Through this process, these figures are
legitimized, integrated into polytheistic worship sys-
tems, and embedded within power-laden discursive
structures such as the Nguyén imperial cult.

The concept of transposition originates from post-
structuralist works, particularly those of Kristeva and
Bakhtin. Kristeva defines transposition as the pro-
cess in which “the passage from one signifying sys-

tem to another demands a new articulation” 12

, while
Bakhtin emphasizes the dynamic interaction between
texts and contexts, highlighting that meaning is con-
structed through “a dialogue of different voices™!3.
This concept has since been developed further within
cultural studies and symbolic anthropology, particu-
larly in research on religious transformation and cul-
tural memory!'#. In this study, intertextual trans-
position refers specifically to the reconstruction of a
symbol or myth as it transitions from one cultural-
historical context to another, altering its semiotic
structure as well as its original expressive and ritual
functions.

Consequently, transposition does not merely refer to
semantic displacement; it is an intertextual process
of symbolic reconstruction that occurs within asym-
metrical cultural contact zones influenced by power
dynamics, identity politics, belief systems, and so-
cial practices. In the case of Hué, goddess figures
such as Yang Po Ina Nagar (Champa context), Po Ind
Nager (Cham context), or Mazu (Chinese), undergo
recontextualization upon reception in Vietnamese
contexts. Specifically, certain functions are fore-
grounded, a process that involves the selective reac-
centuation of symbolic valences (e.g., didactic, pro-
tective, and agrarian), which is often layered over ear-
lier cosmogonic or ethnic-protective valences. Ass-
mann notes that “cultural memory does not preserve
symbols as static relics; it reactivates them through
reinterpretation in new contexts of meaning” °. This
view affirms the flexible yet politicized nature of the
transpositional process.

Following Turner, this study treats rituals as a pro-
cess involving liminality, communitas, and tempo-
rary anti-structure that converts textual codes into so-
cial facts. Legends provide narrative scripts, while rit-
ual performance tests, amplifies, and reinscribes them

into embodied practice 718,

This coupling is co-
constitutive: legends provide structure for roles and
sequences, while rituals select and stabilize specific
valences that are reinscribed into the corpus as or-
thodoxy. In Hué, liminal festival contexts, such as
at Hué Nam and Lé via Ba (Goddess’s Birthday fes-
tival) for Thién Hdu, allow for experimentation with
divine functions and names; these choices often per-
sist as stabilized transpositions (e.g., titles, orations,
and spatial placements) once ordinary structure is re-
stored.

The transpositional process is facilitated by pre-
existing mediating factors within Vietnamese folk re-
ligion. Two particularly significant factors are as fol-
lows: (a) the pervasive presence of Pao Mdu (Mother
Goddess religion), which provides an established
indigenous template for the receptive female deity
archetype (e.g., Mdu or Ba Chiia) that allows Cham
and Chinese figures to be easily conflated with lo-
cal figures such as Princess Liéu Hanh*; and (b) the
widespread popularity of Folk Buddhism, particularly
the figure of Quan Am Nam Hdi, which serves as
a syncretic maritime-protector template that acceler-
ated the localization of the sea goddess Thién Hdu.
These factors act as cultural mediators, enabling the
symbolic restructuring of external deities into forms
compatible with Vietnamese cosmology.

This study applies this theoretical framework and
identifies several principal models of transposition,
including:

(1) Textual-symbolic transposition: rather than a
unidirectional shift from a “cosmic creator” to an
“agrarian-artisanal” figure, Hué narratives and rituals
selectively amplify the didactic, agrarian, and water-
ritual valences already present within the complex,
multi-functional repertoire of Yang Po Ina Nagar and
Po Ind Ndger when constructing the image of Thién Y
A Na.

(2) Spatial-ritual transposition: sacred space is rede-
fined, as worship moves from Cham towers or Chi-
nese guildhalls into Dién thd (ancestral shrines) or
chiia Ba (Lady temples), reflecting Hué-localization
with Vietized ritual forms within a broader national
trajectory.

(3) Ritual-processual transposition (Turner): through
liminality, communitas, and anti-structure, festi-
val and liturgical performances reaccentuate textual

4039
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codes and authorize new placements within the pan-
theon; meanings are enacted, selectively reinforced,
and stabilized through rituals 1618,

(4) Pantheonic-functional transposition: the figure
evolves from a deity of ethnic minorities or mi-
grant communities into a goddess integrated into the
Vietnamese pantheon (macro-level Vietnamization)
through imperial conferment decrees, thereby being
regulated, legitimized, and embedded within the or-
thodox religious order.

Within this process, belief legends function as in-
termediary mechanisms that both preserve cultural
memory and serve as a medium for the localized
rewriting of religious history. The multiple narrative
versions of Thién Y A Na or Thién Hau do not merely
reflect vernacular belief systems; rather, they stand
as evidence of ongoing symbolic negotiation among
competing religious paradigms. These legends give
rise to polyphonic and highly adaptive divine rep-
resentations within the spiritual landscape of Hué.
Applying the theory of intertextual transposition of-
fers a nuanced analysis of this symbolic restructuring,
helping to trace how divine representations migrate
and are resemanticized within new pantheonic frame-
works and evolving cosmologies. In addition, this
framework facilitates the structural-symbolic analy-
sis of how deities of Cham and Chinese origin are Vi-
etized in Hué legends and offers deeper insights into
the mechanisms by which folk religious institutions
emerge and evolve, particularly in the dynamic inter-
play between vernacular culture, political authority,
and discourses of local identity.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholarly discourse on the Mother Goddess of
Champa, Yang Po Ina Nagar (or Po Ind Ndger),
was initially shaped by French Orientalist scholars.
Aymonier ' and Aymonier and Cabaton?° laid the
philological and archaeological foundations for this
field. Boisselier?! analyzed Cham statuary and em-
phasized Po Nagar’s connection to Hinduism, de-
scribing her as an incarnation of Bhagavati Uma.
Durand?? pioneered research into Cham beliefs in
Cochinchina.

Vietnamese scholars bridged the historiographical
gap between colonial scholarship and modern anal-
ysis by actively investigating Cham-Vietnamese cul-
tural relations throughout the mid-20th century,
shifting the focus from archaeological description to
cultural acculturation. Notably, Thai Vin Kiém23
analyzed the profound “Cham influence on Viet-
namese culture” in 1960, providing an early indige-
nous framework for understanding this syncretism.

4040

Nguyén Vin Luin ?* expanded the geographical scope
of the framework and produced a comprehensive
study on the Cham in the Southwest region in 1974,
documenting their religious adaptations within the
Vietnamese social fabric. Following national reuni-
fication, L& Vin Hio2® examined the “Viet-Cham
cultural exchange through folk literature” in 1979,
with a specific focus on how legends facilitated cross-
cultural dialogue. Nguyén Thé Anh?® analyzed this
transformation, noting that the goddess’s legends and
titles had been Confucianized into Thién Y A Na
by the 19th century. The Vietnamese Institute for
Southeast Asian Studies?” provided further context
on Champa culture and architecture.

Noseworthy?® and Sakaya (Truong Vin Mén) % uti-
lized interdisciplinary methods to challenge the view
that Po Ind Ndger was merely a local adaptation of
Bhagavati Uma, while emphasizing the complexity of
indigenous Cham discourse, particularly by connect-
ing the deity to the long-established tradition of Cham
mother goddesses. Inrasara (Phu Tram) 30 also con-
tributed an important indigenous perspective.

The research gap regarding this goddess lies in the ab-
sence of a stratified transposition model capable of
distinguishing between macro-level Vietnamization
and micro-level localization. This study addresses this
gap by applying the framework of intertextual trans-
position to distinguish these two levels.

The cult of Thién Hiu (Mazu) originated on Meizhou
Island, Fujian Province, developing alongside mar-
itime trade as a protective deity associated with dis-
aster relief and prophecy®"*2. Nguyén Ngoc Thg*?
documents the construction of dozens of Thién Hdiu
temples across Southern Vietnam during this period,
making Thién Hdu the principal protective deity of
the Chinese community in Vietnam. Phan Thi Hoa
Ly>* recorded the historical emergence of Thién Hdu
shrines starting from late 16th century in sources such
as Hdi ngoai ki sy (A Chronicle of Foreign Lands,
Quang Nam) and Gia Dinh thanh théng chi (A Com-
prehensive Monograph on Gia Pinh Citadel, South-
ern Vietnam). They also highlighted the distinct char-
acteristics of Thién Hdu in Hué, particularly the pro-
cess of politico-discursive transposition at the macro
level and its marked difference from developments in
the southern region. Duong Thi Hai Van*® clarified
that imperial conferment decrees granted to Thién
Hau were state actions aimed at controlling, manag-
ing, and legitimizing the Minh Huong community,
demonstrating that the cult in Hué was heavily influ-
enced by a Confucian political discourse and less fo-
cused on folk commerce compared to Thién Hiu tem-
ples in the South. These studies highlight the lack of
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a unifying theoretical framework for analyzing the lo-
calization process of Thién Hdu in parallel with Thién
Y A Na, and fail to clarify the mechanisms by which
deities of Cham and Chinese origins were adapted to
the same cultural-political environment.

This article addresses this gap by employing an inter-
disciplinary theoretical framework that integrates (a)
the concept of the belief legend, which emphasizes
that folklore as a dynamic mechanism tied to current
belief and that functions as mechanisms of memory,
belief, and legitimacy as defined by Dégh&; and (b) the
theory of intertextual transposition as formulated by
Kristeva !2, adopted here as an alternative to “interfu-
sion” or “acculturation” and defined as the shift and
restructuring of meaning from one signifying system
to another. Using this framework as a foundation, the
study proposes a four-tiered transposition model to
analyze the two distinct origins (Cham and Chinese)
within the Hué context, thereby clarifying the role of
belief legends as a semiotic broker between cultural
memory and social institutions.

METHODOLOGY

To analyze this phenomenon with adequate empirical
grounding, this study drew upon a corpus of 89 leg-
end texts in Vietnamese (qudc ngir) supplemented by
a smaller subset of Hin-Nom and Cham-script tran-
scriptions collected through fieldwork conducted be-
tween 2021 and 2024 across the Thiia Thién Hué re-
gion. Supplementary materials included archival doc-
uments, local temple inscriptions, and oral interviews
with ritual practitioners and custodians of cultic sites.
Specifically, 15 semi-structured in-depth interviews
were conducted with three main categories of partici-
pants: (1) five custodians of key cultic sites (Hué Nam
(Hon Chén), chua B3, and Thién Mu); (2) five expe-
rienced ritual practitioners; and (3) five community
elders in Minh Huong villages and ancient villages
along the Huong River (e.g., Hai Cat village). Inter-
views were conducted primarily in Vietnamese (Hué
regional dialect), with occasional Cham and Sino-
Vietnamese ritual terminology retained in the tran-
scripts where analytically relevant. The criteria for
sample selection were a minimum of 20 years of con-
tinuous engagement with the heritage sites and ritu-
als, as well as the ability to recount at least three ver-
sions of legends associated with Thién Y A Na or Thién
Hdau.
prior to participation, and all data were anonymized

All interviewees provided informed consent

in the final report to ensure confidentiality. Inter-
viewees were anonymized using coded labels to en-
sure privacy, but their specific roles are specified

when quoted. The study followed institutional ethi-
cal guidelines for non-interventional humanities re-
search (IRB Not Applicable).

This mixed-source approach not only reinforced the
representativeness of the data but also enabled a trian-
gulated reading of both textual variation and embod-
ied practice that is crucial for understanding how leg-
ends function as dynamic media of Hué-localization
within the broader trajectory of macro-level Viet-
namization.

INTERTEXTUAL TRANSPOSITION
FROM CHAM TO VIETNAMESE
LEGEND: A CASE STUDY OF THE
LOCALIZATION OF THIEN Y A NA

Methodologically, this study distinguishes between
the different historical and textual registers of the god-
dess. Following Golzios edition of Champa inscrip-
tions®, the study uses Yang Po Ina Nagar for the
epigraphic and Champa royal cult (c. 7th-15th cen-
tury), which represents the goddesss primary regis-
ter as the royal tutelary deity and cosmic mother. Po
Ind Ndger refers to later Cham vernacular accounts
(c. 17th-20th century) that possess agrarian and di-
dactic characteristics. Finally, Thién Y A Na corre-
sponds to the Vietnamese reception of this deity that
operates within Nguyén imperial discourse and lo-
cal folk religious frameworks. This explicit periodiza-
tion allows this study to address a key methodolog-
ical concern: the process of Vietnamization involves
tracing diachronic reaccentuations across these suc-
cessive layers rather than assuming a linear substitu-
tion of meanings.

The Vietnamization of the Cham goddess Yang Po Ina
Nagar and Po Ind Néger into the figure of Thién Y A Na
represents one of the most illustrative cases of inter-
textual transposition in folk legend traditions. In the
state-cult epigraphic register, Yang Po Ina Nagar ap-
pears as a royal tutelary and cosmic mother3%; in con-
trast, later Cham vernacular accounts present her as
a playful, didactic mother linked to weaving and rice
agriculture’, without erasing earlier cosmogonic or
ethnic-protective valences. As discussed above, this
reinterpretive process is treated as contextual reaccen-
tuation rather than a linear replacement.

Hué legends and rites do not transform a “cosmic
creator” into an “agrarian teacher” Instead, they se-
lectively foreground agrarian, didactic, and protec-
tive valences already present within previous tradi-
tions while retaining (and at times reviving) creator
and royal tutelary registers. As outlined in Section
2, the analysis below applies this four-level model to
the Hué materials rather than restating the framework
here.

4041
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Selective Encoding of a Multivalent God-
dess: Hué Configurations within the
Champa and Cham Repertoire

In late Cham vernacular myth (18th-20th centuries),
the goddess Po Ind Ndger is venerated as the Mother
of the Land and a primordial being who created the
world; she is also closely associated with weaving, craft
instruction, and rice cultivation>3%. A representative
version recorded by Nguyén Hiiu Hiéu>’ illustrates
the persistence of these narrative motifs:

The goddess Po Ind Ndger was born from clouds and
sea foam. She appeared in the form of a piece of ky
nam wood floating on the ocean. She had 97 husbands
and gave birth to 38 daughters, each of whom became
a goddess like their mother. She created the land, the
ky nam tree, and rice. The air around her was filled
with the scent of grain, and she breathed vitality into
the sacred fig tree .

This modern transcription highlights the narrative
continuity regarding the goddess’s origins as it closely
parallels classical versions documented a century ear-

lier by Aymonier and Cabaton 20,

The retention of
specific motifs—such as the 97 husbands and the
ky nam log transformation—emphasizes the stabil-
ity of the indigenous core myth structures despite
external assimilation pressures. Unlike many West-
ern myths that distinguish among different domains
of divine authority, Po Ind Ndger represents an all-
encompassing symbolic figure: creator of the world,
guardian of life, source of fertility, and teacher of
crafts. In particular, this reflects the matriarchal
model and animistic belief system prevalent in Cham
society 2230,

When adopted by the Vietnamese, this figure was
reinterpreted within distinct localized cultural frame-
works. Vietnamese legends describe Thién Y A Na
as a celestial maiden descending to earth, raised by
an elderly woodcutter couple. This transition is re-
flected in an early twentieth-century qudc ngir ver-
sion recorded by Dao Thi Hanh and later reprinted in
Friends of the Ancient Capital of Hué>8, and represents
the Viet-language reworking of the Cham material.
Contemporary scholars such as Noseworthy?® and
Sakaya (Truong Van Mén) [29] have noted that such
Viet-centric tellings retain striking structural conti-
nuities with indigenous Cham materials, particularly
the motifs of the “floating ky nam log”, marine origin,
and the goddess’s transoceanic journey. The story is
recounted as follows:

Long ago, on Pai An Mountain, there lived an old
couple who made their living by cutting wood. One
day, they found a piece of ky nam wood washed

4042

ashore. As soon as they touched it, the wood began
to glow and transformed into a beautiful girl. They
adopted her and named her Thién Y A Na. As she
grew up, she was kind, intelligent, and often helped
the villagers. One day, as a flood swept through the
area, Thién Y A Na rode the piece of ky nam out to sea
and drifted northward. There, she met a prince, and
they fell in love and had two children. Longing for
her homeland, she returned to Pai An with her chil-
dren, built a shrine to her adoptive parents, and taught
the villagers farming, weaving, and medicine. Later,
the three of them rode a white crane to the heavens.
The villagers, moved by her memory, built a temple
and worshiped her as Ba Chiia Ngoc, Thién Y A Na, or
Thdnh Méu38.

This narrative demonstrates a crucial mechanism of
the Vietnamization process. As previously men-
tioned, the plot structure, which features the floating
eaglewood log, the northern journey, and the mar-
riage to a prince, is virtually identical to early mod-
ern Cham versions of the Po Ind Néiger myth. Rather
than inventing a new mythology, the Vietnamese ap-
propriation is expressed primarily through onomastic
substitution (replacing Cham names with Vietnamese
equivalents such as Thién Y A Na and Pai An) and the
insertion of Confucian values (e.g., filial piety towards
adoptive parents). Consequently, this version rep-
resents the superimposition of Vietnamese identity
onto an indigenous Cham narrative skeleton rather
than a displacement of the original myth.

In this way, Po Ind Ndger’s multifaceted roles—
including its cosmogonic aspects—were reconfigured
The didactic
function (teaching, instructing, and helping people

during the Vietnamization process.

maintain their livelihoods) that was already present
in the source tradition (particularly emphasized in
the Cham vernacular layer) was amplified and pri-
oritized over her cosmogonic role, resulting in Thién
Y A Na being presented as a benevolent, approach-
able mother figure embedded within agrarian life-
ways. Ngo Dtic Thinh? notes that “the cults and mon-
uments dedicated to Po Ind Ndger from Nha Trang to
Hué have been Vietized into shrines worshipping fe-
male deities bearing Vietnamese titles such as Thién Y
A Na or Ba Chiia Ngoc™

From a semiotic perspective, this transformation re-
flects a process of variation and resemiosis in which
symbolic codes are selectively adapted and recontex-
tualized into the local belief system without entirely
erasing traces of their original prototype.
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Spatial-Ritual Transposition: From Cham
Temple Towers to Hué Nam Shrine

The sacred space associated with the goddess also un-
derwent a clear process of spatial transposition. In
the Champa state cult, Yang Po Ina Nagar was ven-
erated in temple towers, most prominently in the Po
Nagar Tower (Nha Trang), a distinctive example of
Hindu-inspired architecture. As Vietnamese popula-
tions migrated into this region, the reception of the
goddess resulted in a reconfiguration of her cultic
space. In Hué, she came to be worshiped at Hué Nam
Shrine, a site that blends both folk and courtly ele-
ments, where ritual practices reflect Hué-localization
in Vietized forms.

Legends played a pivotal role in establishing this new
sacred geography. One narrative recounts an episode
involving Emperor Minh Mang’s river expedition on
the Huong River:

In the 13th year of Minh Mang’s reign (1832), while
his royal barge approached the Hué Nam area, it was
suddenly blocked by a large piece of drifting wood.
The emperor ordered that an edict be read aloud be-
fore it. Immediately, the wood sank, clearing the way.
Taking this as a divine sign, the emperor conferred a
royal title upon the resident deity, naming her Thién
Y A Na, and ordered the establishment of an official
shrine at Hué Nam .

This narrative demonstrates how legends function as
an origin account that sanctifies a physical space by
transforming a specific site (in this case, Hué Nam
Shrine) into a divine dwelling, while simultaneously
legitimizing the relocation of Cham deities into Viet-
namese worship spaces.

Several scholars have also suggested that Thién Mu
Pagoda—the most iconic temple in Hué—may be the
successor to an earlier Cham temple tower. A well-
known legend recounts:

Lord Nguyén Hoang, while traveling through the Ha
Khé area, came across a hill shaped like a dragon’s
head turning backward. Locals told him that an old
woman dressed in red with blue trousers had once ap-
peared there, proclaiming: “A great ruler will come
and build a temple to gather sacred energy.” She then
vanished. Believing this to be an auspicious omen, the
lord immediately ordered the construction of a tem-
ple, naming it Thién Mu .

Lé Pinh Hung notes that “the old woman in red”
could be interpreted as a variant of Po Ind Ndger
and suggests that Thién My may be a shortened form
of Thién Mau, a Sino-Vietnamese transliteration of
Thién Y A Na*!. This specific interpretation suggests
that the Cham belief space may have been restruc-
tured, renamed, and integrated into the Vietnamese
spiritual geographic system.

Ritual-Processual Transposition: Liminal-
ity, Communitas, and Symbolic Restructur-
ing at Hué Nam Shrine

If legends provide the textual “script” for transpo-
sition, then rituals represent the “stage” on which
these meanings are performed, tested, and restruc-
tured into social reality. This process is best illustrated
through the lens of Turner’s theory of ritual process,
particularly during major festivals at Hué Nam Shrine
(e.g., the Third and Seventh Lunar Month Festivals).
These festivals create a potent liminal space: an “in-
between” state where ordinary social structures, pan-
theonic hierarchies, and even conventional cultural
identities are temporarily suspended!®!7. Within
this liminal space, devotees from all social strata form
a communitas: an emotional and egalitarian fusion in
which they share an intense, sacred experience.

It is precisely within this environment of communi-
tas that the syncretism between Thién Y A Na and the
deities of the Vietnamese Mother Goddess religion
(Pao Mau) ceases to be an abstract concept and be-
comes a felt experience. Symbolic codes are restruc-
tured through practices such as hdu dong (spirit medi-
umship rituals): a Holy Mother may descend to give
poetic prophecies that echo the story of Thién Y A Na,
or a spirit possession session dedicated to Thién Y A
Na might employ the characteristic hymns and music
of the Four Palaces tradition. This constitutes a form
of anti-structure in which rigid theological bound-
aries are broken down in favor of a functional and
emotional conflation.

When the festival concludes, and participants return
to their ordinary social structure, the new meanings
and connections forged in this liminal state are sta-
bilized. The conflation of Thién Y A Na (a Cham-
origin Mother of the Land) with the Thdnh Mau (a
Vietnamese Mother who governs the cosmos) is rein-
forced and reaffirmed, thereby completing a profound
layer of transposition that not only shifts the goddess’s
spatial placement but also her role within the con-
sciousness and belief practices of the community 3.

Institutional-Functional Transposition:
From Vernacular Deities to the Legitima-
tion of the Vietnamese Pantheon

Institutional intervention, particularly by the Nguyén
Dynasty, is instrumental to the process of transpo-
sition. The legend of the sinking log on the Huong
River is not merely a supernatural motif but a form of
mythic legitimation through which the state formally
acknowledged the deity as a valid member of the Viet-
namese pantheon. A similar narrative is recorded
during the reign of Emperor Thiéu Tri:
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A royal concubine accidentally dropped a golden spit-
toon into the river. The emperor prayed to Thién Y
A Na, and shortly afterward, the object surfaced. In-
terpreting this as a divine sign, the emperor ordered
renovations to the temple and conferred an additional
title upon the goddess*.

In the third year of Emperor Duy Tan’s reign, the court
formally conferred Thién Y A Na with the official ti-
tle “Dién Ngoc Phi, Thugng Ding Thin”, thereby el-
evating her into the ranks of national deities. This
process of syncretism continued after 1945: at Hué
Nam Shrine, Madame Tt Cung (consort of Emperor
Khai Dinh) incorporated the worship of the Tam Vi
Thdanh Mau Van Huong alongside Thién Y A Na. This
contributed to a widespread conflation in popular be-
lief between Thién Y A Na and Princess Liéu Hanh.
Lé Pinh Phung [5] observed that in the southern re-
gions, the goddess further morphed into figures that
included elements of Lady Chiia Ngoc, Lady Thu Bén,
and Lady Me Song, reflecting the symbolic flexibility
of the mother-goddess figure within a cross-cultural
religious environment.

Through the lens of intertextual transposition, the
selective re-encoding of the Po Ina Nagar figure
(Champa and Cham) into Thién Y A Na is not merely
a change in name or legend but a comprehensive pro-
cess of symbolic restructuring across three dimen-
sions: symbolic, spatial, and institutional. Through-
out this process, vernacular legend serves as a repos-
itory of cultural memory as well as an active agent
of meaning-making and regulation, allowing the god-
dess figure to preserve her original sacredness while
adapting to the cultural, political, and belief structures

of Vietnamese society.

SYMBOLIC TRANSPOSITION OF THE

MOTHER GODDESS IN HUE: THE
CASE OF THIEN HAU THANH MAU

This subsection examines the localization of Chinese-
origin female deities in Hué as a complement to the
analysis of Cham-origin deities.

The case of Thién Hau Thdnh Mdu is a clear instance
of intertextual transposition. Originating as a sea-
oriented goddess within Chinese maritime culture,
Thién Hdu Thdnh Mdu was integrated into the vernac-
ular belief system of Hué through localized variations
in narrative legend, restructured worship institutions,
and Vietized rituals, reflecting a long-term process of

symbolic negotiation across cultural boundaries.
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Textual-Symbolic Transposition: Selective
Convergences with Guanyin

Thién Hau Thdnh Mdu, also known as Mazu and com-
monly referred to as Ba Chia Tau, is a widely vener-
ated sea goddess within Chinese diaspora communi-
ties. According to popular legend, her birth name was
Lam Mdc Nuong, and she was born in 960 CE in Fu-
jian, China. The legend recounts:

From the moment she was born, she did not cry for
an entire month, displaying exceptional intelligence
and mystical powers from an early age. As she grew
up, she was said to ride a mat over the waves, rescu-
ing fishermen stranded at sea. During one medita-
tion session, she used her spiritual powers to save her
brothers from a violent storm. However, when her
mother called her, she awoke suddenly, causing the el-
dest brother to be swept away. Later, in the year 987,
she sat in the lotus posture, adorned herself, and as-
cended to the heavens on the ninth day of the ninth
lunar month, becoming the protective deity of seafar-
erg3142-44

This foundational narrative establishes two primary
The first and
most prominent is her role as a protective sea deity

symbolic functions for Thién Hdu.

who safeguards fishermen and traders from maritime

crises31:32:35,

The second is her prophetic capabil-
ities, with historical sources noting that “she could
foretell a man’s good and ill luck”#>. Tt is this sote-
riological function that led to her incorporation into
Vietnamese belief systems and her eventual identifi-
cation with Quan Am Nam Hdi’>*?. Multiple studies
have shown that the transregional diffusion of Thién
Hau beliefs was frequently accompanied by processes
of symbolic convergence with local deities®!32. As
Li and Tsai noted, “Thién Hdu was accepted by other
religions, co-worshiped with other deities, and even
appeared in syncretic images... [including] cases of
co-worship with Chinese deities such as Guanyin”*°.
Chinese communities in Hué built shrines dedicated
to Thién Hdu, and popular narratives identified her as
the local manifestation of Quan Am Nam Hdi. Duong
Thi Hai Van observes that the Nguyén Dynasty con-
ferred official titles upon Thién Hau with little resis-
tance “due to her resemblance to various native god-
desses, particularly the image of Quan Am Nam Hdi
Bo Tdt, which was already familiar and deeply rooted
in Vietnamese popular consciousness” .

Indeed, devotees often present offerings to statues
of Quan Am in Hués Thién Hdu shrines and com-
monly refer to this worship space as chiia Ba (“Lady’s
Temple”), implying an equivalence with the Buddhist
Bodhisattva. The incorporation of Thién Hdu into a
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belief system centered on Quan Am Nam Hdi thus
exemplifies intertextual transposition whereby an ex-
ogenous religious figure is rearticulated through se-
mantic alignment with preexisting elements of the
Vietnamese Buddhist symbolic framework.

This symbolic convergence was not arbitrary; it was
actively mediated and localized through vernacular
legend in Hué. A particularly striking narrative was
documented during fieldwork conducted in Minh
Huong village (Huong Vinh ward, Hué city):

After 1975, due to political upheaval, a group of both
Vietnamese and Chinese residents left Hué by sea.
During the journey, a violent storm struck, the boat
rocked violently, and water began to pour in. An el-
derly mé (a local term of respect for an old woman)
knelt in prayer:

“We bow before Lady Thién Hdu! If we survive this
ordeal, we vow to return to Hué to give thanks.”

Just as the prayer ended, the storm calmed and a mer-
chant ship appeared to rescue the group. Years later,
having resettled in the United States, they still keep
their promise: every year on the 23rd day of the third
lunar month—the festival day of the Lady—they re-
turn to Hué and offer thanksgiving rituals.

(L.N.D., personal communication, May 2024)

This narrative is a modern variant of the Thién Hdu
legend in which the goddess’s protective role extends
beyond Chinese fishermen to include Vietnamese
boat people amid political upheaval. It suggests that
the image of Thién Hdu has evolved beyond an ethni-
cally exclusive character into a more universal symbol
that is closely aligned with the role of Quan Am Nam
Hdi in the Vietnamese belief system. This transforma-
tion represents a functional variation and a significant
instance of symbolic transposition in the broader pro-
cess of the localization of exogenous deities.

Spatial-Ritual Transposition: From Thién
Hau Palace to the chuia Ba of Hué

The worship of Thién Hiu in Hué originated within
the Chinese diaspora community, particularly in the
port district of Thanh Ha, where the first Thién Hdu
Palace was established. As the Minh Huong commu-
nity relocated to the Gia H)i-Chi Lang area, the cul-
tic system followed, leading to the establishment of
guildhalls such as Quynh Chau, Quang Triéu, Triéu
Chau, and Phuc Kién. These institutions gradually re-
structured their ritual spaces in accordance with Viet-
namese cultural patterns.

In Hué vernacular, Thién Hgu Palace is commonly re-
ferred to as chuia Ba, reflecting a symbolic gender-
based naming convention. Locals typically call the

shrine of a female deity chiia Ba, while shrines of male
deities are referred to as chiia Ong (lit. Male Deity’s
temple), even when the site is not affiliated with Bud-
dhism. This naming shift reflects a linguistic and sym-
bolic relocation through which a cultic structure orig-
inating in China is semantically integrated into the
framework of Vietnamese vernacular belief.

The ritual practices observed at chita Ba have also un-
dergone Vietnamization. Unlike in southern Viet-
nam, where Lé via Ba ceremonies are often accom-
panied by lion dances, operatic performances, and
lantern processions, ceremonies in Hué follow a Con-
fucian ritual structure. Specifically, they include three
primary stages: Hanh So Hién Lé (lit. Rite of Official
Offering), Hanh A Hién Lé (lit. Rite of Secondary Of-
fering), and Hanh Chung Hién Lé (lit. Rite of Con-
cluding Offering). These rituals are performed by offi-
ciants in traditional blue Hué-style do dai, conducted
with royal court-like decorum, and accompanied by
ritual orations in Vietnamese. As Phan Thi Hoa Ly 3*
observes:

Although the deity venerated at chita Ba is of Chi-
nese origin, all ritual practices are conducted in a
thoroughly Vietized manner. Officiants wear tradi-
tional 40 dai, and the order of rites strictly follows
ceremonial protocols from the Nguyén Dynasty. This
marks one of the most distinctive differences between
the Thién Hau worship in Hué and its counterpart in
southern Vietnam .

During a fieldwork session, Huynh Dinh Két* ob-
served: “On the arm of the statue of the Lady, there
was a small coin purse. According to the temple’s
caretaker, it had been offered by a pilgrim as a form
of repayment after receiving protection and blessings
from the goddess”

Though seemingly minor, this detail carries signifi-
cant symbolic weight—it indicates that the practice
of repaying offerings (ritual acts of gratitude follow-
ing divine favor) has become encoded within endoge-
nous culture, representing the integration of exoge-
nous (i.e., Chinese-origin) symbols into the frame-
work of local ritual frameworks.

Ritual-Processual Transposition: Hierarchi-
cal Anti-Structure and Identity Construc-
tion in Lé via Ba

Beyond its function as a narrative complement, rit-
uals constitute a socially generative mechanism in
which symbolic forms are tested and legitimized.
When analyzed through the framework described by

17,18

Turner ”*°, the unique liminal space formed by the

Lé via Ba in Hué creates a “hierarchical anti-structure”
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that is a clear departure from more commonly ob-
served non-hierarchical forms. Specifically, the ritual
temporarily replaces the everyday social structure of a
migrant, merchant community with a sacred, solemn
order that emulates the ritual protocols of the Nguyén
court, which represents the pinnacle of orthodoxy in
Hug%,

This choice is a profoundly strategic act rather than
the passive process of Vietnamization. The commu-
nitas formed during the Lé via Ba has the character-
istics of a “disciplined communitas” in which bonds
are created through collective adherence to a strict,
sacred order. This shared experience strengthens the
community’s internal links, especially with the over-
seas diaspora, and creates and sustains a complex
dual identity: being Minh Huong with a distinct ori-
gin, while simultaneously being an exemplary, or-
derly member of the host society that is fully compat-
ible with the Confucian value system.

The ritual process thus operates as a sophisticated
mechanism for stabilizing social positions. When the
ritual concludes and the everyday social structure is
re-established, the meaning generated in the liminal
space repositions the Minh Huong community within
the collective consciousness. Specifically, their status
is shifted from that of an “outsider” group into a rec-
ognized community that contributes to maintaining
the socio-cultural order of Hué. In other words, the
ritual is the primary mechanism that legitimizes the
transposition of a foreign goddess into a localized sa-
cred symbol, while also accepting a migrant commu-
nity as a legitimate part of the local politico-religious

structure1”.

Institutional-Functional Transposition:

From Chinese Communal Belief to Legiti-
mated Local Deity

Initially, Thién Hdu was venerated only within the
Minh Huong community in Hué and remained out-
side the official pantheon. However, her image was
formally legitimized by successive Nguyén emperors
in the 19" century, including Minh Mang (1826),
Thiéu Tri (1842), and Tu Dtic (1850, who conferred
upon her the title of Thuigng Ding Thén (lit., Highest-
Ranked Deity).
merely acts of religious recognition; they were strate-

These royal investitures were not

gic politico-religious maneuvers to incorporate a de-
ity of Chinese origin into the spiritual order of the na-
tion state.

Today, the Lé via Ba in Hué functions as both a reli-
gious observance and a form of spiritual homecoming
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for overseas Minh Huong descendants. Vietnamese—
Chinese communities living in the United States, Aus-
tralia, and Canada still return annually to offer wor-
ship and contribute financially to the maintenance of
chiia Ba. Keeping one’s “promise to the Lady” has be-
come a performative expression of communal identity
and a means of trans-spatial and trans-temporal con-
nection in which the deity serves as both a religious
symbol and a cultural anchor of diasporic memory.
The case of Thién Hdau Thdnh Mdu thus demonstrates
that legends do not simply preserve memory or ex-
press belief; they also operate as the primary mecha-
nism of a four-tiered transposition process in the lo-
calization of foreign belief systems in Hué. In this
context, legends are not simply narratives—they op-
erate as a discursive apparatus through which exoge-
nous symbols are continuously recoded to meet the
dual demands of local adaptation and the mainte-
nance of communal identity in a dynamic cultural
landscape.

AN INTERTEXTUAL TRANSPOSITION
APPROACH: INSIGHTS FROM THE
CASE OF MOTHER GODDESS
LEGENDS IN HUE

By comparing Thién Y A Na and Thién Hau Théanh
Madu, a model of the Vietnamization of female deities
within the Hué religious landscape can be described
through four levels of intertextual transposition:
symbolic variation, spatial-ritual relocation, ritual-
processual transposition, and legitimization within
the official pantheon. Beyond its role in regulating
memory and belief, the corpus of belieflegends in Hué
reveals a broader capacity for generating a discursive
framework of intercultural localization in which in-
tercultural and extra-local divine symbols are simul-
taneously localized and restructured to assume a dual
identity: affirming familiar sacredness while preserv-
ing traces of alterity.

It is precisely this tension between the “indigenous”
and the “exogenous” that reveals latent semantic
shifts, suggesting that legend narratives are not merely
the passive recipient of cultural content, but an active
agent in shaping local knowledge within a palimpses-
tic space layered with overwritten and residual mean-
ings.

Drawing from the structural mapping from Yang Po
Ina Nagar and Po Ind Néger to Thién Y A Na and from
Mazu to Thién Hdu, the following four levels of trans-
position can be identified:

Structural-Functional Transposition: Local narratives
and rituals select and amplify didactic, protective, and
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agrarian valences from an already multivalent reper-
toire. For instance, cosmogonic and pedagogical mo-
tifs coexist in Po Ind Ndger sources, while Hué mate-
rials reinforce civilizing and nurturing capabilities in
their configuration of Thién Y A Na.

Spatial-Ritual Transposition: Divine symbols origi-
nally worshiped in Cham temple towers or Chinese
guildhalls are integrated into vernacular sacred spaces
such as temples, shrines, and communal halls, where
the rituals are Vietized in terms of their dress code,
liturgical language, and ceremonial structure. This
highlights the role of rituals in transposition, which is
clearly observable in the worship of Thién Hau at chiia
Ba in Hué. Here, key elements of Chinese ritual prac-
tice have been restructured according to Vietnamese
cultural conventions >4,

Ritual-Processual Transposition: The Vietnamization
of female deities in Hué operates through intertex-
tual transposition, a process in which exogenous re-
ligious symbols are selectively restructured within the
indigenous belief system. As theorized by Turner ',
this transposition is performed and stabilized through
both narrative and the ritual process. The liminality of
festivals generates a heightened sense of communitas
that facilitates the social testing and legitimization of
new divine meanings and attributes, ultimately trans-
forming a narrative variant into a living belief.
Political-Discursive Transposition: Female deities of
Cham and Chinese origin are granted royal investi-
ture and strategically aligned with indigenous struc-
tures of power, including the imperial court, kin-
ship networks, and regional guilds. This produces a
new discourse of sacral legitimacy in which legends
function as instruments that authorize the presence
of these deities within local religious and social in-
stitutions. The imperial decrees of the Nguyén Dy-
nasty bestowing titles upon Thién Y A Na, as well as
legends of “Thién Hdu rescuing boat people,” exem-
plify how belief systems are politically instrumental-
ized through narrative mechanisms 343>

These four forms of transposition can be regarded as
a conceptual matrix that is applicable to the study
of divine legends on a national scale, especially for
deities of intercultural origins (e.g., Cham and Chi-
nese). The analytical flexibility of this model becomes
evident when extended to other instances within the
Vietnamese religious landscapes. For example, the
case of Ba Pen in Tiy Ninh—originally known as
Ly Thi Thién Huong or Lam Thi—demonstrates the
process of Buddhicization and Guanyinization inter-
twined with Khmer ethnic elements. This transposi-
tion reflects the transformation from an ascetic nun
or loyal martyr into a mountain guardian goddess,

complete with summit pilgrimage festivals and a lay-
ered narrative system that integrates myth, history,
and vernacular belief. Similarly, the figure of Princess
Liéu Hgnh exemplifies the “royal-to-popular trans-
position” in which the image of the goddess is re-
configured through the syncretic interplay of Daoist
cosmology, court literature, and North Vietnamese
Mother Goddess worship.

Identifying patterns of intertextual transposition al-
lows for the reconceptualization of folk legend as a
dynamic symbolic field in which symbols are contin-
ually shifting, multiplying, hybridizing, and being re-
structured to meet the demands of the community.
In the context of Vietnam—particularly in multicul-
tural regions such as Hué, the South Central Coast,
or the Mekong Delta—legends are not merely narra-
tive texts; they function as instruments of cultural ne-
gotiation in which variant narratives operate as ve-
hicles for identity construction, the consolidation of
sacred authority, and the mediation of cultural con-
flict. Consequently, the theory of intertextual trans-
position extends beyond the female deity case studies
presented here, and can be developed as an interdis-
ciplinary approach to the study of religious and ver-
nacular legends in a globalizing world where identity
structures demand continual rearticulation.

COMPARATIVE DIVERGENCES IN
TRANSPOSITION

Although both Thién Y A Na and Thién Hdu Thénh
Mau have been successfully integrated into the Hué
religious system through the four-tiered transposi-
tional model, a comparative analysis reveals signifi-
cant differences in the two cases. These differences
stem from their respective sources (Cham as relatively
indigenous and endogenous versus Chinese as foreign
and exogenous) and the mediating cultural mecha-
nisms that regulate their reception. These distinctions
are primarily manifested across the symbolic struc-
ture, ritual process, and political integration of the
two female deities.

Divergence in Textual-Symbolic and Func-
tional Aspects

The Cham-to-Hué trajectory of Thién Y A Na stems
from a multivalent matriarchal repertoire that encom-
passes both cosmogonic and didactic-protective va-
lences. This repertoire is rooted in the Champa state
cult (Yang Po Ina Nagar), as documented by Golzio
[36] and in later Cham folk traditions by Nguyén Hiu
Hiéu?’.

emphasizes the didactic, agrarian, and water-ritual as-

The Vietnamization process selectively re-

pects; a lingering cosmogonic echo persists in her title
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of Ba Chiia Ngoc?.

In contrast, the Chinese-to-Hué trajectory of Thién
Hau begins with a narrower, purely soteriological
function as a protective sea deity and prophetic god-
dess*2. Upon entering the Hué context, the deity un-
dergoes a process of convergence with Quan Am Nam
Hdi within a folk-Buddhist framework. This syncretic
Bodhisattva figure provides a pre-existing archetype
for maritime rescue and maternal compassion. These
symbolic parallels result in the effective Buddhiciza-
tion of Thién Haw’s functions in Hué, a process clearly
documented in regional studies3>%°.

Divergence in Spatial-Ritual and Proces-
sual Aspects

The two trajectories diverge sharply in how their re-
spective rituals stabilize meaning in Turner’s proces-

sual model.

In terms of spatial-ritual transposition, the cult of
Thién Y A Na involves a territorial shift from Cham
towers to indigenous sacred sites such as Hué Nam
Shrine. In this case, the ritual language, forms of of-
fering, and the discourse of “Ba and Mau” are closely
tied to local folk religion and the Pao Mdu tradition
[39]. In contrast, the worship space for Thién Hdu
shifts from Hoi qudn Minh Huong (Chinese guild-
halls) to chiia Ba (Pagoda of the Lady). Despite the
vernacularization of the naming, the ritual structure
remains strictly Nho-Ié héa (Confucianized), featur-
ing formal Vietnamese ritual orations and the use of
traditional do dai by officiants—a marked difference
from the more informal festival styles observed in

Southern Vietnam 3%.

In terms of ritual-processual transposition, the state
of liminality achieved during the Hué Nam festival
(Thién Y A Na) fosters communitas (i.e., a sense of
community) between the Viet and Cham popula-
tions, creating a space for the experimental reposi-
tioning of the goddess’s indigenous names and func-
tions within the receptive local framework. In con-
trast, while the Lé via Ba (Goddess’s Birthday Fes-
tival) in Hué also generates communitas among the
Minh Huong diaspora, the highly regulated, formal-
ized, and Confucian-styled practice creates a tempo-
rary anti-structure that is inherently more disciplined
and hierarchical than the folk-driven ritual at Hué
Nam 16-18.34

ity in the Chinese trajectory helps stabilize symbolic

This higher degree of ritual formal-

choices within a structured, state-aligned order.
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Divergence in Political-Discursive and Me-
diating Aspects

The nature of the integrative stress imposed by the
Nguyén Dynasty differed based on the source of the
deity.

In terms of political-discursive transposition, the im-
perial conferment decrees granted to Thién Y A Na
primarily served as a strategy of territorial legitima-
tion and nationalization by integrating a deity associ-
ated with the newly expanded Southern frontier into
the national pantheon as a legitimate pillar of the dy-
nasty”. However, the imperial conferment decrees
for Thién Hgu functioned more as an administrative
mechanism to control and integrate the Minh Huong
migrant community into the state’s political-religious
order by co-opting a foreign symbol into the national
hierarchy .

In terms of mediating formations (i.e., cultural pre-
selectors), the primary cultural “decoder” for Thién
Y A Na was Dgo Mau, the indigenous maternal ma-
trix (e.g., its conflation with Princess Liéu Hanh). This
inherent matriarchal template allowed for the seam-
less reaccentuation of the maternal valences of the
Cham goddess. Conversely, the main decoder for
Thién Hdu was folk Buddhism (Quan Am Nam Hai).
This established Buddhist archetype provided the se-
mantic bridge necessary for the local acceptance of
Thién Haw’s maritime soteriological role, thereby ac-
celerating the localization process through a Bud-
dhist, rather than purely maternal, lens 33,35,

This comparative analysis demonstrates that although
both figures undergo Vietnamization, their trajecto-
The Cham-to-Hué trajec-
tory was driven by the Mother-Goddess reaccentu-

ries differ significantly.

ation of a multivalent maternal repertoire fueled by
Dao Mau, whereas the Chinese-to-Hué trajectory was
a folk Buddhist soteriological convergence institu-
tionalized within Confucianized Minh Huong guild
frameworks.

CONCLUSIONS

The study of the “localization” of two deities of dis-
tinct origins, Thién Y A Na (Cham-origin) and Thién
Hdau Thdanh Mdau (Chinese-origin), into Hués belief
systems demonstrates that legends are not merely a
genre of vernacular narrative, but an intercultural dis-
cursive field in which exogenous belief systems are re-
structured through collective narration and vernacu-
lar ritualization. Within this process, the theory of in-
tertextual transposition provides a valuable analytical
lens for capturing the dynamic, multilayered nature of
such transformations.
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The two cases examined in this study can be de-
scribed using a four-tiered transpositional model that
integrates textuality with ritual processes rather than
treating them as separate domains. This model in-
cludes (1) textual-symbolic selection; (2) spatial-
ritual relocation and Vietnamization of practice; (3)
ritual-processual stabilization via liminality, commu-
nitas, and anti-structure; and (4) political-discursive
legitimation. Turner’s concepts of liminality, com-
munitas, and anti-structure describe how Hué festi-
vals temporarily suspend ordinary social hierarchies
to create a fluid space in which the foreign origins of
these deities can be deconstructed and reconfigured.
However, in the literate and Confucian cultural con-
text of Hué, textuality—manifested in legends, impe-
rial decrees, temple inscriptions, and ritual manuals—
functions differently from the predominantly oral tra-
ditions analyzed by Turner. Here, written forms act
as “canonical anchors” within the liminal space, con-
tinuously feeding scripts, names, and titles back into
ritual performance and channeling the anti-structure
toward a specific pattern of reaggregation, specifically
Vietnamization and Hué-localization.

In this way, Turner’s framework helps to explain how
legends move from narrative possibility to institu-
tionalized belief, while the Hué case studies extend
Turner’s model by demonstrating that text and per-
formance are mutually constitutive rather than sepa-
rate domains: the legend provides the code, while the
ritual enacts, tests, and stabilizes that code into an en-
during localized identity.

At the theoretical level, this study proposes that folk
legend should not be treated as a static folklore form,
but rather as a flexible semiotic system in which lan-
guage, symbolism, and sacred space are continually
recoded through interactions between the past and
present, intercultural and local imagery, and vernac-
ular and institutional discourses. In this system, the
figure of the Mother Goddess functions as an open-
ended symbolic template that is highly receptive to
variation, readily syncretized within cultic structures,
and particularly conducive to processes of religious—
cultural negotiation in transitional regions like Hué.
Accordingly, this study offers a generalizable ana-
lytical framework for interpreting the Vietnamiza-
tion of religious symbols as a multilayered, multi-
modal, and polysemous dynamic. In this model, leg-
end and ritual function as joint intermediaries be-
tween memory, belief, and identity: legends articu-
late selectable codes, while ritual processes perform
and stabilize those selections through liminality, com-
munitas, and anti-structure into durable forms of
Hué-localization within Vietnamization. Specifically,

the four-tiered transposition model proposed in this
study becomes explicitly diachronic: symbolic se-
lection, spatial relocation, and political legitimation
operate across successive historical layers (Champa
— Cham — Hué), with recurrent reaccentuations,
including modern reinterpretations and creative re-
imaginings noted by previous scholars. This frame-
work thus offers a productive theoretical tool for ana-
lyzing comparable cases across Vietnam and for re-
visiting the corpus of folk legends in the context of
contemporary globalization and the ongoing recon-
figuration of collective memory and cultural identity.
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