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When it comes down to 
expressing philosophy on morality, beliefs, recording memories, aspirations to live
life; contributing to preserve the nation’s ancient culture. Among those paintin
painting is relatively familiar to the majority of Vietnamese people. Dong Ho paintings are customary 
because they are closed to the village, the alleyways, and the working life of simple and rustic peasant 
farmers.
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Research Methodology 
 

In order to write this essay, author applies many philosophical 
and sociological methods like: unity logic and history, analysis 
and. In addition, the secondary sources are observation method 
of images and description of them.  
 

An introduction to Dong Ho painting in Thuan Thanh, Bac 
Ninh Province of Vietnam 
 

As of from the 3rd century, the Vietnamese people have made a 
kind of paper called mậthương (fragrant nectar). Historically, it 
is confirmed that Dong Ho painting was originated from carved 
wooden paintings in Tran Dynasty; By the end of the 12
century, a monk named Tin Hoc learned to work as
carving; In 1299 the Tran Dynasty printed two sets of carved 
wooden paintings for promulgate. Dong Ho painting is one of 
forms of carved wooden paintings originated in Song Ho 
commune, ThuanThanh district, BacNinh province, is mainly 
made on Tet holiday so it is also known as Tet paintings, then 
brought to the village market for sale. 
 

The themes of Dong Ho painting are familiar to the life of 
rustic farmers such as theme on animals like pigs, chickens, 
ducks, buffalos and carps. Themes about nature such as golden 
rice fields, green bamboo... or historical themes of The Trung 
sisters, Ngo Quyen, Phu Dong Sky king; 
 

The aesthetic art of Dong Ho painting conveys
concept of the Vietnamese people, which is both simple, 
honest, rustic, both clear and impartial, innocent, reflecting the 
familiar and loving beauty of the nation. 
 

Dong Ho paintings are made from folk materials such as wood, 
dó paper, colors from natural fruits. To make a Dong Ho folk 
painting, the artist will firstly carve on a wooden board 
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ABSTRACT 

When it comes down to Vietnamese folklore, we can not but mention folk painting
expressing philosophy on morality, beliefs, recording memories, aspirations to live
life; contributing to preserve the nation’s ancient culture. Among those paintin
painting is relatively familiar to the majority of Vietnamese people. Dong Ho paintings are customary 
because they are closed to the village, the alleyways, and the working life of simple and rustic peasant 
farmers. 

In order to write this essay, author applies many philosophical 
and sociological methods like: unity logic and history, analysis 

In addition, the secondary sources are observation method 

painting in Thuan Thanh, Bac 

As of from the 3rd century, the Vietnamese people have made a 
ương (fragrant nectar). Historically, it 

is confirmed that Dong Ho painting was originated from carved 
tings in Tran Dynasty; By the end of the 12th 

century, a monk named Tin Hoc learned to work as wood 
carving; In 1299 the Tran Dynasty printed two sets of carved 

promulgate. Dong Ho painting is one of 
iginated in Song Ho 

commune, ThuanThanh district, BacNinh province, is mainly 
made on Tet holiday so it is also known as Tet paintings, then 

The themes of Dong Ho painting are familiar to the life of 
theme on animals like pigs, chickens, 

ducks, buffalos and carps. Themes about nature such as golden 
themes of The Trung 

The aesthetic art of Dong Ho painting conveys the aesthetic 
concept of the Vietnamese people, which is both simple, 
honest, rustic, both clear and impartial, innocent, reflecting the 

Dong Ho paintings are made from folk materials such as wood, 
dó paper, colors from natural fruits. To make a Dong Ho folk 
painting, the artist will firstly carve on a wooden board an 

outline, then the colors will be added according to the numbers 
of colors required for that picture. The background of the 
painting is from dó paper (made of bark of dó tree) which is 
spread by a layer of silver color shell (a grinded powder from a 
kind of scallop shell). Each color used in the painting is the 
expression of human emotions, for example the evenly darkish 
yellow is used to express the adequateness, taken from 
Styphnolobiumjaponicum  flower, the  green color symbolizes 
for peace, taken from the barks and leaves of Melaleuca, red 
color represents happiness, taken fr
tree, the purple as the color of waist symbolizes loyalty, the 
black is taken from the burned bamboo leaves for charcoal 
...These raw pigments are mixed together and blended with a 
quantity of glutinous rice powder before printi
layer, which will make the paper harder after being dried. All 
materials used to create Dong Ho paintings are
plants available in the nature, deeply in the mind of the 
Vietnamese people long ago. In order to complete a Dong Ho 
painting, it takes for a long time. Besides the artists making the 
painting, there must be a number of professional 
handicraftsmen making drawing ink and paper from natural 
materials in the locality as well as making molds and printing 
pictures. 
 

Dong Ho painting was recognized as intangible cultural 
heritage on December 27, 2012. The Dong Ho folklore painting 
career  picture in Song Ho commune, ThuanThanh district, 
BacNinh province has been recognized as an art form of 
traditional handicraft listed in the 
Cultural Heritages published in Decision No. 5079/QD
BVHTTDL dated December 27, 2012 of the Minister of 
Culture, Sports and Tourism. 
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but mention folk painting forms clearly 
expressing philosophy on morality, beliefs, recording memories, aspirations to live for the most honest 
life; contributing to preserve the nation’s ancient culture. Among those painting forms, Dong Ho 
painting is relatively familiar to the majority of Vietnamese people. Dong Ho paintings are customary 
because they are closed to the village, the alleyways, and the working life of simple and rustic peasant 

the colors will be added according to the numbers 
required for that picture. The background of the 

painting is from dó paper (made of bark of dó tree) which is 
spread by a layer of silver color shell (a grinded powder from a 
kind of scallop shell). Each color used in the painting is the 

an emotions, for example the evenly darkish 
yellow is used to express the adequateness, taken from 
Styphnolobiumjaponicum  flower, the  green color symbolizes 
for peace, taken from the barks and leaves of Melaleuca, red 
color represents happiness, taken from the trunk, roots of vang 
tree, the purple as the color of waist symbolizes loyalty, the 
black is taken from the burned bamboo leaves for charcoal 
...These raw pigments are mixed together and blended with a 

glutinous rice powder before printing to make a glue 
layer, which will make the paper harder after being dried. All 
materials used to create Dong Ho paintings are taken from 
plants available in the nature, deeply in the mind of the 
Vietnamese people long ago. In order to complete a Dong Ho 
painting, it takes for a long time. Besides the artists making the 
painting, there must be a number of professional 
handicraftsmen making drawing ink and paper from natural 
materials in the locality as well as making molds and printing 

ainting was recognized as intangible cultural 
heritage on December 27, 2012. The Dong Ho folklore painting 
career  picture in Song Ho commune, ThuanThanh district, 
BacNinh province has been recognized as an art form of 
traditional handicraft listed in the National List of Intangible 
Cultural Heritages published in Decision No. 5079/QD-
BVHTTDL dated December 27, 2012 of the Minister of 
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Some aspects of philosophy of human nature in Dong Ho 
paintings 
 

Dong Ho folk paintings – a form of painting rich of 
philosophy 
 

Artistic creativity in Dong Ho folk paintings isvery close, 
familiar and authentic, expressing the aspirations for a peaceful 
and good life. Each picture represents a philosophical fable or 
legend, a message full of colors, ethics, morality, beliefs or a 
message from the forefather thousands years ago.  
 

The philosophy depicted in the painting is not a kind of pure 
philosophy, but a concept on human life, some paintings are 
drawn from Eastern philosophy, from the Five Elements theory 
or the yin-yang philosophy of the Universe. The philosophy in 
Dong Ho painting reflects the sharp artistic thinking, which is 
expressed through the design, colors and the ways in creating 
the miracle spirituality in the painting. The philosophy of Dong 
Ho painting is the expression of the fundamental contents about 
the world view and outlook on life of the Vietnamese people. 
This is expressed in the knowledge of life, emotions, will and 
belief; Moreover, the content of the painting also reflects a 
rather abundant and bold human life such as issues related to 
ethics, morality, critique of the bad, the evil aiming to the 
goodness, beliefs the desire for freedom ... For example, the 
motherhood is expressed through the hen and chicks painting; 
the peaceful and adequate life is reflected through yin-yang pig; 
rooster painting shows 5 good qualities: literature, martial arts, 
courage, humanity and reliability.  
 

Theory of five elements and yin-yang in Dong Ho Folk 
paintings 
 

Throughout history, the Yin-yang theory has been very closely 
and deeply embedded in the Vietnamese cultural life. It 
contributes in creating folklore and makes the vitality, 
persistence, longevity as well as unique in Vietnamese culture. 
According to yin-yang theory, the origin of all formations and 
the transformation of everything in the universe is two poles of 
Yin and Yang. Yin and Yang are both contrary and consistent. 
The manifestations of Yin and Yang are from opposite aspects 
in the universe, the earth, everything, human life and society. 
There has no absolute separation between two opposite aspects 
of Yin and Yang,yin exists in Yang and vice versa. It is the 
interaction and integration of two aspects of Yin-Yang that 
determine the formation and transformation of all things. 
 

While Yin-Yang theory explains the origin and the 
transformation of everything in the world, five -element theory 
explains the structure of the universe. Five elements are the five 
original materials of the world including Metal, Wood, Water, 
Fire, Earth. According to five -element theory, these basic 
material elements are not in a static but in a dynamic state. 
Their existence is not isolated and separated but closely related. 
Five elements have a great function because they are the first 
“gases”, constantly moving and changing, interacting with each 
other, mutually transforming in two processes of mutual 
generation and mutual overcoming. 
 

The mutual generation process are due to the impact of this 
element forming other element such as wood feeds fire (burning 
wood will form fire), fire creates earth (everything burns into 
ash), earth bears metal (melt and rusted metal will change to 
water), Water nourishes wood (plants and vegetables will 
growth with water), then Wood feeds Fire, etc. and similarly the 
formation of the universe will continue consecutively.  

Mutual overcoming is the process that elements are mutually 
opposite, exclusive, reciprocal: wood overcomes earth, earth 
overcomes water, water overcomes fire, fire overcomes metal, 
metal overcomes wood ...The mutual overcoming process also 
continues without stopping, which in turn will form a 
circulation process reflecting the antagonistic nature of opposite 
aspects. The processes of mutual generation and mutual 
overcoming of five elements are not separated but interwoven 
each other to reflect the process of formation and 
transformation of the earth and everything. This is the most 
important and fundamental conception of five element theory. 
 

From the ancient times, the East Asians thought that everything 
in the universe is formed by the combination ofone yin and one 
yang. Therefore, the statement “one yin and one yang is called 
“Dao” is used to generalize all the laws of nature and 
society.This is the succinctachievement of Eastern philosophy. 
Yin-Yang is the balance between heaven and earth, in which 
the most recognizable specific expression is the symbol of two 
complementary forces. Since the ancient times, two 
complementary forces have been reflected through a lot of 
images and each one brought different ways of feeling and 
thinking. 
 

In Dong Ho folk painting, the acculturation of the two 
complementary forces symbol appears quite clearly and is 
expressed in drawing lines of new thoughts through I 
Chingphilosophy. Through the expression of two 
complementary forces symbol, we can see that in Dong Ho 
Folk painting, the two complementary forces symbol is mainly 
aimed at emphasizing the origin of the beginning of the 
growth.Due to that fact, in this painting line, the pictures of two 
complementary for cesphenomenon are mainly the paintings for 
worship, blessings, growth and booming, healthy life. The 
symmetry representingyin yang and five-element theory has 
been reflected in most of Dong Ho paintings. The yin and yang 
are harmonious and interwoven in the perfect whole by the very 
specific opposite figures. When yin and yang are homologous, 
it represents the growth; When they are not, it shows conflicts, 
fighting. It is the thought that folk artists have applied yin yang 
theory in Dong Ho paintings. 
 

Dong Ho five tigers (Ngu Ho) is woodblock painting reflecting 
the belief of the Vietnamese people about the mysterious power 
of the nature. In Vietnam, families worshipping Dong Ho five 
tigers painting usually put this painting under the picture 
worshipping the gods or the Buddha. Many folklore researchers 
suppose that this worship practice is originated in primitive 
society, when people live in hunting and gathering conditions, 
humans were powerless and afraid of the power of nature 
including tigers. At this time, tiger is considered as the lord of 
the forest as wel as part of the natural power that causing 
disaster to humans, leading to the worship of tiger to wish for 
safety. The Dong Ho five tigers painting has explored its beauty 
from the majesty, dignity from the eyes, the beard, the 
appearance, the spunk from the whole body to exude the 
tremendous vitality of the lord of the forest in the positions of 
standing tiger, sitting tiger, tiger riding clouds and surfing wind 
….similar to the gods who kill evil demons, bad luck.  The five 
tiger painting is well laid out, balanced on the paper sheet. 
Colors used in the painting bear philosophy of five element 
theory of the Oriental: Four tigers located in four corners in 
white, black, green, red represent for elements of Metal, Water, 
Wood, Fire. The remaining one is located in the middle of the 
painting, used yellow color, the Earth element, representing the 
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lord of all species. Dong Ho painting often uses yellow color as 
the background, which has magnificent importance in the whole 
relationship of the painting. 
 

At first glance, the image and color of Dong Ho five tigers 
painting is very similar to the Hang Trong five tigers painting. 
However, if examining it carefully, it seems that the tigers are 
not arranged in any order of five elements theory of the Orient, 
either the popular theory or the original theory. It is perhaps the 
reason why author Nguyen Vu Tuan Anh, in his book “The 
wisdom of Vietnamese folk paintings” concludes that “The 
deviation of the color position creates the mutual generation five 
elements which is counter clockwise.” It complying with the 
mutual generation rules of five element theory, the order of color 
must be clockwise, the colors correspond to the following 
elements: White (Metal)- Green (Wood)- Black (Water) - Red 
(Fire)- Yellow (earth). Do such layout and color in Dong Ho five 
tigers painting contain the mystery of a culture, is it the intention of 
the artists? 
 

It can be said that “Dong Ho five tigers” painting is not a “Five-
element painting”, but a “five element theory” painting, one side is 
associated with folk beliefs while the other is associated with the 
academic world. In addition, the layout of the painting is arranged 
very delicately basing on very familiar theme. Dong Ho five tigers 
painting contains a great theory and is characterizes by 
uniqueness of the sophisticated structure but all are covered by 
a simple and rustic casing. Both paintings are structured 
according to the five element theory. The painting in the left 
shows that: The yellow tiger of earth elements sitting in the 
middle of the painting, hugging the seal box is bigger than the 
other ones. The white tiger of metal element, the green one of 
wood element standing around the yellow tiger forming a 
circle. The black one of water element, the red one of fire 
element. The painting on the right is also similar. All are is the 
structure of mutual generation rules of five element theory, a 
unique philosophy of East Asia. 
 

Dong Ho five tiger painting all shows the symmetry of the arc 
position surrounding the center. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The painting is also laid out  two pairs of black - white, red - 
blue tigers, which are represented by a two - dimensional arc 
connecting Metal - Water and Fire - Wood. The concurrent 
position of two pairs of white - blue and red - black tigers is 
represented by a two - dimensional intersecting straight line of 
Water - Fire and Metal -Wood. The yellow tiger of earth 
elements sitting in the middle, larger than the other ones, 
denotes the dominating role of the Earth element compared 
with elements of Metal, Wood, Water, Fire. The importance in 
the role of Earth element in primitive five element theory is also 
expressed in the work named Viet dich: “The primitive five 
element theory in Viet dich considers the function and strength 

of the five elements as 4 + 1. The functions and strength of four 
elements including Water, Wood, Metal and Fire are equally. 
But the earth element is more prominent compared to the other 
four ones. Accordingly, the earth element acts as intermediary 
for the other four and tolerates all four elements. The tiger of 
earth element sitting at the center of the circle larger than the 
other tigers not only in terms of the great, dignify, the firm stuff 
but it is also the core of all problems, is the focal point of the 
theory, the essence of the content. In addition, Dong Ho five 
tiger painting also has images such as sun, flag, sword. These 
images also have certain meanings: the image of the red sun is 
the symbol of the extremes and origin of the South in eastern 
culture (the red is the symbol of the South as determined by 
five element theory); The images of the deviating flag and the 
sword represent the power of nature in the motion law of five 
elements, which govern the movement of the universe and the 
interaction of the earth and heaven. 
 

Corpulent pig with suckling piglets painting: Pig is familiar 
animals and closely attached to the life of the Vietnamese 
people for a long time. Pig is not just domestic animals for food 
but it is also associated with the calendar from the ancient 
times; the Vietnamese people used time: year, month, day, time 
which is closely related to people’s fortune (time of giving birth 
is the birth time). In 12 animal designations: Rat, Ox, Tiger, 
Cat, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Goat,  Monkey, Cock, Dog, Pig and 
the factor of yin or yang of these animals to analyze the 
personality, predict the fate of each person, which has been 
accumulated experience from a thousand years ago. The pig is 
called Hợi, is in the last position among 12 animals. The pig 
introduced to the theme of Dong Ho folk painting, is called as 
Pig picture. Dong Ho pig painting not only hides the shaping 
beauty, but also reflects the desire of the farmers for increase in 
production capacity, adequate and peaceful life. Consistent, 
harmonious and prominent style in the Dong Ho folk painting 
line is Pig picture. The common characteristic of the pigs in the 
Dong Ho village is that it is composed by the artists it in the 
declining direction to reflect the fat shape of the pigs, express 
the adequateness and abundance in life. 
 

The common characteristic of pigs in Dong Ho painting is that 
pigs are of Vietnamese Pot-bellied, all  have two round spins on 
the body, near the shoulders and buttocks, close to the above 
part of the fore and aft legs, attracting the movement, which 
makes the pig have a lively shape, it is both a tangible mark and 
contains the concept of five elements. In addition, The Dong 
Ho painting also expresses the fat of the pig: big faces, large 
ears, tilted and curved mouth, eyes with eyelids, but the nose is 
almost turned towards the straight face, creating a peculiar 
shape; the pig’s mouth all having three layers and two layers at 
the edge with the soft curving line makes us feel that the pigs 
are devoured; pig’s feet have three claws, bring the firm feel; 
The pig’s back is drawn by one or two bolding lines with 
slightly hammocked curvature. The combination of the lines of 
the head’s fold the front leg, waist circumference and the fold’s 
lines of the behind thigh are the thick and bold lines connecting 
to the curving lines of the abdomen has created a fat, healthy, 
firm pig, expressing the desire for a life of prosperity, adequate 
life, happiness, peace of the Vietnamese people.  
 

The humanities in the Corpulent pig with suckling piglets 
painting are the people’s wish for a prosperous, crowded, happy 
and harmonious life, lot of descendants.  
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In the Corpulent pig with suckling piglets painting, it shows 
corpulent pig and suckling piglets look very lively, diversified, 
each one has different look: one wants to snuggle into the 
mother pig’s belly, one wants to climb on the back, other ones 
are heading to the sprout leaves to eat ... but all have a strong, 
simple layout and full of stylized decorations, realistic features, 
reflecting the simple wish of the Vietnamese farmers. The yin-
yang spins on pig’s body are to increase the harmony, the 
balance of the lines. The unique feature of pig painting lies in 
the fact that it must be a herd of pigs (corpulent pig with 
suckling piglets). In the yin-yang structure, herd of pigs express 
the psychology, the wish for the proliferation, the law of 
existence, as well as the community characteristic of the 
Vietnamese people. Dong Ho folk paintings with big, bold, 
simple, succint, firm, honest lines reflect  the true and honest 
emotion with the bold shaping style of the working people in 
particular and the Vietnamese people in general. 
 

The yin - yang philosophy was drawn from the old times, 
through the life experience of Eastern society. Initially, yin - 
yang philosophy was the very specific concepts such as: female 
(negative), male (positive), earth of square shape is, sky of 
round shape is positive, more lately,   yin - yang philosophy has 
been understood in a wider and more popular way, people have 
inferred many common opposite pairs in daily lives such as: 
winter - negative, summer-positive; night - negative, day - 
positive and many other popular yin-yang opposite pairs: soft - 
hard; static-moving; fast -slow; dark-light; black - red; short-
tall… The yin-yang philosophy has he following basic rules 
such as: In the yang exists yin, and in the yin exists yang, there 
is nothing completely yin or completely yang. Although yin and 
yang are opposite, they are not separated each other, they are 
closely linked together and transformed each other, the extreme 
development of yin will transform to yang, the extreme 
development of yang will transform to yin. 
 

The reflection of fertility cult in Dong Ho folk paintings 
 

The traditional as well as modern Vietnamese people all wish 
for prosperity, proliferation, flourishing, adequateness and 
happiness, so the fertility of Dong Ho folk is always expressed 
deeply in both those making the painting and those enjoying it. 
With the rich imagination of the artist, they have created the 
soul of the picture which is both elegant and witty but still very 
rustic, close to the life of village peasants, have created both 
delicate and familiar, dearly Dong Ho folk painting in the spirit 
of the Vietnamese people. 
 

It is necessary to understand the fertility feature of Dong Ho 
folk paintings line, it not only expresses the symbolism of the 
harmony between male and female, but it also expresses the 

desire, wish for an adequate, crowded, the booming 
developments of everything, good harvest, fresh plants, full of 
fruits  ...Because the Vietnamese culture is originated from wet 
rice cultivation, so the initial aspiration and concern of 
agricultural residents is for the flourishing, proliferation, 
adequateness and happiness.  Therefore, in the inner mind of 
the Vietnamese people, the fertility cult acts as a persistent 
living stream penetrated deeply in the cultural and spiritual life 
through many generations throughout the development of 
Vietnam’s cultural history.  
 

Dong Ho folk painting is a folk art form of innocent, virtuous 
and rustic characteristics, so it contains a deep aesthetic 
philosophy of the roots of national history, the humanity spirit 
and aspiration of pure Vietnamese growth and proliferation. 
Artisans of this line often take village life of rural people as the 
main themes. From the hard and difficult life of the rural 
residents, so they always aspire to reach a happy and peaceful 
life, which is reflected by artisans through Dong Ho folk 
painting works with spiritual meaning and bless for fertility 
such as: Eminence - Prosperity and honor, Boy sitting on a 
buffalo and playing flute…. or praised life in the simple but 
deep aspects such as: Picking coconut, Wrestling, Blindfold to 
catch goats, ... 
 

Studies on Dong Ho folk painting line show that the art of 
emphasizing of painting, which are considered as a 
“spectacular” beauty of fertility in arts such as Picking coconut 
painting,…. 
 
When looking at the painting, we can see that the artisans have 
emphasized the fertility aspect, but not made the loss of the 
elegance, wittiness through the aspects of the peasants’ daily 
lives. It is the uniqueness of fertility factor in Dong Ho folk 
paintings compared to other folk painting lines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

With all of above characteristics, none of us can deny the 
element of fertility in this famous painting line. It is because the 
artisans of Dong Ho folk paintings always vibrate and catch up, 
record the national soul naturally, simply and lively with the 
raw and bold lines, good and crowded layout, , fresh and clear 
colors, evoking emotion, ... At present, Vietnam is on the 
progress of industrialization, modernization, integration and 
multilateral and diversifying international cooperation, 
inheritance and promotion of human elites in the 4.0 network 
evolution, but its artistic and human values of Dong Ho folk 
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paintings still hold a certain position in the spiritual life of the  
Vietnamese people. When modern people feel tired from the 
complexity, the formality and hustle and bustle of real life, they 
are more loving, admiring and returning to the innocent, rustic 
features of Dong Ho folk paintings. 
 

The Picking coconut painting expresses the concept for a fully 
happy family of Vietnamese countrymen including a wife, a 
husband and two children. The husband undertakes the most 
dangerous and difficult job of climbing the coconut trees to 
harvest coconuts, showing his vital role in the family, as the 
father bravely overcomes all the challenges striving to the peak 
of his career and earning for money and fame. The wife picking 
up the coconuts represents her back-up role, always standing 
behind to support her husband when necessary. In the painting, 
the wife uses the skirt instead of her hands to pick makes the 
scene a little funny. The two children cling closely to the root as 
if they want to share the hard work of the father or to imitate 
their father to climb up, overcoming all dangers, lightening 
family’s tradition. 
 

The beauty of a happy family is shown fortunately and 
adequately. A fulfilled family of triangular of cause and effect: 
wife - husband - children following family customs and habits 
and order as the image of straight and firm coconut tree in the 
peaceful and romantic beauty of Vietnamese countryside. At 
the top, at the right side of the painting it is also added two 
Nôm verses: “ It is appraisal for those cultivating coconut trees/ 
One climbs, one picks up to fit a couple.” There is also another 
version says: “Clear as jade, white as ivory / One climbs one 
picks up to satisfy each other” 
 

In the book titled “Wisdom in Vietnamese folk paintings”, the 
researcher Nguyen Vu Tuan Anh doubts that the content of this 
folk painting may not be as that simple. “Those” in the verse is 
talking about whom? The image in the painting does not reflect 
the reality, but the verses in the painting and the long-time 
spread and transmission among the folklore cause later 
generations to ponder the the philosophy and humanity of this 
painting. The pronoun “those” in the foreword indicates the 
factor of human in creating the balance and harmony of life. 
The image of coconut juggling - which does not exist in the 
reality - represents the contradictions and difficulties in life, in 
the relationship between human and human. If the human 
themselves knows how to harmonize their own life, and the 
surrounding environment, it will bring a peaceful and happy life 
for themselves and for this life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Two pairs of Dong Ho folk painting named “Vinh hoa (Eminence) 
- Phu quý (Prosperity and honor)” all have profound significance 

with the purpose of blessing and praying for the family to have a 
rich and prosperous life “Vinh hoa –Phú quý”, which are 
synonymous to have many children, many grandchildren 
(according to the Vietnamese people’s thought, family with many 
children is fortunate.) It is will be full of happiness when the family 
has lot of children and offspring, including both girls and boy. 
 

The “Vinh hoa” painting with the image of a boy holding a 
rooster with the wishes for most favorable auspices. In Chinese 
the large rooster is the word “daji”, homonym with the word 
“daji” (means good fortune). BY hanging the “Vinh hoa” 
painting, it expresses the longing for giving birth to a healthy 
son, later growing to a successful, full of fame person to 
perpetuate family lineage. Moreover, the image of 
chrysanthemum and the rooster manifest the virtues of the junzi 
(gentleman): benevolence, righteousness, ritual propriety, 
knowledge. 
 

“Phú quý” depicts a baby girl embracing the duck with lotus 
flowers. In the spiritual life of the Vietnamese people, the lotus 
symbolizes for the image of purity and noble “close to the mud 
but does not smell muddy smell”, expressing the desire that the 
girl will be thrifty, resourceful, favorable delivery. The image 
of the duck and the lotus flower show the purity of the woman. 
At first glance, the two Phú quý pictures seem to have simple 
layout, lines and colors, but its deep artistic value lies in bright 
and dynamic colors intervening with strong, refine and sensual 
color arrays. The two pairs of “Vinh hoa –Phú quý” paintings 
express the desire to rise up in life, with simple nut delicate 
materials, bold, strong and flexible lines and colors, the face of 
the baby is innocent, bright, lively and lovely. The chicken and 
the duck, although lie down but still raise the head above, 
expressing the desire to rise up in life. Vinh hoa –Phú quý” 
paintings also contain the beautiful and noble values regarding the 
success, adequateness and richness of the house’s owner. “Vinh 
hoa –Phú quý” paintings also contain the beautiful and noble 
values regarding the success, adequateness and richness of the 
house’s owner, it is also a wish for the richness, wealth and 
having lot of children, both boys and girls. Therefore, “Vinh hoa 
–Phú quý” paintings are often hung in the house as a blessing for 
an adequate, happy and peaceful life.   
 

Early dialectical thinking in Dong Ho folk paintings 
 

Looking at the “rat’s wedding” painting, we can see a brilliant 
festival is taking place. The painting consists two arrays of 
image, the upper array consists of four rats approaching in front 
of the cat: the old mouse comes first with its two hands offering 
the pigeon to the cat but it  is afraid of the cat that it bows its 
neck, scurries the tail, and cowers its body. Although the 
second one raises its head higher head but still bents its back, 
trembles, fumbling, making the offering of carp, the interested 
thing of cat, slip off.   The third one is also an old one, blowing 
trumpet, but his eyes still stare at the attitude of the old cat. The 
fourth is the young one, also blowing the trumpet, bending 
back, cowering. The four rats in the upper row have different 
appearance and colors that make up the variety. The Chinese 
characters are embroidered at the top, from left to right: 
Shoushen (keeping one’s life), laoshu (old mouse), zuole 
(blowing trumpet); Between the mouse and the cat has the word 
songli (donation of offerrings), the right corner lies the word 
Miao (cat), which make the viewers know clearly that the mice 
family brings the offerings to the old cat. The right corner is an 
old, huge cat, proudly sitting on one side, is zoomed out bigger 
than the horse in the right corner below.The cruel old cat is 
made up of tiny curves, giving one hand to the front as if to 
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communicate, the face, legs and claws are enlarged, which 
highlight the evil mind with the gesture pretending to be kind. 
 

In the corrupted feudal society, the problem of purchasing and 
selling of the official position, embezzlement became the evils 
in the court bureaucracy system, the lives of the working class 
were extremely hard, they had to work hard all year-round. If 
they wanted to be restless, they must bribe the bully, 
bureaucracy. As a paintingof satire meaning, it mocks against 
the bad habits of the contemporary social government. Provided 
that corruption still exists in the society, Dong Ho folk painting 
of “Rat’s wedding” still remains its human, reality, fighting 
values. In addition, “Rat’s wedding” painting also hides a 
different color, the co-living philosophy implying by the folk 
artisans, creating the values of thought of bold Vietnamese 
culture. The artisan making “Rat’s wedding” painting also 
wishes for the happiness for the community, where everyone’s 
lives are  full, adequate and happy so that one own life is also 
peaceful in the community. This also reflects the psychology of 
a bad compromise is better than a good lawsuit of the 
Vietnamese people from the old times until now. “Rat and cat 
are the two chains of the complete natural system 
 

One’s existence affects other’s existence. It also bears itself the 
notion of philosophy, not just sociology. It is the existence of 
the opposite aspects,” asserted by Ngo Duc Thinh in the article 
named “Essence meaning of “Rat’s wedding” Dong Ho 
painting.  The folklore researcher Cung Khac Luoc supposed 
that: “The cat standing here is a natural fact of life that the rat 
family understands than anyone else.” I am happy and I hope 
that the cat can also enjoy these joys and “feel happy to do” to 
make life harmonious, so that both parties can enjoy the fun in 
the day that no one wants the occurrence of a conflict, the 
happy day not only of the couple but also an implied 
commitment to an early to come fertile day, the destination of 
every combination of yin and yang named Development.” 
Thus, this symbiotic thought also brings about good results as 
desired for the rat family. The wedding has been taken place 
very smoothly and peacefully. The rat family, in its long history 
of thousands of years, is always soft, flexible and adaptable to 
any situation. It can be seen as the thought, the philosophy of 
the Vietnamese people, of Vietnamese nation who are always 
nice and gentle, desire to live in peace, wish everyone to enjoy 
the happiness, due to the fact that, the ultimate purpose of one’s 
life is the proliferation: “Young- bamboo shoots cooked with 
wild chicken/ Dare to try to see who will be able to get 
husband?” Practically, in Vietnam, the combination of these 
two foods makes a really great dish. However, the philosophy 
contains deep human values, another different meaning, 
referring to the promiscuous husbands hunting for young girl 
(young bamboo shoots). Although he can satisfy his appetency, 
really delicious, it is difficult to avoid trouble. The verse on the 
“Jealousy scene” folk painting is a way of word playing with 
profound meaning. 
 

In the feudalism, the women women have to follow the ethical 
behavior of “Three Obediences and Four Virtues.” Four virtues 
including “housekeeping skills, beauty, appropriate speech and 
moral conduct” are one of the beautiful aspects of 
Confucianism. Three Obediences mean “obeying her father as a 
daughter, obeying her husband as a wife, obeying her son in 
widowhood.” The woman must accept the fact that “Man may 
have a lot of wife and concubines, while women must have 
only one husband.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Women must accept to share their happiness in bitterness. It 
was so unfair and so awkward that Ho Xuan Huong poet had to 
say that “Poorly the situation of share husband/ One is warm 
while the other is cold.” 
 

Jealousy scene in Dong Ho painting expresses the tragedy in 
the Vietnamese’s family. The exaggeration of the shape and 
lines, the caricature in the painting create the excitement, 
humor, fun of the contradiction and conflict situations of a 
family. “Jealousy scene” in Dong Ho Folk painting is the 
dialectical combination between the static and dynamic 
elements. The static images in the painting is the verse, the 
hanging painting, flower wall, bonsai ... with intermediary of 
the husband and the child, which is opposite to the image of the 
very dynamic characters with drastic posture in the pull 
between two wives. The images are finely depicted in term of 
line, conventional proportion in a rational sense of artistic 
instinct and the clear, witty sensation: in jealousy scene, 
haircutting and applying lime on the head are the most cruel 
punishment for flirtatious women. Hence, the wife rolls up her 
skirt rushing to, with the scissors on her hand, cut hair of the 
husband’s lover, while the indiscreet lover (bare breast) is 
challenging and sour - tempered. The husband, although was 
caught at site, appears not feel ashamed, one hand still placed 
on the “breast” of the mistress, embracing the lover to protect 
her, while the other hand to temporize with his wife, as 
pleading: “Please calm down /Do not pick a quarrel, both 
causing harm to yourself as well as to other.” However, looking 
at the image of the son crossing hands to entreat his parents, 
being afraid to look at their acts shows the sufferings and 
aspiration for a peaceful and happy life with the protection from 
both father and mother, now must witness the break- up of the 
family. Therefore, the “Jealousy scene” painting also contains a 
deep humanity message on the philosophy of life: If the 
previous generations just want to satisfy their own desire and 
fight for their own interest by any means, this will unwittingly 
result in the sufferings for later generations? 
 

It is unknown when the “jealousy” fighting between the two 
women in Dong Ho painting will end, and it is also very hard to 
determine who loses and who wins because one’s act is 
reasonable (a betrayed legitimate wife) , while the other has 
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love (the bare breast girl has love but does not have legal 
status). These two poor women in the painting, living in the 
status of shared husband, usually occurring in wealthy families 
are all victims of polygamy regime in Vietnamese feudal 
society. Until present,  when Vietnam is developing, economic 
life is rising up, the moral values have signs of degradation, the 
Dong Ho jealousy scene painting  remains its deep humanity 
values, as an awaken to selfish lifestyles, following  personal 
tastes that breaks families, causing psychological trauma to 
innocent children. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Dong Ho folk paintings possess a unique color of Vietnamese 
folk art. The cause for the longevity of this folklore is not only 
because the above-mentioned themes of the paintings reflect the 
rustic, simple, close nature attached to Vietnamese culture but 
more deeply the concepts about morality, the philosophy about 
happiness, the reach of knowledge, the reach of freedom, the 
thought of living in harmony with nature ... which are expressed 
through the content of the paintings. The thoughts dated back 
for thousands of years ago are now present through the image 
of a folklore painting line of scholarly style and full of meaning 
within. 
 

Dong Ho paintings, from drawing paintings to handmade 
printing paintings, all have their own styles. From the stages 
such as drawing the pattern, cutting the printing mold, 
producing and making colors to printing pictures, there are 
different elements combining the uniqueness in techniques and 
aesthetics of a painting line. Dong Ho folk painting is attractive, 
unique in color, layout, shape. The paintings created by the 
skillful hand of the folk artists become lively, close by the 
images and abundant colors. With completely natural materials, 
colors in Dong Ho paintings are very close, warm, special that 
only exist in Vietnam. Moreover, inside the simple-like images 
hides a worldview, the view on human life of the Vietnamese. 
Dong Ho folk paintings contribute to preserve the traditional 
culture of the nation, making the spiritual life of the Vietnamese 
richer. This painting line not only occupies a foothold 
domestically, but also presents in many countries around the 
world. 
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