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The Ritual of Ong Tao in Northern Vietnam, Transforming from a Concrete to
an Abstract Representation of the Kitchen God:

—— An Examination Based on Reference and Research Materials —

Abstract : Families in Hanoi worship the Kitchen God called Ong Tao together with other deities
by placing than linh, or a censer, on the altar for ancestors. Ong Tao is believed to ride a carp to
heaven on December 23 of the lunar calendar every year. On that day, live carps are offered on
the family altar and released into a river or pond at the end of the Ong Tao ritual. This is a dis-
tinctive feature currently observed in Hanoi and its suburbs, though the ritual appears to have
undergone some changes during the twentieth century.

Northern Vietnam has the longest history in the country, being the first area where the Ong
Tao ritual was performed. Yet, the Hue region has preserved even an older form of the ritual.
Then, in what context has the custom in the northern region changed? Have people there
changed their view of Ong Tao? No study has discussed the process of these changes based on a
review of the relevant materials and observation of the ritual. The unique characteristics of the
ritual practiced in the northern region have not been examined, either.

This paper will reveal how the ritual of Ong Tao in northern Vietnam, Hanoi in particular, has

transformed from a concrete to an abstract representation of the god by reviewing the relevant
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reference materials and observing the ritual. The paper will propose that the abstraction of Ong
Tao has arisen from changes in the form of kitchens and the northern communities, in addition to
the original characteristics of the region. Furthermore, the views of people who worship the
abstracted deity will be discussed.

Here the Vietnamese Kitchen God is called Ong Tao. Even though it is influenced by its Chi-
nese counterpart, Tao Quan, the two gods are not identical. Vietnamese people affectionately

refer to their Kitchen God as Ong Tao, and that is why the term is used throughout this paper.
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