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Abstract 

This publication offers an exhaustive multi-disciplinary analysis of the Ok Om Bok Festival and Ghe Ngo 

Boat Racing (Um Tuk Ngua), celebrated annually by the Khmer Krom ethnic minority in the Mekong 

Delta region of Southern Vietnam. Taking place during the full moon of the tenth lunar month, this dual 

ritual-secular celebration represents a critical locus of identity, Theravada Buddhist cosmology, 

agricultural reverence, and socio-political negotiation. Utilizing anthropological theories of performance, 

communal ritual analysis, and contemporary cultural heritage frameworks, this study unpacks the multi-

layered significance of the festival. It traces the cosmological foundations of moon worship (Preah Cand), 

the sacred material culture and aerodynamics of the Ghe Ngo canoe, the complex web of community-

monastic funding, and the modern transformation of local rituals into an internationally recognized canvas 

for intangible cultural heritage and state-sponsored tourism. 

1. Introduction:  

The Cultural Topography of the Khmer Mekong Delta of Southern Vietnam, historically known as the 

Nam Bo region within Khmer historiography, is an intricate network of alluvial plains, marshes, and 

distributary river channels. In this landscape, human existence is indissolubly bound to the rhythm of 

water. Among the multi-ethnic tapestry of this region—comprising Kinh, Hoa (ethnic Chinese), and Cham 

populations—the Khmer ethnic minority stands out as a foundational pillar of the delta's agrarian and 

spiritual heritage. Numbering over 1.3 million people primarily concentrated across the provinces of Sóc 

Trăng, Trà Vinh, Kiên Giang, An Giang, and Bạc Liêu, the Khmer ethnic have maintained a distinct 

linguistic, religious, and cultural identity anchored firmly in Theravada Buddhism. 
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Among the various celebrations that punctuate the Khmer calendar—such as Chol Chnam Thmay (New 

Year) and Sene Dolta (Ancestor Ancestry Worship)—the Ok Om Bok Festival and its accompanying Ghe 

Ngo Boat Race (Um Tuk Ngua) represent the highest structural synthesis of religious devotion, 

environmental gratitude, and collective physical prowess. Occurring precisely on the 15th day of the 

Kâtdâk month in the Khmer Buddhist calendar (corresponding to the middle or end of November in the 

Gregorian calendar), the festival marks the transition from the rainy season (vassa) to the dry season, 

coinciding with the annual harvest of the wet-rice crops. 

To the casual observer, Ok Om Bok appears as a vibrant spectacle of floating lanterns, culinary 

preparation, and high-octane regattas. To the anthropologist and historian, however, it constitutes what 

Marcel Mauss termed a "total social fact." It simultaneously mobilizes religious institutions (the Wats or 

pagodas), agricultural economics, traditional craftsmanship, kinship structures, and regional political 

configurations. This publication dissects these domains to examine how a localized harvest ritual has 

persisted, adapted, and flourished as a pillar of contemporary Vietnamese multiculturalism. 

2. Historical Genesis and Cosmological Frameworks 

2.1 The Convergence of Animism and Theravada Buddhism 

To understand the ideological foundations of Ok Om Bok, one must trace the syncretic evolution of 

Khmer spirituality. Long before the deep institutionalization of Theravada Buddhism in the 13th and 14th 

centuries, the indigenous populations of the lower Mekong basin practiced complex forms of animism and 

nature worship. The natural world was conceptualized as a living matrix populated by Neak Ta (earth and 

tutelary spirits), Preah Mae Thorani (the Earth Goddess), and Preah Gangga (the Water Goddess). 

When Theravada Buddhism became the dominant cultural force, it did not violently erase these animistic 

substrates. Instead, it absorbed them. The Ok Om Bok Festival, literally translating to "the swallowing of 

flattened rice," acts as a prime example of this syncretism. At its core, the festival is a Moon Worship 

Ceremony (Sampeah Preah Khae). In the localized cosmology, the Moon is not merely a celestial body or 

an astronomical marker, but a conscious deity (Preah Cand) responsible for regulating the tides, governing 

the agricultural calendar, and providing the consistent moisture necessary for wet-rice cultivation. 

2.2 The Legend of the Hare (Sasa Jataka) 

The integration of Buddhist scripture with moon worship is validated through the Sasa Jataka (the birth 

story of the Buddha as a hare), an essential piece of folklore recited by elders during the festival night. 

According to this text, the Bodhisatta was reborn as a wise, virtuous hare living in a forest. On a full moon 

day, wishing to practice charity, the hare resolved to offer his own flesh to any hungry traveler, as he 

could not offer grass or leaves. 

The god Indra, wishing to test the hare’s virtue, disguised himself as an old, exhausted Brahmin beggar 

and cried out for food. The hare immediately instructed the beggar to prepare a fire and, without 

hesitation, leapt into the roaring flames. Remarkably, the fire did not burn him; it felt like ice. Indra then 

revealed his divine form and, to immortalize the hare’s supreme self-sacrifice (dāna) for all generations to 

look upon, drew the silhouette of the hare onto the face of the moon using a mountain peak as his brush. 

When the Khmer look up at the full moon of the Kâtdâk month, they do not just see geographic craters; 

they see the Sasa Jataka hare. The ritual offerings of Ok Om Bok (flattened green rice flakes) are thus 

structurally dualistic: they are simultaneous offerings to the Moon Deity for agricultural bounty and 

symbolic acts of devotion honoring the selflessness of the Buddha. 
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3. Ritual Architecture: The Moon Worship and Sacrificial Offerings 

The ritual execution of Ok Om Bok is strictly structured, dividing its spaces between the domestic 

courtyard and the sacred grounds of the Khmer Wat. 

3.1 The Production of Ok Om Bok (Cốm Dẹp) 

The material culture of the festival is defined by Ok Om Bok (known in Vietnamese as cốm dẹp). The 

production of this substance is an intense, communal endeavor requiring specialized knowledge passed 

down across generations. 

a. Selection: Young, aromatic glutinous rice grains (nếp) are harvested just prior to full maturity when the 

kernels still retain a milky, liquid interior. 

b. Roasting (Rang): The grain is roasted over a wood fire in shallow clay pans. This requires careful 

temperature regulation so that the husks crack without burning the interior grain. 

c. Pounding (Giã): While still piping hot, the roasted rice is transferred to large wooden mortars. Two 

individuals, typically operating in a rhythmic alternating pattern with heavy wooden pestles, pound the 

grains. 

d. Winnowing (Sàng sảy): The pounded mixture is transferred to flat bamboo trays where women use 

precise, circular tossing motions to separate the flattened, pearlescent rice flakes from the shattered husks. 

3.2 The Midnight Liturgy and the "Feeding" Ritual 

As twilight falls on the 15th day of the Kâtdâk month, families erect an altar in their front yards or within 

the central courtyard of the village pagoda. The altar is framed with arches made from flexible sugarcane 

stalks, symbolizing sweetness, continuity, and growth. Decorative arrangements of betel leaves, areca 

nuts, coconuts, bananas, sweet potatoes, and cassava surround the central vessel containing the freshly 

prepared Ok Om Bok. 

When the moon reaches its zenith—shining directly overhead—the formal worship (Sampeah Preah 

Khae) begins. The ritual leader, usually the oldest patriarch of the family or an esteemed Achar (a lay 

Buddhist master/former monk), steps forward. He lights incense, prostrates himself before the celestial 

symbol, and chants blessings invoking peace, health, and a fruitful harvest for the entire community. 

What follows is one of the most distinctive participatory elements of Khmer folklore: the ritual feeding of 

the children. The Achar gathers the young children of the village before the altar. He takes a handful of Ok 

Om Bok, mixes it with banana slices and coconut milk, and gently places a small portion directly into 

each child's mouth. While the child chews, the Achar lightly pats them on the back and asks them what 

they desire most for the coming year—whether it be wisdom in studies, physical strength, or prosperity for 

their parents. 

The children's spontaneous answers are read as omens for the community's future. This direct physical 

incorporation of the food signifies the visceral transmission of ancestral blessings down to the youngest 

generation. 
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3.3 Loi Pratip and Lan-Loi: The Hydro-Atmospheric Offerings 

Following the conclusion of the terrestrial offerings, the ritual space expands outward into both the aquatic 

and atmospheric realms through Loi Pratip (releasing water lanterns) and Lan-Loi (releasing sky lanterns). 

The Pratip are traditionally built utilizing natural, biodegradable materials: sections of banana tree trunks 

serve as rafts, adorned with intricate structures of folded banana leaves, colorful papers, bright flowers, 

candles, and incense. These lanterns are designed to mirror miniature versions of Buddhist pagodas or 

legendary mythical rafts. 

As hundreds of Pratip are pushed into the slow-moving currents of the Mekong’s canals, the community 

chants verses to ask forgiveness from Preah Gangga for polluting the waterways through daily activities 

and agricultural runoff. Concurrently, the release of hot-air sky lanterns (Lôi Đèn Gió) fills the night sky, 

their upward trajectory symbolizing the carrying away of bad luck, sins, and misfortune from the 

terrestrial plane into the infinite cosmos. 

4. The Ghe Ngo (Um Tuk Ngua) Regatta: Anatomy, Aesthetics, and Sacred Construction 

While the Ok Om Bok moon worship looks up to the heavens, the Ghe Ngo Boat Race (Um Tuk Ngua) 

unleashes an explosion of competitive energy across the rivers of the Mekong Delta. It is inaccurate to 

classify Ghe Ngo racing purely as a sport; it is an integrated socio-religious institution that encapsulates 

the warrior spirit, maritime expertise, and monastic pride of the Khmer people. 

4.1 The Sacred Materiality and Engineering of the Canoe 

A Ghe Ngo is a masterpiece of indigenous naval architecture. Measuring between 28 to 32 meters in 

length, each boat is carved from a single, massive trunk of a sacred hardwood tree, typically the Sao cát 

(Hopea odorata), harvested from deep within the remaining old-growth forests of Indochina. This wood is 

chosen for its high density, water resistance, flexibility, and spiritual association with dryads (Nang 

Khleang). 

The hull is remarkably narrow, wide enough to seat only two rowers side-by-side, tapering gracefully to 

an upturned bow and stern that mimic the elegant curvature of the Naga (the mythical multi-headed 

serpent-protector of Buddhism). To ensure stability and mechanical flexibility across the choppy river 

currents, a high-tension cable system known as a "backbone wire" (dây kìm) is run internally from bow to 

stern. This structural cable can be adjusted by tight turnbuckles, allowing the boat to flex and snap back 

during high-velocity rowing strokes, acting much like a modern composite bow. 

4.2 The Ritualization of Craftsmanship: Painting the Bow 

The birth of a new Ghe Ngo is managed entirely under monastic supervision. A pagoda does not merely 

own a boat; the boat belongs to the sacred geography of that specific temple community. The entire 

process—from the initial felling of the tree to the final polishing—is governed by precise taboos. 

The crowning spiritual moment of construction is the Eye-Painting Ceremony (Lễ Vẽ Mắt Ghe). The 

Khmer believe that a boat without an eye is an inanimate, blind object vulnerable to malicious water 

demons. An Achar paints stylized, fierce eyes on both sides of the bow, alongside vibrant iconographies of 

protective entities: 
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The Naga (serpent power), 

The Garuda (solar king of birds), 

The Khuon (mystical lions), or 

The Hanuman (the monkey warrior). 

Once these eyes are opened, the Ghe Ngo transforms into a living entity possessing its own spiritual 

essence (Giao cảm). It is stored under a sacred pavilion inside the pagoda grounds and cannot be touched 

by women, stepped over, or cleaned casually outside of specific festival windows. 

4.3 Leadership Dynamics and the Kinesthetics of Racing 

To propel a 30-meter vessel containing 40 to 60 rowers at speeds exceeding 20 kilometers per hour 

requires flawless coordination. The crew structure inside a Ghe Ngo is highly stratified and mirrors 

ancient naval battle commands: 

a. The Bow Commander (Người chỉ huy đầu nghé): Stands at the absolute tip of the upturned bow. 

Balancing precariously on a wet, narrow edge, he uses a small gong, a horn, or rhythmic hand signals to 

direct the pacing of the crew. He acts as the spiritual shield, cutting through the waves. 

b. The Mid-Section Rhythm-Keepers (Người giữ nhịp giữa): Stationed in the center of the boat, these 

veterans blow silver whistles or strike wooden clappers (gõ sạp). They translate the bow commander’s 

high-level signals into a steady tempo that the rest of the crew must match without a millisecond of 

variance. 

c. The Master Steersmen (Người lái đuôi): A team of three to four highly experienced men located at 

the stern. They handle exceptionally long steering oars. Their task is hazardous; a single bad turn at high 

speeds can capsize the narrow craft or send it colliding into rivals. 

The kinetic energy of the race is immense. Rowers use a specialized standing-squatting stroke technique. 

Rather than sitting flat on benches, they rest one leg on a low crossbeam and lean their entire body weight 

forward into the oar blade, driving it down and back with explosive abdominal force. When sixty oars hit 

the water in perfect sync, the Ghe Ngo appears to literally skip across the surface of the river, leaving a 

massive wake behind it. 

5. Socio-Economic Dimensions and Monastic Governance 

To fully comprehend the durability of the Ok Om Bok and Ghe Ngo festival within Southern Vietnam, it 

is necessary to move beyond aesthetics and analyze its economic and structural foundations. The festival 

is a prime demonstration of the interdependent relationship between the Khmer lay community and the 

Theravada Buddhist Sangha (monastic order). 

5.1 The Pagoda as the Civic Nexus 

In a typical Khmer village, the pagoda (Wat) is not just a place for weekend prayer; it functions as a 

school, a community center, a repository for historical manuscripts, and an administrative hub. The 

funding of a Ghe Ngo campaign illustrates this perfectly. Constructing a modern, competitive Ghe Ngo 

and outfitting its crew costs hundreds of millions of Vietnamese Đồng (VND). This capital is raised 

through a highly democratic, communal crowdfunding system managed by the pagoda's lay committee 

(Ban Quản Trị Chùa). 
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Every household in the parish contributes according to their economic capacity after the early harvest. 

Farmers donate surplus rice, business owners contribute cash, and those without financial means volunteer 

their labor. The monks themselves oversee the transparent distribution of these funds, ensuring that the 

rowers—who take a multi-week leave of absence from their farms—are supplied with high-protein meals, 

uniform kits, and medical care during intensive training periods. 

5.2 Social Integration and Cross-Provincial Rivalries 

The Ghe Ngo regatta acts as an outlet for intense, healthy inter-communal rivalry. Each pagoda represents 

a specific geographic cluster of families. When Chùa Tum Núp competes against Chùa Bốn Mặt (both 

legendary icons of Sóc Trăng province), it is not a commercialized sporting event; it is an assertion of 

village honor, agricultural vitality, and spiritual power. 

Yet, paradoxically, this fierce competition fosters deep intra-ethnic solidarity. For several weeks, tens of 

thousands of Khmer travel across provincial boundaries, filling the banks of the Maspero River in Sóc 

Trăng or the Ba Om Pond region in Trà Vinh. This massive gathering serves as a critical network for 

matchmaking, agricultural trade, linguistic preservation, and the collective reaffirmation of Khmer identity 

within the wider Vietnamese state. 

6. Political Ecology and Contemporary Policy Dynamics 

In the modern era, the Ok Om Bok Festival and Ghe Ngo Boat Race have evolved from highly localized, 

sacred ethnic rituals into prominent features of Vietnam's national cultural heritage policy and 

international tourism strategy. 

6.1 State Recognition as Intangible Cultural Heritage 

In 2014, the Ministry of Culture, Sports, and Tourism of Vietnam officially inscribed the Ok Om Bok 

Festival of Sóc Trăng and Trà Vinh provinces into the National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage. This 

marked a significant shift in the political ecology of the festival. The Vietnamese state recognized that the 

preservation of ethnic minority cultures is essential to national stability, social cohesion, and the 

promotion of a multicultural national identity. 

As a result of this designation, the state has injected considerable infrastructure funding into the festival. 

The banks of the Maspero River in Sóc Trăng city have been transformed with permanent concrete 

grandstands, specialized media broadcasting facilities, and floating safety barriers. What was once viewed 

on muddy riverbanks is now broadcast live on national television networks (VTV), complete with 

professional sports commentary, slow-motion replays, and corporate sponsorship banners from national 

brands. 

6.2 The Tension Between Sacred Tradition and Commercial Tourism 

This rapid modernization and tourist integration have introduced structural tensions that anthropologists 

actively track: 

a. Secularization of the Sacred: The primary concern centers on the potential commercialization of a 

deeply religious event. As the Ghe Ngo race transforms into a professionalized tourist attraction drawing 

hundreds of thousands of domestic and international visitors, the strict monastic taboos governing the 

boats face constant negotiation. For instance, commercial camera crews and secular officials regularly step 

onto or handle the vessels in ways that violate historical monastic purity laws. 
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b. Standardization vs. Local Variability: State funding often requires standardized rules, strict timing 

schedules, and formalized qualification brackets. This can marginalize smaller, less affluent rural pagodas 

that cannot afford to field crews capable of matching the hyper-optimized training regimens of large, 

state-subsidized urban teams. 

c. The Tourism Boom: Conversely, the influx of tourism has provided a vital economic boost to the 

Mekong Delta. It creates temporary marketplaces for local artisans, allows Ak Ambok producers to scale 

up production into a packaged commodity sold across Vietnam, and raises widespread domestic 

awareness of the rich, sophisticated heritage of the Khmer minority, combatting historical marginalization. 

7. Conclusion: Preserving the Pulsing Heart of the Mekong 

The Ok Om Bok Festival and Ghe Ngo Boat Race are far more than a vibrant annual diversion in the 

Mekong Delta; they constitute the living heartbeat of the Khmer culture. Through the syncretic marriage 

of ancient animistic water-worship and the moral framework of Theravada Buddhism, these celebrations 

provide the Khmer community with a coherent, durable system of meaning. The simple act of roasting and 

pounding Ok Om Bok binds generations together in shared labor, while the thunderous velocity of the Ghe 

Ngo regatta turns the river into a stage for physical excellence, communal pride, and artistic expression. 

As Southern Vietnam navigates the complex challenges of the 21st century—including rapid industrial 

urbanization, global climate change shifts altering the predictable flow of the Mekong river, and the 

pressures of mass tourism—the adaptive resilience of Ok Om Bok is striking. By evolving from a 

localized harvest rite into a protected national treasure, it demonstrates that ancient traditions do not need 

to remain static to survive. So long as the Sao cát canoes are carved, their fierce bow eyes painted, and the 

full moon rises over the sugarcane arches of the delta's pagodas, the Khmer will continue to write their 

enduring story upon the waters of the Mekong. 
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