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Abstract. This article explores the symbolic representations of women’s breasts in Viet-
namese folk literature through a multidisciplinary approach combining literary analy-
sis, cultural studies, and gender perspectives. Although breast imagery is relatively scar-
ce in Vietnamese traditions, it conveys rich and layered meanings. The paper categori-
zes these symbols into three main groups: the sacred breast, the erotic breast, and the
aesthetic breast. These appear respectively in myths, jokes, and beauty ideals — associ-
ated with motherhood, desire, and feminine charm. Drawing on sources such as folk
songs, proverbs, and legends, the study shows that breast symbolism reflects both reve-
rence and ambivalence toward the female body. It offers insight into Vietnamese cultu-
ral values and gender perceptions as expressed in oral literature.
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JMane Kyox Muno 3vtone
CuMBOJIBI 2KEHCKOIi I'PYId BO BbeTHAMCKOM (DOJIbKJIOpe

Annomauus. B ctaTbe paccMaTpUBaIOTCSl CUMBOJMYECKUE TIPEICTABICHUS O KEHCKOM
rpyau BO BbeTHaAMCKOM (osibkiiope. McciienoBaHre mpoBeeHO C MOMOILIbIO MEXIKUC-
LIUTUTMHAPHOTO TTOIX0/1a, 00bEINHSIONIETO JIUTePATYPHBIN, KYJIbTYPOJIOTUUECKUA 1
TeHIEePHBINM aHaIM3. XOTs 00pa3 rpyId OTHOCUTEIHHO PEIKO BCTpEYaeTCsl BO BheTHAM-
CKOI TpaIUIIMM, OH UMEET MHOTOCJIOHOE 3HaueHue. B cratbe CMMBOJIBI Ipy Ay MO~
pasnessitoTcsl Ha TPU OCHOBHbIE TPYTIIbI: CBSICHHBINM, 9POTUUECKUI U 3CTETUYECKUIA.
OHU MOSABISAIOTCS B MU(DAX, IITyTKaX 1 MealaX KpacoThl, CBI3aHHBIX C MAaTEPUHCTBOM,
JKeJTaHWeM U KeHCKUM odapoBaHueM. ONMpasiCh Ha TAKME UCTOYHUKY, KaK HApOIHBIC
MEeCHU, MOCJOBUIIbI M JIETEHIbI, UCCIeI0BaHUE MTOKA3bIBAET, YTO CUMBOJIM3M TPYIU
OTpakaeT aMOMBaJIEHTHOCTD IO OTHOLLIEHUIO K KeHCKOMY Tely. OHO naeT mpencraB-
JIEHWE O BbeTHAMCKUX KYJbTYPHBIX IIEHHOCTSIX U TeHIEPHBIX BOCITPUSITUSX, BEIPAXKEH-
HBIX B yCTHOU JINTEpaType.

Karouesnie cao6a: BbeTHaAMCKUI (HOTBKOP, CUMBOJIMKA TPYIU, CBSIIEHHAS TPYIb, 3PO-
TUYecKast Ipy/ib, 9POTU3M B (poJIbKIIOpE.

Aemop: Jlanr Kyok MuHb 3bIOHT, TTpernoaBateib, GakyabTeT COLMaTIbHON pabOThl 1
KOMMYHUKalUi, YHuBepcuteT BanxueH, r. XomnMuH, BeeTHaM.
E-mail: DuongDQM@vhu.edu.vn

Jlas wumuposanus: Jlane Kyox Muno 3vione. CUMBOJIBI KEHCKOM TPy BO BbETHAM-
ckoM donbkiope // BeetHamckue uccienoBausi. 2025.T. 9. Ne 2. C. 154—165.

KypHan «BbeTHamckue ucciemoanus» * 2(2025) « C. 154—165 « © Dang Quoc Minh Duong



Women’s Breast Symbols in Vietnamese Folk Literature

Introduction

Hoang Phe defines the noun “breast” as having three meanings, with the relevant
meaning being “a body part located in the chest of a person, or in the abdomen of an
animal, with a small protruding nipple in women or animals” [Hoang Phé 2022: 1130].
The female breast is an organ that secretes milk to nourish infants. Anatomically, the
breast is one of two prominent parts located in the upper abdomen of primates. In
women, the chest area acts as a mammary gland, producing and secreting milk to
provide nutrition for infants. The breast is covered by subcutaneous fat covers and
surrounded by a network of ducts that converge at the nipple, giving it its size and shape.
At the end of the milk ducts are lobules, or alveolar clusters, where milk is produced and
stored in response to endocrine signals.

Throughout history, literature and art have often mentioned this body part in
relation to women, with various concepts and emotions. In Greek and Roman
mythology, the mother’s breast was seen as a symbol of nurturing and power. In ancient
Egyptian civilization, the breast was considered a symbol of femininity. Archeologists
have uncarthed stone steles engraved with many images of breasts used to represent
women and femininity. The crown of the Egyptian goddess is shaped like a round breast,
symbolizing strength, fertility, purity, and innocence. During the Renaissance, eroticism
became more prevalent in paintings that depicted the sacred act of breastfeeding.
However, these paintings differed from previous depictions of saints in one significant
aspect: the breast was portrayed as both an “erotic signal in art” and a “reference to pure
pleasure.” Yalom [2022] dedicated a research monograph A History of the Breast to this
topic, which has been translated into Vietnamese and published in Vietnam.

Tran Hau The Yen stated: “After reading the entire book and admiring the
depictions of breasts from Asia, Europe, and Africa, I felt a sense of sadness because
there is not a single image or text mentioning breasts in Vietnamese art” [Tran Hau Thé
Yén 2023]. It is true that images of breasts are not commonly found in Vietnamese visual
art. Do Anh Vu discussed the scarcity of breast images in Vietnamese folk literature in
his article “Life’s Chest.” He also offered his own interpretation, stating that this
scarcity is a result of “historical necessity, when individual consciousness and personal
liberation were not yet promoted in this country and had to wait until the influence of
Western culture” [Dd Anh Vi 2017: 43].

In our study of Vietnamese folk literature, we discovered that women’s breasts were
mentioned in various folk sources. Specifically, they appeared 14 times in proverbs, 10
times in riddles, 22 times in folk songs, once in a fairy tale, and 12 times in jokes.
Although the number of sources referencing the “bong dao mound” is limited, it still
reflects the significance of the breast symbol in Vietnamese folk literature. Through the
use of surveying, analysis, synthesis, and interdisciplinary methods, this article aims to
explore the portrayal of the breast in Vietnamese folk literature and shed light on the
Vietnamese perspective on this symbol of femininity.

Sacred breasts

We use the term “sacred breast” in the same way as Marilyn Yalom, who studied the
breasts of goddesses, priestesses, the Virgin Mary, and biblical women who were revered
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and admired. Breasts are considered sacred because they provide nourishment to sustain
human life. Yalom stated: “The lactating breasts of the Virgin Mary and the great
goddesses are sacred symbols of all that is good in the universe” [Yalom 2022: 95]. In
Greek mythology, the Milky Way was created by the milk of Zeus’s wife Hera, who was
angry when she discovered that a child not born to her was secretly drinking her milk in
order to gain immortality (Fig.1).

Fig. 1. Peter Paul Rubens. “The Birth of the Milky Way”. 1636—1638. Open sources.

In Vietnamese folklore, the sacred breast is also mentioned in the legend of Ba
Trieu. This story tells of Au, a woman with unusually long breasts, so long that she
“often squeezes her breasts behind her shoulders and wraps her back tightly with silk”
[Tuyén tap van hoc... 1999: 385]. The story “The Basket Breasts” features a girl with
extremely large breasts, so large that she had to tie her nipples back to avoid them getting
in the way. The common theme in these stories is the unusual size of the breasts, which
is seen as extraordinary and sacred because it is associated with a national hero.
According to Pham Van Hung, this could be “a remnant of primitive culture, a symbol
of the beauty of a time when the image of a woman emphasized her breasts, abdomen,
and hips, and they were unusually large. This represents the beauty of fertility, growth
and development, and the magnification of body parts from ordinary to extraordinary,
from majestic to strange” [Pham Van Hung 2019: 120]. Researchers have found that
breasts are linked to fertility beliefs in Vietnamese and other ethnic groups. At the
Museum of Cham Sculpture in Da Nang, visitors can see many statues of Uma, Laskmi,
and Tara, goddesses with round breasts. The altars of Thap Mam (Binh Dinh) and Tra
Kieu (Quang Nam) are adorned with breast-shaped decorations between two layers of
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Fig.2. Thap Mam Altar. Da Nang Museum of Cham Sculpture. Open sources.

delicately stylized flowers and leaves (Fig.2). The story “The Basket Breasts” ends with
the words: “Her body turned into a towering mountain range where she died. That is
Breast Mountain. The mountain still exists today, resembling the body of a woman lying
on her back with two high hills rising above her chest. Those are her great breasts”
[Tuyén tap van hoc...1999: 449].

In Vietnam, there is a fruit tree called the star apple tree. The star apple fruit is about
the size of a fist, with green skin that turns light pink when ripe. It has a sweet and
delicious taste. According to the story “The History of the Star Tree,” the star apple tree
is believed to be the embodiment of a mother’s desire to nurture and educate her playful
son. People say that the foliage resembles a mother’s crying eyes, waiting for her child.
The branches of the tree droop like a mother’s arms, reaching out lovingly to comfort
her child. The star apple fruit is also seen as a symbol of mother’s milk, as the son in the
story drinks it and feels a familiar and refreshing sensation. Therefore, the breast is
considered sacred because it is associated with motherhood, nurturing children, and the
role of a mother.

In terms of etymology, the English word “breast” comes from the Old English word
breost (meaning chest, breast) and the prehistoric German word breustam (breast). It
can also be traced back to its prehistoric Indo-European root bhreus, which means
growth or germination. The original meaning of the word “mother’s breast” suggests
that ancient societies recognized the function of breasts in giving life and promoting
maturity. This aligns with Yalom’s observation: “The beginning is the mother’s breast.
For most of human history, there was no substitute for breast milk. In fact, until the late
nineteenth century, when pasteurization made animal milk safe, the breast was essential
for every newborn baby. It is not surprising that our prehistoric ancestors endowed their
goddesses with wonderful breasts” [Yalom 2022: 38] The author of A History of the
Breast, while researching Chinese writing, discovered an interesting detail: the ideogram
for mother consists of two stylized square breasts. In modern Chinese literature, the
work Life’s Treasures by Mac Ngon (translated from the original Chinese work Feng wu
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