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1. Among the textbooks used in traditional Vietnam to teach Chinese
as a classical foreign language to schoolchildren, and referred to as "cultural
dictionaries," there are Nhdt Thién Tu — .’i "The
Book of One Thousa'gg Characters" [Nguyén Dinh-Hoa 1963 & 1989], Tam
Thién Ty ,s "The Book of Three Thousand Characters", Ngii
Thién Tu ?3- "The Book of Five Thousand Charactess"

1973), Tu-Puc Thdnh-ché Tu-hoc Gidi-nghia-ca "E]fé;

[Nguyé oa .
g HI‘}"{ % ﬁ{%g [Chen 1971; Nguyén i
uyén infi“Hoa 1988]. All of these gcdagogical tools use
Vlctnamese Verse as a mnemonic devnce to teach Chinese characters together
with their glosses in the vernacular, the latter cited in ném, i.e. "southern or
demotic" characters [Nguyén Dinh-Hoa 1959 and 1990].
Whereas the other three books use the typically Vietnamese luc-bdt
"six-eight" meter, Tam Thién Ty uses lines of four words (ui-t¢) with the
following rhyming scheme:
THIEN gii%dét A B3 38
? é (¥4
CU céym ‘}‘éj T /é"‘ 7&%
?
TU con TON_chau %‘ /? J:L 3"? 3 z
/
LUC sai TAM._ba IRAIRE B
% . = )P i
GIA nhi QUOC nudc /jQ %o ]ﬂ
3 A 9. B4
TEN wof HAU s B B Th $h

etc.

In his review of the Nguyén emperor’s Chinese-Vietnamese dictionary
entitled Tu-Dic Thdnh-ché Tu-hoc Gidi-nghia-ca [Nguyén Dinh-Hoa 1988],
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Nguyén-Tran Huin mentioned a Haiphong edition of Tam Thién Ty edited by
Xuan-Lan in 1911, and a Hanoi edition edited by Ninh-Ha in 1935: Dr.
Nguyén-Tran wrote [1974:366] that the latter editor cited Ngo Thi Si (1726-
1780) as the scholar who compiled this word list in 1776 [377].

To my knowledge there are two other editions: one edited by the
polyglot scholar Petrus Truong Vinh-Ky in Saigon in 1898, and the other
edited by Buddhist scholar Doan Trung Con and published by Tri-duc Tong-
tho in Saigon in 1959. L& Van Quén [1981:168-169] disclosed that the Social
Sciences Library in Hanoi has as many as six editions with the title Tam Thién
Ty Gidi-djch Quéc-ngit, blockprinted under the reign of Emperor Duy Tan, in
addition to an earlier text (found in the back of Dao-gido Nguyén-luu by Monk
Phuc-Dign). This latter text, he said, is entitled Tam Thién Tu Todn-yéu, and
shows the printing date as the fifth year of the reign of Emperor Thié¢u-Trj, i.e.
1845.

For my 1973 paper, I used the manuscript graciously lent to me by Mr.
D6 Linh Thong of Vienna, Virginia, entitled Tam Thién Tu Gidi-dich Qudc-
ngil, edited by Father Vi Khoa of the Phéat-di¢ém Cathedral in North Vietnam,
and published in late summer of the second year of the reign of Emperor
Duy-Tén, the Year of the Monkey Mau-Than, i.e. 1908. The title page
indicates that the book came from a second printing of the woodblock kept at
the above cathedral and that it sold for 0.30 piasters.

In his 52-line Preface written in both Chinese and Vietnamese, Father
Vi Khoa confessed [1908: 1-4] that he did not know the identity of the author
of this Chinese-Vietnamese dictionary, who must have been "an extremely
erudite scholar" [Preface, lines 1-2]. But actually Tam Thién Tu was not the
work of an anonymous author. In an article which appeared in Hanoi in the
review of the Institute of Historical Studies, the late scholar Tran Van Giap,
while discussing the ®rigin of chi ném [Tran 1969: 7-24), revealed that the
author of Tam Thién Ty or Tu-hoc Todn-ye/u was the scholar-poet-historian
Ngo Thi Nhiém [Tran 1969: 14-17], and not his father Ngo Thi Si, as
mentioned with appropriate reservation in Nguyén-Tran Huan’s book review
of 1974. This matter of authorship has been confirmed by Dao Duy Anh in his
monograph on chif ném [1975:123] as well as in Tran 1990 [Entry 215: 14-17].
Ngo Thi Nhiém (1746-1803), like his father Ngo Thi Si (1726-1780), came
from an illustrious family of the Village of Ta Thanh-oai in Ha-dong Province
gpopularly known as T6 Village and famous for its lichee orchards as well as
or its numerous Confucian scholars) [Tran 1984: 324-325].

2. The séveral quéc-ngit editions of this popular primer which Lé Vian
Quéan mentioned in his 1981 monograph and which I have seen in the
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, were all published after the Truong Vinh-Ky
edition of 1898, and before the more recent Tri-dic Tong-tho edition of
1959. Like the one translated and edited by Truong Vinh-Ky, the Tri-dic
Tong-tho edition does not cite the ném characters but gives only French
glosses and Vietnamese definitions transcribed in quéc-ngid. 1 was therefore
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very happy to find a 1939 edition of the book at the Fu Ssu-nien Library of the
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica, Taiwan, Republic of
China, upon my arrival at Nankang, Taipei, in January 1989.

No editor’s name appears on the cover of this book, printed at Thuy-
Ky Press and sold at Quang-Thinh Bookstore (115 Hemp Street, Phé Hang
Gai, in Hanoi). The price was listed as one Indochinese piaster. Each of its
150 pages accommodates twenty Chinese characters lined up in four columns
to be read from top to bottom, but the columns started from the lefthand side
of each page. In each column, each entry consists of (1) a Chinese character,
eg X, 5) its Sino-Vietnamese reading, 1n this case thién, followed by (3) the
ném character #% used to write down its Vietnamese meaning, (4) the
qudc-ngil romanization, gidi, and (5) the French equivalent ciel, thus:

k Thién
4

A Gioi ciel
b, Dia
j:_E_ Dit terre

My comparison between that 1939 edition and the 1908 edition
concentrates on the ném characters used in each of them to transcribe the
Vietnamese glosses and pertinent explanations.

3. We will, however, examine first the Preface by Ngo Thi Nhiém in
order to see what he had in mind when he started his compilation.

"In my childhood I had the opportunity to study literature. Now while
serving as an official in the imFerial court, each time I have some doubt about
the meaning of a character, I ask the eminent scholars and we discuss and
consult one another regarding the matter. Lately in carrying out my duties in
the Prime Minister’s office I have been able to read interesting books, so I
looked up the words in various documents; those which I understood, I
collected them and filed them away, then transcribed them and gave
explanations, each meaning listed next to the word, with rhyming characters. I
have called this total corpus of three thousand characters Tu-hoc Todn-yéu,
and after completing the book I had the woodblocks made and the volume
printed." [Tran 1969:16; 1990:14-16]

Although this word list "is only a tree branch amidst the forest and a
spoonful of water from the sea," as Ngo6 Thi Nhiém modestly put it [Tran
1969:16; 1990:16], this distinctly Vietnamese creation differs from both the
Chinese San ch’ien 1zt "Three Thousand Characters" by Su Kun Yue [Tu Con
Ngoc]Tand the Chinese Ch’ien tzit wén "One Thousand Characters" by Chou
Hing Tsu [Chu Hung-Tu] in that it uses medial rimes, with the fourth syllable
of a line rhyming with the second syllable of the following line, and so forth
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throughout 750 lines.

The Book of 3,000 Characters Revisited

4.1. First of all, the book shows several archaic words that are either no
longer used nowadays or used only in compounds. Examples are:

bgm ﬁ.’({_ ’prostitute’ 28b

bui 'lﬁ. ’only’ 36a

chiéu B3 ’left--opp. of right’ 61b
chin /9\ very, really’ 37a
chung_g-& "at, because’ 26a

da /@ ’to recover [from illness]’ 53b
ddng ‘% ’stool’ 13a

dau-ddu @ '}1’] ‘worried’ 50a

damj.?i ’sac, package’ 27a

ghe ji_ ’to distinguish’ 64a

gh{nég_ ’cautious, polite’ 12b

gin /,%_ ’to hold, keep’ 51a

hen ’:?’[’ ’to co’ugh’ 56b

king =t %g. 'to carry [water]' 28a

lét ﬁﬁ{l ’to glance casually’ 13a
ludng%’to waste [efforts]’ 38a

mdng e} {_to hear’ 48b

Fﬁ ’to hide’ 27b
nha tro }3_ }é— ’actor, clown’ 29b
r
nip 1’% ’basket’ 23b
t0i jf ’to look for’ 51b
Iz
thay mo b # ’fortune teller’ 24b
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)
thila ] “its..., his...’ 25b
%,
vatza
%

to walk a long distance’ 33a

vai % ’to sow [seeds], broadcast’ 38b; etc.

4.2. The 1908 edition contains some words that could be lexical
localisms peculiar to the Catholic communities of Phat-diém and Bui-chu.
Examples are:

j Bia (3b, Preface: ??—ﬂﬂ'i’f%d sdch lai ld sdch) with  /d mganing ’to
pay back’ undergfl_bdo 15b); ’to return [object]’ under hodn 3 (19a),
and ’to return [hospitality]’ under thu@#{- [49b]. This verb is obviously the
same as bld [De Rhodes 1651];

5y
; Idi (28a) *fruit’ under qud Z% [cf. bldi in De Rhodes 1651]
g] vudi (3a, 4b, 49a) ’together with’

4.3. All words beginning with /r-/ are transcribed with characters that
contain a Sino-Vietnamese character pronounced with /1-/:

ra ﬂ% ’to exit’ 2b, 4a;
rau,:;é ’vegetable’ 15b, 17a;
rau Ei;’placenta’ 27b;

(ré) rdng’élif ‘radiant’ 25a;
rdn "5 ’to admonish’ 30b;
rdn, = ’tooth’ 29b;

rdt l.a'? very’ 49a;

rdui beard’ 15a;

rét;]ﬁ} J >cold’ 49b;

ré ;}’L ’root’ 11b, 12b; .

A
réu ﬁ\ ‘moss’ 64a;

ﬁnh{/.;,\’to watch’ 35b;
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nulTi~ axe’ 13a;
ai\’ 4 .
ro f-g=’clear’ 2b, 4a;
roi F% "whip’ 40b;
g Whip 4Ub;
r()mg?ﬂ’ ’to look’ 13a;

roi a:t\-’idlc(ness)’ 34a; ’
rbngfa’%}’dragon’ 16b;

réng‘y’f% ’spacious, roomy’ 21b, 27a, 53a;
roi j ﬁ"{.’to drop’ 24b;

rudi ;ﬁf\’ﬂy’ 17b;
rudng il ricefield” 11b, 28b;

mét}}ﬁ—’intestine’ 14a;
B
ning -3;; forest’ 14a;

4.4. Next, one notices that there was an alternation between initials /l-/
and /n-/: thus, the editor Vi Khoa has loan for the Sino-Vietnamese entry

noan F (page 27b) glossed as tn?ng;jfi).
5. The Sino-Vietnamese entries themselves are interesting because in

several cases, including those of rare characters, the meaning(s) in
Vietnamese are brod'der than the original meaning in Chinese. For examples,

ﬁﬁ_} hang ’species of silkworm’ (52b) is glossed as thdn-ldn
’lizard’;

-4 ﬁ%

£Z_ biém *stone needle used in acupuncture’ (53a) is glossed as mai
’to polish, whet [blade]’;

% phdt ’orang utang, cynocephalus hamadryas’ (55b) is glossed as
lg% % ’boar’;
N\~ S~
}ﬁ_ thich *thorn’ (62b) is glossed as budu cdy » j\’L ’boss,
excrescence on tree’; /#g\ 2

é'*a tuong light yellow silk’ (64b) is glossed as vang®: ’yellow’.

6. Next, the shape of a ném character in Tam Thién Ty is different
from forms found in earlier writings. Whereas earlier forms seem to reflect
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the pronunciation of the time, using thc/lgifﬁﬂtgid-tgri'loan characters” method,
characters in Tam Thién Ty often use the ;fﬁ y hinh-thanh "phonetic
compounds" method by adding a signific element, tisually a radical:

3 2
3%9( chan *foot (16b),ct. (B in BY [Bach-van-am Quéc-ngit Thi-tdp by
n ~

Nguyén Binh Khiém];

Z{E, con ’child, offspring’ (11a), cf. .Eb in BV, or in TKML [Truyén-ky
Man-lyc]; .

‘r%‘ dai ’unwise’ (15a), cf. % in BV:

gﬂ ), d0’red (17a), cf 48 in BV,

% dit sufficient’ (11a), cf.3% in TKML;

a}_& giuc ’to urge’ (33b), cf. ¢ in TKML;

ﬂ;ﬁ khen *to praise’ (19b), cf.é in TKML,;
& mai ‘morning’ (13b), cf22 jn BV;

»

,g% ngua ’to raise one’s head’(13b), ¢ .f;% in Taberd’s dictionary, or
TKML; @

‘?gj nhin ’to abstain’ (28a), cf.,{g:}in TKML,;
/éﬂ_ no *full [from eating]’(21a), cf3Rin BV;

{3 tham 1o visit’ (30a), oI in TKML;

% thdy 'to see’ (23b), cf/;Z,Kin TKML;

%% tho "poetry’ (25b), cfﬂ?jn BV

23, thit "o try’ (42b), cfhin TKML;

Z’é"' xanh ’blue, green’, cf.ﬁ‘in BV etc.

7. All the words beginning with the retroflex #r- in modern Vietnamese
are represented by characters that contain the /l-/ element, which scholars
agree 1s the second member of a consonant cluster in Middle Vietnamese, as
recorded in De Rhodes’ dictionary of 1651 [Gregerson 1969; Nguyén 1986]:

%}f‘\_ for (con) trai ’oyster’ (16b)
A for iré young’ (11b)
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for treo ’to hang’ (27b)

for tréu ’to tease’ (30b)

for tron 'round’ (21b)

for trong "inside’ (12b)

for 176 *to drift’ (20a, 20b) .
for 1167 "to leave last wishes’ (51a)
for tréng ’drum’ (13b)

for trong ’to plant’ (22b)

for tron ’slippery’ (33b)

for trudc ’in front, before’ (48a), etc.

8. Moreover, many words whose initial is /s-/ in Hanoi and /f.-/ in
Saigon are transcribed by means of combinations which contain an /I
element, attesting to the earlier cluster /sl-/, as in:

.

r

e

R
B

A

2

4

S

for sgch ’clean’ (27a)

for sdn ’courtyard’ (20b)

for sdu ’deep’ (15b, 66a)

for sdu ’imsect’ (22a)

for soi ’to light up’ (19b, 37b)
for si ’pebble’ (51b)

for séng 'wave’ (21b, 45b)

for s6i ’to boil’ (34b)

for séng ’river’ (18a, 24a)

for s;)’ng "alive, living’ (20a, 39a)
for sdm ’early’ (23a, 29b)

for sung ’swollen’ (29a), etc.
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In the case ofi§ for sdng 'bright’ (25a, 30b), one can posit a cluster /kl-/,
being a diacritic just like g” E < /,\ 3
[Nguyén 1989:19-21].

9. Regarding reduplicative forms, of which the book lists many, we can
say that, in addition to the complete reduplications such as dm dmag 3 (64a),
da da% % (56b), manh manh%gg 3 (66a), le le=F3(58b), mo moBER(59b),
(61b), etc., a number of forms {a) reflect theif respective tone registers, the
level tone ngang/bdng occurring with hdi, sdc, and the falling tone huyén
occurring with ngd, ndng; (b) show alternance between homorganic stops and
nasals; or (c) show parallelism of vowel height (u -4, 6-é 0-¢e):

(a) cham chdm < chdm chdm (55b) B¢ &%

dau ddu < diu ddu (60b) A e
. . >
ndm ndm < ndm ndm (55b) ’%}ié
ong 6ng < éng éng (64a) 'f }
-/ ’
phoi phdi < phdi phdi (64a) 7)K. 5
rdy rdy < rdy rdy (60b) :/a'/ 5
VOV < vO V6 (55b) F 3
iy
vOi voi < voi voi (55a) 43
(b) cun-ciit < cit-ciit (56b) %ﬁ %
(¢) thiing-thinh (58b, 62a) éggfg‘
mong ménh (56b) o7 J?

10. The 1908 and 1939 editions represent the Phat-diém and the
Hanoi dialects respectively, as shown in the following pairs of chiZ ném:

/fjfﬂﬁ vdn vﬁ%{fn, under DOAN %,5_,
jEJ ldftrd vsfggid, under BA'O ﬂ

% lon vs.{,%\tron, under ’TOA\N {E\:

jﬁ tua vse’é;w‘n, under TU j/ﬁ R

Fﬂ ndu vsSHEHAu [ie.gidu], under AN ,%\)-

:9\ ldi vs%}étrdi, under QUA? %:‘
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- % vd Vs)’bé, under LUC F;t__
d:jgi j.(g mdy réi vsﬁaﬁgdy déi, under LO[ /Iﬂﬁ

11. The 1908 edition shows more rigorous editing than the 1939
edition, which at times does not obey the thyme scheme. Thus, underz%/m‘,
mlsspelled as chi [p. 22], it gives the glosske# chdm , which would not fit into
the rhyme -dy:

Zﬂz, TO’CJ %héngﬁ]‘ RI, }&hby

Z viniEmay K HOAXEia (1908:18)

Elsewhere, in the sequence

’)ﬁ TAT Z_\ dt /;5\ U jﬁ tua
j.j:: U /E.]L chia ii: BUU _5? dich,

the 1908 edition (22b) uses for TU the gloss tua, an archaic form which is
more tolerable than the gloss rzétzéfﬁ"n 1939:32.

In another sequence,
/,TZ«'J Uy E/%"J (quan) uy _%,THXNG 'ii Lk.(quan) thing
Jb xi éii ring El?’._ MAU ﬁ mdt,

the 1939 edition (p. 50) gives the reading thua for the Chinese character == 73&
to which Vi Khoa gives the reading thilng, i.e. thdng, rhymmg with rdng (29b)

As for the Chinese character'k}< sao, the rang (1939:68)
although accurate is not so good as the gloss thutf (1908:36a) because the
latter word rhymes with doi in the following 4-word line:

?I Litu ¥t aa }(/" sA0 f(/l E thui

/fi_NHAM fg} D T HUYET.EY 6.

12. It is well known that the ndm script allowed an individual scribe to
choose the first variant form of a character that came to his mind. However,
the anonymous editor of the 1939 book, despite the initiative of providing
French glosses, shows many inconsistencies and certainly lacks rigor -- on
page 61, the third and the fourth columns have the ten Chinese characters and
their ném equivalents all mixed up -- so it can be said that this printed edition
does not do justice to Ngo Thi Nhiém’s great contribution, and that the
earlier book, with its scholarly apparatus, including its front matter, is more
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valuable both as a teaching tool and as a research tool.
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