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1. In traditional Vietnam, textbooks and word lists used to teach Chinese
written symbols to seven-year-old pupils included those written by Chinese authors
(like the “Thousand Character Classic,” “San Tzu Ching,” etc.) and those compiled
by Vietnamese authors themselves. Among the most widely used school primers
authored by native scholars there are such “cultural dictionaries” [D.H. Nguyen
1987] as Nhat Thién Ty” The Book of 1,000 Characters” [D. H. Nguyen 1963,
and 1989], Tam Thién Tu” The Book of 3,000 Characters” [Nguyen 1973, and
1989 forthcoming], Ngti Thién Tu” The Book of 5,000 Characters,” etc. These
often anonymous works list Chinese characters and their Vietnamese equivalents in
verse form, using rhymes in either the luc-bat “six-eight” meter or the four-syllable
meter as mnemonic devices to facilitate the learning process [Nguyen 1987].

Emperor Tu-Duc (1829-1883) of the Nguyén dynasty (1802-1945), who
was on the throne between 1847 and 1883, distinguished himself as a scholar in
classical Chinese, and left such a Chinese-Vietnamese dictionary in luc-bat verse.
This paper attempts a preliminary analysis of the content of this bilingual dictionary
by presenting a sketch of its macrostructure and microstructures and discussing
briefly how the shape of individual ném characters can shed light on Vietnamese
pronunciation of the time and how the borrowing process affects language
education in a country that was under Sinitic influence for such a long period.

2. Tu-Puiic Thanh-ché Tu-hoc Gidi-nghla-ca “Tu-Puc Imperial Word
List Explained in Sung Verse” was published in 1898, but like other such
materials it was just lying among the Archives that had been moved from Hanoi in
1954 and stored in the Dalat branch of South Vietnam’s National Library. Only
about two decades later did two modemn editions of that bilingual dictionary appear,
in fully edited and annotated romanized transcriptions, one by Professor Chien
Ching-ho (Hongkong, 1971) and the other by Phuong-Thli Nguyén Hifu Quy
(Saigon, 1971).

Chien Ching-Ho, who between 1958 and 1962 served as Visiting Professor
of History at the University of Hu€ (Central Vietnam) and headed a committee in
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charge of the translation of historical materials of the Nguyén dynasty, has given
the romanization of the complete work in his Tu-PDtic Thanh-ché Tu-hoc Gidi-
nghia-ca Dich-chu, Original Text and Transcription in Chit Quéc-ngit with
Introduction and Annotation [sic] (The Chinese University of Hong Kong,
1971). The other work, undertaken by Nguyén Hitu Quy and published under the
auspices of the Office of the Secretary of State for Cultural Affairs in Saigon, South
Vietnam, provides only the transcription of the first part of the two-part section on
The Universe (Kham-du) together with the original text for the first five books,
which cover that section on The Universe (Kham-du) and the three-part section on
Human Affairs (Nhan-sy). Although Nguyén Hitu Quy’s valuable notes list
several compounds under almost every main Chinese entry, our analysis is based
primarily on the Chfen Ching-Ho romanized text (pp. 177-392) and the
accompanying notes on readings of Chinese entries (pp. 393-404).

3. Emperor Tu-Dtic %3 %% (name Hdng-Nham 34%, posthumous title

Duc-tdng A 2. ) was the second son of Emperor Thiéu-Tri £Z 34 (posthumous
title Hién-tOng x. g\ ), who reigned from 1840 to 1847. Since Prince Hong-Béo
3 AF~ , his older brother, was a fun-loving youngster, while he, Hong-Nham,
distinguished himself as an intelligent and studious boy, their father gave the throne
to him when he was only eighteen years old. During the thirty-six years of Tu-
Duc’s reign the French navy bombarded Da-n&ng in 1858, then successively
conquered the three eastern provinces (1862) and the three western provinces
(1867) of South Vietnam before advancing northward to attack Hanoi and complete
the creation of French Indochina through the peace treaty of 1884. Like his
predecessors Minh-Mang (1820-1840) and Thiéu-Tri (1841-1847), who left books
of poems, Tu-Diic was well known as much for his erudition as for his opposition
to and hatred of Christianity. Truly imbued with Confucian learning, he was the
author of ten books of poems about Vietnamese history Viér-sif Tong-vinh (1877)
and eight other books of poems. But nowhere was his deep concern for general
education more clearly shown than in his two scholarly works: his annotations in
verse of The Analects, Ludn-ng @ Thich-nghia-ca, and his Chinese word list. Tu-
kow Gidi-ngkia-ca was first presented to Emperor Thank-Théi (1889-1907) by the
Ministry of Rites in 1896, and published two years later--or fifteen years after its
initiator’s death--in accordance with his last wishes. The memorial of submittal
mentioned the names of the two editors, Hoang Hifu Xtng and Ng6 Hué Lién.

4. Like “The Book of 1,000 Characters” and “The Book of 5,000
Characters,” this dictionary, whose corpus was selected by Emperor Tu-biic
himself, uses the Vietnamese “six-eight” meter to give Chinese characters in Sino-
Vietnamese pronunciation followed by their glosses in the vernacular, as shown in
these four sample lines that juxtapose the Chinese and the Vietnamese words for
“heaven, earth, throne”/ “to protect, to convey, to flow, to be full”/ “tall, broad,
thick”/ “morning, evening, to revolve, to move”.
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Thién = udi dia= d&t vi=ngdi
2 s o
xR ore #F G B8

Phu=che tdi=chd luu=tr6i man=day
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Cao cao bac =r0ng

% % T@’ ) )3’ /%

Than = mai mo = t5i chugen—xay di = doi

~2 v d 2
ORABRH 2AHA

5. Within a couplet, the last word of the 6-word line (e.g. ngbi) rhymes
with the sixth word of the following 8-word line (e.g.tr6i). Then the
last---or eighth---word in the second line of the couplet (e.g. ddy) rhymes with the
sixth---or last---word in the first line of the next couplet (e.g. ddy), which in turn
rhymes with the sixth word of the §-word line (e.g. xay). The rules of prosody
stipulate that this meter uses the “even” or “flat” (bdng) tones, and not the “oblique”
or “sharp” (tric) tones. Also, within the second line of a couplet, if the sixth word
(tr6i) has the level tone, the eighth word (ddy) has the falling tone, and vice versa
(Huynh Sanh-Thong 1979:xxxii-xxxiii; Nguyen 1989). Some lines in this
dictionary, however, do not obey this rule about bing tones.

The internal structure of a “six-eight” verse couplet may be self-contained as
in folk songs, or it may be repeated in a succession of hundreds or even thousands
of couplets, as in the case of long narratives in verse (like The Tale of Kiéu) or of
dlctlonarles in verse (like Nhat Thién Tu, Ngu Thién Tu, and this imperial

“thesaurus.”

6. The front matter of the book contains the memorials submitted by the

Ministry of Rites and the Bureau of National History (Qudc-sti-quan). The corpus
comprises seven topical areas:

}% 4)/23- (1) Kham-du “The universe” ---Books 1-2

A % (2) Nhan-sy “Human affairs” --~-Books 3-5
${_4¢, (3) Chinh - hoa “Politics and Culture” ---Books 6-7
?;; ]ﬂ (4) Khi - dung “Tools and utensils” ---Books 8-9

ﬁ— j\ (5) Thdo - mdc “Plants and trees” ---Books 10-11
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:/gx\b gK (6) Cam - tha “Birds and beasts” ---Book 12
g)\ ‘,’??\ (7) Trung - ngu “Insects and fishes” ---Book 13

Each page is laid out in five wide columns read from right to left. Each
column accommodates from three to seven Chinese characters (representing the
source language). Each of these Chinese characters, printed in large typeface, is

followed by one “southern” (or ndm) character or more (representing the target
language) printed in medium typeface and appearing right below. Then some notes
printed in small typeface may follow to clarify the meaning of a particular Chinese
character, whose pronunciation is sometimes indicated by means of one tiny
homophonous character or three tiny characters in fangie style.

7. In both “The Book of 1,000 Characters” and “The Book of 5,000
Characters,” the first line of a couplet teaches three Chinese characters, and the
second line teaches four Chinese characters; the sample lines listed above also do
that, the first line introducing the three characters thién X , dia ¢ , vi{4 , with the
second line introducing the four characters phu¥§ , téi@{ , luu %, man &, and
the stress falling on each second, fourth, sixth or eighth syllable. However, the
lines are not always structured that way: the six-word line 5 of the book introduces
only two characters, since both before and after the caesura there is a three-word

phrase, in which the Sino-Vietnamese word nguyét § “moon,” which receives
heavy stress, is followed by its 2-syllable gloss mat tréng i{ﬁ)}}; , and the stressed
word nhit € “sun” by its gloss mat odi 457 .

Likewise, line 7 consists of two balanced hemistichs separated by a medial
caesura: séc mdng mot $7 %z 3 “first day of the month,” vong ngiy ram "ﬁ
%’- PA§— “fifteenth day of the month.”

Line 10 also departs from the rule by having its medial caesura separating
K 4

two equal hemistichs of four syllables each: ngii gid chinh ngo #5 55T
“noontime” and b6 gid) qud trua B#) £ '/:f\ ?\)’?J *f§ “time past noon.”

A number of lines define only one single character, as in:

Mubi khi ban sang 10 1§
o K YL

referring to the “dim morning light,” or

Dim 1a mua qua mudi ngay chita th(:)i
i AR M s v
FRR L A K

referring to “ an incessant rain that lasts more than 10 days,”or

Lam 1a mua tu ba ngay trd 1én

FAA I nd
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referring to “a rain that lasts three days or more.”

One particular strength of this dictionary is that “its author took pains in
using a large number of adjectives and adverbs to define nouns and verbs, which is
very useful to people who are engaged in the study of Han characters” (Nguyén
Hiitu Quy 1971:6). Indeed, quite a few entries require not merely equivalents in the
target language, but lengthy definitions within the confines of the “six-eight” meter.
The reader gets the impression of hearing a Confucian schoolteacher who provides
concise definitions of such and such a Sino-Vietnamese monosyllabic or disyllabic
entry. This lends itself beautifully to the rote-learning procedure used in the
traditional classroom in Vietnam, where a privately financed elementary school used
to be organized by several individuals in the same hamlet for the “opening” of their
sons’ minds by a local scholar.

8. As far as the Sino-Vietnamese corpus is concerned, this thesaurus-like
lexicon introduces approximately nine thousand entries, most of which are
monosyllables, and some of which are “binomials,” i.e. disyllabic compound
nouns or verbs. Notable among the latter are:

long ddng 9%9@ defined as “The early rising sun” (mit nhat dd gan
sang ra) (Ch’en 183) : cf. ddng 16ng in Thi€u Chitu (1942:276, 277).

long ddng H‘g) defined as “the waning moon toward
daybreak(trang moi 10 mO rang dong) (Ch’en 185).

hang gidi 34) ,ﬁ; defined as “midnight mist” (khi mit nita dém )
(Ch’en 184): cf. hang d&i in Thidu Chitu (1942:335).

tich lich mﬂ@ defined as “sound of the wind” (ti€ng gid) (Ch’en
184).

long tOng @ defined as “vapor of cloud” (khi may ) (Chien 184).
E_ Y

biét biét \’Z‘\':% defined as ‘the sun making its way gradually into the
cloud” (mit nhét chen chen lIan vao) (Ch’en 184).

phéi phéi‘% 3%9 defined as “heavy rain” (mua 16n) (Ch’en 184); cf.
bai bai in Thiéu Chitu (1942:750).

2, .z .
chau truong ag BA_ defined as “blinking of the eyes” (m4t mdy) (Ch’en
217).

217 liéu yéu ﬁﬂ; gg\ defined as “popping of the ear” (tai bung) (Chien
7.

sdo sdo %/}- %’5 defined as “long-bodied” (ddng dai minh) (Ch’en
217).
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phdn noénﬁ)f;\gj?f\ defined as “frowning face” (ddng mit nhan) (Ch’en

217).
4o xdo \m \ﬁ?{’) defined as “awry-faced” (mat méo) (Ch’en 217).
huyén van ﬂé\ ﬁ}/\ defined as “blurred eyes” (mit loa) (Ch’en 217).
310) bét thich *ﬁ»& defined as “leaf-sewn raincoat” (cdi 4o toi) (Ch’en

thu thién 3% $F  defined as “the swing” (du rtit) (Ch’en 310).
_‘} p)
One four-syllable expression has been noted: lan lao lién 14 "{ﬂ "?

’ﬁ ‘Z; defined as “chatteting away” (nGi ban liu lo) (Ch’en 232).

As a thesaurus or storehouse of words, this book provides a large
vocabulary on physical features (eyes, teeth, hair, etc.), foodstuffs and cooking
terms (Ch’en 250), kinship terms (255), ailments (261-262), over thirty kinds of
boats (295), carriages and chariots (298), articles of clothing (307ff), utensils (313-
315), etc. As expected of such a book that is conceptually arranged for didactic
purposes and that is also bound by prosodic rules, it contains not a few rarely used
and obsolete characters denoting content words. Only a few “empty” or function
words have been found therein: for instance these two lines introduce seven
particles of classical Chinese (Ch’en 290):

Gid =4y di=vay du=va
% Ao 237

9. Very often equivalents in the target language are not given in this
bilingual volume, and instead an explanation is shown by means of the copula la—-
an “identificational marker” which serves (Thompson 1965:236) to introduce a
predicate comparable to the second member of an equation used in true definition
(X=Y) style:

Chi ?‘ 14 18 vat cAm tay “offerings presented with one’s hands” (Ch’en
283). >

Giao i’l’ 1a d4p dan t& wrdi “to build a terrace for sacrifices to Heaven”
(Ch’en 283).

~x7, N ~ A . . . ”»
LiAZ 12 18 t& son xuyén “sacrifices offered to mountains and rivers
(Chien 283).

Vu ',g] 12 18 t& cau mua “sacrifices to pray for rains” (Ch’en 283).
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The conjunctionring 3%&_  “to say,—--that” is also used in definitions:

Sao rang ngon tée “lock of hair” and Klen)k{rang dau gan “nerve ending” (Ch’en
217).

Both 1a and rdng are used in this same line: DOn ﬁ/lé di tr6n “to escape”
and n04¢_  rang & thué “to live and work as a slave” (Ch’en 275).

The relative particle ma /fj\ “and, so as to, in order to” is also used in an
explanatory definition when it connects two verbs, as in: Thuy BQ ngbi ma ngi
“to sleep in a sitting position” and luu 8fZ ndm ma trdng “‘to look while
lying down” (Ch’en 223).

Sometimes a comparison is used, as in this descriptive line Thuc 4.71,\ hinh
nhu thé cai thiing “Is shaped like a barrel” (Ch’en 297).

In some rare cases, a line of eight words becomes one of nine words,
causing anomalous rhythm: for example Mat 1a nudi ngua, bOc ngudi hau ngua xe
“Mat% means a servant who takes care of horses, and bdc means a servant
who attends to horse and carriage” (Ch’en 287).

10. This ingeniously designed bilingual dictionary is more than a word list;
it also sheds light on 19th-century Vietnamese lexemes and on their 'gaphic

representations in the ndm script. One example is the form budng lung y used
to define Sino-Vietnamese dich ddngi@ ﬁ ‘ a non-conformist who acts
inconsiderately toward people” (1a ké buong ung khac ngudi). Such forms as néc
f}‘ﬁ\"—} “small boat” (Ch’en 295) and x&p-xod %gg“cymbals” (Ch’en297) have
dropped out of current usage: cf. commonly cited forms ch&p-chod / chap-cheng.

The two editions often present different readings of both Sino-Vietnamese
characters and ndm characters; for instance, the two lines

R ¥ 9% A 74 B
A&W@ﬁﬁé)f\?f

with two different qudc-ng it versions:

Nuc la biia séc trdng non
Thiéu la biia héi trdng cOn mdi tdy (Ch’en 182)

Noc dém soc trang non
Chiéu dém hdi, trdng con mdi tdy (Nguyén Hitu Quy 87)

11. The ndm characters for “ricefield” and “well” point to an interesting
aspect of the evolution of this demotic script: the graphjy@ for ru4ng, which is
found only in Bang tra chif ndm (1976) and not in Ty dién chit ndm (1971),
seems to reflect a Central Vietnam pronunciation close to 10ng }T whereas the



214 A Chinese-Vietnamese Dictionary

~

other graph%, reflects the northern pronunciation of /ud/, which is closer to /~-wa/
of qudng, the phonetic element in the ndm character.

12. Ch’en (1971:17) thinks that this word list is better than Nhdt Thién T,
Ngid Thién Tu, on which Emperor Ty Dic “based his compilation.” We agree
with him that like those two anonymous lists—and Tam Thién Ty, whose author is
now known to be Ngoé Thi Nham (1786-1803)—this dictionary of Sino-
Vietnamese lexemes conceived by the erudite monarch of Vietnam’s last imperial
dynasty is rigorously put together as a useful work of reference. It can be
considered “the official dictionary of the late Nguyén dynasty,” which shows the
standard pronunciation of educated circles (17). Indeed it is evidence of “the desire
of monarchs and scholars to reconstruct traditional phonology” and to list
normatively the pronunciation that was current among the 19th-century aristocratic
society of the ancient imperial capital (17). Further analyses should reveal more
interesting lexical and phonological features of the Vietnamese language at the
beginning of the colonial period.
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