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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
I would like to comment on the use of demotic ideograms in The Tale of L! c V‰n Ti•n by 
Nguy! n # “nh Chi$u (1822-1888)1. 
 

            

                                     
1 !"# Gia " #nh thˆ nh [Town of Gia # %nh] Ð $%&'( Duy Minh Th# $’nh ch’nh [edited by Duy 

Minh Th%] Ð )*+,Qu%ng " ™ng nhai [Qu"ng # ™ng Thoroughfare] Ð )-./0 Qu%ng Th&nh 
Nam ph‡t th!  [distributed by Qu"ng Th&nh Nam]. 1 2 3 L' C VåN TIæN. 4567 Vi( t t)nh Ph* t 
Tr+n [Guangdong & Guangxi province, Ph' t town] Ð 89:+ Phœc l, c $&i nhai [Phœc L( c Main 
Street] Ð ;<=>? B%o hoa c‡c tˆ ng b%n [Woodplates at B"o hoa c‡c]. (No year given). 
This N™m epic was transliterated and annotated by Nguy! n Qu"ng Tu‰n and published by V)n h* c 
Publishing House & National Center for Vietnamese Studies in 2008. 480 pp, Size 14,5 x 20,5 cm. 
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Nguy! n # “nh Chi$u was born in 1822 in Gia # %nh province.   His father Nguy! n # “nh Huy from 
Th+a Thi•n province came to Gia # %nh to be an official of Governor L• V)n Duy, t, and married 
his mother Tr- . ng Th% Thi, t.  Nguy! n # “nh Chi$u won the Tœ tˆ i title in the regional Gia # %nh 
examination in 1843.  He came to Hu/  in 1847 to prepare for the K0 D' u examination (1849) but 
he had to return home early when his mother died.  He wept so much on the way home and 
became blind.  Here he opened a school and later got married.  In 1859, the French troops 
attacked Gia # %nh, he moved his family to his wifeÕs hometown in C1n Giu( c (now Long An) 
and then to Ba Tri (in B/ n Tre) when all three eastern provinces were lost to the French.  He 
witnessed the three western provinces fell to the French.  He died in 1888 at 66.  Besides L! c 
V‰n Ti•n, he left behind D- . ng T/  Hˆ M*u, Ng-  ti0u y thu* t v+n $‡p and many patriotic works. 
 
The epic L! c V‰n Ti•n was composed by Nguy! n # “nh Chi$u in the 1850Õs, after coming to live 
in B“nh V% (Gia # %nh), but the handwriting in the manuscript was not his own because he was 
blind. He dictated each section to his relatives or students and, as a result, several ideograms 
were written inconsistently. The inconsistency begins with the title itself, which was sometimes 
written as 1 2 3 and, at other times written as @ 2 A. Throughout the book, many demotic 
ideograms were often misspelled due to their Southern dialect pronunciations.  These mistakes 
were unlikely to occur to other works, such as Hoa Ti•n, Kim V‰n Ki0u, Phan Tr1n, Nh# " ,  mai, 
S.  K’nh T‰n Trang, Ph&m C™ng Cœc Hoa, Quan åm Th# K’nh,É  which were written in a more 
systematic manner. Moreover, the printing work was assigned to Chinese printers in Qu"ng 
# ™ng [Guangdong] with no knowledge of either Vietnamese language or demotic ideograms, 
which made the situation even worse. 
 
This article will not address the following type of misprints: 
 
 B nˆo  was misprinted as C, D $i2u, 
 !  c—  was misprinted as E h&nh, 
 ! mˆ   was misprinted as " t#ch, 
 F chi   was misprinted as % minhÉ 
 
I will focus on the misspells of demotic ideograms caused by the Southern dialect.  I will also 
cite typical mistakes of Jean-Baptiste PŽtrus Tr- . ng V2nh K3 (1837-1898), a well known 
linguist, when he transliterated this work into the modern latin Vietnamese script. 
 
For ease of presentation, I will present the paper in the following manner. 
 
1. Tone errors: high r ising tone s!c [  " ] was confused with creaky falling tone n#ng [   $]  
 

Here I would like to cite only one case of lœc in the following lines: 
 
 Ch3ng may mˆ g4p lœc ngh•o (line 35)  
 " - . ng khi g4p lœc gi5a $ˆng (line 205) 
 Qu‡n r6ng g4p lœc m- a rˆo (line 543) 
 Bao gi7 h2t lœc gian nan (line 1197) 
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In all these instances, !  lœc was always printed as @ l! c, due to the Southern dialect. 
 
Ideogram !  lœc in N™m consists of a meaning graph G nh* t and a sound graph H l! c; it 

is orthographically different from ideogram @ l! c, a borrowed H‡n ideogram, which means land 
or continent. 
 

Similar errors in tones are also found in the modern Vietnamese version of  L! c V‰n Ti•n 
transliterated by the renown linguist Tr- . ng V2nh K3. Here are some examples: 
 

a. Creaking rising tone ng‹ [   4 ] was confused with low-rising tone h8i [  5 ] 
 
 Nh9 c‰u tr: ng ng"i khinh tˆi  (line 207) 
            (ng‹i ) 
 
 Ti; u $<ng v, i v" ra $i (line 869) 
    (v‹)   
 
 S= v- . ng nghe t+u ng# ngˆng (line 1903) 
    (ng%) 
 

b. Low-rising tone h8i [  5 ] was confused with creaky rising tone ng‹ [   4 ] 
  
 D&y r6ng con h‹y ngh$ an m“nh vˆng (line 264) 
  (ngh&) 
  
 Ng%a tr™ng l- >ng c% cao d1y (line 1103)  
 (Ng'a) 
  
 Rˆy vua g‹ thi2p v0 Phi•n (line 1455) 
     (g() 
 

I would like to point out yet another error made by Tr- . ng V2nh K3 in his transliteration 
of The Tale of Kim V‰n Ki0u2.  In this instance, the low-rising tone h8i [  5 ] is confused with the 
creaky rising tone ng‹ [   4 ] resulting in a total change of meaning. 
 
 " o&n tr- 7ng ph%i $2n $;  mˆ gi‹  nhau (line 2722) 
 

The word #? gi%, tr%, transliterated mistakenly as gi‹  Òto say goodbyeÓ, has misled Abel 
des Michels3 into an incorrect translation: 

                                     
2 Kim V‰n Ki0u truy(n, by P.J.B. Tr- . ng V2nh K3, Sˆi g˜ n. Nhˆ  N- 6c print, 1875. 
3 Kim V‰n Ki0u t‰n truy(n, publiŽ et traduit en fran•ais par Abel Des Michels. Ernest Leroux, ƒditeur.  

Libraire de la SociŽtŽ Asiatique de l'ƒcole des Langues Orientales Vivantes, 28 rue Bonaparte, Paris.  
Tome I: (1884), Tome II , Premi•re partie: (1885), Deuxi•me partie: Ch7 N™m: written by Tr1n 
Ng- . n Hanh (1884). 
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(Pour moi) condamnŽe au malheur jÕai dž ici venir ˆ ta rencontre afin de te dire adieu. 
[Condemned to a life of misfortunes, I am obliged to come and say goodbye to you.] 

 
However, this is how line 2722 should be transliterated:  
 
 I J K L M N? O  

" o&n tr- 7ng th.  ph%i ngh•nh mˆ gi" nhau 
 
and should be understood as 
  

[# &m Ti•n] has come to see [Thœy Ki8u] to return her collection of [ten poems 
entitled] " o&n Tr- 7ng. 

 
The error is, indeed, damaging. 

  
2. Initial consonant vÐ misspelled as dÐ 
 

Since speakers with the southern accent typically pronounce the initial consonant vÐ as 
dÐ, thus, in line 476 P, Q v˜ng was written as "  d˜ng. 
 
 B<n ng- 7i ng<i l&i m, t v˜n g lˆm th. . 
 

V˜n g ÒcircleÓ is the word that makes sense. The four people Ð Ki, m, H‰m, Ti•n and 
Tr9c Ð sat together, forming a circle to compose poetry. 
 

This single example will suffice, for errors of this kind (vÐ pronounced as dÐ) are not 
common. 
 
3. Final stop Ðt misspelled as Ðc or Ðc misspelled as Ðt 
 

This is a more frequent kind of errors; here are some examples: 
 
 Ñ   Ai t/ ng b‡n &'t mˆ ng<i ch> tr- a (line 1550) 
 The word R, S $?t was misspelled as T $?c. 
 
 Ñ  çp vˆ o b't m@ con nˆng (line 2079) 
  " / ng $/ ng b't ch- 9c QuAnh Trang (line 2087) 
 The word ! b?t was misspelled as U b?c. 
 
 Ñ  Tr%i qua m+y d4m bi(c ngˆn (line 2003) 
 The word V bi2c was misspelled as W bi2t. 
 

Compared with the N™m version, the transliterated version in Vietnamese modern latin 
script by Tr- . ng V2nh K3 is full of errors, even though Tr- . ng V:nh K3 claimed to have been 
very cautious about spelling.  In The Tale of Kim V‰n Ki0u, he wrote: 
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ÒNous avons mis toute notre attention ̂  en faire une transcription rigoureuse, et 
lÕorthographe prŽcise que nous avons observŽe dans les accents comme dans les finales 
des mots.Ó 
[We put all our attention to make it [The Tale of Kim V‰n Ki0u a rigorous 
transcription, and the precise orthography that we have observed in the tone as well as 
the final consonant of each word.] 

 
In spite of the caution, Tr- . ng V:nh K3 still left quite a few errors unchecked. Here 

are some examples quoted from his transliterated version of  The Tale of L! c V‰n Ti•n: 
 

 Nguy( t Nga li(t th+y cˆng th“n n2t na (line 196) 
         (li)c) 

  
 Th- = x- a gi)t m: i d+y loˆn (line 1379) 
      (gi#c) 
  
 Ai t/ ng m)t ‡o kh™ng b‰u (line 1689) 
  (m#c) 
  
 Ph%i ng- 7i $<ng tB m't nˆn g ch; n ni (line 2010) 
                     (m!c)    
  
 Ti; u $<ng d“u d'c g1n c1u L‡ Bu™n (line 639) 
            (d!t) 
  
 TCi duy•n con trD s'c c1m d= dang (line 1220) 
                  (s!t) 
  
 M+y thu H< Vi*c $™i phang (line 1615) 
  (Vi*t) 

 
From the above examples, we note that, renown as he was, Tr- . ng V2nh K3, the linguist, 

still made quite a lot of errors; we should, then, expect even more in the demotic version, a script 
very difficult to learn. 
  
2. Final consonant Ðng misspelled as Ðn 

 
Errors of this type also occur quite frequently.  Below are some examples: 
 

 Ñ  H‰m r<ng: ÒL‹o qu‡n n—i nh+ng  (line 539) 
The word X nhEng was misspelled Y nhEn. 

 
 Ñ  C™ng danh phœ qu’ mˆn g chi  (line 553) 

The word Z,  !  mˆng was misspelled as "  mˆn. 
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 Ñ  C•ng lˆ  cang m=c kŽm g“ thanh nang  (line 686)   
The word [ cang was misspellec as \ can.  
 

 Ñ  V“ ch- ng ma qu: l(  tr“nh r>t thi•ng  (line 762) 
The word ] thi•ng was misspelled as ^ thi•n. 
 

 Ñ  Ng? ngˆng m“nh kh‡ch tha h- . ng  (line 851) 
The word _ ngˆng was misspelled as ` ngˆn. 
 

 Ñ  å n t“nh cˆn g k$ cˆng - a  (line 1853) 
The word a cˆng was misspelled as b cˆn . 

 
 Ñ  Ai cho sen mu,ng m( t b@n  (line 1039) 

The word c muFng was misspelled as d muFn.   
 

We would like to add some notes about two instances in which the errors are especially 
serious: one in The Tale of Kim V‰n Ki0u transliterated by Tr- . ng V2nh K3, the other in L! c V‰n 
Ti•n in verse transcribed by Abel des Michels and hand copied by Tr1n Ng- . n Hanh in demotic 
N™m script. 
 

a. Ðng mispelled as Ðn in The Tale of Kim V‰n Ki-u 
 

Line 1310 in the N™m version of The Tale of Kim V‰n Ki0u, was carved by Duy Minh 
Th% and printed as follows: 
 
 e f #  g h i j k 
 
which should be transliterated word by word as 
 

  Thang h- . ng rC bGc tr- 9ng h<ng s&ch hoa 
 

However, the N™m verse was actually transliterated by Tr- . ng V2nh K3 as follows: 
  
 Than h- . ng nung bGc tr- 9ng h<ng r&ch hoa 
 

followed by the following footnote: 
 
 ÒBA than h- . ng x™ng, ng@i mˆ th•u.Ó 
 [Putting the sandalwood for a perfumed scent, sitting down to sow] 
 

He misread j s&ch as r&ch, but either v&ch or r&ch should have been printed by a 
different ideogram l with the radical m thC ÒhandÓ, not nthCy ÒwaterÓ. 
 

Misled by Tr- . ng V2nh K3, Abel des Michels translated the line into French as follows: 
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ÒKi0u bržlait des parfums, ou bien prenant une Žtoffe rouge (avec son aiguille) elle y 
tra•ait des fleursÓ. 
[Ki8u burned the perfumes, or on a red fabric (with her needle) she traced some flowers.] 

 
Also misled by Tr- . ng V2nh K3, L. Masse made a similar error in his translation: 
 
ÒKi0u faisait bržler des parfums ou dessinait des fleurs sur la soie rougeÓ.  
[Kieu had the perfumed incense burned or drew flowers on a piece of red silk.] 

 
You might be interested to know that the word j s&ch may also mean Òclean oneself in a 

bathÓ, but as Tr- . ng V2nh K3 misread the word as r&ch, Abel des Michels translated it as tra•ait 
des fleurs [traced the flowers] and L.Masse as dessinait des fleurs [drew flowers]. 
 

This is to show how a small mistake can do so much damage: instead of boiling herbs for 
her bath, Ki8u was misdescribed to be burning sandalwood to enjoy its pleasant scent while 
doing her embroidery work. 
 

b. Ðng misspelled as Ðn in The Story of L.c V‰n Ti•n 
 

In Tr1n Ng- . n HanhÕs handwritten copy printed in L! c V‰n Ti•n in verse transliterated 
and translated into French by Abel des Michels printed in Paris, 1883, line 783 goes like this: 
 
, o p q r s t 
 Ph‡p hay B&o ho" ph— than                                                 
 

but it should be correctly thus: 
 
 o p q r s e 
 Ph‡p hay B&o ho" ph— thang 
 

as recorded in the Duy Minh Th% version, because the expression qrse $&o ho% ph— 
thang, according to T/  Nguy•n [Etymology], taken from uv H‡n th-  ÒHistory of Western 
H‡nÓ, means walking in boiling water and treading on fire, or, in the figurative sense, fearing no 
danger, doing impossible tasks.  Therefore, it is incorrect for Tr1n Ng- . n Hanh to write t than 
in this sentence. 
 

In N™m, $ thang and % than are two completely different ideograms, one with the 
radical nthCy ÒwaterÓ, the other with the radical w s. n Òmountain.Ó  However, in the latin 
Vietnamese script, the difference is shown simply in the final consonant Ðn and Ðng; thatÕs why 
they are easily confused, esp. in the southern dialect. 
 

I would like to offer an instance of self-correcting confusion of two sounds: oan and 
hoang. The N™m version by Duy Minh Th% prints 

 
 "  x #  y z { ^ |  
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 Ng<i g- . m $Gng gi‡o khai $- 7ng thi•n oan 
 
but the transliterated version by Tr- . ng V2nh K3 puts down as 
  
 Ng<i g- . m $Gng gi‡o khai $- 7ng thi•n hoang. 
 

We notice that the demotic version of Duy Minh Th% was carved wrong, because the 
printed ideogram was misled by the southern accent in its pronunciation of hoang as oan. The 
same error occurred in the two question-and-answering poems by T™n Th* T- Cng and Phan v)n 
Tr%. 
 

In his poem TH thu* t (IV)4 ÒSelf NarrationÓ, T™n Th* T- Cng writes: 
 
 L•n nœi b?t h•m ch- a dI  l‡o  
 Vˆo s™ng $‡nh c‡ h‡ r6ng oan. 
 [Scaling mountains to catch tigers, you canÕt call the lie easy 
 sneaked into rivers to catch fish, can you call it innocent?] 
 

The word oan must be hoang (as in hoang $ˆng of Òuncultivated, like thievesÓ), thatÕs 
why, in response to the verse, Phan V)n Tr% used the word hoang 
  
 Hai cBa tr‰m anh x™ s+p ngBa 
 M, t nhˆ danh gi‡o x‡o tan hoang. 
 [the two gates of aristocracy were falling up and down 
 a tradition of outstanding intellect was smashed to pieces] 
 

But the word hoang in ÒNg<i g- . m $Gng giˆo khai $- 7ng thi•n hoangÓ has a well-
known classical reference: ÒIn China, in the # - Cng dynasty, many candidates from Kinh Ch‰u (a 
new settlement) sat in the H( i examination in the capital but none of them passed; thatÕs why 
Kinh Ch‰u was referred to as thi•n hoang. Later, L- u Thu/  from Kinh Ch‰u was the first to pass 
the exam and was called Ôthe explorer of thi•n hoangÕÓ. 

 
So the two verses 783Ð784: 

 
 Ph‡p hay B&o ho" ph— thang 
 Ng@i g- . m BDng gi‡o mE B-Cng thi•n hoang. 
 
 can only be interpreted as follows: Òa magician who can walk in boiling water, tread on 
fire, sit on sword edges, and stand on spear points can be considered the explorer of thi•n 
hoang.Ó  That is, one who can do the work that nobody else could. 
 

Based on the previous explanations, itÕs clear that ^| thi•n oan is the wrong spelling 
caused by the Southern pronunciation. 
 

                                     
4 Excerpts from T™n Th:  T- 7ng, T‰n Vi, t Publisher, no year was given. 
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The error in &'($ $&o ho% ph— thang if misspelled to &'(% $&o ho% ph— than is 
obvious, and it does not totally lose the meaning, but not so damaging as the one in the following 
verse from The Tale of Ki0u cited above. 
 
 Thang lan rC bGc tr- 9ng h<ng tJm hoa  
 
mispelled as 
  
 Than h/0ng rC bGc tr- 9ng h<ng r&ch hoa. 
 
5. Final consonant Ðn mispelt as Ðng 
 

Errors of this kind are common; here are some examples: 
 
 Ñ  Ra Bi v+a r&ng ch‰n (ch- n) trCi  (line 79) 
 The word } ch‰n, ch- n, ch. n was misspelled as ~ ch- ng, tr- ng. 
 
 Ñ  Ban mai ngˆn dFm B)ng tr“nh m6i an  (line 48) 
 The word ) ban was misspelled as * bang. 
 
 Ñ  Tr- 6c han t“m b&n, sau lˆ  ngh: ch‰n   (line 92) 
 The word + han was misspelled as $ , %, � hang. 
 
 Ñ  V‰n Ti•n c˜n h‹y gi>c n@ng m• man  (line 1094) 
 The word , man was misspelled as � mang. 
 
 Ñ  Tr)m n)m xin g'n keo s. n m( t lCi  (line 78) 
 The word � g?n was misspelled as #  g?ng. 
 
 Ñ  Nˆo ai B̃ i  cu( c B̃ i &ˆn  chi ai  (line 712) 
 The word - $ˆn was misspelled as . $ˆng. 
 

The above-mentioned errors are easily detected, because they are predictable dialectal 
change of final consonant Ðn to Ðng.  However, among them one of line 1008 is especially 
sensitive. It is pointed out here for further discussion: 
 

The demotic version by Tr1n Ng- . n Hanh found in Abel des MichelsÕ book spells the 
following verse as follows: 
 
! $ ,�,�,�,�,�,�,�,
 N?ng dung ch—p n—n, m- a d1m ‡o t. i  
 

The version by Duy Minh Th% was carved differently: 
 
 %,�,�,�,�,�,�,�,
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 N?ng toan giœp n—n, m- a d1m giœp t. i  
 

Other versions by Tr- . ng V2nh K3, Solir•ne (1), Ng*c H@ (2), The Institute of Social 
Sciences and the Service of Culture and Information in B/ n Tre (3), and Nguy! n Th&ch Giang 
(4) all use the same spelling: 
 
 N?ng toan giœp n—n, m- a gi•m ‡o t. i. 
 

My comment is that Duy Minh Th%Õs demotic version and other versions in modern 
Vietnamese have tried to help clarifying the meaning of the verse, but have caused the loss of the 
internal counterpoint, the typical ancient figure of speech which is so rich in implicatures. 
 
 $  / 0 1 " 2 � 3 
 N?ng dung ch—p n—n, m- a d1m ‡o t. i. 
 

The word ÒdungÓ may have been a misspell of ÒdunÓ, in the same way as thuy0n nan was 
mispelt as thuy0n nang, h8i han as h8i hang, ch‰n tr7i as ch/ng tr7i. 
 

In A N™m ideogram dictionary (5) of the Institute of H‡n N™m Research (edited by 
Nguy! n Quang H@ng) the word � is transliterated as ÒDUNÓ and annotated as follows: 
 
 DUN /: bundled together É (n?ng dun: nGng hun) É  
 

Below are the annotations by HuHnh T%nh CI a in " &i Nam QuFc åm TH V# (6) 
 
 DUN 4:  shrunk É HƒO DUN: withered and shrunk like dry leaves. 
 Dô N 5:  shrunk. 
 

Thus, considering DUN and Dô N to be synonyms, Abel des Michels transliterated them 
as follows: 
 
 N?ng, d•n ch—p n—n; m- a d1m ‡o t. i. 
 
and translated it as follows: 

  
Quand le soleil bržle, on met vite le chapeau, ˆ la pluie qui tombe, on oppose le chapeau 
de feuillage. 
(In the burning sun one puts on a hat; in the falling rain, one covers oneself in a palm-leaf 
raincoat.) 

 
In the Dictionnaire AnnamiteÐFran•ais, J.F.M. GŽnibrel5 translated ÒD•n ch—p n—nÓ into 

l‰cher la pointe du chapeau, cˆd:  Mettre son large chapeau pointu (Let go of the top of the hat, 
that means, put on a wide-brimmed hat). 

                                     
5 GŽnibrel, J.F.M. Dictionnaire AnnamiteÐFran•ais. Imprimerie de la Mission ˆ T‰n Dinh Saigon 



 11 

 
I find both Abel des MichelÕs and GŽnibrelÕs interpretations not sensible because there 

must be some kind of connection between the two verses before they make good sense. 
 

Nguy$n # “nh Chi$u wrote: 
 
  M+y ai = $4ng h%o t‰m 
 N'ng dun ch9p n—n, m/a d1m ‡o t. i. 
 

and it should be explained as follows: 
 

ÒNot many people would be kind enough to provide others with a hat in burning 
heat, or a palm-leaf raincoat in persistent rain.Ó 

 
The second verse is written in the internal counterpoint structure 
 

  N'ng dun in opposition with m/a d1m 
  ch—p n—n in opposition with ‡o t0i 
 

Abel des MichelsÕs way of punctuating the verse is absolutely incorrect. 
 

There are people who changed n?ng dun into n?ng $un but obviously they didnÕt base on 
any N™m version.  In my opinion, the only problem is the misspelling of dun as dung. I hope to 
learn from your opinions. 
 

In conclusion, based on the five points presented above, it seems to confirm that there is 
no separate writing system of demotic ideograms in the South; there are only misspells by 
Southerners due to their southern dialect. 
 

____________ 
 

                                                                                                                    
1898. Pp. [8], 987. 
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