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When and by whom demotic characters were invented is a mystery yet to be solved. The fact is
that Han Thuyén was the first to use demotic characters in his literary writing, and in the Tran
dynasty other authors like Nguyén Si C6, Chu Vin An, H6 Qui Ly followed his example. When
the Lé dynasty was first established, Nguyén Trdi was the next author to succeed them. Many
others under Lé Thanh Tén’s reign also composed in demotic characters and their works are still
available now in the collection entitled Hong Pirc Quoc Am Thi Tdp. The next Mac dynasty saw
the coming of Bach Vin Quéc Ngit Thi by Nguyén Binh Khiém. However, not until the Lé
Trung Hung period were the most famous works written in demotic characters. Those included
Cung Odn Ngdam Khiic by Nguyén Gia Thiéu, Chinh Phy Ngdm Khiic (translated by Poan Thi
Diém), Hoa Tién truyén (composed by Nguyén Huy Ty and revised by Nguyén Thién), So Kinh
Tdn Trang by Pham Thai, The Tale of Kiéu by Nguyén Du and other anonymous works like
Phan Tran, Nhi Pé Mai, Bich Cdu Ky Ngo, Pham Cong Cuc Hoa ...

In the above-mentoned works of the North, demotic characters already displayed some
systematic order, though still far from perfect. More notably, when they were transported to the
South, many words were misspelt due to the Southerners’ unusual accent.

Here are some examples to illustrate the point:

1. Mistake in tone.

B\ _(ltc) was mispelt as [7 (luc) in

Chdang may ma gap lac nghéo (v. 35)
2. The initial consonant v— was mispelt as d—:

5% or ¥ or %% (vong) was mispelt as i (dong)

Bén nguoi ngoi lai mét vong lam tho (v. 476)
3. The final consonant — was mispelt as —c:

IH (dat) was mispelt as £ (dic)

Ai tirng ban @&t ma ngoi cho triea (v. 1550)
4. The final consonant —¢ was mispelt as —:

ZH (biéc) was mispelt as Bl (biét)

Trai qua mdy dam biée ngan (v. 2003)
5. The final consonant —n was mispelt as —ng:

>}~ (ban) was mispelt as F§ (bang)

Ban mai ngan dam bang trinh moi an (v. 48)
6. The final consonant —ng was mispelt as —n:



% (thiéng) was mispelt as K (thién)
Bdy ldu tho ¢6 linh thiéng viéc gi (v. 1574)

The misspelling is totally due to the inaccuracy of the southern accent. Other examples of such
misspelling can be found in Truong Vinh Ky’s version of The Tale of Luc Van Tién (published
by Claude & Cie in Saigon, 1901— 4™ edition) and of The Tale of Kiéu (1875, 1** edition) written
in qudc ngir, the latin Vietnamese script. The following examples are found in The Tale of Kiéu:

1. Truong Vinh Ky mispelt “gia” (return) in “Poan truong tho phai dem ma gid nhau”
as “gia@” (good-bye); thus misled Abel des Michels into translating it as “adieu”.

2. “Thang” (hot water) in “Thang lan ri bitc truéng hong tam hoa” was mispelt as

“than” by Truong Vinh Ky, who misunderstood that it meant a kind of coal for

burning water.

In conclusion, the wrong forms of some demotic characters and the misspelling in the
Vietnamese national language (qudc ngir) in the South have led to serious consequences. Even
Truong Vinh Ky, the scholar, made the same mistakes. More clarifications are to be seen in the
complete presentation.
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