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NOM POEMS OF TRINH LORDS
IN TERMS OF FORM AND GENRE

In the flourishing period of Nom poem
during L& Trung Hung Dynasty, poets
with family name “Trinh” left theirs
imprint indelibly such as Trinh Céan with
Kham dinh thing binh bdch vinh (8X %€
5 °F @ §K) - Emperor’s 100 poems of
peace, Trinh Cuong with Lé triéu ngi
ché quoc am thi (B2 i 18 ) B 3% 5% -
Emperor’s national  language
poems in Lé Dynasty), Trinh Doanh
with Can nguyén ngw ché thi tap (¥ JG
M FF 4E - Can nguyén emperor’s
poem collection), Trinh Sam with Tdm
thanh ton duy tip (O 5 17 & % -
Collection of sound of heart to preserve
and maintain)” ... On many landscapes

® Tam thanh ton duy tdp currently cannot be found
in Library of Institute of Han-Nom Studies.
According to, “Tam thanh ton duy tdp was written
by Lord Trinh Sam since he was the crown prince.
Until 18" year of Canh Hung’s reign (1757), it was
reworked and divided into 4 categories: 1- Thu
phung; 2- Ban tu; 3- Cam hung; 4- pé vinh. The
two handwritten copies of Social Sciences Library
(A.197 and AB. 376) have mostly Nom poems,
both have written preface of Phan L& Phién” (Trin
Vin Gidp, 1990). However, Nguyén Vin T4 seems
to be the first person mentioning about this
composition (Nguyén Vin T, 1934). Perhaps at
that time, Nguyén Van T was able to read original
Tam thanh tén duy tdp and cited some poems

NGUYEN MANH HOANG"

in Vietnam today, there are still imprints
of Trinh Lords’ poems.

During our study of the art of Trinh
Lords® Nom poetry, we have found
remarkable points in forms, languages
and penmanship etc. In this article, we
are going to survey and analyze some
characteristics in terms of forms and
genres of Trinh Lords” Nom poetry, then
try to indentify certain characteristics in
Trinh Lords’ poetry.

Tang prosody Nom poetry (i.e. poetry
written in Nom with techniques of
Tang’s prosody and its variations)
dominates in Trinh Lords’ compositions.
According to statistics of Trinh Lords’
Nom poems in Collection of Vietnamese
Nom literature (vol. 2), we have found
that the number of Tang prosody Nom
poems accounts for approximately 99%
(367/371 poems). That suggests, Trinh

which other books also cited from him. Trinh
Sam’s Nom poems also appear scatteredly in Minh
bo thi tuyén (Collection of Minh D6’s Poems),
engraved poems on cliffs in relics and landscapes.
A full investigation on Trinh Sdm’s Nom poems is
still very necessary.

® MA., Institute of Social Sciences Information,
Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences.
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Lords preferred to use this form of
poetry to compose. It is also consistent
with the trend of Nom poems of
Medieval literary authors (the upper
class, especially courtiers or emperors,
lords) from 15th century to the mid-18th
century. Composing Tang prosody Nom
poems was their forte as well as taste.
There is a number of specific
characteristics emerged in Trinh Lords’
Tang prosody Nom poems as following.

1. Regarding to the number of words in
a sentence (one poetic line)

According to statistics in Collection of
Vietnamese Nom literature (vol. 2) and
Tw binh thuc luc (Four sets of
Chronicle), we have found that almost
Trinh Lords’ Tang prosody Nom poems
are seven-word poems (or seven-word
lines mix with six- or five-word lines),
there are only 04 completely six-word
poems and there is no five word poem.
The trend of seven-word poetry was also
the general trend of Tang prosody Nom
poetry in 15" to 18" century and even in
19" century. What researchers often pay
attention to is the appearance of “seven-
word mixed six-word” poems or there
are even completely six word poems.

Specifically as following: Khdm dinh
thang binh bdch vinh has 88 Tang
prosody Nom poems, in which 10 of
them are seven-word mixed six-word
poems, accounting for 11.4%. Lé triéu
ngir ché quoc am thi has 46 Tang
prosody Nom poems, in which 4 of them
are completely six-word verse and 11 of
them are seven-word mixed six- word
verse, accounting for 32.6%. Can

Nguyén ngy ché thi tdp has 228 Tang
prosody Nom poems, in which 12 of
them are seven-word mix six-word
verse, accounting for 5,3%, 1 poem is
seven-word mixed five-word verse. Trinh
Sam has 10 Tang prosody Nom poems, in
which 1 is seven-word mixed five-word,
accounting for 10% (there are not so many
people agree on this figure currently).

Comparing with other books of poetry
(according to statistics of Nguyén Pham
Hung): Qudc am thi tdp - National
language poem collection (has 186
seven word poems in total of 254
poems, accounting for 73.2%); Hong
Pirc quoc dam thi tdp - Hong Dirc
national language poem collection (135
six-word poems in the total of 328
poems, accounting for 41.2%); Bach Vin
quéc ngtt thi tdp - National language
poem collection of Bach Van (97 six-word
poems in the total of 161 poems,
accounting for 60.2%); Ngén dn thi tdp -
Collection of no name poems (5 six-word
poems) etc. (Nguyén Pham Hung, 2006).
The statistical results and comparisons
show that Nom poetry of Trinh Lords was
in the period when the number of six-
word lines in Tang prosody Nom poetry
was decreasing but still in favor and
composed quite a lot; there were even
poems with entirely six-word lines (it
happens more often in Trinh Lords” Nom
poems than others).

2. Regarding to position of six word line
in seven word poem

Six-word line can appear in any position
in Tang prosody Nom poems of Trinh
Lords (like other collection of poems of
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other authors). Overall, we can find the
phenomenon of mixing seven-word line
and six-word line in composing poems
of Trinh Lords was still popular
(especially, 4 poems in Lé triéu ngw ché
quoéc dm thi of Trinh Cuong have
completely six-word line poems which
are: Bo Dé thcfng canh thi - Poem
inspired by the sight of Bo Pé, Cic Cé
thi - Poem about Céic Cé, Phiic Long tu
thi - Poem about Phiic Long temple, Huu
Pha Lai ty thi - Poem about Huu Pha Lai
temple), however, it was a decreasing
trend. In Nom poetry of Trinh Sam,
seven-word poetry was very rare (1 out
of 10 poems). This also reflects the
development of Tang prosody Nom
poetry from 15" century to 19" century
generally was returning to traditional
prosody of Tang prosody poetry.

The alternation of seven-word and six-
word lines in composing Tang prosody
Nom poems is considered to be an
attempt to “Vietnamize” Tang prosody
poetry to build “Vietnamese style of
poetry” (Pham Luan, 1991; Nguyén Hué
Chi, 1977; Nguyén Pham Hung, 1997),
or an ‘“unconventional” form to affirm
national identity in a visible manner (La
Nham Thin, 1997; Nguyén Hitu Son,
1998...). It is argued that this change was
purely due to history of Vietnamese
phonetic in 15" to 17" century (Trin
Trong Duong, 2003) or influence of
Chinese ancient poetry (three-word
poetry) (Nguyén Ping Na, 2010) etc.

Although there are many different
opinions, this can be recognized as a
unique phenomenon which creates

identity of Tang prosody Nom poetry
from 15" to 18" century specifically. In
terms of aesthetic effect, the presence of
six-word line in seven-word poem has
certain meaning. It creates more solid,
powerful, steady tone and rhythm for
poetic lines (with rhythm 2/2/2 or 3/3),
creates “conversational” impression and
therefore we can find the specific tone
which author wants to emphasize,
especially when it is the first or last line
of the poem. For example:

Nhdt Ninh Son/ nhi Phirong Son,
Tra khodi lac/ han con hon.
Bdo Khdnh lai danh trong thirong pham,
Chin cam mili dy thud nao son.

Binh tra pham (Comment on the
qualities of tea) - Trinh Doanh

The first six-word couplet of the poem
creates a balanced, definitive list of teas
and its qualities. And the first and the
last six-word line of the following poem
create a solid, unruly, consistent claim:

Mdc chiéu/ mdc sdng/ ma nghe,
Moi 1ot ngéi cdu ven moi bé.
Cuoi ké dé moi nha phiéu mau,
Sao bang/ l6c nweée/ day khe.
(T4 diéu ngu canh tur - Trinh Doanh)

Especially, poems with completely six-
word lines deliver impression of being
compact, balanced rhythm, light-headed
feeling like taking off and flying over
beautiful ~ scenery  or  becoming
emotionally attached to the beautiful
nature:

Tinh can khon/ ghé mét bau,
Bao hinh thé/ bén bé thau.
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Phong luu hau/ xdy nén hdu,
Thii vi mau/ ngu ¥ mau.
Qudn nguyét/ trong in/ ddy nuorc,
Chay kinh/ vang nén/ bén lau.
Yén vui boi/ déan thuan co,

Y xwa sau/ sé thich cau.

B6 Pé thiang canh thi - Trinh Cuong
Poems such as Phiic Long tu thi - Poem
about Phiic Long temple, Lai tho chiia
Pha Lai - Poem about Pha Lai temple
(completely six-word lines) also create a
unique impression with interwoven
rhythm 2/2/2 and 3/3. Regarding to Tang
prosody Nom poems with completely
six-word lines like these, there may be
just one similar poem (Chua non nuoc -
Non Nuée pagoda in Hong Pirc qudc ém
thi tdp); there are more six-word poems
in Tang prosody Vietnamese Héan poetry
(about 30 poems) but still rare compared
with Héan five-word or seven-word
poems. That makes these poems to
become more unique and unusual.

In some cases, there is a combination of
seven-word and five-word lines in Tang
prosody seven-word and eight-line
poem. It is the case of Vinh Duc Thiiy
son phong canh - Poem inspired by
landscape of Duc Thily mountain of
Trinh Doanh:

Trdn an thé dat vitng bén troi,
Nhdn tri noi noi triép moi noi.
Tram két bién xanh gai trude dinh,

La gidng dai ngoc dién ngodi nhuan.
Mot bau thé gidi con duong vé,

Tdm burc phong quang da khdc voi.
Piém dwoc Nam thién danh dé nhat,

Tao thanh chin nhiém bai.

Actually, the alternation of seven-word
line and five- word line in poem was not
in the poetry history of Vietnam. If this
was indeed Trinh Doanh’s intention then
it had created unusual effect when it was
placed as the last line of the poem.
Together with some similar poems in
Quédc am thi tdp of Nguyén Trii, this is
also a unique phenomenon which creates
a distinctive imprint in terms of
unconventional Nom poems of Trinh
Doanh.

3. Regarding to the number of line
(poetic line) in a poem

The number of eight-line poems
accounts for an  overwhelming
proportion of 76.3% (only in Collection
of Vietnamese Nom literature vol. 2).
Four-line poems are only concentrated
in Trinh Doanh’s compositions with Can
Nguyén ngu ché thi tdp (228 Tang
prosody Nom poems, in which 87 four-
line poems, accounting for 38.16%).
According to the statistics of Collection
of Vietnamese Nom literature (vol. 2)
and Tw binh thuc luc - Four sets of
chronicle, Trinh Lords’ Tang prosody
Nom poetry is only eight line poetry:
Kham dinh thang binh bdch vinh (88
Tang prosody Nom poems are all eight-
line poems), Lé triéu ngw ché quoc am
thi (46 Tang prosody Nom poems are
also all eight-line poems), Trinh Sam’s
Nom poetry (10 Nom poems, all are
eight line poems).

This shows the trend of eight line poem
is still the dominant trend. It is suitable
with the general situation of Tang
prosody poetry in Vietnam: eight line
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poetry accounts for greater proportion
compared with others (four-line, five-
line, six-line, forever-lasting,...). Perhaps
the length of four-line poem is not
enough to convey much content;
forever-lasting poem is too long for a
poetic thought, a message, a philosophy
or a natural picture; other forms create
an asymmetrical picture. Hence, eight-
line poetry seems to have the most
moderate, neutral, symmetrical, suitable
“framework”. This was also the most
used ‘“genuine” genre in both writing
and examination in medieval.

4. Regarding to rhyming and
euphonizing method
Overall, Trinh Lords’ Nom poetry

comply with the traditional rhyming and
euphonizing method of Tang prosody
poetry in general and Tang prosody
Nom poetry in particular. Besides, it is
worth noting that there are many poems
which have sharp rhyme or rhymes are
not close with each other, there are many
poems which break the rules, does not
follow the standard. When reading those
poems, they do not sound rhythmically,
melodiously and musically like the
feature of this verse and create the
problem of being “difficult to read”. It
may not be due to authors being
inexperienced, incompetent but it was
their intention. Maybe it was due to their
positions, their personalities which
allowed them to compose freely, unruly
and not being uptight about meter or
poetic rules (these poems have the
interference between Tang prosody and
ancient poetry). However, the most
obvious impression when reading these

poems is the effect of turning poem into
“prose” or conversation. Hence, the
philosophical and narrative features of
these poems are enhanced.

Example of a poem with sharp rhyme:
Trai qua ngoan vi trong phong thdi,
Canh tri xem day duwong kha chi.
Uyén nguyét gicng la nueée hién chau,
Cai chom ddt ngoc non trinh thuy.
Pun din trimg tdp ké thién hinh.
Léo léo oanh hoa kiém van thé.
Co lam tuyén ¢6 thi trién,
Ludn danh dt xung danh vé nga.
(Tra Tu Duong thi - Trinh Cuong)

Example of a poem which breaks poetic
rules:

Gay nén ngao cuc chong troi dong,
Gid dy can ximg van lot vong.
Thitc dnh minh chu long vién pho,
Td‘ng xdy hoa cdi lvra ki phong.

Pan thanh san dam do bong ddo,

Sdt dd bén luyén ban tric thong.
Trong thud ding lam may noi got,
Thudc gang dwong da tién vang hong.
(Non Dong tu thi - Trinh Cuong)
There is poem which breaks both meter
and poetic rules and leads to being “kho

doc™:

Nhat béc ranh ranh lai thdp thanh,
o cho thuc mac cfy la ngoan.
DPay voi ché ché chiéu long thé,
Thi moi nén danh gid tao dan.
(Ban Cung nhan, bai 7, Trinh Doanh)

Especially, there are some -eight-line
poem which have flat tone by repeating
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exactly one word five times (2 poems:
Ludn tai duc - Comment on talent an‘d
virtue of Trinh Doanh, bai Nhdn tién
canh tri thi of Trinh Cuong). The 2
poems are as following:

Ang nhdn son nguon tri thiiy,

Tring trimg thanh tii gom son thiiy.

Thity tuyén mudn phdi dan quan son,
Son nhiéu ngan hang bao chiing thiiy.

Thuy dnh vcing héng dai hiéu son,
Son in bong qué long thu thiiy.

Son son thuy thuy khéo khoe doi,
Thu lai mot do son hop thiiy.
(Nhan tién canh tri thi ttr thu -

Trinh Cuong)
Duec thoi la ngon céi la tai,
Tai dirc gom hai méi ddng ta.
Pt thing hay gin quan tir dike,
Tai wu bao sd tiéu nhan tai.
Tai la hoa gdm phé nén dirc,
Duec c6 thom danh to chir tai.

Uém nhdc can xung tai mién dike,
Tron tai ven dirc thdnh nhdn tai.
(Luan tai dac, 1 - Trinh Doanh)

The common point of the two poems is
the repeat of the rhyme “thuy” — “water”,

“tai” — “ralent” (next to the word “son” —
“mountain”, “dGc” — “virtue” in the poems)
to emphasize the close relationship
between these two pairs of concept/object.
This unique is difficult to categorize in
poetic rules; it may have been a unique
way to “play” with poem by royal poetry
club at that time. However, as previously
mentioned, it is not merely a game of
form, the intention to emphasize is very
clear in such poems.

In detailed research on prosody of Ngu
dé Thién Hoa doanh bdch vinh - 100
poems in Thién Hoa court hall, Ng6 Dtic
Tho has pointed out the differences
between euphony in Trinh Can’s poems
and Tang prosody poems (especially in
3" and 5™ words of poetic line) and said
this creates the characteristic of “Han
Thuyen’s prosody” poetry (Refer to:
Ngd6 Duc Tho, 1996). However, this
opinion has been rejected convincingly
by Pham Luan (Refer to: Pham Luan,
1996). And according to our thought, it
is not really convincing when our
understanding of Tang prosody Han
poetry and Tang prosody Nom poetry is
not really solid and profound. However,
Ngd Durc Tho’s research has opened the
possibility that when composing Tang
prosody poetry, Trinh Lords had certain
creativity and alternation to make Tang
prosody poetry more suitable with
Vietnamese phonetics and grammar or
to create a slightly difference style of
poetry compared with traditional style of
Tang prosody poetry. We can see clearly
that the rhythms, euphony of Trinh
Lords’ Nom poems are “simpler” than
standard Tang prosody poems.

5. Regarding to rhythmic punctuation

Most seven-word Tang prosody Nom
poems of Trinh Lords comply with
punctuation of Tang poetry (basic
rhythm is 4/3 or rhythm variations are
2/2/3; 2/2/2/1). However, we can find
unique punctuation in Tang prosody
Nom poems of Nguyén Trii — a literati
in Hong Puc’s reign, Nguyén Binh
Khi€ém. For example:
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Gam nghi chi ai dam bén bé,
C6 co c6 muc co ngoan ngiy.
Thénh vai phwrong hinh dung dep,
Dt tiéng thiéu cdch diéu xuy.
Trai chinh bdy/ da nén dang lich,
N& nang thay/ dich ddng con nghé.
Tai ning dy/ sdnh vinh hoa dy,
Lirng 14y xa gan dt chin ghé.
(Kim céac tr siéu - Trinh Cén)
Xem ¥ troi/ da dy duc tinh,
Ngai vi muwa lon moi thanh minh.
Swong nghiém va co chiéu ém tinh,
Ai quyét nén/ thi méi ké ranh.
(Dt cung nhan db tinh vii - Trinh Doanh)
Thii thanh nhan/ da doi ngay trdi,
Nghia ddu yéu/ chi mé khdc quén
(Ban Luén cong chi si, 3
- Trinh Doanh)

This punctuation can be considered as an
attempt to “Vietnamize” Tang prosody
poetry to build “Vietnamese style of
poetry” or ‘“Vietnamese prosody”, as
rhythm 3/4 is more popular in
Vietnamese rhyme poetries (proverb,
double-seven-six-eight verse, poem for
speaking and singing,...). This probably
needs more research as rhythm 3/4 also
appears in Chinese poetry (even though
it is not common). Nonetheless, we can
see that this rhythm 3/4 gives verse the
feeling of prose, makes it sound more
like narration and have more oral than
writing  characteristics.  Hence, it
enhances philosophies and propositional
calculus of the verse and brings alertness
(not melodiousness or smoothness) to
readers when reading. When it comes to

Trinh Sdm’s Nom poems, this rhythm
does not appear anymore. Instead, it is
the traditional rhythm 4/3. This is also
the common trend of Tang prosody Nom
poetry from 15" to 19" century. This
suggests that, study on Tang prosody
Nom poetry should not ignore Trinh
Lords’ Tang prosody Nom poems.

Besides, the presence of six-word line
with balanced, single punctuation (2/2/2;
3/3) also brings rhythm diversity to
Trinh Lords’ Nom poetry which readers
could not ignore. It seems to be a
deliberate “balanced” rhythm  with
certain suitable purposes to reflect the
contents.

6. Regarding to the use of Sinological
classics and poetic data

Trinh Lords’ Nom poems use quite
many Sinological classics and poetic
data with rich expression in terms of
politics,  society, human, nature,
philosophy, literature, arts etc. The
Sinological classics and poetic data used
in Trinh Lords’ Nom poems can make
up a small dictionary"”.

The purpose of wusing Sinological
classics and poetic data is to show
author’s wisdom and elegance; to
express the 1ideology  succinctly,

“Vietnamese classics rarely appear in Trinh Lords’
poems (not to mentioned poems inspired by landmarks
which associate with old stories). There are some
classics, typically stories related to the Golden Turtle
God (in Linh Nam chich qudi liét truyén - The wonderful
tales of Linh Nam)in Vinh né and Luc nhan long poems
of Trinh Doanh. However, these are poems inspired by
“object”, not normal poems. Nonetheless, the presence
of Vietnamese classics is the good sign and notable
because it shows the tendency of authors to return to
national facts, rather than immersing in Sinology.
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concisely and in a standard manner.
With emperor’s “character” playing the
key role, Sinological classics and poetic
data in Trinh Lords’ Nom poems are
used for the following purposes: 1) To
praise peaceful and prosperous “Nghiéu
Thuin” society, dynasty; 2) To clearly
express  emperors’  characters  in
management works; 3) To teach human
morality and ethics as well as functions
of officials and people in the kingdom;
4) To express artistic soul; 5) To placate,
teach servants and concubines.

With  those mentioned  purposes,
Sinological classics and poetic data used
in Trinh Lords’ Nom poems mainly
origin  from  the classics of
Confucianism: Tw thu, Ngii kinh
(especially Kinh thi), books of scholars,
books of Chinese history, Tang poetry,
Tong poetry,... For example, in terms of
peaceful, prosperous society, there are:
Puong Ngu, Thuin phong, Nam huén,
Ctru ca, C4t Thién, Thai c6 phong, Cam
Thuén, Tho tinh, Cuu &, Pudng cii, hoi
Long Van, Chu Tung, Thuin di, Chu
dién, ndi Thang, khic Loc minh etc. In
terms of faithful servants, there are: Co
T, Gia Cét, Ly T, To Vi, Bui Po, Ky
Anh Hoi, Pong Trong Thu etc.

The use of classics can be to use the full
clause (for example: “chi u chi thi¢n -
Cdn phong héa, Trinh Doanh), but the
most popular use is to use partly: either
mention the character’s name, title of
work involved (such as mentioning
historical characters, names of poems in
Kinh thi - The Classic of Poetry such as
Chung tw, Quyén a, Pao yéu,...) with

explanation, or mention the typical
words in the clause (for example:
"Human’s intelligence" is suggestive of
the phrase “nhan gid nhao son, tri gia
nhao thuy”; “hoc hdi” sums up the
phrase “hoc nhi bat yém, hdi nhi bat
quyén”, etc...); there are also some
Sinological classics or poetic data which
have been Vietnamized. Researchers
often highly appreciate Vietnamization
of such classics as it makes them to
become closer to readers, and also
“confirms the simplicity, master and
elegance of national language and
literature in assimilation of Sinological
materials” (Pinh Gia Khanh, 1978).

Overall, the use of classics, poetic data
in Trinh Lords’ poems is not different
from other Medieval authors. However,
when going into more details in terms of
diachronic dimension, especially
historical development of Tang prosody
Nom poetry, we can find different
features. For example, Trinh Lords’
Nom poems were in the period when
Tang prosody Nom poetry used many
Sinological classics and poetic data.
Furthermore, in consideration of La
Nham Thin, Trinh Lords’ Nom poems
also tend to use many tricky classics,
poetic data which “are difficult to
understand and cause heavy feelings”
(La Nham Thin, 1997). However, we
have to agree that Trinh Lords were
highly educated politicians, profound
Sinologists. It may be one of the reasons
why Confucian intellectuals followed
and aided them. And so, the use of
Sinological classics and poetic data was
for quite practical purposes.



48 Social Sciences Information Review, Vol.8, No.2, June, 2014

In terms of form and genre, we can see
that, Trinh Lords’ Nom poems were
quite skilled, diverse and contributed
significantly to the development of the
art of Nom poetry in Lé Trung Hung
dynasty. This also confirms high literary
talent, education level of these
politicians cum literary authors 0
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