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British Museum:Or 14844, f. 3r
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Trăm năm trong cõi người ta
Chữ tài chữ mệnh khéo là ghét nhau

𤾓
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𠊚
些
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才
𡦂
命
窖
罗
𢢂
憢In a hundred years of this human realm

Talent and Destiny excel at despising one 
another



1. IMPACT
of the Tale of Kiều 國

⽂
Quốc văn



“[Among] the people of our country, who does not 
know the Tale of Kiều? Who has not memorized some 
measure of lines from the Tale of Kiều? Who does not 
know clearly the story of the maiden Kiều, or does not 
feel for Miss Kiều—a beautiful lady, cursed by fate, full 
of talent and beauty, but who encountered a destiny of 
broken hearts, fifteen years of bitterness in life, as 
though cruelly spurned by Heaven so as to make a 
shining mirror for all those of shallow disposition?”

Phạm Quỳnh, 1919 



“Yet how strange to see that each and every class of 
people within our country—from men of literature and 
knowedge to the common worker, from the elites of the 
arched gates to those who work the fields gathering 
mulberry—that there are none who do not love the Tale 
of Kiều, none who read the Tale of Kiều and are not 
moved, as though experiencing those desperate 
situations, suffering that bitter pain, undergoing those 
catastrophes, and weathering the footsetps of those 
roads for themselves…”

Phạm Quỳnh, 1919 



Kiều
2009 film
Director Mai Thu Huyền



Lacquer painting
Depicting Kiều meeting Kim 
Based on Đông Hồ popular depictions



Two paintings by Vũ Cao Đàm
Depicting Kiều & Vân meeting Kim



Kiều Fortune-telling!



2. ORIGINS
of the Tale of Kiều 源

㭲
Nguồn gốc



Based on a Chinese novel



Transformed 
into a Vietnamese 
narative poem

Written in 

Chữ Nôm:
A character script 
representing the 
Vietnamese language



3. GENRES
of the Tale of Kiều ⽂

學
Thể loại văn học

類
体



FOUR STORIES IN ONE?
1. A Neo-Confucian Fairytale
• Talented boy meets beautiful girl

2. A Neo-Confucian Drama
• Neo-Confucian morality under gritty moral conditions

3. A giang hồ adventure
• Kung fu shenanigans “between the rivers and lakes”

4. A Buddho-Confucian contemplation
• Life is Suffering. So what do we do?

雜
語

Tạp ngữ
(Heteroglossia)



1. A NEO-CONFUCIAN FAIRYTALE

佳
⼈

Tài

⼦
才

TALENT & BEAUTY
stories

Tử

Giai

Nhân



1. A NEO-CONFUCIAN FAIRYTALE

Còn non còn nước còn dài
Còn về còn nhớ đến người hôm nay

群
𡽫
群
渃
群
曳

群
𧗱
群
𢖵
𦤾
𠊚
𣋚
尼

As long as hills and waters endure
So shall I return, so shall I remember you 
today.

557-8



2. A NEO-CONFUCIAN DRAMA

Tiếc thay trong giá trắng ngần
Đến phong trần cũng phong trần như ai

惜
咍
𥪝
這
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銀

𦤾
風
塵
拱
風
塵
如
埃

How pitiful, that purest frost, silver-white
In dusty winds, is stained and blown like any 
other

1191-2



Giang

湖
江 RIVERS & LAKES

or stories from beyond the pale
Hồ

3. A GIANG HỒ ADVENTURE

(KUNG FU STORIES!)



3. A GIANG HỒ ADVENTURE

Cho hay muôn sự tại trời
Phụ người chẳng bõ khi người phụ ta

朱
台
萬
事
在
𡗶

負
𠊚
庒
捕
欺
𠊚
負
些

Know that all matters rest with Heaven
Be not faithless to others, lest they be faithless 
to you.

2391-2



4. A BUDDHO-CONFUCIAN CONTEMPLATION

Tấm lòng* đã thấu đến Trời
Bán mình là Hiếu cứu người là Nhân
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㐌
透
𦤾
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命
罗
孝
救
𠊚
罗
仁

Your heart has penetrated to Heaven
To sell yourself was Filial, to save others, 
Humane 

2717-18



4. A BUDDHO-CONFUCIAN CONTEMPLATION
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Your heart has penetrated to Heaven
To sell yourself was Filial, to save others, 
Humane 

2717-18



4. THE LADY KIỀU:
desire & suffering 翠

翹
Thuý Kiều



LIFE IS SUFFERING…
…AND SUFFERING IS 
CAUSED BY DESIRE.



DESIRE & SUFFERING & THE LADY KIỀU

Sự đời đã tắt lửa lòng
Còn chen vào chốn bụi hồng làm chi?

事
𠁀
㐌
必
焒
𢚸

群
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𠓨
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紅
𫜵
之

Life has extinguished the fires of my heart
Why then roll in the dusty world once more?

3045-6



DESIRE & SUFFERING & THE LADY KIỀU

Thiện căn ở tại lòng ta
Chữ tâm kia mới bằng ba chữ tài.
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些
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𠀧
𡨸
才

The root of goodness lies inside our hearts.
And so the Heart is worth three times all Talent.

3251-52



Art by Tôn Thất Đào


