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Abstract
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writings, describes the condition of his texts, and evaluates his poetry.
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SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES [ANNUAL ISSUE ON VIETNAMESE LITERATURE AND HISTORY]
1. THE ISSUES OF PHAN VAN TRI’S LIFE AND LITERARY TEXTS

Not counting Gia Pinh that thi pha, the fu written after the defeat of Gia Dinh
was first collected and translated into Quéc ngir by Trwong Vinh Ky and noted as
anonymous in Saigon d’autrefois in 1882. The Quéc ngit translation and introduction by
Phan Vian Tri began in 1889 with Con rdn tho [The Poetic Lice], which was collected and
introduced in Miscellanéés, Number 2 (June 1889), also by Truong Vinh Ky. This 130-
year journey of studying the writings of Phan Van Tri has received contributions from
many generations of scholars and researchers. These contributions familiarize readers with
his heritage and help to glorify his name in the realm of Vietnamese literature and culture.

A few researchers should be remembered for their great contributions to the study
of Phan Van Tri. Truong Vinh Ky started the journey (as stated before), followed by L&
Quang Chiéu, a family member on the side of Phan Van Tri’s wife. He was the first to
introduce a series of Phan Vian Tri’s poems in the collection, Quéc &m thi hiép tuyén
[Anthology of Poems Written in Vietnamese Script] (L&, 1903), which consists of 28
poems with or without the author’s name. Following him were many studies and
collections, such as Quac am thi tdp [Collection of Poems Written in Vietnamese Script]
in 1979 by Huynh Tinh Cua, Thi phu van tur [Works of Poetry, Fu, Prose, and Ci] in 1912
by V6 Sam, a series of research articles in Nam Phong Magazine from 1919 to 1926 by
Chuong Dan and L&m Téan Phéac, Nam am [Vietnamese Sound] in 1925 by Nguyén Vin
Kinh, Vain dan bao giam [Primer Literary Collection] in 1926 by Tran Trung Vién, Thi si
Trung Nam [Poets of Central and Southern Vietnam] in 1943 by Vi Ngoc Phan, Phan
Van Tri (1830-1910) by Nhat Tam, Cugc bt chién gitza Phan Vin Tri - Ton Tho Twong
[The Pen War between Phan Van Tri and T6n Tho Tuong] in 1957 by Théi Bach, and
Tho van yéu nwéc Nam Bg niza sau thé ky XIX [Patriotic Literary Works by Southern
Vietnamese Authors in the Latter Half of the Nineteenth Century] in 1976 by Ca Van
Thinh and Bao DBinh Giang. The conference, The Patriotic Poet Phan Van Tri (1830-
1910), commemorating his 155" birthday and 75" anniversary of his death, held from 31
October to 2 November 1985 in Can Tho, was an important landmark in the study of Phan
Van Tri. The post-conference publication led to many books by researchers, such as Nghi
vé Phan Vin Tri [On Phan Van Tri] by Nguyén Khic Thuan and Nguy&n Quang Tuan
published by Van nghé Can Tho in 1985, Phan Vin Tri cugc doi va tac phdam [Phan Vin
Tri — Life and Works] in 2001 and Tac phédm Phan Vén Tri [Works by Phan Vian Tri] in
1987 by the organizers of the conference on Phan Van Tri (Ban cha nhiém hoi thao Phan
Van Tri, 1987).

These researchers have proposed and solved several issues concerning Phan Van
Tri: his life, his homeland, and his relations in Hanh Thong village (Gia Binh Province)
and Binh Thuy village (Can Tho Province).

However, a few issues remain unresolved or controversial. Did he really die in
1910 as claimed in most publications? When did he come to live in Phong Dién, Can
Tho? Did he marry Pinh Thi Thanh during the 1870s in his 40s or during the 1880s in his
50s? Was his wife, Binh Thi Thanh, born in 1840, 1850, or 18607 She remarried after his
death. If he really died in 1910, she would be somewhere in her 50s to 70s. Was it possible
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for a woman of that age to remarry, considering the historical context? In his Nam Ky
phong tuc nhon vdt dién ca [Verse on Cochinchinese Customs and Historical Figures],
Nguyén Lién Phong writes about Phan Vin Tri: “Ctr Tri 4n ¢ la lung/ Ao quan xit xat
dién khung qua tay/ Gap Tuong thoi Tri méng ngay/ Boi vi ta tiru it hay kiéng dé (...)
Déu 1a tuong tro thanh danh/ D3 1au vé c8i am minh xa mién” [Bachelor Tri lived an
unusual life/ In messy, crazy outfits/ He cursed Tuong every time they met/ Never felt
restrained in his drunken state (...) They helped to popularize each other’s name/ They
left to the other world quite long ago] (Nguyén, 2014, p. 172). From this, Nguyén Liéng
Phong claimed that Bachelor Tri (Phan Van Tri) and Ton Tho Tuong died before 1909,
countering the widespread belief that Phan Van Tri’s death was in 1910. So, when did he
die? Nguyén Khué and Cao Ty Thanh analyzed Khoc dau Hang V6 [Eulogy for Xiang
Yu], believed to be the eulogy of Ton Tho Tuong for Bachelor Tri, and claimed that
Bachelor Tri died before 1875 (the year of Tén Tho Tuong’s death), so it could be 1874
(Nguyén & Cao, 2011, p. 300).

It is also unclear why Phan Van Tri did not join the imperial bureaucracy. He
attained the rank of senior bachelor (ciz nhan) in 1849, the same year as Nguyén Thong
(1827-1884). At the time, when Nguyén Thong was 22, Phan Vian Tri was only 19.
Nguyén Thong then became a government bureaucrat and his highest rank was B chanh
[provincial treasurer] of Quang Ngai Province. So why did Bachelor Tri not join the
imperial bureaucracy? It is not plausible that he grew bored of the bureaucracy, since he
did take the court examination instead of choosing to be a recluse like Vo Truong Toan,
or, in other words, he intended to become a bureaucrat. Was the “problematic” family
background the cause, as obscurely mentioned in a verse from an anonymous eulogy on
the death of Phan Vian Tri: “Mot doi oan chiu ¢3 mon hoi/ Ha hudng oan oan dén chin
doi” [It is horrifying that a generation must suffer from injustice/ Let alone nine
generations] (Nhat, 1956, p. 45), and as what Phan Vian Tri, himself, spoke of his family
background in his poem Hgt la [Grains of Rice]: “Ong cha gitip nudc da ghe thud/ Dong
gidng nudi dan biét may doi” [My ancestors have helped save the country for ages/ My
family has raised the people for generations]? What is the problem with that problematic
family background? How were his ancestors? We have not had a clear idea of it.

Regarding textual issues, if Phan Van Tri did not die in 1910 but prior to that year,
then it is not known whether he had already read Quéc am thi hiép tuyén [Anthology of
Poems Written in Vietnamese Script] by L& Quang Chiéu, which was published in 1903.
It is thus not really persuasive to base our identification of Phan Van Tri’s literary works
only on L& Quang Chiéu’s anthology. Therefore, to establish a relatively reliable
bibliography of Phan Van Tri’s works, it is necessary to examine different literary
anthologies prior to 1945 and omit pieces by authors other than Phan Van Tri. We have
carried out this task and find that our bibliography of Phan Van Tri’s literary works is
rather similar to the ones published in Nam Phong Magazine by Chuong Déan (in 1919)
and Lam Tan Phac (from 1923 to 1926), and to those by Nhat Tam (published in 1956)
and Ca Van Thinh, Bao Dinh Giang (published in 1962). The corpus of Phan Van Tri’s
works accordingly consists of 45 poems classified into three different types: object poetry
[tho vinh v4t], polemical poetry [tho but chién (xudng hoa)], and pastoral poetry.
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Obiject poetry (18 poems): Hgt lua [Grains of rice], Con méo [The cat], Ca
thia thia [The betta fish] (2 poems), Cai xay [The rice mill], Con céc [The
toad], Thu di cau [The hobby of fishing], Cau cé [Fishing], Tho may [The
tailor], Qudn nuoc [The teahouse], Chua huw [The damaged pagoda], Cao cao
[The locust], Con rdn [The lice], Kién hdi can kién vang [A stink ant bites a
green ant], Con musi [The mosquito], Con cua [The crab], Ong tao [The
kitchen god], and Cuc cut [The turd].

Polemical poetry (13 poems): Responses to Tu thugt [Confessions] (10
poems), Ton Phu nhan quy Thuc [Lady Sun submitted to Shu Han], Te Ther
quy Tao [Xu Shu surrendered to Cao Cao], and Hat bgi [Classic Opera].

Scenery-inspired and nostalgic poetry (13 poems): Mdt Vinh Long [Losing
Vinh Long], Cam canh An Giang [Compassion for An Giang], Cam hoai
[Nostalgia] (10 poems), and Cdu déi diéu Cai tong Vinh [Eulogistic
antithetical couplet for Canton Chief Vinh].

Poems attributed to Phan Vian Tri: Lam khi do ci nhan [Writing after
achieving the rank of senior bachelor], Cam thugt [Conveyance of feelings],
Pon linh trong lang [The garrison in the village], Than thoi s [Lamenting
over reality] (2 poems), Vinh Kiéu [On Kiéu], and Gia Pinh thdt thi phti [The
fu written after the defeat of Gia Binh].

2. OBJECT POEMS BY PHAN VAN TRI

Object poetry, with 18 poems, is an important part in Phan Van Tri’s literary
oeuvre. These poems can be divided into three categories based on their themes:

(1) Object poems demonstrating the mettle of a Confucian junzi;
(2) Poems describing objects to express the author’s aspirations;

(3) Sarcastic poems satirizing and criticizing corrupt bureaucrats and those
who persecute ordinary people.

Several poems are understood differently, sometimes contradictorily, because of
their ambiguity and the presence of polysemantic images. However, if these poems are
carefully read, there may be an accurate way of understanding them.

The poem, The betta fish, exemplifies this point.

The betta fish no. 1

DPong logi sao nguwoi chang ngé ngang,
Hay la m¢t liza phai nung gan?
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Truong vi so do vai gang nuoc,

Badu miéng hon thua mia tac nhang.

Ran surc gidy ldu da troc vay,

Nin hoi trét buéi lgi phiing mang.

Ra tai cira Vo chua nén mat,

Cic ¢ khen cho khéo nhén nhang.
Translation:

Of the same species, why still relentless,

Or do peers need to irritate one another?

Spreading fins, competing for some space

Opposing each other just to get a little win.

Straining for a while then having some scales peeled off,
Holding breath then flaring gills.

Trying to leap the Dragon Gate but in vain,

Giving some ironic compliments as a joke.

e  The betta fish no. 2

Pam tham mua xudn tré May mau,

Vi tai vi sdc méi kinh nhau.

Dua chen hai nudc toan gianh trudc,

Leng ldy dua hoi chang chiu sau.

Murong tieong rong dua noi bién tham,

Mia mai cu ddy duoi song sau.

Tho hoi séng don nhan long nudc,

Mt thdy ai ai ciing ciii dau.
Translation:

Bursting with various colors in gentle spring rain

Fighting each other for talent and beauty.

Competitively jostling to win,

1 Cura VG (or Vit mon): A stone cliff which is located on the upstream of the Yangtze River (Sichuan, China). It is said that a fish
leaping over that cliff can become a dragon.
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Ardently breathing not to fail.
It looks like dragons competing down the vast oceans,
Or unicorns arising from the deep rivers.
When they breathe, the waves whisper as the patriotism seethes,
Everyone who sees that bows their head.
(Nhit, 1956, p. 16)

The meaning of the first poem is in conflict with that of the second one. In the
first poem, the betta fish’s image is described in a negative way: (Of the same species,
why still relentless/ Opposing each other just to get a little win/ Giving some ironic
compliments ...), and it is rather plausible to claim that through this piece, Phan Van Tri
wanted to criticize those who often argue and battle with their peers. The line, “Trying to
leap the Dragon Gate but in vain,” is derived from an ancient story of the carp that could
not leap the Dragon Gate. In other words, the line refers to someone who failed in the imperial
examination. Is it Tén Tho Tuong? And are the betta fish battles mentioned in the poem
allusions to the fact that Tuong started acrimonious polemical debates with other intellectuals
in Cochinchina to defend his decision to surrender and thus betray his country?

In contrast, the betta fish’s image in the second poem is very graceful. It is also a
battling fish, yet it is portrayed differently: “Bursting with various colors in gentle spring
rain,” “dragons competing,” “unicorn arising,” etc. The last two lines of the piece: “When
they breathe, the waves whisper as the patriotism seethes/ Everyone who sees bows their
heads” can only be used to allude to patriots. In a nutshell, the poem The betta fish no. 2
mentions those who battle and dispute with Tén Tho Tuong, including Phan Van Tri and
his allies. The betta fish should not be understood as a single poem, and thus consistency
should not be required from the first poem to the second. Instead, The betta fish should
be understood to consist of two independent poems: the former alludes to the country’s
traitor, Ton Tho Tuong, while the latter alludes to patriots like Phan Van Tri. The two
sides battled with each other as do two betta fish.

The cat is also a notable poem that is particularly interesting and beautifully
written, but one that also provokes controversy. It is sometimes interpreted as a satire on
bureaucrats and officials (Phan Thanh Gian, specifically), while it is also construed as
praising those people. We should reread the poem very closely:

Mdy tang dai cdc sdi chon leo,
Nhay le chi cho bang?gisng méo.
Chot ngoanh mgat hum nhin truc thy,
Chi cho lii chugt dam vang reo.

2 B4ng: a variant of “bang” (similar to) used in accordance with the meter of the poem.
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Vuét nanh san c6 vang khoe sdc,

Van vén danh khéng bui dong meo.

Tram tuéi hon dau vé chin sugi,

Nhiim I6ng d@é \gi gitp trd nghéo.
Translation:

Spreading its legs to climb into noble places
Animal can hop as fast as cats
When turning back, the mice are so terrified
Of the tiger-like eyes, which are directly gazing at them.
Its claws are sparkling like gold
They are all striped without any dirt or mold
When it may die in the future
Its hair can be used to help poor students.
(Nhat, 1956, p. 11)

The poem is said to have been written after the meeting between Phan Van Tri
and Phan Thanh Gian in the early 1850s. At the time, Phan Van Tri was a young and
talented senior bachelor about 20 years old, while Phan Thanh Gian (1796-1867) was of
his father’s generation, about 60 years old, and had held important positions in the
imperial bureaucracy, such as Government Minister of the Ministry of Personnel [Thuong
thu bo Lai], member of the Privy Council [Co mat vién dai than], and Viceroy of
Cochinchina [Kinh lugc st Nam Ky]. The cat’s image is obviously used to allude to the
viceroy. He did “hop” really fast, from an ordinary person in Ba Tri — a remote town by
the sea — to ultimately a powerful position in the bureaucratic system under the Nguyén
dynasty. However, Phan Thanh Gian was famous for his uprightness and integrity. He
remonstrated with the king and reprimanded greedy officials. The third and fourth lines
of the poem mention this reality: “When turning back, the mice are so terrified/ Of the
tiger-like eyes, which are directly gazing at them.” At the time, when the French had not
yet invaded Cochinchina, Phan Thanh Gian’s reputation was still brilliant, and his
“claws” were thus still sharp, and untarnished (Their claws are sparkling like gold/ They
are all striped, without any dirt or mold). Moreover, in Phan Van Tri’s view, even when
Phan Thanh Gian dies, his grandeur and kindness can also assist young Confucian
students, as a pinch of cat hair can be used to make brush pens. This is an elegant poem
since it indicates precisely Phan Thanh Gian’s character. In general, Phan Van Tri
expresses his admiration for Phan Thanh Gian through this poem. Yet, it is evident in this
poem that he also teases with power rather than being terrified of it or attempting to
adulate, which reflects Phan Van Tri’s personality realistically.

Object poems written in Nom script emerged in the time of Nguyén Trai, with
verses about pine trees, chrysanthemums, bamboo, apricot blossoms, cycads, lotuses, and
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sweet osmanthus. They were mostly written to discuss junzi’s aspirations. There are also
some moralizing poems, such as the one about jasmine. King Lé Thanh Tong tended to
compose poems about trivial objects, such as toads, straw scarecrows, brooms, etc.,
which, however, also present his majestic spirit. Nguyén Cong Tra’s object poems were
composed both to present his aspirations and to satirize inept and adulatory bureaucrats.
Object poems written by H6 Xuan Huong are exceptionally unique: they present a play
of obscenity and purity, in which dirty riddles with clean answers [d6 tuc giang thanh]
and clean riddles with dirty answers [d6 thanh giang tuc] continuously appear. Phan Vian
Tri’s object poems are diverse in terms of themes and tones: Some demonstrate junzi-like
mettle but are in fact the mettle of patriots (Grains of rice, The betta fish no. 2, The rice
mill, The toad); some express the writer’s feelings and describe the scenery in order to
convey his aspiration to save the country, such as The hobby of fishing, Fishing, The
tailor, and The teahouse; there are also poems satirizing and criticizing corrupt bureaucrats
and those who persecute ordinary people, such as The locust, The lice, A stink ant bites a
green ant, The betta fish no.1, The mosquito, The crab, The kitchen god, and The turd.

Among those who wrote object poems in Cochinchina in the latter half of the
nineteenth century, Phan Van Tri can thus be considered a first-rate one.

3. POLEMICAL POEMS BY PHAN VAN TRI

Phan Van Tri is mostly famous for his polemical poems, namely Confessions (10
poems), Lady Sun belonged to Shu Han, Xu Shu surrendered to Cao Cao, and Classic
Opera. The progress of the polemical conversations between Phan Van Tri and T6n Tho
Tuong can be summarized as follows:

e (1) At first, Ton Tho Tuong composed 10 poems entitled Confessions to
prove that his submission to the French was justified. Phan Van Tri wrote 10
poems to respond polemically to Tudng. Bli Hitu Nghia and Lé Quang Chiéu
were Tri’s allies, and they also wrote poems to debate with Tuwong.

e (2) Wavering, Ton Tho Tuong degraded himself by writing Lady Sun
submitted to Shu Han, comparing himself to a girl following her husband to
his home after getting married. Phan Van Tri then responded to that also by
a polemical poem, unveiling Tuong’s hypocrisy.

e (3) Tén Tho Tuong continued prostituting himself by writing Xu Shu
surrendered to Cao Cao, implying that he was like Xu Shu, who surrendered
to Cao Cao during the period of the Three Kingdoms only to save his
mother’s life, and that there were other talented people who could contribute
to the resistance against the colonizers. He also promised in the poem that
after surrendering to Cao Cao (or the French), Xu Shu (or Tuong himself)
did not assist Cao Cao at all. When Phan Van Tri replied to this poem, he
reminded Ton Tho Tuong of that promise.
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e (4) Ton Tho Tuong once more degraded himself by assuming that he was
only a disreputable old monk in Lao ky quy y [Disreputable old man taking
refuge with the Buddha]. Phan Van Tri and the other patriots won the
polemical battle against T6n Tho Tuong. However, Tri did not continue the
debate, but instead composed the poem, Classic Opera, using the challenging
Xu Shu rhyme scheme [van Tir Thi#] to satirize Tén Tho Tuong and his
followers.

First, it is necessary to examine the first pen war between Tén Tho Tuong and
Phan Van Tri through the collection of polemical poems entitled Confessions.

Ton Tho Tuong began the battle with his opponents by composing 10 Ném poems
written according to the thu vi ngam structure (the first and last line of each poem are
alike). Ton Tho Tuong was among the most well-known N6m poets in the Bach Mai
poetic society [Bach Mai thi x&], and he was really famous for his high-class writing
talent. Tuong’s arguments can be outlined briefly as follows:

Confessions No. 1: Evaluation of the power of the French colonizers. According
to Tuong, the French possessed modern weapons and thus could not be defeated.
Moreover, he expressed his love for his country and the people and his worries about the
country’s fate as well. He therefore advocated that the resistance should surrender.

Confessions No. 2: Tuong’s current situation. He was rumored to be a bad person,
but he was in fact behaving with merit. He assumed that there was not much time left, so
his work for the French colonial government was to save the country. He thus ignored the
imprecations of others who resisted the French invaders.

Confessions No. 3: The country’s current situation was devastating, with the
corruption of morality and ethics. He believed that he, himself, still followed moral
principles, so he did not pay attention to how others might think of him — “Théan con chang
ké ké chi danh” [I do not draw attention to myself, let alone my honor].

Confessions No. 4: In such turmoil, honor and social position did not exist
anymore for Tuong. He claimed that he was planning to “catch tigers” and “catch big
fish”; whereas the resistance movements were suppressed already, which made the
Vietnamese “miserable young chicks without their mother.”

Confessions Nos. 5, 6, 7, 8: Tuong expressed his compassion for those who vainly
attempted to resist the French, then claimed that he did not want to follow the path of the
resistance. He conveyed that he should take care of himself first. He did not need others
to understand his innocence.

Confessions No. 9: The social situation changed already. The country had been
invaded, and a new government was established. It was hence useless to resist against the
French colonizers. That very situation led Tuong to work for the French government, and
he could only accept to “transgress permanent moral principles.”
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Confessions No. 10: Tuong explained that he could still maintain his allegiance
to the country. However, the social situation was irredeemable, and the future was so
uncertain. Tuong only wished that in the time ahead, “the three provinces of Cochinchina
would still be here.”

Phan Van Tri responded to these poems with incisive arguments. His words
sprang from his long-lasting resentment of Tuong.

In terms of evaluating the current situation, the French cannot be defeated, and
the resistance to French colonizers could only lead to failure. There is little difference
between Ton Tho Tuong and Phan Van Tri’s arguments. Nonetheless, Phan Van Tri’s
choice was more accurate compared with that of Tuong. Phan Van Tri based his
arguments on firm and permanent moral and ethical principles in criticizing and
reprimanding Tuong:

- He claimed that Tuong was “filthy” and just “prattling.” He also considered
Tuodng “a stupid guy™: “Nguoi tri mang lo danh chang chéi/ Pira ngu luong so
tugi khong cho” [An intelligent man ponders how to brighten his reputation/
While a stupid guy may be afraid of getting old” (Confessions No. 2).

- He described Tuong as “Pua dai trot doi gia cling dai” [A foolish guy who
cannot be more intelligent despite getting old] (Confessions No. 8).

- He called Tuong “a wild guy” and “a mercantile merchant” who demolished
his ancestor’s honor: “Than danh chang ké thiét thang hoang” [Not count his
honor and position, how wild he is], “Hai ctra trdm anh x6 sap ngura/ Mot nha
danh gido xdo tan hoang” [He pushes his noble doors to collapse/ He demolishes
his honorable family], “Con buén khap khoi chwa ting ngoc” [A mercantile
merchant is excited about his first time seeing a gemstone], etc. (Confessions No. 4).

(Nhat, 1956, pp. 24-31)

Tuong was eventually defeated. This was because his choice was incorrect; he
was greedy and a coward, and he always used crooked and deceitful arguments.

After the first polemical battle, realizing that he was overwhelmed, Tén Tho
Tuong compared himself to Lady Sun in Three Kingdoms. It is said that Sun Quan,
emperor of Eastern Wu, followed Zhou Yu’s plan, pretentiously allowing Lady Sun to
become Liu Bei’s wife in order to invite Liu to Eastern Wu and kill him. Zhuge Liang
anticipated that intention. Hence, he told Liu Bei to travel to Eastern Wu to marry Lady
Sun, yet reminded Liu that on the way to Eastern Wu, he should announce to everyone
that he was about to marry Lady Sun according to Sun Quan’s promise. When nearly
everyone in Eastern Wu knew about it, Sun Quan’s mother did not allow her son to kill
Liu Bei, since she was afraid of being criticized as an unrighteous person. Lady Sun thus
became Liu Bei’s wife.
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Ton Tho Tuong borrowed this ancient story to claim that his situation and that of
Lady Sun were alike. In other words, he would like to prove that his surrender to the
colonial government was plausible and understandable:

Translation:

Cdt nguea thanh guwom ven chiz tong,
Ngan thu rang tié gdi Giang Déng.
Lia Ngo bin rin chom may bac,

Vé Han trau tria manh mé hong.
Son phdn tha cam day gi6 bui,

B vang chi dé then non song?

Al vé nhén véi Chau Cong Can,
Tha madt long anh ding bung chang.

Riding horse, hand with sword to follow the principle of obedience

To shed luster on the thousand-year virtues of women in Eastern Wu

Leaving Wu, (I was) reluctant to leave (my) hometown’s silver cloud

In Shu Han, (1 would try to) take care of myself

(1) sacrifice myself to suffer from great misery

Rather than letting (my) country be ashamed

Who can help send Zhou Yu a message,

That (1) should satisfy my husband instead of obeying my brother.
(Ca & Bao, 1976, p. 153)

Tuong’s arguments are really hard to criticize, since most Confucian scholars
admit that the choice of Lady Sun was morally based. So, was Tuong’s choice also
plausible? Phan Vian Tri responded that:

Cai tram suza trap® ven cau tong,
Mt gid troi chiéu biét coi dong.
NgUt tod vang Ngd in sdc tréng,
Duyeén vé dat Thuc dircom mau hong.

3 Trdp: “trip” in some texts. Generally speaking, this word has not been thoroughly explained before. In some books, the word is
omitted and replaced by the phrase “cai tram sira 40” (wearing a brooch, readjusting clothes). However, it is not really persuasive to
explain it in this way because clothes should be accompanied with a dress, skirt, scarf, etc., rather than a brooch. In my opinion, based
on the exchange principle between the two sounds -p and -t, “trip™ is a variant of “trdt” (i), which means comb. Hence, the phrase
should be “wearing a brooch and readjusting the comb,” which is more acceptable.
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Hai vai to téc bén troi dt,

Mot ganh cang thirong nang ndi sdng.

Anh hai Tén Quyén, anh c6 biét,

Trai ngay tho chia gai tho chong!
Translation:

Wearing a brooch, readjusting the comb to follow the principle
of obedience

The sun has said good-bye to the East.

Eastern Wu fully dyed in white

Being destined to come to Shu Han is rosily happy.

On (my) weak shoulders lies my responsibility to the country
() have to carry (my) heavy duties to our fatherland

My brother Sun Quan, do you know?

While a righteous man shows his loyalty to the king, a righteous
woman expresses loyalty to her husband.

(Ca & Bao, 1976, p. 153)

At first glance, it is evident that Phan Van Tri did not argue with Tuong, appearing
to accept all of his arguments. Nevertheless, when reading closely, we may discover that
the images of Lady Sun in the two poems differ. Twong’s Lady Sun is brave and talented,
and she is on her way to Shu Han to shed luster on the virtues of Eastern Wu’s women.
On the other hand, Tri’s Lady Sun is much weaker, more feminine. Moreover, in Tri’s
poem, the scenario is gloomier. In the poem written by Tuong, Lady Sun is reluctant to
say farewell to her fatherland and seems unwilling to come to Shu Han, while Tri’s Lady
Sun is more definite with her decision, viewing her old country “fully dyed in white” and
considering her marriage a rosy happiness. Tri’s Lady Sun is thus more ordinary. Tuong’s
Lady Sun sacrifices herself to fulfill her duties. In Tri’s response, he did not only discuss
Lady Sun, but argued from common ethics that everyone has to carry heavy
responsibilities and keep following moral and ethical principles, including the most
important rule: “While a righteous man shows his loyalty to the king, a righteous woman
expresses loyalty to her husband.” Tuong is thus disclosed to be an unrighteous man. He
cannot compare himself to Lady Sun in order to avoid his responsibilities. Tri’s response
is so convincing. The profundity of Tri’s arguments is demonstrated in the fourth line of
the poem “be destined to come to Shu Han,” which alludes to the fact that Tuong
surrendered to Western colonizers, since the land of Shu Han was also located in the
West. The phrase “wearing a brooch, readjusting the comb” also alludes to the story of
Zhuge Liang sending women’s ornaments to Sima Yi.
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Phan Van Tri’s Lady Sun submitted to Shu Han is an outstanding polemical poem,
which fully shows his intelligence, righteousness, and morality, and thus exemplifies how
a polemical poem should be composed.

4. SCENERY-INSPIRED POEMS BY PHAN VAN TRI

Scenery-inspired and nostalgic poems were perhaps written in the sunset of Phan

Van Tri’s life. The poem Losing Vinh Long was composed after Vinh Long Province was
first defeated in March 1862. Compassion for An Giang was written after three provinces
of Western Cochinchina were invaded by the French, and at the same time as Phan Vin
Tri wandered around many provinces, such as An Giang, Kién Giang, and Ha Tién. Ten
pieces entitled Nostalgia could also have been written during this time, or later. These are
not poems written to express his aspirations, but to describe the scenery and convey his
feelings. Losing Vinh Long was written with great anguish. The poem starts with the
sound of the French war trumpet. That sound was not really terrifying, only an “intermittent
sound.” However, it reminded him of traumatic memories of the battles in My Tho (April
1861) and Gia binh (February 1859), where Vietnamese troops were easily defeated by the
French. It was the war trumpet sound that was heard as the country came to be invaded and
war-torn, and led the Vietnamese government to exchange land for peace:

To le kén thoi tiéng néim ba,

Nghe lot vao tai, da xét xa.

Uén khtic sdng Rong mu mit khoid,

Vdng hoe thanh Phung 4 sau hoa®.

Tan nha cadm néi cau li hdn,

Cat dat thuong thay cudc giang hod.

Gi6 bui doi® con xiéu nga co,

Ngdm cuoi hét néi ndi quan ta.

Translation:
The war trumpet resounds intermittently,
Listening to that, (1) feel great anguish.

On the meandering Dragon River the smoke engulfs
In the deserted Phoenix Citadel the flowers wilt

4 $6ng Raong: Alluding to the Tién River when it flows past the river island named Dragon (or Tan Long River island, My Tho, Tién
Giang Province).

5 Thanh Phung: Also called “Phung thanh” (Phoenix Citadel), namely, Gia Dinh Citadel, which was built by King Minh Mang in 1836
after the Lé Van Khoi revolt.

& Poi: many (ancient Vietnamese).

28



SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES [ANNUAL ISSUE ON VIETNAMESE LITERATURE AND HISTORY]

() understand how painful losing the country is

(I) feel compassionate for the exchange of land for peace

The grass is blown by strong winds

Cannot cease to laugh at our bureaucrats and officials.
(Nguyén & Nguyén, 2001, p. 112)

In his last days, Phan Van Tri pretended to be insane because his country had fallen
into the hands of invaders. That was the failure of his country, his people, and his
generation. When could he and his compatriots reclaim and liberate the country from
French colonialists? Only his great allegiance to the nation never fades:

Translation:

Trung trinh déc tron dgo toi dan,
Nan kho xuea nay biét mdy lan.

O Hon danh long pho lon Hon',
Oa&n Tan ra sitc dudi hirou Tan®,
Nhin Nam chgnh tizi nhanh hoa #,
N6 Bdc nguii thwong ddm bach van.
Cai no tang bong than thé phdn,
Panh dem ddp da giiza phong tran.

(1) am devotedly faithful to the country
From past to present, how many ups and downs there have been
Living under the Han dynasty, (we) must pay tribute to the Han pig
Resenting the Qin dynasty, (we) attempt to catch the Qin deer
When looking to the South, feeling shame for the dying flowers
When looking to the North, feeling compassion for the white clouds
(We) have to miserably pay our dues,
So, try to take it easy in the dust of life.

(Nostalgia N. 2) (Nhat, 1956, pp. 38-39)

" Lon Han (Han pig): Perhaps alluding to Liu Shan, the deficient son of Liu Bei, who is usually called “pig king.” Before passing
away, Liu Bei entrusted his son to Zhuge Liang. Liang was righteous and faithful, thus devoted to support Shu Han, despite the

deficiency of the king.

8 Hirou Tan (Qin deer): It is said in Han history that the Qin dynasty lost a deer. Luminaries and talented men all over the country
attempted to catch that deer. Anyone who was fortunate and talented could catch it.
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5. CONCLUSION

Phan Van Tri was a prominent Vietnamese intellectual during the first French
colonization of Vietnam. His poetic legacy is not particularly diverse, consisting of up to
50 eight-line poems [tho bat cti] and possibly one fu (poetic exposition). It is, however,
notable that all of his works were written in N6ém script. Despite being an outstanding
student who attained the rank of senior bachelor at a young age, he did not compose any
poems using Chinese script. Perhaps his choice was similar to that of Nguyén Binh Chiéu,
who chose to write for the public in general. He thus chose to write poems in the
Vietnamese script, which was more familiar to ordinary people at the time. Phan Van Tri
died over a century ago, but he left valuable lessons for his descendants: his boundless
patriotism and his deep attachment to the fate of the nation. That is his unwavering
attitude: despite the country's failure, he will not surrender. It is his choice not to submit
to harsh powers. He also reminds us of the importance of writing for the sake of the people
and the country and to criticize traitors. Though Phan Van Tri and his generation failed
to save the country, the lessons he left to us have always been precious and valuable,
encouraging us to live more responsibly and attempt to construct and prosper our homeland.
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