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BETWEEN EAST AND WEST
A study of selected works by Vietnamese Francophone writers
from 1930 to 1990

Nathalie Huynh Chau Nguyen Doctor of Philosophy
Hertford College Michaelmas Term 1993

As a subject of research, Vietnamese Francophone literature
has remained relatively unexplored. There are only two major
works, and a number of articles, on the subject. The two works,
both theses which appeared in 1982, are Jack A. Yeager's The
Vietnamese Novel in French, a general overview of the Vietnamese
Francophone novel, and a thesis by Nguyen Hong Nhiem on the
writer Pham Van Ky.

My purpose in this thesis is to focus on four primary themes
which particularly distinguish the Vietnamese Francophone novel,
and to analyse a number of novels in the light of these four themes.
I will examine sixteen novels by twelve writers. The earliest is Ba-
Dam, published in 1930, and the latest Retour a la saison des
pluies, published in 1990. The first theme is the influence of the
Vietnamese classic, the Kim-Van-Kieu, on these modern novels.
The second theme is the portrayal of women, the double

colonization of women within a colonial and post-colonial context.



I will contrast a woman writer, Ly Thu Ho, with a prominent male
writer, Pham Van Ky. The third theme is the nature of interracial
relationships, in particular between Vietnamese men and
Frenchwomen. The last theme is alienation: alienation within the
self and within one's environment.

The novels are the writers' individual response to the
dilemma of being Vietnamese writing in French. In examining
them, one must move beyond the concept of a conflict between
East and West. The novels reveal the influence of both East and
West. They are an amalgamation of Eastern and Western elements:
philosophical, cultural, and literary. They express an interplay of

both thoughts and words across cultures.
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BETWEEN EAST AND WEST
A study of selected works by Vietnamese Francophone writers
from 1930 to 1990

Nathalie Huynh Chau Nguyen Doctor of Philosophy
Hertford College Michaelmas Term 1993

As a subject of research, Vietnamese Francophone literature
has remained relatively unexplored. There are only two major
works, and a number of articles, on the subject. The two works,
both theses which appeared in 1982, are Jack A. Yeager's The
Vietnamese Novel in French: A Literary Response to Colonialism,
and Nguyen Hong Nhiem's L'Echiquier et l'antinomie Je/Moi
comme signe et substance du conflit Occident/Extréme-Orient
dans les ceuvres de Pham Van Ky. Yeager's dissertation was
published in book form in 1987. Yeager's study is an introduction
to the field. The first three chapters in his book deal with the
general historical and literary background and the last three
chapters with broad themes relating to the novels themselves:
Initiation and Confrontation, Socio-Political Reality and Women as
Character and Symbol. Nguyen Hong Nhiem, on the other hand,

concentrates on the writer Pham Van Ky. She analyses his major
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novels within the theoretical framework of a game of chess,
specifically Chinese Chess, and in the light of the conflict between
the Je and the Moi. Her thesis deals with numbers, grids,
diagrams, pattern and configuration. Yeager's study is therefore a
general overview of the Vietnamese Francophone novel, while
Nguyen Hong Nhiem's thesis focuses on the work of one writer.
Vietnamese Francophone literature arose out of a specific
historical context: the French colonization in Indochina. The
arrival of the French in the second half of the nineteenth century
had a significant impact on Vietnamese literature and on the
language itself. In the twentieth century, the use of Chinese
lettering and of chu nom (Vietnamese demotic characters)
gradually disappeared and quoc ngu (the Romanized form of the
Vietnamese language) came into use. The advent of the French saw
the 'introduction and adoption of new literary genres, such as the
essay, the short story, the prose novel and journalism'.!
Vietnamese Francophone writers such as Pham Quynh and
Nguyen Tien Lang advocated the use of quoc ngu on a national
basis. The advantage of quoc ngu lay in by-passing the compulsory
study of Chinese language and literature. The flexibility of quoc ngu
also meant that the transfer of European words and technical
terms was feasible and that the language itself was more receptive
to the modern world. Quoc ngu provided a practical means with
which to diffuse literature, news and political tracts. The first two
Vietnamese prose novels to be written in the new mode were

Nguyen Trong Thuat's Qua dua do (The Watermelon) and Hoang

1 Jack A. Yeager, TheViethamese Novel in French: A Literary Response to
Colonialism (Hanover and London, 1987), p. 33.
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Ngoc Phach's To Tam (To Tam being the name of the heroine).2
Both were published in 1925. One of the first Vietnamese to have
a Francophone novel published to his credit was Nguyen Phan
Long, a journalist and editor of L'Echo Annamite. His novel Le
Roman de Mademoiselle Lys appeared in Hanoi in 1921.3

The majority of Vietnamese Francophone novels were
published in France. Twenty-four novels, including Kim Lefévre's
two récits, appeared in Paris, and six in Vietnam. Many writers
won literary awards. Pham Van Ky was shortlisted for the Prix
Goncourt a number of times, before being awarded the Grand Prix
de I'Académie Francaise for his novel Perdre la demeure in 1961.
The Académie Francaise granted the Prix Louis Barthou to Pham
Duy Khiem for his novel Nam et Sylvie in 1957. The last of Ly Thu
Ho's trilogy, Le Mirage de la paix, won the Prix littéraire de 1'Asie
in 1987. The bulk of this literature was published between the
1930s and the 1960s, in Paris, and yet most works are now out of
print and have been quietly forgotten.

The relative obscurity into which the work of Vietnamese
Francophone writers has fallen contrasts with the interest
generated by African Francophone literature. There was no
movement similar to the African Négritude movement in the
1940s in Indochina. Francophone literature in Africa recreated
itself out of an oral literature. The majority of African Francophone

novels have been produced from 1954 to the present, 'au moment

2 Nguyen Tran Huan, 'La littérature vietnamienne de langue frangaise', Culture
frangaise, 22, 1 (printemps 1973), 6-23 (p. 10).

3 Earlier examples of Vietnamese Francophone literature include a collection of
poetry, Mes heures perdues by Nguyen Van Xiem, and Contes et légendes du pays
d’Annam by Le Van Phat, both of which appeared in 1913. Yeager, Vietnamese
Novel, p. 46.



méme ou la cité africaine commencait a prendre conscience
d'elle-méme'.4 As can be seen, the situation is unlike that of
Vietnamese Francophone novels, most of which were published
from the 1930s to the 1960s.

Vietnamese Francophone writers came up against a different
set of problems from those faced by their African Francophone
counterparts. Vietnam has a long literary tradition, which in turn
rests on the bulwark of Chinese literature and philosophy: the
Classics for Vietnamese scholars. The French encountered in
Vietnam a civilization far older than their own.®> Vietnamese
Francophone writers face the difficult task of combining two
different literary traditions in the novel. The result, in some cases,
is difficult to decipher and to absorb.

Writers wrote in French for a number of reasons. Pham Duy
Khiem states that he had no choice. He made the point that as a
Vietnamese living under the French protectorate, he could not do
otherwise.® He likens his use of French as a writer to the use of
classical Chinese by Vietnamese scholars for two millennia.?
Nguyen Tien Lang writes an impassioned plea in his Indochine la
douce: 'll s'agit d'un élan impossible a réfréner, qui ressemble a
I'amour'.8 Writers were aware of the regional limitations of their
indigenous language and wanted to broadcast their ideas further

afield. They expressed themselves in the language of the colonizer

4 Jacques Chevrier, 'Le francais en Afrique Noire', in Guide culturel: Civilisations
et littérature d'expression francaise, sous la direction de André Reboullet et Michel
Tétu (Laval, 1977), 256-296 (p. 275).

5 Yeager,Vietnamese Novel, p. 11.

6 Pham Duy Khiem, 'Réponse de Pham Duy Khiem' dans ‘Le Viét-Nam et la Culture
Frangaise', Revue de la Méditerranée, 4, 17 (1957), 635-651 (p. 648).

7 Pham Duy Khiem, Réponse', p. 649.

8 Nguyen Tien Lang, Indochine la douce ( Hanoi, 1935 ), pp. 44-45.

vi



as a means of reaching the French public and through them a
wider audience internationally. Thai Van Kiem states: ‘comme
notre langue a des limites territoriales, qui ne nous permettent
pas de prétendre a une universalité immédiate, il nous faut bien
recourir au francais.® French therefore gave these writers access
to a wider audience. Thuong Vuong-Riddick summarizes in the
clearest terms the dilemma confronting Vietnamese Francophone
writers: 'Symbole de servitude et pourtant outil révolutionnaire, le
francais jouit donc d'un statut ambigu qui explique en partie le
drame que vivent les écrivains vietnamiens francophones'.10

My purpose in this thesis is to focus on four primary themes
which particularly distinguish the Vietnamese Francophone novel,
and to analyse a number of novels in the light of these four themes.
These novels illustrate the dilemma of writers who were educated
with a political system which they saw disintegrate and disappear.
They reflect a conflict of interests, identity and language. They
encompass the encounter of two cultures and literary traditions,
an encounter which was moreover subject to the particular
stresses resulting from colonialism. I will examine sixteen novels
by twelve writers. The earliest is Ba-Dam, published in 1930, and
the latest Retour a la saison des pluies, published in 1990. There
are four women writers among a total of twelve writers overall,
and seven works by women writers. I am interested in analysing
the works of women writers because they represent a minority
voice in an already 'marginal’ literature. I will set their novels

against those of their male colleagues, who are more numerous

9 Thai Van Kiem interviewed in 'Autour de la francophonie', Présence

francophone, 2 (printemps 1971), 72-75 (p. 75).
10 Thuong Vuong-Riddick, Le drame’, p. 145.
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and are also struggling to expose the submerged voice of the
colonized.

The first theme is the influence of the Vietnamese classic,
the Kim-Van-Kieu, on these modern novels. The scholar Nguyen
Du (1765-1820) composed Doan truong tan thanh (New plaint of a
broken heart) in the early years of the nineteenth century. This
poem, which became a classic of Vietnamese literature, is known
in modern times as the Tale of Kieu or the Kim-Van-Kieu. The
Kim-Van-Kieu surfaces as theme, moral, poetry and fate in these
novels. The use of Nguyen Du's classic poem, especially in Ly Thu
Ho's Printemps inachevé (1962), highlights the dilemma of the
individual caught within the context of changing social mores. Ly
Thu Ho's subversive rewriting of the epic of Kieu underlines the
destructive effect of traditional morality on the lives of women.
The fate of her protagonist echoes to some extent that of her
country. The Kim-Van-Kieu has been described as 'le miroir de
l'ame viétnamienne'.1l It leaves a pervasive imprint on the works
of many Vietnamese Francophone writers. For this reason, its
omission is also notable. Chapter One will examine the use that
modern writers made of this classical poem.

The second theme is the portrayal of women, the double
colonization of women within a colonial and post-colonial context.
Chapter Two will examine the work of a woman writer, Ly Thu Ho.
She was the only woman, among a host of male writers, to write
and publish Vietnamese Francophone novels between 1962 and
1986. Ly Thu Ho published three novels which form part of a loose

11 Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, ‘Introduction’ in Nguyen Du, Kim-Van-Kieu, traduit
du vietnamien par Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet (Paris, 1961), 11-27 (p. 15).
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trilogy: Printemps inachevé (1962), Au Milieu du carrefour (1969)
and Le Mirage de la paix (1986). Her approach is characterized by
subversion, the surface convention of her characters and plots
masking a much deeper critique of the condition of women in
modern Vietnamese society. Chapter Three, in contrast, will
present the portrayal of women by a prominent male writer, Pham
Van Ky. I will contrast an early novel, Fréres de sang (1947) with a
later one, Des Femmes assises ¢a et la (1964). The first, unlike
the novels of Ly Thu Ho, contains a violent denunciation of
patriarchy. Fréres de sang exposes the stifling of women's lives
and the lives of lesser beings under the authority of the patriarch
in a traditional Vietnamese village. The second and more complex
novel is set in France, and portrays the male protagonist's
relationship with European women and with his dying mother in
Vietnam. The male protagonist remains at the end a perpetual
outsider and stranger, not only as a Vietnamese in France but as an
outsider to the lives of these women.

The third theme is the nature of interracial relationships, in
particular between a Viethamese man and a Frenchwoman. Two
novels, nearly thirty years apart, deal explicitly with this theme.
The first is Truong Dinh Tri and Albert de Teneuille's Ba-Dam
(1930) and the second Pham Duy Khiem's Nam et Sylvie (1957).
Chapter Four will compare the treatment of this theme in both
novels and the way in which they illustrate the stresses to which
such a relationship was' subject in the 1930s. Their focus differs
from earlier French renditions of interracial relationships, where
the emphasis lay on the portrayal of a white male protagonist with

a native woman. Both novels, in their differing ways, chart the
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essential failure of a cross-cultural relationship within the colonial
context. Pham Duy Khiem's novel reflects the stresses of this
relationship within its very structure. The disparate excerpts from
diary, letter, past and present consciousness illustrate the
fragmented perceptions which initially shaped the relationship
and later led to its breakdown.

The last theme is alienation: alienation within the self and
within one's environment. Chapter Five will examine the alienation
of the individual in Nguyen Huu Chau's Les Reflets de nos jours
(1955), and Pham Duy Khiem's La Place d'un homme (1958). The
first novel illustrates the despair of an individual, isolated and
alone, caught between two cultures, and eventually driven to seek
a violent death in combat. The breakdown of the individual is
reflected in the fragmented structure of the novel itself. The
second novel, although more orderly in formm, charts the decision
of a Vietnamese to enlist as a common soldier in the French Army
at the outbreak of the Second World War. The novel depicts the
ultimate irony of this action and also ends with the death of the
protagonist in combat. In each novel, death provides a solution to
an unresolved conflict of identity. Chapter Six, the last chapter,
will look at the representation of alienation within a traditional
setting: Pham Van Ky's Fréres de sang, and Cung Giu Nguyen's Le
Fils de la baleine (1956). Both novels depict the ultimate
alienation of their protagonists. Both protagonists are Vietnamese
who were educated in the metropolis. Each returns to the
homeland, to the traditional village and there discovers that he is
a perpetual outsider: a stranger in France, and a stranger at home.

They fit in neither world. One escapes, and one loses his sanity.



They belong in a world apart. Their fate remains uncertain and
reflects the situation of Vietnamese Francophone literature.

The tangled values and loyalties of the Vietnamese
Francophone writers are evident in their works: in the subjects
and themes dealt with and in the style of the novels. To
understand these, it is necessary to understand the background,
mentality and particular pressures experienced by these writers.
The novels are the writers' individual response to the dilemma of
being Vietnamese writing in French. In examining them, one must
move beyond the concept of a conflict between East and West. The
novels reveal the influence of both East and West. They are an
amalgamation of Eastern and Western elements: philosophical,
cultural, and literary. They express an interplay of both thoughts

and words across cultures.
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INTRODUCTION

A grain of sand contains all land and sea.
- Zen saying

Vietnamese Francophone literature is a literature born of
two worlds. It arose out of eighty years of French colonization in
Indochina. Much of this literature chronicles the dilemma of
writers who were educated within a political system which they
saw disintegrate and disappear. Their novels illustrate a conflict of
interests, identity and language. They encompass the encounter of
two cultures and literary traditions, an encounter which was
moreover subject to the particular stresses resulting from
colonialism.

The arrival of the French in Indochina in the second half of
the nineteenth century had a significant impact on Vietnamese

literature. Vietnamese classical literature prized poetry! and its

I'La poésie [était] aux yeux des anciens lettrés le genre littéraire par excellence.’
Bui-Xuan-Bao, Naissance et évolution du roman vietnamien moderne 1925-1945
(Paris, 1985), p. 4.



Between East and West

'highest and most original manifestation'? was the verse romance
or truyen nom. Texts were written either in Chinese lettering3 or
in chu nom (Vietnamese demotic characters). The former
included 'annals such as Dai Viet su ky toan thu (Complete history
of the Great Viet), published in 1697 but actually a conflation of
earlier official annals by Le Van Huu (1272) and Ngo Si Lien
(1479), with additions up to 1662 by Pham Cong Tru and Le Hi',4
semi-historical accounts such as The Chronicles of the Le Dynasty
(fifteenth century) and anthologies of fantastic tales such as Linh-
Nam trich quai (Anthology of the extraordinary beings of Linh-
Nam).5 The first texts in chu nom appeared in the thirteenth
century.® The verse romance took the form of long fables such as
Trinh Thu (The Virtuous Mouse) and Tre Coc (The Catfish and the
Toad) in the fourteenth century and was to flourish in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,?” culminating in the poet
Nguyen Du's famous verse romance Doan Truong Tan Thanh (The
New Song of the Broken Heart) better known as the Kim-Van-
Kieu, which 'combines the elements of epic, romance and love
song'.8 Literature was considered a moral vehicle and therefore
laid great emphasis on the traditional Confucian values of filial

piety, conjugal fidelity, loyalty and honesty. 'Required was a

2'0On this subject Duong Dinh Khue declares: "Il faut...admettre que le roman en
vers, trés rare dans les autres littératures, a trouvé son terrain d'élection dans la
littérature viétnamienne, qu'il constituait presque un genre spécifiquement
viétnamien"." Jack A. Yeager, The Vietnamese Novel in French: A Literary
Response to Colonialism (Hanover and London, 1987), p. 30.

3Vietnam was under Chinese domination from the second century B.C. to the tenth
century A.D.

4Maurice M. Durand and Nguyen Tran Huan, An Introduction to Vietnamese
Literature, translated by D. M. Hawke (New York, 1985), p. 12.

SBuli, Naissance, p. 8.

€Bui, Naissance, p. 9.

7Buli, Naissance, p. 9.

8Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 31.



Between East and West

complicated plot based on the same general scheme: the hero or
heroine, forced to undergo misfortune after misfortune, finds
happiness in the end because of a solid moral character'.®
Vietnamese literature was to take a radical turn at the
beginning of the twentieth century as the writings of eighteenth-
century French philosophers became available,!® and French
novels were translated into Vietnamese.ll The advent of the
French saw the 'introduction and adoption of new literary genres,
such as the essay, the short story, the prose novel and
journalism'.12 The first two Vietnamese prose novels to be written
in the new mode were Nguyen Trong Thuat's Qua dua do (The
Watermelon) and Hoang Ngoc Phach's To Tam (To Tam being the
name of the heroine).13 Both were published in 1925. One of the
first Vietnamese to have a Francophone novel published to his
credit was Nguyen Phan Long, a journalist and editor of L’'Echo
Annamite. His novel Le Roman de Mademoiselle Lys appeared in
Hanoi in 1921.14 The year 1935 saw the establishment, also in
Hanoi, of the literary group Tu-Luc Van Doan, 'a qui revient le
mérite d'avoir su promouvoir un nouveau style dans la littérature,

un style clair, concis, imité de la langue francaise et débarrassé le

9 Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 31.

10'The Vietnamese intelligentsia had access to the works of these writers through
the medium of Chinese translations'. Ellen J. Hammer, The Struggle for
Indochina (Stanford, 1954), p. 60.

11'En ce qui concerne le roman, mentionnons la traduction de Gil Blas de
Santillane (LESAGE), de Manon Lescaut (Abbé PREVOST), des Trois Mousquetaires
(A. DUMAS), de La peau de chagrin (BALZAC), des Misérables (VICTOR HUGO), des
Aventures de Télémaque (FENELON)'. Bui, Naissance, p. 24.

12yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 33.

13Nguyen Tran Huan, 'La littérature vietnamienne de langue francaise’, Culture
francaise, 22, 1 (printemps 1973), 6-23 (p. 10).

l4Earlier examples of Vietnamese Francophone literature include a collection of
poetry, Mes heures perdues by Nguyen Van Xiem, and Contes et légendes du pays
d’Annam by Le Van Phat, both of which appeared in 1913. Yeager, Vietnamese
Novel, p. 46.



Between East and West

plus possible de termes chinois sophistiqués ou d'allusions
littéraires trop compliquées'.1® Writers turned away from
traditional subject matter and chose instead to deal with topical
issues such as the conflict between the old and the new and the
ways in which Western culture threatened values which the
country had long held sacred: filial piety and obedience, and a
belief in the orderly structure of society.

In his Naissance et évolution du roman vietnamien moderne
1925-1945, Bui Xuan Bao divides modern Vietnamese literature
into three periods: 1925 to 1932, in which it was characterized by
the conflict between 'le rationalisme confucéen et la sensibilité
romantique’; 1932 to 1940, which saw the flowering of
romanticism until 1936 and the beginnings of realism; and lastly
1940 to 1945, in which period most writers observed
contemporary society and the future of their nation in grave and
realistic terms.16

European colonization had a significant impact on the
Vietnamese language itself. In the twentieth century, the use of
Chinese lettering and of chu nom gradually disappeared and quoc
ngu (the Romanized form of the Vietnamese language) came into
use. The traditional competitive examinations for the mandarinate,
installed in the country since the eleventh century,17 had entailed
a thorough knowledge of the Chinese classics as well as versifying
talents:

The doctorate was the highest degree in the
examination system. It was ... a nation-wide

15Nguyen Tran Huan, 'Littérature viethamienne', p. 10.

16Bui, Naissance, pp. 55-56.

17Le Thanh Khoi, Le Viet-Nam: Histoire et civilisation (Paris, 1955), pp. 148-9. The
first examinations took place in 1075.
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competition held once every three years in the capital
to recruit a limited number of mandarins. ... The
success rate was in the order of one percent. ...
Candidates sat for a total of four subjects. In the first,
called Commentaries on Confucian Classics, they had
to write no less than eight essays on topics taken from
the Four Books and the Five Canons, each essay to be
of three hundred Chinese characters or more. In the
second, they were required to draft a series of
administrative documents, including three royal
proclamations in the style of the Chinese Han Dynasty,
three royal decrees and three submissions to the king
in the style of the Tang period in China. The third
subject was the composition of poems and literary
essays on given topics, the essays in classical Chinese
and the poems in the Tang style. The last - and most
important - subject was a dissertation on a theme
chosen from ancient books or from history. This had
to be of one thousand characters or more and was
designed to test the candidates' general knowledge
and judgement.18

These examinations were abolished in 1918.19 Vietnamese
Francophone writers such as Pham Quynh and Nguyen Tien Lang
advocated the use of quoc ngu on a national basis. The advantage of
quoc ngu lay in by-passing the compulsory study of Chinese
language and literature. As Nguyen Tien Lang pointed out: 'Grace
au quoc ngu ... il a été possible ... de faire des études vietnamiennes
sans avoir besoin, pour cela, d'aborder au préalable des études
sinologiques'.29 The flexibility of quoc ngu also meant that the
transfer of European words and technical terms was feasible and
that the language itself was more receptive to the modern world.
Quoc ngu provided a practical means with which to diffuse

literature, news and political tracts. Nguyen Tran Huan writes that:

18Nguyen Trieu Dan, A Vietnamese Family Chronicle: Twelve Generations on the
Banks of the Hat river (Jefferson and London, 1991), pp. 162-163.

19The civil service examinations were suppressed in Tonkin in 1915 and Annam
in 1918. Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 27.

20Nguyen Tien Lang, 'Culture francaise et culture vietnamienne', Culture
frangaise, 6, 3 (juillet 1957). 18-25 (p. 21).
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Non seulement I'Administration francaise de la colonie
ainsi que les intellectuels avertis de notre pays ont
trouvé tout de suite dans le Quoc ngu l'instrument
idéal pour propager la culture frangaise et promouvoir
la nouvelle culture vietnamienne débarrassée de son
carcan chinois, mais méme les intellectuels
vietnamiens récalcitrants et révoltés contre la
domination francaise, par une ironie du sort, devaient
reconnaitre que le Quoc ngu était nécessaire pour la
construction d'un Vietnam nouveau.21

It was unfortunate that in the time lapse between the destruction
of the mandarinal system of education, already well under way by
1883,22 and the slow installation of Franco-vernacular and
vernacular schools, a large segment of the Vietnamese population
should have become illiterate. The mandarinal system had been
structured in such a way that all levels of society had had access to

education.23

'l y a trés peu d'illettrés: méme parmi les paysans les
plus déshérités, on en trouve toujours sachant
quelques centaines de caractéres'. L'instruction est en
effet laique et libre au sens le plus large du mot. Elle
est dispensée dans les moindres villages par des
lettrés ou des mandarins retirés.24

Under the French, educational facilities were provided for only a
small minority.25> The Vietnamese populace as a result had to be
educated over several decades to become conversant with quoc

ngu, this new manifestation of their language.26 Quoc ngu itself had

21Nguyen Tran Huan, 'Littérature vietnamienne', p. 9.

22When the French took possession of Vietnam, its system of free universal and
higher education was in shambles. It collapsed because the mandarins and
scholars, opposed to serving under the French, vanished, and the subsequent
policy of 'assimilation’, aimed at making the colonial peoples French, did not
facilitate a revival.' Joseph Buttinger, Vietnam: A Political History {London,
1969), p. 120. :

235ee Hammer, Struggle, p. 63; Donald Lancaster,The Emancipation of French
Indochina (London, 1961), p. 65; Paul Mus, Le Viet Narn chez lui (Paris, 1946). p. 28.
241 e Thanh Khol, Le Viet-Nam, p. 355.

25Ralph Smith, Vietnam and the West (London, 1968), p. 30. 'The French were too
afraid of the political consequences of education to embark upon a thoroughgoing
expansion of schools and colleges'. Smith, Vietham, p. 97.

26'In the 1930s, after most of the members of the elite classes had accepted quoc
ngu, a society was created by a group of Vietnamese intellectuals to combat the 80
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originally been devised in the seventeenth century by Spanish and
French missionaries (in particular the Jesuit Alexandre de
Rhodes) as a means of evangelization. One of the earliest
Vietnamese scholars to resort officially to quoc ngu and to the use
of French was Pétrus Truong-Vinh-Ky (1837-1898). He was one of
the first Vietnamese administrators to collaborate with the
French.2? He did so 'out of a conviction in the transformation
France could achieve in his country'.28 As well as teaching,
Truong-Vinh-Ky worked in an official capacity as an interpreter
and translator and handled delicate negotiations between the
Imperial Court in Hue and the French administration. He was also
a prolific writer and was a firm believer in Confucian principles,

which he felt accorded perfectly with his Catholic faith.

Travailleur assidu et méthodique, alliant & une solide
culture chinoise et vietnamienne, une connaissance
profonde de la langue et de la civilisation francaise, il a
été considéré comme un des plus grands érudits du
XIXe siécle.2®

Truong-Vinh-Ky dreamed of a future Vietnam in which 'une
culture franco-annamite, synthése des idéaux communs'3® would
flourish. His last years were marked by illness and he died fearing

that he had been misunderstood by his compatriots.31

percent illiteracy rate in Viet Nam. With the formation of the Vietnamese
government after World War I, universal, compulsory instruction in reading and
writing was decreed. Day and night classes were instituted for pupils of all ages.
The phenomenal result was that, by 1961, roughly 85 percent of the population
could read and write'. Yeager, Vietnamnese Novel, p. 27.

27Nguyen Tien Lang, Pétrus Truong-Vinh-Ky - Lettré et Apétre Franco-Annamite
(Hanof, 1939), p. .

28Milton Osborne, 'From Conviction to Anxiety: The French Self-Image in Viet-
Nam', Flinders Asian Studies Lecture, 7 (1976), 1-27, F1-F6, (p. F2).

29Nguyen Tran Huan, 'Littérature vietnamienne', p. 15.

30Nguyen Tien Lang, Pétrus, p. 21.

3INguyen Tran Huan, 'Littérature vietnamienne', p. 15.
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The system of education installed by the French allowed only
a restricted number of Vietnamese students to gain access to
French education, and these mostly from the well-to-do and
middle classes. An increasing number were sent to study in
France. In the late 1920s, the Vietnamese student population in
Paris consisted largely of young men from wealthy Southern

families.32

The first move to provide an institutional framework
for Vietnamese in France was the creation of an
Association Mutuelle des Indochinois in Paris in 1920.
It was reorganized in 1922 ... During the 1920s study
in Paris became increasingly fashionable, and in 1928
moves were made to create a Maison d'Indochine at
the University City, which still exists there.33

The French-speaking University of Hanoi was founded under the
governorship of Paul Beau in 1907, then shut down the following
year due to student unrest, to be reopened in 1917.34 The
establishment of the university had led Beau's detractors to
declare that 'an educated native no longer simply meant "one
coolie less" but one rebel more.'35 The policy of assimilation had
rather different results from those originally intended. It was said
that 'the bitterest opponents of the French were the ones who
knew the language best'.36 It was inevitable that students should
contrast the high-minded ideals of Western democracy with their
own position as members of the colonized.

Sending the most brilliant students to France had another

adverse effect in that upon their return to Vietnam, they

325cott McConnell, Leftward Journey: The Education of Vietnamese Students in
France 1919-1939 (New Brunswick and Oxford, 1989), p. 54.

33R. B. Smith, The Vietnamese Elite of French Cochinchina'. Modern Asian
Studies 6, 4 (1972), 459-482 (p. 478).

34Buttinger, Vietnam, p. 121.

35Buttinger, Vietham, p. 120.

36D. G. E. Hall, A History of South-East Asia (London, 1968), p. 761.
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discovered that all important administrative posts were barred to
them. They found themselves working under Frenchmen with
lower qualifications than themselves and bore the added
humiliation of knowing that they were paid a lower salary than
Frenchmen in a similar position.37 This state of affairs led to
feelings of bitterness and resentment in the Vietnamese
intelligentsia. As a group, they were not vested with political
power. There were 'jobs for educated Vietnamese as government
officials, as school teachers, or in modest positions in the existing
French firms, but there were few professional positions in
economically productive activities'.38 The higher echelons of the
administration, banking, commerce and industry were the
preserves of the French.3° Many in the intelligentsia were
professionals and withdrew entirely from political life, others saw
no future in Vietnam and preferred to make their careers in
France, others still became active politically and canvassed for
political rights through newspaper editorials and articles, essays
and pamphlets.

Journalism first took root in the South of the country
(Cochinchina) as this part came earliest under the direct control
of the French in 1862.40 The Centre (Annam) and the North

(Tonkin) became French protectorates in 1883.41 The period

37See Hammer, Struggle, p. 73; Dennis J. Duncanson, Government and Revolution
tn Vietham (London, 1968), p. 103.

38McConnell, Leftward Journey, p. 96.

39Lancaster, Emancipation, p. 67.

40Ralph Smith, Antecedents of the 'Viet-Cong ', in Nationalism, Revolution and
Evolution in South-East Asla, edited by Michael Leifer (Hull Monographs on SEA,
2, 1970), pp. 1-15 (p. 3).

41'After the French conquest, the name of Vietnam was practically forgotten by
the rest of the world. ... The French deliberately partitioned the territory into three
separate regions giving each an arbitrarily chosen name and a different
administrative status. These new regions were called: Annam, Tongking (in
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between the two world wars saw a significant output of
Vietnamese Francophone works. Many writers were from the
north of the country - writers such as Pham Quynh, Nguyen Tien
Lang and Pham Duy Khiem. The North had historically enjoyed a
prestige of intellect and leadership.42 This situation was to change
in later years. After the country was partitioned under the 1954
Geneva Agreement into two separate states north and south of the
seventeenth parallel (the North to form part of the Communist
bloc and the South part of the Western bloc), the number of
French teachers in the North declined sharply (there were only
nine French teachers left by 196243) while French lycées
flourished in the South. However, the output of Francophone
literature gradually decreased in the South due the growing
influence of America and the increased use of English.
Francophone books and periodicals which did appear in the South
were produced solely through the efforts of private individuals and
groups, without government assistance.44 In the North on the
other hand, the output of works in French was steadily kept up -
principally as a means of political propaganda.45

A number of Vietnamese Francophone writers settled in
France. They may have felt that they enjoyed a greater freedom

with which to express themselves and could see with a clearer eye

French spelling Tonkin) and Cochin China'. Hoang Van Chi, From Colonialism to
Communism: A Case History of North Vietham (London and Dunmow, 1964), p. 10.
42puncanson, Government, p. 24.

43Bernard Clergerie, ‘Essai de prospective pour I'ancienne Indochine’, Esprit , 30
(1962), 723-736 (p. 729).

44Nguyen Tran Huan, Des difficultés de 1'édition frangaise au Vietnam', Culture
francaise, 22, 4 (hiver 1973), 40-43 (p. 42).

45Nguyen Tran Huan, Difficultés’, p. 40.
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away from the polemics and conflicts of their homeland. Thuong

Vuong-Riddick wrote of the exiled writer Pham Van Ky:

Comme Joyce, Beckett, Ionesco et tant d'autres, c'est
a l'étranger et en exil qu'il aura a4 approfondir son
appartenance et ses racines.46

The experience of exile could in itself inspire greater insight on
the part of the writer: 'Ainsi l'écriture dans l'exil peut ouvrir des
horizons, des chemins nouveaux, encore non tracés. Elle aide a
supporter l'exil. Et inversement, l'exil et le choc créé par
I'affrontement de différentes cultures, la souffrance de la
séparation, le désir de retour alimentent le souffle de l'écriture’.47
As for those in Vietnam who wrote in French, they may have been
motivated by the fact that 'la 1égislation coloniale se montrait plus
tolérante pour les écrits en cette langue dont l'action, si elle était
nocive, avait des limites’.48

Bui Xuan Bao divides Vietnamese Francophone literature into
the following four periods: 1850 to 1913, which saw the
introduction of the French language and the decline of Chinese
studies;4° 1913-1940, in which bilingual writers safeguarded and
developed the national culture; 1940-1954, which was marked by
nascent nationalism, and 1955-1975, at which stage the literature
became nationalist and universalist. Pham Van Ky's works, for

example, universalized the East-West conflict.5¢ The second

46Thuong Vuong-Riddick, 'Le drame de l'occidentalisation dans quelques romans
de Pham Van Ky', Présence francophone, 16 (printemps 1970), 141-152 (p. 145).
47Evelyne Accad, 'L'Ecriture (comme) éclatement des frontiéres', Esprit créateur,
33, 2 (Summer 1993), 119-128 (p. 127).

48Marc Laurent, 'Cung Giu Nguyen - Ecrivain vietnamien de langue frangaise’,
Présence francophone, 5 (automne 1972), 53-59 (p. 54).

49Bu1, Naissance, p. 56.

50From Bui Xuan Bao, 'Introduction historique', in Littératures de langue
frangaise hors de France, Fédération Internationale des Professeurs de Francais

(Sévres, 1976), 633-640 (pp. 634-639).
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period corresponded with two movements in modern Vietnamese
literature: romanticism and the beginnings of realism.5! Although
the output of Vietnamese Francophone literature has declined
sharply since the 1960s, a number of autobiographical accounts
have recently been published. Among the Vietnamese
Francophone writers who published works in the 1960s are some
who went on writing into the 1980s. Mme Ly Thu Ho's Le Mirage
de la paix, the third part of a trilogy begun in 1962, appeared in
1986. Yeager states that 'both Pham Van Ky and Cuhg Giu Nguyen
have several completed manuscripts in hand',52 although they have
not published any works recently. Nguyen Huu Khoa published two
novels in 1985 and 1987. There have been a number of
autobiographical accounts of life in Vietnam after 1975, mostly
describing internment in prison camps such as Enfer rouge mon
amour (1980) by Lucien Trong and Le Goulag vietnamien (1979)
by Doan Van Toai.

Most of the writers are men. Since the bulk of Vietnamese
Francophone literature was written in the years immediately
following the Second World War, it indicates the inter-war
generation of students: largely men. Links were formed between
foreign students from the colonies studying in Paris in the 1920s
and 1930s. The writer Pham Duy Khiem was a friend of Léopold
Sédar Senghor. Both, along with Georges Pompidou, attended 'la
classe de Khagne de Louis-le-Grand' in 1929-1930, in preparation
for the Ecole Normale Supérieure. Senghor stated:

Mes meilleurs amis restent encore, aujourd'hui, mes
anciens camarades de Khagne. ... C'est le Vietnamien

S1Bui, Naissance, p. 55.
52yeager, Viethamese Novel, p. 163.
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Pham Duy Khiem, qui m'a révélé I'humanité jaune
sinon I'humanisme d'Extréme-Orient.>3

Pham Duy Khiem dedicated a copy of his novel Nam et Sylvie,
published under the pseudonym Nam Kim in 1957, to Senghor in
the following terms: 'Au "Bou Diop" de la p. 148, 182, etc...
Fraternellement. Khiem'.54

Fewer women wrote because fewer had access to education.
Sons were generally given priority in education. It was only among
the later generations of the wealthy middle-class that daughters
were also sent to study in the metropolis. Among the women
writers, Mme Ly Thu Ho settled in France and began to write after
having raised six children. Trinh Thuc Oanh, who published two
novels jointly with Marguerite Triaire in 1939 and 1941, was
Principal of a school in Hanoi.®% Trinh Thuc Oanh, Ly Thu Ho and
Kim Lefévre are three Vietnamese women writers among a group
of eleven men. Kim Lefévre's two autobiographical récits, Métisse
blanche and Retour a la saison des pluies appeared in 1989 and
1990 respectively. Lefévre refers to Métisse blanche as a novel.56
She is Eurasian. I classify her as a Vietnamese Francophone writer
because she spent her first twenty-five years in Vietnam, had a
Vietnamese upbringing and was educated as such in vernacular
and Franco-vernacular institutions. The situation of these three

writers is unlike the one which Amy Ling describes in Between

53Léopold Sédar Senghor, Liberté 1 (Paris, 1964), p. 405.
541 sopold Sédar Senghor, Bibliothéque Nationale (Paris, 1978), p. 30.

55Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 182.
56Jack A. Yeager, 'Kim Lefévre's Retour a la saison des pluies: Rediscovering the
Landscapes of Childhood', L'Esprit créateur, 33, 2 (Summer 1993), 47-57 (p. 47).
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Worlds: Women Writers of Chinese Ancestry.®? Vietnamese
Francophone women writers constitute a minority.

The majority of Vietnamese Francophone novels were
published in France. Twenty-four novels, including Kim Lefévre's
two récits, appeared in Paris, and six in Vietnam. The definitive
edition of Cung Giu Nguyen's Le Fils de la baleine was published in
Quebec in 1978, illustrating a continuing interest in Francophone
literature and the connection between mnon-metropolitan
Francophone literatures. Many writers won literary awards. Pham
Van Ky was shortlisted for the Prix Goncourt a number of times,
before being awarded the Grand Prix de I'Académie Francaise for
his novel Perdre la demeure in 1961. The Académie Francaise
granted the Prix Louis Barthou to Pham Duy Khiem for his novel
Nam et Sylvie in 1957. The last of Ly Thu Ho's trilogy, Le Mirage
de la paix, won the Prix littéraire de 1I'Asie in 1987. The bulk of
this literature was published between the 1930s and the 1960s, in
Paris, and yet most works are now out of print and have been
quietly forgotten.

The relative obscurity into which the work of Vietnamese
Francophone writers has fallen contrasts with the interest
generated by African Francophone literature. There was no
movement similar to the African Négritude movement in the
1940s in Indochina. Francophone literature in Africa recreated
itself out of an oral literature. Jean-Pierre Makouta Mboukou

divides Francophone literature from Central and West Africa into

57'In this very specialized field, literature written in English by ethnic Chinese
and Chinese Eurasians and published in the United States, the women not only
outnumber the men but the women's books are more authentic, more numerous,
quite simply - better'. Amy Ling, Between Worlds: Women Writers of Chinese
Ancestry (New York and Oxford, 1990), p. xii.
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three periods: the pre-Classical period, covering the nineteenth
century; the Classical period, covering the years 1920 to 1960,
and the Modern period, covering literature after Independence in
1960.58 The Classical period, according to Makouta Mboukou, is
the best known:

Elle correspond au grand éveil du monde noir. ... La
Négritude qui se mettait debout au Caraibes, se mettait
debout aussi, moins par contagion que par affinité, en
Afrique Noire. ... A cette littérature se rattachent de
grands noms comme ceux des poétes L. S. Senghor,
David Diop, Birago Diop, Fodeba Keita. ... La
revendication et le retour aux sources sont les seuls
thémes valables; c'est la littérature de l'accusation.5®

The concept of Négritude, however, entailed its own set of
problems.

The concept of Négritude developed by the Martinican
Aimé Césaire (1945) and the Senegalese poet and
politician Léopold Sédar Senghor ... was the most
pronounced assertion of the distinctive qualities of
Black culture and identity. But in making this assertion
it adopted stereotypes which curiously reflected
European prejudice. Black culture, it claimed, was
emotional rather than rational; it stressed integration
and wholeness over analysis and dissection; it
operated by distinctive rhythmic and temporal
principles, and so forth. Négritude also claimed a
distinctive African view of time-space relationships,
ethics, metaphysics, and aesthetics which separated
itself from the supposedly 'universal' values of
European taste and style. The danger was that, as a
result, it could easily be reincorporated into a
European model in which it functioned only as the
antithesis of white supremacy, a new 'universal’

paradigm.69
The conversion from oral to written literature involves adjusting to

a different conceptual framework: 'The "intersection" of language

58 Jean-Pierre Makouta Mboukou, 'Une ouverture au monde: Littérature négro-
africaine en Afrique Occidentale et Equatoriale francophones', Les Nouvelles
littératres, du 3 au 9 décembre 1973, pp. 9-10.

59Makouta Mboukou, ‘Une ouverture', p. 9.

60B1l] Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory
and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (London and New York, 1989), p. 21.
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which occurs in the literatures of formerly oral societies does not
take place simply between two different languages but between
two different ways of conceiving the practice and substance of
language'.6! The majority of African Francophone novels have been
produced from 1954 to the present, 'au moment méme ou la cité
africaine commencait a prendre conscience d'elle-méme’.62 As
can be seen, the situation is unlike that of Vietnamese
Francophone novels, most of which were published between the
1930s and the 1960s.

Vietnamese Francophone writers came up against a different
set of problems from those faced by their African Francophone
counterparts. Vietnam has a long literary tradition, which in turn
rests on the bulwark of Chinese literature and philosophy: the
Classics for Vietnamese scholars. The French encountered in
Vietnam a civilization far older than their own.63 Vietnamese
Francophone writers face the difficult task of combining two
different literary traditions in the novel. The result, in some cases,
is difficult to decipher and to absorb. Why did these Vietnamese
write in French?

The writers speak for themselves in this respect. Pham Duy
Khiem states that he had no choice. He made the point that as a

Vietnamese living under the French protectorate, he could not do

otherwise:

La vérité m'oblige & préciser que je n'ai pas eu a
choisir, sous le protectorat franc¢ais. Une fois le cycle
d'études achevé dans notre pays ... si quelques-uns

61Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Empire, p. 81.

62Jacques Chevrier, 'Le frangais en Afrique Noire', in Guide culturel: Civilisations
et littérature d’'expression francaise, sous la direction de André Reboullet et Michel
Tétu (Laval, 1977), 256-296 (p. 275).

63yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 11.
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d'entre nous obtenaient l'autorisation de s'expatrier
pour continuer a s'instruire, il n'y avait pour eux de
bateau qu'a destination de la France.®4

He likens his use of French as a writer to the use of classical
Chinese by Vietnamese scholars for two millennia:

Pendant deux mille ans, nos ancétres chantaient les
vers chinois, ils composaient eux-mémes des vers
chinois. Sans cesse envahis par nos voisins du Nord, ils
réussissaient a se libérer chaque fois. Cependant, s'ils
ne cessaient jamais de s'affirmer différents d'eux et de
se vouloir indépendants, ils continuaient, de pére en
fils, a étudier la langue de la Chine, avec sa littérature
et sa poésie.65

As a Vietnamese using the language of the colonizer, he is
asserting his independence in the same way his ancestors did
when they used Chinese. He had no other means with which to
express himself. Nguyen Tien Lang writes an impassioned plea in
his Indochine la douce:

C'est une ame qui a besoin de se confier, et si elle
choisit une langue qui n'est pas la sienne maternelle,
c'est, hélas, qu'elle se sent déja plus proche par ses
plus profondes aspirations de ceux qui parlent cette
langue que de son propre sang. Mais ce sang le lie, le
tient, le commande; tiraillé, il se sent humilié de
n'étre ni assez prés de ce qui l'attire, ni assez loin de
ce qu'il croit pouvoir fuir mais qu'il continue a aimer.
Les critiques tombent sur lui, les approbations méme
qu'il recueille souvent s'accompagnent de conseils qui
le dissuadent de tenter l'impossible. Faut-il qu'il
abandonne ou qu'il se contente d'une notoriété locale?
Non, il s'agit de tout autre chose. Il s'agit d'un élan
impossible a réfréner, qui ressemble a l'amour.66

Writers were aware of the regional limitations of their indigenous
language and wanted to broadcast their ideas further afield. They

expressed themselves in the language of the colonizer as a means

64pham Duy Khiem, Réponse de Pham Duy Khiem' dans 'Le Viét-Nam et la Culture
Francaise', Revue de la Méditerranée, 4, 17 (1957), 635-651 (p. 648).

65pham Duy Khiem, Réponse’, p. 649.

66Nguyen Tien Lang, Indochine la douce ( Hanoi, 1935 ), pp. 44-45.
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of reaching the French public and through them a wider audience
internationally. Thai Van Kiem states:

Je dirais que le francais est une langue véhiculaire
internationale. Nous avons plus de possibilités de faire
connaitre notre pensée grace a cette langue
internationale et, comme notre langue a des limites
territoriales, qui ne nous permettent pas de prétendre
a une universalité immédiate, il nous faut bien recourir
au francais.67

French therefore gave these writers access to a wider audience.
Thuong Vuong-Riddick summarizes in the clearest terms the

dilemma confronting Vietnamese Francophone writers:

Symbole de servitude et pourtant outil révolutionnaire,
le frangais jouit donc d'un statut ambigu qui explique
en partie le drame que vivent les écrivains vietnamiens
francophones.68

Writers wrote in French probably for a combination of the above
reasons. Their tangled values and loyalties are evident in their
works: in the subjects and themes dealt with and in the style of
the novels. To understand these, it is necessary to understand the
background, mentality and particular pressures experienced by
these writers.

As a subject of research, Vietnamese Francophone literature
has remained relatively untouched. There are only two major
works on the subject: Jack A. Yeager's The Vietnamese Novel in
French: A Literary Response to Colonialism, and Nguyen Hong
Nhiem's L’Echiquier et l'antinomie Je/Moi comme signe et
substance du conflit Occident/Extréme-Orient dans les ceuvres de
Pham Van Ky, both theses, which appeared in 1982. Yeager's
dissertation was published in book form in 1987. A number of

67Thai Van Kiem interviewed in 'Autour de la francophonie', Présence
francophone, 2 (printemps 1971), 72-75 (p. 75).
68Thuong Vuong-Riddick, 'Le drame’, p. 145.
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articles have been published, notably two perceptive pieces by
Thuong Vuong-Riddick.69 A couple of anthologies contain
information on Vietnamese Francophone literature. General
guides, however, tend to omit it altogether. For example, the
Guide Culturel: Civilisations et littératures d’expression francaise
concludes with:

Nous aurions aimé consacré un chapitre a I'Extréme-
Orient ou le francais fut florissant et donna l'occasion a
de merveilleux poémes et trés bons romans dans l'ex-
Indochine. Depuis que le Viét-nam a été unifié, le
destin des langues occidentales a été scellé qu'on le
veuille ou non. ... On sait néanmoins que le francais ne
peut exprimer aujourd'’hui qu'une partie de la vie
nationale, et compte tenu de la complexité politique
du pays, il aurait fallu de longues pages pour en faire
comprendre l'histoire, son évolution et l'originalité de
ses traits culturels.”0

This extract conveys the main points for this omission. In the first
instance, French, as a language, no longer plays an important role
in Vietnam and in the second, Vietnam's history and culture
necessitate a lengthy study, which there is neither time nor space,
in this general guide, to explore. The subject, in short, is seen as
confined to a past - and closed - episode of history. One reason for
the quietus surrounding Vietnamese Francophone literature could
simply be the geographical distance between France and South-
East Asia, as well as the decline of French studies in Vietnam.
Africa on the other hand, lies across the Mediterranean. The
political role of figures like Léopold Sédar Senghor and Aimé

Césaire should also be taken into account.”! A further reason - and

691n présence francophone, 1970 and 1979.

7OReboullet et Tétu, Guide culturel, pp. 377-378.

71senghor was a député from 1945 to 1960, and Secrétaire d’Etat a la Préstdence du
Conseil from 1955 to 1956. He became President of the Republic of Senegal in
1960. Césaire has been maire of Fort-de-France and a député since 1945.
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this is conjecture - is an underlying, and unacknowledged, burden
of colonial guilt or embarrassment relating to Indochina. Yeager
notes that if information exists in encyclopaedic dictionaries,
entries are often erroneous.72

Yeager's The Vietnamese Novel in French is a general
introduction to the field:

This study is intended to introduce Vietnamese
Francophone literature, especially its most fully
developed genre, the novel. Although it is not meant to
be exhaustive in any sense, the analysis will attempt to
explain the existence and elucidate the character of
extended narrative prose pieces in French from
Vietnam. ... The background information and literary
analysis provided here may serve as a point of
departure for further study.?3

The first three chapters deal with the general historical and
literary background and the last three chapters with broad themes
relating to the novels themselves: Initiation and Confrontation,
Socio-Political Reality and Women as Character and Symbol. The
Vietnamese Francophone novels describe a dichotomized
environment. The characters end up reverting to their respective
cultural and political roles or places after having come to grief
attempting to break away from these roles. They are reflective of
the circumstances which produced them: French colonialism in
South-East Asia. There are two levels to these narratives: French
colonialism and its aftermaths and the fictional environment in
the novels. The authors convey their subjective vision through
these novels. The Vietnamese women in the novels symbolize the
transmission of culture or the failure of such a transmission, while

Western women become objectified as symbols of a technically

72yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 2.
73Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 187.
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advanced culture. Yeager relates that there has been a decline of
Francophone culture in Vietnam and that the Vietnamese in
France have been absorbed into mainstream culture. There is a
lack of recent Vietnamese Francophone publications. Vietnamese
Francophone novels portray:

universals - alienation, fear, justice, decency, loyalty,
and love. [They] rise above the specifics to transcend
time and history and become original and unique
portrayals of human nature, culturally cross-cutting
and timeless.”74

Yeager's approach is largely descriptive. Extending across the
whole range of Vietnamese Francophone novels, his analysis is
necessarily superficial. He writes that 'these novels adapt an
inherited set of narrative esthetics - the French social novel, the
romantic confession - and tint the codes with Vietnamese literary
values'.”5 I would suggest that the issues go much further than a
tinting of French literary codes with Vietnamese literary values.
Much of the literary codes within the novels is Vietnamese in
origin. The 'inherited set of narrative esthetics’' is, I would argue,
both Vietnamese and French. This is why they are so hard to
reconcile. Yeager does not analyse, for example, the imprint of the
Vietnamese literary classics on these modern works. He
acknowledges that 'the narratives are suffused with the literary
values of Vietnamese literature'7¢ but does not explore this. His
study, however, is an essential introduction to the subject area. It
contains comprehensive historical and archival information.

Biographical details and a list of the writers' publications are

74yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 164.
75Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 164.
76yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 7.
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featured at the end of the book. The Vietnamese Novel in French
as such forms an important basis for further studies.

Nguyen Hong Nhiem's L’Echiquier et l'antinomie Je/Moi
dans les romans de Pham Van Ky, as its title indicates,
concentrates on the writer Pham Van Ky. She analyses his major
novels within the theoretical framework of a game of chess,
specifically Chinese Chess, and in the light of the conflict between
the Je and the Moi. Her thesis deals with numbers, grids,
diagrams, pattern and configuration. Opponents in chess are not
adversaries, as in the West, but complement each other. The
chessboard provides a framework for the examination of the East-
West conflict in Pham Van Ky's novels. Pham Van Ky wrote that
the characters in his novels resembled chess-pieces: 'Mes
personnages ressemblent a des échecs. Je range chacun d'eux a la
place qui lui est assignée d'avance’.”? The East is represented as
Yin: 'fossilisé, déchu, occupé'.7”® The West is represented as Yang:
'véhiculé et communiqué'.79 The relationship between East and
West, between Yin and Yang, is that of alternating rhythms,
patterns which complement each other and are harmonious, in
the Eastern sense. Pham Van Ky's narrators are divided between

the westernized Je and the traditional Moi:

Entre les parenthéses du Je/Moi, Pham Van Ky
enferme ainsi son aventure intellectuelle,
sentimentale, mystique, métaphysique, en Occident.80

77Quoted in Nguyen Hong Nhiem, 'L'Echiquier et I'antinomie Je/Moi comme signe
et substance du conflit Occident/Extréme-Orient dans les ceuvres de Pham Van Ky '
(unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Massachusetts, 1982), p. 32.
78Nguyen Hong Nhiem, 'L'Echiquier’, p. 57.

79Nguyen Hong Nhiem, 'L'Echiquier’, p. 57.

80Nguyen Hong Nhiem, L'Echiquier’, p. 356.
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Nguyen Hong Nhiem writes that for Pham Van Ky, the
geographical voyage to the West is accompanied by an inner voyage
to the East, the return from the Je to the Moi:

Pham Van Ky, en tant qu'autobiographe, réaccomplit,
au rebours de son voyage géographique en Occident,
son itinéraire spirituel, en direction de I'Extréme-
Orient du taoisme, du bouddhisme et du Zen. Il
rejoint, en ce sens, sa Mére qui l'attend pour mourir.81

Pham Van Ky's use of the Chinese chessboard is an assertion of his
culture and origins. It is to counterbalance his writing in French,
the language of the colonizer: Tutilisation de 1'échiquier, pour
Pham Van Ky, sert de contrepoids a I'adoption du francgais comme
langue d'expression'.82 It is a means of uncovering his own roots
through the medium of a foreign language and literary mode.

Nguyen Hong Nhiem and Yeager's theses illustrate two
distinctive approaches to the subject. Yeager provides an
introduction to the Vietnamese Francophone novel, while Nguyen
Hong Nhiem concentrates on one particular writer. Yeager's is
from a traditional Western perspective, a historical study of the
field. Nguyen Hong Nhiem's is from an Eastern perspective. She
analyses the work of one writer within the overall framework of
Eastern philosophy. Hers is therefore a concentrated emphasis, as
opposed to Yeager's broadly descriptive approach. Both studies are
useful and interesting, and both have their shortcomings: a general
and limited outlook in the first and a restricted focus in the
second.

My purpose in this thesis is to focus on four primary themes
which particularly distinguish the Vietnamese Francophone novel,

81Nguyen Hong Nhiem, 'L'Echiquier’, p. 345.
82Nguyen Hong Nhiem, 'L'Echiquier’, p. 33.
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and to analyse a number of novels in the light of these four themes.
I will examine sixteen novels by twelve writers. The earliest is Ba-
Dam, published in 1930, and the latest Retour a la saison des
pluies, published in 1990. Four of these writers, Trinh Thuc Oanh
and Marguerite Triaire, Truong Dinh Tri and Albert de Teneuille,
collaborated on joint novels, Trinh and Triare on En s'écartant des
ancétres (1939) and La Réponse de l'Occident (1941), and Truong
and de Teneuille on Ba-Dam. There are four women writers
among a total of twelve writers overall (in this number I include
the two French writers Triaire and de Teneuille), and seven works
by women writers. I am interested in analysing the works of
women writers because they represent a minority voice in an
already 'marginal’ literature. For the women, marginalization
occurs on three levels: within the context of Vietnamese
Francophone literature in the first place, within French literature
in the second place, and within the field of literature overall. I will
set their novels against those of their male colleagues, who are
more numerous and are also struggling to expose the submerged
voice of the colonized. Of the writers and novels I have chosen to
examine, I will deal with some in greater depth than others.

The first theme is the influence of the Vietnamese classic,
the Kim-Van-Kieu, on these modern novels. The scholar Nguyen
Du (1765-1820) composed Doan truong tan thanh (New plaint of a
broken heart) in the early years of the nineteenth century. This
poem, which became a classic of Vietnamese literature, is known
in modern times as the Tale of Kieu or the Kim-Van-Kieu. The
Kim-Van-Kieu surfaces as theme, moral, poetry and fate in these

novels. The use of Nguyen Du's classic poem, especially in Ly Thu
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Ho's Printemps inachevé (1962), highlights the dilemma of
individuals caught within the context of changing social mores. Ly
Thu Ho's subversive rewriting of the epic of Kieu underlines the
destructive effect of traditional morality on the lives of women.
The fate of her protagonist echoes to some extent that of her
country. The Kim-Van-Kieu has been described as 'le miroir de
l'ame viétnamienne'.83 It leaves a pervasive imprint on the works
of many Vietnamese Francophone writers. For this reason, its
omission is also notable. Chapter One will examine the use that
modern writers made of this classical poem.

The second theme is the portrayal of women, the double
colonization of women within a colonial and post-colonial context.
Chapter Two will examine the work of a woman writer, Ly Thu Ho.
She was the only woman, among a host of male writers, to write
and publish Vietnamese Francophone novels between 1962 and
1986. Ly Thu Ho published three novels which form part of a loose
trilogy: Printemps inachevé (1962), Au milieu du carrefour (1969),
and Le Mirage de la paix (1986). Her approach is characterized by
subversion, the surface convention of her characters and plots
masking a much deeper critique of the condition of women in
modern Vietnamese society. Chapter Three, in contrast, will
present the portrayal of women by a prominent male writer, Pham
Van Ky. I will contrast an early novel, Fréres de sang (1947) with a
later one, Des Femumes assises ¢a et la (1964). The first, unlike
the novels of Ly Thu Ho, contains a violent denunciation of

patriarchy. Fréres de sang exposes the stifling of women's lives

83xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, ‘Introduction’ in Nguyen Du, Kim-Van-Kieu, traduit
du vietnamien par Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet (Paris, 1961), 11-27 (p. 15).
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and the lives of lesser beings under the authority of the patriarch
in a traditional Vietnamese village. The second and more complex
novel is set in France, and portrays the male protagonist's
relationship with European women and with his dying mother in
Vietnam. The male protagonist remains at the end a stranger, not
only as a Vietnamese in France but as an outsider to the lives of
these women.

The third theme is the nature of interracial relationships, in
particular between a Vietnamese man and a Frenchwoman. Two
novels, nearly thirty years apart, deal explicitly with this theme.
The first is Truong Dinh Tri and Albert de Teneuille's Ba-Ddam
(1930) and the second Pham Duy Khiem's Nam et Sylvie (1957).
Chapter Four will compare the treatment of this theme in both
novels and the way in which they illustrate the stresses to which
such a relationship was subject in the 1930s. Their focus differs
from earlier French renditions of interracial relationships, where
the emphasis lay on the portrayal of a white male protagonist with
a native woman. Both novels, in their differing ways, chart the
essential failure of a cross-cultural relationship within the colonial
context. Pham Duy Khiem's novel reflects the stresses of this
relationship within its very structure. The disparate excerpts from
diary, letter, past and present consciousness illustrate the
fragmented perceptions which initially shaped the relationship
and later led to its breakdown.

The last theme is alienation: alienation within the self and
within one's environment. Chapter Five will examine the alienation
of the individual in Nguyen Huu Chau's Les Reflets de nos jours
(1955), and Pham Duy Khiem's La Place d'un homme (1958). The
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first novel illustrates the despair of an individual, isolated and
alone, caught between two cultures, and eventually driven to seek
a violent death in combat. The breakdown of the individual is
reflected in the fragmented structure of the novel itself. The
second novel, although more orderly in form, charts the decision
of a Vietnamese to enlist as a common soldier in the French Army
at the outbreak of the Second World War. The novel depicts the
ultimate irony of this action and also ends with the death of the
protagonist in combat. In each novel, death provides an end to an
unresolved conflict of identity. Chapter Six, the last chapter, will
look at the representation of alienation within a traditional setting:
Pham Van Ky's Fréres de sang, and Cung Giu Nguyen's Le Fils de la
baleine (1956). Both novels depict the ultimate alienation of their
protagonists. Both protagonists are Vietnamese who were
educated in the metropolis. Each returns to the homeland, to the
traditional village, and there discovers that he is a perpetual
outsider: a stranger in France, and a stranger at home. They fit in
neither world. One escapes, and one loses his sanity. Their fate
remains uncertain and reflects the situation of Vietnamese
Francophone literature.

In general, the works of women are accounts of survival
(with the notable exception of Ly Thu Ho's Printemps inachevé),
but in the main, of human survival against a background of
oppression and of war. The works of men, on the other hand,
indicate much greater fragmentation and destruction, perhaps
because they, and their male protagonists, identify to a greater
extent with society and the dominant discourse. Since Vietnamese

society and the colonial system with which they were familiar
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disintegrated and collapsed, this collapse, and the unsettled state
of society, are mirrored in their works. Ly Thu Ho's female
protagonist in Printemps inachevé symbolizes the destructive
effect of traditional mores on women. Like the fabled figure of
Kieu, heroine of the Kim-Van-Kieu, she also represents her
country, a country in the midst of war and change.

Much of the beauty which surfaces in the images and in the
prose of the novels draws its inspiration from Vietnam and
Vietnamese literature, but it is always interlaced with a great deal
of pain. If these works do not deal with the private anguish of
individuals caught between two cultures and of divided loyalties,
they deal with individuals caught in the grip of a collapsing system
of traditional mores and a country undergoing rapid political
changes.

Among the Vietnamese writers who expressed themselves
in French, a significant number were journalists and newspaper
editors. Many of them edited and contributed to more than one
paper or periodical.84 Nguyen Phan Long was editor of L'Echo
Annamite, then co-editor of Tribune Indochinoise in the 1930s
before founding Vietnam bao. After World War 11, he was to manage
L'Echo du Vietnam. Nguyen Tien Lang worked for various papers
including Huu-Thanh and Pham Quynh's Nam Phong. He was chief
editor of the weekly Gazette in Hue and wrote editorials for the
French daily La République. He was also a contributor to the
Nouvelle Revue Indochinoise in the 1930s. Pham Van Ky was

editor-in-chief of the Impartial Annamite and Vivre, two Saigon

84The following information is taken from Yeager's Appendix. Yeager, Vietnamese
Novel, pp. 165-186.
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weeklies and of La Gazette de Hué, the court's paper. Pham Duy
Khiem and Tran Van Tung both contributed to the Nouvelle Revue
Indochinoise in the late 1930s. Nguyen Duc Giang was at that time
the director of the Nouvelle Revue Indochinoise. Cung Giu Nguyen
contributed to Pham Quynh's Nam Phong among other journals
and in the 1930s edited Les Cahiers de la jeunesse, and later
became chief editor of Le Soir d’Asie and editor-in-chief of La
Presse d’Extréme-Orient until 1954. Among these_writers, Pham
Van Ky, Pham Duy Khiem and Hoang Xuan Nhi carried out their
tertiary studies in France. Pham Van Ky studied at the Sorbonne
and the Institut des Hautes Etudes Chinoises. Pham Duy Khiem
was the first Vietnamese to study at the Ecole Normale Supérieure
from which he received his agrégation de grammaire in 1935.
Hoang Xuan Nhi received a doctorate in French literature from the
Sorbonne.

One possible avenue of exploration, which I have not taken
up, is the study of the influence of journalism on the works of
these writers. How did their articles and editorials compare with
their novels? The journals of the various Vietnamese students'
associations in France in the 1920s and 1930s85 would provide a
picture of the general concerns and political leanings of

Vietnamese students in France.86 How did these relate to

85For example, the Revue Mensuelle of the Assoclation Générale des Etudiants
Indochinois was founded in 1927 to distinguish itself from the Association
Mutuelle des Indochinois. L’'Etudiant indochinois, 'organe de la jeunesse
intellectuelle indochinoise: chronique des foyers', was founded in Aix in 1928. The
Comité dorganisation des Causeries amicales des Etudiants Indochinois
organized a causerie on 'la poésie annamite’ in April 1929.

86'Because the French government perceived the students as a source of political
instability, an overwhelming preponderance of official concern about the students
concentrated on their political activities'. McConnell, Leftward Journey, p. 92.
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Vietnamese Francophone literature? It is a topic for an archival
and biographical study of these writers.

This thesis is a literary and analytical study. I have chosen to
explore certain themes within the novels themselves. My
particular interest in women's literature and in feminist
scholarship8?7 has proved stimulating and enriching in this
respect: 'the parallel between the situation of post-colonial writing
and that of feminist writing is striking'.88 In his study on racism,
Albert Memmi pointed to the links between racial and sexual
oppression: ''L'inégalité biologique et culturelle conduisant ainsi a
I'inégalité économique et politique, c'est-a-dire a la domination,
ils pouvaient agir a leur guise, c'est-a-dire a leur profit. Les mémes
meécanismes jouent contre les Noirs, ou les femmes, en faveur des
Blancs ou des hommes'.8°

Vietnamese Francophone writers are the product of
colonialism, a political system which educated them and which
ended. They attempt, through their novels, to convey some of this
anguish, the notion of being outside. They are, in a sense, cultural

and literary hybrids. As the writer Raja Rao expressed it in 1938:

The telling has not been easy. One has to convey in a
language that is not one's own the spirit that is one's
own. One has to convey the various shades and

871 am indebted to the works of Western feminists and to those of Black, Asian,
and Arab feminists.

88Ascroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, Empire, p. 7. 'Feminist perspectives are of
increasing importance in post-colonial criticism and indeed the strategies of
recent feminist and recent post-colonial theory overlap and inform each other.
Jean Rhys, Doris Lessing, Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall, and Margaret Atwood
have all drawn an analogy between the relationships of men and women and
those of the imperial power and the colony, while critics like Gayatri Spivak ...
have articulated the relationship between feminism, post-structuralism, and the
discourse of post-coloniality'. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, Empire, pp. 31-32.
89Albert Memmi, Le Racisme: Description, définition, traitement (Paris, 1982), p.
47.
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omissions of a certain thought-movement that looks
maltreated in an alien language.90

What these writers have done is to express and convey, through
their novels, their individual response to the East-West dichotomy.
Although the conflict of identity features in many novels, they take
different forms. The writers'responsesto language, structure, and
theme differ from each other's. Solutions (or the lack of them)
also differ from writer to writer. These responses indicate the
plurality and individuality of views. The dilemma confronted by
women provides yet another level of meaning. Women writers
experience a double colonization, writing within a dominant male
discourse not only with respect to men, but with respect to the
colonizer or ex-colonizer. Their literature is subversive and often
understated. Surface conventions mask an underlying critique of
patriarchy and the stifling of women's lives under colonization
and post-colonization. Vietnamese Francophone literature reflects
the dilemma of individuals caught in this bind. Like them, it
stands isolated. It belongs fully to neither France nor to Vietnam.
Rather, it lays claim, in essence, to both. The concern with self-
image, vision and identity reflects the central experience of post-
colonial literature:

A major feature of post-colonial literatures is the
concern with place and displacement. It is here that
the special post-colonial crisis of identity comes into
being: the concern with the development or recovery
of an effective identifying relationship between self
and place.®!

Vietnamese Francophone writers are a marginalized group,

forgotten because of the uncomfortable memories and images

90Raja Rao, Foreword to his novel Kanthapura, quoted in Ashcroft, Griffiths, and
Tiffin, Empire, p. 61.
91Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Empire, pp. 8-9.
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which they conjure up in their writing and in their presence. They
embody France's colonial past: a part of history which ended in the
crushing French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, and which is
best relegated to memory. The later Vietnam War received
massive coverage while the French colonial stage became history.
However, the effects of this encounter between two cultures lives
on beyond the end of colonialism, in the people and in the
literature. In their depiction of alienation, these writers represent

something, which, after all, is close to the heart:

Strangely, the foreigner lives within us: he is the
hidden face of our identity, the space that wrecks our
abode, the time in which understanding and affinity
founder. By recognizing him within ourselves, we are
spared detesting him in himself.92

The subject is topical for the present-day reality of the many
Vietnamese who have settled around the world as a result of the

diaspora.

92Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, translated by Leon S. Roudiez (London,
1991), p. 1.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE INFLUENCE OF CLASSICAL LITERATURE
The Kim-Van-Kieu

Kieu said: "'When one who shines in talent dies,
the body passes on, the soul remains’.
- Nguyen Du

The first question which springs to mind regarding
Vietnamese Francophone literature is the extent to which it is
indebted to the literary heritage of Vietham and of China. It is
acknowledged that these works are written in French, the
language of the colonizer or ex-colonizer. However, they are
written by Vietnamese. How does the Vietnamese element impact
on the language, the structure and the theme of these works?
Classical literature, in particular the Vietnamese epic Kim-Van-
Kieu, has left its imprint on the works of modern Vietnamese
Francophone writers. The classic Tale of Kieu or Kim-Van-Kieu
surfaces as theme, moral, allegory and fate in a number of novels
and récits. Before examining the ways in which modern writers

referred to or made use of the Tale of Kieu, I will present in detail
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the background and major themes of this poem. These will explain
the references and meanings drawn by later novelists.

The main questions I wish to examine are the following:
What are the principal issues raised by the Kim-Van-Kieu? In what
form does the poem emerge in the works of Vietnamese
Francophone writers? What aspects of the poem do these writers
focus on? Lastly, how does the use of the Kim-Van-Kieu comment
on modern social and gender preoccupations?

Nguyen Du (1765-1820) composed Doan truong tan thanh
(New Plaint of a Broken Heart) in the early years of the nineteenth
century. This poem, which became a classic of Vietnamese
literature, is known in modern times as the Tale of Kieu or the
Kim-Van-Kieu. Nguyen Du culled the plot of his poem from a
Chinese prose novel of the Ch'ing Dynasty entitled Chin Yin Ch'iao
chuan (The Tale of Chin, Yin, and Ch'iao).! Nguyen Du may have
found a copy of this novel while travelling in China from 1813 to
1814 as a diplomatic envoy to the Manchu Court.? The narrative is
based on historical figures who lived and died under the Ming
Dynasty (1368-1644),% but its theme may well have originated
from an even earlier Chinese work.4 Chinese novels of the Ming
Dynasty grew out of the oral tradition of story-telling prevalent in
the T'ang (618-906) and Sung (960-1279) Dynasties.> As it was,

the poet and scholar Nguyen Du created a literary masterpiece out

lHuynh Sanh Thong, 'Introduction’ in Nguyen Du, The Tale of Kiew: A Bilingual
Edition, translated by Huynh Sanh Thong (New Haven and London, 1983), xix-xl

(p. xxi).

21)Huynh Sanh Thong, 'Introduction’, p. xx.

S3Huynh Sanh Thong, 'Introduction’, p. xx.

4Jacques Baruch, Notes sur le Poéme Viét-Namien Kim-Van-Kiéu de Nguyén-Du
(Casteau, 1961), p. 8.

5See Lal Ming, A History of Chinese Literature (London, 1964), p. 9.
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of this obscure and minor Chinese prose romance. A work of
consummate artistry, the Tale of Kieu transcends and surpasses
the original in its form and in its poetic rendition of an ancient
tale. It is a 'celebration of the Vietnamese language in all its
diversity, with all its resources of rhythm and tone, of sound and
image, of tense and rich expression'.6

The poem generated a great deal of controversy. It had its
detractors as well as admirers. With the Tale of Kieu, Nguyen Du
'created a scholarly storm for over a century with, among other
things, his revisionist interpretation of chastity. Nonetheless, the
basic tenets of female passivity, of a daughter's piety toward her
parents, of fidelity to one's mate were upheld and perhaps even
enhanced by the tremendous popularity of this work'.7 Among the
Vietnamese Francophone writers, Ly Thu Ho would rewrite the
Tale of Kieu within a modern setting. Tran Van Tung and Kim
Lefévre would draw directly on the poetry and the relationships
portrayed in the epic. Trinh Thuc Oanh and Marguerite Triaire
would refer to the element of fate so strongly prevalent in the
poem. Yeager sets the Kim-Van-Kieu within its historical setting,
and draws attention to the political and literary controversies
which later erupted. However, he refers only once, and at that
briefly, to the Kim-Van-Kieu in relation to the Vietnamese
Francophone novel.8

I will provide a brief synopsis of the Tale of Kieu.
Purportedly set in the time of Emperor Gia-Tinh (1522-1566),

6Huynh Sanh Thong, ‘Introduction', p. xxd.

7David Marr, Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, 1920-1945 (Berkeley, 1981), p. 195.
8A short general comment on the Kim-Van-Kieu in a discussion of Nguyen Tien
Lang's Les Chemins de la révolte. See Yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p. 108.
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under the Ming Dynasty, the Tale of Kieu deals with the
vicissitudes in the life of a beautiful and virtuous young woman of
bourgeois background, Kieu. Kieu's misfortunes begin when she
sells herself into prostitution in order to save her father and
brother from debtor's prison. In doing so, she sacrifices not only
her self, but also her love for the young scholar Kim. In the course
of the following fifteen years, she becomes the second wife of a
scholar, Thuc Sanh, is sold as a servant by the latter's jealous first
wife, seeks brief refuge in a pagoda, becomes a prostitute again,
then the wife of the rebel Tu Hai, is given as wife to another
dignitary upon the latter's death in a rebellion, attempts suicide by
drowning, and is finally rescued by an Immortelle, having finally
expiated the faults of her anterior life. Kieu returns to her family
and, at long last, marries Kim. She abjures him however, to keep
their union platonic since she feels herself to have been sullied as
a woman. It is her sister Van who is to bear Kim children, hence
the poem's other title the Kim-Van-Kieu, for the three main
characters of the poem. Kim and Van are important symbolic
figures, Kim representing her first love and the man she returns
to after a separation of fifteen years, and Van the sister who
marries Kim in Kieu's place, in order to fulfil Kieu's pledge to Kim,
but both play a minor role in the tale. The Tale of Kieu is first and
foremost the story of the moral pilgrimage of Kieu.

As a scholar, Nguyen Du lived through some turbulent times
and changes of dynasty. His lifetime encompassed the fall of the Le
Dynasty, the Tay-Son rebellion and the establishment of the
Nguyen Dynasty in the early part of the nineteenth century. As a

mandarin and therefore a bureaucrat, he had to deal with the
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conflicting loyalties generated by these various changes. 'Kieu's
story stood, in effect, as a parable of the questings and sadness of
his own political life’.? In recounting a tale set several centuries
before in another country, Nguyen Du was doing what many of his
predecessors had done. 'A very thin and shadowy line separated
literature from sedition in late traditional Vietnam'.10 Huynh Sanh
Thong comments: 'Beyond its literal meaning, Kieu's prostitution
is interpreted as a metaphor for the betrayal of principles under
duress, the submission to force of circumstance'.ll As a woman
and a victim, Kieu is ideally positioned to embody and symbolize
these concepts.

Kieu is gifted with all the fragile and vulnerable attributes of
womanhood in Confucian society: she is beautiful, chaste, and an
obedient daughter. Nguyen Du makes an extensive use of simile in
his description of Kieu:

Regard profond comme l'onde automnale, sourcils
réveurs comme la ligne des monts au printemps. Les
fleurs lui enviaient son éclat, le saule était jaloux de sa
fraicheur. Capable de faire chavirer d'un sourire
empire et citadelles, elle était sirement unique par sa
beauté, a supposer que ses talents puissent encore
étre égalés. (Kim-Van-Kieu, 1. 1. 25-27)12

Kieu's troubles stem from an excess of filial piety:

Le premier devoir d'un enfant est de payer la dette de
la vie et de I'éducation. Ayant pris sa décision, elle la
fit connaitre: 'Arrétez! Que je me vende pour payer la
rancon de mon pére!' (I. VII. 603-605). ...

Mais qu'importe le pauvre sort d'une goutte de pluie!
(I. VII. 620)

9Alexander B. Woodside, The Historical Background' in Nguyen Du, The Tale of
Kieu, xd-xviii (pp. xv-xvi).

10woodside, ‘Background', p. xvi.

11Huynh Sanh Thong, 'Introduction’, p. x1.

12A11 excerpts from the Kim-Van-Kieu, unless they are direct quotations from
novels, are from the prose translation by Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet.
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Young girls were compared to drops of rain in Vietnamese
folklore: 'Jeunes filles, nos destins sont comparables aux gouttes
de l'averse; telle goutte tombe dans un puits, telle goutte sur un
jardin en fleurs'.13 The raindrops suggest ephemerality, fragility
and sorrow. The haphazardness of life - whether the drops fall into
a well, and hence loss and darkness, or into a flowered garden,
with its connotation of light and joy - indicate the ultimate
powerlessness of young women. The saying underlines the
concepts of female passivity and resignation to one's fate.

Kieu becomes a prostitute and marries twice. This sexual
licence proved to be unacceptable for some scholars and poets.

Nguyen Cong-Tru was to write:
De Ma-Giam-Sinh jusqu'a Tu-Hai,

Fleur flétrie vendue et revendue dans les lieux de

plaisir

Ou trouver trace encore de cette fameuse piété filiale,

Dans ce commerce éhonté d'abeilles et de papillons?14
Is Kieu reproached for having had the temerity to survive in the
only way she could after having saved her family's fortunes? Or is
he really saying that an unchaste woman is better dead? Yet Kieu
does not emerge unscathed. When she returns to her family and to
Kim, she says to him: 'le mariage implique, dans son essence, une
fleur au pollen intact, une lune au miroir parfait' (IlI. I1. 3092).
'Quand je pense a moi-méme, je rougis de honte. Comment,
impure et souillée, oserais-je aspirer aux vétements de chanvre et
a l'épingle d'épine?' (III. II. 3113-3114).

Kieu is the creation of a male writer. He gives her form, a

certain amount of sexual affirmation, but in the end she is bound

13Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, 'Notes', in Nguyen Du, Kieu, 178-190 (pp. 180-181).
14Xyan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, 'Introduction’, p. 26.
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by the rules of patriarchy: she embodies female selflessness and is
punished for her lack of chastity at her marriage bed. In the last
chapter of the poem, Kieu speaks repeatedly of her shame: ‘'ai
passé la moitié de ma vie & éprouver toutes les hontes et les
amertumes' (I11, II, 3037), 'En parlant de ce passé, je me sens
déja plein de honte' (3080), 'Quand je pense a moi-méme, je
rougis de honte' (3103), 'en regardant la fleur d'or de la lampe,
n'aurais-je pas honte de moi-méme?' (3106), 'Déja, j'en éprouve
dans mon cceur une grande honte' (3150). She refers to herself in
disparaging terms as 'fleur tombée' (III, II, 3032), 'impure et
souillée' (3114), 'ce corps méprisable' (3148), 'la fleur tardive'
(3152), 'une fleur flétrie' (3161), and finally expresses her deep
gratitude to Kim: 'ce corps flétri, s'il est Iavé de ses souillures et
renait a la pureté, c'est grace a I'homme supérieur dont le coeur
est hors du commun' (3181). She is humble indeed, considering
that it was men's trouble, and because of and through men that
she reached her present state. As a result, she is lauded by
scholars in the following terms: 'Par sa grace exquise, par sa
délicate fémininité, elle est chére au cceur de tout Viétnamien, et
mille fois plus précieuse encore pour avoir eu tant a souffrir et
tant a supporter'.!> Their admiration for her is understandable.
Kieu appeals to them while leaving their position and their
authority untouched. Kieu becomes a symbol of virtuous, long-
suffering and resigned womanhood.

As I see it, the Tale of Kieu portrays a woman who loses one
aspect of her virtue (her chastity) through the fulfilment of
another virtue (filial piety) and is in the end denied complete self-

15xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, 'Introduction’, p. 26.
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expression as a result of her transgression. It is this latter aspect
which surfaces in the Vietnamese Francophone novels, most
notably in Ly Thu Ho's Printemps inachevé. It seems to me that it
is Kim, finally, who reaps the benefits: he has an intelligent and
cultured companion, his first love, as one wife, and has another
wife with whom he can share the sexual side of his nature and
who, moreover, begets the desired heirs.

There are of course many possible interpretations and layers
of meaning in the Tale of Kiew. The concept of fate is prevalent. It
is reiterated from the beginning of the Tale of Kieu that beauty and
talent inevitably lead to misery. Kieu has to pay the debts of an
anterior life. Every act has consequences which in turn lead to
further acts.

D'ailleurs, d'aprés le message, contenu dans le songe
venu d'en haut, il n'est pas possible d'échapper, contre
la volonté du Ciel, aux conséquences actuelles des vies
antérieures. (II, I, 1019).

The Tale of Kieu illustrates elements of Buddhist, Taoist and
Confucian philosophies and the motif of pre-ordained fate also
provides a convenient literary device with which to explain the
misfortunes which dog Kieu's life.

Despite the many upheavals, Kieu does survive, and in this
sense has come to symbolize the fortitude of a people or a nation
at war. The Tale of Kieu is a romance. It is also a political allegory,
a book of divination, a tale of morals and the portrayal, at a
remove, of the adjustments and compromises in the author's own
chequered career. It depicts the struggles in an individual's life
and the difficulty with which to account for circumstances outside

our control. It is whatever the reader chooses to make of it. 'Dans
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la littérature universelle, il est sans doute peu d'exemples aussi
nets de la présence d'une grande ccuvre du passé dans l'esprit
public d'un peuple, que l'intérét constamment manifesté par les
Vietnamiens a lI'égard du Kiéu depuis un siécle et demi'.16 It is
important to note that Nguyen Du chose a woman as the heroine
and protagonist of his poem - this work which became 'le miroir
de 'ame viétnamienne'.1?

The Tale of Kieu is peppered with allusions to Chinese
classical literature, in particular Han (206 B.C. .-»A.D. 220) and
T'ang poetry.18 A literary creation in its own right, it also rests on
the bulwark of centuries of Chinese thought and philosophy, a
heritage onto which Nguyen Du superimposed his own country's
vernacular and indigenous literary traditions. In doing so he
'resculed] Vietnamese poetry from the stranglehold of classical
Chinese'l? and created a distinctly Vietnamese work. Early French
translators of the Tale of Kieu found the work difficult to translate.
Abel des Michels, who published the first complete French
translation of the poem in 1884 accompanied by extensive
footnotes, had this to say about it:

A co6té de métaphores remarquables par leur
profondeur et leur exactitude, il faut bien, pour étre
juste, reconnaitre qu'il en est un grand nombre

16Jean Chesneaux and Georges Boudarel, 'Les Révolutionnaires vietnamiens face
au Kim Van Kieu', in Tradition et révolution au Vietnam, sous la direction de Jean
Chesneaux, Georges Boudarel, and Daniel Hemery (Paris, 1971), 356-384 (p. 356).
17Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, ‘Introduction’, p. 15.

18'A study in Hanoi has identified in it some fifty quotations from The Book of
Odes, the Confucian anthology of verse; some fifty references to other Confucian
classics; some sixty translations or adaptations of various Chinese poems; some
seventy allusions to Chinese works of fiction; and about twenty mentions of
Buddhist or Taoist scriptures. Such erudition, if indiscriminately displayed in an
imaginative work runs the risk of boring or even offending. But in Kiéu it fits so
gracefully into the texture of the poem, it is so apposite to the purpose in each case,
that it may elude the average reader while it surprises and delights the
connoisseur'. Huynh Sanh Thong, 'Introduction’, p. xxii.

19Huynh Sanh Thong, Introduction’, p. xxi.
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d'autres qui sont si alambiquées que, sans une
explication détaillée, il serait impossible de les faire
saisir a un esprit peu familiarisé avec le langage
poétique particulier a 'Extréme-Orient.20
Baruch noted that there have been seven French translations of
the Kim-Van-Kieu. The complex literary allusions, references and
turns of phrase obviously baffled French translators (and
presumably French audiences). Perhaps this is why early
translators felt obliged to provide voluminous explanatory notes to
accompany the poem. Poetry, of course, is notoriously difficult to
convey in translation. When the language, culture and philosophy
are radically different and alien, the difficulty is even greater. The
definitive French version appears to be the prose translation by
Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, first published in 1961 in the
Gallimard-Unesco Collection d’'ceuvres représentatives: Série
vietnamienne. Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet do not explain why they
chose to produce a prose rather than a verse translation of the
poem. They may have felt that it was easier to translate the Tale of
Kieu in this form and that the result would be more accessible to
the French public.

The appearance of the Tale of Kieu in a number of
Vietnamese Francophone novels therefore entails layer upon layer
of literary expression. For this reason, its omission is also
noticeable, since the poem is acknowledged as one of the greatest

classics of Vietnamese literature.

C'est en chu-nom [en langue nationale] que furent
écrites les plus grandes ceuvres classiques du Viet-
Nam: Gia-huan ca (De l'éducation des familles) de
Nguyen-Trai, Chinh-phu Ngam (Complainte de la

20Abel des Michels, Kim Van Kiéu Tan Truyén, publié et traduit pour la premiére
fois par Abel des Michels (Paris, 1884), pp. xi-xii.
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femme d'un guerrier) de Doan-thi-Diem, Cung oan
ngam khuc (Les plaintes d'une odalisque) de Nguyen-
gia-Thieu, et d'autres, pour en finir par la plus célébre,
le Doan-truong tan-thanh (Nouvelles plaintes d'un
cceur meurtri), plus connue sous le nom de Kim-Van-
Kieu de Nguyen Du.2!

Che Van Lien notes: 'La femme a travers les siécles, fut le
personnage principal de nos ceuvres littéraires’'.22 Tran My-Van
wrote of the scholar Nguyen Khuyen (1835 - 1909): 'At times he
used the traditional image of a stone figure, or a woman, to
identify his own weakness, predicament and reliance on others'.23
The issue of gender itself however, is seldom examined at any
length.24

I would like to conjecture as to the various reasons for the
use of a female protagonist. It was perhaps more acceptable to let
a woman rather than a man voice personal anguish. The use of a
woman protagonist could also have provided, superficially, a
further distancing device to protect the male author from direct
accusations of sedition and subversion. Vietnam had always had a
more liberal approach to the situation of women than China. The
tenets of Confucianism were a result of ten centuries of Chinese

domination on a country which had seen women warriors, women

21Baruch, Notes, p. 4.
22Che Lan Vien, 'De la vallée des larmes a la plaine du rire', in Anthologie de la
goéste vietnamienne, Les Editeurs francais réunis (Paris, 1969), 9-18 (pp. 14-15).
3Tran My-Van, A Vietnamese Scholar in Anguish: Nguyen Khuyen and the
decline of the Confucian Order, 1884-1909 (Singapore, 1992), p. 87. This aspect also
characterized Chinese literature: 'Since the second century A.D. numerous male
poets, including Li Po and Su Tung-p'o, wrote poems in the person of a disconsolate
woman'. Ling Chung, 'Women and Literature: A Brief Survey’, in The Orchid Boat:
Women Poets of China, translated and edited by Kenneth Rexroth and Ling Chung
(New York, 1972), 139-146 (p. 140).
241n their article on 'Les Révolutionnaires vietnamiens face au Kim Van Kieu',
Jean Chesneaux and Georges Boudarel refer to Marxist interpretations of the
poem. The critics discuss feudalism, prostitution, money and motives in relation
to the Kim-Van-Kieu. They are silent, however, on the subject of gender. Jean
Chesneaux and Georges Boudarel, ‘Les Révolutionnaires vietnamiens face au Kim
Van Kieu', in Tradition et révolution au Vietnam, sous la direction de Jean
Chesneaux, Georges Boudarel, and Daniel Hemery (Paris, 1971), 356-384.
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generals, and surprisingly enlightened legislation regarding
women. Vietnamese women enjoyed greater freedom than their
Chinese counterparts. There is evidence that in early Vietnamese
history, women and men were on an equal footing as far as
privileges and the division of labour were concerned.2> There
were both male and female army leaders during the short-lived
rebellion of the Trung sisters against their Chinese overlords in
the first century A.D.26 Foot binding was never practised in
Vietnam.27

Women were allowed to receive instruction but were
not allowed to take part in the State examinations
through which public administrators (or mandarins)
were recruited. From the pool of educated women,
there were a number of talented female scholars and
poets whose work has been preserved through the
ages and is part of the Vietnamese literary heritage.28

Until the fifteenth century women were on a par with men in
matters of inheritance and marriage.2° The Code of the Le dynasty

(1428-1788) was far more liberal towards women than the
Chinese Codes of the Ming and Ch'ing dynasties.

The [Hong Duc] Code ... contained provisions that
sought to secure the personal rights of women, who
were protected from abuse, abduction or sale by
members or servants of powerful families. Women
were also given the right to divorce for neglect or
abandonment by the husband. The basis for granting
such rights to women has been attributed to an
attempt by the Vietnamese, after the defeat of the
Chinese, 'to separate its identity from China's by

25Marr, Tradition, p. 191.

26Nguyen Trieu Dan, A Vietnamese Family Chronicle: Twelve Generations on the
Banks of the Hat River (Jefferson and London, 1991), p. 142.

27Marr, Tradition, p. 191.

28Cam Nguyen, 'Women of the World: The Vietnamese', Women at Work
(Melbourne, March-May 1985), 2-3 (p. 2).

29Nguyen Trieu Dan, Vietnamese Chronicle, p.122.
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incorporating traditional laws and customary practices
in their legal and political framework'.3°

Women enjoyed a greater degree of protection under criminal law
provisions and were entitled to significant property interests
which had to be respected by their spouse's family.3! Although
these rights suffered a setback with the promulgation of the
Nguyen Code in the nineteenth century, the Le Code influenced
mores in Vietnam into the twentieth century and much of it was
incorporated into modern Vietnamese law.32 However, the tenets
of Confucianism - the emphasis on male dominahce, male heirs
and the woman's observance of The Three Submissions and The
Four Virtues, were accepted and internalized by Vietmanese
society and mores.

These historical factors may provide a partial explanation for
the apparent propensity among male scholars to let female
protagonists illustrate and embody the great tragedies and
triumphs of life. Part of it may have been a subconscious desire to
identify with the underdog, since Vietnam has always felt dwarfed
by China. Chinese writers in turn referred to Annam ('Pacified
South') to highlight oppression in an indirect manner. Po Chii-yi
(772-846) wrote the following:

The Red Cockatoo

Sent as a present from Annam-

A red cockatoo.

Coloured like the peach-tree blossom,
Speaking with the speech of men.
And they did to it what is always done

30Kumari Jayawardena, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World (London

and New Jersey, 1986), p. 198.
31Ta Van Tali, The status of women in traditional Vietnam: A comparison of the

Code of the L& dynasty (1428-1788) with the Chinese code’', Journal of Asian
History, 15 (1981), 97-145 (p. 136).
32Tan Van Tai, 'Status of women', p. 136.
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To the learned and the eloquent.
They took a cage with stout bars
And shut it up inside.33

There is an inherent paradox in painting women in literature as
victims of life and fate, and yet simultaneously granting them voice
and presence as the focus of theme or plot or moral. Literature, in
this way, gave women an illusory prominence. Women, after all,
only had validity through association with men. They were the
daughters, principal wives, secondary wives, concubines,
mistresses and servants of men. When they lament their lives, they
do so in relation to their men and not as autonomous beings. This
is hardly to be wondered at since, by and large, they were created
and painted by men. They are a far cry from Ho Xuan Huong, a rare
female voice in literature, who spoke of the female condition from

a woman's viewpoint and came out with a different emphasis:

Que celui qui tient le gouvernail
Ait ou non le bon plaisir d'accoster
Mais que celle qui hisse la voile
Puisse naviguer librement.34

A popular Vietnamese saying stated: 'Femme sans mari, barque
sans gouvernail'. Ho Xuan Huong also distinguished herself from
her male counterparts by rarely using Chinese literary or
mythological allusions. She relied on her native language and
native wit. Coming as she did from a scholarly background, her
originality suggested considerable independence from the

accepted literary mores of her times.3%> As Huu Ngoc and Francoise

Corréze note;

33po Chi-yi, The Red Cockatoo' in Anthology of Chinese Literature, edited by
Cyril Birch, Volume 1: From Early Times to the Fourteenth Century (New York,
1965), p. 277.

34Huu Ngoc et Corréze, Fleurs de pamplemoussier, p. 31.

35In this respect, she resembles her Japanese predecessors. Japan was also heavily
influenced by China. The greatest classics of Japanese literature from the Heian
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Ho Xuan Huong est plus qu'un poéte. Elle est un
symbole d'indépendance d'esprit et de cceur, de
courage et de lutte contre l'hypocrisie, la contrainte,
les interdits et les tabous sociaux. Personne n'a eu plus
qu'elle le sens de la justice, de la plénitude de l'amour,
et la conscience de la dignité de la femme.36

Of all female figures in literature, however, it is the nineteenth-
century figure of Kieu which is the most prominent. She provides
a striking example of a (male) literary focus on woman's role in
society. I will now examine the ways in which she is referred to in
Vietnamese Francophone texts and what use these later writers
made of Kieu and of her tale.

I shall divide the novels into three groups: those which
make significant use of the Kim-Van-Kieu; those in which the
references are relatively unimportant; and those which do not
refer to it at all.

Of the Vietnamese Francophone novels and récits written
and published between 1930 and 1990, four fall into the first
category: En s'écartant des ancétres by Trinh-Thuc-Oanh and
Marguerite Triaire, Bach-Yén ou la fille au cceur fidéle by Tran Van
Tung, Printemps inachevé by Ly Thu Ho which contains no direct
borrowings from the Tale of Kieu but which exhibits significant
parallels with it, and Retour a la saison des pluies by Kim Lefévre.

In the second category, Nguyen Tien Lang's Les Chemins de
la révolte (1953), contains three references to the Kim-Van-Kieu.
Trinh-Thuc-Oanh and Triaire's La Réponse de l'Occident,

published in Hanoi in 1941, contains two lines from the poem. Ba-

Period (The Tale of Genji and The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon, eleventh century)
were written by women in the vernacular, while men wrote in Chinese, the
'scholarly’ language. See W. G. Aston, A History of Japanese Literature, new edition
(New York, 1972), pp. 55-57.

36Huu Ngoc et Corréze, Fleurs de pamplemoussier, p. 34.

47



Between East and West

Dam (Madame la Frangaise’) by Truong Dinh Tri and Albert de
Teneuille, published in Paris in 1930, contains only one brief
reference to the Kim-Van-Kieu, which is described oddly enough
in the explanatory footnote as 'un roman réaliste connu a travers
I'Indochine’.37

In the last category, Tran Van Tung makes no mention of
the Kim-Van-Kieu in his Réves d'un campagnard annamite,
published in Paris in 1940. Pham Van Ky, who published seven
novels in Paris from 1947 to 1966, makes only this one brief

reference to Nguyen Du in Des Femmes assises ¢a et la:

Etrange, toutefois, que je n'aie pas invoqué de
préférence un Nguyen Du ou un Tchouang Tsu? Pudeur
d'écrivain asiatique attentif & ne pas trop agacer ses
lecteurs par de continuelles références a ses origines?
Certainement.38

He may have felt that his compatriots had used and abused the
theme of Kieu in their novels. Yet the evidence would appear to be
otherwise. Hoang-Xuan-Nhi makes no reference to Nguyen Du or
The Tale of Kieu in Heou-Tam, published in Paris in 1941,
although he does mention two other classical poems: Plaintes
d'une femme dont le mari part en guerre also known as
Complainte de la femme d'un guerrier (of which he published a
French rendition in 1943) and L’Epouse délaissée. Nguyen Huu
Chau, in Les Reflets de nos jours, published in Paris in 1955,
makes a single allusion to a Vietnamese legend in part of a
sentence, which the writer carefully points out to the reader: 'Ce

n'est pas l'amour qui devient cristal au fond des riviéres'.39

37Truong Dinh Tri et Albert de Teneuille, Ba-Dam (‘Madame la Frangaise’) (Paris,
1930), p. 82.

38Pham Van Ky, Des Femmes assises ¢a et la (Paris, 1964), p. 111.

39Nguyen Huu Chau, Les Reflets de nos jours (Paris, 1955), p. 169. The reference is
to a legend about a poor fisherman dying for love of a beautiful princess. It is retold
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Oherwise he does not refer to or quote from Vietnamese or
Chinese literature - a particularly striking omission since the novel
is replete with references to European writers, artists and their
works. Pham Duy Khiem, writing under the pseudonym Nam Kim,
is equally silent on Vietnamese or Chinese literature in his novel
Nam et Sylvie, published in Paris in 1957, and Cung Giu Nguyen
also omits any references to The Tale of Kieu in both Le Fils de la
baleine (originally published in Paris in 1956) and Le Domaine
maudit, which appeared in 1961. As with Les Reflets de nos jours,
Le Domaine maudit refers to European authors and works but
avoids any mention of Vietnamese literature. Ly Thu Ho's second
published novel, Au milieu du carrefour, contains an excerpt from
another classical Vietnamese poem, the Chinh phu Ngam (Lament
of a Soldier's Wife) but none to the Kim-Van-Kieu. The poem does
not feature in her last novel, Le Mirage de la paix. There is a very
brief reference to the Kim-Van-Kieu along with other classic texts
in Kim Lefévre's Métisse blanche, published in Paris in 1989 and
the book contains an excerpt from, again, the Chinh phu Ngam,
translated here as the Chant de la femme du combattant. Despite
or perhaps because of its prominent position in the world of
Vietnamese letters, the Kim-Van-Kieu is either omitted from a
novel altogether, or if referred to, is used for a specific purpose.
The degree of politicization around the poem may be responsible
for this, and also the fact that its protagonist is a woman. The
writers may deliberately avoid the poem because of its centrality in

traditional scholarship, or, on the other hand, as some have

as 'Le crystal d'amour’' in Pham Duy Khiem, Légendes des terres sereines (Paris,
1951), pp. 7-12.
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consciously done, choose to reexamine it within a modern
context. In much of this lies the quection of whether to turn away
from classical Vietnamese and Chinese literature in favour of
European literature or to eschew reference to either tradition.

In the second category, Nguyen Tien Lang's Les Chemins de
la révolte, published in Paris in 1953, contains three references to
Nguyen Du's poem. These three references explain and underline
the predicament of Nguyen, the protagonist of the novel. As a
mandarin, Nguyen is taken away and imprisoned without trial in
the fluctuating politics of Vietnam in the 1940s. In prison and
later on in solitary confinement, as he tries to come to terms with
this brusque reversal in his fortunes, Nguyen identifies himself
with Kieu:

Avait-ce été des amours? ... Et maintenant, il fallait
payer par la souffrance la grande dette d'amour. 'Tant
que je n'aurai pu la payer, cette dette d'amour, mon
cceur, sous la terre, dans l'au-dela des Neuf Sources,
restera en bloc, un cristal impossible a dissoudre’.
Brusquement, ces vers lui revenaient en mémoire,
comme pour le juger. Tout homme, se disait-il, porte
en son cceur, dans ses minutes de sincérité parfaite, le
secret de quelque coupable amour'.40

The verse is a direct quotation from the the Tale of Kieu, duly
acknowledged in an explanatory footnote. The writer, it seems,
does not expect his readers to be familiar with the poem
(implying a largely French audience?). The extract is from Part I,
Chapter VIII, verse 710 of the Kim-Van-Kieu as Kieu ponders her
fate before leaving the family home, the crystal in this context
alluding to her love for K1m which she seeks to keep untouched,

whatever awaits her. These two lines from the Kim-Van-Kieu in

40Nguyen Tien Lang, Les Chemnins de la révolte (Paris, 1953), pp. 62-63.
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turn refer to an ancient Vietnamese legend.41 In Les Chemins de
la révolte, Nguyen, like Kieu, provides the following explanation
for the turn his life has taken: 'Nguyen s'était persuadé qu'il lui
fallait expier des fautes inconnues commises par lui en des
existences antérieures'.42 Later on in the novel, Nguyen Du is
referred to as 'l'immortel auteur du Kim-Van-Kieu"43 and the
protagonist voices his objection to Marxist interpretations of the
works of Nguyen Du and Nguyen Binh Khiem.44 He refers to the
political controversies which erupted between Confucianists,
Nationalists and Marxists over the merits or otherwise of the
poem. The furor arose in the 1920s and 1930s over the scholar
Pham Quynh's endorsement of the Kim-Van-Kieu as a masterpiece
of Vietnamese literature. To Pham Quynh: 'as long as The Tale of
Kieu lasts, our language will last; as long as our language lasts, our
country will last'.45 Pham Quynh occupied a number of
administrative posts under the French.46 Scholars who opposed
the French control over their country raised their objections to
this. As his political enemies, they denounced what he endorsed.
It is not surprising that Nguyen Tien Lang, as a political
conservative, makes a reference to this. Pham Quynh was his
father-in-law and was assassinated by the Viet-Minh in 1940.

Nguyen Tien Lang is the only writer to allude to Marxist or

4lpham Duy Khiem, Légendes, p. 9. See note 39 above.

42Nguyen Tien Lang, Chemins, p. 83.

43Nguyen Tien Lang, Chemins, p. 86.

44Nguyen Tien Lang, Chemins, p. 160.

45pham Quynh quoted in Huynh Sanh Thong, 'Introduction’, p. xodx.
46Cp-Fondateur et Secrétaire Général de l'Association pour la Formation
Intellectuelle et Morale des Annamites (AFIMA), de 1920 a 1932. Ministre de
I'Education Nationale le 2 Mai 1933. Ministre de I'Intérieur le 12 Mai 1942. From
the back cover of Pham Quynh, Le Viet-Nam: A la croisée des civilisations (Essais

1922-1932) (Yerres, 1985).
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otherwise interpretations of the poem. Other writers, such as Ly
Thu Ho, also discuss the current politics of the time, but her use
of the Tale of Kieu eschews doctrinal interpretations put upon it.

There are no other references to the poem or to Nguyen Du
in Les Chemins de la révolte. Kieu here symbolizes the blameless
victim of circumstances, which is clearly what the protagonist
feels himself to be. He does not believe he has committed any
crimes during his career or knowingly done anyone any wrong as a
mandarin and bureaucrat and his sudden arrest and separation
from his wife and children, his long incarceration followed by life
in the maquis are perceived somehow as expiation for past
mistakes, perhaps a test of his ability to survive, and an
opportunity for him to reassess his own life and contemplate his
likely future. He feels himself swept by events greater than his
own person: an individual caught in a maelstorm of circumstances,
like Kieu.

Les Chemins de la révolte provides a rare example of a male
protagonist openly identifying himself with the unfortunate figure
of Kieu as a means of understanding his own life. The Kim-Van-
Kieu is used as a political allegory. Les Chemins de la révolte
relates an individual's attempt to overcome life's adversities within
a hostile political environment. Although the references are brief,
this is a significant use of the classical poem since the writer is
using the figure of Kieu in much the same manner as the author of
the Tale of Kieu himself. Unfortunately, this identification with a
heroine of classical literature did not engender enlightened views

with respect to women. Nguyen Tien Lang's portrayal of the

women in his life remains conservative.
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The two lines from the Tale of Kieu which appear in Trinh-
Thuc-Oanh's and Triaire's La Réponse de [l'Occident refer
respectively to the poem as a book of portents and as a romance.
The first instance is prefaced by the warning that: 'En pays
d'Annam, se lamenter sur son sort, c'est tendre la perche au
malheur'.47 When Mai, one of the female protagonists, quotes a
verse from Kieu which signifies future misfortune, her mother
promptly makes her repeat the line but with different accents on
the words: a device which changed the meaning of the said words
and therefore rendered the line ineffective. The verse in question
was: 'O sort, pourquoi es-tu ingrat comme la chaux?' and the
changed meaning became inoffensive as: 'O poudre, pourquoi es-tu
blanche comme la chaux?'.48 The mother has a superstitious fear
that if her daughter went on reading and saying these verses, they
would predict future unhappiness for her in the way they had done
for Kieu. The reference is Part I, Chapter VIII, verse 752. Kieu was
lamenting her fate prior to leaving her home. As it turned out, the
line was prophetic for Mai, up to a certain point. Her marriage
failed, but on the other hand, she had a succesful career as the
first recognized European-trained woman doctor.

The next brief reference to Kieu is a romantic one. Vinh, the
young lover, whispers a line which contains the names of both his
sister and his fiancée: 'Le parfum du lis et de l'orchidée embaume
toute la maison'.49 Both extracts from the Tale of Kieu are given in

the original Vietnamese. A French translation is provided in the

47Trinh-Thuc-Oanh et Marguerite Triaire, La Réponse de U'Occident (Hanoi, 1941),
p. 15.

48Trinh-Thuc-Oanh et Triaire, Réponse, p. 15.

49Trinh-Thuc-Oanh et Triaire, Réponse, p. 262.
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text in the first instance, and a translation in footnote in the
second. The text itself clearly informs the reader that the
excerpts are from the Kim-Van-Kieu. This suggests that the
authors were directing their novel at a largely French audience -
an audience familiar with the Indochinese colony (the novel was
published in Hanoi) since some Vietnamese words are not
explained or translated - but one obviously not familiar enough
with the Kim-Van-Kieu to be able to recognize a quotation from it.
On the other hand, the use of the Kim-Van-Kieu in this context
also suggests an audience at least informed about the broad
outlines of Kieu's tale. The reference to fate and misfortune would
otherwise appear irrelevant. In this novel, unlike the earlier En
s‘écartant des ancétres, the authors apparently provide their own
translation of these lines from the poem. In their previous book,
all excerpts from the Kim-Van-Kieu were conveyed in direct
French translation, with footnotes acknowledging that the
translation used was that of a certain 'M. Crayssac'. This
presumably referred to René Crayssac's French translation of the
poem, entitled "Kim-Van-Kieou", le célebre poéme annamite,
published by Le Van Tan in Hanoi in 1926.50 La Réponse de
I'Occident and Les Chemins de la révolte are the only novels (apart
from the four I will look at in greater detail) in which the
references to The Tale of Kieu are not simply passing notations of
a well-known classic but are there to either illustrate, underline or
bring into prominence incidents in the lives of the protagonists.
In La Réponse de l'Occident, the fate of Kieu as a woman is the

primary object, while Les Chemins de la révolte focuses on her

50 isted in the Bibliography of Nguyen Du, The Tale of Kieu, p. 210.
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situation as an individual caught in circumstances outwith her
control. The four novels which do make a marked use of the Kim-
Van-Kieu were to concentrate on both these motifs - the woman
and the individual as victim - and usually in conjunction.
Trinh-Thuc-Oanh and Marguerite Triaire published En
s'‘écartant des ancétres in Hanoi in 1939. The three protagonists
are female: Mai, Gaby and Dan, and the novel chronicles the
development in the lives of these three young women. The setting
is Indochina in the 1920s and 1930s, a time of rapidly changing
social norms and one which saw education and careers gradually
opening up to women. All three women mirror an aspect of Kieu's
fate. All three have their early hopes and dreams blighted in one
form or another. Mai is the main focus of the novel. En s’écartant
des ancétres begins with her childhood and upbringing. Signs of
trouble are there from the time of her birth when it is predicted
that: 'Cette petite aura du caractére comme un homme; ce corps
de fille abrite un esprit masculin'.5!1 Her crime is to be an
intelligent child and to yearn to be educated. This was
compounded by having an indulgent father who saw no harm in
letting his daughter learn to read and write and later on, go to
college. Her mother on the other hand, attempted to block each
move of her daughter's burgeoning independence. She believed
that: 'Il est contraire aux usages que cette petite recgoive
l'instruction réservée aux hommes' (p. 35). She could not

understand this literate, inquisitive daughter. She wanted her to

conform to a properly womanly mould.

517rinh-Thuc-Oanh et Marguerite Triaire, En s'écartant des ancétres (Hanoi,
1939), p. 7. Subsequent references will be given in the main text.
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Mai therefore, like Kieu, was too gifted and she would have
to suffer the penalty for this. From the beginning of the novel,
Mai's capabilities are portrayed as unfeminine. Mai says herself: 'Je
m'habillerai comme un gargon: je mettrai un pantalon blanc, une
tunique noire et personne ne saura que je suis une fille' (p. 35).
Later on, her father reiterates: 'N'avais-je pas dit que cette petite
aurait un esprit de garcon dans un corps de fille?' (p. 39). Her
enthusiasm for her studies, her ambitions for a medical career are
assumed to be masculine qualities. In this respect, she resembles
her literary predecessors. Courage and intelligence were deemed
to be manly attributes. In Six Records of a Floating Life (1809), the
scholar Shen Fu mourns a talented and beloved wife: 'Alas! Yin
came to this world a woman, but she had the feelings and abilities
of a man'.52 Mai however, is feminine and dutiful enough as a
daughter to refuse the advances of Hung, a student she loves,
because her parents had already arranged a match for her. The
first reference to the Kim-Van-Kieu takes place. Hung recites the

following passage from the Kim-Van-Kieu:

Kiéu, le cceur bien gros souffre mille tourments

Triste, elle réve et suit des yeux pensivement

Les barques du vieux port, a I'heure vespérale,

Comme des ailes étendant leurs grandes voiles. (pp.
130-131).

The reference (II, I, 1049) is a melancholy one. Kieu is a
prostitute far from home and dreams wistfully of escape. The sails
on the boats are as fleeting and unreachable as her dreams, as the
different paths her life rﬁay have taken. This image would have its
reflection in the fate of Mai and Hung. For Mai, her potential

52ghen Fu, Six Records of a Floating Life, translated by Leonard Pratt and Chiang
Su-Hui (Harmondsworth, 1983), p. 89.
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relationship with Hang would remain a transitory dream. Mai and
Hung share a love of poetry and the Kim-Van-Kieu features again,
this time in direct relation to them. Hung speaks openly of his
love for Mai, but she reminds him that she is already engaged (to a

man whom she has never met).

Triste, mais résolue, Mai se défendait:

- Ce ne sont pas seulement les personnages de
Corneille qui luttent contre leur cceur. Kiéu, la célebre
héroine de Nguyén-Du, a sacrifié son amour par piété
filiale.

- Elle estimait ce sacrifice nécessaire pour sauver son
pére, répliqua Hung. Mais aucune circonstance fatale
ne nous oblige a sacrifier le nétre; seule, une
convention ridicule, d'ailleurs locale. (p. 42)

Mai identifies herself with the figure of Kieu and the same
dilemma confronts her when Hung leaves on a scholarship to
finish his medical studies at Montpellier. He offers to take her
with him. Mai '[est] cruellement partagée entre son amour et sa
piété filiale' (p. 179). She agonizes over her decision. Like Kieu,
she chooses filial obedience. A lecture from her father, whom she

loves deeply, on the intrinsic worth of duty stiffens her resolution.

Au soir de notre vie, notre seule richesse est de n'avoir
démeérité ni de nos parents, ni de nos ancétres: tout le
reste, le temps l'emporte et les fous qui poursuivent
leur satisfaction sans égard pour les grandes régles
édictées par ceux qui possédaient la sagesse se
trouvent les mains vides. Ils ont sacrifié, pour un
bonheur égoiste et passager, un leurre, ils ont sacrifié
la véritable joie, celle du devoir accompli. (p. 183)

A joyless prospect indeed. What eventuates is that Mai is denied
even a small measure of 'selfish pleasure'. Her perfectly correct
marriage would leave her abandoned while pregnant with her
third child, and see her undergo a humiliating and fruitless
attempt to win her husband back. In the end, her only

consolations are her work and her children and she is luckier
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than the majority of women of her generation in having an
interesting and challenging profession. She may have a
premonition of this when she makes the resolve not to follow
Hung.

Hung! Tout son amour, tous ses espoirs, de bonheur,
toute sa jeunesse! Un élan fou, un élan de toute son
ame la soulevait vers lui. Cependant elle ne partirait
pas. (p. 184)

Mai is trapped, and her dreams of young love, of discovery, and of
escape were to remain as fleeting as the sails Kieu contemplated
far from her birthplace. The verses recited by Hung were
prophetic.

Mai's two friends, Gaby and Déan, were to have equally
chequered lives. Gaby, given great freedom by her father, made
what she thought was a love match, only to discover that her
husband had married her for her money. Her marriage became
empty, a purely surface arrangement while she entertained a
succession of lovers and gradually turned towards opium. Unlike
Mai, she refused to contemplate divorce out of respect for her
mother's feelings. She also is trapped by filial duty: 'Ma mére m'a
suppliée de ne pas divorcer; elle est trop désolée pour que je lui
impose ce surcroit de chagrin' (p. 282). The third friend, Dan,
chooses a path indicative of resignation. She marries a widower
many years her senior and in many ways regresses into tradition.
Having witnessed her friends' disappointment in love, she opts for
a safe and sober contract with a mandarin. She dutifully bears his
children and goes to extraordinary lengths in her effort to fit into
a delineated female role. She does not love her husband. She

entered into her marriage contract with no illusions. This option
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seemed preferable to her since it precluded disappointment or
heartbreak. She is conscious that it also precluded any great
happiness, but she had made her decision and her choice, and she
would abide by them.

These three young women were caught in a rapidly changing
society. As women with a mind and a will of their own, with
dreams and ambitions which stretched beyond the limited
confines of a purely dependent role as wife and mother, they
suffered the penalty for standing apart. As Mai's father observed:
'Tu souffres parce que tu es évoluée; une autre, a ta place,
s'estimerait heureuse. Je t'ai laissé t'émanciper, peut-€tre est-ce
contraire au bonheur' (p. 381). Despite these many obstacles, they
took control of their lives and carved their own paths, and in some
ways succeeded. In the end, as Gaby remarks: Vaut-il mieux avoir
connu nos réves un peu fous, nos joies si bréves, nos déceptions si
ameéres? Vaut-il mieux le demi-sommeil de nos méres?' (p. 431).

The only other reference to the Kim-Van-Kieu in En

s'écartant des ancétres is the following:

Si vous n'étes de ceux qui portent un insigne

De jade précieux, du moins étes-vous digne

De la société des gens qui pour décor

Peuvent, par leur talent, prétendre aux portes d'or:
Académiciens, lettrés, hauts dignitaires. (p. 338)

The context is a civilized evening hosted by M. Tam, a friend of
Gaby's, in which the chanteuses, who are slowly becoming obsolete
in Vietnamese society, still entertain the guests with poetry,

music and the arts. M. Tam explains to his French guest:

Il n'y a plus guére que trois ou quatre chanteuses
suivant la tradition. C'étaient des femmes trés
cultivées, connaissant des recueils de chansons, le
Kim-Van-Kiéu. Certaines improvisaient des strophes ...
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en l'honneur des visiteurs. Elles exercaient sur les
hommes une influence et wune attraction
extraordinaires. (pp. 328-329)

These well-bred and literate courtesans became a dying breed as
literacy spread among women and the younger generation
gradually lost interest in classical literature and music, preferring
entertainment elsewhere. The verses refer to Part I, Chapter V of
the Kim-Van-Kieu, in which the young lovers exchange
confidences. Kieu honours Kim for being a scholar, while

underlining her own humble credentials:

J'ai 0sé jeter un regard sur la lumiére de vos traits.
Vous faites partie des porteurs de jade, ou des habitués
de la Porte d'Or. Ma destinée semble avoir la minceur
d'une aile de libellule. (I, V, 410-412).

As is noticeable, the verse translation provided in the novel is far
longer than the one-line rendition in Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet's
prose translation. In the context of the novel, the chanteuse is
singing these lines as a sign of courtesy towards the French guest.
In a similar way to Kieu, she is honouring him while disparaging
her own modest accomplishments.

Each of the female protagonists, Mai, Gaby and Dan,
illustrates a different aspect of Kieu. Mai, like Kieu, acquiesces in
her filial duty (although with less dramatic results) and makes a
respectable and in the end, failed marriage. Fortunately for her,
her self-respect is bolstered by her profession and her
independence. The outlook for her would have been bleak
otherwise. However the weight of duty and of tradition was enough
to stifle her emotional freedom and inhibit her judgement, as a
woman, on loving where she pleased rather than obeying her

parents. Mai is an intelligent and gifted woman, and like the
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unfortunate Kieu, she had to atone for these advantages. She is
punished by the social and emotional failure of her marriage.

Her friend Gaby exhibits the licentious side of the figure of
Kieu. She enjoys an emancipated youth, largely through the
indulgence of a male figure of authority (her father) and is
disappointed in the man she chooses as her husband. Her
numerous affairs and lovers do not succeed in filling the emotional
gap in her life. She is also bound by filial duty in acquiescing to her
mother's wish not to divorce, in this way trapping herself in an
empty marriage. Her increasing reliance on opium provides her
with an illusory refuge from her various disappointments. The
image of opium also carries with it associations of corruption and
disintegration. Gaby is a woman who attempted to exert her will
on the running of her life, with unfortunate consequences.

Dan, the most subdued of the three, examplifies the price to
be paid for conforming. She portrays the virtuous, dutiful side of
Kieu. She is a woman whose early hopes and desires have been
dulled and stifled. She abides by convention and makes a
conscious decision to enter into a loveless but stable marriage. She
is in some ways the saddest and most colourless of the three
characters. All three women illustrate a different facet of the
personality of Kieu, and all three in the end, suffer for it. It seems
that simply being a woman is enough to lead to misfortune. The
dilemmas, difficulties and sorrows which Kieu had to deal with
found echoes in the lives of women a century and more later.
Despite changing mores and different expectations, the condition

of women still bore an underlying similarity with that of the

society portrayed in The Tale of Kieu.
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It should be noted that En s'écartant des ancétres is the first
Vietnamese Francophone novel to be written and published by
women. It is also a collaborative effort, not the only one (Truong
Dinh Tri and Albert de Teneuille had collaborated nine years
earlier on the novel Ba-Dam) but one between a Vietnamese
woman and a French woman, which suggests considerable
adjustment and compromise. The French colonizers are not overly
lauded or the Vietnamese vilified. The novel provides both a
sympathetic portrayal of a country in transition between ancient
and modern and a credible account of the particular struggles
which women underwent in this context. It could conceivably have
been wholly written by a French-educated Vietnamese woman. It
is more successful than its sequel, La Réponse de l'Occident, in
which the intrinsic ‘'superiority’ of European culture and religion
suddenly comes into prominence - this despite numerous
excerpts from Vietnamese poems, songs and idioms (which
unfortunately take on a rather quaint aspect as examples of local
colour) and the occasional assertions of the validity of Vietnamese
culture and philosophy. The two verses from the Kim-Van-Kieu
which feature in the novel are reproduced in the original
Vietnamese, not in direct French translations. The references this
time are fleeting and descriptive. The Kim-Van-Kieu loses much of
its symbolic significance in this later novel, echoing in some
measure the reduced importance of Vietnamese mores. It is as if
in this later work, both writers moved further apart, each
attempting to assert a view which gradually became more
incompatible with the other's. At one point, La Réponse de
I'Occident reads like a rationale of French colonization. The result
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is a more discordant and less balanced novel than the first and is
perhaps reflective of the increasing political and racial tension in
the colony.

Tran Van Tung's Bach-Yén ou la fille au cceur fidéle,
published in Paris in 1946, provides on the other hand a striking
example of a direct use of the Tale of Kieu to highlight both
protagonists and events in the novel. The novel is set in Tonkin in
the 1930s and deals with the tragic love story of Van and Bach-
Yén, two young people of different backgrounds. Van is Buddhist
and of the scholar-gentry class, while Bach-Yen's family
background is mercantile and Catholic. Neither family approves.
Van finally buckles to social pressure and marries Héng, a
mandarin's daughter, as a death-bed promise to his father, and
Bach-Yén commits suicide upon hearing the news.

The plot of Bach-Yén echoes that of many romantic novels
and short stories which appeared in Vietnam in the 1920s and
1930s and which traditionalists claimed were corrupting
women.%3 These stories were adaptations of the 'talented scholar
and beautiful girl' motif inherited from Ydan drama and which was
prevalent in Chinese novels and plays from the thirteenth century
onwards, but with a tragic ending. In these modern tales, two
young people who are ill-fated in love are forced apart by social
restrictions and in the end either die or turn to religion. Bach-Yén
appears to be partly autobiographical. The author's career in many
ways parallels that of his protagonist Van. In the short biographical
note on Tran Van Tung provided by Yeager,54 he is portrayed as a

S3Marr, Tradition, p.206.
S4yeager, Vietnamese Novel, p.179.
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young man who rebelled against both his classical education and
an arranged marriage. He left Vietnam for France. His scholastic
heritage is certainly apparent in his work. The heritage of poetry
is a feature of the ancient mandarinal system of education. A poet
himself, Tran Van Tung published two volumes of poetry in Paris:
Muses de Paris in 1942 and Chants du dragon d'or in 1945.

There is a great deal of poetry in Bach-Yén; this is unique
among the Vietnamese Francophone novels. The majority are
prose narratives interspersed with short (or occasionally no)
excerpts of poetry. The significant use of poetry and poetic prose
is particular to Bach-Yén. This narrative device is a legacy from
classical Chinese and Vietnamese texts. The novel appears as a
modern version of pien wen, a literary form which evolved in Han
Dynasty China and 'combin|ed] straight narration with rhymed
verses, descriptive prose and allegories'.®5 The prose itself is
lyrical and this gives a dreamlike setting to Van's first meeting
with Bach-Yén. Their entire courtship is conducted largely
through the medium of poetry. An extensive use of simile,
reminiscent of Nguyen Du's description of Kieu, is used, as seen in
the following example:

Votre regard est tumultueux comme 1'Ocean en hiver.
Vos dents scintillent comme un collier de perles sous
le soleil. Vos lévres sont fraiches et roses commes les
pétales du Lotus au matin. Votre visage est radieux
comme la Lune au quinziéme jour. Vos cheveux
ressemblent 4 des nuages au printemps. Votre taille
est plus flexible qu'une liane.56

55Lai Ming, Chinese Literature, p. 6.
56Tran Van Tung, Bach-Yén ou la fille au cceur fidéle (Paris, 1946), p. 45.
Subsequent references will be given in the main text.
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The description of woman in terms of natural elements is also a
feature of T'ang poetry. Van later quotes directly from the Tale of

Kieu to express his admiration for Bach-Yén:

D'une voix pleine d'ivresse, il dit des vers du grand
poéte Nguyen-Du:

Son visage a la rondeur de la lune, les lignes de son
esprit chantent I'harmonie,

Ses lévres s'ouvrent parfumées comme les pétales
d'une fleur, ses paroles sont aussi rares et précieuses
que des jades.

Les nuages sont moins beaux que ses cheveux, la neige
moins blanche que sa peau divine.

Ses regards ondulent comme les vagues en automne,
ses sourcils évoquent le pittoresque des foréts au
printemps;

Les fleurs sont jalouses de se voir moins éclatantes
qu'elle, les saules s'attristent de n'avoir pas sa
fraicheur idéale,

Ses sourires magiques bouleversent les Royaumes et
renversent les Citadelles,

Sa beauté est unique, son talent incomparable! (pp. 15-
16)

The verses refer to Part I, Chapter I of the Kim-Van-Kieu. The two
sections actually refer to the description of two different women,
the younger sister Van first of all and then Kieu. Tran Van Tung's
translation is longer and more ornate than the relatively spare
version provided by Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet. It is presumably his
own, since he does not acknowledge an official translation. The
elaborate rendition in Bach-Yén is characteristic of Tran Van
Tung's literary style. The corresponding prose translation for the
first three verses above is:

Visage harmonieux, sourcils au noble dessin. Dans son
sourire de fleur, dans sa voix de jade régnait la
bienséance. Les nuages s'avouaient vaincus par sa
chevelure, la neige le cédait a son teint. (I, I, 21-23)
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In quoting both stanzas, Van endows Bach-Yén not only with the
quieter beauty of the younger sister, but also with the more
poignant and devastating charm of Kieu. Bach-Yén also resorts to
poetry to express her love for Van and her verses, like his, contain

numerous references to classical texts.

Il n'existait de plus beau couple que Thoi et Truong
Mais les 'Nuages et la Pluie' avaient renversé la 'Pierre
d'or'

Et a force de s'étreindre, 'I'Hirondelle' finissait par se
lasser du 'Loriot'. (p. 82)

The imagery consists of classical metaphors. 'L'Hirondelle' and 'le
Loriot' for example, symbolize lovers, conjugal bliss or, if used in
the plural, a gaily-dressed crowd, depending on the context.57
When, in the midst of conversing with Van, Bach-Yén speaks of
'ces "paroles de papillons et d'abeilles" '(p. 87), the metaphors
refer to sexual relations between men and women. Kieu relates in

similar terms her descent into prostitution:

Depuis que le malheur s'est abattu sur moi, le
commerce des abeilles et des papillons m'a plongée
dans l'abjection. (III, II, 3099)

Van seeks to initiate sexual relations with Bach-Yén. In attempting

to persuade her, he refers once again to Nguyen Du's Kiew:

Ecoute, Bach-Yén, ces plaintes de 'Kieu', quand, loin
de son bien-aimé, elle perdit sa virginité:

Ornement des anges, entre des mains vulgaires, hélas,
je suis tombée!

Je regrette de m'étre défendue si longuement contre
la pluie et le vent des désirs de mon bien-aimé.

Que n'avais-je pressenti ma déchéance actuelle?

A mon bien-aimé, j'aurais offert la primeur de ma
grace de pécher,

Qui donc a arrété le vent favorable de nos amours?
Prés de moi, il a souffert, loin de moi, il souffrira.

57Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet, 'Notes', p.177.
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Si un jour, par un heureux hasard, nous nous
retrouvions,

De mon corps souillé, il n'aurait plus rien a attendre!
(pp. 154-155)

The verses refer to Part I, Chapter IX. Once again, Tran Van
Tung's version is elaborate and far lengthier than the prose
translation. The episode actually occurs before Kieu loses her
virginity, as she waits alone in the room she was taken to after her
fictive marriage. She laments the state to which she has been
reduced and regrets her earlier scruples with her lover Kim. The
rape itself takes place further along, in verses 848-851. After
listening to these lines, Bach-Yén, however, refuses to identify
herself with Kieu. The reference appears morbid and ill-omened
to her. She believes that they will both be able to defy convention
and their families and eventually marry. She says to Van:

Je n'aurai pas, je l'espére bien, un destin aussi
malheureux que celui de Kieu. Té6t ou tard, nous nous
marierons et, ce jour-la, nous serons aussi libres, aussi
heureux que des couples de 'phénix et d'hirondelles
fabuleux'. (p. 155)

As events were to reveal, however, she was to suffer a more tragic
fate than Kieu.

The other woman in Bach-Yén who also refuses to identify
with the figure of Kieu and yet unwittingly becomes a victim of this
tragedy is the other female protagonist: Héng, the match Van's
parents had arranged for him. The lovely daughter of a mandarin,
she had loved Van upon meeting him, and was not aware that he
loved another woman. After this first encounter, she turns for

inspiration to her copy of the Kim-Van-Kieu:

Religieusement, elle prend le 'Kim-Van-Kieu'
(considéré comme livre d'horoscope), s'agenouille sur
son lit, balbutie une longue priére, l'ouvre en fermant
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ses yeux. Elle tombe sur ces vers qu'elle récite a voix
basse:

Pourquoi le Dieu du Mariage s'acharne-t-il contre
nous?

Nous goutons a peine les joies de la rencontre que
déja nous buvons I'amertume de la séparation

Par de solennels serments envers vous je suis liée
Méme si I'd4ge change la couleur de mes cheveux, mon
cceur ne changera pas de maitre!

Les mois et les années d'attente ne me font pas peur
Mais mon cceur se serre a l'idée de vous voir battu par
la pluie et le vent pendant votre voyage

Puisque nous nous sommes promis de forger un "cceur
unique” pour nos deux corps,

Je vous jure, 6 mon bien-aimé, pendant mon existence
de cent ans de ne jamais monter avec ma guitare sur
d'autres barques d'Amour.

Tant que persistent ces Montagnes et ces Fleuves,
Mon amour vous demeurera intact jusqu'au jour de
votre retour. (pp. 61-62)

An unfortunate and unhappy passage to fall upon. The verses, in
Part I, Chapter VI, refer to Kim's farewell of Kieu, as he leaves her
with great regret to attend to the unexpected death of his uncle.
The episode is an early presage of the ills which were to fall on
Kieu. Kim bitterly regrets their enforced separation, so soon after
their having met, loved and exchanged vows. Hong draws
immediate potential parallels between Kieu and Kim's fate and

that of herself and Van:

D'un geste désespéré, Hong jette son livre et pousse
un long soupir: 'Grand Ciel! se peut-il que tant de
nuages s'accumulent a l'horizon de mon avenir? ...
Quelle faute ai-je commise, Grand Ciel, pour subir une
si triste destinée? Non! Non! la vie de Kieu est trop
laide. Je ne pourrai jamais accepter une telle vie!' (p.
62)

The passage, however, was to prove prophetic. Despite Hong's
rejection of its presage and her refusal to contemplate Kieu's fate,
her relationship with Van was to follow the melancholy pattern of

Kim and Kieu's early separation. Upon hearing of Bach-Yen's
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suicide, Van immediately abandoned his newly-wed wife and
eventually left the country, never to return. Héng's relationship
with Van had barely begun before it had ended, and she is also the
innocent victim in this set of circumstances. She had simply
obeyed her parents as a good daughter should, acquiesced in their
choice for her and married in good faith, having found the young
scholar attractive. These traditional feminine attributes and dutiful
behaviour were to bring her no more happiness or fulfilment than
Bach-Yen's attempted rebellion against these same social mores.
Bach-Yén however, had at least enjoyed the fleeting experience of
loving and being loved before her early death and like the young
women in En s'écartant des ancétres, had attempted to forge her
own path, this time with tragic consequences. In this novel, it is
once again the female protagonists who are identified with the
classical figure of Kieu. The extracts from the Tale of Kieu serve to
draw parallels between Kieu's beauty and fate with the beauty and
early doom of both Bach-Yén and Héng.

Bach-Yén is outwardly a more stringent critique of social
mores than the earlier En s'écartant des ancétres. Van takes part
in a revolutionary group. They discuss female emancipation and
the freedom to determine one's own fate. Despite these ideals,
Van acquiesces to paternal authority and agrees to undergo a
contracted marriage. Bach-Yen's suicide becomes a symbol for the
oppression and coercion of the young and the weak by family and
society, and by the ancient concepts of filial duty and obedience.
The political implications of Bach-Yen's suicide are absorbed by
young men and women, a large number of whom follow her funeral

cortéege. Her death is the ultimate message of rebellion and
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powerlessness. The scene is reminiscent of similar scenes in
China in the 1920s and 1930s when male revolutionaries
(including Mao) enthusiastically seized on dramatic cases of female
suicide (usually just prior to a forced marriage) to illustrate the
destructive effect of patriarchal authority.58 Bach-Yén ends with a
despairing bid for freedom on the part of Van. He leaves his
country for France, only to be disillusioned by Fascism and war in
Europe.

The author may have rebelled against his Confucian
education and upbringing but he is very much a product of the
classical literary culture, in which the verse romance often
provided a convenient vehicle to display the writer's erudition
through the use of numerous literary and historical allusions. This
feature in turn harks back to Han poetry, which was notable for
rare words and obscure references.®® Tran Van Tung's prose is
strewn with expressions such as 'le fil de soie rose’, 'ces pensées
de Vent et de Lune’', 'le bouvier et la tisserande célestes’, 'le Lac de
I'Epée Restituée'. It seems that he expects the reader to be
familiar with the great works of Vietnamese literature: the Lament
of a Soldier's Wife, the Lament of a Royal Concubine and the Kim-
Van-Kieu, as well as the Vietnamese legacy of folk literature and to
therefore recognize the metaphors and analogies in Bach-Yén. The
novel bears the clear imprint of this literary past in its makeup.

However, in resorting to classical allegory in order to transmit a

58 jayawardena, Femninism and Nationalism, pp. 186-187.

59Interestingly enough, the Chinese style at the time (second century B.C.)
possessed such a rich, inexhaustible vocabulary and such an ornateness of usage
that its nearest counterpart in English is to found in the euphuistic exaggerations
and conceits of certain early Elizabethan writers in England some sixteen
centuries later'. Liu Wu-chi, An Introduction to Chinese Literature (Bloomington

and London, 1966), p. 53.
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message of rebellion, Bach-Yén subverts the use of these literary
traditions.

A significant thread which links this work with the earlier
and stylistically different En s'écartant des ancétres is the use of
the Kim-Van-Kieu as a book of divination, a horoscope of events to
come. The references to the Tale of Kieu are generally unfortunate
and ill-omened, and occur to point out that the relationships these
passages relate to are already presaged by loss and misfortune.
There is already tragedy in each burgeoning relationship, for
example that between Mai and Hung in En s'écartant des ancétres,
and Héng and Van in Bach-Yén. In Trung and Triaire's La Réponse
de l'Occident, the speedy remonstrance of the mother to her
daughter heedlessly quoting a line from the poem attests to the
force of superstition relating to the prophetic, fateful and fatalistic
elements of the Kim-Van-Kieu. Since the main characters in the
Tale of Kieu all come to grief in one way or another, any reference
to Kieu will necessarily entail a negative portent. In Bach-Yén, as
in En s'écartant des ancétres, the use of the Kim-Van-Kieu
highlights the different facets of the verse romance which have
been transposed onto the modern text: first, a political allegory in
the form of the personal drama between Van and Bach-Yén and
Van and Hong and the wider drama of the society around them;
second, a book of divination, one whose negative portents
inevitably bear fruit in the end; third, a tale of morals, in the form
of thwarted love and the destructive weight of filial duty; and last,
a romance, in the aborted and tragic relationship between Van and

Bach-Yén and to a lesser extent between Van and Hong.
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The clearest parallel with the ancient tale of Kieu in a
modern novel is Mme Ly Thu Ho's Printemps inachevé published
in Paris in 1962. Written in a very differentstyle fromTran Van
Tung's Bach-Yén, it does not contain any direct references to or
quotations from the Kim-Van-Kieu, but there are a number of close
parallels which are clearly intentional.

Printemps inachevé is a straightforward narrative. It is set in
Vietnam, and covers the 1930s to the 1950s, but the bulk of
events take place in 1945. The novel is neatly divided into three
parts: the first and the last are third-person narratives and the
second consists of the diary of Tran, the main female protagonist.
Family, society and the upheavals of war are largely seen through
women's eyes, since in addition to Tran's diary, Part One mostly
relates the observations of her older sister Tuoi. Both sisters are
desribed as models of loveliness and gentleness but their lives
were to follow very different paths. It is the story of Tran which is
of particular relevance here.

Tran's diary opens in February 1945 and ends in July 1947.
She is a self-sufficient young woman and works as an embroiderer.
Her father had died in the late 1930s and Tran earns enough to
supplement the household's income. She remarks wryly that her
mother '‘comme toutes les meéres qui ont des filles a marier,
s'impatiente’ (p. 55). Mme Thai reminds Tran reproachfully that
her sister Tuoi married at the age of twenty. Tran on the other
hand enjoys her life, her work and her freedom and is fully aware
of the constraints under which her sister Tuoi lives. The mother is

so determined that she uses a matchmaker, Mme Vi, to find a
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suitable man.6° 'Pour toi, ma fille, je pense que c'est un trés bon
parti, un garcon de bonne famille avec une situation bien assise, un
age qui est en harmonie avec le tien' (p. 57). This had been Mme
Thai's own fate as a young woman. She met her future husband on
the day of their engagement and tells her daughter: 'crois-tu que
tes grands-parents m'ont demandé mon opinion pour me marier?'
(p. 58). She does not see why her daughter should object to a
similar treatment. Tran, however, refuses to comply. She later
confides to her diary:

J'ai l'impression d'étre une marchandise qu'on
cherche a vendre, un objet cher dont on veut se
débarrasser a bon prix et entre de bonnes mains. Je
sais que c'est injuste de ma part de juger ainsi ma
meére qui, j'en suis sure, ne désire que mon bonheur.
(p. 59)

What ensues is that in the natural course of events, Tran meets a
young man at the house of one of her clients, Mme Sang - actually
the latter's nephew - and the two young people eventually fall in
love. Tran, however, is characteristically concerned about the
difference in social standing between them: 'Qui suis-je? Tout au
plus une pauvre orpheline, un peu plus aisée que ma voisine peut-
étre, mais sans plus. Et lui, c'est un intellectuel, un professeur et
I'unique héritier de Mme Sang' (p. 79). It is a repetition of the
'beautiful girl and talented scholar’ motif. Like Kieu, Tran is all too
aware of her own shortcomings while she admires Chau's scholarly
attributes. Chau is Tran's superior in every way - socially,

professionally and intellectually. She has to look up to him. Both

601n this respect, Vietnamese society resembled Chinese society. 'In a culture
where male descent was so central to the preservation of the traditional family, it
is perhaps ironic that the question of marriage and the selection of a suitable mate
was almost entirely handled by women, usually the mothers in the family
concerned'. Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women: 1949-

1980 (Bloomington, 1983), p. 14.
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families agree to the match and the couple are engaged in July
1945. Mme Thai has this slightly sour comment to make, despite
her daughter's eminently suitable catch: 'ma deuxiéme fille,
comme la premieére fille, a choisi elle-méme son fiancé, son mari,
sans avoir besoin ni de mes conseils, ni d'intermédiaire’ (p. 89),
and both daughters are cognizant of this: 'Nous sentions, ma sceur
et moi, que notre meére était, malgré sa joie, blessée dans son
autorité maternelle' (p. 90).

If Mme Thai felt ineffective in the matter of arranging her
daughters' marriages, she is determined to do her duty and at
least inculcate in Tran the classic virtues of a wife. Her
admonitions are: 'La femme doit étre soumise, douce, attentive et
toujours souriante. Pour elle, le mariage est une source de
dévouement, de sacrifices et de principes; les quatre vertus
féminines' (p. 99). She makes marriage an attractive prospect:
years of unremitting devotion to all except oneself. She does not
speak of self-fulfilment for the woman. Despite her own modern
views, Tran is to internalize her elders' strictures on women's
virtue and honour with punishing results. As she notes in her
diary: 'Encore les traditions, les principes; ils me révoltent. Mais
le pire, c'est que, tout en me révoltant, malgré moi, je subis leur
influence' (p. 138).

Her fiancé Chau decides to join the maquis and there ensues
a long and painful separation, during which Chau sends occasional
lengthy letters informing Tran of the current military and political
situation. The last entry in Tran's diary is dated July 1947. She
encloses a long letter to Chau. 1t begins with the traditional
appellation 'Mon grand frére chéri' (p. 165). In the letter, Tran
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informs him of the death of her mother and of an incident in
February when their house was subject to a search by the military
in the course of which Tran was brutally raped by a French soldier.
While she begins the letter to Chau with the term 'brother’, the
appellation gradually changes to its literal meaning.

Adieu, grand frére ... je me confie a toi comme a un
grand frére, et non comme a un fiancé, un frére dont
je connais les sentiments. Je n'ai plus droit a ton
amour. J'en suis indigne. Je renonce a toi a jamais. Si
je n'ai ni le bonheur, ni la chance de devenir ta
femme, si j'ai été condamnée a subir cette ignominie,
c'est peut-étre parce que j'ai 4 payer les méfaits que
j'ai commis dans une vie antérieure. (p. 167)
She blames herself for having been raped. She feels soiled and
tarnished. She renounces Chau and says she is perhaps paying for
the misdeeds of a previous life. She is punishing herself for the
wrong that was done to her. At heart, she is conforming to all the
lessons ingrained in her by her mother, grandmother and the
weight of generations before on the importance of a woman's
virtue. At this point the diary stops.

Eight years later, the Geneva Accords are signed, and Chau
returns. Tran now works as a nurse. He pleads with her, blames
himself for having left her without any protection and reiterates
that he loves her and wishes them to build a life together. She,
however, is implacable and refuses to go back on her self-imposed
word. Tran's attitude is strongly reminiscent of Nguyen Du's Kieu.

There are marked parallels between the story of Kieu and
that of Tran. Both women are victims of circumstances: one
becomes a prostitute, the other is victim of rape. Both were
engaged before misfortune overtook them. Each had refused to

become the lover of the man she loved. Both, after many years of
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separation and misery - ten in the case of Tran and fifteen in the
case of Kieu - are finally reunited with their love. Both are offered
marriage by the men and both refuse this chance of happiness
because they feel soiled and unworthy of love. Kieu finds a measure
of serenity and happiness but Tran on the other hand, having
rejected Chau despite the pleas of her sister Tuoi, literally works
herself to death and dies a year afterwards. An independent
woman, with a vocation and a profession of her own, she is
emotionally crushed by this last, symbolic loss of Chau. Her sister
and friend discuss the tragedy of her life after her death:

- Oui, Tuoi, le vie de Tran était comme une rose dont
la tige s'est rompue au moment de son éclosion,
comme une aube a peine dorée, souillée par le mauvais
temps, comme un printemps inachevé. ( p. 205)

Ly Thu Ho's novel is a dark rewriting of the story of Kieu. In
highlighting such clear parallels between her story and that of the
most famous of classical heroines, and then twisting the ending,
Ly Thu Ho questions and criticizes the weight of virtue and honour
on the lives of women. The fate of Tran has none of the reassuring
merit of virtue rewarded and conscience soothed, which
characterizes the fate of Nguyen Du's Kieu. Ly Thu Ho retains an
ironical distance between her protagonist and the legendary figure
of Kieu. Rather than admiring Tran as the reader presumably
admires the classical heroine, her insistence on abiding by socially
ingrained rules strikes one as needlessly wasteful and pathetic,
and raises questions about the laudability of Kieu's judgement of
her own person as unworthy of the man she loves. The Tale of

Kieu resonates in the work of this modern writer, but the reality
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which Ly Thu Ho chose to illustrate was the painful and
unneccessary destruction of a woman's life.

The last work 1 will examine is an autobiographical récit:
Kim Lefévre's Retour a la saison des pluies, published in Paris in
1990. This is an account Lefévre wrote after making the painful
and difficult decision to return to Vietnam after an absence of
thirty years. She had published an earlier book Métisse blanche, in
1989, which detailed her experiences as a Eurasian child and
woman in Vietnam, growing up in the 1940s and 1950s. One of
the clearest and most moving images from this earlier récit is that

of her mother, whom she associates with the country of her birth:

Je ne charge pas le Viét-nam. C'est un pays cher a
mon cceur. Je l'ai aimé d'un amour qu'il ne m'a jamais
rendu. Les souvenirs de mon enfance sont imprégnés
de son climat, de ses paysages, des ses odeurs, de la
musique de sa langue. Je me surprends parfois a
fredonner des airs anciens que je croyais enselevis
dans l'oubli. Le Viét-nam, c'est la douceur du visage de

ma meére.5!
The writing of Métisse blanche was a cathartic experience. As an
illegitimate child, female and of mixed blood, Kim was never fully
accepted by Vietnamese society. Her crime was also that her
father was French, representative of the hated colons. She never
met her father. He had been a young officer and had lived for a
year with her mother before abandoning her while she was
pregnant. He simply disappeared without any explanation. Kim
Lefévre slowly pieces together the life of her mother in Retour a la
saison des pluies. In this later book, it is the figure of her mother

which is identified with that of Kieu.

61Kim Lefévre, Métisse blanche (Paris, 1989), p. 340.
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Kim Lefévre's mother forms the focus of this later récit. Her
search for herself and the country of her birth are inextricably
bound to her search for her mother's identity, towards uncovering
the woman her mother was and is. She describes her mother in
the following terms:

Sur la couverture de mon premier livre, il y a son
portrait ... Elle était agée alors d'une quarantaine
d'années, elle avait un ovale parfait, une beauté
souveraine et cependant innocente, une beauté qui
semblait ignorer sa propre perfection. On disait en la
contemplant: 'Elle est plus belle que l'impératrice Lan
Phuong, femme de I'empereur Bao Dai dont on voit le
portrait sur les timbres-poste’. J'ai étudié a la loupe le
timbre-poste dont il est question, je peux témoigner
du bien-fondé de ce jugement. (p. 68)

Like the classical and fabled figure of Kieu, Lefévre's mother was
gifted with beauty, an asset which was of little use to her and, if
anything, brought her great misfortune.

Te voici, ma meére, telle que je t'ai gardée dans ma
mémoire, telle que tu demeureras toujours dans mes
pensées. ... Beauté inutile que nul poéte n'a chantée,
que nul artiste n'a peinte. Beauté que tu as toujours
portée comme le sceau du malheur.

Ma meére humiliée, ma meére douloureuse. Ma mére aux
pleurs nocturnes, ma meére des nuits de solitude. Ma
meére aux ongles cassés, au dos courbé, ma meére au
visage d'argile séché. (pp. 68-69)

Her mother stands as a fitting symbol of the suffering and
vulnerability of a woman's existence. As if to make up for long
years of silence, her mother sends her letter after letter detailing
her own childhood, life and loves: 'Elle écrit tous les jours sans
répit, comme si elle voulait a tout prix rattraper le temps perdu’
(p. 89). This is the story which Lefévre gathers. She never refers
to her mother by name. The mother is simply 'ma mére'.

She had come from a wealthy northern family. Her father

was enlightened enough to send her to school. Her mother was his
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first wife and was respected by the concubines. She would have
carried on with further education except that her father called her
home to assist him with keeping the company ledgers. Her life
began to go awry upon the sudden death of her mother. The
second wife took over and the father sent his daughter off to some
relatives in Son Tay, a distant garrison town. There, a number of
young French officers came regularly to play cards and to converse
with the daughter of the house, a free and emancipated young
woman. This was where Lefévre's mother met her father: 'Elle
n'était pas une fille de joie. Elle vivait son premier amour'.62 She
was twenty years old. Alone and pregnant, she returned to her
father, who promptly chased her off. She found refuge with
another French officer whom she married and to whom she later
bore a son. It was a short-lived idyll however. He was recalled to
France and wanted to take her and their son back with him, but
not her illegitimate daughter. She chose to stay in Vietnam with
Kim, and let her baby son go with his father, one of the most
painful decisions of her life.

It is at this point that Kim Lefévre's mother began to identify
herself with the figure of Kieu. She sought consolation, and a
means of explaining her own life, in the Kim-Van-Kieu. She is
alone, among the woman protagonists, in voluntarily seeking to
identify herself with the figure of Kieu. In this way she resembles
the male narrator-author of Les Chemins de la révolte, who makes
a brief and direct allusion to the Kim-Van-Kieu and uses the figure

of Kieu as a symbol of individual and universal suffering. The

62Kim Lefévre, Retour a la saison des pluies (Paris, 1990), p. 80. Subsequent
references will be given in the main text.
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difference is that she is a woman. The female characters in the
novels generally have the identification with Kieu imposed upon
them. In En s'écartant des ancétres and Bach-Yén, Mai, Hong and
Bach-Yén resent any direct reference to Kieu. They do so because
Kieu is generally a portent of misfortune to come. The heroine of
Printemps inachevé does not identify herself with Kieu, but her
own story mirrors that of the classical heroine very closely. The
figure of the mother in Lefévre's Retour a la saison des pluies is
the sole example of a female protagonist consciously seeking
understanding and inspiration in the Tale of Kieu, perhaps
because she had already undergone great tragedy and loss in her
life. Unlike the female protagonists of the earlier novels, she did
not seek understanding of her future, but understanding of her
past. Hers is a conscious self-identification. She sought an
explanation for the blows which buffetted her life and perhaps
guidance for the fortitude with which to endure:

C'est a ce moment que se produisit chez elle la
métamorphose intérieure qui transforma en femme
brisée la jeune fille active qu'elle avait été. Et comme
pour donner un sens a son infortune, elle commenca a
identifier son destin a celui de la belle et malheureuse
Kiéu - personnage central du célébre poéme de
Nguyén Du. Elle en savait des centaines de vers qu'elle
récitait de mémoire et qui lui tenaient lieu de
philosophie et de morale. Elle en avait un adapté a
chaque circonstance, soit pour justifier les épreuves
qu'elle devait endurer, soit pour critiquer mes défauts
ou louer mes efforts. Mon enfance et ma jeunesse
entiéres furent nourries, je dirais méme bercées, de la
mélopée pathétique du récit des infortunes de la belle

Kiéu. (p. 85)
She was left alone once again, with an illegitimate child and no
educational qualifications or diploma. She moved to the South and

there married a Chinese, seven years her senior, a man of cold and
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severe temperament. This is a union which Kim Lefévre witnessed
and grew up under: a loveless and unhappy marriage, which
produced three daughters and ended when he died thirty years
later.

Lefévre writes: 'Le mélodrame, c'est le produit des sociétés
traditionnelles ot chacun a sa place préétablie; celui qui s'en
écarte est inévitablement projeté dans la déchéance' (pp. 88-89).
This was her mother's fate. She had glimpsed a different life, had
loved and expressed herself in a way which was not acceptable in
her milieu and suffered as a result. 'Tu n'aurais pas da gotuter a
l'instruction, ni lire ces livres qui parlent de liberté et de bonheur'
(p. 89). Both concepts were to prove fleeting and irredeemable.
This one brief love affair in her youth led to her ostracization from
family and society and to moving far South to seek legal protection
for herself and her illegitimate daughter with a man whom she did
not love. She was twenty-two years old. In contemplating her
mother's life, a life which reads like fiction and yet encompasses
so much personal tragedy, Lefévre finally wunderstood
'l'engouement que toi comme le peuple vietnamien portez bien a
ce merveilleux poéte Nguyén Du, qui, tout en racontant la vie
saccagée de la belle Ki€u, donna ses titres de noblesse aux
malheurs des gens ordinaires’ (p. 89).

The Kim-Van-Kieu is quoted again later on in the récit. This
is Lefévre's striking and shocking account of the fate of her
younger sister Oanh. Born in the chaos of war, Oanh was an

extraordinarily beautiful child. This is the way their mother
reacted to this:
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'Elle est trop parfaite’, murmurait-elle pour elle-
méme. Et elle accompagnait sa refléxion de quelques
vers du célébre poéme Kiéu:

Elle évoquait

Par son regard l'eau des lacs en automne

Par ses sourcils la verdure des bois au printemps
Jalouses, les fleurs palissaient de n'avoir son éclat
Le saule se désolait de ne posséder sa grace

Belle elle était, comme dit 1a 1égende

A renverser citadelles et cités...

Ma meére croyait qu'a l'instar de Kiéu, la beauté de sa
fille ne pouvait lui apporter qu'une vie de malheurs et
de souffrances. (p. 102)

The excerpt is the famous description of Kieu's loveliness in Part

I, Chapter I of the Kim-Van-Kieu. The verse translation is

presumably Kim Lefévre's and it is a simpler and more beautiful

rendition than Tran Van Tung's. The corresponding passage from

Tran Van Tung is:

Ses regards ondulent comme les vagues en automne,
ses sourcils évoquent le pittoresque des foréts au
printemps;

Les fleurs sont jalouses de se voir moins éclatantes
qu'elle, les saules s'attristent de n'avoir pas sa
fraicheur idéale,

Ses sourires magiques bouleversent les Royaumes et
renversent les Citadelles,

Sa beauté est unique, son talent incomparable! (pp. 15-
16)

Lefévre's has a cadence and simplicity to it which is more readable

and more easily recited for that matter, than Tran Van Tung's

heavier and more ornate rendition. It also has a poetic rhythm

which Xuan-Phuc and Xuan-Viet's prose translation lacks. The

following is their equivalent passage from the Kim-Van-Kieu:

Visage harmonieux, sourcils au noble dessin. Dans son
sourire de fleur, dans sa voix de jade régnait la
bienséance. Les nuages s'avouaient vaincus par sa
chevelure, la neige le cédait a son teint. (I, I, 21-23)
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Kim's mother need not have worried about the sorrows this beauty
would cause her daughter. At the age of six Oanh underwent a
horrendous change in looks:

Le nez fin, délicat, se calcifia en une aréte
disgracieuse, barrant sa figure. Ses yeux se creusérent.
Et au fond de ces cavités, un regard perdu. (pp. 102-
103)

Oanh has already been punished for her early beauty. It seems that
the child herself felt a sudden change: 'Ses yeux semblaient dire
inlassablement: "Pourquoi?” A cela il n'y avait pas de réponse’ (p.
103). While Kim, at that time sixteen years old, railed against the
injustice of fate, her mother, on the other hand, breathed a sigh of
relief:

'Enfin elle est délivrée du poids de sa beauté!
Maintenant elle est comme tout le monde, elle aura
une vie normale.’

Car ma mére savait par expérience que la beauté est un
cadeau empoisonné. (pp. 103-104)

It is Kim Lefévre's mother who whispers to her daughter the last
few lines of poetry in Retour a la saison des pluies. As Kim leaves

to begin her journey back to France, her mother says to her:

'Que notre joie est bréve, ma fille!

A peine avions-nous levé la coupe des retrouvailles
Que déja nous guette le douloureux moment des
adieux' (pp. 221-222).

These verses echo Kim's farewell words to Kieu: to have found
someone only to lose them so soon. There is a bittersweet ending
to Retour a la saison des pluies. Lefévre will probably never see her
mother again. However she writes: 'Ne te tourmente pas, ma mere.

Maintenant que nous nous sommes retrouvées, tu ne me perdras

jamais plus' (p. 222).
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The mother sought and found consolation in The Tale of
Kieu. Perhaps the poem allowed her to feel that she was not alone
in having had such a harsh destiny. That Kim Lefévre's mother is
never given a name underlines her condition as a victim. It is only
as a mother that she has validity and substance. It is as a mother
that her daughter sees her and has known her. The young girl who
had braved convention and lived openly with her young French
lover is a side of her mother's identity which her daughter can
only guess at. And lastly, it is the mother who ﬁnally gives voice to
her daughter by writing to her letter after letter, allowing Kim
Lefévre to rediscover this woman: her mother.

The Tale of Kieu in Retour a la saison des pluies is used both
as an allegory of human suffering and a tale of morals. Within this
allegory lay some consolation for the vicissitudes in the life of 'the
mother' and an explanation also of her fear of beauty. The fragility
of the feminine condition is another parallel between Kieu and the
figure of the mother. Both women were beautiful and fragile and
both endured great suffering. Lefévre's mother felt that, like the
classical figure of Kieu, she was buffetted to and fro by fate. Like
Kieu, she was also heavily dependent on relationships with men.
She could not stand on her own. She did not have the means or
the qualifications with which to be independent, especially not
with a child to support. Bereft of the protection of a lover and
rejected by her father, she had to find refuge with a male
protector. The potential happiness of her first marriage and the
birth of a son were destroyed by the withdrawal of the French. She
had to seek legal protection for herself and her illegitimate

daughter in a second and this time, cold and loveless marriage.
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Her life does bear many similarities with the life of Kieu. She must
have felt equally at the mercy of events. Her daughter, in this
recit, recounted her mother's life and her mother's identification
with Kieu. Retour a la saison des pluies enmeshes the Tale of Kieu,
the mother's self-identification with Kieu and the daughter's
account of the mother's life, which echoed in many ways the
vagaries of Kieu's life.

In En s’écartant des ancétres, Bach-Yén, Printemps
inachevé, and Retour a la saison des pluies, it is the female
characters who are identified with the figure of Kieu. The most
quoted passages are those which deal with Kieu's beauty, with the
enforced separation of Kim and Kieu, and Kieu's loss of chastity.
The interwoven themes of woman's vulnerability, loss of virtue and
resulting suffering appear in all four contexts. The dilemmas
confronting women remain essentially unchanged despite the shift
in time and history.

The only male protagonist who identifies with Kieu is
Nguyen, in Nguyen Tien Lang's Les Chemins de la révolte. The only
woman to consciously identify with Kieu is the figure of the
mother in Retour a la saison des pluies. Although Kieu has been
commented on, criticized and lauded by male scholars, and
attention is drawn to the universality of the poem, writers on the
other hand appear to be remarkably reluctant to refer to her or to
draw any parallels and analogies with the themes in this famous
tale. Perhaps they are still uncomfortable after all with a female
hero. It is interesting to conjecture also as to why writers like
Pham Duy Khiem, Pham Van Ky, Nguyen Huu Chau and Cung Giu

Nguyen could refer to and make use of European literary sources
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while remaining almost silent on the literary heritage of the Far
East.

The classical Tale of Kieu, which Trinh-Thuc-Oanh and
Marguerite Triaire, Tran Van Tung, Ly Thu Ho and Kim Lefévre
made use of in their modern novels, is a many-faceted poem upon
which a multitude of meanings can be (and has been) imposed. It
is this multiplicity of interpretations to which these later writers
allude and of which they avail themselves. The major threads
which surface most strongly however are the twin facets of the
heroine's dilemma: her condition as a woman and as a victim of
circumstances. Kieu is not only an individual whose life is
particularly subject to the vagaries and blows of fate, she is also a
woman, with the added wvulnerabilities which her sex imposed
upon her. These five writers have made a point of identifying and

drawing out both these concepts.

In all three novels and one récit, the Kim-Van-Kieu
resonates as a composite of the following elements: romance,
allegory and fate. Romance appears in all four books: in the
abortive relationships between Mai and Hung, between Gaby and
her husband and the colourless understanding between Dan and
hers in Trinh-Thuc-Oanh and Marguerite Triaire's En s‘écartant
des ancétres; between Van and Bach-Yén and between Van and
Héng in Tran Van Tung's Bach-Yén; between Tran and Chau in Ly
Thu Ho's Printemps inachevé; and lastly in the tragic relationships
between the mother and her lover and later her first and second
husbands in Kim Lefévre's Retour a la saison des pluies. All these
relationships mirror, in their failure, the difficulties and failures in

Kieu's love relationships, but the result in the modern novels is
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inevitably starker and the reality portrayed encompasses a greater
tragedy. None of the novels end with a neat if somewhat ambiguous
'happy ever after’ model, in the manner of the serene three-way
relationship between Kieu, Kim and Van.

Allegory, in the form of individual questing and endurance,
also appears in all four books: in Mai's, Gaby's and Dan's attempts
to forge their own paths and to deal with reverses in En s'écartant
des ancétres; in Bach-Yén's and Van's attempts to defy paternal
authority in Bach-Yén; in Tran's attempt to retain her
independence and to resist traditional strictures in Printemps
inachevé; and in the vicissitudes in the life of the mother in
Retour a la saison des pluies. The difficulties and setbacks in the
lives of these individual characters (mostly women) find their echo
in Kieu's manifold reverses. Unlike Kieu however, two women,
namely Bach-Yén in Bach-Yén and Tran in Printemps inachevé, do
not survive these reverses.

Fate, in the form of dire prophecy, also appears in all four
books: in the lines predicting the difficulties in Mai's life and the
ephemerality of her relationship with Hung in En s'écartant des
ancétres; in the lines referring to academic qualifications, which
indicate a slowly changing order of society as more and more
women become literate; in the lines highlighting the doomed
relationship between Van and Bach-Yén and later on, the
predicted separation between Van and Hong in Bach-Yén; in the
inevitable and tragic consequences of a woman raped while
separated from her fiancé and protector in Printemps inachevé;
and the identification with doomed and fateful beauty which

characterized the mother in Retour a la saison des pluies.
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The Tale of Kieu emerges as short and pertinent extracts
from the poem in Trinh-Thuc-Oanh's and Triaire's En s'écartant
des ancétres and Kim Lefévre's Retour a la saison des pluies, as
lengthy extracts in Tran Van Tung's Bach-Yén and as plot and
characterization in Ly Thu Ho's Printemps inachevé. In En
s'écartant des ancétres, Bach-Yén, and Printemps inachevé, the
identification with Kieu is externally imposed on the female
characters. The protagonists are inevitably distressed by any
allusion to or direct comparison with the figure of the classical
heroine, and their misgivings are consequently proven right.
Identification with this famous female heroine leads to loss,
despair, resignation and sometimes death, which raises questions
about the significance and symbolism of Kieu.

Kieu, as a female model, reinforces the victimizing and
powerless aspects of female existence. These modern novels
expose the corrosion and destruction of women's existence, the
gradual dampening of self-affirmation and self-fulfiiment. Whether
they attempt to rebel or try desperately to conform, their lives are
blighted and tarnished. However close the parallels between these
women's lives and the life of the Kim-Van-Kieu's heroine, none
achieve her measure of contentment and serenity. Of all the
female protagonists, only the mother in Lefévre's Retour a la
saison des pluies makes a conscious self-identification with the
fabled figure of Kieu. This self-identification goes further than that
of the male creator of Kieu, the poet Nguyen Du, or of Nguyen, the
male author-narrator of Les Chemins de la révolte. For while the
men identify with Kieu as an individual, the mother in Retour a la

saison des pluies, identifies with her as a woman. The reality, as
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her own life shows, is far more sombre than the situation depicted

in the Tale of Kieu.



CHAPTER TWO

WOMEN IN THE NOVELS OF LYy THU HO
The Nature of Subversion

Here yes and no are indistinguishable
Like East and West at the Poles
Here truth is a puppet
That doubles in two roles.
- Cheng Min

Printemps inachevé, which has such close parallels with the
Tale of Kieu, is the first novel which Mme Ly Thu Ho published. It
was followed by Au milieu du carrefour in 1969, and Le Mirage de
la paix in 1986. Le Mirage de la paix won the Prix littéraire de
I'Asie from the Association des écrivains de langue frangaise in
1987. It is the last work in this loose trilogy. The three novels
together portray the politics and history of Vietnam from the
1940s to 1975 through the eyes of individuals and families.
Characters occasionally reappear in succeeding novels.

Ly Thu Ho is the only Vietnamese woman writer whose
published Francophone works span two decades. She is alone
among a host of Vietnamese male Francophone writers. Of the two

other women writers, the first, Trinh Thuc Oanh, collaborated
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with a Frenchwoman, Marguerite Triaire, on the novels En
s'écartant des ancétres and La Réponse de 'Occident, published in
Hanoi in 1939 and 1941; and the second, Kim Lefévre, of Eurasian
background, had two autobiographical récits, Métisse blanche and
Retour a la saison des pluies, published in Paris in 1989 and 1990.
Ly Thu Ho belonged to the pre-war generation of the 1920s and
1930s. She settled in France in 1956. Her writing career took
place after marriage and the raising of six children. She died in
1988. She was the only Viethamese woman of her generation to
write and publish Francophone novels in Paris in the 1960s
through to the 1980s. It is surprising therefore, that Yeager fails
to refer to her works in his chapter on Women as Character and
Symbol.1

Ly Thu Ho voiced her views on the controversial and tangled
state of Vietnamese politics through her works. However, the
women in Printemps inachevé, Au milieu du carrefour and in
particular in Le Mirage de la paix, rarely have a political voice.
Their concerns revolve around personal relationships. Their lives
and views are often stiflingly bound by tradition. They are
presented as largely passive victims of circumstances. 1t is
puzzling therefore to note the disparity between Ly Thu Ho's

actions and those of the female characters of her novels.2 I wish to

1He discusses the general social and political aspects of her two earlier novels in
his chapter on Socio-Political Reality and the Weight of Destiny, but does not
analyse the characterization of women in her novels.

2In this respect, Ly Thu Ho reflects the situation of a number of European and
American women writers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 'Many
women who wrote, themselves lived lives that were extraordinary, yet few created
characters who, like themselves, were able successfully to escape or challenge the
conventions of society'. Marilyn French, 'Afterword’ to Edith Wharton, The

Mother’s Recompense (1925, London, 1986), p. 350.
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examine why it is that as a woman with a public voice, she denied
a similar voice to her female characters.

There are three questions I wish to explore in this chapter.
How are women represented in Ly Thu Ho's novels? How does
their condition reflect social reality? Lastly, is there a subversive
intent in her novels?

It is also noticeable that while male writers had their name
or pseudonym on the cover of a published novel, she had the
prefix 'Mme' in front of hers for her two earlier novels. A number
of reasons could account for this. One was to distinguish her work
from that of male writers, since a Western public would not be
able to identify her as a woman writer simply by her name.
Another was to give a greater measure of respectability to her
name by affixing a title to it. It is possible that she was apologizing
for being unique and in some measure radical for her generation
in publicly expressing her views. This could explain why her
female characters fall into easily discernible and acceptable
stereotypes. She may have wanted not to ruffle the sensibilities of
the (male) literary establishment. The Préfaces of both her later
novels were written by respectable figures of this establishment:
Dr Nguyen Tran Huan and Dr Thai Van Kiem.

As a South Vietnamese woman from a wealthy middle class
background, Ly Thu Ho had the means with which to settle
overseas in the 1950s. She made a conscious decision to be an
expatriate but made frequent trips back to Vietnam. The main
thrust of her novels was to depict the human cost of the civil war,
the cost to those who, unlike her, had no choice but to stay in

their country and struggle on with their lives. If men were
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coerced and constrained in such a situation, women, because of
the patriarchal nature of society, were doubly so. It seems that her
intent was to describe the fate of the majority rather than that of
the few who stood apart.

In an article entitled 'Women writers of South Vietnam
(1954-1975)' published in The Vietnam Forum, Cong-Huyen Ton-
Nu Nha-Trang remarks:

Feminine writing, in its most narrow sense as
literature produced by women, should be more
precisely taken to refer to the attitudes of the author,
as a woman, who approaches a subject matter with a
view to portraying its impact on women. Feminist
writing, on the other hand, displays a conscious
attempt to expose and attack the unreasonableness of
a socio-cultural system which hinders women's search
for personal happiness and fulfilment. While the first
type of writing subtly informs of the reality of woman,
the second type suggests or demands changes that
could render that reality less oppressive and more
equitable.3

She writes that much of women's creative writing in South
Vietnam from 1930 to 1945 addressed 'the woman question' but
passed unnoticed, due to a failure in experimenting with new
stylistic devices.4 Women began to gain recognition after 1945
and prose fiction by women writers asserted its presence from
1954. Writers such as Nguyen Thi Vinh and Linh Bao published
novels as well as collections of short stories. These two writers
portrayed social tensions in a different manner. While:

Nguyen Thi Vinh's works of fiction reinforce the faith
that unquestioning tolerance and self-sacrifice on the
part of women help restore the normalcy of life, Linh
Bao's works hint at a need to reassess the long-term

3Cong-Huyen Ton-Nu Nha-Trang, 'Women writers of South Vietnam (1954-1975)',
The Vietham Forum , 9 (1987), 149-221 (p. 177).
4Cong-Huyen, 'Women writers', p. 155.
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validity of such a resignation which serves to
perpetuate women's failure to achieve real happiness.>

The 1960s saw a flowering of women's literature. Nguyen Thi
Hoang, Nguyen Thi Thuy Vu, Nha Ca, Trung Duong and Tuy Hong
'plunged headlong into both feminine and feminist writings, areas
of literary expression that Nguyen Thi Vinh and Linh Bao had only
tentatively explored'.6 Novels by these writers examined the social
consequences of the war, and in particular the plight of women.

Ly Thu Ho, publishing novels written in French in France,
was a generation older than the Vietnamese women publishing in
South Vietnam in the 1960s. This generation gap could in itself
account for the greater reserve in her books. While her portrayal
of women may appear suffocatingly conventional at times, this
would be to underestimate the impact of the society and values in
which she grew up and with which she had to struggle in order to
write and publish her novels.” She must have been aware that

books by women were banned in Annam in the late 1920s:

The political situation of 1929 and 1930, a period of
nationalist agitation and Communist acitivities, made
the French very wary of any type of criticism. Women's
groups came under the suspicion as the authorities
were alert to their possible spread of subversive ideas.

In Annam, about twenty books on women were banned
and five books published by the Go Cong women's
press were banned in 1929, its woman editor Phan
Thi Bach Van was fined, and the publishing house

SCong-Huyen, 'Women writers', p. 168.

6Cong-Huyen, 'Women writers', p. 177.

7Ly Thu Ho's situation reflects the experience of other women writers: 'In addition
to the struggle to write undertaken by any writer, [women] also had to fight a much
deeper and usually unacknowledged battle with the predominantly masculine
tradition, first to find a permitted place, and second to find a voice that could
make itself heard'. Rosalind Miles, The Triumph of Form' in Living by the Pen:
Early British Women Writers, edited by Dale Spender (New York and London,

1992), 227-236 (p. 227).
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closed down for 'disrupting peace and security in the
region by means of literature and ideas'.8

The depiction of constrained lives is in itself an illustration of the
oppressiveness of a social system. In this sense her writings can
be considered subversive, since while describing traditional
female attributes and interests, she succeeds in presenting a
picture of stultified talents and deadened potential. The overall
impression is one of waste.

There are therefore three main issues to be considered. The
first is the apparent disparity between the experience and
expression of Ly Thu Ho, novelist, wife and mother on the one
hand, and that of the female characters in her novels on the other,
whose vocations and interests are subsumed to the duties of wife
and mother. The second is the disparity, once again, between the
political expression in her novels and the corresponding lack of
political voice of her female characters. Politics in the novels is
the domain of men. The third is whether this literature can be
considered subversive. Is Ly Thu Ho making a strong, if indirect,
statement on the condition of women through the surface
conventionalities of ordinary women? Do her novels straddle the
fine line between feminine and feminist literature, to use Cong-
Huyén To6n-Nu Nha-Trang's definitions? Since the subversive
intent of the novels is at issue here, I will examine in detail the
plot and narratives.

Ly Thu Ho's first novel, Printemps inachevé, stretches over a
period of twenty years from the 1930s to the 1950s. The two

female protagonists are Tran and her sister Tuoi. The main events

8Kumari Jayawardena, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World (London
and New Jersey, 1986), pp. 204-205.
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in the novel take place in 1945. The parallels between the story of
Tran in Printemps inachevé and that of Kieu, heroine of the
Vietnamese classical poem the Kim-Van-Kieu, have been discussed
in Chapter One. Here, I will examine the mother-daughter
relationship and the generation gap between women in this novel
and the two later ones. The four categories of women which
reappear in slightly altered forms in the novels are the virtuous
daughter or wife, the mother-figure prototype (whether mother,
grandmother or nourrice), the prostitute, and the servant.

Tuoi and Tran conform to the first feminine stereotype.
They are models of loveliness and gentleness: '[elles] avaient hérité
de leur mére un visage ovale, un teint clair, une profonde douceur
du regard'.® The older generation, the grandmother, the mothers,
Mme Thai (mother of Tuoi and Tran), Mme Hai, and Vu Gia, the
nourrice of the Thais, conform to the second. As for the third, it is
represented by Tran's friend Nam, daughter of Mme Hai.

Tuoi is aware from a young age of the delimited nature of her
parents’ marriage. Her father was 'le chef incontesté de la famille
... Attitude étonnante, sa mére ne se plaignait jamais de ce pouvoir
absolu. Méme dans la rue, elle marchait derriére M. Thai' (p. 19).
Tuoi 'souffrait de voir sa mére jouer un réle si effacé auprés de son
mari' (p. 19). She makes the mistake of confiding in Vu Gia and is
reprimanded by the older woman. The nourrice holds forth on the
principles governing woman's position in society: 'Jeune fille, tu

dois te soumettre a l'autorité paternelle, mariée, tu subiras celle

9Ly Thu Ho, Printemps inachevé (Paris, 1962), p. 11. Subsequent references will be
given in the main text.



Between East and West

de ton mari, et veuve tu dépendras de ton fils ainé'l® and finishes
with the rejoinder: 'surtout, n'oublie pas que tu ne seras jamais
I'égale de 'homme' (pp. 19-20).

In a society based on Confucian principles, women played a
subordinate role to men, and girls were groomed for marriage
from infancy. As Tuoi's grandmother informs her, her ears are
pierced in readiness for the traditional engagement gift from the
bridegroom. 'Si on perce les lobes de vos oreilles, vous les filles,
dés votre tendre enfance, c'est pour cet usage' (p. 20). The
grandmother refers steadily to 'vous les filles' instead of 'nous les
femmes’, as if she wishes to exclude herself from this tradition. It
is as if in advising and admonishing her granddaughter she also
wants to distance herself from her part in society's training of
women. Yet she has not only undergone this training herself but is
also attempting to perpetuate it in her female descendants. The
grandmother later reiterates: 'les jeunes filles sont faites pour
garder la maison ... pour servir leur mari et lui donner de
nombreux enfants qui perpétueront la race' (p. 35). In Confucian

society, as in the West:

Women are said to 'marry into' families, and families
are said to 'die out' if an all-female generation occurs.
The word family, which comes from the Latin famulus,
meaning servant or slave, is itself a reminder that
wives and children, along with servants, were
historically part of a man's property.1!

As the Vietnamese saying went: ‘One boy and you can inscribe a

descendant; ten girls and you can write nil'.12 Tuoi is a constant

10These are the Three Obediences' which a woman was subject to in Confucian
society. Jayawardena, Feminism and Nationalism, pp. 170-71.

11casey Miller and Kate Swift, Words and Women: New Language in New Times
(London, 1977) quoted in Jane Mills, Womanwords: A Vocabulary of Culture and
Patriarchal Society (London, 1991), p. 146.

12David Marr, Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, 1920-1945 (Berkeley, 1981), p. 193.
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witness to her mother's dependence on husband and mother-in-
law. When her daughter fell ill, her mother had to request
permission from her husband to call for a doctor since 'elle avait
peur de contrarier sa belle-mére' (p. 31). Mme Thai is the
epitome of the traditional wife: housebound, submissive and reliant
on higher authority to justify her actions. All three mother-figures:
the mother, grandmother and Vu Gia, the nourrice, examplify and
seek to transmit the roles and duties of women to the young girl.
Tuoi is privileged in gaining access to an education. Her
ambition is to teach, an advanced concept in the 1930s since it
meant a career outside the home. (The concept 'housebound'
being of course restricted to the bourgeoisie, since peasant
women and farmers have toiled in rice-fields for generations.) Yet
even at school and college, Tuoi cannot quite escape from the
restrictions imposed on her sex. Her grandmother forces her to
wear a corset - not, as in the West, to emphasize an artificially
small waist and throw into relief the bust and hips - but to flatten
the young girl's breasts. Society and fashion in Vietnam decreed
so: 'a cette époque, une poitrine épanouie attirait la
désapprobation de tous' (p. 36). The corset 'était destiné a
comprimer la poitrine, jusqu'a l'aplatir complétement, aussi
causait-il une oppression terrible' (p. 36). The effect was to
desexualize young women by inducing an artificial shapelessness
or, conversely, it could have the reverse effect of emphasizing a
hidden sexuality since under the assumed flatness were female
curves. The message was contradictory. Since women were judged
by their appearance, they had to conform to what was considered

acceptable. Despite the two older women's endorsement of this
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system, Tuoi loves both her 'grandmothers’, her mother's mother
and Vu Gia, the nourrice. Along with passing on tradition, these
women also dispensed warmth and nurturing, a familiar theme
and one which is repeated in the figure of another nourrice, in the
last novel of the trilogy Le Mirage de la paix. They emphasize the
difficulty women face in divorcing themselves from tradition,
especially if it is the mother-figure who is both the sufferer and
the perpetuator of this mode of life.13

Her sister Tran's diary forms Part Two of the book. It opens
in February 1945 and ends in July 1947. The diary records a long
discussion across the generation gap between Tran, her mother
Mme Thai and Mme Hai, mother of her friend Nam. The two older
women discuss the condition of women. 'Pour nous autres
femmes, notre vie, notre bonheur, dépendent pour une grande
part de 'homme que nous épousons' (p. 74). Mme Hai confides
that twenty-three years of marriage have meant twenty-three years
of misery. Her husband had mistresses from the beginning and
when the young wife complained to her own mother and mother-
in-law about this, both of these women retorted: 'd'aprés la
tradition ancestrale, une théiére peut avoir plusieurs tasses mais
que l'on ne voit jamais personne se procurer plusieurs théiéres et
une seule tasse' (p. 74) The metaphor is apt. The teapot, large and
bulky, occupies centre stage on the tray while small, delicate and

13Susie Orbach has examined the ambivalence of the mother-daughter
relationship. She is referring to Western society, but there are points of similarity
between the mother-daughter relationship in both Eastern and Western societies:
'The mother-daughter relationship is invariably an ambivalent one, for the
mother who herself lives a circumscribed life in patriarchy, has the unenviable
task of directing her daughter to take up the very same position that she has
occupied. Explicitly as well as unconsciously she psychologically prepares her
daughter to accept the strictures that await her in womanhood. She needs to do
this so that her daughter is not cast as a misfit'. Susie Orbach, Hunger Strike: the
anorectic’'s struggle as a metaphor for our age, revised edition (London, 1993), p. 23.
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peripheral teacups surround it: a group of fragile, dependent,
delicate vessels waiting to be filled (by a man's seed). Traditional
society decreed that a man was entitled to several concubines and
the image of teacups fawning around the teapot is of physical,

symbolic relevance. Mme Thai goes on:

L'infidélité d'un homme peut se comparer aux gouttes
d'eau sur une feuille de nénuphar, elles tombent et
glissent. Mais la méme faute commise par la femme
fait penser a une étoffe souillée de tanin. (p. 75)

Again the imagery is vivid and powerful. The contrast is striking
between the lightness of a man's offense, which leaves no traces,
and the severity of a woman's, which leaves an indelible stain, a
brand of shame and dishonour, something sullied and corrupted.
The double standard of sexuality appears in both East and West.
Rousseau wrote in Emile:

Sans doute il n'est permis a personne de violer sa foi,
et tout mari infidéle qui prive sa femme du seul prix
des austéres devoirs de son sexe est un homme injuste
et barbare; mais la femme infidéle fait plus, elle
dissout la famille et brise tous les liens de la nature; en
donnant a 'homme des enfants qui ne sont pas a lui,
elle trahit les uns et les autres, elle joint la perfidie a
l'infidélité. J'ai peine a voir quel désordre et quel
crime ne tient pas a celui-la.14

The following extract from a poem in the Classic of Poetry (edited

by Confucius!5) expresses similar sentiments:

When a man dallies,

He will still be excused;
But when a woman dallies,
No pardon will she have.16

For a man to endorse this standard of morality is not surprising,

since he is the principal beneficiary, but that women are prepared

14 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile ou De lEducation 1762 (Paris, 1951), p. 450.
15Lin Yutang, The Wisdom of China and India (New York, 1942), p. 867.
161 ju Wu-Chi, An Introduction to Chinese Literature (Bloomington and London,

1966), p. 21.
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to espouse and advocate these self-same views indicates how
strongly ingrained patriarchy is. As Eva Figes points out in
Patriarchal Attitudes: Women in Society:

Sexual taboos (or a code of morality) cannot be
effective unless they are accepted by society as a
whole, and that means both men and women: one of
the reasons that a patriarchal society has been able to
work for so long is that women are themselves ready
to play the roles assigned to them, never having been
made aware of any alternative.1?

This system endorses the safeguarding of a man's property,
including his wife and children, and the sanctity of patrilineal
descent. Mme Thai is fully aware of this.

Comme disait ton pére, la femme infidéle mélange le
sang de la famille, car son mari risque d'élever les
enfants des autres. Les hommes se font presque un
honneur de prendre les femmes d'autrui, par contre,
ils ne pardonnent jamais aux épouses qui leur sont
infidéles. Tu vas dire que c'est injuste, mais du
moment que cette injustice est inhérente a nos

principes, pourquoi te révoltes-tu? (p. 76)

Divorce is not an option since 'une femme divorcée est critiquée
et exposée a la risée publique, bien qu'elle soit la victime' (p. 75).
In addition, the children have to be thought of, and in this, as in
all other areas of her life, it is a woman's duty to sacrifice her own
interests for the sake of others. The conversation between the two
women and Tran highlights three things: first, a social code of
morality; second, the older generation's reluctant acceptance of
this state of affairs (after initial misgivings, as in the case of Mme
Hai); and third, the passive transmission of this code to the
daughter.

Both mother-figures, Mme Thai and Mme Hai, are unhappily
married. Yet both unerringly convey to Tran the duties and

17Eva Figes, Patriarchal Attitudes: Women in Society (London, 1970), pp. 86-87.
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responsibilities of married women. There is a dislocation between
the ideal and the reality. 'Not recognizing themselves in the
reflections of cultural representation, women develop a dual
consciousness - the self as culturally defined and the self as
different from cultural prescription'.18 Both older women are able
to recognize the basic injustice of the sexual double standard, but
they are incapable of voicing a logical objection to it. They are torm
between the perceived suitability of marriage for women and the
actual distress and humiliation of their own married state. But
both are somehow unable to take the necessary step which would
allow them to reject conventional assumptions of women's role.
Mother and daughter embark on a discussion on the relative
situation of European women compared to Vietnamese women.
Tran believes European women to be emancipated, with access to
education, professional life and a public voice in politics.
Vietnamese women on the other hand 'vivent cloitrées et ménent
une vie résignée, trop dépendante de leur famille' (p. 100). The
mother retorts with the notion that women who are free are also
more open to temptation. In her mind, independence and
unconventionality are naturally allied with sexual promiscuity.19
She goes on to explain that while women in traditional society may

be outwardly submissive, they could yet wield great power behind

the scenes:

18gysan Stanford Friedman, 'Women's Autobiographical Selves: Theory and
Practice' in The Private Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical
Writings, edited by Shari Benstock (London, 1988), 34-62 (p. 39).

19African women writers recorded similar perceptions in relation to women in
post-colonial Africa: 'Writers stress the woman as scapegoat, called 'backward’
when she is traditional, called ‘western’ or 'immoral' when in an attempt to better
her life she is perceived as invading male domains'. Barbara Christian, Black
Feminist Criticism (New York and Oxford, 1985), pp. 147-48.
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N'est-il pas vrai, ma chére fille, que le sourire d'une
jolie femme peut faire perdre la téte 4 un homme, et
que les pleurs d'une vieille mére peuvent attendrir le
plus impitoyable des juges! Pourquoi devenir 1'égale de
I'homme alors que, sans gagner une bataille, tu peux
étre Mme la Générale? (p. 101)

She does not appear conscious that her reasoning implicitly
condones the status quo. The notion of power behind the scenes
serves but to underline the actual powerlessness of women since
their actions have neither shape nor validity without the presence
of a man. There is a considerable irony in the fact that Mme Thai
even alludes to the notion of power behind the scenes, since her
own marriage is an example of powerlessness whether within or
without the home. Her daughter Tran queries this. For young
women to do so, they had to overcome the inhibitions they grew
up under and challenge perceptions and judgements that their

parents, teachers and society at large generally abided by.

It takes a great deal of courage and independence to
decide to design your own image instead of the one
society rewards, but it gets easier as you go along. Of
course, a woman who decides to go her own way will
find that her conditioning is ineradicable, but at least
she can recognize its operation and choose to
counteract it, whereas a man might find that he was
being more subtly deluded.20

Despite her modern views, Tran was to internalize her elders’
strictures on women's virtue and honour with punishing results.

In February 1946, the diary records a long conversation
between Tran and her friend Nam. Nam had earlier been
described as 'avec un corps ... trop bien proportionné méme, pour
une jeune fille, Mlle Nam appartenait a un type de femme trés

séduisante' (p. 49). Nam represents the third category of women:

20Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch, 21st anniversary edition (London, 1992),
p. 165.
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the prostitute. She consorts with Japanese officers during the war.
Here, she confides to her friend the complex of motivations which
led her to become a courtesan. She had witnessed her parents’
traditional and disastrous marriage, had heard her father beat and
abuse her mother. She gradually came to despise her weak mother
and to hate men. Marriage provided neither love nor security. She
tells Tran:

Pourquoi imiter ma mére en se donnant un maitre
semblable & mon pére? Je préfére étre I'amante a la
femme légitime. Amante, je suis aimée ... mon
partenaire cherche a me plaire; s'il ne me satisfait
plus, je peux le changer. La femme légitime elle,
hérite du nom et du titre, c'est-a-dire, de la facade
officielle, mais, avec le temps, elle est souvent
délaissée, oubliée ou méme maltraitée. (p. 134)

She does not, however, absolve herself from responsibility for her
present way of life. As she points out wryly to Tran: 'c'est grace a
des filles comme moi, qu'on peut reconnaitre la valeur morale des
filles comme toi. Mais je ne cherche pas auprés de toi une excuse,
ni une justification. La mésentente de mes parents a agi, certes,
sur ma vie d'adolescente, mais c'est ma propre nature qui m'a
poussée vers cette vie de demi-mondaine qui me plait' (p. 134). In
this passage, Ly Thu Ho explains the motivations which shape the
consciousness of this third category of women. She does so in a
direct and non-judgemental manner. Nam's actions are a reaction
to paternal violence and abuse. Her reasoning does not excuse her
life-style, but it explains her decision to lead such a life. Yet Nam
is as much a victim of the system by rebelling against it as she
would have been in acquiescing to it. For in the end, she is still
rebelling through men. She does not stand on her own, but on the
strength of her sexual attachments to men and in this way, she is
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just as vulnerable, in addition to being frowned upon by
conventional society.

Nam's later death through childbirth illustrates this. There
is considerable irony even in the manner of her death. Having
defied society and tradition in asserting her sexual independence,
she was to die through a natural process, and one which, until the
advent of modern medicine, often proved fatal.2! As the other
women comment: 'Nam, qui, de son vivant, dans sa pleine
jeunesse de femme désirée et disputée, était entourée d'un cercle
d'amis et d'admirateurs, ne trouvait aucun homme, méme pas un
mari, pour la pleurer a sa mort' (p. 175).

As the war drags on, Tran records events which shock her.
When her neighbours' two-year old son dies, she is astounded by
his parents' attitude. The boy's father explains to her that the son
had failed in his filial duty to bury his parents. When Tran
remonstrates that it was hardly the boy's fault, he answers: 'chez
nous, la tradition dit ... que la femme meurt avant le mari pour
I'assurer de sa fidélité envers lui. Si mon pére était vivant, il
m'aurait ordonné de donner six coups de rotin sur le cercueil de
Bé pour le punir de son ingratitude' (p. 138). The father will not
give his son a burial since he does not know that he will get one

himself on his death.22 Tran is shaken: 'Encore les traditions, les

21'Between the ages of twelve and forty, European men outlived women well into
the twentieth century. ... maternal mortality remained high: until the 1880s,
motherhood was fatal for one woman out of every twenty'. Bonnie S. Anderson and
Judith P. Zinsser, A History of Their Own: Women in Europe from Prehistory to
the Present, Volume II (London, 1990), p. 241. These figures, applicable to
nineteenth-century Europe, were probably similar in nineteenth-century
Vietnam.

22This is related to the practice of ancestor worship in both China and Vietnam.
The Chinese saw individual lives imbedded in a matrix of past and future. The
individual existed only by virtue of ancestors, and in turn descendents existed
through the current generation. ... Those who died heirless, or whose line became
extinct, were destined to wander as "hungry ghosts" and eventually be
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