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Abstract: 1 propose and present a new writing system for the Vietnamese language.
It consists in writing Vietnamese using only Chinese characters and diacritics.
It shares some characteristics with the Japanese writing system and has been
primarily designed as a tool to help Japanese people learn Vietnamese but can also
be useful to anyone with knowledge of or interest in Chinese characters. I provide
a text sample, the first 50 verses of nineteenth-century poem 7The Tale of Kieu. All
the resources needed to use this writing system are freely available online.
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1. Introduction

I propose and present here a new writing system for the Vietnamese language. I name it
Tam Thién (lit. ‘three thousand’), or the Three Thousand writing system. It consists in
writing Vietnamese using only Chinese characters and diacritics.

The main purpose of the Three Thousand writing system is to serve as a learning
tool for Japanese students enrolled in a Vietnamese course at the university level.
Over the last few decades in Japan, there seems to have been an increasing interest in
learning Vietnamese, as more books on the language can be found on the shelves of
bookstores, and more universities are offering courses of the language at the beginner

and intermediate levels. Also, since 2016, there is now the International Vietnamese
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Proficiency Test (IVPT), offered twice a year in Tokyo and recognized by renowned
universities such as Harvard and Berkeley. It is from this framework that sprang the idea
and motivation to create the Three Thousand writing system, as an educational tool for
Japanese learners of the Vietnamese language.

While it is beyond the scope of this paper, we note that the Three Thousand writing
system can also be of some use, or at least of interest, to the following:
- learners of Vietnamese with some knowledge of Japanese or Chinese
- Vietnamese learners of Japanese or Chinese
- researchers of the Nom writing system, a core element of the Three Thousand writing

system, as presented and discussed in the next sections.

2. The Nom Writing System

We define some terms and discuss some properties of Nom, a writing system that was
used in Vietnam prior to the adoption of Qudc Ngit, the current alphabet-based writing

system.

2.1 Graph, morpheme and mapping

Throughout this paper, we will refer to a Chinese character as a sinogram or a graph and
to a Vietnamese monosyllabic word as a morpheme. Thus, in the Nom writing system,
a graph represents a morpheme. For example, the graph g , meaning ‘speak’, represents
the morpheme ‘thuyét’, a Sino-Vietnamese word for ‘speak’. We will express this
method using a schematic notation in Handel (2019, p.18): G(P, S), where G is a graph
representing a morpheme, P is the pronunciation of the morpheme and S the semantic
of the morpheme. We loosely define here pronunciation as the Quéc Ngit spelling of the
morpheme. The current example is then a method which can be expressed as i (thuyét,
‘speak’). Here, the graph i is called a representation of morpheme ‘thuyét’. Conversely,
the morpheme “thuyét’ is called an adaptation of graph i . For the sake of simplicity, we
will refer to these two methods, representation and adaptation, as a mapping between a
graph and a morpheme. That is, we will interchangeably say that a graph is mapped onto
a morpheme and vice-versa, that a morpheme is mapped onto a graph. An adaptation is
also called a reading and a representation a writing. Thus, the method )i (thuyét, ‘speak”)

is a mapping between graph ) and morpheme ‘thuyét’. This is summarized in Table 1.



Table 1. Some terminology and an example

Terminology Graph Morpheme Semantic Mapping

Example o ‘thuyét’ ‘speak’ 3t (thuyét, ‘speak’)

2.2 Direct mapping, phonetic mapping and diacritic

We now describe the Nom writing system following the terminologies, definitions and
schematic notations in Handel (2019). There are three groups of morphemes: Native
Vietnamese (NV), Early Sino-Vietnamese (ESV) and Late Sino-Vietnamese (LSV).
Now, the Nom writing system includes not only Chinese characters or sinograms but
also what Handel (2019, p. 145) calls innovated Nom graphs, namely Vietnamese cre-
ations not found in the Chinese script, which are used to represent NV morphemes and
in some cases, ESV morphemes. Since our purpose at hand solely lies with sinograms
and not with innovated graphs, from here on, unless stated otherwise, by Nom mappings
we will mean the mappings of sinograms in the Nom writing system and not the
mappings of innovated graphs.

Handel (2019, p. 140-145) lists two types of adaptations, or mappings, of graphs:
direct, in the case of ESV and LSV morphemes, and phonetic, in the case of NV mor-
phemes. In order to disambiguate the reading of a graph in the case of NV and ESV
morphemes, diacritics are sometimes placed at its right. The most common diacritic is
the wedge shape < , called nhdy in Vietnamese. Handel (2019, p. 151) also shows cases
of phonetic adaptation where no diacritics are employed and a detailed discussion of
Ném diacritics can be found in Nguyén (1990). From here on, we make one simplifica-
tion to the Nom writing system: we apply the nhdy diacritic to all cases of NV and ESV
morphemes. We will refer to it as the Nom diacritic.

We now state the schematics and properties of direct and phonetic mappings. Let G(P,
S) be the mapping of a graph onto a LSV morpheme, of pronunciation P and semantic S.
Let G(P’, S”) be another mapping of the same graph G. This can be expressed as a dual
mapping G(P, S ; P°, S*). Then, if G(P’, S’) is a direct mapping, we have P’~Pand S’ = S,
and if G(P’, S”) is a phonetic mapping, we have P’ = P and S’ # S. From here on, we will
call property P’ = P a phonetic match and property S’ = S a semantic match. Thus, with a
direct mapping, the match is both phonetic and semantic, and with a phonetic mapping,
the match is phonetic only and not semantic. Also, the phonetic match is inherent to the
Nom writing system. That is, in a dual mapping, the LSV morpheme and the other mor-

pheme are always of same or similar pronunciation. Table 2 summarizes these properties
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and shows examples.

Table 2. Some mappings of the Nom writing system

Phonetic  Semantic

Morpheme  Mapping Diacritic match match  Example

LSV direct O O 3t (thuyét, ‘speak”)
ESV direct < O O i< (thdt, ‘speak’)
NV phonetic < O x G < (thét, “startle’)

3. The Book of Three Thousand Characters

One of the textbooks used in traditional Vietnam to teach Chinese characters to school-
children was the Book of Three Thousand Characters (Tam thién tu), a word list au-
thored by scholar Ng6 Thi Nhi¢m (1746-1803) and referred to as a ‘cultural dictionary’.
A 1939 edition of the list is presented and discussed in Nguyén (1992). Each entry con-
sists of (1) a graph, (2) its LSV reading, (3) a Nom graph representing an NV or ESV
morpheme, (4) the NV or ESV morpheme and (5) the semantic of the graph. For exam-
ple, the entry of graph F}i has the NV morpheme ‘n6i’, which shares with the graph the
semantic ‘speak’. We can then readily define each entry as a mapping between a graph
and an NV or ESV morpheme. The result is a set of 3,000 mappings in which each
graph is mapped only once and onto only one morpheme. Thus, the entry of graph i
yields the mapping &t (no6i, ‘speak’). I name these generated mappings the Tam Thién
mappings.

We now state the properties of the Tam Thién mappings. Let G(P, S) be a Nom map-
ping of a graph onto a LSV morpheme, of pronunciation P and semantic S, and let G(P’,
S’) be a Tam Thién mapping of the same graph G onto an NV morpheme, of pronunci-
ation P’ and semantic S’. Then, we have a dual mapping G(P, S ; P’, S’), where P* # P
and S’ = S. That is, the match is semantic only and not phonetic. In the case of an ESV
morpheme, the match is both semantic and phonetic and the generated mapping is also a

Nom mapping. Table 3 shows the structure of the word list and a Tam Thién mapping.



Table 3. A Tam Thién mapping from the Book of Three Thousand Characters

LSV Nom NV Tam Thién
Graph reading graph morpheme Semantic mapping
i ‘thuyét’ A ‘néi’ ‘speak’ A (noi, ‘speak’)

4. The Three Thousand Writing System

I now define the Three Thousand writing system, namely the new sinographic writing
system for Vietnamese proposed in this paper. It consists of the union of (1) the Nom
mappings, direct and phonetic, of graphs found in the Chinese script, and (2) the Tam
Thién mappings defined in the previous section. Further, for the Tam Thién mappings,
I create a new diacritic, a black dot borrowed from the diacritics of the Qudc Ngit writ-
ing, and name it the Tam Thién diacritic.

We now state some properties associated to the Nom diacritic < and the Tam Thién
diacritic « . Let G(P, S ; P’, S”) be a dual mapping of graph G onto a LSV morpheme
of pronunciation P and semantic S, and onto an NV morpheme of pronunciation P’
and semantic S’. Then, in the case of the Nom diacritic < , we have P>~ P and S’ # S,
and in the case of the Tam Thién diacritic * , we have P’ # P and S’ = S. That is, for an
NV morpheme with the diacritic < , the match is phonetic only and not semantic, and
for an NV morpheme with the diacritic + , the match is semantic only and not phonetic.
As will be discussed in the next section, mappings whose match is semantic only and
not phonetic are an essential element of the Japanese writing system. One difference
between the Three Thousand writing system and the Japanese writing system, however,
is that the latter has almost no mapping whose match is phonetic only and not semantic.

The mappings of the Three Thousand writing system are summarized in Table 4.

Table 4. The mappings of the Three Thousand writing system

Source of Phonetic Semantic
Morpheme Mapping  Diacritic _match  match Example
LSV Nom O O i (thuyét, ‘speak’)
ESV N6m < O O i< (thét, ‘speak’)
NV Nom < O X ai < (thot, ‘startle’)
NV Tam Thién . X O A« (noi, ‘speak’)
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5. Similarities with the Japanese Writing System

The Japanese writing system includes native Japanese (NJ) and Sino-Japanese (SJ)
words. Two of the types of graph adaptations discussed in Handel (2019, p. 190) are the
direct and semantic types. We state some of their properties. Let G(P, S) be the mapping
of a graph onto an SJ word, of pronunciation P and semantic S, and let G(P’, S”) be an-
other mapping of the same graph G onto another word, of pronunciation P’ and semantic
S’. This means a dual mapping G (P, S ; P’, S°). Then, if G (P’, S’) is a direct mapping
we have P’~Pand S’ = S, and if G (P’, S’) is a semantic mapping we have P’ # P and S’
~ S. That is, with a semantic mapping, the target pronunciation differs from that of the
SJ word. This constitutes a noteworthy similarity with the Three Thousand writing sys-
tem and seems to suggest that a Japanese learner of Vietnamese might be more inclined
to intuitively acquire Three Thousand than a non-Japanese one. Table 5 summarizes

these concepts and shows examples.
Table 5. Some mappings of the Japanese writing system

Phonetic Semantic

Word Mapping match match Example
SJ direct O O (1] (san, ‘mountain’)
NJ semantic x O (1] (yama, ‘mountain’)

6. Writing Some Text in the Three Thousand Writing System

In this paper, I write a text sample, the first 50 verses of nineteenth-century poem The
Tale of Kieu, in the Three Thousand writing system using the following online resourc-
es: (1) for Nom mappings, the Nom Lookup Tool of the Vietnamese Nom Preservation
Foundation, namely a database of 5 Nom dictionaries and 4 books on Nom, and (2) for
Tam Thién mappings, a digitalized word list from the Book of Three Thousand Charac-
ters. All the resources used for the Three Thousand writing system are freely available
online and their addresses are provided at the end of this paper.

The text sample in its original Nom version consists of 50 verses in which 276 Nom
characters occur once or more. Of these 276 Nom characters, 59 are Vietnamese inno-
vated graphs, that is, graphs not found in the Chinese script. Since our Three Thousand

writing system uses only graphs found in the Chinese script, the task at hand is then to



replace these innovated graphs with Chinese characters, either through Ném mappings
or Tam Thién mappings. In the case of 45 of these innovated graphs, the correspond-
ing morphemes are in the Book of Three Thousand Characters, and so they are readily
replaced with Tam Thién mappings. Table 6 lists the 45 morphemes and their resulting
Tam Thién mappings. In many cases, noteworthy similarities can be seen between the
innovated Nom graphs and their Tam Thién mapping counterparts.

There remain 14 Vietnamese innovated graphs whose morphemes are not found in
the Book of Three Thousand Characters. We then replace them with Chinese characters
through Nom mappings. The Nom Lookup Tool provides us with Nom mappings for
13 of the 14 morphemes at hand. Table 7 lists the resulting mappings.

There now remains from verse 7 the morpheme ‘gi¢’ (‘to unfold”), which is not in the
Book of Three Thousand Characters and whose mappings in the Nom Lookup Tool are
only innovated graphs not found in the Chinese script. Since we need to map this mor-
pheme onto a Chinese character, we turn to another Nom dictionary, Dai tur dien chir
Nom by Vit Van Kinh (1999) which, according to Handel (2019, p. 266), includes rare
instances not listed in many dictionaries, and thus we are able to derive the Nom map-
ping f2< (gid, ‘to unfold’). In such occurrence of Nom mappings of infrequent usage
and not found in the Ném Lookup Tool, the learner of Vietnamese will likely not be able
to derive the morpheme from the graph alone, and so one should consider either provid-

ing the morpheme itself or including a footnote to that effect.
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Table 6. Innovated Nom graphs replaced with Tam Thién mappings

Nom Nom Nom

Morpheme Tam Morpheme Tam Morpheme Tam

Verse Thién  Verse Thién  Verse Thién
1 trdm = 10 lang W 33 nén R
1 nam [ 10 hai & 37 che =
1 trong CN| 13 trai 5 38 budom [
1 cdi PO 13 con TR 38 di ¥ 17
1 nguoi IEEN 13 rét e 38 vé o
2 chir ¥ 7 14 dong WooR 39 ngay i [
3 trai i 18 vé B 40 sau ANAN
3 bé i G 20 ngai 15 i 41 c¢o A
4  thay % A 22 may T = 41 non W
4 dau i I 22 toée ¥ 5 42 tring 2 H
4 long ZE D 23 min g 43 thang B H
6 troi ZSPN 26 tham i 43 ba = =
6 ma e i 30 du =2 B 49 kéo ]
7 thom = 55 32 riéng WM 49 lén & F
7 trude Wi 33 tay % 50 bay TR

Table 7. Innovated Nom graphs replaced with sinographic Nom mappings

Innovated Innovated Innovated
graph graph graph
Morpheme  NoOom Morpheme  Nom Morpheme  Nom
Verse mapping Verse mapping Verse mapping
4 wong W HE 26 hon g R 42 vai B 4
10 bén N 37 i WA 45 gin By 3
18 mudoi it & 40 chin e 2 48 ném b
20 tring i 40 chuc R 50 réc b1 -4
20 né ok



Table 8. Some arbitrary choices between Nom mappings and Tam Thién mappings

Nom Nom Nom
Morpheme Tam Morpheme Tam Morpheme Tam

Verse Thién  Verse Thién  Verse Thién
| @ & 12 buc B 32 dut AT
2 khéo #E 14 14 nbi CON 33 nha T
2 ghét s P 16 chi bifi s 35 rat = H
2 nhau i A 16 em ik 35 muc R B
3 qua X & 18 wven S 36 toi Mmootk
3  dau e 2 19 xem 5| 38 ong % I
4 nhimg {y fH 19 khic & Afth 38 ai % 3
4 ma il 19 wvoi o 39 con B B
5 la w5 20 khuén 15 39 dua %k
6 xanh ¥ & 20 day T 40 da o Ef
6 quen 1§ 18 21 cuoi M 5 41 chan HE A
6  théi B A 22 nudc %K 42  canh B
6 ghen 18 {fF 22 da B 5 42 mot e A
7 dén s 23 cang 58 5 42 bong A fll
8 con Jis g 2 24 so o 45 xa 17 T
9  ring K = 24 lai Ok 46 sim Tk
10 phing 7% H 24 hon R B 46 st T Ak
10 vimng L= 27 nghiéng I {H 46 choi w3
10 vang Ty 27 nudc Ve 48 ngua BB
11 ¢ A 28 doi Bk i 49 déng B HE
11 ho i 28 hoa o A 50 tro R I
12 cing  #it IR 32 an M

Once the 59 Vietnamese innovated graphs have been replaced by Chinese characters
as shown above, the result is a representation of the text sample in the Three Thousand
writing system. Such representation is by no means unique, for many morphemes can be
represented either through Nom mappings or through Tam Thién mappings. In the text
sample, I have opted to further replace 65 Nom mappings with Tam Thién mappings.
They are shown in Table 8.

Also, I have opted to replace 9 Nom mappings with Tam Thién mappings, even though
the resulting graphs remain unchanged. The choice between a Nom mapping and a Tam
Thién mapping to represent a morpheme is mostly arbitrary. However, if the intended
reader is a learner of Vietnamese, one advantage of Tam Thién mappings to be taken

into account is their perfect disambiguation, that is, with a Tam Thién mapping, a graph
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has one and only one reading, thus allowing the reader to readily derive the morpheme
from the graph. Table 9 shows the mappings with the unchanged graphs. The resulting
representation of the text sample in the Three Thousand writing system is provided in

the Appendix at the end of this paper.

Table 9. Nom and Tam Thién mappings with unchanged graphs

Nom Nom
Morpheme Tam Morpheme Tam
Verse Thién Verse Thién
6 danh 1< T 39 thoi < 1 .
22 thua figy < g - 40 ngoai < b
22 nhuong FE< 29 . 48 xe il Hi -
29 vén A D 50 gidy < -

30 mui Bk < Bk -

7. Conclusion

I have proposed and presented a new sinographic writing system for the Vietnamese
language. It consists in writing Vietnamese using Chinese characters only and some dia-
critics, and at its core is the Book of Three Thousand Characters (Tam thién tu), known
as a cultural dictionary of traditional Vietnam. This new writing system bears similar-
ities with both the Japanese writing system and the Nom writing system of traditional
Vietnam. I then hope that it will provide Japanese learners of Vietnamese with not only
a more intuitive understanding of the language but also deeper insights on traditional
Vietnam. Finally, I hope that this new writing system may also be of some use to anyone

interested in the language and culture of traditional Vietnam.

Online Resources

The Noém Lookup Tool, a database of 5 Nom dictionaries and 4 books on Nom
http://nomfoundation.org/nom-tools/nom-lookup-tool/nom-lookup-story?uiLang=en

The 1831 edition of the Book of Three Thousand Characters (Tam thién tu giai am)
https://lib.nomfoundation.org/collection/1/volume/609/

A digitalized word list from the Book of Three Thousand Characters (Tam thién tu)
https://maigiatrang.wordpress.com/2013/08/01/tamthientu/

An electronic version of the 1870 edition of the Tale of Kieu (Truyén Kiéu) in Ném script
http://www.nomfoundation.org/nom-project/Tale-of-Kieu?uiLang=en

A romanized version of the Tale of Kieu (Truyén Kiéu)
https://vi.wikisource.org/wiki/Truy%E1%BB%87n_Ki%E1%BB%81u
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Appendix: Text Sample

The text sample is the first 50 verses of the famous 19th-century poem The Tale of Kieu
(Truyén Kiéu) by Nguyén Du. As mentioned in sections 2 and 4, I add a diacritic to ev-
ery graph representing a non-LSV morpheme, the Nom diacritic < in the case of a Nom
reading, and the Tam Thién diacritic « in the case of a Tam Thién reading. Also, in the
Nom writing system, diacritics appear only occasionally and at the top right of a graph
but here, I have systematically placed them at the top of the graphs. Finally, in the case
of a Tam Thién reading, for the sake of reference, I have also provided the LSV reading
and placed it directly under each graph. The bottom-most line is the romanized Quéc

Ngir version of each verse of the poem.

1 7 B ! It A =)
bach nién ndi gidi nhon ngo

tram nam trong coi nguoi ta

2 F x 7 iy 5] #E 14 il

tu tu Xa0 tang bao
chir tai chir ménh khéo la ghét nhau
* v
3 it B R i b
lich qua don hai tang
trai qua mot cudc bé dau
. v . . . v .
4 fE A FéE " i} P = i
dan kien nhi thong tam
nhiing didu trong thy ma dau dén long
* v
5 R = 1% i) # 2
di
la gl bi sdc tu phong

6 R =) i} A iz AL T g

thien ~ thanh  quan  phong  kiém da )
troi xanh quen thoi ma hdng danh ghen
. v v . .
7 W 73 = i L] i
phuong tién dang

cao thom lin gio trudc den




8 A % =] 25 7 & Ld ]
ton thanh
phong tinh cb luc con truyén su xanh
9 = * ¥ & L |
van nién
ring nam gia tinh tridu minh
- . . . .
0 *F 73 H i - o3 4 &
than tinh nhi cung kim
bén phuong  phing lang hai kinh viing vang
1n % = | 4h 43 E
htru gia tinh
co nha vién ngoai ho vuong
12 X & e Iy W H & i
diéc cap
gia W nghi cling thuong  thuong buc trung
13 H % ¥ K =
don nam tur qui xoang
mot trai con thr 1ot long
- . .
14 F B #E 7 & = & =
tw ke ton
vuong quan la chir nbi dong nho gia
* v
15 R J& = a1 = &
xoang nhi
dau long hai a t6 nga
v * * v
16 = | & 2h 7N & Z =
ty mudi
thuy kiéu la chi em la thay van
17 =4 % e i il
mai cbt cach tuyét tinh thn
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. . v . -«
18 A 52 ¥ & vix 58 #
nhon thai hoan
mdi nguoi mdi vé mudi phan ven mudi
9 = B HE H i A
quan tha tricu
van xem trang trong khac voi
. v . v v v
20 53 ] i & L % ®
mod man nga
khuon trang day dan nét ngai nd nang
* v
21 HE x ES . ¥t S
ticu
hoa cuoi ngoc thbt doan trang
. . . . v .
22 = ) K = o 7 &
van thau thuy phat nhuong phu
may thua nudc toc tuyét  nhuong mau da
23 # ] & TH B T
di 1o nhi
kidu cang sic sao man ma
. v . -« .
24 ¥ B’ 7 i) * & ix -3
nghi lai uu
S0 bé tai séc lai la phén hon
v v
25 W 7 K bt F h
lan thu thuy nét Xuan son
. . . -« v .
26 f& i L7} /! R o H
do thau don thanh
hoa ghen thua thim lidu hon kém xanh
27 B - 1 B 1 L'
don nhi khuynh  quoc  khuynh
mot hai nghiéng nudc nghiéng  thanh




- . . - .
28 1% e B i 1= £ -
thoi don hy nhi
sdc danh doi mot tai danh hoa hai
. - .
29 A B * E 68 P
ban thién
thong minh vbn san tinh troi
- . .
30 JE E 3 G B 2 7S 1 W
tac Vi
pha nghé thi hoa du mui ca ngam
v v
31 B ] R ) G =)
cung thuong lau bac ngil am
- . . . .
32 ¥ 1(:3 B Er ] = 23 7R
duy xan doan don
nghé riéng an duat hd cim mot truong
. . - .
3 x % 1 57 B
gia quyén thanh
khuc nha tay lua nén chuong
34 H R i i xR - 1 A
don lai di
mot thién bac ménh lai cang nao nhéan
35 A i = = AL i
tham mac
phong luu rit muc hdng quén
. - .
36 F H # ] wt A K 5
thanh tuu
xuan xanh Xap xi toi tudn cap ké
- - - v .
37 & 15 iR & & i
gia
ém dém trudng Jyil man che
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38 H ® L2 i3 7 picl N A
phong diép hanh hoi thuy
tuong dong ong budém di vé mac ai
. . - . .
39 H F i e % R
nhut sO tong thoan
ngay xuan con én dua thoi
- - . . . .
40 B o Z 7 Bk 4t 7N Ht
ky ngoai luc tap
thidu quang chin chuc da ngoai sau muoi
41 ¥ 5 H & il S
thao ndn thanh cudce thién
co non xanh tan chan troi
. . . v .
2 K B2 B ¥ B  H M %
chi bach don hué
canh 1& tréng diém mot vai bong hoa
43 ¥ i3 W il A =
ndi nguyét tam
thanh minh trong tiét thang ba
v v
4 14 #E # = = & B H
18 1a tdo md hoi 1a dap thanh
v v
45 i I vd E e B
vién
gin xa nod nirc yén anh
46 I 7 & 4 2 7 i3 =
ty mudi suc trang du
chi em sém sua bo hanh choi xuan
v v
47 ¥ ;4 7 ¥ (€3 A

diu

tai

13

giai

nhan




wm

7K

n

F <

I

ma xa thuy
ngua xe nhu nudc 40 quan nhu ném
v v

thoan kim

thoi vang

B¢ s

rac

tn

tro

doi dué thang
ngdn ngang dbng kéo 1én
v

tien

A
chi
gidy

phi
bay
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