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Abstract

This article examines A4i twr van by Princess Ngoc Han through the lens of poetics,
focusing on how its mournful language constructs a distinctive artistic voice in medieval
Vietnamese literature. The study highlights three dimensions: symbolic vocabulary, artistic
epithets, and the technique of defamiliarization. These linguistic strategies articulate solitude,
longing, and irreparable loss, while also reflecting the impermanence of fate. Natural imagery
such as the moon, wind, and flowers - traditionally symbols of harmony - is transformed into
metaphors of estrangement and grief. Exclamatory particles, inverted syntax, and symbolic
neologisms intensify the lament, mapping a psychological landscape of anguish. Situated
within the ngdm khuc tradition, 4i fw van inherits the elegiac resonance of the song thdt luc
bat form but differs from Chinh phu ngam and Cung oan ngam khuc through its direct,
personal articulation of female grief. Unlike the ventriloquized female voices created by male
authors, Ngoc Han’s poem represents the authentic cry of a young widow who simultaneously
voices private sorrow and civic responsibility. By integrating historical context with
comparative poetics, the article situates 4i 7w van alongside Chinh phu ngdam to re-evaluate its
literary value. The findings affirm its significance as a linguistic and artistic phenomenon,
transforming individual mourning into a symbolic discourse of collective resonance.

Keywords: poetics, 4i tw van, mournful language, symbolic vocabulary, artistic
epithets, defamiliarization technique

1. Introduction

Lé Ngoc Han (1770-1799), also known as Princess Ngoc Han (the 21st daughter of
Emperor Lé Hién Tong), later titled Empress of the Northern Palace, was the wife of Emperor
Quang Trung. In the year Binh Ngo (1786), at the age of sixteen, she married Nguyén Hué
when he led an army to the North to eliminate the Trinh Lords (Qudc sir quan triéu Nguyén,
1993, p. 508). According to Pai Nam liét truyén (The Veritable Records of Pai Nam), after
vanquishing the Trinh, Nguyén Hué entered the royal court to present records and military
power to Emperor Lé Hién Tong. Deeply moved by this gesture and to further solidify ties,
the Emperor arranged the marriage between his last daughter, Princess Ngoc Han, and
Nguyén Hué. She then followed him to Phu Xuin (modern-day Hué) (ibid.).
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In the year Ky Dau (1789), following Nguyén Hué's great victory over the 290,000-strong Qing
army and during a period of governmental reformation in accordance with monarchic principles,
Princess Ngoc Han was officially conferred the title Empress of the Northern Palace (ibid.,
p.526).

Even as the Tay Son dynasty flourished and the life of Emperor Quang Trung with his
consort seemed replete with happiness, a sudden tragedy shattered their world: in 1792, the
emperor fell gravely ill and passed away. His untimely death left many ambitions unfulfilled,
causing profound national grief - especially for his young wife, only twenty-two at the time, and
their two small children. Ai fur van, written by Princess Ngoc Han in vernacular chit Nom using
the song that luc bat (double seven six-eight) form, expresses the sorrow of that moment. It
conveys boundless mourning over the loss of a king who was passionate about nation-building,
who was also a beloved husband. The poem is considered a long-form elegy of significant value
in Vietnamese literature (Van Tan et al. 1959, p.133). It is not only a lamentation for a emperor
commemorating the immense merit of Emperor Quang Trung, but also the heartbroken cry of a
widow - a highly artistic and valuable textual document. Particularly noteworthy is its poetics of
language: the meticulous arrangement of words to convey profound grief.

Scholarly literature situates Ai f«w van in continuity with the artistic lineage of Chinh phu
ngam and Cung oan ngam khdc while highlighting its distinctiveness. Unlike its predecessors,
which revolve around generalized archetypes, 4i ur van addresses a concrete, lived event,
producing vivid and realistic detail. Its plain and accessible diction, largely free of Sino-
Vietnamese compounds, further broadens its resonance among readers (Nguyén Loc, 2004; Vo
Thanh Huong, 2015). BPao Thi Thu Thuy (2010) emphasizes that while the poem may inherit
motifs such as the “looking in all directions” scene from Chinh phu ngdm, it transforms them
into more immediate and realistic expressions. Moreover, unlike earlier laments, its conclusion
does not gesture toward past ideals but compels the lyrical persona to accept present reality,
entrusting her grief to heaven and earth. Particularly striking is the greater use of interrogatives
and exclamations, underscoring the intensity of emotion and heightening its plaintive tone. In
this sense, Ai tw van both continues the eighteenth-century lament tradition and asserts a
distinctive creative voice, emerging as the authentic expression of a female author in medieval
Vietnamese literature.

From another perspective, VO Thanh Huong (2015) explores how gender roles shaped Lé
Ngoc Han’s linguistic choices. The poem reflects a distinctly feminine voice- humble, tender,
and deeply emotional - through phrases such as “vang ménh phu hoang” (obeying the father’s
command) and “nguyén trim nim” (a vow for a hundred years), which highlight traditional
virtues of obedience, fidelity, and self-sacrifice. Delicate imagery such as “hoa bay thip thoang”
(flowers faintly drifting) or “huong trdoi bang lang” (a lingering heavenly scent) further
underscores her refined femininity and graceful endurance of loss. At the same time, A4i tu van
transcends purely domestic roles. Speaking not only as a grieving widow but also as an Empress
and mother of the people, Ngoc Héan expands her voice to national concerns “in all four
directions.” This duality is evident in the contrast between her soft, submissive self-
representation and her solemn exaltation of the emperor, as in descriptions such as “cong duc
day, ngu van cang lau” (great virtues, long reign) or “cong duong 4y, ma nhan duong 4y” (such
merit, such humanity).
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Taken together, existing scholarship affirms the literary and cultural significance of Ai
van but leaves open important space for deeper examination of its poetics of mournful language.
Much of the research has emphasized historical context, gendered voice, or thematic comparison
with earlier laments, while the artistic mechanics of its language- its symbolic vocabulary,
epithets, and rhetorical techniques - remain underexplored. This study addresses that gap by
systematically analyzing Ai f«w van from a poetics-based perspective, demonstrating how Ngoc
Han’s artistry transforms personal grief into a powerful cultural text. For this purpose, the chir
NOm version of 4i fu van translated and annotated by Luong Van Pang and colleagues (1994)
was selected as the primary source due to its systematic presentation, brief commentary and
clear, concise annotations for analysis.

2. Theoretical frameworks

The present study is grounded in the theoretical foundations of poetics, understood as the
internal principles that govern artistic creation rather than external rules or arbitrary conventions.
Poetics is the study of the structures, genres, and artistic functions of literary works. Since
Aristotle’s Poetics (1965/335 BCE), it has provided a foundation for understanding poetry as a
form of art with its own rules of construction and aesthetic purposes. Later developments, such
as Jakobson’s (1960) linguistic poetics, emphasized that the poetic function of language lies in
its selection and combination of elements to produce artistic effects.

Following Tran Pinh Sir’s influential works on the poetics of medieval Vietnamese
literature (2003, 2005, 2023), this research treats poetics as a systematic mode of inquiry into
how meaning is generated through language, form, and genre conventions. Tran argues that
medieval Vietnamese texts must be analyzed at multiple levels: the artistic whole, the level of
imagery and symbols, and the level of linguistic expression. This framework provides a
comprehensive model for approaching Ai tw van not only as a historical document of grief but as
a carefully structured artistic work.

In Vietnamese literature, the song thdt luc bat (double seven—six-eight) verse form has
been considered “a unique discovery of Vietnamese poetry” (Vi Thanh, 2004, p. 1550). While
the luc bat (six-eight) form is strong in its narrative potential, the song that luc bat - with its
alternating couplets of seven-syllable lines and six-eight lines - leans toward expressing inner
states, particularly tragic and lyrical sentiments. It embodies refined expressive qualities,
especially in terms of rhythm and tonality, often creating a melancholic, solemn, and elegant
resonance. Although originating in oral folk traditions, the form only truly developed and
reached maturity in written literature between the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries,
as seen in works such as Cung 0an ngam khic (Nguyén Gia Thiéu), the vernacular translation of
Chinh phu ngdm, and Nguyén Du’s Van té thdp loai chiing sinh (Vi Thanh, 2004).

In 4i Tw Vién, the deployment of song that luc bat plays a central role: the alternation
between seven-syllable couplets and the luc bat cycle, combined with rhyme schemes and tonal
contrasts, produces a distinctive elegiac rhythm that enhances the expression of grief and
desolation.
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Expressive language is one of the fundamental functions of communication, focused on the
speaker and the revelation of inner feelings (Jakobson, 1960). In poetry, this function is
amplified through metaphor, repetition, rhythm, and emotionally charged diction.

In Ai tu van, expressive words such as “desolate,” “lonely,” and “solitary shadow,” along
with exclamations of grief like “Alas” or “Oh sorrow,” function as linguistic markers of
emotional pain. These devices transform Princess Ngoc Han’s personal loss into a communal
lament, thereby transmitting a sense of collective mourning to her readers.

In the Western tradition, elegy is defined as a mournful poem reflecting on loss. In East
Asian and Vietnamese traditions, the equivalent genre is the ngdm khdc (lament or chant poem),
typically composed in song thit luc bat form and designed to be recited in a drawn-out, chant-
like voice to convey sorrow.

In the Hdan Viét tir dién [Sino-Vietnamese dictionary], Nguyén Vin Khon (1959) provided
the following definitions: “ngam: a sigh, a moan” (p. 624); and khuc: “a musical piece, a
melody” (p. 506). Lé B4 Han, Tran Pinh St, and Nguyén Khic Phi (1997) argue that ngam khc
is a long lyrical poetic form, usually composed in the song thdt Iuc bat form, recited in a chant-
like manner to express persistent states of sorrow and grief. For this reason, ngam khac is also
referred to as khuc (chant), van (lament), or than (complaint). In Vietnamese literature, the ngam
khac genre occupies an important position, particularly flourishing from the mid-eighteenth to
the mid-nineteenth century. Many literary scholars, such as Duong Quang Ham (1968) and Pham
Thé Ngii (1997), have likewise emphasized the genre’s strong capacity to convey prolonged
melancholy, sorrow, and lamentation, especially through the song that Iluc bat form.

In sum, the theoretical framework of this study is rooted in poetics as the internal principle
of literary construction, developed from The Poetics of Aristotle (1965/335 BCE) to Jakobson
(1960)’s linguistic theory of the poetic function. Building on Tran Dinh Si’s systematic
approach to medieval Vietnamese literature, the analysis situates 4i tw van within a multilayered
poetics such as symbolic vocabulary, artistic epithets, defamiliarized language. Central to this
framework is the song thdt luc bat form, celebrated for its capacity to convey lyrical and tragic
sentiments and closely associated with the tradition of ngdm khdc. As a genre, ngam khic -
defined as a chant-like, elegiac form - flourished in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Vietnam
and became a primary vehicle for expressing prolonged sorrow. By employing this form together
with emotionally charged diction and symbolic vocabulary, 4i f«u van is positioned both within
and beyond its literary tradition, transforming personal grief into a communal and enduring
poetic statement.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative textual analysis grounded in the principles of poetics and
stylistics. The central objective is to explore how Ai fir van by Princess L& Ngoc Han constructs
and conveys grief through its symbolic vocabulary, artistic epithets, and defamiliarized language.

The analysis is based on the version of Ai rur van in the modern Vietnamese transcription
and commentary prepared by Luong Van Dang and colleagues (1994). These editions provide a
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reliable textual foundation, preserving both the linguistic subtleties of the original and accessible
annotations for interpretation.

The research employs close reading to trace the system of key vocabulary related to
sorrow, loneliness, separation, and fate. Each word group is examined in terms of its frequency,
connotations, and role in constructing the psychological progression of the lyrical persona.
Special attention is given to: symbolic vocabulary - lexical fields expressing solitude, longing,
memory, and loss; artistic epithets - modifiers and descriptive phrases that reconstruct emotional
imagery and intensify grief; defamiliarization techniques - syntactic inversions, neologisms, and
unusual semantic combinations that disrupt conventional expression and heighten affective force.

In addition, to contextualize Ai tw van, the study applies a comparative poetics approach.
The poem’s language and stylistic devices are placed alongside Chinh phu ngdam and Cung 0an
ngam khuc, two canonical works of the ngam khuc tradition. This comparison highlights both
shared conventions - such as reliance on the song that luc bat form - and the distinctive
innovations of Princess Ngoc Han, particularly the direct articulation of female grief and explicit
self-naming.

4. Analysis and findings

With sorrow and pain over separation as its dominant emotional undertone, the poem’s
language is structured through deliberate selection and application, reflecting a unified artistic
principle. This approach highlights the emotional state and inner world of the lyrical persona - a
wife in the anguish of separation.

4.1. The System of Symbolic Vocabulary

In the 164-line poem, the author makes frequent use of symbolic vocabulary that
simultaneously reflects personal emotions and carries profound connotations regarding human
fate and the socio-historical context. Throughout the poem, a melancholic, mournful tone
permeates the expressions of a woman who has lost her husband. This tone is vividly conveyed
through a cohesive and expansive system of vocabulary. Princess Ngoc Han consistently
employs lexicon related to loneliness and sorrow such as: bo vo (desolate): “Nbi con cdi cut, ndi
minh bo vo™; quanh qué (gloomy solitude): “Thwong 6i, quanh qué trude lau nhén chang”; chiée
bong (a lone shadow), 1¢ d6i (separated pair): “phong khong chiéc bong, phuong hoang 1é d6i”;
vang vé (deserted): “thuong oi, ving vé giita troi tuyét sa!”; biét ly (separation): “long trdi trao
trd, van nguoi biét ly”

These words depict emptiness in contrast to a once-companionate past, creating a quiet
depth in emotional perception, which in turn enhances the sorrowful effect and evokes a
profound void.

Additionally, vocabulary that evokes longing and recollection of the past is employed to
recreate the flow of retrospective consciousness and to underscore the contrast with present pain.
Words such as: ngd (mistakenly believed): “ngd huong troi bang lang con dau”; nhd
(remember): “Ngd tan vang nhd canh ngu choi”; trong (look out for): “Cang trong cang mot xa
vo1”’; thuong (love/mourn): “Long dum boc thuong hoa doéi cdi / Thuong 6i...thuong o1 / Con
trimg nude thuong vi doi chut / Cét chan tay thuong kho xiét chi...”; bdi hdi (restless): “Tudng
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thoi lai bdi hoi trong da”; x6t (grieve): “Duyén hdo hop x6t ray nén 1€”; kinh sg, lo phién, tran
troc, mong, bang hoang (terror, anxiety, restlessness, yearning, bewilderment). These choices
reveal a flood of grief-stricken emotions, illustrating a love that lingers and aches through
remembrance.

Princess Ngoc Haén also utilizes vocabulary that expresses the anguish of final separation
and loss, such as: doan truong (gut-wrenching sorrow) “Ndi doan trudng con sdng, con dau”;
can, vui (dry, buried): “Nao hay song can, bé vii”; chia (split): “Néo u minh khéo chia d6i nga”;
chua tron (unfulfilled): “Kiép nay chua tron chit duyen gy (broken): “Nira cung gay phim cam
lanh”; c6i cut, bo vo.

These terms portray a shattered emotional state in the face of irreparable loss. At the same
time, the poet conveys a sense of helplessness before fate and reflects on the impermanence and
unpredictability of life through lines like: “Coéng duwong 4y ma nhan duong ay / Cdi tho sao hep
bay hoa cong” ("Such great deeds met such a cruel fate - why is life-span so narrow under
Heaven’s design?")

Thus, the system of vocabulary expressing inner torment is densely organized. The entire
emotional landscape appears dark and heavy, forming a detailed psychological map. The
vocabulary is not used in isolation but arranged into a logical system that represents the lyrical
persona’s psychological progression: from loneliness, to longing and remembrance, to
acknowledgment of loss, and finally to the acceptance of a hopeless reality.

In addition to vocabulary portraying the character's inner world, the poem incorporates
numerous words depicting barren nature - wind, moon, rain, mist, clouds, snow - which
traditionally symbolize harmony and love, but here are repurposed to emphasize emotional
estrangement. For instance, the moon, typically a symbol of eternity, becomes a “dim moon™:
“Budn trong trang, tring mo thém tai” ("Sorrowfully gazing at the moon - its dimness deepens
my sorrow")

Symbols like uyén wong (mandarin ducks) and phugng hoang (phoenix), conventionally
representing conjugal happiness, are juxtaposed with: doan truong, chiéc bong, 1& doi ("gut-
wrenching grief”, "a lonely shadow", "separated pair"). These associations heighten the sense of
loss and abandonment. Natural opposnions, like “spring passed, flowers remaining” (xuan vé,
hoa &) serve to underscore solitude: “Budn thay nh&! xuén vé, hoa ¢ / Mbi sau riéng ai g& cho
xong!” ("Alas! Spring had passed, but the flowers remain - who can unravel this private
sorrow?").

4.2. Artistic Epithets

In the poem, artistic epithets are employed to reconstruct emotional imagery, playing a
vital role in expressing the tumultuous, torn inner world of the lyrical persona. These epithets are
often paired with images of desolation, separation, and gloom. For instance: phong tiéu lanh 1€o
(cold, desolate boudoir): “Gié hiu hit, phong tiéu lanh 180” ("With a faint wind blowing, the
boudoir is cold and lonely") hoa héo ron ron (wilted flowers, shriveled and lifeless): “Trudc
thém lan hoa héo ron ron!” ("Before the orchid porch, flowers wilt with lifeless sorrow!") These
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descriptions not only depict the setting but also evoke emotional devastation, suggesting an
overwhelming sense of emptiness and cold isolation.

The line xe réng tham tham, bong loan rau rau (the dragon carriage is distant, the phoenix
shadow is mournful) employs thim tham (vast and deep) and rdu rau (melancholy) not merely to
illustrate spatial separation but to metaphorically express the chasm between the realms of the
living and the dead. This epithet communicates the notion of absence - death not just as a
physical departure, but as an absolute severance from love and affection.

Additionally, the juxtaposition of contrasting epithets serves to heighten emotional
intensity. Some epithets are reconstructed from recollections of the past, such as: r& rang vé thuy
(“splendid jade-like beauty”) “Sang yéu mudn doi on trén / RS rang vé thuy, ndi chen tiéng cAm”
("Favored by royalty and praised by all - her jade-like beauty shone among the music and grace")

This vivid memory of imperial court life and romantic fulfillment contrasts starkly with the
present sorrow, forming a literary technique of antithesis that enhances the poem’s emotional
resonance.

Artistic epithets in 4i @ van also serve metaphorical functions and contribute to
reimagining imagery. For example, mua thu trai tiét (autumn rain out of season) “Ttr nang ha,
mua thu trai tiét / X6t minh rong moéi mét chang yén!” ("From summer’s heat to untimely
autumn rain - grieved for the dragon's weary restlessness")

This unusual seasonal reversal is a metaphor for the disruption of fate and love. Similarly,
epithets like tring m& (dim moon) and hoa budn (sorrowful flowers) suggest that nature itself is
no longer immutable but instead reflects the emotional landscape of the human soul. The moon
no longer glows with its usual brilliance but appears dim under the weight of the speaker’s
despair.

To express defiance toward fate and to criticize the workings of the cosmos, the poem
utilizes striking epithets such as: troi trao tro (fickle heavens): “Long troi trao tro, van nguoi biét
ly” ("The heart of Heaven is fickle, human fate cast into separation") may Tao bt bang (unjust
Creation): “Ngéan thay, may Tao bat bang / Bong may thoat dd ngat ching xe loan!” ("Alas!
Creation is unjust - like clouds fading, the phoenix carriage disappears™). These phrases express
a clear, emotional protest that elevates the poem’s personal tragedy to a cosmic level.

In summary, the poem’s artistic epithets, with their unconventional structures and intense
imagery, go beyond ordinary descriptive function. They work to construct and reveal the
mournful emotional current within the linguistic framework, enhancing the poem’s poetics effect
and emotional depth.

4.3. Defamiliarized Language

To heighten the tragic emotional current, the language of Ai 7 van is further shaped
through the technique of defamiliarization - achieved by creating unexpected, unusual linguistic
combinations. A prime example is the poet's insertion of concrete realities into juxtaposition with
allusions drawn from classical Chinese references: Hang Nga (the Moon Goddess): “Guong
Hing Nga di bui mau trong” ("The Moon Goddess’s mirror is now dust-covered and dim"), dién
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qué (cassia palace), ngudn hoa (the source of blossoms): “Theo phen dién qué, theo ldn ngudn
hoa” ("Once graced the cassia palace, once entered the source of blossoms") guong Han cung
(mirror of the Han palace): “Nay guong la cia Han Cung” ("This mirror belonged to the Han
Palace™). These images imbue the poem with a sense of sacred destiny and simultaneously reflect
a heartbreaking reality of shattered fates and estranged love.

The poet also subverts conventional syntactic structures by crafting verses that lack explicit
subjects, contributing to a sense of ambiguity and emotional disorientation. Though the speaker
is clearly the one experiencing loss, many verses feature a “distancing of the self.” For instance:
“Gid sao bong tho o lang 1&” ("Why now this sudden apathy and silence?")

Here, it is unclear who is being “apathetic” or “silent” - is it Heaven, the world, or a
person? The ambiguity transforms the line into a cry of anguish, devoid of direction - a lament
cast into the void.

Moreover, defamiliarization appears in combinations of words that typically do not coexist,
forming syntactic anomalies that express ineffable grief: “Nang long vang da, can 101 toc to”
("Heavy-hearted with steadfast love, yet speechless on threads of fate")

The structure “nang long vang da” (heavy-hearted with gold and stone) appears
syntactically unusual - possibly a case of inversion, but the mixture of one verb (nang long) with
three abstract nouns (vang, da, toc to) defies straightforward parsing. Such combinations resist
conventional grammatical restoration and instead must be interpreted emotionally. Behind this
“linguistic disorder” lies a deeply troubled psyche, weighed down by grief.

Inverted syntax, or ddo trang, is deployed extensively to amplify emotional impact. This
includes fronting interjections and rearranging the subject - predicate order to produce explosive,
mournful expressions: “Dau dén thay, 4y canh chiém bao” ("Oh, how painful - such is this
dream-like vision"); “Thuong 6i, quanh qué trudc lau nhén chang!” ("Alas! Such desolation
before the tower, where only spiderwebs remain.); “Budn thay nh&, Swong roi, gié lot” ("Alas!
Mist falls, winds seep through"); “Ngan thay may Tao bat bang” ("Alas! How unjust are the
workings of Creation”). These lines create emotional ruptures - verbal outbursts akin to sobs
caught in the throat, heightening the poem’s affective force.

In addition, the poem employs symbolic neologisms that reflect the speaker s subjective
worldview. Instead of convent10nal expressions like nguon nudc ( ‘water source’ ) or ndi budn
(“sorrow”), the poet coins: ngudn tinh (“source of affection”); ndi lai lich, ndi sinh co (“the
sorrow of origin”, “the sorrow of vitality”); coi tho (“realm of lifespan”) instead of cdi troi
(“heavenly realm”); mach sau (“vein of sorrow”) instead of mach ngudn (“spring vein”); tic long
(“a span of heart”) instead of tic rudt (“a span of gut”) or tic dit (“a span of land”)

These unconventional constructions open up a surreal dimension of meaning, evoking
irrational anxieties and fractured emotions. They reflect the disrupted, heavy inner state of the
speaker and deepen the reader’s immersion into her psychological and emotional world.
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4.4. The Artistic Language of Ai tw vin in Comparison with “Chinh phu ngdm” and
“Cung oan ngam khuc”

In Chinh phu ngdm khiic giang ludn (published by A Chau), the author Thuin Phong
(1953) discusses the influence of Chinh phu ngdm on subsequent literary works, including A4i tw
van, asserting that the latter bears influence from Poan Thi Diém’s vernacular (Nom) translation.
This article seeks to reassess that claim through the lens of textual history and poetics-language
perspective. From a historical perspective, existing research suggests that the Noém translation of
Chinh phu ngam (attributed either to Poan Thi Diém or Phan Huy ich) consists of 412 verses in
song thit luc bat form. The earliest recorded publication is from 1902, with some evidence
pointing to an earlier version dated around 1815. In any case, these dates do not align with the
period in which 4i @ van was composed - between 1792 (the year of Emperor Quang Trung’s
death) and 1799 (the year of Princess Ngoc Héan’s passing). Therefore, it is highly unlikely that
the author of 4i nr van had access to any vernacular Chinh phu ngam translation. However, in
the field of translation studies, we must acknowledge that the survival of textual materials does
not always reflect their original circulation. Thus, dating alone is insufficient to prove influence;
instead, it is essential to examine the textual nature and later reception of Ai #ur van. This section
will explore Ai tur van’s distinctive literary value by comparing its poetics language with that of
Chinh phu ngam khtc and Cung oan ngadm khuc - two of the most famous ballads in the tradition
of vernacular Vietnamese poetry.

From a poetics-linguistic standpoint, although all three poems share emotional themes and
reflect a common historical context - specifically, the flourishing of vernacular poetry in 18th-
century Vietnam - they differ significantly in how they construct the lyrical subject’s inner voice.
Ai tw van frequently employs intense, direct expressions of grief. Its language is urgent,
overflowing with mournful emotion, especially through exclamatory particles and visceral
vocabulary. The speaker appears in sharp relief: a fractured, sorrow-stricken, grieving self. By
contrast, Chinh phu ngam, in its vernacular translations, often evokes a quieter melancholy. The
language is softer, more allusive, and leans heavily on conventional poetics symbols and
landscapes to mirror inner emotion. Rather than cry out in anguish, the voice of the chinh phu
(soldier’s wife) broods, immersed in wistful longing. The lines tend toward subtle emotional
diffusion, making sorrow feel persistent, muted, and eternal. Consider, for instance:

“Chén Ham Duong chin khiic cung dao
Nbi 04n nay kim ¢d biét 14 bao!”
(Chinh phu ngam khiic, cau 67 - 68)

The poet references Ham Duong, cung dao, and kim c6 - allusions steeped in literary
tradition. These classical references demand prior cultural knowledge to be interpreted, and they
elevate the poem’s tone to one of meditative, symbolic resonance. This stands in stark contrast to
Ai tw van’s direct emotional articulation, as seen in a line like:

“Dau dén thay, iy canh chiém bao...”

("Oh how painful - such is this dream-like scene...")




99 Nguy&n Thi Hang — Tran Thi Minh

Additionally, 4i tw van employs poetics of self-naming, affirming that the speaker is none
other than Ngoc Han herself. This is in contrast to Chinh phu ngdm, where the speaker’s identity
is veiled - expressing pain not as an individual but as a generalized figure. While Ai tw van
evokes deep empathy through its vivid portrayal of personal suffering, Chinh phu ngam elicits
contemplation of a sorrow that is generalized, enduring, and cyclic - almost like a metaphysical
fate.

Turning to Cung 0dn ngdm khdc, its language is intricately crafted and polished, replete
with Sino-Vietnamese allusions. The poet deliberately refines diction to evoke an elegant yet
mournful tone - appropriate for portraying a palace lady burdened by timeless sorrow. Phrases
such as vach qué (cassia wall), vii y (feathered robe), ma dao (rosy cheeks), ctru trang (imperial
throne), and bong cau (passing shadow of a horse) are all metaphors laden with symbolic weight.
The author employs an erudite, scholarly style, drawing on ethical and moral vocabularies that
are encoded into imagery and require interpretive effort to understand. In contrast, 4i tw vin
favors a more emotionally immediate register. While symbolic language is still present, it is
integrated systematically, allowing for clearer interpretation. The poem’s frequent use of
exclamations and affective vocabulary enhances its accessibility and directness.

From these preliminary comparisons, it becomes evident that A4i #r van, though
thematically aligned with the melancholic spirit of female-authored poetry in medieval Vietnam,
asserts its own unique voice. Its poetics language sets it apart through its distinctive tone,
personalized expression, and psychological depth. Rather than viewing A4i fu van as a derivative
work influenced by earlier ballads this study proposes recognizing it as a singular linguistic
phenomenon - an expression of the author’s literary talent and emotional sensitivity. In this light,
the work earns a legitimate place within the canon of Vietnamese literature.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study affirm that 4i nr van exemplifies the expressive and symbolic
potential of the song that luc bat form within the ngdm khuc tradition, while simultaneously
advancing new dimensions of poetic language. Through its system of symbolic vocabulary,
artistic epithets, and defamiliarized structures, the poem not only conveys Princess Ngoc Han’s
individual grief but also resonates as a communal and cultural lament.

As previous scholarship has emphasized (Nguyén Loc, 2004; Pao Thi Thu Thuy, 2010), Ai
tw van inherits the thematic framework of Chinh phu ngdm and Cung oan ngam khic,
particularly in its preoccupation with loss, sorrow, and feminine subjectivity. Yet the poem
distinguishes itself by anchoring its voice in a concrete historical event - the death of Emperor
Quang Trung. This rootedness produces a heightened realism that departs from the generalized
female archetypes of earlier laments. The analysis here demonstrates that Ngoc Han’s use of
plain diction, stripped of excessive Sino-Vietnamese compounds, intensifies accessibility while
reinforcing the immediacy of grief. Thus, the poem maintains continuity with tradition while
innovating in form and voice.

Applying Tran Binh St’s multi-level poetics framework, the study reveals how the text
functions at three layers: the artistic whole, the imagery-symbolic layer, and the linguistic-
expressive layer. The symbolic vocabulary constructs an emotional map of loneliness, longing,
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and despair; the artistic epithets intensify imagery of desolation; and the defamiliarized syntax
produces ruptures that mirror psychic breakdown. Collectively, these devices create a cohesive
emotional architecture where form and content reinforce each other. This illustrates Jakobson’s
(1960) insight that the poetic function lies in the deliberate selection and combination of
language to produce aesthetic effect.

Vo6 Thanh Huong’s (2015) perspective on gender roles is corroborated by the present
analysis: the poem’s diction demonstrates both a submissive, tender femininity and a regal
authority as Empress. This duality allows Ngoc Han to transcend the boundaries of domestic
lamentation, elevating her voice to encompass national concerns. The contrast between self-
effacing vocabulary (“coi cat,” “bo vo™) and elevated praise of the Emperor (“cong duc day, ngu
van cang lau”) reflects both personal and political dimensions of her expression. From a poetics
standpoint, this interplay positions Ai tr van as a rare example of female-authored textual agency
in medieval Vietnamese literature.

The comparative discussion with Chinh phu ngam and Cung oan ngam khuc highlights that
while A4i tw van shares motifs and form with its predecessors, its distinctive use of self-naming
and direct, visceral expression of grief mark it as an independent literary phenomenon. Historical
evidence suggests Ngoc Han may not have had access to vernacular translations of Chinh phu
ngam during her lifetime, further supporting the view that similarities are structural rather than
derivative. Thus, the poem should be re-evaluated not as a secondary imitation but as a creative
innovation within the ngam khuc tradition.

Ultimately, the discussion underscores that 4i nur van transforms a personal tragedy into a
cultural text of enduring value. Its poetics of mournful language allows it to function
simultaneously as elegy, historical testimony, and artistic artifact. By foregrounding language as
the central site of meaning-making, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of medieval
Vietnamese poetics and situates Ngoc Han’s work within both national literary heritage and
broader comparative elegiac traditions.

6. Conclusion

From the perspective of poetics, 4i tuw van emerges as a literary work characterized by a
distinctive linguistic structure, rich in symbolism and bearing significant historical and literary
value. Although Princess Ngoc Han was not a prolific literary figure (as measured by quantity),
with this singular work, she succeeded in crafting a meticulously organized poetics language
system - featuring prominent lexical layers, vividly constructed artistic epithets, and especially
the innovative use of defamiliarized language. These elements collectively highlight the fusion
of subjectivity, landscape, and emotion. Positioning Ai tw van in dialogue with other vernacular
NO6m poems - specifically Chinh phu ngdm khic - is not intended to establish a direct line of
influence, but rather to affirm the author’s creative independence, artistic agency, and unique
literary identity within the stream of female-authored medieval Vietnamese literature. The
poem’s mournful language reveals that words in A4i tw van function not merely as a medium to
express personal tragedy but also as a mirror reflecting the precarious nature of human existence,
caught between fate and historical forces. By examining the work's linguistic features in depth,
we are compelled to recognize Ai tr van as an artistic discourse of exceptional emotive power.
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