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Abstract: The Chit Nom (CN) characters contained in the Sino-Vietnamese version of
Buddhist Sutra i AR EHEERE are quite unique in that they show obvious evidence
of the ancient sesqui-syllabisity of Vietnamese. This study aims to point out their utility
in the study of Vietnamese history and conduct a tentative reconstruction of the Sino-
Vietnamese (SV) initials in the 15th century through comparison of the CN readings and

the SV readings of their phonetic components.

1 Introduction

The term Chir Nom =7W§ (CN) is usually used to denote the characters that had been
used to transcribe the Vietnamese vocabulary and the Vietnamized Chinese loan words
by arranging the form of Chinese characters. Some of them have a unique form different
from Chinese characters that contains a phonetic component and a semantic one, whereas
others have the same form as Chinese characters that contains only the phonetic
component, and their original meaning is ignored. For most of the CNs, the choice of the
phonetic component is completely based on the Sino-Vietnamese (SV) readings (Cdch
doc Han Viét #i#E) of the Chinese characters, which means that the creation of CN is
later than the formation of SV readings (Nguyén Tai Can 1985). Following the general
opinion that the system of SV readings is completed in the 10th century right after the
independence from China (Nguyén Tai Can 1979), the creation of CN must be later than
the 10th century, and we can actually find the early examples of them in the inscription
written in the 14" century (Maspero 1912, Shimizu 1998; 2010). The CN poems of
Nguyén Trii (1380-1442) are regarded as the oldest poems written in Vietnamese.

The material used in this study is obviously older than the poems of Nguyén Tri and
belongs to the text type called gidi dm f##, which is a word-for-word translation of the

Chinese text into Vietnamese.

2 Data
The CN data used in this study are gathered from the Sino-Vietnamese version of the
Buddhist sutra Phdt Thuyét Pai Bdo Phy Mau An Trong Kinh #3i KR EEEAKR, which

was introduced by a number of philologists inside and outside of Vietnam. There are two



different opinions on the period of this material: one attributes it to the 15th century
(Hoang Thi Ngo 1999, Shimizu 1996), and the other attributes it to the 12th century
(Nguyén Tai Can 2008, Tran Trong Duong 2011). As for the period of its publication, I
prefer the former opinion for two reasons: (1) two taboo characters are used to avoid the
names of the kings in the Lé dynasty (15th century); and (2) the pictures inserted in the
Vietnamese version of the sutra are exactly the same as those in the Korean version edited
in 1486 and in the Japanese (Edo) version in 1643, and not earlier. Advocates of the latter
opinion argue that the quite old characteristics of CN are contained in this material, that
is the trace of ancient sesqui-syllabisity. However, along with the old characteristics of
the CN characters therein, it also contains the new forms of the same lexical items, which
can tell us the general conservativeness of the writing systems. Therefore, I still regard it
as the work of the 15th century and the old characteristics of CN characters therein are

the trace of the former period between the 10th and 15th centuries.

3 Method

1. Following the traditional way of reading CN texts, the whole text is transcribed into
modern Vietnamese orthography called Quéc Ngir Iz scripts.

2. The phonetic component of each CN character is extracted, and its SV reading is
also transcribed into Quéc Ngir.

3. For convenience of comparison, look up the Middle Chinese belongings of each
phonetic component, with regard to initial consonants &£}, rhymes #H£E}F, grades %,
roundedness [y, and tones &Y.

4. Compare the CN and the SV readings of their phonetic components with the Middle
Chinese initial system (Pulleyblank 1984), Proto Vietic (Ferlus 1982, 1992, 2009, 2014),
15th- to 16th-century Vietnamese (Davidson 1975, Shimizu 2008), 17%-century

Vietnamese (Gregerson 1969, Shimizu 1999), and the modern dialects (Ferlus 1982).

4 Results
1,046 different forms of CN characters in total are collected and the correspondence

between the CN and the SV readings of their phonetic components is outlined as follows:

4.1 Voiced/voiceless Stops and affricates RE/in5E /B ili/407%/HE1t/ 8 /EM

(1)
R *k-



Svt CN e.g.

k2 k 543 (335) 4% cOc [4* coc] “hE” (23a2)
g 21 (45) 5 @i [ cai] “#&” (8al)

tr

gi gi

1 (90) L trong [ L cong] “H” (9a2...)

S (8)  ZE gia[Ze gid] “BEEE" (12a5)

1 (1)  #h0xa [hn gia] <M (22b1)
kh k 2 (7) i} kéu [P} khiéu] “KE (15b5...)

2

1

1

g (3) % quong [2 khuwong] “85” (12a5)
kh (1)  {BE+3}khoe [ khue] “f” (13a4)
h k (1) &1k quanh [BE hudng] “#5Z5 (19b3)
EB g
k k 17 (103) & cbi [ quy] “5i” (46a3)
g 5 (12)  E gay [H ky] “Fi” (21a3)
mE %t
a a 41  (168) % dang [%F dang] “fi%” (8a2...)
d 15 (26)  1H dar [1H dat] “#5” (16a2)
tr 1 (1) 4 troi [%f doi] “HiEE” (19b4)
T *d-
a a 29  (157) ¥ dac [¥F dac] “¥E” (8b2)
d 8 (14)  fX day [1X dai] “# (18b4...)
tr 2 (2) & tron & don] “@EEL” (19a5)
8 p-
b b 38 (93)  PH bay [PA bé] “4%” (14b3)
t t 1 (2) I tinh [JF tinh] “ > (6b5)
b v 14 (40) & vui [ boi] “Bk” (14a4...)
tr 1 (34)  # ba [ tra] “#” (4b3...)

! Both the CN and the SV readings of their phonetic components are represented in Qudc Ngit scripts.

2 The Quoc Ngit scripts are used here: & represents c/k/q, and ng represents ng/ngh.

3 The bare numbers denote those of different character types, and those in parentheses are the total number of
occurrences in the text.

4 £%: CN character, céc: CN reading [4(: phonetic component): c6¢ (SV reading)] “f&(: corresponding Chinese
meaning)” (23a2(: page and line of occurence))

5 In the case that CN fonts are not available, we separate the components into {A*B} for vertical and {A+B} for

horizontal placement: e.g., {[LI*f7}="4, {fi+D =)
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(144)
©)
(1)
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(30)
(16)
(6)
@)

(13)
@)

(23)

(123)
@)

(1)
(1)
3)

‘&) buc [E) bac] “# (11a4)

& vo [ bi] “Z£” (21b3)

2& phai [2E bui] <44 (35b3)
B3l sanh [3f tinh] “BC” (14b1)

1 chung [{# trung] “F>” (14b2..)
g trieu [5] trieu] "1 (51)

i rieoc [EL trac] “fE1 T (19b2)
K chau [4F chu] “#5” (13b3)

i chiu [ trigu] “3z” (11b3)
75 gia [45 tra] “#&” (37a5)
B3 tror [B3: tror] “BR” (41al)
12 xanh [#£ xanh] “22” (15a2)

£ 1ot [25 tot] “4F” (36b3)
ANH giéng [F: tinh] “H: (35a3)

F té [F5 tay] “BlZE” (2a3)

JE chang [ trang] “4A” (2a4...)

i trai [1E trai] “i&” (31a2)

F s [FF sy] “F (7a5)
45 thay [£¢ sai] “Bli%i” (18b4)
Bl chira [B tro] “$& (5al)
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(152)
(6)
(4)
@
@
(4)

@
()
©)

Ik chay [k chi] “¥iE” (8b2)

T giét [#T chiét] “#%”(17b3)

I xin [ chan] “Z8” (33b5)
{/M*E1} kim [£f cham] <~ (41b5)
iE gia [ gia] “HEsE” (30b2)

iHE ché [ gia] “MEm]” (21a3)

B xa [BF xa] “EF> (8al)
I tha [IE xa] <& (31al)
& thit [ thiét] “B” (29b5)

4.2 Aspirated stops and affricates ;& EHEVE

2
NS
kh

B
th

*]cho
kh

9
th

r

*th'

th

*tgh-

th

22

16

(78)

@)
(15)

@)

(59)
(19)
)

(17)
(11)

3)
(1)

(14)
@)

% khac [1% khac] “fth” (19a5)
B[k gb Hi khd “¥1” (27a2)
AR thug [#R khod] “B” (33b5)
B rong [W khoang] <& (6a5)

1A thdy [{& thé] “5.” (4b1)
i da [H6 da] “E.” (4bd)
Fif da [#i da] “H” (29b5)

Jifi phdi [Jifi phdi] “/&” (7b4)
S phi [ vay] “Hr” (19b2)

iZ sinh [i£ sinh] “Bk” (16b4)
T xG [H: xdu] “B” (21b3)

Y thét [ thiét] “ik#1” (21a4)
B xui [ thoi] “#%” (19a5)
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St

X 1 Q)
*tSh_
X 2 (13)
*teh-
X 11 (37)

4.3 Velar fricatives EE[E

3)
BE i
h

nh

4.4 Dental fricatives DI E A&

(4)
(Y5
t

oy
h 21 (137)
zZero 2 )
*y-

h 28 (92)
ng 1 1)
nh 1 (1)

*g.
t 30  (103)
r 8 (14)
X 1 1)
t 1 (7)
S 1 1)
*7_

t 5 (7
*g-

th 15 (80)
X 2 2

X 1 (4)

{2 xam [/ xam] “/2” (12b5)

] xuwea [ so] “J&” (5a2)

& xuong [E xwong] ““B” (7al)

5 hay [M hai] “HE” (5b4)
W 6 [M] ha] “FE (30b5)

filt hom [AlF ham] “&” (37a2)
{FE+E}ngat [ hat] “f4HE” (22al)
B9 nhan [B4 nhan] “FTLL” (8b3)

fE tay [ tw] “F (11a2)

% rach [Z tac] “Z4” (29b5)
{FE* K Ixdu [# tu] “Z&H0” (21a3)
Hit tan [Hft san] “VE” (43b3)

T st [[£ sat] “Ri” (22b4)

{2l tura [I2L tur] <SR 127 (14b1)

#E theo [ thiéu] “BE” (36b1)
B xire [#8 thire] “Jiti” (15a1)
4= x4 [ xa] “JfE” (6a5)
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4.5 Labial fricatives JEEZE M

th

7

(%)
EF -
ph ph 7
b 2

B -

ph ph 2

B2 v

ph ph 2

W *mv-

Y, Y, 3
4.6 Nasals £¥;EiE0H
(6)

535 -

ng ng 34

JEEE *n-

n n 41

1ZRE n-

n n 2

B &t *m-

m m 75

v 3

(29)
(34)

(40)

()

)

@)

(168)

(337)

4)

(349)
(10)

7% sa [7) sa] “BE” (29al)
B so [BE thura] “F” (7a2)

Fi than [FL than] “ B (42a2)

1% phép [I% phap] “i£(2b1)

1% bép [1% phap] “H5” (35a4)

% phen [% phan] “[=]” (8b2)

7% phung [% phung] “Z17” (32a3)

{B+/Yvdy [ vi] “18” (11a4)

‘H. nghi ['H. nghe] “B&” (5b3...)

JE ni [J& nay] “4 (2a4)

IR nwong [ neong] “iK> (21b4)

[ muon [F9 mon] «“&5” (3a3)
% ve [ mé] “fx” (5b1)



d 1 (1) [ dan [[4 man] “HfiEr (19a3)
r 1 (1)  {&E+%}rach [E mjch] “RI#E” (13a2)
d d 1 (4) % danh [4 danh] “4 k> (11a4)

4.7 Other consonants 2K &= L4

(7)
®KE -
I I 60  (330) 3 long [FF long] “/L>” (5b5...)
S 27 (57) 7 sao [ lao] “4nfa (8a3...)
tr 39 (88) g trén [ lien] “ L7 (10b1)
r 28 (78) iR rang [iR lang] “Z~ (7a2...)
X 1 (1) %% xang [ lang] “#ITHE” (20b4)
d 1 (1)  #%i% dénh [ lang] “BEAE” (20a2)
BE p-
nh nh 22 (114) £ nhau [££ nhiéu] “F8” (37al)
ng 1 (1) % nghéo [ nhiéu] “f%ME” (22al)
n 1 (1) & ném [ nham] “BEIE"(36a2)
7 *?-

zero  zero 35  (323) K dy[Ky] R (2a4)

h 2 (5) 7 hét [78 yét] “Ir (4bl)

nh nh 1 8) nhan [[X] nhan] “H” (19b2...)

=i *w-

v v 8 (44)  fir vé [f vé] “iw (7a3...)

h h 3 (3) % hai [ hy] “IRIE” (34a5)

B *j-

d d 28 (98) W day [ du¢] “iE” (17b1)
gi 4 (5) B gitra [ dir] “H7” (29b2)
nh 4 (7) I nha [th da] “i” (13b1)

a 1 (32) % di[fdi] “11 (3a4)
X 1 (7)  #THB xa [HB da] “%” (12al)
v 1 (3) & viéc [ dich] “Z+” (19al)



5 Analysis

Among the previous studies on SV readings, only Ferlus (1992) refers to its status in
the historical phonology from Proto Vietic to modern dialects, while others consider its
status from MC to modern Vietnamese. Here we follow the reconstruction of the PV
system by Ferlus (1982, 1992, 2009, 2016) and attempt to reconsider the historical
process of SV initials proposed by Ferlus (1992).

5.1 Voiced and voiceless contrast in SV initials

Modern SV readings basically do not distinguish the Middle Chinese (MC) voiced
and voiceless initials (/% /&, B/, F/E, K/, O/ with different
consonants but they do with different tones as follows:

(8)
SV Tones A = = N
(*voiceless initials >) High la |34 |54 |7at
(*voiced initials >) Low 2a |4a |6a |8at

We suppose, if the same situation is the case in the 15th century, the CN readings can
also be separated into high and low tones according to the MC initial voicedness. The

results are as follows:

)
g g
T & 3 :
R 1 29 Z 1 0 i 1 16 F 1 1
*k 3 15 *3 3 0 * 3 7 * 3 1
5 24 5 0 5 21 5 2
7 12 80 7 0 O 7 10 54 7 0 4
2 5 2 10 2 1 2 18
4 1 4 4 4 0 4 3
6 2 6 6 2 6 6
8 0 8 8 5 22 8 0 3 8 8 35
B 1 13 #1002 1 1 5 B o1 1
*p 3 8 * 3 1 * 3 0 *{ 3 0



7 7 46 7 0 5 7 3 8 7 0 1

2 3 2 6 2 0 2 8

4 1 4 0 4 0 4 2

6 3 6 5 6 0 6 3

8 1 8 8 5 16 8 0 0 8 1 14
¥ 1 2 #® 1 0 D 1 18 m 1 0
*ts 3 0 *dz 3 0 3 2 3 0

5 2 5 0 5 15 5 0

7 3 7 7 0 0 7 6 M 7 0 0

2 0 2 6 2 0 2 2

4 0 4 0 4 0 4 0

6 0 6 3 6 0 6 2

8 0 0 8 0 9 8 0 0 8 1 5

We can safely say that, in general, MC voiceless initials are chosen to transcribe the
Vietnamese syllables with high tones and the voiced initials with low tones, which
indicates that SV initials in the 15th century did not distinguish the voiced and voiceless
contrast, just as they do not in the modern SV.

The voiced or voiceless value of them are tentatively supposed as follows:

(10) FZE /*k/ (k) vl /<d (@) EAE 46/ (b)  FNEE /2 (tr)
FEUE /*s/ (1) DI /*s/ (f)

The SV reading k of both . and % initials is equally chosen to transcribe the
Vietnamese k and g initials, for which we can find no evidence of voicing throughout their
history: (PV) *k-g > (15-16C) k > (17C) k > (Modern) k.

The SV reading & of both ¥ and ¥ initials is chosen to transcribe the Vietnamese d,
which maintained its voiced value throughout its history: *j > j > 0 > z(in North)/j(in
Central and South) and *t-d > 8 > § > z/].

The SV reading # of both %1 and ¥ initials is chosen to transcribe the Vietnamese c#,
which maintained its voiceless value: *c- >c¢>c >c.

The SV reading ¢ of f&{.Lx48 initials is equally chosen to transcribe the Vietnamese
t, which maintained its voiceless value throughout its history: *s >t >t > t. As for its

fricative value, we will discuss it in 5.2.1.



5.2 Reconstruction of 5% and Z#H initials
5.2.1 FFUEDLAR initials

The SV reading ¢ of ¥57¢-0J8 initials is equally chosen to transcribe Vietnamese 7. As
for the /[ initial, it is also chosen for Vietnamese r. The latter choice is only possible
when the *s >t process had not occurred for SV ¢ and when *s > r had not occurred for
the Vietnamese vocabulary with the 7 initial (Shimizu 2015). In (4), we provide one
example of this case: & rach [3% tac] “ZL” (29b5)

5.2.2 E#H and ;& initials

The MC % initial has maintained its original value /*c/ until the stage of modern
dialects.

The SV reading th of fiNZEi# {5 initials is equally chosen to transcribe Vietnamese #4.
As for & and 7 initials, the same reading is also used to transcribe the Vietnamese x.
The latter choice can occur only when *¢ > th in SV 4 had not occurred and *t[ > ¢ in the
Vietnamese vocabulary with the x initial had already occurred. The occurrence of *tf> ¢
must have been the case for the SV reading x of & initial, which is chosen to transcribe
the Vietnamese vocabulary with the x initial.

The following reconstruction is proposed:
(11) 3 /*c/(ch) FEME e/ (th)y B *>)e ()

6 Conclusions
Through the analysis above and others, the following system of SV initials in the 15th

century is proposed 8:

(12)  RE K/ (k) W& A (@) B #6/ (b))  FEWLIS /*s/(f)
FL- 1(kj)/ (gi) A= A /(*ps)/ (1)
 /*c/ (ch) ANETETE /*e/ (th) B /*t>)el (x)
12 Fkv/ (kh) 3 [t/ (th) 5 *pt/ (ph)
FIVEHE ¥ (tr) SERIAE 1>l (S)
E[F /*h/ (h)
FeHZE 4l (ph) = </ (V)
B& I*n/(ng)  JEEE n/(n) B FFm/(m)
S R() HE-2 - al*p/ (nh) 5 %A (#)
LABA = A 1*j/ (d)
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PV MC 15C  15-16C 17C Mod (N/CS)
p" p" (%) p" p" p" (ph) f (ph)
p-b { p-b (E3If7) 6 6 6 (b) 6 (b)
é>p B B (bl de) v (v)
o (50 p" p" p" (ph) f (ph)
f-v GEE)
P (5= A) ? c/te  th(th) th (¢th)
pi-bj (FE-a) (ps) ¢ t(9) t ()
th (37%) th th th (th) th (th)
t-d {t-d (Vi 1E) d d d(d) d(d
0 0 3 (d/de) z/j (d)
tsh (1) c c/te  th(th) th (¢th)
ts-dz (FE18) S t t (1) t (1)
s { s-z (‘LK) S t t (1) t (1)
S>T T r(r) z/t (r)
t (f) { t>)e tP>)e e s (x)
s s s (s) s/s (s)
t- () t t t (tr) c/t (tr)
tsh (%)) { s s s (5) sls (5)
t>)e tP>)e e s (x)
ts () t t £ (tr) c/t (tr)
sz, (5% s s s (5) sls (5)
teh (5) t>)e tP>)e e s (x)
tf «{ t>)e tP>)e e s (x)

? J j (gD z/j (g7)



PV MC 15C
cJ { te () c
¢
c-z GEMEMY) ¢
kh (i) kh
k-g { k-g (FLZ) k
x>y
x-y (HE[F) h
khj (#%-) ?
kj kj (Ji.-) Kij
? (¥ ?
h h
) m
d n
i) Y (#=a) n
m m (F) m
n n (JE) n
n (1)
n n(H) jf n
nj (%&-)
13 n (%¢) 13
mv (7%) ir w
w w (=)
J j(Bh) } J
mj (3= )
r r
I 1(%) |
CHr CHr
C+l C+l
ml ml

15-16C 17C

c c (ch)

J J (gD

c/te th (¢h)

'S kb (kh)

k k (c/k/q)

Y y (g/gh)

h h (h)

t>)e e

Kij j (i)

? ? (#)

h h (h)

m m (m)

n n (n)

n 1 (nh)

m m (m)

n n (n)

n 1 (nh)

| 1 (ng/ngh)

w w (u/v)

3 3 (d/dé)

r r(r)

I I (1)

C+r>ks s ()

CH it (dhr)
North: B1 (b/)

ml ml/p/ (ml/nh/

mn  mnh)

Mod (N/CS)
¢ (ch)
z/j (gi)
th (¢h)
kb (kh)
k (c/k/q)
y (g/gh)
h (h)

s (x)

z/j (gi)
2 (%)

h ()

m (m)

n (n)

1 (nh)
m (m)

n (n)

n (nh)

n (ng/ngh)
v (V)

2/j (d)

r(r)
X0)

s/s (S)
c/t (tr)
z (g7)

1 (nh)



