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KHO TAØNG TRUYEÄN COÅ TÍCH VIEÄT NAM 
TÖØ BÌNH DIEÄN MOÄT COÂNG TRÌNH NGHIEÂN CÖÙU

 Hy Tuệ *

LTS. Boä saùch Kho taøng truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam cuûa GS Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi goàm 5 taäp, ra 
ñôøi laàn löôït caùch ñaây 55 naêm, ñöôïc nhieàu nhaø xuaát baûn in laïi raát nhieàu laàn döôùi nhieàu 
hình thöùc, maø rieâng hình thöùc toaøn taäp, ñeán nay cuõng ñaõ in laïi ñeán laàn thöù 8 vaø ñang 
ñöôïc Nxb Treû chuaån bò in laàn thöù 9. Nhieàu baøi pheâ bình, giôùi thieäu boä saùch ôû caû trong 
nöôùc vaø ngoaøi nöôùc ñaõ ñöôïc coâng boá töø khi saùch ra maét laàn ñaàu ñeán nay. Ñeå giuùp ñoäc 
giaû coù theâm moät caùi nhìn “beân trong” ñoái vôùi coâng trình nghieân cöùu folklore ñaõ trôû 
thaønh coå ñieån aáy, döôùi ñaây chuùng toâi xin ñaêng baøi vieát cuûa GS Nguyeãn Hueä Chi - con 
trai taùc giaû - döôùi buùt danh Hy Tueä. Chuùng toâi cuõng xin giôùi thieäu baûn dòch baøi vieát 
sang Anh ngöõ cuûa nhaø vaên Döông Töôøng, ñeå baïn ñoïc nöôùc ngoaøi bieát theâm veà nhaø coå 
tích hoïc Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi.

Kho taøng truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam goàm 5 taäp, ñöôïc coâng boá laàn löôït trong 
voøng 24 naêm, töø naêm 1958 ñeán 1982.(1) Ngay khi 2 taäp ñaàu vöøa ra maét, boä 
saùch ñaõ ñöôïc baïn ñoïc ngoaøi Baéc trong Nam chuù yù, vaø laäp töùc coù tieáng vang ôû 
nöôùc ngoaøi.(2) Taäp III tieáp tuïc ra maét vaøo naêm 1960, ñaõ khaúng ñònh vò trí hieån 
nhieân cuûa taùc giaû trong ngaønh coå tích hoïc. Töø ñaáy cho ñeán khi Taäp IV xuaát hieän 
(1975), theo yeâu caàu cuûa baïn ñoïc, caùc Taäp I, II, III ñeàu keá tieáp ba boán laàn ñöôïc 
in laïi. Coù theå noùi, chæ vôùi ba phöông dieän söu taàm, khaûo dò vaø keå chuyeän coå tích, 
Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ sôùm noåi baät leân nhö moät chuyeân gia ñaàu ñaøn. Leâ Vaên Haûo 
vaø Taï Phong Chaâu töø hai phöông trôøi caùch bieät (Paris-Haø Noäi), töøng coù nhöõng 
lôøi ñaùnh giaù nhaát quaùn veà oâng.(3) Tuy vaäy, phaûi ñeán ngaøy boä saùch xuaát baûn troïn 
veïn (1982), tö caùch nhaø coå tích hoïc Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi môùi hieän dieän ñaày ñuû 
nhaát, ôû chöùc naêng ngöôøi toång keát loaïi hình truyeän coå daân gian cuûa Vieät Nam.

Vôùi Phaàn thöù nhaát cuûa Taäp I, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ trình cho baïn ñoïc yù 
kieán cuûa mình veà “Baûn chaát truyeän coå tích”, “Lai lòch truyeän coå tích” vaø “Truyeän 
coå tích Vieät Nam qua caùc thôøi ñaïi”. Vôùi Phaàn III cuûa Taäp V, oâng laïi coù dòp baøn 
trôû laïi caùc vaán ñeà “Ñaëc ñieåm truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam”. Vieäc taùi baûn cuøng luùc 
caû 5 taäp vaøo naêm 1993(4) caøng giuùp ta coù ñieàu kieän xem xeùt caû hai phaàn trong 
moät caùi nhìn chænh theå. Neáu goäp hôn 80 trang phaàn ñaàu vaø gaàn 250 trang phaàn 
cuoái, quaû thöïc ngöôøi ñoïc ñaõ ñöôïc tieáp xuùc vôùi moät chuyeân ñeà lyù luaän veà truyeän 
coå tích Vieät Nam khaù nghieâm tuùc vaø hoaøn chænh. Döôùi ñaây, seõ chæ xin ñieåm qua 
moät soá vaán ñeà maø chuùng toâi thaáy coù theå laøm roõ hôn quan ñieåm vaø phöông phaùp 
nghieân cöùu cuûa taùc giaû, nhöõng vaán ñeà ruùt ra coù phaàn ngaãu nhieân vaø chöa haún 
ñaõ laø troïng ñieåm trong heä thoáng caùc vaán ñeà coå tích hoïc ñöôïc Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi 
löïa choïn vaø trình baøy.

*
*      *

1. Coù vaán ñeà ñaõ töøng laø noäi dung trao ñoåi cuûa moät soá ngöôøi. Chaúng haïn, 
ñeå nhaän daïng theá naøo laø moät truyeän coå tích, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi neâu leân 3 tieâu 
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chí sau ñaây: 1) Phaûi coù phong caùch coå; 2) Phaûi gaàn guõi vôùi baûn saéc daân toäc;  
3) Phaûi coù tính tö töôûng vaø tính ngheä thuaät cao (Taäp I, tr. 65-72). Treân taäp san 
BEFEO naêm 1964, M. Durand ñaõ khoâng thoûa maõn vôùi caùch lyù giaûi quaù vaén taét 
cuûa taùc giaû veà tieâu chí thöù nhaát, vaø toû yù nghi ngôø: “Ñaâu laø ranh giôùi giöõa caùi 
‘kim’ vaø caùi ‘coå’ ”? Nhöõng truyeän coù lieân quan ñeán thôøi Töï Ñöùc (1848-1883) phaûi 
ñöôïc xem laø ‘coå’ hay ‘kim’? (Baûn dòch, Taäp I, tr. 495).(5)

Thaät ra Durand ñaõ khoâng hieåu ñuùng thöïc chaát luaän ñieåm cuûa Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi. Phaûi noùi ñaây laø moät vaán ñeà lyù thuù, ñöôïc oâng nghieàn ngaãm raát saâu, 
nhaèm tieáp caän thaät xaùc ñaùng ñaëc tröng cuûa moät theå loaïi. Chuùng ta ai maø chaúng 
töøng gaëp tình traïng boái roái khi muoán phaân bieät truyeän coå tích vôùi moät vaøi theå 
loaïi töï söï daân gian khaùc raát gaàn vôùi noù, nhö truyeàn thuyeát, nguï ngoân, truyeän 
thôøi söï chaúng haïn? Caên cöù thuyeát phuïc nhaát laøm choã döïa trong nhöõng tröôøng 
hôïp naøy laø ôû ñaâu? Kinh nghieäm thöïc teá cho thaáy khoâng theå phaân bieät chuùng ôû 
noäi dung hay hình thöùc caâu chuyeän, vì chuùng khaù gioáng nhau; cuõng khoâng theå 
phaân bieät ôû chöùc naêng, vì khoâng nhaát thieát cöù truyeàn thuyeát, nguï ngoân, hay 
truyeän thôøi söï thì chöùc naêng phaûi khaùc vôùi coå tích. Cuoái cuøng, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi 
ñaõ tìm ra söï khaùc nhau giöõa chuùng laø ôû caáp ñoä ngheä thuaät. Caû 3 tieâu chí maø taùc 
giaû ñeà xuaát ñeàu thoáng nhaát vôùi nhau ôû choã: muoán bieän minh roõ coå tích laø theå 
loaïi “ñaõ ñaït ñeán caáp ñoä cao trong ngheä thuaät töï söï truyeàn mieäng” (tr. 72), “laø 
moät loaïi hình töï söï hoaøn chænh nhaát trong caùc loaïi hình töï söï daân gian” (tr. 70-
71). Ñoù laø maáu choát ñeå oâng trieån khai laäp luaän lieân hoaøn cuûa mình. Vaän duïng 
vaøo tieâu chí thöù nhaát: ñaëc tröng “coå” cuûa coå tích, oâng khoâng hieåu ñôn giaûn nhö 
Durand laø phaûi ñònh cho ñöôïc moät vaïch moác lòch söû ñeå qua ñoù phaân chia ñaâu 
laø “kim” ñaâu laø “coå”. Ñònh moät vaïch moác haún khoâng phaûi laø chuyeän khoù, nhöng 
döïa vaøo noäi dung thoâng baùo cuûa töøng truyeän coå tích maø xeáp chuùng vaøo tröôùc 
hay sau vaïch moác thì khoù voâ cuøng. Bao nhieâu ngöôøi chaúng ñaõ töøng thaát baïi khi 
muoán “suy nguyeân” nieân ñaïi ñoái vôùi thô vaø truyeän daân gian? Vì theá, chæ coù moät 
caùch duy nhaát ñònh vò caùi “coå” cuûa coå tích laø ôû phong caùch ngheä thuaät. Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi giaûi thích raát caën keõ ñieàu naøy. “Vaán ñeà xaùc ñònh tính “coå” cuûa truyeän 
coå tích laø caên cöù chuû yeáu vaøo phöông thöùc caáu taïo hình töôïng, söï saép xeáp, xaâu 
chuoãi coát truyeän vaø moâ-típ, maø khoâng nhaát thieát caên cöù vaøo thôøi ñieåm lòch söû 
cuûa caâu chuyeän” (tr. 67). Hoaëc: “Duø cho phaïm vi hai khaùi nieäm “coå” vaø “kim” 
trong coå tích khoâng khoûi coù luùc laãn loän nhöng moãi nhaân vaät, moãi tình tieát, 
moãi hình aûnh cuûa coå tích ñeàu nhaát thieát phaûi laø moät nhaân vaät, moät tình tieát, 
moät hình aûnh voán coù trong truyeàn thoáng ngheä thuaät xa xöa cuûa vaên hoïc daân 
gian, ñöôïc nhaân daân coi laø quen thuoäc, ñaõ thaám saâu vaøo tieàm thöùc moïi ngöôøi”  
(tr. 66). Chính vì theá môùi coù hieän töôïng “coå tích taân bieân” - töùc laø truyeän coå tích 
môùi saùng taùc hoâm nay - vaø khoâng theå khoâng thöøa nhaän neáu “taân bieân” ñuùng 
theo nhöõng quy taéc naøo ñaáy thì noù cuõng seõ hoäi nhaäp troïn veïn vaøo kho taøng coå 
tích: “Sôû dó coù nhöõng caâu chuyeän môùi saùng taùc gaàn ñaây coù theå lieät vaøo truyeän 
coå tích laø vì boái caûnh, khí haäu xaõ hoäi vaø taâm lyù nhaân vaät maø chuùng ñöôïc xaây 
döïng, so vôùi boái caûnh, khí haäu, phong caùch sinh hoaït vaø taâm lyù cuûa ngöôøi ñôøi 
xöa tuyeät khoâng coù gì laø traùi ngöôïc” (tr. 68). Traùi laïi, cuõng coù “nhöõng truyeän 
nhö Vôï ba Ñeà Thaùm tuy caùch ta treân nöûa theá kyû vaø mang theå taøi coå tích khaù 
roõ nhöng trong ñoù coù nhöõng teân giaëc raâu xoàm muõi loõ, coù suùng tröôøng, suùng luïc 
[thuoäc loaïi “nhöõng chaát lieäu dó vaõng... chöa kòp laéng xuoáng vaø chöa ñöôïc ñaïi ña 
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soá nhaân daân coâng nhaän laø ôû beân kia bieân giôùi cuûa caùi ‘môùi’ ”]... neân vaãn chöa 
theå thöøa nhaän laø truyeän coå tích ñöôïc” (tr. 67). Roõ raøng höôùng giaûi quyeát vaán ñeà 
cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi laø ñuùng ñaén, phuø hôïp vôùi caùc quy taéc myõ hoïc folklore, vaø 
khoâng goø boù vaøo lòch söû nhö yeâu caàu cuûa Durand.

2. Sau vaán ñeà xaùc ñònh ñaëc tröng ñeán vaán ñeà phaân loaïi truyeän coå tích. 
Ñieåm laïi raát tæ mæ caùc yù kieán phaân loaïi tröôùc mình, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ khoâng 
thoûa maõn vôùi nhöõng caùch chia quaù vuïn vaët vaø phaàn naøo taâm ñaéc vôùi Tröông 
Töûu khi oâng chia truyeän truyeàn mieäng thaønh hai loaïi: loaïi thaàn kyø vaø loaïi theá 
söï. AÙp duïng cho coå tích, oâng ñöa ra moät baûng phaân loaïi môùi goàm 3 loaïi nhö sau:  
1) Coå tích thaàn kyø (trong laàn in thöù nhaát, 1958, oâng goïi laø coå tích hoang ñöôøng, 
laàn in thöù 5, 1972, môùi ñoåi laø coå tích thaàn kyø); 2) Coå tích theá söï; 3) Coå tích lòch 
söû. Töø baáy ñeán nay, yù kieán cuûa oâng cuõng ñöôïc baøn baïc khaù nhieàu. Trong khi 
M. Durand cho raèng caùch phaân loaïi naøy “cuõng hình thöùc khoâng keùm gì nhöõng 
ngöôøi tröôùc oâng” (baûn dòch ñaõ daãn, tr. 496), thì Ñinh Gia Khaùnh vaø Chu Xuaân 
Dieân laïi coi “Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi... ñaõ ñöa ra caùch phaân loaïi töông ñoái hôïp lyù”,(6) 
maëc daàu hai oâng vaãn ñeà nghò khoâng neân taùch rieâng coå tích thaàn kyø thaønh moät 
loaïi, vì “truyeän coå tích lòch söû vaø truyeän coå tích theá söï naøo cuõng coù yeáu toá hoang 
ñöôøng (chính Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi cuõng nhaän nhö vaäy). Vaû laïi khoâng coù truyeän coå 
tích hoang ñöôøng naøo maø laïi khoâng phaûn aùnh lòch söû hoaëc phaûn aùnh ñôøi soáng 
theá tuïc”.(7)

Veà yù kieán cuûa Durand muoán quay trôû laïi caùch phaân loaïi döïa vaøo tö töôûng 
chuû ñeà (theøme) cuûa coå tích maø khoâng tính ñeán caùc phöông thöùc bieåu hieän cuûa 
noù, ñeán nay coù leõ khoâng caàn baøn giaûi cuõng ñaõ ngaõ nguõ. Phöông phaùp xaõ hoäi hoïc 
thuaàn tuùy kieåu naøy khoâng coøn ñöôïc maáy ai trong giôùi nghieân cöùu folklore chaáp 
nhaän. Coøn yù kieán cuûa Ñinh Gia Khaùnh vaø Chu Xuaân Dieân muoán gaït boû truyeän 
coå tích thaàn kyø ra khoûi baûng phaân loaïi thì vôùi thôøi gian cuõng ñaõ toû ra khoâng 
hôïp lyù, neáu ta bieát raèng coå tích thaàn kyø ñaõ thaønh teân goïi moät loaïi hình coù yù 
nghóa theá giôùi, laø loaïi hình coå tích chieám tyû leä aùp ñaûo veà soá löôïng ôû AÁn Ñoä, Ai 
Caäp, Hy Laïp vaø nhieàu nöôùc AÂu Taây. Coù theå noùi, do laên loän töø laâu giöõa moät “kho 
taøng” coå tích daân toäc giaøu coù, laïi coù ñieàu kieän tham khaûo, ñoái saùnh vôùi caùc “kho” 
coå tích cuûa nöôùc ngoaøi, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ naém raát vöõng ñaëc ñieåm loaïi hình 
cuûa töøng kieåu truyeän coå tích, vaø chæ ra raát ñuùng ba loaïi truyeän voán thöïc söï toàn 
taïi trong kho taøng truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam. Ñaëc bieät, oâng ñöa vaøo baûng phaân 
loaïi moät loaïi hình chöa ñöôïc maáy ai noùi ñeán laø coå tích lòch söû, hình nhö cuõng 
laø moät loaïi hình hieám thaáy trong truyeän coå tích nhieàu nöôùc AÙ AÂu. Giaûi thích 
ñieàu ñoù nhö theá naøo? Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi noùi: “Truyeän coå tích lòch söû coù theå laø 
moät theå loaïi mang ñaäm neùt ñaëc thuø cuûa truyeän daân gian Vieät Nam, bôûi leõ con 
ngöôøi Vieät Nam xöa nay do ñieàu kieän lòch söû luoân luoân phaûi choáng aùch ñoâ hoä 
xaâm löôïc ñeå baûo veä neàn ñoäc laäp, neân trong taâm thöùc vaãn gaén boù vôùi “xaõ taéc”, 
vaø do ñoù thöôøng xuyeân coù caùi nhìn “lòch söû hoùa” ñoái vôùi moïi hieän töôïng, söï vaät”  
(tr. 76-77). Xuaát phaùt töø nhöõng ñieàu kieän lòch söû ñaëc thuø taïo neân caûm quan 
rieâng cuûa ngöôøi Vieät ñeå ñi tôùi caân nhaéc söï toàn taïi cuûa moät kieåu tö duy ngheä 
thuaät naøo ñaáy maø nhöõng coäng ñoàng khaùc khoâng coù hay khoâng thöôøng xuyeân söû 
duïng, thieát töôûng ñoù laø caùch suy xeùt hôïp lyù, ñaùng ñöôïc ghi nhaän. Thaät ra goïi 
“coå tích lòch söû” laø caùch goïi cuï theå hoùa hôn nöõa ñoái vôùi moät loaïi hình maø ôû Taây 
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AÂu vaãn xeáp vaøo moät “kho” chung vôùi caùi teân truyeàn thuyeát (leùgende). Chöùng toû 
trong nghieân cöùu, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi luoân luoân coù caùch suy nghó ñoäc laäp.

3. Trong caùc phaàn sau, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi coøn tieáp tuïc ñaøo saâu vaøo ñaëc 
ñieåm tö duy cuûa ngöôøi Vieät, laáy ñoù laøm choã döïa chính ñeå khaùi quaùt caùc ñaëc 
ñieåm cuûa truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam. Caùch khaùi quaùt cuûa oâng thoaït nhìn khoâng 
coù gì ñao to buùa lôùn, nhöng laïi ñöôïc ñaët treân moät neàn taûng tri thöùc roäng vaø 
saâu, neân chöùa ñöïng trong ñoù nhieàu ñieàu môùi meû. OÂng cho raèng truyeän coå tích 
thaàn kyø cuûa ngöôøi Vieät chieám moät soá löôïng coù phaàn ít oûi, quy moâ phoùng ñaïi 
cuûa hình töôïng thaàn kyø khoâng lôùn vaø taàn soá phoùng ñaïi cuõng khoâng nhieàu. Ñeå 
coù ñöôïc keát luaän naøy, oâng ñaõ phaûi laøm nhieàu baûng thoáng keâ tæ mæ, veà soá löôïng 
truyeän thaàn kyø vaø veà caùc kieåu loaïi moâ-típ thaàn kyø. Khoâng nhöõng theá, oâng coøn 
ñaët truyeän coå tích thaàn kyø daân toäc - vôùi saéc thaùi rieâng cuûa noù nhö ñaõ tìm thaáy 
- trong töông quan so saùnh vôùi caùc bieåu hieän tö duy cuûa con ngöôøi Vieät Nam: 
“ít khi xa rôøi lyù trí theá tuïc” (Taäp V, tr. 2.426), “chòu söï raøng buoäc cuûa taâm lyù 
thöïc tieãn” (tr. 2.428), “ít chöùa ñöïng caûm quan toân giaùo” (tr. 2.428)... vaø vaïch 
ra bieåu ñoà veà söï chi phoái cuûa caùc daáu aán tö duy noùi treân ñoái vôùi quaù trình hình 
thaønh “taâm lyù saùng taïo ngheä thuaät daân toäc” (tr. 2.428), nhaát laø “con ñöôøng 
vaän haønh cuûa truyeän coå tích..., trong ñoù söï thanh loïc caùc yeáu toá sieâu nhieân ñaõ 
dieãn ra thöôøng xuyeân vaø gaàn nhö voâ thöùc ñeå ñoà thò phaùt trieån cuûa coå tích ngaøy 
caøng ñi gaàn tôùi truïc bieåu hieän nhaân tính” (tr. 2.428). Ñoù laø moät kieán giaûi thaät 
saâu saéc vaø thoûa ñaùng.

Taát nhieân ngheä thuaät khoâng bao giôø laïi laø söï phaûn aùnh thuï ñoäng, moät 
chieàu cuûa tö töôûng. Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ khoâng queân noùi theâm raèng, ñeå buø laïi 
nhöõng gì voán laø nhöôïc ñieåm cuûa tö duy ngöôøi Vieät - noù haïn cheá söï töôûng töôïng 
bay boång - “taùc giaû truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam laïi thöôøng bieát vaän duïng yeáu toá 
huyeàn aûo moät caùch uyeån chuyeån, taïo neân nhöõng ñoät bieán trong chaát löôïng 
truyeän keå” (tr. 2.432), maø hai thuû phaùp ñöôïc söû duïng phoå bieán laø söï ñoái saùnh 
- laáy caùi môø soi vaøo caùi roõ, laáy aûo aûnh chieáu vaøo thöïc teá - vaø söï laï hoùa - söï hoùa 
thaân kyø aûo cuûa nhaân vaät hay coát truyeän - (ñeàu laø chöõ duøng cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång 
Chi) nhôø ñoù truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam vaãn coù moät söùc haáp daãn rieâng. Thöû hoûi 
maáy ai ñaõ thaät söï ñi saâu vaøo caùc lôùp lang cuûa coå tích ñeå thaám ñöôïc caùi hoàn cuûa 
noù ñeán nhö Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi: “Toùm laïi, söùc haáp daãn cuûa haàu heát caùc truyeän 
coå tích Vieät Nam khoâng phaûi laø ôû caáp ñoä phi lyù cuûa baûn thaân caâu chuyeän, maø 
ôû khaû naêng phoái hôïp vaø hoaùn chuyeån taøi tình caùi huyeàn aûo vaø caùi hieän thöïc. 
Caùi hieän thöïc bò nhaàm ra caùi phi lyù, caùi phi lyù naèm ngay trong caùi hôïp lyù”  
(tr. 2.439-2.440). Chính ñoù laø ñieàu kieän quan troïng ñeå roài ñaây khi thoáng keâ, so 
saùnh vaø phaân loaïi kieåu coát truyeän cuûa coå tích, maëc duø nhaän thaáy 2/3 soá truyeän 
maø mình tìm ñöôïc ñeàu coù nguoàn goác nöôùc ngoaøi, vaø maëc duø raát hieåu söï taùc ñoäng 
qua laïi laãn nhau laø moät thöïc teá hieån nhieân cuûa truyeän coå tích theá giôùi xöa nay, 
nhaø coå tích hoïc Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi vaãn taùch baïch ra ñöôïc “caùc kieåu coát truyeän 
mang tính baûn ñòa nguyeân sinh” (tr. 2.452), töùc laø “caùi phaàn baát bieán” baûo löu 
trong truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam, noù môû loái cho oâng ñi saâu vaøo folklore daân toäc.

4. Moät nhaän ñònh khaùc cuõng baét nguoàn töø ñaëc ñieåm tö duy cuûa ngöôøi Vieät 
maø ruùt ra laø yù kieán cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi veà caùc daïng vaän ñoäng chính-taø trong 
truyeän coå tích. Thoâng thöôøng, noùi ñeán truyeän coå tích laø noùi ñeán loaïi truyeän 
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phaùt trieån theo moät tuyeán: chính thaéng taø, thieän thaéng aùc. Ñoù laø caùi maïch 
chung cuûa truyeän coå tích nhaân loaïi, do töôûng töôïng chaát phaùc cuûa con ngöôøi 
Trung ñaïi quy ñònh. Nhöng nhìn cho kyõ, moãi daân toäc, baèng neùt rieâng trong 
caùch tö duy cuûa mình vaãn chuû ñoäng caûi hoaùn laïi maïch truyeän phoå bieán aáy ñeå 
caáp cho truyeän coå tích moät daïng keát caáu coù ñoåi môùi ít hay nhieàu. Nguyeãn Ñoång 
Chi ñaõ khaûo saùt kyõ caû moät “kho taøng” ñeå tìm ra 4 daïng keát caáu khaùc thöôøng 
cuûa truyeän coå tích nöôùc nhaø: 1) Chính thaéng taø khoâng phaûi baèng tieâu dieät maø 
baèng söùc maïnh caûm hoùa, laøm cho “taø” giaùc ngoä; 2) Chính thaéng taø baèng cuoäc 
ñaáu tranh giöõa thieän vaø aùc ôû ngay trong noäi boä caùi “chính”; 3) Chính thaéng taø 
baèng caùch thuùc ñaåy cuoäc ñaáu tranh thieän aùc ôû ngay trong noäi boä caùi “taø”; 4) 
Chính thaéng taø nhöng keát cuïc laïi bò traû giaù vì söï vöôït “ñoä” cuûa mình. Coù theå 
coù ngöôøi coøn boå sung, theâm bôùt ñöôïc ñieåm naøy ñieåm kia vaøo 4 daïng keát caáu ñaëc 
thuø cuûa truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam maø taùc giaû noùi ôû ñaây, nhöng chaéc chaén khoâng 
ai baùc boû söï toàn taïi ñích thöïc cuûa chuùng. Söï ña daïng cuûa nhöõng keát caáu naøy 
voán laø keát quaû cuûa nhieàu quaù trình ñieàu chænh nhuaàn nhò vaø khoâng töï yù thöùc, 
nhaèm laøm cho tö duy ngheä thuaät daân gian xích laïi gaàn vôùi caùch öùng xöû nhaân 
baûn cuûa taâm lyù ngöôøi Vieät coå truyeàn. Ñaây laø moät quy luaät cuûa vaên hoïc daân gian, 
phaûn aùnh moái quan heä qua laïi höõu cô giöõa noäi dung vaø hình thöùc. Khaùi nieäm 
“ñoä” ñöôïc Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi duøng nhö moät khaùi nieäm coâng cuï chæ baûn chaát quy 
luaät. Toùm ñöôïc caùi “chìa khoùa” ñoù, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi khoâng nhöõng ñaõ nhaän 
thöùc quy luaät moät caùch raønh reõ, maø coøn naém baét ñaày ñuû caùc hình thöùc bieåu 
hieän phong phuù cuûa quy luaät.

5. Coøn coù theå noùi ñeán nhieàu nhaän ñònh tinh teá cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ôû 
choã naøy choã khaùc. Ví nhö, moät hieän töôïng khoâng maáy ngöôøi ñeå yù laø vieäc taëng 
phong danh hieäu cuûa daân gian cho nhöõng nhaân vaät anh huøng truyeàn thuyeát 
trong kho truyeän cuûa mình. Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi laø ngöôøi ñaàu tieân löu taâm ñeán 
hieän töôïng naøy ôû goùc ñoä ngheä thuaät daân gian. OÂng xaâu chuoãi chuùng laïi vaø giuùp 
ngöôøi ñoïc hieåu roõ caùc taàng baäc yù nghóa khaùc nhau cuûa chuùng: vua, thaùnh, cha, 
traïng... (tr. 2.486-2.488). Hoaëc giaû, ñoái vôùi nhöõng truyeän coå tích caù bieät nhö Mî 
Chaâu-Troïng Thuûy, Tröông Chi... nhaø coå tích hoïc ñaõ chuù yù tìm toøi nhöõng höôùng 
tieáp caän meàm deûo, thaáu ñaùo ñeå tìm ra trong moãi truyeän nhieàu lôùp nghóa khaùc 
nhau. “Coù lôùp nghóa quaû höôùng veà baøi hoïc caûnh giaùc, ñuùng hôn laø moät kinh 
nghieäm xöû theá ñoøi hoûi khoâng bao giôø ñöôïc soáng hôøi hôït: ñaép thaønh kieân coá ñeå 
ngaên chaën giaëc, coù ngôø ñaâu giaëc laïi loït vaøo taän loøng ruoät cuûa mình; tìm ñöôøng 
chaïy troán giaëc coù ngôø ñaâu giaëc ôû ngay saùt sau löng; ñôøi cha doác bao nhieâu xöông 
maùu xaây döïng cô ñoà theá maø chæ moät sôùm moät chieàu vì nheï daï, ñôøi con laïi laøm 
cho tan naùt... Nhöng cuõng khoâng theå boû qua moät lôùp nghóa thöù hai, khoâng keùm 
quan troïng höôùng veà moái tình Mî Chaâu-Troïng Thuûy: tình yeâu chaân thaønh, ngaây 
thô vaø trong traéng nhieàu khi laïi laø naïn nhaân cuûa moïi tranh ñoaït taøn khoác, 
nhöng chæ keû naøo möu ñoà tranh ñoaït môùi laø toäi loãi, coøn tình yeâu khoâng vuï lôïi 
thì bao giôø cuõng ñöôïc ñeàn buø. Ñoù laø caùch nhìn ñoä löôïng cuûa daân gian ñoái vôùi 
taán bi kòch Mî Chaâu. Nöôùc gieáng Troïng Thuûy laøm saùng ngoïc trai cuõng laø moät 
bieåu töôïng ngheä thuaät hoaøn haûo maø chæ rieâng quan ñieåm “xaõ taéc” cuûa nhaø Nho 
khoâng thoâi khoâng theå saùng taïo neân ñöôïc” (tr. 2.461-2.462). Vôùi truyeän Tröông 
Chi cuõng vaäy, “Taùc giaû keát thuùc baûn tình ca töï söï baèng moät moâ-típ ñaõ trôû thaønh 
töôïng tröng moãi khi muoán toâ ñaäm söï u uaát tuyeät voïng (traùi tim keát thaønh moät 
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khoái ñoû nhö son, trong nhö thuûy tinh). Nhöng ôû ñaây, tính chaát kheùp cuûa moâ-típ 
ñaõ baát ngôø bò phaù vôõ, bôûi coù theâm moät tình tieát cuoái: nhöõng gioït nöôùc maét cuûa  
Mî Nöông nhoû xuoáng laøm tan vôõ caùi khoái ñoû ñöôïc tieän thaønh cheùn traø. Ñaáy 
phaûi chaêng vaãn laø böôùc tieáp noái cuûa ngheä thuaät töôïng tröng phöông Ñoâng, nhö 
moät hình aûnh coù haäu, aùm chæ söï u uaát cuûa moái tình voâ voïng ñaõ ñöôïc “hoùa giaûi”? 
Hay laø moät döï caûm coøn ñi xa hôn: moïi khaùt voïng yeâu ñöông muoán vöôït qua böùc 
thaønh ñaúng caáp chung quy ñeàu khoù thaønh?” (tr. 2.515). Ngöôøi ñoïc caûm thaáy 
ñöôïc beân trong caùi nhìn tinh töôøng, thaáu suoát, coøn coù caû tình caûm nhaân aùi, coâng 
baèng. Veà maët phöông phaùp, oâng döôøng nhö muoán löu yù baïn ñoïc raèng chôù neân 
vì yeâu caàu thôøi thöôïng maø gaùn cho truyeän daân gian nhöõng caùch nghó maùy moùc, 
vì truyeän daân gian laø söï keát tinh cuûa nhöõng caûm xuùc ngheä thuaät hoàn nhieân, “söï 
giaõi baøy taâm traïng vaø söï nguï yù”, laø “caùi chaân thöïc coù tính daân gian” (tr. 2.463), 
chöù khoâng “ñoùng khuoân” vaøo chuû ñeà tö töôûng naøy hay chuû ñeà tö töôûng kia nhö 
trong vaên hoïc vieát.

Ñieàu ñaùng keå laø baát kyø nhaän xeùt naøo duø chi tieát cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi 
cuõng ñöôïc ñaët trong heä thoáng, neân ít khi coù tính caùch tuøy tieän. Noùi ñeán vai troø 
tích cöïc cuûa nhaân vaät nöõ trong truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam, oâng khaûo saùt haøng 
loaït moâ-típ phuï nöõ ôû nhieàu vò theá vaø caùch öùng xöû khaùc nhau, qua ñaáy döïng leân 
moät moâ hình chung cho hai kieåu ngöôøi nöõ tieâu bieåu: ngöôøi nöõ coâng phaù traät töï 
xaõ hoäi vaø ngöôøi nöõ baûo toaøn traät töï aáy. Nhöng trong moãi kieåu laïi coù theå phaân 
bieät ñöôïc ba caáp ñoä:

• Ngöôøi nöõ coâng phaù: nöõ thöùc tænh / nöõ quaùi / nöõ kieät
• Ngöôøi nöõ baûo toaøn: nöõ nhaãn naïi / nöõ trí / nöõ lieät
OÂng ñaët hoï trong caùc töông quan ñoái saùnh cuï theå vaø keát quaû laø moät heä 

thoáng nhaân vaät nöõ vôùi ñuû saéc thaùi vaø cung baäc cuûa tính caùch nöõ giôùi ñöôïc thaâu 
toùm khaù troïn veïn. Haàu nhö khoâng moät daïng nhaân vaät nöõ naøo cuûa coå tích ñi ra 
ngoaøi moâ hình naøy.

Cuøng gaàn nhö theá, trong khi ñi tìm moái lieân quan giöõa nhieàu nhoùm 
truyeän coå tích vôùi ñaëc ñieåm rieâng cuûa thieân nhieân ñaát nöôùc taïi nhöõng vuøng 
mieàn saûn sinh ra chuùng, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ daàn daàn phaùt hieän ra moät quy 
luaät chung cho “moái quan heä keùp” giöõa coå tích vaø cuoäc ñôøi: ñôøi soáng cung caáp 
cho truyeän coå tích nhöõng coát truyeän sinh ñoäng, nhöõng caâu noùi vaàn veø, nhöõng 
thaønh ngöõ, tuïc ngöõ ngaàm chöùa “maõ” coát truyeän... roài ñeán löôït noù, truyeän coå tích 
laïi cung caáp trôû laïi cho ñôøi soáng nhöõng ñòa danh vaø nhaân vaät truyeàn thuyeát 
(nuùi Voïng Phu, soâng Kim Ngöu, hoà Hoaøn Kieám, Ñaàm Möïc...), nhöõng hình dung 
töø raát giaøu söùc bieåu caûm (noùi cuoäi, möa ngaâu, buø chì, ñöùa con trôøi ñaùnh...), 
nhöõng caâu noùi vaàn veø, thaønh ngöõ, tuïc ngöõ (Nôï nhö chuùa Choåm, Thaïch Suøng 
coøn thieáu meû kho...) ñaõ ñöôïc boå sung vaø “giaûi maõ”... Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi keát luaän: 
“Cuoäc soáng trôû laïi baét chöôùc coå tích hay laø söùc maïnh cuûa ngheä thuaät daân gian 
ñaõ kích thích söï saùng taïo trong taâm lyù quaàn chuùng moät laàn thöù hai, ñeå tieáp 
nhaän vaø caûi bieân ngheä thuaät coå tích, laøm giaøu theâm cho caùc hình thöùc cuûa ñôøi 
soáng” (tr. 2.449-2.450).

Ñaëc bieät Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi coøn daønh caû moät chöông cuoái ñeå ñoái chieáu tæ 
mæ veà típ vaø moâ-típ giöõa truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam vaø caùc “kho truyeän” maø noù 
töøng chòu aûnh höôûng saâu naëng: truyeän coå tích Trung Quoác, truyeän coå tích AÁn 
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Ñoä, truyeän coå tích caùc daân toäc anh em. Töø nhöõng sô ñoà maø truyeän coå tích Vieät 
Nam tieáp thu, oâng ñi ñeán xaùc ñònh nhöõng sô ñoà ñoàng daïng ñaõ thoâng qua hoaùn 
caûi vaø tieán ñeán choã khu bieät ñöôïc nhöõng daïng sô ñoà hoaøn toaøn baûn ñòa. Ñaây quaû 
laø moät thao taùc vaát vaû, coâng phu nhöng cuõng heát söùc lyù thuù, maëc daàu ôû Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi ñaáy vaãn chæ laø nhöõng böôùc ñi ñaàu. Noù höùa heïn moät trieån voïng toát ñeïp 
laø vaïch ra ñöôïc moät caùch töông ñoái hôïp lyù con ñöôøng vaän ñoäng töï thaân cuûa coå 
tích daân toäc, treân thöïc teá laâu nay vaãn bò chìm khuaát giöõa böùc tranh lòch söû phöùc 
hôïp vôùi nhöõng quan heä giao thoa, choàng cheùo khoù loøng boùc taùch cuûa loaïi hình coå 
tích ôû khu vöïc Ñoâng Döông vaø Ñoâng Nam AÙ maø löïc ñaåy cuõng nhö löïc huùt quan 
troïng vaãn laø hai doøng truyeän Trung Hoa vaø nhaát laø AÁn Ñoä.

*
*      *

Vaán ñeà coå tích Vieät Nam laø vaán ñeà lôùn. Tieáp thu nhöõng gì maø Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi gôïi ra hay göûi gaém trong boä saùch coøn laø caâu chuyeän laâu daøi cho caùc 
theá heä coå tích hoïc sau naøy. Ñieàu coù theå nhaán maïnh ôû ñaây, nhö moät baøi hoïc 
kinh nghieäm cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi, laø oâng raát tröôøng voán, caùi voán thaät söï veà 
phöông Ñoâng vaø phöông Taây, voán Haùn hoïc vaø söû hoïc, vaø caû voán tri thöùc thöïc 
tieãn, trong khi lyù giaûi, trình baøy vaên hoùa daân toäc. Töø caùi voán aáy môùi coù theå noùi 
ñeán moät söï thaám nhuaàn tính caùch daân toäc, ñaëc tröng daân gian trong caûm höùng 
cuûa ngoøi buùt nghieân cöùu. Ñieàu ñoù khieán ta ñoïc truyeän coå tích cuûa Nguyeãn Ñoång 
Chi maø caøng thaáy taâm hoàn mình gaàn guõi vôùi nhaân daân, ñaát nöôùc, vôùi cuoäc soáng 
caäp nhaät hôn, tuy oâng khoâng duøng baát kyø moät töø naøo noùi veà “ñaáu tranh”, “laät 
ñoå”, “choáng aùp böùc giai caáp”, “ñòa chuû vôùi noâng daân”... nhö nhieàu taäp truyeän coå 
daân gian khaùc. Vaø ñoïc phaàn nghieân cöùu cuûa oâng, thaáy oâng thaät söï taém mình 
trong coå tích; “oâng ñaõ naém baét ñuùng vaø saâu ngheä thuaät cuûa moät loaïi hình, tuy 
oâng khoâng döïa haún vaøo moät lyù thuyeát ngoaïi lai naøo. Taát nhieân, khi nghe nhöõng 
ngöôøi khaùc keå, phaân tích truyeän coå, ñöôïc hieåu theâm caùc phöông phaùp ñoù ñaây thì 
cuõng laø ñieàu hay, khoâng ai choái caõi”.(8)
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(6), (7) Ñinh Gia Khaùnh vaø Chu Xuaân Dieân, Vaên hoïc daân gian, Taäp II, Nxb Ñaïi hoïc vaø Trung hoïc 

chuyeân nghieäp, Haø Noäi, 1973, tr. 93.
(8)  Vuõ Ngoïc Khaùnh, “Ñoïc laïi Kho taøng truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam (nhaân boä saùch toaøn taäp ñöôïc coâng 

boá sau möôøi naêm taùc giaû Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñi vaøo coå tích)”, baùo Vaên ngheä, Haø Noäi, soá 22 
(28/5/1994), tr. 3.



126  Tạp chí Nghiên cứu và Phát triển, số 4 (102) . 2013

TOÙM TAÉT
Baøi vieát goùp phaàn laøm saùng toû moät soá vaán ñeà veà quan ñieåm vaø phöông phaùp luaän coå tích 

hoïc cuûa taùc giaû Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi qua boä saùch Kho taøng chuyeän coå tích Vieät Nam. Ñoù laø: Caùc tieâu 
chí ñeå xaùc ñònh theá naøo laø moät chuyeän coå tích. Phaân loaïi chuyeän coå tích. Khaùi quaùt caùc ñaëc ñieåm 
cuûa truyeän coå tích Vieät Nam. Ñaëc ñieåm tö duy cuûa ngöôøi Vieät theå hieän trong truyeän coå tích nhö: 
Caùc daïng keát caáu chính-taø, thieän/aùc trong noäi dung truyeän coå tích; Vieäc phong taëng danh hieäu cuûa 
daân gian cho nhöõng nhaân vaät anh huøng; Vai troø cuûa nhaân vaät nöõ trong truyeän coå tích. Moái quan 
heä gaén boù giöõa noäi dung truyeän coå tích vôùi thieân nhieân, ñaát nöôùc... Töø nhöõng neùt ñaëc tröng aáy, taùc 
giaû Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi ñaõ böôùc ñaàu xaùc ñònh con ñöôøng vaän ñoäng töï thaân cuûa truyeän coå tích Vieät 
Nam trong moái quan heä vôùi caùc neàn vaên hoùa lôùn trong khu vöïc.

Baûn dòch sang Anh ngöõ

THE TREASURE OF VIETNAMESE OLD FOLK TALES
AS SEEN BY A RESEARCHER

The Treasure of Vietnamese Old Folk Tales, composed of 5 volumes, 
published one after the other in 24 years, from 1958 to 1982,(1) is one of Professor 
Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi’s major works. Right after the first two volumes came out, they 
commanded the attention of the audiences throughout, and even outside(2) the 
country. The third Volume, published in 1960, established the undeniable position 
of the author in the study of Vietnamese folklore. From then to the publication of 
Volume IV in 1975, Volumes I, II and III were reprinted several times. 

Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi has affirmed himself as a first-rate expert in the 
collection, text comparison and narration of old folk tales. In Paris, thousands 
of miles away from Haø Noäi, Leâ Vaên Haûo falled in with Taï Phong Chaâu’s 
high appraisal of his work.(3) However, not until the 5-volume work came out 
completely (1982), did Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi appear fully in his capacity as a 
scholar in old folk tales who sums up the genre in Vieät Nam. 

In Part I, Volume I, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi sets forth his ideas on “The nature 
of old folk tales”, “the origin of folk tales” and “Vietnamese old folk tales 
through different periods”. In Part III, Vol. V, he comes back to deal with “the 
characteristics of Vietnamese old folk tales”. The reprinting of all the five 
volumes in 1993 by the Institute of Literature(4) after the version elaborated by 
the author himself and kept by the family, helps us to examine both of these 
parts in a more comprehensive perspective. The more than 80 pages of Part I, 
Vol. I, and the 250 pages of Part III, Vol. V, added together, would make up an 
accomplished and fairly serious theoretical treatise of Vietnamese folk tales. 
This paper is an attempt to elaborate on the author’s viewpoint and approach, 
which, resulting from my somewhat random personal observations, does not 
necessarily reflect the main points in the system of subject-matters the author 
chooses to deal with in his study of Vietnamese old folk tales.

*
*       *

1. To the controversial issue, “How to identify an old folk tale”, Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi proposes the three following criteria: a/ ancient in style; b/ national 
identity; c/ high moral and artistic quality (Vol.I, p. 65-72). 
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In the aforesaid BEFEO Journal issue, M. Durand finds the first 
criterion too succinct and skeptically wonders: “Where is the line between 
the ‘ancient’ and the ‘contemporary’? Should we regard tales about the Töï 
Ñöùc times (1848-1883) as ‘ancient’ or ‘contemporary’ in style?” (Translated 
version, Vol. I, p. 495).(5) 

In fact, Durand somehow misconstrues the essence of Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi’s 
viewpoint. This is a theoretical issue into which the latter has delved deeply 
with much cogitation for a judicious approach to the characteristics of that 
particular genre. It is really embarrassing to tell a folk tale from other closely 
related forms of narrative such as, say, legend, fable or topical story. What 
is, then, the most convincing indice to rely on for identification? Practical 
experiences show that neither the content or the form of the story alone could 
serve as reliable criteria, given the apparent similarities between those genres, 
nor could its function, since in this respect, legends, fables and topical stories 
are not necessarily different from old folk tales. Finally, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi 
decides that the artistic quality should be the major criterion for differentiation. 
All the 3 criteria set forth by the author are unanimous in proving that old 
folk tales constitutes a genre that “hits the high level in the art of folk oral 
narrative” (p. 37), “the most accomplished of all folk narrative genres” (pp. 70-
71). This is the substratum on which Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi develops his system 
of argumentation. As far as the first criterion (ancient) is concerned, unlike 
Durand, he does not think it necessary to draw a clear-cut line between the 
“ancient” and the “contemporary”. It is rather easy to determine a landmark, 
but to put the tale examined on either side of it is a quite different kettle of 
fish. Witness so many failed attempts to trace the origin of such and such 
folk poems or folk tales. Therefore, it seems that the only way to determine 
the ancientness of an old folk tale consists in considering its artistic style.  
This Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi explains minutely. “The ascertainment of the 
‘ancientness’ of an old folk tale is essentially based on the mode of constructing 
the characters, the arrangement and sequence of the plot and the principal 
motifs, without necesarily relying on the historical time in which the story 
occurs” (p. 67). And “Though the extents of the two notions ancient and 
contemporary could not help being sometimes mixed up, every character, every 
event, every image was inevitably drawn from time-honored artistic traditions 
of folklore which have become familiar to the people, having so to speak taken 
root deep in their subconscious” (p. 66). Hence, the emergence of “new-created 
old folk tales”, i. e. a sort of “modernized old folk tales” written in present days 
which one cannot help but admit as such, provided they are “new-created” 
according to certain rules that permit to integrate them into the treasure of old 
folk tales. “That a number of stories recently written can be listed as ‘old folk 
tales’, it is because they do not clash in any way with genuine old folk tales 
in respect of social background and climate and the characters’ psychological 
behavior” (p. 69). On the contrary, such stories as The Third Wife of Ñeà Thaùm, 
though relating to events occuring half a century ago and bearing obvious 
characteristics of old folk tales, is not recognized as such, because it features 
hairy, long-nosed French soldiers armed with pistols and rifles, things which 
do not have enough time to settle down as “ancient” and thus, are rejected 
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by the majority of the people as something belonging to the other side of the 
new” (p. 67). It is evident that Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi’s approach is judicious and 
in conformity with the aesthetical principles of folklore and is not heavily 
dependent on historical dating as suggested by Durand. 

2. Now, the classification of old folk tales. Carefully looking through the 
work of his predecessors, which seem to him rather fragmentary, Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi, however, heartily shares the views of Tröông Töûu who classifies 
oral tales into two categories: mythical and worldly. He then comes up fifth 
with the following 3-type classification of old folk tales: mystical (hoang ñöôøng 
as he put it in the first edition, 1957; or thaàn kyø in the edition, 1972); worldly 
and historical, which is given to controversy at that time. While Durand finds 
it “as formal as those set forth by his predecessors” (ibid., p. 496), Ñinh Gia 
Khaùnh and Chu Xuaân Dieân comment that “Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi’s classification is 
adequate”(6) although they both are critical of the idea of including the mythical 
tales as a separate category contending that “all historical and worldly old folk 
tales contain mythical elements (as recognized by the author himself), and vice 
versa all mythical old folk tales do reflect historical or worldly facts”.(7) 

Durand’s theme-based approach is not approved by most researchers of 
folklore for its sociological bias in the detriment of modes of artistic expression. 
As for Ñinh Gia Khaùnh and Chu Xuaân Dieân’s views, the propensity to exclude 
the mythical category is no longer justified since mythical tales do constitute 
the bulk of world old folk tales from India, Egypt, Greek and Europe. With 
his deep insight of the treasure of Vietnamese old folk tales, completed with 
consistent comparative study of foreign folklores, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi firmly 
grasps the typology that underlies his systematic classification of Vietnamese 
old folk tales, pointing out the three specific stories that have effectively 
existed in the treasure of Vietnamese old folk tales. In particular, he includes 
in his classification that little-tackled category: folk tales on historical subjects, 
which seems to be an item rarely to be found in the folklore of other Asian 
and European countries as well. Here is how Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi comments 
on this: “Folk tales on historical events are typical of Vietnamese folklore 
because the Vietnamese, throughout their history, have had to constantly 
fight off foreign aggression and domination in order to win back national 
independence, hence that strong allegiance to “nationhood”. And naturally 
events and phenomena are often explained from “historical” views” (pp. 76-77). 
Stemming from specific historic conditions to conceive some artistic thinking 
mode not to be found or usually used in other communities, that seems to be a 
rational consideration worth noting. In fact, “historical old folk stories” may be 
another way of specifying that category known as “legend” in Western Europe. 
This is a noteworthy line of argument which gives evidence to the independent 
thinking of the author. 

3. In the following parts, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi goes on delving into the 
particular thinking way of the Vietnamese on which to rely as the main 
substratum to generalize the characteristics of Vietnamese old folk tales. His 
elaborate analysis is based on a keen insight and immense knowledge of the 
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subject matter, hence the originality in his theoretical treatment. He comments 
that mythical old folk tales account for a rather modest proportion, and the 
degrees as well as the frequency of mythical magnification are not so great. 
This conclusion results from careful statistics on the number of mythical tales 
and types of mythical motifs. In addition, he goes on to analyze them against 
the backdrop of the typical thought patterns of the Vietnamese to arrive at 
this: “[Vietnamese mythical stories] do not deviate too far from the secular 
rationality” (Vol. V; p. 2426), are “closely bound by practical mind” (p. 2428), 
have “little religious inclination” (p. 2428). He also mapped out a chart showing 
the impact of the above thinking patterns on the formation of the “national 
psychology of artistic creation” (p. 2428), especially on the “development of 
an old folk tale... in which there is a constant and subconscious shift from 
supernatural elements towards more humanistic values” (p. 2428). This is a 
fairly profound and sound interpretation. 

Of course, art is never a passive, one-sided reflection of ideas. Nguyeãn Ñoång 
Chi does not fail to add that to make up for what constitutes the shortcomings in 
Vietnamese thinking habits, which curb the soaring imagination, “people who 
create Vietnamese old folk tales often deftly use mythical elements to trigger a 
breakthrough in artistic quality” (p. 2432), the most often used techniques being 
contrasts (clair-obscur and fictive image against reality) and fantastic changes 
(fantastic metamorphose of the characters or fantastic transformation of the 
plot). This gives Vietnamese old folk tales their unique attraction. Nguyeãn Ñoång 
Chi, indeed, has explored the depths of the old folk tales and captured the very 
essence of their beauty. As he once stated, “the charm of almost all Vietnamese 
old folk tales lies not in their degree of irrationality but in the skillful blending 
and transposition of the mythical and the realistic. The reality is mistaken 
for the unreal, the irrational is wrapped up in the rational” (pp. 2439-2440). 
This is an important element which helps the author in his work of statistics, 
comparative study and classification of old folk tales. Thus, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi, 
in his capacity as a scholar in old folk tales, succeeds in discriminating “kinds 
of plots marked with indigenous character” (p. 2452) or “the eternal element” 
that has been passed down from generation to generation in spite of the fact 
that two thirds of Vietnamese old folk tales are found to have their non-native 
origins and of the mix-up caused by the interaction between world stocks of 
old folk tales. 

4. Another remark springs from the particular way of thinking of the 
Vietnamese: Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi also points out the relationship between the 
good and the evil in Vietnamese old folk tales which are characteristically 
structured along the linear development ending in the invariable victory of the 
good over the bad or the just over the evil. This is probably the mainstream 
common to humanity’s old folk tales which stems from the naive imagination 
of the people in mediaeval times. However, each people have their ways of 
restructuring old folk tales according to their pattern of thinking to make them 
more or less renovated. Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi has painstakingly identified four 
general structural patterns: 
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1. The good eventually prevails over the evil not by eradication but 
through persuasion and redemption; 

2. By the internal struggle between the good and the evil right in the 
midst of the just way; 

3. The good wins over the bad by pushing up the struggle in the midst of 
the evil; 

4. The good has to pay for its victory because of excesses in “measure”. 
One may elaborate on, or even disagree with, the four above types; 

however, in any case, they prove to be adequate and nobody can deny their 
effective existence. These structural patterns result from long processes of 
gradual, perhaps unconscious, modification that show that folk artistic thinking 
was approaching the humanistic behavioral patterns of the native Vietnamese 
in times immemorial. This also reflects the author’s profound awareness of 
the organic links between form and substance and between structures and the 
system of values in the folk tradition. The notion “measure” is used by Nguyeãn 
Ñoång Chi as an instrument to indicate the nature of laws. Grasping this as a 
“key”, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi distinctly comprehends not only the laws, but also all 
the rich forms of expression. 

5. Mention should be made of Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi’s keen comments on the 
ways characters in Vietnamese old folk tales are labelled or given symbolic 
titles. He explains the social meanings of the role models: Kings, deities, 
fathers, genius... (pp. 2486-2488). He also tries to unveil the different layers of 
meanings in some folk stories such as Mî Chaâu and Troïng Thuûy, Tröông Chi... 
“on one layer, the Mî Chaâu and Troïng Thuûy story stands for a moral lesson 
on vigilance; the enemy is found right inside one’s heavily fortified citadel, 
the enemy is found close by one’s side on retreat, the gains painstakingly 
accumulated by the father end up in disaster by the blind act of his own 
daughter. On the other side, the second layer of meaning which focuses on the 
love between Mî Chaâu, a Vietnamese princess, and Troïng Thuûy, a Chinese 
prince, is of no lesser importance. The love was depicted as being sincere, 
innocent and the lovers fell victim to an ambitious conspiracy nurtured by a 
ruthless conqueror. In the end, the aggressor was to be condemned and the 
unselfish love honored. That reflects a generous folk view on the tragedy. The 
story has it that the water from the well where Troïng Thuûy committed suicide 
has the magical effect of making the pearls (formed by the drops of blood of 
Mî Chaâu) shine. This is a magnificent artistic symbolism which could not be 
created had it been solely inspired by the Confucian concept of nationhood 
alone” (pp. 2461-2462). The same can be said about the tale of Tröông Chi. 
“The idyll ends up with a motif of utter despair (the hero’s heart turned into 
a transparent deep-red crystal). But here, the closeness of the motif is broken 
by the last detail: the tear drops of Mî Nöông broke up the cup made out of 
that red crystal. Is it the positive symbolism typical of Eastern optimism - a 
happy-ending dissolved despair or a hint implying that love passion, however 
great, cannot break down social class barriers?” (p. 2515). The readers can also 
see humanistic feelings and the love for natural justice behind the rational 
strains of thought. He also warns the reader against the snobbish tendency to 
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ascribe to folk tales rigid ideological models, since they are the crystallisation 
of spontaneous artistic feelings, “hints as well as outpouring”, “the truthfulness 
of the folk culture” (p. 2473). 

What is noteworthy is that every remark formulated by Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi 
belongs to his system, there is never anything casual, not even the slightest 
detail. About the active roles of female characters in Vietnamese old folk tales, 
through scrutinizing various stereotypes, he winds up singling out two main 
representative types of heroines in terms of their position, behaviour and roles: 
those who assault social order and those who defend it. In each of these two 
types, he distinguishes three levels: 

From these two, three sub-types are derived: 
Women assaulting social order: awakened / riotous/ heroic.
Women defending social order: persevering / witty / martyr.
He thus includes in a complete system all of the female characters of 

every shade, every trait of femininity. Not a female character in Vietnamese 
old folk tales is left out of this pattern. 

Similarly, while exploring the links between folk tales and the geographical 
features of the regions where they came from, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi hits on a 
reciprocal interaction between old folk tales and life: life inspires the plots, 
provides them with background, popular sayings, “coded” moral... and in their 
turn, old folk tales enrich life with plenty of legendary places and people: 
Voïng Phu (Awaiting - husband) Peak, Kim Ngöu (Golden Buffalo) River..., 
witty and expressive sayings and proverbs, now “decoded”... Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi 
concludes “Life, in its turn, imitates folk tales, or it can be said, folk arts in 
return become a source of inspiration for people’s artistic recreation to further 
refine the art of folk stories and enrich life” (pp. 2449-2450). In particular, 
Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi devotes the whole last chapter to a careful comparative 
study in types and motifs, connecting Vietnamese old folk tales with those 
of neighbour countries whose influences they are deeply marked with such 
as China, India. Through schemes that have influenced Vietnamese old folk 
tales, Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi tries to discover similar schemes through changing 
and finally he distinguishes forms of indigenous schemes. This is a hard and 
painstaking work but fairly rewarding, although for Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi it is the 
only first step. It promises a good prospect. That is: it points out rationally 
the development process of nation’s folklore. In fact, so far these tales have 
still been covered by the historical developments and acculturational relations, 
which result in great difficulties in making clear distinctions between types 
of old folk tales in the Indochina region and the Southeast Asia, of which 
the important propulsive and attractive force is constituted by Chinese and 
especially Indian folklores.

*
*      *

The study of Vietnamese old folk tales is a long and arduous enterprise to 
which Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi has made a significant contribution. His deep insights 
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and suggestions shall be of great value to present as well as future folklore 
researchers. His achievement in the study of Vietnamese culture has been the 
result of immense and profound knowledge in the fields of oriental and western 
studies, classical Chinese study, history and fecund personal experience. His 
profound understanding of the national characteristics and its typical folk 
culture are derived from that immense knowledge. That is also what brings the 
readers closer to the nation, the people and their daily life, although, he never 
uses such terms as “struggle”, “overthrow”, “class exploitation”, “landlords 
versus peasants” which are often found in other works on Vietnamese folklore. 
“He has amply shown his firm grasp of this unique form of art without relying 
solely on any foreign theory. Nevertheless, it is always beneficial to be exposed 
to other views and research methods”.(8) 

 Translated by Döông Töôøng
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ABSTRACT

THE TREASURE OF VIETNAMESE OLD FOLK TALES 
AS SEEN BY A RESEARCHER

The article contribute to the clarification of some issues about perspective and folklore 
methodology of Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi through The Treasure of Vietnamese Old Folk Tales, one 
of his major works; i.e. the criteria of determining an old folk tale, including the classification 
of old folk tales, the generalization of Vietnamese Folktales’ features, Vietnamese thinking 
features expressed in Vietnamese folktales such as the stereotypes of just / unjust - good / 
evil, the appellation of the folk heroes, the role of heroines in old folktales, and the close-knit 
relationship among the contents of folktales, nature and country... With those characteristics, 
Nguyeãn Ñoång Chi initially defines the self-motion of Vietnamese folktales in relation to other 
cultures in the region.


