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ABSTRACT

Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese literature all used Chinese characters, received Chinese
literary influence, and tried to create national writing based on Chinese characters’ application. In
this article, I will delve into the issue of influential language, literature and literary genres within
the Chinese character cultural sphere, while also detailing the specific nature and temperament of
the developmental process in regards to each country’s literature

Keywords: identity, East Asean literature, Chiuese character cultural sphere (5 3C1LEH).

1. Introduction

Chinese characters are the root of Han culture and are considered the fifth largest
invention of the Chinese nation. The four oldest types of scripts that have ever appeared in
the world are: the Egyptian script, the Sumerian script, the Babylonian script and the
Chinese script, but only Chinese characters are still alive today, all the others are now dead
languages. Chinese characters are used not only in China, but together with Chinese
culture, crossing borders to neighboring countries, forming the “Chinese character cultural
sphere”. This sphere has proven extremely influential in the development and proliferation
of the writing script and national literature of many countries. It is the goal of the article to
contribute to finding common and specific points in the correlation of character and
literature between China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam — the most relevant countries of the
“Chinese character cultural sphere”.

2. About “Chinese character cultural sphere” (B=Z3C{L.HR)

The Chinese character cultural sphere, also known as the “East Asjan cultural
sphere”, “Confucian cultural sphere” or “Kanji cultural sphere”, refers to the specific
cultural region in East Asia and parts of Southeast Asia that have historically been
influenced by Chinese politics and culture and either used Chinese script in the past or
remain influenced by them today.
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The “cultural circle/field”, which originated in German “kulturkreis”, was developed
in 1897 or 1898 by the German scientist Leo Viktor Frobenius (1873-1938). The Japanese
linguist called Kamei Takashi (332, 1912-1995) borrowed the phrase from the Gemans
to represent a term about the area of East Asia where the Chinese language was used in
ancient times, so it translated into “cultural sphere” 3C4V.E8. “Kanji/ Hanzi cultural sphere”
G 3{LH from a geographical perspective can be called the East Asian cultural sphere
SEEXALM, and the Japanese historian Nishijima Sadao (FEMBE4, 1919-1998),
professor emeritus at the University of Tokyo, was the first one to use this name in his
research.

Chen Liao (B, 1931 — now) in his work Extraterritorial Chinese Novels in the

Chinese Character Culture Sphere (BRF X{LBIREIHA E/NERY  has written that

the cultural area of Chinese characters has been expanded five times: the first expansion of
the Chinese character cultural sphere was the import of Chinese character culture into the
Korean peninsula (It is said that the Chinese text was transmitted to North Korea at the end
of the Shang Dynasty — about the 10th century BC); the second time was when the Chinese
character culture crossed the sea to Japan (around the 3rd century BC); the third time was
when Chinese characters were brought to Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thaijland, Burma, The
Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia, et. al.; for the fourth time, when the Chinese
people crossed the sea on long journeys and brought Chinese characters with them to
Europe and America; for the fifih time, the various periods including the sixties and
seventies of the twentieth century when writers and students of Macau, Hong Kong and
Taiwan went to Europe, America, Australia... and later in the eighties and nineties, when
mainland Chinese writers and students did the same.

Along with Chinese characters, ideological doctrines from mainiand China were also
spread through Korea, Japan, Vietnam... et. al. These counlries all had centuries of using
Chinese characters, imbued with many Chinese ideological doctrines, and composed literature
in Chinese characters, before switching to using their own entirely national scripts.

3. Correlation between Chinese characters and Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese
characters

In term of scripts, it can be seen that there were four most shared characteristics of
Japan, Korea and Vietnam in the ancient and middle ages: firstly, they all adopted and used
Chinese characters as an official writing system; secondly, they used Chinese characlers to
record their ethnic languages; next, they all created a new system of characters based on
Chinese characters and forming the period of “parallel” language; finally, the national
character systems were initially disregarded and considered “imregular” and secondary
compared to Chinese characters, before developing rapidly and making a great contribution
to their national literature.

Looking first at Korea, the use of Chinese characters to record important documents
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occurred on the Korean peninsula in the Three Kingdoms period (57 BC — 668): In the first
century, the Goguryeo used Chinese characters to compile 100 historical documents of
Yugi ( (B47E) ), along with many other history books thereafter, showing a high level on
using Chinese characters. However, these books are mostly damaged or lost because of
historical volatility. After the Chinese characters were transmitted mto the Korean
peninsula, the ancient Koreans used both the sound and the meaning of Chinese characters
as a way to record the national language, which is called “hyangchal” 3% (% #L).
Therefore, in terms of recording ethnic language, “hyangchal” of Korea (since the first
century AD) was the first born, compared to the Manyogana ¥ A & 9 3342 (F3EHRA) -
the earliest Japanese phonetic writing system which borrowed from Chinese characters —
kanji (from the Sth century AD) and the Vietnamese script “chit Ném” (since around the
second century to the 10th century AD). In the mid-fifteenth century, Hunminjeongeum
EFNAF (HRIEH, meaning accurate sound to guide people) was born during the reign
of King Sejong (#57, reigned from 1418 to 1450) that gave Korean literature a completely
new twist. After many ups and downs, finally the phonetic character system that was
inspired by the shape of the Chinese characters became the Korean national language.

In early Japan, Chinese characters were regarded as “the sacred language of the
Buddha and Buddhist literature™ (N.I. Konrat, 1999, p.24). Buddhist epitaphs were found
written in Chinese characters, as well as some decrees of the court, the famous law of 17
terms of Prince Shotoku (604), Taihd-ritsuryd ( {XERESN ) (702), verses in collections
of poems Kaifiis ( (HHEEL) ) (751), two historical works Tennaki ( {RZFT) ), and
Koki ( {##2) ) of Prince Shotoku (620, but lost in 645), historical work Nikongi
( {BAHY ) (720) among others. At the end of the 7th century, Japanese people began to
find a way lo use Chinese characters to write Japanese. The process of moving from no
wrilten language to the creation of the writing system “Kana” is a process of leaming,
imbuing, and transforming Chinese characters into intrinsic substance based on Japanese
language and cultural characteristics. “Kana” is Japan's own phonetic scripl created from
Chinese characters, used in parallel with Chinese characters. “Kana” {44 ] , in Chinese
means “pretending/ fake name”, to distinguish it from the “real name” [¥4& ] which
refers to the original Chinese language, which was written in different ways like
Manyogana, Hiragana, Katakana, etc... In the early period, many people still held the view
that only Chinese characters were worth learmning for the upper class. In addition, ancient
Japan also distinguished the onode script (S male writing) and nonnade (%5 female
writing). The soft, flexible form of written Hiragana was considered the writing of women
and children, a kind of “vile” script. It remained that way until Kinotsurayuki (F2®Z), an
artist who lived in the 9th-10th century during the Heian period, along with other poets
under the reign of Daigo Tenno, selected the antiquated collection of poems Kokin
Wakashii ( {74 F0H4EY ) and decided to use Hiragana to write the book’s preface which
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opened the “poetics” (3, expressed the value of these soft words, and established the
position of the national script. Later, Murasaki Shikibu's Genji  monogatari
( (BRECHDEED ) as well as many other outstanding works written in Hiragana by other
excellent writers also helped this form of writing to spread widely and gradually take on a
more predominant role in literature and become an important writing system of Japan up
until today.

In Vietnam, Chinese characters were also used as official national texts for more than
ten centuries. Vietnamese “Chir Ném” is formed on the basis of borrowing parts and the
structure of Chinese characters. Although it was widely used by writers and there was even
a short period of time when it was placed in an important position (during the time of Ho
Quy Ly in the 15th century and the time of Quang Trung Nguyen Hue in the XVIII
century), it never reached the level of complete replacement of Chinese characters or
became unified in usage rules. By the twentieth century, Vietnam switched to using Latin
script and Chir Noém was gradually replaced.

4.  Correlation between Chinese literature and Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese
literature

Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese literature can all be divided into three major areas:
oral folklore, national language writing literature and Sino writing literature. From the time
the indigenous literature of each country was formed up until the nineteenth century, the
oral folklore provided the foundation and source of each literature. It was a fertile land
cultivating the national language writing literature and Sino writing literature. However,
Sino literature was the basis of the writing literature of all Japan, Korea and Vietnam. In
terms of the form of genres and content, Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese literature were
all influenced by Chinese literature, before gradually developing to their peaks which were
marked by great works that were full of national spirit.

For example, Japan's largest and most ancient poem collection, Man'ydshii (#3£4f),
was modeled after the form of the Shiying ( (##} ). Japanese long poems are also based
on the ancient yuefu (4¢5F) poem. In the Tang Dynasty, a lot of works of almost all of the
greatest Chinese poets were received and translated into Japanese. Japanese Sino poems
were strongly influenced by Li Bai 282, Du Fu #£#, Wang We:1 E#E, and especially Bai
Juyi F1/E5. Even the Japanese novel Genji monogarari ( (IREMEE) ), talking about
the obsessive and profound love of men and women, was inspired by Song of Everlasiing
Sorrow ( (4212 ) of Bai Juyi. (Phan Thu Van, 2012, p. 41-52).

Examples of Japanese literature composed in Chinese characters have appeared in
writings by a very large number of authors and a large number of works. In the book The
overview of Sino literature's writers ( (BE3CE:EHEFE) ) which was published in 1979,
written by Nagasawa Kozo [ iR = and edited by Nagasawa Kikuya £ iR¥I4E 1, there
were a total of 4930 writers who composed 1n Chinese characters, materials about whose
life and work are still retained. This number is believed to be incomplete.
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The spread of Chinese characters also provided extremely favorable conditions for the
dissemination of Chinese literature in the Korean peninsula, and also opened up a
development space for Korean Sino literature. Song of the yellow bird ( {34 5% 3274
is the earliest Sino poem still preserved from the Korean peninsula. According to The history
of the Three Kingdoms (Z=BI%3ICH , this poem was composed by Yuri
FAFEIRATE -2l B % of Goguryeo in the 17th year BC. This is a four-letter poem, it has a
very similar style to ancient Chinese poetry with simple content and rustic words. Later,
“The poem Lonely Rock Mountain (% 143(F#0E)) written by Jong Bop-sa
(AW AM(E #AT)), 2 Korean monk who studied abroad in China in the 6th century came to
be considered Korea's first 5 — letter poem and was compared to the poem Country blessings
(Eik) of Phap Thuén (i&JIE) - also considered the earliest record of Vietamese Sino
poetry.” (Phan Thi Thu Hien, 2017, p. 84). In the following centuries, the cultural exchange
between ancient China and Korea became more and more developed. One of Shilla's top
poets, Choi Chi-won / #E0% (857-?), at the age of 12 went to the Tang Dynasty to study
abroad, at the age of 18 passed the Tang's examination and was appointed to be an official
and later became a famous poet. (This case is comparable to Khuong Cong Phu ZE/0difi (731
- 805) of Vietnam, who met the requirements of the Tang Dynasty in 780, becoming the first
and only Annamese 1o ever become the Tang Dynasty ‘s Prime minister (during the reign of
King Dezong JE{®%%). This is also comparable to Abe no Nakamaro F{E{Hisk=/
Ko {2 {4 (698-770), the Japanese who lived in the Nara period and was sent to study in the
Tang Dynasly, participated in a doctorate examination, and was appointed as mandarn. He
lived in China 54 years, through the three generations of Emperor Xuanzong Z7%, Suzong
ii5, Daizong {37, receiving a lot of praise). In Vietnam and Korea, Chinese literature
developed sustainably, constantly moving from one development milestone to another, and
every different period had its great authors, especially excellent Sino poets.

Influenced by Chinese literature, in various periods with different lengths, Korean,
Japanese and Vietnamese literature formed the “parallel” literature's phenomenon: the Sino
literature co-existing in parallel with indigenous literature. However, this phenomenon
ended in Japan quite early, while in Vietnam and Korea, it lasted until the twentieth
century, and the most prosperous period of both literatures in these fwo countries was from
the 17th to the 19th century. An “advantage” that helped Japan escape Chinese influence,
was that by the end of the 9th century, diplomatic relations with China were interrupted
and Japan no longer sent messengers to China. But this only took place after the
intensively leaming and fully utilizing all that had been learned in the socio-cultural reality.
Meanwhile, the geographical position of Korea and Vietnam adjacent to China as well as
other historical conditions led to these two countries experiencing more direct and long-
term effects. In order to illustrate more clearly the correlation of the 4 countries in terms of
literature, this article provides an overview as follows:
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Of course, briefly generalizing all four literatures is an 1mpossible task, because it is
impossible to frame the lively development of literature on any graphical tables alone.
However, we tried to show the main events and highlights in the development of the genres
in each literature. Using this method, it is not difficult to realize that: Chinese literature
perfected poetry before perfecting the novel, while Japanese literature flourished n novels
before mastering poetry. Meanwhile, Korean literature did not separate poetry from music
throughout its development process, and Vietnamese literature reached its most prosperous
stage by combining poetry and novels into a single genre. This may partly prove the
problem of literary identity. We know that at the beginning of human literature, poetry was
born from the process of labor, and was always associated with melody, but after that,
music and poetry gradually separated. In Kojiki and Nihongi, the melodies existed under
the presenting of sound, whereas the poems in Manyoshu were very different: “What made
Manyoshu's poems poetry, were not their melodies, but more melodic laws and the laws
that still organize the tone of human voices including the rules of rhythm and its activity
related to rhythm. These are not songs but verses that were written to be read.” (N.I Konrat,
1999, p. 34). The separation from melodies of Japanese literature was probably due to the
strong, rational thinking and the intrinsically calm nature of this literature, which led to the
creation of novels as a “unique” historical phenomenon: “As we know from the lustory of
world literature, in the majority of the peoples present on the historical stage in the middle of
the century, the prose of the story begins from the epic - from the miraculous story to the long
poems. Japanese storytelling literature also originated from miraculous stories but it quickly
evolved, skipping the epic songs and going straight into novels.” (N.I Konrat, 1999, p. 52)
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Unlike Japan, the earliest poetry in the Korean peninsula was ancient folk song
combined with music and dance. During the Three Kingdoms (5th century to the 10th
century), Korean national poetry developed a new form of “rural song” based on a folk
song, and this “song” took Korean traditional music as its basis. The word “hyang” (means
“rural4F) in “hyangga k7P (%K) and Hyanggog 3F=- (45fH) means what belongs 0
indigenous people, as a way to distinguish itself from Tang's song and Tang's poetry. In
Korean literature, lyrical folk songs, national language poetry and the “pansori” versions
were all for singing, rather than for reading, and the music has never been truly separated
from indigenous literature. Since then, one of the greatest achievements of Korean
literature, pansori novels, with the representative of Xuan Huong story, is a combination of
music, theatre and literature. This also contributes to explaining one of the contemporary
cultural phenomenons, whereby Korean movies today are gaining worldwide attention and
popularity, in a way that cannot be separated from their literary origins.

Considering the specific nature and temperament of each literature, it can be seen
that despite being in the cultural sphere of Chinese characters, Japan and Korea are
“antipodal” because the core spirit of Japanese literature 1s a subtle quietness, while the
core spirit of Korean literature is a straight vividness. In this aspect, China and Viemam
also show that their ethnicity is completely different, because Chinese literature is imbued
with quiet contemplation, while Viemamese literature is full of anxiousness. At the same
time, Chinese literature is always cumulative, while Vietnamese literature tends to be
scattered. It can be seen that to understand Japanese literature, one must have a calm mind;
in order to understand Korean literature, one must have a sense of music; in order to
understand Chinese literature, one must have a historical thinking ability; in order to
understand Vietnamese literature, one must have a poetic soul. Within the narrow scope of
this paper, we cannot prove arguments. However, these are completely scientific
conclusions, and we will continue to improve on them in subsequent studies.

5. Conclusion

Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese literature all used Chinese characters, received
Chinese literary influence, and tried (o create national writing based on Chinese
characters’ application. Language is the outer shell of thought, while language
dependency 1s also ideological dependence. So the efforts to localize Chinese characters
and the creation of ethnic writing were also efforts to “escape Chinese influence”. On the
basis of the development and pejfection of the language and literature, each couniry
experienced “parallel” stages of development. followed by breakthrough efforts involw’ng
the formation of the national literature to create their own mark in history.
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TOM TAT

Vin hoc Triéu Tién, Nhdt Ban va Vigt Nam cing str dung chir Han va tidp nhan anh huéng
van hoc Trung Hoa, déng thoi déu c6 3 thire sang tao chir viét ddn 1gc vi tng dung trén nén tang
chit Han. Trong pham vi hep ctia bai nghién ctiw, ching 16i sé di vao van dé anh hneong van ny, van
hoc va thé logi vén hoc ciia cdc quéc gia tiéu biéu trong vong vin héa chir Han, déng thoi chi ra
diém riéng vé tinh chdt va khi chdt trong qud trinh phadt trién ciia moi nén vén hoc.

Tir khéa: ban sic, vin hoc Pong A, vong vin hoa chir Han.
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