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Abstract: In contemporary Vietnamese fictional works, mythical time is a special kind of time. It is boldly
spiritual, non-linear and multi-aspect. It is also associated with the ritual and collective activities of the
community. If a literary work using mythical elements expresses the mythical time, it will make humans

become closer to the living time of sanctity. Then, mythical time contributes to the discovery of the depth
of the inner world of characters facing the changes of life. And mythical time brings people back to the
cosmic experience, to human life, to death, to life, to mortal experiences, to aspirations for eternity. This
article investigates mythical time incontemporary Vietnamese fictional works through two kinds of time:

temporal time and illusory time.
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1. Introduction

Mythical time is a special kind of time. It is boldly
spiritual, non-linear and multi- aspect. It is also
associated with the ritual and collective activities of the
community. If a literary work using mythical elements
expresses the mythical time will make humans become
closer to the living space of sanctity. Through the
investigation into mythical time in contemporary
Vietnamese fictional works, it is found out that there are
two Kinds of time: temporal time and illusory time.

2. Kinds of mythical time in contemporary
Viethamese fiction

2.1. Temporal time

Time in myths is initially time in the past. Fairy
tales, mythical worksand epics are aimed at the
portrayal and re-actualization of the events in the past
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through the telling of narrators. It is a past received by
readers with respect and admiration. The past is always
in company with sanctity and greatness. Mircea Eliade
distinguishes between the sacred and profane time.
“One essential difference between these two qualities of

time strikes us immediately: by its very nature, sacred
time is reversible in the sense that properly speaking, it
is a primordial mythical time made present. Every
religious festival, any liturgical time, represents the re-
actualization of a sacred event that took place in a
mythical past, in the beginning™ [2, p.69]. Meanwhile,
according to M.Meletinsky, due to the unity of
mythological thinking, a mythical past is considered the
root of phenomena [6, page 226] and primitive
mythology is normally the narrative of the past events,
while the past is the root of present entities [6, p.230].

In addition to time in the past, the works feature
time at present and in future. One of the options of
contemporary fiction is to organize the past, present and
future timepieces that blend together and appear at the
same time. In nature, it is temporal time, which appears
a lot in the art of the cinema. The works thus show the
multi-aspect view and characters depicted from every
angle in a fully real manner. The time structure towards
the temporal kindis a modern technical solution in
fiction creation, which overcomes the unilateral time
with its limits, reaching an open and dialectic view from
the past to the future.

This kind of time is used in the fictional works of
consciousness, such as The Sorrow of War [5] by Bao
Ninh, Nguoi song Me [1] by Chau Dien. Through the
mind, new timelines are set up to express the spiritual and
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psychological world of the characters. In The Sorrow of
War, readers feel that the time is cut into pieces and then
the pieces are assembled into a series of time without any
order. Commenting on this, in Modern Poetics [3],
researcher Do Duc Hieu states that this work has a lot of
“seemingly arbitrary” phrases to describe a chaos, a
mixture between the present and the past towards the
flow of characters’ emotions such as “later, many years
later” (V& sau, rat nhiéu nam vé sau), “until now” (cho
dén tan bay gio), “over the past twenty years” (hon hai
muoi nim di qua), “back then” (hdi do), “since then, for
over twenty years” (tir bdy dén gio, hai muoi miy nam
troi), “now” (gio day), “that year” (ndm ay).

Kien always falls into a state of recollection with
obsessions, sufferings and torment of the past. There is
a sense of the present and future in this character, but all
of them become obscured by the shadow of the past.
The past fills up, covers the reality and flows
uninterruptedly in Kien’s memory (about Truong Goi
Hon, about the forests on the way of operation, the
fields where the fellows died, about the afternoon of
April 30 at Tan Son Nhat airport....). All the timepieces,
the far - near past - present intertwined and stacked
together, making up the endless memories. In Nguoi
song Me by Chau Dien, after the character calling
himself | (the student whose name is Khanh) died in the
accident, his soul didn’t want to pass the river of the
netherworld to forget everything and to be reincarnated,
but followed Hoa to talk, confide to her and observe her
life. In the previous life, Hoa was Huong, and in the
present life, Huong is Hoa, which is told thoroughly by
Khanh with a lot of memories and events, happiness and
suffering. In that way, the past rushes into and is
sometimes intertwined with the present, which makes
readers fall into a world beyond time, where it is
impossible to determine the specific time. The names of
the "parts" in the work are numbered but in fact the
contents are not in any order. For instance, the fictional
work consists of three parts: virtual life, original life and
real life. However, when reading, the readers cannot
distinguish between virtual life, original life and real
life, as the story drifts along the life of two characters
Khanh and Hoa. Virtual life and real life are
intertwining - now conversation between Khanh and
Hoa, now the telling of Khanh, and at the other time the
recollection of Hoa, or the recollection of Khanh. The

phrases of time are also rather ambiguous - now
dropping with the three dots “ngay...” [1, p.146-147],
now starting with unspecified phrases: thoi dé, ngay ay,
vai ngay sau, ciing ngay hom 4y...(that period, that day,
a few days later, on the same day,...).

It can be seen in contemporary prose, temporal time
is especially favored by writers because it is appropriate
to explore the depths of the inner world of characters
facing the changes in life. And for the fictional works
using mythical elements, this kind of time plays a
particularly important role as it contributes to the
indeterminacy and chaos in the unconscious life of
characters.

2.2. lllusory time

As mentioned, myths bear the shadow of the
ancient stories, so the time throughout the whole work is
in the past. And the flow of the past time has always
been adorned with the illusory time kind. Therefore, the
mythical time seems endless and limitless. It often
refers to the time of eternity, ambiguity, and
uncertainty.

The illusory nature of the mythical time is first
expressed through the indeterminacy. In addition to the
use of temporal time, in contemporary Vietnamese
fictional works, the writers include the indeterminacy of
the future as a way to create the mythical dimension of
the works. Sometimes, the time is specified by the year
and month, but then again dominated by other adverbs
(cudi nam dy, mét lan, mét dgo, mét buéi) (at the end of
that year, once, at a time). Thus, time expressions
become symbolic after all. Accordingly, the specificity
and the determination of time are also stripped away,
and the indeterminate time which is found in myths and
fairy tales is used instead. However, if the time in fairy
tales is in the past, the time reflected through the
narration in fictional works is in progress. It contains the
smooth flow of the past, and a reality that is seemingly
possible to be reached. The relative conception of time,
once again, is revived on the pages. Time is pushed up
to be limitless at one time and encapsulated in a blink of
an eye at the other time. Then, every event seems to
quickly move to its end. In the fictional work on The
Buddha, Savitri and | by Ho Anh Thai, the writer
focuses on creating a unique artistic time. Initially, it is
the indeterminacy of timepieces. Time in the work is not
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consistent and does not follow any process. The whole
story takes place in the chaos of timepieces. Like space
organization in the work, the time here is also expressed
through pieces in no order. There is not a clear divide
between the timepieces, now present time with the story
of the character calling himself | and Savitri, the life of
the Buddha, and the relics of the Buddha’s journey, now
the past time with the story of Prince Siddhattha and
Princess Savitri, and then suddenly back to the present.
In that way, it is the present time at this time, and at the
other time, Savitri telling the story comes back to her
previous life in the past and then returns to the present
to continue the story. The story goes on in the unclear
division of time. However, that does not diminish the
order of the story. Readers can easily grasp the story
from the beginning to end without any confusion. This
is the talent of Ho Anh Thai. Deliberately creating the
indeterminacy of the timepieces, the writer can easily
refer to what happens at present in the most natural way
and create closeness for the work. The stories of
thousands of years seem to be taking place in real life in
the eyes of the readers. At a time, readers have the
feeling that the past and the present coincide without
any gap.

Behind the Red Mist [10] by Ho Anh Thai also
features the similar artistic time organization. The
timepieces are indeterminate. The past time in Tan’s
recollection is not his living time. At the present time of
1987, Tan is electrocuted and drifted back to the past of
20 years before, in 1967. Then, Tan met his
grandmother, father, mother and acquaintances and
knew the true facts in the past. Meanwhile, the past time
of Savitri in The Buddha, Savitri and | [11] is controlled
and mastered. It is a part of her present life. It is not
strange, but very familiar for her. Savitri lived and
experienced her past, thereby reconciling the life and
emotions in the past as well as in the present. However,
whatever method used and however characters are built,
or time is organized, it can be seen that the writer uses
his rich imagination to look through the mist of the past
to be able to have a more accurate view of history and
its mysteries. The breakdown of linear time in works
does not mean retreating into a timeless world but in
essence it seeks new expressions.

In addition, illusory time is also reflected in the
inconsistency of time in the work, not following any
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rder. The whole story takes place in the chaos of
timepieces. Like space organization in the work, the
time here is also expressed through pieces in no order.
There is not a clear divide between the timepieces.
Deliberately creating the indeterminacy of the
timepieces, the writer can easily refer to what happens
at present in the most natural way and create closeness
for the work. The writer creates a movement of time
from the present to the past; real time and the time in the
recollection through storiesabout the far past. The Old-
Dead Children [8] by Nguyen Binh Phuong features
two alternate parts: The Void part on the netherworld
and the other part on this world. The story of the
netherworld is based on the ghosts in Phan village,
strange deaths, the corpses finding their way back to the
love and the journey of the carts keeping going down on
the long stretch of road with the dialogue having no start
and end by secret people. The world is noisy with a
series of events superimposed on each other with daily
life conversations around Truong’s and Mr. Trinh’s
families. It seems that they are separate stories, but
indeed they are relevant or in other words, they fit
perfectly. The story on the families of Truong, Mr. Liem
and Trinh is at the present time while the story on the
cart with the recollections of character “6ng” (“he”) is
in the previous incarnation. “Ong” (“He”) makes
readers think of Hai's previous life, at one time and Mr.
Trinh at the other time.Throughout the whole work, the
intertwining stories lead the readers to search for their
connection. In particular, the timepieces within each
story are in chaos and not in any order. The
indeterminacy and interruption are also present,
stimulating the readers’ imagination and ability to
associate and link the events together. At the end of the
work, when the hills were excavated to find out the
treasure, the image of the cart appeared.“At the same
time the three tombs glowed and flickered. The dashing
green light created the scary and thrilling atmosphere.
Then there was a shrill laugh. Through the flash of light,
people saw a cart with four shades sitting still silently
slide into the sky. The cart quickly became thin smoke
dissolving into sparkling air” [10, p.278] with the saying
“l arrive or return” which is both like the recognition
and like the meeting, merging the two stories, two
worlds of reality and illusion, past and present, previous
life and after life.
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In fictional works using illusory time, the focus is the
agile, fast-paced transformation of time forms in the lives
of characters. Mythological thinking, in principle, is
"non-historical thinking" (Meletinsky). Then, time is no
longer felt as the physical time that it is bent and
interwoven between the two worlds: the sacred and
profane as M. Eliade states: “sacred time, as appears
under the paradoxical aspect of a circular time, reversible
and recoverable, a sort of eternal mythical present that is
periodically integrated by means of rites” [2, p.71] and
“profane temporal duration can be periodically arrested;
for certain rituals have the power to interrupt it by periods
of sacred time that is nonhistorical (in the sense that it
does not belong to the historical present)” [2, p.72].
Nguoi Di Vang [7] integrates the stories of the present
and the past when the gap between the two ages reaches
centuries. The present time is the story of the daily life of
people living in the state of loneliness, loss and
insecurity: the old man whose name is Dien, Mr Dieu,
Sinh, Ky, Son, Thang, Hoan... Somewhere, there are bad
habits, the lusts, the lies, the temptations ... which are rife
in modern society. The past re-actualizes the times that
Doi Can, Lap Nham, Doi Truong, Ca Thau, Hai Vinh, Ba
Nho kept their unfulfilled aspirations and ideals and the
moments one had to struggle against himself to preserve
dignity. In spite of writing about the anti-French
insurrection in history, Nguyen Binh Phuong does not
intend to exploit the war, but build characters’
psychology and qualities based on thoughts of normal
life. Therefore, the stories of the past and the present are
not interrupted but interwoven and fit perfectly:
regardless of whatever age, there is always a gap between
people and each person is an extremely lonely universe.

Besides, in fictional works, the time of historical
perception still exists, but when refined through
personal experience, it no longer holds the sense of
objectivity. This shows that the mythical time is
dominated by characters’ psychology and depends on
their mood. At times, a hundred years passes in the
blink of an eye, and one day or one hour lasts forever. In
Nguoi Di Vang by Nguyen Binh Phuong, when talking
about the Thai Nguyen insurrection, Nguyen Binh
Phuong used determinate historical timelines, even
specific to every minute and second such as “thang 10
nam 1917 (October, 1917) , “10 gio” (ten o’clock),

“chin gio sang” (nine o’clock in the morning), “nam gio
chiéu” ( five o’clock in the afternoon), “nam rudi” ( half
past five), “tim gid hai muoi bay phat” (twenty seven
minutes past eight), “d6 1a ngay 11 thang 1 nim 2018”
(It was the eleventh of January, 2018). And for
characters such as Luong Lap Nham, Doi Can and Thai
Nguyen soldiers, they are obsessive, stressful, tiring and
long because they are the moments when they face the
dangers, mishaps, failures and death that lie ahead.
Thus, in parallel with the timelines is the complex
psychological changes of the characters, making the
time be no longer objective but express the subjectivity
of the writer.

Illusory time, on the one hand, brings nothingness
to the work, and on the other hand is capable of
containing many historical - social events. Therefore,
the time has been both extended in amplitude, pushed to
be limitless, far away and attached to real life. In other
words, the time is illusory but never far from reality.

3. Conclusion

Time in the ancient mythical works are not
separated from characters’ living space. That is because
ancient people are those of action, space and habitat
movement to maintain their existence. After all, if space
is recognized by experience, time is seen as the result of
a certain abstraction. And also for that reason, time in
mythology is often a blend of the past and present, and
at the same time it is illusory. It goes beyond the real
time toward a cosmic experience, which is the echo of
the supernatural world and the return of mythical and
mysterious thinking. In contemporary Vietnamese
fictional works, the re-actualization of temporal space
and illusory space brings about considerable effects in
exploring the unconscious depth of the characters taken
back to the realm of ignorance where the human
condition becomes a philosophical experience.
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THOI GIAN HUYEN THOAI TRONG MOT SO TIEU THUYET VIET NAM PUONG DAl

Toém tat: V6i cac nha van dwong dai thi viéc dwa thoi gian huyén thoai vao trong tac pham 1a mét thé nghiém méi mé va mang
tinh dot pha. Pay la mot kiéu thoi gian déc biét. N6 mang dam sac mau tam linh, la thdi gian khéng thudn nhét, nhiéu chiéu kich.
Théi gian Ay ciling gan lién véi nghi 18 va sinh hoat tap thé ctia cong déng. Mét tac phdm van hoc c6 st dung yéu td huyén thoai, néu
tai hién thoi gian huyén thoai sé khién con ngudi tré nén gan giii hon véi thoi gian séng clia than thanh, clia ci thiéng. Bai viét nay
di vao khéo sat thoi gian huyén thoai trong mot sb tidu thuyét Viet Nam dwong dai qua hai kiéu thoi gian: thoi gian déng hién va thoi

gian huyén 3o.

Tir khoa: thoi gian; huyén thoai; tidu thuyét Viét Nam dwong dai; ddng hién; huyén ao.
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