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Nomination form 
International Memory of the World Register 

 
1.0 Checklist 
 
 Summary completed (section 1) 

 Nomination and contact details completed (section 2) 

 Declaration of Authority signed and dated (section 2) 

 If this is a joint nomination, section 2 appropriately modified, and all 
Declarations of Authority obtained  

 Documentary heritage identified (sections 3.1 – 3.3) 

 History/provenance completed (section 3.4) 

 Bibliography completed (section 3.5) 

 Names, qualifications and contact details of up to three independent 
people or organizations recorded (section 3.6) 

 Details of owner completed (section 4.1) 

 Details of custodian – if different from owner – completed (section 4.2) 

 Details of legal status completed (section 4.3) 

 Details of accessibility completed (section 4.4) 

 Details of copyright status completed (section 4.5) 

 Evidence presented to support fulfilment of the criteria? (section 5) 

 Additional information provided (section 6) 

 Details of consultation with stakeholders completed (section 7) 

 Assessment of risk completed (section 8) 

 Summary of Preservation and Access Management Plan completed. If 
there is no formal Plan attach details about current and/or planned 
access, storage and custody arrangements (section 9) 

 Any other information provided – if applicable (section 10) 

 Suitable reproduction quality photographs identified to illustrate the 
documentary heritage. (300dpi, jpg format, full-colour preferred).  

 Copyright permissions forms signed and attached. Agreement to 
propose item(s) for inclusion on the World Digital Library if inscribed 
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Nomination form 
International Memory of the World Register 

 
     IMPERIAL ARCHIVES OF NGUYEN DYNASTY (1802 - 1945) 

 
ID Code [Internal use only] 

 
1. Summary (max 200 words) 
 
Nguyen dynasty’s Imperial archives are administrative archives of Nguyen dynasty, 
the last feudal dynasty of Vietnam and in region which lasted from 1802 to 1945. The 
collection was created during the transaction of Nguyen dynasty in its state 
management activities including records created by the Emperors, records created by 
grass-root to central organizations in its administrative system submitted to the 
Emperors for approval and diplomatic notes.  
Imperial archives of Nguyen dynasty are basically handwritten on Do (Poonah) paper 
in Chinese and Nom (Chinese-transcribed Vietnamese). Some of them created later 
are in French and Vietnamese. Imperial archives collection has autographs of ten 
Nguyen dynasty’s emperors.     
The collection reflects all aspects of history of Vietnam society in 19th century and 
early half of 20th century and the diplomatic relations of Nguyen dynasty with other 
countries all over the world. Imperial archives are significant original source for 
compiling Nguyen dynasty’s history. 
The collection is also the only original administrative records which contains 
autographs of the Emperors.  
Beside historical value, Imperial archives of Nguyen dynasty also have unique artistic 
value reflected by the emperors’ forms of comments, languages, seals, carrier and so 
on, which made the records both formal and as beautiful as old calligraphy.    
The collection is now being preserved in the National Archives Center No.1 of the 
State Records and Archives Department of Vietnam. The collection was inscribed in 
the MOWCAP’s regional register in 2014.  

 
2.    
2.1 Name of nominator (person or organization) 
National Archives Centre No. 1 of The State Records and Archives Department of 
Vietnam (SRADV) 
 
2.2 Relationship to the nominated documentary heritage 
The custodian 
 
2.3 Contact person(s) (to provide information on nomination) 
- Mr. DANG Thanh Tung - Director General of the SRADV 
- Mr. HA Van Hue - Director of National Archives Centre No. 1, SRADV; 
- Ms. NGUYEN Thu Hoai - Chief of Division for Han Nom records, National Archives 
Center No.1, SRADV 
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2.4 Contact details 
Name: DANG Thanh Tung Address: 12 Dao Tan Street, Ba Dinh, Hanoi 
Telephone: 
+84 438358666 

Facsimile: 
+84 438326871 

Email 
thanhtungdang@gmail.com 

Name: HA Van Hue Address: 18 Vu Pham Ham Street, Cau Giay, Hanoi 
Telephone: 
+84 4 97822655 

Facsimile 
+84 43825561 

Email 
havanhue@archives.gov.vn 

Name: NGUYEN Thu Hoai Address: 18 Vu Pham Ham Street, Cau Giay, Hanoi 
Telephone: 
+84 4 97822655 

Facsimile 
+84 43825561 

Email 
hoaihannom@gmail.com 

   
 

3.   Identity and description of the documentary heritage  
3.1 Name and identification details of the items being nominated 
IMPERIAL ARCHIVES OF NGUYEN DYNASTY (1802 - 1945) 
The nominated heritage is whole collection of the Imperial Archives of Nguyen 
Dynasty, which includes 770 volumes of archives or 85,000 records of eleven Nguyen 
dynasty’s Emperors (Gia Long, Minh Menh, Thieu Tri, Tu Duc, Kien Phuc, Ham Nghi, 
Dong Khanh, Thanh Thai, Duy Tan, Khai Dinh and Bao Dai) from 1802 to 19451. 
 

 

3.4 History/provenance 
Under Nguyen dynasty, administrative system is an autocratic centralized 
government, the Emperor was the leader and had supreme power, and all activities 
under the system must be approved by the Emperor. The Emperor decided all 
significant policies, and all subordinate organizations in the government during their 
transaction had to submit their administrative documents to the Emperor for approval. 
Those documents then were collected and controlled by Nguyen dynasty’s Cabinet 
under a whole archival collection of royal family or in another name, the Imperial 
archives. 

In Gia Long reign (1802 – 1819), Royal library was the organization specializing in 
preservation of Imperial archives. The Records Management Department was 
founded in the 1st year of Minh Menh (1820) to be in charge of the Emperor’s 
correspondence and paper work. In 1826, Emperor Minh Menh started construction of 
the East Building to house records of royal court. In 1829, the Records Management 
Department was changed into the Cabinet. In 1933, Emperor Bao Dai replaced the 
Cabinet by setting up Royal Office. Despite its name, it almost remained the same 
function as an assistant unit to the Emperor in delivering correspondences and 

                                                 
1 Nguyen Dynasty had thirteen emperors. The collection of imperial archives was archives created under the reigns of 
eleven emperors, in which ten emperors have their autographs found in the archives.  
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preserving significant ones. 

The collection of Imperial archives was preserved in the East Building of the Royal 
Palace until it was moved to Hue Cultural Institute in 1942 for preservation under 
Emperor Bao Dai’s instruction. In 1959, under order of the President of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam, the Imperial archives were moved to Hue University Institute for 
preservation. In 1961, Sai Gon regime handed all of these records to  Da Lat Archives. 
In March 1975, they were sent to Archives Department of Sai Gon Records 
Management and Archives Department for preservation. In 1978, the collection was 
handed over to the Archives Department of the Prime Minister Palace, which is now 
the State Records and Archives Department of Vietnam. The Archives Department 
then assigned the Central Archives Repository No. 2 in Ho Chi Minh City for 
management. In 1991, under the Decision of the President of Ministers’ Council of the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam, the whole collection of Nguyen dynasty’s Imperial 
archives was moved to the National Archives Center No.1 in Hanoi for preservation. 
 
 
4.    Legal information 
4.1 Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details) 
Name: The State 
Records and 
Archives 
Department of 
Vietnam (SRADV) 

Address: 12 Dao Tan Street, Ba Dinh, Ha Noi, Viet Nam. 
 
 
 
 

Telephone 
+84 4 38327001 

Facsimile 
+84 4 38326871 
 

Email 
 
 
 4.2 Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details if different 

from the owner) 
Name: The National 
Archives Center No. 
1 of the SRADV 
 

 Address: 18 Vu Pham Ham Street, Cau Giay, Ha Noi, Viet Nam. 
 
 
 Telephone 

+84 4 37822655 
Facsimile 
+84 4 38255614 

Email 
havanhue@archives.gov.vn 
 
 

 
4.3 Legal status 
State owned heritage 
 
4.4 Accessibility 

The whole collection of the Imperial archives was digitized and its content was 
interpreted for database set up. International and local readers can easily access the 
collection through system of finding aids, which includes catalogues on Nguyen 
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dynasty’s Imperial archives for traditional finding method and the Database of Nguyen 
dynasty’s Imperial archives for accessing through LAN of Reference Services in the 
National Archives Center No.1. The information is about record’s form, creating organ, 
record’s date, its location and abstract of its content. Reader can read completely 
content of record through digital version provided on computer or printed out on paper 
or require a copy on CD.  
 
4.5 Copyright status 

The copyright belongs to the National Archives Center No.1 – the State Records and 
Archives Department of Vietnam. The utilization, copy and printing from the database 
or the original must be approved by the archives institution and compliant with law and 
regulation prescribed for accessing archival collection of the Government of Vietnam. 
 

           
5. Assessment against the selection criteria 
5.1 Authenticity. 
After establishing domination, since 1802 feudal state of Nguyen dynasty had built a 
complete administrative system from grass-root to central level for state management. 
The performance of this whole system was almost reflected in Imperial archives. Events 
documented in Imperial archives had high authenticity because they were information 
used in practical management of the society and were received and processed directly 
by the Emperors under Nguyen dynasty. 
Every record had enacting date and seal of the Emperor or government organization. 
Procedure of drafting, promulgating, transferring or handling and the system of seals 
stamped on the records were tightly prescribed in terms of authority, form and style… 
Moreover, a strict working procedure with a committed responsibility among the 
Emperor – the Cabinet – the Ministries/Departments made a firm legal status and 
authenticity for Imperial archives. 
With the original and unique value, Imperial archives were used as an official historical 
source to compile books, therefore information could be verified by comparing with 
historical books of Nguyen dynasty, such as Đại Nam thực lục chính biên, Đại Nam 
nhất thống chí, Đại Nam liệt truyện, Khâm định Đại Nam hội điển sự lệ (chính biên, tục 
biên), Quốc triều chính biên toát yếu, Minh Mệnh chính yếu, Minh Mệnh tấu nghị, Gia 
Long Thiệu Trị Tự Đức công văn, Tự Đức chiếu dụ, Hà đê bộ văn tập, Hà đê tấu tư 
tập… 
The authenticity of its content could be also cross checked with records of other 
countries created at the same time showing relation with Nguyen dynasty, such as: 
- Archival records of Qing Dynasty (China) on sea accident issue (Oversea relations)2 
provided information on oversea ships including Vietnamese ones, which had 

                                                 
2 List of historical records in Qing Dynasty on sea accidents - Section “Oversea relation” 《清代檔案中的海難史料

目録 (涉外篇) 》Center for Social Science and Humanity Studies - Central Study Institute, Taipei, 2004. 
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commercial activities with Qing Dynasty’s businessman or got accident on the sea. The 
mentioned above information was also documented in details in records of the Ministry 
of Transportation and Vien Thuong bac (A place outside royal palace for receiving 
foreign ambassadors and also a workplace for officers specializing in diplomatic 
relations) in the collection of Imperial archives; 
- The Annals of Emperor Rama I and Rama II (Thailand3) provided information about 
diplomatic relation between Emperor Gia Long (Vietnam) and Emperor Rama I and 
Rama II and detailed notes about gifts presented by Emperors of two countries to each 
other. That information was also reflected in correspondence or reports by Vietnamese 
ambassadors to Thailand in Imperial archives of Gia Long reign. 
- Archives collection of the Governor General of Indochina, Governor of the North, 
Governor of the Central and Governor of the South … in French, which are now housed 
in archives institutions in Vietnam and in the Oversea Archives Centre in France. 
 
5.2  World significance 
Imperial archives of Nguyen dynasty are original and the unique ones, which contain 
Nguyen dynasty’s Emperors’ autographs. This is also the only administrative record 
collection preserved of a feudal dynasty in Vietnam.  
Imperial archives don’t only have value of normal administrative records but also have 
value derived from its special content, idea and art form.  
Imperial archives are administrative records of the royal court, which were promulgated 
or approved by the Emperors themselves; therefore, they reflect official ideology of the 
government through internal and external policies. 
Sharing the same language identity with Japan, North and South Korea, Vietnam was 
also strongly influented by Confucianism. However, due to its location on the 
international sea route connecting the West and the East, Vietnam was also infected by 
Western culture and ideology. Especially, after the French fully ruled over the 
Indochina, Vietnamese society was dramatically changed from a feudal country to a 
semi-feudal semi-colonial society, one of the special social forms in the world history. 
In one and a half century in power, the feudal state of Nguyen dynasty conducted many 
diplomatic affairs with neighbouring countries, such as dispatching ships to Singapore, 
Indonesia, the Philippines, Hongkong, Macao, Guangzhou and Fujian ... for doing 
bussiness; receiving ships from Western countries coming for comercial activities, such 
as France, Spain, the Netherlands and United Kingdom...; exchanging correspondence 
with the kings of China, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia...; cooperating in solving social 
security at bodering area or supporting to rescue ships travelling in Vietnam’s territorial 
waters. Such kind of activities created a great number of records in Imperial archives on 
the diplomatic relation between Nguyen dynasty and many other countries all over the 
world. 

                                                 
3 The Annals of Emperor Rama I and Rama II was compiled by Prince Phraya Damrong Rajanubhab (1862-1943) - the 
son of Emperor Rama IV - in the early of 20th century.  
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In comparison with other administrative record collections Imperial archives have 
unique identity: 
Imperial archives have comments written directly by the Nguyen dynasty’s Emperor in 
red ink. Comments are in various forms: 

 + Chau diem is a red - ink spot made by the Emperor to the head of document, 
which means his approval for the proposed content;  

+ Chau phe is a word, a sentence or a paragraph written by the Emperor to 
show his viewpoint, idea or instruction; 

+ Chau khuyen is a red - ink circle around a person’s name or article approved 
by the Emperor; 

+ Chau mat is a red tick on what the Emperor didn’t approved;  
+ Chau so, Chau cai are cross on mistakes in the document and his correction 

by its side. 
Direct comments of the Emperors on the records showed the will, power, dedication 
and responsibility of the nation’s leader with respect to all issues of the nation. 
Imperial archives were written in many languages. Beside Chinese, which was used as 
traditional script in administrative records in Vietnam feudal state, Nom script – the 
script created by Vietnamese basing on Chinese script to reproduce spoken 
Vietnamese, which was considered as a simple-mannered written language used in 
traditional works was also used by Nguyen dynasty in specific records. When French 
officially imposed domination in Vietnam, French gradually became a language used in 
administrative records. Especially, in the early of 20th century, French eliminated former 
competition - examination, Vietnamese (using Latin scripts) was used as an official 
writing language. Therefore, Imperial archives created later were written in Chinese, 
Nom (Chinese – transcribed Vietnamese), French and Vietnamese. Some records were 
written in two languages at the same time.  
Although record’s format was standardized, in each Emperor’s reign writing styles were 
different. Some Emperors such as Gia Long, Minh Menh and Thieu Tri, preferred short 
comments, clear and simple writing. Some others like Tu Duc preferred high-faluting 
comments with fine handwriting. Bao Dai - the last Emperor of Nguyen dynasty even 
could write comments in all four above-mentioned languages despite the fact that he 
studied abroad since his early childhood. The Emperors’ comments were usually 
imperative and solemn, however, sometimes were also friendly.  
Seals used in Imperial archives were varied and fine. In each record beside proposed 
agency’s seal, seal of the mandarin, the Emperor also stamped his own gold seal to 
verify legal status of the record.  
Imperial archives therefore have both practical and spiritual value, reflect a period of 
Vietnam’s history and make a contribution to the history of the region and the world. 
5.3 Comparative criteria:  
     1.  Time 
Nguyen Dynasty (1802 - 1945) is the last feudal dynasty in Vietnam history and also the 
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last one in the region. This was the period of dramatic change from a feudal society to 
capitalism in the world. Some capitalists in Europe with colonial thought wanted to 
expand to remote and underdeveloped areas. Vietnam at that time was a potential 
destination for the Western countries. Therefore, during its governing, Nguyen Dynasty 
had to incessantly fight for independence and sovereignty. However, a small country 
with backward feudal thought could not prevent itself from conquest of the West. 
In 1858, Spain – French allied troops opened fire to Vietnam. In 1862 Nguyen Dynasty 
was forced to sign an agreement on granting three southeast provinces and Con Lon 
island to French. In 1874, Nguyen Dynasty had to sign another agreement on 
recognizing French sovereignty in the South (from the south of Binh Thuan province). 
Following by two other treaties in 1883 and 1884, Nguyen Dynasty had to accept 
French protection over all aspects in Vietnam and Indochina. Therefore, Nguyen 
Dynasty’s power holding period was one of special historical period, which comprised 
three stages: the independent period (1802 - 1958), the struggling period for 
independence (1858 - 1883) and the colonized period (1884 - 1945). This time also 
marked the collapse and end of feudal regime in the world.  
     2.  Place 
Imperial archives were created during state management activities of Nguyen Dynasty’s 
government system in Hue Imperial city. Hue was no longer the imperial city of Vietnam 
from 1945 but it still has inside many cultural heritages demonstrating a prosperous time 
of a dynasty with Royal citadel, Royal palace, mausoleums and other cultural value. In 
1993, the Complex of Hue Monuments was inscribed in the World Heritage List by 
UNESCO. In 2003, Hue Royal Court Music was inscribed in the List of Masterpieces of 
Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO. Imperial archives are also a 
heritage of Nguyen Dynasty, an original collection to prove for the activities of a feudal 
dynasty in the history that no longer exists.   
     3.  People  
The collection of Imperial archives is original collection that reflects comprehensively 
and objectively the political and social life of people in Vietnam in Nguyen Dynasty. The 
images of Nguyen Dynasty’s Emperors from Gia Long to Bao Dai were reflected clearly 
in the collection, such as ascending to the throne, handing the reign, abdication, their 
health status, the birth and death of the Emperors and other royal family’s activities. The 
policies and the comments or remarks made during consideration for approving an 
issue proposed more or less reflected the personal identity and competence of each 
Emperor in Nguyen dynasty.  

The collection also mentioned about a lot of politicians, cultural celebrities, scientists 
and strong-willed patriotic scholars through information about their duties and 
responsibilities. 

     4.  Subject and theme 
Imperial archives are administrative records created during activities of state 



9 
 

management, therefore they contain a variety of information, reflecting all aspects of 
social life in Nguyen dynasty, such as: 

- Diplomatic policy of Nguyen dynasty with foreign countries: relations with Jing 
dynasty, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia,  

- Economic policies like land management, reclamation; tax policies; policies 
promoting production; building bridges and roads, dykes, controlling floods… 

- Education and Cultural policies like opening schools, conducting competitions, 
compiling books… 

- Military activities and social security like anti-French activities, repressing 
rebellion against royal government, conflicts in borderland… 

- Activities on governmental organization, such as organizing governmental system 
from local to central level, wages, mandarin grades, rewarding and punishment, 
promoting and demoting… 

- Religious policies, such as forbidding Catholicity, punishing catholic… 

- Health care policies, such as health care regulations for the Emperors, Royal 
family and citizens, propagandizing on hygiene and preventing epidemic 
diseases… 

     5.   Form and style  
Imperial archives were written on do (poonah) papers, a special type of paper manually 
made from bark of do (poonah) trees in some Vietnamese traditional craft villages. The 
papers are durable, non-blurred, resistant to decay and termites, non-crispy and non-
acidifiable. Imperial archives were handwritten with a brush and traditional manually 
made ink, and drafted by clerks who were examined and recruited for their literature 
talents and beautiful handwriting.  
The Imperial archives of the Nguyen dynasty are in various types of documents 
including royal proclamation, edicts, decrees, petition, reports, replies, comment 
papers… that were created under strict regulations regarding their function and 
authority of issuance. The Emperor’s comments were in red ink and the seals were also 
in red ink creating a noble style for imperial documents and making them as beautiful as 
ancient calligraphy pictures.  
     6. Social/ spiritual/ community significance: 
In one and a half century (1802 - 1945), Nguyen dynasty left many valuable heritages 
including architecture of palace, citadel and temple… Hue ancient capital is the 
destination of Nguyen dynasty’s cultural values. Nowadays, Hue ancient capital 
complex has been inscribed in the UNESCO World Cultural Heritage List and Hue 
Royal Music has been recognized as Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage 
of Humanity. Woodblock of Nguyen dynasty and Imperial archives of Nguyen dynasty – 
the documentary heritages – are also treasures of Nguyen dynasty. Those treasures 
are evidences of the existence of a past dynasty but its spiritual values last forever. 
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6.  Contextual information 
6.1  Rarity 
The collection of Nguyen dynasty’s Imperial archives is the only archival holding of a 
feudal regime remained in Vietnam and among very few documents in the world that 
have autographs of the Emperors, who commented in details on all national issues in 
the documents. They are the valuable original materials that facilitate the researching 
and restoring the whole political, economic, cultural and social system and people of a 
nation in a course of history. These documents, in addition to informative value, have 
become precious antiques as they have gone through a long period of time. Seals on 
the documents, autographs by the Emperor, the format of the document, the language, 
scripts, paper material and ink … have all become valuable materials providing lot of 
information about different areas including administration studies, document studies, 
family annals studies and seal studies… These documents are almost the unique one 
written by hand without printing, therefore if they are unfortunately lost, nothing can 
help to recover them and that will become a great loss for the mankind. 

6.2  Integrity  
Due to impacts of war, weather, climate, many of the Imperial archives were strongly 
damaged and lost. However, with more than 770 volumes of about 85,000 documents, 
the collection of Nguyen dynasty’s Imperial archives is a rather complete and 
comprehensive collection of a feudal regime in Vietnam. 
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