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The Hue Citadel and its Fate in the Rise and Fall of the Nguyen Dynasty (1802-1945)

NGUYEN Thi Ha Thanh, Kansai University

1. Introduction

In 1802, the first emperor of the last imperial dynasty of
Vietnam, Gia Long (1802-1820), was enthroned, starting
the imperial fortunes of the second Nguyen line (1802-
1945). The political transition concomitantly threw Hue
city - the most valued item they inherited from their
ancestors - into great upheaval. Under their rule, the face
of Hue shifted rapidly with the emergence of the
gorgeous Hue Citadel, exquisite handicrafts, and
prosperous market places.

Unlike Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh, cities located on the two
biggest wealthy rice granaries in the north and south,
Hue, in central Vietnam, is composed of rugged
mountains, narrow plains, and numerous lagoons. Hue's
special landform actually made it impossible to build a
centralized or fan-shaped urban model. If based on the
current administrative boundary, it is estimated that a half
of the 85 palaces of royal members are located outside
Hue City.! Hence, Hue City in the 19th century would be
better described as following its geographic demarcation-
the Huong River - rather than any defined administrative
boundary. Hue Citadel was not only considered as the
centre of Hue City, but also of the whole region along the
Huong River, from Thuan An sea-gate back to the
confluence where it begins. This citadel was built on a
riverside from the early heyday of the Nguyen Dynasty
and then attracted to it commercial and residential
quarters, and even the concession areas of the French in

the dawn of the Nguyen reign.

2. Hue Citadel - The most significant figure of Hue
City

Among several historic-cultural structures in Hue City
constructed by the Nguyen rulers, Hue Citadel appears as
the greatest one. Based on the design by the first king of
the Nguyen Dynasty, Hue Citadel was ordered built in
4

1803. At that time, to clear the ground for the
construction of Hue Citadel, residents of eight villages
were requested to move to other places in exchange for
free or decreased taxes (thué thén and thué dao dich).
Official immigration occurred continuously for the next
20 years. Replacing ordinary inhabitants were soldiers
from many regions of the country, gathering in Hue with
the respective tasks of building the citadel, serving the
imperial family, or joining the royal troops.

This work was regarded as the symbol of power of the
Nguyen Dynasty, as the Nguyen rulers themselves stated:
“the structure in the middle of Vietnam, the high roof in
the four directions, the Great Bear surrounded by the
other stars.” This great citadel is actually an excellent
combination of French architecture (in the Vauban
architectural style), Vietnamese labor, and Asian culture,
based on belief in feng-shui. Although detailed information
is rarely found in historical materials, several historians
still believe that the Nguyen Dynasty practiced the
principles of feng-shui in the construction of Hue Citadel.
Emperor Minh Mang (1820-1840), who himself admitted
to not trusting in feng-shui, said that it was necessary to
adopt principles of feng-shui for construction of the citadel
for security.® Hue Citadel, facing southeast, is located in a
harmonious landscape according to feng-shui principles,
which combines the powers of the red vermillion bird in
front, blue dragon on the left, and the white tiger on the
right. Applying these concepts to the natural landscape,
Ngu Binh Mountain in front of the citadel was regarded
as the red vermillion bird, or in other words, the screen
that protected the entire citadel. Da Vien dune on the left
side and Hen dune on the right side were considered to
play respectively the roles of the blue dragon and white
tiger as guards. These gods were expected to protect the
citadel. Additionally, the Huong River flows in front of the
citadel, along the east to the back, its function being the
creation and maintenance of good “air” to enable the

citadel to make its owners stronger and wealthier. In



terms of territory, the forbidden purple palace was built
farther to the south of the citadel, on high land.

3. Hue Citadel and the fall of the Nguyen Dynasty

Hue Citadel underwent great upheaval when the
Nguyen rulers lost their power to the French. In 1884,
when the Nguyen Dynasty could not save Hue City from
becoming a protectorate of the French, they reluctantly
allowed the French to construct a modern concession
area on the opposite side of the old citadel, including the
French Residence Superior of Annam (Résidence
Supérieure de I'Annam), Department of Gendarmes,
several villas, shops, restaurants, and small workshops.*
Moreover, Mang Ca military base was set up right inside
the citadel in 1884, and was expanded in 1886 to become
the so-called Tran Binh concession area. A modern zone
with new road networks named after deceased French
soldiers, as well as military bases, banks, restaurants,
libraries, and food store houses in the concession area
made it different from the old citadel. In 1887, the political
power of Hue City was transferred to Saigon, which was
appointed the capital not only of Vietnam but of all of
French Indochina by the colonizing French. From 1916,
other ordinary people were allowed to occupy the empty
spaces inside the citadel, while the old inhabitants -
mostly mandarins, soldiers, talented handicraftsmen, and
their families - immigrated to southern Vietnam, or
abroad. During the next period, the influx invaded either

the citadel or other royal relics (mausoleums of the

T E B B B {8 #6155

Nguyen emperors, national shrines, etc.) particularly
from 1945, when the Nguyen Dynasty collapsed. More
ordinary inhabitants from other places migrated to the
citadel, invading areas along the surface of the citadel's
wall, or any abandoned land. Significantly, most of them
were manual laborers from rural villages inside and out of
Thua Thien Hue Province. Since this time, the social
structure has become more complex, and environmental
pollution and the unattractive landscape of the citadel

have become increasingly severe problems.

4, Conclusion

In short, the transition in function of Hue Citadel
represents clearly the rise and fall of the Nguyen Dynasty.
In the heyday of the feudal court, Hue Citadel symbolized
the power of the Nguyen Dynasty not only because of its
admirable architecture but also because of the
significance of its adoption of feng-shui. It was considered
an area restricted to residence by the emperor, royal
members, high-ranking officials, soldiers, and talented
handicraftsmen. The majestic Hue Citadel was rudely
transgressed by the invasion of the colonizing French,
and then by the ordinary people after 1884, though it was
not until 1945 that the Nguyen Dynasty collapsed. The
spurious nature of the last Nguyen reigns led to the
disordered usage of Hue Citadel, a problem that was hard
to solve even after 1993, when Hue City achieved the
status of UNESCO World Heritage cultural site for its set

of relics.

I Bdi Thj Tan. “Tidu tha cong nghiép & Thira Thién Hué va
nhirng vAn dé do thj héa” (Handicraft guilds in Thua Thien
Hue and issues of urbanization). Hué Xiwra va Nay Journal,

pp.763-764.

[N

Quédc str quan triéu Nguyén (The historical association of the
Nguyen dynasty) (translation by Pham Trong Pidm). Pai Nam
nhét théng chi (Geography of the united Dai Nam), Reprint,
Volume I. Thuin Héa Publishing House, Hué, 1992. p.16.

3 Québc sir quén tridu Nguyén (The historical association of the
Nguyen dynasty) (translation by the History Institute). Dai
Nam thuc lyc (Chronicles of the Nguyen dynasty), Reprint,
Volume 3. Gido duc Publications, Ha Néi, 2006, p.461.

4 See Nguyén Thj Dam, Huynh Kim Thanh. “Sy bién adi dién
mao d6 thi Hué cudi thé ky 19, ddu thé ky 20” (Perspective
changes of Hue City at the end of the 19th century and the
beginning of the 20th century). Southeast Asia Studies Journal,
Volume 05, 2006, pp.42-50.
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