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FOREWORD

Craig Thomas Gallery has the great pleasure of presenting the catalog for the exhibition Hands by
Hanoi-based artist Pham Huy Thong. The exhibition will take place at our gallery in Ho Chi Minh City
from 20 October — 13 November, 2012.

Pham Huy Thong is an exciting artist whose engaging and thought-provoking paintings place him
among a select group of Vietnamese visual artists addressing social and political issues with their work.
Despite his relative youth, Thong has already compiled an impressive resumé of domestic and
international exhibitions, prestigious art residencies and inclusion in influential private collections.
With his latest collection Hands, Thong gives further evidence of his talent and maturity as an artist
while demonstrating an equally impressive facility as a commentator on social and political issues
affecting his country, the Southeast Asian region and the world.

| would like to thank Pham Huy Thong for his generous collaboration, and Xuan Mai Ardia and
Nguyen Thi Phuoc Khanh for their always essential contributions.

Xuan Mai Ardia and I are curating this exhibition.
Craig Thomas
5 October 2012

LGOI MO AU

Craig Thomas Gallery han hanh gidi thiéu catalog trién 1am Tay cla hoa sy Ha Noi Pham Huy Thong.
Trién lam sé dién ra tai gallery tai Thanh ph& HO Chi Minh tir ngay 20 thang 10 dén ngay 13 thang 11
nam 2012.

Pham Huy Thong la hoa sy day nhiét huyét véi nhimng sang tac thi vi, y tudng tdo bao, da dua anh vao
nhém sé it hoa sy Viet Nam chuyén phé binh cac van dé chinh tri xa hoi bang tac pham ctia minh. DU
con kha tré, Thong da co mot ho so an tuong bao gém nhiéu cudc trién 1dm trong va ngoai nudc,
nhiing chuong trinh luu trd cé uy tin va cé tac pham thudc cac bo suu tap ca nhan cé anh hudng.
Vi bo suu tdp mdi nhat Tay, Thong cho thay nhiing bang chiing vé tai nang cing nhu su chin chén
clia mot hoa sy dong thai thé hién su khéo 1éo an tugng khong kém ctia mot nha binh luan cac van
dé chinh tri xa hoi co anh hudng dén dat nudc minh, khu vuc Béng Nam A va thé gidi.

To6i mudn cdm on Pham Huy Thong vi su cong tac hao phdng cla anh, va Xuan Mai Ardia va
Nguyén Thi Phudc Khanh cho su dong gop can thiét clia ho nhu thuong khi.

Xuan Mai Ardia va toi dong gidm tuyén trién 1am nay.
Craig Thomas
5thang 10 nam 2012
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HANDS

“Pham Huy Thong is a visual artist from Vietnam whose art focuses on political and social
commentary.” This seemingly generic description in his own words in fact says a great deal about
Thong the artist and the exciting novelty of the work that he is doing in the less than unrestricted
context in which he operates. Thong combines a unique upbringing and a felicitous collection of
talents all of which he brings to bear in his paintings. While still chronologically correct to call Thong
a"young”artist, the Hands series is clearly the product of a mature artist working with great intensity
of purpose, skill and ambition.

Thong was born in 1981 to journalist parents who often hosted gatherings of friends that included
freewheeling discussions of the social and political issues of the day. The artist cites exposure from an
early age to this open style of discourse as a paramount factor in his own decision to engage with
social and political issues in his art. The rather unorthodox encouragement Thong received from his
Hanoian parents to be wary of orthodoxy and to think for himself contributed greatly to the creation
of his independent and informed point of view and his critical eye.

Thong's decision to replace the faces of the subjects in his latest series with hands was driven in part
by a desire to make them universal, anonymous beings without individuality or nationality. Thereis no
potential to confuse the subjects in the Hands paintings with particular people through random
resemblance. There is also no basis for imputing a specific nationality — Vietnamese, Chinese,
Japanese, Phillipino — on these faceless humans based on the shape or tilt of their eyes.

By “de-facing”his subjects, Thong seeks to foster conditions for an open dialogue between the viewer
and his paintings. Among the reasons for choosing hands was Thong's conception of them as uniquely
expressive appendages. Thong finds that hands exhibit relatively little difference in appearance be-
tween individuals and yet possess a great capacity to express a range of emotions — anger, power, fear,
happiness — and meaning through the symbols and gestures they can be used to form.

Hands is the succeeding exhibition to Thong's Dong Bao (Compatriots) (2009-2010) series which was
constructed around the concept of the Vietnamese people as all emanating from the womb of the
goddess Au Co as told in the country’s creation myth. With such a construct, the Dong Bao paintings
logically focused on concerns that were primarily specific to the people of Vietnam. With the Hands
series, the commentary in Thong's paintings has gone from the national to the regional and, in many
instances, to the universal.

One regional issue that animates Thong and which appears in several of the Hands paintings, is the
current dispute between China and its Southeast Asian neighbors over island territories in the South
China Sea. In paintings like Strange Dream 1 and Strange Dream 2, Thong depicts giant warships with
large claws, powering through stormy seas, as they plow menacingly towards tiny fishing boats that are
caught in their path. His aim is to express his empathy for the innocent individuals who are not
parties to the dispute, but who are the first to pay the price for the aggressive posturing being
undertaken by the nations involved.
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This same concern for the plight of “ordinary” people manifests in the painting Heavy Ocean, which depicts
a'de-faced”man carrying a heavy warship on his shoulders. The allusion is to the burden placed on the
taxpayers who must ultimately pay the costs of the arms race the South China Sea disputes are
fueling. To underscore the point, Thong has written the names of many of the ships, aircraft and weapons
systems that are involved onto the painting. Although Thong admits to natural feelings of patriotism, his
work is not nationalistic. The straining subject in Heavy Ocean could be from any of the countries
participating in the ongoing dispute. All involved will bear the costs regardless of nationality.

Thong demonstrates the breadth of his interest and intellect by taking on issues of globalization,
Westernization, consumerism and development aid, among others, in the meticulously conceived and
created works of Hands. In Money-Go-Round, a large bird hand feeds cash to hungry little outstretched
baby hands arrayed around a nest. Thong is addressing the question of the mixed blessing of
development aid where money is ostensibly given or invested in a country only to see the majority of
it passing back to the donor country with questionable ultimate impact on the recipient nation. In the
painting, the large hand clutches the biggest bills tightly while smaller dollar crumbs fall towards but
do not actually reach the needy little hands grasping out hungrily from the nest.

A Hanoi native and resident, Thong speaks admiringly of the artist Le Quang Ha who pioneered the idea
of using his art to impart important messages in the generation before Thong. Thong'’s slightly older
contemporaries Nguyen Manh Hung and Ha Manh Thang have also inspired him through their ability

to address important societal issues in their own personal styles. He also speaks of the influence that
contemporary Chinese artists — most prominently Cynical Realist artist Yue Minjun — have had on his
work. Like Yue Minjun, Thong uses his paintings to comment on contemporary social and political is-
sues that are important to his country in an open and witty, if somewhat less whimsical, way.

A lucid and facile writer, Thong has on occasion eloquently defended his work online from the slings
and arrows of those who have attempted to compare it to that of other artists. As Thong notes, such
attacks are normally founded on some superficial coincidence and do not speak to the content of the
paintings which is for him paramount. Thong'’s paintings are rife with symbolism and his multi-layered
messages are not immediately discernible. Much is left to the engaged viewer to analyze and under-
stand for himself. Thong is commenting on events and informing while also challenging the viewer to
question the status quo.

Craig Thomas and Xuan Mai Ardia
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TAY

"Pham Huy Thong la nghé sy thi gidc Viét Nam cé tac phdm chuyén phé binh chinh tri xa héi” Day 1a
|6i miéu ta cla anh, dudng nhu mang tinh chung chung nhung thuc ra lai néi 1én rat nhiéu vé hoa sy
Thong véi tinh mdi la tha vi trong tdc phdm ma anh dang thuc hanh, hon la vé boi canh hoat dong bi
han ché. Thong két hop su gido duc doc ddo va nhiéu tai nang dac biét cd dugc, anh mang tat ca vao
trong tranh. Néu xét vé mat thai gian thi van ding khi goi anh la hoa sy “tré’, nhung loat tranh Tay 1o
rang la san phan clia mot hoa sy da chin, séng tac vdi su tap trung cao do vé muc dich, k nang va hoai
bao.

Thong sinh nam 1981 trong gia dinh c6 bé me la nha béo. Ho thudng té chiic cac cude tu hop ban be,
bao gobm nhing budi ban ludn md vé cac van dé chinh tri, xa hoi clia thai dai. Hoa sy cho biét chinh
sU tiép xdc nay véi phong cach lap ludn mé nhu thé ti nhimg nam dau dai la nhan té téi quan trong
trong viéc anh quyét dinh dua céc van dé chinh tri xa hoi vao nghé thuat ctia minh. Su khich 16 Thong
nhan dugc tir bd me anh, ngudi Ha Noi, co phan thién vé tinh khong chinh thdng va phai canh giac
vai tinh chinh théng, khuyén khich 16i suy nght tu do, déng gdp 1én trong viéc hinh thanh nén quan
diém doc lap, am hiéu va con mat phé binh cta anh.

Thong quyét dinh thay thé guong mat clia cac chii thé trong loat tranh Tay mai nhat ctia minh bang
nhimng ban tay mét phan vi mong mudn bién chidng thanh nhiing con ngudi cé tinh phd quét, tuong
déng. Xoa bo tinh nhan dién clia cad nhan, hay quéc tich, loai trir tiém nang gay nhiéu clia cdc nhan vat
trong cac tranh Tay, khéng c6 ca nhan nao cu thé nao & day, tat ca déu co tinh cach chung cua

con ngudi. Chang cé gi dé can cir vé hinh dang, nét xéch, hay doi mat dé ap dat cho nhiing ngudi
khong cé guong mat nay mot quéc tich cu thé - Viet Nam, Trung Quéc, Nhat Ban hay Philippines.

Bang cach “lam bién mat guong mat” cac nhan vat trong tranh minh, Thong tim kiém nudi duéng
nhing diéu kién cho mét cudc dodi thoai ma gilra ngudi xem va tranh anh. Mot trong nhirng Iy do anh
chon tay, theo quan niém cta anh tay c6 kha ndng biéu cam doc déo. Anh thay hinh dang déi tay con
ngudi o rat it su khac biét gita cac ca nhan, nhung lai cé kha nang to Ién biéu hién cung bac cdm xuc
— gian d, uy quyén, sg hai, hanh phuc - va nhiéu y nghia khac bang cach s&r dung cac biéu tugng va
diéu bo.

Tay 1a trién 1dm tiép theo sau trién 1dm thanh cong loat tranh Béng Bao clia Thong (2009-2010), dugc
xay dung xoay quanh y tudng ngudi Viét Nam tat ca déu sinh ra tl cing mét boc triing duoc ké trong
truyén thuyét séng tao NG Than Au Ca. Vdi cét 16i xay dung nhu thé, cac tranh Dong Bao tap trung vao
nhing van dé clia nguai Vit Nam. Vi loat tranh Tay, nhiing nhan dinh clia anh di tu cadp dd quoc gia
dén khu vuc, va trong nhiéu trudng hop la pham vi toan cau.

Mot van dé khu vuc ciing tao cdm hing cho Théng va xuat hién trong nhiéu tac phdm trong loat tranh
Tay cGa anh, la tranh chap hién nay gitta Trung Qudc va cac quéc gia lang giéng khu vic Dong Nam A
vé 1anh thé cac ddo khu vuc bién Bong. Trong cac tranh Gidc Mo La 1 va Gidc Mo La 2, Théng miéu ta
nhimg con tau chién khéng 16 véi mong vudt [én, dang lao di hung diing trong ving bién giéng béo,
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ré nudc day de doa vdi cac tau danh ca nhé khac bi mac vao trén dudng di clia né. Anh mudn thé hién
su ddng cdm vai nhiing ca nhan vo téi khong thudc phe nao trong cudc tranh chap, nhung lai la nhiing
ngudi dau tién phai trd gid cho su thé hién hung han clia cac qudc gia co lién quan.

Cung maét maéi lo cho s& phan khén khé ctia nhimg ngudi dan thudng, tranh Bién Ndng miéu ta mot
ngudi dan 6ng“khdng cé guong mat” dang vac trén vai mot chién ham nang trich. Am chi ganh nang
dat l1én nhiing nguoi dong thué, ho that ra chinh la ngudi phai tra chi phi cho cac cudc chay dua v
trang, von tiép thém nhién liéu cho cac cudc tranh chdp & Bién Dong. BE nhan manhy trén, Thong da
viét tén nhiéu con tau, phi co, va hé thong va khi lién quan [én trén tranh. Thdng ndi minh la ngudi yéu
nudc nhung tac pham clia anh lai khong cé tinh quéc gia cht nghia. Nhan vat dang géng minh trong
Bién Nging c6 thé la ngudi clia bat ki nudc nao tham gia cudc tranh chédp dang tiép dién. Tat ca ho sé
phai chi trd chi phi cho cac cudc chay dua va trang bat ké ho cé qudc tich nao.

Thong cho théy su quan tam va hiéu biét rébng clia anh trong cac tac pham Tay ky vé y tudng va cach
vé khi quyét dinh dua vao tranh, trong vo s6 nhiéu van dé khac, cac van dé toan cau héa, Phuong Tay
hoa, chi nghia tiéu dung va vién trg phat trién. Trong Tién Ji Vé Dau? canh tay clia mét con chim bo
to Ién dang mém tién cho nhiing canh tay bé nho doi an rudén dai ra clia nhiing chi chim non dang
x€p hang xung quanh mat cai t& chim. Thong dat ra cau hoi vé su tét dep co tinh hai mat clia vién trg
phét trién, tién trinh dem tién di ting hay dau tu vao mot nudc, nhin ¢ vé nhu thé, nhung ngudi ta
thay phan I6n tién dé chady ngugc vé nudc vién trg, cudi cung chi con nhiing anh hudng dang nghi

ngai doi vai nudc nhan vién trg. Trong tranh, ban tay phop phép git chat 1dy nhiing to tién ménh gid
I6n nhat, trong khi nhiing nhim nho nhing déng dé la ménh gid nho hon dugc tha roi xuéng nhung
that ra khong téi dugc nhimg ban tay nho bé ting thiéu dang khao khat gio ra bat 18y ti chiéc t6 chim.

La mot ngudi Ha Noi, Thong ndi mét cach ngudng mé vé hoa sy Lé Quang Ha, ngudi tién phong trong
st dung nghé thuat dé truyén dat cac thong diép quan trong & thé hé trudc Thong. Nhimg hoa sy
duong dai I6n hon Thong mot chat nhu Nguyén Manh Hung va Ha Manh Thang ¢ kha nang néi vé
cac van dé xa hoi quan trong theo phong cach riéng clia minh cling khoi goi cdm hiing sang tac cho
anh. Anh cling ndi vé anh hudng clia cac hoa sy duong dai Trung Qudc — chti yéu la hoa sy thudc Cha
Nghia Hién Thuc Hoai Nghi Yue Minjun - Ién tranh cla minh. Cing nhu Yue Minjun, Théng st dung
tranh dé binh luan cac van dé chinh tri xa hoi quan trong & nuéc minh theo hudng mé va di dom,
nhung it giéu cot hon.

La mot cay but c6 van phong mach lac, r6 rang, Thong cé co hdi 1én tiéng bdo vé tranh minh trudc
nh{ng qui chup clia nhimng ai c6 gang so sanh anh véi tranh cac hoa sy khdc. NhuThong luu y, nhiing
su cong kich nhu thé thudng dugc hinh thanh trén nhiing tring hop ngau nhién thudc bé ngoai, khdng
ndi 1én dugc ndi dung tac pham ma vai anh dé 1a diéu t6i quan trong. Tranh Thong nang tinh chd nghia
biéu tugng, va co nhiéu nhimg thong diép da tang, khdng thé nhan ré ra ngay tdc thi. Théng mudn dé
phan 16n lai cho ngudi xem tu phan tich va hiéu theo y minh. Théng binh luan, dua cac su kién vao
tranh cho moi nguai xem nhung anh clng mudn ho tham gia dat van dé vé hién trang clia ching.

Ban dich Nguyén Thi Phudc Khanh
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A Negotiation

Mot Cudc Thuong Luong
2010

Oil on canvas

Son dau

140 x 160 cm

Money-Go-Round
Tién Gi Vé bau?
2011

Oil on canvas

Son dau

160 x 140 cm
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Heavy Ocean
Bién Nang
2011

Oil on canvas
Son dau

140 x 160 cm

A Sacrifice
Mot Cudc Hién Té
2011

Oil on canvas
Son dau

140 x 160 cm
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Strange Dream No. 1
Giac Mo La 01

2011

Oil on canvas

Son dau

160 x 140 cm

Strange Dream No. 2
Giac Mo La 02

2011

QOil on canvas

Son dau

140 x 160 cm
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With Love and Regards
Cuc Gach

2011

Oil on canvas

Son dau

160 x 140 cm

Mr. Feremod of Sephec
Chan Dung Ngai
Feremod XU Sephec
2011

Oil on canvas
Son dau

160 x 140 cm
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Little Prince,
Little Princess
Tiéu Cong Chua,
Tiéu Hoang Tu
2012

Oil on canvas
Son dau

150 x 150 cm

The Stage
San khau
2012

Oil on canvas
Son dau

130x 150 cm
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Jumping into Art
Nh&y Vao Nghé Thuat
2010

Oil on canvas

Son dau

140 x 160 cm

Yes, Sir! Life is Beautiful!
Vang, theo y éng! Dai rat dep!
2012

Oil on canvas
Son dau

100x 150 cm

25



26

Yes, Sir! Life is Beautiful! No. 2
Vang, theo y ng! Dai rat dep! S6 2
2012

Oil on canvas
Son dau

100 x 150 cm
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§ PHAM HUY THONG

Biography
1981 Born in Ha Tay Province, Vietnam
2004 Bachelor of Fine Arts, Major in Graphic Design, Hanoi Industrial Fine Art University, Hanoi, Vietnam

Lives and works in Hanoi, Vietnam.
Solo exhibitions
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2010 Dong Bao, Bui Gallery, Hanoi (November), Vietnam
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2008 Asia in Harmony, Asian International Art Exhibition 23rd, The University City Art Museum of Guangzhou
Academy of Fine Arts, Guangdong, Guangzhou, China
Talent Prize Performance Art, Van Ho Cultural Exhibition Center, Hanoi (October), Vietnam
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