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Craig Thomas Gallery rêët vui mûâng giúái thiïåu catalog cho triïín laäm Giûäa Àúâi cuãa hoaå sô
Haâ Nöåi Ngö Vùn Sùëc.  Triïín laäm seä diïîn ra taåi gallery cuãa chuáng töi taåi Thaânh phöë Höì Chñ
Minh tûâ 25 thaáng 10 - 25 thaáng 11 nùm 2013.

Nung khùëc hay àöët göî laâ möåt trong nhûäng loaåi hònh nghïå thuêåt lêu àúâi nhêët cuãa nhên loaåi
nhûng dûúái baân tay cuãa Ngö Vùn Sùëc loaåi hònh naây àaä àûúåc taái taåo vaâ höìi sinh.  Böå sûu
têåp múái nhêët cuãa Sùëc, Giûäa Àúâi, laâ bùìng chûáng cho thêëy hoaå sô choån chêët liïåu tûâ nhûäng
nguyïn töë cú baãn - göî vaâ lûãa - vaâ nêng chuáng lïn thaânh nghïå thuêåt cuãa sûå tinh tïë tuyïåt
vúâi vaâ cuãa caái àeåp.  Caác chên dung àöët göî cuãa Sùëc chûáng minh khöng chó tay nghïì cuãa
anh maâ anh coân laâ möåt hoaå sô coá taâi qua böë cuåc taác phêím phûác taåp nhûng vêîn roä raâng.
Möîi bûác chên dung cuãa Giûäa Àúâi göìm nhiïìu chên dung nhoã hún àûúåc kïët húåp laåi, cuâng
vúái kyä nùng tuyïåt vúâi àaä taåo thaânh töíng thïí lúán hún hoaân chónh.  Thoaã maän caã hai khña
caånh thêím myä vaâ söë lûúång, àoá laâ saãn phêím àaä chñn cuãa möåt nghïå sô treã taâi nùng vaâ tûå
tin, roä raâng àaä tòm thêëy con àûúâng cuãa mònh.   

Töi muöën àûúåc caãm ún Ngö Vùn Sùëc cho sûå húåp taác haâo phoáng cuãa anh, vaâ Xuên Mai
Ardia, Nguyïîn Thõ Phûúác Khanh vaâ Trêìn Thõ Bay cho nhûäng àoáng goáp thiïët yïëu cuãa hoå
nhû moåi khi.  Xin cuäng àùåc biïåt caãm ún Cristina Nualart cho viïåc viïët baâi luêån vïì Sùëc tiïëp
theo lúâi múã àêìu naây.

Craig Thomas

10 thaáng 10 nùm 2013

LÚÂI MÚÃ ÀÊÌU

Craig Thomas Gallery has the great pleasure of presenting the catalog for the exhibition
In the Midst of Life by Hanoi-based artist Ngo Van Sac.  The exhibition will take place at
our gallery in Ho Chi Minh City from 25 October – 25 November 2013.

Pyrography or wood burning is one of humanity’s oldest art forms but in the hands
of Ngo Van Sac the form has been reinvented and reinvigorated.  Sac’s latest 
collection In the Midst of Life evidences an artist who has taken the most elemental
of materials – wood and fire – and drawn from them art of great subtlety and beauty.
Sac’s wood burn portraits not only demonstrate mastery of craft but also the 
complexity and clarity of composition of an accomplished painter.  Each portrait of
the In the Midst of Life collection is composed of a series of smaller portraits which
are combined with great skill to form the larger whole.  Both esthetically pleasing
and substantial, they are the mature work of a talented and confident young artist
who has clearly found his way.

I would like to thank Ngo Van Sac for his generous collaboration, and Xuan Mai Ardia,
Nguyen Thi Phuoc Khanh and Tran Thi Bay for their always essential contributions.  
Special thanks as well to Cristina Nualart for her work on the essay on Sac that follows
this Foreword.

Craig Thomas

10 October 2013
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In some works, a silkier brown is introduced next to the dry, burnt surfaces.  These 
honeyed details are painted with natural Vietnamese lacquer, sún caánh giaán (a cock-
roach wing brown tree resin), which gives a soft gloss finish.

Sac’s working methods demonstrate mastery of the materials, but he ascribes no ulte-
rior meaning to the making process.  This is common in intuitive artists.  The esthetics
are very important, but they resolve themselves almost effortlessly, by instinct.  Sac en-
joys his materials, but he is focused on his destination more than on the drive.  What he
wants to express is not determined by process, but by the subject matter he chooses. 

Portraits are his theme.  Human figures are solidly consistent presences in Ngo Van
Sac’s trajectory, although his mother, who is a painter, and his brother, a photographer,
have both chosen landscapes as their topic. Sac has always painted people.  In 
previous exhibitions, he has shown historical characters with older, wiser faces, or
sometimes groups of sitters.  This time, he turns inwards.  This exhibition probably has
more self-portraits by a single artist than any other solo show anywhere.  While such a
quantity of self-portraits could be construed as self-indulgent, it is actually an honest
search, and an expression of personal emotion, of the type that is not always articulated
in day-to-day interactions.

Giûäa àúâi - In the midst of life, the title of the exhibition, and of several of the artworks in
it, suggests Sac’s thought process.  In Vietnam, the hustle and bustle of life is
voraciously engulfing. Here, we are constantly surrounded by vitality.  But the title re-
minds us that life is a passage, and there are marker points in it. 

During his eight years training at Hanoi’s Fine Arts University, Ngo Van Sac practiced
using traditional media: charcoal, silk painting, lacquer, oils, and more.  He is one of
those artists that relishes technique. Some artists are compelled to play with and
control (or purposefully lose control of) art materials.  Sac crafts his work attentively,
and the results show the care he gives, and the exciting outcomes of experimentation. 

This determined artist has developed his own way of working with natural materials.
Ngo Van Sac says that one day he may return to using conventional canvas, but right
now he is enchanted by the blocks of fresh, untreated wood that grip his images with
rawness.  The curved veins in the wood’s surface take the eyes gently up and down the
portraits, sneaking into the intricacies of the pictures.  Details appear at bicycle pace,
partly due to the clever placement of faces inside faces, but also to the double 
exposure effect of the portrait overlapping the wood’s pattern.

The making process must involve a lot of planning, but the artworks are never 
overdone.  Minimal color and simple materials prevent visual saturation.  Sac pencils the
outlines onto the wooden blocks, then blowtorches them, masking off areas with a metal
spatula to modulate the color.  The burnt images are surprisingly detailed, and fire alone
cannot offer such sharpness.  A pyrography pen could work for strong lines, but Sac’s
imagery is dominated by silhouettes and color gradation, not by linear drawing, so a gas
blowtorch works best.  The next step is to define the highlights more precisely.  Small
dark patches can be lightened or erased with a sander, uncovering the original creamy
color of the pure wood. 

IN THE MIDST OF LIFE
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In the West, there is talk of the ‘quarter life crisis’ hitting around one’s early 30s.  A highly
competitive marketplace, student debt, the pressures of mortgages and relationships
are some of the alleged factors behind young Westerner’s blues.  Research in Vietnam,
a country that appears to bloom with burning energy, is yet to show if the thirtysome-
things here also enter a cycle of depression/self-reflection.  The work of some artists
born post-reunification, such as Phaåm Huy Thöng or Buâi Thanh Têm, does illustrate
some worries of the vast young population in Vietnam, confronted with fast change. 

Ngo Van Sac, of the same generation, instead of honing in on the causes of life’s 
tribulations, explores the internal conflict, which is sometimes a battle with external
stressors, but sometimes is just a deeply honest conversation with selfhood.  ‘Our young
generation does not have much space to help us to learn about previous generations,’
he says, ‘we are swept by the rushed rhythm of life.’ 

Confronting his own values and desires, he exposes hundreds of facets of himself.  The
inward gaze compels him to examine his personality, which he believes is formed from
several moments, moods, piling themselves up like chapters in a novel. 

Bicycles, trees and water lilies fade their way into the images, like deájaâ-vues of a
tranquil lifestyle that is almost mythical for the urban youth. Sac grew up in a village 20
kilometers from Hanoi. But childhood has gone. Like an increasing number of 
Vietnamese, the artist is now a city dweller, for whom peace and nature are as 
inaccessible as memory. As he puts enough history behind his own life, Sac can
appreciate its complexity.  ‘Many small images in the overall big picture bring depth to
my work,’ he comments.  He could say the same sentence of life’s journey.

08

Two installations create the sensation of a flow moving around the wooden shapes.
Each prism presents different moods of the artist, under the perspectives of several 
individuals.  The narrative unfolds as the viewer walks around, showing little action. 
It’s a story of the subtle changes in emotion that come and go all the time.

In one of these sculptural portraits, the artist’s happy expressions zigzag around a star
shape that has lost its heart.  Unsurprisingly, since a Louis Vuitton pattern dominates the
piece from above, reflecting how brands take consumers as prisoners. 

The market economy, Sac thinks, ‘is the most accurate machine’ to purge society from
‘those who are not strong enough and lose themselves in temptation.’  Existence, he 
reflects, is for those who can find balance.  Compelled towards consumerism but held
back by the yearnings of an idyllic slow life not long past, the young Vietnam cannot
move forward until it resolves its 21st century unease. 

Cristina Nualart

September, 2013



Trong taám nùm àaâo taåo taåi Àaåi hoåc Myä thuêåt Haâ Nöåi, Ngö Vùn Sùëc àaä thûåc haânh sûã duång
nhiïìu chêët liïåu truyïìn thöëng: chò than, tranh luåa, sún maâi, sún dêìu, cuâng caác chêët liïåu khaác.
Anh laâ möåt trong nhûäng hoaå sô rêët thñch thuá thûã nghiïåm kyä thuêåt.  Möåt söë hoaå sô bùët buöåc phaãi
sûã duång vaâ laâm chuã (hoùåc cöë tònh mêët kiïím soaát) chêët liïåu myä thuêåt.  Sùëc thûåc hiïån taác phêím
cuãa mònh möåt caách cêìn mêîn, vaâ kïët quaã cho thêëy anh chuá têm àïën dûúâng naâo, àöìng thúâi
cho nhûäng kïët quaã thñ nghiïåm thuá võ.

Hoaå sô kiïn quyïët naây àaä phaát triïín hûúáng ài riïng cho mònh vúái caác vêåt liïåu tûå nhiïn.  Ngö
Vùn Sùëc cho biïët luác naâo àoá anh coá thïí quay laåi sûã duång canvas thöng thûúâng, nhûng giúâ
àêy anh àang bõ mï hoùåc búãi caác khöëi göî tûúi, chûa xûã lyá; sûå thö möåc cuãa chuáng thu huát
anh.  Caác vên göî troân thu huát mùët ngûúâi xem nheå nhaâng lïn xuöëng caác bûác chên dung xen
lêîn nhûäng hònh aãnh phûác taåp.  Caác chi tiïët xuêët hiïån úã töëc àöå xe àaåp, phêìn do võ trñ nhûäng
gûúng mùåt àan xen vúái nhau kheáo leáo, phêìn vò hiïåu ûáng keáp cuãa nhûäng bûác chên dung
chöìng cheáo trïn vên göî.

Quaá trònh thûåc hiïån göìm nhiïìu bûúác chuêín bõ, nhûng caác taác phêím chûa bao giúâ bõ quaá tay.
Maâu sùëc töëi thiïíu vaâ chêët liïåu àún giaãn giuáp thõ giaác khöng bõ baäo hoaâ.  Sùëc duâng chò than
phaác thaão trïn caác miïëng göî trûúác, sau àoá duâng àeân haân khoâ, röìi sûã duång thòa kim loaåi caåo
búát bïì mùåt vûâa khoâ àïí àiïìu chónh maâu sùëc.  Nhûäng hònh aãnh àöët göî chi tiïët àïën kinh ngaåc,
nïëu chó àöët göî àún thuêìn khöng thïí àaåt àöå sùëc neát nhû thïë.  Buát khùëc nung coá thïí taåo ra
nhûäng neát àêåm, tuy nhiïn hònh aãnh trong tranh Sùëc laåi bõ chi phöëi búãi boáng vaâ sùëc àöå nhaåt
dêìn, khöng phaãi bùìng caách veä tuyïën tñnh, do àoá möåt cêy àeân haân khñ àem laåi hiïåu quaã töët
nhêët.  Bûúác tiïëp theo laâ laâm àeåp nhûäng maãng saáng.  Nhûäng àöëm àen nhoã coá thïí àûúåc laâm
saáng ra hoùåc bõ xoaá bùìng maáy àaánh boáng àïí löå maâu sùëc ngoåt ngaâo ban àêìu cuãa göî möåc.

GIÛÄA ÀÚÂI

Trong möåt söë taác phêím, maâu nêu luåa laâ hún àûúåc giúái thiïåu bïn caånh bïì mùåt göî àöët khö
hanh.  Nhûäng chi tiïët ngoåt ngaâo naây àûúåc sún bùìng sún caánh giaán, àem laåi àöå boáng mïìm
maåi cho thaânh phêím cuöëi cuâng.

Phûúng phaáp laâm viïåc cuãa Sùëc chûáng minh sûå laâm chuã vêåt liïåu, nhûng anh khöng quan
troång quaá trònh saáng taåo maâ chñnh laâ taác phêím cuöëi cuâng.  Àiïìu naây phöí biïën àöëi vúái caác
nghïå sô trûåc quan.  Tñnh thêím myä rêët quan troång, nhûng hoå giaãi quyïët vêën àïì bùìng baãn nùng
gêìn nhû rêët nheå nhaâng.  Sùëc thñch chêët liïåu cuãa mònh, nhûng anh têåp trung vaâo kïët quaã taác
phêím cuãa mònh nhiïìu hún phûúng phaáp.  Laâm thïë naâo àïí taåo ra chuáng khöng phaãi àiïìu anh
muöën thïí hiïån, maâ laâ vêën àïì àïì taâi anh choån. 

Sùëc choån chuã àïì chên dung.  Hònh aãnh con ngûúâi hiïån diïån liïn tiïëp trong quyä àaåo cuãa Ngö
Vùn Sùëc, mùåc duâ meå anh cuäng laâ hoaå sô, vaâ anh trai laâ dên nhiïëp aãnh, vaâ caã hai ngûúâi àïìu
choån phong caãnh laâm chuã àïì.  Sùëc luön veä ngûúâi.  Trong caác triïín laäm trûúác, anh thïí hiïån
nhûäng nhên vêåt lõch sûã lúán tuöíi hún vúái khuön mùåt thöng thaái hún, hoùåc coá khi laâ nhûäng
nhoám caá nhên.  Lêìn naây, anh nhòn nhêån vïì baãn thên mònh.  Coá thïí noái triïín laäm naây coá nhiïìu
tranh tûå hoaå cuãa möåt hoaå sô hún bêët kyâ triïín laäm caá nhên núi naâo khaác.  Nhûäng tranh tûå hoaå
chêët nhû thïë coá thïí àûúåc hiïíu nhû sûå thoaã maän caá nhên, nhûng thûåc sûå àoá laâ möåt cuöåc tòm
kiïëm trung thûåc, sûå thïí hiïån caãm xuác caá nhên, thûá tònh caãm khöng phaãi luác naâo cuäng àûúåc
thïí hiïån roä dûúái nhûäng tûúng taác thûúâng ngaây.

Giûäa àúâi - In the midst of life, tiïu àïì cuãa cuöåc triïín laäm, vaâ cuãa möåt söë taác phêím trong triïín
laäm cho thêëy suy nghô cuãa Sùëc.  Taåi Viïåt Nam, sûå höëi haã vaâ nhöån nhõp cuãa cuöåc söëng àang
nhêën chòm moåi ngûúâi.  Chuáng ta khöng ngûâng bõ sûå sinh töìn buãa vêy.  Nhûng tiïu àïì triïín
laäm nhùëc nhúã chuáng ta cuöåc söëng laâ möåt chuyïën ài vúái nhûäng dêëu möëc trong àoá.
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yïn cuäng nhû nhûäng kñ ûác hêìu nhû àaä khöng coân.  Nhûng vò anh vêîn coá àuã nhûäng kñ ûác cho
chñnh mònh, Sùëc coá thïí nhêån ra nhûäng phûác taåp cuãa noá.  “Nhiïìu hònh aãnh nhoã trong bûác tranh
lúán töíng thïí mang laåi chiïìu sêu cho taác phêím cuãa töi", anh bònh luêån.  Anh cuäng coá thïí noái
tûúng tûå cho haânh trònh cuöåc söëng cuãa mònh.

Hai taác phêím sùëp àùåt taåo ra caãm giaác doâng di chuyïín xung quanh caác khöëi göî.  Möîi lùng
kñnh phúi baây têm traång khaác nhau cuãa hoaå sô, dûúái nhiïìu goác àöå khaác nhau cuãa caác caá
nhên.  Taác phêím coá tñnh tûúng taác nhûng khaá ñt vúái viïåc khaán giaã ài xung quanh taác phêím.
Àoá laâ möåt cêu chuyïån cuãa nhûäng thay àöíi tinh tïë trong caãm xuác àïën vaâ ài muön thuúã.

Trong möåt taác phêím sùëp àùåt chên dung, sûå biïíu àaåt haånh phuác cuãa ngûúâi nghïå sô ngoùìn
ngoeâo xung quanh möåt ngöi sao bõ mêët têm.  Khöng coá gò ngaåc nhiïn, kïí tûâ khi mêîu Louis
Vuitton thöëng trõ thõ phêìn cao cêëp, àaä phaãn aánh caách nhûäng thûúng hiïåu bùët ngûúâi tiïu duâng
laâm tuâ nhên nhû thïë naâo. 

Sùëc nghô “Nïìn kinh tïë thõ trûúâng laâ cöî maáy chñnh xaác nhêët” àïí thanh loåc xaä höåi khoãi “nhûäng
ngûúâi khöng àuã baãn lônh vaâ àaánh mêët chñnh mònh trong sûå caám döî àoá.”  Anh phaãn aánh sûå
töìn taåi chó daânh cho nhûäng ai coá thïí tòm thêëy sûå cên bùìng.  Bõ cûúäng baách tiïën lïn vúái chuã
nghôa tiïu duâng nhûng bõ giûä laåi búãi nhûäng khao khaát vïì cuöåc söëng chêåm, bònh dõ khöng lêu
trûúác àêy, giúái treã Viïåt Nam khöng thïí tiïën lïn phña trûúác cho àïën khi noá giaãi quyïët nhûäng
khoá chõu  cuãa thïë kyã thûá 21.

Cristina Nualart

Thaáng 9 nùm 2013

ÚÃ phûúng Têy, moåi ngûúâi hay noái vïì “khuãng hoaãng àêìu àúâi" xaãy ra nhûäng nùm àêìu tuöíi 30.
Thõ trûúâng caånh tranh cao, núå sinh viïn, nhûäng aáp lûåc cuãa caác khoaãn thïë chêëp vaâ caác möëi
quan hïå laâ möåt söë trong nhûäng yïëu töë àûúåc cho àûáng sau nhûäng lo lùëng cuãa giúái treã phûúng
Têy.  Nghiïn cûáu úã Viïåt Nam, möåt quöëc gia söi àöång, nhûäng khuãng hoaãng àoá vêîn chûa roä
khi nhûäng ngûúâi lûáa tuöíi 30 cuäng tham gia vaâo chu kyâ trêìm caãm/tûå phaãn aánh.  Taác phêím cuãa
möåt söë hoaå sô sinh sau àêët nûúác thöëng nhêët, chùíng haån nhû Phaåm Huy Thöng vaâ Buâi Thanh
Têm, minh hoaå möåt söë lo lùëng cuãa phêìn lúán ngûúâi treã úã Viïåt Nam khi phaãi àöëi mùåt vúái sûå thay
àöíi quaá nhanh.

Ngö Vùn Sùëc, cuäng cuâng thïë hïå, thay vò ài sêu tòm hiïíu nguyïn nhên nhûäng khoá khùn cuãa
cuöåc söëng, anh laåi khaám phaá nhûäng xung àöåt nöåi böå, àoá àöi khi laâ trêån chiïën vúái nhûäng cùng
thùíng bïn ngoaâi, nhûng àöi khi chó laâ möåt cuöåc troâ chuyïån rêët trung thûåc vúái baãn ngaä.  Anh
cho biïët: “Thïë hïå treã cuãa chuáng töi khöng coá nhiïìu khöng gian cho pheáp chuáng töi tòm hiïíu
vïì thïë hïå trûúác.  Chuáng töi àang bõ cuöën theo nhõp àiïåu höië haã cuãa cuöåc söëng.”

Àöëi mùåt vúái nhûäng giaá trõ vaâ mong muöën cuãa baãn thên, anh heá löå haâng trùm khña caånh vïì
con ngûúâi mònh.  Nhòn nhêån vïì baãn thên buöåc anh phaãi khaám phaá tñnh caách cuãa mònh, maâ
anh tin àûúåc hònh thaânh tûâ nhûäng khoaãnh khùëc, têm traång, möîi ngaây möîi nhiïìu lïn àïën mûác
coá thïí viïët thaânh nhûäng chûúng tiïíu thuyïët.

Xe àaåp, cêy cöëi vaâ hoa suáng nûúác dêìn trúã thaânh nhûäng hònh aãnh cuãa kñ ûác. Giöëng nhû caãm
giaác ngúâ ngúå cuãa cuöåc söëng yïn bònh, gêìn nhû laâ trong mú àöëi vúái thanh niïn àö thõ.  
Sùëc lúán lïn taåi möåt ngöi laâng caách Haâ Nöåi 20 cêy söë.  Nhûng thúâi thú êëu àaä xa.  Giöëng nhû
ngaây caâng nhiïìu ngûúâi Viïåt Nam khaác, hoaå sô bêy giúâ laâ dên thuã àö, thiïn nhiïn vaâ sûå bònh
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AÃo AÃnh 1
Illusion 1
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
128 x 80 cm
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AÃo AÃnh 2
Illusion 2
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
128 x 88 cm
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Giûäa Àúâi 1
In the Midst of Life 1
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
178 x 29.5 cm x 3 panels
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Giûäa Àúâi 2
In the Midst of Life 2
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
156 x 29.5 cm x 3 panels
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Giûäa Àúâi 3
In the Midst of Life 3
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
109.5 x 96 cm
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Giûäa Àúâi 4
In the Midst of Life 4
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
48 x 193 cm
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Giûäa Àúâi 5
In the Midst of Life 5
2013
Àöët göî
Wood burn
60 x 150 x 40 cm
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Giûäa Àúâi 6
In the Midst of Life 6
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
60 x 80 x 88 cm
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Khoaãng Lùång
Silent Moment
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
128 x 88 cm



Khu Vûúân Yïn Tônh
Silent Garden
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
160 x 120 cm
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Khu Vûúân Yïn Tônh 2
Silent Garden 2
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
160 x 90 cm
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Ngûúåc Doâng
Upstream
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
160 x 120 cm
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Giêëc Mú Trûa
Midday Dream
2013
Sún ta vaâ àöët göî
Lacquer and wood burn
160 x 120 cm
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Vuâng Kñ ÛÁc 2
Land of Memory 2
2013
Àöët göî
Wood burn
89.5 x 80 cm
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Vuâng Kñ ÛÁc 3
Land of Memory 3
2013
Àöët göî
Wood burn
120 x 80 cm
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Vuâng Kñ ÛÁc 4
Land of Memory 4
2013
Àöët göî
Wood burn
120 x 90 cm
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Vuâng Kñ ÛÁc 5
Land of Memory 5
2013
Àöët göî
Wood burn
118 x 78 cm
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Vuâng Kñ ÛÁc 6
Land of Memory 6
2013
Àöët göî
Wood burn
160 x 120 cm
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