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Initially, as a student majored in Design Cultures, I was intrigued in 
Vietnam precisely because I barely knew anything about the art 
history of my country. Having exposed to the studies of Design 

Cultures and Histories, I set out to find how Vietnamese art history is 
chronicled by putting it in a complex relationship with the sociocultural 

and political background. Identifying and locating art from a place 
like Vietnam that rarely figures in art history cannot be done overnight 
as I am thousand miles away from the happenings. This essay, thus, is 

my humble attempt to look at Vietnam’s contemporary art scene 
through an afar-ethnographic approach mainly by flexible design 

methods such as interview, survey, case study, discourse analysis and 
participant observation. Given how little experience in the real-world 

research and history learning that I possess, my findings are based on 
personal analysis,	  percep-on	  and	  hence,	  do	  not	  necessarily	  reflect	  other’s	  

views	  on	  the	  same	  topic.	  	  
	  	  

 

Abstract. 



Entrance to 
contemporary art 

scene: tracing the 
Vietnamese art history 
  

In order to investigate the Vietnamese 
contemporary art scene, I am essentially 
asking the question of how it is 
constructed and perceived within the art 
community and the stream of Vietnamese 
history of art.  While world contemporary 
art had started and risen to prominence 
since the 1950s - 1960s, its Vietnamese 
counterpart only came into existence in the 
latter decades of the twentieth century; 
therefore, it is relatively new to the public. 
In defining ‘contemporary art’, portrait 
artist, educator Shelly Esaak sees 
‘contemporary art’ as the art produced in 
the current period of time, which is, in 
other word, ‘contemporary’ to us. Since 
‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ are 
synonyms in vernacular English, it is 
important for artist not to conflate the 
terms of ‘modern art’ and ‘contemporary 
art’. According to art historian Nora A. 
Taylor, who has been researching about 
Vietnam history of art in the last 20 years, 
contemporary art in Vietnam is often 
associated with “the 1990s surge in sales 
of painting and the proliferation” of 
commercial galleries in Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh City. 
 
This can be seen as a result of the art 

reform in 1986, where restriction on 
artistic creativity were steadily relaxed 
and hence allowed artist greater freedom 
of expression and facilitating exposure to 
contemporary trends in both Asian and 
Western art. However, unlike the world 
contemporary art with its rich outline of 
artistic movements in term of quantity, 
diversity and quality, Vietnamese 
contemporary art scene has barely seen 
any significant evolution and only 
presented to the public through a limited 
amount of exhibitions such as: abstract 
and semi-abstract paintings, performance 
arts and just recently, experimental sound 
and video art.  
  
In order to clarity the midst casting over 
the public’s familiarity of contemporary 
art, a small survey has been carried out 
among a group of Vietnamese young 
adults from 18 to 30 years of age to 
examine their understanding of this 
emerging art form.  
  



27% 

10% 63% 

Pie 1. Do you know what ‘contemporary art’ is? 

Yes 
No 
Limited Knowledge 

The surveys generated 100 individual participants, whom mostly are actively engaged in 
social and art related activities in a two-week period. In general perspective, it can be 
inferred that most of them have little knowledge about contemporary art. In addition, one-
tenth of they surveyed have never heard of contemporary art before. However, the 
difference between the answer of yes and no is almost threefold. For those who have 
known or had little knowledge of the subject, when being asked, admitted that they were 
fairly new to this contemporary art hence found it ‘hard to understand’, ‘not aesthetic 
pleasant’ and most of all, ‘felt no related’ to the themes of the show. The process of 
asking for the public’s general opinions simply tells something about the way Vietnamese 
artists approach contemporary art and their relationship with the audiences.  
  
Despite being interest in arts from an early age, it wasn’t until I set about to gain more 
knowledge of contemporary art that I was confronted with the reality of how Vietnamese 
art history was written. “Although alive and well in artists’ studios, there was little 
Vietnamese art to be found in museums and archives” (Nora, 2005). As Brian Swafford 
suggested in his “Critical Ethnography: The Comics Shop as Cultural Clubhouse” essay, 
ethnographic research allows resereacher to “observe the everyday experiences of a 
particular location” in order to achieve a “reflective style of thinking about relationship 
between society, knowledge, and social power structures”, it seems to me that despite 
living in a foreign country, I had little choice but to resort to what I call a long-distance 
ethnographic approach to my topic. Although this may sound like a daunting task, I 
found that being away from from home actually opened up new perspectives. First of all, 
studying arts abroad has given me a more objective and broader outlook at the subject. 
As Becker Howard reminded us in his “The Epistemology of Qualitative Research” paper, 
“it is inevitably epistemologically dangerous to guess at what could be observed directly. 
The danger is that we will guess wrong, that what looks reasonable to us will not be what 
looked reasonable to those whom we research”. Secondly, I hardly found any difficulty in 
accessing reference documents while evidences are needed to back up for a thesis or an 
assumption. On the other hand, it might be a real obstacle for carrying out research in 
Vietnam due to the lack of foreign language books and arts discourses. So far, the 
distance has helped me maintain novelty in my field setting, though elements of 
conducting research from afar make it quite risky.  
 



Development 
of Vietnamese 
Contemporary Art:  
Why haven’t you known 
about it?  
In essence, in central to the ethnographic 
method lies the use of participant 
observation, formal and casual 
interviews and questionnaires (Jeffrey, 
2012). However, before I elaborate 
further, it has to be made clear how 
“Hanoi-centered Vietnamese art history 
was” (Nora, 2005) as Hanoi is 
considered to be the cultural center of 
Vietnam, which hosts more cultural sites 
than any other city in more than 1000 
years of history. However, the 
geographic split between the north and 
the south does not mean equal 
distribution among artists’ community and  
their notions of Vietnamese art (Nora, 
2005). With this in mind, I attempted to 
bring about the long-distance 
ethnography of Vietnamese 
contemporary art by inviting five people 
who are currently working and living in 
Hanoi for virtual and email interview 
sessions. Why is it appropriate to 
describe them as an ethnic group or a 
certain kind of people? In answering this 
question, Thomas Hylland Eriksen, a 

social anthropology professor at 
University of Oslo, listing in his book 
“Ethnicity and Nationalism: 
Anthropological Perspectives” a number 
of criteria and mutual contact commonly 
used by anthropologists to identify and 
demarcate one ethnical group to another, 
such as language, political organization 
and territorial contiguity. To start with, all 
of the interviewees are employed within 
the local creative outlets and the 
Vietnamese contemporary art scene that 
had evolved around them. At the same 
time, they all seemed to share a great 
ambition for the development of the 
topic, and more or less, epitomized the 
components needed to form a replica of 
the Vietnamese art society. The analysis 
of five transcribed in-depth interviews 
reveals the main obstacles in the 
development of Vietnamese 
contemporary art, regarding the social, 
cultural and political context.  



  
Having been born and raised in Vietnam, it came to me that there is hitherto no 
contemporary art center, institution or museum whatsoever. According to Nguyen Mai 
Phuong, a recent art graduate of Vietnamese University of Fine Arts (successor of the 
Indochina College of Fine Arts), the curriculum at her school focuses ‘exclusively’ on 
traditional form such as drawings, paintings, sculptures and usually bypasses critical 
theory and foundation for contemporary art. This, undoubtedly, has been a major 
disadvantage for Vietnamese contemporary artists who are earnest about developing 
their practices.  
  
The recent breakdown of the crowfunding of “The Black Hole”, a book adopted from 
the virtual participatory art project with the same name has been an obvious 
consequence. “The Black Hole”, inspired by “Postsecret”, an ongoing community mail 
art project by Frank Warren, is where people can submit their secrets anonymously 
for Nguyen Hoang Giang, the owner of the project, to illustrate and publish it on 
Tumblr and Facebook. The project facilitates conversations between people about 
taboos and controversies in Vietnam such as sex abuse, incest, adultery and many 
other issues dealing with human conditions. It has been running for over a year, 
featuring more than 120 illustrations, 2000 secrets and attracting more than 45.000 
followers on each social network. The purpose of transforming “The Black Hole”, from 
a virtual project to a physical object, as Giang pointed out, was simply to create a 
dialogue between the art and its audience and at the same time, attract the social 
compassion toward the vulnerable. Despite the traffic on both sites, “The Black Hole” 
publishing faced a protest of thousands and latter deliberately withdrew by the artist. 
During the Skype-interview, Giang shared his experiences:  
  
Interviewer:  Do you find any difficulty in managing “The Black Hole”? 
Giang:         After the breakdown of the publishing, I have realized that I have not  
                   done a proper job as an artist. I have not stated the purpose clearly  
                   enough, which led to a misunderstanding for the participants. Without 
                   the support of a proper managing system, curator, lawyer, media analyzer, 
                   I found it very difficult to run the project all by myself. In additional, there is 
                   a massive gap between the artist and the audiences. In Vietnam, people 
                   have not had the chance to expose to contemporary art. This is a serious 
                   obstacle for not only participatory art project but also for any other  
                   contemporary art practice as a whole.  
  

Lack of 
Contemporary Art 
Education 



Interviewer:  Do you find any difficulty in managing 
                   “The Black Hole”? 
 
Giang:         After the breakdown of the publishing, I have 
                   realized that I have not done a proper job as  
                   an artist. I have not stated the purpose clear 
                   enough, which led to a misunderstanding for 
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                   proper  managing system, curator, lawyer,  
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                   serious obstacle for not only participatory art 
                   project but also for any other contemporary art 
                   practice as a whole.	  	  
	  	  ” An illustration from “The Black Hole”  

(image courtesy of the artist) 

PROBLEMATIC 
Contemporary Art?  
Similarly, censorship is another obstacle. Essentially, Vietnamese contemporary art 
includes many styles, including avant-garde, experimental and modern (Nora, 2007). 
Therefore it is, in a way, at odd with the Ministry of Culture’s opinion – the body 
responsible for granting permission to exhibition. As recent as in The Central Resolution 
9 (Tenure XI) adopted by the National Assembly last year, Minister in duty reasserted the 
Ministry’s priorities, which are to “raise the cultural and spiritual life of the people, 
promote traditional and cultural values of the people and teach the tradition of 
patriotism to build a better country”.  

According to an article on the government owned newspaper, an alarming phenomenon 
has recently emerged among Vietnamese contemporary art practice today that is the 
tendency to misuse art for ‘non-artistic’ purposes. There is a considerable amount of 
artworks that are cloudy, obscure, vulgar, ‘ideologically deviatory’ or deliberately 
shocking for ‘egoistic purposes’ and affecting the healthy art environment. It is 
undeniable that these cases have not only widened the gap between contemporary art 
and its audience, but also had negative impacts on the ‘true’ contemporary artists. In 
addition, there has been no official regulation for contemporary art management, 
making it more difficult for them to organize art exhibition or performance.  

“ 



When being asked of her experience in learning art in Vietnam, Nguyen Mai Phuong 
shared that the inspection procedure took her more than 3 months before she was 
granted the permission to paint her graduate piece – “We had cultural officers 
accompanied in every class”. 
 
Nguyen Phuong Linh, director of Nha San Collective, Hanoi’s first non-profit art space, 
commented on the issue:  
 
Interviewer: What are the obstacles that Vietnamese contemporary artists face       
                  nowadays? 
Linh:           Besides the lacks of contemporary art foundation and shortages in financial  
                  aid and spaces, there has always been the problem of censorship.  
                  Contemporary art is the voice of the present. It requires critical and  
                  analytical mentality and hence, it is not the art for everyone. When there  
                  is criticism, judgment and freedom of expression towards political or social  
                  issue, there will be strict censorship.  

Additionally, Linh also mentioned about the hardship lies under the lack of space and 
funding for contemporary practice. In Hanoi, there are just a few art spaces such as 
Nha San Collective or Manzi that are opened for public and have a noticeable 
contribution to the increasing number of interested audiences. However, for some certain 
contemporary art practices such as participatory art or performance art, “access to 
decent to equipment and material was also seen to be an important feature of the space 
to produce good work” (Toby, 2014).  

Nguyen Mai Phuong’s sketch before and after 
censorship (image courtesy of the artist) 



Nguyen Thuy Trang, visual artist and founder of Ti Toay Atelier – Hanoi’s first modern 
art space for children shared her experience while carrying out her project ‘Carnevale 
di venezia’ – a combination of video, participatory and performance art. Trang 
graduated from Tours Anger Le Mans College of Fine Arts in 2012 and came back to 
Hanoi to continue her career in art. Being new to the Hanoi’s contemporary art scene, 
Trang had many difficulties looking for an appropriate space for her project. I was 
introduced to Trang as a cameraman as she was looking for one. Talking about the 
procedure of the project, Trang commented: 
  

Interviewer:  What are the conditions that make good participatory art possible? 
Trang:          It is important to invest time on preparing and researching in to 
                   understand the context of the work, as well as the particular strengths 
                   and need of particular participant. It took me a while to find a suitable 
                   space for my project, as it requires a closed, private room with specific               
                   lightning conditions. Participants are the deciding factor of a participatory 
                   art. Therefore, my priority task is to make them feel comfortable and not  
                   distracted by environmental factors.  

A scene of Carnevale di Venezia 
(image courtesy of the artist) 



Market Pressure  
In her seminar book “Painters in Hanoi: An Ethnography of Vietnamese Art”, Nora 
indicated that the long-term effect on contemporary arts production was brought about 
by the shift to a free market model and the flow of inbound western tourists after Doi 
Moi in 1986. During the 90s, art had become too commercialized that artistic integrity 
was compromised. “In the decade between 1990 and 2000”, she wrote, “art became 
such a lucrative source of income that, understandably, everyone wants their share of 
the profits…This has meant that artists have gone from being reclusive, potentially 
politically sensitive, educated but economically poor individuals to wealthy, socially 
desirable personae”. Also, the fact that Westerner buyers care more about the face 
values of "Vietnameseness", in other words, what they want it to be, has rendered the 
artists' processes obsolete. 
  

  
As the three possible purposes of researching are to explore, 
describe and/or explain (Colin, 2011), this paper set about to 
illuminate what it means for the artists to perform contemporary art 
practice in the complex context of Vietnam. Given a limited amount 
of words, this paper cannot address every issue Vietnamese 
contemporary artists have to face in the reality, but it should cover the 
main parts. I acknowledge the opportunity and challenge as a 
researcher might face while carrying out real-world research, 
especially on subject that requires an ethnographic approach. 
However, being a Design Cultures student means that I have 
gradually come to term with the uncomfortably truth of posing 
question without knowing an absolute answer. This is why I must go 
back to Vietnam this summer and continue on the research with my 
own eyes, as what Nora Taylor has mentioned in her email:  “I would 
advise you to try stick to topics that are easier to research with the 
help of books or publications instead of relying on interviews with 
scholars. Or may you want to also use your own observations, should 
you be travelling to Vietnam.”  

A few words from  
Nora Taylor  “ 



  
Doi Moi: literally means ‘Revolution’, is an economic reforms initiated in 1986 by the 
Communist Party of Vietnam with the goal of creating a “socialist-oriented market 
economy”. 
  
Vietnameseness: the term used to describe the nationalist characteristic of Vietnamese 
arts by art historian Nora Taylor in “Why Have Been There No Great Vietnamese 
Artists” – a journal published in 2005.  

Glossary  



Bibliography  
	  	  
Becker,	  H.S.	  (1996)	  The	  epistemology	  of	  qualita-ve	  research.	  In:	  Richard,	  J.,	  Anne,	  C.	  &	  Richard,	  
A.S.	  Ethnography	  and	  Human	  Development:	  Context	  and	  Meaning	  in	  Social	  Inquiry.	  US:	  
University	  of	  Chicago	  Press.	  	  
	  	  
Brian,	  S.	  (2012)	  Cri-cal	  Ethnography:	  The	  Comics	  Shop	  As	  Cultural	  Clubhouse.	  In:	  MaThew,	  J.S.	  
&	  Randy.D.	  Cri>cal	  Approaches	  to	  Comics:	  Theories	  and	  Methods.	  UK:	  Routledge.	  	  
	  	  
Colin,	  R.	  (2011)	  Real	  world	  research:	  a	  resource	  for	  users	  of	  social	  research	  methods	  in	  applied	  
seEng.	  3rd	  ed.	  United	  Kingdom:	  Wiley.	  
	  	  
Giang,	  H.N.	  (2015)	  Interview	  with	  the	  ar-st.	  London,	  6	  May.	  [Giang	  Hoang	  Nguyen	  is	  the	  owner	  
of	  “The	  Black	  Hole”	  virtual	  par-cipatory	  art	  project].	  
	  	  
Jeffrey,	  A.B.	  (2012)	  Ethnography:	  Wearing	  One’s	  Fandom.	  In:	  MaThew,	  J.S.	  &	  Randy.D.	  Cri>cal	  
Approaches	  to	  Comics:	  Theories	  and	  Methods.	  UK:	  Routledge.	  
	  	  
Linh,	  P.N.	  (2015).	  Interview	  with	  the	  ar-st.	  London,	  29	  May.	  [Phuong	  Linh	  Nguyen	  is	  the	  co-‐
founder	  of	  Nha	  San	  Collec-ve].	  	  
	  	  
Ngoc,	  H.T.	  (2015)	  Email	  Ques>ons	  regarding	  the	  development	  of	  Vietnamese	  contemporary	  art,	  
21	  May	  2015.	  Personal	  email	  to:	  T.	  Nora	  (ntaylor1@saic.edu)	  from	  T.	  Ngoc	  
(h.trieu1@arts.ac.uk)	  
	  	  
Nora,	  A.T.	  (2009)	  Painters	  in	  Hanoi:	  An	  Ethnography	  of	  Vietnamese	  Art.	  Singapore:	  NUS	  Press.	  	  
	  	  
Nora,	  A.T.	  (2005)	  Why	  have	  there	  been	  no	  great	  Vietnamese	  ar-sts?	  Vietnam:	  Beyond	  the	  
Frame	  [Internet].	  vol.XLIV.	  Available	  from:	  <hTp://hdl.handle.net/2027/
spo.act2080.0044.123>	  [Accessed	  15	  May	  2015].	  	  	  
	  
Phuong, M.N. (2015) Interview with the art graduate. London, 25 May. [Mai Phuong 
Nguyen has recently graduated from Vietnamese University of Fine Arts]. 
	  
	  	  



  
Richard, A.S. Ethnography and Human Development: Context and Meaning in Social 
Inquiry. London: University of Chicago Press.  
  
Richard.S. Ethnography and human development: Context and Meaning in Social 
Inquiry. USA: University of Chicago Press.  
  
Toby, L. (2014) Critical Conversations: Artists’ reflection on quality in participatory arts 
practice. [Internet]. Available from: <http://www.helixarts.com/pdfs/
criticalconversationsfull.pdf> [Accessed 29 April 2015] 
  
Thomas, H.E. (2002) Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives. 
London: Pluto Press.  
  
Trang, T.N. (2015) Interview with the artist. London, 18 May 2015. [Trang Nguyen 
has graduated from Tours Anger Le Mans College of Fine Arts in 2012].  
  
<http://arthistory.about.com/od/current_contemporary_art/f/what_is.htm> 
  



Reference 

Claire, B. (2012) Artificial Hell: Participatory art and the politics of spectatorship. 
London: Verso. 
  
Claire, B. (2006) Participation: Documents of contemporary art. London: Whitechapel.  
  
David, M. (2015). Has Hanoi’s art scene lost its edge? [Internet]. Available from: 
<http://www.wordhanoi.com/people-culture/the-stories/has-hanoi-s-art-scene-lost-its-
edge? > [Accessed 26 April 2015]  
  
Meg, F. (2010) Interactive and Participatory Art. [Internet]. Available from: 
<blog.art21.org/2010/06/03/interactive-and-participatory-art/#. VWvSTWRVikp> 
[Accessed 21 April 2015] 
 
Ministry hopes to attract more tourists, promote cultural values (2009). [Internet]. 
Available from <vietnamnews.vn/opinion/185915/ministry-hopes-to-attract-more-tourists-
promote-cultural-values.html> [Accessed 20 May 2014]. 
  
Grant, H.K. (2004) Conversation Pieces: Community + Communication In Modern Art. 
California: University of California Press. 
 
 Hà, N. (2009) Nora Taylor: May mắn vì đến Việt Nam. [Internet]. Available from: 
<www.tienphong.vn/van-nghe/nora-taylor-may-man-vi-den-viet-nam-167640.tpo> 
[Accessed 20 May 2015] 
 
  
Laurent, C. (2013) Does Contemporary Vietnamese Art still have something to 
say? [Internet]. Available from: < http://cristinanualart.com/2012/does-contemporary-
vietnamese-art-have-something-to-say-part-1-of-3-by-laurent-colin/> [Accessed 22 April 
2015] 
  
 
  
  
  



  
 
Lev, V. (1925) Art as Perception. [Internet]. Available from: <https://www.marxists.org/
archive/vygotsky/works/1925/> [Accessed 22 April 2015] 
 
My, T. (2014) Vietnamese young contemporary artists – chances and challenges. 
[Internet]. Available from: < http://english.thesaigontimes.vn/36257/Vietnamese-
young-contemporary-artists-%E2%80%93-chances-and-challenges.html> [Accessed 26 
April 2015]  
  
Nora, A.T. (2007). Vietnamese anti-art and anti-Vietnamese artist: experimental 
performance culture in Hanoi’s alternative exhibition spaces. Vietnam: Beyond the 
Frame [Internet]. Available from: < http://www.saic.edu/media/saic/profiles/faculty/
norataylor/Nora-Annesley-Taylor__Journal-of-Vietnamese-Studies.pdf> [Accessed 20 
May 2015].   
  
Nora, A.T (2011). Art without History? Southeast Asian Artists and Their Communities 
in the Face of Geography. [Internet]. Available from: <www.saic.edu/media/saic/
profiles/faculty/norataylor/Art-Journal_vol70.pdf> [Access 20 May 2015] 
  
Phong, V. (2013) Nhà nghiên cứu mỹ thuật Nora Taylor: Tâm lý làng xa không phù hợp 
với nghệ thuật đương đại Việt Nam. [Internet]. Available from: <http://
www.thethaovanhoa.vn/buixuanphai/details/c133n20130107160146901/nha-
nghien-cuu-my-thuat-nora-taylor-tam-ly-lang-xa-khong-phu-hop-voi-nghe-thuat-duong-dai-
viet-nam.htm> [Accessed 24 May 2015]  
  
Zachary, A. (2001) The Renovating Politics in Contemporary Vietnam. USA: Lynne 
Rienner. 
  
 
 
 


