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FOREWORD

Jorn Middelborg
Thavibu Gallery

Thavibu Gallery has the pleasure of presenting the current catalogue and exhibi-
tion, FADING DREAMS — DISINTEGRATING REALITIES, new paintings by the Vietnam-
ese artist Ha Manh Thang. The exhibition takes place in Bangkok, Thailand, on 20
September — 18 October 2014.

Power/Politics/Decline/Crucifix/Emperor's New Clothes..there are many ways to
look at Ha Manh Thang's paintings. But in fact, his concern is more about History/
Memory/Heritage rather than symbolism.

Thang's paintings can be viewed as a conscious choice in presenting his own world.
For him, painting is a kind of behavior that neither glamourizes nor represents the
world. Painting is to understand the world. In his understanding, the world appears
as neither Eastern nor Western. Rather, understanding is a process, where both the
East and the West as two different world views become each other’s substance and
effect, means and end, structure and form.

Ha Manh Thang is 34 years old and one of Vietnam’s most important young and
upcoming artists. He graduated from the Hanoi Institute of Fine Art in 2004 and
has taken part in international exhibitions in Singapore, Germany, Hungary, and the
USA, and his works are in the permanent collection of the Singapore Art Museum.

| take this opportunity to thank Ha Manh Thang for his collaboration and the cura-
tor/critic Nguyen Nhu Huy for his contribution in writing the essay.
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HA MANH THANG — Artist’s Statement

Built on the previous “Far and Away North” series, | continue to be inspired by themes
of memories, history, and remaining cultural heritages, from ancient towers in great
Angkor Wat and sporadic village communal houses in Vietnam’s rural north to old
costumes used by emperors and royal families during Le’s and Trinh's dynasties in the
17" century.

As | alter the structures of the landscapes in my paintings, | by chance get to have
access to detailed architectural drawings of some village communal houses in the
north of Vietnam. When | look at the communal houses independently of the space,
they look like they are expanded in spatial and non-temporal dimensions. This is
very important because it gives me a rather different view of a living building with an
appearance independent of what is presented in the drawings. Then you are no longer
dependent on their real images. Instead, your thoughts are opened up and become
more liberal. The drawing metrics are no longer important now that my focus is only to
look at them from altering spatial and structural aspects. Based on these, | now have
all the freedom to develop newer structures and reinvent them with a new spatial layer
based on the old one. Then creating a new structure from an existing drawing will give
the landscape a new and liberal structure at a higher level, and the painting is like part
of the geometric structure of the building under restoration, just like an architectural
perspective drawing. The invented space looks newer and more multi-directional, which
allows for personal exploration of each and every detail. On the background of this
new structure, | connect the sketches in geometric forms, creating a transparent view
of the landscape, giving it a mysterious and unpredictable look. However, as | develop
paintings from drawings, | also don't let practical experiences pass me by. | keep com-
ing back for several times to village communal houses where | have been to just to see
the space and the context more clearly.
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As for the formation of ancient constructions in northern Vietnam, pagodas and
communal houses were built based on a combination of natural factors and feng-shui
perceptions. A typical one would not be of a huge scale. Instead it would be built based
on existing natural geographical and contextual situations. They were built to meet
religious and belief needs, or as a result of an influence by some individuals in Viet-
namese feudal society. Through all the changes of the many centuries, to me, anything
that remains is precious, as it has survived the filtering and selection by nature and by
human kind. To this point, Angkor Wat as we see it today is a great example. When you
arrive in Angkor Wat, you will feel the exposure and connectivity between Man and
Nature. That's how the themes in my paintings have moved from Vietnam's iconic
contemporary buildings to historical ones. It's like a journey to the past, and it helps
you see the connections between natural, social, historical and memorial elements.
When | work with historical buildings, | want to see them in their pristine stage, and |
tend to use colors to create feelings of closest proximity to the nature. Therefore | use
colors of soil, mud, ash, steam, firewood, gold, silver, and ancient lacquer red hidden in
old appearances.

| don't attempt to represent the nature. Instead, | let nature lead the journey in my work.
Sometimes a question keeps popping up in my mind:“Where will arts lead you to even-
tually?”We strive to make our arts newer and fresher. Is it really important, or are arts like
a journey back to the nature - you go far and but then you will always come back to the
point of origin? All changes and evolutions are close to impermanence. In arts, and in
life, there always seems to be something like the existence of those old temples, tow-
ers, and costumes. The ultimate choice is always made by the nature — where there are
things beyond human decision power!
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FADING DREAMS — DISINTEGRATING REALITIES

Nguyen Nhu Huy
Curator, Art Critic

Two Strange Paradoxes in Ha Manh Thang’s Painting

In his essay The Master Narratives, The Critical Principle (1), Arthur C. Danto tells the story
of Castiglione, an Italian Renaissance painter, also a missionary who came all the way to
China to introduce one of the most outstanding achievements of Renaissance art — the
rules of perspective. The Chinese masters of Qing Dynasty, however, refused to use such
invention. This refusal, according to Danto, did not mean that the rules of perspective
were too difficult for the Chinese masters to follow. Rather, as a way of conceptualiz-
ing the world, the rules of perspective were absolutely useless for Chinese painters to
capture their own world where there were no such dichotomies between the mind
and the physical, the inside and the outside, the subjective and the objective. Western
perspective originated from the idea that human beings controlled the world and the
world only appeared under human’s organizing eyes. Such rules could never engage
with the Eastern world where inner thinking and outer scene were inseparable. Just
take one verses of a great poet of Vietnam in 18th centuries, Nguyen Du as an example,
“Nguoi buon canh co vui dau bao gio” ("before the sad eyes there cannot be a happy
landscape”) (2)

Here | want to use this very incompatibility to analyze Ha Manh Thang's artwork. | see
Thang's paintings as a conscious choice in presenting his own world. For him, painting
is a kind of behavior that neither glamourizes nor represents the world. Painting is to
understand the world. In his understanding, the world appears as neither Eastern nor
Western. Rather, understanding is a process, where both the East and the West as two
different world views become each other’s substance and effect, means and end, struc-
ture and form.
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (19) 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 195 x 100 cm

The first paradox: Between Western perceptiveness and Western
spiritual world

In his statement, Thang is very conscious of his choice. He writes about this choice so
explicitly that I need to cite him at length:

As | alter the structures of the landscapes in my paintings, | by chance get to have
access to detailed architectural drawings of some village communal houses in the north
of Vietnam. When I look at the communal houses independently of the space, they look
like they are expanded in spatial and non-temporal dimensions. This is very important
because it gives me a rather different view of a living building with an appearance
independent of what is presented in the drawings. Then you are no longer dependent
on their real images. Instead, your thoughts are opened up and become more liberal.
The drawing metrics are no longer important now that my focus is only to look at them
from altering spatial and structural aspects. Based on these, | now have all the freedom
to develop newer structures and reinvent them with a new spatial layer based on the
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old one. Then creating a new structure from an existing drawing will give the landscape
a new and liberal structure at a higher level, and the painting is like part of the geo-
metric structure of the building under restoration, just like an architectural perspective
drawing. The invented space looks newer and more multi-directional, which allows for
personal exploration of each and every detail. On the background of this new structure,
| connect the sketches in geometric forms, creating a transparent view of the landscape,
giving it a mysterious and unpredictable look. (3)

This statement clearly reveals that instead of purely “imitating” the appearance of the
temples in a realist or abstract manner, Thang chooses to alter the structures of the
landscapes in my paintings to “expand in spatial and non-temporal dimensions”.
On the one hand, he tries not to “no longer dependent on their real images’; on the
other hand, he still relies on “the old one" to produce an image where “"the painting
is like part of the geometric structure of the building under restoration, just like
an architectural perspective drawing. The invented space looks newer and very
detail’

If for the former generation of Vietnamese painters of the Reform time, the representa-
tion of the objective world usually meant to destroy the precision of Western perspec-
tive by either blurring spatial elements to create a vague space (in the case of painter
Hong Viet Dung), or by turning deep space into two-dimensions (in the case of painter
Dang Xuan Hoa). These techniques could help the artists to present the world in Eastern
styles with strong spiritual and non-scientific impression. Thang, on the contrary, strikes
to combine the precision of Western perspective with the Eastern blueness between
inner thinking and outer world.

Thang is particularly fascinated by sketches of the Italian architects Aldo Rossi, who
is praised as the architect of the urban. He deserved compliments because he un-
derstands that “the truth about beauty is hidden in the metamorphosis” (4). For him,
architectural language resides in the transfiguration of illusions of illusions” (5). | think
these two comments on Rossi’s works can be directly used to describe Thang's artworks.
What is more interesting, however, is not the similarity in telling of the work of both
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of them. Rather, it is the fact that Thang gets his inspiration from Rossi's architectural
sketches. We should remind ourselves that for an architect as demiurge of modernity,
drawing is an act of organizing and conquering the world, and of presenting the
world from human's point of view. An architectural sketch never aims for a kind of
Kantian beauty, i.e. from “purposiveness without a purpose”; from “ the disinteredness’,
or from“ critical distance”. On the contrary, an architectural drawing is always a kind of
planning document which contains proposals to demolish, repair or reform the world.
This kind of document is central to the project of taming the nature for human'’s comfort.

InThang's works, all patterns are strictly arranged under the perspective of painter, whose
perceptiveness aligns all things to an imagined horizon. All the figures in Thang's works
are well planned under a subjective order that has been strictly governed by imagined
straight lines converging at the horizon. These figures, however, are painted by layering
method where colors are overlapped to make an effect of blueness between the back-
ground and the patterns. This method actually tries to escape from the strict organiza-
tion of Renaissance’s perspective rules. Here Thang is presenting the most interesting
paradox of his painting: the paradox between scientific precision of Western perceptive-
ness, and the vague and spiritual space of the Eastern worldview.

The Tower No. 1, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm

FADING DREAMS — DISINTEGRATING REALITIES 11



The second paradox: Turning an event of the future into description
of the past

What Thang learns from Rossi’s architectural sketches is not only the structures under strict
perspective rules. What really inspires him is the process of sketching itself, starting from the
idea, the first draw, the adjustments, the erasure and the restoration. This is a process with no
such thing as final or fixed images. Rather, the process reveals to us how the architect was
thinking, what ideas and projects that he or she invests into his/herimagined structures that
never exist when the sketch is finished.

An architectural sketch is never a drawing of something real. They are only projects or ideas
about something that will come, or even something purely utopian. The sketched structures
as such are thus based more on dilemmas, erasure, and openness than confirmation, deci-
sion, and closure. What one can see from an architectural sketch are not only ideas of the
author, but also the process of ideas making. I believe this is why Thang is fascinated by ar-
chitectural sketches. What he wants to capture for himself is precisely this ongoing “process".
In his paintings, the giant Angkor Watt, the Vietnamese Northern temples, or the ancient
royal costume of the Lé-Trinh Dynasty in the 17th century are not still scenes or objects.
They are in their endless movements coming here from some mysthic time. What we can
see is not only the beauty or reality of these historical objects, but most importantly, their
“movements” which are brought into effect by carefully painted layers, by all the lines and
colors that are in between of all dilemmas, erasure, openness, by the feeling that all are just
imagined plans rather than something already there. What we can see from Thang's works is
"the connections between natural, social, historical and memorial elements”all the changes
of the many centuries also “hanh trinh nguoc thoi gian”. Within this “journey to the past,
even colors are no longer oil and acrylic, but returning to “soil, mud, ash, steam, firewood,
gold, silver, and ancient lacquer red hidden in old appearances’

Now we know the second paradox in Thang's works: the paradox of using technics of imag-
ining what will be built in future to present something of the past.
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Conclusion

Let us return to the story of the missionary Castiglione who introduced the rules of per-
spective to Chinese Qing Masters, and the story of these masters refusing such rules,
because Western perspective could never touch the Eastern worldview of mind and
the world are one. A few centuries later, however, it becomes clear that with Ha Manh
Thang, a Vietnamese artist, an Eastern painter, this perspective rules, as an architectural
technique has become the core of his painting that is neither East nor West, “We" nor
“They", “past” nor “future”. His painting’s eclectic core evinces our world today, where
boundaries of geography, ideas, or principles all become blur. This is where the rules of
perspective are no longer a tool to construct the visible world, but a method to make
visible the invisibility.

1. Arthur C. Danto, The Master Narratives, The Critical Principles, in After The End Of
Art, Contemporary Art and The Pale of History, from p. 41to p. 57, Princeton University

Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1997

2. 2.Nguyen Du, “Truyen Kieu” (the tale of Kieu) (http://www.informatik.uni-leipzig.
de/~duc/sach/kieu/)

3. Quote from artist’s statement

4,5. Arduino Cantafora, A Few Profound Things, in Aldo Rossi, The Life and Works of an
Architect, ed. by Alberto Ferlenga, from p. 4 to p.7. Koeneman published 1999
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (2), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper | 43 x 32.5 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (4), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper | 43 x 32.5 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (5), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper |43 x 32.5cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (1), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper |43 x 32.5cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (6), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper |43 x 32.5 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (7), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper [ 43 x 32.5 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (3), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper [ 43 x 32.5 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (21), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 150 x 120 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (9), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm

22 FADING DREAMS - DISINTEGRATING REALITIES



T TR
L
J-
)

il
. * 5

|

]

]

e

£

Vietnamese Imperial Robe (10), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm

FADING DREAMS — DISINTEGRATING REALITIES 23



Vietnamese Imperial Robe (11), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (12), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (15), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69 5x 48 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (14), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (13), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (18), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 165 x 100 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (17), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 165 x 100 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (16), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 165 x 100 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (19), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 195 x 100 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (20), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 195 x 100 cm
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Vietnamese Imperial Robe (8), 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 116 x 69 cm
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The Tower No. 3, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper | 108 x 98.5 cm
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The Tower No. 5, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper | 114 x 71 cm
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The Tower No. 4, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on paper | 114 x 71 cm
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The Tower No. 2, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm
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The Tower No. 1, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 69.5 x 48 cm
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The Tower No. 6, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 225 x 121 cm
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The Tower No. 7, 2014 | Acrylic and mixed media on canvas | 225 x 121 cm
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CHRONOLOGY

HA MANH THANG

1980: Born in Thai Nguyen, Vietnam
2004: Graduated from Hanoi Fine Arts University

Selected Art Exhibitions

Solo Exhibitions

2014 Fading Dreams - Disintegrating Realities at Thavibu Gallery, Bangkok, Thailand

2013

2010

2008

2005

HEAVEN IS A PLACE at Galerie Quynh, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam
Not Memory at Bui Gallery, Hanoi, Vietnam
The Rain and the Small Stream at Ernst & Young Asean Art Outreach, Singapore

Beyond the Portrait at Suffusive Art Gallery, Hanoi, Vietnam
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Group Exhibitions

2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

2009

2008

2007

2006

Group shows at Galerie Quynh, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

The Grapevine Selection — Volume T at the National Museum of Fine Art Hanoi
Current(His) Stories at Galerie Quynh, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

REVEALED CONCEALED: ALTERED ICONS at Galerie Quynh, Ho Chi Minh City,
Vietnam

Instruments of Meditation: From the Zoltan Bodnar Collection at Redk Palace,
Budapest, Hungary

The Armory Show at Bui Gallery and Mendes Wood Gallery, New York, USA
Ha Manh Thang and Le Quy Tong in the Bodndr Collection at NextArt Galéria,
Budapest, Hungary

Connect: Kunstzene Vietnam at ifa Galleries, Berlin and Stuttgart, Germany

Post Doi Moi: Vietnamese Art After 1990, Singapore
SH300T, L'Espace, Centre Culturel Francais de Hanoi, Vietnam

Hanoi: 5000 Hoan Kiem Lakes. Curated by Natasha Kraevskaia,
at the National Museum of Fine Art, Hanoi

Trading at Suffusive Art Gallery, Hanoi, Vietnam

Museum Collections : Singapore Art Museum
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B1G1 - Thavibu Gallery has partnered
with Buy 1 Give 1 Free, which implies
that when you buy an artwork from
Thavibu Gallery you will automatically
give adonation toa charityin the B1G1
network. Donation from one painting
purchased provides one blind person
with accommodation and shelter for
one month. www.b1g1.com

www.thavibu.com
Thavibu Gallery

JTC Jewelry Trade Center, Suite 433
919/1 Silom rd, Bangkok 10500

Tel +662 266 5454

Fax +662 266 5455

Email: info@thavibu.com
Facebook.com/thavibu.gallery
Twitter: @thavibu
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