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GANG OF FIVE - MO CUR VA BUGE TIEP

(Trich bai viét giam tuyén, nam trong catalogue

cUa trién 1&m Lac budc Tan ky)

Cé nhiéu Iy do d€ thyc hién mét cudc trién lam, va trong hanh
trinh gidm tuyén ngin ngti ca t1 thi méi Ian lam viéc véi mot
nghé s7 hay mét di 4n 13 mée lan cdi duyén dua ddy. D6i véi trién
lam vé nhém Gang of Five ciing vy, hoan toan [4 s tinh c&. Méu
li€u cling sy t& md vé mot nhém hoa sindi ti€ng v6 cling nhung
lai gan nhu khong ¢6 théng tin, tu liéu nghién cttu no dio sau
vé hoat dong ctia ho da thoi thic t6i tham gia vio qud trinh xdy
dung trién lam Lac budc Tan ky. Mot nhém hoa s @) — tuy tén
tudi khéng phai qué lay ling nhing cing dit d€ goi [a ¢6 danh c6
dién - khéng cé tuyén ngén, khic nhau t tinh cich téi c4 tinh
nghé thudt, duy chi cé mét chit két dinh duy nh4t d6 I3 thai cude.

Nita d4u thip nién 80, khi khuén miu tw tudng Chi nghia Xa hoi
v6i nghé thuit minh hoa vi tranh ¢ déng @ vin bao triim khong
gian nghé thuit mién Bic Viét Nam, mong muén g& bé nhing
rang budc ctia nghé thudt dong chinh di khong con thich ung

v6i nhu ciu bi€u hién cim xtic hay suy nghiém vé xa héi duong
thoi da kéo nhitng con ngudi dong diéu vé tim hén dén véi nhau.
Bénh canh d¢, diéu kién x4 hoi trude va ngay sau D8i Mi con
nhiéu khé khin, khéng dam bio dugc viée cic hoa 5§ ¢6 thé “séng
v6i nghé”. Chinh vi I€ d6, theo ban ning, vé cung ty nhién, cic
hoa 53 tré ty hop lai cting nhau sdng téc, tao khéng gian sinh hoat
ngh¢ thuit va hd trg lan nhau. Duyén may ntta 14 sy xudt hién &
thoi diém “tranh t6i tranh sing” khi phong canh nghé thuit sau
nhiéu nim bj cio bing, yéu t6 méi mé ma Gang of Five mang lai

gin nhu ngay lap tiic dugc chi ¥ va dén nhin.

BAI: LE THUAN UYEN

(1) Trong bai viét cé nhiing ché ngusi viét
dung thuét ngir “nghé sy” lic dung ‘hoa sy/.
Viéc st dung nhu vay la cé chi dich béi hai
Iy do chinh sau: Mgt - ¢é nhiing hoa sy séng
téc chi dao bang ngén ngdr hoi hoa va ban
thén ho dinh danh minh nhu vy, Hai - thoi
ky cdc hoa sy bat ddu thuc hanh, danh xung
nghé sy thj gidc co & chua tén tai, hodc chua
thinh hanh bdi quan niém vé nghé thuat thoi
dd gidi han & hai ngén ngir chinh la héi hoa
va diéu khac. C6 thé tom tét ring, tir ‘hoa sy
dugc st dung phuc vu viéc phan anh tinh
thén cla khung thsi gian dugc nhic dén, con

‘nghé sy” dugc ngudi viét sir dung dé khai quat

hod thue hanh/ vi tri cia c4 nhan dudc nhic
dén trong tién trinh phat trién chung cta
nghé thuét (khéng chi dung lai 8 hoi hoa).

(2.) Bong vai tro la céng cu van déng, ¢é vii
tinh than thi dua yéu nudc, thi dua san xuat;
khoi déy céc van dé thsi sy, tréch nhiém cla
céng dén; thusng khac hoa con ngudi mang
déng dép chéc khée trong khung canh dat me
tuoi sang, tich cuc

(1) In spite of their fame and popularity,
there is little research/ information on their
activities/ artistic significances as a group
(2.) Referring to works that depict glorious
views of the motherland, of economic

and political triumphs; favour figurative
representations of workers and peasants:
promote citizen responsibilities and
contribution towards nation building; convey
the strength and wisdom of its leaders.

GANG OF FIVE
- MOVING
FORWARD

WRITTEN BY LE THUAN UYEN

There are many reasons for
organizing an exhibition, and in

my short journey as a curator, the
chances of working with an artist or
on a project came like blessings. And
for the Gang of Five’s, it was pure
coincidence. The curiosity about a
very famous yet mysterious!” group
of painters, was a departure point for
my interest in the project. A group,
maybe not incredibly acclaimed

but could be considered well-
known, which did not have an artist
statement and was different in both
personality and artistic characteristic.
The only thing binding them together

was the social condition.

In the first half of '80s, when the
rigid orthodoxy and indoctrination
of Socialist Realism with propaganda
and illustration paintings® were
pervading the art scene in North
Vietnam, individuals who wanted

to cast away the existing constraint
subjecting Vietnamese art to limited
ideological and geographical
boundaries shared empathy with
one another. This in turn pulled them
closer. Moreover, as Vietnam was
struggling to rebuild after decades
of war, it was difficult for painters

to make a living from their works.
Naturally, young painters would
gather to work together, creating
space and supporting one another. It
was fortunate for these five painters
that in the twilight moment of the
art scene in which culture had

been subdued for many years, the
freshness brought about by Gang

of Five almost immediately caught
attention and were well-received.

Revisiting recent art history, it is
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Nhin lai lich st nghé thuat Viét Nam mdy thip nién gin diy, tinh
thin bang hitu thé hién ro 13 nén méng viing chai cho sy tén tai
va phit trién clia nghé thuat, dic biét trong diéu kién ha tdng vin
héa con thi¢u hut®. Chinh méi lién két nay di gitp cic nghé s§
diéu phéi nguén lyc (cd nhin si lan déng gép vé& mit tai chinh)

& mot miic d6 kho cé thé quy déi thanh gid tri tién bac; tao nén
tang cho viéc trao d6i, chat vin ciing nhu thic déy sy phét trién
ctia ngbn ngit nghé thudt, cho sy hinh thanh ctia cic khéng gian,
cho viéc phéi hop thuc hién céc dy 4n, déng gbp vao tién trinh
thay déi ctia nén nghé thut dia phuong. Céu tric hoat dong néi
trén dugc duy trl bdi long tin. Va long tin nay dugc hinh thanh
dya trén mét s6 yéu t6 nhu cé chung gu thdm my, trai nghiém
tuong d6ng, cling chi hudng va dich dén, sy ton trong tai ning
hay kinh nghiém ctia nhau... Khéng mic dinh sin cé ma phai mét
thoi gian méi dat duge syt tin tuéng ndy. Va né lién tuc duge cling
c6, thit thich qua nim thing. Qué trinh thanh lap ciing nhu duy
tri Gang of Five dién ra ciing bi chit dan néi trén. Xudt phdr et
mong mudén nudi dudng dam mé hoi hoa ma cdc hoa sy t6 chiic
cling bay tranh® tai nha riéng, sau d6 moi céc hoa sy dan anh téi
nhén xét va trao d6i vé nghé thuat. Tit mét nhém déng cic sinh
vién mdi ra trudng, sau mot thoi gian ngin, chi con vai nguoi
(trong d6 c6 ndm hoa s§) van tiép tuc thyc hanh. Sy tin tudng

& nhitng thé he di truéc® cé I€ gitip ndm hoa s§ vitng tin sing

téc trén con dudng riéng ctia minh; vA ngugc lai, sy ky vong, yéu
mén ti ning tré clia cic tién béi da thanh ‘ba d6’ cho trién lim
dAu tién ctia nhém nim 1990 cing nhu sy chi ¥ ctia mot s6 kénh

truyén thong tdi tri€n lam nay.

Khéc v6i mét “art collective™® (mét nhém nghé thuie déng nhit

vé& mit sdng tdc) — hiéu trong dién ngdn lich s nghé thuit thé gisi
— Gang of Five, theo mét s6 quan s4t”, khéng mang tinh thin

ctia mot nhém nghé thuit tAp hop véi tiéu chi séng 1ip nén mét
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(3.) Theo nhin nhan cla hai giém tuyén trong
khu vuc Déng Nam A 14 Vera Mey va Zoe Butt,
c6 mét “hé sinh théi cba su thiéu hut ha tang
van héa” tén tai 8 mét sé dia phucng khéng
chi riéng Viét Nam, dc trung bai: “su thiéu
hut d4u tu cta nha nudc (hay bat ky) nguén
tai trg nao; su chi déng lang quén lich s thé

hién qua céc hoat dong pha huy ky dc - d& b,

dong bang nhiing thu vién luu tr, khéng gian
céng céng, kién tric; sy hao mon hién hiu
cla cdc gia trj van hda; viéc nhin nhan tu do
bi€u hién nhu mét méi de doa, cé thé mang
lai nhiing hé qua chinh trj tiéu cuc.”

Trich dén ti: Vera Mey “We're in This
Together,” A Year of Conscious Practice,
accessed December 15, 2017, httpy//
ayearofconsciouspractice.com/texts/were-in-
this-together.

(4.) Nhitng ném 80s & Ha N¢i, cac khéng gian
nghé thuat tu nhan chinh théng chua hinh
thanh, céc hoa sy tré khd ¢ co héi dudc bay
tdc pham tai céc khéng gian cla nha nudc,
cta Hoi My thuat. Nhu vay, céc ngudn hé trg
nghé sy tré, ngoai viéc hoc héi lan nhau va
hoc tir thé hé di trudc, Ia khéng cé; méi lién
hé gilta ngudi thuc hanh va khan gié hay thj
trudng nghé thuat khéng tén tai.

(3.) As highlighted by Singapore-based
curator Vera Mey and Saigon-based curator
Zoe Butt, there is an “ecology of cultural
lack” evident in but not exclusive to Vietnam,
characterized by: “a dearth of state (or

any) funding; active historical amnesia
through destruction of memory—archival,
architectural or otherwise; visible and

violent impoverishment; and freedom of
expression in public existing as a real threat
with political ramifications.” Vera Mey “We're
in This Together,” A Year of Conscious
Practice, accessed December 15, 2017, http://
ayearofconsciouspractice.com/texts/were-in-
this-together.

4. In the 80s in Hanoi, the orthodox privately
owned art spaces have not yet been
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evident that friendship has been a
remarkable force that has held up the
Vietnamese art scene over the years
despite the presence of an “ecology
of cultural lack™. Friendships in the
arts allow practitioners to mobilize
resources that may be unquantifiable
in monetary terms, enable them to
create room for artistic languages
to be challenged and developed, art
spaces to be formed, projects to be
realized, and infrastructural platforms
to be built. Such friendships are
sustained through a system of trust.
This trust may be founded on various
bases: shared aesthetics, shared
experiences, common goals, respect
for each other’s talent or expertise,
and so on. It is gained, not given.
It is consolidated and tested with
time, not permanent. The process of
establishing and maintaining Gang
of Five also happened thanks to such
impulse. Motivated by the desire to
“keep their flame”, the young artists
held exhibitions at their houses® and
invited senior artists to comment and
exchange ideas. From a large group
of fresh graduates, after a short time,
only the five were still pursuing their
practices. The respect for and trust
in the older generations® might have
pushed the five artists to diligently
follow their own paths; at the same
time, the hope and affection for
young talents of the seniors also
supported the first exhibition of the
group in 1990 and brought attention

from media channels to it.

Unlike an “art collective”®- as
widely understood in the context

of history of art - Gang of Five,
according to some observers?”), did
not have the spirit of a collective
who aimed to spearhead a new
artistic movement. The structure of
Gang of Five is rather loose, more
like a group of friends who regularly
gather and occasionally exhibit
together. Each member has always
worked independently and they
have never directly conducted/
organized any project together®.
Looking at the bigger picture,
perhaps Gang of Five is the product
of the external forces: the ambition

of the seniors with regards to the
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phong trio/dinh huéng méi. Cdu triic nhém ciia Gang of Five
kh4 16ng 1¢0, nhu moét “ttim ban” thudng xuyén tu tip dn uéng,
trd chuyén va thi thoing c6 trién lam chung v6i nhau. M6i thanh
vién tlf trude téi nay vin ludn duy tri hoat dong doc lap va tuyée
nhién ci nim ngudi chua tryc ti€p cing nhau ty trién khai mét
du 4n nghé thuit nao® hay ciing chua bao gi¢ cling nhau déng
sang tac. Nhin & géc rong hon, phai ching Gang of Five la san
ph&m ctia che lyc kéo — ddy & bén ngoai — tit dnh hudng cia bic
dan anh t6i kh ning duy tri mét nhém c6 thé cho 14 tién phong
trong théi ky M@ Cifa, tif mong mu6n tao ra mot “Jan séng méi”
clia nghé thuit Viét Nam dén tir cic gallery trong nudc va nuéc
ngodi, hay c4i nhin tich cyc ¢6 phin laing man héa clia cic nha
nghién ctu, phé binh nghé thuit tai thoi diém dé? Va phai ching
chinh nhéng tic dong nay da lam nén moét Gang of Five ltng lay
nhung ciing d4y bf 4n, mét mit ho gidi thiéu tic phdm ctia cdc
nghé s§ trong nhém ra rong rai cong ching, nhung nguge lai ciing
lam £n di nhiing danh gi4 khich quan vé nhém duéi géc nhin ng-
hién ctiu lich st nghé thuie? Dt thé ndo di ching nita, hién thyc
cho thiy Gang of Five — dit hay hay d& - cing da khic tén minh
trong tién trinh phét trién nghé thudt Viér Nam giai doan ngay
sau D&i Mdi. Khodng hai muoi nim ké et 14n cudi cling cdc nghé
s§ cting nhau trién lim duéi o cich mot nhém®va Inhém va la
khoang thoi gian dge cho la “tan v3” clia Gang of Five téi gi¢ c6
l& 12 mot khoang nghi dt dai. B dai dé cdc nghé s7 nhin nhin
lai, 14y hoi va quyét dinh cting nhau di tiép; vira dt d€ c6 moe thé
hé tré hon véi khoing cich tudi tic da xa d€ cé thé khach quan
truy vin lai tu duy sdng tao, c4 tinh nghé thuét cing nhu vi trf ctia
Gang of Five trong giai doan chuyén giao, mét c6t méc lich st
(bao gém lich st nghé thuér) ddy noi lyc va bién chuyén.

“Lac bude Tan ky” — cii tén... ¢ phin hoi “sén” — thyc chi lai
phit hop véi cude hoi ngd sau gin hai chyc nim ctia nhém nghé
s7. Tan ky ma Gang of Five thudc vé [a mét thoi dai méi ctia my
thuit (hay nghé thuit) Viét Nam, mét thoi ky ngén, cy th, khong
c6 bién d6 réng nhu Modern hay thoi ky Hién dai ctia nghé thudt.
Gang of Five khong phai la nhiing ngudi tién phong lam cich
mang nghé thuit, nguoc lai, dong chéy lich stt dua ddy ho mét

(5.) Hoa sy - nha phé binh Nguyén Quan, nha
nghién clu my thuat Thai Ba Vén, dich gié -
nha tho Duong Tusng, 6ng Nguyén Viét Hai
chiju tréch nhiém chinh & Gallery sé 7 Hang
Khay nai céc hoa sT Gang of Five trién Idm

lan dau....

(6.) Theo tur dién thuat ngr nghé thuat cla
Tate Modern, “art collective” dugc dung dé chi
mot nhém nghé sy lam viéc chung vdi nhau
dé cung nhau dat dugc mét muc dich, tiéu chi.
Cdc nghé sy trong mét collective k&t néj vai
nhau vé tu tudng thdm my hodc quan diém
chinh tri - xa hoi.
http;//www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/c/
collective

(5.) Painter - art critic Nguy&n Quan, art
researcher Thai Ba Van, translator — poet
Dudng Tudng, Mr Nguyén Viét Hai, manager
at Gallery No.7 Hang Khay, where Gang of
Five painters had their first exhibition...

(6.) According to art-term dictionary of Tate
Modern, an ‘art collective' is a group of artists
working together to achieve a common
objective. Artists working within a collective
are united by shared ideologies, aesthetics
and, or, political beliefs.
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/c/
collective

possibility of forgirng a group of
pioneers in the Doi Moi period; the
desire to create “a new wave” of
Vietnamese artists by the local and
international galleries; or the positive
and somewhat romanticized view on
Vietnamese art of writers, critics at
the time? And are these influences
what created an illustrious but also
mysterious Gang of Five: on the one
hand, they exposed the five artists
their practices to the public; on

the other hand, they withheld the
objective judgement of the group
from the perspective of art historical
research. In any case, the reality

is Gang of Five, whether good or
bad, has carved out their name in
the development of Vietnamese

art, particularly in post-Doi Moi

era. Twenty years since their last
exhibition together as a group®,
also considered a “break up” period
of Gang of Five, is perhaps a long
enough break. Enough for the artists
to look back, reflect, take a breath
and decide to move forward. Enough
time for a younger generation of a
certain age gap to critically assess
Gang of Five’s creativity, artistic
contributions as well as their role in
the period of transition, a historic
milestone marked by dynamic

internal forces and transformations.

The title of “Chancing Modern” may
sound cheesy to many but it is

in fact suitable for the reunion of
the five painters after nearly two
decades. The Modern that Gang

of Five belongs to is a new era of
Vietnamese art, a specific period,
not as broad as the Modern period
in Western art. Gang of Five were
not the pioneers of an art revolution,
but the flow of history has naturally
driven them to a new context of
practices, where they were able to
express themselves freely without
constraint from the previous period
and shine. The works of Gang of Five
are expressive, bold and original,
paving the way for a richer visual
vocabulary that inclined towards
depicting personal emotions and
individual perceptions. Through
their efforts to explore different

artistic languages (primarily Semi-
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cach rit ty nhién dén véi béi cinh thuc hanh méi, noi ho duge
n6ilong sy ki€m sodt, tch khoi nhiing rap khuon dién ra giai
doan trude dé va téa séng. Nghé thuit ciia Gang of Five, mang nét
t40 bao hon — véi biéu hinh da dang hon, cdi nhin ca nhan hon.
Thong qua nd lyc thit nghiém véi cic dang thiic biéu dac thim my
khdc nhau (néi tri 1a bdn Trtiu tugng va Bi€u hién); nhin nh4n lai
nhitng hi€u biét va gidng day phd thong vé hoi hoa; téi hién sy var
hién tugng dya trén cim xtic va quan di€ém c4 nhan (cht khong chi
ctt nhitng hién thuic ho “nhin thiy”); xody siu khic hoa chti dé tAm
I§ con ngusi va doi thudng (chit khéng phai tii tao mér the gidi
dugc t6 héng), tdc phdm clia Gang of Five dudng nhu lai bit dau

“c6 quyén” dugc “lang man” hon. Tuy vy, “Tan ky” ctia ho khéng
chi toan cdi méi, ma phia siu bén dudi vé bé ngoai bién d8i khéng
ngting kia con ¢ nhitng gid tri, nhiing thi d¢, hanh vi v nhing
tu duy ct. Ding sau cdnh ctta cia v6 van nhiing co héi lai 1a khéng
{t nhiing &n 58, bt tric, va cham, mau thuin vé phuong thiic, vé
quan diém thyc hanh. Thanh cong, “dtc doan”® hay sy tdi hop
ctia Gang of Five déu hét sitc ty nhién, khong chtt §, tinh todn.

Qué trinh thyc hién “Lac bude Tan ky” tai Xudng phim Hang
phim truyén Viét Nam khong thiéu nhiing khé khin, 4p lyc dén o
céc tac nhén bén ngoai (khong gian trién lam, quyét dinh sing téc
méi...) mot lin nita thit thach tinh ban cfia Gang of Five vi 16n hon
nifa [a thich thiic vai tro ctia Gang of Five trong xa hdi duong dai
noi moi thit da tién di qué nhanh. Bin thin trong nhém & mét s8
thoi diém ciing d4 t6n tai nhing nhan dinh khic nhau vé vi trf, vai
trd hay chinh sy t6n tai ctia nhém. Sau hon ba muoi nim, tinh than
ctia ho da dugc thit Ita: da ¢6 vap nga, cé dau xét, cé bit déng quan
di€m va c6 cd niém vui. Tiing thanh vién di hiéu, dd thanh cong
va dt khic nhau dé€ cting budc tiép. Hon c4 tinh ban — khi gis day
“ngii h6”") khong con 1 nhiing ngudi ban than tinh — ho Ia tap hop
nam nghé s§ luén huéng vé nhau, t6n trong nhau. Nhu bit ctt mot
hién tugng ndo, Gang of Five sé tiép tuc dugc thé hé sau nhic dén
bing ci sy him m¢ c6 lan phan bién, cing bsi vi dong chay lich

sti da khdch quan luu ddu ho — nim c4 tinh néi bt cita nghé thuic

Viét Nam trong mét giai doan chuyén déng khong ngling. [l

(7) Tham khéo bai viét “Does Vietnamese art
have something to say” (Nghé thuat Viét Nam
c6 (con) gi d€ ndi) cda Laurent Colin, nhan
dinh cla mét s6 hoa sy déng thsi nhu Vi Lam
http.//soi.today/?p=2116 [Accessed April 2018]
(8.) Théng thudng céc hoa sT tham gia vao
trién 1&m do mét ngusi thu ba khdi xudng va
thuc hién

(9.) Xem nién bi€u thuc hanh - ndm 1997 trién
1am tai London

(10.) G ddy chi dut doan trong viéc cling nhau
tham gia vao céc trién I&m, cdc hoa sy vén
[uén duy tri méi quan hé ban bé trong suét
nhling nam thang khéng hoat déng ctng
nhau

(11.) Dung theo tir ma nha nghién clu nghé
thuat, hoa sy Nguyén Quan goi Gang of Five

(7.) “Does Vietnamese art have something
to say”, Laurent Colin, comments from some
painters practising at the same time like Vi
Lam http://soi.today/?p=2116 [Accessed April
2018]

(8.) Typically of that generation, artists
participate in exhibitions/ projects initiated
and organised by a third person/ party

(9.) Refer to the Timeline 1997 exhibition in
London

(10.) Break-up here refers to the fact that
the 5 did not participate in any exhibitions
together. They still meet occasionally and
maintin good friendships.

abstraction and Expressionism),
breaking away from what was
commonly taught and understood

as “academic” painting, they
reconstructed reality based on how
they felt, capturing the everyday

life of the human psyche as the
country was going through one of its
most significant transitional states.
However, it is equally important to
keep in mind that underneath this so-
called “modern era”, there still existed
undeniable old values, behaviors and
mind-sets; and that behind the Gang
of Five's myriad of opportunities
there was still uncertainty and
conflict in methodology, perspective,
and practice. Whether it be Gang

of Five's success, “split™™ or reunion,
everything occurred naturally

without prior intended calculation.

“Chancing Modern” is a sophisticated
and ambitious installation.
Theprocess was met with difficulties,
pressure from external factors
(securing an exhibition space,
decisions to make new works, etc.). It
was also a challenge to Gang of Five's
friendship and deeper than that is the
challenge to the role of Gang of Five
in contemporary society where things
have transformed too fast. Within
the group itself, at different times,
there were different opinions of the
position, role or even the existence of
the group. After more than 30 years,
their friendship has been tested:
there were irritations, controversies
regarding the ways things should
be executed, and there was joy.

Each member was understanding,
successful and also different, enough
to move forward together. More

than friendship - as they are no
longer the closest of friends who
share everything together - Gang

of Five is the gathering of five

artistic souls who always look to one
another, respect each other. Like

any phenomenon, Gang of Five will
continue to be mentioned by the
next generation with both admiration
and criticism, because the flow of
history has objectively borne their
mark - five prominent personalities of

Vietnamese art in a period of intense

transformation. [l



