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Flourishes and Curves —
Poetry of a Sign Painter

Hoai Minh Phuong (the pen name of Nguyén Thé Minh)
is a multi-talented artist and one of the foremost sign-
painters still practicing in Saigon.

Discovering a passion for poetry and art at a young age, Phuong was taken on as
an apprentice by noted painter Hoa Hué, and later by Vi Trong Hop, both of whom
helped develop his artistic vision. However, upon dealing with reality after 1975,

Phuong took up the art of hand-lettering on metal signs as a practical profession.

Fig 1.1 & 1.2 — Mr. Phuong’s lettering work on a watch fixer’s signage and cart —
Photography by Hoang Le, 2018

In a meeting with the design team, Mr. Phuong discussed how he never had
formal typographic or calligraphic training, but instead studied classic lettering
manuals, and perfected his craft through rigorous practice. He then showed us
one of his well-worn lettering model books that has served him over the past
40-plus years. “l first learned to construct an oblique style of lettering and then
added my own instinctive expressions.” With this method, the Vietnamese artist
would take characteristics of the Western disciplined design approach, and then
give the artwork his or her own artisanal treatment.

According to Mr. Phuaong, “Skillful sign-painters must be good not only at
lettering but also at composition. When | paint by hand, | have to be conscious of
the spacing and structure of the type. The most important aspect of this craft is
the artistic mind. The composition and the letters have to be compatible, so that
it can be beautiful.”

He then added, “Once | mastered the basic lettering styles, | developed my own
flourishes for the script forms, based on what are commonly referred to in the

books as ‘Chan Phuong’ (Casual Script) style. The contrast between thick and

thin strokes is essential to my brush lettering.”

Not to forsake his love of poetry, and at the request of his clients, he
incorporates a bit of his homespun verses into his signs. Thus his distinctive
sighage not only is emblematic of his artistry but of his personal philosophy.
“What | was giving my clients was a work of art — my vision — combining
illustrations and poetry with my flourishing lettering style.”
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Fig.2 — Finesse Oblique reconstructed from Mr. Phuong’s lettering work
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The digital typeface Finesse was revived from Mr. Phuang’s lettering work on

a watch fixer’s cart. More than just a direct translation into the digital realm, once
the particular core type remnants were digitized, the design process employed

a similar methodology of speculative thinking and artistic freedom that mimics
Mr. Phuong’s own artistic approach.

Such an approach, while understandable given Mr. Phuong’s training background,
is actually synonymous with numerous Vietnamese lettering practitioners of
various media, from print arts to sign-painting. It often involves a careful study

of Western Modernist style, and whimsical rendition — almost pastiche — carrying
creative touches that are unique to Vietnamese style.

Although they differ in era and resources, the processes of the seasoned sign-
painter and the young type designer are very much the same. Upon encountering
the remnants of Mr. Phuong’s signage, Hoang — the type designer, started by
reconstructing the existing slanted letterforms. He then rendered the missing
letters and a complete new set of lowercase letters (which were absent from the
original work]) to create the Oblique variation of the typeface. With his instinctive
explorations, Hoang also crafted the multiple additional stylistic interpretations,
which are completely conjectured from the skeleton of the original style. They
became Roman, ltalic, Flair and Future font variations.

Oblique 60pt Regular 60pt

Italic 60pt Flair 60pt Future 60pt
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Fig.3 — Different stylistic options of the Finesse typeface
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Finally, we questioned Mr. Phuong if there were any modern sources that now
influenced his work. He candidly replied, “As | look around, | don’t see any example
of contemporary typographic signage that grabs my attention. There is virtually
no artistic passion in them.” He went on, “The type remnants that are integral in
my work served as the foundation for the way | design.”

When asked if his recent spotlight had anything to do with a growing fondness
among a younger generation for all things “retro-Saigon,” Mr. Phuong waxed
philosophical. “I’'m thankful that | sustained myself and the family through my
sign painting work. And | don’t think this is just some trendy interest. | feel it is

a genuine concern for the cultural preservation of an aspect of Saigon’s history.”
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Nhitng dudng nét uyén chuyén:
Chat tho cua ngudi hoa si vé
bién hiéu

Hoai Minh Phuong (tén that la Nguyén Thé& Minh) la mdt nghé
si da tai. Ong cling la mét trong nhitng nghé nhan vé bién
hiéu tri danh van theo dudi nghé tai Sai Gon.

Nhan ra niém dam mé vdi thi ca va nghé thuat tu thud au tho, 6ng Phuong da
theo lam hoc trd cho hoa si néi tiéng Hoa Hué réi sau dé 1a hoa si Vi Trong Hop.
Ca hai ngudi da giup Phuong dinh hudng dugdc con dudng nghé thuat sau nay.
Tuy nhién, sau ndm 1975, thdi cudc hdn loan da day éng di theo con dudng vé chit
nghé thuat trén bién hiéu, coi dé nhu mdt cach dé gilr 1ay nghé.

Fig 1.1 & 1.2 — San pham chit vé tay clia 6ng Phuong trén bién hiéu va xe stra
déng hé di ddong — Hinh chup bdi Hoang L&, 2018
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Trong mot budi trd chuyén véi nhom thiét k&, 6ng Phuong co chia sé cau chuyén
6ng chua bao gid dugc dao tao bai ban vé nghé thuat chit hay thu phap. Thay vi
vay, 6ng hoc tu nhithg quyén sach mau chit dep, va tay nghé ctia 6ng Phuong
dugc rén gilia nhd tap luyén thudng xuyén. Ong Phuong cho chung t6i xem

mdt vai cudn sach vé mau chil dep cli mém da theo 6ng sudt hon 40 ndm qua.
“Dau tién, tdi s& hoc cach viét chit nghiéng réi sau dé sé& sang tao véi nhitng thé
nghiém riéng cua ban than.” Phuong phap nay sé& giup cac nghé nhan Viét ndm
bat dugc tinh hoa cula 16i thiét k& Tay phuong, réi sau dé tac pham sé dugc ho
xU ly thém mot cach khéo léo.

Theo 6ng Phuong, “nhitng nghé nhan vé bién hiéu lanh nghé khéng chi gidi trong
viéc v& chit ma con xU ly bé cuc tai tinh. Khi vé tay, t6i phai thuc su hiéu vé
khodng cach chii va cau truc cla nhiing con chi. Diéu quan trong nhat nam & tu
duy nghé thuéat clia ngudi hoa si. B& cuc va ki€u chlt phai cé su tuong xung, thé
mdi dep dugce.”

Ong Phuong tiép chuyén, “Mét khi da thanh thuc véi cac ki€u vé chif cg ban, toi
s& sang tao thém & cach di nét, dya trén mau chir ‘Chan Phuong’ (Casual Script)
trong sach chit dep. Su doi lap gitta nét thanh va nét dam la dau an trong phong
cach chi viét tay cua t6i.”

PE tinh yéu tho phu khéng bi mai mét, déi khi theo yéu cau clia khach hang, éng
Phuong sé viét déi ba I&i tho don gidn vao nhiing bién hiéu éng vé. Vi thé, tac
ph&m cla 6ng khdng chi ddm nét nghé thuat ma con thé hién nhitng quan diém
ca nhan. “Téi mudn khach hang nhan dugc khéng chi mdt tadc phdm nghé thuéat.
N6 con gl gdm goc nhin clia riéng tdi khi k&t hgp nghé thuét vé minh hoa va thag
phu va@i nét chlr bay buém dac trung.”
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Fig.2 — Phéng chit My Nghé nghiéng dugc phuc dung dua theo nhitng con chlr
vé tay clia 6ng Phuong
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Italic 60pt Flair 60pt Future 60pt
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Bo chit My Nghé (Finesse) dugc phuc dung tur nét chit clia hoa si Phuang trén
chiéc xe day clia mét thgo sira déng hé. Day khéng don thuén l1a mdt su chuyén
dai truc tiép tu nét chir vé tay sang bd chit ky thuat sé khi qua trinh sadng tao cua
nhom thiét ké cling van dung tu duy phong doan va tu do nghé thuat tuong tu
nhu cach ti€p can nghé thuat cla hoa si Phuong.

V&i hoan canh cuda hoa s Phuong, viéc trau déi theo hudng ap dung va phong
doan au cling 1a diéu dé hiéu. Trén thuc té&, phuong phap trén cling dugdc thuc
hanh bdi nhiéu hoa si xuat than tU nhiéu hudng di khac nhau, tu thiét k& an pham
cho tai vé bién hiéu. Théng thudng, ngudi nghé nhan sé phai nghién clu ky vé
phong cach nghé thuat hién dai phuong tay; tu dé ho thém vao nhiing bién tau
md&i mé, thudng |a nhitng chi tiét phdng lai tu tdc pham géc, bdc 16 nhiéu nét
sang tao mang tinh than Viét Nam.

Dau khac biét vé thdi dai va ngudn luc, qua trinh sang tao cla cac hoa si vé bién
hiéu va nhitng ngudi thiét k& chir tré ciling c6 nét tuong déng. Khi bat gap nhiing
hoa tich cua 6ng Phuong, Hoang — mdt ngudi chuyén thiét ké chli, da nung nau
y tudng phuc dung nhitng nét chir nay. Khi hoan tat nhitng chit c6 san, anh vé
thém nhitng ch{ céi in hoa con thiéu va mét bo chr thudng hoan toan méi
(khéng c6 trong nguyén tac clia 6ng Phuong), dé tao ra mét phéng chit Oblique
(chlt nghiéng) day du. V&i nhitng tim toi kham pha clda minh, Hoang cling dé tao
nén nhiing bién thé mdi da dang va ddéc dao dua trén “khung chir” Oblique ban
dau, bao gobm Roman, Italic, Flair va Future.

Oblique 60pt Regular 60pt

Fig.3 — Minh hoa cac bién thé clia bd chir My Nghé
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Trude khi budi tro chuyén két thuc, chung téi da hoi hoa st Phuong rang cudc
séng hién dai cé diéu gi truyén cam hing cho éng khdng. Béc bach thang thén,
6ng ndi, “Nhin khdp xung quanh, t6i khéng thay bat cu bién hiéu duong dai nao
thuc su an tugng. Téi gan nhu khong thay dugc niém dam mé nghé thuat nao
trong nhitng tdm bién nay.” Ong tiép tuc, “Nhiing mau chir truyén cam hing dén
phong cach cla 16i ngay trudc van tiép tuc la nén tang cho cach thuc toi

thiét ké.”

Khi dugc hoi vé viéc liéu tén tudi clia 6ng dugc nhac dén nhiéu han trong thai
gian gan day co6 phai vi ngay cang c6 nhiéu ngudgi tré yéu thich phong cach “Sai
Gon hoai ¢6,” 6ng Phuong dam chiéu dap: “Toi ludén ham on céng viéc vé bién hiéu
vi da giup t6i c6 thé nudi séng ban than va gia dinh. V&i t6i, né khdng phai chi la
moét sd thich thdi thugng. N6 [a mét van dé quan trong lién quan téi viéc bdo ton
mot gid tri van hoa ddc dao trong lich su Sai Gon.”
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