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English Words by Jimmy Selkin

Preserving a Bygone Art Form

When Mr. Hung—a skilled barber—chose to open a men’s
barber shop in Cholon in the mid-1980s, he was just as
particular about the signage for his storefront as his craft.

Mr. Hung told our team, “I began asking around for recommendations for sign
painters from other shops whose signs | admired. Even though the sign painter
| chose was significantly more expensive than others, | was impressed with the
artist’s works and thought it would be fitting for my new establishment.”
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Fig.1 — Mr. Hung’s signage in front of his shop in the 1980s — Photography by Giang Nguyen, 2014

He went on to tell us that he had no idea what typography or lettering was, but
the color usage and type treatments of the samples shown by the sign painter
really impressed him. He knew he was commissioning a work of art.

The tradesmen’s practice of choosing artists and paying them to create unique
sighage dates back as early as the pre-Renaissance period. The sign painting
industry originated in Europe and the United States, out of the need to brand
products in the late 19th century. Generations before computers and the
advertising industry, the sign painter was the “go-to person.” Many of the men
who chose this profession were skilled lettering artists who were supplementing
their incomes painting signs. For some, it became a life-long trade.

The art produced by Viethamese sign painters, whose influences can be traced
back to the French peintres en batiment, was once the style and substance

of the city that houses them. Despite its waned popularity, there is a nascent
movement among the community of young creatives today to appreciate and
preserve the art of lettering and sign painting.

In urban Saigon, remnants of this bygone art form still cling to the brick and
concrete facades of older buildings. They are ghost signs, advertising products
and companies, that are lost to time. Some of the remnants, as seen on the site
of Mr. Hung’s former shop, are still there but hidden under extensions of modern,
mechanically manufactured signage.
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Fig.2 — The new signage in place of Mr. Hung’s, now a lawyer office — Photography by Ha Doan, 2020

Fig 3.1 & 3.2 — What is left of Mr. Hung’s signage can be seen hidden behind the new sign —
Photography by Minh Nguyen, 2019

The handsome lettering and eye-catching graphics that survive the test of time
can be seen as the legacy of each sign painter, who acted as designer, artist
and contractor, all in one. For most of the 20th century, nearly every business
in Saigon hired artists/sign painters to attract customers with their skillfully
arranged lettering and images, whether painted on a building facade or an
exterior billboard.

Mr. Hung said: “The type treatment was to be determined by the artist. | only
shared my liking for his use of colors and shapes. The fact that it was a men’s
barber shop was intuitively picked up by the artist and incorporated into the
lettering design.” Such creative freedom can be seen as either an opportunity
or a challenge for modern-day creatives—how would you feel if you were to
receive such a “brief” today?

The design team took inspiration from the signage above Mr. Hung’s shop, as
well as other barber shops of the same era, and developed the digitized font
Barber (Thg Cao). By layering the different font variants together, the typeface
simulates a dimensional, chromatic effect with light and shadow, paying homage
to the original hand-painted signs.
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Fig.4 — Demonstration of the layering of the Barber font variants

Despite the ever-increasing role of modern technology and the “get it done fast
and inexpensively” mindset of businesses today, there is a noticeable resurgence
of hand-painted signage in Saigon. It is part of a global movement of returning
to craft-built aesthetics.

Mr. Hung closed his shop after many years at his former location and merged
his business at another one in Cholon. When our team asked Mr. Hung what he
thought of today’s signs, he lamented that he doesn’t think they’re as nice or
well-crafted. “| am proud that the sign painter did a good job and | was very
satisfied about what | got.”

Mr. Hung was, in his own small way, preserving a treasured art form and part of
Vietnamese heritage.
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CAU CHUYEN CUA PHONG CHU BARBER « THO CAO Thist ké Giang Nguy&n & Minh Nguyén
Nam phat hanh 2020

Phién ban 2.0

Gilr Gin M&t Nét Nghé Thuat Ci

Khi m&i ma tiém hét téc tai khu Chg Lon vao gita nhitng nam
1980, chu Hung, mét thg hét téc lanh nghé, cling can nhac
rat ki vé mdt tam bién hiéu trudc cua.

Nhé lai héi do, chd Hung ké: “Chu phai di héi vong vong may tho vé bién hiéu ma
chl ung nhat. Ong hoa s chi chon méc hon may ngudi khac nhung ma ung 13
dugc, nhin bién hiéu dep nhu vay thi chdc chan hop véi tiém hét téc cta minh réi.”
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Fig.1 — Bién hiéu trudc cua tiém clia chi Hing nhimng ndm 80 — Hinh chuyp bai Giang Nguyén, 2014

Chu Hung néi: “Hbi dé thi biét gi vé& nghé thuat vé chil hay sdp chir 1a gi dau,
thay mau sac dep d&, nhin chii thuan mat 1a cling ung 1dm.” Png tién chu bd
ra cling xUng dang véi mét tac phdm nghé thuéat thuc su.

Chuyén cac cua tiém chon va thué hoa si vé bién hiéu da co6 tu rat som, trudce
thoi ky Phuc Hung. Nghé vé bién hiéu bat nguén tir chau Au va My, nd rdé vao cudi
thé ky 19 vai nhu cau thiét ké thuong hiéu ngay cang cao cua cac nhan hang.

Rat 1au trudc khi may tinh va nganh quang céao ra ddi, cac hoa si vé bién hiéu luén
la cai tén dugc san don. Ngudi chon nghé nay déu la nhiing nghé nhan vé chi
trang tri (lettering artists), mong muén tim ki€m nguén thu nhap phu qua nghé
vé bién hiéu. V&i mdt s6 ngudi, cai nghé ay trd thanh cai nghiép theo ho ca dai.

Cac tac pham cla nhitng nghé nhan vé bién hiéu Viét Nam chiu anh hudng nhiéu
tU nhiing ngudi thg son nha cla (peintres en batiment) cua Phap. Mot thai nhiing
tac pham ay ting mang dang déap va linh hdon cua ca mdt vung dat naoi nhiing
ngudi nghé& nhan sinh séng. Dau bj mai mét dan, cac tac pham ngay cang dugc
nhiing nghé si sang tao tré tran trong, nd luc gin gitr dé vuc day nghé thuat vé
chit va vé bién hiéu (lettering and sign painting).

Tai khu trung tam Sai Gon, tan du cua dong nghé thuat xua ¢l nay van con in
dam trudc mat tién clia nhitng can nha cé. Nhiing vét tich ma nhat, bién hiéu
clia cac san pham quang céo va nhiéu cla hang, nay da lac theo dau vét thai
gian. S6 it bién hiéu, nhu tdm bién trudc tiém hét téc ¢l clia chu Hung, van t6n
tai nhung lang 1& khép minh sau nhiing bién quang cao hién dai, dugc san xuat
cbng nghiép hon.
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Fig.2 — Bién hiéu mdi thay bién hiéu cua chu Hung. Naoi day gid 1a mdt van phong luat su — Hinh chup bai Ha Poan, 2020

Fig 3.1 & 3.2 — Bién hiéu clia chi Hung gid chi con 18p 16 phia sau bién hiéu méi —

Hinh chup bai Minh Nguyén, 2019

Nhing kiéu chr duy my vdi nét dé hoa bat mat trudng t6n cung véi thai gian dugc
xem nhu di san dé lai cta cac hoa si. Ho via 1a nha thiét ké&, via la nghé si kiém
ca nguoi thi céng. Sudt thé ky 20, hau nhu thuong nghiép nao & Sai Gon cling
thué hoa si v& bién hiéu, mong sao c6 tam bién bat mat dat ngay mat tién hay
nhing bién ngoai trai cho that ndi bat, chit dep hinh hay, dé thu hat khach hang.

Chu Hung tam su: “Chon kiéu chit gi thi la do hoa si. Thay ung thi chu khen cach
phéi mau, dang chit nay no. Réi chl néi thém dé la tiém hét toc cho nam, con lai
hoa si sé tu nghi va thé hién kiéu chit sao cho hgp.” Su tu do sang tao vua la mét
co hdi nhung ciling la thach thuc cho nhiing ban tré lam sang tao thoi nay: dat
minh vao tinh huéng nhan “dé bai* nhu vay, khéng biét ho sé nghi sao?

Lay cam hung tu bién hiéu cdia chu Hung cung phong cach vé bién hiéu cua cac
tiém hot toc thai bay gid, nhéom thiét ké da phuc dung va cho ra mat phéng chir
s6 hoa (digital typeface) Thg Cao (Barber). Viéc xé€p chéng nhiing 16p phong chit
lén nhau tao hiéu ung da chiéu (dimensional), da mau (chromatic) véi anh sang
va bong dé, la su tén trong nét vé & bién hiéu gbc.
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Fig.4 — Minh hoa viéc chdng nhiing I16p phéng chir ctua bd chit Thg Cao

Dau cédng nghé hién dai ngay cang phat trién, di cung véi tu duy kinh doanh
“nhanh, gon, ré” clia phan 16n doanh nghiép, ngay cang cé nhiéu ngudi tim lai
nhing bién hiéu vé tay tai Sai Gon. D6 1a mdt phan trong dong chay cua thé
gidi: ngugc tim vé nhiing gia tri nghé thuéat thi céng dung Ién tu déi ban tay
nghé nhan.

Sau nhiéu ndm gan bo, cura tiém cl nay khéng con; chu Hung sat nhap tiém ci
vai mdt clra tiém khac tai khu vuc Chg Lén. Héi chd Hung nghi gi vé nhitng bién
hiéu ngay nay, chu than thad, cé phan khéng hai long véi cac tac pham thiéu su
t t€ va chin chu. “Chu tu hao vé tac pham clia ngudi hoa si ngay xua, lUc nao
nhin bién hiéu cl cling thay hai long ca.”

Nhirng con ngudi nhu chu Hung, bang cach riéng nhé bé, dang gop phan gin gil
kho tang nghé thuat va mét phan di san cta Viét Nam.
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