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Words by Jimmy Selkin

A Typographic Homage to a
Revolutionary Icon

In developing the “Patriot” typeface, our design team was
inspired by the cover of a historic songbook archived in the
H6 Chi Minh Museum. The cover’s notable feature is a hand-
lettered typography piece with the words “Khang-chién-ca,”
which means “Songs of Patriotism.” The lettering was drawn in
such a peculiar style that resonates this historical transitional
era of Vietnam.

The songbook remnant, published in 1947, is an homage to H6 Chi Minh. This
typographic piece bears traces of not only Art Deco and Bauhaus—a characteristic
that is common to typography of this era—but also hints of influences of
Constructivism. The core principle of Constructivism is that art should not be
confined within the space of galleries and studios, but should be used to amplify
the voice of the public for social changes. Constructivism style, with its bold
forms, typography, colors and messages, is often associated with Soviet socialism.
Reconditioning the role of the artist as the voice of revolution, this movement later
expanded its impact on socialist propaganda art around the world.

Fig.1 — The cover of the historic songbook “Khang-chién-ca” — Photography by Hoang Le, 2018

In Vietnam, established artists of the time, many of whom had studied and/or
taught at the French Colonial Ecole Superiéure des Beaux Arts de L’Indochine
(Hanoi), began creating propaganda art. Even H6 Chi Minh acknowledged the
effectiveness of this genre in communicating social and political messages, and
was an ardent backer of this emerging art form. In fact, one of the first pieces
of this kind was a 1941 poster that he drew, which features a trumpeter whose
body was made up of stylized script type spelling the words, “Viét Nam Déc Lap”
(“Independence of Vietnam™).

As artists were sent to Moscow to train in propaganda art, Russian stylistic
influences became more and more evident. Despite this foreign influence,
Vietnamese poster art truly had its own style, and it flourished both as art and
propaganda. Each piece was a personal drawing and an expression of the artist’s
individual style. Post WW2 samples depicted softer, more curvaceous illustrations,
and highly-styled type treatment. In all of the works, the objective was clear: to
help the viewer empathize towards a common goal.

The term “propaganda art” had its infancy during WW1 (1914-1918). Even after
the rise of socialist and fascist regimes prior to WW2, the work was still fairly
rudimentary in style. However, as China and the Soviet Union embraced the art
form as a powerful communication tool, along with the advent of sophisticated
printing facilities, propaganda art reached its zenith during the 1960-1980s. As
our remnant was from the 1940s period, the influences of the style were still
fairly nuanced.
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Fig.2 — The bold characteristics that could have been inspired by Soviet Constructivism.

Characterized by Modernist typography, the original lettering features quintessential
symmetrical forms that harmonize the straight and curved lines, expressive
details that push the boundaries of display type. What makes it unique is its bold
characteristics that could have been inspired by Soviet Constructivism, given the
context of the political climate and the application of design. The artist stylized
his uppercase ‘I’ into a lowercase, with the normal round dot becoming a star,
which is both distinctive in appearance, and patriotic in symbolism.

The type remnant seems to tread lightly between the symmetrical elegance of Art
Deco and the utilitarian boldness of Constructivism. This is evident through the
abruptness of the diagonal strokes in the letter ‘N’°, echoing the quaint, shortened
bars of the letter ‘F’.

Another unique letter is the ‘A’ which is drawn with an irregular crossbar. Instead
of placing the crossbar in the centermost portion of the letter, the artist chose to
move it to baseline, thus turning the ‘A’ into a peculiar feature that boldly stands
out on the song sheet. The type also demonstrates its industrialist nature with a
uniformity in weight, and no flourishes nor distinctions between thick and thin lines.

Throughout the design process, the typeface designer focused on the unique
characteristics of the typeface to build the complete alphabet that reflects the
remnant’s distinct personality. In addition to the default set, to improve Patriot
typeface’s usability as a digital font, he also created various alternatives for some
of the more peculiar letterforms (A, N, V, etc.) to make them more functional for
relatively smaller font size usage. The alternatives are completely fabricated by
the designer, taking inspirations from various Modernist and Grotesque styles,
while staying grounded by the uniformity of the other letterforms.
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Fig 3.1 — Different weight options of the Patriot typeface
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Fig 3.2 — Some interesting letter forms of Patriot, including the distinctive uppercase
‘I’ being stylized into a lowercase with a star instead of the normal round dot

Posters were extensively used in the war, particularly to inform the masses

of the State policy, enhance morale and boost patriotism. The revolutionary
romanticism adopted from China can be seen in these posters. The combination
of romantic representation and revolutionary content led to the term “revolutionary
romanticism,” which corresponds to the transition from Colonial to Socialist
aesthetics in the late 1950s.

Reflecting on the past 80 years since the publication of this type remnant, we
can trace the political history of Vietham as mirrored in art and typography.

The emergence of Vietnamese typography, in the 1940’s, was formulaic in its
development. The styles mirrored Western taxonomy of learning from model
books and curricula being taught in trade schools. From the 1940s to the 1960s,
Chinese and Soviet Constructivism (typified in Propaganda Art) further influenced
Vietnamese typographic development.

Constructivism at its core is a purely technical mastery and organization of
materials, which was reflective of the uniformity associated with the two major
political movements. Viethamese artists absorbed these influences but were able
to express more of their own individualities. The song-sheet remnant was typical
of how Vietnamese artists mastered the fundamentals of the various movements
but used their individual talents to refine and expand their expressions.

The typography of Vietnam originated out of the need for communicating and
expressing one’s creativity; however, it entered Vietnam’s art landscape amidst a
period when the country was under various heavy influences. Artists of that time
learned how to design posters and paint letters with the help of model books and
trade schools.

The developed aesthetics of one culture coupled with the originality of another
had resulted in an entire generation of new artists and hand sign painters, the
typographic work of whom became the foundation of Viethamese typography.
It takes on layers of influences from Western to post-1954 Soviet-Chinese
Constructivism, as well as various other preceding art movements. Typographic
remnants that we see today do not exist solely as memorabilia of a time passed,
but also testaments of Vietham’s development and perseverance.

In comparing the development of this typeface to others in the project, we see
the roots of classical lettering styles from workbooks, coupled with the individual’s
artistry. These practical guide books nurtured an entire generation of artists and
hand sign painters, the remnants of whose work we are preserving today.

Over 50 years after their installation, the type remnants may not be as significant
as when they were originally built, yet they represent the influences of the past
century. The typographic signs stand as a silent, elegant testament in stark
contrast to the cacophony of events going on inside the market. Withstanding
the test of time, they have been integrated into the history of the market, and
thus the history of Saigon.
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Nét Chir Tri Kinh Gui Téi Mot

Biéu Tugng Cach Mang

Trong qua trinh phat trién bd font Khang Chién, nhém thiét
ké cla chung téi dugc truyén cdm hing tU bia mdt tuyén
t4p bai hat luu trit trong Bao tang H6 Chi Minh. Diém ndi bat
clia bia sach nam & nhitng chir cai vé tay, ghép thanh tiéu dé
“Khang-chién-ca.” Bang nhiing nét vé& véi phong cach ddc
déo, boé chit dac biét mang am hudng cua thdi dai v&i nhiing
bién déi mang tinh lich su tai Viét Nam.

Tap nhac con sot lai, duge xuat ban vao nam 1947, nhu mét I8i tri kinh t&i Chu
tich H6 Chi Minh. Nhiing con ch{t khéng chi mang dau tich cla thai dai Art Deco
va Bauhaus — phong cach vé chlt nghé thuat dac trung cla thai bay gid, ma con
goi nhac vé nhitng anh hudng clia Chu nghia kién tao (Constructivism). Nguyén
tdc nén tdng cla Cha nghia kién tao ndm & niém tin rdng nghé thuat khéng nén bi
bd budc trong khéng gian clia céc trién 1dm hay phong tranh ma can déng vai trod
lan tda tiéng ndi clia cdng déng vi muc tiéu thay ddi xa hdi. Phong céach ctia Chu
nghia kién tao véi phéng chit cing mau sac, théng diép dam nét thudng gan vai
hinh anh Lién X6 giai doan Chu nghia xa hoi. Tai dinh hinh vai tro cdia nghé si nhu
tiéng nodi cla cach mang, phong trao trén dan lan tda tao tiéng vang vai gidi nghé
thuat c6 déng theo Chu nghia xa hoi trén khap thé gidi.

Fig.1 — Bia tuyén tap nhac “Khang-chién-ca” — Hinh chup bdi Hoang L&, 2018

Tai Viét Nam, nhiéu nghé si néi tiéng trong thé ky XX tirng theo hoc hodc day tai
Trudng My thuat Déng Duong (Ha No&i) da bat dau sang tac tranh cé dong. Chu
tich H6 Chi Minh cling nhan thay hiéu qua cla cac tac phdm nghé thuat cé déng
trong viéc truyén ba nhitng théng diép chinh tri - xa hoi va hau thudn cho sy
phat trién clia dong nghé thuat nay. Trén thuc t&, mét trong nhitng tac pham cé
ddng dau tién dugc chinh Chu tich H&6 Chi Minh vé& vao ndm 1941, thé hién hinh
anh mét nghé si kén trumpet vai ca thé 1a dong chir “Viét Nam Ddc Lap” dugc
cach diéu déc dao.

Pugc gui sang Mat-xco-va theo hoc nganh my thuat c8 déng, cac hoa si Viét chiu
nhiéu anh hudng t phong cach Lién X6. Dau vay, ca tinh cla cac hoa si Viét van
dugc hién hién trong cac tac pham ap phich, nd ré trén ca khuynh huéng nghé
thuat va khia canh tuyén truyén. Mbi tac pham gli gdm cau chuyén cé nhan va
phong cach thé& hién riéng biét clia ting hoa si. Nhitng tac pham hau Thé chién
thu Il c6 nét mém mong, udn lugn véi phom dang chr dugec vé cau ky. Nhin chung,
tat ca cac tac phdm déu phan anh rd muc tiéu déng nhat: d& ngudi xem déng
long v&i muc tiéu chung cua Dan tdc.

Thuat nglt “tranh cé déng” bat nguén tu giai doan Thé chién thua | (1914-1918).
Sau su trdi day clia Chu nghia x& hdi va Chl nghia phat xit trudc Thé chién thu I,
cac tac pham van mang phong cach thé mdc. Tuy nhién, viéc Trung Quéc va Lién
X6 nhin nhan thau déo vai trd cla tranh cé déng nhu mét céng cu truyén théng
day sic manh cung va&i nhitng tién bd trong cdng nghé in da giup tranh cé déng
dat td&i thoi ky dinh cao trong giai doan 1960-1980. Tap sach luu tri trong Béo
tang HO6 Chi Minh xuat hién trong khoang nhitrng ndm 1940 nén phong céach cé
phan khac biét so véi giai doan dinh cao sau nay.
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Fig.2 — Nhitng chit cai dam dugc cho la anh hudng tU Cha nghia kién tao Lién X8

bBac trung bdi phong cach cta Chu nghia hién dai (Modernism), phom ch{t dugc
thiét k& déi xiing day tinh t&, tao thé hai hoa gitta nét cong va dudng thang,
nhitng chi tiét phong khoang vugt ngoai ranh gidi clia kiéu chir trang tri (display]).
Diéu tao nén su khac biét chinh la nhitng chit cai dam dugc cho la anh hudng tu
Chu nghia kién tao Lién X6, dat trong boi canh chinh tri thai bay gid véi nhiing
Ung dung trong thiét ké. Hoa si da thay dai chit “I” in hoa thanh chif in thudng,
ddu chdm bién thanh ngbi sao, tao diém nhan cho chit céai cling nhu ham y vé tinh
than yéu nudc.

Nhin nhitng con chit con sét lai, ngudi ta thay dau do su két hgp gilta tinh doi
xUng uyén chuyén cua Art Deco va su chac chan day thuc dung cua Chu nghia
ki€n tao. Chi tiét nay co thé& thay rd trong nét chéo cua chit “N” va nhiing nét
ngang dugc rut ngan trong chii “E”.

Mot chir cai ddc ddo khac vdi nét ngang léch chudn chinh 1a chit “A”. Thay vi dat
nét ngang & vi tri chinh gilra, hoa si chon cach kéo thap nét ngang cham dong ké,
tao nén moét chlr “A” vitng chai n&i bat trén bia t& nhac (sheet music). Chir cai nay
cling thé& hién rd anh hudng mang tinh “céng nghiép” (industrialist) véi su chéc
chan cla khung chil, khédng cé tuong phan rd rét gilta cadc nét mong va nét day.

Xuyén sudt qua trinh sang tao, ngudi thiét ké bo chlt Khang Chién tap trung vao
nhitng ch cai déc ddo clia bd chit d& xay dung mét bang chit cai hoan chinh thé
hién dung tinh than cla tac phdm géc. Bén canh bd chil céai ca ban, dé phu hop
véi tinh than ky thuéat sé cliia bo phéng Khang Chién, ngudi thiét ké cling vé thém
nhi€u bién thé cho nhitng chir cai dac biét (A, N, V,..) d& tang tinh Ung dung vaoi
nh{ng ndi dung can phéng chit nhd han.

Nhirng bién th& chlt dugc tuy bién hoan toan bdi ngudi thiét k& véi nguén cam
hiting tU phong cach Grotesque va Modernist trong khi van ddm bao sy déng bd
v3i nhiing chit cai khac.
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Fig 3.1 — Minh hoa cac tuy chon vé dé dam cla bd chit Khang Chién
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Fig 3.2 — M&t sé cau tao chit dac trung cua bd chir Khang Chién, trong dé cé
chit ‘I’ in hoa dugc cach diéu thanh chir thudng, vdi ngbi sao thay cho dau cham

Ap phich dugc st dung réng réai trong thdi chién, thudng dé théng bao vé chinh
sach quéc gia, cung cb dao duc va nang cao tinh than yéu nudc. Chu nghia lang
man cach mang du nhap tU Trung Quéc c6 thé dugce tim thdy trong nhitng buc ap
phich nhu vay. Su két hgp clia nhiing biéu trung l1dng man va ndi dung cach mang
da tao ra thuat nglt “Chu nghia lang man cach mang”, tuong ung véi thdoi ky qua dé
tU nghé thuat thudc dia sang nghé thuat Xa héi chu nghia cudi nhiing nam 1950.

Nhin lai lich s& 80 ndm ké& tUr ngay tép nhac nay ra ddi, chung ta c6 thé 1an theo
dau lich su chinh tri Viét Nam tU chinh td&m guong cla nghé thuat noéi chung

va nghé thuat chlr noi riéng. Su xuat hién clda nghé thuat chir tai Viét Nam vao
nhitng ndm 1940 di cung v&i nhitng céng thic cé dinh, anh hudng bdi phuong
phap dao tao clla phudng Tay: hoc theo nhitng cudn sach mau va chuong trinh
hoc trong cac trudng nghé. T nhitng ndm 1940 dén 1960, Chu nghia kién tao Lién
X6 va Trung Quéc (rd nét trong nghé thuat c8 déng) anh hudng sau réng haon t6i
su phat trién clia nghé thuat chit tai Viét Nam.

C6t 16i clia Chu nghta kién tao nam & viéc thudn thuc ky thuat va sdp xé&p chat
liéu, dugc phan anh rd nét qua tinh déng nhat clia hai phong trao cach mang ndi
bat. Cac hoa si Viét da tiép thu nhitng anh hudng nay, thém vao do nét tinh cach
ca nhén. Tap nhac con sét lai la minh chung cho viéc cac nghé si Viét thuc su
thau hiéu nhitng nén tang cua cac phong trao khac nhau, van dung tai nang cua
tung ca nhan dé tai tuc va mé réng nhitng thé nghiém cuda minh.

Su xuat hién clia nghé thuat chir tai Viét Nam phuc vu nhu céu biéu dat théng
tin va thé& hién tinh sang tao ca nhéan; tuy nhién, né da budc vao blc tranh nghé
thuat Viét Nam trong giai doan dat nudc chiu nhiéu dnh hudng tu bén ngoai. Cac
hoa si thdi bay gid hoc cach thiét ké ap phich va vé chit théng qua nhirng cuén
sach mau va trudng nghé.

MYy hoc hung thinh clia mdt nén van hda két hgp cluing véi tinh so khai ciia nén
van hda khac da tao ra mét thé hé hoa si va nghé nhan vé bién hiéu hoan toan
mdi. Chinh nhitng tac pham vé chit clia ho déa trd thanh nén tang cho nghé thuéat
chit Viét Nam, vén day nhiing I6p lang dnh hudng tu phuong Tay cho t&i Chu nghia
kién tao X6 Viét - Trung Quéc hau 1954 cung véi nhiéu phong trao nghé thuat
trudc dé. Nhiing hoa tich con sét lai khong ton tai don thuan nhu mét ky vat cua
qua khu; dé chinh la minh ching cho su phat trién va trudng tén cua Viét Nam.

Khi so sanh su phat trién clia bd chit nay véi nhitng bd chit khac trong du an,
chung t6i nhan ra géc ré clia nhitng phong cach viét chir ¢8 dién tu nhitng cudn
sach tham khao két hgp vai ddu 8n nghé thuat ca nhan. Nhiing cubn sach hudng
dan truc quan da nudi dudng mdt thé hé hoa si va nghé nhan vé tay véi nhiéu but
tich con t&i tdn ngay nay.
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