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Artist Statement

My artistic process first begins with a curiosity 
in my surroundings. From the ‘backlash’ faced 
by certain communities just for existing, to the 
everyday lives of people in Ho Chi Minh City, the 
scenes around me inspire my works. I believe 
that my works are a subjective reflection of 
the world. The themes tend to revolve around 
community, love, gender, conflict, anger and 
irony. The distortions present are to evoke 
emotions and creative ideations, and not to 
merely replicate scenes of reality.

As someone who is influenced by the 
expressionism and impressionism movements, 
Paul Cezanne is a dear figure to me—especially 
his technique of using diagonal stripes when 
constructing objects, which I have adopted on 
occasion when forming compositions. When 
it comes to mediums, there are a variety that I 
use; from oil paints and acrylics to spray paints, 
collage, and sculptural elements. The mediums 
have to be flexible enough for me to convey how 
my emotions flow while portraying the figures or 
contexts within the paintings with just the right 
balance of visual fidelity and evocative energy.

The figures portrayed in the paintings are 
usually of the people around me. From strangers 
and acquaintances to family and friends, I 
sometimes insert myself as well as imaginary 
figures. They are depicted with vivid colours 
for emotional resonance, as well as having 
ridiculous and outrageous expressions. Through 
an alternative perspective, these figures can be 
seen as a funhouse mirror reflection of society. 
The figures reveal stories that are difficult to tell, 
striving to convey that “the end of humour is 
tragedy.”

 
Phuc Thien Hoang Vietnam, 
September 2022
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Detail of Relationship (2020)
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Hangover
Phuc Thien Hoang

The exhibition Hangover constitutes a selection of 
paintings by the young Ho Chi Minh City based 
artist Phuc Thien Hoang (b. 1995), working in 
acrylic, oil, and mixed media. This is his first 
exhibition outside of Vietnam, and his second 
solo exhibition to date, having just graduated 
from art school in 2020. Most of these canvases 
are bustling with figures—drinking, puking, 
kissing, dreaming—and the viewer becomes 
a bit of a voyeur, looking out from behind the 
eyes of the artist as he surveys the crowd. With a 
melancholy tenderness, the artist watches people 
and we sit and watch with him, idly observing 
the interactions between strangers like shadows, 
before they step out of our lives, never to be seen 
again.

I am reminded of Jack Kerouac in On The Road, 
peering into the windows of suburban houses at 
night somewhere in middle America, innocently 
spying on families around their televisions, 
trying to imagine what their lives must be like—
except we find ourselves in Ho Chi Minh City 
a.k.a. Saigon, a tropical metropolis teeming with 
people in every direction, and Phuc is not much 
of a reader. He prefers to watch spy films, James 
Bond and the like, citing spycraft as a playful 
metaphor for the voyeuristic nature of these 
paintings. However, the mythos of the secret agent 
as a contemporary hero narrative is more salient 
here than literal espionage, as the paintings 
take us into a dream world where the mundane 
interactions of daily life are imbued with the 
exaggerated intensity of mythic conflict.

Consider the painting “Chằn Tinh’s Shrine” in Thạch 
Sanh Lý Thông (2022). Far more raw and naive 
in style than the others, this work provides key 
insight into the mind of the artist with a snippet of 
text, translated as follows: “Tonight I have to look 
after the temple in the jungle, but I’ve saved some 
wine, I’m worried it will go off, please help me to 
look after the temple for one night.” A crude figure 
battles a dragon in front of a temple in flames, 
allegorically representing the artist’s battle against 
his own demons. The story is that Phuc was going 
through a rough time and drinking a lot, until 
he crashed his scooter and broke his leg. He quit 
drinking and recovered from his injury thanks 
to help from family and friends, and so what we 
see in many of these paintings is a sober person’s 
perspective on a drunken scene.

The title of the show comes from the massive 
triptych Hangover. On the left we see the 
maddening crowds of public life, while in the 
middle panel we transition to some seated 
thinkers/talkers traced in outline, their thoughts 
floating above them as bubbles in the air—then 
on the right we see a couple making love in the 
bushes, and a solitary woman sitting nude on a 
balcony, staring off into space. As in Hieronymus 
Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights, there is that 
same movement between worlds from one panel 
to another, only here the poles are not Heaven and 
Hell, but public and private life.

By David Willis

Detail of Excerption; “Chan Tinh’s Shrine” in Thach Sanh Ly Thông (2022)
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While we can sense an appreciation for solitude 
in Phuc’s work (both on the right side of Hangover, 
and in the tranquil little painting Vui Cafe) his 
introverted tendencies are counterbalanced by 
his predilection for people watching. To quote the 
poem Crowds by Charles Baudelaire:

Multitude, solitude: identical terms, and 
interchangeable by the active and fertile poet […] 
The man who loves to lose himself in a crowd 
enjoys feverish delights that the egoist locked up 
in himself as in a box, and the slothful man like 
a mollusk in his shell, will be eternally deprived 
of. He adopts as his own all the occupations, all 
the joys and all the sorrows that chance offers.

We can see Phuc indulging in such feverish 
delights in the paintings Discrimination and 
Relationship, which depict chaotic bar scenes—or 
rather, quan nhau, the humble sort of streetside 
drinking and eating establishments favored in 
Vietnam. Though the drinkers often exhibit 
horrific aspects (see the man in Discrimination 
spilling booze all over himself, or the ghoulish 
figure at the center of Relationship) their 
representation is not without a certain pathos, 
as the artist in his sobriety takes it all in raw and 
unfiltered, experiencing with full intensity the 
feelings that the people around him attempt to 
numb.

The works Do Not Cross and Selfish also contain 
crowds, but unlike the drinking scenes, these 
works are more concerned with the web of taboos 
and prohibitions that constrain social interaction, 
and the unequal ways in which such prohibitions 
are applied. While Do Not Cross eludes any 
reductive explanation, the painting Selfish is 
painfully explicit in its significance. It features a 
grotesque figure who might be a politician or a 
businessman, while pollution pours from a pipe 
behind him and riot police disperse a crowd top 
left. This is an allusion to the brutally suppressed 
protests that rocked Vietnam in the wake of the 
2016 Formosa catastrophe, in which a steel plant 
dumped raw sewage into the ocean, killing all 
marine life for miles and miles. There is a man in 
the center with a hand clamped over his mouth, 
and a 4G sign at bottom left, in reference to the 
way the government silenced activists and shut 
down SMS services during the protests.

Perhaps the seemingly innocent painting Red 
Pig in the House could also be read as an allusion 
to corporate or government corruption, the pig 
in question having made a right mess of things, 
all tangled up in Christmas lights… But now we 
have moved into a new body of work, in which 
Phuc has fully embraced mixed media, using oil, 
oil stick, acrylic and spray paint all in the same 
painting. The same technique appears in Summer 
Fruits, a stunning still life with incongruous fruits 
and flowers all growing from the same bonsai 
tree—consider it a glimpse of the morning after 
the hangover, when the headache is all gone.

Detail of Selfish (2020)
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Detail of Hangover (2022)



Relationship  
     
2020           Oil on canvas           155 x 155 cm
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Red Pig in the House 
                                              
2022           Oil, acrylic and spray on canvas           150 x 150 cm
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Summer Fruits     
2022           Oil, acrylic, spray on canvas           150 x 150 cm
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Do Not Cross
       
2020           Oil on canvas           150 x 150 cm
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Hangover
2022           Oil, acrylic, spray on canvas           240 x 600 cm
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Discrimination   
    
2020           Oil on canvas           150 x 150 cm

2322



Excerption; “Chan Tinh’s Shrine” in 
Thach Sanh Ly Thông

2022           Oil, acrylic, spray on canvas           150 x 150 cm
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Vui Café
2020           Gouache on paper           40 x 60 cm
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Selfish
2020           Oil on canvas           155 x 155 cm
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Detail of Summer Fruits  (2022)



Phuc Thien Hoang was born in Binh Thuan, Vietnam in 
1995. He graduated from Ho Chi Minh City University of 
Fine Arts in 2020.

Specialising in painting, Phuc held his first solo exhibition 
entitled Phuc: Cut, Draw, Paste, Place at Mo Artspace in 
Hanoi (2020). He also was awarded as a talented painter at 
Saigon Youth Art Biennale 2019.

He currently lives and works in Saigon, Vietnam.

Phuc Thien Hoang
(b.1995, Binh Thuan, Vietnam)

Education

2020  Ho Chi Minh City University of Fine Arts, 
Vietnam

Solo Exhibitions

2022  Hangover, Richard Koh Fine Art, Gillman 
Barracks, Singapore

2020  Phuc: Cut, Draw, Paste, Place, Mo Artspace, 
Hanoi, Vietnam

Group Exhibitions

2022  Bro A, Mây Artspace, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

2020  Same Same But Different, Art student group 
exhibition, The Factory Contemporary Arts 
Centre, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

2019  Sai Gon Youth Art BIENNALE 2019, Ho Chi Minh 
City Fine Arts Museum, Vietnam

Award

2019  Award for talented painter, Saigon Youth Art 
BIENNALE 2019
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David Willis is an independent curator and art critic from 
New York, specializing in the contemporary art of Southeast 
Asia. Holding a BA in Anthropology from Columbia 
University and an MFA in Art Criticism from The School of 
Visual Art, David has been writing, curating, and working 
as an art advisor in Vietnam and Thailand since 2015. He 
publishes regularly with magazines such as Art & Market 
and Art Asia Pacific, and some of his notable curatorial 
projects include a six month long performance art festival 
at MoT+ independent art space in Ho Chi Minh City, and the 
group show Unlearning, featuring seven Vietnamese artists 
at Richard Koh Fine Art, Singapore.

Curator 

David Willis
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