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mong the rows of shops selling 
fake bags, second-hand books and 
kitschy souvenirs in District 1’s 
backpacker area, there is a cluster of 

vividly colourful yet seemingly incongruous 
displays of easily recognisable works of art. 
This is the world of the reproduction artists.

At The Sun Gallery (157 Bui Vien, Q1), 
half a dozen young artists are crammed 
into a small space, perched on low stools 
in front of large canvases. Brush in one 
hand, a photograph in the other, they are 
intently working on making exact replicas of 
famous paintings. Overseeing them is Vi, a 
cerebral, enigmatic man whose self-professed 
raison d’etre is “to search out beauty”. But 
can beauty really be found in copying the 
masterpieces of others?

“Humans have a body and soul. This kind 
of painting feeds the body. It’s a business,” he 
says of the grueling hours of concentration 
required to replicate a painting satisfactorily. 
“But it’s also a paradox because just being 
around beautiful works of art feeds the soul.”

The Art of Replication
The graduate of a four-year programme at the 
University of Fine Arts in Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vi spends 80 percent of his time replicating 
the works of artists such as Dali, Manet and 
Monet. The workshop takes on apprentices as 
well, requiring at least a year of training, “but 
that’s for the really passionate ones,” says Vy. 
“To start off, they copy artists who use lots of 
colour, but not so much detail, like Picasso. 
The more challenging paintings to re-create 
are those of still lifes and portraits with lots 
of detail, like those of Raphael and Da Vinci. 
Some artists are very hard to do well, like Van 
Gogh, because of his technique of layering 
paint and his use of space.”

Granted, it takes appreciable skill to 
reproduce the pointillism of Seurat and the 
broken color of Monet, but for most artists 
like Vi, it leaves an aching creative void that 

can’t be � lled by reproductions.
“That’s why I only work four hours a 

day,” he explains.“It’s not satisfying. The 
rest of my time I spend wandering the city, 
taking photographs and painting scenes 
from real life — people eating, sleeping and 
working. My goal is to open my own gallery, 
displaying original works by Vietnamese 
artists. At the moment, there isn’t enough 
display space for up and coming artists. I 
want the world to know that Vietnamese are 
great artists, not just good copiers. We need 
more opportunities to develop our craft. 
We’re like seeds. We need some nurturing in 
order to grow.”

Vy recognises his part-time profession is 
a sometimes frustrating means to an end, a 
business focused on meeting the needs of the 
customer. The foreigners who buy the art are 
knowledgeable, he says, and many of them 
may have even seen the original in a museum 
somewhere. “So the reproduction has to be at 
least 80 percent in detail, colour and style. If a 
client wants me to paint a portrait of a person 
with four eyes and eight arms, I have to do 
it. A large painting may take more than 100 
hours to complete. But I’ve never achieved 
the perfect reproduction because it’s not my 
own work.”

The Business of Art
In Tung Lam Gallery (88 Nguyen Hue, 

Q1), owner Nguyen Van Lam and his wife 
Loai have been in the business of selling 
reproductions for over 20 years. Their small 
shop, where a painting of The Simpsons 
is sandwiched between a Van Gogh and a 
reproduction Dali, houses dozens of paintings 
in every size, colour and style. Every inch of 
wall space is crammed with canvases, with 
more stacked along the + oor. Unlike The Sun, 
though, there are no artists on site.

“The paintings here are from 15 or more 
different artists, both experienced and new,” 
Lam says. “Some of them went to art school. 
Others had the craft passed down from their 
fathers. Artists will bring their paintings to 
show us and we’ll choose what we like. Or 
we may commission some [work] based on 
paintings we’ve seen on the internet. Some 
of the artists are poor, so we’ll supply the 
materials and pay them for their labour.”

He points to a heavy-handed copy of 
Starry Night by Van Gogh. “Something like 
that might sell for VND800,000. The labour 
for the artist would be somewhere upwards 
of VND200,000. But it’s a tough business. 
Compared to � ve years ago, the number 
of tourists are about the same, but they’re 
buying 50 percent less. Still, reproductions of 
famous paintings sell better than originals.”

When asked what drew them to this line of 
work, the answer is surprisingly mundane.

“It’s just business,” he says. “We didn’t 
love art or even know much about art, but the 
clients have taught us a lot”.

The husband and wife partnership have 
since learnt to form their own opinions on 
what’s beautiful or not.

“Take Van Gogh. His art isn’t that pretty. 
[Works by other artists] are nicer. But it’s his 
story that draws people.” Lam’s wife, Loai, 
chimes in, “I like Dali. He’s not as popular as 
some of the other artists, but he’s interesting.”

The one thing they do agree on, however, 
is their favourite artist. “We like whichever 
artist sells the most paintings.” 

TALKING SHOP

Painting by Number
If imitation is the sincerest form of fl attery, then the reproduction 

artists that line Bui Vien in District 1 must adore the likes of Van Gogh, 
Renoir and Picasso. James Pham takes a look into the business of 

reproductions. Photos by Adam Astley
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