
UNDERSTANDING VIETNAM

A Reader's Guide to The Art of Lies

ART IN VIETNAM

THE HEART OF THE STORY

Historical Development

Vietnam's art world underwent dramatic transformations that directly influenced The Art of 

Lies. In the early 1900s, the French established the Indochina College of Fine Arts, where 

Uncle Vu and his contemporaries studied. This academy blended European techniques with 

Vietnamese traditions, creating a unique artistic style that forms the foundation of the novel's 

art world.

How this connects to the novel: The academy artists like Uncle Vu became the most valuable 

and sought-after painters, making them prime targets for forgers like those Thuy discovers.

Wartime Art and Documentation Challenges

During Vietnam's many conflicts, artists served as war journalists, creating sketches and 

propaganda. The chaotic wartime conditions meant poor documentation—a detail crucial to 

understanding how forgeries could flourish in The Art of Lies.

How this connects to the novel: Thuy's struggle with the lack of proper provenance 

documentation reflects the real challenge Vietnamese museums face in authenticating artwork 

from this era.

The Modern Art Boom and Forgery Crisis

In recent decades, Vietnamese art has become extremely popular internationally, with some 

pieces selling for over a million dollars. This boom created the perfect conditions for the 

forgery schemes depicted in the novel.

How this connects to the novel: Minh's collector character and the price pressures Thuy faces 

reflect the real art market dynamics that have made Vietnamese art both valuable and 

vulnerable to fraud.



CULTURAL CONTEXT

UNDERSTANDING THE CHARACTERS

Family Dynamics and Loyalty

Vietnamese families typically include two or three generations living together, with intense 

loyalty expectations. Family reputation affects everyone, and protecting that reputation often 

takes precedence over individual desires.

How this relates to Thuy's story: Her struggle between exposing the truth and protecting her 

family's legacy reflects authentic Vietnamese family pressures. Bo's actions to provide for the 

family, even illegally, demonstrate traditional family sacrifice expectations.

"Face" and Institutional Hierarchy

The concept of "face" (reputation and dignity) drives much behavior in Vietnam. Losing face in 

front of peers or superiors can be devastating. Additionally, Confucian hierarchy means 

respect for position and age often trumps merit.

How this explains character behavior: Tuan's refusal to admit mistakes, Hai's promotion 

despite lack of qualifications, and Thuy's initial reluctance to challenge authority all reflect 

these cultural norms.

Generational Change

Young Vietnamese increasingly want independence in choosing careers, education, and life 

paths—a shift from traditional family-directed decisions.

Thuy as a bridge character: Her struggle between respecting Bo's authority and following her 

own moral compass represents this generational tension many Vietnamese face today.



HISTORICAL CONTEXT

WHY ART MATTERS SO MUCH

The Wars and Their Aftermath

● Chinese domination: 1,000 years

● French colonization: 100 years

● American involvement: 25 years

● Additional conflicts: Cambodia and China in the late 1970s

The subsidy period (1975-1986): Called "Bao Cap," this era of severe rationing appears 

throughout the novel. Families survived on two bowls of rice daily, making Bo's black market 

food purchases both understandable and illegal.

Economic transformation (1986-present): The shift to a "market-oriented economy under 

socialist guidance" created new opportunities but also new temptations for corruption.

How this shapes the novel: The generational trauma from these hardships explains why 

characters like Bo justify illegal activities as survival, while younger characters like Thuy hold 

different moral standards.



LANGUAGE AND NAMES

A READER'S NAVIGATION GUIDE

VIETNAMESE NAME STRUCTURE

Vietnamese names follow a different pattern from Western names:

● Western style: John Rapport Smith (First, Middle, Last)

● Vietnamese style: Smith Rapport John (Family, Middle, First)

● How they're addressed: By first name with title: "Ms. John"

Character examples from the novel:

● Pham Thao Thuy = Thuy is her first name (how she's addressed)

● Nguyen Van Chi = Chi is her first name

● Pham Cho Lan = Lan is his first name (Bo is a nickname meaning "father")

HONORIFICS AND RELATIONSHIPS

Vietnamese speakers use titles that indicate relationships and hierarchy:

● "Ong" (grandfather/older man)

● "Ba" (father)

● "Chi" (older sister)

● "Anh" (older brother)

In the novel: Notice how characters address each other—these titles reveal family relationships 

and social standing.



DAILY LIFE DETAILS THAT ENRICH THE STORY

Food Culture

Vietnamese meals are communal experiences with multiple dishes shared family-style. The 

novel references several traditional foods:

● Pho Ga/Bo: Chicken or beef noodle soup

● Banh Mi: Baguette sandwiches with Vietnamese ingredients

● Bun Cha: Grilled pork with noodles (Thuy's favorite)

Historical context: The novel's references to food scarcity during the subsidy period reflect 

real hardships when even basic rice was rationed and often spoiled.

Hanoi: Then and Now

The dramatic transformation of Hanoi provides context for the novel's economic themes:

1990s Hanoi: No traffic lights, bicycles dominated streets, frequent power outages, restaurants 

named "Food Shop 45"

Modern Hanoi: 5+ million people, luxury cars (Bentleys, Lamborghinis), international chains, 

70+ story buildings

How this affects the story: This rapid change created new wealth, new opportunities for 

corruption, and generational gaps in values—all central to the novel's conflicts.


