2 Streetlife

L. Cong Kiéu - Kho tang nhiing t46 VatPHRAEm

DENNIS COLEMAN

Do dong bat mat, chao den va dong ho Phép truong phai Art Nouveau, c6 vat Viéet
Nam hay Trung Qudc... Néu ban dang dé mat tim vai mén trang tri hodc chi
thuan tdy rong choi ngam nghia thi duong Leé Cong Kiéu diing la noi vy goi,
nhung ché dé cuén minh theo con cdm dé. Con néu da tinh chuyén ban mua
nghiém tuc thi hay tAm niém cau “tién trao chdo muc” dé cdn trong trong giao
dich, nhdt 1a véi gidi du khach luon qua noi day dé mua sam trong phtit chéc.

on duong chang dai gi. Ta

6 thé di luot qua trong

vong 10 phat hoac chim
dam trong mot cudc suc sao lau
lac hon... Toi da gay dung dugc
quan hé giao thuong tét dep
voi mot s6 chd tiém & day va
d6i voi nhang luu khach ngan
ngay toi co oi khuyén chung la
c thudng thac cai kho tang
nay - giong nhu mot cai tha
kham pha kho do cd cda ba
ngoai - nhung viéc mua sam
thuc thu nén dé danh cho
nhing ai c6 thoi gian tham
nhap khu nay.

Nguyén tac mét: Tranh nhing
tiém chéo kéo nong nhiét hoac
trung bay hang loat vat phdm
giong nhau. Toi dam chac voi
ban rang nhang “dd c6” nay co
tham nién chua t6i mot nam.
Nhing cha tiém diém dam va
kin dao thuéng co6 nhing do
vat gia tri. Pay la nhing nguoi
nén tao quan hé mua ban. Hay
thi vao tiém sé 21 co chiéc
Vespa hong dung truéc cla
hodc di xu6i ching 10 tiém,
cac thién than tinh yéu doi dén

sé chao don qui khach trong
mot tiém ti xiu bé bon gan
ngoi truong hoc.

Nguyén tac hai: Nén hiéu biét
chat dinh vé nhiing mén ban
dang tim ki€m hoac nho su gilp
do cla ai do am hiéu. Bi cing
mot ngudi ban Viét Nam hoac
phién dich ciing t6t, mién sao
nguoi dy hiéu biét hoac danh
gia duoc chat dinh cac moén do.

Chi can vai cau hoi mao dau la
co thé phan biét vang thau. Bat
¢l nguoi ban nao khi dugc hoi
vé tudi tac cac pho tugng deco
hoac do thay tinh ma tra loi
bang cau “chiing may tram
nam” thi theo toi d&u nén khan
truong gia tu. Tuong tu, nguoi
nao dam qua quyét mé hop
quet Zippo la ky vat chién tranh
thi ciing kho co thé coi a
nghiém tac. Nhang cau phan u
vé x(r sé va nguon goc ly ky cda
hién vat cting nén bd ngoai tai.
Chi nén quan tam dén nhing
thuong nhan nao co thé noi vé
nguon géc cda do vat mot cach
chi tiét hon binh thuang.

Sau khi can nhac than trong
moi nén tién dén danh gia mon
hang minh mudn mua c6 ding
& moén ho chao hay khong, dé
mua v6i mot gia phai chang, va
cling nén quan tam dén viéc
khai hai quan, va cac théng s6
tuong thich vé dién chang han.

Nhing ai mé cac mon kiéu Phap
va kiéu Victoria sé khong khoi
bi mé hoac béi cac ngon dén
dau tinh xao, chan nén va chup
dén dd mau sac va dudng nét.
Chung duogc doi trén dau cac
thién than tinh yéu hoac gan
trong cac chum trang tri tran
nha khién ai do6 cam thay co st
mang phai gidi thoat ching
khoi chén bui bam nay dé€ dua
vé mot noi long ldy nao do6 &
Sai Gon hay ngoai qudc. Digu ky
diéu (@ mot s6 chup dén thay
tinh, mau hong hoa anh thao,
mau xanh vd chanh tao nha hay
mau trang duc mo, da séng sot
qua chién tranh diéu tan va bao
ban tay phd phang san sang
khoai tra quang di nhing tao
vat dep dé chi don thuan vi
ching da tré nén ca ky.



Tuy nhién, néu sam soi ky luéng, nhat la
vGi con mat nha nghé nhu anh chang Piers
Allbrook ban t6i, thi thuang thdy cac mon
d6 la mot su giao duyén giGa tan va cuu.

Thir bat dau voi “do dong,” mot ti dugc
ding rat dé dai, ma khai thdy nghia la hop
kim cda dong dé voi thi€c nhung thudng
dugc pha nhiéu hop chat khac. Day khong
phai [a di€m trong tam, ma van dé ta quan
tam nhiéu hon (@ né dugc tao hinh thé nao
va got gida ra sao. Chinh nhiing nha buén
6 uy tin cng tha nhan rang may bic
tugng dong thién than tinh ai va chan dudc
c6 dién thuong chang thuoc thoi art deco
cla Phap ma dugc ché tao trong ving.
Nhiing mén nguyén thdy sé cé dang vé
dong nhat, tinh xdo va mém mai hon. Do
ddng tét thuong c6 duong khac sac sao,
minh bach va khong cé dudng rap nhu
truong hop cac mon do thoi nay dugc dé
khuén hai nta rap lai.

C6 nhing mon xem ky thay dugc lam ta
khuén riéng va réng ruét, dugc han theo
ki€u hién dai, khac voi ki€u han d6 khuon
ép trudc kia. Mi€t ngon tay lén bé mat
hoac nhin dudi anh mat trgi sé thay dugc
cach ché tao nay. Nhé luon luon nhin dudi
dé€ mon hang, nhung néu muén lam thé
voi mot cai chan dén cao vai bo, chéa
thdy tinh thi tri thong minh va phép lich
su sé mach ban phai nhd ho thao céi bong
dén ra trudc kéo phai moc tai dén cho
mot mé manh vun! Xem xét do xua tu
dudi dé€, ngoai chuyén kham pha ve tugi
tac con dem lai cho ta théng tin xac thuc
khac. Nhing chiéc ba loong hay dinh vit
thoi nay gan dudi dé€ la ching ct ranh
ranh! Mot diém naa: cac bac tugng dong
thd cong khac véi tugng san xuat trong
xuéng & ché ching c6 nhing vét khi€m
khuyét rat riéng giong nhu nhing ngudi
tho da tao ra ching.

Clng nhu dong, do thay tinh clng doi hoi
phan tich cdn than. Mac du nhigu mon thay
tinh gia c6 ngay nay chi don thuan thuoc
loai thd, cac nghé nhan ngay cang lao
luyén trong viéc sang tao nhiing ky thuat
phuc ché. T4t ca thdy tinh [am bang tay
d&u mang ddu dn cda que sat kep trong
qua trinh thdi thay tinh - ddu &n nay khong
noi lén tudi tac ma cha yéu la chat lugng.

Néu ban dang nghiém tac tim mua mot mon
dd thay tinh kiéu deco thi hay tim ki€m ddu
an nhang nam thang phai mon & dudi dé.
Nhiing ti & kich thuéc qua hoan hao chiing
té san phdm dugc ché tao hang loat chi
khong phai lam thd cong tung chiéc.

Con néu ndi vé nhiing bao vat cao cdp nhu
thay tinh Galle and Daum thi cai gia khong
bao gio dudi miac 5 con s6 0 néu ban mudn
c6 dugc san phdm cla nhang nghé nhan
truong phai Art Nouveau nay. Nhiing chiéc
dén thay tinh Galle dung da cham hoac ky
thuat ghép lop, ghép hoa van thanh lop roi
cat bang acid dé€ phoi ra miu thiét k& hinh
hoa la hoac phong cdnh mo mang dén bat
ngo. Con rdt nhigu digu dé tim hiéu néu
ban dam mé thdy tinh nhung néu chi muédn
tim mot tao vat dang mat va dang tién thi
Lé Cong Kiéu co kha nhiéu.

rr phi ban dang chuén bi ldy hoc vi

khao cé hoac nghién ngdm nhang cuén

nhu “Cac kho tang & Hoi An,” cata-
logue ctda Butterfield nam 2000, hoac “Gém
Viét Nam” (song ngtt Viét Anh, nha xudt
ban My Thuat, 1996) hodc hoan toan sanh
s6i qui dinh hai quan khi dinh mang cac
mon do ra khéi Viét Nam (gia st nhu do la
“hang xin"), con lai thi khong nén dong
dén mang ¢ vat nay. Néu mon do co chat
gi d6 hao hao giong voi bao vat thi ban co
kha nang phai trinh véi B Van héa 6 Ha
NGi dé xin ching nhan, dong thué hoac co
ca nguy co bi thu hoi. Nhitng mon bang nga
clng nam trong danh sach hang hoa bat
hop phap cho nén néu khéng muén mua
phai hang nhai lam bang nhya thong hoac
xuong bo thi ban ciing khong nén dong dén
mang nay.

Nhing ai nhé nhung Sai Gon xua co thé suc
sao trong déng anh den trang dé tim vai
tdm mang vé nha treo luu niém trén tudng.
Nhiéu blic c6 ca chir viét phia sau - c6 khi a
mot chat vét tich vé s6 phan nhing con
nguoi xa xi nay goi a Viét kiéu.

Du sao di ntra, hay sam vai khach mua than
thién dé€ thudng thic day kho tang thich
tha nay.

Tuong Linh chuyén nga



he street itself is not over-

ly long. It’s your call

whether you traverse it
cursorily in 10 minutes or
whether you embark on a more
prolonged rummaging exercise..
While I have built up excellent
working relationships with some
of the dealers, my advice to the
short term stayers would gener-
ally be - just enjoy the treasure
trove - much as you would enjoy
unearthing the contents of your

Le Cong Kieu -

grandmother’s attic - but, gen-
erally- leave the real purchas-
ing game to those with more
time to assess the situation.

Rule number one: tend to
avoid the shops which actively
harangue you to enter and buy
or those which have somewhat
of a massed display of similar
objects. It's a fair bet that
these are mainly comprised of
‘made yesterday’ items made
for the quick kill. The dealers
with a more demure and laid
back attitude are often more
likely to have a range of repro
as well as some authentic
items. These are the people to
build your purchasing relation-
ships with. Try no. 21 with the
pink Vespa parked outside or
about 10 doors down bronze
cupids bearing lamps will greet
you in a tiny cluttered shop
near the school.

Rule two: Either have some
prior knowledge of what you
are seeking or enlist the sup-
port of someone who does.
Taking along a Vietnamese
friend or interpreter may be of
use as long as they have some
appreciation and knowledge of
the items in question. I was

fortunate in having access to
Huy Nguyen, an antiques col-
league of mine, as well as resi-
dent Saigon bronze guru and
sculptor, Piers Allbrook and
Carolyn Adamski, a well
informed trader in Australia.

Some leading questions can
often sort the initial wheat
from the chaff. Any dealer who
responded with “ some hun-
dreds of years” to my pre-

A Treasure Trove

knowledged question about the
age of art deco styled statuary
or glassware, was deemed to be
worthy of a polite parting.
Likewise, any who had the
temerity to refer to the Zippo
lighters, which incidentally are
not, in the main, even Zippos,
as being from THE WAR, cannot
be taken seriously. Sweeping
statements about country of
origin or objects all being from
shipwrecks need to be taken
equally as lightly. The dealers
who can give more complex
responses in terms of origin
and style should be the bench-
mark from where to begin your
search for the Holy Grail.

After measured consideration
it's time to get down to the
business of assessing exactly
what you want to buy, ensuring
that the object of desire is
what you are being told it is
and then procuring it at a rea-
sonable price -also taking into
consideration customs declara-
tions, compliance of electrical
items and so forth.

For lovers of all things French
and Victorian, exquisite oil
lamps, candelabra and lamp
shades of many hues and con-

Impressive bronzes,
French art nouveau
lamp shades and time
pieces, ancient
Vietnamese and
Chinese artifacts - if
you're on the look out
for ornamental treasures
or just a leisurely eye-
candied stroll then, Le
Cong Khieu ( near Ben
Thanh Market) off Pho
Doc Chinh Street cer-
tainly beckons - but this
is where the drooling
and fantasizing needs to
be abruptly curtailed.
When it comes to the
serious business of buy-
ing, caveat emptor
needs to be the mantra
of operation ,especially
for the tourist blowing in
on a rapid short term
buying spree.

y

tours will not fail to enchant.
Some whimsically held aloft by
a bronze Cupid or other vari-
ants, others cradled in ornate
hanging ceiling arrangements:
one can feel duty bound to res-
cue them from oft dusty sur-
roundings to the splendour of a
fantasy pad either in Saigon or
abroad. Miraculously, many of
the glass shades, be they of
primrose pink, elegant green
citrine or of opaque white

rinkets and Artifacts

Vaseline glass, have survived
the ravages of war and of the
boorish Philistines, whom, in
any culture, happily cast out
magnificent specimens simply
because they have become old.

Closer inspection, however,
especially with the trained eye
of Piers Allbrook, often reveals
that the pieces are a composite
of old and new.

Let's begin with “bronze”, a very
loosely used term, which origi-
nally meant an alloy of copper
and tin but often encompasses a
greater range of composites.
This is not the central issue,
rather; it is how it has been
fashioned and handcrafted that
is perhaps of greater concern.
The bronze cupids and classical
torch bearers, are, by reputable
dealers’ own admissions, not
generally from the French art
deco period but rather produced
locally. Those that are the gen-
uine article will have a more
solid, intricate and flowing look
about them. Good bronzes have
clean and clear incised lines and
there should be no lines of mis-
alignment as is the case where
two halves of a modern mould
have been joined together.



Some of the latter, on close inspection, are
made up of separate castings and are hol-
low, being welded together as opposed to
the soldering and pinning of the past.
Running your fingers over the surface or
viewing the object in the sunlight will
often reveal these practices. Always look
under the base of any object - if wanting
to do this with a three foot high torch
bearer of an exquisite glass shade, wisdom
and courtesy dictates that you should ask
the proprietor to disengage the lamp first -
or you might end up with a hefty bill for a
pile of fragmented glass! - but seriously:
examining any ‘antique” objects from the
under-belly will often reveal a feeling
about the age as well as some factual infor-
mation. Hollowed stems and threaded mod-
ern bolts or screws attached to the base
are a dead give away! And another point:
truly crafted bronze sculptures as opposed
to factory ‘punch-outs” are made with soul
and just like their crafters, are individually
flawed - with genuine pieces, imperfec-
tions were often filled with bronze plugs.
The magnificent deco nymph, arms out-
stretched, atop a marble plinth ( see fea-
tured ) displayed evidence of a plug, por-
traying it as authentic workmanship, unfor-
tunately beyond my budget at the time.

As with the bronzes, glassware invites close
analysis. The more the buyer reads about
glass, handles glass and simply absorbs the
visual beauty of it, the easier it is to
develop a feel for it. While many modern
reproductions of antique glass simply
scream crass, craftsman are becoming more
skilled at re-inventing techniques to pro-
duce look-a likes. All handmade glass will
bear a bear a rough and intact pontil mark
from where it was broken off the pontil rod
in the glass blowing process - this may not
be an indicator of age but rather of quality.

If you are seriously worried about buying a
true piece of Deco glass look for signs of
many years of consistent wear on the base.
Perfect proportions may also indicate a
mass-produced rather than individually
crafted item.

When it comes to glassware of the Galle
and Daum variety at the higher end, how-

ever, the simple fact is that nothing under
5 figure digits is going to even worship at
the footstool of these great Art Nouveau
artisans. Galle glass lamps use the cameo
or layered approach whereby the pattern is
built up in layers and then cut back with
the use of acid to reveal incredibly dreamy
floral and scenic designs. There is much to
learn in this field if you are a serious pur-
veyor of beautiful glass but if content with
a reproduction of reasonable merit at a
realistic price, then various articles may be
available in Le Cong Khieu.

nless you are prepared to undergo an

archeology degree or read books such

as “ Treasures from the Hoi An Hoard
", a Butterfield’s catalogue from 2000, or “
Vietnam Ceramics” ( English / Vietnamese ,
Fine Art Publishing 1996, as well as being
fully versed in customs laws if you plan to
exit Vietnam with the goods ( supposing
they are the ‘real thing’) then it's probably
better to steer away from this area of col-
lecting. If the item bears a modicum of
resemblance to authenticity you may be
required to report to the Department of
Culture in Hanoi to have it certificated,
taxed be fined or risk confiscation. Some
‘in the know’ refer to alleged set ups but
that element of re-cycling will be left firm-
ly to the imagination here. Netsuke and
other items of ivory are probably all either
new from illegal sources so if you don’t par-
ticularly want to line Robert Mugabe’s pock-
ets ( as exports from Zimbabwe somehow
are allowable ) or buy imitations made from
vegetable resin or at best- bone, then this
area of collecting is best left alone as well.

Rummaging through the old black and
white photographs can fill one with nostal-
gia about old Saigon and can be an excel-
lent souvenir to mount on your studio wall
back home. Many have hand written letters
written on the back —perhaps some clues to
the fate of the far flung diaspora now
known as the Viet Khieu.

Whatever happens, be purchaser friendly
and enjoy this wonderful “mile” of delec-
table treasures.



