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Introduction

Vũ Tro·ng Phu·ng’s Dumb Luck and the Nature
of Vietnamese Modernism

Peter Zinoman

During the late-colonial decade of the 1930s Vũ Trvng Ph6ng pro-
duced a body of writing that stands today as the single most remark-
able individual achievement in modern Vietnamese literature. In a
graveside eulogy to the writer delivered in Hanoi on 15 October
1939, the celebrated “new poet” Lõu Trvng Lõ likened his late
friend’s significance within the literary life of his day to Balzac’s role
in nineteenth-century France. “Vũ Trvng Ph6ng’s work exposes and
condemns all that is ugly, corrupt, and grotesque about humankind
during our era,” Lõ declared. “Vũ Trvng Ph6ng is to Vũ Trvng
Ph6ng’s era what Balzac was to Balzac’s era.”1 Lõ’s analogy pointed
to obvious affinities between the remarkably panoramic account of
interwar Vietnamese society depicted in Ph6ng’s oeuvre and The
Human Comedy’s comprehensive collective portrait of nineteenth-
century France. It also conveyed something of Ph6ng’s extraordinary
productivity. At the time of his death Ph6ng had completed at least
eight novels, seven plays, five book-length works of nonfiction re-
portage, several dozen short stories, a handful of lengthy literary
translations, and hundreds of reviews, essays, articles, and editori-
als.2 If this inventory of output appears less than Balzacian, it must be
recalled that, when he died from the combined effects of tuberculosis



Dumb Luck

and opium addiction, Vũ Trvng Ph6ng was one week shy of his
twenty-seventh birthday.

Ph6ng’s acknowledged satirical masterpiece, Dumb Luck, was pub-
lished first in serial form in the Hanoi Newspaper (Hà Néi Báo) starting
on 7 October 1936, five months after the Popular Front took power in
France. The electoral victory of the new government—formed through
an alliance of Communists, Socialists, and Radicals—abruptly trans-
formed the political climate of French Indochina.3 Not only were the
Socialists and Communists traditional opponents of colonial policy,
but the platform of the new government called for a “parliamentary
commission to investigate the political, economic, and moral situa-
tion in the overseas French territories.”4 Prime Minister Léon Blum
placed the Ministry of Colonies in the hands of Marius Moutet, a
well-known critic of colonial abuses and advocate of “colonisation
altruiste.”5 Hopes for a significant liberalization of colonial policy
soared as the newly appointed governor-general, Jules Brévié, pro-
mulgated Indochina’s first labor code, amnestied thousands of politi-
cal prisoners, and relaxed censorship. Toward the end of the year
scores of strikes broke out involving tens of thousands of workers,
and breathless appeals for fundamental political reforms rang out
from a newly energized press.6

As with all novels, Dumb Luck embodies something of the particu-
lar time and place in which it was produced. The sunny optimism of
its madcap narrative reflects the euphoria with which many Vietnam-
ese greeted the Popular Front victory. Recurring references to “prog-
ress” (tiln bé), “science” (khoa hvc), “social reform” (cbi cách xã héi),
“womens’ rights” (nù quymn), “the sporting movement” (phong trào
th? thao), “civilization” (văn minh), “modernity” (tân th1i), and “Eu-
ropeanization” (Âu hóa) recall the progressive language and modern-
izing ethos that dominated public discourse during the era. A wide-
spread obsession with the “common people” (bı̀nh dân) and the
“popular movement” (phong trào bı̀nh dân) illustrate the growth in
Indochina of a newly fashionable populist sensibility. Dumb Luck’s
remarkably diverse cast of characters (roughly thirty in all) reflects the
rise during the late colonial era of a colorful array of new social types:
the urban vagrant, the professional athlete, the fashion designer, the
medical specialist, the avant-garde artist, the foreign-educated stu-
dent, the crusading journalist, and the “new” woman.

Moreover, Dumb Luck’s preoccupation with market relations re-
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Introduction

flects the acceleration of capitalist development in Indochina during
the interwar years. The profit motive animates nearly every char-
acter in the novel from the lowliest vagabond to the most idealistic
social reformer. The emergence of a predatory business class is dra-
matized in the character of Victor Ban, with his diversified holdings
in brothels, hotels, pharmaceuticals, and venereal disease clinics.
Economic metaphors saturate the text as in the depiction of police
officers yawning “like merchants during a recession” and greeting a
repeat offender “like a regular customer of a family business.” Not
even religion is exempt from the entrepreneurial spirit of the age as
exemplified by the Buddhist monk Tăng Phú’s crass efforts to en-
hance recruitment and donations for his order.

Dumb Luck also reveals an array of quasi-universal sensations—an
urban sensibility, a cosmopolitan orientation, a growing skepticism
about the transparency and reliability of language, and heightened
feelings of irony and impotence—connected to the rapid, unex-
pected changes that characterize the modern age more generally.7

While such changes were highlighted during the dramatic early
months of the Popular Front era, many Vietnamese had come to
perceive them as elements of a permanent existential condition that
began with the colonial conquest in the mid-nineteenth century and
intensified as a result of tumultuous economic and political transfor-
mations during the two decades following World War I. In 1930 a
decade-long postwar boom abruptly gave way to violent political
confrontations between the colonial state and an array of anti-
colonial forces followed by intense state repression and punishing
years of economic stagnation and decline.8 For many Vietnamese
who lived through these turbulent years, the Popular Front victory
was viewed less as a single moment of radical break than as another
episode within a new historical trajectory marked by constant rup-
ture and transition—a trajectory that even the colonial state was
powerless to control.

Although thoughtful Vietnamese observers were not unaware of
the powerful global forces altering their corner of the world during
the era, it is not surprising that traditional conceptions of change
continued to shape their apprehensions of these modern transforma-
tions. Indeed, Dumb Luck owes its title to one such conception—the
astrological notion of sx (fate)—which had long provided a frame-
work for most Vietnamese to cope with ordinary and unexpected
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fluctuations in their lives.9 Dumb Luck’s preoccupation with sx—
embodied in the recurring appearance throughout the narrative of
fortune-tellers, omens, and prophesies—suggests an effort to mine
Vietnamese tradition for a means to domesticate and make sense of
the essentially unpredictable and accidental character of modern life.
Indeed, the distinctive character of Vietnamese modernism—defined
as the cultural expression of a critical and self-reflexive attitude to-
ward social, political, and economic modernization—may be found
in the incongruity of the historical coexistence of traditional episte-
mologies and modernizing development and by the efforts of Viet-
namese intellectuals to discover a suitable aesthetic form to express
their subjective experience of this incongruity.

As a pioneering Vietnamese modernist, it is no coincidence that
Vũ Trvng Ph6ng’s brief life dovetailed with colonial Indochina’s most
intense period of social, economic, and political modernization. In
addition to having lived through the war, the boom years, the rising
tide of anticolonial violence, the Depression, and the victory of the
Popular Front, Ph6ng experienced the radical linguistic and educa-
tional changes of the early 1920s, the rapid growth of print capital-
ism, and the massive influx into Vietnamese society of Western
mores and customs. Nor is it surprising that he produced his remark-
able body of work from within the heart of Hanoi, the ancient cradle
of Vietnamese civilization, which capitalism and the colonial adminis-
tration were rapidly transforming into a bustling metropolis. Indeed,
the turbulent ebb and flow of Ph6ng’s fleeting life, unstable times,
and transitory environment provide a revealing window into the
origins of Dumb Luck’s innovative modernist sensibility.

�

Vũ Trvng Ph6ng was born in Hanoi on 20 October 1912, the only
child of working-class parents.10 His father, Vũ Văn Lân, was the
son of a landless village official from the Mỹ Hào district of what was
then Hõng Yên Province. As a young man, Ph6ng’s father migrated
several hundred kilometers northeast to Hanoi, where he found
work as an electrician at the Charles Boillot Garage.11 Ph6ng’s
mother, PhÂm Th, Khách, worked as a seamstress after moving to
Hanoi from Hoài [7c, a western suburb of the capital located in Hà
[ông Province.12 Like many new rural migrants to the city, Ph6ng’s
parents rented a tiny apartment in the 36 Streets, Hanoi’s densely
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populated commercial quarter. Seven months after Ph6ng’s birth his
father died from tuberculosis, leaving his mother a widow at the
tender age of twenty-one.13

In an idiosyncratic study of the writer—part psychobiography,
part personal memoir—published in 1941, two years after he died,
his close friend Lan Khai suggested that the most influential person
in Ph6ng’s life was his mother, who raised and supported him
single-handedly following the death of her husband.14 According to
Khai, his mother’s selfless devotion to Ph6ng saved him from a life
of “hunger and vagabondage,” a comment reflecting traditional Viet-
namese anxieties about the likely plight of fatherless boys.15 As
Ph6ng’s medical condition worsened during the late 1930s, visitors
to his apartment on Hàng BÂc (Silver) Street observed that it was his
mother, and not his wife, who sat at his bedside fanning him late
into the evening. “Everyone who visited Ph6ng’s house was struck
by the extraordinary love of the widow for her son,” Khai remarked,
“a love that was both intense and tender.”16 He also praised Ph6ng’s
mother for refusing to remarry despite her youth. It is tempting to
locate the origins of Ph6ng’s well-known reservations about the
“new Vietnamese woman” and conservative fondness for Confucian
morality in the traditional model of female virtue provided by his
mother. Indeed, his mother’s fidelity to her deceased husband
stands in sharp contrast to the serial infidelity of the twice-widowed
Mrs. Deputy Customs Officer—arguably the most sustained object
of ridicule in Dumb Luck.

While Ph6ng’s traditional moralism may or may not be connected
to the influence of his mother, there is no question that his famously
urban literary sensibility grew out of his lifelong residence in the 36
Streets.17 An indigenous mixed-use urban agglomeration, the 36
Streets comprised a tangle of narrow winding lanes, each named after
the single specialized item—sugar, silver, silk, traditional medicine,
or votive paper, for example—sold or produced there. Honeycombed
behind rows of shop house facades lining the streets were clusters of
residential units, storage spaces, workshops, and courtyards for light
and ventilation. Broad paved sidewalks separated the streets from the
facades and provided the setting for much of the district’s spirited
social and commercial life. In addition to the bustle of everyday com-
merce, life on the sidewalk was animated by the daily influx into the
36 Streets of itinerant peddlers, porters, rickshaw pullers, shoe shine
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boys, pickpockets, prostitutes, policemen, beggars, buskers, tourists,
and flaneurs. Residential units tended to be small and overcrowded,
and hence all manner of private, even intimate, activities took place
on the sidewalk in full public view.

Since Ph6ng lived most of his life in cramped quarters within the
36 Streets, it is not surprising that sidewalk scenes figure promi-
nently in many of his writings; one critic has even referred to Dumb
Luck as a “sidewalk novel.”18 Indeed, its opening chapter portrays
the motley denizens of one stretch of pavement—a fortune-teller, a
sugarcane vendor, the owner of a lemonade stand, and Xuân the
ball boy—trading gossip, flirting, exchanging headlines, and hag-
gling over prices. Above the din may be heard “the patter of tennis
balls and a scorekeeper’s voice” ringing out from a nearby tennis
club. Not only does the juxtaposition of sidewalk chatter with the
sounds of the club embody the dissonant cacophony of city life, but
it reflects the promiscuous jumble of social classes that endowed
daily life in the 36 Streets with the democratic ambience of urban
modernity.

The high profile of poor and underworld elements in the 36 Streets
parallels the preoccupation with marginal social groups found in
Ph6ng’s nonfiction reportage—prostitutes in V.D. Clinic (L6c Xı̀),
gamblers and con-men in The Man Trap (CÂm Bgy Ngõ1i), domestic
workers in Household Servants (Cêm They Cêm Cô), and actors in
Clown Make-Up (Vẽ Nhv Bôi Hm). The 36 Streets also provided an
excellent vantage point to observe the lifestyles and public behavior of
rich and famous residents of the city, many of whom served as models
for Ph6ng’s fictional characters, including some of the major figures
in Dumb Luck.19 Mrs. Deputy Customs Officer, for example, was prob-
ably based on Madame Bé Tý, the widow of a French official whose
opulent villa—replete with gold statues, rare birds, and monkey
cages—was located down the block from Ph6ng’s apartment on
Hàng BÂc Street. Victor Ban conjures images of the self-promoting
pharmaceutical giant H)ng Khê, while the entrepreneurial monk
Tăng Phú resembles Nguy'n Năng Quxc, the founding editor of the
glossy Buddhist newspaper the Torch of Wisdom ([uxc Tun).

The urban sensibility of Dumb Luck also comes across in the way its
frenetic narrative and chaotic language embody the pace and feel of
city life. Red-Haired Xuân’s improbable social ascent in the novel—
from ball boy to salesman to doctor to social reformer to tennis cham-
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pion to politician to national hero—takes place in a mere five months.
According to the critic [z [7c Hi?u, Dumb Luck conveys the “ran-
dom and unstable spirit of the city” through the “atonal” cadences of
its dialogue, the “abrupt broken rhythms” of its structure, and the
repeated use of mood-shifting words and phrases such as suddenly
(ch4t and bzng), accidentally (tı̀nh c1), at that moment (v;a lúc `y), and
abruptly (aét ngét).20 “Vũ Trvng Ph6ng is Vietnam’s most urban
writer,” Hi?u concludes, “and Dumb Luck is a one-hundred percent
urban novel.”21

Ph6ng’s fixation with the urban environment reflects the rapid,
metastasizing growth of his native Hanoi during the early twentieth
century.22 Over the course of several decades the colonial state trans-
formed the city from a regional administrative center linked to a
small commercial town into an important industrial zone, a commer-
cial hub for Tonkin’s abundant mineral wealth, and the political capi-
tal of French Indochina. The Bureau of Public Works filled in hun-
dreds of malarial ponds and swamps, destroyed the imperial citadel,
laid out a residential French Quarter, built a monumental complex of
government buildings, paved and widened the 36 Streets, and intro-
duced electric street-lights and a modern sewage system. It also pro-
moted the circulation of traffic through the city by tearing down the
gates fronting each of the 36 Streets, demolishing the Vauban-style
fortifications that separated the citadel from the town, and introduc-
ing bicycles, trams, automobiles, and rickshaws. During Ph6ng’s
childhood and teenage years the sensation of urban transition was
intensified by the postwar boom. Economic growth reached record
levels in the 1920s, driven by high prices for Indochinese export
commodities and a rapid increase in capital investment.23 With indus-
trial expansion and the growth of an urban service sector, the popula-
tion of Hanoi almost doubled, from 75,000 in 1921 to 128,000 in
1931.24 The economy collapsed with the onset of the Depression, but
Hanoi’s population continued to swell as deteriorating conditions in
the countryside forced cultivators off their land. By 1937 over 154,000
people were crammed into the city, including a large floating popula-
tion of destitute rural migrants.25 Given these demographic realities,
Ph6ng’s characterization of the vagabond Red-Haired Xuân suggests
a journalistic representation of a common sociological type as much
as a fanciful work of literary imagination.

If Ph6ng’s residence in the rapidly changing heart of the city

7
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determined the tone and subject matter of much of his work, his
brief educational career was no less important to his development as
a writer. Along with his future colleague and fellow writer Vũ BÅng,
Ph6ng studied at the Hàng Vôi lower primary school (grades 4–6)
during the early 1920s.26 Yet, while BÅng continued into upper pri-
mary school (grades 7–9) and eventually attended the prestigious
Lycée Albert Sarraut later in the decade, Ph6ng failed his matricula-
tion exams and left school for good around the age of fourteen.
Although little is known about Ph6ng’s experience as a student,
there is no doubt that it shaped the trajectory of his life and work.
Lan Khai claimed that Ph6ng was unhappy at school, and that bitter-
ness from the experience infected his writings.27 Fatherless, sickly,
and impoverished, Ph6ng was ill equipped for the modern school
culture that emerged in Indochina during the interwar years in
which male students vied for status and the affections of their female
classmates through displays of wealth and athletic prowess. For
Khai, Ph6ng’s well-documented contempt for the preoccupations of
Vietnamese youth—sports, romantic love, money, and Western
fashions—derived from his failure to fit in socially at school.28 More-
over, the fact that he left school early distinguished Ph6ng from his
bitterest literary rivals—the members of the Self-Strength Literary
Group (Tú Lúc Văn [oàn)—many of whom had earned post-
graduate degrees or studied in France. Ph6ng’s disdain for his more
highly educated competitors is revealed in Dumb Luck’s absurd depic-
tion of “High School Graduate Tân” and Mr. Civilization (Văn
Minh), who “displayed a contempt for foreign diplomas common
among Vietnamese students who had returned from six or seven
years in France without ever actually earning one.”

What limited education Ph6ng did receive was shaped by the fact
that he entered school shortly after Governor-General Albert Sarraut
introduced radical educational reforms into Indochina in 1918.29

Most important, Ph6ng benefited from a new policy that waived
tuition for public schooling during the first six years of instruction.
Had he been born into similar social and economic circumstances a
decade earlier, Ph6ng likely would have remained illiterate or at best
functionally literate in Chinese characters. Instead, he was among
the first generation of northern Vietnamese students to receive pri-
mary instruction exclusively in French and in the recently adopted
romanized Vietnamese script known as quxc ngù. As a consequence,
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Ph6ng and his peers acquired a cultural orientation radically differ-
ent from that of every previous generation of northern Vietnamese
intellectuals.

Prior to the French conquest of Indochina, most Vietnamese writ-
ing, including all government documents, was composed in classical
Chinese.30 To render the native tongue in written form, primarily for
expressive and literary purposes, the Vietnamese employed another
character-based writing system known as chù nôm. The fact that
facility with chù nôm was predicated on a prior knowledge of Chi-
nese ensured that large segments of the Vietnamese elite were fluent
in Chinese and culturally sinocentric. This orientation was intensi-
fied through the gradual adoption by the precolonial elite of key
elements of Chinese bureaucratic government—the civil service ex-
aminations most significantly, along with a parallel educational cur-
riculum structured around the study of classical Chinese texts.
Given their educational backgrounds and language capabilities, it is
not surprising that early anticolonial Vietnamese intellectuals sought
escape from the colonial predicament in easy-to-access Chinese and
Japanese models of cultural self-strengthening.31 French cognizance
of this fact, combined with a widespread perception that ideo-
graphic writing systems prevented economic and scientific develop-
ment, provided the main impetus for the colonial state to substitute
instruction in French and quxc ngù for the traditional curriculum in
characters.32

The radical nature of colonial language policy nourished at least
three characteristically modernist orientations within important seg-
ments of the Vietnamese elite and emergent intelligentsia. The first
was a historicist feeling of living in totally novel times—a feeling that
originated with colonialism and the early effects of capitalist develop-
ment but that was intensified significantly by the abrupt linguistic
transformation.33 In “An Era of Poetry” (Mét Th1i [Âi Trong Thi Ca),
published during 1941, the talented brothers Hoài Thanh and Hoài
Chân examined the emergence of this historicist sensation and under-
lined its relation to literary production during the colonial period.34 In
this important essay they suggested that the “form and spirit” of
Vietnamese society had remained fundamentally unchanged during
the thousand years prior to the mid-nineteenth century. With the
colonial conquest, however, Vietnamese history had experienced a
dramatic break, the extent of which was as sweeping as its encounter
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with China at the start of the first millennium. “It feels as if fifty
centuries of change have occurred in fifty years,” the authors wrote.
“We now live in western houses, sport western hats, walk in western
shoes, and wear western clothes. We use electric lights, clocks, cars,
trains, and bicycles.”35 Hoài Thanh and Hoài Chân then linked these
changes in material life (“how we live”) to changes in ideology (“how
we think”). As families vied to enroll their children in the new colonial
schools, characters gave way to quxc ngù, and Montesqieu and Vol-
taire replaced Confucius. Finally, the authors described transforma-
tions in emotional life (“how we feel”)—changes that, as they put it,
“penetrated into the deepest part of our souls.” The remainder of the
essay addressed this third kind of change—what Hoài Thanh and
Hoài Chân called a “new rhythm of emotion”—and its literary mani-
festation in the “new poetry” movement.36

In Dumb Luck recurring references to the conflict over “the old”
and “the new” reflect the historicist preoccupation with the radical
novelty of the present that saturated Vietnamese society during the
interwar years. In the opening chapter Red-Haired Xuân expresses
disdain for “old-fashioned professions such as peanut vending, fruit
picking, or running errands for actors.” Officers at the police station
complain that the recent modernization of Vietnamese domestic life
is depressing their arrest records. Discussions over the funeral of
Grandpa H)ng’s father reveal divided opinions about the contempo-
rary relevance of “traditional and modern rites.” The frequency of
suicide attempts at White Bamboo Lake is depicted as a “contempo-
rary barometer of the tragic conflict between the Old and the New.”
Likewise, the narrator describes an argument between Mr. Civiliza-
tion and his mother as “another episode in the never-ending conflict
that split all families down the middle: the clash between the Old
and the New.” In these examples the modernism of Ph6ng’s recur-
ring invocation of the historicist theme is reinforced by the self-
reflexive cynicism that he adopts toward his society’s obsession with
historicism.

Colonial language policy also functioned to endow the new Viet-
namese elite with a Eurocentric cosmopolitanism. Within a single
generation not only were most educated Vietnamese unable to read
Chinese or Japanese, but they were incapable of reading anything
that any Vietnamese had written during the previous two millennia
(with the exception of a select handful of works laboriously trans-
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lated into French or quxc ngù). Also important was the fact that this
first generation of Vietnamese educated in quxc ngù was necessarily
faced with the absence of a textual tradition in the romanized script.
Coupled with their inability to read characters, intellectually ambi-
tious members of the interwar elite were left with little choice but to
immerse themselves in the literary traditions of France and its Euro-
pean neighbors.

Ph6ng was no exception. In newspaper articles he cited Zola,
Hugo, Malraux, Dostoyevsky, and Gorky as major influences.37 At
nineteen he prefaced his first major published work, the play No
Echo, with an epigraph from Zola.38 During his early twenties he
completed translations of Victor Hugo’s Lucrecia Borgia and The Last
Days of a Condemned Man. Later in the decade he likened accusations
that his work was pornographic to historical controversies over the
writing of Flaubert, Baudelaire, Colette, and Victor Margueritte.39

His newspaper columns include casual references to the homosexual-
ity of Gide and Verlaine, to formal differences between French and
Russian social realism, and to fashionable metropolitan literary jour-
nals such as Les Nouvelles Litteraires. Ph6ng’s cosmopolitanism may
also be located in his engagement with Freudian psychology. Al-
though Dumb Luck mocks the Vietnamese elite’s superficial under-
standing of the great Viennese modernist, Ph6ng was fascinated by
Freudian character analysis and attempted to employ it in several of
his works.40 “No one in our group followed international develop-
ments as closely as Vũ Trvng Ph6ng,” remarked Vũ BÅng, “or tried
as hard to understand the obscure terms that we read in Le Canard
Enchainé.”41

Critics have suggested a variety of Western models for the distinc-
tive style and structure of Dumb Luck. In the early 1940s Vũ Ngvc Phan
argued that its mode of broad comedy recalled the slapstick humor of
Charlie Chaplin, a suggestive analogy, since Red-Haired Xuân is
hired to impersonate the silent screen star in one of the novel’s flash-
backs.42 During the 1950s both Thimu Quang and Nguy'n MÂnh
Tõ1ng likened Dumb Luck to the farcical comedies of Molière, many of
which had been translated into Vietnamese and staged in Indochina
during the 1920s and 1930s.43 Most recently, Hoàng Thilu Sên has
compared the lighthearted tone and looping trajectory of the novel
to the picaresque narratives of Cervantes, Rabelais, Dickens, and
Gogol, writers with whom Ph6ng was certainly familiar.44 Structural
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comparisons may also be made to Balzac’s Illusions perdues, the story
of a provincial boy’s abrupt ascent through the social hierarchy of
nineteenth-century Paris.45

An intriguing nonliterary point of reference is Le roi des resquilleurs
(The King of the Wanglers), a popular French film released in 1930
that dramatized the adventures of a street-smart urban trickster
named Bouboule, who “rises to success through a series of uncanny
strokes of luck and wiliness.”46 Reflecting a preoccupation with the
figure of the “little guy” in French popular culture after World War I,
Bouboule was an “irrepressible, mocking, slang-speaking, rebellious
Parisian” who exhibits a kind of craftiness based on “showing up the
ineffectiveness of authorities and systems of control.”47 As in Dumb
Luck, many of the film’s key events take place at sporting events
such as bicycle races and boxing matches. In a final scene, strikingly
reminiscent of the penultimate chapter of Dumb Luck, Bouboule be-
comes the unwitting hero of a France-England rugby match, is
hailed as a national savior, and marries the woman of his dreams.
Red-Haired Xuân, of course, enjoys an identical fate after his perfor-
mance in the Indochina-Siam tennis tournament.

Le roi des resquilleurs spawned successful sequels in 1931, 1933,
and 1938 and some or all of them may well have been shown in
Indochina. If Dumb Luck was indeed a novelization of the film
adapted to the Indochinese environment, it is tempting to consider
what there was about it that made Ph6ng imagine that it might
appeal to his Vietnamese audience. Perhaps he recognized the poten-
tial of the film’s madcap absurdism to strike a chord with an urban
population undergoing rapid, unpredictable modernization. Alterna-
tively, he may have sensed that the image of the little guy who
triumphs through craftiness and good fortune resonated with a sym-
pathy for feisty underdogs felt by a Vietnamese elite whose own
cultural identity had been shaped by a long history of struggle
against a hegemonic China.48 The enduring affection of Vietnamese
readers for Dumb Luck may also be linked to Charles Rearick’s argu-
ment that the French found the “fast-paced buffoonery” of the Le roi
des resquilleurs “a welcome antidote to the worries of the emergent
Depression.”49 Following its publication in 1936, Dumb Luck’s unflag-
ging popularity throughout seventy-five subsequent years of anti-
colonial struggle, world war, civil war, and social revolution may
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reflect its escapist appeal for a demoralized and deeply insecure
population.

In contrast to interpretations of the novel that emphasize its rela-
tionship to Western models, the critic Văn Tâm has highlighted Dumb
Luck’s debt to influences from indigenous popular culture.50 He ar-
gues, for example, that the novel’s reliance on punning, double enten-
dre, and a form of humorous, mutually misunderstood conversation
known as “he says chicken she says duck” (ông nói gà, bà nói v,t) recall
common conventions of traditional chèo opera.51 Moreover, Tâm iden-
tifies a host of compelling similarities between Red-Haired Xuân and
Master Pig (TrÂng L4n), a fortunate dunce whose bawdy misadven-
tures feature prominently in a popular collection of Vietnamese folk-
tales. It is no coincidence that Tâm’s effort to locate Dumb Luck within
a tradition of indigenous folk culture occurred in northern Vietnam
during the late 1950s, a period in which Party critics were compelled
to denigrate works exhibiting excessive foreign influence. As a minor
participant in the Vietnamese Hundred Flowers Movement that agi-
tated against government censorship during the era, Tâm’s effort to
link Dumb Luck to indigenous traditions may have been part of an
ultimately unsuccessful gambit to prevent the banning of the novel.
Nevertheless, the similarities he highlights between Dumb Luck and
traditional narratives are suggestive and recall that, while colonial
language policy worked to sever interwar writers from their own
high cultural canon, it did not prevent their continued engagement
with a traditional popular culture that was primarily oral in nature. It
was this ongoing engagement with premodern traditions and the
local environment, together with the penetration of modernizing,
global forces into Indochina, that gave Vietnamese modernism its
distinctive character.

In addition to engendering historicism and cosmopolitanism, an-
other effect of the linguistic transformation in Indochina was to gener-
ate anxiety about the reliability of language in general and the
unstable relationship between language and power. Because the pre-
colonial system created a homology between the acquisition of power
and fluency in Chinese, the abrupt abandonment of characters raised
troubling questions about how power in colonial society might be
attained. This anxiety was intensified by the rapid influx of unfamiliar
discourses into Indochina, each promising to replace the Chinese
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classics as guides for the achievement of power and prosperity: the
discourses of social reform and mass politics, the discourses of science
and medicine, the discourses of modern love and romance, and the
new literary, philosophical, and poetic discourses. Much of the hu-
mor in Dumb Luck comes from Red-Haired Xuân’s uncomprehending
initial reaction to these modern discourses followed by his unex-
pected public demonstration of mastery over them. While Xuân’s
capacity to impersonate a doctor, a fashion designer, a politician, a
professional athlete, a journalist, and a poet points to the Vietnamese
elite’s weak grasp of the languages spoken by these modern figures, it
also reveals the inability of these new, unfamiliar languages to pro-
vide an accurate indicator of social standing.

Xuân’s success in the novel is also a product of his genuine mas-
tery over an additional modern discourse: the discourse of adver-
tising. Xuân’s checkered employment history included jobs as a
peanut vendor, newspaper hawker, and broadcaster of commercials
for venereal disease treatment. When, in the course of the narrative,
he is subsequently forced to demonstrate command over an unfamil-
iar modern discourse—such as medicine, new poetry, or politics—
Xuân meets the challenge by employing skills and experience that
he acquired during his career in advertising. For example, he steels
his nerves prior to delivering a virtuoso speech at the opening of the
new tennis court by reminding himself that he “had always been
effective using his voice to conquer, oppress, and move the hearts of
the masses—whether selling peanuts, working as an advertising
boy at the theater, or making loudspeaker announcements for the
King of Cochinchinese Venereal Disease Treatment.” At the Fairy-
land Hotel, Xuân defeats his rival in an impromptu poetry contest
by modifying the “jingles that he had recited flawlessly by heart in
the past, back when he chanted advertisements over a loudspeaker
for Victor Ban.” Xuân’s advertising skills also come in handy when
he tries to calm the angry crowd after the tennis tournament: “Using
talents he had developed advertising venereal disease medicine,”
the narrator explains, “Red-Haired Xuân won over the public just
like a skillful French politician.”

These episodes point to Ph6ng’s belief that the supra-discourse of
modern advertising had replaced the wisdom of the ancients as a
kind of skeleton key to success and happiness in the modern world.
“This is the era of advertising,” he once told his close friend Nguy'n
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Trinu Lu!t. “Anyone who ignores this will be eliminated even if they
have talent and training.”52 In Dumb Luck the power of advertising is
underscored by its broad utility in all conceivable circumstances—
economic, social, political, artistic, romantic, and scientific—and by
its apparent substructural relationship to every other form of mod-
ern discourse. Reference to the hegemony of advertising may even
be seen located in the novel’s unusual sloganeering chapter head-
ings, which the critic Võ Th, Quỳnh likens to a form of “publicity
used to attract customers.”53 Coupled with the inherent untrustwor-
thiness of advertising as a mode of communication, its insidious
proliferation throughout society signaled the growing unreliability
of language in general during the interwar years.

�

After leaving school, Ph6ng worked briefly as a clerk at the Godart
Department Store before landing a secretarial position with the
Imprimerie D’Extrême Orient (IDEO), his first job in the publishing
industry.54 According to Vũ BÅng, whose uncle also worked at the
IDEO, Ph6ng was a quiet employee who spent his idle time writing
or reading French newspapers such as Le Monde or Le Canard En-
chainé.55 Although his uncle claimed that Ph6ng was eventually fired
for writing on the sly during working hours, BÅng believed that
Ph6ng quit to protest the obsequious behavior of his coworkers
toward their French superiors. Both stories may be apocryphal. As
Nguy'n [Ãng MÂnh points out, Ph6ng probably lost his job at the
start of 1930 during a wave of white-collar layoffs triggered by the
onset of the Great Depression.56

The claim that Ph6ng had already started writing while employed
at the IDEO finds support in a memoir by Tam Lang, who was then
working on the editorial board of Hà Thành Ngv Báo (Capital Daily
News), a Hanoi daily published by Bùi Xuân Hvc.57 Sometime
around 1930 Tam Lang received an unsolicited short story from
Ph6ng that centered around a melancholy conversation between a
childless couple. Tam Lang was impressed with the story and pub-
lished it in the following issue. Thereafter he received several more
stories from Ph6ng but was discouraged from printing them owing
to their prurient subject matter. Weeks later Ph6ng called upon Tam
Lang at the newspaper office, told him that he was dissatisfied with
his job at the IDEO, and expressed a desire to apply for an editorial
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position at Hà Thành Ngv Báo. Since none were available, he hired
Ph6ng as a clerk-typist but was forced to let him go soon after for
chronic lateness. Nevertheless, Ph6ng remained loosely connected
to the newspaper, publishing a handful of additional short stories
there in 1931 and 1932.58

Hà Thành Ngv Báo was a heady place to work during the early
1930s. Under the guidance of Hoàng Tı́ch Chu and [z Văn—
francophone intellectuals who had studied in Paris during the mid-
1920s—Hà Thành Ngv Báo was the first quxc ngù daily in Tonkin to
follow journalistic practices and maintain production qualities consis-
tent with metropolitan standards.59 As its editor-in-chief, Hoàng
Tı́ch Chu placed the coverage and presentation of hard news at the
core of the newspaper’s journalistic mission.60 This contrasted with
its major northern rivals—Thúc Nghinp (Commerce and Industry),
Khai Hóa (Enlightment Daily), Trung BÄc (North-Central Review), and
Nam Phong (Southern Wind)—which were dominated by didactic
essays, translations of Western literature, and reprints from southern
publications. Another modern innovation of Chu was to promote
coverage of what Ph6ng referred to as “the seamy side of life.”61 To
this end he spearheaded what became an influential journalistic
movement of first-person realist reportage by commissioning and
publishing Tam Lang’s brilliant I Pulled a Rickshaw (Tôi Kéo Xe) in
early 1932. Chu was also the first editor from the north to promote
writing that eschewed the stilted conventions of traditional prose
such as parallel sentences, flowery metaphors, and the excessive
use of Sino-Vietnamese words. Instead, he advocated a spare and
straightforward style that quickly became something of a standard
for the northern Vietnamese press.62 Due to the influence of [z Văn,
who had apprenticed as a printer in Paris, the newspaper was among
the first in Tonkin to be laid out in a Western style, with narrow,
vertical rectangular columns beneath eye-catching headlines. Recall-
ing the novelty of the newspaper decades later, Vũ BÅng explained
that he “only began to enjoy newspapers around the time that
Hoàng Tı́ch Chu and [z Văn . . . first wrote for Hà Thành Ngv Báo.”63

Ph6ng’s experience at Hà Thành Ngv Báo was instrumental to his
development as a writer. Not only did its editors publish his first short
stories, but they provided a model of urban living, cosmopolitanism
and modern journalistic practice to which Ph6ng remained commit-
ted for the remainder of his career. According to Vũ BÅng, Hoàng Tı́ch
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Chu and [z Văn impressed the young writers at Hà Thành Ngv Báo as
embodiments of “the movements for new living, new thinking, new
eating and drinking, and new forms of struggle.”64 Ph6ng’s famously
succinct and earthy writing style and his much vaunted preoccupa-
tion with the urban underclass may also be traced to the influence of
Hoàng Tı́ch Chu. After observing up close the commotion generated
by Tam Lang’s reportage during the early 1930s, Ph6ng devoted con-
siderable energy to the genre throughout his career, eventually earn-
ing the nickname “the King of Reportage.” In a brief article about Hà
Thành Ngv Báo published in 1935, Ph6ng described his time at the
paper as the “glorious days when Hoàng Tı́ch Chu was still there”
and “readers anticipated the noon-time publication of the paper like
lovers waiting for each other in the park.”65

Equally important were the connections that Ph6ng made at Hà
Thành Ngv Báo with fellow journalists—connections that helped him
find work at dozens of newspapers throughout the decade and that
gradually coalesced into a far-flung community of friends and col-
leagues.66 The fluid trajectory of Ph6ng’s career reflects the explosive
growth of Indochinese journalism during the 1930s. While only thirty
periodicals in quxc ngù came out during the first sixty years of French
rule (1862–1918), Sarraut’s language reforms created a robust market
for quxc ngù publications, especially newspapers.67 Indeed, the
French sociologist André Dumarest identified a taste for newspapers
as a defining cultural feature of the new elite that emerged in Indochi-
nese cities during the interwar years.68 To meet the surging demand,
publishers founded over forty quxc ngù periodicals between 1926 and
1930 and another four hundred during the 1930s.69 These included
general interest newspapers as well as specialized publications focus-
ing on literature, science, sports, cinema, women’s issues, and fash-
ion. This growth in publishing generated demand for written mate-
rial, which facilitated the transformation of writing into a profession.
Editors during this period paid as much as five piasters for an essay or
short story, enough for productive and popular writers to make a
modest living.70

The fact that Ph6ng began his career as a writer during a period
marked by the commercialization of the Indochinese press con-
tributed to the modern sensibility of his work. The logic of the mar-
ket encouraged a modernist emphasis on originality and innovation.
But it also subjected Ph6ng to the tyranny of public opinion and
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middle-class tastes, which in turn provoked expressions of cynicism,
persecution, and impotence—attitudes characteristic of an embattled
avant-garde.71 Through recurring references to the business side of
journalism and the arts, Dumb Luck highlighted the commodification
and alienation of writers, artists, and intellectuals in Indochina dur-
ing the era. For example, the wickedly satirical conversation be-
tween Mr. ILL and an unnamed journalist outside the European
Tailor Shop calls attention to the tendency of capitalism to create a
gulf between self-important cultural producers and a faceless public.
The gist of their exchange is a shared expression of contempt for the
low level of their audience. “It is simply a waste of breath to talk
about art with the people,” the journalist complains. In the next
scene the journalist’s pathetic attempt to sell advertising space to
Mrs. Civilization underscores his own subordination to market
forces. Moreover, the journalist’s argument that attacks on his paper
by conservative forces are enhancing its commercial appeal high-
lights the remarkable capacity of colonial capitalism to transform
even political controversy into a kind of commodity. As with Ph6ng’s
historicist sensibility, his clear-eyed recognition that intellectual and
artistic life was being commodified by colonial capitalism is less strik-
ing than his mocking characterization of the self-righteous contempt
of artists and intellectuals like himself toward their own commodi-
fied condition.

Dumb Luck’s concern with the emergence of modernity in Indo-
china extends to its assault on the Self-Strength Literary Group and
the project of cultural modernization that it promoted. Founded in
1932 by Nh`t Linh—a former employee of the Bureau of Finance
who dabbled in drawing at the Indochinese Fine Arts Institute and
studied chemistry and physics at Montpellier—the Self-Strength
Group emerged as the most influential commercial publishing ven-
ture in Tonkin throughout the 1930s.72 In addition to its two week-
lies—Phong Hóa (Mores) and Ngày Nay (These Days)—the group
founded the [1i Nay Publishing House, which reprinted the nov-
els, poetry, and reportage first published in the journals. Other core
members included the novelist Khái Hõng, the fashion designer
Lemur, and the new poets Thl Lù, Xuân Dinu, and Huy C!n. Linh’s
talented younger brothers, ThÂch Lam and Hoàng [Âo, helped run
the journals and wrote much of the literature and criticism that
appeared in their pages.
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The original mission of the group was defined in contradistinction
to the conservative cultural project of Nam Phong, a journal funded
by the state between 1917 and 1934 and edited by the prominent
neotraditionalist PhÂm Quỳnh.73 It advocated the creation of a new
Vietnamese culture through the selective adoption of Western values
combined with the preservation of a “natural essence,” closely
linked in the mind of PhÂm Quỳnh to the Sino-Vietnamese Confu-
cian tradition. Dismissing PhÂm Quỳnh’s vision as unrealistic and
old-fashioned, the youthful, French-educated, and largely middle-
class leaders of the Self-Strength Group promoted a radical, unatten-
uated Westernization of Vietnamese society. Their program was ex-
pressed obliquely in their fiction and poetry and advanced directly in
a succinct manifesto written by Hoàng [Âo entitled Ten Points to Bear
in Mind (Mõ1i aimu tâm ninm).

(1) Modernize completely, without hesitation, and modernization
means Westernization; (2) Have faith in progress, believe that things
can get better; (3) Live according to ideals; (4) Work for the good of
society; (5) Train your character; (6) Encourage women to go out in the
world; (7) Acquire a scientific mind; (8) Value real achievement, not
careerism; (9) Exercise and strengthen your body; (10) Learn to orga-
nize your work methodically.74

Many of the characters in Dumb Luck can be read as caricatures of
the leaders of the Self-Strength Group or of the “modern” individuals
whom they celebrated in their work. Mr. ILL bears an obvious resem-
blance to Nguy'n Cát Tõ1ng (aka Lemur), the designer who invented
the modern áo dài and wrote a trend-setting fashion column for Phong
Hóa. With his useless French education and fainthearted desire to
“reform society within the prevailing legal framework,” Mr. Civiliza-
tion recalls Nh`t Linh and his brothers. The character of Miss Snow
lampoons the frivolous “modern woman,” addicted to dancing and
romantic love, who dominated the novels and advice columns pub-
lished by the group. Her unrequited suitor—the “short young man
with glassy eyes, an emaciated body, and the gaunt face of a poet”—
represents a parody of the avant-gardist new poets. Nguy'n Thành
Thi has identified the maudlin quatrain that he offers to Snow at the
Fairyland Hotel as a direct satire of Thái Can’s Chimu Thu (Autumn
Afternoon), first published in Phong Hóa during 1935.75
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Moreover, Dumb Luck offers a point-by-point refutation of Hoàng
[Âo’s manifesto. It ridicules the obsessive invocation of moderniza-
tion, Europeanization, and progress by members of the Self-Strength
Group. It suggests that their do-gooding idealism frequently masked
commercial motives. It exposes the prurient self-interest animating
their promotion of women’s liberation. It mocks their shallow under-
standing of science and fashionable preoccupation with sports. It
pokes fun at their ingrained elitism and underscores the opportunism
of their newfound support for the “people.”

Ph6ng’s ideological opposition to the Self-Strength Group was
reinforced by commercial rivalry and class resentment. Given his
hard-won, autodidactic knowledge of metropolitan life, it is no sur-
prise that Ph6ng resented Nh`t Linh’s effortless cosmopolitanism,
born of elite schooling and firsthand experience in France. The Self-
Strength Literary Group invited this resentment by affecting a flam-
boyant snobbery exemplified in a catty column in Phong Hóa and Ngày
Nay that combed rival newspapers for factual mistakes, grammatical
errors, and opinions considered erroneous or old-fashioned. The lon-
gevity, excellent production qualities, and cool sophistication of
Phong Hóa and Ngày Nay contrasted with many of the feisty, fly-by-
night journals with which Ph6ng was associated and must have fed
his bitterness. When several journals belonging to Vũ [ı̀nh Long’s
Tân Dân Publishing House emerged to challenge the commercial he-
gemony of the Self-Strength Literary Group during the late 1930s,
Ph6ng went to work for them and eventually came to be considered a
member of the Tân Dân Group.76 In 1937 he engaged in a spirited
“pen war” with Ngày Nay columnist Nh`t Chi Mai over the latter’s
charges that V.D. Clinic, Household Servants, and The Storm were porno-
graphic.77 Indeed, Ngày Nay’s attack on Ph6ng may have been trig-
gered by Dumb Luck’s mocking portrayal of the Self-Strength Group
during the previous year.

Although Ph6ng’s hostility to the Self-Strength Group helps ex-
plain Dumb Luck’s bitter attack on modernizing and Westernizing
reformism, it does not permit a neat characterization of his ideological
proclivities or political sympathies. On one hand, his reservations
about rapid Westernization have led to charges of cultural conserva-
tism. In 1942 the budding Marxist Vũ Ngvc Phan labeled him a “reac-
tionary” for “dismissing all progressive movements without offering
alternatives.”78 Likewise, Trõêng TZu argued that Dumb Luck’s attack
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on frivolous “romantic” fads such as dancing, fashion, and free love
represented a conservative attempt to protect “morality, justice and
culture” and to save those “tricked into crime, gambling and debauch-
ery.”79 Yet, Dumb Luck’s ridiculous description of the monarchist Jo-
seph Thilt, the neotraditionalist Society for Spiritual and Ethical De-
velopment (Héi Khai Trı́ Tiln [7c), and colonial officialdom disclosed
little sympathy for conservative political alternatives. Moreover, the
explicit sexuality and preoccupation with the underclass found in his
work contrasted with the prudishness and elitism of existing conser-
vative projects. Ph6ng was also skeptical about unorthodox forms of
traditionalism linked to organized religion or Eastern spiritualism, as
evidenced by his caustic portrayals of the monk Tăng Phú, the
fortune-teller, and the two battling herbalists.

Ph6ng’s relation to the Left was equally problematic. He shared
the Indochinese Communist Party’s (ICP) anticolonialism, contempt
for the nouveau riche, and commitment to “realism,” but he showed
little admiration for the Communists and never joined the Party.
Adopting a position borrowed from the European left, Trõêng TZu
compared Ph6ng—with his cultural conservatism, hostility to the
bourgeoisie, and outraged social conscience—to Balzac, whose Ca-
tholicism and Monarchism did not hinder his capacity to portray
society “realistically.”80 But Ph6ng’s understanding of “realist” litera-
ture—work based on “what the eye sees and the ear hears” coupled
with a vague sense of concern with the poor and downtrodden—
contrasted with Communist definitions of the concept especially in
the Party’s later Stalinist incarnations. Ph6ng’s preoccupation with
social outcasts and the criminal underclass, instead of workers or
peasants, for example, disappointed Communist critics, as did his
frequent use of infantile sexuality rather than class struggle as a
device to motivate characters. Following the Moscow show trials,
Ph6ng denounced Stalinism in print and belittled orthodox Vietnam-
ese Communists whose fidelity to Moscow he likened to the Self-
Strength Group’s faddish devotion to foreign movements.81 While
this suggests the possibility that Ph6ng’s primary political commit-
ments were nationalist, he expressed no interest in any of the nation-
alist parties of the 1930s such as the Vint Nam Quxc Dân [bng or the
Constitutionalists.

On the other hand, Lan Khai argued that his friend was fundamen-
tally apolitical and nonideological. What drove Ph6ng, Khai claimed,
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was an angry nihilistic pessimism, a psychological consequence of his
poverty and illness.82 In the final analysis Ph6ng’s skepticism toward
government, politics, and religion and his refusal to identify clearly
with any particular partisan group suggests the jaded cynicism of the
modern journalist.

�

Fifteen years after his death, in the wake of the Geneva Accords
(1954), Ph6ng’s work emerged almost immediately within the newly
established Communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam as an object
of intense public scrutiny. This renewed attention was occasioned by
the promotion of his work by the founders of Nhân Văn (Humanities)
and Giai Phfm (Literary Selections), journals associated with a short-
lived domestic movement for enhanced democracy and artistic
freedom—a kind of northern Vietnamese Hundred Flowers Move-
ment—that the Party tolerated briefly before suppressing in 1958.83

Not only did the leaders of the movement reprint several of Vũ
Trvng Ph6ng’s novels, but in 1956 they published a short collection
of testimonials suggestively entitled Vũ Trvng Ph6ng Is With Us (Vũ
Trvng Ph6ng v&i chúng ta).84

In June 1960, two years after the suppression of Nhân Văn /Giai
Phfm by the Party, politburo member Hoàng Văn Hoan—one of the
twelve most powerful men in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam—
submitted to the journal Literary Research (TÂp Chı́ Nghiên C7u Văn
Hvc) a twenty-page essay entitled “Thoughts on the Problem of Vũ
Trvng Ph6ng within Vietnamese Literature” (Mét Vài Ý Kimn Vm Tác
Phfm Vũ Trvng Ph6ng Trong Văn Hvc Vint Nam).85 The essay dis-
missed the literary significance of Vũ Trvng Ph6ng’s three most
popular novels—The Storm (Giông Tx), Dumb Luck, and The Dike
Breaks (V3 [ê)—and raised suspicions about his political orientation
by calling derisive attention to the fact that his novels had been
promoted publicly by the “Nhân Văn /Giai Phfm Clique.”

The Nhân Văn Giai Phfm Clique bypassed the controls of our cultural
institutions to republish thousands of copies of Vũ Trvng Ph6ng’s
novels, distribute them widely among the population and use them as
teaching material in school literature departments. The purpose of
this effort was to prove that only pre-revolutionary literature had
value and that after the revolution, under the leadership of the Party,
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writers were forced to serve politics . . . Hence, writers lost their free-
dom and literature lost its soul. They argued that a genius like Vũ
Trvng Ph6ng needed neither the revolution nor the leadership of the
Party to produce great work. They claimed that Vũ Trvng Ph6ng was
our most brilliant realist writer, that he died with the era but that his
work will live forever in the history of our literature. They said that Vũ
Trvng Ph6ng was a master of the literary world and that he was even
more revolutionary than the Party.86

Hoan’s essay—charging guilt by association—circulated widely
among cultural officials and sealed Ph6ng’s reputation as a writer
with dangerous counterrevolutionary tendencies. As a result,
Ph6ng’s work was banned in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV) during the following twenty-five years and throughout the
unified Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) from 1975 until the onset
of the liberal Renovation ([yi M&i) policy in the mid-1980s.

Although Ph6ng’s precocious brilliance is widely recognized to-
day, his controversial political reputation has delayed the develop-
ment of critical interpretations of his work. Even in the non-
communist Republic of Vietnam (RVN), where Ph6ng continued to
be read between 1954 and 1975, critics devoted little sustained atten-
tion to his cultural or political significance. Since the Renovation
policy lifted the ban on Ph6ng in 1986, critics in Vietnam have car-
ried out a major reappraisal of his work. Because it remains preoccu-
pied with the recent suppression of his writing, however, much of
the new criticism has focused on exonerating Ph6ng by highlighting
affinities between his work and the historical project of the Commu-
nist Party.

This essay seeks to take the recent reappraisal of Ph6ng in a
different direction by suggesting that his significance lies in a radi-
cally modernist sensibility found in his work—a sensibility most
clearly illustrated in the novel Dumb Luck. Just as certain formal
features and thematic preoccupations of Dumb Luck support this
characterization, the Vietnamese Communist Party’s suppression of
the novel strengthens the case for a modernist reading. Like their
counterparts in China and the Soviet Union, Communist Vietnam-
ese literary officials have always dismissed aesthetic modernism as a
uniquely Western form of cultural decadence. In the cultural mani-
festo entitled “Marxism and Vietnamese Culture” (1948) Trõ1ng
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Chinh described modernist movements such as “cubism, impression-
ism, surrealism and dadaism” as “gaudy mushrooms” that “sprout
from the rotten wood of imperialist culture.”87 Of course, the fact that
the Party supressed Ph6ng for over twenty-five years does not auto-
matically make him a modernist, for it also attacked the works of
writers considered to be neotraditionalists, bourgeois reformists,
nationalists, and Trotskyists. It is easy to imagine, however, how
Dumb Luck’s radical and indiscriminate “attitude of questioning the
present”—a fundamental element of modernism, according to Dilip
Gaonkar—might be read as subversive by a Communist political
system that has always treated literature as a morale-building instru-
ment of state policy.88 Although Dumb Luck was banned because liter-
ary dissidents promoted it for their own ends during the late 1950s,
its irreverent modernist critique of all established institutions and
authorities prefigured its dramatic fall from official favor. Unfortu-
nately, the continuing hostility of Communist cultural orthodoxy to-
ward aesthetic modernism has discouraged northern Vietnamese lit-
erary criticism from considering its relation to the novel, and debates
about Ph6ng’s work today rarely stray from assessments of the rela-
tive prominence of (positive) “critical realist” and (pejorative) “roman-
tic” or “naturalistic” impulses in his writings. This essay has sug-
gested, however, that the capacious category of modernism is better
able to capture the countervailing elements found in his huge, di-
verse body of work and, in particular, the remarkable tone, thematic
preoccupations, and formal innovations of Dumb Luck.
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Sóng Ngôn T; Trong ‘Sx [á’ C-a Vũ Trvng Ph6ng” (Waves of Language in Vũ
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V&i Chúng Ta, 375.

52. Nguy'n Trinu Lu!t, “Vũ Trvng Ph6ng V&i Tôi” (Vũ Trvng Ph6ng with
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was obsessed with the Quotidien, one of the most attractive and well-written news-
papers in the French capital. Even when he was short of money for food, Chu
always managed to scrounge up five sou for the Quotidien. He admired the popu-
lar daily column of Pierre Betrand, whose writing he found skillful, clear and full
of ideas. He also liked the fact that Bertrand’s sentences ran for only one or two
lines and that his longest articles never covered more than half a column. Hoàng
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Vũ” (Real poem, fake poem, and the smile of Mr. Vũ), in LÂi Nguyên Ân, Vũ Trvng
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