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INTRODUCTION 

1. Rationale for the study  

The spoken drama was brought by the French to Saigon - Ho Chi 

Minh City (HCMC) from the late 19th century to the early 20th century, 

earlier than any other dramas in the country. Between 1975 and 1986, the 

spoken drama in HCMC attracted the attention of a large audience, the 

media and researchers, but most of articles were simple. Works on drama 

from a cultural point of view had not been found yet. 

Since 1997, spoken drama theatres which were socialized were 

established. Since then, spoken drama in HCMC have achieved new 

achievements with vibrant activities of stage socialization. Spoken drama in 

HCMC exists in both public, semi-public and private theatre forms. In 

parallel with the development of theatre works, more research works on this 

genre have also appeared to give stimulus to the development of spoken 

drama. 

On the basis of natural geographical factors, specific historical 

characteristics and geo-political advantages with extensive trade, the 

development of cultures of ethnic groups through historical periods has 

molded the personality of the people of Saigon - HCMC in particular and 

the South in general including patriotic, tolerant, dynamic, respectful and 

always open to approach new opportunities. That is the foundation for 

spoken drama - an art form from the Western, with social practicality and 

high philosophy that has been "appoved" in Saigon - HCMC with strong 

development stages, meeting the needs of a part of the citizens. 

Recently, spoken drama in HCMC no longer holds a key and 

essential position in the cultural life of the people as before and is facing 

many difficulties. Practically, the number of audience coming to the drama 

gradually decreases, the "identity" of the Saigon - HCMC theatre is 

increasingly fading. Theoretically, although it is a theatre center of the 

whole country, there has not been any research work that can identify 

Southern cultural characteristics expressed in spoken drama in HCMC, 

thereby forecasting trends and propose recommendations for the 

development of spoken drama in HCMC in the forthcoming time. 

 

For these aforementioned reasons, the topic "Spoken drama in Ho 

Chi Minh City: From the perspectives of cultural characteristics of the 

southern region" was proposed as the topic of doctoral dissertation on 

Cultural studies. 
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2. Research purpose and research task  

Research purpose: Research the cultural characteristics of Southern 

Vietnam expressed in spoken drama developed in HCMC. Contributing to 

affirming the value, role and necessity of spoken drama art in the cultural 

and art history of the South and on the sustainable socio-economic 

development roadmap of HCMC. 

Research task: Systematize the theoretical basis on issues related to 

Southern culture expressed in  of HCMC; demonstrate the process of 

formation and development of spoken drama in HCMC; present the cultural 

characteristics of Southern Vietnam expressed in the play of HCMC 

through the components of the play as well as the theatrical subjects; 

recognize the positives and limitations that the Southern cultural 

characteristics affect the spoken drama, forecast trends and discuss 

recommendations for spoken drama in the context of socio-economic 

development in the international integration of HCMC at the present time. 

3. Research object and research scope  

3.1. Research object 

In order to clarify the object of the study, which is the spoken drama 

in Ho Chi Minh City, we survey: 

- Public and private spoken drama theatres; 

- Products of the art of spoken drama including the scripts, plays, art 

design, music;  

- Researchers, managers, artists, journalists, audiences of the art of 

spoken drama. 

3.2. Research scope 

Research area  

The research area with regard to spoken drama includes the art of 

spoken drama developed in Ho Chi Minh City and the cultural research area 

relates to the culture region of Southern region in Vietnam.  

 

 

Research  time  

The time frame for the research on spoken drama in Saigon – HCMC 

is from 1997 to present (a milestone when socialized theatre units were 

established until 2020). 

4. Research methodology 

Culture is closely related to many disciplines and aspects of social 

life, so in this research, the author adopts an interdisciplinary approach. 
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Specifically, qualitative and quantitative research methods are applied in the 

fields of History, Ethnology, Sociology, and Arts studies including 

synthesizing and analyzing; comparision and contrast; attendance by 

observer; in-depth interviews; documents research. 

5. Research question, research hypothesis 

5.1. Research questions 

How has spoken drama in HCMC formed and developed within the 

context of Southern culture? 

How are the cultural characteristics of southern Vietnam expressed in 

spoken drama in HCMC? What are the impacts of southern region culture 

on the development of spoken drama? 

What needs to be done in order for spoken drama to hold an 

important position in the current economic and cultural development of 

HCMC? 

5.2. Research hypothesis 

Spoken drama in HCMC is the result of the historical process of 

formation and development of the Southern region; presenting cultural 

exchange and acculturation to affirm Vietnamese cultural identity. 

Spoken drama in HCMC is the result of cultural fusion, reflecting the 

reality of life, depicting specific features of nature, culture, society, and 

human personality presented in constituent parts of works and in creative 

subjects. 

The culture of southern region exerts multifaceted impacts on spoken 

drama. A scientific and sustainable development orientation is a crucial 

condition for HCMC spoken drama to affirm its role and make practical and 

significant contributions to the socio-economic development of HCMC in 

the current context. 

 

6. New contribution of the dissertation 

6.1. Theoretical contribution 

The dissertation contributes to clarifying the theoretical basis of 

spoken drama in HCMC from the cultural characteristics of the south; 

- It is the first work that contributes to identifying the cultural 

characteristics of the south presented in spoken drama in HCMC; 

- On the basis of survey and analysis of the current situation, the 

work shows the trend of movement and change of spoken drama in HCMC 

in the forthcoming time. 

6.2. Practical contribution 
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- The dissertation clarifies the process of formation and development 

of spoken drama in Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City from the beginning of the 

twentieth century to the present, associated with the  contribution to the the 

development of literature - art in Saigon - HCMC in particular and southern 

region in general; 

- By pointing out the characteristics of Southern culture expressed in 

spoken drama, the author draws the values of spoken drama in HCMC, 

which is also the unique feature of spoken drama here. As a result, the 

dissertation suggests developing plan to the progression of spoken drama in 

the future. 

- Based on the forecast of the development trend of spoken drama in 

the future, as well as the role and meaning of spoken drama in the spiritual 

life of the citizens, the author make significant recommendations to 

promote creativity (screenplay, staging, performance), adjusted from the 

perspective of training, art, audience development, contributing to affirming 

the important and necessary role of spoken drama in the process of cultural 

history of HCMC. 

- The dessertation can be used as a reference, providing leaders and 

socio-cultural managers with scientific data in formulating policies for 

sustainable cultural development; reference for the arts education and 

culture in general and the drama in particular at colleges, universities and 

other training institutions; or as a reference for future studies on culture and 

art in HCMC. 

 

 

 

7. Structure of the dissertation 

In addition to the Introduction, Conclusion, References and 

Appendix, the dissertation includes the following chapters: 

Chapter 1: Literature review, theoretical basis and characteristics of 

Ho Chi Minh City 

Chapter 2: The process of formation and development of spoken 

drama in Ho Chi Minh City 

Chapter 3: Fundamental characteristics of southern culture shown in 

drama in Ho Chi Minh City 

Chapter 4: The development of spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City at 

the present time 

 



 

5 

CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW, THEORETICAL AND 

PRACTICAL BASIS  

1.1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

1.1.1 Research on theatre arts s  and spoken drama 

1.1.1.1 International research works 

Research works in the form of books or articles by authors such as 

Constantin Stanislavski, Colin Mackerras, Anhikst, Simon Shepherd-Mick 

Wallis, etc. 

1.1.1.2. Domestic research works 

With many works including books, articles, dissertation and discuss 

the history of spoken drama stages, theatrical actors, stage directors, 

theatrical methods, etc. 

1.1.2. Research on spoken drama in Sai Gon – Ho Chi Minh City 

There are research works by authors Tran Van Khai, Tran Van Giau-

Tran Bach Dang (editor), Tran Trong Dang Dan, Nguyen Thi Minh Thai, 

Tran Minh Ngoc, etc.; theses and dissertations of Luu Trung Thuy, Nguyen 

Thi Kim Lien, Cao Tan Loc, etc.; the scientific research topic of Tran Yen 

Chi etc.; In addition, there are many documents such as reports and articles 

published on Theatre Magazine, Art Magazine,  Art and Culture Magazine, 

Ho Chi Minh City Theatre Newspaper, Saigon Giai Phong Newspaper, 

Tuoi Tre Newspaper... 

 

1.1.3. Memoirs of spoken drama artists in Ho Chi Minh City 

These are memoirs of artists Bay Nam, Thanh Loc - Nguyen Thi 

Minh Ngoc, Kim Cuong, etc. reflecting the process of artistic activities 

associated with spoken drama performances in the south. 

1.1.4. Research on the culture of the southern region in Vietnam 

and Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City 

1.1.4.1. Research  on the culture of  southern region  

These are works that discuss issues such as the history of the region; 

beliefs, religion, cultural activities; integration, human personality of the 

south; works of authors such as Huynh Lua, Tran Ngoc The, Ngo Van Le, 

Vo Van Sen, etc. 

1.1.4.2 Research on the culture  of Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City 

Research works by authors such as Vuong Hong Sen, Tran Van 

Giau-Tran Bach Dang (editor), Nguyen Thi Hau, Tran Nhat Vy, etc. 

including Sài Gòn Tạp pín lù; Địa chí Văn hóa Tp.HCM, Sài Gòn bao giờ 

cũng thế, Sài Gòn chốn chốn rong chơi, etc. 
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1.1.5. Review on literature review 

1.1.5.1 Review of research papers on theatre arts s s and  spoken 

drama,  specifically spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City 

System of research documents on spoken drama with contents related 

to the formation, development and theatrical trends through each period of 

spoken drama in the world, Vietnamese spoken drama in general and 

specifically in Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City has provided graduate students 

with an overall view of spoken drama to continue to inherit. 

1.1.5.2 Review of research papers on  the culture of the southern 

region and Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City 

The mentioned documents help draw out the main contents to study 

and develop in the dissertation: The South includes the Southeast and the 

SouthWest is the last land of the country. This land consists of many 

cultural structures stacked on top of each other. The coexistence of more 

than 300 years between the Vietnamese, Khmer, and Chinese ethnic groups 

has influenced the process of cultural exchange and acculturation, which is 

reflected in art in general and drama in particular, especially in composing 

and performances. 

 

Saigon - HCMC, the most important economic, commercial, social 

and political center of the whole southern region, soon adopted Western 

culture and then new types of art were formed on this land including spoken 

drama. 

On the basis of traditional Vietnamese culture, Southern culture has 

the following basic characteristics of river culture, integration, and 

flexibility. 

However, there is no complete work on how the content of southern 

cultural characteristics is expressed in the spoken drama in Saigon - Ho Chi 

Minh City. 

1.2 THEORETICAL BASIS 

1.2.1. Terms and definitions  

a) Theatre and theatre arts 

Theatre  is a general art, containing actions performed by each 

creative artisits. The synthesis of theatre arts s s includes the content of the 

script writer, the director's staging, the use of music, painting, sculpture, 

dance, cinema, etc. and the performance of artists, together with with direct 

audience participation. 

b) Spoken drama  
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Spoken drama (understood in the sense of theatrical performance), is 

a genre of theatre arts s s, reflecting the conflicts of life or individuals 

through character performance and dialogue words. In addition to the 

synthetic feature, the spoken drama includes all the basic components of the 

stage such as the author, the director, the actors, the audience. 

Spoken drama in Saigon - HCMC is a Vietnamese type of 

performance, the result of the fusion of Western theatre  art and traditional 

Vietnamese theatre  art created by generations of artists to serve the public 

in Ho Chi Minh City and the whole country. 

c) The southern cultural region  

The southern cultural region, a multi religious region, has 

experienced historical and social changes and since the Nguyen Dynasty 

established it for more than 300 years, there are many ethnic groups in 

which the Viet people are the main subjects. 

d) Cultural characteristics of the southern region  

Inhering the results of previous researchers and based on our own 

conclusions, the author explores that southern culture has basic 

characteristics of river culture, integration, flexibility and other 

characteristics. These important basic points are expressed quite clearly in 

spoken drama in HCMC. 

1.2.2. Research theories 

1.2.2.1.  Theory of Culture Areas 

We apply the theory of culture areas to prove that spoken drama is a 

type of theatre arts s  that was created in the process of cultural exchange 

with Western culture, but when it came to the south, the focus was in 

Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City and spoken drama has been "localized" by the 

local people here, mainly the Viet people (Kinh) ethnic group with the role 

of the main subject. 

1.2.2.2  Rational Choice Theory 

Applying the theory, the author found out that plays in Saigon - 

HCMC are composed, staged, and performed based on the need to satisfy 

spiritual needs and the suitablility of financial resources of the audience 

themselves as well as the artists who compose and perform and of the 

owners of theatrical stages. Different audiences have different choices, 

different stages (or different plays) serve a different audience and thus 

create their own artistic styles for spoken drama stages. 

1.2.2.3 Theory of acculturation 
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The author applies the theory of acculturation in this research to 

understand that spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City is a type of art which 

was adopted from the West to Vietnam through the French colonial 

invasion. However, with the strength of traditional culture, with its flexible 

characteristics, the residents of Vietnam in general and the southern region 

and of Saigon-HCMC in particular have known to select positive factors for 

development. The spoken drama has developed in its own way, promoting 

regional cultural characteristics and imbued with national identity as it 

presents today. 

1.3 CHARACTERISTICS OF SPOKEN DRAMA IN HO CHI 

MINH CITY 

1.3.1 A geocultural - political - economic center 

It can be seen that, since being officially discovered by Vietnamese 

exiles until now, Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City has always been an important 

geographical, cultural, economic and political center of the whole region, of 

the southern region in particular and the whole country in general. 

1.3.2 Social structure and the formation of urban dwellers 

Saigon - HCMC is the place with the most "open" social structure in 

the localities in the south as well as the whole country. With a complex and 

diverse population, not only the domestic community but also foreigners. 

Especially, Saigon is also the place where the first urban population was 

formed in the southern region, which is one of crucial important 

characteristics for arts and culture, including spoken drama, resulting in 

both favorable development stages and challenges. 

1.3.3. Market economy and the formation of the entertainment 

market 

Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City since its establishment has always played 

a leading role in development, is an economic, cultural and political center 

of the South, in which the economy plays a pivotal role. It is the place 

where the market economy and entertainment market appeared very early 

compared to its more than 300-year development history. 

After the national reunification, especially since 1986 when the 

whole country developed a market economy in the direction of socialism, 

cultural and artistic activities in Ho Chi Minh City have become a dynamic 

market, attracting participation of all classes in the society, especially 

forming a large audience for various art forms including spoken drama. 

Today, Ho Chi Minh City is the largest city in the country, becoming a 

diverse, vibrant and potential entertainment market. 
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CONCLUDING REMARK 1  

Spoken drama, a genre of theatre arts s s, born in the West from 

ancient times, uses the language of dialogue and action to express conflicts. 

To modern times, it has been standardized and internationalized so it is easy 

to understand and integrated into cultures around the world, especially those 

in contact with European culture, including Vietnam in general and Saigon 

- HCMC in particular. 

Saigon - HCMC, the center of the southern region, has a dynamic and 

open spciety structure with basic cultural characteristics including the 

features of river culture, integration, and flexibility. 

Spoken drama in HCMC is a part of national culture and art, chosen 

by us to study the culture of the southern region with theoretical 

frameworks of theories of Culture areas, Rational choice, Cultural 

acculturation. Based on these theories, in the following chapters we will 

clarify the content that in the process of intercultural exchange and 

acculturation with other cultures, spoken drama has been adopted to meet 

the needs of the public. 

Theoretically, to carry out the research, the author has also studied 

many works, research papers on southern region culture - Ho Chi Minh City 

and documents on theatre arts s , especially on spoken drama in Ho Chi 

Minh City in different stages, thereby serving as the foundation for the 

research in the dissertation. Accordingly, the author demonstrate that the 

study of spoken drama in HCMC from a cultural perspective is a gap that 

has not been mentioned in previous studies. It is also the main content that 

the author will continue to clarify in this work. 

 

CHAPTER 2. STAGES OF ESTABLISHMENT AND 

DEVELOPMENT OF SPOKEN DRAMA IN HO CHI MINH CITY 

2.1. SPOKEN DRAMA IN SAIGON BEFORE 1975 

2.1.1. Spoken drama in Saigon since its establishment to 1954 

When the French colonialists introduced the national romanised 

Vietnamese script into teaching, at the same time, Molière's comedy 

excerpts also entered the school in subjects related to the French language. 

In 1926, the French financial officer Claude Bourrin (Claude Bourrin) 

assembled a number of French actors to perform spoken plays in French. In 

1933-1934, the theatre troupe named Duc Hoang Hoi was founded by Le 

Van Duc (Jacques Le Van Duc), but existed for a very short time. In 1945 

the French colonialists returned to Saigon once again, the professional 
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theatre troupes disbanded, the arts in general and spoken drama in particular 

also entered a new difficult period. In mid-1946, when the situation was 

stable, theatre activities in Saigon were restored, but mainly in Cai Luong. 

It was not until 1950 that theatre performances resumed, mainly small-scale 

theatre groups. 

2.1.2. Spoken drama in Saigon between 1954 and 1975 

After the 1954 Geneva Agreement, the theatre movement became 

more and more professional and vibrant. From 1954 to 1970, due to the 

tastes of the audience, the drama was rarely performed individually, but 

often performed together in the music program, before the movie screening, 

or the lottery, before the Cai Luong performance with the short repertoire. 

In 1962-1963, the play “I am the mother” of the Kim Cuong group was the 

first long drama to be performed on the Saigon stage. At that time, there are 

about 30 large and small theatre groups in Saigon, mainly performing on 

television. In the period 1970 - 1975, due to the war situation and the 

gradual collapse of the Saigon government, the development of spoken 

drama did not receive the attention of the public or the government. 

2.2 SPOKEN DRAMA IN HO CHI MINH CITY BETWEEN 

1975 AND 2020 

2.2.1. Spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City between 1975 and 1985 

After the country was completely reunified, under the leadership of 

the Party, arts and culture including spoken drama began to evolve. During 

this period, spoken drama in HCMC created a new face in new historical 

conditions and circumstances, both in performance and in training. Spoken 

drama in Ho Chi Minh City has gathered a large force of artists from all 

over the country to participate in composing, performing, and 

choreographing, etc. Many works by groups such as Kim Cuong Drama, 

Cuu Long Giang Drama, Bong Hong Drama, Youth Drama have left a deep 

impression in the hearts of the audience. The first contest “Laughter on the 

stage” was held in Ho Chi Minh City (1981) and created a movement for 

comedy performances, thereby creating a premise for the birth of comedy 

groups in the area. 

2.2.2. Spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City between 1986 and 1996 

If the Northern stage during this period had changes in themes and 

staging, stages in HCMC focused on dismantling the mechanism in 

organization and operation management. Public spoken drama groups face 

many challenges. During this period, the experimental theatre  club 

flourished, and the play Da Co Hoai Lang was a highlight for the city's 
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theatre  during this period. At the same time, the plays on the big stage at 

Hoa Binh Theatre  attracting thousands of viewers per shown is one of the 

successes of the HCMC spoken drama. 

2.2.3. Spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City between 1997 to 

present (2020) 

a) Public spoken drama theatre 

Public spoken drama theatre  units are managed by the Cultural 

Department. The only remaining public spoken drama theatre  units in the 

city at present are as follows: Southern Drama Troupe (1958 - 1976) 

(separated from the Southern Literature Team according to Decree No. 

12/VH/ND of the Ministry of Culture and Sports). Minister of Culture on 

June 2, 1958) performing activities mainly in the North; Cuu Long Giang 

Drama Troupe (1976 - 1988); Ho Chi Minh City Drama Troupe (1989 - 

1998); City Drama Theatre  (1998 - present). 

b) Socialized spoken drama theatre 

 In 1997, the first social theatre  theatre  unit of Ho Chi Minh City 

officially operated (developed from the experimental theatre  club). 

Socialized spoken drama has been the "symbolization" of the theatre  in Ho 

Chi Minh City since 1997 until now. The brand name of socialized spoken 

drama was built by famous actors such as: Meritorious Artist Thanh Loc, 

Meritorious Artist Huu Chau, People's Artist Hong Van, Meritorious Artist 

Thanh Hoang, Meritorious Artist Kim Xuan, Khanh Hoang, Thanh Thuy... 
However, in recent years, theatre  activities in the city have become 

increasingly difficult. Drama theatre s have closed more and more, only the 

stages with relatively stable operations are: Idecaf, Young World. Small 

Stage 5B, Hoang Thai Thanh. 

CONCLUDING REMARK 2 

The French have contributed to bringing spoken drama to the Saigon-

Southern region through bringing theatre  troupes to perform in theatre s as 

well as through teaching in schools. In the period before 1975, that is, 

during the resistance war against the French - American, theatre  in Saigon 

operated in the form of drama groups. These drama groups, mainly perform 

short acts associated with the music festival programs, supporting Cai 

Luong performances, movie screenings, lottery programs or in charity 

programs. The establishment of the National School of Music and Drama, 

incorporating dialogue into formal instruction, provided a better 

environment for drama to flourish. However, because the war and the 

Saigon government did not care about art and culture, besides, the 
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audience's love for Cai Luong was more, so theatre  in Saigon at this stage 

was not really stable. 

After April 30, 1975, spoken drama became more professional when 

the School of Theatre arts s  2 was established shortly after the country's 

reunification. The period between 1975 and 1985 was the peak period of 

HCMC spoken drama theatres in terms of the number of performances, the 

number of plays, the number of audiences and the quality of the plays. 

From 1986 to 1996, spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City experienced many 

changes when the country opened up to develop a socialist-oriented market 

economy, which affected the stage, including spoken drama. From 1997 to 

now (2020), public spoken drama continues to face difficulties, whereas 

social theatre  stages were born and operated actively, sometimes up to 15 

theatre  stages operating on every night. Famous artists of this period was 

also recognized by the enthusiastic support of the audience. Nevertheless, 

the success of the social drama stage did not last long, in recent years the 

drama has fallen into a serious recession and has no direction. 

 

Chapter 3: BASIC CHARACTERISTICS OF CULTURE OF THE 

SOUTHERN REGION EXPRESSED IN SPOKEN DRAMA IN 

HOCHIMINH CITY 

3.1. The features of river culture in spoken drama in Ho Chi 

Minh City 

3.1.1. Features expressed through theatrical design 

The backdrop, the scene 

The river context often appears throughout the process of formation 

and development of spoken drama in Saigon - HCMC. However, in recent 

years, this occurrence has become more and more frequent. The river 

context accounts for the majority of the number of dramatic works every 

year, with the southern river context accounting for 75%-80%, and for some 

units, it accounts for 90%-95%. 

Props, costumes, makeup 

In terms of theatrical art, costumes and makeup are equally important 

elements, because they directly affect the audience's visuals. In the context 

of the drama being a river in the South, the costumes and make-up must 

belong to the people of the South. As long as the actor appears in the 

costume of a grandmother, a bandana, and speaks with a typical Southern 

voice, viewers can immediately recognize that it is a drama of the South. 
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The pliers, the concave guitar, the paved basket, the splinter (chèo), ... are 

familiar items of river dwellers who often appear on the theatre  stage. 

3.1.2. Features expressed by language 

Spoken drama reflects life by acting through language - the actor and 

"theatrical and spoken dramatic actions represented in connection with real 

life" (Do Huong, 2005, p.79). Hence, spoken drama in Saigon - HCMC will 

bring in it "forms of southern life" through a system of actions, especially 

through language. Words such as: bus, diving, canoeing, sucking, put a lot 

of effort, floating water hyacinth, face a lot of challenges, achive success, 

etc. are familiar words of Southern people and are brought to the stage in a 

dramatic way. In addition to the dramatic dialogue, the name of the 

character and the name of the play also have many words taken from the 

life of the Southern river such as: Dòng nhớ, Bao giờ sông cạn, Dòng dời, 

Sông dài, Đò tình, etc. 

3.2. FEATURES OF INTEGRATION IN SPOKEN DRAMA IN 

HO CHI MINH CITY 

3.2.1 Expressed through the origin and artists 

Spoken drama in Saigon not only adapts classical French drama but 

also flexibly "combines" national theatre  arts such as Cai Luong, Hat Boi 

and other art forms to survive and develop. 

The integration factor of spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City is also 

reflected in the gathering of a large number of artists from all over the 

country so that they could develop creativity, showing talents, and 

contributing to the country's art. 

 

3.2.2. Expressed through the topic and content of the work 

Tolerance is a characteristic of inclusiveness. The people of Saigon - 

HCMC - the south are always tolerant and generous to people around them. 

In the topic and content of the drama works in HCMC, there are many plays 

that clearly show this cultural characteristic. 

In addition to staging plays with characters with benevolent and 

tolerant hearts that express the personality of the southern people, the 

theatre  stage presents its integration by easily connects the uniqueness of  

works which are adapted from other art forms such as Literature, Cinema 

and Cai Luong. 

3.2.3. Application of traditional theatre factors to spoken drama 

Spoken drama artists not only adopt the drama positively but also 

apply the advantages of traditional theatre  to enrich the process of creating 
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works starting from the script, directing, performing and expressing most 

clearly on stage by the professional acting of actors. 

In staging and processing space - time, many directors have used 

tricks that viewers will feel familiar with because of the traditional nature of 

the work. Many plays are staged with resonance from the languages of the 

following genres such as Hat Boi and Cai Luong. 

3.2.4. Application of traditional southern folk music in spoken 

drama 

Spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City is imbued with southern culture 

not only through the topic - content, art of staging, performance techniques, 

art of the stage, but also through the music of the play. Many chants - 

southern lyric tunes, ancient verses, songs of Don ca tai tu, the sounds of 

percussion instruments of the orchestra  have naturally entered the drama 

successfully. 

3.2.5. Usage of idioms and dialects in dialogue 

The southern people are sincere, the way to use words in 

communication is also simple and not so complicated. There are dramatic 

dialogues assembled from familiar everyday languages of the Viet, Hoa, 

and Khmer ethnic groups. Even though it is the same language of the Viet 

people, words in other localities such as the North and Central Vietnam 

have changed in usage when coming to the south. Southerners have a 

simple and concise way of saying compound words, and the naming of 

characters in the work is also simple. 

The integration is not only expressed in words but also in the lifestyle 

and emotions of the southern people, the simplicity in life is expressed 

through the language of behavior in real life and has been put on the drama. 

The naming of the characters in the play is also simple, often calling the 

house ranking with the character's name is also a feature on the theatre  

stage of Saigon - HCMC. 

3.3. FLEXIBILITY IN SPOKEN DRAMA IN HO CHI MINH 

CITY 

3.3.1. Expressed through the subject of composing, performing, 

enjoying and organizing 

When many generations of spoken drama artists in Saigon-HCMC 

specialized in Cai Luong, Hat Boi seeing the opportunity with a new genre, 

they plan to participating in plays. Today, the spoken drama theatre  

continues to receive collaborations from Cai Luong, film, fashion, and 

music. The performance of spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh City shows its 
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flexibility very clearly. When the pace of life is getting faster and faster, the 

audience is too busy to go to the theatre  to see the play, the artists have 

created the form of comedy or to shorten the time of the plays to meet the 

public's choice. When the public is in need, the spoken drama stage provide 

various choices including ghost plays (horror), Bolero plays, and recently, 

online plays.  

Audiences in Saigon - HCMC are very flexible, they are willing to 

accept new creations in art and create conditions for new things to develop. 

There is a close relationship between the audience and socialized spoken 

drama stages. 

Spoken drama theatre  organizers in HCMC are very flexible and 

responsive to the market, they are one of the cultural subjects of Saigon - 

HCMC in the integration era, ready to find ways to recruit talents, invest in 

staging to meet the choice of the majority of the audience. The huge number 

of works on the stages of HCMC in the past time is one of the proofs that 

the organizers of the social stage are always flexible to meet the needs and 

choices of their audience. However, the flexibility also leads to the situation 

that many theatre  stages are in malfunction and degradation. 

 3.3.2. Expressed through the topic and the genre 

People in Ho Chi Minh City in particular and the south in general 

prefer humor, fun, and optimism. Therefore, spoken drama in Ho Chi Minh 

City, although diverse in genres, but comedy occupies the majority with a 

variety of forms of comedy, even in a tragic play there are comedy elements 

mixed in it, there are laughters when going to see the tragedy. There are 

stages set up just to perform comedy such as Nụ cười mới, Sân khấu hài 

135 Hai Bà Trưng; there are awards only for comedic theatre  productions 

such as Cù nèo vàng; Many comedy theatre  festivals are also held. 

Although there are many topics, the topic of social psychology, love, 

marriage and family in contemporary society accounts for the highest 

percentage, which is also one of the characteristics that clearly shows the 

culture and choice of people, preferences of the people of Saigon - HCMC - 

Southern Vietnam.  

3.3.3. Expressed from the art style 

The approach to realistic art of western countries on the southern 

stage not only accepts the original but has some interesting innovations. In 

the description, there are realistic descriptions, in the realistic descriptions, 

there are descriptions, flexibly depicting reality, which is a special feature 

of the play of spoken drama in HCMC. 
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Saigon spoken drama easily accepts all the schools of Stanislavski or 

B. Brech, combining both realistic and conventional in the technique of 

staging and performance. 

Spoken drama artists in HCMC perform plays with a simple, honest 

style, close to life, they "live" with the character, not "act" the character. On 

a small stage, the distance between the audience and the actor on the stage 

is not significant, so in acting the actor must be honest in both emotions, 

performance, and acting in real voice without using microphones or 

amplification. 

International exchange and experimentation in the arts are also a 

special feature of spoken drama in HCMC. 

CONCLUDING REMARK 3 

Located in the heart of the south, it can be said that Saigon - HCMC 

has cultural characteristics representing the whole region, which are the 

features of river, integration and flexibility. These cultural characteristics 

are expressed quite abundantly in spoken drama in HCMC. 

The river culture is most clearly expressed on the stage through the 

art design with the context of the play; through props, costumes, make-up 

of the characters and through the language of dramatic dialogue. 

The integration shown in drama in Ho Chi Minh City must first be 

mentioned that most of the works have content referring to the life and 

feelings of the southern people with their tolerant, generosity, philanthropic 

and optimistic quality. Regarding the origin, the birth of spoken drama is 

the fusion of Western drama, with the traditional theatre  art of the southern 

people, especially Cai Luong. 

Flexibility is shown in the plays through the subjects composing, 

performing, the audience and the organizers (the owners of the socialized 

stage). Spoken drama in HCMC exists in all genres, but comedy still 

dominates the stage with a variety of forms of comedy. Spoken drama 

artists have also flexibly stage the plays to please their customers with 

horror plays, ghost plays, gay plays, Bolero plays. Spoken drama of HCMC 

tends to have a realistic style but is very flexible. Spoken drama artists in 

HCMC have a simple and acting style close to real life. 

It is the cultural characteristics of the south such as the river culture, 

the integration, the flexibility that have made spoken drama in HCMC 

develop richly in terms of form, content and artistic style; meet the 

increasing requirements and choice of the audience. These are also the 
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factors that make the biggest difference between spoken drama in HCMC 

and spoken drama in the North and elsewhere. 

 

Chapter 4: DEVELOPMENT OF SPOKEN DRAMA  

IN HO CHI MINH CITY AT THE PRESENT TIME 

4.1. IMPACT ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF SPOKEN 

DRAMA IN HO CHI MINH CITY  

4.1.1. Positive impacts 

4.1.1.1. On ownership form and socialization stage model 

After more than 30 years of renovation, especially since 1997, 

spoken drama theatre  in HCMC has achieved remarkable achievements 

with many forms of organization and management: Public spoken drama 

(City Drama Theatre ) , Semi-Public Drama (5B Vo Van Tan Drama 

Stage), private theatre  stage and many coffee drama groups, drama groups 

performing in variety shows, comedy groups. One of the biggest and most 

remarkable successes in the cultural and artistic life of the city is the birth 

and development of socialized spoken drama units. 

4.1.1.2. Gathering creative artists network across the country 

During the process of formation and development of spoken drama in 

HCMC, artists have gathered from all over the country, artists who are 

trained both domestically and abroad, artists from all over the world,  other 

art forms participate in composing, staging and performing plays. Spoken 

drama in HCMC has had a strong attraction to generations of Vietnamese 

artists in general and the south in particular. Today, the development of 

artists to spoken drama theatre  in HCMC is still happening and will 

continue. This gathering of forces contributes greatly to the creation of a 

huge number of dramatic works. 

4.1.1.3. The higher atention of spoken drama to the youth 

Socialization stage was formed and succeeded at the place that was 

once "dominant" of Cai Luong. Now, spoken drama has dominated by the 

number of stages, the number of plays and the attraction of a large 

audience, especially young audiences. 

4.1.1.4. Diverse art styles and own mark 

The spoken drama of Ho Chi Minh City has both descriptive and 

realistic descriptions, but is very flexible, in real descriptions, there are 

imaginative descriptions and vice versa. However, most dramatic works are 

made in a more realistic direction; the number of comedy works also 
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prevailed. Due to the influence of Southern culture, the audience in Ho Chi 

Minh City chose to come to spoken drama stage mainly for entertainment. 

It is the creativity in composing, choreographing, and performing of 

social stages that have given the theatre  of HCMC its own mark, its own 

style, not to be confused with theatrical theatre  elsewhere. 

4.1.2. Negative impacts 

4.1.2.1. Lack of investment in facilities and technical equipment 

The influences from the cultural characteristics of the south also have 

a negative impact on the sustainable investment for theatrical performances. 

Degraded, temporary stage, outdated technical equipment is the most 

common situation of socialized theatre  stages today. 

4.1.2.2. Awareness and skills of artists and theatre  managers are 

still limited in the face of challenges of the era 

Author/creator: The current force of authors in theatre  in general and 

spoken drama in particular is lacking and has limited capacity. 

Directors: Spoken drama still lacks a force of successor directors, 

especially those who have absorbed the contemporary Western theatre  

background; There is a shortage of young directors who dare to break 

through, experiment with new things of the stage and create their own style. 

Actors: Some famous actors in spoken drama either quit the stage to 

participate in high-income entertainment programs or don't spend much 

time practicing, so their roles are passive and indifferent. Young actors do 

not have much experience and good roles. 

Designers and musicians: Currently, the stage designers are in crisis, 

there are no young artists who can show their own mark and very few 

musicians specialize in composing music for plays. 

Theatre  management personnel: Although they are quick to respond 

to the market, most stage managers are artists and have not been trained 

through professional theatre  leadership training programs compared to 

other theatre  managers in foreign countries. 

4.1.2.3. Lack of bravery in developing artistic style 

Spoken drama in HCMC exists many different artistic styles, meeting 

the needs of the audiences. Containing both realistic and conventional 

methods, the spoken drama has a positive and negative influence on the 

traditional theatre , giving rise to the interesting artistic style of each stage. 

However, that style has faded at the present time. 

4.1.2.4. The aesthetic taste of the audience has not been clearly 

developed 
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The aesthetic appreciation for the audience for spoken drama in Ho 

Chi Minh City has not drawn a lot of attention. The socialized stage cannot 

improve the problem by itself, while the municipal authorities do not yet 

have a policy or strategic and specific strategy for developing the audience 

as well as the quality performance of spoken drama in the near future. 

4.2. DEVELOPMENT TREND FORECAST AND MAJOR 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

4.2.1. Forecast of development trends 

From the viewpoint of the author, in the near future, spoken drama in 

HCMC will have notable trends. Firstly, there are two forms of 

performance on the small stage and the big stage; secondly, there are two 

forms of ownership including public and private (socialized stage); thirdly, 

the current situation of limited facilities, degraded stage, outdated 

equipment, situation of renting venues and unstable venues continues to be 

a dilemma; fourthly, attracting a dedicated and skilled artists and actors is a 

difficult problem for theatre  stages; In the coming time, the entertainment 

industry will develop faster and stronger. Therefore, spoken drama must 

also transform to meet such  current trends of development. 

4.2.2. Major recommendations 

4.2.2.1. State  management help creates favorable conditions for the 

development of socialized spoken drama, making adequate investment in 

public spoken drama 

A mechanism with a full and scientific legal corridor will help 

socialized spoken drama to promote its strengths and develop in parallel 

with the public stage. Public theatre  needs to be properly invested in both 

facilities and personnel (artists, managers, technicians). 

4.2.2.2.  The  quantity of theatres are increased and developing  

aesthetic taste of audiences is developed 

The introduction of theatrical spoken drama into schools should be 

done with a long-term strategy. This not only educates students about art, 

but also helps to find audiences for plays and theatre  in the future. 

4.2.2.3. Skills and knowledge of Southern traditional arts and culture 

are provided to the artists  

It is necessary to create an open mechanism for the training of this 

particular art form in order to find skilled mentors to participate in the 

training. Besides, good mentors also need to improve their reasoning ability 

and their pedagogical methods. Linking art schools to more specialized 

teaching; presenting traditional arts such as Cai Luong, Hat Boi, as well as 
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the southern traditional music into teaching for future theatre  creative 

artists. 

4.2.2.4. A unique style for each theatre  stage is created 

In order to satisfy the audience's taste, spoken drama must be 

developed in various forms, the small stage and the large stage need 

developing simultaneously. In addition, each stage should create its own 

style, focusing on staging plays with rich southern characteristics. 

4.2.2.5. The work of critical theory is promoted 

It is necessary to rebuild the academic atmosphere, quickly restore 

theatrical critical thinking activities, re-establish new aesthetic values, 

expand information and cultural exchange relations with other countries and 

region in the world. 

4.2.2.6. Scientific and technological achievements in staging and 

organizing performances are applied 

The audience in HCMC is always demanding new things from the 

theatre  stage. Theatre s need to apply the scientific and technical 

achievements of the 4.0 technology era and the achievements of other art 

forms in a reasonable way to apply them to the staging, performance, and 

aesthetic design, art, etc. to make spoken drama more attractive close to the 

public's choice needs. 

4.2.2.7. A special remuneration policy to attract talents is 

implemented 

There should be a timely reward policy for valuable works, with 

artists who have made positive contributions to the stage. Particularly for 

stages, it is necessary to promote the "retention" of skilled actors, and at the 

same time, it is necessary to take measures to create conditions for the 

succession of actors to develop. It is necessary to create conditions to attract 

dramatic talents from other countries to join in developing spoken drama in 

HCMC. 

 

 

CONCLUDING REMARK 4 

Under the influence of southern culture, spoken drama in HCMC has 

achieved remarkable achievements, the most notable of which is the 

socialization stage model. Socialized spoken drama stage has really become 

the face of HCMC's drama, the pride in the city's cultural and artistic 

activities. 
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However, the influences of the southern culture also lead to 

unfavorable conditions, recently the audience coming to the theatre  stage is 

decreasing and the development of the drama is becoming unsustainable. 

There are many reasons leading to this situation including degraded 

facilities and equipment, poorer quality of art performances; some plays 

follow the negative tastes of a part of the audience without any support 

while other modern entertainment means are developing and competing 

fiercely with the stage. 

With the current cultural context, in order to develop spoken drama 

in HCMC, it is necessary to have appropriate solutions, such as investment 

in public spoken drama and adequate support policies for theatres; focus on 

developing aesthetic tastes for audiences, especially young audiences; 

provision of training of artists at art schools, including the introduction of 

southern traditional art culture into the artist training program. In addition, 

it is neccessary to attract famous overseas Vietnamese artists, and 

strengthen international exchanges; and promote critical work. Spoken 

drama stages need to quickly apply new technologies in creating and 

organizing performances, creating and maintaining their own style, 

especially the southern theatre  identity to attract audiences for more 

sustainable development. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Based on the theories "Theory of Cultural Areas", "Theory of 

Rational Choice", "Theory of Acculturation", after studying in practice the 

process of establishment and development of drama in Ho Chi Minh City, 

the author draws the following conclusions: 

1. Spoken drama, a theatre  art form that uses dialogue and activitites 

to reflect social reality through the subjective lens and artist's talent. Spoken 

drama was born in the West from ancient times, to modern times it has been 

standardized and internationalized. The ability to adapt sensitively to social 

realities has made it easier for spoken drama to be introduced to countries 

around the world, especially those that have contact with European culture, 

including Vietnam. The fact that the French brought spoken drama to the 

show in Saigon in 1863 is considered the beginning of this art form in the 

south. Over 155 years of presence and development in the new land of 

Saigon - Ho Chi Minh City, until now, spoken drama has become a theatre  

genre loved by many audiences. From the land that used to be unique of Cai 
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Luong, spoken drama with its sensitivity to the times, timely reflection of 

hot issues, the fastest social changes has gradually replaced the role of Cai 

Luong. In other words, it is the Viet people in the south with their dynamic 

and open-mindedness that they had through historical circumstances and 

cultural context helps creating favorable conditions for spoken drama genre 

even though it is originated in the West but quickly promoted and 

developed in Saigon - HCMC. 

2. From its formation to 1975 is the period in which, in author’s 

opinion, the development of theatre  in Saigon was still fragmented, 

spontaneous, without any artistic orientation. This is a period of exciting 

activity of drama groups, sometimes up to 30, but mainly short plays, 

performing together in music programs, radio and television programs, 

supporting performances for shows. performing Cai Luong, lottery or 

before the screening of movies or concert programs. In the early years of 

the 1960s, the first full-length play was officially released by the Kim 

Cuong troupe, which was also the unit that left the most impressions in this 

period in both artistic quality, performing style and stage management. 

After April 30, 1975, spoken drama artists across the country gather in Ho 

Chi Minh City. Groups and roupes were established by local artists, artists 

from the war zone returning to the inner city, and trained artists returning 

from the North. From 1975 to 2020, the drama received the investment and 

attention from the Party and the State and began to develop. Socialization 

policy started in 1997 has created a new vitality for theatre  in HCMC. 

Existing next to the public theatre  stage, there are about 10 socialized 

spoken drama stages operating together, sometimes up to 15 drama venues 

on weekends, not to mention coffee theatre  stages, or comedy groups. 

Sometimes, there are more than 50 groups simultaneously at the stage. 

3. Due to the influence of southern culture, besides the common 

characteristics of the spoken drama genre, spoken drama in HCMC also has 

its own values and characteristics that are not similar to the plays in the 

north and elsewhere. The basic characteristics such as: River culture, 

integration, and flexibility of southern culture have been expressed in 

spoken drama in HCMC through artistic elements such as theme, content, 

stage setting, art style, costumes, music, props, makeup or through creative 

artists (composers, performances, etc.), audience and organizers ( male and 

female managers of socialized theatre). The plays with themes close to daily 

life, thematic content associated with personal issues, family, marriage, and 

couple love accounted for the largest percentage on the stages. The context 
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of southern rivers appears with frequency dense performance on the stage; 

characters with grandmother costumes, khăn rằn (checkered scarfs), with 

familiar everyday lines; props in the river region; lullabies, lyricism, chants, 

etc. have created a space imbued with the south on the theatre  stage. 

Southerners are inherently fun, light-hearted, entertainment-oriented, so 

comedy prevails; actors with honest acting, "living" with the character. 

Directors are always looking for new and creative things in staging, 

applying southern ethnic theatre  art such as Cai Luong, Hat Boi into the 

drama is something to be appreciated. The flexibility and dynamism of the 

owners of the socialized theatre  stage is one of the most important factors 

for the success of theatre  in HCMC in recent years. 

4. Under the influence of southern culture, spoken drama in Ho Chi 

Minh City in recent years has achieved great results, the biggest being the 

birth and development of the social drama theatre  model. Besides, the 

existence of plays on big stages are in close relation with small ones; 

utilizing modern technology in performances, along with experimental 

plays with simple staging, have also created a richness for spoken drama in 

HCMC. Spoken drama has contributed to creating a class of theatre -

watching audiences, especially young audiences. Not only meeting the 

entertainment needs, contributing to the orientation of social behavior, 

especially among young people, but theatre  plays an important role in the 

development of the country's culture and art. Spoken drama has contributed 

to creating opportunities for artists to have more and more advanced 

conditions for artistic activities and practice. 

5. In the current socio-cultural context, theatre  in Ho Chi Minh City 

is currently facing many difficulties and falling into a serious crisis, many 

stages are closed, theatre s gradually lose their inherent identity, audiences 

may gradually forget, skilled artists is no longer interested in spoken drama. 

Therefore, there should be solutions including completing the legal 

corridor, as well as more favorable policies to prioritize and support the 

social stage to develop stably; at the same time, increase investment in both 

facilities, human resources so that public spoken  drama can develop 

commensurately. Focusing on promoting aesthetic appreciation for 

audiences, especially young audiences. To attach importance to the training 

of artists who compose and perform, and to provide content on traditional 

southern art culture in the process of training artist forces. Completing the 

mechanism to attract domestic and foreign artistic talents to serve the 

training and creation of plays. From a social perspective, it is necessary to 



 

24 

manage and promote the work of cultural and artistic criticism in general 

and theatre  in particular. Theatre  managers need to apply scientific and 

technical achievements in staging, creating as well as organizing 

performances and promoting works. In addition, each stage needs to apply 

elements of traditional southern culture and art to create its own identity 

from choosing works, staging and performing styles to attract its audience. 

The "Southernization" of plays with Northern or other local contexts, 

especially those that need to be studied carefully, should be avoided. 

6. The "new" land of the south with the center being Saigon - HCMC, 

which inherits both favorable factors and challenges from the natural 

environment, history of development, central location regarding geography, 

politics, culture, diversity in population, open social structure, strong 

process of cultural exchange and transformation, has become an ideal 

placeof for the existence and development spoken drama. The values of 

spoken drama brought to the cultural and spiritual life of the people of 

HCMC have been verified for a long time, which proves that the 

development of spoken drama in HCMC is not a a transient phenomenon 

that always has a lot of potential for development in the near future. In the 

context of southern culture, theatre  in Ho Chi Minh City has brought 

certain values to the spiritual life of the people as well as the development 

of the country's culture and art. Spoken drama today has become an 

indispensable spiritual support in the cultural life of the citizens in 

particular and the residents of the south in general. A spoken drama theatre  

of national and regional scale, existing alongside a true experimental drama 

theatre , a standard comedy theatre  and other social drama stages will 

contribute to enhance art development for HCMC to meet the needs of the 

citizens and to have an equal dialogue with advanced theatre  platforms in 

the world. 

Due to time constraints, the framework of a dissertation, and the 

complicated epidemic situation, the study of spoken drama in HCMC still 

has many incomplete points. Besides, even though the author is specialized 

in the dramatic arts, his research experience is still limited, so some 

contents about southern cultural characteristics expressed in drama such as 

dynamic, gratitude, etc., is still not deeply exploited and these ideas will 

need further research in the next study. 
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