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Editorial Note

Editor In Chief of
ARTIFACT Journal

Sophie
Huang

This second issue of ARTIFACT
traces a map of modern identity - a
map that is constantly being redrawn.
Its lines are not fixed borders but
pathways of movement, memory,
and becoming. The theme that
binds this issue, Migration, Fluidity,
Resilience, speaks to fundamental
conditions of our time, particularly
within the Vietnamese context and
its global diaspora. Together, these
ideas challenge static notions of
place, heritage, and self, inviting

a dynamic understanding of culture
as a process, not a possession.

Migration marks the physical and
psychological journeys that define so
many lives. It is the crossing of oceans
and the navigation between cultural
worlds. We witness this passage,

both literal and metaphorical, in our
conversation with artist KV Duong,
whose work explores the legacy of
war and the refugee experience, and
in the archival inquiries of Adeena
Mey and Jacqueline Hoang Nguyen,
who ask what it means to locate a
home within "Uncatalogued" histories.
This movement extends into the Index
section, where the journey of Dundun
from Dameng to New York, Ném's New
Comfort from Saigon to Shanghai, and
the films of Truong Minh Quy viewed
through the lens of Nguyen Dinh Ton
Nu, together encapsulate the complex
routes of cultural exchange.

Where migration creates the path,
Fluidity is the state of being along it.
It is the capacity to adapt, to

blend, and to thrive in a state of in-
betweenness. This fluidity manifests
in the artistic practices we feature:
from Lai Dieu Ha's hybrid of art

and scientific inquiry to Léna Bui's
interrogation of the porous boundary
between human and machine in her
recent work dream(machine, human).
It is present in the modular, adapt-
able spaces of modern Vietnam
discussed by Thu-Trang Pham, in Ryan
Nguyen's architectural proposition

for a wet market shaped by the life
currents of Hoi An, and in the evolving
hybrid beats of Vietnam's hip-hop
scene, revealed through conversations
with Suboi and Nodey Nguyen. This
fluidity is not a loss of form, but a new
way of forming - a creative resistance
to rigid categorization.

From this constant state of movement
and adaptation emerges Resilience:
the quiet, tenacious force of
preservation and the bold act of re-
creation. It is the "resistant archiving"
found in the everyday objects of the
diaspora, as Frida Chen elucidates,
and the "para-archive" that Linh

Le constructs from Nguyen Thi
Thanh Mai's ongoing project about

a Vietnamese community at the
Cambodian border. We see it in the
transformative power of a single
detail in handmade textiles, as noted
by Monique Gross; in the intrinsic
connection between ancestor worship
and image-making uncovered by Dr.
Nicolas Henni-Trinh Burc; and in the
community-focused work of Phu Lang
Sa Collabtive in France, alongside
artistic negotiations with the "walls"

in Hanoi. Finding resonance in each
other's works, artists Ngoc Nau

and Huong Ngo discuss how family
stories have shaped their mutual
interest in femininity and technology.
This resilience is not merely about
enduring, but about thriving - forging
new connections and sustaining
culture against the tides of erasure.

Finally, the Monologue section

offers intimate access to the internal
landscapes shaped by these forces.
Here, the themes become deeply
personal. The voices of artists
Yasmine Anlan Huang, Koa Pham,
and Mai Ta articulate inner dialogues
of displacement, memory, and the
ongoing search for a "national feeling"
or sense of belonging. Veronika
Radulovic's more than a decade of
living and working in 1990s Vietnam
culminates in a diverse body of work

that travels through time and space,
recently shown in Berlin. Seminal
projects by artists Alvin Luong, Minh
Duc Pham, and Kvet Nguyen uncover
neglected histories through poetic and
symbolic gestures. Together, these
contributions form the vital, emotional
core of this issue, reminding us that
the grand narratives of migration and
resilience are always composed of
singular, human stories.

In its entirety, this issue is a test-
ament to the vibrant, complex, and
ever-evolving discourse surrounding
Vietnamese creativity and beyond.
By bringing these diverse voices -
artists, curators, writers, and scholars
- into conversation, ARTIFACT
continues its mission to elevate these
essential perspectives and place
them firmly at the forefront. In
partnership with design /delight of
the West Bund Art & Design, we

will release this issue in November

in Shanghai. We invite you to

explore these pathways, to sit with
the discomfort and the beauty of

the in-between, and to witness the
remarkable resilience that flour-

ishes there.
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CONVERSATION

This year marks the 50th anniversary
of the end of the American War in
Vietnam, a milestone that has inspired
commemorations and documentary
projects both within the country and
abroad. This anniversary creates

a crucial opportunity to examine
overlooked visual legacies, particularly
Vietnam’s cultural and historical
connections with the UK, which is
home to a significant Viethamese
diasporic community. Building on this
moment of reflection, the symposium
Uncatalogued: Vietnam and Archives
of Visual Culture (June 27—-29, 2025)
took place across two London venues
— the MayDay Rooms and the
Dalston CLR James Library — and
was conceived as a continuation of
Sensing Photography, a series of talks,
exhibitions, and workshops organized
by Tram LLrorng and Jacqueline Hoang
Nguyén (February 21-28, 2025, at
Fulbright University Vietnam and other
satellite locations in Ho Chi Minh City).
[1] Uncatalogued is a collaborative
initiative between Jacqueline Hoang
Nguyen and Adeena Mey, organized
in conjunction with the exhibition

V6 An Khanh: Mangrove Theater

at IC Visual Lab in Bristol, curated
together with Dogma Collection. [2]
[fig.0] The exhibition marked the first
solo presentation of photographer

V& An Khanh outside Vietnam and
included a commissioned transcription
of a conversation between the
photographer and scholar Thy Phu,
conducted in Bac Liéu, Vietham, on
May 13, 2013. This text reflects on

the London symposium, tracing how
each panelist creatively engaged

with the challenges of uncatalogued,
uninventoried, and incomplete
archives, and offered new ways of
imagining what an archive can hold.

Eo: BEIMG: (REK: IRHRG) ,

IC Visual Lab, 2025 £ 6 H 24 HE 9H 14 H,
B5: ERNHES - [E,

E i IC Visual Lab 121,

[fig.0] View of exhibition

V6 An Khanh: Mangrove Theater, IC Visual Lab,
from 24 June to 14 September, 2025.
Photograph Alejandro Acin.

Courtesy of IC Visual Lab.
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The year 1975 in Vietnam signals both
the reunification of the country as well
as the massive exodus of large parts
of its population. This sudden political
reorganization inevitably disrupted
family lineages, scattered belongings,
and fractured collective memory. Along
with the fall of Phnom Penh on 17 April
and Pathet Lao’s rise to power the
same year, one of the leitmotifs behind
Uncatalogued was the relationship
between exile, the fragmented nature
of the documents discussed, and the
potential archive-form most suited

to sustain both the memory function
and its activation of these archives.

In contexts such as those we
discussed, the archive — understood
with Cameroonian historian and
political theorist Achille Mbembe as
both a collection of documents and the
architectural or institutional container
that houses them — must be conceived
beyond archival normativity. That is,
the scatteredness and dispersedness
of personal or para-institutional
archives emerged as defining traits
and, detached or without prior material
home, these archives resist the
conventional logics of state or museum
custody, carving space for other
modes of remembrance. Questioning
the colonial desire to acquire, conserve
and classify in order to control, the
presentations reflected on archival
practices that attempt to imagine
models beyond the consolidation of
nation-state narratives. In this regard,
Uncatalogued made a case for the
archive as the site of the uncontainable
difference of singular narratives in

a global context.

The first day of the symposium, titled
Vietnamese Revolutionary Art in Global
Context, was led by Dogma Collection
curator Minh Nguyén and featured
original hand-painted propaganda
posters from Vietnam, presented
alongside related materials from the
same period held in the MayDay
Rooms archive. These colorful, hand-
painted posters—ubiquitous during
and after the American War—served
as tools of mobilization, urging citizens
to remain vigilant against enemies and
to participate in the collective rebuilding
of the country with slogans such as
Lda mi, ngd, dau mach, hoa. Vu dong
thang My, vung ta cang giau ['Wheat,
corn, beans, flowers. Winning over the
US in winter crops, our regions grow
richer as a result’]. [Fig.1] Regarded
as “resistance art,” these public
images were dismissed for decades
as unworthy of preservation, these
works were fortunately safeguarded.
Their juxtaposition with international
materials highlighted the shared
struggles across contexts and
underscored the enduring importance
of visual culture.

18
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[fig.1] Duo'ng Anh, Lia mi, ngé, dau mach, hoa.
Vu déng thang My, ving ta cang giau [Wheat, corn,

beans, flowers. Winning over the US in winter crops,

our regions grow richer as a result], 54 x 39 cm.
Courtesy of Dogma Collection.
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The fragmentary nature of minor
anecdotes was further discussed on
the second day of the symposium.

In his reformulation of Gilles Deleuze’s
and Félix Guattari’'s work on Kafka’s
"minor literature", art historian Branden
Joseph offers a variant of this model,
with the potential for radical shifts:

if we focus on the multiple and winding
trajectory of a figure who is not central
to a particular art movement, which we
believed we had clearly identified, it
becomes possible to defamiliarize an
entire landscape. [3] Here, we would
like to combine Joseph’s thinking about
the minor with the late Cambodian
writer and academic Y-Dang Troeung’s
take on the term in the context of the
media representation of refugees, as
discussed by curator Bopha Chhay.
For Troeung, the image of the "rescued
refugee cast the refugee as an
inspiration, a model of determination,
a 'minor anecdote' Chhay writes." But
as she further suggests, "[Troeung’s]
writing inverts the idea of the ‘minor
anecdote’ as the supporting act,
crucially emphasising the dissonant
tension caused by allowing personal
stories and narratives to be rendered
as ‘minor’ in relation to the ideolo-
gical narratives of the ‘nation-state”"
Operating in the minor mode, such

an archive seeks to vernacularize
dominant traditions, amplifies the
petits récits, and makes audible those
voices structurally cast as marginal.
Below are some of the main ideas and
thoughts from the presentations on the
second day of the symposium.
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Titled Scattered Evidence: Working
with Dispersed Documents, it brought
together cultural workers engaged

in the preservation of visual culture

in various forms, from architectural
drawings and Vietnamese painting to
the safeguarding of cultural heritage
within the diaspora. Amongst the
invited speakers, curator and artist
Sophie Hughes, architect Duc Lé,
visual artist Duong Thuy Nguyen,
visual artist Lynn MacRitchie, Afterall
editors David Morris and Wing Chan,
and members of the An Viét Archives
shared methodological strategies

to recompose non-linear histories
based on fragments and scattered
documents.

[fig.2] Ta Thu, Xem Tranh Vé[Looking at Paintings],
1970. Pen on paper, 24.8 x 16.2 cm.
Courtesy of Sophie Hughes.
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Curator Sophie Hughes spent a
decade in Vietham (2009—2019)
researching Viethamese art history,
work that led to the creation of art tours
and public talks. Her current focus

is on how to engage with the extensive
material she collected, now housed

in London. Hughes first joined Galerie
Quynh, then a small contemporary art
gallery, and developed a method of
learning Vietnam’s complex history by
visiting artists’ homes, often meeting
their parents and documenting their
stories. She describes this approach
as a form of living history, where

art is a potent container for both

the personal and the political. Her
research combined oral histories,
academic texts, archival work, antique
hunting, and conversations with artists,
scholars, and local families. Informal
settings—studio visits, shared meals,
and evenings at bia hoi—became
important spaces for gathering these
narratives. For Hughes, oral histories
are one part of a larger puzzle, helping
situate art as a vessel for the fears,
desires, and political pressures of
each generation. Echoing Viet Thanh
Nguyen, winner of the Pulitzer Prize
for his debut novel The Sympathizer,
Hughes reminds us that “[art] is crucial
to the ethical work of just memory. After
the official memos and speeches are
forgotten, the history books ignored,
and the powerful are dust, art remains.”
[4] By 2011, after two years of research,
she launched an art tour in Ho Chi
Minh City that introduced modern and
contemporary art through the lives

of artists, moving between private
collections, the Fine Arts Museum, and
independent galleries. Later, a similar
tour in Hanoi was created with the help
of curator Bill Nguyen, situating it within
the growing field of cultural tourism
due to Vietnamese cultural policies.
Her decade of research has resulted

in a rich two-part archive: a physical
collection of books, catalogues, maps,
song sheets, and artworks—including
combat photographs and sketches
[fig.2]—and a digital archive of
scanned texts, essays, and documents
meticulously organized into folders.
While never intended as an academic
source guide, the curator-artist

now asks how this material can be
activated. While fragmentary in nature,
Hughes has begun opening her
archive to researchers and is exploring
collaborations with Viethamese
partners to expand public access
through a digital platform.
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Working within a collective of
architects, Duc Lé pursues a non-
linear approach to researching

the origins of Vietnamese modern
architecture. Facing urgent concerns
about demolition and preservation,
scholarship on Vietnamese
architecture has grown over the past
decade. Moving away from traditional
frameworks, Lé layers data with

the smallest units of architecture—
what he calls dust, pixel, and point
cloud—to map and construct. First,
dust addresses the transformation

of architecture through destruction,
revealing its fragile relationship to the
built environment of Hanoi. In recent
years, waves of demolition have
rapidly erased significant buildings.
The Government Guest Home on 2
Lé Thach Street in Hanoi, designed by
Diéu Cong Tuén, for example, served
as the backdrop for an installation
during the Design Creative Festival
in November last year; within sixty
days, it was demolished during Tét.
Demolitions often occur at night,
leaving no witnesses. What qualifies
as “heritage” is ambiguous. Buildings
with recognizable modernist features
may mobilize public outcry and gain
protection, while others, factories in
particular, vanish without notice. In
response, Lé and his collective have
begun mapping modernist buildings of
the twentieth century across Vietnam,

B 3: RE, TAARASEN “DIREE” , 2025 F,
BFRIH RFMMEIR, FEM. REE BKE,
1986 £ 6 ) ,

BEIMAE XA R,

[fig.3] Duc Le, “Dust Drawing” for the Hanoi
Headquarters of the People’s Assembly, 2025, based
on original design by architects Nguyén Tudn Thuén,
Tran Xuan Binh, Bui Quy Ngoc, and Ta Trwd'ng Xuan
from June 1986. Courtesy of the Grids of Vietnamese
Modernism collection.
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categorizing their vulnerability as green
(safe), red (under threat), or white
(unknown). When demolitions occur,
they document the process on film and
salvage fragments of the structure as
traces. The second method centers

on scanned architectural drawings,
which in Vietham have historically
been undervalued. [fig.3] Drawings

do not merely function as instructions;
they record the abstract thinking,
negotiations, and compromises behind
construction. The Hanoi Headquarters
for the People's Assembly, nicknamed
“the Guillotine” and built after the 1979
border war with China, exemplifies
this. [5] Unlike other state buildings
that took a U-shape to serve both
administrative and defensive purposes,
its design reflected a distinct approach.
One of the four architects involved
preserved his drawings in a basement,
each sheet bearing the distinct hand
of its author. Scanning these drawings
preserves not only their content but
their materiality: mold in the corners
reveals repeated handling, while tears
and punctures mark the places where
an architect pressed hard with a pencil
or the finger to resolve a structural
problem. The third method, point
cloud, uses photographic scans to
recreate buildings in three dimensions,
producing 1:1 digital models. Together,
these practices form an alternative
archive of Viethamese modern
architecture. They acknowledge
memory’s instability yet demonstrate
how systematic recording can

slowly assemble a framework for
understanding modernist heritage—an
archive that interweaves personal and
collective memory, material traces, and
digital preservation.
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Visual artist Duong Thuy Nguyen
developed the project If They Survived,

They Are Refugees. [fig.4] The title, taken

from a poster displayed in a refugee

camp, remains an open question for her.

The photographs at the center of the

project were taken by photojournalist Joan

Wakelin in 1989-1990, commissioned

as part of the mission Save the Children.

[6] They are now housed in the V&A

(Victoria and Albert Museum) in London,
where a friend of Nguyen was cataloguing

them. The series depicts children inside

detention centers for Viethamese refugees

in Hong Kong. The photographs gained
attention at the time: Wakelin received
the Kodak Prize, and three works from
the series were exhibited in Amsterdam

in 1990. Yet when the exhibition traveled

to London, those same images were
withdrawn, as Hong Kong was still a
British colony. For Nguyen, the phrase
“If They Survived,” taken from a poster
hung in the refugee camp and captured
in a photograph, carries significant

rhetorical weight. Who are they if they did

not survive? The conditional “if” renders
survival itself an unstable category,

pointing to an unspoken history. Nguyen

positions her role as an artist not to
“repair” what is missing, but to remain in

the unfolding of the photograph, echoing

Avriella Azoulay’s idea of photography
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[fig.4] Duong Thuy Nguyen, If They Survive,
They Are Refugees, 2024; Microcrystalline wax,
aluminum, perspex, wood, 35 x 23 x 5 cm.
Photograph by Studio Adamson.

Courtesy of SLQS Gallery and the artist.
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as an ongoing event. [7] She is less
concerned with what is visible in the
images than with what lies behind
them: the structural violence embedded
in their making. What happens if we
return to these photographs not as
outside observers but as those who
own the story? The context is crucial.
The late 1980s were a turbulent period
in Vietnam, following Boi M&i reforms
and long after the end of the war in April
1975. Between 1975 and 1977, around
200,000 Vietnamese arrived in Hong
Kong by boat. In 1979, the British colony
declared itself a “port of asylum,” initially
allowing boats to land and refugees to
move freely. By 1982, however, new
arrivals were confined to camps on the
island’s periphery. In 1989, the United
Nations instituted a screening process
to determine who qualified as a refugee.
Those denied status were forced either
to repatriate or to relocate to a third
country. Local hostility was widespread:
in 1991, the New York Times published
a letter by Fred C. Shapiro citing polls
that 90 percent of Hong Kong residents
opposed the refugees’ presence.

[8] Viethamese were even given a
derogatory nickname—Bat dau ttr nay
(“beginning from this point forward”)—
a phrase borrowed from the radio
announcements broadcast inside

the camps and overheard by local
residents. Rather than presenting these
images as illustrations of suffering,
Nguyen interrogates their conditions of
production, circulation, and preservation.
Her works reproduce the photographs
as embossed aluminum reliefs, creating
monochromatic, ghostlike impressions
of what once existed without being
exact copies.The tactile quality resists
forgetting, while the metal recalls both
the violence of enclosure and the fences
of the camps. Each work is framed
ornamentally, delaying recognition and
questioning what constitutes an archive.
As Derrida wrote, history often returns
in spectral form—a condition all the
more acute for refugees, whose lives are
absent from official records. Nguyen’s
work forces us to ask: who wants to see
these images? For her, the obligation to
retell these stories is urgent, especially
in today’s political climate.
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In 1975, artist and writer Lynn
MacRitchie took part in People of

the World Learn from Indochina, an
arts festival in London organised by
the radical artists group Artists for
Democracy. Fifty years later, images
and concepts from work she prepared
for the festival still resonate within

her practice. MacRitchie presented

a personal memoir reflecting on
Vietnam’s enduring presence in

her imagination. Beginning in the
1960s, the Vietnam War shaped the
worldview of young European radicals,
including the artist herself, who
participated in protests such as the
1968 Grosvenor Square demonstration
and later engaged in politically
motivated art. [fig.5] By the mid-1970s,
involvement with Artists for Democracy
led to participation in festivals and
celebrations of Vietham’s victory over
U.S. forces. Although early artistic
attempts around Vietnam faltered,
journalism and criticism became the
author’s focus in the 1980s. In the
1990s, a return to art practice was
inspired by rediscovered photographs
originally intended for a 1975 Vietnam
installation. Works like Right on for the
Darkness (1999) reinserted Vietnam’s
war imagery into contemporary
contexts, while encounters with artists
such as Tran Trung Tin (1933-2008,
Vietnam) deepened the exploration

of war’s human impact. Subsequent
works— Facing Medusa (2004) and
The Towers of llium (2012)—expanded
this inquiry, drawing connections
between mythology, fashion, history,
and recurring cycles of violence.

Over fifty years, MacRitchie’s journey
demonstrates how Vietnam served as
a catalyst for both political awakening
and artistic practice, continually
probing how art can expose the
persistence of war and human folly.
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[fig.5] Demonstration celebrating the victory

of the North Vietnamese over the South
Vietnamese and their US allies, Paris, April 1975.
Photographer: David Turner.

Courtesy Lynn MacRitchie.
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[fig.6] Precarious Solidarities:
Artists for Democracy 1974-77 (Afterall, 2023).
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[fig.7] Poster for “People of the World Learn from
Indochina: Homage to Ho Chi Minh and the Victory
of the Indochinese Peoples Arts Festival, 1975".
Poster design: Lynn MacRitchie/David Turner.
Courtesy Lynn MacRitchie.
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David Morris and Wing Chan
discussed the Afterall publication
Artists for Democracy (1974—1977), an
account of the artists’ collective that
Lynn MacRitchie joined in the 1970s
alongside David Medalla, Cecilia
Vicufa, John Dugger, and Guy Brett,
which Morris and Chan co-edited
and published in 2023. [fig.6] They
focused on a particular event, the
Festival for Vietnam (1975), organized
by the collective. [fig.7][fig.8] Much of
the material presented comes from
MacRitchie’s personal archive. Artist-
archivists are rare, and Artists for
Democracy was itself a messy and
unruly entity—something reflected in
the archive as well. Morris and Chan
first encountered the group while
working on a previous Afterall project
exploring artist-organized exhibition
ecosystems, para-institutions, and
other initiatives in Southeast Asia.
During their research, they discovered
that many of the improbable-sounding
stories about the collective were

in fact true. [fig.9] There was a sense
of play and fun, even while dealing
with urgent political struggles, and
the project became a way of tracing
how cultural ideas emerge and
circulate. Their presentation offered

a walkthrough of the collective’s
existence, enriched by the voices of
different members. Together, they
pieced together a speculative timeline
of Artists for Democracy, which is
patchy, incomplete, and fragmentary.
The aim was not to produce

a definitive account but to attempt

a better story, one that embraces
uncertainty. The book represents

an effort to take up that challenge.
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To conclude the day, The An

Viét Archives (AVA) shared their
experience as a collective stewarding
the materials of the An Viét Foundation
(AVF) and led a workshop exploring
multiple ways of accessing knowledge
through uninventoried documents.
Founded in East London in 1981 to
support thousands of Viethnamese

and Southeast Asian refugees, AVF
provided meals, housing assistance,
English classes, health outreach,

and mother-tongue education for
those scattered across the UK under
Margaret Thatcher’s “dispersal” policy.
[9] Between 1975 and the 1990s,
around 19,000 Vietnamese refugees
were resettled in Britain. [10] The AVF
collection includes resources gathered
by the late Mr. Vi Khanh Thanh,
AVF’s former director, who envisioned
a Southeast Asian Research Centre
and library. Today, the archives are
housed at Hackney Archives, ensuring
their long-term preservation and
accessibility. AVA reflected on archival
gaps, questioning the necessity of
material completeness and proposing
that archives can also hold immaterial
and precarious histories, with
imagination and social connection

as vital components of archival
practice. Phuong Anh Nguyén
emphasized the dual role of archives:
not merely as repositories preserving
documents but as living spaces that
respond to the needs of communities,
particularly refugees and immigrants.
Meanwhile, Cwong Minh Ba Pham
and Georgma Quach led the hands-
on workshop on describing as-yet-
uninventoried documents. [fig.10]
Ultimately, AVA framed archives as
sites of imagination, essential for
navigating present-day realities. Their
intervention encouraged participants
to reflect on how the meaning and
relevance of archives are ultimately
shaped by the subjective experiences
of those who engage with them.
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[fig.10] Workshop led by An Viét Archives at
Dalston CLR James Library, London, on Saturday,
June 28, 2025. Photograph Alejandro Acin.
Courtesy of IC Visual Lab.
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[fig.11] Orphan photograph, date unknown, from
the workshop Against Erasure: Dinh Q. Lé,
Photography and the Everyday, Dalston CLR
James Library, London, on Sunday, June 29, 2025.
Courtesy of Jacqueline Hoang Nguyén.
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Finally, the role of the orphan
photograph took center stage on

the third day, building on the
groundwork laid during the previous
days’ sessions. Orphan images, as
defined by distinguished Professor
of Race, Diaspora, and Visual Justice
Thy Phu, “are materials whose
provenance is unknown and whose
hallmark, accordingly, is a seemingly
irretrievable sense of loss, particularly
when it comes to contextualizing
information.” [11] Jacqueline Hoang
Nguyén led a workshop Against
Erasure: Dinh Q. Lé, Photography
and the Everyday. Dinh Q. Lé was

a central figure in the Vietnamese
contemporary art scene, active both
as an organizer and as a practicing
artist. His work is deeply invested

in photography, often contrasting
mainstream images with found
photographs from Vietnam. After
returning to his home country follow-
ing more than a decade in the United
States as a refugee, he scoured
antique shops in Ho Chi Minh City
in the hope of recovering family
photographs left behind during his
family’s sudden departure at the
end of the war. Although he never
found images of his own relatives,
he amassed a large collection

of other family photographs, many
of which later became integral to his
artistic practice. Nguyén’s workshop
was an exercise in close reading

of found photographs, exploring
methods of engaging with images
stripped of their original context.
[fig.11] The aim was to challenge
participants to look closely, even

in the absence of prior knowledge,
and to consider how meaning

might still be deciphered. Spending
time with a single image at length,
Nguyén argued, fosters an intimate
relationship, one that transforms
from familiarity to attunement.

Taken together, these contributions
over the course of three days
underscored the core ambition of
Uncatalogued: Vietnam and Archives
of Visual Culture to question how
archives are constituted, to open
space for fragmented and overlooked
narratives, and to affirm the archive as
a living, contested site where memory,
politics, and cultural practice converge.
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The authors gratefully thank all

the speakers for their generous
contributions and acknowledge the
British Council’s Connections Through
Culture program, whose support made
these exchanges between Vietnam
and the UK possible.

Jacqueline Hoang Nguyén is a
research-based artist whose work
explores photography, archives,

and histories of resistance. She is
the 2025—-2026 guest researcher at
Dogma Collection while completing
her PhD in Art, Technology, and
Design at Konstfack and the Royal
Institute of Technology, Stockholm,
where she is writing her dissertation
Perspectives from the Darkroom:
Vietnamese Photography and
Unprocessed Histories. Her writing
has appeared in Ouvrir I'album du
monde: Photographies (1842-1911)
(Actes Sud & Musée du quai Branly,
2023), Journal of Visual Culture (2022)
and Crating the World (Athénée
Press, 2019). Nguyén’s work has been
exhibited internationally at Boras Art
Biennial (2021), Bonniers Konsthall
(2021), Musée d'art de Joliette (2021),
MA*GA Museum (2021), and Sharjah
Art Foundation (2018).

Adeena Mey, PhD, is a writer, curator
and educator. His work explores
contemporary art and visual cultures
in East and Southeast Asia, artists’
moving image, and exhibitionary
contexts in relation to cosmopolitical
and cosmotechnical thoughts.

His curatorial projects have been
presented at KCCUK (London),
Medrar for Contemporary Art (Cairo),
Centre d’Art Neuchatel (Switzerland),
and Post Territory Ujeongguk (Seoul),
among others. He is the co-editor of
several anthologies on artists’ films,
videos and exhibitions histories,
including Exhibiting the Moving Image,
History Reuvisited, and Cinema in

the Expanded Field (both with JRP
Editions, 2015). Since 2021, he has
been co-convening the workshop
series “Writing and Publishing Art

in Southeast Asia” supported by the
British Academy. He is an Editor of
Afterall journal and a Research Fellow
at the Afterall Research Centre,
Central Saint Martins, University of
the Arts London, and a visiting lecturer
at HEAD-Geneva University of Art
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Minh Nguyen is a writer and curator
based between New York City and

Ho Chi Minh City. She is the curator

of Dogma, a collection and gallery

in HCMC focused on art and political
graphics, and managing editor of
e-flux journal. Her book Memorial Park
is co-published by Art Metropole and
Wendy’s Subway.

Sophie Hughes is an artist, researcher
and educator. She began a research
project in Vietnam in 2011 exploring
the lives and work of Viethamese
artists. This research became the
foundation for an art tour that ran in
Saigon and Hanoi until 2019. She
currently lives and works in London.
Her personal practice includes
storytelling, poetry, movement,
photography and film. She is also
co-founder of the Walking Trees
Collective, an ecological art collective
that organises workshops where

art provides a vehicle for rethinking
ecological relationships.

Duc Le is an architect and director
at CO-NX. His work engages

with architecture in both practice
and theory. He has contributed to
the Plakat research platform and
advised the Hanoi Ad Hoc initiative.
He initiated Grids of Vietnamese
Moderism, a project focused on the
historiography and critique of 20th-
century Vietnamese architecture.
Duc is currently a PhD candidate in
the Practice Research Symposium
programme at RMIT University, a
founding member of the Gian Giua
collective, and a Co-Director at the
Architectural Association Visiting
School Hanoi.

Duong Thuy Nguyen is an artist and
writer working between Hanoi and
London. Her interdisciplinary practice
engages with memory, displacement
and overlooked histories. Through
experimental strategies, she reshapes
knowledge production and fosters
critical dialogue around colonial
legacies, marginalisation and
industrialisation. Recent exhibitions
include New Art Exchange Open

24 (Nottingham), Enigma of Arrival
(RCA, London), No Place Like Home
(Museum of the Home, London), and
The Space Between (TMLightning
Gallery, London, 2023). She is
currently artist-in-residence at the
Museum of the Home as part of the
Vietnamese Archives Artist Residency:
Library of Ancestral Knowledge.
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Lynn MacRitchie was born in Glasgow.
She studied art history at Edinburgh
University and drawing and painting
at Edinburgh College of Art. As

a student, she attended Joseph
Beuys' famous lectures in Edinburgh
and organised the controversial
Participation Art Event at Edinburgh
College of Art, featuring the Artists
Placement Group and David Medalla.
After moving to London, she became
a founding member of the Poster

Film Collective and of Artists for
Democracy. She later completed a
postgraduate degree in architectural
studies at University College London.
As a writer, she contributed to many
art magazines and edited Performance
Magazine. She also worked as a
business journalist for Financial
Times Business Publishing and was

a regular contributor on contemporary
art for the Financial Times newspaper.
She returned to art making in the

late 1990s.

Wing Chan is an editor at Afterall
Research Centre. She also moonlights
as a translator. Her publications
include How to Pin Down Smoke:
ruangrupa since 2000 (co-edited

with Arianna Mercado and David
Morris; Afterall, 2025) and Precarious
Solidarities: Artists for Democracy
1974—77 (co-edited with David Morris;
Afterall, 2023).

David Morris, Research Fellow and
Editor at Afterall. Morris work explores
approaches to artistic research,
education and exhibition, with a

focus on experimental and collective
practice. With Helena Vilalta, he leads
a research master's programme in
Exhibition Studies at Central Saint
Martins, University of the Arts
London, where he is also a trade
union organiser.

An Viét Archives is not just a collection
of materials to be cared for by today's
dutiful descendants, but also a site
for conversations and collectivity - a
way to imagine tomorrow's ancestors.
They are an ongoing exploration of
archives, alternatives, memory work,
and community history. They believe
that an archive is not just a collection
of materials; rather, these mediums
are forms of meaning, memory and
knowledge-making.
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[11 MayDay Rooms serves as an archive, resource space,
and safe haven for social movements, experimental
practices, and marginal cultures and their histories while

the Dalston CLR James Library—named after the Trinidadian
Marxist and Pan-Africanist whose legacy embodies a hidden
history of resistance to racism—offers access to a vast and
varied range of online archives and resources relevant to

its local community.

[2]IC Visual Lab is a non-profit visual arts organisation
based in Bristol, working between visual culture and socially
engaged practice. We are dedicated to exploring the role of
images in today’s world, particularly how photography is
used to construct narratives that shape society. Located in
Ho Chi Minh City, Dogma Collection is a private collection
and exhibition space dedicated to archival and contemporary
art. It comprises three separate but connected programs:
Collection, Research, and Prize.

[3] See Branden W. Joseph, Beyond the Dream Syndicate:
Tony Conrad and the Arts after Cage: A “Minor” History,

New York: Zone Books, 2008; Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. Dana Polan,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986.

[4] Viet Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2016), 12.

[5] Within the architectural community, the Hanoi
Headquarters for the People's Assembly is nicknamed
“the Guillotine,” referencing both its bulky appearance
and a tongue-in-cheek critique of authority, hinting at
how politicians sometimes “get axed.” The origin of the
nickname remains unknown, but it is a story frequently
shared among architects.

[6] In 1989, Joan Wakelin documented Vietnamese boat
people in detention centers in Hong Kong and Singapore
while on assignment for NGOs, including Save the Children.
Established in the UK in 1919, Save the Childrenis dedic-
ated to improving the lives of children around the world,
amission closely aligned with Wakelin’s compassionate
photographic work.

[7] See Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography
(New York: Zone Books, 2008).

[8] Fred C. Shapiro, “Letter from Hong Kong,” The New
Yorker, June 29, 1992, p. 74.
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[9] Having accepted the refugees, the British government
sought to house them with minimal central involvement,
reflecting the Conservative government’s commitment to
limiting state intervention.

[10] See Wilkins, Annabelle. “Vietnamese Refugees in
Britain: Displacement, Home and Belonging.” Refugee
History, 3 Feb. 2020, refugeehistory.org/blog/2020/2/3/
vietnamese-refugees-in-britain-displacement-home-and-
belonging. Accessed [September 14, 2025].

[11] Thy Phu, “Photos Unhomed, Orphan Images, and
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The Artist as
Scientist:

Resilience and
Healing in Lali
Dieu Ha's Practice
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In the intimate, overcrowded space
of Nha San Studio [1] on a December
evening in 2010, Lai Dieu Ha (b. 1976)
pressed a hot iron against pieces of
pig skin, the smell of burning skin
filling the room as audience members
shifted uncomfortably in their seats.
Some fled; others watched in horrified
fascination. This is "Hurt in Here,"

a performance that would later
become one of the artist's most
significant works, marking both a
culmination of her early confrontational
approach and, paradoxically,

the beginning toward what Lai

now calls "soft politics."

b, (HAEX) ,

2010 5, ARk, 7 3%,

$8i8: A, B38: Bk / Bill Nguyen,
e WESANFILIEE,
BEBRERREF AR,

Lai Dieu Ha, "Hurt in Here", 2010.

Video documentation, 7 minutes.

Filmed by Nguyen Ban Ga.

Edited by Nguyen Long/Bill Nguyen.
Performed at Nha San Studio, Hanoi, Vietnam.
Image courtesy of the artist.
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Lai Dieu Ha, "Flying Up", 2010.

Performed at Nha San Studio, Hanoi, Vietnam.
Photograph by Gabby Miller.

Image courtesy of the artist.

39

B 2005 FE U FHAREARAKRT (Wi
FAEARKET) LUK, Bl R
FIDITRAZARKZ— WHEECHS
BER MR, —EEERIEEE o B (1B
BEX) (2010) Z45b, MEVEIEIEELE
RESWMER (TsEER) (2010) @ EX
BITAR, whE®RE, £5BERKST
£, MFRHARF—RESEANOR, H458
WEBRELL, EER, WAISKEZHR
R, MREZMRMNEES NHE" , F
FIERM R BEATHRRVE . XLEARRR
E£83. BNBSE, BILIRIFRIKITIIY
NI, LDUBYIRII G hR RAIH#EL, (K]
Hitxt B A IS S FIERRRREREM.
AEHNEHE,

Since graduating from Hanoi

Fine Arts University (now Vietnam
University of Fine Arts) in 2005,

Lai has established herself as

one of Vietnam's most compelling
performance artists, using her body
as what she calls "a material, a living
archive." Alongside "Hurt in Here"
(2010), her work spans from the
provocative "Flying Up" (2010), where
she appeared unclothed, covered

in feathers and glue, and seemingly
tried to swallow a bird alive but only
for a few seconds before releasing

it from her mouth, to her current
practice, which increasingly incor-
porates painting and "soft sculptures"
as means to extend and reflect upon
her performative explorations. These
tactile, organic forms, sometimes
wearable designs under her indep-
endent brand RAI, embody a softer,
more reflective dimension of her
exploration of the body, memory,

and resilience.
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Lai Dieu Ha, "Magnipapillata/ CalLa Lai Tan (Who We
Are)", 2024, fabric (double-sided elastic), cotton, B40
steel mesh wrapped in fabric, 100x70x155cm.

From the "Soft pture" series, p! dinthe
exhibition "Interweaving Perspectives: Lai Dieu Ha &
Rosemarie Trockel". Exhibited at The Outpost and the
Vietnam Women's Museum, Hanoi, Vietnam.

Photo: Huong Mi Le.
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Lai Dieu Ha, "Social Scenario", 2022,

oil on canvas, 155x100cm.

Exhibited as "Passport Empty/ Blurred Identity"
in "Cong An Cong, Thang An Thang", curated
by Tran Luong at APD Center for Art Patronage
and Development, Hanoi, Vietnam.

Photo: APD.
Image courtesy of the artist.
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The foundation for this artistic
journey was laid early. Her father,

Lai Thanh, was a propaganda
painter during the subsidy period,
creating works that celebrated
"Workers, Farmers, Soldiers" and
their labor and production. Lai grew
up surrounded by his propaganda
posters that marked the early period
of development in Northern Vietnam.
She recalls not just drawing everything
she saw, but mischievously scribbling
mustaches on Soviet leaders like
Mikhail Gorbachev and Lenin in her
father's magazines. At age eight, she
used a Soviet magnifying glass to
study hydra by the pond, creatures
that would later become a childhood
obsession appearing in her projects
"Clinging Hybrid" (2012) at the Goethe
Institut, Hanoi and "Conservation of
Vitality" (2015) at Cuc Gallery, Hanoi.
Where her father's work served clear
ideological purposes, her practice
has always embraced what she

calls "psychological blurriness,"

a deliberate ambiguity that forces
viewers to confront their own
assumptions about art, the female
body, and creative expression.

Lai's painting practice is deeply
intertwined with her performance
work. Rather than treating painting
as a separate medium, she uses

it to prolong the psychological
impact and material presence of

her performances. Her canvases
often depict or reference moments
from her own performances and
those of her peers, transforming
ephemeral actions into lasting visual
narratives. Through this process,
painting becomes a form of archival
research and reflection, allowing her
to explore the body, memory, and
trauma in a new, layered dimension.
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Now, as she prepares for a solo
exhibition at Galerie Quynh in Ho Chi
Minh City in December, Lai describes
herself as undergoing what she calls
a deliberate "reset" of her entire
career. "I'm becoming a scientist
researching my own practice," she
explains, approaching her artistic
legacy with the analytical distance

of a scholar. She's currently painting
approximately twenty new works
while systematically reviewing her
archive of videos and documentation,
seeking to understand not just

what she has created, but why,

and what it means for the broader
landscape of Viethamese
contemporary art.

This shift represents more than

artistic evolution - it's a fundamental
reimagining of performance art. Where
her previous work tested the limits of
physical and psychological endurance,
her current approach seeks to

create what she calls "conditions for
healing" rather than spaces of shock
or discomfort. This transformation
reflects broader questions about

the role of performance art: Can it
serve therapeutic rather than purely
aesthetic functions? And how does

an artist maintain a critical edge while
embracing healing and community?

Lai Dieu Ha, "Beautiful", 2011.

Video still (detail) from performance documentation,
part of the program In Act 2, Nha San Studio, Hanoi,
Vietnam.

Performance materials: mini stage draped in black;
black Italian leather jacket; handmade oversized skirt;
36 eggs; pliers; needle; fishhook.

Photograph and video by Nguyen Quoc Thanh and
Nguyen Ban Ga. Edited by Nguyen Ban Ga.
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Lai Dieu Ha, "Bending Down is Flower",

2020, oil on canvas, 155x100cm.
Photograph by the artist.

XIEE(ERE 2011 FEFILTEZEER &
B9 TAMEm (=) o FETRRER, ZAK
EIERERAYRE 36 ME; MEEFR, X—
LENELLTER BEIIIRRIENERM, F
X —ITAEMBRNESHENAL,
BT ARG PR E B BIRE R /K (BRI E,

CONVERSATION

This painting is derived from the
performance video "Beautiful" (2011),
originally staged at Nha San Studio.
In the performance, when the artist
bent down it was toward thirty-six
eggs; in the painting, the gesture
transforms into flowers. By shifting
the symbolic material, the work
reimagines the act as one of
personifying beauty and symbiosis,
extending the performance’s
ephemeral action into a lasting
pictorial form.
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Currently, Lai Dieu Ha has taken this
philosophy even further, integrating
performance art into her everyday

life and work, blurring the boundaries
between art, artwork, and personal
existence. "My teaching, my studies [2]
- everything is performance. | myself
perform small social reflections within
a larger social context, something
that any individual or institution finds
extremely difficult to grasp in today’s
shifting times," she shares. In the
near future, she plans to expand her
practice into healthcare contexts,
collaborating with children to explore
the therapeutic potential of art.

| spoke with Lai as she prepared to
join VAC's November 2025 residency
program as a guest artist alongside
artist-in-residence Dang Thuy Anh.
Through our conversations, I've

come to understand an artist who

has learned to wield ambiguity not

as a weapon, but as a tool for creating
space for reflection. "l want to become
someone wise and objective enough
to examine my entire body of work,"
she says, describing her current state
as fundamentally different from the
"passionate, tormented" artist who
made those performances more than
a decade ago.

T RER) , 2018 %,

mm BE: AP,
ﬂmm Space,

BRBZEARE MR,

Lai Dieu Ha, Kim Chi Bac “Extended”, 2018.
Performance, 45 minutes.

Documented by the artist through video;
photograph by Dang Hong Anh.

Presented at A Space, Hanoi, Vietnam.

Image courtesy of the artist.
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ERGERNITARER, ERAKB—IRIEAHREBIEMEMSE  Inthis silent performance, the artist used a compass needle
%, 3§ “kim chi nam” (J§SEN) FFILEH “kim chi bac” (1t

BH) , EEdts. X ERNERFESS EHTERENL.

(kim chi bac) to trace and locate coordinates, reinterpreting the
LRHIHNE L R E AL B SE AR RS,

phrase “kim chi nam” (guiding principle) as “kim chi bac” (North
compass), extended toward the North. The work explored

subtle gestures of self-orientation, mapping, and re-mapping
history through the body.

YL,  (HERIET: WEfH) , 2018 &,

Lai Dieu Ha, "Kim Chi Bac: Extended", 2018.
Th&RRE, 45 538, Performance, 45 minutes. Documented by the artist
HERREAUENSEESMSHOR, B8 WPLIE, through phone screenshots and video.
Bt TR A Space,

Photograph by Dang Hong Anh.
Presented at A Space, Hanoi, Vietnam.
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Derived from video stills of earlier
performances, this painting series
revisits and reinterprets the artist’s
personal actions through the visual
language of propaganda posters.
Emphasizing symbolic qualities
and declarative urgency, the works
inherit the spirit of performance
while extending it into painting.

In doing so, they trace a continuity
between ephemeral bodily acts
and the enduring, rhetorical force
of poster art - bridging performance
and propaganda across time.

HphE, (BH) , RERFILE (S7) , 2018 FES,
wEnE, BAREERK,

Lai Dieu Ha, "Identity", from the series “Identity
Paintings”, 2018—ongoing. Oil on canvas. Image
courtesy of the artist.
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CONVERSATION

You've spoken about becoming "a
scientist researching my own practice.
What led to this shift in how you see
your role as an artist?

After "Hurt in Here," | was burned,
both physically and emotionally, and
realized | was causing myself real
harm. | remember going backstage
and meeting artist-curator Tran Luong.
| immediately said: "l will stop the pain
performances, stop cutting my body
here. | am really in pain." Some people
regretted it, saying I'd lost my edge,
lost my energy.

But | wasn't afraid. | wanted to go
deeper and ask: where does that
"pain" come from? Is it the female body
under tradition and social prejudice,

or am | an independent individual
observing societal psychology?
Today, | can step back and analyze
my work with greater objectivity.

Your relationship with materials seems
central to your practice. How do you
know when a material is "speaking"

to you conceptually?

I look for what | call "the intelligence
of the material" combined with

the reflection of context, personal

and social circumstances at each
moment. Take pig skin, for instance.
In "Hurt in Here," | became "The Pig,"
empathizing with the pig by dissecting
layers of skin: dry, fresh, scraps,
slimy pieces. | was like an anatomist,
but actually, it's about empathy and
respect for the pig. Over time, the
material migrated from performance
to painting to soft sculpture. Pig skin is
slippery and full of contradictions, like
the judgments society makes about
what is clean or dirty, acceptable or
shameful. It holds resilience within it,
and it keeps asking questions.
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How do you translate the ephemeral
nature of performance into the
permanence of painting?

Most canvases are 1m x 1.55m
(that's my height), corresponding

as a metaphor for a living, performing
body that can be doubled or multiplied.
Smaller paintings usually depict
personal performances, moments

| want to slow down, pause, or
examine from my past work. When

| double the size to 2m x 1.55m,

| project outward to Psyper/Lab [2]
and broader social contexts, where
my individual performance plays

one role among many. These larger
paintings address current events and
social cases that catch my attention.
The paintings not only document

but also investigate past performances;
the viewers can recognize scenes
from the original works while | add
new layers of the present, about

who | am now.

The interdisciplinary group Psyper/
Lab seems to have transformed your
practice. Can you tell us about that
experience?

Psyper/Lab was an extremely

difficult but profoundly rewarding
journey. | "lived and died" for it.

We followed the original method

of Psycho Drama Therapy developed
in the 1920s by Jacob L. Moreno -

the Romanian-American psychiatrist,
psychosociologist, and educator.

This form of therapy uses role-play

to release repressed emotions.

In our case, we weren't patients,

but a collective determined to question
existence and development at their
deepest levels. For three years we
worked continuously, no public events,
no celebrations, only training and
relentless questioning of one another.

Seven core members including Tran
Quynh Trang, an actress and geisha;
Nguyen Hong Nhung, a journalism
student; Nguyen Ha Thanh, a trained
psychotherapist; Pham Manh Duc, a
martial artist; Pham Trung, an architect
and writer; Tony, a Vietnamese-
Australian filmmaker; and myself.
Afterward, | felt like | was the one who
needed a psychologist. Seemingly,

it opened me up and inspired me to
shift my performance practice from
pursuing shock effects toward creating
conditions for healing.
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NEESR: IBIE, s, PRk,
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B%: W4, BREAZAKIER,

Psyper/Lab, group portrait.

From left to right: Sabo Dang Thu Anh, Nguyen Hong
Nhung, Tran Quynh Trang, Lai Dieu Ha, Nguyen Ha
Thanh, Pham Manh Duc.

Photograph by Nguyen Hong Nhung.

Image courtesy of the artist.
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You've developed a practice

of "covering", or in other words,
reinterpreting historical pieces
and works by your peers.
What drives this approach?

| am extreme and resolute in this -
fearless. | approach it as both
re-enactment and dialogue, always
grounded in the context and history
of the original work. Context is the
key. This is not an act of intervention
but a continuation of performance,
both physical and psychological,
through painting, extending the

life of the original as a form of
documentation. | choose specific
works to paint and perform, prol-
onging them historically while
reactivating them in the present.

| perform consciously, without eras-
ing or distorting any original work,
always with absolute respect. My
intention is to study and honor the
multiple layers of history embedded
in earlier works. This approach allows
me to explore the many strata of
Vietnamese performance art history
while questioning its origins: how

to sustain a balance between citation
and creation. | keep asking: Does
performance inherently carry social
commentary? And how can we
continue to build upon that artistic
heritage today?
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With so much documentation from
your performances, how do you
decide what to preserve and what
to let disappear?

It's not simple to draw a clear line. In
the studio, a piece belongs to me; in
an exhibition, it belongs to the public.
With communal works like Psyper/
Lab, the boundaries become even
more complex as they're absolutely
open to the world. As a scientist
studying my own practice, | preserve
what continues to generate research
questions. I'm interested in materials
that allow a work to live multiple
lives, to keep asking questions
about society. | want to extend the
psychological life of the performance
beyond the moment it ends.

Your upcoming solo exhibition at
Galerie Quynh seems to represent this
new phase. What are you

hoping viewers will experience?

I'm digging deeper into my paintings,
objects, videos and other archival
materials to make this exhibition
about documentation itself. I'm
preparing around twenty paintings
and reviewing my entire system of
videos and materials to see what
should be exhibited. | want to reveal
everything, to show my work evolving
from individual trauma to community
healing. | hope viewers will participate
and enter the work, to see and touch
the pieces. | want to make the past
present, so people can see more
about performance art and understand
this journey of transformation.
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CONVERSATION

With residencies coming up in
Switzerland and New York, how do
you think these international contexts
will affect your work?

I'll spend two weeks in Switzerland
in September 2025 for performance
work, then a month in New York in
2026. | keep questioning my role:
What is performance? Should |
perform? What impact does it have
on contemporary life? Do | have the
courage to take on roles that benefit
the community? Time abroad will
test my theories, letting me focus
and push, perhaps more extreme,
more self-aware, yet still determined.

After nearly twenty years of practice,
how do you see your role as a
Viethamese performance artist today?

| remain committed to "psychological
blurriness," a deliberate ambiguity
that asks viewers to confront their
own discomfort and assumptions.

My aim is to address the complexities
of contemporary Vietnamese society
while remaining legible internationally.
| continue to ask: What is the essence
of performance? Can performance
be a form of social commentary?
Those questions are what keeps

me moving forward.

This interview was originally
conducted in Vietnamese and has
been translated into English. The text
has been edited for length and clarity.
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Conceived within the framework of
Psyper Lab, this painting reflects

a process in which artists examined
and mirrored one another’s practices
in the group’s unique working space
at Bac Cau, Ngoc Thuy — Gia

Lam. The composition brings

together multiple scenes like
fragments of a residency, marked

by an interdisciplinary commitment
that combines martial arts training
with psychodrama therapy. It evokes
performative interactions that unfolded
in local spaces with local residents—
individuals who were not artists
themselves, yet whose presence

and participation became integral

to the work’s exploration of community,
embodiment, and healing.

b, (HapE—ItE6S) , 20205,
SEHE , 155x 100 [EXK.

ERBRERRRE M.
Lai Dieu Ha, "Social Scenario — Bac Cau No. 6", 2020.
Oil on canvas, 155 x 100 cm.

Image courtesy of the artist.
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HFTERARIG R, BEUSHASIKIR, ERHE:
In preparing for this interview, | was fortunate to consult a
wide range of sources. | extend my gratitude to the authors

and articles that informed this work:

i, (BRI ZAPIEEYE) ,
(s EREL) , 2021,

HER, (ERSEEOTH —HERKBLALHIL) ,
2023,

SRRNT,  (XIREREED

2024,

(Wi, EBS Psytheper) ,
2

o

Bill Nguyen SR, (S#LAIHEE) ,
REREES.

(A —ZRMERA) ,

Soi.vn,

SRS B R
2010-2025,

AR EAKB A, WESREANES
K EXRPRELIET BN,

[21] FILTIFE: MILTF 1998 F, THERENRIZATIE

o

[2] “HEYEF. ¥37 . EHKE, BAEIRN—MERHR
RERBILIRE, HRARNSS5Z—TIERRENFES,

[3] EEIRE (2013-2016) : —MEFRIMEEARTE, 15
SEVHTRAERLRHATHER (CEEER) (2010) 0 (f5
BEX)  (2010) SIRSEZAANREGHMMEER, ZME

RBEERARWERMRT N ASBUGRASELERT, H#
EREERERPIRTRNGE, MZFHEELRTLE
FAAZEFHT, REAAENR, IHWMERN “REBE" #E,
WURMSHITAER M AT U IAEMIEHRFRNSREET B
il ZI0 B BYR IR ATITE RS4RI (ERY 1.55 X 2 REvisEt,

SRR LS R AITHE "B EHEIER .

Dong Ha Nhuan. "Ephemerality in Vietnamese
Contemporary Art." Asian Review of Visual Arts, 2021.

Do Tuong Linh. "Art and the Acts of Taking Refuge -
Interview with Artist Lai Thi Dieu Ha." 2023.

Julia. "Interview with Lai Dieu Ha." 2024.
"Lai Thi Dieu Ha, Trung Pham & Psytheper." 2023.

Bill Nguyen, and Quynh Nguyen.
"Interview with Lai Dieu Ha." Nguyen Art Foundation.

"Appropriation — Nghe thuat chuyen dung."
Soi.vn.

Various interviews with Lai Thi Dieu Ha, 2010-2025.

My deepest thanks to artist Lai

Dieu Ha for her generosity, time,
and insights, shared across multiple
conversations both in person

and online.

[1] Nha San Studio, founded in 1998, is one of Vietnam's
pioneering independent art spaces.

[2] At the time of the interview, Lai Gieu Ha is concurrently
teaching art theory courses at a high school in Hanoi while also
participating in an art course in the city.

[3] Psyper/Lab (2013-2016) was a collaborative interdisciplinary
research project that marked a significant transition in Lai's
practice following the intense public reactions to her earlier
solo performances "Flying Up" and "Hurt in Here" (both 2010).
The project represented a shift from individual body-based
trauma exploration to collective psychological investigation,
utilizing therapeutic methodologies in an artistic context.

The group's three-year intensive process, conducted entirely
in private without public presentations, established the
foundation for Lai's later concept of "soft politics" and her
current approach to performance as a tool for healing rather
than confrontation. The project's influence can be seen in Lai's
subsequent paintings on the 1.55m x 2m scale, which she
describes as addressing "broader social contexts" beyond her
individual performances.
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CONVERSATION

KV Duong, an ethnically Chinese
artist, was born in Vietnam, raised

in Canada, and now lives as a queer
person in the UK. He paints, sculpts,
makes installations, and performs.
He had been a part-time artist with

a day job in structural engineering
long after he had already received
recognition in the art world. Until
recently, in February 2025, he began
his full-time artistic journey, with

his first residency unfolding in the
upcoming summer in Hanoi, Vietnam.

This conversation took place two
weeks after his arrival in Hanoi for

a two-month residency. The heat,
humidity, noise, and the disruption

of familiar routine in the new city
presented Duong with the unknown—
fears, challenges, and excitement.

As a "returned" diaspora artist,

the feeling of "too foreign for home
and too foreign for here" was
manifested in the lived nuances.

Our conversation swung from Duong's
childhood to his current age of 44.

We talked about his first exposure

to art, artistic impulse, reality, balance,
realisations, and life in general.

If 25-year-old KV met 44-year-old KV,
what would they say to each other?

| didn't come out until | was 28, so
at 25 | was still really uncomfortable
with myself. If | could speak to my
25-year-old self, I'd tell him to stay
true to who he is and not be afraid
to take risks—advice | still try to live
by today. What | wish most, though,
is that back then I'd had someone
like the person I've become now,

to guide me along this path.
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Duong and his family left Saigon and
immigrated to Canada in 1987. He
recalled his first painting moment at
the age of seven or so, using a printer
box, pencil, and paper to draw on the
floor of the living room, two televisions
on at once, broadcasting sports and
Asian sitcoms. That moment pulled
him into a zen state, allowing him

to escape into his own world. That's
what made art so special to him.

Upon entering university and starting
a career, there wasn't much freedom
for Duong, who came from an
immigrant family whose parents had
sacrificed a lot for their children's
education. The practicality of making
a living was prioritised. Duong ended
up majoring in applied science and

engineering for both his undergraduate

and graduate degrees. However, his
problem-solving skills in the technical
field were always connected to the
right brain, where his artistic impulse
never ceased to expand.

BRE (FRAE) , RERITEE,
WEFFRREISER, 2025,

BR2: MAR-BEXR,
(S E R T

An Uncommon Thread, Hauser & Wirth,
Somerset UK, 2025.

Photo by Damian Griffiths.
Image courtesy of Hauser & Wirth
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CONVERSATION

With 19 years of practice as a
structural engineer, plus six years
of formal education, my work has
always been defined by gravity—
it's the constant force that dictates
everything | build. But when | make
art, | feel liberated from that weight.
There's an incredible sense of
freedom. Of course, when | create
installations or structures, | still have
to consider gravity and how things
are supported. But creatively, the
sky truly is the limit.

When did you realise you are
an artist?

My first public exhibition was in 2016.
At the time, | called myself an exhibited
artist, but | was still working full time
as a structural engineer. While | was
making art, it didn't pay the bills—it
felt more like a serious hobby, one to
which | devoted much of my free time.
In 2022, | had a small solo exhibition
at the Migration Museum in London.
That felt like a more significant
platform, and from then on | began

to introduce myself as both an artist
and an engineer. Completing my MA
in 2024 made the title of "artist" feel
more legitimate.

Duong shared that his first exhibition
opportunity came from meeting a
person on a dating app when he was
single. The person turned out to be
an artist and curator preparing a group
show for later that year. He asked
Duong to send some photos of his
work, and that became Duong's first
group show. "That's also another
way of professional development,"
Duong said with laughter. To him,

it's more about how you lead your
life. All cultural exchanges are part
of life and research. That's what

you carry inside when you make art.
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London
Art Scene

In 2010, Duong moved to London

out of curiosity and exploration.

He believed London held a unique
position in the global art world
alongside New York and perhaps
Paris. To him, very few cities had
reached what he called "critical mass":
a sufficient concentration of collectors,
galleries, art fairs, and emerging
artists to sustain a vibrant ecosystem.
These were places where an artist
could realistically build a network

and launch a career.

In contrast, he saw cities like Toronto
and other medium-sized urban
centers as having active art scenes
but limited accessibility for emerging
artists. Duong felt that in order to be
recognised in Canada, he first needed
to "make it" in Europe. He compared
this to the experience of many Chinese
students who study or practice abroad
and only get invited back to China

for exhibitions after gaining recognition
overseas. For Duong, this reflected

a broader truth: many systems reward
those who are already recognised
internationally.

RERy, ERMEFUELR,
RECHEREAFMR, 2024,
BRBAZARFARS.

Installation view, M.A. in Painting,

Degree Exhibition, Royal College
of Art, London UK, 2024.
Image courtesy of the artist.
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CONVERSATION

What motivated you to pursue
a master's degree in art?

In 2023, | decided to pursue an MA

in Painting at the Royal College of

Art in London. It was my way of "going
all in"—giving myself the best chance
at this artistic pursuit and dedicating
time to developing my practice,
improving its quality, and deepening
its criticality. In the art world—
particularly in the Western context
where | grew up—formal education
carries weight. It enhances your CV,
provides institutional recognition,

and helps you gain visibility with
galleries and curators. While it doesn't
necessarily set you apart entirely, it
does raise your profile. Ultimately,

| believe there is no better investment
than in oneself.

The summer before starting

his MA, Duong began researching
materials, specifically those
Vietnam manufactures and
exports. He explored a range

of commaodities including rubber,
aluminium, tea, coffee, rice,

and paper.

Having already worked with

paper, concrete, found objects,
and wood, Duong was accustomed
to moving beyond traditional
materials like canvas and felt
confident to experiment with latex
as a new medium. It was a risk
that he didn't know how the material
would behave, but he approached
it methodically, testing and
adapting. Eventually, latex evolved
into a core part of his practice.
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Standing out as an artist today is very
difficult. You need either exceptional
painting ability, an innovative use of
materials, and/or a unique perspective
on the world. Latex is not a common
material because it is challenging

to work with and to preserve. When

| began working with it, however,

the material felt both distinctive and
profoundly personal. For me, latex
embodies the biographical history

of Vietham with the rubber plantation,
my family, and my identity as an
LGBTQ+ artist. It gives my work

a visual and narrative clarity that
feels like my own, and | believe that

is what has led to its recognition.

How has coming from a historically
marginalised community influenced
your work?

While living in England, | came to
recognise the uniqueness of my
background—growing up across

three distinct continents and identifying
as a gay man. This placed me within

a marginalised community, where
claiming or reclaiming space in society
became essential. Standing up for
oneself is crucial, and through making
art rooted in my own experiences,

| hope to open space for others

who might share similar identities

or feelings.
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Family Portrait, 2024,

ink on latex (resin-fibreglass backing),

painted wooden stretcher, 40x30cm.

Image courtesy of the artist
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This family photo from 1986 in Ho
Chi Minh City, taken just a year before
we moved to Canada, is one of the
most intimate images | own. You can't
really see its details without knowing
the story, but it captures my parents,
siblings, aunts, grandmother, and

me as a child. Over the years, I've
returned to this image repeatedly in my
work—as a found object, a historical
archive, and a personal memory.

It has appeared in performances,
videos, paintings, and most recently
as a UV print on latex. For me, it
anchors a broader practice of working
with archival materials—Vietnam War
photographs, archive documents,

old children's books, and declassified
texts such as the Geneva Accord.
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() , 2017 &, HECHK
Concept Space MFH A (FLERE,
HEFER, 300x300 EX,

BRBEERARET AR,

Turbulence, 2017,

ive body painting performance
at Conce ace,

London UK.

Acrylic on canvas, 300x300cm.

Image courtesy of the artist.

Duong identified several key
transitions in his practice. His first
live performance in 2017 at Concept
Space was, in his words, "almost
accidental," but it opened up a

new artistic language he hadn't
considered before.

Another turning point came in

2022, when he created a large-scale
installation using 150 white stools

in collaboration with Hoa Dung Clerget
who is a French Vietnamese artist.
This was his first major site-specific
work and deepened his engagement
with space and material in a more
immersive way. Latex, as a material,
was another major shift during his
MA. The MA itself also shaped his
process, giving him time for reflection,
critique, and deeper engagement
with theory and practice.

Most recently, his artist residency
at VAC in Hanoi—his first extended
stay in Vietham beyond tourism—
marked another shift. Living there
for two months gave him a different
rhythm, grounding him in a slower,
more reflective way of thinking
about art and place.
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No Place Like Home (A Vietnamese
Exhibition) Part |, 2022, collaboration
with Hoa Dung Clerget, Canning
Gallery, London UK. 150 White Plastic
Stools, Variable dimension.

Image courtesy of the artist.
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CONVERSATION

Living and working in Vietnam had
always been on my wish list. It feels a
bit like being a tourist without the usual
obligations or expectations of daily

life. You're here in a very self-focused
way—to live, to immerse yourself in
the culture and history, and to create
work. It's almost like a temporary
working holiday.

Lastly, what advice would you give to
other artists who are just starting out?

The advice | always give myself

is simple: aim for high quality and
low expectation. The only thing

you can truly control is creating the
best work you can. The rest—whether
someone buys it, likes it, or writes
about it—is out of your hands. What
you can control is how you feel about
the work itself. That's the essence

of "high quality and low expectation."
If  make an installation with the hope
that it will be shown at the Tate, and
it doesn't happen, I'll only end up
disappointed. You can't go through
life thinking that way.
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Photo by Thao Linh Tran,
VAC (Vietnam Art Collection)
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Video still from "VAC Residency | From
Engineering to Art: KV Duong on Latex,
Queer Identity & Migration" by Thao

Linh Tran, VAC (Vietnam Art Collection)



¥iEsR ;. Welcome
EFEES Home:
KV Duong

254t

Hedvig Liestol

66



6/

‘R BEXWMILFEER—ME, SBERE
BH— I TENMR, HEFE TR
BEYZH, £ (WBER) F, AR
FEEREdic|Z. M5 thEEMERIR
2, BV K MEEREN. R
BXR, ESMIBMHENBNRE—K, ™
TR —BEH0EA, FOERFATRERR
BIXLEAERE LB T MAERHME, H
S#%X 7R 5 U R MIE A RE R,
BRESHE=THEEF, FEFCIZS5H
amE. BILENEXHER. ERSE
RRAE—E—RFEENITE, &1
KT RAFTBERRE. AEXERER
EL DURIENMARETES ‘K Z2E
XByEo

EARBIEMABH B FREEN—17IE
B, “HAIEWYT, T KR, “H
LEGRAECEREIE — I RFE—1
BT, LEKEF. RF. T 7 Mk
WAL E £ RTHM: ERNA
. BES/LEKBF—ERE/ILER
B, XSRS EL, ML
FKEMER LY TER, BARBET,
BEMAR, WRZIHHEN—ED. &
ERAWEETXLEYG L, EN0HER
BRE, MRWHER. “FREIRTHYITE
BMEEEELN, F—EREN, BE
EREENUEARERLMEN, ” (iR
B, “BNAANEEH, SERHEX. ”

CONVERSATION

Home is one of those words that can
hold a whole world, yet it also lives

in the smallest of things. In Welcome
Home, KV Duong explores its shifting
meanings through memory, material,
and his return to Vietnam. When we
spoke at the close of his two months
in residence, | had arrived just the
night before, eager to finally see
these new works in person after
weeks of following their progress on
screen, and to speak to him about
the exhibition and his time in Hanoi.
Spread across three rooms, the show
weaves together childhood memories
and political histories, queerness

and cultural tradition, tenderness

and trauma. It is at once intimate and
expansive: a meditation on the stories
we inherit, the materials that carry
them, and the ways we continue to
shape what home might mean.

Duong describes the early days of the
residency as a kind of treasure hunt.
"We went shopping," he says, "well,
scavenger hunting in a warehouse, a
whole shed with everything - hundreds
of chairs, tables, doors." He chose
pieces that carried lives within them:
a heavy wooden door; a low table and
set of chairs that read simultaneously
like children's furniture and informal
street seating. From their frames

he cut panels, stretched latex across
the openings, and reassembled

them into what now forms part of

this new body of work. The past still
clings to these pieces, their histories
intact - altered but not erased. "The
found object already carries a lived
experience. Not necessarily mine,

but of a Vietnamese family or person
here," he explains. "l intervene in the
structure to create new meaning."
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Latex, now a signature in his work,

is a material with personality.

Skin-like and translucent, it catches
and gives light in ways canvas does
not. In Hanoi, Duong had to relearn

it under new conditions: extreme
humidity; different pouring surfaces;
different chemical composition of latex.
After some failed attempts at pouring
it into flat, workable sheets, the VAC
team suggested foam-core boards,
and eventually it responded as he
needed it to. "There was a bit of faffing
about for two weeks," he laughs, "

but it all worked out, thankfully." These
early adaptations became part of

the story: the latex here did not look
or behave as it had in his London
studio, and he had to reshape

his process to suit its temperament.

In the suspended table-and-chairs
piece at the centre of the exhibition,
the yellow sheen of the panels reflects
onto a low white plinth. Behind them,
smaller, framed portraits hang a few
centimetres from the wall, casting
warm bands of red against it. The
effect is both domestic and uncanny,
like memory stretched thin; half-
familiar, half-estranged. Drawn from
family photographs of Duong's brother,
sister, and himself in 1986, one year
before the family left Saigon for
Canada, these works recall a particular
moment yet resist portraiture's pull
toward interiority, projecting instead

a luminous, outward presence.

They are fragments of the past:
intimate snapshots reworked into
material memory. “It captures the
essence of childhood, the idea

of home, and the journey of returning
as someone from the diaspora,”

he says. “This is my first time living

in Vietham as an adult, not just
passing through.”

To the left of the room stands a
deconstructed wooden door, inscribed
with texts in Chinese, English, and
Vietnamese - a gesture toward the
artist's own layered identity. The
Chinese characters spell the word
'family". In English, the phrase "Have
you eaten?", a greeting that acts as
shorthand for care. The Vietnamese
text includes a phone number beneath
it. Duong had noticed that the city's
walls are covered with stencilled
numbers and short texts, usually
advertisements for construction or
repair work. Some are long out of
date; others remain active. The
number on the door is his own
temporary one. The text beside it
asks: "Are you looking for a home?"

63



69

BRI B
Photo by Nguyén Duy Tuédn

BRI B
Photo by Nguyén Duy Tuédn

CONVERSATION




ARTIFACT

BE IREE B
Photo by Nguyén Duy Tuan

n.2

70



/1

BT & EWN—RIXTE, T5ES—K&
A58, BTSN E AP ISR (Hoa Lo
Prison)[1] BIAO X EE NS SR B A0 &
EAE+AHEREE, BUKEHEEN

BB, AR MAHERT AR ZEL
SFHhWENER TR, AHNEREET
Hifh, NEARE—BiENNZRE BR
fEEE: “EEHEIINIESE, 28
AEFEWNRBIMNE. NORE—, ”
s zEiE, “BERMAT I, LME
KEFTENMA, ” Wms, XXF
B FEM TR AR, X—3F
ANOFEKS, B TEEE: BRER
BELpEE, F2UNEBEENLIR,

CONVERSATION

BRI B
Photo by Nguyén Duy Tuédn

On the back wall, a pair of rectangular
panels refract another kind of history.
They depict the entrance to Héa Lo
Prison [1], first built by the French in
the late nineteenth century to hold
Vietnamese political prisoners and
later used by the Northern Vietnamese
to detain captured US pilots during
the war. The colours here are slightly
warped, giving the structure an eerie
quality. “That wall you see at the

back is the actual original wall that
leads to the cells,” Duong explains.
“There’s only one entrance,” he adds,
“but | made a pair of it, to offer some
perspective.” For him, it’s about
instinct - how the space might read.
The doubled entrance carries its own
tension, leaving open whether there

is a genuine choice or only the illusion
of one.
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We move left into another part of the
gallery, where the atmosphere shifts.
A window lets in natural light, and the
space feels airier. Here Duong takes
a familiar icon of Vietnamese painting
and reworks it. He reimagines Nguyén
Tién Chung’s 1940 silk painting Going
to the Tét Market (Di chg Tét) [2],
replacing the two women in the original
with two men, creating a diptych that
plays with tradition and queerness.

It reads like a gentle reassignment of
cultural narrative. Beside it are smaller
studies: intimate latex portraits of the
artist and his partner, made from self-
timed photographs that he first printed
in London before reworking in Hanoi.
“It was a way of doing something
familiar to get my juices flowing here,”
he says, “a place to start.” Within
these traces of process lies something
tender and personal: what it means

to be a gay person in one's own
home, in a family household, and how
identity threads through acceptance
by relatives and community. Duong
tells me he lived with his family until
he was thirty; he came out at twenty-
eight. This long period of silence and
personal isolation seems to translate
into the work itself, giving it its tension
between concealment and revelation.

Materiality runs as metaphor
throughout the show. Where some
artists shy away from materials that
shift over time, Duong embraces

the changing nature of his chosen
medium, treating it as an essential part
of its character. Latex, which he admits
can be “a real pain” to handle, also
gives him effects nothing else can.
“It’s a natural material, like us,” he
says. “The colour, the transparency,
the way it shifts with light, it means
the work is never static. | don’t see
that as a flaw, but as part of its life.”

In recent years he has reinforced it
with resin and fibreglass, making the
works at once fragile in appearance
and resilient in structure. He mentions
Eva Hesse and Heidi Bucher, artists
who pushed the possibilities of
unconventional, organic materials.
His own path with latex has been

long and often frustrating. “It’s taken
months of stress, waking up and
thinking, ‘Oh my god, what are

you doing?™ he says with a laugh,
then adds “But we're good now.”
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The smallest room of the exhibition
carries a different mood. The light

is low, and the floor is covered

in crinkled plastic dusted with fine,
black, shimmering sand, a site
specific installation akin to the floor
of a bomb crater. When you walk

it makes a soft crackling, dry sound.
The atmosphere feels closer, heavier.
Two large paintings face one another
across the room, their halos burning
more intensely in the dim light than
anywhere else in the show. The first,
an untitled work, stands apart from
the other pieces. It’s abstract: a red
latex layer draped across the surface,
brushed with faint yellow traces. It
resists a single reading - a bed, a door,
a portal; a surface carrying layered
associations of migration, shelter and
intimacy. Gesturing obliquely toward
national emblems, it functions not as
a fixed sign but an open plane that,

in Duong’s words, "speaks to the
whole story." Opposite hangs Bomb
Pond (Reunification): a red crater
dominates the foreground, giving way
to a green field that rises into a pale
yellow sky. He describes the series
as an attempt to imagine how sites

of trauma become part of the living
environment. “The bomb pond series
is about nature healing past scars,
people healing wounds,” he says. In
this dialogue between the two works,
grief and resilience coexist: a reminder
that ruptures remain but, with time,
are absorbed into the fabric of place
and memory.
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Throughout the exhibition, Duong’s
attention to site is clear. The residency
has tuned his practice towards

the particularities of place: how
architecture, geography and local
culture can be folded into the work,
and how a series carries different
connotations in Hanoi than it would
elsewhere. Having the space to
experiment here has allowed him

to move beyond the limitations

of his London studio, to create a
new series of works that behaves

as an environment. “Instead of
transporting a white box exhibition
to different cities, | try to use and

be aware of where | am - the
geography, the physical space,

and the culture - and fold as much
of that into the body of work,” he
says. This thinking also extends

to the exhibition’s structure. It moves
between the domestic setting of
home, with its memories and personal
history; aerial views of a collective
past; and the intimate narratives

of queer life. Together, these shifting
vantage points suggest that home

is never fixed but always in the making,
assembled from objects, memories,
histories, and the lives we share.

Talk drifts back to the early days of
Duong’s career, a memory he recalls
with a kind of disbelief. Until 2023
he was working as a structural
engineer, balancing two lives, taking
Fridays off to paint. A friend urged
him to attend the Royal College of
Art (RCA) open house. His first MA
application, at another institution,
had been rejected in 2019; this time,
it was accepted. “I didn’t even know
| was going to get in,” he says. “But
when the acceptance letter arrived
in February 2023, | felt the timing
was right. | decided to give ita try —
to see just how far | could push the
practice.” From September 2023 to
September 2024, he stepped away
from engineering to study the MA -
a conscious investment in himself
and in the possibility of another
future. It was a risk, but one

he couldn’t avoid; chances like

that don’t come along often.
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The commitment was serious:

tuition fees, loss of a salary, and the
relentless demands of an MA. Duong
is honest about the toll it took: “I
wouldn’t go through it again because
it was so draining on everyone.” The
RCA was a turning point, but “then
the real world happens” he says. “And

that was far more intense because this

time it was real. Money was at stake.
The honeymoon phase was over —
you’d had that first year of savings,
and now it was time to figure things
out for real.” It’s a familiar paradox of
any art education: you leave university
better equipped to make work, but

not necessarily to live off it. Managing
finances, navigating expectations,
and building healthy relationships are
things professors won’t, and perhaps
can’t, completely prepare you for. As
Duong puts it with a laugh: “It’s like
your parents teaching you how to
date. They can tell you what to do,

but you've got to figure it out yourself.”

After graduation, he split his time
between part-time engineering and a
growing studio practice, still pushing
himself to keep the pace of the MA. At
his 2024 degree show, a conversation
set in motion what would eventually
lead to his inclusion in An Uncommon
Thread at Hauser & Wirth Somerset

- an exhibition he describes as “life-
changing,” the point at which he was
drawn into a wider circuit of recognition
and when he became a full time artist.
From there, things moved quickly, and
his upcoming schedule now includes
Frieze London, Art Basel Miami,
works from his residency heading

to Westbund Shanghai and the Jogja
Biennale, and a solo show at Pippy
Houldsworth, London. Success, for
Duong, is not a single breakthrough,
but a network of persistence, peers,
collectors, galleries, and institutions.
“It’'s about genuinely investing in each
other’s careers and relationships”.

It’s something I've noticed, too: in
London, at openings and events,

he consistently shows up for others,
supporting his community. “I don’t

live in a vacuum,” he says. “I'm aware
that your greatest champions are
other artists.”
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His sense of openness is rooted in
identity. “When | was an adolescent,

| already knew who | was but couldn’t
tell anyone,” he recalls. Coming out at
twenty-eight was a defining moment,
one that shaped his character as much
as it affirmed it. Years of holding that
knowledge privately meant he had
already lived through the disclosure
many times in his own mind; when the
moment came, both in coming out and
in choosing art, it was less a leap than
the outward confirmation of an inner
certainty. It’s experience he carries into
other parts of life. He prefers clarity over
performance, directness over delay.
“I'd rather you tell me now than beat
around the bush for years,” he says.
That candour is paired with generosity:
he is always happy to share advice
when asked, especially on handling
challenging materials such as latex.
For him, practices overlap, and conflict
comes not from influence but from
stagnation. Perhaps it is the long interior
trajectory, the slow burn of things
absorbed in silence, that now gives
him his steadiness. Reflecting on the
move into full-time practice, he puts

it simply: “l was ready.” Then he adds:
“I'm doing what | love and making

a living from it, too.”

Video still from "VAC Residency | From
Engineering to Art: KV Duong on Latex,
Queer Identity & Migration" by Thao

Linh Tran, VAC (Vietnam Art Collection)
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These last two months in Hanoi have
reshaped more than his practice;

it has deepened his relationship to
history. Growing up in Canada, his
understanding came through his
family’s perspective; a South
Vietnamese household marked by
exile, loss, and his father’s political
opposition. “l always referred to April
30, 1975, as the Fall of Saigon,” he

says. “It came from family fleeing, family

going to war.” In Hanoi, that narrative
has broadened. Living here during the
fiftieth anniversary of reunification and
eightieth anniversary of declaration of
independence, he encountered history
through the people around him, “really
trying to understand the different sides.”
Being present for National Day, he says,
made tangible the significance of half

a century of peace and the importance
of national unity. He adds that the
sentiment in Hanoi may not be identical
to Ho Chi Minh City, but the unification
of the country, and the consolidation

of its own identity, is deeply felt.

For him, 1975 now appears as a
double image: both the Fall of Saigon
and the reunification of Vietnam.

What he has absorbed in Hanoi does
not lessen the weight of his family’s
account, but reframes it as one
perspective among many, layered

with those he encounters in the present.

VAC HRLELHGEI, (MIEHEZ

A EERFKICIE. B LEHHBER) ,

HPRIJEESFN VAC BE SR,

Video still from "VAC Residency | From
Engineering to Art: KV Duong on Latex,
Queer Identity & Migration" by Thao

Linh Tran, VAC (Vietnam Art Collection)
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When | ask how much of this he
shares with his parents, he responds
with honesty: they are close, but he
has never told them he left engineering.
“They don’t know I'm here on an art
residency. | told them I'm here for

an engineering secondment and doing
art on the side.” The decision lands
not as deception but as protection: a
way of keeping an older story intact
for their comfort. “I might bring it up
next time | see them. But I'm not sure.
It’s very emotional for them too.” He
grew up hearing of war, poverty, and
displacement - which, as he notes,

is equally the story of the whole of
Vietnam. A recent screening of a new
documentary by Mai Huyen Chi, an
artist-filmmaker from the central part
of the country [3], and his ensuing
conversation with her, highlighted how
each family carries its own fragments
of memory, each region its own history
of conflict. “'m not sure there’s ever a
clear good guy or bad guy,” he reflects.
“It was a complete mess. Maybe
people move on because it was just
so traumatic.”

VAC R, (MIRHE
A BERKICURK, B)LSHHBERE) ,
Ik VAC B2 1R,
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Video still from "VAC Residency | From
Engineering to Art: KV Duong on Latex,
Queer Identity & Migration" by Thao

Linh Tran, VAC (Vietnam Art Collection)
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If family history carries one kind

of inheritance, partnership and daily
rituals carry another. When the
conversation turns to what home
means beyond geography, he answers
without hesitation: companionship with
his partner. The comfort of someone
you love, or of something familiar, that
makes you feel safe. Even small rituals
like boiling water in your own kettle,
pouring tea into your own cup. Absent
those routines, we improvise. He tells
me about a teddy bear: three years
ago in Hanoi, he and his partner bought
a brown bear; this time he got the polar
bear version. “That’s my temporary
replacement for Owen” he says,
laughing. “It’s just a stuffed animal.”
And yet such objects have a way of
carrying more than they seem, shaped
by the meaning we allow them to hold.

Tonight he flies back to London - to
Owen, his studio, his peers, and to

a packed season ahead. “I'm going

to look forward to the new experiences
over the next few months, just soak

it in and enjoy the conversations from
all of the hard work, and from a lifetime
of memory.” Gratitude surfaces again:
for community, for supporters, for Hanoi
itself. “I leave feeling fulfilled,” he adds,
“with an exhibition that I'm very proud
of, with the life experience here of
immersing myself in the culture and the
places and the staff. So this is my family
while | was here.” We make plans to

eat at one of his favourite lunch spots,
carefully logged in the long spreadsheet
of local restaurants he keeps with
meticulous precision, and which I'm
now lucky to possess. Asked what

he hopes visitors will carry with them
from the show, he replies: “I hope

they see parts of themselves reflected
in the exhibition. And that it makes
them think about the notion of home —
in their own life, their family, even their
country. Maybe it starts a conversation.”

Welcome Home does not attempt to
define what home is; it embodies it,
inviting us to look again at the stories
we inhabit. Home is never singular:

it shifts with circumstance, held
together by memory, by habit, by the
people and things we keep close.
Sometimes it is shared; sometimes

it is carried within us. It is found in
fragments and objects that bear traces
of other lives; it is carried too in the
love and trauma of those who came
before - stories we can never fully
know but inevitably fold into our own.
And perhaps it is in the fabric of the
in-between, in the way we bind these
fragments together, that its essence
reveals itself most fully.
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[1] Hoa Lo Prison: built in 1896 by
French colonial authorities; today part
of the site is preserved as the Hoa Lo
Prison Museum. Available at: https:/
hoalo.vn/Articles/14/34/Gioi-thieu-Di-
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vat/5aed92a0b69f1a002677a5ba
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Mai Huyen Chi, 2025.

Artist quotations: All quotations from KV
Duong are from conversations with the
author, Hanoi, September 2025.

KV (Kien Vinh }#%8 ) Duong

(b.1980 Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam)
is an ethnically Chinese artist with

a transnational background - born

in Vietnam, raised in Canada, and
now living and working in the UK. His
work explores migration and cultural
assimilation through personal and
ancestral histories.

KV's paintings forgo more traditional
materials of canvas or linen in favor of
latex, which is poured onto a foam core
board, then dried, painted, stretched
and resin-fibreglass coated on the
reverse. As a medium, latex bears
fetishistic and sensuous connotations,
particularly in conversation with queer
identity politics, evoking sexual fantasy
and intimacy. Yet it is also connected
with the rubber industry, referencing
the history of rubber plantations under
French colonial rule in Vietham, which
lasted from 1887 until 1954.

A recurring motif in his recent work
is the door or portal—symbols

that navigate ideas of access and
inaccessibility, particularly in relation
to colonial and LGBTQ+ histories.
The crossbars, set against the
transparency of latex, mark spatial
boundaries and divisions between
interior and exterior realms. Through
this visual language, Duong critiques
systems of power and access, using
the notion of the nation itself as both
a form and a crucible for identity
formation. His work draws particular
focus to the charged context of
rising tensions among ethnicities
and nations.
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dream(machine, human) is a sensorial drift through layered realities. It can be
interpreted as machine trying to understand or predict human dreams, machine
and human dreaming together, a human dreams via a machine, or any other
variations of the 3 words. The story takes place in ambiguous time, unfolding
as machine-salvaged fragments of human memories, or a mythology of human
demise and metamorphosis.

—H- 3£
—Léna Bui

(& (M2s, AZ) ), B3F&, 14  dream(machine, human), single
4y 35 Fb, 2025 &, SMAEEEFVH  channel video, 14 min 35 seconds,
AWARD Z01#E, 2025. Commissioned by VH
AWARD of Hyundai Motor Group.

ZERHN1I0DHREABESE/NE VH . . .
A 10-minut f the film h
AWARD LR, =EIRIGTREAT, been ?rlmrc])l\jvﬁ \z/a?;ﬁg%t% Vﬁ AWAF?B

The complete film will be released
next year.
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Your most recent work dream(machine,
human) feels like both a filmic
meditation and a speculative myth.

The title itself suggests that the machine
is dreaming us, rather than the other
way around. Could you share how you
arrived at this concept of “machine
dreaming,” and why dream logic is such
a powerful way for you to approach the
human condition?

| like the word dream. It opens up all
possibilities. It's not like fantasy where
the imagined world follows certain
rules that you've made up, or science
fiction where certain science principals
have to be respected. It can jump from
one logic to another, or follow no logic
at all, and yet it also holds the potential
for a cross-over, a promised meeting
point against all reasons, even if only
in our sleep.

After working with video for 13 years
I've come to see recorded images

as a form of memory. The word
"recording" itself has time embedded
in it. Footages are always of the past,
the medium of media itself is dated
the moment it is made, so that even
if we're talking of the future what we
see will always be in the past as the
image quality reflects the technology
and aesthetics of its time, if not the
actual recording of "reality" at a given
moment. And so editing is a process
of shifting through memories to
construct something new. Whatever
you're constructing, you will have to
delve into memories in order to do
this. So machine dreaming or machine
remembering become very similar
concepts to me.
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Léna Bui, dream(machine, human),
2025 (still). Courtesy the artist and
the Gallery Urs Meile.
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Al images for me are also a type of
warped memory, generated from
processing countless images that are
fed into the algorithms, images that are
fed intentionally or wholesale scrapped
from the internet and various databases.
That’s why certain narratives are
perpetuated and amplified through Al.
And so in a meta sense my film can be
seen as science fiction, of machines
taking a stab at constructing a reel from
the prompt "human dreams," dream
here meaning either that brain activity
while asleep, or our conscious and
unconscious desires.
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On
Dreams as
a Method

Across dream(machine, human) and
earlier works like Circulations and
Kindred, dreams and dreamlike states
appear as recurring strategies. Do
you think of dreams as a kind of
research method, an unconscious
archive, or perhaps—as Freud and
later philosophers proposed—a

way of staging our deepest cultural
anxieties and desires?

| agree more with Jung than Freud's
analysis of dreams but | will not go into
how dreams are interpreted. I'm more
interested in what they can do as a
method to crossover into a different
kind of order and force acceptance of
all absurdities. It allows both the maker
and the audience to suspend their
disbelief and accept certain fantastic
premises. It can be lazy in this sense,
because you don't need to justify why
something is as is. But at the same
time it allows a lot of freedom and |
strive to be free.

As with any method, I'm still learning
how to finetune this language, to be
free but not plunge into senselessness.
To dream with a sense of direction,

to be absurd with purpose, and then
to depart from purpose, taking flight
using intuition as fuel—a kind of flight
made possible only if my intuition
already has enough built-in logic
shaped through time and experience.

I'd also like to point out that the visual
language in my film is often realistic,
or documentary-ish, and not what you
would expect of a dream. While it’s

a language that still needs refinement,
| like this state of being neither this

or that, of being between genres, not
neatly placed.
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Léna Bui, dream(machine, human),

2025 (still). Courtesy the artist and
the Gallery Urs Meile.
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Mytholo
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Motifs

In dream(machine, human), you weave
together images of snails, termites,
and human rituals with echoes

of Khmer and Tai circular dance.
These gestures seem mythological,
connecting human life with other
forms of being. What draws you to
mythology as a parallel to dreams?
Do you see them as different registers
of the same impulse to grapple with
life, death, and renewal?

| will quote Joseph Campbell here
because | cannot articulate myth any
better.

"What is a myth? The dictionary
definition of a myth would be stories
about gods. So then you have to ask
the next question: What is a god? A
god is a personification of a motivating
power or a value system that functions
in human life and in the universe—
the powers of your own body and of
nature. The myths are metaphorical
of spiritual potentiality in the human
being, and the same power that
animate our life animate the life of
the world. But also there are myths
and gods that have to do with specific
societies or the patron deities of the
society. In other words, there are two
totally different orders of mythology.
There is the mythology that relates you
to your nature and to the natural world,
of which you're a part. And there is the
mythology that is strictly sociological,
linking you to a particular society. You
are not simply a natural man, you are
a member of a particular group."
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Which mythology you choose to
borrow from reflects the world-order
you want to articulate. Is it a story

of belonging to the earth, orisita
story of the subjugation of nature and
man apart from everything else. It is
fairly clear which order of mythology

| subscribe to. And in doing so I'm
trying to reconcile this alienating
feeling | sometimes experience in the
urban landscape and with my current
lifestyle. The intense disconnection
with my surroundings and a deep
sense of loneliness.

In mythology, there is not just harmony
but often violence because life itself

is inherently violent and death is an
inevitability to sustain life. Myths are

a way to help us grapple with life,
death, and renewal, and dreams are
often used as a tool within mythology
to achieve this. In dreams , things
important to us come in images as
symbols and metaphors.

On Gender
and Repro-
duction

One striking moment in dream
(machine, human) is the mother—
daughter conversation about
happiness and having children.
You've spoken about your discomfort
with these cultural scripts of women’s
sacrifice, and your choice to
counterbalance them with images

of hermaphrodite snails. Could you
expand on this decision? How do
you negotiate, in your work, between
reflecting dominant norms and
unsettling them?
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| don't think an average viewer will
look at snails and think "ohh
hermaphrodite", so this is not at

all something apparent. Rather

than something grand like unsettling
a dominant norm, it's probably more
of a joke to myself, a gentle reminder
that nature has invented many other
ways of being and for life to continue.

The conversation between mother

and daughter was included because

it causes me discomfort. It's a narrative
both men and women can relate to

in many parts of the world, especially
Asia. To most people having kids is a
natural course of life, that you should
want that. Why is this? Is it our social
construct, a certain kind of insurance
for old age, or genetic programming?
Are our children a manifestation of
"Life's longing for itself" as Kahlil Gibran
puts. But somehow this phrase "Life's
longing for itself" is comforting in that

it puts life as this all encompassing
force that sweeps through everything,
human and non-human.

| just read Ursula K. Le Guin's The

Left Hand of Darkness, in it she
imagines Gethen, a planet populated
by ambisexuals, androgynous beings
both masculine and feminine, who
share equally the burden of child
birthing. Who takes on the role of the
mother is spontaneous with each period
of copulation, and thus their society

is not arranged in binary terms like on
Earth, with clear divisions between the
sexes. It's a really interesting premise
and much of the book tries to elaborate
on these differences but | am left

with a vague imagination of another
world order but not really quite

a clear understanding of how that
actually works.

We are firmly bound by the limitations
of our body and experience and it is
very difficult to imagine being anything
other than ourselves. But for me it's

a consolation to see other forms of

life exist, to know that there are other
ways to be and that we have the
power of imagination to draw upon.

One other thing | like about crossing
species or going beyond human

is that it allows us to address certain
fundamentals of life without being
constrained by human constructs such
as race, religion, national boundaries,
and so forth.

92



CONVERSATION

EB-3E, (2 (N8, AX) ),
2025 (PSTEEML) o
BRBERRSZHEEFRME.
Léna Bui, dream(machine, human),

2025 (still). Courtesy the artist and
the Gallery Urs Meile.
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From
Dream to
Practice

You alternate between making films
and making silk paintings—two very
different modes of working. Could you
talk about how these two practices
speak to one another? Is painting

a way of grounding yourself after

the intensive research and planning
of film-making, or do you see the

two mediums as exploring similar
questions from different angles?

I'm so fortunate | can switch back
and forth between these two modes
of working that | enjoy equally.
Painting for me is a very inward and
meditative process, where my body
becomes a sort of medium. It's a very
honest, direct, bodily activity, where

| allow my unconscious to articulate
itself. Of course there are certain
overarching thoughts that | work

with but mostly | paint without making
sketches and let the work unfold

as | go. So the images are directly
influenced by my mood and even

the weather.

Video-making is a bit more of an
outward endeavor, it involves a lot

of people and interaction with the
world. The editing process becomes
more inward, but the material, being
recorded images, is something taken
from the world and reassembled. So
the process is a merge or collage
between personal aspirations and
memories of the world.

However, structurally these two
very different modes of working
are converging. My paintings are
becoming filmic and my videos
more abstract.
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Ultimately I'm interested in working
holistically with space. To not just
contain fragments of imagination in a
video, a painting or an object but to
expand that idea into space, not as
spectacles but in details and mood.
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Léna Bui, river, 2025.
Silk painting layered on glicée print.
Courtesy the artist and the Gallery
Urs Meile.
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Beyond
the Human

In dream (machine, human), Al-
generated images blur the line
between human and non-human.
In Circulations, souls are imagined
as multiple beings moving through
a body. In both cases, the “human”
is never singular or stable. You
wrote that you wish to make works
that express “a worldview that is
not entirely human-centric.” What
would you imagine such a worldview
look like? And what role can art
play in shifting perception away
from human centrality toward

a more posthumanist, entangled
sense of life?

For me being singular is a much

more strange concept than being plural.
Anyone who speaks a few languages
notices that your mannerism and
expressions change a bit depending

on which language you're using.

And if you grow up in different cultures
you intuitively adjust your actions
depending on context. This is not to say
we are fickle and constantly changing
entities, but I'd say we have a wide
range of being, and many thoughts

that do not necessarily agree with each
other. A human being is a kind of abyss,
very complex and entangled. | accept
this and expand on it instead of fighting
for unity or purity.

It's hard enough understanding what
being human means, and even more
futile to try and understand anything
other than human. For example, we can
work out the mechanism of how trees
photosynthesize or exchange nutrition
through their root systems, but we can
never quite imagine the language of
trees, because whenever we imagine
anything non-human “talking,” they have
to talk in our tongue, and in adopting our
language they are anthropomorphized.
But imagination is the first step

to empathy, it is also the only mode

that we can expand ourselves.
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Trajectory
and Future
Directions

Finally, looking at your trajectory—
from works on animal-human relations
in Voracious Embrace, to community-
based projects like Sacred Water,

to your more recent explorations of
mythology and Al—what threads

do you think have remained constant?
And what directions are you most
compelled to pursue now?

I've never worked on something that
doesn't interest me. So all of the
threads in my past works are still in
my mind, still looping back and forth
interweaving with newer works. The
work that is "complete" is a product
of deadlines and practical constraints,
but the interests have never been
resolved because what is articulated
lis fragmentary and unsatisfactory.

| always think | can do better after
I've completed a work. But it's only
in making the work that | understand
my thoughts and shortcomings.

So I'd say what I've always strived
for is language—a language that is
clear and porous, at the same time,
fluid but structured.
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Léna Bui, Kindred, 2021 (still).
Courtesy the artist and the
Gallery Urs Meile.
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Léna Bui, Electrical Impulses No.2,
2025. Painting on silk and paper.
Courtesy the artist and the Gallery
Urs Meile.
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Léna Bui (b. 1985, Vietnam) lives
and works in Ho Chi Minh City. She
graduated from Wesleyan University
in 2007 with a BA in East Asian
Studies and has been based in
Vietnam since 2009. Her practice
spans drawing, video, and other
media, often beginning with everyday
anecdotes to explore the profound
effects of rapid development on
human relationships with nature and
the environment. Her work reflects
on the intangible dimensions of life—
faith, death, and dreams—and how
these shape human behavior and
perception. For Bui, making art is a
process of articulating questions and
yearning, asking: how do we rely on
and separate ourselves from nature?
How does history shape the present,
and what of the present foreshadows
the future?

Her works have been shown in

a number of exhibitions and spaces
such as the 15th Shanghai Biennale,
China (2025); Galerie Urs Meile,
Switzerland (2025); the 6th VH
AWARD at House of Electronic Arts
Basel, Ars Electronica and Hyundai
Motorstudio Beijing (2025); Bangkok
Art Biennale, Thailand (2024); Galerie
Bao, France (2024); Nguyen Art
Foundation, Vietnam (2024); Asian
Film Archive, Singapore (2023);

Jeju Biennale (2022), Asia Culture
Center, South Korea (2021);

Sharjah Art Foundation, UAE (2018);
among others.
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Huong Ngo (b. 1979, Hong Kong
SAR) is an interdisciplinary artist and
educator. She holds an MFA from the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago
in Art & Technology Studies (2004),
was a Whitney Independent Study
Fellow (2011-2012), and a Fulbright
U.S. Scholar in Vietnam (2016).

She is currently a visiting lecturer at
University of California Santa Barbara.
Her work traces the entanglement of
colonial history, migration, language,
and labor while imagining new futures
from their fragments. She works
across mediums, traversing borders
and making connections through
differences. At once intimate and
political, Ngo’s practice listens for
what remains.

Ngoc Nau (b.1989, Thai Nguyen
Province, Vietham) graduated from
Vietnam Fine Art University, majoring
in Vietnam art history and criticism.
Ngoc Nau is currently working with
various mediums including video
installation using 3D software, and
other open sources on the internet
to create new dimensions for video.
She also works with photographic
light boxes, Hologram projection
and Augmented Reality (AR). In
Ngoc Nau’s work these techniques
have been used to refer to how

new media shape our view of the
world. This thought in her work is
related by the current context of
Vietnam’s development and chaos of
contemporary culture. She explores
the controversy surrounding what
traditional values are, highlighting
the multiple types of abuse of power
to gain wealth and looks into the
psychology of humans to adapt

to scientific development. Her

art practice is concerned with the
social and cultural phenomenon

of modern humanity.
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was conducted
online between
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| was wondering if we could begin

by thinking through how the future is
conceptualized, particularly in relation
to migration, as | think that both of
our work grapples with this relationship
in so many different ways. We might
also start to untangle how futurity

is bound up with technology, labor,
spirituality, language, and politics.

| was wondering if you could start
with a description of one of your
related works?

In my family, we believe dreams tell us
something which could be happening

in the future and we must pay attention
to them. A curiosity about the images
that | see in my dreams motivates me to
create art because when | wake up, the
feelings remain very strong, sometimes
staying on my mind for a whole day or
even months.

| wonder how the act of questioning
the images in my dreams influence the
way that | observe the waking world.
In particular, this applies to the case
of the transformation of my hometown.
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CONVERSATION

| grew up in the town called Thai
Nguyen, where my grandparents chose
to settle after they evacuated from the
U.S. bombing to Hanoi in 1964. Over
the past ten years, it has changed

so much since the land was sold or
rented to foreign tech factories. | saw
many unusual things and unfamiliar
faces around my grandparent's house
over this time. Meanwhile, | heard
many advertisements about these
developments with fancy words such
as ‘smart community’, ‘majestic islands’,
‘projects to bridge the future’, etc... They
have been replacing lands in service

of the new economic program which is
focused on high-tech production.

In 2014, Samsung Corporation started
to build a factory complex next to my
grandparents’ land in Thai Nguyen.
Considered one of the biggest
factories in Southeast Asia, the project
has modified not only the landscape
but also the locals’ living conditions.

BE, (81804 1) , B+EBRFERIERRENLG, 2022 F,
PITEMBRGER, 5§, ¥&, 55, IEFM. H#F.
EEIRETEENR] (B BRZEARREH)

Ngoc Nau, "Ritual Object 1", installation view from
"Documenta fifteen", 2022, sculptural single channel video
installation, HD, color, sound; found handkerchiefs, mirror,
digital prints on decal. Courtesy of the artist.
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The whole area is under the Vietnamese
government’s overall plan to transform
the town into one of its centers for
technology production. Nevertheless,
in that ever-changing area remains the
locals’ reserved sites for ritual practices
for the Mother Goddess, which honors
their spiritual beliefs. This tradition is
both a form of reminiscing the past

as well as expressing the hope to be
protected by gods.

In my work "Ritual object 1" (2022),

| draw elements from the ceremonies
in relation to the events that have
happened since the beginning of
Samsung’s intervention. The work
combines ritual objects, video
footage of rituals, as well as open
source content that | encountered
throughout my research about the
land since 2015. Through the use
of light from reflective ritual material,
| contemplate on the co-existence
of technological development and
religious preservation.

Overall, most of the raw material

used for this video comes from public
spaces, either physical such as the
'Hau Dong!, or ‘spirit possession,’
ceremony, or virtual from social media
and digital platforms.

And you, what motivates you to think
about the future?

My family was also from the North, from
Ha Noi and Hai Phong, but they left

in 1979 during the border dispute with
China (because my father is ethnically
Chinese), and | was born en route in
Hong Kong, where we stayed in refugee
camps. | grew up in the United States
at the tail end of the cold war era, and
our cultural landscape was filled with
science fiction films and books that
really captured the imagination of that
generation and encapsulated political
preoccupations of that time. Think

Star Wars, The Jetsons, 2001 Space
Odyssey, etc. | really do remember
watching Star Trek and marveling at
the multicultural utopia that it promised.
There was something fascinating about
how technological advancements, even
just particular materials associated

with space travel, became indelibly
associated with the future. Technology
became a stand in for all of the hope,
ideals, and solutions promised in those
narratives, and in turn, real technology
was developed in the very image of
those fantasies!
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CONVERSATION

Throughout my childhood, my parents
worked in electronics factories —
making components, circuit boards,
and computers that were attempting to
reproduce this future that was promised.
Recently moving out to California,

I've met so many other people whose
parents (or themselves) also worked

in these factories. There was a huge
percentage of immigrants, particularly
immigrants from Southeast Asia, who
did this kind of work. I've been puzzling
over why that is the case. Part of it is
obviously the timing: these industries
were cropping up just as Southeast
Asian immigrants arrived. But also, |
often wonder whether employees were
motivated or compelled by a promise
to be part of an imagined future. I'm
curious if they saw themselves in it and
whether it helped them move on or run
from a past that was difficult to return to.

In my current work, I've been collecting
vintage components from those
factories and making sculptures with
them that can somehow speak of the
labor and contributions of so many
immigrants in the history of technology.
I'm curious about how these tiny objects
can tell the big story of all of the hands
that were a part of producing them —
can somehow communicate the hopes,
dreams, and sheer determination of
that generation. The factories that you
witnessed being built in Thai Nguyen
are contemporary versions of where
my parents worked, so I'm particularly
interested to learn about the migration
of these industries back to my 'que
huong/homeland, how they have
affected our people, and how you
process it in your artwork.

Are your grandparents still living
there and are they okay? An incr-
edibly unfortunate byproduct of electr-
onics manufacturing in the US is the
ecological devastation. Many former
factories and surrounding land are
still Superfund Sites (designated by
the U.S. EPA as polluted and needing
remediation). Have your grandparents
witnessed this on their land?

REE, (XOZERATRENHE) , RERHAET,
ZINE TSA ER=iE), FRIEFEM, 2024 F, BFEH,
B4 (8% 98-8 XEE)

Huong Ngo, "This Space Is for Lost Time", installation
Detail from Tiger Strikes Asteroid, Chicago, IL, 2024,
electronic components, morning glory plants.

Photo: Tom Van Eynde.
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My grandparents and other family
members are still living there. One time,
| used to ask my grandmother what she
thought about the new factory built next
to her land. At that time, | was surprised
by her answer: “We would be poor
without the factory.” It is true that since
the factory is located in the village, my
grandparents got a large amount of
money by selling lands to the project
investors. At the same time, my uncle
has turned most of the garden and
farming land into temporary rooms for
renting to workers, so they could earn
money every month, which they could
not earn the same amount when they
were farming. They even bought a big
car, which was a huge asset to their
neighbors and to other farmers.

The whole landscape has changed
so0 much compared to what | saw
when | was a kid. My memories of
the land was of a peaceful landscape.
| remember every weekend, my mom
and | drove to visit them on a Honda
Dream through many curvy, small, and
yellow-clay roads. My grandparents'
house is almost at the end of the
village road. The atmosphere is very
quiet, | could only see green, smell
grass and rice, and hear the sounds
of birds, insects and frogs at night.

Nowadays, the big road/highway is
right next to a changed land. Every
morning, hundreds of big buses bring
workers from different places to the
factories. Rooms for rent are built on
most of every farmers' arable land.
The water canal, once used for rice
fields, now is rarely used for farming.
The direction of the stream has been
changed and water is mostly used to
provide by the factory for production.

| can smell the strange scent from

the factory from faraway. It is a typical
chemical smell of the cutting fluid.
When | was working inside the factory,
| heard other workers talk to each
other: not many workers wanted to
work in that production department
because it was seen as the most toxic.

In the beginning, the locals could
smell it from outside, but nobody had
any knowledge about what the smell
is and the effect of smelling it
everyday. Increasingly, it has become
normal and everyone has forgotten
about its presence. Nevertheless,

it is still strong and unpleasant,
particularly when there is no wind.
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CONVERSATION

Yes, when we last met, you told me
about working in the factories! | was
recently in conversation with Lisa
Park, who wrote "The Silicon Valley

of Dreams: Environmental Injustice,
Immigrant Workers, and the High-
Tech Global Economy" [1] with her
collaborator David Pellow. Pellow
actually went undercover as a factory
worker for research as well. The stories
shared by the other workers and what
Park and Pellow discovered about the
health and ecological effects of the
factories are truly horrifying and still
not very well known about the industry.
They also track the struggles of factory
workers in advocating for themselves
and their health and the regulation of
this industry.

Can you tell me a bit more about your
experience? Where were the workers
coming from and what was the typical
demographic? How long did you work
there and how did it change your
perception of the factory and your
project? There's a scene from "Ritual
object 1" where the factory appears
to be burning and the workers are
outside. Can you give us some context
for that event?

| still remember very well the feeling and
the whole process of working for the
factory. | applied for the work through

a third party (an agency). The process
for applying for the job and starting took
two days. The rules were very strict,
workers could not bring anything inside
and we could only go through two gates
for body scanning. So, | could not film
or take any pictures to document the
experience. Everything stayed inside
my memories.

My days working in the factory felt
so long because everyday | had to
work about 10.5 hours indoors with no
windows, so | could not feel anything
from outside, only white fluorescent
lights everywhere. There were two
break times: one for ten minutes and
another for one hour and 15 minutes
for lunch or dinner. | worked for two
departments. First | was sentto a
department for CNC cutting where
my work was cleaning machines

and gathering waste from the cutting
materials.
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| remember the first time | entered the
department, | was shocked by the noise
and smell. It made me dizzy, and | had
a headache for the whole day. After
two days, my body started to get used
to it. Very strange and amazed by how
the human body could quickly adapt

to these conditions. In the long term,

| feared for my health being exposed

to that level of noise and the chemical
smells. | left after seven days for another
department to assemble electronic
components. | worked there as a
cleaner as well, collecting electronic
component trays. | felt a bit relieved

of the noise and smell, but the work
required me to keep standing for the
entire time, my legs getting very heavy
as if | was wearing shoes made of iron.
| realized it was caused by blood under
pressure. Many workers experienced
the same feeling, some of them fainted.
Sometimes we had to hide in the toilet
just to take some rest.

In each department, | worked with a
group of workers all above 30 years
old. Some of them are from neighboring
towns and many of them live faraway.
The group was a mix of different ethnic
minorities. | asked some of them why
they chose to work in the factory. Some
wanted to pay their debts, had no more
land to farm, or just preferred the toilets
in this factory, which were cleaner

than other factories.

| remember some moments that were
lovely that broke through the boring
atmosphere of the factory. We sneaked
some snacks into the factory and
shared some plums or candy with

each other to help us feel awake during
the night shift. We gathered in the
restrooms to share our feelings of the
working day. Working inside the factory,
| felt like there was no one protecting us,
only the workers shared sympathy with
each other. Many times we were asked
to work extra hours, totalling twelve,
and we were not able to refuse.

In the end, | decided to quit the job as

| felt so exhausted, and | didn’t receive
any salary (a month's salary required
six weeks of work, which is why many
workers are effectively stuck). | respect
workers who can sacrifice themselves
to work in those conditions just to send
their money back home. | know there
are thousands of workers who have
been working like that. Many of them
might work like that for five to seven
years right after they finish high school.
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CONVERSATION

The scene in my video "Ritual object

1" was a protest of the Samsung
workers against the security guards.

In 2014, when the factory was still
under construction, some workers
brought sticky rice for their lunch (which
was against the rules). When security
guards found out, they beat and insulted
the worker. The issue happened several
times to many workers. One day, one
worker fought back, which incited others
who shared the same anger. They
started to throw rocks and burn the
room of the security guard. Later, police
became involved but it took a lot of

time to control the anger of the workers.
The incident raised concerns about
rules in the factory which were not
familiar to farmers who were used to
being more free.

In your family, or in the families of
your friends who moved to the US,
how have you seen traditional Asian
values change like the concept of
community, family ties, spiritual beliefs
in nature, and the important role of
mothers or women when living in a
capitalist, consumer driven society
in America? And more specifically,
how do these changes appear in

an environment that is governed by
machines and technology?

Growing up in the US, | always noticed
a gap between the reality of what
women and mothers experienced and
how that is represented in popular
culture. This is slowly changing,

but in the past, mothers were often
represented as happily laboring for
the family, enduring hardships in
silence. | also noticed how Asians
were presented as enthusiastic, pliant
workers. Understanding these types
of flattened representations help
unpack how machines and technology,
particularly humanoid robots, are
gendered and often racialized. This
tendency persists today with examples
too numerous to name of the pern-
icious cultural trope of the Asian

robot or the servile feminine robot like
Siri and Alexa, for example. | think it
speaks to how Asians are expected

to labor tirelessly and how women

are expected to perform labor freely,
particularly emotional labor.
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To return to that scene that you
capture of the workers burning

and protesting the security guards,
I'm also interested in how those
histories of resistance and dissent
are present in Asian history, but
might have been suppressed over
time or might show up in quiet ways
that could be easily overlooked.

REE, (BINIXBERENIRIERE) ,
BRI, BERREREMIE, 2016 F, HENSFIE
B 788 XEE

Huong Ngo, "We Are Here Because You Were There",
installation view from DePaul Art Museum, 2016,
hectographs and hand-cut paper. Photo: Tom Van Eynde.
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CONVERSATION

Can you talk about the female workers
specifically in the factories and
different expectations or motivations
that they had? In your film, there is a
dancing female character. | read her
as somewhere between the Mother
Goddess and a young worker — can
you expand on how you envision this
character?

EE, (FBUF1) BREIR, 20224,
BB BIMERARRE, BiF, B8,
BE; RIGHFME, HF. BEDMELKED
R (BRBEERRER) .

Ngoc Nau, Still image from the

video “Ritual object 17, 2022, sculptural
single channel video installation,

HD, color, sound; found handkerchiefs,
mirror, digital prints on decal.
Courtesy of the artist.

While | was working in the factory,

| could see women workers present

in many production stages (75%
workers are women) for example: one
production line for electronic component
assembling had eight to ten workers

in charge. Most of them were women.
Most of the women in my team

were mothers.

The Mother goddess character in my
video, | think it comes from my daily
life — inspired by my family, neighbors,
and friends. | often see women
involved in all aspects of life from
production and to taking care of family
and to running ritual ceremonies for
the community. Moreover, | could feel
their power as well as the pressure
that they experienced. Through the
dancing movements in the ritual,

| wondered if they could somehow
release and express themselves.



ARTIFACT

REE:
HN:

i Kha/_p@a,pﬁ[ .1@@1 ;m.m'i it‘ur_l'dg? ..J el
' 4*%‘ ”u%dhi:mﬂ_atﬂ_ﬂ;_ﬁu M.A*-m"

Tg'r{_fﬁp?‘%ﬂ{&ﬂ__iﬁg_'% f‘
losd dpl |

Vi iwe
—— et _r_u&__t_\&'l

Jj] ._L}_H'\Qu./—a i ‘a’:q&??ﬁ,@‘

_g_T; JI_J' U\”d_r:g'--t (

MM Fida.l 7

REE, (BREGS) , REUPHET, 2025 F,
SHASHATLERRS L (ERBEERREHR)

i (

n.2

MEEmELEREIXFIEN—FE
o RINFAIE FRIESXIB RS THIRAN?
NRINEARFXMEE SESREFHEIE
REICEKRERR?

BRERSFREFERES, HLZEFN—
MEIM ARG (EAERETR,
BERRNEFZHEBERERRER
LR —, RILEXIFRGRIALEE
EERNEE,

| often see text used as a medium

in your works. How do you imagine
language empowering immigration
laborers? How do you connect that to
the act of rewriting the English lessons
of your mother?

I've used language in many of my
works actually as a way to embody
someone else's experience. As
someone of the Viethamese diaspora,
language was one of the few ways

in which | was able to reconnect with
my family's history, so it has always
carried tremendous weight for me.

Huong Ngo, "The Bee sting had poison", detail view,
2025, conductive thread and cotton on silk organza.
Courtesy of the artist.
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I'm currently working on a series that
takes my mother's notes from English
classes taught at the electronics
factories and afterwards and scales
them up to large embroidered pieces.
What is interesting about the notes
that my mother wrote is that they were
meant for her to remember English,
but they've ended up being a record
of that time and place in her life where
| have no other record. Like the factory
where you worked, my mother could
not bring in a camera, so we have
little evidence of her time there. These
notes are a tiny snapshot into her life
and subtly introduce how she takes

in the culture around her. Often she is
asked to write example sentences to
practice. She pulls from her daily life
and experiences. My mother was a
self-taught poet who was never able
to fulfill dreams of writing, so it's
especially poignant that the record

of her life be in this bizarre and very
specific context, doing a completely
different kind of work and writing

than ever imagined. While not poetic,

| see her words as poetry.

Embroidering slows down the
process of reading and internalizing
these words, making it sometimes
feel tedious and laborious like the
act of learning another language.

It makes me appreciate all of her
labor not only as a worker having

to communicate in a new language,
but also as a citizen, a mother, and a
wife and the expectations that those
roles carried. In other works that

are based on archival research, I've
used language when I'm trying to
understand the subjective experience
of the people that | am researching or
connecting with the past. It's almost
a reperformance of their experiences
using my own body as a medium.
You highlight the use of language to
sell and enact the imagined future.

It capitalizes on the idea of time

and development moving along an
inevitable trajectory.
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It is true that the power of language
can give us many thoughts about the
future. The language in the working
environment that | participated in, | felt
was inconsistent with the reality that
the workers experienced. | felt that the
language that those companies used
was only to promote their image and
to be recognized by outsiders and the
ultimate goal was to achieve benefits
for the owners and not for the workers.
Likewise, the language is also used
a lot for new residential construction
projects, making the locals mistakenly
think that it has a high quality because
of the use of foreign languages. But
in reality, those projects do not show
the real quality. The language is like a
lullaby promise.

When considering how temporality

is associated with development or with
a people, | am reminded of Mimi Thi
Nguyen’s "The Gift of Freedom: War,
Debt, and Other Refugee Passages"
[2], which brilliantly unpacks how
under-developed, particularly non-
white countries are associated with the
past and how technological progress,
capitalism, and liberal governance are
associated with the present or future,
and how different political realities are
assigned temporalities that cannot
coexist. | would add that spiritual
practices by non-white people are
perceived as also anachronistically
‘stuck in the past,” even if they are
practiced in the present.

In English, we have so many phrases
that cement temporality with prog-
ress: ‘looking back,” ‘time marches
on,” ‘behind the times,’ English is also
specific and more rigid in the way

that the past or future is expressed.
Vietnamese is structured differently

in that you can establish a time period
that is understood by everyone, and
then speak about the events in the
present tense. It’s a slight shift, but

| think it’s important in conceptualizing
time. While we've talked about futurity,
| believe that our work looks back

and forward at the same time.
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Growing up, my mother always had

a statue of 'Quan Am' (Goddess of
Mercy or Lady Buddha) on our mantle.
| never understood her significance
until returning home to Vietham and
understanding that this goddess also
protects travelers. | think she is a great
one to call upon for us as we take
these journeys into the future, past,
and back to the present again.

FOOTNOTES

[1] B4E-N-fESHIERE, (EAZ2E:
HERA. BRETIASERFESIKEF) ,
HLKRFHRRTE, 2003 &,

[2] KK-F-InE, (BHELY: WFE.
RESHMERNEE) , HRAKFEHR
i, 2012 &,

[1] Pellow, David N., and Lisa Sun-Hee
Park. "The Silicon Valley of Dreams:
Environmental Injustice, Immigrant
Workers and the High-Tech Global
Economy". New York University Press,
2003.

[2] Nguyen, Mimi Thi. "The Gift of
Freedom: War, Debt, and Other
Refugee Passages". Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2012.
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| first met Hang Hang on a winter
afternoon in Berlin in 2021, just before
she returned to Paris. We talked about
art, living abroad, femininity, and
Vietnam. As dusk fell, she boarded a
train, leaving me with an invitation to
join Phu Lang Sa Collabtive, the art
collective she founded in 2018. This
interview is a moment for us to reflect
on the collective’s practice and to
share it with readers.

R (FFIE2IRdEs) ,
HEBRDEIEREED,
B% BAQ Ef, 2023 £

Group exhibition "Neither Fish Nor
Fowl" by Phu Lang Sa Collabtive at
Gallery BAQ (Paris, France), 2023.
Photo: Phu Lang Sa Collabtive.
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CONVERSATION

Hi Hang Hang! Back in 2021, you
invited me to join Phu Lang Sa
Collabtive (then called Phu Lang Sa
Collective), a group of cultural and
artistic practitioners living in Europe.
Could you tell our readers more about
how the group began, as well as your
artistic practice?

Hi Ngoc! | was trained in scenography
at the Ecole nationale supérieure des
Arts Décoratifs (National School of
Decorative Arts) in Paris. My practice
re-examines micro-histories and family
narratives through sensual memory.
Informed by my scenographic pract-
ice, | seek a holistic approach to art,
focusing on the pivotal moment of
encounter between the audience,

the artwork, and the space. | want

to create immersive spaces where
reality, dreams, and magic converge.

In 2018, when | entered art school

in Paris, | met several young artists,
architects, and cultural practitioners.
This prompted me to create a
Facebook group so that we could
stay connected, support each

other, and share our interdisciplinary
knowledge. Among the first members
were Mai Xuan Bach [1], Tran

Kim Phuong [2], Pipou Phuong
Nguyen [3], Kao Thang [4], and
Nguyen Khieu Anh [5].

Gradually, the group grew to include
new friends like you, Nguyen Phuong
Thao [6], Triet Nguyen [7], Minh Nhut
[8], Nguyen Dong Truc [9], and others.

For me, Phu Lang Sa Collabtive

is like a train that keeps going, with
many stops but no final destination.
Some people get on, some get

off; everyone is free to come back
when they feel like “roaming the
world” together. Our goal is to
foster interdisciplinary exchange
through events, conversations,
talks, exhibitions, and screenings.
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Phu Lang Sa Collabtive members were
preparing for their exhibition at Gallery
BAQ (now Gallery BAO, Paris).
Photo: Phu Lang Sa Collabtive.
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What does the name Phu Lang Sa
mean, and how did it come about?

At the time, we didn't think too
much about a name. In a convers-
ation with comic artist Mai Xuan
Bach, he mentioned that "Phu Lang
Sa" was the old Vietnamese name
for France. Since it reflected the
group's point of origin, we decided
to adopt it.

In 2023, Phu Lang Sa Collabtive
organized its first group exhibition,
"Neither Fish Nor Fowl," featuring
eight member artists at Gallery BAQ
in Paris. Could you share more about
the process of making this exhibition?
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"Neither Fish Nor Fowl!" was Phu
Lang Sa Collabtive's first exhibition,
supported by curator Le Thien-Bao
and Gallery BAQ [10]. Running

from July 27 to August 26, 2023,

the exhibition featured works by
group members including Tran Kim
Phuong, Nguyen Khieu Anh, and
Nguyen Phuong Thao, and myself.
We extended invitations to young
Asian and Asian-diaspora artists living
in Europe, including Tong Khanh Ha
[11] (Germany), Ha-Yeon Joo [12],
Maya de Vulpillieres [13], and Kay
Maruta [14] (France).

The exhibition's title was inspired

by a line from the essay “Etranges
Etrangers” (2010) by the French-
Vietnamese writer Linda Le: “The pitfall
of to be able to understand deeply two
worlds is to be neither flesh nor fish, to
stay in the vagueness so as not to be
labeled.” [15] As emerging artists in the
early stages of our careers, each of us
had our own reflections on identity and
the social contexts in which we live,
developing works from a process of
cultural adaptation. The invited artists
added their works to create a dynamic
dialogue, continuously transforming
the space. The exhibition took

its final form during the last week

of August 2023.
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Phu Lang Sa Collabtive,
"Neither Fish nor Fowl,"
Gallery BAQ (2023).

Photo: Phu Lang Sa Collabtive
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Besides the exhibition, Phu

Lang Sa Collabtive also organizes
talks, lectures, and film screenings.
The most recent was the talk

"The Form of Information" with Fosco
Lucarelli [16] from SOCKS-studio
(MICROCITIES) — a platform

for architectural theory, research,
and practice from ltaly — led by

Vo Duy Kim [17] and Nguyen Triet.

In 2023, the group collaborated

with Artplas, an online art knowledge
platform, to host the talk "Studying
Art in France?" to share experiences
about studying and practicing art

in France. Could you tell us more
about these activities?

At first, our events were mainly
for group members, such as
conversations with the Appendix
[18] (part of Nha San Collective),
Jacqueline Hoang Nguyen [19],
Truong Minh Quy [20], Pham Ha
Ninh [21], Nguyen Dong Truc,
Stéphane Degoutin [22] and
Gwenola Wagon [23].

Over time, we wanted to expand
our reach—for instance, to hold
discussions about preparing
applications and portfolios for art
schools in France. These entrance
exams are tough, and we hope
more people will have the chance
to study here. The interest in
studying art in France is very high.
Currently, our public Facebook
group has more than 500 members,
who regularly exchange knowledge
about art education, practice,

and post-graduation journeys.
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EAR RERMB” SiES2RIMET - A The talk "The Form of Information" with
EEF (BEAFIHTHE) Sh0EE (28 Fosco Lucarelli (SOCKS-studio, ltaly) at

The Cricket Project (Hanoi). Photo: Phu

BAZE0) Lang Sa Collabtive.
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EEREMREIMSE, Hang Hang !

In a conversation among our group

in 2022, we reflected on the idea

of 'collective’ and 'collectivity.'

A group structure can offer connection,
support, and a shared space for
creativity. However, this process also
defines who is in and who is out—who
belongs to the group and who doesn't.
Building a sense of camaraderie and
solidarity in the art scene abroad,
what difficulties or challenges have
you encountered?

Even though Europe offers more
resources and infrastructure for artistic
practice, young artists still have to
navigate issues of identity and (non-)
belonging. Is this somehow reflected in
the change of name from Phu Lang Sa
Collective to Phu Lang Sa Collabtive?
And could you share a little about the
group’s future plans?

As you mentioned about 'collective'
and 'collectivity,' about ‘belonging’ and
‘not-belonging’, we need both closed
group formats—where sharing is more
intimate—and open formats—with
invitations and collaborations. Phu
Lang Sa Collabtive expanded from the
original group in the spirit of openness
and interdisciplinarity, unconfined by
geographical distance. Rather than a
fixed entity, we operate quite flexibly,
since our members have diverse
practices and interests.

Looking ahead, we hope to grow
from a small, close-knit group into

a broader community for Vietnamese
art practitioners abroad. The creative
environment in France and Europe
brings particular challenges: how

do we create opportunities for
ourselves, and other artists from
minority communities living and
working here? | think of Phu Lang Sa
Collabtive as a train—with encounters,
stopovers, friends old and new, and
the ever-changing scenery through
the window. Thank you, Ngoc,

for being on this journey with us.

Thank you so much, Hang Hang, for
your insights!
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Luu Bich Ngoc (she/her) is a Berlin-based cultural worker focusing on
accessibility and empowerment in the arts with transdisciplinary and
intersectional approaches. Her zine nho nho quen quen (2025) explores
mourning and remembrance practices between marginalized communities
in Central Vietnam and Berlin. She curated the film festivals Dear Vietnam
(2024) and Vietnam 50! (2025), and co-coordinated workshops and
screenings with institutions such as Schwules Museum (Berlin), No Cai
Bum festival (Vietnam), and Linden Museum (Stuttgart). Her writings

and translations appear in Art Republik Vietnam, Re-Connect catalogue,
Stadtsprachen, Zzz Review, and Mo Art Space. She currently works as
Fundraising Coordinator for a publication on the 50-year legacy of the
Viethamese-American War.

Hang Hang

Hang Hing (1995 4 FAR) 2— MR EARAR, THIEEREAHSIN, TMF
TFHESHNZIE. Mg EREMEAERESHR TN TF (A, MAYSTELED K
B EFEMBMAESKENE, ERORFERPIRFENFNAIEEN,; FL8%5
BRWENMAH, EEMWE. BIRESEE L NERTE, tEEERDSIEREN LIS
A, F3R13 2025 & Dogma X1, IFHATEE22 BAO BIEFZEDMNE, MHEmE B H
FHPRERZAK. HTEMFMREEYIE. BREFZARTEUREAFILEMRRRA
£5% 15 J§ Documenta AR,

Hang Hang (b. 1995, Hanoi) is a visual artist, performance maker, and
scenographer working between Vietnam and Europe. She holds a master’s
degree in scenography from Ecole des Arts Décoratifs, Paris. Her work
reexamines micro-histories and family narratives through sensual memory.
Positioned at the intersection of narrative turbulence, Hang Hang explores
the impossibility of translation. Navigating between documentary and imagined
landscapes, she creates immersive spaces where reality, dreams, and magic
converge. She is the founder of Phu Lang Sa Collective and was awarded

the 2025 Dogma Prize, with a solo exhibition at Galerie BAO (Paris). Her work
has been shown at the Setouchi Triennale, Linden Museum, POUSH, and
Documenta 15 with Nha San Collective.
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FOOTNOTES

[1] Mai Xuan Bach is an illustrator. He
completed his diploma at the Delcourt
Comics Academy. His first comic
book is entitled "Le passage intérieur"
(2022), in collaboration with Maxime
de Lisle.

[2] Tran Kim Phuong (pseudonym)
goes with different identities when it
comes to artistic practices. They were
born and raised in Hanoi for 23 years
and later lived in different cities.

[3] Pipou Phuong Nguyen is a
storyteller, director, scriptwriter

and animator working in cinema
d'animation in Paris. She directed
several short films and music videos,
including "Goodbye Robin!" (2020)
and The Boy Who Cheated Death"
(2023), which were selected in
numerous international festivals.

[4] Kao Thang: graphic designer,
graduated at Ensad. His artworks
juggle between art and design through
an immersive exploration for memory,
culture and nature of imagery, seeking
to convey their multi-sensory nuances
through graphic representation.

[5] Nguyen Khieu Anh has been
working on a Ph.D. thesis since

2019 at Aix-Marseille University.

Her research mainly focuses on
French theatre in Indochina and its
reception by Indochinese newspapers
written in French during the colonial
era (1887-1945).

[6] Nguyen Phuong Thao is an artist
and filmmaker currently working

in France, Germany and Vietnam.
Her works have been projected and
exhibited in institutions such as the
Centre Pompidou (Paris, 2024),
Centre de Cultura Contemporania
de Barcelona (Spain, 2024), Casino
Luxembourg (2023), and Piccadilly
Circus (London, 2023).

[7] Born and raised in Saigon, Triet
Nguyen is an architect, product
designer, self-taught programmer,
librarian, and translator. He is the
founder of multidisciplinary practices
such as tantam, sicLib,

and PLATEAU.

[8] Nguyen Le Minh Nhut holds a
Master of Architecture degree from
The Bartlett, UCL (London). He is the
co-founder of Gian Giua and currently
works as an architect in Vietham.
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[9] Nguyen Dong Truc is a graphic
designer. After graduating from
EsadType (Amiens, France), she
immerses herself in linguistic
research to create a Vietnamese
text typeface.

[10] Galerie BAQ is located at the
address of 15 Rue Beautreillis, 75004
Paris. As the co-founding partners
launch their individual projects,
Galerie BAQ is evolving. While
Quinnie TAN continues to run the
space at 15 rue Beautreillis, LE
Thien-Bao founded Galerie BAO.

[11] Tong Khanh Ha is a visual
artist from Hanoi and graduated
in Communication Design at the
Hamburg University of Applied
Sciences Hamburg.

[12] Ha-Yeon Joo is based in Seoul,
South Korea. She entered Korea
National University of Arts in 2019.
She is currently studying at Beaux-
Arts de Paris for an exchange, at the
studios of Emmanuelle Huynh and
Gotz Arndt. She practices various
media, including performance,
installation, painting, and sculpture.

[13] Maya de Vulpillieres is a French-
Khmer artist and currently in her fourth
year at LEcole des Arts décoratifs
Paris, specializing in Space Art, as
well as writing a thesis. She works
with photos, drawings, ceramics, paint-
ings, and installations; she introduces
herself through drawings and the
space where they took place.

[14] Kay Maruta is currently compl-
eting a Master’s degree at LEcole
des Arts décoratifs Paris. Originally

a photographer, he continues to
challenge and produce works in
diverse fields of expression, including
installation, video, sculpture, and
music while emphasizing a sense

of balance between concept and
technique.

[15] Translated from French by Nguyen
Khieu Anh.

[16] Fosco Lucarelli is an architect
(University of Rome 3, ETSAM
Madrid), teacher and scientific curator
based in Paris.

[17] Vo Duy Kim is a PhD candidate
in Architecture, Landscape, and
Urbanism at Harvard University (USA).
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[18] Founded in 2010 by six artists,
the Ha Noi-based performance art
group The Appendix is currently made
up of four core members: Nguyen Huy
An, Vu Duc Toan, Nguyen Song and
Ngo Thanh Bac.

[19] Jacqueline Hoang Nguyen is a
researcher and visual artist using
archives and a broad range of media
to investigate issues of historicity,
collectivity, utopian politics, and
multiculturalism via theories.

[20] Truong Minh Quy is a director,
known for The Tree House (2019),
Viet and Nam (2024), and Hair,
Paper, Water (2025).

[21] Pham Ha Ninh is an artist from
Hanoi, Vietham. His work explores
how we build up our understanding
of territories from afar.

[22] Stéphane Degoutin is an artist,
writer and researcher. He teaches
at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure
des Arts Décoratifs.

[23] Gwenola Wagon is an artist and
a lecturer at Paris 8 University’s visual
arts department.
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GBI SRS ARRME [1]. Zunng Zunng[2]. FEEF [3] BISTE, BEMiEmS
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When asked about the word "wall," people usually describe something

hard, big, rough, and immovable-a symbol of rules, restrictions, or obstacles.
However, from another perspective, the "wall" is not as crude as it is often
imagined.

A "wall" can be a mark of hardship and evolution. A "wall" has hidden stories
and memories from a long time ago and is waiting to be discovered. A "wall"
represents identity which continues with what already exists, at the same time,
records all the new and creative shifts.

This article weaves metaphors and the lived experiences of artists in Hanoi
today, drawing on conversations with artists Lam Na[1], Zunng Zunng|[2], and
Dao Thao Phuong[3] working in the field of paintings and visual arts. The

wall becomes a symbolic object that makes resilience and fluidity tangible -
how artists root themselves while staying open, balancing steadiness with
wandering. Through their voices, the wall becomes less of an obstacle and
more of a guidance, shaping the rhythms of contemporary art in Ha Noi - a city
that is constantly shifting.
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The Wall As
Challenge
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Through the stories and experiences of diaspora and local artists, as well

as the art production teams, the challenges of artistic practice in Vietham and
particularly in Hanoi come into view. In the landscape of contemporary art

in Vietnam since Boi M&i (1986)[4], Fine Arts Magazine (2022) noted that the
past two decades have witnessed striking breakthroughs and bold innovations
in artistic expression. Yet, a lingering question remains: why is the audience
for contemporary art still so limited? Why does the public hesitate to engage
with the contemporary art scene, sometimes even feeling skeptical? Artists
long to work in public spaces and share their works with a wider audience
rather than being private or hidden away behind closed doors.

G HEE, (FELH
Illustration of the wall by the author
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R TSt S 9 REEENIESEN; Z—HHE, BEY TZAMINHESH
&, M7 —HERAMERER T o BEREEEBXENTER, FERESMHO.

For many diaspora artists, returning to or stepping into Hanoi’s art scene
brings a double collision. On one hand, they are amazed by the resilience
and adaptability so deeply tied to Viethamese identity. On the other, the
cautiousness and privacy that shape contemporary art here become a
kind of “wall” full of real challenges. It demands flexibility and patience to
understand the rhythm of the art scene here.

MKEZ [5]. BRE [6]. ZFRIFI [7] 2 Tuan Mami[8]. Bt*FEK[9]. & & [10] %,
HLUEM B ZAMESERNENS, B LM [11]. San Art[12]. Heritage
Space[13]. A Space[14]. APD g [15]. VAC BE& % [16] FHLASHM, IL3HER
GRE, AERSE1EEIETIEL

ARZEAGRNBRIBEMRER, UECHTRREE, BREE, GHFAN, B2
EAPLEREFERBRIN, FEHNATEE.

From the era of Truong Tan[5], Tran Luong[6], Ly Tran Quynh Giang[7] to Tuan
Mami[8], Nguyen Trinh Thi[9], Do Hiep[10]... among others, we can clearly see
the imprints of networks and circles of artists. Collectives and organizations
like Nha San Collective[11], San Art[12], Heritage Space[13], A Space[14], Art
Patronage & Development (APD)[15], Vietnam Art Collection[16]... keep the
conversations alive, opening rooms for experiments and collaborations. The
“heartbeat” of Hanoi’s art scene is steady and stubborn, pounding at its own
tempo which is sometimes slow, sometimes irregular but always promising
something new for the one who stays long enough.

FEZARGW, HLAE—BXHEA: RRA. tIA A BREWD, HRINES, i
MNEEZBETE. SEMH. ZREFR, BREARPDWBTEMERNL AR, HI1E
HEIRECSH “4F . MRER. TEBE. Uk “DIBREEHIIRE" HNEE. &
XMERENGHE, FERIBERBNIENRNE LS,

BR—T, FEEE—HRUNEINRE. BEYR. SVMHENERE. a5 T
RETE. —BITREIARYR. BESFREIRINRER, S—PEHE—HE:
HIEEER. VIMITRIER. RILAREM S 24, —BEBEXER, FEaAEe
MHIESREAN, NEARSHERGHRFEINIE

Eit, HARBEZARFH 95" HRUEER. SHAIURA—FER, AXREEZ
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Alongside artists is a whole team of directors, producers, architects and art
handlers who help to shape the space, handle the materials, hang the works,
and make sure the artist’s vision reaches the public intact. They, too, face their
own “walls”: limited materials, space constraints, the weight of “seeing things
through to the end.” And in this grind, quiet creativity often speaks the loudest.

Imagine the preparation for a group or solo exhibition: sketching the first draft,
sourcing materials and vendors, negotiating and balancing the exhibition
space, coordinating until opening day, and exchanging with partners to seek
connection. Every step has its wall: production budgets, mechanical licensing
procedures, conflicting perspectives... Yet, pushing past that wall can open

up entirely new ways of working and sharing, and can seize new opportunities
for both artists and their teams.

So the “wall” in contemporary Vietnamese art is not just a barrier. It can also be
a test, a way to measure patience, openness, and adaptability from artists. And
once we learn to face it together, hesitation might slowly give way to connection.
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Installation view, "A Beginning - Launching
VAC Shanghai", 2024

WBFRIEE: (SERR) , VACHAR,
2025 5F, RE: BREH

Lam Na's Open Studio "It's been many
years since we last met", VAC Hanoi, 2025.
Photo: Tran Tuyet Nga
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For artist Lam Na, the "wall" is the embodiment of layers upon layers of heritage,
memories, and meanings as if waiting for her to uncover each layer.

Lam Na once wrote: “l do not heal, | do not explain, | just stand there.” A short
line, yet it instantly bounces back at whoever reads it. For Lam Na “the wall”
is not an obstacle to be broken down; it is a silent witness, always present
and urging us to pause and listen. The wall does not explain or ask questions;
it just stands there, watching life’s cycles unfold.

As the author conversed with Lam Na, the artist often spoke of “presence”

as something as natural as breathing. Materials are like a wardrobe; you

do not just pick anything - there is a hidden closet where the right thing already
exists, waiting for you to reach out and feel its truth. She laughs and admits
her belief in spirituality: just let the earth and sky lead the way, Heaven - Earth
- Human. Working with soil feels completely different from painting: no rigid
compositions, only unexpected connections, an original flow where even a
single gesture can hold the weight of a thousand answers.
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Lam Na's Open Studio "It's been many
years since we last met", VAC Hanoi, 2025.
Photo: Tran Tuyet Nga

WIS IER (F—ER) (2023) HETEA
RAREER, BFBEERKREHR,

Lam Na placed "The First Creature"(2023)
at Imperial Citadel of Thang Long wall in
Hanoi. Image courtesy of the artist.
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When installing her solo exhibition “Da tirng - Ti€p dién” (Have Been - Eternally)
at Hanoi Studio Gallery, as she placed patches of terracotta sculptures across
the floor, she suddenly noticed there were 88 of them, a number tied to the

béat quai (I Ching trigrams), a symbol of cyclical movement. Coincidentally (or
not), 88 is also the exact number of constellations charted by the International
Astronomical Union (IAU). For her, each of these moments feels like a quiet
reply from the universe, like placing one more brick on an invisible path that
reveals itself step by step.

While working, Lam Na often sets her rational side aside. Reflecting on her
residency with Vietnam Art Collection (VAC) in the past months , she described
it as "switches and signals": everything flowing with its own rhythm, from

Phung Nguyen[17] dynasty skins to the starry sky of Sa Huynh[18], which later
appeared in her open studio "M&y muwoi nam roi mai gép lai nhau" (It’'s Been
Decades Since We Last Met) at VAC Hanoi. Today, she continues to experiment
with her “universe”: moving skins, primal life forms, evocations of the collective
memory we all share.

(E—Rtt) (2023) , WMBR (BE—
KiEH) , AR Studio EEERIZHHAA
Studio EEERA (Hoang Hoang) . 42 Ik
ERRAMDE. ERBEERKREH,

"The First Land" (2023) shown at Lam

Na's solo exhibition "Have Been - Eternally"
exhibition at Hanoi Studio Gallery. Installation
day with support of Hanoi Studio Gallery
Curator (Hoang Hoang), Studio 42 and friends.
Image courtesy of the artist.
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WIS )LFTE VAC AR, BE: (FE
Lam Na and her son deinstalling her
artwork at VAC Hanoi. Photo by the author.
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Sometimes, it takes extraordinary circumstances such as the experience of
motherhood for people to truly encounter art and awaken their primal instincts.
For Lam Na, becoming a mother feels surprisingly close to her artistic practice:
there’s no set script, no sketch to follow, only earth and body leading the way.
Her mission is simply to allow each collision, each kneading, each moment of
shaping to surprise her.

"Art is everywhere and it belongs to everyone. The question is not whether art
exists in our lives but whether we are willing to notice its presence." - Lam Na
said. Indeed, there will always be "a wall" for you to uncover, a story waiting for
you to bring the final piece that connects the entire journey.
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Artist Zunng Zunng at the exhibition Home in Manzi Art Space,
Hanoi. Photo: Ca.
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The wall signifies the bond of companionship and the sustaining support
of souls who love art, narrated from the perspective of the two artists Zunng
Zunng and Dao Thao Phuong.

In conversation with the author, artist Zunng Zunng often reminds that: “truth
matters.” This sense of truth has followed her quietly yet persistently, from

the very first sketch to her ongoing work in building an art community in Hanoi.
The artist shared how naturally her artistic path and her philosophy weave
together. For Zunng Zunng, authenticity is not just for her own paintings, but

it is something she hopes anyone can encounter, a resonance they can step
into and recognize within themselves.

“Family!”- Zunng Zunng admits "is the first crossroad and the deepest root

of my art". For over a decade she has returned again and again to the motif
of the “staircase". "At first, it was simply a square, rigid object, my earliest
memory of being taken by my dad to a half-built house". Zunng Zunng did not
try to rationalize this special obsession, leaving it as an open-ended question.
This image resurfaced when she became a mother. A simple moment when
her father walked upstairs with her son triggered her first "staircase" painting
where human figures finally appeared.
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The “I” here is not her own but borrowed through the eyes of her child,
continuing the story of family bonds. "This way of stepping aside and letting
another’s gaze speak has become a signature of my practice". Perhaps it
also explains why Zunng Zunng naturally plays the role of connector, a
“wall” to rely on in Hanoi’s art community.

fg: “HAEEACEREMBEPNGNME, MARZIMILBENMFNME, 7 42 TF
EERENGENHRERES TR LR PRISERR; BINUEBAAFHRR
Ko NABRAMIELFEEDARNIMGTE, ERATENN, EXE, RAES
BIARNZARBRAER T, RUBHIHF. MIUIZAR, RETEFRTEH. B4R
ELEHA. EXMEL BERS5MAREST, 42 TREEMA—DHE: MER
SWET, MERIHEESHTT.

“l want to be a good individual within a community, not just a good indiv-
idual on my own." - she said. Studio 42 was built from a shared passion for
painting through countless quiet sacrifices; we thrive as a group bound by
sincerity. Every week, the group hosts live drawing sessions at the studio,
open to everyone. You might bump into familiar names in Hanoi’s art scene,
an enthusiastic beginner, an independent artist or someone from an entirely
different field who simply loves to draw. In this mix of different materials,
backgrounds, and perspectives, Studio 42 has become a community where
individuality is not forgotten but respected and nurtured.

ZARR Zunng Zunng 5) L FEEITRE (A)
BRIEES

Artist Zunng Zunng and her son at her solo
exhibition "nhan (than)" at Hanoi Studio
Gallery. Photo: Tran Thao Linh
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Artist Lam Na (on the left) and Artist Zunng
Zunng (on the right) at Zunng Zunng's solo
exhibition "nhan (than)" at Hanoi Studio
Gallery. Photo: Tran Thao Linh.

42 F4h (2025) , B Zunng Zunng 5P
BESERAMENENTEELE, FY
BHEZENMR Samot 1. I +Z44%l,
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£ 2025 FJF=H “42 PV TIH, Bk
HERKIRH,

(from the left to right) Artists Dao Thao
Phuong, Artist Nguyen Yen, Artist Zunng
Zunng, Artist Quyet Duong, 42 OUTSIDE
activity at Quy Nhon, 2025. Image courtesy
of the artist.

studiod2_\

42 OUTSIDE (2025) organized by artists
Zunng Zunng and Dao Thao Phuong at
Studio of Pham Quang Duc architect.
They were testing Samot soil, Red soil, etc.
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ERRMES, BHFBRERRREM EARR Zunng Zunng () MERFEEFS () 7£ 2023 FiE
Artist Dao Thao Phuong. SEiEEELLEE, B EAREE,
Image courtesy of the artist. Artist Zunng Zunng (on the left) & Artist Dao Thao Phuong (on

the right) during the trekking trip to Pu Ta Leng mountain, 2023.

Photo: Artist Cao Thuc.
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Dao Thao Phuong began with portraits in 2021-2022 and her focus on this
subject lasted for nearly two years. Her works were not about elaborating the
composition, but about the emotion. She emphasized, "It is always emotion".
At that time, for her, people were the most natural vessels to carry and reflect
feelings because, after all, she herself is human too.

Everything shifted in early 2023 during a mountain trek with Studio 42.

Her long-standing love of nature suddenly came alive in a new way. The forest,
the rhythm of life outdoors, the friends she shared the moment with, left a
remarkable imprint on her. Out of this came her series "Into the Wild" where
she began painting people and nature together: friends, daily life, all nestled

in different landscapes. Gradually, she let the figures slip away as though
answering to an overwhelming pull, a call from nature. Recently, her

work focuses entirely on trees, plants, and wilderness without figuration.

EARR Zunng Zunng (k) MERFEES () 7£ 2023 FiE
BRiEEELLIEE, BY. EARER.

(from the left to right) Artist Cao Thuc, Artist Quyet Duong,
Artist Zunng Zunng during the trekking trip to Pu Ta Leng
mountain, 2023. Photo provided by Artist Cao Thuc.
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Studio 42 during the trekking trip to Pu Ta Leng
mountain, 2023. Photos provided by Artist Cao Thuc
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Dao Thao Phuong, "Pineapple Island", 2025, oil on canvas,
80 x 180 cm. Image courtesy of the artist.
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“For me, painting is a way of transmitting emotion; color is the most direct
way. | did not study in an art school and did not go through the typical
basics. My path into painting was simply from looking at great master-
pieces. | was deeply moved by their color palettes; from that point, | knew
that | wanted to devote my life to living within those feelings.” She digs deep
into color intuitively, not following any set of curriculum. “There is no fixed
harmony; | just love placing bold colors right next to each other. Nature has
taught me all | need to know about color.”

For Dao Thao Phuong, experimenting and experiencing are essential steps
to discover both herself and her artistic language. Only then can she fully
commit, take it all the way, until art becomes a mirror and a companion

to her true self. Artist Zunng Zunng describes her friend’s art: “Dao Thao
Phuong’s paintings have this raw power; they are direct, uncompromising
with a fierce conviction in the essence of painting itself. You can tell right
away if it's her work.”

For Dao, Studio 42 has been a lifeline and a relay station that fuels her
journey. There, Dao Thao Phuong and other young artists sharpen their
skill, exchange ideas and countless art topics without being interrupted.

The walls change when our perpectives change. What once seemed

like a barrier could turn into a threshold of flexibility, creativity, and a story
that begins again from the start. There will always be walls-the challenges,
the companionship, the support, and many others. Perhaps what is impo-
rtant is not to overcome any wall at all, but the way we let it always present,
allowing it to shape, reflect, and renew the ways we do.
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Artist Dao Thao Phuong at Studio 42.
Image courtesy of the artist.
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FOOTNOTES

[1] Lam Na: Born in 1987, Lam Na
graduated from Hué University of Fine
Arts in 2011 and later pursued her MA in
Fine Arts at Mahasarakham University in
Thailand. Her works have since appeared
in various exhibitions in Vietham and
abroad: Hanoi Grapevine’s Finest (2024),
Seoul Art Festival (2016), Grapevine
Selection — Volume 2 (2015), ASEAN
Contemporary Art Exhibitionin Bangkok
and ASEAN Art Festival in Hua Hin (2014),
and Vietnamese Painting Exhibition
organized by the Danish Embassy in Hanoi
(2013). Yet her true turning point came in
2022, when she arrived at the ceramic
village of Bat Trang, Gia Lam. Touching
the sail, learning the traditional handcraft
process, she calls that encounter a kind of
fate, one that led her closer to raw, primal
materials and opened up a whole new
chapter in her practice.

[2] Zunng Zunng: Born Nguyen Hoang
Dung in Hanoi in 1995, Zunng Zunng
graduated with a BFA in Painting from the
Vietnam University of Fine Arts. In her
own words: “My works always aim for one
thing—returning to the roots, honoring
human beings, and awakening that eternal
compassion within us.” Since 2020, she
has walked alongside Studio 42. Every
saturday, the studio becomes a gathering
ground for sharing artistic experiences.
Alongside with these activities, they

also develop other community projects:
42 OUTSIDE(17), 42ART(18), group
exhibitions, fundraising activities under
STUDIO42’s Selection(19).... As a core
member, Zunng Zunng has taken part in
exhibitions like “T6i la chung ta” (2021),
"Open Studio 42:2" (2022), “GOI-MO™
(2023), and "Nhip boi sai" (2025).

Beyond Studio 42, her works have
appeared in major group shows such as
“That khd dé mo vé” (It’s Hard to Dream
About) at the Vietnam Fine Arts Museum,
“Ngu¢i lam vudn” (The Gardeners) and
"Hanoi Art Connecting 5” at VCCA(20).

[38] Dao Thao Phuong: Born in 1992 in

Hai Phong, Dao Thao Phuong is a self-
taught artist. She graduated from the
Academy of Finance and is interested

in painting, especially nature and trees.
Her works draw on the deep meaning

of connection between people and nature.
She is currently an active member of
Studio 42, and participates in organizing
Studio 42 exhibition.

[4] Doi Moi (Renovation): a series of
economic and political reforms in the
1980s that marked Vietnam'’s transition
from a centrally planned economy to a
“socialist - oriented market economy.” The
policy opened the country to global trade,
foreign investment, and greater cultural
exchange, creating significant shifts in
Vietnamese society, including the arts.
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[5] Truong Tan : Born in 1963, the artist
is one of the pioneers of contemporary
art in Vietnam, known for his provocative
performance and boundary-pushing
installation works, which made lasting
influences on younger generations of
artists in Vietnam.

[6] Tran Luong: Born in 1960, Tran Luong
is an artist, independent curator, and
pioneering activist in Vietnam, known as
co-founder of Nha San Studio and the
APD organization.

[7] Ly Tran Quynh Giang: Born in 1978, the
artist is one of the most prominent female
contemporary artists in Vietham, known
for her works ranging from oil paintings
and woodcuts.

[8] Tuan Mami (real name Nguyen Anh
Tuan): Born in 1981, Tuan Mami is a
Vietnamese interdisciplinary artist, known
for his conceptual-based work employing
installation, video, performance to explore
the meaning of life, social interaction,

and cultural and social issues through
research-based projects.

[9] Nguyen Trinh Thi: Born in 1973, she is
an independent filmmaker and visual artist
based in Hanoi.

[10] Do Hiep: Born in 1984, Do Hiep is a
contemporary visual artist of Vietnam,
known for his abstract works that deeply
reflect social issues and emotions.

[11] Nha San Collective began operating
as an independent artist collective in
Hanoi in 2013, when a group of friends set
up their publicly accessible space (Source:
Nha San Collective).

[12] San Art, founded in 2007 in Ho Chi
Minh City as an artist-led platform, has
since grown into a leaing independent arts
organisation in Vietnam and the region.
Maintaining a commitment to grassroots
support for local and international artists
and cultural work, San Art is also a site for
critical discourse with regular educational
initiatives (Source: San Art).

[13] Heritage Space, established in 2014,
is an independent art organization situated
in Hanoi, Vietnam, operating as a social
enterprise (Source: Heritage Art Space).

[14] A Space is an independent non-
profit art space and a community of art
practitioners engaged in experimental
practices based in Long Bien, Ha Noi. A
Space was established in 2018 by Tuan
Mami, Rory Gill, and Le Dung Hiep with
the mission of supporting and developing
independent local artists in Vietnam, a
place where the conditions for the arts are
often challenging and infrastructures and
resources limited (Source: A Space).
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[15] APD Center (Center for Art Patronage
and Development) is a social enterprise
established in October 2020 with the

aim of supporting artistic creativity and
promoting cultural and social development.

[16] Vietnam Art Collection is a non-profit,
research-driven art organization based in
Hanoi, New York, and Shanghai.

[17] The Phung Nguyen culture of

Vietnam (c. 2,000 — 1,500 BC) is a name
given to a culture of the Bronze Age in
Vietnam which takes its name from an
archeological site in Phung Nguyen, 18 km
(11 mi) east of Viet Tri discovered in 1958
(Source: Wikipedia)

[18] Sa Huynh Culture is an ancient
civilization in southern Vietnam whose
origins are variously dated by scholars
between 1000 BCE and 200 CE, existing
in parallel with Dong Son culture in the
north.

[19] Studio 42, founded in 2020, is an

art community founded by young artists
passionate about life drawing. They meet
every weekend to practice and exchange
valuable personal artistic experiences.

[20] 42 OUTSIDE refers to a self-operated
activity, where small groups within the

42 community come together to develop
ideas and carry out the creative process in
a context outside the familiar studio.

[21] 42ART co-founded Studio 42 and is a
group of young painters working together,
with the desire to strengthen team spirit

in a context where artists often choose to
work individually.

[22] STUDIOA42’s selection: each quarter,
the 42 group organizes an online Selection
and at each Selection, the group presents
to viewers selected paintings at Studio42
by group members, thereby promoting the
practice and dedicated working process of
each painter.

[23] VCCA (Vincom Center for
Contemporary Art) is a non-profit art
space funded by Vingroup, one of the
largest conglomerates of Vietnam,
focusing on technology, industry, real
estate development, retail and services
from healthcare to hospitality.
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“A Wet Wet-market” is a proposed wet-market in Hoi An Ancient Town,

a UNESCO World Heritage site at the mouth of the Thu Bon River on Vietnam’s
coast. The thesis asserts that architecture can serve as both signifier and
meaning-maker, bridging the gap between image and reality in Hoi An, where
climate and ecology hasten life, while tourism and preservation suspend time.
The enforcement of Hoi An’s preservation is expediting its death. In response,

| propose an architecture infused with, and representative of, the living spirit

of Hoi An: a town, a market, and a field that keeps growing and changing.

It negotiates between water, people, economies, and identities through
responsive forms and tectonic variations.
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“A Wet Wet-Market” engages the
tension between architectural
preservation and the dynamic flows

of water, products, and people. The
new market introduces three dynamic
layers, allowing vendors to adjust
spaces for daily routines and changing
water levels:

REEE
Fa

Model Picture:
Platform

n.2

&M

The Groundscape

The Roofscape

The Lattice
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An infrastructural field that organizes
different modes of traffic and spatial
arrangements—where water meets
ground.

An architectural field that diffuses
sunlight and enhances natural
ventilation—where air meets light.

A connective network of light
structures and mezzanines providing
storage, signage, and operational
agency for vendors—where tectonic
becomes identity.
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Sketch 1
Traffic Study of Pedestrian

n.2

Hoi An Ancient Town, initially inhabited
by the Cham people, was integrated
into Vietnamese territory in the

15th century. Later, Japanese and
Cantonese merchants transformed

it into a thriving trade hub. After
enduring two wars in the 20th century,
Hoi An was designated a UNESCO
World Cultural Heritage Site in 1999.
Since then, it has become a magnet
for tourists who—along with UNESCO
and local authorities—have sought

to preserve it as a cultural artifact
frozen in time. Yet this static vision
conflicts with the town’s urgent needs
to adapt to climate change, flooding,
overtourism, and labor displacement.

At the threshold between architectural
heritage and rising water, between
UNESCO and non-UNESCO zones,
and between nightfall and daybreak
commerce, the rapidly decaying local
wet-market remains the last place that
sustains longtime residents rather
than catering to visitors. Neglected by
tourists, the wet market is an ad hoc
and lively space. It lacks clean water
and storage for vendors yet is vital to
Hoi An’s heterogeneity. It denies the
imagery of Hoi An, instead it is, and
serves the “real” Hoi An.
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As an architectural typology, markets
in Western countries have long been
confined within enclosed form that
are neither adaptive nor expendable.
The logic of an enclosed form—
limited—directly opposes the logic
of commercial spaces—excessive,
as explained by John McMorrough.
Commercial spaces are meant to
grow in all directions with similar
systematic logic. For example, the
now-demolished Les Halles market
in Paris was designed with the
infamous elongated arcade, with
vendors assembled along the two
sides. The building’s colonnade,
whose logic is points on a line, was
not corresponding to the market’s
logic of spatial organization and
commerce. As a result, vendors

and commercial activities often
happen outside of the market.

As the structure was no more than

a covered canopy for the hyper-

functionality of the market, Les Halles

slowly reduced to being only the
background of such urban activity.
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Installation view, "Common Ground",
A83 Gallery NYC,
March 28 - April 18 2025.

In Hoi An, the French built an
elongated-gable market with the same
logic of design with Les Halles. Since
its form is so enclosed with a rigid
superimposed grid, the market has
slowly lost its popularity. The activities
spill outside of the market. It has now
been more catered to tourists who
venture inside just to walk quickly
through the market. It exists in the
unproductive zone between inhabited
and visited. Its confined formal gesture
refrains it to be accepted by both the
active daily lives of Viethamese and
the beautified images of the tourists’
preconception, regardless of its gable
roof and yellow walls.

| think markets, especially an East
Asian wet-market, is not singular
form but field projects.

The significance of this project is,

first, to reintroduce “the history of

the land,” particularly within the
context of being designed and
presented at an American Institution—
Princeton University—on land that
was once Native. The groundscape
and platforms of “A Wet Wet-Market”
was inspired by the Cham people - the
first inhabitants of the southern land

of Vietnam. | researched and studied
their landscape and spatial intell-
igence to find a solution to the climate
problems that humanity has escal-
ated. The project reminds its American
audience that architecture always
sprouts from the land, which carries
scars, memories and intelligence.
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The building is both one and many—an organism of multiple identities,
drawing from the past, often ancient, and pointing towards the future—the
ever-persistent challenge for architecture. Hoi An is a collage with abundant
layers of history, lives and conditions. The “Wet Wet-Market” aims to be the
site that accepts, harmonizes, and nurtures future emerging layers.

162



RENG, (KRS ,
#1149 A83 EifF ,
2025538 28HE4H18H

Installation view, "Common Ground",
A83 Gallery NYC,
March 28 - April 18 2025.
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The second significance of this project
is that it puts into questions the role

of experts—UNESCO, in this case—in
so-called “developing countries.” Since
UNESCO is such a highly respected
organization, Viethamese people,
architects, and architecture students
rarely question its decisions. Yet
UNESCO, along with other infamous
organizations, carries biases and
shortcomings, especially in foreign
lands. UNESCO and the majority

of Hoi An’s government have been
carrying out this hyper-preservation
approach towards developing the
town, slowly driving the locals away,
on which foreign business owners
have been capitalizing. The project
encourages its Vietnamese audience
to critically examine the experts that
are making decisions on our land

and culture.

Lastly, | dedicate this project to the
person that made me, my grandma.
Her hometown is Quang NamProvince,
and she used to be a market vendor.
And | owe her everything | have today.

k¢ (/R) REMFWAFRZAFHME, HMDIEX (85E0RHE) B5RBEEM
B HRERE T4 A83 EIE. TEIEbZa], fFINMMNIIE TRFRENDRENG
BRFPPLIA, ARRSUSEANHIHMERKR, HRWEHEEXE. #$E. BF
NEREEZERBRESF, PREMRESHEE,

MARRIESEBARE. TZ545S. MEFHMANERETRAMNMAEEMFED
BIR, MIFEREERGMU (R%) Bl ST, ZWBEMT ATEREMIIZRSE I
K" MREZFHZEN, UEMRRLUNFSRAFEARRANET;, SESTXUNEEE
REKHFM, MHERNEREARETHEE —ATFEFASSBRN=IE,

Nguyen Vinh Hung (Ryan) holds an M.Arch Il from Princeton University.

His master's thesis, “A Wet Wet-Market”, was exhibited at A83 Gallery in New
York alongside his cohort. Prior to that, he earned a B.Arch from California
Polytechnics University Pomona, where he received the Dean's Award for the
class’s most outstanding designer. His professional experience spans multiple
offices in the United States, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, where he has worked
flexibly across multiple scales and typologies.

Hung approaches architecture through empathy, craftsmanship, and ecology.
His recent curiosity lingers on how architecture can actively define and construct
context, rather than merely (mis)representing it through assumed imagery. At a
time when the field turns into the lying “realistic” renderings, often generated by
Al, his architecture prefers hands and communications

as the mediums. Although educated and practiced in diverse cultures,

Hung’s architecture draws from and resides in where his roots were engraved—
Vietnam.
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In Vietnamese, there is a saying: “Nha ndo, sao ndy” (“‘Each house has its
own ruler”), where the “ruler” refers to the Thudc tam (also known as Rui
murc or Sao muc)—a modular system derived from the house owner’s body
measurements. This intimate traditional practice gradually disappeared
during the colonial period and, more decisively, under the influence of the
Industrial Revolution, with the advent of prefabricated collective housing
marking a turning point. In Hanoi, collective housing, or Khu tap thé (KTT),
is often seen as an imported form—an unfamiliar structure transplanted
during the socialist-building era and later reshaped to fit local social realities.
Yet its most compelling aspect lies in the process of localization: not only

in construction techniques but also in the ways residents reimagined

and inhabited this new architectural type.

While the pinnacle of modern architecture is the standardized prefabricated
house—seemingly at odds with the artisanal and individualistic spirit of
traditional architecture—this essay invites readers to explore the dialogue
between prefabricated housing and Viethamese dwellings. In doing so,

it seeks to reveal the resilience and adaptability at the heart of Viethamese
building traditions and domestic life.
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Aftermath
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Hanoi emerged from the First
Indochina War (1946-1954) as a
wounded city, its ruins demanding
both remembrance and renewal.
When the Democratic Republic of
Vietham (DRV) took over the capital
on 10th October 1954, much of its
production facilities, offices, and
housing lay in ruins. The historic old

town of Hanoi had been devastated:

of 13,191 houses in the city, 2,837
vanished; nearly 2,000 hectares

of abandoned fields in the suburbs;
infrastructure was left in disrepair;
and more than 70,000 people
were unemployed.

In 1954, thousands of soldiers,
cadres, workers, and their families
returned from the war zones to
settle in the capital. At the same
time, Hanoi embarked on the
urgent task of planning a socialist
capital—a project of transformation
in both infrastructure and economy.
Administrative facilities, factories,
and enterprises sprang up quickly
across the city, demanding new
officers and workers; universities
and schools multiplied, training

a new socialist generation. As a
consequence, by the early 1960s,
the city’s population had increased
to 530,000 people, intensifying

the pressure on housing in Hanoi.
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Figure 1.

President Ho considers the

model of the Hanoi Master Plan.

November 16th, 1959.
(c) Vietnam News Agency.

167

‘BN TSAEE T HEDELR

“We must grow quickly
in all aspects.”
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— MR RIEEXERE (1977 &, 16-18)

Vietnam's Prime Minister, Pham Van
Boéng, insisted (1977, 16—-18)

First, the young government made

use of abandoned French villas,
dividing them among many families [1].
Next came the flat-roofed, barrack-like
rows—the first experiment in wooden-
structure collective housing in the

Ham Tu Quan area. By the late 1950s,
several collective housing projects

had appeared, such as Nguyen Cong
Tru, Tho Lao, and Quynh Loi. Still,

the rate of construction could not keep
pace with population growth, while
maintenance was negligible compared
to the rapid deterioration of the houses.
What Hanoi needed was not just more
housing, but a mass, rapid construction
method resistant to weather and labor
shortages: precast concrete.
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Assembling a City
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Inheriting techniques and support
from other socialist countries, Hanoi
maintained a steady pace in post-war
reconstruction. To boost productivity,
prefabricated methods were widely
applied at new construction sites [2].
However, these technologies were
only semi-assembled, relied heavily
on manual labor, or involved too many
components, making them suitable
only for low-rise buildings. This limited
the construction speed. Between
1955 and 1960, Hanoi built only

5000 apartments. In response, the
Hanoi Precast Concrete Factory was
established in May 1960, introducing
Soviet large-panel prefabricated
concrete to accelerate construction.

Chem village, located 12 km northwest
of Hanoi's center, was chosen as the
site for the Hanoi Precast Concrete
factory, serving as a foundation

for the city's westward expansion.
Standardized concrete elements were
designed, molded, cured, transported,
and assembled systematically

to ensure efficiency, quallty, and
alignment with Vietnam's “many, fast,
good, cheap” (“nhiéu, nhanh, tt, ré’ )
slogan [3]. However, this demandlng
process required advanced skills and
machinery, posing challenges for
Vietnam’s underdeveloped industry.
Vietnamese engineers responded

by developing efficient methods,

such as manually transporting small
components (<500kg, 4m) with mini-
cranes and traditional joints - methods
that enabled construction with limited
skills while allowing structures to

be dismantled and relocated.

It's worth noting that this approach
relates to traditional Viethamese manual
assembly methods, emphasizing mass
labor in construction.

<]
=
E

E2

ARESRPESEREERING,
1975 %, W (GAI 1967-1975) .
EF3KiE: Thomas Billhardt

Figure 2.

Construction site of Trung Tu
Collective housing in Dong Da. 1975.
Hanoi 1967-1975.

(c) Thomas Billhardt

168



169

ELEI PR IR

FEATURE

Viethamese Modular
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To discuss the assembly techniques

in traditional Vietnamese architecture,
let's return to the Chem village,

an ancient village northwest of Hanoi.
Before becoming well-known as "the
Chem Concrete" — Vietnam's first large
prefabricated concrete components
factory, established in 1960, this village
was once famous for the story of
elevating the communal house above
the water level of the Red River.

& 3.

SHHAE, 1833 5%,
EEFF.

FRiF: BRTUEBE.

Figure 3.

The communal house

of Chem village, 1833.

Unknown.
https:/bibliotheques-specialisees.paris.fr
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The French call Chem village "quatre
colonnes" (“four-column village”),
referring to the four great columns at the
main gate of its communal house. Built
in the 7th century and located beside
the Red River, this place was often
flooded during the rainy season. It was
not until 1902 that the communal house
was raised above the river’s water level.

TCHRBREITELF , HAIGHE I FFFHE R EFIEHABRARRBIIRE: &
WRIFRIZITNEEET, 75— L5 E. SREME—A L1 E, ﬁféﬁm T, Al
TETHEFHNGER, —HRRE M,E'Esfuﬁﬁ%#ﬁﬁgﬁ Hithl. Fela
Jﬂﬁjﬂﬁﬁﬁ%#ﬁﬂhMﬁEE%%ﬂMMﬁiE&WEﬂ%%nﬁ%ﬂﬁﬁ%ﬁﬁ%”

"The roof tiles are removed, and the columns of the communal house are tied
together firmly. The technique of lifting is carried out by the lever method as follows:
each foot of the column is hammered with a harrow nail, and the other end is tied
with a bamboo frame (quang ganh). Each foot of the columns will be in charge

of one man. When giving an order with a drum sound, the men will put a brick into
the basket and so on, until it is heavy enough to evenly lift the foot of the whole
communal house. These men immediately put a brick under the foot of the column
and then filled it with sand to keep the foundation firm. The work continued until

the communal house was the same height as the Red River dyke."

An entire block of architecture, made
of hundreds of tons of wood, was
raised by 2.4m using only human
strength and the rudimentary tools

of farmers. This was possible

thanks to the flexibility of traditional
wooden structures, assembled from
prefabricated elements—columns
(cot), beams (xa), diagonal beam

(ké), and rear beam (bay)—joined by
tenon bonds. The dimensions of these
wooden components were determined
by a special unit of measure: Thuéc
tam (Tam ruler), which functioned

as the modular system of ancient
Vietnamese architecture. Thuéc tam
is usually a bamboo stick with carved
marks on it, measured from the length
of the owner's little finger — a defining
and binding link between the owner
and his house. Based on this ruler,

a carpenter could create precise
components or even repair a house
many years later without any drawings.

4. 5R,
KR P,

Figure 4. A Tam ruler.
Source: Internet

170



‘356661 ‘HH¥

‘i CE  ‘HE{R¥ELEER
EEH A EE RpE M

¢ (EEN)

'6661 "niL Buenp nuo
‘g ainbi4

*2INJ08NYDAY JB[NOBUISA
‘e] uog Ul SaSNOY JB[NSBUIBA JO UBld

*g€ obed "asnoH Buiysiiand suy auly

171

FEATURE

1. Budng chifa thoc khoa
2. Budng ngu

3. Bdp noi 08 ndng cy

4. Nhd the

5. Nhd khdch

6. Nhd tha

s milaEiEEITEEE

H8 Quy hoach nna ving Sor Tay

HEESREREXA “ZRRE" 1%
B RR=EFERA (1) RESIES (2)
EE=E; 3) BE; 4) HE5 (5)
REDHTHM; XL EEE BT
DERES (6) HEM, HEREm—
MR, BRESEME, EERER
M — N EFILER, EERERSEIN
AEEESEFED, MNMEEHERET
EER “FAAFH -

Traditional Vietnamese houses are
usually organized in the form of ba
gian hai chai (three rooms, two wings):
the central space, which sometime
serves as both (1) family altar and (2)
living space; (3) a sleeping space; (4)
the kitchen and (5) the granary locate
on either side; These often extend to
include sanitary and (6) livestock barns,
all oriented toward a small courtyard
and sometime a pond. Circulation
within such houses forms a closed
loop, linking interior and exterior, daily
life and production, thereby creating

a private universe tailored to its owner.
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“To build socialism, one must first
have socialist people.”
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(Mother never dared to take long steps
up the stairs)
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(Keep greeting everyone on the way to

the collective house)

In contrast to their tailor-made houses of
earlier times, the Vietnamese in the 60s
were compacted into a one-size-fits-all
module. In its effort to subsidize housing
for citizens, the DRV government
quantified living “standards” in square
meters, allocating each official or
employee a unit of space according

to state regulations.

Families who moved into these blocks
experienced both the promise and

the constraints of collective living:
standardized units created new patterns
of intimacy, community, and surveillance.
They cooked together, shared common
spaces (toilets and bathrooms), watched
the same movies, and went to work
together. In that era, “individualism”

was equated with “egoism”. This bright
prefabricated housing also aims to
create a universe—but a collective one.
With its high, luminous, and modern
form, the collective housing of that time
is a metaphor for a new model of life—a
model both desirable and intimidating.

— (BFEIRZE) , RERE

When mother was in Hanoi,

Le Dinh Canh
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Figure 7.
Hanoians were having a

party in an apartment corridor.
Unknown.
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Figure 6.

Giang Vo Area. 1980s.
Unknown.

Ironically, inside those homogenous,
box-shaped dormitory blocks lined up
next to each other, individuals who
had been peasants not long before still
retain their peasant sentiments. Their
modern lives are structured by their
historic ties to the land, connections
with ancestors, bonds with family

and neighbors, and attachments to
their villages. As Drummond notes,
residents quickly re-appropriated these
spaces, transforming courtyards into
shared kitchens and corridors into
sites of negotiation between privacy
and collectivity. Even today, residents
of high-rise apartment buildings in
Hanoi are often pictured gathering in
the hallways for parties, resembling
villagers who come together to eat
and drink in the yard of a communal
house during festivals. In this sense,
the industrialized housing blocks were
as much a social experiment as a
technical one, binding the modernist
dream of speed and efficiency to older
traditions of communal labor and
shared survival.
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Modulating the built environment
responds to specific needs and cultivates
particular ways of life. Yet, as the fate

of Pruitt-lgoe [4] in the United States

or Quang Trung KTT [5] in Vinh city
suggests, mass-curated lifestyles rarely
unfold as their planners intend. Concrete
boxes replaced wooden frames;
collective courtyards replaced village
communal houses. Still, the gestures

of communal life persisted—sharing
meals, gathering together, remembering
the soil of origin. What endures, then, is
not form but habit. While standardized
modularization may have succeeded

in rebuilding cities, it is far less capable
of shaping lives worth living—lives

that are accumulated and enriched
across generations. In this sense,
collective housing, in a juxtaposition with
traditional Viethamese housing, stands
as visible proof of migration, fluidity,

and resilience.

Thu Trang Pham is an architect based
in Hanoi who turns to writing as her
medium of practice. She is drawn to
the lingering echoes of unsettled pasts
and the ways they continue to disturb
the present.
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Rooted in their environment, artists inevitably absorb what surrounds them;
in Vietnamese culture where portraits and ancestor worship are ever-present,
these traditions rapidly found their way into modern painting. This essay offers

EXEIHY
HAERFE

an overview of the last century of Viethamese art to understand how and

why artists drew inspiration from ancestor worship, starting from canonical
iconography of ancestor portraits all the way to interactive installations.
Focusing on a number of specific examples | attempt to highlight the intentions
of the artists in referencing ancestor worship and seek to reveal the various

meanings given to the practice.

ANCESTOR

WORSHIP

IN VIET NAM
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In Viét Nam - as in mainland

China, Taiwan, Korea, etc - ancestor
worship, the veneration of the )
departed, is motivated by a reciprocity
of care between the dead and the
living. It continues the respect and
service due to the elders, despite
death. As such it can be considered
as a post mortem manifestation of
filial piety. It takes form with prayers
and ceremonies, offerings of food

and drinks, the burning of incense
and fake paper-money. For centuries,
the ancestor to whom was addressed
the ritual was made present (in the
domestic space or in the temple)

with a wooden tablet bearing the
inscription of their name. Sometimes a
portrait would also be exhibited on the
altar, on special occasions and in the
richest families. A shift came about in
the early 20th century and it has now
become more frequent to use a portrait
- a painting or a photograph - instead
of a tablet. The main functions of the
portrait is to remind the living of the
continuous presence of the ancestors
in the family life, to give a visual
embodiment of the clan and to help
focus prayers. Hung above the altar
table or placed on the table top, the
portrait is never isolated but belongs
to a system of objects, codified and
canonised by uses and beliefs. It
comprises an incense burner, trays
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for offerings, candles, and vases

of flowers. Ancestor worship is not
exclusive to one creed. Instead - as it
is very common in Vietnamese culture
- it brings aspects of Buddhism,
Confucianism, and Taoism together,
both in practice and in representation.

While there is no definitive and
explicit list of prerequisites as

to what should an ancestor portrait
look like, sacred iconography infused
the profane world. The departed

are oftentimes pictured like divinities:
head to toes, seating hieratically and
shown from a frontal point of view.
The absence of background and
decor let the viewer understand the
supernatural subject of the image.
The ancestor is in another realm.
The commonalities of the iconography
blur the line between the humane
and godly nature of the portrayed,

as the portrait itself blur the frontier
between presence and absence.
The visual culture of a societ
proceeds like a network of influences,
responses, filiations and mutations:
no |ma?es, no forms, appear indep-
endently of its environment. And

in turn, ancestor worship and Fine
Arts collided to give way to a new
sort of artefacts.

THE HIERATIC
FIGURE
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In 1931 opened in Paris the Colonial
Exposition where a large space was
devoted to the Fine Arts School of
Indochina. Founded six years earlier,
it was the first time Viethamese
modern art - heralded by the school
- was introduced to the global

stage. Nam Son (1890-1973), one

of the professors, exhibited his oil

on canvas painting titled Portrait de
ma mere [Portrait of my mother]. It
embraced all the elements familiar to
altar portraits: head to toe depiction,
frontal point of view, hieratic posture,
neutral background. The painting
was extensively covered in the press,
praised by the critique and eventually
bought by a Swiss-born lawyer.
From then on, ancestor worship
never ceased to inspire Viethamese
art. A few years after Nam Son, in
1935 at another Parisian salon Luu
Van Sin (1905-1983) presented a
painting depicting a Buddhist nun,
La bonzesse. She’s not identified by
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HEi% (1908-2000) , (ERE®K) , 4
1942 £, 487G e, 145x71cm, FAAUHE,
BERFRE: #1158,

Vii Cao Dam (1908-2000), “Portrait d’'un
dignitaire [Portrait of an Official]”, c. 1942,
colors on silk, 145x71cm, private collection.
Image source: Christie’s.

RS (1905-1980) , (RB4&) , 19354,
BAIRE, 114x74cm, FhAH.
BEERE: E1E.

Luwru Van Sin (1905-1980), “La bonzesse [The Nun]”, 1935,
colors on silk, 114x74cm, private collection.
Image source: Christie’s.
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name, she is a motif and the painting
is not a portrait. But the composition
is strictly the same as Nam Son’s,
therefore the same as many ancestor
portraits. However, Luu Van Sin
added a narrative dimension. The

nun is not immobile or hieratic. She is
fingering her prayer beads, her back
is bent, and her head leans forward.
All these elements soften the rigidity
often found in ancestor portraiture
and convey less the impression of a
deliberate pose than that of a natural
moment captured by the artist. Luu
Van Sin is not the only alumnus of the
Fine Arts School of Indochina to adopt
the canon of ancestor portraits as

an inspiration. Mai Thir (1906-1980),
Pham Quan Hau (1904-1994) and Vi
Cao bam (1908-2000) also played
with the theme. The latter presents his
Portrait d’'un dignitaire in the very early
1940s. The artist chose to embrace
the hieratic demeanour of ancient
ancestor depictions. The official wears
his court dress and faces the viewer
with calm and dignity. Vi Cao Bam still
makes the subject his. The red of the
garment clashes with a background
that is no longer neutral. Here it is
distinctly green, a hue complementary
to red on the colour wheel. The artist
adapts the aesthetic to fit Western
artistic concepts.

To grasp why these artists took
ancestral portraiture as a reference,
one must understand that they were
inaugurating a new school of painting.
Drawing simultaneously on Sino-
Vietnamese and Western techniques,
styles, and subjects, they sought to
shape a new repertoire to present to
the world. Indeed, Modern Vietnamese
art was as much addressed inwardly
and outwardly (as Phoebe Scott,
curator at the National Gallery

of Singapore, puts it). Silk, lacquer,
blocks of colour, rural landscapes

and women in &o dai all contributed to
the aesthetic definition of this school,
and in a sense, to a national definition
as well. The artists were building

a showcase for the country on the
international stage. Beyond cultural
illustration, the theme of ancestral
portraiture also allowed the production
of the Fine Arts School of Indochina to
be positioned on a broader framework,
both in time and space. On the one
hand, the artists were continuing an
ancient iconographic formula, thereby
inscribing modern art into a larger
history of Vietnamese art. On the other
hand, by selecting a theme common
to neighbouring countries, Vietnamese
artists asserted their place within

the broader history of East Asian art.
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FRSGE (1910-1994) , (BkER/NE) , 1943 5,
FRELHE, 60x45cm, WEEREARERE.
BR¥E: BREERERE.

Tran Van Can (1910-1994), “Em Thay [Little Thay]”,
1943, oil on canvas, 60x45, collection of Vietnam
Fine Arts Museum. Image source: VNFAM.

The inspiration evolves from explicit
to allusive. When in 1943 Tran Véan
Can (1910-1994) paints Em Thuy,
today listed as a National treasure,
the artist twists the ancestral reference
and proposes a new vision, hopeful
and candid. Instead of a grandmother
it is a little girl, his niece, that he
deems worthy of portraiture. The
eight year old girl is shown from

a frontal point of view and faces
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Mai Thir (1906-1980), “Portrait de famille [Family Portrait]”,
1971, colors on silk, collection of Almine Ruiz Picasso.
Image source: Ana Dittranti/ Adagp, Paris, 2024.
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the viewer. She seats on a modest
Thonet chair that by contrast with
her small stature, takes on the air of
a ceremonial seat. Far from hieratic,
Thuy does not sit upright: her back is
slightly hunched, one shoulder lower
than the other, and her hands are
clasped together. She is a child and
she is portrayed as such, freed from
the formal codes of decorum. The
flowered curtain behind her might
recall the backdrop of a portraitist
studio, yet here it suggests the
intimacy of a home, underscoring
the private character of the portrait.
The painting slight low-angle
perspective gives the impression

the artist or the viewer was standing
before the little girl, quietly seated

in the living-room. While evoking
classical Viethamese painting, Em
Thuy carries within it a powerful
tenderness and truth. It is as if Thay
was an incarnation of this burgeoning
new age of Vietnamese art.

While in the 1930s Mai Thir favoured
evoking in his paintings the canon

of ancestral portraits commonly

found on household altars, much

like artists Nam Son, Luu Van Sin
and Vi Cao Bam, his approach
changed in the second half of his
career. This evolution in iconography
also reflects a broader social shift

in attitudes toward the individual

and the family. The painting entitled
Portrait de famille which he completed
in 1971, in fact evokes two types of
portraiture: the ancestor portrait, with
the grandparents seated at the centre,
depicted frontally and gazing at the
viewer; and the photographic family
portrait, which in Viethamese practice
appeared in the middle third of the
twentieth century. This type of image
shows the descendants spanning
several generations surrounding the
patriarch and matriarch like in Mai
Thur’s painting. It means that the
family is finally shown as a whole. It

is no longer solely embodied by the
ancestors enthroned on the altar. From
now on, each member has their own
character, here individualised through
gesture and the colours of their
clothes. The artist’s vision is clear:

the individual gains autonomy and
independence, yet without diminishing
the family, which remains the core.
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Contemporary artist Trong Gia Nguyén
(b. 1971) is likewise interested in family
portraits. His painting Family, Enid,
circa 1981 presented by Quynh Gallery
in H6 Chi Minh City in 2015, follows
the same model as that of Mai Thu:
the grandparents are seated at the
centre with the family extending around
them. He chose to include a reference
to worship practice, not through the
figure of a hieratic ancestor, but by
depicting an altar in the background.
The family is thus shown in the most
sacred space of the home, allowing
the artist to capture symbolically

both the living members of the family
and the departed. Unexpectedly

it is through the technics Trong Gia
Nguyén used that he discusses family
reverence. As | said earlier, portraiture
is about memory, keeping the absent

FufhzE (1971-) , (FREE, &£, 1981 FEK) , 20156, A
EfFTRE, 129x167cm, FA AU,

EFskiF: Quynh EfF,

Trong Gia Nguyén (b. 1971), Family, Enid, circa 1981, 2015,

oil pastel on canvas, 129x167cm, private collection.
Image source: Galerie Quynh.
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present, in space and in mind. With
Family, Enid, circa 1981 the artist dived
in the intimate and personal. Memory
is not an object but a feeling, traces

of a fleeting moment. The forms are
deprived of outlines and fuzzy: the
image itself is the portrait of a memory,
distant and blurry. A joyful one
undoubtedly, because of the sense

of unity it exudes and because of

the bright colours. Trong Gia Nguyén
tells us that ancestor worship is

not only about rituals and altars.
Relationships come before, rememb-
ering is already worshiping.

Nevertheless, hieratic and isolated
ancestors continue to inspire cont-
emporary artists. They go on drawing
on it in their practice, to varying
degrees of explicitness. Hyperrealist
artist D6 Quang Em (1942-2021)
portrayed his wife throughout his
career, both as a model and as a
subject, as evidenced by the title of
his Portrait of my Wife. In this 1987
painting - today in the collections of
the National Gallery of Singapore -
the reference to ancestral portraiture
is deliberate and unmistakable,

down to the detail of the hands laid
flat upon the knees, evoking the
decorous quality of ancient portraits.
Despite the realism of his brushwork,
P& Quang Em does not neutralise the
spiritual character of the iconography.
On the contrary, he seeks to amplify

it through a surrealist compositions.
Pushing to the extreme the symbolism
of the neutral background as a supra
mundane space, the artist shows his
enthroned wife floating among the
clouds. Two Generations by Nguyén
Thi Chau Giang (b. 1975), a silk
painting introduced at Thavibu Gallery,
Bangkok in 2010, is of a different tone.
If the little girl in the red &o dai were
absent from the image, it could easily
pass for a perfectly classical ancestor
portrait. The elderly woman is seated
in an armchair, shown frontally, her
face impassive, straight, and directed
toward the viewer. But she is not alone.
A little girl accompanies her, holding

a teddy bear and offering the viewer

a broad smile. She does not have

her grandmother’s composed dignity
but the spirited energy of a bold young
girl. She is full of life, her skin rosy.
The two figures hold hands, a gesture
of affection but also one that expresses
the bond between the two gener-
ations. Nguyén Thj Chau Giang offers
a sensitive and moving reflection on
transmission and heritage. Behind the
little girl stands an incense burner like
a portent: one day her grandmother
will no longer be seated beside her
but will appear in a frame hung above
that very same incense burner.
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HAE (1942-2021) , (HEFHIHK) , 1987 &,
FREGAE, 99x78cm, FIKERERIERE.
ERFRE: HIBEERE=ERR,

D6 Quang Em (1942-2021), Portrait of my Wife, 1987,
oil on canvas, 99x78cm, collection of National
Gallery of Singapore.

Image source: National Heritage Board.

Recently, contemporary artists have
also shown a distinct interest in the
practice of worshiping itself rather
than focusing on the iconography

of ancestor portraits. It is less about
images than actions and intentions.
Not only on the part of the artist but
also of the viewer. For Siffler la Nuit,
Kianué Tran Kiéu (b. 1989) built a
lotus shaped altar, covered in pink
fabric and illuminated by lime neon
lights. It is a futuristic installation they
presented for the Utopi.e award in
Pantin in 2023 and which has been
since acquired by Les Abattoirs
Museum of Toulouse. On this
peculiar altar, flowers and an antique
incense burner flank three portraits.
The portraits are composite images
the artist made out of fragments of
photographs, sticked on a mirror.
They are imaginary faces giving a
presence to ancestors that have

not been remembered. Indeed, Siffler
la Nuitis all about honouring those
who were forgotten, summoning
those who were excluded. Kianué
Tran Kiéu pays a touching tribute

to queer ancestors and completes

a lacking genealogy. The electric
cables and memory cards placed on
the altar speak about the need, the
urgency to archive and to remember.
Thom Nguyén (b. 1987) also seeks
a form of memorial justice with

Xuan Dieu and Quan Am Vases,

PrECER:T (1975-) ,
4EAigE, 117x78cm, FhAUGE.
EHRE: Thavibu EE.

(MmEA) , 2010 5,

Nguyén Thj Chau Giang (b. 1975), Two Generations, 2010,
colors on silk, 117x78cm, private collection.
Image source: Thavibu Gallery.
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Kianué Tran Kiéu (b. 1989),

Siffler la nuit[Whistle at Night], 2022,
installation, mixed media,

collection of Les Abattoirs Museum.
Image source: Nicolas Henni-Trinh Duc.
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an installation which was part of his
solo show Nué&c-Water Resistance
held by Mot+++ and A. Farm in 2025
in H6 Chi Minh City. A painted portrait
of poet Xuan Diéu (1916-1985) is
surrounded by ceramic vases and
lotus flowers, mimicking the usual
ancestor altar. However, the portrait
is encased in a glass box half filled
with water and from the vases come
out intriguing hair locks. Alluding to
Xuén Diéu’s alleged homosexuality,
the water submerging half his face
symbolises the suffocating challenge
to live a closeted sexuality. It is

a portrait of the man as much as

a portrait of his struggle. As for

the vases, the artist draws on the
ambiguous gender of the Buddhist
divinity Quan Am to celebrate queer
lives. Pieces of gauze cinch the

neck of the vases and are reminiscing
of trans people’s breast binding while
the hair pouring out of the ceramics
evoke wigs worn by drag queens.
Like Kianué Tran Kiéu, Thom Nguyén
invests the altar sacred space and
reframe ancestor worship. As it is
frequent in the queer community

to built a chosen family, here artists
elevate chosen ancestors.

In the last century of Viethamese

art, ancestor worship has proven

to be a steady inspiration, remaining

relevant and meaningful despite

changing times. Hieratic elders,
athered families, altar tables, have

een absorbed as a form of vocabulary

ltgy artists in need of a sacred language.
eeding on centuries old traditions
and keeping the legacy of generations
of predecessors evolving, they placed
memory and celebration at the heart
of their creation. Questioning what

is worth honouring and who should

be elevated to ancestor-status,

those artists and their works are also
attentive to include viewers in new
forms of rituals. They are telling us
worshiping is not limited to prayers
and incense burning, it is also about
choice and appreciation.

Nicolas Henni-Trinh Duc holds a PhD
in art history from Sorbonne University.
His research focuses on the role and
significance of portraiture, as well as
on Vietnamese visual culture from the
pre-colonial to the modern era.
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Fuls (1987-) , (HEWESMEM) , 2025 4, Thom Nguyén (b. 1987),
®E, EA1EM, Rowan Artist Group Ui, Xuan Dieu and Quan Am Vases, 2025,
BE: b IEE, installation, mixed media,

collection of Rowan Artist Group.
Image source: Thom Nguyen’s Studio.
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Vo) TEEARE M ES Oma Totem (2009)
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1R ER B,

X Fh 3K /3, 7£ 18 3 89 Das Beste Oder
Nichts (2010-) (EHEA (REFHELTL))
P —THERR. ZRIIBESRER
AEENEBIREPRAENREEZRE
MR, EAZEMINEHEREN
XEZIHFFR. BBRSEREIHHR, ©
MgmBE, MHFERIN: BRLEfEH
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Fop, XLEYHR A RS AESTHY
YRS SR XERS, I8 R
THEEX MHME ‘MBS LEnLREiET,
EREIRA. TEEAMEUSHAILTE,

Migration,

Objects, and the

Living Archive

In the dim light of a Berlin gallery,

a stack of seemingly unremarkable
objects—an old refrigerator, a color
television, an electric stove, and a
crucifix—stand together in uneasy
solidarity. These items, arranged

by Danh V4 in his iconic work Oma
Totem (2009), once constituted the
government-issued welcome kit that
his grandmother received upon her
arrival as a Vietnamese refugee in
Germany. Freighted with the awkward
benevolence of the welfare state
and the unspoken codes of social
integration, they mark the paradox
of state hospitality—both an act

of care and an imposition of cultural
and religious norms. The Catholic
cross, in particular, stands not only
as a symbol of spiritual comfort but
as a sign of how “inheritance” is
shaped by the hands of bureaucracy
and assimilation.

This tension is pushed further in
Vd’s Das Beste Oder Nichts (2010-),
a body of work centered on the
luxury brand objects acquired during
his family's resettlement. V&’s careful
selection and re-presentation of
designer items—branded bags,
watches, household accessories—
speak to both aspiration and irony:
the longing for security through
consumption is complicated by the
self-awareness of its impossibility.

In V@’s hands, these objects become
critical markers of the “material
choreography” required of migrants,
revealing not only what is gained

but also what is lost in the translation
of value across cultures.
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Oma Totem, 2009.

Phillips television set, Gorenje
washing machine, Bomann
refrigerator, wooden crucifix, and
personal casino entrance card,

86 5/8 x 23 5/8 x 23 5/8 inches (220 x
60 x 60 cm).

Private collection, Turin

© Danh Vo.

Photo: Jacopo Menzani, courtesy
the artist and Galleria Zero, Milan

Together, these objects stage
migration as a material choreography
of violence and moral decision-
making. What gets kept or abandoned
is not a neutral act: each decision is
conditioned by the logistical regimes
of the state, the demands of new
identities, and the silent economies
of care and survival. In V&’s work,
inherited items become not just relics
of loss, but charged sites where
personal aspiration, systemic power,
and historical trauma collide.
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{Das Beste oder Nichts) , 2010,

Phung Vo FIiSZR{EHT- 73t 190 512,
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2011.56,
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Das Beste oder Nichts, 2010.

Engine of Phung Vo’s Mercedes-
Benz 190, 26 x 40 x 81 inches (66 x
101.6 x 205.7 cm).

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum,
New York, Purchased with funds
contributed by the International
Director’s Council 2011.56

© Danh Vo.

Photo: Kristopher McKay ©
Solomon R. Guggenheim
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These dynamics reach a poignant
crescendo in V@’s later homage to
the Martin Wong archive in IM U U
R 2 (2013). Here, V3 channels the
legacy of the queer Chinese American
artist by meticulously recreating a
dense installation of thousands of
knick-knacks, curios, and everyday
items. At the Guggenheim, the work
fills an entire gallery with over 3,500
objects, all painstakingly collected by
Wong and his mother Florence Wong
Fie over decades in San Francisco.
Through such an immersive tribute,
the archive resists any singular
narrative of upward mobility or
success; instead, it presents a “riot of
objects”—ceramic figurines, novelty
lamps, scrolls, paintings, salt-and-
pepper shakers, and books—whose
value oscillates between the precious
and the trivial.

The emotional heart of the installation
is a cardboard box holding a small
bronze sculpture of Shiva, addressed
by Wong to his mother: “to a little
lady who always has her hands full.”
In this inscription, care and labor,
devotion and burden, are folded
together with humor and melancholy.
The proliferation of objects grew from
a clutter into an affective record of
kinship and unspoken labor. V&’s
strategy is not to sanitize or reclassify
these objects, but to keep them in
their original, often chaotic form,
echoing the messy realities of family
attachment and intergenerational
care. This approach destabilizes
conventional authorship, reflects a
deep sensitivity to the agency of non-
artists, and the often-overlooked labor
of archiving lived experience.
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8% David Heald © Solomon R. Photo by David Heald ©2013,
courtesy Solomon R. Guggenheim
Foundation
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Almost provocatively, Danh V6 once remarked that “I see myself, like any

other person, as a container that has inherited these infinite traces of
history without inheriting any direction.”
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Such a statement seems to reject
lany a priori stance, presenting Vo as
a passive vessel of historical residue.
Yet this self-effacing claim conceals
a more telling truth: Vo actively
selects, rearranges, and reanimates
these remnants, transforming them
into what is unmistakably a symbolic
archive, and such an act of curation
and archiving could never be “neutral.”
The very process of choosing which
objects to keep—whether a welfare-
issued refrigerator, a luxury-brand
trinket, or a family photograph—
mirrors the migrant’s fraught
negotiations with identity in transit.
These daily objects signal, on one
hand, a deliberate aspiration toward
new forms of belonging, and, on the
other, an unavoidable entanglement
with the value systems imposed by
welfare economies and consumerist
aspirations.

More crucially, Vo’s archive is
saturated with ambivalent nostalgia:
it mourns the incremental gains and
losses that defined the previous
generation’s diasporic experience:
the quiet trade-offs, the suppressed
desires, the silences carried across
borders. Vo’s approach has been
deeply resonating with the emerging
ethos of “living archives,” where
objects are not merely preserved but
re-narrated as a way of keeping these
layered histories alive in the present.
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Collaboration,
Community and
Participatory Practices
In the An Viét Archives
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57

i

This inquiry into the life and afterlife
of things finds a counterpart in the
practices of the An Viét Archives
(AVA)—a community-based archive in
London dedicated to preserving and
activating the histories of Vietnamese
and Southeast Asian refugees.
Established in the 1980s in East
London, An Viét Foundation arose

as a direct response to the splintering
effects of Britain’s dispersal policy.
After the fall of Saigon and throughout
the ensuing waves of Viethamese
“boat people” migration, British
authorities sought to prevent the
formation of ethnic enclaves by
sending families to disparate regions
across the UK, including as far as
Northern Ireland. This strategy,
intended to hasten assimilation,
instead scattered relatives and isolated
refugees, fracturing networks of
support and deepening the loneliness
and homesickness of those struggling
to adapt.
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To examine the role of archiving as a
form of remedy against this historical
backdrop, | was fortunate enough to
interview Georgina Quach, a London-
based journalist at the Financial
Times and a member of the AVA
Committee. United by its commitment
to documenting how the Vietnamese
community, the committee stated

in their introduction: “By shining

a spotlight on the community’s
contributions to cultural exchange, this
work lends itself to nurturing empathy
for the experiences of other diasporas
and refugee movements in the UK.”

In our conversation, Georgina
underscored that the AVA is far more
than a static collection: “The act of
archiving is just about making more
people aware of the different kinds

of narratives that are out there...

any effort to complicate a simple
timeline, or a simple view of things,

is really valuable.” She described

the committee’s current priorities—
including ongoing restoration of fragile
documents and plans for digitization—
but emphasized that the value of the
archive lies in its activation: “We allow
[the public] to hold and to interact with
the different materials... allow them to
reflect on some things that they may
resonate with.”

Workshops and public events, she
explained, are deliberately designed
to foster connections between
generations and to democratize the
act of memory-making: “We’re thinking
of it as a living archive. We invite
people to label it in ways that are
specific to that experience. The way
we reflect on those materials can

be changing and evolving.”

A vivid example of this living practice is
the AVA’s collaboration with Luu Chir,
a Ho Chi Minh City-based typography
collective. Together, they have
organized both in-person and online
workshops for artists, archivists, and
local community members, exploring
how vernacular design—street signs,
handwritten labels, everyday scripts—
can serve as portals into shared
heritage.These sessions culminated in
participants mapping the typography
of Hackney’s streets and physically
handling AVA’s archival materials,
activating them as resources for new
forms of memory and imagination.
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B M3t Bét #3iRF AVA T{EH

Imagining shared archives of
the future

Photo Credit: Photographed by Mt
Bét at the AVA workshop: Imagining
shared archives of the future.
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Ask to Unmute

George Clark AVA

Hackney Archives
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M Linh Than $8#8F AVA x Luu
Chir I{E¥5 Typography tales

Photo Credit: Photographed by Linh
Than at the workshop Typography
tales, AVA x Luwu Chr.
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This hands-on, participatory vision
direct responsed to the exclusion

of Vietnamese narratives from
mainstream institutions, mirroring the
generative uncertainty in V&'s work:
the presence of archives functions
beyond simply records of what things
were, granting spaces for negotiating
what might yet be felt and imagined.
An Viét Archives foregrounds such
“living” practices, let objects being
hand-held, mapped, and re-narrated in
their workshops, while archiving itself
becomes an ongoing questioning over
whose stories and objects matter.

By bringing V&'s reimagined archives
into conversation with the everyday
strategies of the An Viét Archives,
we ask: How do objects mediate
the violence, loss, and creativity

of migration? Who determines what
is worth keeping? And what kind

of futures become possible when
archives are reactivated as spaces
of collective care, mourning,

and reinvention?
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Faint Traces,
a para-archive for
a parallel reality

(BS1ER) , 2024 £, Fa)KE, 380X480X250cm,
ERBERTIRE.

Love Songs for the Homeland, 2024-ongoing, spatial
installation, 380x480x250cm. Image courtesy of the artist.
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From a distance, da duum...da duum,
a muffled bass rhythm reverberates
through the space. Nestled within

a grandiose brutalist architecture of
striking concrete beams, high ceilings,
and raw red-brick walls, the beats
sound strangely familiar. More than the
simple fact that songs are often built
upon sets of rhythm, these thumping
echoes—though the melody is not at

all discernible—transform the vast five-
storey Hiroshima House in Phnom
Penh, Cambodia, into a distant village
in rural Vietnam, where one of the
residents’ main recreational activities

is singing karaoke. Indeed, as it turns
out, these are the sounds leaking
through the crevices and folds of the
thin, flimsy aluminium-foam insulation
that forms the walls of a makeshift tent.
Its architecture is inspired by the homes
of Vietnamese returnees in Tay Ninh
province right across from the Vietnam-
Cambodia border, which is positioned at
the entrance of the second floor, where
Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai’s solo exhibition
Faint Traces, featuring works made
between 2024 and 2025, is on view.

Inside, an invitation to sit, sing,
contemplate, and for some, remember
awaits: a pair of microphones, box
speakers, folding chairs, and a disco
ball—elements that belong to the
video installation, Love Songs of the
Homeland. On the screen, lines upon
lines of Vietnamese songs about
homesickness mechanically unfold
against a backdrop of video footage
and photographs of life in the floating
villages of the Tonlé Sap Lake, which
Thanh Mai has documented since
2014. Despite the initial cheerfulness
upon stepping into the tent, the room
soon grows dense with melancholy as
one lingers over the images and texts
on display. The bucolic floating villages
on what is known to the Viethamese
as the Sea Lake, the carefree, joyous
children playing with each other, and
dogs sunbathing appear as visions

of a bygone past. Moored to the

lake for years, if not generations, the
Viethamese community was never
acknowledged by the Cambodian
authorities. In recent years, in a hasty
attempt to revitalise the lake’s ecology
as its abundance dwindles year by
year, these families—whose lives have
always been tied to the lake—were
relocated to land a few kilometres away
in Kampong Chnang. Facing such
sudden disruption, some families go to
find work in other cities, others return
to Vietnam, while only a handful stay.
What remains is a nearly empty town
populated with abandoned stilt houses
with battered aluminium roofing sheets,
termite-eaten wooden rods,

and personal belongings.
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(FcRm) , 2025, BHHER. Ait, RIAE,

ERHRERRR M,
Untitled, 2025, wild amanrath, wood,

dimension variable. Image courtesy of
the artist.
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As the first work that visitors must

pass through to view the exhibition,
Love Songs of the Homeland functions
as a transit space opening onto traces
of Viethamese migration in Camb-
odia. Turning right, one encounters

a bundle of potted wild amaranth
gathered from abandoned houses

in Kampong Chhnang—plants that,
amid a period of salt scarcity in labour
camps operated by the Khmer Rouge,
were boiled to yield a faintly savoury
substitute. Described as an “impromptu”
installation, the work Untitled stands as
a symbol of resilience and the entangled
histories of the ethnic Vietnamese

and Khmer that have rarely been
acknowledged. Wild amaranth also
reappears as both subject and material
in The Taste of Memory, a series of
hand-pencilled interview transcriptions
on found, gridded student notebooks,
which are accompanied by plant forms
washed in a near-transparent green
shade made from amaranth juice.
Eschewing the taxonomic exactitude
of colonial botanical drawings, Thanh
Mai adopts a stylised register, since
the aim is not to impress, but rather

to animate a collective memory that
otherwise has been suppressed.



ARTIFACT n.2

(HE) , 2024 £ES, ¥, 2, RTFE, Map, 2024-ongoing, fabric, salt,
BERHZRREH dimension variable. Image courtesy of
the artist.
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Here, a thread of ephemerality and
material precarity runs through the
exhibition. Opposite the plants, which
continue to wither as time goes by,
hangs a long length of white fabric—
Map. Only on close inspection do

the scribbles—the names of forgotten
places along the Mekong River and
around the Tonlé Sap in Cambodia on
which the Vietnamese community once
set foot—become visible. Written with
diluted salt water, the text is legible only
at certain hours, especially at night,
and, exposed to sun and rain, tends

to disappear within a week. Even the
exhibition’s most ‘enduring’ object—
the colonial map held at the National
Archives of Cambodia in Phnom Penh—
is also subject to deconstruction, which
is then concealed beneath photographs
of abandoned stilt houses in Kampong
Chhnang or the evidence of a failed,
botched resettlement scheme and

a persisting nomadic life. Bearing the
early traces of Viethamese presence

in Cambodia as early as the 1900s,

in an attempt to depict the history of
constant movement, in Home, Thanh
Mai transfers parts of the map onto

the student notebook, then overlays
them with photographs of abandoned
houses in Kampong Chhnang.
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BEIG: () (KE) , 2023-2025 F, [HNFELHIE.
PURED, REBERER, 4918, S1820x27cm; () (RE) ,
2024 FES, EHKIR, 100X250cm, ERFBHZRKIR(M,

Installation view of Home (left), 2023-2025, old student
notebook paper, heat transfer print, carbon ink on
photographs, 49 photos each measuring 20x27 cm.
Fragments (right), 2024-ongoing, charcoal rubbing on
Do paper, 100 x 250 cm. Image courtesy of the artist.
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(R5SEEME) , 2025 &, IWSAzhE %, 2 4 05 b, An unfinished dream, 2025, two-channelled
598, EX. EH=. KBSE. BFHRZASIRM, animation video, 2:05 minutes. In collaboration with
Dao Tung, Nguyen Duc Dat, Nguyen Kim To Lan,
and Uyen Minh. Image courtesy of the artist.
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GEPSHETMZAESSBEENZARARIE (FBXRY) ,
uh—mV§m%§ BEEIN 7iEMERIENSE, XAPBLERERIFETECA S, MR
&, BRBCASEEMMAZEMNESGFRTRENTE, BRRENBENITIE
m%%ﬁuﬂm%ﬁoﬁgﬁﬁﬁ,Tz*%ﬂft,ﬁnﬁhﬂzfﬁm«a
HE) S5hE (REmNE) FHIMNEFHES, ENEEHARERD? EEE1]
ﬁ¢ﬁm,ﬂ?TLﬂEéo%“EEF$EEWﬁLﬁmOk@%%%ﬁﬁﬁ
MiFsE, XNMEBAELTEEERT ARTSEFEEZENEREH, FLE, IE
EXFEE —BHYIMIE, ERIRESHNIMSSEAN—MBCAM AR 5 &S, 1§
BN 1500 AR ZHMNEZEARAREEREREMN, BRI 2014 ERESFMITET
o FEERTEHERS, m%éﬁEELﬁﬁgﬁi%,imm%EMTMMMWﬁIOW
B3, SFREH OK XM, ERENTHA MIE. MR, UKRERN, UK
MR (S 1ER) B, BEMEE. NSHNBE, SERBLIMEDS, BIZEEZEEMNX
=25FZ, FAMHLEEE YouTube, ItEREBEEACHNBEERES Z1E,

(55 BYIRIE) 45
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A continuation of Thanh Mai’s solo
exhibition No More, Not Yet at the
Nguyen Art Foundation (Ho Chi Minh
City, 2023)—a project on this community
developed over nearly a decade— Faint
Traces is conceived as an expanded
archive that addresses migration while
opening space to reflect on lives caught
between political unrest, dictatorship,
identity politics and illegitimacy. The
exhibition also becomes a site for
discussion and empathetic recognition.
At Thanh Mai’s artist talk a few days
after the opening, an audience member
asked whether the houses in Kampong
Chhnang—depicted in Home and the
animation An Unfinished Dream—

were meant to be inhabited at all, given
their modest scale and barely liveable
conditions. Houses that were built

from the remains of boats. Though
being asked with genuine curiosity and
sincerity, the question, nevertheless,
adamantly exposed a gulf between
groups of differing socio-economic
standing. It was also empathy—more
precisely, a political commitment to
stand with a reality on the verge of
oblivion—that first took Thanh Mai, an
artist living roughly 1,500 kilometres
away, to the Tonlé Sap in 2014 and

has drawn her back ever since. Over
time, she forged close relationships
with residents, which in turn shaped her
choice of form. She notes choosing the
karaoke video format for its accessibility,
recognisability, and capacity to bring
people together. When Love Songs

of the Homeland is shown, children

she once knew, now adults, spot
themselves on screen and reminisce
about the sights and landscapes of their
childhood. The video is also uploaded
to YouTube, allowing residents to
temper their longing in their own time.

With works that rely on materials

not meant to endure, Faint Traces is
no archive in the traditional sense,
but rather a para-archive, which
houses what is beyond, beside and
amiss. Here, dematerialisation both
exposes gaps and absences, and
acknowledges a sadder truth: after
the exhibition, as the work expires,
life moves on. Perhaps for this reason,
some of the works may appear
fragmented or under-explored, despite
having a unifying theme and the
recurrence of symbols and gestures
threading through. If these works—
and their contextual and material
possibilities—were fully realised,
would they still retain their immediacy
and nuance, or would the artist risk
the pitfall of “romanticising suffering”,
a charge often levelled at contem-
porary artists engaging with critical
issues today? Nonetheless, they still
form a coherent viewing experience.
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(HEERYRE) HIHERB N LIS,
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WEF? XEIANZAKELEH AN
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AHBR T ERNNERK, TXRE
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=, I BZRTERGL, HEZRIFRE
HEMRHE LRRRIRZ, REIEENM
BXES &L, WITREFEHRZO
TTANZE, FLUEENB—BhRE
BOIERI, EREF ALRNETX
ERIENAESER o (HEEIRT)
UK AERSER, NEBHRTIMIL,
B R NSRBI ENFIR SR
EXRSTEMRFEERN. B, BR
ITFHATEZNES: —BRIANEBIGEHR
MISESHHAE, =RYBLITIRE)LEY)3; &
BHE, BRENES —XKAPWE
1%, BAOIME—RENER, HE—
R RAEIRE, [1]

(HSEMIRETY F 20257 H2BE
23 HAERHES N SERY, HiE
KEZE#EAA Manzi 2R =(8 (2025
F9R7HE?28H) , HitklF 2026
FERPEPETRY. FARBEFSERIT
RIFRTIT AT BN T —IMER, B
WHENEET ST ESEE Lucrezia
Canzutti T 1IEEZE&ITE—ERK
JUERBII— ML ERE,

n.2

(REBRR) , 2018-2020 &, BIAKFRIK, &, A, 8 57#.
AR ERBEERKEHR,

Black Landscapes, 2018-2020, single-channel digital video,
color, sound, 8 minutes. Video still. Courtesy of the artist.

For this exhibition, Nguyen Thi
Thanh Mai works closely with Hanoi-
based artist Nguyen Tran Nam in
the visualisation of the artworks

in space. Thanh Mai shared that

she was both excited and daunted
working at Hiroshima House, an
imposing architecture that represents
yet another monumental and tragic
moment in the world’s history. The
solution is to step into the space with
respect and no intention to dominate,
but rather to find, in Nguyen Tran
Nam’s words, “nooks and corners
that these murmurs belong to.” Faint
Traces begins and ends with the
home, or rather its reconstructed
model, precarious and finite in itself.
It, too, begins and ends with distant
sound, a poignant, heartwrenching
outtro to the lone shamanic chant
that carries across open water,
pleading for the fish to return, and

to the hushed cacophony as families
pack their belongings to leave the
only home they have known and

sail into an unknown darkness. [1]

Faint Traces was on view at Hiroshima
House, Phnom Penh, Cambodia,

from 2—23 July 2025. It then toured

to Manzi, Hanoi, Vietnam, from 7-28
September 2025, and is scheduled for
Ho Chi Minh City in 2026. Marking the
next phase of Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai’s
engagement with the undocumented
Vietnamese community in Cambodia,
the exhibition foregrounds a plan—
developed with her project partner,

Dr Lucrezia Canzutti—to build an
online archive in the coming years.
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[1] The former refers to Nguyen Thi
Thanh Mai’s single-channel video Black
Landscapes (2018—2020), and the

latter to Downstream (2017—2022). Both
works were presented in the artist’s
solo exhibition No More, Not Yet at the
Nguyen Art Foundation (February—June
2023), curated by Bill Nguyen.

Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai employs various
mediums such as drawing, installation,
documentary film, video, and
journalism to highlight issues spanning
from personal narratives to broader
themes of history and migration.

Her works interweave research and
experimentation, documentation and
imagination. Exploring diverse subjects
such as body, femininity, history, post-
war, and migration, Mai's art pieces
are disjointed fragments that provide

a window into the societal landscape
she inhabits and passionately explores.
Holding a Master of Fine Arts degree
from Mahasarakham University,
Thailand (2012), Mai currently serves
as a lecturer at University of Arts, Hue
University. She received the Pollock
Krasner Foundation Award in 2014 and
the Artist Excellence Award in 2021
from The Factory. Together with her
artist friends in Hué, Mai founded the
bar art space Mo Do (2019) and initiated
No Cai Bum — a grassroots travel art
festival (2020).

Linh Le is an independent curator,
writer, and researcher from Ho Chi Minh
City, Vietnam. Her work investigates
the changing landscapes and
ecologies of Saigon and other parts

of the country under the pressures of
modernisation and urbanisation, while
also addressing gaps in contemporary
art-historical discourse in Vietham—
particularly in experimental forms such
as performance and video art. Since
July 2024, she has been developing
Do Dac, a site-responsive curatorial
project that examines the impact of
forced resettlement in the Thu Thiem
peninsula in HCMC. She is currently

a curator at A. Farm, an international
residency programme in HCMC; a
member of the Curatorial Board at A
Space in Hanoi; and a research fellow
for ArtsEquator’s Southeast Asian Arts
Censorship Database project.
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FEFRSEE  RAER (HE) Poster for music video "Béi khi"
HERREER. by Suboi and Nodey Nguyen.
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For all the Vietnamese trén toan trai dat

Hay nhé mét diéu minh la nguoi Viét Nam
Strc manh va nhidu hay séng bén nhau, gitr tinh huynh dé. [1]

——7#E Thai VG 5 Khanh Nhé #9 (#mE#)
—Vietnamese Gang by Thai VG and Khanh Nho

—+ZEs, XEFUAEHENESERE
%o MBS, BEEABFE@RIRT W
B, BEAEERUNBEREF. A
M, BEALHEEEFBREIRX—ME
™o 1997 &, WAUEEENHBEREILIZ
I F Thai VG 5 Khanh Nho 8I{E T &—
BHEERBER (MEE) . XERR
MEMSE EEE, FWRRERT Thai VG 1Y
EP CE&=2E) (2001) &, HEE
SRR TEL, RBREOEER
+., 2005 £, Khanh Nhd 35X & EGE
F#E VHH i8I B LR “IEIA TR,

REBHFHEXRNHLEERM, E—
EwhE “RepEFR" (3] B9ITE, B8
MBS T AMITR ME, HiERE
A —HENRR—RKNEERA
RERENRERFZ—

More than 20 years ago, those lyrics
were played and echoed through
small alleys of Vietnam. At that time,
not many audiences knew or paid
much attention to rap, and some
even did not consider it a form of
music. Yet, there were already a few
rappers experimenting with this new
genre, and in 1997, for the first time,
a Vietnamese-language rap song
was composed by two Vietnamese
diaspora rappers in the United State
(US), “Vietnamese Gang” by Thai VG
and Khanh Nho. Streamed online and
later released as part of Thai VG's
EP Portland Love in 2001, the song
quickly went viral among Vietnamese
audiences worldwide and eventually
made its way back to Vietnam. In
2005, Khanh Nho brought the track
to a rap contest called “Rappers,
Where Are You?”, organized by the
VHH forum in Vietnam [2], where it
received enthusiastic reactions from
the audience.

Despite being labeled as “reac-
tionary music” [3] due to the historical
complexities between Vietnam and
the US (where rap originated), rap
still managed to gain audiences

in Vietham. Over time, Suboi [4],

one of those early listeners, went

on to become a successful rapper

in the country.

GRS,
{8 NhiNgd (Shizenart)

Portrait photo of Suboi by
Nhi Ngo’ (Shizenart)
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FaHNEE ——MEEIESHHLL,
WIS RARFE. MINESHRIBER
FLIHEERM, HRFHRSEHE
o ABLEAFMmBIRRZ M IEREMERAN
AR, BRIMKEE. +ESIE,
WETTE—EBREER (2 o

FERANM, TESRABRF, B¥ELE
FRILEIHIG; WIRMK T MM —BERIERY
W7, WIATHRFEERER: @A “B
£ NI 1 I < SN 1 ) B/ NP =
EIRENNZA, AERBESE
BEHO——MURN+E S %R
DIRE: B8, SPAERNIBER
BRAE. RAFRATHR., T=HE
7, HRENW WMA—ITN XHEEE
Bl FART AR, MEHZMETR, 7
BEERHERERE, 7

FHIEFRE SRR, Portrait photo of Suboi

‘BT HEREIRIR, FEXEE,
KIAZ+HE, FEEHITRF,
HIFRIARTEF OIS, BRTITIRFENSN S, HEETA ~

I'm a young Vietnamese lady who's this

Twenty-five for life not a cookie cutter bitch
The modern H C M C deep within is the real Saigonese pop showbiz don't fit.
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Sharing with VAC during her interview,
Suboi unveiled her memories from 20
years ago, when she was still a high
school student, driven by curiosity as
she discovered hip-hop. Her passion
for words had already been sparked
at the age of seven, when she began
creating free-form poems. However,
her early works were often overlooked,
as people did not consider them “real”
poems due to their unconventional
style and lack of strict structure.
Undeterred, she continued writing and
at the age of 15 she composed her
very first rap song, titled “Cold”.

As a teenager who felt unable to
confide in her family, share with her
peers at school, or find any platform
to express herself, she turned to

rap as her voice. With boundless
curiosity, she began questioning
identity, individuality, and the meaning
of being human. Rap arrived at the
right moment, becoming the channel
through which she could release

her thoughts and emotions, the

inner world of a lonely 15-year-old

girl. “ guess people come to rap with
different purposes. And my purpose
wasn't to be famous, to be dominant,
to be in charge. | have questions
about being a human being. | want

to study about the world, to understand
where I'm from, and therefore | can
understand myself.”

—HEHEFE (Fa0)
—Cdbng by Suboi
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BYERE RARGLK, BT, X
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£ ERINER , BRMNE
HPIENAESE" ?

n.2

EEHR,
RELRR (RErEE)

Portrait photo of Nodey,
from documentary film The
Nodey Process.

Yet in another part of the world,

there is also a “lonely” soul in Paris,
Nodey Nguyen [5], the only Vietnamese
diaspora artist making music within

the Vietnamese community there in

the early 2010s.

From a generation whose parents
moved to Paris in search of a better life,
most of his Vietnamese peers chose
stability, becoming doctors or engineers
rather than pursuing something creative
as he did. He shared, on one hand,

he still had his Viethamese community
in France, but on the other, he was

the only Asian among his non-Asian
colleagues in music. He described

this as living in two worlds, the world

of his Vietnamese community, and

the world of music where there were

no Asians at all.

As a composer, Nodey revealed the
conflict he felt in his twenties, during
his early years of producing music in
France. Carrying childhood memories
of Vietnamese traditional sounds, cai
lwrong (Viethamese opera) echoing
through his home, singers performing
during Tet and community choirs lifting
their voices in Paris, he admitted his
impulse to weave Viethamese samples
into his work. This instinct was tied

to his roots and his identity. However,
as a producer growing up in France,
he was also shaped by Western
production methods, where existing
sounds were sampled and reworked
into something new. This tension left
him questioning the essence of his
work: Was he truly creating something
original, or simply reshaping what

had already been made?

216
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TEXEESEESAERZAMRE, Bd
IR IRIFE CERR, RIS SERE
TENMEEN S, EPEESZEENRZR
IEERF Youssoupha S{ERII &L (&
RBAEY) . M, EMEEEIBEEBER,
NS RBEANTEE ‘SRS WE
fho JEIEIEE, Youssoupha ZiEELiFIY
BIPSE:  “EHEMR, B, a8
BAEMRT], M8XEBMEFENT SR, ~
EEESRES, mEEHLEIEEXL
RBENIETNESE, HiE R —FRE
B —thEEREHONES. HBA
BUMEETITECHNE MR ERZFH, M
BEIRERIFMNZOET: EEJIFREH
BZAREEZRA. “BBERHE, BAE
EIZ)IRE, M—RDEE SN FR
B, BRETHERE, 7
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Despite these questions, he contin-
ued sampling Viethamese music,

to the point where it became almost
inevitable for him to include it. The
track that made his name known within
the Francophone hip-hop community
was "Chanson Francaise" built around
a crackling feminine hum of a pre-1975
singer, occasionally interspersed by

a “nhu mét [an” sound, sampled from
a 7-inch vinyl in his family’s collection.
He later followed this with his EP
"Vinasounds Vol. 1", a five-track
project where every song incorporates
instruments drawn from traditional
Vietnamese music. In "Qué Me" (My
Motherland), for instance, he sampled
a common percussive instrument in
ca tru (ceremonial singing, Vietnamese
folk music treasure), and the dan

bau (monochord), chopping and
reconstituting them into an entirely
new melody.[6]

No matter how strange or unfamiliar
those sounds seemed to others,
Nodey persisted. His unique style
earned him several invitations to
collaborate, including Youssoupha,

a renowned French artist, with whom
he created the hit "Public Enemy".
Yet, within the French hip-hop
industry, his music still carried an
“alien” quality to non-Vietnamese ears.
“I remember he wrote in the credits:
Thank you, Nodey. He tried to make
radio hits but always ended up making
strange music.” Nodey recalled.
Surrounded by non-Asian, non-
Vietnamese colleagues in France who
were beginning to focus artistically on
their origins, Nodey also felt the need
to embark on a journey of his own.

A turning point came when he was
advised to focus more on his identity,
his name, and his roots. “But the
issue is, there are no Vietnamese
artists or musicians in France. So I'm
like, okay, if | have to focus more on
my roots, the only way is to move

to Asia. So I think that's why | moved
to Asia, to Vietnam.”

I SR
Portrait photo of Nodey
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All paths lead back to Vietnam. In

his documentary The Nodey Process,
Nodey recalled his visit around 2002

- 2003, "l didn’t feel the 'motherland
vibrations' that some people talk
about. But it was something for sure.
| had to go to Vietnam to nurture

my identity." More than a decade

later, after securing a three-month
residency in Saigon, he returned, this
time in search of himself through the
pulse of Vietnam: its people, its youth,
its energy, and its hip-hop scene,
which was, in his eyes, booming. No
longer just sounds discovered through
the internet or peer-to-peer sharing,
Nodey was now walking the streets,
immersed in the noise and rhythm

of Saigon with music blaring from
speakers, conversations and songs
rising in Vietnamese, echoes that

felt like fragments long embedded

in his mind. Leaving everything behind
in France, he discovered "the perfect
place to reconnect with who | am.

The environment here is very melodic."

HERSEEET
Photo of Suboi and Nodey
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"What it meant to me will eventually be -
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rERIRE" WERRE. EHEENS
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R, MAERESERRBNAERERR
e

A memory of a time when | tried so hard."

PiuPiu, B 2016 EURBHF
S TR LAY ERN R

Piu Piu, a series of events
dedicated to hiphop
underground in Sai Gon
since 2016
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And then, as if on cue, his love song
was played when he met Suboi - his
destiny in Saigon. "On any trip, there
are interesting encounters. It's a

part of life. And some people make
you evolve more than others, and
give you more than you could expect"
Nodey reflected. Their first connec-
tion through music soon grew into
friendship, then into love. In 2020,
they released their first co-produced
track, D6i khi <3, a milestone

that marked not only their artistic
partnership but also their journey

as Vietnam’s hip-hop couple. After
years of searching for answers

to identity, Nodey expressed "I've
found my balance here. In my art

and in my lifestyle. I'm at peace here."

While Nodey’s path to Vietnam was
shaped by a search for identity,
Suboi’s journey with hip-hop began
in the streets of Saigon.

—MEQRE, (EREILFE)
—In the End by Linkin Park

Recalling the first song she ever
rapped on stage, Suboi shared her
memory of performing “In the End” at
Hung Vuong School [7] in Saigon when
she was around sixteen or seventeen.
She got this chance by being invited
to join a newly formed nu-metal

band as a rapper by her skater friend
KraziNoyze (who is also a beatboxer
and later a rapper), since they knew
she could rap. Taking on the rap part,
she jumped on stage and began
performing in front of Hung Vuong’s
students. The audience was taken by
surprise - no one expected a girl to
step up and rap with such confidence.
Yet the crowd quickly joined in,
cheering and singing along with the
band. The performance became an
unforgettable experience for both

the band and the audience.
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But it wasn't just a one-time
performance, the rapper admitted.
Linkin Park became her "best friend"
that carried her through her teenage
years, a time when, as she recalled
bluntly, many of her peers were
"harming themselves and stuff like
that, and | did too, you know, we

cut our skin, we cut our wrists, all
that shit."

According to Suboi, rap from the
Southside [8] felt like "something
burning in the city. It’s kind of hush-
hush, like a secret. But hip-hop from
the North [9] is more like a pleasure,

it’s cool, really cool, but it follows the
Korean style more." She pointed to
LK’s track “Lip”, which is the first song
she ever heard from him as an example
of Northern rap. To her, Northern hip-
hop resembled polished R&B: popular,
melodic, and lyrical. By contrast,
Southern rap was rooted in storytelling,
capturing real life and the struggles

of the streets. It was, as she described
it, "real" and sincere: "What’s your life
like? Are you real? What'’s going on?
What’s going on in your neighborhood?"

By the time Nodey arrived in Vietham
in 2018, rap had already captured
the public’s attention. Suboi was
releasing hit songs, performing on
stages with crowds screaming her
lyrics back at her.

Having gone a long way with rap, Suboi
describes her relationship with listeners
as being like a letter in a bottle: “For
me, | always use a metaphor: putting a
letter in a bottle and then just throwing
it all in. If anybody sees the bottle and
they open the letter, then okay, you

are connected.” The bond she creates
with her audience does not come from
making songs to earn their attention,
but rather grows naturally through her
work. With all the honesty and reflection
poured into her rap, more and more
people have discovered her “letters”.

‘BANERZR, s EEFIFE HEIT+E, EFMATIEHNFD,
ALEB—LG%k, M LXBRREFEIZER, ” [10]

"Boi nhidu nguoi bac phudc nhu‘ng troi tréu nguoi bac nhuoc
Minh thi cham muroi bude, cung cau theo nguoi dat cuoc

ro choi cudc doi
Troi cho cuoi dua." [10]

Thai VG (k) 5586 (R)
R MV (& 5H0E)

Thai VG (left) and Suboi (right)
for their music video War
and Peace.

—HE FH1EFES Hoang Touliver S1ERE “Trdicho” (E&AIE)

—Troi cho by Suboi and Hoang Touliver
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wE EEE, BOESHBBRERM.
MXSHR I DLt E R BT R AR K, BRoR
PINRREERMBIER —it “ERAY”
FE. TRRE—RERE—BRKRITH
G, §—RREEGE—PHRFZ,
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MELUS IR BB Bl

S5ittEeY, WARB BB REERE MR
1B8E, HRARLERERNEZ, B
PERESZS LRVEL, T BAEKR

BMIRAERN R T, B0 A
{Tu Te Show) , HZHMIHIEE B AALR,
BEEERTF 2017 £8E, Z—I "%
YBy;ESNE (Dissneeyland) , EHFER
WIBFRF MC ILL 7, MFiREEEL
HIT 33— “Battle” IR,

{TuTe Show) BHEBLZF,
EF 8 Tu Te Show 121

Tur T Show VII. Photo
courtesy of Tu Te Show
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For those who have followed her

from the beginning, the connection is
reignited every time she steps on stage.
For newcomers encountering her music
for the first time, what they feel most
strongly might be her sincerity, that

she is real. Whether it’s the first or the
hundredth time hearing her rap live,
each performance becomes a shared
moment, an opportunity for both Suboi
and her audience to feel the beat and
experience something unforgettable
together.

At the same time, the crowd also began
paying attention to other rappers, some
of whom were Suboi’s peers. What
once started on small school stages
soon expanded into larger venues

with bigger audiences. Underground
events dedicated to rap began to

rise, such as Tu Te Show, a rap show
hosted by rappers in Hanoi that ran

for seven years before closing in

2017. Another well-known event was
Dissneeyland, hosted by MC ILL (also
a well-established and veteran rapper)
in Hanoi, where rappers went head-to-
head in battles.
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Tat, §1 .
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{Rap Viét) TFEHIFH Game show Rap Viét

(Vietnamese rap)
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Rap reached its peak as a mainstream
trend in Vietnam in 2020, when two
major rap competition shows, namely
Rap Viét and King of Rap, aired

at the same time, turning rap from

an underground music into a cultural
phenomenon. Both attracted massive
audiences across all age groups.
King of Rap followed a format similar
to Show Me the Money [11], with
contestants competing in elimination
rounds and being graded by judges
alongside audience votes. Meanwhile,
Rap Viét had competitors selected
into teams by coaches who are
veteran rappers, one of them being
Suboi, and results decided by a mix
of coaches, judges, and audience
input. Together, the two shows
generated enormous buzz, drawing
attention from both emerging talents
and established rappers alike. Their
impact was undeniable: each episode
racked up thousands to millions of
views on YouTube, a striking contrast
to the early days of Vietnamese rap,
when videos typically attracted just

a few hundred to perhaps a few
thousand views.

Rap in Vietham has become a
welcoming, almost “safe” harbor for
everyone, including foreigners. When
Nodey first arrived, it didn’t take him
long to find his place in Saigon’s hip-
hop scene. Carrying curiosity and

a Vietnamese spirit rooted in his
heritage, he quickly connected with
the community. People embraced
both his music and his passion, and
his work soon found its audience.
For Nodey, the Vietnamese hip-hop
scene felt different from what he

had experienced in France.

GArEZEY HERIS

Game show King of Rap
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Lk (EEIE) BIR

Still from documentary film
The Nodey Process

TEEE, MR, IEREEHREE=RA
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In France, he explained, hip-hop

often carried a heavy code of masc-
ulinity, toughness, and even violence.
The environment was rigid, sometimes
intimidating, there were “no girls in

the gang,” and keeping up a hardened
attitude was part of survival. By contrast,
Vietnam’s scene struck him as open,
easygoing, and free of that danger.
Here, rappers could channel their
gangster spirit on stage, but behind the
scenes they were kind, approachable,
and supportive. “They are really

nice,” Nodey reflected. “It’s not the
same mood, it gives a different

energy, | would say.”

Agreeing with her husband, Suboi
emphasized the idea of rap being a safe
harbour for men because, she explained
“This is how they get to be men. This

is how they learn how to be men. Instead
of fighting, putting a knife out and hurting
each other, you can do a rap diss. And
men need that. They need to fight, in

a way. So through rap they fight smarter
to become something that they can live
on.” Therefore, rap is a way for guys

to be soft, to find friends, to have male
friendship, to conquer and to win.

{Dissneeyland) ;&zh (2025 £F) ,
E K 8 Dissneeyland 1213,

Dissneeyland event (2025).
Photo courtesy of Dissneeyland.
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With its rapid growth over the past
years, rap has become a trend,

and, as many fans say, it has now
fully entered the mainstream. Suboi,
who has encouraged artists to seek
sponsors and brand partnerships,
noted that hip-hop can now be a
career for young performers to
pursue. Riding the global wave, rap
is transforming into pop(ular) music,
with international celebrities singing
over hip-hop trap beats and setting
the trends. In Vietnam, the sound is
everywhere: from star-studded stages
to coffee shops, you'll almost certainly
hear a rap track echoing from the
stereo. For Nodey, after seven years
in Saigon, it has become normal

to see rappers advertising for major
brands, something far rarer in the
past. Today, people can speak of a
true “rap industry” without questi-
oning what the genre is or how

it could be considered a “real job”.

Yet, as with anything that becomes
commercialized, its rise has also
brought challenges and a darker side.
As rap grew larger and more people
became involved in the scene, it had
to face increasing scrutiny. Long-time
fans often complained that "Rap Viét
maét chat" (rap has lost its essence).
Especially after the success of rap
game shows, the term "rap fan thang
8" (August rap fan) emerged as a
mocking label for newcomers who had
just started listening but were already
quick to pass judgment on the culture.

Despite the obstacles and pitfalls that
rap can bring, "l really do hope that we
have more successful female rappers
who state their opinions, express their
thoughts, represent and truly enjoy
this platform." Suboi asserted. For her,
rap is simply rap, there should be no
gender divide in the art form, whether
male or female. "It's not about gender
for me" she emphasized, "it’s about
having diverse opinions, perspectives,
and the representation of women in
the game". Because in Vietnamese
society, women are sometimes
praised to be quiet, to stay silent, to
be prim and proper. "Sometimes we
let the bully pass. We don't stand

up. We didn't learn how to stand for
ourselves, and rap gave me a voice.
This is why I'm here." She hopes to
see more women raising their voices
and standing tall to challenge the
passive expectation that women

must behave in a certain way to be
respected.
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Meanwhile, Nodey sees his mission as
"being someone in between, a hybrid, a
connection between the two countries",
a cultural bridge between Vietnam and
France. As a French-Viethamese artist
drawn to the vibrancy of the scene,

he embraces this role of connector
between two cultures. "l will never
entirely feel Viethamese. But I'm good
with this," he reflects in The Nodey
Process. Carrying Vietnam in his blood
yet raised in France, his life experience
allows him to deeply understand both
worlds and their shifting realities.
Viethamese music, he observes,
carries "the energy of a country that is
getting empowered." With Vietnamese
artists stepping into the global spotlight,
the need for connection grows louder,
followed by a reminder that the voices
of the Vietnamese diaspora are meant
to be heard, united, and carried far
beyond borders.

The unique voice that Suboi, Nodey,
and all Viethamese rappers carry is

the voice of Vietnam, infused with its
distinct spirit. To rap in Vietnamese

is to bend the language into rhyme

and wordplay, to let its tones, its history,
and its culture dance together in verse.
As the saying goes, “Phong ba bé&o

tap khéng bang nglr phap Viét Nam”
(the storms of life are nothing compared
to Vietnamese grammar), reminding

us of the richness and flexibility of

the language. It’s the language, the
voices rappers use to show the world
what’s really going on, stories that
mainstream news never tells.
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Every detail sparks curiosity among
international listeners, and as one
observer noted, “Vietham definitely
makes a mark with hit songs.”. No
longer hidden in alleys, our rap now
travels the world, becoming global
music to international ears, yet always
rooted in home. Another signature

of Vietham, as the couple mentioned,
is Vinahouse. DJs across the world
have brought it to their sets, sending
its audiences into a frenzy and even
making its way to Coachella, where

a DJ dropped Vinahouse on the global
stage and the crowds went wild.

Today, in this era, rap has become

a career, a business that people can
pursue, build on, and continue to be
a platform to raise their voices. With
rap now recognized as an industry,
Suboi, and surely many other rappers,
hopes it will bring fair opportunities
and real benefits to those within it,
especially by welcoming more female
artists, because the culture needs
more women’s voices.

And from those hopes comes the
truth: Once marked as “underground”,
rap has now become the main music
being streamed in Vietnam. This isn’t
a surprise or a stroke of luck but the
fruit of generations of dedication,

of those who never gave up on rap,
keeping its heart beating to this day.
Because hip-hop is not just a game,
it's a way of life. For that, SHOUT
OUT to every Vietnamese rapper

still spitting, still grinding, still holding
it down for the culture. Whether in
Saigon, Hanoi, Paris, or anywhere the
beat carries you, may your words keep
carrying the fire and may your voices
keep shaping the beat of tomorrow!

Sinh T REHXIRA (2023 &)
Sinh T6 Paradise Block Party (2023)
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(BRakD) , #Eil5 Kikko Raikkonen
HAERE (2025 &)

Sinh t6 Paris by Nodey and Kikko
Raikkonen (2025)

Ffi % F Suboi 1 Nodey B9 E#&#HZ  All images related to Suboi and Nodey
e are courtesy of the artist.
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REDSE
Footnotes

(1] RIFAAFERIZRIE:

et R A —icE, HKi1EH
A, BEBS5HL, HEME, iLRHE
FELR,

——Thai VG 5 Khanh Nho {#£RE5#5)

[2] Viet Hiphop Iz — 11 Ttz
WM g EHEK, EEER BHS
FERZATMANZAKSIA: https://
viethiphop.vn

B8] ZARELHBAIBERERRIEERN
"R

[4] AH1ER, 1990 F£, HERERFS
HEEIEAN. MHAEHMK TSN, H1E
WHBTEREE, W OZINNEEEE
fURLTHEIZ I IEIRTF. LURFIRIIRIES

[1] English translated by author "For
all the Vietnamese around the world/
Remember this we are Vietnamese/
Strength and unity, live side by side,
keep brotherhood alive"

(Vietnamese Gang by Thai VG
and Khanh Nho)

[2] Viet Hiphop forum is an online
community dedicated to Viethamese
hip-hop culture, connecting artists and
fans across music, fashion and street
art: https://viethiphop.vn

[3] The term is mentioned by Suboi
during her interview with the author.

[4] Suboi (b. 1990) is a Viethamese
rapper, singer, and songwriter. Born
and raised in Saigon, also where
her musical journey began, she is
widely recognized as Vietnam'’s first
successful female rapper. Known
for her sharp lyricism and boundary-
pushing style, Suboi has played a
key role in shaping the Viethamese
hip-hop scene and bringing it to
international audiences.

n.2

RIZMERIXAZZ TR, Suboi FEEBIE RIS
M SH B ETRERE QI EPE
TREAE,

(5] @ Bt (REBE -ft) RHEEEER
DJ 5FRHIFEA, HEHRKTIEE,
HEAR. MURMEEFE R, BRI
MERSRESBEAETRHIRENIEE
B, SlEHEMXUS KMEINES,

(6] SERASR, “RviEE” ,
diaCRITICS, 2022 &£10 B 10 H,
https://diacritics.org/2022/10/the-
making-of-nodey/

[7] BEFKR: BZEAET 1934 FHEHRS
BRI —FrET. &E. RABEF
RNELR HERNE-—REGLN,
BXFHIFFLIREI S Fo

[5] Nodey Nguyen (born Don Nguyen)
is a Vietnamese-French DJ and music
producer, born and raised in France.
Now based in Saigon, Vietnam,

he’s known for blending electronic
music with hip-hop, traditional Asian
sounds, and cinematic textures to
create a sound that bridges cultures
and continents.

[6] Cudng Minh Ba Pham, The Making
of Nodey, diaCRITICS, October 10,
2022, https://diacritics.org/2022/10/the-
making-of-nodey/

[7] Hung Vuong’s school: A high school
built by the French since 1934 in Ho
Chi Minh city. Fun fact: Although Hung
Vuong's stage is Suboi's first stage,

the school is not her high school.

[8] "Southside" in Vietnamese rap
represents the southern region of
Vietnam, including cities like Saigon,
Tay Ninh, etc.

[9] "Northside" in Viethamese rap
reflects the northern region of Vietnam,
including cities like Hanoi, Hai

Phong, etc.

[8] “Southside” (FIX) TE#drmitIE~H
EHR R, AR ATERD.

[9] “Northside” (dtX) fE@EIHIBH
feMmEdtEtX, AR, EEERT.

[10] RIBAXEENRIF: “BAE
kZot, minilmMFIFS; KIEIT+
+, BEMATENERL. AER—I7HF
K, MERBMKEPNER, ” HEH
#R5 Hoang Touliver { &1L (Trdi
cho)

[11] {Show Me the Money) EEEHN—
MRERERTHE, T2012E5%, THE
RS ERRERFEIRES TR
FF AR,

[10] English version translated by author

"Some are born unlucky, yet fate teases
the frail,/l walk ten steps slower, chasing
odds set by their scales./Life is a game,/
And heaven laughs at the pain"

(Troi cho by Suboi and Hoang Touliver)

[11] Show Me the Money is South
Korea’s rap competition show, first
aired in 2012, where underground and
mainstream rappers compete through
battles and performances.
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It may sound obvious to say that every
garment carries a story, but in Vietnam
those stories are deeply entwined with
colonial contact and cultural exchange.
Fashion historians and scholars of
Vietnamese history will confirm this:
garments remain legible as artifacts of
those encounters. Here, | want to take
you on a journey through a landscape
where textiles speak: traditional

forms reimagined in contemporary
style, each piece inscribed with the
heritage of artisan craft. Welcome to
the archive of Thao Vu, founder and
designer of Kilomet 109, the slow
fashion brand based in Hanoi.

Thao’s archive is her personal universe
from which she draws inspiration, a
collection built on moments of human
connection: the pull of a detail, the

feel of a material, the trace of folk art,
or a gesture toward sustainability.
These pieces hold values that can’t be
measured by price or the class it was
made for. Instead, they embody care,
skill, pleasure - in a word, love - woven
into their making. For her, collecting
grew out of fascination with - and an
intense curiosity for - the complexity
of handmade textiles in Vietnam.

From a detail glimpsed in a carefully
folded pile of fabrics in an old quarter
vintage boutique, to an encounter
during her travels, or a visit to one of
the families she works with to source
materials for her fashion line, each
piece calls out to her, sparking her
curiosity. The thrill might come from
the way a border is stitched on a
costume, how a collar fastens on a
blouse worn by an elderly woman

in a remote northern village [1], or the
feel, weight, and finish of silk drawn
from a producer’s special stash.
These moments become both visual
and technical obsessions for Thao.
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&z, REFEBRHO. Vintage blouse with original collar.
188 A57KBR - ¥iFH, Photo: Benjamin Reich.

Sheae. Vintage silk blouse.
{882 Ax7KER- ¥idH, Photo: Benjamin Reich.
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In the late 1990s, Thao was a young
journalist working for local magazines,
reporting on national issues at a time
when Hanoi was shifting from a sleepy
city to one bustling with the tourist trade
after the Doi Moi reforms of the late
1980s. Research for her stories required
firsthand encounters with both the
materials and the artisans themselves.
In the early 2000s, lack of infrastructure
meant that travel to the remote areas
where these materials were produced
and used was still lengthy, exhausting
and costly.

Amidst the giant souvenir market
serving tourists that the Old Quarter
had become, a few tucked away shops
selling vintage textiles, costumes, and
objects from Vietnam’s indigenous
groups became her “private museums.”
Easy to visit, they offered what
institutional museums could not: the
chance to handle the objects directly

- to feel the texture and weight, turn
them inside out [2], even try them on.
“Heaven!” She exclaimed. “The time,
the method used, you can see it right
away.” These qualities determined
whether she would collect a piece

or not.

Collecting also became a way of
remembering the places, the individuals,
the families and communities she
encountered. Each piece was a
treasure, a key to understanding
Vietnam'’s textile diversity, its cultural
elements, and the scope of its political
and historical landscape.

FRBBFARAY S AR L,
=t Vot R T

Ebony fruit dyed silk drying in the field.
Photo: Benjamin Reich.
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The economies of under-valued artisanry
turned folksy tourist-trade items, dried up.
Many producing families came to see the
work as no longer worth the effort, nor
worth the corner of their agricultural fields
set aside for growing the necessary

raw materials. But Thao sought out the
artisan families and communities with the
know-how and drive to keep these hand-
crafted processes alive: people with
empirical knowledge of botanical dyes
and the complex techniques refined over
generations to achieve true quality.

While sourcing black silk, for example,
Thao visited a former producer from a
state silk company in the North. The
company had been popular in the
1990s, but production died out after
many Vietnamese migrated to Eastern
Europe, where they became producers
and exporters of a different quality of
black satin. The woman still had some
stock and brought out bolts of Lanh silk,
made in the Mekong Delta province of
An Giang. Thao was struck by how it
recalled her mother’s and grandmother’s
satin trousers. “When | touched it | felt
the coolness from the fabric, kind of
waxy. That day was also in the middle
of summer, so hot, and we were sitting
on the floor but you feel the satin and

it feels like water, a layer of cool water,
running over your lap and hands and
arms and feet.”

The feel of the fabric “chased” her. She
searched until she found the father and
son who still made this lacquered silk
and ebony-fruit-dyed silk, which she
later incorporated into her fashion line.
Her reading of textiles deepened with
an understanding of their full process of
becoming: planting, harvesting, spinning
yarns, dyeing, weaving, and decorating.
Over many years, she worked in
collaboration with artisans - building

on each other’s strengths, extending
communities, and evolving together.
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Similarly, the glass buttons originally
designed for the 1990s Trang Anh

ao dai, made from super lightweight,
very delicate silk required a button
that was “slippery,” one that easily
slipped into and out of a button loop.
Previously, the ao dai, itself a garment
that is now identified with Vietnam, but
only became national dress in 1980s
after being influenced by Chinese and
French styles, had a “Chinese knot”
button woven from the same fabric

as the garment.

These see-through buttons set on a
brass stem were mythic, known only
about by word of mouth from the
grandmothers and seen in books.
Thao found a shop that was selling
vintage trimmings and after inquiring
about them, she was supplied with
five glass jars, indigo, blue, reddish,
clear, and green glass buttons in oil.
The oil is necessary to keep the
brass stem set in the center of the
button from rusting or tarnishing.

An incredible treasure.

In the multi-step processes required
to create hemp fabric, the heritage
value lies in the knowledge embed-
ded in these non-industrial textiles,
carrying within them all the hands
that have touched them. In fact, it
isn’t only hands: many of the spinning
wheels and calendaring processes
are powered by feet, legs, and hips.

IETERLIREIRRET AL,
B2 47800 Wil

Calendaring to softening hemp fibers.
Photo: Benjamin Reich.
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Calendaring - a smoothing technique
historically achieved by stone polishing
and introduced to Vietnam from the
Yangtze River - adds luster to textiles.
Among the Blue H’'mong, artisans apply
a thin layer of beeswax to hemp cloth
and hand-polish it with a smooth stone
as the final step in the cloth-making
process. The Black H'mong use another
method: standing on a large stone set
perpendicularly over a solid log, with the
fabric placed in between, and “skating”
the stone across the surface. Mastery
of the technique requires both practice
and talent.

Textiles can be read through their
depth of color. Artisans measure
value by the strength of the dye. In an
indigo cloth, for example, careful study
reveals subtle variations - reddish,
purplish, or greenish tones within the
blue. To achieve such depth, different
botanicals, including certain tree barks,
are combined with indigo to act as
mordants, fixing and strengthening
the color [3].

Thao has often witnessed the full
cycle of indigo production: soaking
fresh leaves, fermentation, aeration,
liming, frothing, dipping, rinsing,
weaving. Finally comes the sun-
drying of the color-fixed fabric - a
precise choreography performed in
the sweltering field, in early morning or
late afternoon light. Every ten minutes,
artisans turn the fabric again and again,
ensuring even drying and preventing
scorching.

Ebony fruit dye (mac nua), which
produces colors ranging from stone grey
to deep charcoal black, is made along
the S6ng Tién (Tien River). The pulp

of the yellow-green ebony fruit is first
processed by men who grind and soak
it, squeezing out fibers from the paste
to create the dye. The work continues
through a sequence of dipping, kicking,
stepping, beating, washing, twisting,
and rinsing, until the silk reaches the
midnight black demanded in dyeing.
The reward comes in handling the
finished textiles: their luxurious surface
makes all the hard work feel worthwhile.

BKITEIRF.
B 4808 P,

Stone polishing.
Photo: Benjamin Reich.
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Cu Nau dyeing yams - edible, med-
icinal tubers rich in tannins - were
once widely grown and used by rural
Vietnamese to dye and preserve silk
and cotton fabrics. Earlier generations
relied on them to produce dye for
clothing, fishing nets, and sails, by
peeling and shredding the tubers,
sometimes mixing them with bark,
leaves, or minerals. This color tradition
peaked in the early 20th century and
has since been nearly lost.

Traditional tools for shredding tough
Cu Nau included knives and hammers.
Thao simplified and updated this

work by introducing graters inspired
by those used in Hanoi-style cuisine,
while also expanding the color range
to include pinks, reds, and deeper
browns.

She was perhaps inspired by a shared
value of looking at things differently.
For example, the Nung An people
make use of the traditional stilt house,
whose optimised architecture was
designed around “the whole weaving
set, including spinning wheel, loom,
and warping tools, which were created
to fit harmoniously in their living
space,” she explained.

Local materials were chosen for their
ability to participate in the process:
the Cot poles, cut from the sturdy
Nghien tree (the bark of which is
used in dying), were set at measured
distances to aid the warping process,
allowing the weaver to determine the
scale of the textile they would produce.
Thao’s archive also includes other
tools with double functions - such

as metal combs and hairpins, once
used as hair accessories but equally
essential for combing shredded
hemp fibers before spinning.

Other items in her archive hold the
honorary place of being created
especially for her. One example is

the indoor cloth shoes made for
decades by an elderly blind woman

in a northern village. So valued are
these shoes that the community keeps
a waiting list to receive a pair. When

a turn comes, the maker measures the
foot with a string, then draws and cuts
its width and shape onto paper. The
finished shoes are soft, embroidered
with the owner’s name and simple
decorative motifs. For special
occasions, such as weddings, the
date of the event is stitched in.

Nieces and granddaughters assist

the maker by helping choose the

color of the threads.
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LRERFEH, Looming hemp.
AR A7NBA - #EE, Photo: Benjamin Reich.

RIERIERIET R, RIRETL, Hair ornament is used as a combing tool to
AR RF - KL brush fibers. Photo: Julie Vola.
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Thao describes her archive as
having both a physical part, like a
human body, and an intangible part,
a spirit or soul. Even using a single
element from it, she explains, infuses
her creation with “an element of its
spirit.” Something of its heritage “is
still around.” For her, creating from
this archive is both a way of keeping
traditions alive and a way of also
moving them forward.

FIRISRE,
iR 27808 WiE.

Handmade and embroidered indoor shoes.

Photo: Benjamin Reich.
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Monique Gross is an independent
translator, a native English speaker
(American), based in Paris. She
participates in French into English
translation projects in the fields of
architecture and urbanism, art and
culture, and development. She has
had the opportunity to research and
write about urban development in
Hanoi, Vietnam, where she lived for
several years.

[1] The woman and Thao spoke
throughout the visit and the following
day, before she left, the woman
presented Thao with her washed and
carefully folded blouse as a gift.

[2] Looking at a piece of fabric means
Thao will turn it inside out, or see the
“wrong” side, the back side. Some
weaving is so complex, she says,
fascinatingly puzzling — provoking
questions, making her want to “tear it
down,” take it apart, and study it thread
by thread. She counted the threads,
especially in silk, to understand the
techniques used to create patterns.

[3] For example, the Nung An ethnic
minority group in the Cao Bang region,
a community Thao connected with early
on, produce an indigo of exceptional
depth and darkness, quite unlike indigo
from elsewhere. For Thao, the results
often surpass the color and quality of
Japanese and Indian indigo, which

are frequently praised at international
symposia and conferences.
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IS It her,
or

IS It me”?

Yasmine Anlan Huang
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Yasmine Anlan Huang (b.1996,
Guangzhou) is an artist and writer
working in London and New York.

Her solo and two-person shows
include Magician Space (2025),
Goethe-Institut Hong Kong (2024),
Three Shadows Photography Art
Centre (2019), among others. Her
work has been presented at Whitney
Biennial 2024, Peckham 24 (London,
2024), HART Haus (Hong Kong,
2024), Power Station of Art (Shanghai,
2021). She has participated in multiple
residencies, including the Skowhegan
School of Painting and Sculpture. Her
debut book of poems and essays,
Love of the Colonizer, was publ-

ished by Accent Sisters in 2022. Her
second book Becoming Everyone,
Everywhere, is forthcoming in 2025.
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Car wasn’'t my favourite way of getting
around. Having grown accustomed to
the rise and fall of planes, | kept asking
myself every time | was stuck in traffic:
why don’t | just fly there instead? Still,
there was a confusing yet mesmerizing
car ride that lingers with me, even
though it happened a little over ten
years ago. Back then, my parents and
| were visiting my maternal relatives
on the West Coast. After years of
migration from Chaozhou, Guangdong
to Vietnam, and from Vietnam to
Seattle, the Li family had settled as
the Ly family. Not surprisingly, as the
stereotypical only child, even distant
relatives felt close and intimate. We
drove around, to Costco, a few Asian
restaurants, a nursing home, and the
first Starbucks. The foreign sights and
long car rides spun our heads, and
there was one time when it was just
me, my mom, and my cousin Lisa in
the car. Born in the States, Lisa didn’t
really speak Mandarin, Teochew,

or Vietnamese, nor did her intense
TVB drama-watching equip her with
colloquial Cantonese. The young and
blunt me single-handedly sustained

a feedback loop, translating Lisa’s
English small talk back into Chinese
so my mom could grasp her kindness
and hospitality.
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Ly Lan’s book Women’s Novel (Tiéu Thuyét Dan Ba), 2008
and my book Love of the Colonizer, 2022
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In hindsight, this back-and-forth

of translation—of language and
intimacy itself—which always risked
miscommunication yet was held
together by love and trust, has become
the foundation of my practice since
moving away from the Sinosphere to
New York. | grappled with an unfamiliar
tongue in this exile of language, and
however hard | tried, the only option
was to reconcile with the inaccuracy
of my foreign melancholy. Three years
later, the archive of my nomadic poetry
writing wrapped itself up as a delicate
little book, declaring my temporary
victory in this negotiation of the in-
betweenness. Yet life had the last
laugh, choosing to turn back the

clock and begin anew in London.

| found myself back in Guangzhou
waiting for my UK visa. The pandemic
stretched my stay longer than any

| had ever spent as an adult. | filled my
days with thoughts of the uncertainties
of navigating yet another new land,
and of my failure to recontextualize

my practice for Chinese audiences.
Both near and impossibly distant, they
looked at my works as a near-human
doll, both familiar and unsettlingly
alien. Those who had never left—

the monolinguals—how could | make
them understand the careful assembly
of each sentence, the deliberate
punctuation of every foreign rhetorical
device?

A dramatic car ride ended my long wait.
On the way to the airport, my mom,
cradling my new book, decided it was
time to drop some news: “You know
what, you really remind me of your
mom's cousin. She was a great writer,
and once translated Harry Potter.”

“What?” A secret family member
revealed at the airport felt like a trick of
timing. “You had so many chances to
tell me she existed, and you didn’t say
anything until | moved away?”

“You're both named Lan,” Mom said,
as if that explained everything. “Maybe
some of her literary genes are yours.”

246



O O O

247

sunpmiearsy snoliony Supsmag

e

MONOLOGUE

NXB VAN NGHE
TPHCM

Lan 894 (%) (1995) 0
HEPSRRNT (RARREMSHIFEA)

Ly Lan’s book Strangers’ Land (D4t Khach), 1995 and my
upcoming book Becoming Everyone, Everywhere.
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Who is she? | pulled out my phone.
Li—Ly Lan [1] —Harry Potter. Tap.
On the screen, a face popped out
that could have been both me or my
mother, only with grey hair. In the
face of this undeniable parallel, the
achievement of translating a best-
seller felt secondary. Where was she?
Three decades ago, Lan’s father,

my grandfather’s brother, returned

to Chaozhou. In the old home’s photo
archives, yellowing photographs
foregrounded the long-separated
brothers, reunited. In this feverish
homecoming of overseas Chinese,
Lan was missing. In her stead

came a check for three hundred
dollars and a copy of her book.

How had she, too, been translated
out of the family’s memory?

| speculated that there might be
some underlying tension behind her
absence. Mom waved it away: she
simply doesn’t speak Chinese.

Messages from Chaozhou traveled
back quickly after | forwarded

Lan’s recent photos: “You two are
indeed alike, especially that you
both married American men.” “Anlan
is so brilliant for finding this!” “Thank
you, Anlan, for bringing Lan’s news.”
Reaching out with our similarity felt
narcissistic and creepy, yet these
joyful messages held me back even
more: what if she were truly, utterly
content with life, with no need

for an extra layer of distant delight
to disturb it?

The London version of me felt like

a migratory bird, returning to my
tropical nest every spring. Similarly,
home-returning scenes of her father
recur throughout Lan’s short stories,
capturing the backstory of the old
family photographs. In Strangers'
Land (B4t Khach), she depicts a
conversation with her father before
his departure: “Father says: I'm not
going anywhere, I'm just going home.”
Reflections appear in another essay,
Teochew Porridge (An Chao Tiéu),
written about his return: “The old
home is now prosperous, and the
villagers are all doing well”.
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Chaozhou is a small but densely populated region, so

many people went abroad to make a living. Some to Thailand,
some to Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, the United States,
and elsewhere. One relative settled well in Vietnam, and many
villagers followed. In 1940, the eldest son in that generation,
Lan’s father, moved to Vietnam. The third son, Lisa’s
grandfather followed lateron. After they settled, they sent
money home, gradually buying land and houses, and the
family became “middle peasants.” My grandfather, as

the youngest son, was able to go to school and became

the first in our family to attend university.

Photo taken when my grandfather successfully entered school,
with my great-grandparents.
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In the early 1990s, Ly Lan’s father returned Chaozhou to visit
relatives. Ly Lan’s father had arrived in Vietnam at eighteen,
while my grandfather was only three. They reunited after half
a century. The photo was taken at the family home, which had
already fallen into ruin.
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1997 £, Lan EURENSS, HANBREXFEFRSIFIIMTER
F3, REEREZREAFEPERERER (FER) o

In 1997, Ly Lan first time going to the United States for The
International Writing Program Graduate College, The University
of lowa. The image come from The University of lowa's library
records and Bao Tugi Tré.

2015 £, HEERES Lisa K.
2019 %, BaFELLY.

In 2015, I met Lisa in Seattle.
2019, moved to New York.
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Decades later, my mother departed
from Chaozhou to Guangzhou, as
determined as Lan’s father when he
boarded that ship away to the South
Seas. Lan and | went to the United
States—not out of necessity to better
economic opportunities, but simply

to pursue our artistic ambitions.

No more dangerous ocean crossings.
We had simply traded one form of
turbulence for another: lives caught
between worlds, longing for selves that
had already slipped away. Creation
was no longer optional; it was a way
to make sense of the fracture.

| found my remedy in two things:
clinging to my mother tongue in

a foreign land, and threading my work
with the recurring image of a teen girl,
who struggles between action and
passivity. Lan’s characters moved
similarly through her stories, from
Binh Nham to Cho Lon, each echoing
childhood’s subtle dislocations.

In the snowy mountains, | confronted
the inexplicable grief of translation:

“A flowering dictionary, one for each of
us / You run forward through the fields
/ Without a homeland, the songs go
on...”

Disoriented and adrift from hours
spent scrolling through library indexes
and auto-translated Vietnamese news,
| encountered something decisive.

In an early interview with Saigon
Times, Lan was asked about an article
she’d written on director Viét Linh,

in which she posed a haunting
question: “A woman who forges her
own path abroad, yet keeps her heart
in her homeland—is it her, or is it me?”
The question struck the interviewer
with its raw sadness, but it astonished
me just as much with the revelation

of our true similarity: a translator,
caught in the liminal space of being

a go-between, and the challenges
came after.
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In the lines of her writing, as | traced
her miscarried projects and rejected
pitches, the resonance of life across
decades filled me with both comfort
and wistful sorrow. Her decision

to translate Harry Potter had not
sprung from literary ambition but
from pragmatism. The income from a
bestselling children’s book could be
sent home and could also support
her MFA studies. |, even with family
support, felt that every sentence |
wrote abroad was from scratch, as if
no fallback existed to catch me. | kept
circling back to writing’s futility: is each
generation doomed to the grind of
migration, cultural dissonance, and the
endless labor of remaking identity?
Thirty years on, if we still wrestle with
the same confusions, what is writing
even for? At certain points in reading,
| even lost track of which confusions
were mine and which were hers—a
small moment of joy appeared from
one of her short stories.

“We just drove across North America
from the East Coast back to our
home on the West Coast. There’s

a small garden at home that had
gone untended all year, so all kinds
of weeds had overrun it. Now I'm
weeding and planting flowers.”

“Wow! You're so happy!”

I, too, made a mirror-image journey
once, from the West Coast back to an
apartment in the East. | had chosen
the apartment life precisely for this
reason: to escape the perpetual
chore of tending a yard, a duty that
felt quintessentially American. | had
always seen such chores as a tether
to a conventional life | never desired,
until | read her words and saw them
for what they truly were: not a chain,
but a potential. Nostalgia and the
dissonance of navigating two worlds
inevitably return like daily chores, in
words fraught with ambiguity, in the
streets people move through, and in
the memories they carry. They grow
back wildly after each homecoming,
like weeds in a garden that sprout

no matter how often they’re cut down.
And so the cycle continues. | began
to accept that the task of the next
generation is not to finish the work,
but to continue it. There is no grand
finale of translation, only the quiet,
mutual labor of weeding one’s gardens
across time and distance. Lan tended
a plot for me with her writings; now

| tend my own. There is a quiet
satisfaction in the writing, the tending,
the small and consistent acts that
allow new roots to take hold in
foreign soil.
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20254, Lan fEtASEARSIRE—FHEEES,
A TRE Hhkito

2025, Ly Lan at her book-signing event with readers
in Ho Chi Minh City.
Photo: TRE Publishing House.
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[1] Ly Lan (1957 %) , HAETFFHRE, FBERE, 1983
FHREIERAE (FEERE) , BERR_+RIER
NRE, IWERSHXE, AEFKRDNR. MEERIIZRRT
BEEIEXFRTISIRE, RNt NeIE, aiEsR (T
Z35)LERIE) (1987) FMEME (82) (2000) . Lan HIR
SMXFR, BF 1984 FE/LEXFER (ERNEF) RS
h&R, 2005 FEFE (A C) RFRASHHIERDSIFRE,
URESABIBEEARRPE (—LHNAME) KRG BBt
& . (FRFEE, ER JK BHME (GF - k) RIBINE
&AL, HEHEFETFEHESXERDEE,

[1] Ly Lan (b. 1957) was born in Binh Duo’ng, and later
moved to Cho’ L&'n. She published her first short

story collection, Singing Grass, in 1983 and has since
authored more than twenty collections of short stories,
poetry, and essays, as well as a novel. Her writings have
appeared widely in leading Vietnamese literary journals
and newspapers, and she has also written for film and
television, including the feature No'i Binh Yén Chim Hét
(1987) and the five-part series Dat Khach (2000).

Ly Lan has received multiple literary awards, including
the Association Prize in the children’s book category for
Ng6i Nha Trong Co6 (Home in Grass) in 1984, the Ho Chi
Minh City Writers’ Association Poetry Prize for La Minh
(Self) in 2005, and the Cricket Knight Prize at the 5th
Cricket Arts Awards for An Autobiography of a Pig (Tu
Truyén Cua Mot Con Heo). As a translator, she is best
known for introducing J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series
to Vietnam. She currently divides her time between
Vietnam and the United States.
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Koa Pham is based in London and
works between the UK and Vietnam.
Koa prominently investigates the
relationship between objects, humans,
and spaces, with an emphasis on the
potential agency that objects have on
humans and how they influence their
decision-making. He recently had his
solo exhibition, A Melted form leaves
stains on the surface, at Monade
Contemporary Art Gallery in Kyoto
(2024). His works have been featured
in numerous international exhibitions
and venues, including Osaka
International Art, Osaka, 2025; Mega
Art Fair, Milan, 2025; A Landscape of
Chance, SLQS Gallery, London 2024;
Means of Production, Lunch Hour
Collective, New York 2024; No Place
Like Home Part Il (A Viethamese
Exhibition), Museum of the Home,
London 2023; Paintings Now Redux,
Osaka Art Stage, Osaka, 2023; First
Biennial Exhibition, The Ballinglen Arts
Foundation and Museum of Art, Bally
Castle, Ireland, 2023; The Foliage

1V, Vincom Contemporary Art Centre,
Hanoi, 2022; 195th Royal Scottish
Academy Annual Show, 2021

among others.

BE: EBR
Photo: Trang R6t
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In My Head

“Go to Phong Lan's. She seems to have a fire in her.”

That year my mother, through a colleague, found a place for me to learn
drawing. | had to learn because it was the key for studying abroad. In Vietnam,
secondary schools don’t teach art, so students who dream of Fine Arts
university shall train themselves - taking extra classes run by secondary-school
art teachers, university lecturers, or art students who’ve walked the path before.

Miss Lan’s home nestled in a narrow lane called Longing Alley, once home to
beauty queens and other celebrated pageants. In a cramped room of barely ten
square meters, | saw pure faces, eyes squinting, hands raised to measure with
pencils, then decisively setting the tips to paper with a soft scratching. | watched
them, spellbound. In heartbeats, the plaster cast would bloom on paper and,
under their deft hands, slowly breathe into life.

I wondered if | could do it. | doubted myself. | knew | wasn’t particularly bright.
Miss Lan emerged from the inner room to welcome my mother and me. She
said with quiet authority, “Stay awhile. We'll see if talents live in you. If not, you
can go home.” “Art demands instinct.” She arranged paper and pencils like
ritual objects, setting up an easel. After my mother paid and left, nerves danced
through my chest.

"Draw this shape. Make your lines straight. No crooked lines!" she commanded.

| took out my mechanical pencil and began. She swept it away with a gesture.
My strokes lay stiff and lifeless on the page.

"Use a wooden pencil," she said. "But first you must learn to sharpen it. I'll show
you."

"Watch. See how | peel the wood like fruit skin, how my wrist turns in rhythm
until the core grows sharp. Now you try.”

| tried. My clumsy blade dug into the wood and splintered it; the lead snapped
in two. The pencil and | were at odds. She encouraged me: "Don't lose heart.
Breathe. Hold the blade lightly, not like you're chopping. Practice with patience.
For now, use this one I've prepared. Cut the eraser on the diagonal — use that
corner to lift away mistakes, you understand?"

| drew my first tentative line. Pencil touched paper and moved; a line was born.
A thrill ran through me, a sweet energy flowing with each stroke like water
finding its course. When I finished, she looked and simply said, “You belong
here.”

So, | came each day, carrying my satchel to Miss Lan's sanctuary. Her teaching
was simple: she'd place a model before us, explain the basics once, then leave
the students to discover. When we finished, she’d return like ceremony itself.
She inspected each drawing in turn and pointed out mistakes.

"This lacks life. Your pencil work sleeps; the form hasn’t awakened on the page.
Begin again."
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When she spoke criticism, the room fell silent. It stinged to have your labor
dismissed. Some students felt discouraged; she’d say, "Keep going. You must
work hard to get into art school. Art is a harsh road; it won't be easy." But when
she nodded approval, faces would light up and excitement would ripple through
the room.

To me alone, she said:

"Since you're not taking the university exam, I'll teach you other things beyond
charcoal sketching and decorative geometry. I'll teach you oil painting and
watercolor too, but only when you're ready. Go practice."

Those early days were brutal for me. My hands stumbled and fumbled;
sometimes I'd leave with my heart hollow as a gambler who'd lost everything.
Other days rang with quiet pride as | gazed at my work, pleased with myself.
One day she handed me a colored still life.

"Sketch this for me," she said.

| followed her instruction. My hands, trained through countless days, had
somehow grown nimble and sure. Holding the pencil, my lines began dancing
together, rhythmic and carefree. | was lost in the trance when she appeared
behind me.

"Good. Today I'll let you add color, and from now on, you are a painter."

| froze. Painter: the title felt like an oversized coat. Even now, fifteen years later,
when people ask what | do for a living, | still answer vaguely. But in that moment
her words cast a spell. Light seemed to pour through me without warning. Had
she glimpsed something in my absorption? Then she said, "Watch my hands."

She took a jar of gouache, dipped her brush in the colors, and swept them
across my sketch. Her wrist moved like water - swift, sure, decisive.

"Don't be afraid. Objects have many tones. Let the colors weave into each
other."

She layered more colors, building them up. The collision of brushstrokes
made them blend and merge, revealing depths on the paper. Red and yellow
intertwined, embracing each other as they followed my circular sketch. Before
long, an apple had come to life. Magic! She handed the brush back to me.

"Here, finish the other fruits. Be bold and fearless - liberate your brushstrokes!
Don't worry about hurting the paper!"

| nodded.

That's how | began. Every night | painted, forgetting time, my mind floating
with each stroke. Liberate brushstrokes, liberate, liberate. I'd sweep a long line
across the page, heart bursting with joy - hahal!

Sometimes I'd arrive at class early. | loved those moments most. The kids
would compare their work; everyone was talented. | was enchanted by all their
paintings - so beautiful. Each seemed to possess magic. We'd often talk about
our teacher, chattering away. How could someone so stern and quiet be so
understanding? We all agreed that after our initial confusion, by day's end her
guidance always made our paintings better. We thought she appeared like a
saint sometimes. The Saint of Art, we'd laugh. One kid said, "That's actually
true, because | overheard somewhere that she survived an accident at sea."

"Really?" We all gasped, eyes wide.

He continued: "I'm not sure of the details, but everyone else died, and she saw
Quan Yin reach out her hand and say, 'Take my hand, child, let me guide you
home,' and when she woke up, she was on the shore."

We all fell silent. When she walked in, we kids scrambled awkwardly; it took a
while to act normal again. | looked at her differently after that - curious, as

if searching for traces of that dance with death. One day when the class was
empty, | dared to ask, "Is it true?"

"What?"
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"Did you really see Quan Yin?"
"Yes, | did see her."

She gazed out toward the courtyard where sunlight was playing with a swooping
bird.

"It was long ago..." she said. "Want to listen to music?"

She had a cassette player. She put on a melodic song with a woman's voice,
serene and flowing.

"Ah, is that the Carpenters?"
"That's right. They're my favorite band."

She leaned against the doorframe, watching the tree stretch toward the bird and
sunlight.

"Have you seen any good movies lately?"
"Yes, occasionally."

"Tell me the titles. | love movies. | used to go to the cinema all the time. | loved
dancing, going to dance halls. But not wild like young people today. Our whole
group would share one pot of tea and dance all night..."

She stepped through a few cha-cha moves while the Carpenters played their
gentle, rolling melody. Before my eyes she was no longer Miss Phong Lan but
a young artist. Her movements were soft and swaying. A time of pure youth
suddenly flickered to life. | looked up toward the high wall near the ceiling.

"Miss!"
"What is it?"
"What's that painting up there?"

"Chemical painting. That's abstract art. | captured emotions and painted with
chemicals mixed with color."

"I love that painting of yours. Why don't you become an artist, have exhibitions?"
"Artist... then who would buy my paintings?"

We both fell quiet. | looked down at the floor. The tiles were scratched from her
dancing. They had probably been new once, like dreams.

| kept painting, more and more each day. | couldn't stop thinking about her
chemical painting. In my head an ever-changing image appeared, a chaotic
rhythm. Night. | read hungrily about abstract art. Then morning into afternoon.
In class, whenever my neck and back grew stiff, I'd turn to look at it again. The
painting hung high, majestic and full of secrets, silently watching me.

As autumn drew to a close, it was time to prepare my application for studying
abroad. Those final lessons unfolded in quiet. Hardly anyone came anymore.

There had been times when the classroom buzzed with energy. Little kids
clustered together mixing "tertiary colors," sharpening pencils together before
taking their university exams, then rushing off to blow off steam.

| was the only one who stayed for those last few days, driven by an anxiety no
one could understand. If they liked you in the interview, you could go; if not,

you stayed home. Flipping through my drawings made my heart flutter. From
someone completely clumsy, | now knew how to unfold colors, swimming

freely in art's shallow waters... | was lost in reverie, smiling, when | heard her
voice calling.

"Khoa, you're going for your interview soon?"
"Yes, ma'am."

"Then don't paint these last few days. Organize your portfolio properly for the
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interview. Come with me to this place - | need your help."
"Of course. How can | help you?"

"I'm preparing to go to the city cancer center. | need people to carry things.
Follow me."

| agreed. The trip included several other students. We brought milk, candy, and
many of our paintings. She had everyone copy Matisse's goldfish using colored
clay. Everything was nicely framed. She wrote a few words: "Young Artists
Group."

"Shouldn't it be 'Little Artists'?" | asked.

"Young Little Artists Group, then. Your brushstrokes are still finding their way, so
you remain young in art’s eyes.” She laughed with gentle warmth.

"Load everything into the car - it's here!"

We followed her to the cancer center, pediatric ward. When the car entered the
hospital, we young artists carried the paintings and milk up for everyone. Along
the way | glimpsed hollow faces, heavy-lidded eyes, people sitting everywhere
like wilted flowers. | pushed myself into that thick atmosphere of pain to reach
the child patients.

There was a common room with bookshelves decorated with painted
sunflowers. This was the legacy of a small patient who had passed away long
ago but still managed to give the world a volunteer program called "Thuy's
Dreams." The flowers were painted large and carefully, as if adding drops of
luck, hoping patients could rise above their iliness like sunflowers turning toward
light. Along the corridors, little children chatted carelessly, fearless before life's
death sentence. We were just the carriers. But she ran to them, hugged them,
stroked their hair, gave them paintings and milk. She sat right on the floor, talked
with patients' families, slipped money into their hands, encouraged them to stay
strong alongside the patients. She said to me: "Do you see? Everyone must pay
the price of karma. But these children here - they're still so small. What could
they have done wrong to pay such a steep price?" | fell silent at her question.

"I often come here to teach drawing to these children. | want to bring them joy.

| hope art will give them wings, make people peaceful and comfortable. | don't
teach much - just portrait lessons. Have them draw portraits of each other.

But many times while they're drawing, their necks suddenly droop, the nurses
take them away, and the next day they're no longer in this world. | look at their
paintings and feel stunned. An unfinished circle. Incomplete, like their very lives.
Remember what I'm telling you - that's art's function."

| took a long, deep breath. | walked through the endless hospital corridor, the
atmosphere heavy and suffocating with pain. | thought about life's scenes

and art. Miss Lan had left me with an enormous revelation. | shuddered, my
whole body weak before art's immense scope with humanity. In that moment, |
pledged myself wholeheartedly to follow.

| kept thinking about that unfinished circle, like an ending. Someday, in another
life, might that child be waiting to complete their circle? | thought of artist Léna
Bui's performance. She drew a circle on a blackboard. "When the starting point
and ending point touch each other, we have a circle." And perhaps the ending is
precisely how we begin again.
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"Goldfish after Henri Matisse", 2025, colour pencil in A4.
Photo by Yiqing Chen
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“BEiIME" BH,
EF /SHBRLIE: Yiging Chen

"Miss Phong Lan",
retouched by Yiqing Chen.
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Before My Eyes

This story followed me and haunted me for a long time. So when VAC invited
me to collaborate on their second issue of the journal, | didn't hesitate. | wanted
to write about my first art teacher.

Returning to Saigon in a torrential June downpour, | carried a pot of orchids to
give my teacher, asking permission to write an article about her. She remained
as before, though time had left its marks like gentle brushstrokes on aged paper.
"Is that Khoa? How long have you been back?"

“I'just returned."

The sound of rustling papers mixed with my voice. She was busy preparing
art supplies for a new young student. Just like me long ago, she handed out
pencils, paper, erasers...

"Wait just a moment."
"What have you been studying? Going smoothly?"

"I studied industrial design, but I've been working as a freelance artist for three
years now. It's quite difficult, but joyful."

"Freelance artist? Creating work?"

"Yes," | answered.

"Can you support yourself selling paintings?"

"Sometimes. | also have to do side jobs to earn extra money."
"Washing dishes for hire?"

"No, odd jobs - tutoring kids for university entrance exams."

"Why did you bring flowers without wrapping? | don't know how to carry them
home. Did you just hold them like that the whole way here?"

"Yes, and with the rain, | thought the flowers would probably enjoy staying
fresh."

She smiled kindly.
"Come out here. Adult conversation - the kids can't listen."

| followed her to the stone bench. Before us, the rain had stopped, leaving only
a few drops falling hesitantly onto the damp ground like the last notes of a song.

She waved over a lottery ticket seller.

"How much for this bundle? Show Khoa the numbers."
"840."

She gave money to the lottery seller.

"A parent just gave this to me. Take it all," she said.
She lit a cigarette with practiced grace.

"Will you smoke with me?"

"Il smoke with you," | replied.
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Taking a long drag, she asked, "What's this magazine about?"

| explained the background. She said, "Why don't you write about your own life
instead of wanting to write about mine?"

"Well, | haven't seen you in so long, but | can't forget what you did for us
students and those children with cancer. | want to write about that story. | think it
was your courage, after you..."

"That wasn't courage," she cut me off. "That was karma."
"Karma?"

"Exactly. Karma. The natural way of things. | had no choice. A job is different.
That's what feeds you. Karma is what drives you, what you must carry your
whole life, how you pay back the world. | chose education. After graduating from
the 10th class of Gia Dinh Art School, almost the last cohort, | went out into the
world hustling, doing many different jobs - 5, 6 jobs at once. Graphic design,
newspaper montage, event decoration, even building houses for people. | was
a single mother, needed to earn money to raise two small children, but in the
end, | chose teaching. Confronting extremely strong personalities and using art
to transform young souls. | gave up many dream salaries to teach art. That's my
karma."

"I'm impressed by how you escaped death after drifting at sea for days, how
Buddha's hand brought you to shore."

"Don't write much about that. That's my private corner, long ago. And I've had
many other near-death experiences. I've had four close calls with death; each
time | survived, | wanted to learn more and more. I'm just a grain of sand in a
river, among countless lifetimes, and among my own countless lives."

"And it's precisely those experiences that made me start doing charity work, with
the spirit of always giving what | can. Giving dharma. There are many things I've
done that I've forgotten completely. Like teaching children at the cancer center. I'd
forgotten about it long ago. Today when you brought it up, | just remembered."

"Don't write about or make art about things you haven't experienced. Don't make
art about something foreign that you haven't used your life to verify. It's just
shallow, superficial. After graduation, | wasn't close with my classmates. Artists
sometimes just talk about lofty things they've never actually experienced."

"l also want people to see that abstract painting you made long ago, the one you
called a chemical painting. | want to put your painting next to mine so viewers
can understand how you influenced me."

"I've moved many times. That painting got lost. But it's not important. That
was just a moment of inspiration when | felt moved to paint. You students
are my real works of art. I've helped many generations of students get into
art and architecture schools in the city. | taught all of you very carefully about
composition and drawing techniques. That's my artistic legacy. My art is for
humanity, planting faith and hope in people."

"Do you need a photo?"
"Here, here's a photo." She hurried inside and pulled a picture from a cabinet.

"This photo shows me well. It was in a newspaper once. | designed this ‘ao dai’
myself. | have many, | should give some away. | like this photo. It's the truest
one about what | do."

Then she stubbed out her cigarette. "l have to go now. When you're free, come
visit and we'll talk. When you finish writing, let me read it. I'll help you revise."

| said goodbye and hurried away. On the wet street, yellow lamplight spread
and dissolved into gentle streaks of light. | walked slowly, my shadow patiently
following behind me like a faithful companion. | kept thinking about today's
meeting. After nearly 15 years apart, so much had changed with life's rhythms.
The stories she told felt both familiar and strange. In that moment, the reality
before my eyes and the memories in my head seemed to joyfully meet in a
quiet, deep place within me. There, together they sharpened pencil points like
weapons guarding the legacy she passed to me: art's enduring and fierce flame.
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igiZHE - H=MERFHSRE (EREES) "Memory Map of Miss Phong Lan’s
2025 £, &), A3 4, Chemical Abstract Painting (A+B overlay)",
{88 Yiqing Chen 2025, pastel in A3.

Photo by Yiqing Chen.
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The text is written by the artist.
All images courtesy of the artist.
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Something strange had escaped my notice.

My tongue has, for a while, felt foreign in its place. The muscle—a
wet, perturbed, incorrigible mass—had managed to lodge itself in the
back of my throat. It threatens my faculty of speech with the aura of a
pedantic, literary scholar. To make matters worse I’d discovered —the
emergence of a persistent ring. This ringing, risen from my mind’s
darkest recesses, would reverberate whenever | try to open my mouth
to speak. It’d seal up my throat with its inscrutable varnish —devoicing
me of meaning, emptying me of words.

Here, you might come to the conclusion that only a careless
individual would allow such a condition to manifest unnoticed. Or
perhaps, in good faith, you might extend towards me a little bit of
humanity. “Of course her Vietnamese sucks. She went to international
school!” I’ll extend a little bit of my own humanity in kind, adding more
damaging context to the already problematic origin of my peculiar
condition. For not only did | attend international school, | was also, an
international student; spending almost 7 years of my life in America,
pursuing of all things, a career in the arts. I'd also learned English at a
young age, able to competently use it while being raised by American
pop culture. Further exacerbating my condition was the advent of the
internet, where | was always one click away from all the knowledge
humanity had accumulated—knowledge that just so happened to be
Western in origin. | cannot tell you when my internal monologue ceased
to be in Viethamese. But for as long as | can remember, English has
been the only language I’'d employed in order to communicate with
myself. So despite being born amid Sai Gon’s eternal summer,
somewhere along the way, I’d misplaced my roots.

The condition, however, despite these further illuminations, could
still be sufficiently attributed to carelessness. | must confess that careful
have never been—and probably never will be—an adjective I'd use to
describe myself. But personal inadequacies aside, | must say that | did
allow for the condition to escape my notice; deliberately banishing the
eventual admission to my unconscious’ no-man’s-land. | must then
confess to my original undoing, that instead of operating on
self-honesty, I’'d chosen the comforting realm of self-censorship. I'd
resorted to a willful ignorance. Ignorance of why despite having
returned to my country for almost five years, my native tongue still
remains, for me, a struggle. And it is, an ignorance. Made willful by the
painful truth | was incapable of confronting. But time has a way of
peeling back the layers of self-deception; even dragging the truth from
the shadows into the most brilliant of sunlight. Through this passage in
“The Wretched of the Earth”, Frantz Fanon spoke my truth into
existence:

... At the very moment when the native intellectual is anxiously trying to
create a cultural work he fails to realize that he is utilizing techniques and
language which are borrowed from the stranger in his country. He contends
himself with stamping these instruments with a hall-mark which he wishes
to be national, but is strangely reminiscent of exoticism. The native
intellectual who comes back to his people by way of cultural achievements
behaves in fact like a foreigner ... [T]he ideas that he expresses and the
preoccupations he is taken up with have no common yardstick to measure
the real situation which the men and the women of his country know.

Fanon’s words struck a resounding chord; for this ultimately
appears to be the exact diagnosis of my condition. Make no mistake, |
am not an intellectual. But | am a native who’s also a foreigner,
“anxiously trying to create a cultural work”. But at this I've often
stumbled, finding the things I’'ve chosen to concern myself with, the
manner in which I’ve chosen to conduct myself, had been alienated
from any semblances of national feelings. This conflict appeared to be
my perpetual condemnation—an eternal dance between the knife’s
edge of past pains and future possibilities. Yet my linguistic inaptitude,
the mass of flesh currently sitting at an impasse in my throat, had finally
become impossible to ignore. Our barely-healed-over scab demands at
my picking. For deep within this wound reality had hastily sewn up,
shone an auspicious light—illuminating the unending mystery, of where
we are going, what we are becoming, what is happening to us.

Hanging somewhere in the balance, the answer lies.
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The Hué sun in late May employs an almost megalomaniacal posture, hell-bent on the expansion of its own brutal
regime. This oppressive heat, hovering so low to the ground, could be the reason why the cicadas here screech with an
unparalleled intensity, piercing my eardrums as | dragged my suitcase into the guest room of my friend’s garden
compound. The luscious scenery, along with the compound’s traditional architecture was a welcomed sight to this
wayward traveller, who was emptying her water bottle of its content. Finally hydrated, | took in my surroundings.
Patiently waiting for the slow drying of my sweat-soaked shirt.

The room was bright and spacious, with floor-to-ceiling windows that overtook the entirety of the front wall.
Decorated with minimal yet eclectic furniture, a mattress was placed at center, while a wooden tea table humbly sat in
front. From here one is provided with an optimal view of the garden, with its luscious bed of grass and flowers, and its
fruit trees innumerable in variety and abundance. Here resides the spirit of simplicity and restfulness; that when
combined with the sensual aromas of summertime fruits could delight even the most jaded of fools. Being myself a jaded
fool, I’d succumbed to the visual delight | was somehow permitted. Releasing, in the process, a sigh of relief. Here | was
in the land where the river languishes slow, where the sun draws the sharpest contrast. Sai Gon’s whirlwind pace and
invariable troubles then became something of the past, allowing me the realization that for once, | did not miss it.

Abruptly, | was pulled out of my reverie—at the discovery of an unassuming tin box that had been inconspicuously
placed on the bedside table. Here, you might be puzzled. For why something so lackluster in nature could enrapture me
so? But my friend, the host, knew me extremely well. He has time and time over proven to me this. He’d done it again
—in this exact, precise moment. For out of this humble container I’d noticed, that he’d bestowed upon me, a gift. Like
all magical things the gift did not demand any special attention. But it had mine as | pried it open, secretly elated at the
enlightening potentials within.

My hedonism should not come as a surprise to you, given the blatant decadence infused within my paintings. My
predilection for the surreal should not bolt anyone out of their seats either. For this predisposed leniency towards
superstitions is the most evident sign of my Vietnamese identity. When taking a bird’s eye view of our history, one would
notice, that amid numerous tragedies and horror, a devotion to the sacred had always been kept alive. Perhaps this can
be plainly seen through our prolific myth-making [1], or through the diverse assortment of gods enthroned and sanctified
upon our altars. Holy figures such as Than D4t (God of the Land), Than Bép (Kitchen God), Than Tai (God of Wealth), etc.
Whether native or foreign in origin, have been combined and recreated, in order to ensure the gratification of our spiritual
needs. For how could lands be purchased and used without divine blessings? How else could the tides of the stock
market be turned in our favor? The anthropologist Pinh Hong Hai had attributed this faithful flexibility to the absence of
wars waged in the name of religion throughout our 4000-year existence. He’d made use of “Ong Troi” [2] as the perfect
example, the ultimate symbol of our “unity in faith”:

... This is because Viethnamese people possess a very simple philosophy: c6 tho ¢é thiéng cé chiéng cé lanh [3]. They “don’t
pay attention to any specific religious or spiritual system. For them, everything is sacred, everything that possess supernatural
powers is supreme for them to pray for peace and happiness, to eliminate misfortune and disaster”. And Ong Troi will forever
exist in the people’s subconscious as long as in this world there exists injustice and absurdity. Figuratively speaking, as long as
the people continue to endure misfortune, Ong Trdi will continue to “sit back” and listen to their prayers! [4]

Such comforting narratives can sweeten even the most terrible of tragedies. But sweetness, as it turns out, is an
affront to revolution. This is an almost innocuous observation. For the kowtowing in front of religious idolatries is at best
useless, and at worst antithetical to demands of revolutionary work. On the dissemination of Buddhism in 2nd Century
Viét Nam under Chinese occupation, the historian BDao Duy Anh had this to say:

...The working class suffered from all kinds of hardship thus easily accepted the delusion of reaping prosperity in the afterlife,
therefore Buddhism was spread very easily among the people. Such an effective reasoning to deceive the poor was of course
welcomed by the exploitative class. Buddhism also highly valued merit and charity. So the exploitative class—especially the
Chinese mandarins—can continue on with their cruel embezzlement, as long as they use their money to build temples and hold
vegetarian altars to give alms, then their crimes would be acquitted, or at the very least, reduced. So the ruling class not only took
advantage of Buddhism because it itself was able to lull them to sleep.

The newly established exploitative regime needed its own ideology. Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism were the three
main elements of the exploitative ideology that the Chinese rulers brought into our country along with the new regime. [5]

And who could forget the French? Was it not them who presented before us our prophet and savior Jesus Christ?
White in skin and soul, the Holy Son of the Holy Father himself? The halving of our tongues and minds seemed then
inevitable. Much like how the capitulation of the Hué Imperial Court, when faced with their foreign invaders’ smoking
guns, seemed inevitable as well. | can then sympathize greatly with the resentment held towards religious feelings. But
in all honesty I've never found the idea, that faith and revolutionary work are inherently incompatible, to be correct. In
truth, what has been more consistently accurate, is the harmonious nature of their timeless coexistence. Throughout our
history invaders had come and conquered. And over and over, we’d prevailed. Though at times we’d momentarily
relented, only to eventually, once again rise up. Yet neither rebellion nor subjugation had ever managed to eliminate from
our people the desire to worship. Their foreign gods became our native gods; and their foreign faith became, our native
faith [6]. This is because politics had been and will forever be incapable of being the be-all end-all of our humanity.
Through the hands of our gods and deities we’d found absolvement, then deliverance, towards the sacred eternal blue
of Paradise. | saw my Paradise beaming with light. Made beautiful, despite the modest appearance of the gift. Salvation,
I’d believed, would begin at the end of its ingestion.
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Grey clouds painted the sky a sombre mood, inspiring the most sentimental of feelings. This was the scenery in
question, encompassing the tomb of the late Nguyén king, Tu DPurc. Yet despite the change in appearance, the heat
retained its onerous posture. This was made ever more insufferable, by the menacing promises of summertime rain.

A steady stream of visitors had arrived to visit this ancient relic. After all it was only mere weeks after the April
30th celebrations. But although being roasted alive by the sun is a given, everybody wanted to vacation in Hué.
Perhaps Hué, notorious for its doleful yet peaceful air, represented a desirable escape for many city-dwellers. Or, at
least, this was the case for me. For this ancient tomb, in particular, has remained a favorite of mine ever since | was
still a miraculously sober art student. The reason is, of course, unsophisticated: | can recognize another hedonist
from a mile away. I'd certainly recognized one here; for this tomb was absolutely a hedonist’s exaltation. Upon
crossing the grand, mossy entrance, one is immediately overtaken, by the sight of a vast, man-made lake, along with
its lush, man-made island —a sight unmistakably reminiscent of a Chinese painted landscape. As if mirroring the sky
at present, the lake shone an opaque, jade-like green—perfect for one to glide over, and perhaps spend all day
reading poetry, upon embarking on the cultivated forest kept alive on this islet. Taking slow, even steps, | meandered
upon the terracotta-tiled grounds, finally stopping at a small, wooden hut that’s been erected at lakeside. This hut
was Ty Burc’s designated place to read books and compose poetry, with the panoramic view of the scenery
guaranteeing a deluge of inspiration. With shoes off | stepped into this poet’s haven, purchased two packets of fish
food, and proceeded to watch the ensuing carnage, as Kois of various colors and markings commenced their feast.

The gift had then begun its gestation. A fluttering pressure formed, climbing in intensity from its place at the inner
most part of my heart. Flushing itself against my innards, it’d chosen the delicate breaking point at the bottom of my
throat as its final resting place. | was choked, vexed, made unable to delineate between the very boundary between
my ego and the world. Through dilated pupils, | observed the world’s slow abandonment. With its rational cloak now
forsaken, the mysticism of which I’d always suspected was finally revealed. And at this loomed an overwhelming fear,
as | wondered if | was truly capable of handling the very enlightenment that I’d yearned for. Salvation was then a
visitor at the door. Though | can’t quite yet hear its knocking. For the peak was then, still, at a great distance; far away
enough for me to be confronted with an enormous absurdity, that this tomb was never meant to be enjoyed by me.
In fact its very existence —its very essence—is the unambiguous evidence of the omnipotent power a feudal king
once possessed. How many was reserved a final resting place so immense? Allowed such a lurid display of power?
As ecstasy flooded my receptors, the fallibility of human existence appeared strangely amusing.

In his own account of Viét Nam’s long history, Nguyén Khac Vién had accused Nguyén Anh—the first king of the
Nguyén Dynasty —of introducing “a snake into the family henhouse”:

Sticking to his policy of treason, Nguy&n Anh did not content himself with asking for help from the Siamese; he also
contacted a French missionary, Pigneau de Béhaine, Bishop of Adran, who advised him to appeal to France. The French
missionary took one of Nguyé&n Anh's sons to France where, with the help of the Foreign Missions, he managed to obtain an
audience with Louis XVI. On 28 November 1787, a treaty was signed between a representative of France and Pigneau de
Béhaine representing Nguyén Anh. France promised military aid in exchange for the ceding of the port of Tourane and the
Poulo-Condore Islands, and the right to free trade inside Viét Nam to the exclusion of other European nations. [7]

Not only paving the way for French imperialism in Viét Nam, Nguyén Anh, according to Nguyén Khac Vién, had
also defeated Viét Nam’s first socialist movement—the Tay Son. After vanquishing his enemies, Nguyén Anh—
enthroned as king Gia Long—became the first king of a unified Viét Nam [8] with Hué (then Phl Xuan) as the capital,
thus restoring feudalism and Confucianism as the reigning dynasty’s methods of rule. The time period before the
Nguyén restoration and its subsequent reign was and still is, a painful and contentious period in Viethamese history.
Yet despite its early successful efforts at unification and restoring economic prosperity, the failures of the later
Nguyén kings unequivocally tarnished its name. One of which could perhaps be attributed to their strict adherence
to regressive Confucian ideology [9]. Another could be their antiquated stance regarding technological innovations
[10]. The brutal treatment reserved for the Cham [11] and those of Catholic faith [12] was also, a crucial point of
contention, demonstrating the oppressive manner of which they’ve chosen to conduct themselves. Moreover, the
cholera epidemic of 1849, combined with persistent natural disasters, did not alleviate nor help improve this dire
political situation. Especially when handled with incompetency, which the Imperial Court certainly did [13]. This
historical backdrop—fraught with sadism, greed, and corruption—naturally fermented the growing resentment
among the people. Thus, peasant uprisings became increasingly common, especially during the reign of Tu Blrc.

Yet the king’s highest treason was not brutality, but decadence. Dao Duy Anh had made it a point to declare Tu
Plrc to be the most frivolous out of all the Nguyén kings [14]. Being ill of health from possessing a weak constitution,
this late king spent a significant amount of his rule if not out hunting and promenading, then languishing in the
Imperial Palace, enjoying private Hat Tuéng performances with his innumerable concubines and royal servants.
When one of his court mandarins implied a return to governmental duties is of the essence, he’d say: “There is much
to be done, yet my body is sick. If forced to hold restraint in such a manner, | cannot possibly do it” [15]. So the people
continued to suffer, while this hedonistic king composed musicals and poetry within the tomb mandated for him by
Heaven. The very same tomb that required so much exploitative corvée labor, that a workers’ uprising took place
during its construction in 1866. Thus Tu Blrc must’ve always been aware of the resentment the people held towards
him. Which was why the real location of his burial site remains a mystery to this day —for after the 200 laborers tasked
with its construction returned from the secret route, Tu Blrc had ordered their immediate beheadings.



REEXRZHARMBHKE, FERBHNELE, WRIESHRERIEEMENEE,
EHEMESMRER, BRARBFRFEEMAENES, EREZZWABMEREMESE
UBZ,

BEMHRAANZELGE—ETAIT “4-30" HKRRAA, BIRHIIEREER
e, BAABERFEKER. SFRLBRMAHORE, AFSHmERES T2
EERBER, 2D, WHMSERWLE. THEXERE, BREES—AERFFENE
ARER, XE—HEERMENMT. ERYREH: RAREHMEIRYN —IZREXE.
HHEELA T —P—XREXEENZRNLE. BABESFTENRHAD, LAl
MARTHE—EATHAUARMPELHAL DB —RFILABRER R ELKERRE
o WIKBMEBIHTRE, NFEEFAERNBEEEAF—EEREMAZE, BEETHLE
DIFBHRARRIERER, REZRIHELMENME, SLENL—ENREET.
REARBREZMEEIEDS. FiFZH, TEMXZEBRRBEEER. ZRRETEF, SA
XAIFF AR, XTREER, EALBRIRMRERANE. THEENRR.

LB FIR2E. —RINERENEOREZSE, BHEA, EEFEREKE
HIRESSET =, MATHREEHZL., REIZER. HIMEL, REHIBRSHFAORR
o EEFLAIKRIE], FHEREMAMRES, FEFRNMRENETEE, AMAEZ MR
, EEEERTE: REETHERAZECHECANETR? BRAHMRENQD, MERE
IERNE, EBUENIZERT, EEILHABTEE—IMERMRE . IREATZARKE
A. B%E, ENFE—ENAR—ESHEEEXL LRNAMBRAIE. XESDAGER
RIFLREEMI FEAZH? EXMBEENENHE? GMRBEAFRROBER, AEXFE
EMRSEEGRE.

EXMSEEAEICEP, RENEIRAFEREMR SURAZE" !

“RESTFEEHR, TUHERTEESAKE, THRAT(LEEEHLt—REHAEY
Wiy - RRHR, MIiEbkEEERE, XMEEERTFERRA—ILFAEEE, &£F
HEWMBIT, MENARES 7. 17875F11A828H, ZERKRS5EH - KRR (KRR
M) EETERY, FEREREFESEY, NWRNABEOMECHBMELL UREEERR
ZAEMEMBHRSNF. " [7]

U AEFE R EX E A TER, ERRHNAE, thirtmNTEEE—I S
EXEH—HALEXY., TWHAR, MREEAZES, NAZ—BEENELEES],
it (EMBESE) A8, AIRETHREEINSHEREGHREHE NASHR
Hipinaie i, ZSME8EHLREEMEFNAIHNRE. RERPR—525FEE
BESMY), BRHREMRMILLEETTHERE: SETERBERAFREBEOL &
E XA EFRE R SL35[10], SBEXN AER[11]15 X EHGEN2]M5%EXTF. BAINLE1849%F
BERBESEETHPBARE, EEEMNERENTNI], BREEEK, X—FRFREK
#. FEEEMMHEER, BAKBHARMGRE ARERREXEMESRENARRE
N,

T, fEABIERIFIERE, MMM, MLEREAEEH, MESRIARAERRNE
E[14], FERASBHM, KRFFRBHAFRERE. B EEXRETE, NBETLHLEN
BEEMIELMAERERE, SHERTHSEERER, thEE: "SE#XR, mT
Rim, HBUMR, FAEHR, " [15] FREAR#EZE, MXUEREXHEENEX
AR EREM. RiF, BEXRERETLHER, UE1866FHRELTIAR
X, mECARCHRRE, FAUMHEIRESZMESNERE—EAE2008 TEM
MERELIREE, mfE TSRS HE,







Blood soaked the ground, spilling over. Temperate trees grew from their late burials; the bony branches bloomed
frail, sickly flowers, perfumed by the stench of death. So many have died here. So many have laid their final breaths
languishing on the hot earth; as if waiting for their final deliverance, under the eternally omnipotent gaze of the sun.
Yet the sun here chose not to act the part of the savior—it had resolved itself to a megalomaniacal posture, after all.
Upon our altars, we’d then curate for ourselves personal visions of Heaven. Perhaps up there in the sky awaits a
kind, elderly paternal figure, holding in his hand the very scroll in which lists all of our good deeds, and most
important of all, our unjust misfortunes. He’d then reward us with a piece of real estate in Heaven. For after
everything we’d been through, don’t you think we deserve it? On Earth debauchery reigns under the banner of
Justice. Mayhem, of course, remained its fateful seat in the shadows, where it is free to disseminate its own dreadful
gospels, as if reality wasn’t cruel enough.

Opportunism, then, is an unavoidable by-product. Yet how can | assure you that | mean this without any
condemnation? For when the tectonic plates of our shared reality —our shared history—had once crashed together
in a manner so profound, what grows from the ground cannot be trust. It instead is made fertile for disharmony, by
the innocuous realization that to exist in this life means to suffer. Yet we demand to meet this realization with
resistance, grasping at any assurances that the ground we are standing on is rock solid, safe and still. But
unconsciously we all know, that no matter how assured we may wish to feel, fate has its own designs, completely
immune from any of our attempts at manipulation. So it’s truly no surprise that we would cling to any semblance of
wealth and status, rationality and control—anything at all that can placate the insanity constantly threatening to
break through and invade our waking consciousness. We’ve chosen, instead, to throw up our hands towards the sky
in desperation. For at the end of the day, aren’t we mere children of God? What are we supposed to do when Father
dispenses onto us horrible violence? When He delivers unto us not salvation, but constant misfortune and
unimaginable pain instead? Yet our sadistic fantasies still live, while on Earth limbless ghosts roam still. Barren trees
sway listless, condemned to a life underneath the impossible forces of the onerous sun. Only the blue promises of
Paradise can draw upon our heads rings of light pious and glowing, allowing us the reprieve of deeming ourselves
angels—the perpetual and unfortunate victims of an unjust and unchangeable world. On this Sigmund Freud had
astutely observed, in “Civilization and Its Discontents”:

The life imposed on us is too hard for us to bear: it brings us too much pain, too many disappointments, too many
insoluble problems. If we are to endure it, we cannot do without palliative measures.

As my palliative measure spun my head with absurdity, | tread with caution along the now familiar terracotta-tiled
grounds. Grey clouds have parted. The cicadas still screamed. It was already late May, but there bloomed no
Phuong flowers. | could not help but wonder, how amid this fantastic hedonism Heaven had mandated, | was still
caught with such a reverent feeling? Half of tongue, half of mind... | might as well halve the rest of my heart. Or better
yet, slice it up into tiny little pieces, evenly divided among every regions of my beloved country. At the verge of
psychosis | saw myself floating—along the inky black constitution of the Nhiéu Lé6c Channel, over the steel and glass
apartments ostensibly marketed to resemble groves of bamboo, passing through the “Save Our Rhinos” murals
surrounding the Bién Bién Phl underpass. Then finally coming back, arriving at the bottommost stairs leading
towards Tu Blrc’s symbolic burial site. The past and the present collided—the obscenity reminded me of the power
I’d never once, and most certainly never will, possess.

| therefore dare not set myself up as a prophet vis-a-vis my fellow men, and | plead guilty to the reproach that | cannot
bring them any consolation, which is fundamentally what they all demand, the wildest revolutionaries no less passionately
than the most well-behaved and pious believers.

The fagade of the old tomb had long disintegrated under centuries of summer, made ever more ashen and frail,
by the combined efforts of moss and humidity. Smoke curled at the ends of joss sticks, while ripening summer fruits
were placed ceremoniously before the absent king. There stood before me this perfect symbol of our feudal past
and communist present, where I've come to offer up the only thing a child from the ungrateful modern ever really
could: contradictions—by forming my irreverent tongue around words | only partly believe in, by drawing together
the palms of my faithful, immoral hands. As my head turned downwards in mock ceremony, | could feel vain, earnest
wishes, spoken in my rudimentary native language, escaped the caverns of my throat.

Human beings have made such strides in controlling the forces of nature that, with the help of these forces, they will
have no difficulty in exterminating one another, down to the last man. They know this, and it is this knowledge that accounts
for much of their present disquiet, unhappiness and anxiety. And now it is to be expected that the other of the two ‘heavenly
powers’, immortal Eros, will try to assert himself in the struggle with his equally immortal adversary [Thanatos]. But who can
foresee the outcome?

Yes, Dr. Freud. Indeed who can?
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FOOTNOTE
Rl E

[1] To name a few, “Son Tinh—Thuy Tinh” was a reflection of our early people’s efforts to combat the yearly floods at the time
of the summer monsoon. “Thanh Giéng” was a son of Heaven, descendant of the sky arriving to help liberate our people from
foreign invaders.

[2] Crudely translates into Old Man Sky, Ong Troi is the abstract, anthropomorphic embodiment of the Sky or Heaven, deeply
embedded within the Vietnamese collective unconscious, and has never been disturbed by neither religion nor ideology.

[3] Crudely translates into: “worship, sacred, gong, peace”.

[4] Binh Héng Hai, “Nhirng biéu twgng d3c trung trong vin hoa truyén théng Viét Nam - Tap 2 - Cac Vi Than™.

[5] Bao Duy Anh, Lich str Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong IX: Bc thude 1an thir hai, cudc kinh Iy cia Ma
Vién — Tinh hinh giao chau trong thoi ky Déng Han, Tinh hinh van ho4, tu tudng, va nghé thuat.

[6] Cao Pai — the heterodox, monotheistic religion that flourished in the Southwestern region of Vietnam during the 20th century
— is perhaps the best example of this. The religion is an eclectic combination of the three doctrines — Confucianism,
Buddhism, Taoism — with beliefs and practices borrowed from Catholicism and European spiritism.

[7] Nguyé&n Khic Vién, Viét Nam: A Long History, Chapter V: The Tay Son Era (18th Century), The Tay Son: Reunification and
Renewal, End of the Tay Son and the Nguy&n Restoration.

[8] For 150 years during the 17th-18th century, Viét Nam (then Dai Viét) was embroiled in a bitter civil war borne from rising
tension between two ruling families, Trinh and Nguyén. This tension split the country in half, leaving Bang Ngoai (in the North)
to be ruled by the Trinh lords, and Bang Trong (in the South) by the Nguyén lords. The split was followed with bloody conflicts,
myriad in casualties, with two sides waging their own campaigns at unification. During 1774-1775, The Tay Son movement, led
by Nguyén Hué in the name of the Trinh lords, was briefly victorious. But due to weakness in ideology and rule, they were
overpowered by the Nguyén, leading to their elimination, and Nguy&n Anh’s subsequent ascension to the throne.

[9] Perhaps made most apparent through the Hué Imperial Court’s renunciations of any kind of progressive reforms. When king
Tu Birc called on the Roman Catholic scholar and reformer Nguyén Truong Té to discuss what was to be done about the dire
situation of the country, mandarins of the court, allegedly, had nothing to say but protests. For Confucianism — with its rigid
social hierarchies and obsessive word-worshiping — was the most advantageous ideology for them to exploit the peasant class
and their vulnerable positions in society, to the point of causing many to lose access to their farmlands (BPao Duy Anh, Lich str
Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong LIl: Tinh trang suy dén ctia Nha nuéc phong kién truéc khi bai vong, Vua
va Triéu dinh nha Nguyén).

[10] Dilapidation of the economy as well as the Court’s own excesses led to the withering of technological advancement. This
was made even more troubling when faced with French aggression, yet the Court did little to address this. During Tu Birc’s rule,
soldiers were barely trained and when they were, of 50 only 5 were allowed to practice aiming guns, and of 5 only 1 was allowed
to shoot, and only 6 shots were allowed when shooting. Moreover, soldiers were paid a meagre sum and were often left hungry,
eliminating from them the will to fight (Bao Duy Anh, Lich str Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thar XIX, Chuong LIl Tinh trang
suy dén cta Nha nudc phong kién trurée khi bai vong, Vua va Triéu dinh nha Nguyén).

[11] At the fall of the Champa kingdom in 1832, reigning Nguy&n king, Minh Mang, annexed their territory into Viét Nam. At this
the Cham revolted, leading to the August 1834 Ja Thak Wa uprising. On March 1835, king Minh Mang dispatched 3,000 royals
troops along with Kinh paramilitary units, and ordered the Cham’s brutal extermination. It’s believed — verified by eyewitness
accounts and historical documentation both from Vietnamese and Cham sources — that a “hunting competition” took place.
For three Cham heads collected every morning, Kinh-Vietnamese soldiers would be rewarded with money and status. The
atrocities successfully suppressed the Cham revolution, with the revolutionaries immediately executed, exiled, or forced into
labor camps. Still not satisfied with the human cost, Minh Mang committed cultural genocide, ordering the destruction of Cham
temples, royal tombs, villages, cemeteries, ... It took until Tu Blrc’s time for the brutal discrimination against the Cham to be
lightened, and the total removal of anti-Cham policies only took place when the French occupied Viét Nam (BPao Duy Anh, Lich
sir Viét Nam tir ngudn géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong XLVIII: Nna Nguyén cling ¢8 ndi tri, Nhirng cudc khdi nghia clia nguoi
Théi, ngudi Moi, ngudi Cham, ngudi Mén; Po Dharma, Champaka s8 9, Su viing day cla Ja Thak Wa (1834-1835).

[12] Angered by the French’s initial military aggression at the port city, Da Ning on 15 April 1847, reigning Nguyén king Triéu Thi
— Tu Buc’s father — ordered the bloody repression of Catholicism in Vietnam. When Tu Blrc inherited the throne in November
of that year, he‘d maintained the same brutal policies, causing many to forsake their Catholic faith in fear of persecution. This
led the bishop Pellerin, who’d managed to escape, to finally ask the French government to use aggressive force against the Hué
Imperial Court. Further incited by the 1858 slaughter of two Spanish missionaries in North Vietnam, a French flotilla, with the
aide of a Spanish warship, entered Da Ning again on June 27th of that year, and began their violent invasion of Viét Nam in
earnest (Bao Duy Anh, Lich sir Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong L: Su xam nhap ctia Tu ban Phap, Cam
dao va tuyét giao).

[13] Epidemics and natural disaster during this time period forced many to become beggars, displacing thousands in the
process. To make matters worse, corruption was rampant among the mandarin class, devastating the economy in favor of lining
their own pockets (Pao Duy Anh, Lich st Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong LI: Canh séng clia nhan dan Viét
Nam & nira thé ky XIX. Nong dan kh&i nghta va gidc gid, Canh khd ctia nhan dan).

[14] Bao Duy Anh, Lich sir Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong Lil: Tinh trang suy dén clia Nha nuéc phong
kign trudc khi bai vong, Vua va Triéu dinh nha Nguyén.

[15] Bao Duy Anh, Lich sir Viét Nam tir nguén géc dén Thé ky thir XIX, Chuong Lil: Tinh trang suy dén clia Nha nuéc phong
kign trudc khi bai vong, Vua va Triéu dinh nha Nguyén, p. 522.
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[4] Tigig (2025) , “HELENMATHHSEFS-HE2E-MR" , WE WR", $210-21157.
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Rk, HETZS, MBIERSHEREEPNNZISYHRAESIE, XL
MYEEFEHREETPAANR, RRHERXBRPIXETIR. CARCAFGNES
REEBROYIEIE RIS, RAFRAE. MEMRR. ARFHESEFFIRRIEX M EREHF
B, XMHBRAAGE, HETHEIMN. o, EMSHIR, FLELSEREIRIXE,
ERHESBITZFAN FIEES TMESBRAARLFEY], REAXINEHES
B mEYIRER. NESBASHPNER SR, MBERINASEFE. BFESD
FEEAIE. TTMNBIRERIE. ZLZERIE, UKZ{LZE Mercer Union HXZERFLE
HfEm. MRERIFMRALYERIFHE TS RANE.

Alvin Luong (b. Toronto) restages and reinterprets moments and objects

that are intimate to contemporary life and significant to the development of
history. Narrative exposition through film and material experimentation through
sculpture is used by the artist to articulate and transform meaning that is
gathered through field work, archives, ethnography, and collaboration. This
exhaustive approach by the artist collapses temporalities, places, things, and
knowledge to create unlikely relationships that make histories and distant sites
urgent for understanding a present condition and for imagining new futures.
The artist is interested in the transformation of communities and commaodities
across physical distance, time, and political structures. Luong has exhibited

at institutions including Gudskul (Jakarta), The Polygon Gallery (Vancouver),
Times Art Museum (Guangzhou), Art Museum (Toronto), and Mercer Union
(Toronto). The artist’s works are held in the Permanent Collection of The
Rockefeller Foundation (New York City).
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Corals and refugees share a fragile
condition of displacement that carries
them to distant regions in the pursuit
of new grounds to anchor themselves.
The entanglement between corals
and refugees are tightly woven at
Bidong Island in Malaysia. The history
of Bidong as both a Vietnamese
refugee camp during the aftermath

of the America-Vietnam War and a
contemporary site for the research
and farming of coral has preoccupied
my practice since 2023. Through an
approach that combines oral history,
field research, and ethnography;, |
have created the two films, The Corals
of Bidong (2023-2025) and Camp
Atlanta (2025).

Corals of Bidong (2023—-2025)
reimagines the perilous sea

voyages of Viethamese refugees to
Bidong. Unfolding from a point-of-
view perspective, the film stages a
drowning at sea and slips into a magic
realist narrative where the drowned
bodies of refugees that had sunk to
the ocean floor transform into corals.
The narrative then follows these corals
as they are cultivated in undersea
farms and harvested to be shipped

to buyers abroad. The filmic expo-
sition parallels the historic lives of
refugees who survived their voyage

to Bidong and their time in the refugee
camp as they awaited resettlement

to another country.

Located off the province of
Terengganu in Malaysia, Bidong
was a major refugee camp from
1978 to 1991 following the end of the
America-Vietnam War. At the peak
of the refugee crisis on the island in
1979, Bidong was inhabited by more
than 40,000 Vietnamese refugees
[1], making it widely regarded as

the most densely populated island
on Earth [2]. Many of the refugees,
like my father, gained humanitarian
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"Untitled (Scientists of the University of Malaysia

Terengganu preparing to dive, June 20, 2025)".
Photo: Alvin Luong.
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(X (5RESRELFEHAF
BRI RIFELLRS, 2025F6H208) ) ,
B REs

“Untitled (Approaching Bidong Island
with scientists from the University

of Malaysia Terengganu, June 20, 2025)”.
Photo: Alvin Luong.
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A mass bleachlng event of corals surroundlng Bldong Island.
Image Still from “Corals of Bidong”, 2023-2025.
Photo: Alvin Luong.

sponsorship on Bidong to resettle

to Canada, where | was later born.
During the refugee crisis, the island’s
corals had vanished from overfishing
and pollution from the refugees. After
the closure of the refugee camp in
1991, Bidong was closed off to the
public [3] and its ecosystems left to
recover over time [4]. When the island
reopened in 2017 [5], the corals had
quietly returned to surround the sea
floor around the island. Today, Bidong
is home to a marine research station
operated by the University of Malaysia
Teregganu (UMT) and a commercial
coral farm operated by Yayasan Coral
Malaysia that exports to Canada and
the United States—[6], mirroring the
global dispersal of the former refugee
inhabitants of Bidong.

In June 2024, | was invited by Dr.
Muhammad Hafiz Borkhanuddin,
Head of Marine Biology at UMT, to
join him and his students on their
monthly diving excursion to study

the corals that surround Bidong.

We set sail for the island in the early
morning to avoid the heat of summer
and the daily afternoon storms. After
their assessment of the corals was
completed, Dr. Borkhanuddin and

his students emerged from the sea,
and shared to me that a mass coral
bleaching event had taken place.

This meant that a large portion of the
corals around Bidong had transformed
to a porcelain-white color that indicates
the death of the corals.
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ggth_&ﬁ, CELREHRHA) Ro1GAERMT, 2023-2025 F,
Approaching Bidong Island. Image Still from

“Corals of Bidong”, 2023-2025.
Photo: Alvin Luong.

(ELREVIMHAY RfRERMT, 2023-2025 &,
B R
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Image Still from Corals of Bidong, 2023-2025.
Photo: Alvin Luong.
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We are placed in new camps




Eb R B REEKIS AR, Coral farming beneath the waters of Bidong Island.

CELREGIRHAY B{GERMi, 2023-2025 £, Image Still from Corals of Bidong, 2023-2025.
B 2@ Photo: Alvin Luong.
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Dr. Borkhanuddin informed me

that the corals had died from the
unprecedented heat of the Malaysian
summer that has been intensified
through climate change. While

the corals are dying in their natural
reefs below the waters of Bidong,
they are simultaneously being
cultivated on the sea floor by the
commercial coral farm. On another
trip to Bidong, | discovered from a
poster that the coral farm had made
its first ever commercial shipment

in 2016 to Canada. My guide to the
island, Alex Lee, who has brought
former refugees to Bidong since the
early 2000s, informed me of how the
commercial coral farm also exports
to the United States. Through this
profound coincidence, Bidong has
become a gateway for both refugees
and corals to be resettled in the same
far away places. This discovery gave
me the conceptual framework to make
artworks where corals and refugees
serve as analogies for one another
and while remaining autonomous.

Filming “Camp Atlata” in the coral holding

facility of the Georgia Aquarium, Atlanta, USA.

Photo: Alvin Luong.
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As | worked with the scientists from
UMT, | realized that they were largely
unaware of the refugee history of
Bidong which underscored for me how
memory can be selectively forgotten.
Their dives took place in the same
waters where Vietnamese refugees
had drowned, yet this past remained
unspoken. My work, beyond the poetic
encounter, steps into that silence—
filling a gap in Malaysian historical
memory, and also in the memory

of my own generation, whether desc-
endants of the refugees or from a
liberated Vietnam.

While filming Corals of Bidong, |

was informed of another site of coral
migration located in a specialized
holding facility at the Georgia
Aquarium in Atlanta, USA. Acting

on this tip, | contacted the aquarium
and was invited by Steve Hartter,

the Associate Curator of Fish and
Invertebrates, to visit the coral facility.
This became the basis for a second
film, Camp Atlanta (2025). Filmed in
a deadpan documentary-style, Camp
Atlanta depicts a closed-door facility
that holds corals that have been
confiscated from importers by the
U.S. Customs and Border Protection
Agency (USCBP). The corals are
kept alive in state-of-the-art aquarium
tanks until legal proceedings between
the importers and the USCBP are
concluded. If the importer prevails,
the corals re-enter circulation through
the commercial marine wildlife

trade in the United States. If the
USCBP prevails, the corals become
permanently housed within the public
displays of the Georgia Aquarium or
with its partner institutions. Paired
with Corals of Bidong, Camp Atlanta
reframes the holding facility as a new
refugee camp where corals, like the
refugees, live precariously according
to bureaucratic judgment.

Through the production of Corals of
Bidong and Camp Atlanta, | came

to realize that the refugee and coral
experience is not defined by arrival,
but by movement itself. Both cannot
anticipate their destination, they are
just given a trajectory. What remains
of this journey is only a wake across
the water and detritus in a camp. When
the two films are paired together, they
imagine another possibility for the
watery deaths of the refugees who
drowned on their way to Bidong. They
imagine that these refugees might still
persist today as corals that are now
moving outward across oceans and
land through the marine wildlife trade.
They insist that migration cannot be
fixed to a single location, or even a
single life, but must be understood as
carried forward by currents over time.
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EETAF= AT AT KEEE MBI AR, Coral holding facility at the Goergia Aquarium,
(IES=KEH) 2G5, 2025 4F, Atlanta, USA. Image Still from Camp Atlanta, 2025.
{E2s. piE Photo: Alvin Luong.
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[1] Manaf, Ab Norhayati, et al. “Historic
Vietnamese Settlement of Bidong
Island”, Bidong Island: Natural History
and Resources (2021), 33

[2] Hamza, Abdulmaula, et al.
“Diversity of Birds in Bidong Island”,
Bidong Island: Natural History and
Resources (2021), 106

[3] Manaf, 33

[4] Razak, Igbal Harith Abd., et al.
“Decapoda Crustaceans at the South
China Sea Repository and Reference
Centre in Terengganu, Peninsular
Malaysia”, Bidong Island: Natural
History and Resources (2021), 61.

[5] Manaf, 34

[6] An information poster installed at
the coral farm’s above-water facility
on Bidong Island notes its shipment to
Canada. The coral farm’s shipment to
the United States was informed by my
guide to the island, Alex Lee.

The text is written by the artist.
All images are courtesy of the artist.
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fERTF - BEAHE—ER. MBSZARK. BEIMAER, 1993 F, waiEaIn
FIMEARZ, RIUEEENA, ABET 135F, 1994 F, tEMEEARRT
i8] 29 Hang Bai #7717 MEE MAFELHENERZAGIERRE, BEA Uber den
Anfang... (RFFHI]R) . KERANEXUMNELESRES: EHBEZAKFEEE
i DAAD (BEIFAZARPFL) WEHIR, HRSHEEF, SSRERAENSAREE
IR, MAEHERRZARIERN T,

Veronika Radulovic is a drawer. A conceptual artist. A photographer. A writer.

In 1993, she went to Hanoi to learn the Vietnamese lacquer technique Son Mai.
She stayed and four months turned into 13 years. Her exhibition at the state
exhibition space 29 Hang Bai in 1994 was the first state-approved international
cooperation with artists in Vietham. Uber den Anfang ... (About the Beginning)
was the title. What followed is an intercultural dialogue that continues to this
day: the first DAAD (German Academic Exchange Service) lectureship at the
University of Fine Arts Vietham, numerous publications, curatorial activities,
exhibitions and innovative projects. She became a pioneer of international
artistic dialog between Germany and Vietnam.
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The artist has recently had her first
institutional solo exhibition, titled

Can you help me?, curated by
Veronika Witte, in Berlin as part of
the Grenzgangerinnen exhibition
series at Galerie Nord | Kunstverein
Tiergarten. The show brings together
a selection of her works which were
created and exhibited in Hanoi but
have rarely been shown in Berlin to
date. Her works, mostly in series,
narrate personal stories in the context
of Vietnam and its entangled colonial
history, and also take a self-ironical
look at her role as a mediator and her
position as a ‘Western artist’ who has
engaged in a long-term dialogue with
Southeast Asian countries.

BRI,

#ERF - BELBERE (BREHED) ,

e EAR=0E | FRMEZS AN, 6k,
2024 11 A8 HE2025% 18 18 H,

| BRI - i

Installation view,
"Veronika Radulovic: Can you help me?",
Galerie Nord | Kunstverein Tiergarten, Berlin,

8 November, 2024 - 18 January, 2025.

Photo: Michael Zeeh.
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Featured here is one of the install-
ation works, “Dear Miss Sapa”, which
consists of a 30-meter-long hand-
woven cotton fabric, a catalogue of

an exhibition in Bielefeld and a photo
of the artist with a weaver from the
Hmong village. Radulovic acquired this
fabric in 1996 in a Hmong village with
the help of her students. Handwritten
dates span along the entire folded
fabric, suggesting the enduring and
complex process of weaving. In her
fictional letter Liebe Miss Sapa...,
Radulovic addresses the weaver

of the Hmong village. The fabric forms
the basis for the expansive installation
in the KunstArbeit exhibition in

a disused textile factory in Bielefeld.

It links the former East Westphalian
textile industry with a mountain village
in the Sapa region of North Vietnam.

REIG, $ERF - HEHHEA R (ERERD) , LB EARZE |
FRMBEERNM, 145, 2024 £ 11 A8 HE2025F 1518,

18R ERR - T

Installation view, "Veronika Radulovic: Can you help me?",
Galerie Nord | Kunstverein Tiergarten, Berlin, 8 November,
2024 - 18 January, 2025.

Photo: Michael Zeeh.
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Sich erinnern. Am Abend kaufte ich
handgewebten Stoff. Dreilig Meter.
Falsch. Ich habe den Studenten der
Akademie Geld gegeben und sie
gebeten, ihn fir mich zu kaufen.
Westlicher Reflex. Fiir sie ist der Preis
niedriger. Wozu brauchst du ihn, fragten
sie. Fir Zeichnungen, habe ich
geantwortet.

Beobachten. Die Reisen. Das
Unbehagen. Und die Erkenntnis, dass
Kunst nicht wirmt, sollte uns dazu

fiihren, zu tiberlegen, in welchen
Zusammenhidngen sie stattfindet. Die
Grenzen der Kunst erreicht. Zeigen. lch
betrachte den handgewebten Stoff und
frage mich, warum und fir was ich ihn
bis heute aufgehoben habe. Ich konnte
ihn nicht bezeichnen.

BERF - MIEMH, (RERHWIUME...) , 2024 F, BA%,
B, BR, E8F, B (FEOODME) , RYFE.

B8 ERR - ik

Veronika Radulovic, Liebe Miss Sapa...,
2024, fabric panels, book, photo, information sheet, letter

"Dear Miss Sapa", dimension variable.

Photo: Michael Zeeh.
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Dear Miss Sa Pa,

Your eyes. Can | start a letter like this? | want to write to you because you have
become a part of my life. Maybe like this? | remember your dress. And the
colour of the fabric. Black. Sometimes blue. Black blue. Dark sheen. Beautiful. A
memory. A win and a loss.

On December 23, 1994, | went with some students of the University of Fine Art
Vietnam to Lao Cai. Later to Sa Pa. Embroidery. Beautiful hand-woven fabrics.
There, we tried to ask how the fabric gets its sheen. Knowledge. Dealing with
loss. Observing. Portraits. Landscapes.

The simple and hard life of ethnic minorities in Vietnam. Discontent arising from
the lack of infrastructure is allayed by things rarely seen before. It was worth it.
Your portrait, if it had been made, would certainly have pleased the tourists in
Hanoi. With such paintings, you can make money and politics.

The girls from the mountain villages walk down to the valley evegv day to sell
something. The path to get there leads through rough terrain and takes several
hours. Thel‘)/ transport the thin;gs they want to sell in wicker baskets. Sometimes
a wooden beam. Or perhaps fabrics. Bamboo. The path. Rain. Ten kilometers
clzlr more} dlt_’s _i;grd to say exactly. What's a kilometer? What are shoes?

ow cold is it

I saw a young girl walking down to the valley after sunrise. No. | saw that in the
morning, she was already in the valley. It just sounds nicer if | say: after sunrise.
| do not notice the sunrise. It is not something | need to wait for.

The first time | was in Vietnam, | was confused by the darkness. | am simply
used to there being light at night. Difficult therefore.

| was taught to read and write in school. | do not even know your address.
What is an address? Where do you live? In Sa Pa? Near Sa Pa? It is located
in northwestern Vietnam. Far. What did | want there? To be there was less
necessary for me than your daily trip down to the valley is for you. I just
wanted to be there.

December 24, 1994, it was raining in Sa Pa. A sogﬁ marketplace. ]
Brown clay. Vegetables on a piece of newspaper. Muddy. Pig skin and rain.
There were fried clumps of rice and loudspeaker announcements. The
firewood got wet. Party slogans in a Ian%uage that is also foreign to the ethnic
minorities. The old women had plastic sheets hung around their shoulders.
The embroidered clothing, the jewelry, and the hand-woven cloths are popular
objects for foreigners to purchase. How much? And at the other side: tre
Jjuilleeeeet, ok?

It was cold. We didn’t work. The students of the University of Fine Art Vietnam
expressed their sense of unease about makingfy portraits of ethnic minorities.
The sketches, watercolors, and oil paintings of the simple lifestyle, necessary
for Sthel_[,r graduation, they completed in one night based on my photos taken

in Sa Pa.

To remember oneself. Later in the evening, | bought hand-woven fabric. Thirty
meters. Wrong. | gave money to the students to buy it for me. Western reflex.
For them, the price is lower. What do you need it for,

they asked. For drawings, | answered.

Observing. The journeys. The discomfort. And the realization that art does not
warm should lead us to consider the context in which it takes place. The limits of
art have been reached. Necessary. Carrying water.

You know, sometimes | read texts on art in exhibition catalogues. Usually, they
are too formal for me. | forget them. Nevertheless, | do remember a recent
essay written by Ulrich Krempel in the "Sex&Crime" catalogue: “And yet: what
can art do? Only the naming, the evocation of these problems, their processin
is possible in art, that and the vision of good or terrible times; but art can rectify
nothing, heal nothing, make nothing whole again that has been broken. And
V};ith this realization, too, the artists leave us alone when they show us what else
there is to see.”

My realization. The water. | want to write and draw on the hand-woven fabric.
The girls need four to six hours to carry two buckets of water up to the mountain
village. Water to live. To prevent it from spilling over in the rough terrain, they lay



ARTIFACT n.2

Y, 4575, BE. BEE—THE, WE—TABHEILZTERFF, 24T —1TRE
FEBIIN. BT, R, MEENER, 128 24 H, DX EHESFFETFRTH,

EtF, BEHSE, AJSEEMITABXICHI—H%H, BBHEEMEET, REENIE,
H2HIEEE,

IEHR, XR=ZA1REEIBHELEZ, TEAR, RIFAS. Bl THICTENDIEILIE, X152
ABFERY, RREZEIIXE—XSRImEFIEE, ZFEFET S S5
ZHIGMEN I E—1¥. ABLIMEN S BB LN ILERT T B Z 9% F. WIS
B/ URMNTIHER ERBIIELE, BB RITEARIBISNEIN BEEENE L5 D) L EHI AR
XS IE9S—RIGEEES, XiLAZ L.

FTURE, XM ATE AFEI TR I BBy EIEFIF 2R, TAPLEIERSL
RIFREFTBEEE, =1KE9FTLHH, ZTEICHEE.

TEEE, ZNTE—1TRE. BEGHELLYZ FIERf PO —5EFIELR FIRFIEE
X1EYIE. 1EYIE, I/ - BYIE, —1TRT. Wi tEFs, BEEFEBHENF
7, IICHIRE, FHEfo

LU BETEESEEE. BIFTFIEARATH EFIBFIE T, #E51T0, 52695
AT TE, BATEZIETIEISE, ZRGFHELESED AN EEIEIIYEEZERES . —/7
BR? L ZARSKEI—FITRITE? XIENTRWNE? —LIEERT , ATiEl, 1EHIEMFEE
FB— TG

IEEERIZAR, BLETHTT. XFEZTZEIMRLFEXIGR, FEL, ZAXREIR
B, Bl KXERH. WKESREY, KEGHHTEGE?

LA L] AMEFH—THER 30 KBHIT(El, XRBEH—EBEFRGEEFIIAL
RmYIFIEE, ZTMRREH. BEE— 1 EHAZIIEEIERTE, JRETESELIN
B8 IEERAIIALETEIREE, EFEENELN. FL5H, £/~ WK, EA
XBIEX . RERTCEBHISEAIE,

YR GEM IR E X R T, —UREEL), —LEFIERFIRETE BT EIBTEF, ABRKLF T o
Eﬁiﬁ%ﬂ*: /g_wg]}gA?% To

XIS EEFFIET, EFHALIHN. EHEREHEBEYIENE ER— KR EIIRTF
o EARBIATFEMEEIREY, /BT, 1996 F 11 5. XRFTLRBBERFIEFYIERN
HEE, B REELEIEE,

2015 % 3 B, GHWRAIIFERHE, HITEES KIT B9FELSF—TRBETH, K,
HEE T 7. FHEE T XX TFAEEIAEm. EEX 30 K%, HEHS, HAMA
EECIIEZ 7, HREEE LEEE, 19 FREEE, STLHFXEIE, FEDT
M, tFREEF L. MREZAT? MH, FREEHUTIZ? —EFL, EHET .

304



305

MONOLOGUE

fire branches on the surface of the water. This breaks the movement. Another
kind of art. Skills.

What I am going to describe is thirty meters of fabric that a woman has made
under extreme conditions, so that her family can buy something to eat, and from
which another woman would make clothing? More dramatic: so that they can
survive.

The cold in the mountains is horrible. In some mud huts, there are fireplaces and
hot tea. | often think about leaving. Where can we get a hot coffee? A boy shows
us a blue plastic school bag with-a UNICEF emblem. | think about the hanad-
woven fabric. Compassion and power. The fabric is for my drawings.

The UNICEF emblem: silkscreen printing.

To help. To give. To share. | remember a story about a man who cut his cloak in
two and gave half to a freezing person. Martin. Later, he was made a saint. On
December 24, the Catholics in Sapa wait for midnight mass. The host, the body
of Christ, was probably the only thing they ate that day. Jesus Christ and Saint
Martin. The power of the strongest. Safe distance.

Later. The thirty meters of fabric smell mus%/. In Hanoi, itis notso

cold. We talk about our work in Sapa. For the Hanoi students, the visit to

the mountainous region of Vietnam was an encounter with existential poverty,
displayed to them in the same way as the wealth of the foreigners at home.
Those foreigners who have always had more than they need to live. Power and
pity ancép/enty. And their refusal regarding traditional art. And | am expected to
collect donations of clothing for the children in Sapa from foreigners in Hanoi.
This will make another visit easier for them, too. It calms.

So you see, this is what | get from all those lovely trips and the very interesting
things | have seen, which it would have been better not to have seen at all.
Thirty meters of hand-woven fabric. We talk about clothing.

In Germany. Wegplan an exhibition. Exhibition sites are a disused textile factory
in the centre of Bielefeld and the Museum Waldhof. Museum. Factory. The
museum, a place to display, collect, store. Thinking about something

that is long gone. The smell of memory. Silence.

The industr%/, with its constantly increasing speed, leaps of innovation, and
conquest of new sales and profitable Ioro uction sites, makes itself obsolete.
Contaminated sites remain. We smell them. Art will be dii{)layed between
the relics of production and the still-functional machines. A connection?

A compromise solution for the “Briicke Artists*. And for us? All over now.
Time. The museum has never been a production facility.

Art in the museum. Had its day. The knowle%ye of the production methods is
nearly lost. Long outdated. Art is fast, Andy Warhol said. The fire branches are
superfluous. Where is the movement of the water?

I look for a space in the former factory building for the 30 meters of fabric. Made
on a prehistoric-looking loom, by wind and weather, | want to show

it in a large, bright room, so that the presentation is appropriate to its value.
Measured by the human working time invested, it is valuable. Handwork.
Production. Loss. Intercultural in no man’s land. Only the exiled ones fill

it out sometimes.

It would have been nice to touch the fabric and, while pacing its length,
fo see the drawings and the data indicating the amount of time taken for
its production. And the smell. But it’s already over again.

This space does not exist anymore. It is no longer accessible. It exists now only
as an exposed piece of paper in a museum showcase. The possibilities

of art are limited. To show. November 1996. The hand-woven fabric likewise lies
in a museum showcase. | still have not drawn on it.

March 2015 in Trondheim. Norway. We are working on an exhibition project with
students from KIT. Suddenly, | remember you. | also remember this old work
about time. Look at the 30 meters of fabric.

| ask myself what and why | have kept it till now. | couldn’t draw on it.
19 years without drawings. The letter to you, dear Miss Sa Pa, has
also not been sent yet. How old are you now? And, do you have an
address now? Definitely. It's about time.
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This letter was part of an installation
by Veronika Radulovic in the following
exhibition: Kunst-Arbeit. Bielefelder
Kunstverein 1996.

Published in: Kunst-Arbeit. /ed

von Andreas Beaugrand. Veronika
Radulovic: Liebe Miss Sapa. S. 117-
123. Pendragon Verlag.

Bielefeld, 1996.

In company with Dear Miss Sapa,
the documentary video about a weaver
in the Vietnamese minority mountain
village of Meo Vac was produced

in 1996 during an excursion with
students from the University of Fine
Art Vietnam. The region in Northern
Vietnam was not yet accessible

at the time. As a foreign lecturer,
Radulovic was only allowed access
by means of an officially authorized
pass. The excursion was part of

the compulsory curriculum of the

art academy since its foundation in
1925 during the French colonization.
In the video, Radulovic documents
the weaving technique of the Hmong,
an ethnic minority in Vietham.

The scrolling text below the video
document is a personal essay by
Radulovic from 2024, in which she
reflects on her encounters in the
villages of Vietnam’s ethnic minorities.
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Text provided by the artist.
Allimages courtesy of the artist.
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Veronika Radulovic, “It was cold”, 1996/2024, video essay,
15 min. Post-production: Candie Koschnick.

Veronika Radulovic studied Visual
Communication at the University of
Applied Sciences in Bielefeld from
1977 to 1983. Immediately after
graduating, she took part in numerous
interdisciplinary projects and symposia
with visual artists, musicians, writers
and performance artists. In 1988 and
1989, she taught as a guest lecturer
at the Free Art School in Szentendre
in Hungary and travelled as artist

in residence to Singapore in 1992.
There, among other things, she

came into contact with Vietnamese
lacquer painting, which she learned

a year later in Hanoi. Between 1994
and 2005, she was the first German
to teach at the University of Fine Art
Vietnam as a short-term and long-
term DAAD lecturer, teaching students
about international contemporary

art and becoming a mediator of
artistic dialogue between Vietham
and Germany. Her own exhibitions
followed at the Museum fir Lackkunst
Munster, Ministry of Culture and
Urban Development NRW: Kunst

am Bau, Goethe Institute Hanoi, San
Art Saigon, Kunsthalle Bielefeld,
among others. She has also curated
innovative exhibition projects on
Vietnamese contemporary art:

Gap Vietnam at Haus der Kulturen
der Welt (1998); Ryllega Berlin at
Volksbihne Berlin (2008), ifa (Institut
fur Auslandsbeziehungen) Connect:
Kunstszene Vietnam (2009/2010)

and no war no vietnam (2018) Galerie
Nord | Kunstverein Tiergarten.
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Kvet Nguyén (Hoa Nguyén Thi, b. 1995, Nové Zamky, Slovakia) is a visual
artist. She completed her doctoral studies in Photography and New Media

at the Academy of Fine Arts and Design in Bratislava. Her multidisciplinary
work primarily explores the theme of otherness in the context of post-socialist
countries in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as in broader geopolitical
relations. Using autoethnographic theory, she reflects on issues of dual cultural
identity through the categories of memory, migration, exile, and longing. Nguyen
won the Oskar Cepan Award 2024 (together with Svetlana Fialova, Paula
Malinowska, and Tomas Moravansky) and completed a residency at the Delfina
Foundation in London in 2024. She is author of the autobiographical essay
Everything That Connects Us (2024). Her most recent solo and group projects
have been showcased at Galerie 35m2 (Prague, CZ), tranzit.sk (Bratislava, SK),
The Julius Koller Society (Bratislava, SK), Kunsthalle Bratislava (SK), VCCA
(Hanoi, VN), and Center A (Vancouver, CA).
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Kvet Nguyén’s practice engages
critically with state archives, media,
and vernacular materials, revealing
how the narratives of socialist
internationalism and post-socialist
Central Europe are entangled with
racism, xenophobia, and colonial
amnesia. Alongside this critique,

she turns to community archives,
correspondence, and myth to
recover suppressed voices, from

the overlooked histories of labour
migrants to the hidden biases
embedded in the visual language

of propaganda. Her practice honours
the resilience of marginalised
communities while developing a visual
language that transforms collective
trauma into a space for hope, desire,
and the possibility of a fairer future.

Recently presented in her solo
exhibition Till the Water Meets the
Shore at Bratislava City Gallery,
Bratislava, Nguyén’s semi-autobiog-
raphical docu-fiction The Limits of
Our Pain (2025) uses critical fiction
to explore the existential experiences
of the second-generation Slovak—
Vietnamese community. The film
reflects on questions of home and
belonging while indirectly appealing
to a fading human capacity for
empathy, revealing the lingering
consequences of colonial violence
that continue to shape lives across
generations. By drawing personal
narrative into dialogue with broader
structures of power, the work
unsettles official accounts of history
and insists on the visibility of stories
too often overlooked or erased.

The installation Land Records (2025)
reimagines the Vietnamese origin
myth of Au Co and Lac Long Quan,
retelling it as a framework for rethinking
erased histories. Through close study
of archives, diaspora correspond-
ence, and community memory,
Nguyén traces the lost identities of
the Chrastava children and exposes
how official narratives determine who
is deemed worthy of remembrance.
Meanwhile, Leftover Bodies (2024)
examines the forced social isolation
of 5,500 young Vietnamese who
came to Czechoslovakia as industrial
workers during the 1970s. Drawing
on Christina Schwenkel’s concept of
“Leftover Bodies,” the work highlights
how this community, once bound by
international agreements, became
an unintended diaspora in the wake
of communism’s collapse.
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i L today underslanging all these things
A, glo'thitd da hidu tat cd.

(ERAIAREROFRPR) R (558 (2025 £F) , ITAR, R RBEARRK,
Stills from Limits of Our Pain (2025). Single-channel video.
Courtesy of the Artist.
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(Eiiag) (2025) , FRESENT, (FEH4s - R : HEDKAR
RigiF) , fHOBARIRTIIRATE, Mtk mhhaiheg,

20256 A 18HE11H 23R,
ERA: LI FIHEIE
R REFW- DRI,

Land records (2025). Installation view,
Kvet Nguyen: Till the Water Meets the Shore, Bratislava City
Gallery (Mirbach Palace), Bratislava, Slovakia,

18 June - 23 November 2025.
Curated by Zuzana Flaskova.
Photos: Leontina Berkova

(RIRzE) (2024), BRI, el - B HEKAR
®E) , HOBAIRTIIEARE, WS AhnaihL,

2025 F 6 A18 HE 11 B 23 H,
SRRA L ABILIP - PRI,
B REBHW - DUREIE,

Leftover Bodies (2024). Installation view,
Kvet Nguyeén: Till the Water Meets the Shore, Bratislava City
Gallery (Mirbach Palace), Bratislava, Slovakia,

18 June - 23 November 2025.

Curated by Zuzana Flaskova.
Photos: Leontina Berkova
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Fountains
of

A High
Mountaln

Minh Duc
Pham

A Sweet
Dream
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SEEREMNZARCEREIT A B EEE,
RSERREEIRIT: EfR. HERISMER
LM, NIRES); HERD
RS5MIRCIMEM R K EHEE T X—IF
FiEX. BHRHMASEBHANER,
EmBEMEXT ‘i’ WBUE. A5
&, URAESEIHERRE, BidiF
MRS F MBI, SEelEHER
2. KEGRM=EZCAEIEHNRELR
BH. MHERER R BIBLMES THIFER
ARSI, UNRETIIEEEHSE
HIMETTRREY 4 & B AR RS, hEEZ D
ZARNMEBRER, SIEELLGMNREZAR
EYE. MMtERXHE. REBKTBZAR
B, UNRIFHBEETMmE S REANIE, 1F
RAFREE, MB53EM HAUT BB,
Bt =1REIH 5 7 2R it Gessnerallee BY
e, MEREBEEEE - FBEEZAE
F2. EMENREXXUSRUNESER. &
HEARESSEANNBEREEE, ZAK
MEBEH T ETFHEM.

n.2

Minh Duc Pham works across
performance, sculpture and
installation. His practice investigates
identity within the entangled structures
of race, gender, and class, often
shaped by his upbringing in post-
migrant and racialized environments.
Drawing from personal and
intergenerational experience, his
work examines the politics of
visibility, the mechanics of voice,
and the emotional aftermath of
historical violence. Through poetic
composition and fragmentary
narration, Pham creates sensorial
installations that operate at the
intersection of memory, care, and
resistance. His work often reflects
on forms of erasure tied to labour
migration, as well as the embodied
strategies that arise in response to
displacement and systemic silence.
Pham has exhibited in art institutions
such as the Museum der Bildenden
Kinste Leipzig, Haus der Kulturen
der Welt Berlin, Bundeskunsthalle
Bonn, and most recently Kunsthalle
Osnabriick. As a performer, he has
been involved in productions at
HAUT1 Berlin, Cloud Gate Theatre
Taipei, and Gessnerallee Zurich. He
has been a recipient of fellowships
and grants from institutions, f.e. the
Baden-Wiurttemberg Art Foundation,
the Berlin Senate Department for
Culture and Europe, and the Fonds
Darstellende Kiinste. Pham lives
and works in Berlin.
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(SUSTHEZRIFRE) Fountains
of A High

Mountain and
A Sweet Dream

2024

®E, 26 9%
EHIR, BE, K,
KT, BF, &4,
ERBEERRIR M,
Installation, 26 min
rcelain fountain, ceramics,
er, lily scent. , chail
le cloth, sou!
urtesy of th
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XEUERBRRAZOHREAREE
(BUSHENBIR) , HITEXFAE.
B 55 IR, HiZo2—RE
SKPNRHNIE—HP—ANEE, M5
— AR AVFHE, XEINERHT X
FIHE. BUSHFERRE ERBESR.
8125 ‘B BIMNF? XEXERRM
TR, MEEER, ANWERILERFR
AHo

RHIER. EFBESEEHNES, NHE
BARTESRERR. EXNZEROA
aF, FaithEERSFEEERE
HANERHESRE THRESETHIER, &
BERANARBESEKICIZEENTFR:
BN RE HER AP TR RE
FREA? MEXMERLRREXE T ERF
BOIRI?

XHEERTRERE (—Eal, —17
FHEMZ) 020230, FEPEZOER
RUNZREINMESTURIENAR, WARBHE
BYERD, HHRECHESS5EIXEXE
ZH, ZHRETRESRENROLEE
&, MRS mRA—LERETT A,

HCRBEVFF SR TNIE M E . 212, L
MRS SRS AN AR IS,
EXE, B/ SHKS5EEIRR, WR—
NMERESS 5 R 18T BhBOEREABE B

n.2

Consisting of a table arrangement with
a porcelain fountain, the installation,
Fountains of A High Mountain and A
Sweet Dream, deals with questions

of existence, heritage and labour
migration. At its heart lies an imagined
dialogue between two siblings — one
of whom is alive, while the other was
not allowed to live. This conversation
raises questions of belonging,
representation and presence: Who
has the right to a life, to memory,

to a ‘self’? Tender and comforting, like
a lullaby, the conversation is carried
by a quiet melancholy.

The porcelain fountain, floral ceramics
and the scent of lilies add a further
sensual layer. In this multi-layered
ensemble, the artwork addresses

the subject of forced abortions among
Vietnamese contract workers in the
former GDR. The installation becomes
a place where personal reflection and
collective remembrance overlap: what
does it mean to fill the void left by

a sibling who was never born — and
what traces do such intangible losses
leave behind?

Originally developed as part of the
performance, A High Mountain, A
Sweet Dream (2023), the installation
translates its core themes into a spatial
and immersive experience. Visitors
are invited to sit down at the table,
as if taking part in the conversation
themselves. The arrangement
suggests a silent encounter with an
absent counterpart where listening
becomes an act of remembrance.

The continuous flow of water refers
to life cycles, to memory, and to the
never-ending process of coming to
terms with structural violence and
discrimination. Here, porcelain, scent,
and sound combine to form a silent
moment that fluctuates between
vulnerability and resilience.
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(—EBW, —17 HEND)

A High Mountain and
A  Sweet Dream
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n.2

Jdil

A AEHY 5
LA
IK FHISE

dil

HESHEHATH, BRF5FREZHK
EWHT. MRFICEERS, Ma—&
HIATREKIEA = R %o

TN IRREIEH, AR ARDE?

Y ARITER TIREAE, BRHAR
0? YA —MTAZRRBTIRNER,
MR BT ARDH?

Deep sea ambience
Und
Underwater ambience

When the course of events changes
unexpectedly, orders and hierarchies
become rearranged. While new
biographies are written, others may
never take place.

How does it feel when lullabies
remain unheard?

How does it feel when someone else
is listening to songs meant for you?
How does it feel when someone else,
not you, lives your life?
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S
BRRRR

\l'

RN, REBEY
fragE?
EREIA?
foflgt, REAFEBE,

=BEEM,

T Ko
EEpEsh
Ocean sea
soft waves

HHBEIRE
ERWRR,

_EEO

As a child, | would feel it
What is love?

What was love?

Being told, I'd have to feel it,
love was sad,

tore me apart.

In the darkness

| could hear,

You'd kissed me

| want to love

Oh what is love.

The way | see you

Summer nights turned bright

— The stars.
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= \lu\ﬁim

K

Meditation
Aquatic
Sound

Hulalalala
Hulalala
Hulalalala
Hulalala
O T O
gl g
BRI
Dt O 7
BRI
Dt O 7
Hulalalala D B i
Hulalala Dt BT i
Hulalalala
Hulalala

n.2

EHMAER

=TEM,

HEEREI TR EKIR.
—mEA

5%

BB

RiRo

Hulalalala
Hulalala

PE S
PFHTHIHT

Hulalalala
Hulalala

Hulalalala
Hulalala

P BT
P

Inside myself

The air was tight,

| would feel it coming.
Like common people
You and |

We long to be
forgiven.

LIy
Ll

Hulalalala
Hulalala
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IREEFEAIFRS,
RERAOHET

323

REZE M

R uE#—1)
IRNEAFA
@Eﬂo
BKHEBkED,
EATE,
R —
mia,
fatam o

REHB—E7.

R SEHK.

BE, Bl
REHRBIUBIEN, RER

You protect me and at the same time
you are the mirror of my inner self.

MONOLOGUE

You are part of me.

You surround me.

Softly and tenderly.

You are my greatest sense. You are
Sensuality.

SIS
Sense.

You are gently absorbing your surroundings into me. Trembling.

Pulsing.

Up and down.

Up

And

Steadily upwards.

PFEES.
Higher.
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XEIRSHRIZKRN G MR,
SRR
IRERFKEIA TR,

HRERBER, RUARENEMERFEK

BT,

E-i%]] ) P\%_éz{é,@\ )

fRERRURR,

BREE, MEKERSIMAE,

—FEEHo

AR 2 b Fan
BRRRR,
TR,
REES,

M

fREOIRS], RIEHMNEE,
BT

RS,

B IREL,

n.2

It is the way you talk to me. You reach

my inner,
always reflected
you are my inside.

| feel your breath. You inspire me with

the most beautiful things and
| start dreaming.

Just a little breath at first,

you raise up to a wave.

With each new one, you
strongly and confidently become

A surge

figuratively speaking

the expression of an emotion,
hits the very core of mine.
and settles down.

Then:

Your suction is flaying my face,
unveiling me.

Softly and tenderly,

yet brutal.
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BZ—%l, HEICER.
R, WERENEE,

fRENER. RRFEMIRR, HMHIEF
HHRBURER, MEREHBIRHo

BB, RFEFE.

¥ &ABR,
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EREEFE?

RERHEIR
HMNZREIFE

BHo

@R, RN,
R BIHBEAREC?

One more moment
and | remember you.
You are embracing me

and embodying my existence.

R, FHIEDIC.

You are me. You're my
surface, my aesthetics.

My spirit determines you
and you determine my spirit.

You don't exist without me. I . ..

exist without you?

MONOLOGUE

You are my reflection

and I'm the universe

of yourmysteries.

You are me through you,

You . . . are yourself through me?

You, my imprint.
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E K i Soydivision $21it,
Courtesy of Soydivision.

BERENEHNERE,
BT RE BT IS,
ERHRER,

XYIFEIG?

n.2

—IEEL D,
EUMEE, FEK
SN
Everything is shifting.

The essential widens and | drop.
Lack of control:

I'm losing control of a construct,
which cannot be without structure.
Freeing me.

Does that make sense?

HHRA M, REFTT.

| am losing my direction, stumbling.
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TBENTIRSE,

TEE,
1E
RETELRIBI TR,
B TR R 8E,
In a state beyond time and space,
non-dimensionalism reigns,
Ecstatic.
[ live in the infinity of the moment,
being aware, infinity is impossible.
{RAVRRSZTIBE, PR,
Witk aFsRz,
ART S ER T T 4
B ERE.
Your feeling is asleep, hidden,
so pure and intense,
it might hold thousands of infancies.
Imminent potential.
A=,
HKINRAX AR,

fR—E&MEULEE,

Don't be afraid.
| do know this world,
living there all your life.

FIRIE,

T NBESEHER,
KTIRE
REYTERR,

| promise,

no one will rule over you,
| keep

your infinity.

B Batadk HKW ER bR,

Courtesy of Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin.
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EIXIEARESRBIBLE,
{REBLE] T 05?
BEIFNZL, FEIBH,
BREREPFP

=1F.

B A BRRETE CEMERFRR M.
Courtesy of Staatliche Akademie der
Bildenden Kiinste, Karlsruhe.

n.2

It settles like velvet on my thoughts.
Do you feel it?

It's your experience, my freedom.
Hold me in suspense.

5| FEFHEE T
HEZREISB. R EMAL?
RIEEMR, HRERMTIET

Hover.

HEVEFLKFF, W,
RAFEZ R, & —

RERMIINEER. RRERAENER.

RIERR,
ILRBERRR, B1E
o

You lead me through the void.

| feel your breath. Where are you
taking me?

| trust and my world glides
under my feet.

My pores widen and welcome you.
You in my world, we are becoming
one.

You devour me from the inside out.
You will be my feeling.

You're feeling.

Let me drift and trust in

You.
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i, RERFNFE. Embrace. Feel your existence.
ARRERRSK, fFi, (REMNEIMA? Touch your forehead and pause. What
ENFINE 8282 TNk, do you feel?

My hand glides over the bridge of my
nose to the top.

RZIRAIIEIR, Feel your breath.
TN, L, on, off,
ETFERK, Up and down
R, cold and warm.
RE, Sooner or later
REEERRDE? Can you sense it?
ENEE, My lips,
FRMEG#. REE=F5? they are soft and tender. Can you taste
them?

REPBLEDIR, RAIIZFEDIBRZ? Feel the scars.

fRESXIEER, Do you know how you felt,
BERRAMEE, when you were young?
B —ITREF? Do you remember yourself,

strongly determined and convinced,
to make things better?

B Btk HKW 2R,
Courtesy of Haus der Kulturen der
Welt, Berlin.
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HREEIBC, TEEL.
B—RARREESSAREEZ,

| feel myself, can not stop.
Every touch resembles a memory.

elEEERZ—

LN 2

EMFREETEFEZS,

BXET

EMEEHK.

ElEESBENER.
They are ephemeral yet intense
Hugs, gazes,
they would expose me within my
existence,
Beatings,

N They shape me.
Egggf,ﬂﬂ’wﬁ%o They follow their fate.

| am their work

in any case.

FHREREIMR,

FABRERATIR TR

frE—EINMEEE ERNEK,

BEE—RigIZREIT S,
| feel you.

| can feel you touching me.

Any of your touches is an excessive
demand.

I lose my hold with every memory.

(SEE2qclbcta
FHNIEIZ,

B T BIE,
TRZKo

Every time | create
new memories,
my addiction,

an infinite state.
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B i Soydivision 1213,
Courtesy of Soydivision.

B, —KWEIRS AL,
EIREIRHIBELRE,
RIRFERAR,
In the same way, a net is stretched
over you.
It follows your mind,
you are giving it its shape.

ERRZR, IREVASR.,
RESETE AT,
RIEEME—

#*, 2HMRII?

Its shape, your limits.

your existence becomes reality.
You're making me

-am | finite?
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RESILTEARE, BEREB—RHH.
AESk, BIEHE,

58HE,
SRR TRIIHE,
EA

E R Btatk HKW ZR iR i,
Courtesy of Haus der Kulturen der
Welt, Berlin.

n.2

You stand there quietly and
feel every single movement.
Don't turn around, please have
faith in me.

HEMRHN—ERD. FIFLER.
FM. B,

Dance with me,

Creating the perfect symbiosis
of you and me,

because

RERRRBIEA,
.
ERAAS,

I'm part of you. | surround you.
Softly and tenderly.

You are my greatest sense
And me,
sensuality.
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mAEES,
‘2B,
IREERIFRBY 5 o

FBELR,
[BEREIRFRA B 5o
EEIR, o

333

| embrace myself,
feel myself,
the way you experience me.

HRRIRFEHSHAD,
IE. T
fRA R
RN,

| desire you,

want to take away all your sorrow.

Trust you, | am.

| realise my inner self,
anxious, doubtful.
Why are you hiding?
You are beautiful.

MONOLOGUE
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BRHRRE R Z K,
il SN AV S
uqzu&O
BT AR,
My chest raises constantly.
Up and down, in and out.
Breathe.
The pulse is slowing down.
o
Boom.
o
Boom.
EEF ......
Boom
BRIFFALD, MESREXE,
Y EIFIR,
FEI A& (8)I5?
{RBYPTIRZ A BT
I'm glad you're here today.
Keep breathing.
May | ask?
Your breath is getting wider.
RIUEMREE,
EfREFT, &R,
RS M,
BRI EBNER,
RAMRBIR, (REEE,
HHEN,
—TRIE,

| stand behind you,

in front of you, across from you,
next to you.

| embrace you entirely

sense your fears, your desires.
My joy,

a never-ending dream.
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KELEIT,
LURRE. ZS5RFE.
RIEFREN,
FEILUEEFE.

| surround you

With warmth, love and comfort.
You're giving me sense,

I'll give you sensuality.

Ita?

i)

REEREBERIG? BT

Can you feel? What do you feel?

S,
#H5H,
Exhale.
In and out.
D3 B B B BT
03 B B ot
Uhlalala la
Uh la la la
{RAE RN E F0D?
FHeEE,

Can you sense me?
-My desire.
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FITETAR,
ENHEEREE,
MmirERRRIVE,
I'm obsessed with you.

Because | am sensuality
And you are my greatest sense.

K BIHIERE(R,
REVRE 1R T F A,
EHFE, REIEF.
FAYRRA
| follow you with loyalty,
your spirit gives me form.
My existence, your protection.
My sense.
HBEMR,
—17KERVERRE,
RENE,
| desire you.
An eternal dance,
the most beautiful dream.
RBIRETEF .
R BERBRMFEND?
| don't exist without you.
You . .. could exist without me?
TIRAKIE | don't exist without you.

You . . . could exist without me?
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{RY0IE F R,
I H 5% AL
You're so soft and tender,
yet twisted and cruel.
BRI, BEHSR.
BHRER,
MM, BMAE,
I'm exposed to you and
want to drown in you.
Surround me,
as well as from the outside,
now also from the inside.
{RIBFHLE B K

REZM, HAEBS—
—K BRI,

You are bringing me closer to myself.
| feel you. | sense myself
-an eternal dance.

IR TR,

EAREIARE,

BnEEB .
I'm obsessed with you.
Because you are sensuality
And you are me.

I
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MEBRERFE. FRBMERFE.
HZFrLEE, REEMT.

RERN—ED. FHRERK,
RANMHFR,
HHEERTBTIMORT,
HOmI LA LR T IREIH
B BRNTSHEE,
HBEWRIR,

HFEENTE,

n.2

You don't exist without me. | don't exist without you.

| could only exist because of you.

You are part of me. You surround me.
Softly and tenderly.
| carry the name that was meant for you,

| listened to the songs that should have been yours.

[ live the life we both deserved.
I long to be forgiven,
my dear brother.
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5o
End.

ZI B ZEIEMA HKW 2R H,
Supported by Haus der Kulturen der
Welt, Berlin.
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3K - ISR,

BEHRERR | REETIE - FRELIRE,
BF 2024 5,

Emmie Massias,

Courtesy of The Artist/ Aureliano Alejos,
2024.

AR ER

Requiem
for a River

341

K-8 MDA, 1997 FEF 4
EER, B—(IEABARMARE. BEXR
RRAIZIW,

ARFRASMHBNRRNERES, it
HEAKKENSF. BHESHRRASRZ
BBV EX R, SELHMIERBIBA
BEHXKER, MBEMHESS5HdiE
KEINXWEFRYEE, MfEHEIRD
Z5HME.

SRR TE s EAEESEAERAT. B2,
0. BREREERS AR R, 2024
&, iK1 A= StimuleringsFonds BY “ A
TEREZEBITR , #5 Marine Col £
EeIiL T Amalgame T{E=,

CAmEEE) (2022) B2—HB5%
TASEEER, BEEBRKBARINN
fAfER “MERSEHNER , WHE
KEFRHITZAE. BdEE5+ZME
RUWIER, S5BERIEFEME (slip
casting) MNEERFELLEHESR, X
EHIERERE, ERE: 8—MEAS%
HEEARMNARIER. X—1THEE
RIGNABE AT, BHTR. HK
SRR, HE—SHWIR B LA =AM,
FEMXBAGH. ik, KMNBTER
BERERIZHE, MA—MALHRESES
FFHBUAKSS: BNNEMmEHN, 5%
g

MONOLOGUE

Emmie Mai Linh Massias (b. 1997,
Paris, France) is a French-Viethamese

visual researcher, ceramic artist, and
furniture designer.

Through an exploration of form and

material narratives, her practice
investigates the entanglements
between the body, territory, and

systems of extraction. By amplifying

her own cultural identity, Massias' work

seeks to raise questions of heritage
across objects and participatory

processes, facilitating knowledge-
sharing and storytelling.

Her practice spans Ho Chi Minh
City, Paris, London, Eindhoven and
Guadalajara. In 2024, she received the

Talent Development Grant Scheme by

StimuleringsFonds in the Netherlands,
and co-founded Amalgame Studio
with Marine Col.

Requiem for a River (2022) is a
participatory performance and
installation that unravels the
hydropower dam as an architecture
of conquest and control over shared
water resources. Using clay and
twelve modular moulds, participants
create countless vessel forms through
slip casting, a process that serves
both as making and metaphor, each
cast a record of the dam’s authority.
The performance exposes how dams
reshape natural rhythms, causing
droughts, floods, and sediment loss,
while destabilizing the Mekong Delta
and threatening its communities.

In confronting the dam as more

than energy infrastructure, the work
reveals it as a political weapon of
territorial dominance and economic
exploitation, privileging the powerful
at the expense of the vulnerable.
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L e .‘ ..

11 y .

BRI, GURRgdh) , Installation view, Requiem for a River.

B8, 58T HNYG, REBEE. /AE. Installation, Participatory Performance and Objects.
R, ERBTFASHMLEEN L, Stoneware ceramics, plaster, clay slip.

B8 A BEESS, 2022 &, Work displayed on wood and clay brick structures.

Photo: Jeroen Van de Gruiter, 2022.
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CamRaReh) , |s: JErl-DWFE, 2022 4,
Requiem for a River. Photo: Nicole Marnati, 2022.

343

ZHMBESEZ M tEY, 81F: MR
Hr 45 53 & 1= {8 1% F Bx “Tapping Water”
Z55EE (B ORGA nl [Bi & 9 Non-
Depleted] ZF 7», 2023 &) ; %
ERiGHEREWLRE (2022 ) , B
g, {Fam (A IEEHALEAT Gallery
Medium EiH.

MONOLOGUE

CGRimRsEd) , |%: IBAl-BME, 20225,
Requiem for a River. Photo: Nicole Marnati, 2022.

This project has been presented

at the venues including: Sandberg
Institute as part of the “Tapping
Water” series of events hosted by
ORGA nl (previously Non-Depleted)
(2023); Design Academy Eindhoven
Graduation show 2022. The DAM
Vessels are currently on show at
Gallery Medium in Ho Chi Minh City.
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=L 1R
Saline
Roots

(ERY (2020) BR—EoTIRESR,
LA£I# (Rhizophora apiculata) B4R £
EEAR R, BEEBHNAXBREA
o1, Yﬁ)\liﬂﬁﬂﬁﬂlﬁﬁﬂ’ﬁhiw
ERSXBESRANIER. HPRLE
FERRMTIEAR=RAIMNE 2020 F8l4L
ENERMEBANRHENIEELSE (5
g/lL) , HEKE REZE2S5%ITHE
FImEWIF, AT, RELMMEEELL
EiEil, eIHARRFIRR T HIE S
B R ThBY K F=FR5EY SR E IR A RR
Ko X—FEMET HREIE: ALK
SIEIENES RS, FEWREETEE
RIS,

n.2

(ERAR) , BEER, %R, ¥, REFIE.
T, 45x130 EXK,
B AME-EEREE, 2020 &,

Saline Roots (2020) is a salt-filtering
device inspired by the mangrove
tree Rhizophora apiculata and its
ability to extract salt through its root
system. Translating this process
through distillation, this artificial
copper tree highlights mangroves

as vital biofilters and keystone
ecosystems. The salt within the flask
reflects peak salinity levels in the
Mekong Delta during 2020 (5 g/L),
when record drought and saltwater
intrusion devastated water supplies,
food security, and livelihoods.

Yet while mangroves buffer such
crises, they face deforestation from
tourism-driven land reclamation and
governmental pressure to expand
aquaculture, exposing a paradox in
which ecosystems that guard against
climate catastrophe are sacrificed for
short-term economic gain.

Saline Roots. Sculpture, copper, steel,
glazed ceramics, heating elements, 45x130cm.
Photo: Jeroen Van de Gruiter, 2020.
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Shifting Sands. Installation, Participatory

Performance and Objects. Sand, Plaster, Glass, Jute
containers. Video still: Robert Andriessen, 2021.

(hzETFE) ,
BE: N5 DEIEH, 20224,

Shifting Sands.
Photo: Emmie Massias, 2022.
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Shifting Sands (2021) is a narrated,
four-act workshop that uses the body
and sand casting to trace the effects
of erosion and land subsidence.

The performance mirrors the extractive
systems of river sand mining,
revealing tensions in Ho Chi Minh

City between displaced downstream
communities and the fixed urban core
that profits from sand’s transformation
into concrete, reclaimed land, and
skyscrapers, which in turn accelerates
the region’s sinking. The resulting
sand-cast vessels form a peaceful
protest against destructive extraction
and unsustainable land reclamation

in the Mekong Delta.

(WzTF) , KB, ES5METHSMEF,
b, BE, WK, AREE;

RYEI, MAAT BRI,

% Bfek - SIEFITE, 20225

Shifting Sands. Installation, Participatory
Performance and Objects.

Sand, Plaster, Glass, Jute containers.
Installation view, MAAT Museum Lisbon.
Photo: Lorenzo Vitagliano, 2022.
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Stump: A short, thick post
remaining after a tree has
been cut down.

Pier: A solid support designed
to sustain vertical pressure,
commonly used in the
construction of bridges

or buildings.

Mound or hillock: A small,
naturally raised area of the
earth; a knoll.

Pedestal or base: A base
or stand on which a statue,
an ornament, or a pillar

is mounted.

The old tree was cut down,
leaving only a stump ().

Engineers inspected the piers
(38) of the bridge for signs of
wear.

Children played on the grassy
mound (38 ) near the riverbank.

The sculpture was placed on a
stone pedestal (2 ) for display.
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Rehoming DunDun is a collaborative
initiative with Chinatown Basketball
Club and the independent bookstore
Bungee Space in New York. In the
summer of 2024, we collected 25
DunDuns from Dameng village and
brought them to New York in search
of new homes. Using “adoption”

as a method of co-creation, the
project seeks to share the stories

of displacement from Dameng
community and reflect on the broader
impacts of urbanization and the
gentrifying forces of loss that happen
in every corner of this world. What we
mean by adoption is through the action
of “using” DunDun, instead of treating
DunDun as merely a commaodity,
DunDun became the object that
embedded Dameng villagers’ life
experiences and struggle, and the
storyteller of Dameng’s loss.
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DunDun is a handmade stool crafted
by the villagers of Dameng, located in
central China, Henan Province. Due
to the government's urban planning
reforms, the villagers lost not only their
land and homes, but also their way
of life. The new architectural space
fragmented the close-knit bonds
between villagers. In reaction, the
villagers made DunDun, as a subtle
resistance. Made from abandoned
heat insulation foam from the
construction sites where their villages
once stood, DunDun became an
indispensable part of everyday life.
Carrying DunDun, walking, sitting on
it, and chatting with old friends in the
new neighborhood, villagers try to
maintain their previous life rhymes.

In the near future, the traces of their
living experiences could be erased
as the concrete rises around them.
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Adopting an object is different from
purchasing one. Adoption emphasizes
the act of fostering, much like adopting
a child. When people understand

that DunDun is part of an adoption
project, they treat it differently, not as
a commodity, but as a small creature
requiring care. This act of fostering
allows us to explore the complexity

of objects in a non-humancentric

way: as a stool, as a collective design,
and as an active agent participating

in new networks.

Adoption is also about connection.
It goes beyond the transactional
relationship of producers and
consumers, creating instead

a deeper form of communication
through embodied experience
between individuals and materials,
between communities, and across
cultures. By emphasizing the act
of using DunDun, adoption opens
up these connections.

However, the adoption of an object
may exaggerate all the myths

of an adoption, as positive, and as
a successful, full transition. When
DunDun finds a new home in New
York, its forced transformation into
“something new” raises questions
about what is lost when both the
object and its human traces are
removed from their original context.
Every object carries the histories

of its makers, previous users,

and the many agents who co-author
its biography.
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DunDun’s Pack, consisting of a zine
anda photg%raphy book handbound
with recycled fabrics, carries the stories
of Dameng villagers and DunDun.
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Rehoming DunDun is not simply
about relocating artifacts—which
risks erasing their context—but about
fostering meaningful connections:
linking people, communities, and
places through interaction with the
object. Each adopter of DunDun is
asked to record their interactions
and reflect on how DunDun actively
participates in its new environment,
especially within a new socio-
cultural setting. The broader aim of
Rehoming DunDun is to circulate
these stories back to Dameng, while
exploring practical ways of using the
adoption fee to “give back” to the
local community.
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Siyang Dai is an anthropologist whose
work explores the intersections of
material culture, vernacular practice,
and public storytelling. Trained in
Cultural and Museum Anthropology,
her research uses applied ethnography
to examine how everyday objects—
such as DunDun—exercise agency
within networks of people and things.
She is interested in developing
collaborative narratives rooted in local
knowledge and daily experience.

Zijun Zhao is a spatial and furniture
designer whose work bridges
architectural thinking, craft-based
making, and community engagement.
Trained in both woodworking and
design, he approaches furniture not as
static objects, but as relational tools
that mediate between people, space,
and everyday life.

Rehoming DunDun is an ongoing
project.

If you're interested in participating or
learning more, follow us on Instagram
@dundungetahome or reach out via
email at dundungetahome@gmail.com.

All images courtesy of Zijun Zhao.
All texts courtesy of Siyang Dai.
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The Chair as Cultural

Battleground

Installation view, The New Comfort,
RAMa, Rockbund Museum,
Shanghai, 2025

Few objects carry the weight of design
history as heavily as the chair. From
Marcel Breuer’s tubular steel Wassily
to Charles and Ray Eames’s molded
plywood, the chair has long served
as a manifesto object - a distillation
of technological innovation, aesthetic
ideology, and social aspiration. Yet,
as The New Comfort demonstrates,
the chair is also a site of tension:

a symbol of stability that can be
destabilized, a promise of comfort
that can be withdrawn.
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In 1974, Enzo Mari published
Autoprogettazione, a set of open-
source instructions for building
simple wooden furniture using only
planks and nails. Mari’s goal was
not to democratize good design

by distributing “affordable Eames
chairs,” but to challenge the very
notion of what design is and who
has access to it.

Mari argued that the process of
making was more important than

the final object. By forcing builders
to measure, cut, and hammer,
Autoprogettazione trained them to
see beyond polished commodities
and understand design as a critical
act of construction. He described

it as “a proposal for a critical exercise”
— a way of unmasking the alienation
produced by consumer culture.

The furniture itself was crude,
awkward, and heavy. But this was the
point: it embodied resistance to the
seductive smoothness of industrial
design. Mari’s theory suggested

that comfort — in its standardized,
ergonomic, mass-produced form

— was part of a system of passive
consumption. To truly inhabit design,
one had to confront its materiality,

its politics, and its labor.
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In the late 20th century, theorists

like Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby
extended Mari’s critique through

the concept of critical design: objects
not meant to solve problems but to
provoke questions. A “discomfortable”
chair, in this framework, is not a
design failure but a critical tool.

This aligns with Sara Ahmed’s
observation that comfort often
reinforces existing norms. The
“comfortable” chair is built for the
average body, the normalized posture,
the standard living room. By refusing
to fit, by demanding awkwardness,
the chairs of The New Comfort expose
comfort as exclusionary. They echo
Michel de Certeau’s notion of tactics
— everyday acts that subvert the
systems imposed upon us.

From
Papanek
to Banham:
Parallel
Currents

Victor Papanek, in Design for the
Real World (1971), condemned
design’s obsession with luxury and
aesthetics at the expense of social
good. He argued that design should
serve real human needs, often through
improvised or low-tech means. Mari’s
Autoprogettazione embodied this
ethos; The New Comfort extends it by
locating design’s future in the everyday
adaptations of Shanghai’s streets.

Meanwhile, Reyner Banham’s writings
on “environmental comfort” - from air
conditioning to the suburban living
room - remind us that comfort is
always technologically and culturally
produced. Banham dismantled the
illusion of comfort as natural, showing
it instead as a carefully engineered
condition. In this light, The New
Comfort stages its protest by undoing
that engineering, returning comfort

to its raw, negotiable state.
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What unites Mari, Papanek, Banham,
and The New Comfortis the insistence
that comfort is never innocent. To
design for comfort is to design for
politics, for bodies, for social relations.

The twenty five chairs of The New
Comfort Shanghai are not ergonomic
solutions; they are material essays,
each advancing a different argument.
They declare that comfort is not
given but made — and therefore
open to unmaking, contestation,

and reinvention.

Like Mari’s timber furniture, they are
clumsy by design. They demand that
we notice their awkwardness, that we
reflect on what it means to sit, to rest,
to occupy space. In doing so, they
transform the chair from a passive
vessel of comfort into an active agent
of critique.

The New Comfort thus stands as both
homage and evolution: a twenty-first-
century Autoprogettazione, reimagined
through global collaboration and urban
improvisation. It reminds us that to
redesign comfort is to redesign the
ways we inhabit the world — and that
sometimes the most radical act of
design is not to smooth, but to protest.
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Artistic Direction:

Duong Gia Hieu (Ném)

Producer: Duong Gia Hieu, Nguyen
Thao Ngan (Ném)

Technician: Duong Gia Hieu,

Do Thanh An (Ném)

Photography: Duong Gia Hieu
Local coordinators: Stone (RAM),
Jiaming (RAM), Wei Chen, Irene Ng.

19 out of 25 chairs from this project
will be on view during the West Bund
Art & Design 2025 at design /delight
section.

Adira Lian. Duong Gia Hieu #%2. Do Thanh An #;%. Dong Longyue Z i
Irene Ng. Jiayue Yu F%3ZA. Koom Thanaphat. Liang Zihan Fi&. Nguyen Thao
Ngan ft&EEf. Shen Caiyi. Wei Chen, Xiaolu Yan. Yingfan Chen

Nem B—RAUFHERNIRITTIFE, B
R/ EARRIEZ D HEIfEA
EETNBEYRBIRIT. Nem X
AN TR @I IR REASYZE
HIXRo

Ném is a Sai Gon-based design studio
run by designer/artist Duong Gia

Hi€u with an approach from upcycled
objects. Today Ném focuses on how
to improve the relationship between
people and objects by design.
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Film notes for Mars in the Well
(2014), The Tree House (2019).
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"Water trickles in dark caves, drop by
drop. Drops of memory handed down
from Mrs. Hau to her grandchildren,
word by word. Frame by frame, water
carries them, carries us, carries the
film — homeward."

— Nicolas Graux and Trwrong Minh
Quy, Director’s Note for Hair, Paper,
Water..., Locarno 78.

BEGEN, (E4KE..) , SE&E: K
BRIFNfE iy - 18 %, 2025 £F, ER
RS RER.

Film stills from Hair, Paper, Water...,
directed by Truong Minh Quy and

Nicolas Graux, 2025. Courtesy of the
film directors.
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Home, memory, and water — these
are themes that have recurred
throughout the years in Truong Minh
Quy’s body of work. Perhaps, these
fascinations came from the tropical
settings in which he works: from his
hometown Buon Ma Thuot in the
Central Highlands, to the beaches of
Can Gio, the deep forests of Quang
Binh and Quang Ngai, and the soot-
covered mining towns of Quang
Ninh. In each of these places, water
seeps and pours. The shelters that
Quy finds hardly shields him or his
characters from the primordial water,
the source of which is unknowable
and uncontrollable.

Like his previous work, his latest
collaboration with Nicolas Graux is
made with a personal touch. Hair,
Paper, Water... centers on Mrs. Cao
Thi Hau, an elder in the Ruc ethnic
minority group. Quy met Mrs. Hau
during the making of The Tree House.
He kept in touch with her ever since.
The film follows its main character
over 3 years: from when she came to
Saigon to take care of her newborn
grandson, to when the boy was old
enough to speak and join her on her
journey to the cave where she was
born and learn her mother tongue.
Ms. Hau has the gift of memory. She
speaks vividly of growing up in a
time when tigers eat people. Nearby,
acacias are grown and cut down for
paper production.
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A few days ago, | got to see Hair,
Paper, Water... at the New York Film
Festival 63. [1] This was my third time
seeing Quy at NYFF, the first time
being 2019 with The Tree House, and
the second time for the astoundingly
successful Viet and Nam at NYFF

62, 2024. As Tyler Wilson, Senior
Programmer at Lincoln Center, noted,
Truong Minh Quy’s films have been

a common thread of the festival’'s
programming in the past few years.

In the Q&A at NYFF, Nicolas shared
that this project was a chance for
them to work together in a language
that was new to both of them: the
language of the Ruc, and of the 16
mm Bolex camera. Nicolas shot most
of the footage, and Quy edited. They
embraced chance: sometimes, when
the rushes came back from the lab
assembled in an order that makes
sense, they would keep the sequence
in the final edit.

Tracing Quy’s filmography and history
of exhibition allows us to visualize

the bigger picture of the vibrant
Vietnamese and international arthouse
scene in the past decade. Here,

the film index attempts to map this
trajectory: each time | see Quy’s films,
and other films | saw around the same
time. This list, in a way, is my personal
list of four years in international film
programming: 2017, 2019, 2024, and
2025. It is as much about Truong

Minh Quy’s filmography as it is about
my chance encounters with different
pockets of cinephilia, as both of

our journeys take us far away from
Vietnam: me to the United States,

and Quy to France and Belgium.

In my first year abroad, | came across
this passage from Jean-Paul Sartre’s
Nausea.

“Objects should not touch because
they are not alive. You use them, put
them back in place, you live among
them: they are useful, nothing more.
But they touch me, it is unbearable. |
am afraid of being in contact with them
as though they were living beasts.”
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Film poster of Hair, Paper, Water...,

directed by Truong Minh Quy and
Nicolas Graux, 2025.

Courtesy of the film directors.
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Written in 1938, Sartre’s Nausea
follows a young man, Antoine, as he
descends into a crisis. It is identified
as a feeling of nausea, triggered
whenever he recognizes that objects
can beckon to him. They are more
than just “useful”; they live among
us, they touch, they reach into deep
crevices of our being. The films listed
in this article explore a different notion
of being among things that may be
antithetical to the uncanny feeling
described in Nausea. Quy and the
filmmakers featured in this index are
not afraid of being in contact with the
“other”. Their sensibility is attuned
towards the touch of things.
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| first met Truong Minh Quy in Saigon
in 2017, at Viva Cinema, a film seminar
he co-taught with B6 Van Hoang,

and Vi Anh Duong, held in Chaos
Downtown, an art space and venue [2].
The class met three times a week from
6:30 pm to 10 pm, with back-to-back
sessions on Saturday from 2:30 pm
until late. We were a group of about
30 people, mostly 20-somethings.
Some were film students who had
known about the seminar through

Vi Anh Duong’s teaching. Others
were cinephiles with no institutional
affiliations. We would sit on the

floor, or lie down, as we watched

the films and listened to Quy, Hoang,
or Duong’s presentations. Sometimes
it rained. One night the electricity

cut out, and one night we stayed

up together through the night, until
morning. It was here that | first saw
Quy’s film, Mars in the Well (2014).

At Viva Cinema, Quy gave lectures
about the films of Robert Bresson,
Andrei Tarkovsky, and Errol Morris.
He was interested in the philosophy
of time in filmmaking and questions
of cinema’s relationship with the
real. Quy shared with the class an
excerpt from Andrei Tarkovsky’s
book, Sculpting in Time, which he
had translated into Vietnamese and
annotated. The chapter Quy selected
talks about the idea of filmic rhythm,
how time moves within a frame,

the poetry and immensity of the
cinematic image.

How does time make itself felt in a shot?
It becomes tangible when you sense
something significant, truthful, going on
beyond the events on the screen; when
you realize, quite consciously, that what
you see in the frame is not limited to

its visual depiction, but is a pointer to
something stretching out beyond the
frame and to infinity; a pointer to life. [3]
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Chaos Downtown TRi4E &,
BERBEERE,

The rooftop of Chaos Downtown.
Courtesy of the author.

(I FHAERA 1 BB O/ Chaos
Downtown, EF H{EER{H,

The alle¥way of Chaos Downtown in

District 1, Ho Chi Minh City.
Courtesy of the author.

BRIRHETEME(E, BrPmitElsiEtE  Tarkovsky believes that cinematic time

BMEE, B MU B ENREEE, exceeds, spills over its own frame.

T2 34 B ) B9 AR IE o Film is not just about a story or an
idea. It is an experience of time.
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At Zero Station, an art space in District
7, Quy gave a talk on resonances
between Tarkovsky’s notion of
cinematic time and Martin Heidegger’s
The Origin of the Work of Art, and then
showed his film Someone is going
into the forest (2016). This event was
part of Bui Van Nam Son’s philosophy
seminar, which Quy had attended four
years before. Professor Nam Son was
an important presence in Quy’s early
career. His encounter with Heidegger
under Professor Nam Son’s tutelage
marked a departure in his thinking
about cinema and art in general. [4]

Soon after Viva Cinema, DocFest took
place in Hanoi, led by Hanoi DocLab
and Nha San Collective, and held in
conjunction with a symposium titled
Space, Time, and the Visceral in SEA
Cinemas, organized by the Association
1Eo]r Southeast Asian Cinema (ASEAC)
5].

Quy showed his short film, In Silence,
Things Speak (2017) at Nha San. This
film recuts shots from his first feature,
City of Mirrors (2016), and features an
extended shot of a closet on fire. Other
films programmed at DocFest 2017
were Drowning Dew (2017) by D6

Van Hoang and Truong Qué Chi, The
Endless Road (2017) by Siu Pham,
and video installation titled /n a green
island (2017) by Jamie Maxtone-
Graham. During this festival, Quy

met Ernst Karel, with whom he would
collaborate on the sound mix for The
Tree House (2019) and Hair, Paper,
Water.... (2025). Ernst held a sound
recording workshop and presented

his sound work at Vui Studio on Tong
Duy Tan street. Ernst’s field recordings
capture the sounds of the human and
natural world from the perspective

of an attentive, moving, yet silent
observer. | was deeply moved by this
encounter with Ernst and observational
film and audio. | would see Ernst and
encounter his work again at Harvard,
where he taught Sonic Ethnography.

FREN, (BAEEZEHM) ,
SiE: KBAUA, 2013 4,

[ElH 3R B Queer Forever BBET5 / 1L
®T | EEEER, 2016 5,

Film still of Ai dé dang di vao rirng
'Somebody is gomgﬁnto the forest),
directed by Truong Minh Quy, 2013.

Courtesy of Queer Forever Film
l2=(e)1sgval usan Film Festival/Tudi Tré,

FaEEm, CARZYESR
SiE: KEAUA, 2017 &,

[l B Bao EfFE 5,

Film still of In Silence, Things Speak,
directed by Truong Minh ng, 2077

Courtesy of Galerie Bao.
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e (BT Film stills of Drowning Deng]](): by
SiE: HXBSHKIES, Doctest KR, D Van Hoang and Triro'ng Qué Chi
2017 &, ERBERRER. ?:ourtesy of the artist.
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While | split time between Hanoi and
Cambridge, Massachusetts, film

was my way of making connections
and feeling at home. | realized that
people who loved films in America
were watching the same films | saw in
Vietnam: at DocFest and Viva Cinema,
and on the laptop with my friends. |
came to appreciate how articulate film
can be as it moves across borders.

(HEHAE) , 2014 F, §&E: KA,
E5E: BEE - HZE - THHTHS,
B 19 9%,

fEESIKIA (%) =
Viva Cinema, EIKHB{EE
R,

Author and Truong Minh
Quy (shadow) at Viva
Cinema. Courtesy of the
author.

Mars in The Well. 2014. Truong Minh
Quy, co-directed with Freddy Nadolny
Poustochkine. 19 mins.

£ (HERANE) &, KEFFLUBLIED
AEMTHENKS., FIREE 2053
F, MERLFILEFE LA T 500 KL
£, MHRZBEHNS HETHE S Ko
FAHKRIAESINEER, BIRREREY
BINERREXFUNRIBBELENBEE,
HABCHBE. XBRAHEREMBEK
MENE, SKBAVARYE B (WED
WX —FE-HIT T ERNBIRIT,

In Mars In The Well, Truong Minh Quy
reconstructs his hometown through
the lens of science fiction. The year

is 2053. Climate change has caused
sea levels to rise by over 500 meters,
putting his home city, Buon Ma Thuot,
only 5 meters above sea level. Quy
plays the main character in the film,
narrating his own story, sometimes
through disembodied voice-over,
sometimes mediated through on-
screen text and books. This history is
rewritten as science fiction. The Tree
House, Truong Minh Quy’s second
feature-length film, explores this topic
in greater depth.

BaE, (HEHAE) ,
S 3KBAY3, 2016 £,
ERBSEER.

Film still of Mars in the Well,
directed by Truong Minh Quy, 2016.
Courtesy of the film director.
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In 2019, DocLab ceased operations
[6]. Despite this downturn, Truong
Minh Quy continued to make films, like
many other artists who were active
during this era. After shooting The Tree
House, Quy attended Le Fresnoy — a
prestigious film school in Tourcoing,
northern France — from 2019 to

2021. His films became a staple at
international film festivals, screening
at Berlinale, Viennale, Locarno, and
the New York Film Festival. | saw him
again in New York City in October
2019 at a sold out screening of The
Tree House. This was a good year for
shorts programs at the NYFF. Another
director from Vietnam, Pham Ngoc
Lan, has a short film — A Blessed
Land (2019) — in the festival program.

BREN, (EH) ,
Si&: BEZ, 20194,
ERBEZERRER.

Film still of Blessed Land/Mét Khu Dt
Tét, directed by Pham Ngoc Lan, 2019.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Back in Cambridge, | was watching
films by Harun Farocki, Jafar Panahi,
Chantal Akerman, Trinh T. Minh-Ha,
and Pedro Costa. Quy’s film could

be considered a part of this tradition
of hybrid essayistic films that blur

the boundaries between fiction and
documentary. Catherine Russells’
text, “Autoethnography: Journeys of
the Self”, provides a useful framework
for understanding this emerging
genre. Taking Chris Marker’s Sans
Soleil (1982) as an example, Russell
describes autoethnography in film as
a form of “self fashioning... in which
the ethnographer comes to represent
himself as a fiction, inscribing a
doubleness within the ethnographic
text.” [7]

This is precisely what happens in

The Tree House, and in Mars in the
Well. Autoethnographic films tend to
be diaristic, concerning themes of
displacement, exile, where “family
histories and political histories unfold
as difficult processes of remembering
and struggle.” Examples include Hara
Kazuo's Extremely Personal Eros
(1974), and Chantal Akerman's News
from Home (1976). The films | saw in
fall 2019 at Harvard got me thinking

about the way documentary and hybrid

films unfold between truth and fiction,
and the way we, as audience, are
invited to tease out a reality perched
in-between, as they often are.

HBERGE , (B—REL) (REREAT) ,
1982 £, B¥: BYIR- LB,
EARE CAG BFELRERHRD,
S8 %EFYa, 2016 £F,
ERBSEER.

Trinh T. Minh-ha, Reassemblage
(installation detail), 1982.

Photo: Rachel Topham.
Courtesy of CAG Vancouver.
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Film still of Viet and Nam,

Directed by Truong Minh Quy, 2024.

Courtesy of MUBI.
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Coincidentally, there is a Chantal
Akerman retrospective happening right
now at MOMA [8]. Films being shown
includes Akerman’s first film, Saute ma
ville (1968), D'est (1993), a slow film
that captures placid views of Eastern
Europe during a great transition out

of communism, and News from Home,
which was filmed in New York City
over a few days in the early 1970s.

The Tree House. 2019. Directed by
Truong Minh Quy. 84 mins.

We hear Quy’s voice. He had gone
back to Mars and was visiting ethnic
minority communities in the mountains
across Vietnam. We hear him on the
phone with his dad. He tells us about
his childhood home, but does not
show it.

With The Tree House, he returns to
the forest and mountains, where
people have a different relationship
with nature. Quy filmed Ms. Cao Thi
Hau, of the Ruc ethnic community,
for the first time in this film. She was
born in a cave, where she would
return from time to time with her family.
He also filmed a Kor man, who lived
in a tree house for many years with
his father, completely cut off from the
rest of the world. Quy’s participants
make themselves at home in the
forest and on mountains.
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Like the narrator, | am struck by how
Ms. Hau recalls her childhood so
vividly. She tells us, without hesitation,
how she was born, games she played
as a child, things she said to her sister
while they waited for their father to
come back from hunting monkeys one
day, and so on. Her language and way
of life is tied to the forest. She talks
about how the last thing elders in her
community do before dying is visit their
cave. Despite the tough journey, they
went because they missed the forest —
“nh& rirng.” How does she remember
so much from her own life and the lives
around her? Maybe they tell stories

to remember together. The Ruc people
do not have an alphabet for their
language, and only 500 people speak
this language. It can disappear at any
moment. While they preserve their
memories through stories, the narrator
does it through images. He asks:
“Without images, what will happen

to my memories?” Images allow him

to remember such intangible qualities
as a constellation of dust in the air.

Technologies of recording memories
are often implicated in structures of
power and governance. Truong Minh
Quy uses archival footage from the
American army in South Vietnam
during the creation of strategic hamlets
— “Soldiers also make documentary
films”. The history of film in this region
is fraught with geopolitical violence.
The filmmaker had returned decades
later, to film, like the soldiers. The
narrator asks: why am | here, violating
these people’s right to anonymity —
“quyén an danh”? “Who are you to
speak on their behalf” — the narrator
speaking in 2rd person about himself.

The narrator sometimes speaks about
himself in the third or second person,
“anh”, sometimes in the first person,
“t6i”; “Can |, an ethnic majority Kinh
Vietnamese, can be accepted in the
house of the dead of the ethnic minority
Central Highlanders? In the realm

of the dead, will language and skin
colour be a distinction?”

Film, as an art form, seems capable
of violating the boundary between
life and death, between the visible
and the real. The narrator speaks

of a Raglai woman who saw footage
of her dead son and demanded the
soldiers to release him, thinking that
is proof that he is alive.
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Film still of Century of Smoke,
directed by Nicolas Graux, 2019.
Courtesy of the director.

g (RE) ,
SiE: HKEAYI, 20194,
BRHBSREALE,

BY: BRE.

Film still of The Tree House,
directed by Truong Minh Quy, 2019.
Courtesy of the director.
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Could it be that Truong Minh Quy

has a karmic bond with the mountains?
In Viet and Nam, he takes on a whole
new subject matter and approach: no
more hybrid auto-ethnography, use

of voice-over or archival footage. Viet
and Nam is a fiction film, with actors
and sets. It was immensely successful.
The next year, he came back to the
mountains and forests, to Ms. Hau,
with Hair, Paper, Water... Maybe it is
not just Quy who has a karmic bond
with the forest, but also Nicolas, who
had come to the region to shoot his
film, Century of Smoke, around the
same time Quy filmed The Tree House.
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A few months ago, DocLab’s website
went down. While the Facebook
page still exists, there is no longer

a centralized source of publicly
accessible information about this film
workshop, which fostered so much
filmmaking and cinephilia in its ten
years of operation. Viva Cinema
existed for many years in the form

of a Facebook page, had also gone
under recently, a victim of Meta’s
indiscriminate copyright strikes. 2017
is not too long ago, but not too close
either. Enough time has passed

for the landscape of experimental
filmmaking and cinephilia in Vietnam
to change substantially.

| got to see Truong Minh Quy in NYC
theaters three times in the past year.
In 2024, the NYFF showed Viet and
Nam, which premiered at Cannes

as a selection in Un Certain Regard.
Thanks to Strand Releasing, | was
able to see Viet and Nam again at

the IFC in New York in spring 2025
[9]. Unfortunately, the film was banned
in Vietnam. Another Vietnamese film
that did well in the international festival
scene that year, Cu Li Never Cries

by Pham Ngoc Lan, had better luck
receiving permission for domestic
distribution.

In the fall, Quy came back to New
York with Nicolas Graux to show
Hair, Paper, Water... A member of the
audience asked about distribution for
Quy and Nicolas’ film. They said that
for now, there is no plan. | personally
would love to see their film in the
theater again.
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Film still of Cu Li Never Cries,

directed by Pham Ngoc Lan, 2024.

Courtesy of the artist.
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At NYFF 63, Hair, Paper, Water...
was shown alongside a truly
impressive selection of films. Part of
the joy of cinephilia lies in discovering
the connection between these films,
which may or may not have been
conceived by the programmer. Before
seeing Quy and Nicolas’ film, | saw
Alexandre Koberidze’s Dry Leaf and
listened to the director in conversation
with Dennis Lim [10]. Dry Leaf was
unlike anything | could have expected.
It was filmed on a Sony Ericsson
phone from the 2000s. The Georgian
countryside appears as if from a
dream. In conversation, Koberidze
mentions that the movement of the
pixels reflects one’s soul. Pixelation

is the grain of the digital.

Dry Leaf was my last September

film. October films are more sombre,
without bold visual experimentation.
For the most part, they are filmed on
professional digital cameras. | saw
Little Boy by James Benning, The
Fence by Claire Denis, Miroirs no.

3 by Christian Petzold, and Nuestra
Tierra by Lucrecia Martel. Questions
of repair and remediation come up,

in terms of familial feelings as well

as indigenous rights and human rights.
Use of archival material in the making
of films is also a strong theme, as well
as use of phone footage — as fiction,
and as documentary.
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New York city has a vibrant film
culture, with multiple film festivals and
film magazines based in the city. There
is even a review column of the city’s
film programming month by month. |
want to bring this index/dispatch/essay
to a close with two thoughts. First,

we need more print publications and
periodicals on film in Vietham. The
technological landscape changes so
rapidly, but print is reliable. Secondly,
film lives through programming and
exhibition. This is the most important
expression of film culture.

Truong Minh Quy and Andrei
Tarkovsky intuit that film has
something to do with life. Maybe, it is
life’s shadow. Light and time. Thinking
beyond digital or photochemical
processes, the medium of film is also
the medium of life. The movie theater
contains life — our lives, our bodies.
Each of the films mentioned in this
article are connected to me by a
moment in my own life, where | come
to a theater or sit in front of a screen
to see them. Doing nothing besides
living through the film. Through Quy’s
film, for a few brief moments, | was
taken back to Vietnam, to parts that
were both familiar and new. It satisfies
my longing in a way | cannot explain.
Maybe this is why News From Home
is considered an exemplary auto-
ethnographic film. Home is the most
vivid in the imagination of an exile.
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[1] https/Avww.filmlinc.org/nyff2025/fiims/hair-paper-water/

[2] Viva Cinema 5 [&7£ Chaos Downtown £, X Fialfz
REASAT R —BERAZROMLEN—RECHIRIE, %
SFiElH Xuan-Ha 5FtiEiE (Nu) F 2015 E7p, 2019 4,
Xuan-Ha TEWERIIT ASong EREE; 2024 &F, Fid
TEIRLTTH 4 QI EIFRIE IR AirHue, HZEPRINFIAAERA
T'ESEEEWA*H BEMRRN, HXERRETRNBEAR
ERR,

[3] REZL - EATKRHTE, (BRZIRTE) EHE,
[4] BB F B3R,
[5] 3R & Docfest 2017 £A4AE B9 e F B,

[6] FERIMA - BEAS, “WEZARDELGHN () YKEH
BEEERMENET, " HF (UTHERE: THLK50RKE
REME) , 4%, F140, 2020F 38, ¥ 221236 W,

[7] ELEETE-HIERIR , 1999 £, “HffRIEE: BHEZMR, ~ (%
BRIEE) , HREAFHE], .

[8] httpsz/Avww.moma.org/calendar/film/5844

[0 XF (H5) MEFEHRNIXERRS, UTEHEAN
BASIRIFEFZIHIK: PR - BT Ultra Dogme RYifi%: hitps/
ultradogme.com/2025/10/02/viet-nanv; Bach Dang Tung F
Rough Cut BJi5i%: httpsz/roughcutfilm.com/2024/08/24/in-
the-heart-of-the-earth-an-interview-with-truong-minh-quy/

[10] BT - HMBALBEHERARL, RRESFCHEXS
HigmRITe.
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Truong Minh Quy was born in 1990
in Buon Ma Thuot, a small city in the
central highlands of Vietnam. In 2008
he entered film directing class at the
Cinema and Theatre University in

Ho Chi Minh City. Yet he decided to
quit his education after the first year
in order to pursue his independent
filmmaking career. In 2012, he was

a fellow of AFA (Asian Film Academy,
Busan International Film Festival).

In 2016, he attended Berlinale Talents
(Berlin International Film Festival).

Nicolas Graux was born in Binche,

a small town in Belgium’s former coal-
mining region. His work, blending
documentary and fiction, explores
sociopolitical realities through
immersive research and a poetic,
sensitive gaze. His debut feature,
Century of Smoke (2019), premiered
at Visions du Réel and screened
widely at international festivals.

Ernst Karel (b. 1970, Palo Alto) works
with sound, including electroacoustic
music, experimental nonfiction sound
works for multichannel installation

and performance, and postproduction
sound for nonfiction vilm [film/videq],
with an emphasis on observational
cinema.

[1] https:/www.filmlinc.org/nyff2025/films/hair-paper-water/

[2] Chaos Downtown, where Viva Cinema met every week,
was a townhouse hidden in the alleyways of District 1, near
Nga Sau Phu Déng. It was founded by Xuan-Ha and Nguyén
Thi Thanh Mai (Nu) in 2015. Xuan-Ha went on to found A Séng
art collective in Da Nang in 2019, and Thanh Mai founded
AirHue, an international art residency program based in Triic
Lam village, Hué, in 2024. Vii Anh Du'o'ng works as a film critic
and lecturer in film studies in HCMC, and Pd Van Hoang is a
filmmaker and artist based in Ha Noi.

[3] Andrei Tarkovsky, Sculpting in Time, Chapter 5.
[4] Email correspondence.
[5] Email from Docfest 2017 organizer.

[6] Philippa Lovatt, “(Im)material Histories and Aesthetics
of Extractivism in Vietnamese Artists' Moving Image.” in
Southeast of Now: Directions in Cantem;orary and Modern
Art in Asia, Volume 4, Number 1, March 2020, pp. 221-236.

[7] “Autoethnography: Journeys of the Self” in Catherine
Russell, 1999. Experimental Ethnography, Duke University
Press.

[8] https://www.moma.org/calendar/film/5844

[9] There has been multiple excellent interviews and articles
about Viet and Nam. To name two excellent interviews with
Truong Minh Quy: one by Ari Nguyen on Ultra Dogme (https:/
ultradogme.com/2025/10/02/viet-nam/) and one by Bach Dang
Tung on Rough Cut (https:/roughcutfilm.com/2024/08/24/in-
the-heart-of-the-earth-an-interview-with-truong-minh-quy/)

[10] Dennis Lim is the Artistic Director at the New York Film
Festival. He teaches film criticism at Columbia University.
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Since 2014, West Bund Art & Design
has been held annually along the
Huangpu River at the West Bund Art
Center. It has brought together leading
galleries from around the world to
present outstanding contemporary
painting, sculpture, installation,

video, and performance in Shanghai.
In dialogue with a wide range of
exhibitions and events at museums
and galleries, the fair has become
the centerpiece of Shanghai Art
Week, firmly positioning the city as an
essential destination on the global art
calendar each November.

As part of this growing ecosystem,
design /delight made its debut in 2024
as the fair’s platform dedicated to
collectible design and functional art.
Bringing together design galleries,
studios, brands, designers, and
artists — many presenting in China
and Asia for the first time — it expands
the fair’s scope from fine art into
design, function, and everyday
culture. Blending unique and limited-
edition works, bespoke collections,
site-specific commissions, and
scenography that unfolds as
narrative, the platform becomes

a melting pot of imagination where
design demonstrates its collective
and transformative power.

Where do we draw the line between
art and design? Is it a matter of utility,
or of collectability? design /delight
does not seek to impose a rigid
distinction but instead explores the
intersection of design, function,

and art. At the 12th edition of West
Bund Art & Design, held November
1316, visitors will encounter not only
contemporary art but also a diverse
spectrum of collectible design

and functional art — creative works
that illuminate everyday life in playful
and unexpected ways.

The preview unfolds through three
encounters: shells and light, shifting
between nature and artificiality;

an “entryway” reimagined to stage
everyday rituals of coming and going;
and silent blocks of stainless steel,
standing in living rooms with the poise
of sculpture. Together, these narr-
atives demonstrate how contemp-
orary design evolves from material
explorations into reflections on
space, culture, and lived experience.
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Ludovico Grantaliano, a Rome-based
artist and designer, returns to design /
delight this year with a new site-specific
installation. He graduated in architecture
from the University of Roma Tre

after a year of studies in Portugal at

the Universidade do Porto, and later
founded his own studio in Rome.

All his research is permeated by

the relationship with nature. He

is particularly interested in seeking

a symbiosis between what might

be considered artificial, and therefore
technological and measured, and

the world of nature, imperfection, and
undesignable forms. His way of working
is to insert undesignable shapes and
elements into highly designed and
measured systems. These elements
and forms are taken from the outside
and incorporated into the project
precisely to achieve results that are
unpredictable and unmanageable,
both functionally and formally. These
elements, that often take the form

of natural fragments, do not have

a decorative function but a real struct-
ural function.
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Ludovico Grantaliano,
design /delight BR51%, 2024 £,

Ludovico Grantaliano, Installation
view of design /delight 2024.
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In his work, there is a tension towards
lightness and suspension, towards
the removal of weight, the stripping
away of mass, the reduction of forms
and elements to a minimum, the

use of balance using only the force
of gravity as support. His interest is
to generate a relationship and a
possible symbiosis between natural
and artificial shapes and materials,
and thus investigate the relationship
between man and the environment.
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At this year’s design /delight, Grantaliano
presents a new large-scale installation,
MADRE aria, extending the artist’s
signature shell-inspired lighting series.
Mother-of-pearl functions as a natural
diffuser: part of the light passes through
its surface, while the rest is reflected,
producing a distinctive interplay

of color and shadow. MADRE aria
expands this exploration into installation
form, composed of a constellation

of small light points, each illuminating

a single shell.

The work can be configured into
different sizes and shapes according
to the spatial context. It may appear
as a single light source, or as multiple
units combined, either mounted on
walls or suspended in space Beyond
the shells and light, the installation
deliberately reveals its power supply,
hub, and wiring, foregrounding the
aesthetic value of industrial and
technical components. In doing

s0, the work establishes a dialogue
of contrasts and unity between the
natural form of the shell and the
language of industrial technology.

Ludovico Grantaliano:

“For design /delight 2025, | have
created a large-scale version of MADRE
aria to be installed on a wall, composed
of around thirty lights that will spread
across a surface six meters wide.

The install-ation incorporates multiple
power supplies, hubs, and electrical
wires to support each light. Every

shell within the work generates its

own shade and color, coming together
to form an unpredictable and ever-
changing light installation.”
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(MADRE aria) , 2025, 5. D%, B
S58BFaff. RYTE,

MADRE aria, 2025.Stainless steel, shells,
electrical wiring, and electronics.
Variable dimensions.

© Ludovico Grantaliano, Agustina Salvatori

{MADRE) , 2024 , 75, NI%. B4,
EHRR: 190 X 25 X 25 [EK;
BEHERR: 15 X 10 X 15[ EXK,
MADRE, 2024.
Stainless steel, shells, electrical wiring.
Floor model 190 x 25 x 25 cm,
Wall model 15 x 10 x 15 cm.

© Ludovico Grantaliano, Agustina Salvatori
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London-based cross-disciplinary design
studio Haus of Hu will present its first
collaborative series at this year’s design
/delight, created together with designers
Theo Sykes and Dariia Nepop. Founded
by Chinese designer Ellen Hu, Haus of
Hu weaves sensibilities from Chinese
culture into a contemporary design
language, highlighting subtle contrasts
between East and West, the classical
and the minimal. Hu’s practice spans
architecture, fashion, and furniture, with
works previously showcased at Alcova
and the Salone del Mobile in Milan.

Theo Sykes is an architectural
designer, researcher and curator based
in London, working in Mumbai, London
and Santiago de Compostela. Dariia
Nepop is an architectural designer and
curator based in London, with previous
work in Piedmont, London, and Kyiv.
Her recent project The Missing Room,
a multifunctional outdoor pavilion

in rural northern ltaly, received inter-
national recognition.

This collaboration explores the nuance
and intersection of difference — how
architecture and furniture converge to
create moments of encounter, transition,
and ritual. Not conceived as objects in
isolation but as systems, each design
operates as an instrument to structure
domestic life.

This collaboration originates in

a shared exploration of the overlap
between architecture and furniture —
an inquiry into how objects can
articulate space and shape exper-
ience. The space of the entryway
was chosen as the point of departure:
the first domestic threshold. A site

of dualities — arrival and departure,
interior and exterior, where the actions
of arrival and departure unfold.

The console table, low chair and
hooks are designed as a collective/
unified scenography for these actions.
The trio works toward a language

of entry and exit, each serving a
precise function, together forming an
intentional architecture of small rituals.
It invites you to encounter your home
deliberately — to understand it not

as a backdrop but as an actor.
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(CHARM) , 2025 £,
Bk, FER. KRB
30 X 30 X 4[EK,

CHARM, 2025.
30x30x4cm.

The scenography of the Entryway
Collection at design /delight is
conceived as an architecture

of transition. It recreates the spatial
characteristics of the entryway:

the shift from public to private, street
to entryway, the delineation of borders.
Walls of varying heights, carpets,

and the collection itself compose

a sequence of thresholds and views,
staging the sensation of arrival; a
doorway is encountered, a room is
entered, and furniture appears utilised.

This staging extends the logic of

the collaboration itself. In our space
we propose moments of encounter,
transition and ritual, where the visitor
can become a participant, interacting
with furniture as spatial instruments.
Placement becomes suggestive —
guiding the eye, framing approach,
proposing utilisation.

Oak, aluminium, lacquered charm.
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{NOST) , 2025 &,
BAR. REEW. W, BFER.
45 X 35 X 14 [EXK,

NOST, 2025.
Oak, aluminium, glass, print.
45x35x14cm.
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(NOST) , 2025 £,
AR, FEW. W, BFEDR,
45 X 35 X 14 E¥,

NOST, 2025.
Oak, aluminium, glass, print.
45x35x14cm.

(DYAD) , 2025 £,
B, FHEW. HEERE,
65 X 37 X 37 B,

DYAD, 2025.
Oak, aluminium, cushion.
65x37x37cm.
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C2)R 75 1= [ER
C2 Gallery

ERAEERTH
TSI
An Architectural
Volume Stands

in Silent Confrontation
within the Living Room

[ —
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(FF3R) , 2025 £,
304 FEEM. 75 X 55 X 47.2[FH
© i

Block Seat, 2025.
304 stainless steel.
75 x 55 x 47.2 cm.
©LiuChang
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(BFmED , 2025 &,

ELFHW. 75 X 20 X 43 [EK,

© 3

Section, 2025.

Brushed stainless steel.
75x%20x43 cm.
©LiuChang
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ZIENAS, BRAIHAT, BRI
®F “BF HOES. ElIXRERF—17
Rl —xTF “®" 5 “F" . “The”
5 ‘et g9

PARTNER

C2 is an art-furniture brand founded

by designer Liu Chang, rooted in
minimalism and sculptural presence.
The “C” in its name suggests cube,
construction, and chair, while the
number “2” implies extension, layering,
and dialogue. C2 conceives of furniture
not only as functional objects but also
as volumes, orders, and concepts
within space.

Exhibiting in the debut section at
design /delight, C2 Gallery will present
a new body of work in stainless steel.
Here, furniture transcends utility to
assume the presence of sculpture,
situated at the threshold between
design and art. Square, pure, and
restrained, the works act as nodes
of force and autonomous sculptural
entities, maintaining tension and
spirit in any setting.

Derived from basic geometries,

the pieces emerge as stacked blocks,
offset structures, or compositions
dictated by structural logic. Some
invite sitting, while others retain only
the silhouette of a “chair.” Together,
they articulate an inquiry into the
shifting boundaries between sitting
and seeing, function and form.
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(FR) B—IBBARFWE IR KA
F, BEMEILNANR—BIL G ARER
BMA, SNEEEMENLLAIXR, &
—MEREERE WIS IR, XEMEERIA
BBy (EmBVIRISZ ATETF “F7 5 “R”
BYSKAD: (SREGHPIE S H— AT =
BEFE, ILBFRRE—HAIEANR
B, ER—H/LAME, (FREMISHE
Mz BES T T, 2ME—TPRIETLE
FRRYE R,

CErmE) WABFRERERNRE,
BB AU —EEETE—2 7,
AW BURAE RN BT LIA PRI, 12
IR, HEMEN. XEH B FMXE
R ERDE, BR—MXTRESED
WRE: BFRIE, MRALFTHT
£, THRESHEBEZEKNOLE. (@
m) BER—IERTF, WEXTEMSRR
B &R,

EZRANEE, (BE) BE “%it
ZE” BREE. fEmbl “HR” (EAIRitT
BE, BRTERXEXNRESERYE
BOMRH, AR IASREB B LA LB A&
EFE. MMEAREES, AL,
UIRIEFINER. ERE “FE , A
=i P EIEHTRF 53K

(BE) AFASEmER/LNAE, M
RUEMEMRHINSN, BHRAEEZRA
‘BRNEY 5 “MENER . HE
— M FE. 5—E%RA, #EXY WHE
F 5 “miEarEt” 8RZIEIN,

n.2

Block Seat is a chair constructed from
stainless-steel blocks. At first glance,

it appears to be a casual stacking of
cubes in varying sizes, yet it conceals a
precise sense of proportion where each
block functions both as a structural
support and as part of a sculptural
composition. The work’s distinctive-
ness lies in the tension between
“order” and “block”: the arrangement of
volumes creates rhythm and structure,
transforming the chair from a functional
object into a geometric sculpture.
Balancing randomness and precision,
it reveals a beauty that is both raw

and refined.

Section takes the archetypal chair

as prototype, severing the complete
form with a single vertical cut. The
stainless-steel surface is intensified in
its minimalist geometry, cool, pure, and
forceful. Division here is not only formal
but conceptual, reflecting on whole
and part: a chair cut in two, yet pers-
isting in essence. Between function and
sculpture, Section embodies a spatial
meditation on structure and boundary.

Echoing the idea of an architectural
plinth, Foundations carries a metaph-
orical resonance as a “foundation

of design.” Employing the block as

its sole language, it dispenses with
furniture’s reliance on function or orna-
ment, speaking only through geo-metry
and proportion. Two volumes, slightly
misaligned, are stacked without curves,
cuts, or additions. Simply “existing,”
they generate order and tension

within space.

Foundations does not attempt to
perform as a coffee table, but rather,
with rational restraint, it distills furn-
iture into both “architectural fragment”
and “essence of objecthood.” Each
plane and edge responds to the
aesthetics of construction and the
pursuit of spatial purity.
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(EEE) , 2025 £, Foundations, 2025.
BRI, 115 X 100 EXK, Brushed stainless steel. 115 x 100 cm.
© Mg © Liu Chang
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ARTIFACT X{tit %8 VAC SIis NG &K E A A
SR\ R BhEDD, A TR FE XX E, 1O
EEILNS £ IKBRIE AT L,

ARTIFACT™ is a cultural initiative funded by
Muchun Niu, the founder of VAC, and his team
based in New York and Hanoi. It is dedicated to
fostering cross-cultural dialogues and strength-
ening a global network of creative and intellectual
talents across Asia and beyond.

EEHALNTHE 42 1462 WRHARNEHRE AT
S 2515 % NE44%F6S

462 W 42nd St, #2515, 6/44/11 To Ngoc
New York, NY 10036, Van, Tay Ho, Hanoi,
USA Vietnam
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