
Although his practice encompassed works across many media, Vietnamese
American artist Dinh Q. Lê (1968–2024) was best known for his elaborate
photo-weavings: strips of photographic paper interlaced to form tapestries of
often incongruous imagery. He adapted this technique from traditional grass-
mat weaving, a skill his aunt taught him during his childhood in Hà Tiên,
near the Cambodian border. Nine photo-weavings were included in “Dinh Q.
Lê: A Survey 1995–2023,” among them an example from his breakout series
From Vietnam to Hollywood, 2001–2005, exhibited to much acclaim at the
2003 Venice Biennale. For Immolation in Color, 2002, he painstakingly
crisscrossed long, thin ribbons of chromogenic prints into a grid. The strips’
horizontal axis lines up images from big-budget Vietnam War films such as
Apocalypse Now and Platoon, while the vertical axis coalesces into journalist
Malcolm Browne’s disturbing 1963 photograph of Buddhist monk Thích
Quang Đúc self-immolating at a crowded Saigon intersection. The piece
appropriates cinematic conventions to counter Hollywood’s grandiose,
condescending fantasia of Vietnam. Its dimensions mimic wide-screen aspect
ratios, while the woozy superimposition of images suggests the midpoint of a
cross-fade, when two shots commingle in ghostly overlap.



The dissonance between diametric paradigms—the crass illusionism of
movies versus the principled decision to commit suicide as protest—
underlines the fun house–mirror grotesqueries of the conflict Americans call
the Vietnam War and Vietnamese people call the American War.

Four photo-weavings in the gallery’s rear alcove referenced the Khmer
Rouge’s invasion of southwestern Vietnam in 1978, which forced Lê’s family
to flee to Thailand when he was ten. In Cambodia, 1995, and Untitled (Tuol
Sleng and Angkor Temple), ca. 1998, serene imagery of Buddhist and Hindu
statuary contrasts with mug shots of prisoners interred, tortured, and
murdered in Tuol Sleng, Phnom Penh’s most notorious extermination center.
Untitled (Gandara Buddha with Sistine Chapel), ca. 1997, and Untitled (Self-
portrait with Angel), 1997, suggest the uneasiness the artist felt as a refugee in
Thailand and, later, an émigré in the United States—a perennial outsider
wedged between cultures. In the self-portrait, he depicts himself  caged inside
the robes of an angel depicted in the Pérussis Altarpiece, 1480, which he
encountered at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (he lived in the
city from 1990 to 1992, while studying for his MFA at the School of Visual
Arts). Peering out through prison bars, subsumed within an adopted culture’s
Judeo-Christian iconography, he meets the viewer’s gaze stoically, a visual
echo of the faces of doomed Tuol Sleng internees.

Lê’s ties to the Pacific Northwest, although not widely known, were tacitly
acknowledged in the exhibition. His first home in the US was in the farming
town of Banks, Oregon, where his family lived briefly before relocating to Los
Angeles. Nearly three decades later, in 1996, gallerist Elizabeth Leach met the
twentysomething artist in Seattle, where he was visiting friends, and was so
taken with his ideas and photo-weavings that she signed him on the spot. Hers
was the first commercial gallery to represent him. He went on to have nine
solo shows in Portland between 1996 and 2023, dying of a stroke a year later
at the age of only fifty-six. With Leach’s encouragement in the early 2000s, he
began to think of the gallery as a creative incubator for developing
experimental and conceptual work. Several of those works were included in
the survey. In a readymade titled The Infrastructure of Nationalism, 2009, he
festooned a bicycle with Vietnamese flags—a common presentation for selling
patriotic souvenirs in Southeast Asia—reimagining the colorful decorations
as a commentary on the ubiquity of pro-government symbols. The Last of
the Alchemists, 2013, a four-and-a-half-foot-long lacquer box adorned with
silver leaf, contained over 160 feet of unexposed photographic paper. The box
is sealed, the material never to be touched by the light of day.



Created as he transitioned from film to digital photography, it functions as a
reliquary for the lapsed alchemy of the darkroom. More tomb than container,
the work’s elegiac tenor permeated the exhibition, which coincided with the
first anniversary of Lê’s untimely death and the fiftieth anniversary of the
Vietnam War’s conclusion. The unexposed, unprocessed film seemed an apt
metaphor for the unfinished work of a life and career cut short.
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The Diaspora Returns

Born in Vietnam and raised in California, a cohort of artists have come back to the land of their birth. There, they’re making bold, 

often political work—and hoping not to run afoul of government censors.
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or a recent show at Emasi Nam Long, a gallery in Ho Chi Minh City, the curator 

installed an overhead track on which a small spotlight moved back and forth as it 

traversed the space, like how police in helicopters search for suspected criminals at 

https://www.altaonline.com/author/400988/joe-fyfe/
https://www.altaonline.com/culture/art/a60924098/vietnam-california-political-art-joe-fyfe/#


night, or how the crews of U.S. “Huey” helicopters, for a short time, used spotlights to seek out 

the Vietcong in darkness during the American War.

The curator, Hanoi-based Vân Đỗ, wrote that “the focus has shifted from the production of new 

works. Instead, there is growing interest in efforts to record, revisit, write and rewrite history.” 

For example, Forefinger (2021), by Trần Tuấn, is a cassock-size sculpture of the trigger digit of a 

hand, covered with retrieved and blank dog tags. Like many of his peers, Tuấn is an activist 

concerned with promoting art to a wider community. His artist’s statement refers to his father 

and uncles, who cut off their forefingers to avoid conscription during the war.

The catalog for the exhibition, titled White Noise, states that Tuấn’s works are often inserted into 

public spaces and are prompted by his desire to open dialogues on topics ranging from history to 

present affairs. The verb insert points to the renegade character of placement that often is a 

necessity for public art.

Vietnam is where I first witnessed one of the major themes of this new century: the minds and 

hearts of a rising populace can be satiated and controlled if one pins them under a continuously 

toppling wall of consumer goods. Transparency of government workings, free flow of 

information, freedom of expression, and access to challenging works of aesthetic complexity are 

all things the Vietnamese government has a history of suppressing (much like China and a 

number of Southeast Asian countries).

There have always been hurdles to being an artist here, but as Vietnam’s relationship with the 

United States has shifted from hostility to economic interdependence, the dominating 

Communist Party has dropped the pretense of tolerating art that poses questions that should not 

be asked. Among the generation of artists, writers, and gallerists who are now midcareer and 

who have attained international stature are several Californian diasporans. These individuals 

have developed a radicalized practice through their exposure to the pedagogy of the Golden 

State’s art schools.

I’m here on my sixth visit since 2002. In 2006 and ’07, I lived in Vietnam and in Cambodia as a 

Fulbright Fellow in journalism. At that time, I participated in what was meant to be an 

artist-organized exhibition, Saigon Open City, an ambitious kind of regional biennial formed in 

the absence of any government cultural infrastructure. It failed when it became apparent that 

https://vcad.org.vn/artworks/forefinger/


the Ministry of Culture was never going to allow it to fully open. Since then, artists have pushed 

on despite varying degrees of harassment. The German philosopher and critic Walter Benjamin 

once expressed that history is written by the victors and should be written by the vanquished. 

But here in Vietnam—ultimately victorious, as the citizenry will attest, over the French, the 

Americans, and the Chinese—they have vanquished their own artists. And yet it is the artists 

who persist in making works that are a form of service, writing the suppressed history of 

Vietnam and exposing its present corruption.

The patriotism of the Vietnamese people that many of us are old enough to remember from the 

1960s remains in its artists.
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Trân Tuân’s Forefinger (2021) represents a trigger finger severed to avoid conscription. Below: Detail of dog 
tags, which cover the digit.
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HOME IS WHERE THE ART IS

I visit Richard Streitmatter-Tran where he lives with his young family in the far reaches of 

District 7, about a half hour from downtown Ho Chi Minh City. The route there passes through a 

two-lane, truck-choked industrial corridor that serves the enormous shipping container port on 

the Saigon River. It leads eventually onto wider streets bordered by very recently built high-end 

malls, apartment buildings, golf courses, and parks and, beyond those, to his suburban 

neighborhood.

Streitmatter-Tran, like many of his artist colleagues of his generation, was born in Vietnam but 

raised elsewhere. He attended Massachusetts College of Art and Design and has a U.S. passport. 

In addition to making art, he has run alternative art spaces—most notably, Dia Projects, which 

began in 2010 and for a number of years mounted exhibits in a building on the still 

intermittently elegant Đồng Khởi Street in downtown Saigon. Streitmatter-Tran now operates 

http://www.diacritic.org/about-dia-projects


Dia Projects out of his studio. He tells me that unlike in earlier times, contemporary Vietnamese 

art is being collected by a rising moneyed class within the country, and exhibition spaces are 

being privately funded.

For a seven-year period—starting in 2005—every application to exhibit his work in the country 

was rejected. Talking about current censorship, he says that officialdom is still sensitive to 

political and ecological themes in artworks but has lightened up on sexual and religious imagery. 

“But one has to be aware.… The censors aren’t stupid.”

Many of the most prominent artists of the emerging generation are women who appeared with 

the contemporary art historian Pamela Nguyen Corey in July 2022 on the online series The New 

Social Environment, produced by the art publication the Brooklyn Rail. (The Rail was 

cofounded and continues to be published by Phong Bui, who was born in 1964 in Huế, Vietnam.)

I catch up with Corey in the burgeoning District 2, an expat-dominated bedroom community. 

She is the author of The City in Time: Contemporary Art and Urban Form in Vietnam and 

Cambodia, a recently published look at contemporary art of the region in relation to the city as 

signscape, an environment of messages and portents. She teaches, along with Streitmatter-Tran, 

at Fulbright University Vietnam. Corey is of Vietnamese and American heritage. She did 

undergraduate work in studio art at UC Irvine before turning to history of art and visual studies 

at Cornell. I ask her about the influence of Southern California’s art departments on some of the 

most prominent diasporan artists, and she notes that at the time she was at Irvine, a good 

portion of the faculty had recently graduated from California Institute of the Arts and were very 

political.

I arrange to see Dinh Q. Lê, whom I met during my Fulbright fellowship and when he was 

helping organize Saigon Open City. He had left Hà Tiên while still a boy, after the border 

incursions by Cambodia. I remember Lê telling me how he gripped his mother’s hand as they 

were led through water to a small boat. His mother dealt in jewelry, and all their worldly 

possessions were in a bag in her other hand. During my visit, I note Lê’s undiminished energy 

and curiosity. But tragically and without warning, he would die of a stroke a few months after I 

meet with him.
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When Lê was 10, he and his family arrived in Simi Valley, and after high school, he attended UC 

Santa Barbara. There he studied with the artist Ann Hamilton, who was in the forefront of 

installation art using traditional household crafts, like stitching and embroidery, as 

metaphorical and analogical tools, and with Richard Ross, a photographer who saw his work as 

a method for social action and documentary. Lê, who considered himself “essentially a collagist,” 

said that the Dada works available at the university’s library—including those of the German 

post–World War I protest artists Hannah Hoch and John Heartfield—were of foundational 

importance to him.

Today, Lê is revered as an important international artist. At New York’s Asia Society, in the 

mid-2000s, he showed an extensive patchwork of vintage photographs sourced from a Saigon 

used bookshop (one I recalled visiting when it was still in existence on Đồng Khởi) as well as 

acclaimed early work: an extensive series titled From Vietnam to Hollywood, in which he used a 

straw mat–weaving method, taught to him by an aunt, to combine images from American films 

about the war in Vietnam with documentary photography from that period or, in other 

examples, images of Cambodian victims of the Khmer Rouge interlaced with details of Angkor 

Wat. At the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2010, he showed a once-working helicopter 

built from odds and ends by two Vietnamese farmers, accompanied by a film that intercut 

scenes from movies and news footage of the American War, dominated as it was by choppers, 

with testaments from survivors of it. Among other layers of irony, this homemade version made 

oblique reference to the Arthur Young–designed Bell-47D1 helicopter that is famously displayed 

in midair in the permanent collection of the museum’s design department.

Lê was the cofounder and chair of Sán Art, an independent arts organization. It has a history of 

offering residencies and curatorial training and maintains a library stocked with criticism and 

theory, much of it brought from abroad in artists’ personal luggage to skirt censorship. Lê 

explained that while some private organizations try to avoid censors, Sán Art has always sought 

approval from the Ministry of Culture before each exhibition. He said the strategy is one where 

the idea is to get the censors “used to the art.”

Sán Art is located in an office building in District 4, just south of the city center, in a raw space 

with a ceiling height of about 14 feet. Inside, The Disoriented Garden… A Breath of Dream, by 

Trương Công Tùng, is on display. Situated in semidarkness, the installation is a 

https://moma.org/artists/26740
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Gesamtkunstwerk that has a film element, a music soundtrack, a collection of ceramic pottery, 

tubes, flowing water, a shallow trench dug into the cement flooring, a narrow carpet of beading 

slumped over an assemblage of plants and machinery, soil, and stone, with a series of lacquer 

paintings by the artist hung on the gallery walls. Many of these materials are reused as the 

venues for Tùng’s artworks change; his themes are based on the culture and ecologies of 

Vietnam’s Central Highlands, home to more than 30 ethnic groups. The region sustained 

damage from carpet bombing and defoliation during the American War and, later, suffered 

exploitative agricultural schemes. Images in the hour-long filmed component include scurrying 

insects before a full moon, accompanied by flute music. A figure outfitted as a vagabond 

character passes through the film at moments, symbolizing the many disenfranchised survivors 

of the war who continue to populate the Central Highlands. The accompanying literature states 

that Tùng sees the artist as a vessel “through which voiceless beings express themselves.” It is a 

soothing, alluring, mysterious installation that exemplifies the combination of poetic and 

political characteristics often found in contemporary Vietnamese art.

LEE STARNES



Dinh Q. Lê attended UC Santa Barbara before returning to Vietnam. He led an influential arts organization and exhibited his 
work internationally.

THE RETURNING DIASPORA

Another artist who migrated to California by boat during the diaspora is Tuan Andrew Nguyen. 

He left at age three and was first in Texas, then joined the Vietnamese expat community in Long 

Beach before moving to Irvine, where his family lived with two others in a two-bedroom 

apartment.

Nguyen returned to Vietnam in 2005 after majoring in fine arts at UC Irvine and later 

completing his MFA at CalArts. At Irvine, he was influenced by Daniel Martinez, a social 

provocateur across mediums, and Andrea Bowers, a painter and activist. At CalArts, he studied 

under Michael Asher, whose post-studio classes were famous for their umpteen-hours-long 

critiques that would pull apart all material and associational supports, and under Sam Durant, 

perhaps best known for a group of sculptures reproducing 30 monuments to those killed during 

multiple so-called Indian Wars—Indigenous peoples and white settlers—located around the 

United States and all conforming to the same obelisk shape as the Washington Monument. A 

year after his return to Ho Chi Minh City, Nguyen described the situation in a statement 

accompanying his project Proposals for a Vietnamese Landscape:

Vietnam is a paradox in its political operation and its economic progression. 

Theoretically, government censorship reigns supreme over the landscape. But 

even that’s at odds with the reality. Trends that are becoming popular with 

Vietnamese youth culture, like hip-hop, are deemed as western influences and 

warned against, sometimes outwardly censored, by the government. All the 

while, advertising agencies pay big money to exploit and use these same 

trends to sell consumer goods in their marketing campaigns.

Last August, he had a well-received exhibition at the New Museum in New York City. Nguyen is 

recognized for his work with the Propeller Group (helicopters again) artist collective and for his 

films, collaborative paintings, and sculptural objects, many of which, like those of his teacher 

Durant, use the concept of the monument. Enemy’s Enemy: Monument to a Monument (2012), 

for example, is a Louisville Slugger baseball bat carved into the image of Buddhist monk Thích 

https://www.tuanandrewnguyen.com/proposalsforavietnameselandscape
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Quảng Đức, who immolated himself in 1963 in protest of the Vietnamese government’s 

repression of his faith.

Nguyen is represented in Vietnam by Quỳnh Pham, director of Galerie Quynh in Ho Chi Minh 

City. Pham returned to Vietnam in 1997, having left Da Nang as a child, fleeing on a boat by way 

of Vung Tau and eventually being rescued by an American ship. She feared water for a long time 

afterward, she says. Her father was a South Vietnamese fighter pilot whom she only met much 

later in life; he had, apparently, another family elsewhere. She was initially in a refugee camp 

with her other family members, then spent time in Guam and Camp Pendleton before settling in 

Chula Vista.

While in high school, she came across The Arrest of Christ, a Northern Renaissance painting 

credited to the Workshop of Hieronymus Bosch, at the San Diego Museum of Art. She was 

moved, began to study art, and became an assistant to the school’s art teacher. She studied art 

history at UC San Diego, volunteered at the Quint Gallery in La Jolla, excelled as an intern at the 

Smithsonian, then returned west to work as the only nonwhite staffer in the development 

department at the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego in La Jolla. There, she says, she had 

so little money, she “bucked the caste system at the museum” and went fishing at lunchtime with 

the gardener to get something to eat.

After Pham came back to Vietnam, she began writing for Asian Art News and curating 

exhibitions. Soon, with aid from her husband, she wrote a cogent business plan, secured 

backers, and opened her own gallery. She still represents several of the painters she met upon 

returning, including Tran Van Thao, one of the Group of 10 artists, known for being the first 

abstract painters in Vietnam.

Phạm’s experience with art institutions in the United States prepared her for “doing everyone’s 

job” at her own gallery. Her business functions as a for-profit entity while also operating as a 

promotional and educational extension. She’s moved the gallery several times, and the current 

location is the most ambitious yet, with four floors of galleries, offices, and 

temperature-regulated storage and a shaft that runs through the building with a winch for 

moving large sculptures.

https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/SK-A-3113/catalogue-entry
https://asianartnewspaper.com/
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Tuan Andrew Nguyen with a kinetic sculpture in his Ho Chi Minh City studio. He moved back to Vietnam in 2005 and is 
represented by Galerie Quynh.
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Tran Luong, who has long been in the vanguard of Vietnamese artists, serves as the director of the Art Patronage & 
Development organization in Hanoi.

PATRIOT GAMES

I had not been to Hanoi since 2007, and the city doesn’t appear to have changed much except 

for the traffic pattern. Lines of cars and motorbikes that previously encircled legendary Hoàn 

Kiếm Lake, a symbol of national pride and of the former imperial seat, have been redirected to 

the perimeters to accommodate tourism. Many surrounding tree-lined streets seem to have 

benefited from the rerouting.

I’ve come expressly to see Tran Luong, whom I met on my first visit 22 years ago. Since his 

beginnings in the meteoric group of painters known as the Gang of Five, he has always been in 

the forefront of postwar Vietnamese art. In many ways, his career is a pursuit of the social ideal 

of being an artist: “keeping a distance from object art,” he says, while drawing on the principles 

of kung fu, “making sure there is an accent on craftsmanship.”



As a child, Tran was sent to the country, as most children in Hanoi were, during the American 

bombings. While traveling abroad during the mid-1990s, he was exposed to pop art and abstract 

expressionism, finding the idea of revolution in Jackson Pollock.

Tran stages creative actions to reach people who—owing to poverty or simply being 

uninformed—would never think of entering an art gallery. These creative actions include 

Moving Forwards and Backwards (2009), in which he invited people to brush their teeth in an 

outdoor space, first performed in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, near the Tonlé Sap River, and Welts 

(2007–), in which he asks audience members to take his red scarf and hit his body with as much 

aggressiveness as they please. In one interview, he said that though there was pain involved, “I 

feel very happy. Not really happy, but I feel this kind of high, like taking drugs. Because I can 

feel like the real part of a million people, not just only me anymore.” Closely connected to the 

Goethe-Institut in Hanoi, Tran learned curation, “bringing the idea of making institutions form 

political ideals,” and cofounded Nhá Sán Studio, the first nonprofit experimental art space in 

Vietnam.

As in Ho Chi Minh City, independent arts organizations in Hanoi have begun to receive 

patronage from the private sector. Tran is the director of Art Patronage & Development, which is 

supported by UpGen Vietnam, a facilitator space for businesses that provides the group with a 

studio, learning center, and gallery.

In the APD gallery space is a reprised exhibition from two decades ago, Green Red & Yellow. The 

show explores Vietnam’s march into economic gain (green), its contradictory Communist 

program that stops real development of a modern society (red), and the idea of the individual 

creative element (yellow)—of softness, the free mind, LGBTQ identity, natural roots—that has 

been left out of the equation. Tran tells me that “20 years later, we are dealing with the same 

issues; the radical content is still new.” The show was originally held at the Goethe-Institut 

Hanoi, with 16 artists, and received thousands of visitors in two weeks.

Among the artists I have known, Tran has the most original, most poetic vision. Years ago, I 

described him in BOMB magazine as “Whitmanesque…the way he unites his personal 

experiences with nature and national identity.” Soon, Mousse, the important European art 

https://bombmagazine.org/


publisher, will issue a book on him, and a retrospective of his work will travel to multiple 

countries.

Tran tells me that he is “not just an artist but an organizer of people; my center is the border 

between art and society.” Like other contemporary Vietnamese artists, in Ho Chi Minh City as 

well as here in Hanoi and elsewhere, he is affected by the huge gaps between the rich and poor, 

his country’s consumerism and corruption, and the ongoing struggle for freedom. But, he says, 

“I still love living here. I get up and I still have energy.”•

Correction: The print version of this story incorrectly stated that Richard Streitmatter-Trần 

was banned from exhibiting in Vietnam in response to one of his artworks dealing with 

ecological harm; his applications to exhibitions were rejected without feedback. We also erred 

in stating that he went six years without a show in Vietnam; he went seven years without a 

show in the country.



DINH Q. LÊ  (1968–2024)
By Hung Duong

Dinh Q. Lê at STPI Creative Workshop & Gallery, Singapore, 2018. Photo: Toni Cuhadi.

MY FIRST AND, SADLY, last interview with Dinh Q. Lê transpired in his studio 
in 2022, though we had known each other for years. The summer humidity was 
welling against the windowpanes as Dinh reclined in his wooden chair, enjoying a 
rare moment of respite in his creative domain. With his distinctive voice—slightly 
high-pitched, like a scratchy record—he told me about his childhood in Kiên 
Giang, Vietnam, his fateful voyage to American shores in 1978, his tumultuous 
education in California, and then his homecoming to Saigon in 1997. Gradually, 
his life unfurled in front of me, chapter by chapter, pixel by pixel, a photographic 
tapestry of memory, dedication, faith, and vision.  

https://www.artforum.com/author/hung-duong/
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Dinh’s early life was colored by history. He recounted to me his experiences in the 
refugee camps in Thailand as a young teenage boy, how each family was allotted 
only a tiny square mat on which they ate, slept, quarreled, and made love. During 
those sweltering, sleepless nights, pressed tightly against other heaving bodies, 
Dinh would stare at the mosquito net above his head and let his imaginings of 
America run wild. Despite being an unwilling participant in the catastrophic 
theater of the Vietnam War, he was excluded from the discourse around it upon 
landing in America, as the US scrambled to salvage its postwar reputation with 
biased narratives. As a student in Walter Capps’s popular course at the University 
of California, Santa Barbara, “The Vietnam War and American Religion,” Dinh 
openly complained that the course curriculum was prejudiced against the 
Vietnamese experience in its emphasis on the testimonies and experiences of US 
veterans. In 1989, he directed his frustration into an early series of posters that he 
plastered across the university campus. In these mostly black-and-white 
broadsides, journalistic American images of the war appear alongside statistics 
about casualties on the Vietnam side. 



Dinh Q. Lê, Persistence of Memory #10, 2000–2001, C-print, linen tape, 45 × 63″. From the series “Persistence of 
Memory,” 2000–2001.

Dinh was determined to stake a claim to the histories of the Vietnam War through 
his art. Uninterested in picking ideological sides, he was solely invested in 
unpacking the complex experiences of unnamed people who suffered through the 
war. This desire propelled him to return to Saigon in the late ’90s, to retrace his 
roots and uncover accounts that had been buried by Vietnam and overlooked in the 
US. This homecoming resulted in a number of storytelling projects, beginning 
with Damaged Gene, 1998, in which Dinh transformed his research on the 
horrendous repercussions of Agent Orange in Vietnam into a cabinet of 
grotesqueries, from cheerful figurines of conjoined twins to double-collared 
student uniforms and other articles of children’s clothing printed with logos of 
corporations that would eventually be sued by the Vietnamese government for their 
involvement in chemical warfare.  

I can still vividly recall the experience of installing an iteration of this series for the 
2022 exhibition “Illuminated Curiosities” at the Nguyen Art Foundation in Ho Chi 
Minh City. As I unpacked each doll, ironed each uniform, and cradled each pacifier 
in my palms before placing them behind Plexiglas, I was on the verge of tears. My 
mind became flustered with questions about the fates of Agent Orange survivors 
and how they would describe their experiences of the war. Such was the power of 
Dinh’s haunting works: The objects’ combination of innocence and eeriness 
introduced me to another perspective on a community that I’d grown up hearing 
about constantly, yet that remained on the periphery of my historical 
consciousness. Dinh’s storytelling was political but not politicized: He interspersed 
harsh realities with a generous dose of poetics and sensitivity toward marginalized 
communities—people whose lives were quickly swept under the rug after the war 
ended.   



At the core of Dinh’s work was photography and its shape-shifting magic. Dinh 
was widely known for his practice of photo-weaving, inspired by Vietnamese grass 
mats, for which he cut found and archival images into strips and wove them into 
larger compositions. In the early series “Persistence of Memory,” 2000–2001, he 
combined scenes from Hollywood films depicting the war, such as Apocalypse 
Now (1979), with documentary images, while the recent “Cambodia Reamker” 
series, 2021–24, interweaves images of murals from the Cambodian Royal Palace 
in Phnom Penh with portraits of people imprisoned by the Khmer Rouge. 
However, Dinh’s multimedia assemblages were also heavily influenced by his 
profound understanding and intricate use of photography as a material and 
medium. For the installation Crossing the Farther Shore, 2014, Dinh sewed 
together hundreds of found photographs depicting life in South Vietnam before the 
war that had been abandoned by families when they migrated after 1975. The result
—a group of lacy, fabric-like sheets that he suspended in the gallery to form 
monumental cubes—re-created the mosquito nets from his refugee-camp memories 
while simultaneously lampooning the Minimalist movement, which he deemed an 
escapist reaction by American artists during the height of the conflict. Floating like 
pixelated specters, these quilted objects reminded us not only of the untold stories 
of Vietnamese boat people but also of the fictionalizing capacity of the 
photographs. 



Dinh Q. Lê, Crossing the Farther Shore (detail), 2014, seven parts, found photographs, thread, linen tape, 
dimensions variable.

When I delivered a talk about this series at the National Gallery Singapore in 2023, 
I was also tasked with giving a brief tour of the works, which were then on display 
as part of the survey exhibition “Living Pictures: Photography in Southeast Asia.” 
As the guests navigated around the cubes, leaning in closer to observe the faces 
and decipher the scribbled notes behind the photographs, I snapped a photo and 
sent it to Dinh. “I am initiating people into your temple, anh oi,” I joked, using the 
Vietnamese term for older brother. He laughed, commenting that I was his high 
priestess. We continued chatting as the works murmured their tales into the guests’ 
attentive ears.  

To many outside Vietnam, Dinh Q. Lê was simply a magnificent artist whose 
works struck a critical chord amid the narratives of the Vietnam War. But to us in 
Saigon, particularly the artists, writers, and art workers who became aware of 



unresolved political conflict in Vietnam thanks to his art, Dinh was a mentor, a 
trailblazer, a visionary, and a great friend. As a cofounder of Sàn Art, a platform 
that has invigorated contemporary art in Vietnam and Southeast Asia since 2007, 
Dinh remained steadfast in his commitment to nurturing young Vietnamese artists 
through exhibitions, residencies, and educational workshops. His wish was for Sàn 
Art to become not only a reflective space for local artists but a bridge connecting 
them to the arena of global art. “The world needs to know about them,” he 
exclaimed. Ever generous with his time and rigorous in his feedback, Dinh has 
paved the way for many now-famous Vietnamese artists. Words cannot describe 
our collective gratitude.  

Two Xerox posters by Dinh Q. Lê, 1989.

In my last memory of Dinh, some three months before his untimely passing, he 
appears not as an artist but as a makeshift dealer—Sàn Art had a booth at the art 
fair S.E.A. Focus 2024, in Singapore, and was presenting a group of novice artists 



from Vietnam. Watching Dinh excitedly explain these previously unknown artists 
and their works to collectors, curators, and institution directors—even though he 
complained later to me that his voice was gone after the vernissage!––I could not 
help but feel an affectionate well of admiration for this dedicated man. One of my 
greatest regrets in life was that we did not have lunch in Singapore. Alas, “what if” 
questions are cheap.  

When he came back to Vietnam more than twenty years ago, Dinh made a promise 
to uplift Vietnam and its artists, and he was faithful to that promise until the end. 
The last image that he posted on his Facebook profile was of his barely finished 
studio, looking out to the ocean in his hometown in the Mekong Delta. The sky 
was vast and the water an unblemished navy blue. The ocean, which brought him 
to foreign shores decades ago, now carries him to his final station. Wherever you 
are, Anh Dinh, may peace be with you. Here is to your next adventure! 

Hung Duong is a writer and translator based in Vietnam. 
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The Marc Ladreit de Lacharrière 
gallery

The Marc Ladreit de Lacharrière gallery, 
inaugurated in 2021, houses temporary 
exhibitions each year, 
with a new perspective on the history 
of non-Western arts. It is in this regard 
that support has been given to 

the exhibition Dinh Q. Lê: The Thread 
of Memory and Other Photographs, 
by the “Marc Ladreit de Lacharrière 
Fund for Knowledge and Promotion 
of African and Oceanian Civilisations”.



A portrait of a socially minded artist: 
four questions for Christine Barthe, 
exhibition curator.

Dinh Q. Lê’s work is not exhibited 
much in France. How have you 
designed the exhibition pathway 
to present his work?

The idea is to offer a retrospective. 
This retrospective isn’t exhaustive, but 
we display around twenty works that 
give a good impression of the oeuvre 
he’s produced and the way he’s worked 
since the 2000s. Above all, I wanted to 
show his work in more depth compared 
to the exhibition ‘Perspective and 
Infinite Connections’ presented 
at the museum in 2020. 

What role does photography 
play in his work? 

Photography plays a big role. 
At the same time, he’s never taken 
shots himself since he first studied 
art. He uses photography to make 
something else. He deconstructs 
existing photographs and gives them 
new meaning. Photography is more 
like a resource to him, matter to be 
transformed.

Introduction 

Dinh Q. Lê, born in 1968 at Hà Tiên in 
Vietnam, has built up a rich, complex 
oeuvre since the 1990s through different 
techniques in which photography plays 
a big role. This exhibition looks back at 
the career of this leading artist whose 
work has been seldom seen in France 
up to now.

For Dinh Q. Lê, an image is matter to 
be explored and transformed. These 
selected works retrace the main themes 
over his twenty years of artistic practice. 
Photography, video and drawings 
combine new, subtle ways of telling 
stories of geopolitics twined around 
lived experience, history twined around 
personal tales.

Dinh Q. Lê spent his childhood 
in Vietnam but had to flee his country 
in 1978 to take refuge in the US. 
At the end of the 1990s, he chooses 
to come back to Vietnam and he opens 
the biggest contemporary art centre 
of the country : Sàn Art. He now has 
an international career. 

Curator : Christine Barthe, Head of 
Photographic Collections Heritage Unit, 
Musée du Quai Branly – 
Jacques Chirac

In partnership with the artist 
Dinh Q. Lê



Where does this photo-weaving 
technique come from? What does 
it represent to him?

It’s something he developed early on 
in his career. He doesn’t only use this 
technique, but it often features and 
that’s quite peculiar to him. It’s a really 
simple technique, the same one his 
aunt would use to weave mats. For him, 
it’s a way of combining two different 
registers of images

Splendor and Darkness (STPI) #26 Splendor and Darkness (STPI) #42 3

He uses portraits and news images. 
Some well-known images, including 
those of the Vietnam War, are weaved 
with posters or Hollywood film scenes. 
This builds up a surprising artistic 
subject based on a principle that’s 
actually quite simple. It produces a 
highly pictorial result, one that’s very 
meaningful but a little ambiguous as 
there are always at least two ways of 
reading the image.
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Dinh Q. Lê tells some of his story 
through that of his country, 
including the story of the Vietnam 
War. Is his work a way of giving a 
voice to those deprived of one?

This issue of finding expression, of 
giving people a voice, is very important 
in his oeuvre in general. Several of his 
works relate to this issue, like his work 
The Farmers and the Helicopters. They 
explore how we can avoid speaking 
in other people’s place, how to give a 
voice back to people – a Vietnamese 
voice he knew was a minority when he 
was a student in the US. He expresses 
that well in regard to representations

of the Vietnam War – it’s always the 
Americans we give a voice to. 
Beyond the issue of portrayals of the 
Vietnam War, he was really concerned 
about giving a voice back to people who 
rarely speak up. That’s what we find in 
Light and Belief: Sketches of Life from 
the Vietnam War, one of the major 
works displayed in the exhibition, based 
on a collection of drawings by socially 
minded artists on the war front and on 
accounts he collected by interviewing 
these different artists. They touch on 
striking subjects that are rarely evoked.



This exhibition was produced with the support 
of Marc Ladreit de Lacharrière

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

/ Take a guided tour with a guide 
(1 hour, all ages from 12 years, in french only)
/ Discover the special issue of the magazine 
“Gradhiva” dedicated to the exhibition 
(publication to be published in may 2022, 
20€, in sale at the Bookshop of the museum)
/ Meet the artist Dinh Q. Lê and 
Christine Barthe, curator of the exhibition, on 
the 10 February at 6.30 pm, at the Jacques 
Kerchache reading room (museum’s hall ; 
free entry subject to available places)
/ Listen to the talk “L’objectif anticolonial : 
Photographie et nationalisme vietnamiens, 
1865–1930”, with Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn 
(Konstfack / KTH École royale polytechnique, 
Stockholm) ; Marie-Agathe Simonetti 
(University of Wisconsin–Madison)
Édouard de Saint-Ours (University of St 
Andrews / Université Le Havre–Normandie), 
on 4 May, at 5pm, at the  Jacques Kerchache 
reading room (free entry subject to available 
places)
/ Consult a selection of books in
the Jacques Kerchache reading room

OPENING TIMES

/ Tuesday to Sunday, 10.30am to 7pm, 
late night opening on Thursdays until 10pm 
(admission for members from 9.30am, except 
Sundays)
/ Closed on Mondays (except during 
school holidays)
/ Free entry each first Sundays

RENSEIGNEMENTS

/ www.quaibranly.fr
/ contact@quaibranly.fr
/ + 33 1 56 61 70 00

ENTRANCE OF THE MUSEUM

/ Entrance Debilly: 37 quai Branly – Paris 7e
/ Entrance Université: 218 rue de l’Université
/ Entrance Bassins : 206 rue de l’Université
/ Entrance Alma : Passage de l’Alma
/ Access for disabled visitors: 
222 rue de l’Université

BOOKING

www.quaibranly.fr
+ 33 1 56 61 70 00

BECOME A MEMBER

Enjoy one year of unlimited access and priority 
admission to the musée du quai Branly – 
Jacques Chirac.
Become a member on the day of your visit 
and save €10 on your Pass*!
/ Solo Pass: €25 instead of €35
/ Duo Pass: €50 instead of €60

FOLLOW US

www.quaibranly.fr
#ExpoDinhQLe

*valid only at the museum on the day of your visit for the 
purchase of a Solo or Duo Pass (cannot be used in conjunction 
with any other offer), available in the membership area from 
Tuesday to Saturday 10.30am to 5.30pm and on Sundays from 
2pm to 5.30pm (closed on the first Sunday of the month).

Cover: Dinh Q.Lê, Splendor and Darkness (STPI) #11, 2017 
© Dinh Q. Lê / STPI. Photo courtesy of the Artist and STPI. 
DA © g6 design, font Faune, Alice Savoie/Cnap. Pictures 1 
and 4 : © Dinh Q. Lê. Pictures 2 et 3 : © Dinh Q. Lê / STPI. 
Photo courtesy of the Artist and STPI.

https://www.tiktok.com/@quaibranly?lang=fr





DINH Q. LE, Ramayana #11, cut and woven photographic prints mounted on strips of linen, 165 cm x 220 cm. Copyright the 
artist. Courtesy 10 Chancery Lane Gallery.

Upon seeing Dinh Q. Lê’s work, one’s instinctive reaction is often to move closer. Lê’s meticulous photo-
weaving process, inspired by Vietnamese grass mat weaving, creates intricate collages of found images 
that tie identities, histories, and memories engrossed in conflict and displacement. His retrospective at 
Musée du quai Branly in Paris allows for a wide-angle vision of his socio-historically-charged, layered 
photographs, installations, and videos, dating from 2004 to today. Current geo-political crises can be 
mirrored in these works, with oppression and power-induced strife affecting communities across the 
globe.





Installation view of DINH Q. LE’s “The Thread of Memory and Other Photographs,” at Musee du quai Branly, Paris, 2022. 

(Center) Adrift in Darkness, 2017, digital print on Awagami bamboo paper, laser-cut and weaved around cane structure, 
dimensions variable. Photo by Leo Delafontaine. Image courtesy of the artist and Musee du quai Branly.

This is the second time Lê has been exhibited at the Musée. The first time was as part of a group show on 
photography in 2020, where his mosquito-net-like installation, Crossing The Farther Shore (2014) was 
shown. Another woven photo-installation was at the center of this solo exhibition. Adrift in 
Darkness (2017) features three, hanging, black-and-white boulders, created with tiny portraits of the 
recent refugee exodus from Africa and the Middle East woven compactly together with rattan.

Lê and his family were forced to leave Vietnam in 1978, living in refugee camps in Thailand before 
moving to the United States. “[Adrift] takes reference from the images of people packed so tightly on a 
rickety old boat [. . .] As one who did the same to escape the harsh Vietnamese communist regime at the 
time, issues of this mass exodus and the fear and rejection of Europeans have been on my mind lately,” Lê 
explains. Paradoxically, in this sea of abandonment, the rocks float.

DINH Q. LE, Untitled 9, 2004, Fuji Professional Color Paper, 85 × 170 cm. Copyright the artist. Courtesy 10 Chancery Lane 
Gallery.



This play on the elements is also present in the series “From Vietnam to Hollywood” (2003– ), with 
works such as Untitled 9 (2004), where stills of American war films and images of Vietnamese people 
during the Vietnam War are interwoven against a background of orange fire. The weaving’s contrast of 
color and black-and-white heightens its disorienting effect, alluding to the chaos of war. Lê’s vision, 
derived from his exposure to the American imaginary and personal experience, juxtaposes fictitious and 
propagandistic depictions of war with its realities, becoming a unique testimonial of this period and its 
tremors in the present day.

Part of another series, “Cambodia Reamker #11” (2021) uses the same weaving technique but with former 
prisoners at Tuol Sleng, the S-21 extermination center, as its main subject. Brutal realities of Tuol Sleng 
are fused with the Khmer Reamker relief at the Royal Palace of Phnom Penh and Angkor Wat. Depicting 
the extreme oppression a culture is capable of, the series forces broader questions of humanity as a whole.

DINH Q. LE, Light and Belief: Sketches of Life from the Vietnam War, 2012, 70 drawings, pencil, watercolour, ink and oil on 
paper, dimensions variable. Installation view at “Dinh Q. Le: The Thread of Memory and Other Photographs,” Musee du quai 

Branly, Paris, 2022. Photo by Leo Delafontaine. Image courtesy of the artist and Musee du quai Branly.

Nearby, the video-installation Light and Belief: Sketches of Life from the Vietnam War (2012) brings 
together drawings by artists who were sent alongside North Vietnamese soldiers to document the war 
effort during the Vietnam War, and a documentary filmed by Lê of the artists sharing their experiences as 
artist-soldiers. Their stories, which include junctures of joy amidst the turmoil, add to the cacophony of 
perspectives that Lê’s works offer, further complicating generalized ideas of individual experiences in 
conflict.



DINH Q. LE, South China Sea Pishkun, 2009, 3D animation
still, digital print on color photographic paper, 127 × 220cm. 

Copyright the artist. Courtesy 10 Chancery Lane Gallery.

South China Sea Pishkun (2009), visible diagonally from Light and Belief, is another video work. It 
combines footage of a peaceful sea with synthetic images of helicopters crashing into the water, recalling 
Operation Frequent Wind, the mass evacuation of Americans, their allies, and locals in South Vietnam via 
helicopters in 1975 during the Fall of Saigon. Pishkun is an Indigenous American term referring to a 
hunting method where bison are urged to jump over a cliff en masse. Here, the helicopters are similarly 
nosediving to their demise in the sea.

Below the exhibition space are the museum’s collections of South and Southeast Asian art, including 
sculptures and weavings from the ancient Khmer and Cham cultures. The dialogue created between these 
antique pieces and Lê’s works is poignant, enabling the viewer to constantly refocus, redirect, and 
recharge their understanding of the exhibition with broader historical contextualization.

That his photography-based works could be experienced in different ways—as sculptures, videos, and 
tapestries—is indicative of Lê’s use of photography. He uses it less as a means unto itself and more as a 
resource, “a matter to be transformed.” Zooming in and out, the audience put themselves into the position 
of the artist, occupying a space between the United States and Vietnam, between the imaginary and 
reality, constantly meditating between varying perspectives of history.

Dinh Q. Lê’s “The Thread of Memory and Other Photographs” is on view at Musée du quai Branly, Paris, 
until November 20, 2022.

https://www.quaibranly.fr/en/exhibitions-and-events/at-the-museum/exhibitions/event-details/e/dinh-q-le-39279/


Dinh Q. Lê, Khmer Reamker #12 , 2021. Courtesy of 10 Chancery Lane, Hong Kong, and STPI, Singapore.

Dinh Q. Lê 
10 Chancery Lane, Hong Kong, and  STPI, Singapore


As a child, the Vietnamese artist Dinh Q. Lê learned how to weave grass mats from his aunt, a tradition 
he has transposed to his contemporary art practice. Casting a critical eye on the role of the media and 
photography in constructing biased narratives of the Vietnam War, he shreds historic photographs and 
interlaces the pieces, so that they become vivid tapestries that tell a different story. Hong Kong’s 10 
Chancery Lane will exhibit one of his largest photo-weavings to date, Khmer Reamker #12 (2021), which 
reworks a mug shot of a teenage girl who was tortured and killed by the Khmer Rouge regime in one of its 
most notorious prisons. Instead of portraying her simply as a victim, he seeks to bestow a sense of dignity 
on her and her country.

https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/artist/31648/Dinh-Q-L%C3%AA
https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/gallery/1351/10-Chancery-Lane-Gallery
https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/gallery/1284/STPI


The first retrospective of Vietnamese artist Dinh Q. Lê in France, “The 
thread of memory and other photographs” is a window into the lasting 
impact of war on Vietnamese society and how its remnants have 
informed the artist’s practice.

 
TEXT: Caroline Ha Thuc 
IMAGES: Courtesy of various

Focusing on the artist’s deconstruction and questioning of the role of photography in the building 
of a collective memory, the musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac in Paris presents the first 
retrospective of Vietnamese artist Dinh Q. Lê in France. This is an opportunity to understand 
how much the impact of the Vietnam War is still haunting today’s Vietnamese society and how it 
has informed Lê’s practice.

We all know the mythical helicopter assault from the 1979 film Apocalypse Now, magnified by 
Wagner’s music, Ride of The Valkyries, that often epitomises the Vietnam War in the popular 
imagination. We all know other famous Hollywood movies featuring American soldiers caught 
between their duty and a growing feeling that the war they are waging is absurd. Yet what about 
the feelings of Vietnamese people? In these movies, they are usually represented as an 
anonymous crowd of running aunt-like figures, only characterised by their iconic conical hats. 
For Lê, who grew up in the United States after fleeing Vietnam with his family in 1978, there 
was, from the start, an urgency to excavate this neglected side of the story. As a student, he 
designed some large posters representing images of the war with provocative questions and 
statistics such as the number of children who became orphans during the war.



Dinh Q. Le, Untitled 9, 2004, Fujifilm Professional Color Paper, 85 × 170 cm. © the artist. Image courtesy of the artist 
and 10 Chancery Lane Gallery.

“Dinh Q. Lê: The thread of memory and other photographs”, installation view at musée du quai Branly – Jacques 
Chirac, Paris, 8 February – 20 November 2022. Photo by Léo Delafontaine. Image courtesy of the artist and musée 

du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac. 

 “The thread of memory and other photographs” opens with the artist’s early series, “Untitled” 
(2004), which responds to this feeling of urgency. Inspired by a traditional technique that the 
artist learnt from his aunt who used to weave grass mats, Lê combined well-known images from 
Western media dealing with the Vietnam War and posters or Hollywood film scenes. The 
glamorous and colourful images are shredded then interwoven with black and white realistic 
depictions of the war, blurring our references and feelings. Against an orange background 



covered with parachutes and shadows of soldiers, the outlines of General Nguyen Ngoc Loan 
shooting a Viet Cong suspect in the head are, for instance, mixed up with pieces of a portrait of 
a young Vietnamese, whose direct gaze seems to take on viewers. The edges of these 
compositions are burnt: for the artist, this is a way to seal the stripes together, both literally and 
metaphorically.

Dinh Q. Le, Light and Belief: Sketches of Life from the Vietnam War (detail), 2012, 70 drawings, pencil, watercolour, 
ink and oil on paper, dimensions variable. Images courtesy of the artist and 10 Chancery Lane Gallery.

Dinh Q. Le, Light and Belief: Sketches of Life from the Vietnam War, 2012, 70 drawings, pencil, watercolour, ink and 
oil on paper, dimensions variable; installation view in “Dinh Q. Lê: The thread of memory and other photographs” at 
musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac, Paris, 8 February – 20 November 2022. Photo by Léo Delafontaine. Image 

courtesy of the artist and musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac.

In today’s context of post-colonial discourses, the necessity to rewrite history from a plurality of 
perspectives might seem a commonplace idea but two decades ago it was still a fundamental 



claim. The great interest of this chronological exhibition is also to follow the evolution of Lê’s 
practice, as he delves into this topic: immediately after this series, a large space is dedicated to 
the series “Light and Belief: Sketches of Life from the Vietnam War” (2012) that Lê exhibited at 
documenta 13. When the artist decided to move back to Vietnam in the 1990s, he realised that 
the history of the South has been erased by the North during the war, and he measured the 
deep divide that still opposes these two parts of the country. More than just confronting the 
American vision of the war with a Vietnamese perspective, he also felt he had to explore the 
complexity of this part of history from the inside, through various testimonies and memories.  
This installation consists of drawings made by Vietnamese artists who were sent to the front 
during the war. Lê has been collecting them for years as part of his endeavour to gather some 
fragmented pieces of memory from this period of the past that has mostly disappeared with the 
conflicts. These sketches are remarkably serene and do not directly address the war. Rather, 
we see soldiers having a break, relaxing, enjoying life. This perspective is truly refreshing and 
sheds light on the human dimension of the war. In parallel, Lê has interviewed some of the 
artists who share their personal experiences and visions of art. Artists, at that time, were 
perceived as warriors, and could be heroes too.  Here, we discover moving stories that question 
our preconceptions of art when it develops at the service of an ideology, densifying our 
understanding of this multifaceted period of history.

(Left) Dinh Q. Le, Splendor & Darkness (STPI) #26, 2017, cyanotype on Stonehenge paper, cut, weaved and burnt, 
with acid-free double-sided tape and linen tape, 207.5 x 139.5 cm, unique; (Right) Dinh Q. Le, Splendor & Darkness 
(STPI) #2, 2017, foiling and screen print on Stonehenge paper, cut, weaved and burnt, with acid-free double-sided 
tape and linen tape, 101.5 x 69 cm, unique. Images courtesy of the artist and STPI – Creative Workshop & Gallery.



Dinh Q. Le, Splender & Darkness (STPI) #32, 2017, foiling and screen-print on Stonehenge paper, cut, weaved, and 
burned, 221 x 350 cm, unique; installation view in “Dinh Q. Lê: The thread of memory and other photographs” at 

musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac, Paris, 8 February – 20 November 2022. Photo by Léo Delafontaine. Image 
courtesy of the artist and musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac.

Another part of the exhibition deals with the artist’s exploration of Cambodia’s history. As a child, 
Lê was living near the border of Cambodia, and the invasion of Vietnam by the Khmer Rouge 
had a direct impact on his life. The provocative series “Splendor and Darkness” (2017) features 
portraits of the Khmer Rouge victims shot at Tuol Sleng—better known as S21 in Phnom Penh
—intimately interwoven with images from Angkor Wat. On the one hand the horror of the 
genocide, on the other hand the golden age of Cambodian culture. Today, S21 is a museum: 
implicitly, Lê questions these different sites of memory and points again to the constructed 
dimension of the past through collective imagery. The artist plays here with different formats and 
colours for his compositions, leaving sometimes the photographic bands hanging freely from the 
artworks, as if they were non-finished tapestries.



Dinh Q. Le, Adrift in Darkness, 2017, digital print on Awagami bamboo paper, laser cut and weaved onto cane, laser-
cut and weaved around cane structure, dimensions variable. Images courtesy of the artist and STPI – Creative 

Workshop & Gallery.

Dinh Q. Le, Adrift in Darkness, 2017, digital print on Awagami bamboo paper, laser cut and weaved onto cane, laser-
cut and weaved around cane structure, dimensions variable; installation view in “Dinh Q. Lê: The thread of memory 



and other photographs” at musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac, Paris, 8 February – 20 November 2022. Photo by 
Léo Delafontaine. Image courtesy of the artist and musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac.

At the back of the exhibition, curator Christine Barthe has included a chronological frieze, linking 
the artist’s biography with important dates of the Vietnam War. It also features famous media 
photographs that have crystallised the conflict, such as the naked “napalm girl” fleeing from her 
bombed village or the self-immolation of a Buddhist monk in Saigon, a good way to embed Lê’s 
practice within this specific context. According to the artist, for many Vietnamese people, war is 
like an elephant in the room: they need to deal with it and create their own voice before they can 
move forward. This investigation and identity quest have represented a long journey for the 
artist who has never been allowed to exhibit his artworks in Vietnam, because of censorship. 
While there are still gaps in knowledge, and after 40 years, Lê has nevertheless moved forward 
in his artistic practice. The curator’s choice to inscribe his practice within the history of Vietnam 
and its region might thus limit our understanding of his work. Adrift in Darkness (2017), a 
sculptural installation dealing with the current issue of migration, fortunately opens up this 
perspective. Installed in the middle of the space, these three floating, rock-like volumes made 
with tiny and interwoven images of migrants taken from the media, surprise us with their elusive 
nature: heavy and dense like the topic they address, they are in fact as light and fragile as the 
life of those migrants who risk their lives at sea. Perhaps another metaphor of our collective 
memory, always on the verge of disappearing yet resilient and tenacious.

 

Dinh Q. Lê: The thread of memory and other photographs 
8 February – 20 November 2022 
musée du quai Branly – Jacques Chirac, Paris

https://www.quaibranly.fr/en/exhibitions-and-events/at-the-museum/exhibitions/event-details/e/dinh-q-le-39279/





From February 8 to November 20, 2022, the Quai Branly museum in Paris introduces to 
French audiences a collection of knitting paintings marking the 20th anniversary of Le 
Quang Dinh's career. Through knitting paintings, videos or drawings, the artist brings 
viewers into the world of mixed memories, mixed true and false during the war.   

Under the dim light of the bright side and the dark side, the intertwined traces in Le Quang 
Dinh's works clearly show each shape and block, making the knitting paintings become 3-
dimensional space paintings. Based on different viewing angles and different light directions, 
viewers can see different things in the picture. “ In one corner, I see an elephant, and from the 
other side, I see a baby, it's interesting! ” , commented an audience member visiting the 
exhibition. 



With about 20 large and small works of different sizes, the exhibition "Knitting yarn of memory - 
Le Quang Dinh" displays typical works marking his career, including works related to the 
Vietnam war, the genocide. The Khmer Rouge in Cambodia and the migration crisis in 
Europe. These are themes that are intertwined between the geopolitical context and the artist's 
experience, between personal stories and history.   

Born in Ha Tien in 1968, in the midst of the war, Le Quang Dinh and his family emigrated, living 
in exile in the US since childhood. Since the 1990s, he has started a creative career, creating 
many works with his own mark - photo weaving and gradually attracting the attention of the 
international community. This is Le Quang Dinh's first solo exhibition in France.  
 
Knitting and how memory works  
 
In 2020, two works by Le Quang Dinh were displayed at the Quai Branly museum in the 
exhibition  À qui appartient le regard , along with the works of 26 other artists from around the 
world. At that time, the name Le Quang Dinh attracted the attention of many viewers. Therefore, 
the museum wishes to introduce to French audiences other important works of art by the artist 
more fully through this exhibition. The Covid-19 pandemic has made almost all preparations, 
from the selection of exhibits to the layout of the exhibition, done remotely, within two years.   
 
According to Ms. Christine Barthe, exhibition curator of Quai Branly museum, "Memory knitting 
yarn" is not only to highlight the creative art by using pictures. She added:   
 
In the works of Le Quang Dinh, we clearly see their connection to questions about memory, in 
addition to the use of each thread, and the knitting of them that we see in each work. It's like 
using memory threads to say, there are memories that are dropped somewhere, we don't know 
what we're looking for, and then we find them again in another, knitted thread... I think These 
works impress viewers because they are easy to understand, bringing them into the world of 
knitting. And the idea of knitting pictures together to make another picture, it's like how 
memories work, thoughts work, where they're mixed with other things over a long period of time 
without us realizing it. out."   
 



“ The past is complicated and so is war”  
 
Le Quang Dinh, not an artist and little known as a photographer, because he is neither a painter 
nor an author of gallery photographs, but he is simply an artist with unique creativity. 
unique. Paintings and photos are a source of creativity, a kind of material that he transforms, by 
cutting them, then integrating and interweaving to create a new work, like memory threads 
stacked on top of each other, make for a more complete story. Talking about the process of 
creating paintings Le Quang Dinh said:     
 
The Vietnam War is complicated, and depending on which side you stand on, you will have a 
different perspective. For my part, after more than 20 years of working on war-related topics, I 
have begun to learn to accept rather than find answers to war. To create my works, I use these 
facts to show how we remember and how we can accept the truth. The past is very complicated 
and so is war, there are pieces of memory that have faded.  
 
I do not wish to reconstruct what our memories hold, but rather how to interpret those 
memories. And the process is very simple. I make a selection from the pictures I have, layering 
the pictures on top of each other. With two different pictures, the first one I cut vertically and the 
other horizontally, then I knit them together. When an image is cut into small, separate strands, 
they become abstract and we can't tell what it is.  
 
During this process, I had to memorize each strand that I cut, in which photo, in what position, 
each thread had a different color. It is a process that requires intense concentration, to the point 
of losing both the concept of time and space. I remember one time I was working non-stop, and 
by the time I got up, it was already 4am.   
 
Stepping into the exhibition space of more than 50 square meters, viewers seem to step into the 
author's war memories, not only by the art of using darkness to highlight the knitting pictures of 
memory but also by the sound of machines. Helicopter in his ear, and then he fell into the water, 
one by one, one by one. The work, titled South China Sea Pishkun, is a 3D animated film 
inspired by the true story of helicopters trying to escape from South Vietnam after the victory of 
the North Vietnamese army in 1975. Some helicopters fell into the sea because of lack of fuel, 
others were shot down.  
 
Change the stereotypes that memories create  
 
Perhaps for those who have read about Le Quang Dinh or heard about the theme of the 
exhibition, the fact that a video of a helicopter crashed is not surprising, because its image is 
associated with war. Sharing with RFI about this work, the artist who is passionate about three-
dimensional creations laughed and said: " Actually, the image of a helicopter is not necessarily 
about war. I brought this work to another exhibition and I was surprised to see the children 
standing in front of the screen counting down planes. For children, their brains are usually free 
of prejudices and ready to absorb new things, my work about helicopters is like a video game to 
them."    
 
Talking about prejudice, that seems to be what Le Quang Dinh wants to change in people's 
minds about war, especially the Vietnam War. While living and studying in the US, Le Quang 
Dinh noticed that the way Americans looked at the war through movies or wartime 
photographers was different from the view from Vietnam. " For example, in the US, they say it's 
the Vietnam War, and in Vietnam, it's the war against the US."  



The past is so confusing 
 
The artist said that once, when he visited his mother in California, he accidentally saw a 
helicopter spraying fire retardant due to a forest fire, the sky was all orange. An image that 
reminded him of the Vietnam War, which actually got this piece of memory from a Hollywood 
movie. At the exhibition in Paris, Le Quang Dinh first brought viewers into the collection From 
Vietnam to Hollywood, 2003-2004. He explained that the collection was his memories mixed up 
with the ones Hollywood made up, the real and the fake. Causing us to accidentally mistake it 
for one, but it's not really.  
 
In the opening work of the collection, the artist combines one photo from the Vietnam War and 
another from a Hollywood movie. The two images intertwine, creating a blurred effect, causing 
the viewer to perceive the overall image in "organized disturbance". Le Quang Dinh wants to 
emphasize the ambiguity in the associations of memory and the multi-dimensional ambiguity of 
a photograph.     
 
War is not only about death  
 
During a visit to the museum with Le Quang Dinh, an audience member commented that " the 
works talk about different periods of the war but do not show its brutality",   but mainly portraits, 
other stories. Sharing with RFI Vietnamese, the artist explained:   
 
“ The purpose of this exhibition is not to talk about the war, but the process. Talking about war 
does not mean death, violence or pain. That's not what I want to tell through my works. Rather, I 
want the viewer to feel how we see what happened. As for war, death, or destruction and 
suffering, which we all know, I don't think I have to tell people more about it, but instead, I want 
to tell stories that are hidden behind. It's more complicated and much more interesting, but 
understanding that story can be even more painful, because war is not simple, its 
consequences are complex."  
 
The exhibition presents other collections such as Light and Belief : Sketches of Life from the 
Vietnam War, 2012 (Light and Belief: Sketches of life during the Vietnam War) which includes 
more than 100 sketches that have been drawn from the Vietnam War. completed or unfinished 
by Vietnamese artists on the northern front lines. Along with the paintings are the testimonies of 
the artists telling about wartime memories in a 30-minute video. This is probably the space that 
takes up the most light of the exhibition, the place where Le Quang Dinh collects and keeps his 
works as historical evidence, and also the place where the artist gives the light to fellow artists. 
their anonymous careers, giving them speech and artistic recognition.   
 
The Splendor and Darkness Collection, 2017 (Glory and Shadow) features portraits of victims of 
the Khmer Rouge genocide interspersed with splendid images of Angkor. Growing up on the 
border with Cambodia, Le Quang Dinh was a direct victim when Pol Pot's troops attacked 
Vietnam, forcing his family to flee to Thailand, before coming to the US. This memory is still 
deeply embedded in the artist's mind. After first returning to Vietnam in 1993, Le Quang Dinh 
returns to Vietnam more often and it's like a pilgrimage to the past with lost memories.   



The art of soothing the soul  
 
In a conversation with art commentator Moira Roth in 2001 (quoted by the European Journal of 
International Migration), he said that every time he returns from the US he brings a handful of 
earth and throws it into the stream. of the Mekong River. He hoped that would help appease the 
spirits of the soldiers still lingering around. So do your works revolve around the theme of war, 
as a way to soothe your own soul?     
 
“ At that time, I was just a child. The Vietnam War ended when I was 5 years old. I think I've 
seen things a 5 year old shouldn't be looking at. When I was 10 years old, Cambodia and 
Khmer Rouge attacked my village. A 10-year-old like me shouldn't have seen such scenes. At 
that time, I didn't understand what was going on, I felt like I was losing control. I think my 
writings are a way for me to educate myself, and explain why all the wars happen, with Vietnam, 
with Cambodia. Why did Cambodia want to invade Vietnam, why did the Americans come to 
Vietnam, then Russia and China too. Perhaps making art helps me somewhat understand why I 
have such out of control emotions. And so far, I think I got it .”  
 
Le Quang Dinh's works have been exhibited in many parts of the world, in the United States, 
Australia, Europe and Asia, especially in Japan. During his return to Vietnam, he founded San 
Art, one of the important centers of artistic activity in Vietnam.   
 
Ethnologist Catherine Choron-Baix, research at the Université de Poitiers, commented in the 
article  Le vrai voyage. L'art de Dinh Q. Le entre exil et retour , that Le Quang Dinh is a typical 
immigrant artist in establishing a foothold in the international art market by recreating his 
roots. Many people like him have used his fame to create momentum to change the original 
society.   
 
Le Quang Dinh never loses the red thread that runs through his own critical discourse of history, 
but what seems to be taking shape in his transformation is his approach to realities. different 
from the rest of the world and maybe even globally encompassing. 

https://journals.openedition.org/remi/4948?lang=fr


ARTSWATCH FOCUS

Seeing Double
Double-exposure photographs by Mike Vos, Dinh Q. Lê and Gary 
Burnley speak to our polarized times and expand our consciousness
AUGUST 30, 2021 // ARTSWATCH FOCUS, PHOTOGRAPHY, VISUAL ART // BRIAN LIBBY

It all started with a waterfall I knew I’d seen before. Only this waterfall seemed to be coming 
through a window. 
The picture, a double-exposure by Portland photographer Mike Vos, I’d found on his website 
after receiving a press release from Blue Sky Gallery about Vos and artist Kelda Van Patten 
being selected for residencies at the Sitka Center for Art and Ecology. Included in the press-
release email was a thumbnail image one of Vos’s double-exposure photographs from his 
ongoing Dead Cities project. The image is a double exposure combining a shot of Snoqualmie 
Falls in Washington with a shot of a square window amidst a wall of lapped wood siding with a 
few stray bullet holes. 

Snoqualmie Falls in a window, from Mike Vos’s “Dead Cities” project. 

Of course this is the waterfall made famous by film director David Lynch in the opening credits 
to his landmark 1990-92 TV series Twin Peaks and its 18-episode sequel from 2017, Twin 
Peaks: The Return. I knew it well, not just as a Lynch fan and past interviewer, but also because 
nine years ago I’d made Snoqualmie Falls the subject of one of my own short films. 
Yet even without those personal or pop-cultural hooks, Vos’s image was arresting, with its frame 
within a frame and its juxtaposition of clean-lined (if weathered) building and unruly falling 

https://www.orartswatch.org/category/artswatch-focus/
https://www.orartswatch.org/category/photography/
https://www.orartswatch.org/category/visual-art/
https://www.orartswatch.org/author/brian-libby/
https://www.sitkacenter.org/
https://www.deadcitiesphoto.com/someday-this-will-all-be-gone
https://www.sho.com/twin-peaks
https://www.sho.com/twin-peaks
https://vimeo.com/48386384


water. Yet the transparency of the window and the falling water also somehow felt related. It 
seemed like a statement, a manifesto even: that, as Lynch continually explores, time and 
memory are transitory and mysterious. 
Quite an impact for a photographer who wasn’t even showing this month in Portland. 
Once I started thinking about Vos’s photos, however, I began to notice other artists exhibiting 
this fall who also combine images and explore overlapping ideas: the photo weavings of Dinh Q. 
Lê, Monuments and Memorials at Elizabeth Leach Gallery; and Gary Burnley’s The Known 
World at Blue Sky Gallery (both showing through October 2). 

Of course this is the waterfall made famous by film director David Lynch in the opening credits 
to his landmark 1990-92 TV series Twin Peaks and its 18-episode sequel from 2017, Twin 
Peaks: The Return. I knew it well, not just as a Lynch fan and past interviewer, but also because 
nine years ago I’d made Snoqualmie Falls the subject of one of my own short films. 
Yet even without those personal or pop-cultural hooks, Vos’s image was arresting, with its frame 
within a frame and its juxtaposition of clean-lined (if weathered) building and unruly falling 
water. Yet the transparency of the window and the falling water also somehow felt related. It 
seemed like a statement, a manifesto even: that, as Lynch continually explores, time and 
memory are transitory and mysterious. 
Quite an impact for a photographer who wasn’t even showing this month in Portland. 
Once I started thinking about Vos’s photos, however, I began to notice other artists exhibiting 
this fall who also combine images and explore overlapping ideas: the photo weavings of Dinh Q. 
Lê, Monuments and Memorials at Elizabeth Leach Gallery; and Gary Burnley’s The Known 
World at Blue Sky Gallery (both showing through October 2). 

Imagining A World Without Us

Vos’s untitled photographs are part of an ongoing series called the Dead Cities Project. Its first 
chapter, Someday This Will All Be Gone, debuted at Pushdot Studio in February 2020, but the 
exhibition was cut short due to the pandemic. The next chapter and exhibit is scheduled for 
2022. 
In all cases, Vos is imagining a world devoid of people, where their ruins are slowly retaken by 
nature. “It’s not intended to be this sci-fi dystopian world,” he explained. “It’s more, ‘Let’s give 
the earth a chance to heal.’” Double-exposure photography was a way to show a kind of before 
and after. “In galleries, people would say, ‘That’s an interesting abandoned factory,’ but they 
wouldn’t take away the narrative. I started to think, ‘How do I tell this story without having to 
explain the context constantly, and convey the story in the image itself without words?’ This 
concept of wildlife returning was easier to convey when I was superimposing mountains and 
trees over the tops of abandoned buildings. People started to respond a lot more strongly to it, 
and to see there was a larger idea. It seemed like I struck a nerve with that.” 

https://www.elizabethleach.com/dinh-q-le-monuments-and-memorials
https://www.blueskygallery.org/news/2021/8/21/blue-sky-september-2021-exhibitions
https://www.blueskygallery.org/news/2021/8/21/blue-sky-september-2021-exhibitions
https://www.sho.com/twin-peaks
https://www.sho.com/twin-peaks
https://vimeo.com/48386384
https://www.elizabethleach.com/dinh-q-le-monuments-and-memorials
https://www.blueskygallery.org/news/2021/8/21/blue-sky-september-2021-exhibitions
https://www.blueskygallery.org/news/2021/8/21/blue-sky-september-2021-exhibitions
https://pushdotstudio.com/event/mike-vos-at-pushdot-studio/


Mike Vos’s double-exposed Satsop nuclear cooling tower, as if swallowed up by time.

Vos grew up skateboarding and surfing in Santa Barbara before moving to Portland in 2004. 
Particularly as a skater, he grew accustomed to seeking out abandoned locations to ride. Fellow 
skaters have often given him ideas of not just where to skate but also where to take photos. But 
Vos’s biggest inspiration comes from Alan Weisman’s 2007 book The World Without Us, which 
encourages us to see a process of human decline that has already begun. Vos even had a dialogue 
with the author after sending Weisman his work. 
“He said, ‘You don’t have to imagine a world that’s crumbling. It already is,” Vos explained. “You 
just have to go find it. It looks like you already are.’ He’s right. almost every major city has large, 
abandoned places.” 
All of which made one of Vos’s other most arresting images, featuring a massive, nearly 500-
foot-tall cooling tower from the Satsop nuclear power plant near Elma, Washington, a natural. 
In the double-exposure image, the trees seem to be saying that even a structure this large can be 
swallowed up in time. 
The Satsop plant never opened for business. Drowning in debt, the project was mothballed on 
the eve of its completion. Vos is certainly not the first to photograph this mammoth building. 
One cooling tower provided the backdrop for the 2014 movie Transformers 4: Age of 
Extinction; another tower appeared in 2017’s Transformers 5: The Last Knight. But the 
symbolism of its backstory was irresistible.  
“We as humans have built these places that we think are too big to fail. Something as ambitious 
and gigantic as this, they probably thought it would provide so many jobs, so much power, that 
there’s no way it was not going to work,” Vos explained. “For it to not even open is surreal in a 
way, but also a little bit telling. We can’t even think about our civilization failing.” 

https://www.powells.com/book/world-without-us-9780312377885


Weaving Time and Memory

While Vos is relatively new to photography, artist Dinh Q. Lê has been exploring a different kind 
of double-image making for well over two decades. And while their approaches and motivations 
differ, each one’s work makes me appreciate the other. 
Lê was born in 1968 in Hà Tiên, a Vietnamese town near the Cambodia border. At the age of 10, 
with the Cambodian-Vietnamese War raging, his family emigrated to America by boat, but two 
of Lê six siblings were lost along the way. The artist received art degrees from the University of 
California, Santa Barbara (perhaps even crossing paths with Vos) and later the School of Visual 
Arts in New York; in the latter’s MFA program, Lê first began the technique of cutting and 
weaving together photographs. 

Details above, center, and below from Dinh Q. Lê’s woven-images series “Monuments and Memorials.” Images 
courtesy Elizabeth Leach Gallery.





“He started doing the weavings because it was a way for him to take these multiple narratives 
and weave them together: his different personal experiences,” said Elizabeth Leach Gallery 
director Daniel Peabody. “But also his aunt had taught him grass-mat weaving. But it’s not 
necessarily a traditional weave structure. He’s making choices about which images to bring 
forward. You see different kinds of loops to make sure different details come to the fore. It 
creates this incredible texture. We always present them framed, but I get the privilege of 
handling them unframed. And they are like fabric. They have this fluidness to them.” 
The multiple narratives Peabody mentions in Monuments and Memorials start with images of 
Angkor Wat, which Le actually photographed years ago and returned to during the pandemic, 
while Vietnam (where he now lives again) was under quarantine. “He’s this American citizen 
who lives back in Vietnam now. He’s been watching from afar the reckoning we’ve had with 
monuments and memorials, and what’s being glorified and what’s being taken away. In 
Cambodia, Angkor Wat is even on the flag,” Peabody said. 
Woven in and out of those images are what at first appear as differently shaded geometric 
abstractions: solid bands of color that begin to destabilize and erode the pretty pictures of 
Angkor Wat monuments. Yet these portions of the photo weavings actually depict portions of 
the walls and floors at the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum in Phnom Penh. “He talked about how 
during the rainy season, Angkor Wat’s volcanic stone goes into a more yellow, golden, orange 
color, and that that’s related to the color of the walls at the Tuol Sleng museum, as well as the 
bricks,” the gallery director added. “The brown and yellow are the two colors of the 
checkerboard floor, because it was an old high school that they had converted to a prison.” 
If some of these squares are showing light on masonry at different times today, it makes the 
work about the passage of time in different ways: through the course of one day and over years 
or centuries. “It’s about time,” Peabody agreed, “and it’s about memory.” 

Changing the Conversation

Gary Burnley, untitled photo collage, 2017. Courtesy Elizabeth Houston Gallery.

https://tuolsleng.gov.kh/en/


After setting out to write about Vos and Le, when I encountered the work of Gary Burnley it 
became clear that while the topic here is double-exposure, there’s something about the rule of 
three. 
Burnley is a collage artist, but his work is principally a marriage of two visual languages: 
classical paintings and historic photography, principally of Black citizens. 
“The discipline of portraiture has historically been a grasping at social status and economic 
power, giving permanence to the idealized visions of beauty it describes. But Burnley imbues the 
medium with a doubly disruptive capacity, juxtaposing and overlapping imagery from different 
periods and sources, and softening their discrepancies with circular cutouts,” Chicago 
photographer and writer Robyn Day explained in an essay for New York’s Elizabeth Houston 
Gallery about Burnley’s work, accompanying an exhibit there opening in February of this year. 
“Reframing an Ingres, Courbet, or Coypel, he populates their canvases with those who have been 
left outside the art historical canon, centering the lives of Black women, men, and children at the 
core of cultural dialogue.” 

Gary Burnley, “Mabel,” 2016. Courtesy Elizabeth Houston Gallery.

Burnley, whose solo show at Blue Sky Gallery comes after being named in a Top 50 selection at 
the local Photolucida festival in 2020, was born in 1950 in St. Louis, Missouri. After earning 
fine-art bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Washington University and Yale University, he’s 

https://www.elizabethhoustongallery.com/gary-burnley-in-the-language-of-my-captor/
https://www.elizabethhoustongallery.com/gary-burnley-in-the-language-of-my-captor/


been a working artist since the late 1970s. But Burnley’s artwork was particularly shaped in part 
by his experience returning to his hometown in the late 1980s as one of six artists chosen to be 
part of a design team for St. Louis’s new light rail system, the MetroLink, which opened in 1993. 
“In travelling the city scouting station locations and routes, a flood of memories from my youth 
would come to me in the evening,” Burnley explained by email. “After the project was complete, 
my studio work took a more intimate and personal turn. I began working with the bits and 
pieces of the memories that had returned. I have been working with collage in one form or 
another since, almost 20 years.” 

Gary Burnley, “Aunt Hagar’s Children #3,” 2020. Courtesy Elizabeth Houston Gallery.

His recent photo-collages come after years exploring historic stereographic cards and artwork, 
which helped him conceive a kind of otherworldly language marrying Black portraiture and 
classical imagery, all underscored by the notion of how people recognize images and their 
connotations differently. Burnley said he was after “an unpredictable, magical, real but not real, 
there-but-not-there quality. Instead of using two versions of the same image to produce a 3-D 
effect, I began combining contrasting images to produce another kind of hybrid image.” 
The Blue Sky exhibit’s title may be The Known World, but the work, Burnley added, “is as much 
about exploring worlds I don’t fully understand. I intended the title to imply a geographic 
metaphor. Black Americans learn to navigate the boundaries of worlds with both clear and not 
so clear borders.  Identity is a key component in Western history’s understanding of 
representation. Black Americans grow to accept the duality in our experience, the hidden ghosts 



of contradiction lurking in how we are seen and how we view ourselves.  My interest in collage, 
in physically joining images and portions of images, is ironically to see myself, my identity as 
one, complete and whole.” 

Gary Burnley’s “Watson and the Shark 2020” incorporates images from John Singleton Copley’s 1778 painting 
“Watson and the Shark,” in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Courtesy Elizabeth Houston Gallery.

Breaking Through

Abandoned buildings dissolving into the encroaching natural world; the idealistic, awe-inspiring 
landmarks that societies build versus the brutal subjugation they carry out; humble photo-
portraits from a marginalized community cut into beautiful historic paintings commissioned by 
history’s most affluent power-holders: What do Vos, Lê and Burnley’s artworks have in 
common, besides juxtaposing two types of imagery? 
For starters, they seem united by the violence implied in the imagery: the bullet hole in the 
window, the torture of political prisoners, the exclusionary mistreatment of Black Americans. 
Yet all three artists find a kind of earned beauty, perhaps in part by exposing types of darkness 
to the light. 
Of all things, I’m reminded of something that movie director Gus Van Sant told me in an 
interview for the Christian Science Monitor many years ago, on the occasion of his 2002 film 
Gerry. Though it starred two familiar Hollywood actors, Oscar winners Matt Damon and Casey 
Affleck, Gerry was the first of three straight films in which Van Sant explored long takes that 
were the antithesis of blockbusters, throwing hundreds of shots in succession at its audience. 
The director recalled the advice a film professor back at the Rhode Island School of Design had 
given him:  “Cutting is a violence.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gerry_(2002_film)


In that way, perhaps the juxtaposition of two basic images or image types in these double-
exposures, photo weavings and collages is not just about the combined effect or the riffing of one 
image off another, but the transition itself, which can be violent but can also lead us to some 
kind of greater truth. 
In recent years we’ve seen Portland and America at their best and worst, with unprecedented 
threats and disruptions to daily life and storms of misinformation threatening to drown out the 
real story. But these times also bring opportunities for breakthrough. Each artist is talented 
enough alone to merit our entire gaze. Yet taken together, the work has a collective, propulsive 
momentum: a waterfall that crashes through the bullet-ridden window. 



ArtSeen

The Asia Society Triennial
By David Carrier, Yung-Wen (Mag) Yao, and Paul Gladston

The exhibitions We Do Not Dream Alone, the inaugural Asia Society Triennial, and Dreaming 
Together at the New-York Historical Society bring together works by over 40 artists selected 
from the collections of both institutions in a thoughtful and very welcome showcasing of the 
work of Asian and Asian-diasporic artists still underrepresented in mainstream Euro-American 
contexts. When we read about this ambitious two-part project—the first collaboration between 
the Asia Society Museum and the New-York Historical Society—we thought that perspectives 
from multiple reviewers were needed. At this moment, when the movement of people and even 
artworks is difficult, the mere existence of this two-museum show is a major accomplishment. 
We are immensely thankful to our colleagues at both institutions for providing essential support 
for our review of the first part, which had to be organized remotely. 

Walk straight west from the Asia Society on New York’s Upper East Side, go across Central Park, 
and then uptown seven blocks on the Upper West Side, and you get to the New-York Historical 
Society. This isn’t a long walk, but though close geographically, these are very different 
institutions. The Asia Society’s collection includes both contemporary and traditional art by 
artists of Asian identity, and it regularly organizes shows of Asian and Asian-diasporic, including 
Asian American, art. The New-York Historical Society holds a distinguished collection of 
American art and artifacts. Dreaming Together is an important opportunity for the New-York 
Historical Society to showcase works by artists of Asian identity in New York. 

Starting with the Venice Biennale, first held in 1895, and continuing more recently with 
countless international surveys of contemporary art worldwide, including major biennales and 
triennales across the Asia-Pacific region such as those of Shanghai, Gwangju, Taiwan, Busan, 
and Sydney, large-scale international exhibitions have become an enduring and important art 
world ritual. Announced themes of “urban and natural environments,” “protest and rebellion,” 
“individuals and identities,” and “borders and crossings” at the New-York Historical Society 
show strike familiar notes. But what’s distinctive about We Do Not Dream Alone and Dreaming 
Together is their shared and timely concern with anti-Asian xenophobia as well as wider issues 
of disadvantage and exclusion raised by the Black Lives Matter movement. Appropriately, the 
titles of the exhibitions are derived from a passage in the Japanese-born Yoko Ono’s 
book Grapefruit (1964): “A dream you dream alone may be a dream, but a dream two people 
dream together is a reality.” There are further titular resonances with the group known as the 
“Dreamers”: migrants to the USA protected by the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals act, 
and by association the contested idea of the “American Dream.” 

At the New-York Historical Society, standout juxtapositions include the proximity of Huang 
Yan’s Chinese Shan-Shui (landscape)—Tattoo (1999), showing a body seemingly tattooed with a 
representation of a traditional Chinese landscape painting, and Thomas Cole’s 19th-century 
luminist epic, “The Course of Empire” (1833-1836), reflective of contemporaneous fears that 
America’s Eden-like pastoralism would eventually be overrun (as perhaps it now is) by the 
decadence of empire. Resonant between the two is a shared trans-cultural desire to arrive at a 
harmonious reciprocity between humanity and nature. Equally notable, not least because of 
their sheer, presumably ironical, scale, are hanging scrolls by Dinh Q. Lê featuring distorted 
images of the World Trade Center in flames on 9/11 (2016), the significance of which also riffs 
on Cole’s paintings.  

https://brooklynrail.org/2021/2/artseen
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Dinh Q. Lê, Scrolls 1 and 4 from WTC from Four Perspectives, 2016. Two C-print scrolls 
(exhibition prints, 2020). Asia Society, New York. Exhibition prints courtesy of the artist © Dinh 
Q. Lê. Photo: Perry Hu © Dinh Q. Lê.

At the Asia Society Museum, Xu Bing and Sun Xun’s individual responses to the American 
Declaration of Independence will almost certainly be an epiphany for many viewers. Both make 
references to the under-discussed impact of Chinese thinking on ideas developed by the US’s 
“founding fathers” during the 18th century. Xu Bing’s Silkworm Book: The Analects of 
Confucius (2019), a work using threads woven by silkworms as an intervention with a printed 
copy of the Chinese classic text the Analects, and Sun Xun’s July Coming Soon (2019), an 
interpolation of Americana into the format of a traditional literati-Confucian landscape, also 
resonate with Daoist ideas of a spontaneous reciprocity between culture and nature as well as 
the hubris of over-rationalizing human intervention.  

Ghiora Aharoni's Thank God for Making Me a Woman, III (2019) features an assemblage 
comprising Islamic religious jewelry and a muslin robe worn traditionally by men in India, with 
the eponymous phrase hand-embroidered on its interior in a mash-up of Hindi, Urdu, Hebrew, 
and Arabic; it is spectrally emblematic of the shifting cultural cross-currents running through 
these exhibitions. Similar entanglements also pervade Australia-based artist Nasim Nasr’s 
video 33 Beads (unworried) #1 (2018), which deconstructs, while paradoxically highlighting, 



the differing/intersecting cultural significance of beads used in conjunction with prayer, 
contemplation, or distraction from worry.  

The Asia Society show’s sheer diversity and the quality of individual works is certainly 
impressive, though audiences less familiar with Asian art may have gained greater insights from 
a sharper focus on specific themes common to works by a smaller group of artists. The New-
York Historical Society’s strategy of juxtaposition points successfully to durable similarities as 
well as differences between the visual cultures of Asia and Euro-America while also drawing 
attention to pressing present-day concerns with social justice. Questions also remain, however, 
as to just how accessible the particular cultural contexts and significances of the “Asian” works 
included in Dream Together have been made to visitors, and indeed, to what extent a unifying 
trans-institutional attention to current political struggles, no matter how important and 
pressing, serves to overwrite those contexts and significances. 

Exhibitions representative of particular cultural identities face an inescapable dilemma. Cultural 
identities can no longer be considered as “pure” or “isolated;” they are more open and fluid than 
ever before, intersecting with each other through the intense global connectedness of everyday 
life. This is highlighted by contemporary art where diverse cultural elements give shape to 
distinct lived realities while conspicuously informing creativity in a now globalized context. An 
emphasis on cultural distinctiveness may make for clarity but may also downplay the complexity 
of less definable trans-cultural resonances. Attempts to reconcile the two are hugely problematic 
and, indeed, politically loaded. It would be invidious to find too much fault with We Do Not 
Dream Alone and Dreaming Together for their entanglement in that dilemma. It is with respect 
to these intractable tensions—as well as others between clarity and complexity of messaging—
running through both exhibitions that their most telling significance lies. As Yoko Ono suggests, 
the idea that no one is dreaming entirely alone is grounded in the reality of intersections 
between differing individuals and cultures. 

 

Contributors
David Carrier

taught philosophy in Pittsburgh and art history in Cleveland. He is writing a book about Maria Bussmann.
Yung-Wen (Mag) Yao

Yung-Wen (Mag) Yao is an Assistant Professor in Critical Theory and Cultural Studies at TaTung University, Taipei, 
Taiwan. Her research focuses on relationships between contemporary art and Chinese soft power.

Paul Gladston is the inaugural Judith Neilson Professor of Contemporary Art at the University of South Wales, 
Sydney. He has written extensively about contemporary art in/from the People's Republic of China and the Asia-
Pacific region with specific regard to the concerns of critical theory.
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ARTnews in Brief: Bangkok Art Biennale Names Partial Art 
List for 2020 Edition—and More from November 12, 2019 

BY The Editors of ARTnews POSTED 11/11/19 5:28 PM 

Tuesday, November 12, 2019 
Bangkok Art Biennale Reveals Partial Artist List 
 
The Bangkok Art Biennale has named 16 international artists who will participate in its 
second edition, which will open in the Thai capital on October 10, 2020. The first group 
announced includes Anish Kapoor, Dinh Q. Lê, Leandro Erlich, Julia Fullerton-Batten, Thanet 
Aowsinsiri, and Lu Yang. The presentation’s theme will be “Escape Routes,” with a focus on 
environmental, social, and political issues. The artists “will offer art practice as mind escapism 
where meditation, contemplation, ritualism, healing, and performance become the essence of 
hope and optimism,” Apinan Poshyanada, artistic director of the exhibition, said in a statement. 
The biennale’s curatorial team includes Sook-Kyung Lee, senior curator of international art at 
the Tate Modern in London; Wutigorn Kongka, assistant professor in the departments of 
architecture and fine art at King’s Mongkut Institute of Technology Ladkrabang in Bangkok; and 
Ong Puay Khim, former deputy director of curatorial programs at the NTU Centre for  

© 2019 ARTNEWS MEDIA, LLC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. ARTNEWS® IS REGISTERED IN 
THE U.S. PATENT AND TRADEMARK OFFICE. 
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How a Landmark Show by LGBTQ Artists in Thailand Is
Sowing the Seeds of Tolerance Across the Region

news.artnet.com/exhibitions/lgbt-exhibition-bangkok-thailand-1715448

Sunil Gupta, The New Pre-Raphaelites #5 (2007). Collection of Sunpride Foundation. Image courtesy of
artist.

The Bangkok Art and Culture Center in Thailand has opened a historic exhibition of
LGBTQ-themed art. On view through March 2020, the show is the largest-ever survey of
regional contemporary art that engages with the history of the LGBTQ community in
Southeast Asia.

Curated by a team led by Chatvichai Promadhattavedi, the exhibition emphasizes shifting
social frameworks and challenges to established norms, while promoting tolerance and
conversations that are sometimes taboo in the region. It presents works by more than 50
artists from Thailand, India, and China, many of whom identify as LGBTQ.

“For the wider region, our neighbors in Southeast Asia will see that Bangkok is doing a
1/15
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“For the wider region, our neighbors in Southeast Asia will see that Bangkok is doing a
major art exhibition on the LGBT theme, signifying its acceptance,” Promadhattavedi tells
Artnet News. “Hopefully, our neighbors might then consider it safe for them to venture
into it, too.”

Thailand is considered to have a higher level of tolerance for the LGBTQ community than
many other Asian countries. Yet while Bangkok is recognized as a generally gay-friendly
city, exclusionary practices and discrimination are not uncommon.

The curator hopes that governments will recognize that the tourism, banking, and finance
industries could be boosted by the projection of a “reasonable and tolerant” international
image. Since the exhibition opened on November 23, it has received nearly 6,000 visitors,
including those coming from schools.

Cindy Aquino, Bond (2013). Collection of the artist, image courtesy of artist.

The exhibition, titled “Spectrosynthesis II—Exposure of Tolerance: LGBTQ in Southeast
Asia,” is making its second stop on a tour that began at the Museum of Contemporary Art
in Taipei in 2017. It is sponsored by the Sunpride Foundation, an organization dedicated
to promoting the creative history of the LGBTQ community.

“I look forward to seeing how the exhibition will encourage greater discussion and foster 2/15
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“I look forward to seeing how the exhibition will encourage greater discussion and foster
a more equitable world for the LGBTQ community and their allies,” the foundation’s
executive director, Patrick Sun, said in a statement.

The show includes new commissions from artists such as Balbir Krishan, David Medalla,
Arin Rungjang, Anne Samat, and Chov Theanly, which are on view alongside works by
Danh Vō, Ren Hang, and Dinh Q. Lê.

One of the works on view, by the Thai artist Jakkai Siributr, features three large-scale
textile works patterned with geometric motifs that play on the pink triangles used by the
Nazi party to identify and shame “homosexuals.” The symbols in Siributr’s Quilt Project
(2019) have since been reclaimed by the gay community as a symbol of pride.

Meanwhile, Arin Rungjang, who represented Thailand in the 2013 Venice Biennale, is
presenting a new video installation inspired by his childhood fascination with a
transsexual acquaintance.

See installation views of the exhibition below.

Installation view of “Spectrosynthesis II—Exposure of Tolerance: LGBTQ in Southeast Asia,” on view
at the Bangkok Art and Culture Center in Thailand through March 1, 2020. Image courtesy of

Bangkok Art and Culture Center and Sunpride Foundation.
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Installation view of “Spectrosynthesis II—Exposure of Tolerance: LGBTQ in Southeast Asia,” on view
at the Bangkok Art and Culture Center in Thailand through March 1, 2020. Image courtesy of

Bangkok Art and Culture Center and Sunpride Foundation.

Installation view of “Spectrosynthesis II—Exposure of Tolerance: LGBTQ in Southeast Asia,” on view
at the Bangkok Art and Culture Center in Thailand through March 1, 2020. Image courtesy of

Bangkok Art and Culture Center and Sunpride Foundation.
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Bangkok Art and Culture Center and Sunpride Foundation.

Installation view of “Spectrosynthesis II—Exposure of Tolerance: LGBTQ in Southeast Asia,” on view
at the Bangkok Art and Culture Center in Thailand through March 1, 2020. Image courtesy of

Bangkok Art and Culture Center and Sunpride Foundation.

“Spectrosynthesis II—Exposure of Tolerance: LGBTQ in Southeast Asia” is on view at the
Bangkok Art and Culture Center in Thailand through March 1, 2020.

Follow artnet News on Facebook: 

Want to stay ahead of the art world? Subscribe to our newsletter to get the breaking news, eye-
opening interviews, and incisive critical takes that drive the conversation forward.

5/15

https://www.facebook.com/artnet
http://link.artnet.com/join/522/newscta&hash=8e9534fb495110baf97a368037111816


Komkrit Tepthian, Giant Twins part of the Bangkok Art Biennale 2018, at the Wat Arun temple in Bangkok.
Photo: Jewel Samad/AFP/Getty Images.

Contemporary art may not the first thing most people associate with Bangkok, but
Thailand’s capital city is hoping the inaugural Bangkok Art Biennale will change all that.

Although the three-month event was announced at the Venice Biennale in 2017, this
sprawling affair has a few key differences from the so-called “Art-World Olympics.” Most
importantly, admission is free (tickets to the Venice Biennale will run you about $28), and
the art is peppered across more than 20 locations around the city, including the landmark
East Asiatic Building, the temples of Wat Pho, Wat Arun, and Wat Prayoon, and inside a
shopping mall.
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Yayoi Kusama’s installation at Bangkok Art Biennale 2018. Photo: Jewel Samad/AFP/Getty Images.

The citywide art extravaganza is composed of more than 200 works made by 75
international artists from 33 countries, and around half of the artists are Thai. The
biennial managed to nab art stars like Elmgreen & Dragset, Marina Abramović, and Yayoi
Kusama as participants, and it counts the Guggenheim’s Asian Art Curator Alexandra
Munroe and artist Rirkrit Tiravanija as advisers.

If the marquee artists help get people through the doors, organizers also hope the event
will bolster local artists and the country’s contemporary art scene. In a statement, artistic
director Dr. Apinan Poshyananda said the Bangkok biennale’s emphasis on local artists
will offer visitors a different perspective on contemporary art: “Looking into the
contemporary art in the West, I feel it is so stagnant and jaded. This can only be a
response from the plaguing presence of uncertainty, terrorism, Brexit, the economy, and
fear. Come to Bangkok and go beyond bliss.”

The Bangkok Art Biennale runs through February 9, 2019. See pictures from the inaugural
event below.

Nino Sarabutra’s ‘What Will We Leave Behind,’ part of the Bangkok Art Biennale 2018, at the Wat
Prayurawongsawas Waraviharn temple in Bangkok . Photo: Jewel Sawad/AFP/Getty Images.
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Aurèle Ricard, Malong (2018). Courtesy of the Bangkok Art Biennale.
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Choi Jeong Hwa, Basket Tower (2018) at the Bangkok Art and Culture Center. Courtesy of the Bangkok
Art Biennale.

Marina Abramovic, “Method.” Courtesy of the Marina Abramovic Institute, Benaki Museum. Photo:
Pano.
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Huang Yong Ping, Zuo You He Che (2005–06). Photo courtesy of the Bangkok Art Biennial.
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Hooptam Lao-Thai, The Adventure of Sinxay (2018). Courtesy of the Bangkok Art Biennale.
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Alex Face & Souled Out Studios, MEMORY HOUSE (2018) detail. At the Bank of Thailand Learning
Center. Courtesy of the Bangkok Art Biennale.
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Elmgreen & Dragset, Zero (2018) at the East Asiatic Building. Courtesy of the artist and
Bangkok Art Biennale.

Pannaphan Yodmanee, Sedimentations of Migration (2018) at various locations. Courtesy of the
Bangkok Art Biennale.
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Lee Bul, Diluvium (2018) at the East Asiatic Building. Courtesy of the Bangkok Art Biennale.

Stills from Kawita Vatanajyankur, The Spinning Wheel, Untangled, and Dye (2018) at the Peninsula
Bangkok. Courtesy of the Bangkok Art Biennale.

Follow artnet News on Facebook: 

Want to stay ahead of the art world? Subscribe to our newsletter to get the breaking news, eye-
opening interviews, and incisive critical takes that drive the conversation forward.
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Southeast Asia Stakes Its Claim in the 
Art World 

By JASON FARAGO SEPT. 27, 2017 

Until recently — the 1990s, let’s say — an American critic keeping tabs on new art 
would concentrate on New York’s museums and galleries; cast an occasional, often 
dismissive eye on Western Europe; and perhaps try to visit Los Angeles now and 
again. No longer. By the ’90s the idea of a single avant-garde was dead and buried, 
and in its place arose a pluralist art ecosystem that spans the planet. It makes larger 
intellectual demands than ever, and requires us to accept that we’ll never see 
everything or understand it completely. In the new global art world, even we New 
Yorkers are provincials. 

Perhaps nowhere benefited as much from this shift to a pluralist art world as 
Asia, where the 1990s saw an explosion of biennials and triennials. The Gwangju 
Biennale, Asia’s most important such exhibition, began in 1995 in South Korea, and 



was soon followed by large-scale shows in Shanghai, Taipei, Fukuoka, Yokohama, 
Singapore, Jakarta, and a half dozen other Asian megacities — all of which 
introduced Asian audiences to foreign art and pushed their own region’s figures to 
the international forefront. In these exhibitions, as well as in the new museums and 
art schools that arose around them, traditional styles of painting, drawing, pottery or 
calligraphy fell by the wayside, and installation, video and performance served as 
lingua franca. 

The art in “After Darkness: Southeast Asian Art in the Wake of History,” at the 
Asia Society on Park Avenue, is the fruit of this global shift. The work here comes 
from Indonesia, Myanmar (or Burma) and Vietnam, though with just seven artists 
and one collective, it’s small enough to avoid the curse of the “regional show” and 
doesn’t force any unity on a diverse lineup. Not every work here is a masterpiece, but 
all of them plumb the roiling past and fractured present of places that, with a 
combined population of nearly 400 million, we have no excuse to be clueless about. 

The most internationally prominent artist here is Dinh Q. Le, who immigrated 
to the United States as a child and returned to Vietnam in 1993. His enlightening 
project “Light and Belief” (2012) unites 70 ink drawings and watercolors, which the 
artist collected from elder figures at work during the Vietnam War, with a long, 
lightly animated video in which Mr. Le interviews these older artists about the social 
role of art before the biennial age. 

“Uncle Ho highly regarded the arts,” says one of these older painters, referring 
to the party leader Ho Chi Minh. “The artist must also be a warrior,” another recalls. 
Mr. Le’s video forces a reconsideration of the proficient but academic works on 
paper he has collected: a woman in a conical straw hat, say, or a soldier disguised 
amid dappled trees. “Light and Belief” also, rather brilliantly, reintroduces ignored 
chapters of Vietnamese art — which looks regressive to us now, but was resolutely 
“modern” in the art schools established by the French colonial regime — to global 
institutions that have little understanding of them. 

The war locally termed the “Resistance War Against America” also informs the 
regretful art of the Vietnamese collective known as the Propeller Group. In a two 
channel video, “The Guerrillas of Cu Chi” (2012), we see a 1963 propaganda film set 
at the Cu Chi tunnels, the underground passageways outside Ho Chi Minh City used 
by the Vietcong. (The soldiers there, an enthusiastic narrator declaims, “were never 
afraid of hardships and always found ways to kill Americans.”) Across the gallery is a 
second, slow-motion video, shot at the tunnels today; the grounds above have been 
converted into a shooting range for tourists, and gleeful Americans spend $1 to fire 
AK-47s while their friends capture the fun on their phones. 

“The Dream,” another work by the Propeller Group, consists of a half-complete 
Honda Dream motorcycle, of the kind used to skip through Hanoi’s wild traffic. But 
its wheels, engine, seat, and even pedals are missing; the body stands denuded, an 
uncanny object more sculpture than vehicle. The parts were snatched, we see in an 



accompanying video, by thieves in just a single night. As in China, nominally 
communist Vietnam has embraced brakes-off turbocapitalism, and the old dream of 
society has been picked clean. 

The Burmese artists here have an even more direct engagement with local 
political circumstances. Htein Lin, a dissident from Yangon, turned to art not while 
visiting some international exhibition — Myanmar is among the poorest countries in 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, and was essentially closed to foreign 
influence until the 2010s — but rather during a six-year spell in prison. His ghostly 
installation, “A Show of Hands,” features hundreds of white plaster casts of raised 
right hands, each one an index of a political prisoner like himself. What makes the 
work more than an easy ode to people power is the associated video, in which we 
watch Mr. Htein Lin cast the hands of monks, journalists, poets, and youth activists, 
each of whom recounts their past run-ins with the military dictatorship with 
surprising lightness. 

F.X. Harsono, perhaps the most prominent artist in contemporary Indonesia, is 
represented here by both earlier sculptural installations that took direct aim at the 
Suharto regime, as well as a more recent video. “The Voices Are Controlled by the 
Powers,” from 1994, consists of more than a hundred carefully arrayed wooden 
masks, but they’ve been chopped in half; their mouths are cut off and piled in the 
center. From the title on, it’s about as direct a protest against free speech as you can 
make without just hoisting a placard. 

“Writing in the Rain,” a performance filmed in 2011, shows Mr. Harsono writing 
his name in Chinese characters on a pane of glass, only for his calligraphy to be 
wiped away by streams of water; as the downpour continues he keeps it up, and the 
ink spills to the floor. (The artist is ethnically Chinese, a minority in Indonesia.) To a 
western critic like me, the gesture reads as an obvious reboot of Marcel 
Broodthaers’s noted 1969 film “La Pluie,” in which he hopelessly attempts to write 
poetry in a rainstorm, but where that Belgian provocateur proposed an art unfixed 
from clear meaning, Mr. Harsono’s political gesture could not be clearer, or more 
locally focused. 

It isn’t wrong to criticize art as blunt as this, in which symbols function not as 
elements in a complex, imaginative system, but in strict one-to-one correspondence 
with political or social ills. Yet what works in New York may not work in Jakarta, and 
while we now have to evaluate art at a global scale, we also have to study the 
particular circumstances in which “global” contemporary art took root in local cases. 
In these three countries, an outward-facing practice of “contemporary art” marched 
in step with local reform movements, engaged with free speech, economic fairness 
and multiparty democracy. If some artists in this show seem to be speaking a bit too 
literally, that may be because influencing local audiences was a more urgent calling 
than winning the approbation of far-off western institutions. 

And part of reckoning with a global art world is expanding one’s tolerance for 



things we don’t understand. It means more looking, more reading, and more 
sympathy too — sympathy for art that may not resemble what we most like, and of 
which our mastery can only be fragmentary. If, as the Chinese artist and dissident Ai 
Weiwei has asserted, contemporary art is a kind of freedom, then our need to 
appreciate this art has only increased now that Indonesia and Myanmar, as well as 
Thailand, Malaysia, and the Philippines, are taking an antidemocratic turn. That 
may be a more important vocation than hunting in vain for a single avant-garde in a 
world as large as ours. 

After Darkness: Southeast Asian Art in the Wake of History 
Through Jan. 21 at Asia Society; asiasociety.org 
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The Artist Dinh Q. Le Expands His Gaze to
Worlds Beyond Vietnam
By AMY QIN OCT. 1, 2015

TOKYO — The video opens on a Japanese man in a World War II-era uniform, lying
in the grass. Later he runs through a forest with a rifle strapped to his back, then
crawls on his elbows among tall reeds, stalking an imaginary enemy. He sings love
ballads at a karaoke bar and shows off his collection of military uniforms to no one in
particular. Dressed as a bartender, he talks about Japan’s role in World War II,
about the Vietnam War and his interest in battlefield re-enactments.

“We Japanese lost the war,” he says to the camera. “That’s a simple fact. But
why did we? Why did we start that war? No one has discussed this for 70 years. War
is evil. That’s about it. But why?”

The video, by the artist Dinh Q. Le, is titled “Everything Is a Re-Enactment.” Yet
throughout its 26 minutes, a viewer is also questioning: Is this real or staged? Why is
the man always alone?

The uncertainty is intentional. The mutability of history, memory and human
experience has been a recurring theme of Mr. Le’s work. The artist, 47, has often
brought this preoccupation to explorations of the war in Vietnam, where he was
born. “Everything Is a Re-Enactment,” one of two new works being presented in a
solo exhibition, “Dinh Q. Le: Memory for Tomorrow,” at the Mori Art Museum in

The Artist Dinh Q. Le Expands His Gaze to Worlds Beyond Vietna... http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/02/arts/international/the-artistdin...
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Tokyo, represents an expansion of his gaze to regions beyond Vietnam and the
United States.

The show, which runs through Oct. 12, is Mr. Le’s first large-scale exhibition in
Asia. It is also the first time that the Mori, which focuses on midcareer Asian artists,
has put the spotlight on a Southeast Asian artist, and is only its second major show
since it reopened in April after extensive renovation.

“Before this exhibition, I was kind of concerned that some people might be
offended by this new piece,” said Natsumi Araki, a curator at the Mori who organized
the exhibition, “because it looks a little right-wingish with its focus on this guy in a
military uniform. But people have shown a lot of interest in the piece. It gives us a lot
of clues in terms of discussing our past from different angles.”

With its overall emphasis on wartime memory and reflection, the exhibition
comes at a particularly apt time in Japan. For several months countries around the
world have been marking the 70th anniversary of the end of World War II,
sometimes, as in China and South Korea, criticizing Japan for what they see as the
government’s refusal to fully come to terms with its history of aggression.

While the Japanese government has expressed remorse for what Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe called the “immeasurable damage and suffering” inflicted during the
war, Mr. Abe has also appointed right-wing revisionists to some government posts
and has paid visits to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine, where Class A war criminals
are memorialized along with millions of other war dead.

Mr. Le himself has visited the shrine, out of curiosity about the growing
right-wing movement in Japan, since 2009, when he was doing a residency in Tokyo.
It was during a visit last year that he came across a group of men dressed as World
War II soldiers.

His eye was drawn to one of the younger men, who seemed to be lagging behind
the group. That is how he met the subject of his video, a 40-year-old bartender
named Nakaura Yoichi.

“Here is somebody who is very curious about Japan’s World War II history but
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has found it difficult to find places where people are willing to talk about it openly
and in a balanced way,” Mr. Le said in an interview. “The shrine is one of the only
communities where he can have this conversation. Unfortunately, it’s all from a very
problematic perspective.”

Problematic perspectives abound in the show. The opening piece, “The Farmers
and the Helicopters,” is perhaps the most notable of the 25 works presented here. In
this three-channel video from 2006, the image of the helicopter as a symbol of
military strength is undercut as Mr. Le juxtaposes parts of Hollywood movies, news
footage and interviews with Vietnamese who, understandably, have different views
of an aircraft that often terrorized them from above. Installed alongside the
projection is a helicopter built from scratch by a young Vietnamese mechanic, who is
interviewed in the video, and a friend.

Reviewing a show by Mr. Le at the Museum of Modern Art in 2010, Holland
Cotter of The New York Times called the video “remarkable” for “its visually tight
and ideologically porous weave of fact and fiction, memory and illusion, with the
elements of each pair in constant, volatile interchange.”

Elsewhere at the Mori, the artist uses editing to challenge other war-related
stereotypes. In “From Father to Son: A Rite of Passage” (2007), he splices together
scenes from the 1979 film “Apocalypse Now,” starring Martin Sheen, and the 1986
film “Platoon,” starring Charlie Sheen, so that father and son, both of whom play
American soldiers in Vietnam, appear to be speaking to each other.

Mr. Le said he first envisioned a piece about the relationship of fathers, sons
and war in the late 1980s, during a course he took about the Vietnam War while
studying for his undergraduate degree at the University of California, Santa Barbara.
His family had fled to Southern California from war-torn Vietnam in the 1970s, and
he was troubled by what he saw as the one-sided, America-centric history of the
conflict that was being taught.

“Many of my classmates had fathers or relatives who participated in the
Vietnam War, so the class was extremely emotional,” he said. And while not hearing
any Vietnamese views presented disturbed him, he said he “came to understand that
this was the generation that was trying to understand and be closer to their fathers.”
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These days, having spent so much of his life trying to understand the past, Mr.
Le is preparing to set aside the subject of war to address another matter of conflict:
the scramble for natural resources and island territories. Inspired by what he called
a “drama of absurdity, greed and human suffering” in the mid-19th century, he is
planning a video installation dealing with what happened when a global craze for
guano, a natural fertilizer made from bird droppings, led the United States to take
possession of a cluster of islands off the coast of Peru. (The three-part installation is
to be presented for the first time in January at the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham,
England.)

Yet even with this new subject, he has discovered how the past reverberates in
the present.

“It’s kind of similar to what China is doing in the South China Sea,” said the
artist, who spent several weeks in Peru in August. “The U.S. wanted guano, and the
Chinese want control of the energy resources and waterways. It’s just history
repeating itself.”

A version of this article appears in print on October 2, 2015, in The International New York Times.

© 2015 The New York Times Company
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Global Extravaganza, but on a HUDlan 
Scale 
By ROBERTA SMITH 

PITISBURGH - The 2013 Carnegie International is a welcome shock to the system of one of 

the art world's more entrenched rituals. This lean, seemingly modest, thought-out exhibition 

takes the big global survey of contemporary art off steroids. 

With only 35 artists and collectives from 19 countries, the latest Carnegie says no to the visual 

overload and indigestible sprawl frequent to these exhibitions. It also avoids the looming, 

big-budget showstoppers - aptly called festivalism by the critic Peter Schjeldahl - for which 

they are known. Actually, the Carnegie all but leaves festivalism at the door: "Tip," the 

immense, shambling, cheerfully derivative barrier of wood, fabric, cement and spray paint by 

the British sculptor Phyllida Barlow, just outside the museum's main entrance, is probably the 

show's biggest single art object. Inside, almost nothing on view dwarfs the body, addles the 

brain or short-circuits the senses. It's just art. Did I mention that half of the artists are 

women? 

The 2013 Carnegie has been organized by Daniel Baumann, the director of the Adolf Wolfli 

Foundation at the Kunstmuseum in Bern, Switzerland, and Dan Byers and Tina Kukielski, two 

Carnegie curators. It may contribute to its deviation from convention that the curators have 

little experience with big surveys and don't belong to the international curatorial cartel that 

circles the planet. 

Their selections often evince a gratifying affinity for color, form, beauty and pleasure, and a 

lack of interest in finger-wagging didacticism. They have appended to their show an 

impressive newly installed display of Modern and contemporary works from the museum's 

permanent collection that highlights acquisitions from the previous Carnegie Internationals 

(and includes a boxy, tilted, very red and much stronger piece by Ms. Barlow). 

The show itself accounts for much of the tangled strands of today's art, with emerging artists 

under 35 in the slight majority, and somewhat older ones adding ballast. There is space for 

occasional mini-retrospectives, including a sizable gallery filled with nearly 35 years of text 

pieces, photo works and bright, diminutive riffs on Russian Constructivism by the mercurial 

Conceptualist Mladen Stilinovic. A group of 19 increasingly robust paintings by Nicole 

Eisenman traces the evolution of her incisive reinterpretations of early Modernist figuration 



and mingles with new plaster sculptures. For example, "Prince of Swords," a large male figure 

with hands blackened by an overused smartphone sits on a plinth usually occupied by plaster 

casts in the museum's collection. 

A cache of 57 undulant visionary landscapes by the American Joseph Yoakum (1890-1972) and 

10 finely textured, scroll-like drawings of phantoms by the Chinese Guo Fengyi (1942-2010) -

both formidable outsider artists - are included as if it were no big deal. The distinction was 

rendered moot by the extraordinary insider-outsider pileup of "The Encyclopedic Palace" at 

the Venice Biennale. Yoakum may qualify as the greatest artist in this Carnegie simply because 

his art has stood the test of time the longest. 

Outstanding among the less familiar artists are two Iranians. In the 1960s and '70S, especially, 

Kamran Shirdel (born in 1939) made effortlessly structural, quietly subversive films, intended 

as propaganda, that were often banned by both the regime of the Shah, which commissioned 

them, and that of its Ayatollah successors. Rokni Haerizadeh, 40 years younger, lives in exile 

in Dubai and has an unerring gift - shaped by Persian painting and perhaps by Goya and Art 

Spiegelman - for reworking found photographs into disturbing, if often beautiful, animations. 

His subjects here include the 2009 Iranian demonstrations and Britain's latest royal wedding. 

Less expected is "The Playground Project," a show-within-the-show organized by the Swiss 

writer and urban planner Gabriela Burkhalter. Its dense history of postwar playground design 

- possibly better as a book - culminates in a wonderful assortment of art from the Carnegie's 

annual art camp for children. This summer's used teaching plans devised by the artists Ei 

Arakawa and Henning Bohl, who also contribute a playground-focused video. Though the 

Carnegie has no stated theme, the excellent catalog places emphasis on playas essential to art 

and life; "The Playground Project" gives liberating experiential form to its thesis. 

This Carnegie International exposes the supposedly great divide between object-oriented or, 

as some would have it, market-driven art, and activist, socially involved art and suggests that 

they are not nearly as mutually exclusive as often supposed. To one side are the audacious 

computer-generated abstract canvases of Wade Guyton and the equally innovative handmade 

plaster and casein tabletlike abstractions of Sadie Benning, as well as the richly colored 

sculptures of Vincent Fecteau, which negotiate a new literally convoluted truce between the 

organic and the geometric. 

On the other are Mr. Arakawa and Mr. Bohl's art-camp collaboration and the especially 

inspiring social activism of Transformazium, a three-woman collective that relocated to 

Braddock, just outside Pittsburgh, from Brooklyn six years ago, determined to make a 

difference. Their latest effort, part ofthe Carnegie show, is a permanent art-lending service in 

the library of this recovering town, stocked with works donated by the other artists in the 



Carnegie, local residents and Transformazium friends across the country. 

But the exhibition repeatedly illuminates the ground where form and activism overlap. In 

addition to the films and animations of Mr. Shirdel and Mr. Haerizadeh, this area includes Zoe 

Strauss's small, remarkably lively color photographs oflocal residents in Homestead, another 

struggling Pittsburgh-area town. Also here are Zanele Muholi's imposing black-and-white 

photo portraits of South Mrican lesbians and transgendered people, and the striking welded 

steel assemblages of Pedro Reyes, from Mexico, which turn out to be amazing percussive 

instruments, even as you realize that they're made from deactivated guns. Henry Taylor's 

implacable paintings of Mrican-Americans and Sarah Lucas's stuffed-pantyhose sculptures of 

brazen women are confrontational in both medium and message. 

This exhibition attests to the health of object-making of all kinds and also to art-oriented 

activism, as in the Arakawa/Bohl art classes and Transformazium project - suggesting that 

play is the crucial, underlying connection. But it points up the hazards, if not laziness, of 

curatorial intervention and appropriation of other artists' art. Paulina Olowska has put on 

view some puppets from a once-flourishing Pittsburgh puppet theater; their intensity makes 

her photo-based paintings look wan. Gabriel Sierra paints the museum's Hall of Architecture 

deep purple to little effect, other than evoking the Brooklyn Museum's installation missteps. 

And Pierre Leguillon strews 30 pots by the great ceramic artist George E. Ohr (1857-1918) 

around a Hirst-like vitrine, along with Ohr's zany promotional photographs. This is not art, it's 

art abuse, especially painful since Ohr is as great as Yoakum, whose wall of drawings is 

adjacent. 

The exception is a display of 100 pencil and ink drawings made by North Vietnamese artists 

during the Vietnam War that the Vietnamese artist Dinh Q. Le is presenting, accompanied by 

his poignant documentary about some who are still living. They speak for themselves on film, 

as do the quick, deft ink or pencil renderings of soldiers and civilians on the wall, which fuse 

Eastern and Western traditions with personal expression, functioning as document, artifact 

and art. 

The 2013 Carnegie International remains on view through March 16 at the Carnegie Museum of 

Art, 4400 Forbes Avenue, Pittsburgh; (412) 622-3131, carnegieinternational.org. 
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