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What Can Happen When the Artist Is Viethamese
Tran Trong Vu

[Vietnamese Artist Tran Trong Vii spoke at the UCLA Center for Southeast Asian Studies
Colloquium Series on February 12, 2004. The talk was delivered in Vietnamese with English
translation provided by Prof. Thu-Huong Nguyen-vo. Below is Nguyen-vo’s partial
translation followed by Vu’s original Vietnamese language text. An English report of the
lecture, written by Ms. Rashaan Meneses of the UCLA Center for Southeast Asian Studies,
can be found at http.//www.international.ucla.edu/cseas/article.asp?parentid=8550. Since
the lecture was illustrated and annotated with numerous slides of the artist’s work, the lecture
text does not capture the totality of the presentation. Tran Trong Vu was born in Hanoi,
graduated first in his class at the Hanoi School of Fine Arts in 1987, and in 1988 won a
scholarship to study at the National School for Fine Arts in Paris. His exhibitions include
"Natal Sources,” Hanoi; "The Market in Hell," Paris; "The Rain Room," Berlin; "Made in
Vietnam," New York; "Good Morning Vietnam," Amsterdam (100 paintings on plastic, paper,
canvas), and "Blue Memory," Arizona State University Art Museum. Tran Trong Vu now lives
and works in Paris.]

I’d like to use my own work to discuss some of the practical dynamics in Vietnam on the act
of artistic creation.

1. On the mechanics of drawing/painting; on the contact with the West

When I was still in Hanoi, it was fairly easy for my fellow art students and me to understand
that the purpose for a drawing exercise of a purely academic nature (without conceptual
thought) was actually an exercise in technique. But none of the instructors would
acknowledge this. Neither was there encouragement on the part of the art school for the
development of individual styles. It was exactly this lack in training that produced the ranks
of Hanoi artists lazy in their quest for new styles. But to be an artist means having to use one
or many styles. In a small environment like that, sooner or later, someone’s style will become
the common property of the art community. In the early years when I started to count myself
an artist, [ paid attention only to styles, so I could stay faithful to certain personal experiences
and aesthetic principles, and to prove the value of a purely visual art form. My case is easy to
understand: any one beginning his or her art career would want to go in the reverse direction
to, or at least to depart from the formulas he or she has learned in school. Art in the west had
seduced me with the richness and glamour in the diversity of its styles. It had supplied my
beginning steps with many dreams about an art tradition so free in form and color. This must
have been the happiest time for an artist. I thought then that I had enough talent to carry on
the contemporary art of the world. I did not know in those years of the eighties that I had re-
dreamed the dream of the previous century. Back then, I could not comprehend that the
world’s contemporary art had long left behind the totality of values that I admired.

2. About Vietnamese Tradition

Morality in Vietnam always impacts other realms, particular the artistic realm. If Vietnamese
worship loyalty and filial piety, then Vietnamese art tries to prove its loyalty and piety to the
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past. Artists and the public enter into similar moral contracts. This tradition, I think, needs no
calls for its preservation, for it will outlive each and everyone of us.

But I did not learn much from this Vietnamese tradition coupling culture to morality. When I
realized that Vietnamese artists only got to sign their names to their work with the late arrival
of the Indochinese School of Fine Arts, Vietnamese art retreated from my dream.

Nevertheless, my life of 25 years in Vietnam has persistently followed me into my creative
works. A Vietnamese reality unavoidably becomes the empirical source, fierce and insistent
in its demand to be expressed in any medium: from the visual image to written words. I am
not an artist who makes noise through his work. My works would have been quite dull were
it not for my less than smooth life lived out in Vietnam. 15 years ago, when I was still in
Vietnam, many remarked that my work was poetic. But [’m afraid such poetry in my work in
those years of the 1980s shared nothing with the tradition of Vietnamese love for poetry.
Rather, life then was too cramped, and the only thing I could do was to open new windows to
survive. It was my way of countering the Vietnamese tradition of using melancholy to
describe melancholy—that Vietnamese saying of “if one is sad, the landscape must appear
sad—to heighten the sadness. I just wanted to prove art is about using the joyful to express
the melancholic.

3. About the Survival of Vietnamese Artists Abroad

Their greatest advantages are to live in anonymity, to be trained by their own efforts so that
they will not have to die in anonymity, and finally to be able to leave behind that belief that is
both artistic and moralistic—the one that says: a talented artist could just sit at home and
create. Another advantage is that such an artist is forced to realize he or she is but among the
50,000 other artists of the same generation, in the same city, in the same search for exhibition
space and for one’s voice over the other 50,000 voices. Life abroad is the best antidote to the
affliction of laziness.

Their difficulties also abound. The greatest difficulty is to claim the Vietnamese title. An
American, German, English, or Chinese artist has behind him or her great art traditions. They
could more easily obtain the passport that allows them entrance into the profession than a
Vietnamese artist whose claim to representation is limited to all the wounds of war and
poverty. We need only to look at one example: Vietnamese may wait with anticipation an
American film, but they are hardly excited at the prospect of getting invited to a film
produced by the fraternal country of Cambodia.

I have worked in both environments. Abroad, I am but a nameless artist, simply because the
public here can neither remember nor pronounce accurately Vietnamese names. But to be
called an artist is already a huge reward for me. In Vietnam, the title artist would have been
immediately replaced by many forms of address that designate rank and status or mimic
familial relations. To be able to use the pronoun “I” is already a rarity.

4. About my work
For many years now, | have made a turn. My work now bears no resemblance to my
paintings of the 1980s or the 90s, nor does it belong with the crowd of visual artists of the

world who use photography and videography. I search for a path with painting, whose
contemporaneity the world has denied. The difference is while the majority of artists treat
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painting as both means and ends, I treat it as one of the many means. My ends is to create a
space that contains images, as well as games of illusion, vision, and psychology. My use of
and painting on strips or sheets of suspended clear plastic/vinyl is to achieve this effect.

A few years ago, like many artists, I was only seeking to defend the visuality of painting, its
place and autonomy. Now however, I readily bring literature or other artistic or even anti-
artistic forms to stand side by side with painting in a bricolage (cai rang luoc) so that my
work could be read both visually and semiotically. I also do not hesitate to have my works
treated as though they are poster ads so they could reach viewers the fastest. I try to negate
my self of the 80s and 90s by doing all the things that I thought were un-artistic.

My mode of operation also has changed. Before, each painting was an independent work of
art. Now, my “Good Morning Vietnam” (2001-2002) went on for 2 years and included more
than 100 paintings on clear vinyl, paper, and canvas. My “Blue Story” (from 2003) that I’'m
working on has been prepared and developed for a long period of time. Its completion may
open a new path.

These works of long duration usually come in connection with an exhibit plan, or to give to a
particular institution. “Blue Memory” (currently at Arizona State Art Museum) is an
installation consisting of clear vinyl to create a completely blue space. These are my
experimental works. The viewer is forced to enter into the work as though entering a stage. |
seek to change the distance between the public and the work of art. But in my work, as this
physical distance decreases, the psychological distance increases. The viewer will be
enveloped by many images and colors. But it is precisely this lack of physical distance that
will alienate them from the artwork, because all reveals itself to be artifice: artificial space,
artificial image, artificial path, artificial wall. I do not seek to resolve the relationship
between the public and the artwork.

At this stage, | use Vietnam for my material, primarily from my own personal story. But it is
not to prove my origin, nor is it to preserve my country’s tradition, but to assert that there
comes a time when the artist must betray many things that had nurtured him all the way to
maturity. That is what can happen when the artist is Vietnamese.

Tran Trong Vu

Paris 12/2003
(Translated by Thu-huong Nguyen-vo)
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Cai gi co thé xdy ra khi hoa si 1a nguoi Viét

Thong qua cong viéc ca nhan dé trinh bay sy tac dong cua thyc tién Viét Nam trong linh vuc
sang tac.

1.Vé cach vé, vé cudc tiép can véi phuwong Ty

Trudc day, khi con di hoc & Ha Noi, t6i va nhiéu sinh vién my thuat khong can vét va 1am
cling hiéu rang mot bai tap hinh hoa, ky hoa thuan tiy han 1am (khong ndi dung tu tudng),
thuc chét 1a nhimg bai tip vé cach v&. Nhung khong mét giang vién nao goi tén nhitng mén
hoc nay la cach v€ ca. Ciing khong c6 nhiing khich 1€ nao cua truong my thudt cho nhiing
cach v& ca nhan, nhiing phong cich ca nhan. Chinh thiéu sét trong dao tao nay da lam nén
nhitng ddi ngil hoa si luoi biéng ctia Ha Noi coi nhe viée tim kiém cach vé. Nhung da 1a hoa
sT 1a bét budc phai stt dung mot hoac nhiéu cach vé. O trong moi truong chat hep nhu vay mot
cach v& cua ai ddy som mudn ciing phai trd thanh tai san chung cta tap thé. Nhiing nim dau
khi t6i tw coi minh 13 mot tac gia, t6i chi chii ¥ dén cach v&, dé dugc ¢ lai trung thanh voi
nhiing kinh nghiém c4 nhan va mdt vai nguyén tac thAm my ca nhan, dé chimg minh cho mot
thtr hoi hoa thuan tay thi giac. Truong hop cua to1 cling tuong dbi dé hiéu : nguoi 1am nghé
thuat nao ciing mudn bit dau sy nghiép bang cach di nguoc lai hoic it ra clng di duong khac
v6i nhiing cong thire dé hoc ¢ truong. Chinh hdi hoa Tay phuong dé quyén ra toi béng s
giau co va long. lay ciia mudn van cach v€, da cung cap cho nhimg budc di dau cua toi rat
nhéu gidc mo vé mot nén hdi hoa vo cung tu do ciia mau sic va hinh thé. C6 1& day la thoi
gian hanh phuc nhat ciia mot hoa si. Toi di nghi rang nhu vy t0i da co thé co du tai nang dé
tlep nbi nén nghé thuat duong dai thé gi6i. Toi da khong hé biét rang nhimg ndm tam muoi
ay, t6i da mo lai gidc mo cta mot thé ky trude. Khi 4 ay to1 da khong thé biét rang nghé thuat
duong dai thé gidi da bo lai ding sau no, tir 1au lim rdi, toan bd nhitng gia tri ma t6i dang
ngudng mo.

2.Vé truyén thong Viét

Pao dirc & Viét Nam ludn chi phéi nhing linh vuc khéac, nhét 1a nghé thuat. Nguoi Viét ton
thd 10ng trung, 1ong hiéu, ngh¢ thuat Viét Nam ciing ra strc chimg minh sy trung thanh cua n6
vGi cac nguyén tic, va long hiéu thao voi qua khir. Cac tac gia va cong ching bao gio ciing ki
dugc véi nhau ban hop dong dao duc tuong tu. Truyen thong nay theo t6i khong can phai
duogc kéu goi gin gii¥, ban than nd con sdng lau hon tit ca mdi ching ta.

Vay ma t6i di khong hoc dugc gi nhidu tir cip truyén thong van hoa-dao dirc ctia nguoi Viét
ay. Khi nhén thiy rang viéc cac hoa si Viét Nam ki tén vao cong viéc cua ho chi dugc 1am
mot cach hét sirc mudn mang cung véi truong my thuat Pong Duong, hoi hoa Viét da tu dong
rat lui khéi giéc mo cua toi. Nhung nguoc lai, cudc séng 25 nam & Viét Nam da theo dudi toi
rat nhiéu trong sang tac. Hién thuc Viét, di dau cung khong thé tranh khoi, 1a ngudn dir kién
v0 cung manh liét va dai dang, doi hoi phai dugc ké lai, bang bat ctr phuong tién gi, hinh anh
thi giac, hodc chir viét. Toi khong phai nguoi lam nghé thudt 6 on ao, tac pham clia toi chic s&
té nhat 1am néu t6i da khong co dugc cudc song Viét khong may troi chay dy. Mudi 1am nim
trude khi con & Ha Noi, nhiéu ¥ kién cho rang tranh cia t6i c6 nhiéu chat tho. Nhung t6i e
rang chat tho trong sang tic cia téi nhitng nim tam muoi dy khong co gi chung véi truyén
thdng yéu tho ctia ngudi Viét. Luc dy cudc sdng qua ti tang chat hep, toi chi c6 mot cach duy
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nhét 14 mo ra nhiing ctura s6 mai, dé ton tai. Ciing 1a mét cach dé 1am nguoc lai cai truyén
thong Viét lay budn ta budn, ngudi budn thi canh cling phai budn, cho thém budn. T6i chi
muon ching minh rang lay vui lam buon méi la ngh¢ thuét.

3.Ve su ton tai ciia hoa si Viét Nam ¢ nudc ngoai

Thuén lgi 16n nhat cta ho 13 dugc séng vo danh, dugc rén luyén bang cb ging, dé khong phai
chét vo danh, va dugc tir bo quan niém vira dao dirc vira vian nghé ma ngudi Viét Nam rat tim
ddc: hoa si c6 tai thi chi cdn ngdi nha séang tac. Thuan loi nita 1a ho bat budc phai y thire dugc
rang ho chi la mét trong s6 ndm muoi nghin hoa si cung thé hé, cung séng trong mot thanh
phé, cung di tim noi trién 1am, cung di tim mot tiéng noi riéng va phai lam sao ma ndi to hon
nam muoi nghin giong néi khac. Cudc song & nudc ngoai 1a lidu thude hiéu nghiém nhat chira
bénh ludi biéng.

Kho khan cua ho cling khong it. Kho khan 16n nhat 1a dugc xung danh Viét Nam. Mot hoa si
My, Puc hoic Anh, hodc Trung Qudc... dugc ung hd dang sau bang nhitng nén nghé thuat
16n, chic chin s& kiém duoc tam ho chiéu di vao giéi chuyén mon dé dang hon mot hoa si
Viét Nam chi dugc lam dai dién danh dy cho dong du cac vét thuong chién tranh va doi
ngh¢o. Chi can léy mot thi dy, nguoi Viét Nam ta hao hiic cho doi mot bo phim My, chi
chang thich thi gi khi dwgc moi di xem phim ctia ngudi anh em két nghia Campuchia.

T6i dd lam viéc & ca hai méi trudng. O nudc ngoai toi chi 1a mot hoa si khong cé tén, don
gian vi cong chung & ddy khong thé nhd duoc hodc phat 4m dugc cho chinh xac nhitng cai tén
Viét. Nhung dugc goi 1a hoa si da la mét qua tang 16n cho to1. 0 Viét Nam, chir hoa st dugc
thay thé ngay 1ap tic bang rat nhiéu chi dinh chinh xac vé dia vi va cap bac, bang chau, bang
em, bang anh... Dé duoc xung t6i di 1a rat han hiru.

4. Vé mot so cong viéc ca nhan

Tir nhiéu nam nay, t6i da r& sang mot 16i di khac. Cong viéc cua toi hién nay khong co gi
chung véi tranh v€ cua t6i nhitng ndm tdm muoi chin muoi, cling khong thudc vao doi ngi
d6ng dao cac nghé si tao hinh thé gidi sir dung nhiép anh va video. Téi di tim mot 16 di khac
bang chinh hoi hoa, ma thé giéi di chéi tir tinh chat duong dai ciia no. Cai khac 1a & chd néu
da ph?m hoa si sir dung hoi hoa lam phuong tién cling nhu muc dich, thi hoi hoa v6i t6i chi 1a
mot trong nhiéu phuong tién. Con muc dich cua toi 1 tao dung mot khong gian trong dé c6
hinh anh, c¢6 nhiing tro choi 4o giac, thi giac va tdm ly. Viéc t6i sit dung va vé trén chét liéu
vai nhya trong, viéc toi treo chung ling lo trong khong gian 1a nham muyc dich ay.

Nhitng nam trudce, cling nhu rat nhiéu céac hoa si khac, t6i chi tim cach bénh vuc cho tinh chét
thuan tuy thi giac cua hoi hoa, cho vi tri cling nhu sy ton tai doc 18p cua no, thi ngay hom nay
t6i lai san sang dua vin hoc hodc cac bo mon nghé thuat va phi nghé thuat khac vao dung
canh hoi hoa, theo kiéu cai ring lugc, dé cong viée cua toi co thé duoc doc ca bang hinh anh
ca bang y nghia. Toi cung khong ngan ngai gi khi cu sir v6i cac tranh v& cua toi nhu nhirng
tAm quang cdo, dé tiép can voi ngudi xem mot cach nhanh nhat. Toi tim cach phu nhén ban
than t6i ciia nhimg nim tdm muoi chin muoi, bang cach sir dung va 1am tat ca nhiing gi ma
trudc kia t61 quan ni¢ém la phan ngh¢ thuét.

Céch 1am viéc cua t6i cling thay doi. Trudc kia mdi birc tranh 14 mot tic pham doc lap, ngay
nay « Good morning Vietnam »(2001-2002) cuta t6i kéo dai hai ndm, v6i hon mot trdm tranh
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v& trén vai nhya trong, trén gidy hodc ca vai b nita. « Blue Story »(ttr 2003) ma t61 dang tién
hanh cling dugc chuan bi va phat trién trong thoi gian dai, cho dén tan cung, dé c6 thé md ra
mét 16i di khac.

Nhiing cong viéc dai nhu vay thuong grfm lién v&i mot dy an trién 13m, hodc dé tang mot dia
diém cu thé. “Blue memory” (tai ASU Art Museum) 1a mét installation bang vai nhyatrong,
dé tao nén mot khong gian hoan toan xanh. Nhiing installation nhu thé 1a nhiéu thir nghiém
cho quan niém cua toi vé tic phdm nghé thuat. Ngudi xem bat budc phai di vao bén trong tac
pham, nhu di 1én san khau vay. Téi mong mudn thay d6i khoang cach giira cong ching va tac
pham. Nhung & truong hop cua t6i, khoang cach vat chat nay cang giam, thi khoang cach tim
Iy cang 16n. Ngudi xem s& bi khép lai gitra rat nhiéu hinh anh, mau sic nhung chinh cai
khoang canh qua gan nay lai cho ho cam giac xa la voi tac pham, vi tit ca déu gia tao: khong
gian gia, hinh anh gia, mé 16 gia, nhiing buc tudong gia. To61 khong di tim cach hoa giai moi
quan hé giita tic pham va cong ching.

O giai doan hom nay t6i sir dung cac dir kién Viét Nam, chu yeu dén tir cau chuyén ca nhan,
khong phai dé chimg minh nguén gbc cua toi, khong phai dé bao Ve truyen théng cta nudc
t6i, ma dé noi rang s& c6 mot lac nguoi hoa si s& phai phan boi lai rat nhiéu thir da nuodi dudng
anh ta dén tan ngay khon 16n. Py 1a cai c6 thé xay ra khi hoa si 1a ngudi Viét Nam.

Tran Trong Vi
Paris 12/03/2003
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