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VIETNAM Art Reflects Tradition Over Politics

From Page E1

shimmering abstraction in the pro-

cess itself, though residues of im-

agery are visible in Lam’s work.
In a context where nationalist

political content in art used to be

Proteumottheahowmynn-
derestimate what an emotional
flash point the Vietnam War re-
mains in American memory.

The perverse American mili-
tary debacle cost or tainted the
lives of countless Americans who
were caught up in it. And the war

cynicism about government, the
aftermath of which we are still

mmwthewarmao' and oblique as to
have been sidelined

suffering. \ ]

“An Ocean Apart” was a remorseless former enemy.
nized by the Smithsonian References to the war in “An
tion’s Traveling Exhibitions Apart” are so few and
vice (SITES). The San Jose que as to make one wonder
has supplemented it with works ether and by whom they have
nine l They are highly
from the Bay Area. ! \ ged where they do appear.

In view of the flap caused by  ‘Flocks of Wicked Birds”
the smmonhn'sqp:gpoaea l& (1991, an ink by Pham
exhibition documenting the bomb- an artist from Hue, adapts the
ing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it Biftoriallanguage of in
is surprising that “An Ocean hcﬂnsmnptorsasﬂsurd

Apart” has sparked no reaction
from veterans’ groups who might

regardlt_uanlnsupporubled-

Hien Duc Tran’s photograph
e Photographs” (1900 shows

to normalize cultural relations '

hdedblackandwhnephntoofm
American soldier, flanked by
smaller color of her

* vicemen, and their children, are

still treated as pariahs in Vietnam.

Like all synoptic exhibitions on
scale — fewer than 100 works

23



‘Women of Vietnam #4’ (1994), oil on canvas by Trung Quoc Tran, part of ‘An Ocean Apart’
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Envoys

From

Vietham

Memory and method showcased
over message in San Jose exhibit

BY KENNETH BAKER
Chronicle Art Critic

undreds of Vietnam-

ese Americans showed

up to protest when

“An Ocean Apart:
Contemporary Vietnamese Art
from the United States and
Vietnam” opened recently at the
San Jose Museum of Art.

Their complaint was that the
exhibition servesasa
propaganda tool of Vietnam’s
Communist regime, that it

misrepresents today’s Vietnamas *

tolerant of free expression.

This response by political
exiles from Vietnam is
understandable and may even be
apt.

But without prompting, the
broad audience for “An Ocean
Apart” is unlikely to see freedom
of expression as an issue in the
work on view, so conservative
does most of it appear alongside
contemporary American and
European art that sets itself
against censorship.

The exhibition catalog
explains that, in contrast to the
histories of China and Japan, the
art traditions of Vietnam are
rooted in village life rather than
imperial patronage.

Much of the contemporary
work surveyed suggests
remembrance of tradition,
whether that indicates a
relaxation of official demands for
ideological content or an
indifference to or conscious
refusal of Western modernism.

Some of the most visually
arresting things here reflecta
conscious merger of Asian and
Western aesthetics.

Nguyen Thanh Chau’s

94

VIETNAMESE ART

“"An Ocean Apart:
Contemporary Vietnamese
Art from the United States
and Vietnam," painting,
sculpture, photography and
graphics by Vietnamese and
Vietnamese American artists.
Through August 18 at San
Jose Mu of Art, 110
South Market Street, San
| Jose. Call (408) 294-2787.

“Homeland Fruit” (1982), for
example, is done in the difficult
traditional medium of watercolor
on silk. And its subject matter of
fruit native to Vietnam has an
undertone of national pride. But
the firm abstract structure of its
still life composition and its
treatment of light suggest the
work of someone who has
absorbed the lessons of Braque
and Matisse.

Surprisingly, some of the art
by Vietnamese immigrants to the
United States displays a similar
confluence of uu?sq:loax;ﬂ and
modernist imp Area

ter Trung Quoc 'ﬁ%‘s

”

“Women of Vie! sel or
example, envisio e |
afine el

: ough strang E
—Sophistication. phisticaion.
'0 Western eyes, the most
innovative work from Vietnam is
technically some of the most
traditional. '
Nguyen Lam and Nguyen Gia
Tri (1909-1993) have both worked
in the laborious technique of
lacquer on wood. Both
discovered possibilities of

VIETNAM: Page E3Col. 1
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SONG OF THE RAIN, AHomage to poet Kahlil Gilbran
A painting mural by

Trung Quoc Tran

Portland International Airport
May 6, 2002 - August 30, 2002

Located in the Lobby to the concouses
Painting in progress between May 6 - 20, 2002
For more info: TQTstudio 503-235-3460
ttpainter@yahoo.com
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Song of the rain

| am dotted silver threads dropped from heaven by the gods
Nature then takes me, to adorn
Her fields and valleys.

| am beautiful pearls, plucked from the
Crown of Ishtar by the daughter of Dawn
To embellish the Gardens.

When | cry the hills laugh;
When | humble myself the flowers rejoice;
When | bow, all things elated.

The field and the cloud are lovers

And between them | am a messenger of mercy.
| quench the thirst of the one;

And cure the ailment of the other.

The voice of thunder declares my arrival;
The rainbow announces my departure.

| am like earthly life, which begins at
The feet of the mad elements and ends
Under the upraised wing of death.

| emerge from the heart of the sea

And Soar with breeze. When | see a field in
Need, | descend and embrace the flowers
And the trees in a million little ways.

| touch gently at the windows with my
Soft fingers, and my announcement is a
Welcome song. All can hear, but only
The sensitive can understand.

The heat in the air gives birth to me,
But in turn | kill it.

As women overcomes man with
The strength she takes from him.

| am the sigh of the sea;
The laughter of the field;
The tears of heaven.

So with love--

Sigh from deep sea of affection;

Laughter from the colorful field of the spirit;
Tears from the endless heaven memories.

Kahlil Gilbran
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