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FINGERPRINTS, 2007, digital C-print, 101.25 x 182.5 cm, edition of 5

some friends and colleagues like Mariam
Ghani who is Arab-American and as well as
South Asian. We have completed a project
called ‘index of the disappeared, which deals
with issues of detention in the US, and how
the climate towards immigrants and the laws
regarding detention have either changed or
intensified. These are just two examples,
but there have been many different types of
collaborative projects.

In 2001, I attended an artist’s residency
in Skowhegan, Maine. A friend sent me a
care package, which contained comic books.
These became the source material and the
inspiration for Tears of Amnesia. They are
called Amar Chitra Khata - comic books
about South Asian culture (I deliberately
do not say Indian culture, because a lot of
the stories happen before Partition). These
stories are myths and legends, or religious
stories, intended for an English-speaking
audience. Consequently, the dialogue is in
English with the readership from India as
well as the Diaspora - the UK, Canada, the
Caribbean, the US and Australia. The books
are intended for children to help them learn
about their home culture. Reading them as
an adult, I noticed that they reproduced a lot
of traditional conservative cultural norms
regarding gender, religion, family, race, cast,
and colour. I wanted to use the strength
of this imagery, but subvert the original
narrative where art is disseminated in this
seemingly innocuous form to young children
about patriarchy, state, or power.
I grew up reading these books, therefore
they have an added resonance for me. I

gathered about 20 key stories that I thought
would constitute a mythological canon, as
well as some compelling images from lesser
known stories. I then appropriated the
imagery, inserted some of my own drawings
then reconfigured and reedited it. One of
the reasons that I like to work with comics
is because the visual language provides
a structure with which many people feel
comfortable. As many comics are featured in
newspapers, etc.,

Absolutely.Itakeapartofthebackground,
play with it, make brush and ink drawings,
and then I scan them into a computer. I erase
the white space, and finally I add colour, so
there is a kind of seamlessness between the
characters and the background. There is a
lot of hand drawing and digital manipulation
involved. However, the characters are my
own characters.I rely on aspects of the
comics that produce a certain feel whether
it is the texture, a certain colour or a certain
time period.

They may not seem to have the
resemblance of a conventional narrative,
but the book, as a whole, definitely has its
own logic. The images featured in my solo
exhibition in New York earlier this year,
show how I had started to depart from the
idea of creating this kind of time-based
narrative, to move into a different structure,
which allowed me to develop my own visual
vocabulary and methodology. This has

Continued on page 4
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happened in other aspects of my work as
well.

I think there is a huge potential within
comic language. There is an enormous variety
of material available in the public domain
that I think is important for me to explore
- I am also interested in this area from my
background in comparative literature and
semiotics. I am interested in art that not
only is acombination of disciplines, but
also includes other references outside of
contemporary visual art field.

12.75 x 11.75 in, mixed media on paper.
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I found that I was really inspired
by reading and thinking about history,
philosophy, architecture, science. It was in
engaging with these disciplines that I became
inspired and wanted to create art myself. The
idea I wanted to challenge in the art world
was that the artist was this isolated ‘genius’
and this encouragement a self-referential
existence of contemporary art, where the
art basically has only one reference - itself.
I think it should engage with other ideas
and experiences or conditions of existence.

To me, it is very important to bring art to
diversified audiences and to connect the
work to the world in which we live.

Yes, that may well happen. My work
is more guided by an idea rather than by
a particular medium. My exhibitions are
based on a similar/one idea that is explored
repeatedly and investigated using different
media, interpreting the nuances of this
original idea. Video and writing are definitely
something I am considering.
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Probably, although these things have
not been so openly articulated to me. Yes, I
have been asked by some institutions to put
my work in certain areas or tone down my
interpretation of history. People sometimes
do not want to think about certain issues, as
sometimes it is just too overwhelming. Quite
often, people have a hard time with the
truth: the closer it is to them, the harder it is
for them to see or accept.

Avant-Garde Calhgraphy

ZEN’EI, the Japanese Term for
Avant-garde, entered into the
aesthetic discussion in the early
years after World War II. It was

a time of moral breakdown

and economic crisis, after a
devastating war that had caused
indescribable misery to millions
of victims of Japanese aggression
throughout Asia, but also to
Japan itself, most dramatically in
the horrors of the atomic bombs
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Nevertheless, the poverty-stricken
post-war years in Japan were

also marked by an exceptional
outburst of creativity in the arts.
Japanese artists in the early 1950s
enthusiastically welcomed the
new spirit of freedom, after many
years of ultra-nationalism, violence
and fear. Sho, the art of writing,
had a surprisingly strong part in
these avant-garde movements. This
was to a large extent due to the
fact that a calligraphic approach
towards art was a leading feature
of abstract expressionism, the
most powerful international art
movement in those early post-war
years. Celebrated artists of those
years in the US and Europe, like
Jackson Pollock, Marc Tobey,
Pierre Soulage and Hans Hartung
were heavily influenced by

East Asian calligraphy. And this
trend greatly inspired artists in
Japan to break up the rules of

the ancient art of writing that
had for centuries followed a
tradition going back to the the
time-honoured masters of classic
Chinese calligraphy, like Wang
Xizhi (307-365) and even beyond

TEETH AND MEAT (figurative
meaning: SHAME) by Le Quoc Viet
210 x 140 cm

that.

It goes without saying that there
had always also been eccentrics in
calligraphy, such as the Chinese
Huai Su (737-799), whose famous
‘autobiography’ is a superb
example of a highly expressive,
personal style of cursive script.
But radical post-war avant-garde
calligraphers like Inoue Ytichi
(1916-1985) sometimes actually
went beyond the limits of writing
readable characters, thus blurring
the border between writing and
painting. And this step into an
abstract sphere of expression
is in fact something new in the
Japanese writers’ avant-garde
of the 1950s. The proximity of
calligraphy and painting in the

SUNRISE IN THE CITADEL by Nguyen Duc Dung 70 x 140 cm

Japanese avant-garde movements
of the 1950s certainly is a unique
feature of the period. With the
rise of Pop Art in America in

the 1960s, the vigour of this
movement gradually declined.
There still are artists, like those
organised in the calligraphers’
association Mainichi Shodokai,
who until today go on in exploring
an avant-garde style in the art of
writing in Japan. However, their
significance in contemporary art is
rather limited.

But what does Zen ei
Calligraphy mean in Hanoi in
2007? It is certainly a great
surprise to witness the emergence
of a modern calligraphy scene,
using the Japanese term zen 'ei

as their motto, in a country that
long ago decided to abandon

the Chinese writing system and
replace it by European letters. To
me this experiment looks like a
statement of detachment from
the mainstreams of contemporary
Asian art trends, and perhaps a
statement of criticism towards

an internationalisation in gallery
art that just follows mainstream
fashion developments in the

West or other boom regions of
contemporary art, like China

or India. Like Le Quoc Viets
blackened teeth are referring to

a pre-colonial ideal of beauty,

the rediscovery of the beauty

of Chinese characters is yet
another exploration of the hidden
aesthetic heritage of a country
that has had intense ties with her
powerful neighbour China for
more than 2000 years, but went
through devastating changes

and destruction in the twentieth
century. It is hard to predict where
this road will be leading. Vietnam

certainly is a new-comer in the
international art world. Butitisa
promising sign to see that in just
a few years, Zen'ei Gang of Five
has come up with an art style of
her own that is far from following
fashionable trends in the major
centres of contemporary Asian art.
The merging of images and
written characters in Le Quoc
Viet’s recent works reveal an
artist’s hand of remarkable power.
It may in fact be an advantage that
as a Vietnamese he is able to look
at the century-old art of East Asian
calligraphy from a semi-outside
position. At least this may give him
more freedom of expression, far
away from the burden of tradition
that calligraphy in China and
Japan sometimes suffers from.
The works of Le Quoc Viet and
his group have the freshness and
playfulness of a new experiment,
the spontaneity of an artistic
project that follows an open
road that may lead here or there.
Although it is too early to give a
final statement about these new
developments in Vietnamese art it
is certainly very advisable to keep
Zen’ei Gang of Five in mind and
watch out how this avant-garde of
the South will move on in the next
few years. There may be a number
of surprises ahead.

This is the introduction to an exhibition
of Vietnamese calligraphy recently held
at Thomas Ullbrich’s gallery, Studio
Tho, in Hanoi, Vietnam, tel. +84 4
2409877, thomas@studiotho.com,
www.studiotho.com
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