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make a project in'Iaiwan, which ended up being called Departure (zoo6) and
was based around three postcolonial cities: Taipei, Shanghai, and Hanoi.

HLTL: I was born in 1968 in My Tho during the Tet Offensive. We moved
around a tiny little bit; the last place we lived was Saigon. I left Vietnam with
my father and three sisters in r98o. We landed in Malaysia, Pulau Bidong.
Then we were transferred to Kuala Lumpur. We then settled in Vancouver,
Canada. In 1986, my mother and mv younger sister joined us in Vancouver.
We then moved to Toronto, where the rest of my family still is.

LL: I r,vas born in Montreal, Canada, ir.r 1966. When I \\,as two years old, my
family moved to Naperr.i11e, Illinois, u.hich is a suburb of Chicago. I went to
University of Iowa in Ioura Cit,v for mr. undergrad. In 1988 I came to New york
and was working for the Nlerce Cunninghan-r Dance Foundation on a docu-
mentary, and I did some fi1m production assistant jobs. Then I decided to go
to Bard College to study hlm, u,here I earned my MFA in 1996. I was study-
ing ps,vchoanall'sis lbr a nuntber of years at a psychoanail,tic institute, and I
wanted to bring that into rny art and research. I am currently in the doctoral
program in medla, culture, and communication at New York University. I ve
also been teaching at Vermont College of Fine Arts since zoo6.

LAURA KINA: How did the two you of meet Viet Le?

HLTL: We met Vi6t through Yong Soon Min when they were curating
TransPOP: Korea Vietnam Rerzix Ian international traveling exhibition, which
included work by Lin + Lam and opened first at ARKO Arts Center, Seoul,
Korea, zooT].

VIET fp: I'm an artist, academic, and curator. I .rvas born in Siri Gon or H6
Chi Minh Cit1., in Vi6t Nam tn t 976 and then immigrated to the United States
around r98o. I was a "boat refugee." M,v dad $rent to the United States to
study, and then mv mom and I escaped on our own and joined him in Orange
County after we left Thailand, r,vhere rve lvere at an educational camp for slx
months. I did m,v N{}A at Universitv of Califbrnia, Irvine, in 2oo1 and \yas
teaching there for a blt in the studio art department and did some residencies.
I earned mv PhD from the University of Southern California in zorr from
the Department of American Studies and Ethnicity. I rvas living in Asia for
a while-five or six years-fand] Europe for about a year. Part of it was for
research. I n as in Vi6t Nam for a Fulbright, then Cambodia at the Center for
Khmer Studies and in Taiwan for a postdoc at Academia Sinica. I recently
moved to San Francisco, for the past two years, to teach at the California
College of the Arts. I'm in the visual studies program and the r.isual and criti-
cal studies graduate program.
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work, I deal more with queer issues in my creative r,l.ork. There's a sort of
bifurcation there. i'm also questioning the politics of ider.rtity and having to
negotiate that; nhat institutions and structures situate you-it's something
tl.rat I'm always'queeringi'and also resistant to.

LK: I n ant to talk about queering tirrie and ask about 1.our artwork: Vidt, your
zorz music video loye Bangl (plates rr, rz), rvhich you have described as a

"tinre traveling, trans, love trianglel' and Lin + Lam, your zoro work Tomorrow
I Leave (plate 9), whlch is about thanatourism (death tourism) but the title
is also based on a song. I tl-rink there is a connection betr,veen,vour norks ir-r

terms of music and how thirt relates to time.

YL: Lote Bang! comes from some of n-iv curatorial work and also my academic
rvork, trying to ligr"rre out what is the gap betr,r'een historical trauma and pop
culture, particularlv pan-Asiar.r popular culture. It seems iike manv people
dont talk about past u,ars, but there ls such an obsession rvith pop rnusic,
and I tas rvondering rvhat rvas the relationship. I had been making these
faux Asian boy band posters lboy bang / gang band series] looking at desire,
transnational audiences, and (homoerotic) affect. To echo anthropoiogist
Lisa Rofel, rvhat is the relationship betrveen national and consumer desires?.
Whatt the connection between the body and the political body? Baudrillard'.s
"hyperreal"-more real than the real-meets realpolitik.3

So I decided to make a real fake music video tri1og1.. This is the first
installment. Itt trilingual "hip pop"-a fictitious cross between hip hop
and pop. The allegorical characters represent the triangulated relationship
between Vietnam, Cambodia, and the United States. I was thinking about
horv time and space is compressed and there are these ever-present pasts.
Even though the video is a very f1u1Iy pop video, these traumatic vestiges are
still there. I r,r,as reading "Bliss" Cr-ra Lim and thinklng about conceptions of
tirne and "lack'Halberstamt conception of queer time-itt not necessarily a
linear teleogical time, but its disjunctured time.+

In the video the characters mor.e back and forth in time. The main char-
acter, sl.ret a nightclub singer but she imagines l.rer: ideal lover, who is fighting
this rvar back tbrt,v years ago-this r.ear is the fortieth anniversary of the Vi0t
Nam lVar-and they reunite in the future. It's this congestion and compres-
sion of time that I think happens in both developing countries and developed
countries-also thinking about discrepant modernities and l.rotv that works.
Theret not one vision or version of modernization.

LK: ViQt, could you describe the narrative arch and the aesthetics of the
video? I'm particularly interested in the "Charliet Angels (of History)" scene
and poster for the video (p1ate rr).
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VL: Yeah, ldea1 or irnaginary or past. It's a metaphor for the relationship
between those countries ar.rd the relationship between the past, present, and
future and trying to reconcile that.

LK: The video is shot ir.r several different settings, and one of them is this
amazing architectural space (plate rz).

VL: That is actually supposed to be this sci-h space. It was built by this
]apanese architect, and it is thls library that is housed on the gror.rnds of a

Buddhist ternple. There is this traditional temple and then this space, and
it's actually not being used as a library-other people use it as a space for
rehearsal, things like that. Parts of it zrre still unbuilt. It nas built in seventies.
So there are a lot of modernist gerns ln Phnom Penh by Khmer "starchitects"
such as Vann Molivann. So thinking about that past, this idea of the vision
of the future back then in the seventies and what modernism meant and this
building boom and tl.ren looking at it now-what this idea of futurity means.
It's an amazing building. Parts of it were 1i1med in the nightclub. Parts of it
were fi1med in Koh Pich, "Diamond Islandl' where there is the sand and itt
also being developed tl.rat part. Thinking about trauma-people being dis-
placed to har.e these mega high rises and strip malls bullt.

HLTL: I rr'as actuallr. reali,v curious about the architecture because of this klnd
of n-rodern ruins.

VL: Ith also this projected fantasv space. For rne, the architecture and settings
rvere also characters-the nightclub or this space; you cant pinpoint rvhat
it is. I wasnt interested in saving, "This is Cambodia or Vietnaml'It can be
anl,r,vhere-this imaginar,v setting. \{hat are tl.re ruins rvhen you think about
discourses on modernity? What happerrs after social political change? What
happens u'hen regimes change and these discourses shift? I was interested in
thinking about that as we1l. This idea of ruins is also relevant in Lin + Lam's
pteces Even the Trees Would Leave (zoo5) in these former refugee sites, and
Tomorrow I Leave as well. I was wondering about tl're relirtionship of modern
ruins in your practice.

HLTL: We are both really drawn to it. Itt a kind of space that tl.re resi
due, the marker of time, history, and experiences can be seen but also not
seen until you focus on it. At the refugee camp on Pulau Bidong, wlth ali of
those ruins, we were actually able to enter the buildings, which, from what
I could surmise, were houses reserved for the Malaysian oflicers-spaces
where Vietnamese refugees were not permitted. Now that they are ruins, I
can enter.
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LK: You created this installation in zoro. Where was the exhibitlon at?

LL: It rvas at r-A Space in Hong Kong. That'.s where we sent the postcards
from Malaysia, to this gallery space, nhich is part of the Cattle Depot Artist
Village in Hong Kolrg.

LK: What inspired you to make this piece as a collaborative team? I know you
both have independent practices as rvell. Horv do you knotv when it needs to
be a piece you make together?

LL: We had already made a piece called Eyen the Trees Would Leave (zoo5)
that ViQt referred to, which documented horv former refugee car.nps in Hong
Kong have been transforrled into driving ranges and family barbecue recre-
ation centers. That came about just because we were in Hong Kong in zoo 5 and
somebody had told us that the Pi11ar Point refugee camp in the Ner,r, Territories
had closed itr zooo. \,\Ie u,ere reallv curious, and we made the trip out to the
New T'erritories, .rnd \\'e got offat the bus stop where the bus stop sign still had
the name "Pil1ar Point Relugee Camp" on it er.en though it had been closed
for five,vears. fhat project r,vas a photo and text narrative piece. When we had
the opportunitv to come back to Hong Kong in zoro, u,e had read about the
reunion tours u'here tbrmer refugees were returning to visit their caunps. So
rve thought rre l'ould visit Lan Thao's former camp in Mala1,sia. That'.s how
that project came about. In terms of 'queering timel'rve gravitated tor{ards
the title Tctrnorroy, I Ledye because in thinking about the ways in which peo-
ple are returning, lti thinkirrg about a time ir.r the past but which alrvays held
this promise tor the lutr-rre-this hope to be leaving and find a home some-
there else. The proiect speaks to this duallt,v, or maybe even more than dualitl:
betn een present, past, tuture-this multiplicity in temporality.

LK: Lan Thao, what uras that experience iike returning to the refugee camps,
and do we see your personal perspective on that in the installation?

HLTL: Because we did a 1ot of research online, gleaning frorn peoples blogs
about their experiences of returning to the camps or seeing for the lirst time
the camps r,r,here their parents were lnterned, I don't think it .was emotional
for me in the same way because I was already thinking about these issues, and
I rvasn t there that 1ong. I was at each of the camps just a few months, although
it was a very formative experience for me. I did learn a 1ot about community
organizing and activism. Seeing the island from the other side, seeing pulau
Bidong frorn the main island, that rvas actLlally probably the strangest experi-
ence because of the distance and also proximity to the past. Also it was strange
knor'ving I r.vas on the other side looking at this side some thirty vears ago. I
arrived on the island late May 1980 and we were there in June zoro, so it was
almost an anniversarv-
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again, thirty years later, I'm just here to do an art project and what rvould hap-
pen if the boat flipped, and n'e are both not strong swimmers." That moment
of mortality was very clear to me.

LK: vi6t, can you address hor.v your r,vork challenges representations of con-
temporary Vietnam in relatlon to the Vietr.ram \Var?

VK: This year is the fbrtieth anni'ersarv of the Vi6t Nam \4rar, or the
American war. I grew up r'r,ith all of these stereotypes of the vi6t Nam war
because I don't actuallv ha'e an' memories, only embodied memories, of
the war. My memories are lrom American films about the rvar-Apo calypse
Now, Deer Hunter, that kind of str-rIf. As Marita Sturken writes about it, for
a iot of North Americans and a large part of the world, those depictions are
engrained in popular consciousness.; Living ir-r vi6t Nam and then having to
come back and thinking about the communities that have 1eft a,d returned,
I'm thinking again about this idea of return. I was interested in r,vhat that
looked like. In mr, r-ideo piece, rvl.rich is also an ir.rstallation, I really wanted
to play with these expectations of what this topography would look like-
rethinking r'hat lor-e, "traurna," and popular culture would look like and alscr
playing r,r,ith ibrm.

\{e rr ere talking about Khdnh Ly-the original song was a cover of Na,cy
Sirratr:rs "Bang Bang" (r966), but in her song itt this metaphor for war, this
1o'er oihers ar.id the'iolence of tar. That song r\ras also banned. It,s calted

"Golden Ilusic"; tl.rinking about the communities r,r,ho would listen to that
sons rr-hen it rr'as banned during the u.ar but then subsequently in diasporic
communities and t'hat these songs or this mass media means-itt a connec-
tion but also a disconnection. I also thir.rk about the \ri€t Nam \var, other past

"r'ars 
and uS rniiitary occupations, our current r,r,ars in the Middle East and

their overdetermined connections (betrveen vidt Nam and the Middle East).
uS military engagement and occupatior.r*past and present-and those con-
nections are something I really ruminate on besides the hlpervisible repre-
sentations ofpeople suffering and dying-this spectacularization ofviolence;
thinking about the mundane or other sites of these traumas we don't normally
think about-popular culture, and the different audiences for them.

LL: vi€t, it's rea1ly interesting that you used "Bang Bangi'because we also used
it in our earlier r,vork Llnidentified Vietnam (figure z.r, plate 8).

YL: I think Ngul€n Tan Hoing, the experimental filmmaker, has also used
Khdnh Lys "Bang, Bang" and "Bidn nh6"-it,.s a popular genre.

HLTL: In unidentiJied vietnam, we use the version by Thanh Lan, a,d she
sang it in French. \\'e also used chert cover. Her rnusic video was filmed on
the Intrepid in Nerv York, which is so bizarre.
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investments. In Cambodia, Koreans are the number one tourists in the region,
and there is |apanese and Vietnamese investment, as well as Americans
spending dollars, so these regional/transregional interactions. Ofcourse, I'm
interested in trans and queer identities/identifications, but Im also thinking
about transformation and change within the region as well.

LK: Is there anything culturally specific I need to understand-is this bur-
lesque, is this drag, or a whole other thing?

VL: When you speak to the pertbrmers, they might identify in diflerent lvays.
You know in \rietnam or the Philippines there isn't this'gay, straight, queerj'
there's baklh, some people do identify as queer or gay, $111 then in different
contexts thev identlty as diI1'erent things. This discourse around visibility and
rights rna,v shift. In Cambodia there is a lot of queer LGBT r.isibility, and some
of that is through NGOs, but there is also resistance to it. There is this dis,
course of this \Vestern gay/lesbian hegemonic identity thats being imported,
so discussions around that and what does that mean? What does that look
like? Being careful to think about the situated politics in the region-that's not
one thing, thatt multiple and shifting. And other people have written about
it. Eng-Beng Lim writes about Singaporean queer identity as being this plnk
capital that is being used by the state to cover other human rights discourses.s
Vi6t Nam is similar. Over ten years ago, gays were olhcial1y seen as a "social
evill'along with gambling, prostitution, AIDS, things like that. But norv there
is an embrace of LGB, queer, and trans identity to embrace the pink dollar and
pinh capital, and also to address human rights discourse. Going back to this
\reneer, what are these discourses around sexuality, gender, pop culture-what
does it cover up? It's a sort of soft power or soli politics.

LK: Lan Thao, you were saying earlier that your queer identity isn t present in
your collaborative process, but its rnore about a strategy or process or intel-
lectuai engagernent.

HLTL: \Ve har.en't rnade anv explicitl,v queer art. I do seif-identify as queer.

LL: We rvorked with drag in Unidentified\,'ietnam. Lan Thao reenacted differ-
ent 1-emale ar-rd male parts from these propaganda tiLns. We thought of this in
the conventional sense ofdrag but also a temporal drag.

HLTL: Ihe way in which we work is very project specific and research driven,
so decisions about the ways in which we form the project are inforrned by the
material, by the information that we gather, anrl then our conversation with
each other and also with the material. In that wa1., I think we are also queering
collaboration too, because u,e have an open relationship when it comes to
coliaboration. At every beginning of a project, or a kernel ofan idea, rve check
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