
Behind The Visual Limelight: A Conversation between Nguyễn Ngọc Thạch & Vân Đỗ 

Van Do (VD): What were your previous works about? What prompts you to create the body of 
works in this exhibition? 

Nguyen Ngoc Thach (NNT): In my previous works, I painted the interior architecture of 
urban skyscrapers. From high above, in these tall buildings, a sense of absence pervades, 
of lonesomeness, that is in contrast with the hustle bustle of the city outside. I realized that 
when people are granted more privileges, these privileges are to be exchanged with 
solitude. 

In this exhibition, my works still revolve around humans in relation to their living 
environment. Yet the definition of environment has been expanded to include other more 
intangible environments - such as mental environment, childhood memories, personal 
histories - as opposed to just the physical surrounding environment. I still find the theme 
of humans and their environments interesting enough to be explored and unpacked from 
other hidden dimensions, especially from those normalized conditions that we have 
grown familiar with. Somehow, under the light of art, and painting in particular, things 
that are thought to be too ordinary or familiar become new again. We might then realize 
that behind the visual limelight is something bad permeating society.

VD: I quite like what you said regarding ordinary and familiar things, under the light of art, 
becoming new again. Somehow you have already embodied what you said in the way you make use 
of ordinary found objects and turn them into painting tools, or in the way you choose familiar 
settings easily captured on a daily basis and represent them artistically. Is this perspective 
something new to you? As I recall, when you first started with this project, you were very 
uncertain how you should approach it, sometimes even to an extent that I found a bit forceful. 
Looking back now, how do you think you have changed over time—in terms of the development of 
both the conceptual frame and each individual work for this show? 

NNT: Exactly, I have changed quite a lot since I started working on this body of work. It 
seems as if, in the first baby steps, we all have to stumble and force ourselves a little bit. 
It’s only until I have walked on the track for a while that it gradually became more known 
to me. The more I practice, the more I open my mind, the stricter I become to myself—now 
I know better where to push, where to walk faster or slower and how to refine my ideas. 
Another thing is that I have become more sensitive to things around me. My interest 
becomes less and less about the heated social topics, but more about personal things and 
experiences I picked up that have social relevance. For example, ‘Black Tide’ was inspired 
by so many times I passed by the filthy canals in District 12 or Tân Bình District (near my 
own house), around which the populations from the working class live. While most people 
would think that they have no other choice for a better living environment, I have a 
different stand. I think since they have grown so accustomed to this kind of living 
condition (however miserable it might be), they just accept the situation and won’t move 
away. This way of living has been built up and reinforced generation after generation so it 
is difficult to make them change. 

VD: So why is the change from social issues to ordinary things, or even personal experiences? 

NNT: Partly because when I tackle social issues in my works, especially issues related to 
inequality, there should be more than one subject to compare and contrast with one 
another so that I can gain larger, more layered points of view. If I only look at things from 
one point of view, especially from that of the ‘intellectuals’ as I proposed from the 
beginning, it would be a biased, immediate judgment, rather than a careful examination of 



the society. So, in order to have another subject to ‘interact’ with the intellectuals, I choose 
the workers and farmers as a way to enlarge my focal point.

Moreover, since my family also comes from the background of the working class, and I 
myself share some similar experiences with the workers and farmers, I could draw from 
my own experiences to reflect the inter-relationship between the two chosen subjects—the 
intellectuals and the workers. It’s also a way to dig deeper within myself against the 
context of the broader social world. Besides, it is the personal, ordinary things, which we 
can touch and feel, that we know best.

VD: You once shared with me this is the first time you have used acrylic this intensively? Why did 
you make this decision and what have you learned from the process of working with it?

NNT: I was formally trained as an oil painter while I was in college. I choose to work with 
acrylic this time because acrylic does possess some outstanding characteristics that are 
needed for this body of work. Oil is more demanding in terms of technique and 
requirement to sustain it over time and it is also a bit ‘cranky’ or vulnerable when it comes 
to strong lighting (such as sunlight) or humidity, making it more prone to damage. 
Meanwhile, acrylic is a water-based color, thus diluting it with ‘acrylic paint 
mediums’ (liquids or gels used to mix with the paint to alter the state of the paint and 
create different effects) is much easier in comparison with oil. Due to the little need to use 
‘paint mediums’,  I find acrylic color is more durable than that of oil. 

VD: Could you please share one of your most favorite techniques in the making of these works? I 
could see one of your interesting methods is how you make use of ordinary, found objects and turn 
them into painting tools—for example, the ordinary kitchen knife, or the trowels which your 
masons absentmindedly left at your house after reconstruction. Why did you do that?

NNT: In the landscape series, I use diluted streaks of color and pour them over the 
landscapes already drawn out. Those streaks of color stream down naturally on the 
canvas, alluding to something that washes everything away. For example, in ‘Thirst’, the 
streaming effect created from that technique brings to mind the powerlessness of the 
farmer in his/her own plot.

In the portrait series, I apply gestures such as splashing / smashing / smearing very 
‘violently’ to the canvas. Those techniques were largely inspired by the legacy of Action 
Painting,created by the ordinary kitchen knife and other tools used by the workers. I 
choose these techniques because it closely demonstrates a feeling of anger, or the act of 
scratching or punching the ‘face’ of the portrayed characters. Interestingly these tools also 
represents the working class.

VD: Initially when you sent the proposal to Materialize, you mentioned the role of ‘intellectuals’ in 
society. How do you define ‘intellectuals’? Do you think of yourself as an intellectual?

NNT: In a modern society, intellectuals play a very significant role in the development of 
the whole society. Somehow they represent the social standards of ethics, of intellect and 
of an individual’s contribution to the development of the society. However, the word 
‘intellectual’ is defined differently by different scholars, thus carrying varied connotations 
in each social context. 

No one is born an intellectual. Instead, it is a long process of cultivation of the mind and of 
one’s own efforts. For me and for all artists in general, having an intellectual mind is 
crucial because it is the knowledge-based foundation for the making of any good art. 
Personally speaking, I am also on my way to cultivate myself and orient myself towards 
‘intellectual’ standards.  



VD: Do you think that the making of an exhibition like this contributes to your social concern? 
And why do you choose to become an artist? 

NNT: In this body of work, my personal thoughts, concerns and even outrage are 
expressed through the lens of art. It is also to express my wish for a better society, an 
attempt to contribute to the society at large with the voice of an artist. Whether it is useful 
or not partly relies on the audience’s response and understanding. 

To me, the role of art is to heighten the aesthetics of the society and art always comes with 
a message. I got involved with art without any predestined intention. After I came to 
know more about art, I got very fascinated and decided that I had to ‘conquer' it. But at the 
end of the day, art practice is also a job like any other and I think I choose to do it because I 
can do it better than other jobs. 

VD: Do you think this exhibition marks the completion of the project or you will continue working 
on it? What is your plan after the exhibition?  

NNT: I think of this exhibition just as a beginning of a long journey ahead, a section of a 
project that perhaps I will pursue all my life. Now looking back at the process of 
developing this exhibition, I will come out of it seeing things from many different 
dimensions. Thus if I continue to work on this project I will definitely have a fresh 
perspective to it. For example, there is one thing all the paintings in this exhibition have in 
common: the streaming streaks of color that permeate human bodies and surrounding 
environments. From that I have come up with another idea that in the next try, instead of 
diluting paint, I will condense it into thicker layers that carry a much more burdening 
weight. In more abstract terms, I will depict both mental and physical weight.

I am also having an idea for a whole new project, which I want to explore similar themes 
yet from a different approach. I will create works about ‘un-decomposable’ objects or 
materials born out of human creation, such as trash or toxic in the land or water sources. I 
will probably use those materials to create the works.


