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I began my arts practice at university on the
opposite end (of assumptions about art making) working with the immaterial, if we can call it that.
My focus was on Media Art (Video, Art and
Technology), performance art, and a lot of
conceptual pieces that were based in language or
contemporary theory.
It was only about 10 or so years ago that I really
started to focus on materials and it began with a
return to drawing.

years is to remain faithful to working with my
hands and directly with materials, both old and
new, while incorporating new digital technologies
and processes into my workﬂow. I avoided digital
and screen based works for a long time and only
now am I slowly starting to return to my roots with the hope of merging digital technologies
back into a very materially based traditional
practice. I am not interested in having machines
create my work, but rather give me insight into
how I may create the work differently.

Focusing on drawing allowed me to see the small
and important differences in materials from
graphite, pastels to charcoal. I decided to buy
some clay to make my own models to draw from
and discovered, much like performance, that I
had a natural affinity and talent for it. I could get
forms down more quickly in clay than by drawing.
I’ve been enamoured by materials ever since,
thus my focus for the last several years has been
an exploration in materials - their history,
chemistry, and application - through all sorts
of projects.
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Photos from Rich’s performance ‘Familiar Gestures
and Some That Aren't, Part 1’. Studio for Interrelated
Media (SIM), Massachusetts College of Art, Boston.
Source: diacritic.org

I love working with the hands and it’s important to
me that I both learn from the practice of doing as
well as from the accumulated knowledge from
those before me, and see how their experience
can help me today. My challenge in the next few

Rich is working on his ‘Petrifoot (2020-21)’ at his own studio. Courtesy of the artist.
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I’ve always been interested in the intersections
between art, science and history. When I use a
material, paint or even sculptural materials, I
spend time to consider their history as well as
their physical properties, which I value equally as
they are tied together directly.
For example, in this exhibition I have one work
(‘Heaven’s Roof’) made from bánh tráng. We know
the normative utility of the material - it’s a
common food product used for spring rolls or
just eating dry with chilli. It has a specific cultural
reference to its locality. However, as a material
with unique physical properties, it fulfils three
sculptural demands: in one state it’s malleable
and has plasticity (the ability to take shape), and
in another it’s non-malleable and non-plastic (it
holds form). The transition between the two
states is a simple one - dehydration.

An experimentation of lighting ‘Heaven’s Roof (2021)’.
Courtesy of the artist.

From “unchanging”
to “living”

In ‘Heaven’s Roof’, I look more at the transparency
of the material as light passes through it - like
how the sun’s rays change as they pass through
the clouds. When we talk about the ‘heavens’ very
often we use the knowable to help describe the
unknowable - such as ‘gates of heaven’ or the
‘glass ceiling’ and I do the same with regards to
‘Heaven’s Roof’.

Then there are properties that are conceptual/metaphorical - in a wet state bánh tráng is like
skin - or the plasters used on burn victims to
replace skin, in a dampened state the bánh tráng
is firm but ﬂexible - like the cartilage in your ear,
and in the hardened state it mimics bone. So it
was with these three considerations (cultural/utility,
physical properties and metaphorical) that I
began exploring using bánh tráng as a material.

Rich is measuring the actual dimensions of his own roof to produce ‘Heaven’s Roof (2001)’.
Courtesy of the artist.
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The artwork titled ‘Ascension’, is about two
things: a fusion between the ancient and the
modern, through the materials themselves clay paired with steel and concrete. Because
they are anachronous they create a weird tension
for me. Also the forms are a bit asynchronous,
for the modern materials are geometric while
the clay is organic.

Most of the clay sculptural works I produce are
ephemeral. Some last days, others months, but very
few works are fired and become permanent works. I
suppose I like that aspect too. That the amorphous
blob can become something that we identify with
and then it returns back to the unformed.
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There is something, for a lack of a better word, ‘real’
to clay. It’s the soil, the earth, and the water. There is
probably a lot of microscopic life in there too, as
clays from different parts of the world are so
unique. As a sculptor it is the material that I can
most quickly get into form, whether with tools or
just my hands alone.

Part of ‘Ascension (2021)’ at Rich’s studio before shipping to The
Factory. Courtesy of the artist.
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Another thing I also want to point out in ‘Ascension’
is that the sculptures are so tall that they are not
ideal for viewing. This is common with monuments.
They are perched so high that everyone must look
at them from below at terrible vantage points.

Take for example an iconic monument like the
Statue of Liberty in the US. The best way to
view it is either from a photograph or from a
kilometre away. Otherwise you can’t see anything.
I suppose it’s my own interest that I wanted to
make these sculptures inaccessible in that way
as well. There’s a distance between you and the
subject and it’s a deliberate design strategy that
has been used for ages to elevate the subject
above you and thus creating a hierarchy of power
between the subject and audience. Of course we
are powerless in this relationship. But yet, we’ve
become so accustomed to monuments being
necessarily so, that we have attached a preferred
aesthetic value to such arrangements. It’s also that
history so often is inaccessible as well, that the
powerful have created that distance specifically to
say that they and you are not alike.
So it’s about the problems of accessibility to history
through the conventions of inaccessible sculpture
that I’m interested in, and ultimately, the barrier
so many have in accessing art history. I’m not
making it easy, and that’s precisely the point.
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I work from my own instinct. Of course I’m making
connections, which means I’m using signs all the
time, whether it is derived from language and
word play, or visual similarity. In ‘Light Heavies’,
the title already indicates an opposition - one
expects some kind of misalignment or counterbalance already. The original reference/starting
point of this work begins with my love for HindhuBuddhist art aesthetics. In this case sculpture
from the Cham culture from my visits to the
Champa Museum in Da Nang. I have always been
keen to study ancient Cham and Khmer sculpture.
But I also wanted to speak to my practice as a
contemporary artist. So if I simply replicated the
sculpture that first inspired me there wouldn’t be
much change in the signification (nor would the
experience be significant to me as an artist). At
first I thought maybe I ought to change the
images to reﬂect modern culture into the
sculptural reliefs themself, but you know, that
seems too kitsch and to be honest, the path of
least resistance.
I have decided that rather than creating a strange
anachronism within the depictions themselves.
In this work I take ‘ruins’ from two different times
[Cham ruins and insulating foam] for example,
and juxtapose these materials in one installation
- a more stratified than blended approach. This

Photo of a Champa temple that Rich used as reference for his
work ‘Light Heavies (2021)’. Source: Internet.
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would appear as if one were digging an archaeology
site in the future, unearthing histories underground
revealing a littering of micro-plastics and toxic
chemicals. What a mess these future archaeologists
must face from the current negligence and
arrogance of modern human civilization.

From “the immaterial”
to “working with
the hands”
On merging the old and the new

From “wet” to “the
cartilage in your ear”

From “fusion” to
“a hierarchy of power”

On context of visual & origin
of material

On meaning

From “unchanging”
to “living”
On “what tears culture apart”

Rich's mother and himself in 1993,
Massachusetts (USA). Courtesy of the artist.

Culture for me is about observation and learning. I
see culture as living rather than essential, that is,
it’s always changing and what a culture is, at least
for me, is a personal relationship. For example, I’ve
never been really attracted to Chinese-Vietnamese
stereotypical aesthetics: the geometrical architecture,
the ample use of red, the happy fat image of the
Buddha, or even Chinese-Vietnamese food. On the
other hand, since I was a child I’ve been intrigued
by Hindu-Buddhist visual culture. It doesn’t mean
that I consider one better or worse. It’s a personal
preference.
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Edward Said, the famous sociologist who coined
the term ‘orientalism’ once wrote about his love for
Western classical music that he listened to on BBC
radio as a child, sharing that he loathed the sound
of Arabian music. Did that make him any less
Palestinian or an advocate for Palestine autonomy?
Did his preference for classical music diminish
his incredible postcolonial criticism of Western
Culture as it saw the ‘other’? Of course not. But the
mindset that culture is fixed, unchanging and
essential is really what tears culture apart in my
opinion. I’ve always been confronted with this
position of being one or the other - Vietnamese or
American - when in fact the question only matters
to the interrogator as a way of confirming their
own culture and identity, and not mine.
I was born in Vietnam in 1972 in a country that
doesn’t exist any longer. Yes, it was Vietnam but
not the unified country that we have now. And
while I was born there, I have no recollection of it
as I left as an infant and my whole adult formative
experience was in the United States. If you ask me
about a culture I know best, I can definitely say I
know the culture of poor working class white
Northeastern Americans the best. I can detect
subtleties in various American behaviours and
regions, as it was the environment that occupied
the larger part of my life.

My relationship with Vietnam has been a positive
one that has allowed me a lot of room to grow into
myself as a fuller human. Coming to Vietnam without
knowing the language is perhaps the largest obstacle
to knowing Vietnam through the experience of
being Vietnamese. But my interactions and
contributions have not been impeded much by it
as I’ve tried my best to develop a contemporary art
culture through my practice and collaborations on
more global terms, that have allowed each of us to
be in unfamiliar terrain and taking chances and
learning from there.
I’ve always been the other (beginning with my
experiences in the United States) - as the only
non-white in my family, it was obvious as soon as I
could talk that I was different somehow. It might be
one of the reasons that I’ve always relied on my
imagination in order to understand a world that
really didn’t piece together neatly. At the end of the
day, I hope the way that I’ve experienced and
expressed my life through art will show the times
and cultures that I’ve had contact with.
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I love looking at the works of other artists. I’m
always amazed at talent and creativity, and those
moments when I say, “I wish I had thought of
that!”. I’ve always maintained a large library of
books, many of which are monographs of the
artists that inspire me. That list always changes
over time as my own preferences and ideas
change. Currently I love a lot of realist painters,
particularly contemporary figure painters such
as Michael Borremans, Edward B. Gordon, Jia Aili
and Jenny Saville. For sculptors I’m particularly
impressed with Javier Marin, Bernini, Urs Fischer,
Aron Demetz, Zhang Huan and Berlinde de
Bruyckere. But I have many lists in my mind from
performance, film, design - it goes on and on. For
thinkers in particular, I’m returning a lot to the
writings of Vilem Flusser and Manuel de Landa.
I suppose it’s also related to where and how I am
now living - I am either at university (as teacher
and student) or at home/in the studio. I rarely go
out socially any longer as I’ve a lot of work to do
and I want to be a present father and husband for
my family. I need to find that balance - so my
engagement with the work of others is mostly
through books or online. Coupled with that is the
global pandemic we are currently living in that
makes travel and close contact more difficult. I
always try to take something I can apply to my
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own life. That is why I prefer to use the very
general ‘artist’ as a description of what I do
rather than associate with a school, thought or
movement.

One of the most significant sources of Rich’s artistic inspirations, his own library at home. Courtesy of the artist.

