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INTERVIEW WITH

ARLETTE QUYNH-ANH TRAN

ARTIST TUAN MAMI DISCUSSING WORK WITH HIS TALKING PARTNER

A LONGTIME FRIENDSHIP

HOW DID YOU GET INVOLVED WORKING WITH SAN ART? HAVE
YOU ALWAYS BEEN INTERESTED IN THE ARTS?

ARLETTE QUYNH-ANH TRAN: | started by working with different
foundations and curators in the region, in SE Asia, in China, and then in
Amsterdam. Many people said that if | wanted to take my interest in art
further | would need to study so | moved to Germany for four and a half
years and studied art history and philosophy. During that time, | came back
to Vietnam quite often. | followed the scene and particularly the artists and
friend’s circle of San Art whom | had known before. | was familiar with both
the very first successful shows as well as their challenges at the beginning.
Hence when | finished my studies, | decided to focus on contributing to the
art scene here. That is how the history of me and San Art began, it is more
of a longtime friendship.




CONNECTING DOTS IN
DIFFERENT FIELDS

COULD YOU INTRODUCE THE SAN ART LABORATORY PROGRAM,
| UNDERSTAND THAT YOU ARE JUST OPENING THE SEVENTH
SEASON?

AQAT: At San Art we are using education as a core strategy to evolve the
art scene and hence the infrastructure of Vietnam, connecting separate
dots in different fields of the society. We have found that keeping education
as the key element of our programming is the right focus, as the most
challenging issue that our artists face is a lack of critical feedback to

their practice. In Vietnam, the infrastructure doesn't provide artists with
constructive critiques. Many young artists have the opportunity of getting
a show but that in itself is not critical enough, it is just an exhibition. The
more we work with artists the more profoundly we find that we must work
with them from the very time that their ideas pop into their mind. San Art
Laboratory program is a residency for young artists and it is more like a boot
camp. We invite three artists through an open call to come, stay together
and work for six months. There are continuously critique sessions and the
artists are constantly being challenged, questioned and discussing their ideas.
Our resident artists learn how to do research and how to work passionately
as artists; the Laboratory has become a great platform to accelerate a good
number of artists in Vietnam.

AND IS THIS PROGRAMING ALSO RELATED TO YOUR
CONSCIOUS REALITIES LECTURE & WORKSHOP SERIES?

AQAT: When working with the artists we recognized that they had

great desire to work with different experts in various fields, in a way of
interdisciplinary consultancy or collaboration. From that point and some
other reasons related to the lack of cultural exchange discussion among

the Global South region, we developed the Conscious Realities program.
The invited speakers are artists, architects, political scientists, historians,
ethnographers,... each of these people bring a different kind of knowledge
to the community. From this program we expand our audience, too. Normally,
when you talk about art, it is only the art community and people who love
aesthetics that you are talking to; with Conscious Realities, we have brought
in for example social sciences and architecture students, activists and writers,
all who have come to join the platform of San Art.
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A PLATFORM TO NOT ONLY STAND TALL UPON, BUT ALSO EXPAND

FURTHER FROM...

SYNTAX AND DICTION EXHIBITION, 2010
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A DIFFERENT KIND OF COM-
MUNITY

ASIDE FROM THE FIELDS OF HUMANITIES, YOU ALSO BRING
THE BUSINESS SECTOR INTO THE PICTURE AS WELL.

AQAT: We are trying to engage with the private sectors and raise
awareness of contemporary arts amongst the business sector in Vietnam,
who could potentially be the biggest supporters for contemporary art in

the future. With San Art Productions, we try to invite those companies

or entrepreneurs to support the artist by giving a kind of fund for them

to produce artworks. One collaboration, for example, brings together art
and fashion, here with Phuong My, a designer who herself jumped from
different disciplines as well, from mathematics to fashion design. This series
of exhibitions at PHUONG MY Flagship Store show how the artists think
about life and about the structure of the objects and people can see how
that is related to the garments of Phuong My, too. The location of the store
is super central, so a lot of people can see the work and may question, what
is that? Is that an artwork? Is that an exhibition? It is a refreshing approach
for the brand’s clients as well as it brings in a different kind of community to
contemporary art.

THE TREASURE OF SAN ART

COULD YOU TELL US ABOUT THE ART SPACE’S READING ROOM?

AQAT: | think the Reading Room is the treasure of San Art because it

has been contributed to by many important artists, writers, spaces and
museums around the world. Books are difficult to import to Vietnam, as
everything has to be checked by the Ministry of Information first, but
enthusiastic museums and writers have contributed and donated resources
to the archive. We now have a diverse resource for the artists that would
be difficult to find elsewhere in Vietnam. Everything is categorized in

the way that people can access it easily, but many art, architecture and
industrial design students come here and just pick up random books to find
inspirations as well.

THE POWER OF ART

AND HOW ABOUT SAN ART AS ITS OWN ENTITY, IN WHAT
AREAS DO YOU STRUGGLE THE MOST OR REQUIRE THE MOST
ASSISTANCE?

AQAT: Financially we have challenge, the regular issue that almost every
independent art space has to face. Yet | think the challenge is also that

of course, as | say the audience is growing, the infrastructure is being
developed but the speed of that is still quite slow. We want to bring many
people who are important internationally in the knowledge fields to San Art,
but at many times we are wondering, is it appropriate for the audience?

Is it too intellectual? Is it too difficult for the people? That is why we think
that the education process is really important. And that is one of the most
crucial cores of our programming here, that we gradually involve the people,
thinking about the concept of what is art here and how the power of art can
be spread, not just in an art gallery but it can also be related to the living
space that you accommodate or the history of your family backgrounds. It
can be related to our human lives in many ways that people don’t normally
see. Our motto is, with the art and with the power of art, how can we
attract people with that?

AND REGARDING THOSE WHO YOU ARE ATTRACTING, THE
ARTS SCENE IN HCMC AND THOSE WHO ARE UTILIZING THE
OPPORTUNITIES YOU PROVIDE, HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE
THE COMMUNITY?

AQAT: It has changed a lot, and it developed quite fast. Saigon is
considered by many merely to be the center of economics of Vietnam.
However, it used to be very rich culturally and artistically; but after 1975, a
huge wave of people left the country and the structure of the government
changed into which that the intellectuals and the artists, the cultural sectors
are shifted too. Since the 90s, things are gradually growing again and

very fast in the last five years. For instance, the four founders of San Art
are those who decided to come back to Saigon from the States; as well as
many artists from different parts of the country, from Hue and Hanoi, and
international artists also traveling and living here is important. People in
Saigon are open-minded and this, along with all of the other characteristics
of the city, has helped to revive it again.

FACILITATOR

THAUNUANGAT
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PROVIDING OPPORTUNITY FOR CONSTRUCTIVE CRITIQUE
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A PUBLIC READING ROOM HOUSING A COLLECTION OF TEXTS ON CONTEMPORARY ART



AT SAN ART WE ARE USING EDUCATION

AS A CORE STRATEGY TO EVOLVE THE ART
SCENE AND HENCE THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF
VIETNAM, CONNECTING SEPARATE DOTS IN
DIFFERENT FIELDS OF THE SOCIETY.

SILK OF LIGHT, A COLLABORATION BETWEEN NGO DINH BAO CHAU AND PHUONG MY FLAGSHIP STORE
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San Art is an artist initiated, non-profit contemporary art organization committed to ‘the exchange
and excavation of cultural knowledge within an interdisciplinary community.” Established in 2007,
the space facilitates an artist-in-residence program known as the San Art Laboratory, the Conscious
Realities lecture and workshop series, ongoing collaborations between artists and local businesses
as well as maintains a public reading room housing an impressive collection of texts on contempo-
rary art practice.

san-art.org






