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INTERVIEW REBECCA VICKERS PHOTOS COURTESY OF DIA PROJECTS + STUDIO

A CONDUIT OF
CONVERSATIONS AND

A CATALYST OF CREATIVE
POSSIBILITIES...

CONCEPTUAL TERRITORIES

| UNDERSTAND THAT YOU RECENTLY OPENED A NEW BRANCH
OF DIA PROJECTS, COULD YOU SHARE WITH US A LITTLE OF
YOUR BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCE THE NEW SPACE? HOW
DID DIA PROJECTS GET STARTED?

RICHARD STREITMATTER-TRAN: | was born in Vietnam in 1972,
during the war period, and for a short time was in an orphanage until | was
adopted by an American family. So my background and experience is quite
different from many returning Vietnamese in that | had very little exposure
to the culture of Asia. Realizing this, | tried to immerse myself into the
region and even did an artist residency in Chiang Mai in 2004 as a part of
familiarizing myself with artists and practices in the region.

As research has traditionally been a large part of my practice, | established
DIA Projects in 2010 as an umbrella to encompass all of the art related
activities that weren't specifically my art works, that included arts criticism
and writing, institutional advising, university lectures and international
projects. | think the most powerful thing about DIA Projects at that time
was the ability to be a matchmaker for artists — it allowed me to make a
lot of introductions and connections for others through a network that I've
developed for years. The Vietnamese word Dia, means territory or area, in
our case conceptual territories.
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RESEARCH, PRODUCTION,
EXHIBITION...

RST: In 2012, | opened a warehouse location [DIA Studio] in the city
focused on production, where large-scale works could be realized. And in
2015, DIA Projects was opened in a third downtown location specifically
for exhibitions. So, we have now three spaces, each with their own role:
research, production and exhibition. When the exhibition space opened,

| renamed the other two spaces DIA Studio to avoid confusion, as both of
these spaces focus on production.

Thanh Ha is my business co-partner for DIA Projects. She approached
me in April with the idea of going in together to develop a new type of art
space in Saigon. She has been active in the Vietnamese arts community
for years in a variety of roles. Notably, she is one of three partners for the
Post-Vidai Collection, a private art collection containing some of the most
recognizable works by contemporary artists in Vietnam. Ha and | cooperatively
work together on various aspects of the DIA Projects exhibition space, from
the planning and development of future exhibitions as well as the more nuts
and bolts of making the space sustainable.

CURATOR AS MATCHMAKER,
EXHIBITION AS ENGAGEMENT

COULD YOU TALK FURTHER ABOUT THE STRUCTURE OF THE
PROGRAMMING AND HOW THE SPACE IS WHAT YOU DESCRIBE
AS, FIRST AND FOREMOST, A SPACE FOR IDEAS AND PERSONAL
CONNECTIONS?

RST: Currently there are broadly two types of exhibitions that might occur
in our space. The first type | am calling "Projects.” These curated exhibitions
are developed in house and start with an idea or concept and, like a standard
curatorial process, we seek works and artists that are able to help us commu-

DEPICTING THE FRAGILITY OF BOTH MATERIAL AND SUBJECT MATTER
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nicate that idea through the form of the exhibition. Artists and works are
selected and texts are written. The exhibition in fact is the work and the
artists and their works are a part of the interrogation of the ideas set forth
in the curatorial thesis.

The second type is what | am referring to as “"Events.” Events are also
exhibitions but are approached and organized quite differently. We are
looking to highlight creatives in the city and their individual practice Most
often the idea and concepts are coming directly from the individuals
themselves and we play more of a support role — our curatorial impulses
take a second role to helping the artist realize their vision of an exhibition.

The personal connections aspect is a legacy from the original mandate
of DIA Projects as a matchmaker. Also, we are a small space currently with a
staff of four people. Much of what occurs is through sustained conversation
with the artists we work with. We have each been involved in a variety of
roles in the city for years relating to culture. The exhibition space is only a
new part of that continued engagement.

CROSS-DISCIPLINARY
CONVERSATIONS

WHAT IS DIA MOST SKILLED AT PROVIDING THE HCMC ART
SCENE WITH?

RST: To date, we have had three exhibitions since we opened and by

the publishing of this article, we'll have four working toward the fifth so it
might be a bit early to definitively say what clients are looking for, but what
| can say is that the three exhibitions had the highest attendance for art
exhibitions that I've seen in years with over 400 visitors on the opening
nights alone for each. The visitors are varied and | think that the exhibitions
themselves very often determine the visitors and clients. The first exhibition
focusing on drawing attracted a good amount of people from the art crowd
and our second exhibition focusing on fashion design surprisingly brought a
large design and fashion industry audience that typically would not attend
art exhibitions. The third project was a solo exhibition of my own work
consisting largely of sculptural work titled “A Material History of Man and
Animal.” Our current exhibition is with Hong Kong-based MAP Office, our
first solo exhibition for an international artist outside of Vietnam, looking

at spaces and territories falling between art and architecture. As such by
diversifying our exhibitions, we hope to engage a variety of communities of
different creative sectors throughout the city. We are developing exhibitions
that will transcend contemporary art alone by featuring crafts, architecture,
and design and this will allow us to increase our network and more importantly,
allow for cross-disciplinary fertilization and new conversations.

FACILITATOR
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CONCEPTUAL TERRITORIES...

ILLUSTRATING THE INTERSECTIONS BETWEEN CONTEMPORARY ART AND FASHION
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Founded by Richard Streitmatter-Tran, a HCMC-based artist with a background in performance art
and new media, Dia Projects + Studio is a contemporary art experiment aimed at examining the
intersections of artistic research and practice. Spread across three venues, the venture includes- DIA
Studio warehouse in District 4 equipped with workshop facilities and production space, the artist’s
studio and research library in the Trung Son neighborhood, and DIA Projects, a new centrally located
exhibition venue.

diaprojects.org

THE CITY AS CREATIVE
CONTEXT

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES AND ADVANTAGES THAT YOU
FIND THE HCMC SCENE POSES IN TERMS OF WORKING WITHIN
THE CONTEXT OF THE CITY?

RST: I've been a practicing artist in Saigon for the last 13 years. There’s
something that keeps me here. One thing that the city lacks is a strong
institutional infrastructure in education, museums and publications. The lack
has been to some degree filled by individual smaller arts indicatives, many
of whom you are featuring in this issue. By working smaller, each initiative is
able to retain their own identities and focus on their interests and strengths,
from street art to education and residencies. DIA Studio is strong on turning
research into art works, and DIA Projects is quickly becoming a space for
the most unexpected types of exhibitions in the city. In our last exhibition,
we installed a sculpture made from a dissected 7-meter boat into our second
floor glass encapsulated space where the smallest door is 80 cm - like a ship
in a bottle.

Of course, contextualizing the work so that it can be understood is a
challenge, both in terms of the audience, but also the authorities. We need to
strike a balance and work with a system which is quite different from our
neighboring countries.

COULD YOU TELL US MORE ABOUT THE RECENT DZUNG YOKO
EXHIBITION? | UNDERSTAND THAT THE EVENT WAS QUITE L1
SUCCESSFUL IN BRINGING TOGETHER A VARIETY OF CREATIVE USING CRAFT TO CONSIDER THE IRREVERSIBLE IMPACT OF HUMANS ON EARTH
CIRCLES.

RST: Yes, the Dzung Yoko show is an example of the second type of
exhibition that we do. Dzung is very well known among the fashion world in
Vietnam, having worked as the creative director for Elle and now currently,
L'Officiel Vietnam. | was impressed very early with his sketches that would
later be realized in cooperation with his creative team of photographers,
stylists, make up artists and set designers as professional photo shoots. To
see how one sketch transforms into another work is amazing for the viewer
and in fact also provided a nice segue from our first exhibition on drawing.
My challenge is to continue to engage those that were interested in
Dzung’s creative commercial work to come to our exhibitions that focus
on contemporary art, and vice-versa. After my August solo exhibition of
contemporary sculpture and installation work, we will welcome Hong Kong's
MAP Office, who will be developing a show looking at the history of their
practice at the intersections of contemporary art and architecture. Can | get
a fashion designer excited about this? Hopefully!

WHAT ARE SOME UPCOMING PLANS/PROJECTS FOR THE
SPACE? WHAT CAN WE LOOK FORWARD TO FROM DIA
PROJECTS?

RST: Some ideas that I'm looking to explore include the relation between
the cinematic image and film, the dichotomy between artist and artisan,

the technological self, what is portraiture (painting, sculpture and digital
modeling), the turbulent marriage of art and science. We will also be continuing
to search out creatives from other disciplines to feature in our space

and hopefully also venture into small publishing at some point. | just read
recently that the Chiang Mai Art Map was launched in Thailand. Dia Projects
is also one of four partners developing the Saigon Art Map, a printed and
online resource for the contemporary arts community. These are a few of
the ideas | hope to develop for future exhibitions at DIA Projects.

SPEAKING TO THE POWER OF THE IMAGE AS A PRIMARY LANGUAGE





