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“Some of the most provocative political Art is made 
with Fibers” ¹ 
Leslu Camhi for the NY Times. 
Textiles hold answers to the past, through the tradition of craft, interwoven in 
any civilization and culture around the world. Artist Võ Trân Châu† was born 
into a family of traditional embroiders and employs this language by 
reconstructing old clothes from the decendents of the Emperors of the 
Vietnamese Nguyễn Dynasty, in which she tells a personal story of a 
multifaceted history. 

Châu first solo exhibition is called  ‘Lingering at the Peculiar Pavilion.’ 

In this essay I will be looking at a selection of six of Châu’s works, considering 
how these works connect to the gallery space, question the creation of the 
pieces and how they relate to the history and the present of Vietnam and its 
people. 

“The renewed embrace of fiber might have something to do with our 
increasingly virtual world, scrubbed freer every day of human contact and 
face-to-face interaction”. ¹ Châu’s contradictory tactile digital textiles are a 
paradox of old and new, appealing to both the laborious traditional techniques 
she inherited from her mother as a child, and the new digital technology 
needed to pixelate these images. 

 
When you see the patch work pieces up close, you see a mosaic uniform 
squares. It is only when you take a picture digitally, can you see the image 
clearly. Viewing these in a gallery, distance plays an important part in seeing. 
Châu wants you to consider distance and time, as you must stand back far 
enough to see the whole picture, the whole story. 

 
The Nguyễn Dynasty (1802-1945) consisted of 13 Emperors, the seat of 
power was the Imperial Capital of Huế situated in the geographical center of 
Vietnam, where the citadel and tombs remain. 

“Water image” hangs in the exact center of the manipulated gallery space, 
representing the position of Huế in Vietnam. The pond below distorts the 
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piece representing a distilled history, inviting the viewer to imagine a different 
narrative. The Long cổn is encompassed by white artificial walls, whilst at the 
same time, creating enough space and distance to float alone, with no 
disturbances. The beautiful ornate embroidered dragon contradicts the used 
clothing, demonstrating a rich past, and a poor present. 

  

Châu explains though her work “how the tremendous effort of those currently 
in power has and continues to erase these people’s past, rendering their 
images blurry and patchwork-like, akin to their family history.” ² 

Châu’s work challenges those in power for erasing her countries past. The 
economic term Đổi Mới was introduced by the single political party, in 1986, 
meaning renovation, literally “the change to the new.” Châu and Tim Dooling 
ª(local historian) tell me how young people are not taught in schools any 
history before the Vietnamese revolution in 1945. 

The August Revolution³ started when the Viet Minh invaded Hanoi, led by Ho 
Chi Minh, eventually ending the Monarchy in Vietnam forever. Bảo Đại (who 
consequently named Vietnam after being called Annam) was forced to 
abdicate on August 25th 1945 and fled to France. 

Châu says, whilst there are streets such as Hàm Nghi street, named after the 
8th Emperor who reigned for a single year and railed against the French, 
there are no streets named after the most recent emperor, Bảo Đại street, 
Khải Định street (his father), or Đồng Khánh street (his grandfather) because 
these emperors accepted the French. Bảo Đại himself was considered a 
Puppet for the French, for this reason he is not buried next to his father Khải 
Định’s tomb in Hue, which is elaborately designed with Eastern and Western 
architecture, and still a major tourist attraction. For this reason, Châu created 
the piece ‘Ngau Cam’ pictured below. 

Châu told me of the Nguyen descendants she met. They all gave their clothes 
freely, although some were scared and most confused about what she was 
doing with them. When I asked her how they felt about their past she said 
most did not care, or perhaps, they just didn’t understand. Not one of the 
descendants attended the show because they live in Hue, and couldn’t afford 
to travel to Saigon. All the descendants Châu met are poor, but more 
importantly, they are not from the lineage of Bảo Đại, who all live in France. 

One of the descendants Châu met was a homeless security guard and the 
grandson of 10th King of Nguyen Dynasty, Thành Thái, who was considered a 
“Rebel Emperor,” although Dooling says, “only in recent years has it become 
possible to discuss the history of the dynasty in more balanced terms, and to 
show for example that far from being a revolutionary hero, Thành Thái was 
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actually a violent psychopath, while rather than being active revolutionaries, 
both Hàm Nghi and Duy Tân were largely victims of circumstance”. (Dooling, 
2018) 

When I asked Châu if Vietnamese still harbor bad feeling towards the French 
and Emperors who supported them, she said this is the reason why the 
descendants’ life are harder than normal people now. 

Châu suggested that the life of the descendants is more difficult than that of 
normal Vietnamese, as a result of residual negativity towards the French and 
towards the Emperors who supported them. Her work demonstrates…. etc 

Châu’s work demonstrated not only the lack of education in Vietnam, but also 
the lack of interest in their history. The Monarchy in Vietnam goes back a lot 
further than the Nguyen Dynasty, when it was closely associated with China. 
Although perhaps legendary, according to tradition, Hùng Kings existed as 
early as 2879 BC. There is still a debate about the legitimacy of some Kings, 
Lords, and Emperors, but one thing is clear, no one seemed to care when the 
3000+ year of history suddenly ended in 1945. 

Perhaps, for these reasons,  Long Tinh Ky floats alone, up high, easy to miss, 
around the dark corner of the gallery space. 

 

the French occupied Vietnam, as did the Chinese. It is a part of their history, 
and their present. It is interwoven like Châu’s tapestries, in the food and in the 
language. Vietnam is driven by money; there is no room for sentiment and the 
only way is to look is forward. 

In Hồ Chí Minh, for example, beautiful old French buildings are being 
demolished and two-hundred-year-old trees being cut down daily. Châu’s 
work reminds us that the steady erasing of history allows the destruction of 
memory. Huế’s old monuments are now only superficial tourist attraction 
which the Party frowns upon as Feudalism, although Dooling says, “you can 
still find high-ranking state delegations paying deferential visits to Gia Long’s 
(the First Nguyen Emperor) tomb in Huế”ª. 

  

Châu compares history to the moving of time, it’s a blur, she says, you don’t 
know the truths clearly because people remake them, we only have our own 
experiences to judge. 
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