a wound, a hole,
a small world

mot vét thuong, moét chiéc 1o,
mot thé gidi nhé
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Chinatowns rest on layers upon layers of memory. As Steph Wong Ken describes, they are “spaces
populated by several generations at once, and with multi-layered histories of migration, [...] trying

to balance the desire for nostalgia and preservation with the current realities of these spaces.”! What
happens, however, when the desire for nostalgia becomes instead, a desire to investigate memory as a
site for counter-narrative, future prediction and joyous departure? In After the Cataclysm, Before the
Storm, multi-disciplinary artist Alvin Luong experiments with these questions by putting Vietnam in

dialogue with Toronto’s Chinatown.

The culmination of Luong’s year-long residency at Gallery TPW, After the Cataclysm, Before the Storm
is an installation that includes commissioned videos by collaborators and Vietnam-based artists, Vicky
Do and Doan Toan. The body of works consider a relation to “placelessness” in the context of Vietnam’s
past wars and current climate crisis. As an offsite project presented in partnership at Whippersnapper
Gallery, After the Cataclysm, Before the Storm functions outside of the typical exhibition format to
question the notion of “placelessness” alongside Chinatown’s sense of “place,” or, in the language of the
diaspora, “home". The installation transforms Whippersnapper’s storefront gallery into a shop house
based on memories of Chg Lén, the Chinatown in Saigon, modern day Ho Chi Minh City. The walls are
lined with an aged yellow canvas that references the many yellow painted buildings in Chg Lén. Flanks
of pork shaped as military uniforms hang in the window (Conscription Pictures, 2022) in the same
way roasted pigs hang in Cantonese barbecue shops like King Noodles, just down the street on Spadina
Avenue. Inside a series of videos offer a vortex of sorts, where the mythological mermaid becomes a
contemporary symbol for autonomy (Doan’s Buoyant (Bong Bénh), 2022); stories of battle sites are
reinterpreted (Do’s Nothing Belongs to Us, 2022), and a speculative future of Vietnam’s real estate

economy foreshadows the country’s impending climate crisis (Luong’s Hole Story, 2022).

Presented in Toronto, the artworks in After the Cataclysm, Before the Storm receive relative distance to
speak in ways that may be difficult in Vietnam owing to tightened controls over political expressions,
while compelling a complicated closeness to the generations of Vietnamese and Cantonese-Vietnamese
diasporas that make-up a portion of Toronto’s Chinatown communities. The layers of memory in the
exhibition is a complex of past, present, and future realities of Vietnam that refuses a position among
the politically nuanced and sometimes discordant communities that have made Toronto a “home,”
both permanently and temporarily. Rather, the works distort a sense of time and place, puncturing the
nostalgic mise-en-scene of Chinatown to create in its site a wound, a hole, a small world. The use of
memory does not serve the purpose of preservation, but is rather explored as an elastic medium capable
of expanding spatial and temporal dimensions. Here, “placelessness’, as the title of the exhibition
suggests, is in the slippage between the overlapping folds of an “after and before” Sometimes there is no

place but memory itself, conflicting, dreamy and prophetic.

! “Editorial: Chinatown.” C Magazine. Issue 153. December 14, 2022.

Nhiing con phé ngudi Hoa ndm trén 16p 16p ky tic. Nhu céch Steph Wong Ken ta, ching 13 “cac khoanh
dat dugc cu ngu bdi nhiéu thé hé cung mét luc, va cling nhiing lich st di cu da tang, [...] c6 ging cAn
béng nhiing khao khat hoai huong véi viéc bao ton thuc té hién tai trong nhiing khéng gian nay.” Tuy
nhién, diéu gi sé xay ra khi khao khat hoai huong nay, thay vi u6c ao xem ky tic nhu mét noi dé phan
bién, lai trg thanh 16i tién doan va khéi diém han hoan? Trong Sau Thim Hoa, Trudc Giéng 16, nghé

s da nidng Alvin Luong tht nghiém véi nhiing cau hoi nay bang cdch d€ Viét Nam ddi thoai véi phd

ngudi Hoa tai Toronto.

Két tu tit mot ndm luu trd clia Luong tai trung tdm ngh¢ thuat Gallery TPW, Sau Tham Hoa, Trudc
Giéng T61a mot khong gian sdp dat véi tdc phdm video lam riéng boi nghé si cong su & Viét Nam,
Vicky D6 va Poan Thanh Toan. Céc tac phdm déay khao sat khai nhiém “phi noi chén” trong béi canh
qué khit chién tranh va hién trang khing hoang khi hau ctia Viét Nam. Duéi hinh thic mét du dn phéi
hop va trién 1am tai khong gian nghé thuat Whippersnapper Gallery, Sau Thim Hoa, Truéc Giéng 16
van hanh bén ngoai khuon khé trién 1am dién hinh nhim suy ngdm vé khdi niém “phi noi chén” song
song v6i cam nhan vé “noi chén” ctua phd ngudi Hoa, hodc, cdi ma trong ngon ngti ctia nhiing nguoi
tha huong goi la “nha” Dy dn sé sap ddt mdt tién ctia Whippersnapper Gallery thanh mdt ng6i nha phé
dua trén nhiing ky tic ctia Chg Lén, kKhu phé ngudi Hoa ctia Sai Gon xua, va Thanh phé H6 Chi Minh
ngay nay. Nhiing tdm vai b6 son mau vang ta dugc treo kin tudng tai hién nhiing ngdi nha mau vang
tai Chg Lén. Nhiing miéng sudn lon dugce tao hinh thanh quan phuc treo tai ctia s6 (Nhiing Hinh Anh
Nhép Ngii, 2022) goi nhé nhiing con heo quay treo tai nhiing nha hang d6 nuéng Quang Déng nhu
King Noodles, ngay duéi dai 16 Spadina Avenue. Bén trong, mét loat video hién Ién nhu mét vong xoay,
noi ma nang tién ca trong truyén thuyét trd thanh mot biéu tugng cta su tu cht (Bong Bénh, 2022 bdi
DPoan); cac cau truyén ti chién trudng dugc xem xét lai (Khéng Gi Thudc vé Chiing Ta, 2022 boi Do),
va cach ma tuong lai ddu co cua thi truong bat dong san tai Viét Nam du doan mdét khing hoang khi
héu dang de doa déit nuéc (Cau Chuyén Cdi H6, 2022 boi Luong.)

DPugc trung bay tai Toronto, cic tdc phdm trong Sau Thdm Hoa, Trudc Giong 16 c6 dugc mot khoan
cach tuong déi dé€ c6 thé 1én tiéng bing cac hinh thic ma khi trong nudc cé thé sé gip nhiéu kho khan
bdi su quan ly chinh Kién chit ché tai Viét Nam. Nhiing cach nay dong thoi ciing tao dugc mét sy gan
gti phtic tap voi cac thé hé ngudi Viét kiéu va Viét-Hoa kiéu thudc cac cong dong trong phé ngudsi Hoa
tai Toronto. Céc 16p ky tic trong trién 1am nay 13 mot phiic hop cta céc thuc tai qué khi, hién tai, va
tuong lai ctia Viét Nam. N6 phtt nhidn moét vi tri trong cdc cong dong, ddy sac théi chinh tri va d6i khi
bét hoa, da goi Toronto la “nhd’, du vinh vién hay tam thoi. Thay vao ddy, cic tdc phdm & day lam méo
di cdm nhén cta thoi gian va khong gian, thong qua quang canh hoai ¢6 ctia phé ngusi Hoa d€ mé ra
tai noi day mot vét thuong, mot chiée 16, mot thé gidi nho. Cach ky tic dugce st dung ¢ day khong nham
muc dich bao ton, thay vi d6 n6 dugc kham pha nhu mot chat dan hoi cé kha nang néi rdng cac chiéu
khong gian va thoi gian. Tai déy, su “phi noi chén”, nhu cach tiéu dé cta trién lam goi ¥, la mot su tron
trugt gitia cdc nép gip chong chéo lén nhau clia “trude va sau” Doi khi ta chdng c6 noi nao khic ngoai
ky tic, mau thuin, mong mi va day diém bao.

1 «

Bién tap: pho nguoi Hoa” C Magazine, S6 153. Ngay 14 thang 12 ndam 2022.
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Alvin Luong, Conscription Pictures, 2022, Mixed media installation
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Doan Thanh Toan, Béng Bénh (Buoyant), 2023,Video
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Alvin Luong, Cdu Chuyén Cdi H6, 2023, Video
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