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Abstract 
This arts-based research investigates the ways in which contemporary transcultural 

artists (a category in which I include myself) have harnessed the frictions and tensions of 

cultural difference to develop their practices. Transcultural artists are understood in this 

research to be those who experience, adopt, and work across multiple cultures based on 

their heritage and upbringing. Two examples of such artists are Australian Aboriginal 

Tony Albert and Vietnamese-American Dinh Q. Lê, who are discussed in this exegesis. 

Both artists leverage cultural difference to create artworks that offer alternate and deeper 

understandings of identities, and reveal forgotten or neglected voices and narratives of 

the past. They work across multiple platforms and spaces, highlighting the important role 

transcultural visual artists play in broadening definitions of art, artmaking, and art 

audiences.  

This exegesis draws on postcolonial theories, artistic fields, and cultural and historical 

contexts to contextualise my studio outcomes, including the history of Australian national 

identity, the series of events that led to my family’s migration to Australia, and the 

continued representation of Hmong as Other in Australia and the diaspora. As a first-

generation Hmong-Australian, I have often felt the strain of cultural difference. Rather 

than dissuade or resolve the frictions and tensions of cultural difference, I have used these 

productively within my arts practice. The works I have produced throughout my doctoral 

candidature reimagines tropes of Hmong-Australian identity in ways that are playful and 

inclusive of my lived experiences. I have also reinterpreted past events associated with 

my family’s experiences of war and migration, drawing on personal memories, my 

father’s oral stories, family mementos, recorded documentation, and artefacts. 

To circumvent being pigeonholed as an ‘ethnic’ artist, I have worked across multiple 

disciplines and expanded my role as an artist by positioning my work within traditional 

and non-traditional art exhibiting spaces and contexts. These outcomes have reached 

those who are often marginalised by art institutions, as I have engaged them in both 

making and viewing art.  
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INTRODUCTION 

My research is driven by my experiences as a first-generation person of Hmong and 

Australian heritage. The differences between these two heritages are not always reconcilable, 

and it is this domain that provides the ground through which my artistic practice has 

developed. I see this cultural space as one where assumptions about definitive cultural 

definitions can be challenged. I am motivated by the need to negotiate cultural differences, 

yet also to draw attention to the productive lacunae and contradictions between my parents’ 

experiences of war and migration and my own lived experiences in Australia.  

In this thesis, I argue that contemporary transcultural1 artists—whom I count myself 

among—have harnessed the frictions and tensions of cultural difference to develop their 

practices by (1) reimagining ‘belonging’ within national and cultural identity; (2) 

reinterpreting traditional accounts of the past by using both memory and historical records; 

and (3) reconsidering their role as artists by expanding their practices with a sense of 

extending a ‘trans-boundaries’ experience of space.  

My research has developed through investigating related contemporary art practices and 

is informed largely by postcolonial theory. Most significantly, it has developed from 

examining the works of transcultural artists in relation to my own positioning and artistic 

practice. Our works contribute to definitions of identities that are not based on difference and 

essentialism, but rather on processes of negotiation and experimentation, and by exploiting 

the mistranslations with which cultural hegemonies often apply to those in marginal and 

peripheral positions. Such works enrich our awareness of how cultural difference can be 

productive to the development of contemporary visual art.  

With Australia continuing to reorient its national identity in relation to and within the 

Asia-Pacific region, this research is also significant in aiding a more complex awareness of 

the depth of Asian influence in Australia, and to raising questions about how this awareness 

can encourage a more inclusive and pluralistic Australian identity. Additionally, although 

 
1 The term ‘transcultural’ can briefly be defined as involving, encompassing, or extending across two or more 
cultures. I define this term in further depth in 1.2 ‘Key terms and concepts’. 
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Hmong ethnic identity contains multiple similarities and differences developed through a 

history of transformation, migration, and cultural contact with others, it continues to be 

understood and perceived by those within and outside the community as essentialist and 

bounded. Through my own positioning as a first-generation Hmong-Australian, I have drawn 

upon my lived experience to inform my practice in ways that challenge mainstream 

understandings and perceptions of national and ethnic identities. Moving beyond this, I also 

repurpose memories, my own and others, and officially recorded history of the Secret War 

in Laos and its aftermath to retell, reveal, and expand on what is known about recent Hmong 

history.  

Furthermore, I extend the pluralistic field of contemporary art practices through a 

multidisciplinary, transcultural approach. My practice weaves in and across various 

disciplines that include painting, sculpture, installation, street art, digital design, artist 

collaborations and public participation. By using these disciplines, traditional boundaries that 

separate artistic practices, design, craft, and industry are blurred, overlapped, and 

reconfigured in response to my conceptual concerns. Furthermore, the traditional definitions 

and representations of ‘Hmong art’—which have been focused on practices described ‘as 

craft’, ‘handiwork’, or tourist souvenirs—are reconsidered as a result of my artistic outputs. 

My research has explored my position as an Australian artist and the extent to which I am 

complicit in reinforcing or extending definitions of Australian and Hmong art.  

My role as an artist has revolved around the axis of gallery exhibition, site-specific work, 

and community collaborations. What remains essential is the linking of people (viewing 

audiences, participants and collaborators) to the past and to their new place through the 

creation of objects and experiences that perform the role of ‘transformers’ for reinterpreting 

the ongoing impact of the past on the present. As such, the artworks, projects, and writing I 

work on do not seek to perform the role of ‘identity politics’ but rather seek to trace the ways 

in which identities are active, mutable, and in processes of becoming. I see my cultural 

origins as being particularly positive in terms of my conscious choice to avoid prescriptive 

cultural identification, as the Hmong culture has always re-negotiated its cultural outputs and 

ambitions in direct response to the changing landscape of place, time, and community.  
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The artists I discuss in the following chapters are those with whom I find an affinity in 

terms of their personal stories, the content of their work, and their use of materials, aesthetics, 

and processes. Like me, these artists also have two or more cultural heritages, draw on their 

transcultural experiences, and work within a range of transcultural contexts. Their works 

provide a framework to better understand my own research outputs, enabling me to 

contextualise my work within the broader field of contemporary art practices in Australia and 

elsewhere. 

A key aim from the onset of this candidature has also been to create a platform of works 

as the springboard from which I can continue to make art long after this formal research has 

concluded. Therefore, I have considered this thesis as an ‘instrument’ to develop my work 

over the previous four years, as well as a basis for future critical re-entry.  

Exegesis Structure 

This exegesis is organised into four chapters and a conclusion. Chapter 1 outlines the 

research methodologies, key terms, and concepts that are integral to this research. A brief 

personal account is also provided, along with an overview of my artistic development 

preceding this research.  

The following three chapters are broken into the three areas that my research addresses. 

Each chapter provides a contextual background for the area before discussing my work in 

relation to that made by other contemporary visual artists. 

Therefore, Chapter 2 discusses how transcultural artists have reimagined the idea of 

‘belonging’ within national and ethnic identities. Brief definitions of both types of identities 

are provided, along with those of the crucial concepts of Orientalism, Othering, hybridity and 

transculturalism. The work of Tony Albert is examined, before proceeding to an analysis of 

my own research outcomes in this field. Discussions on Australian and Hmong identity are 

also provided to contextualise my research.  

Chapter 3 examines how the past may be reinterpreted by uncovering and extending 

aspects of history and memory. Literature reflecting on relevant aspects of history and 
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memory contextualises my examination of the work of Daniel Boyd, Vernon Ah Kee, and 

Dinh Q. Lê, before discussing my own research outcomes. 

Chapter 4 reconsiders the roles of artists, audiences, and art spaces. Here I explore relevant 

motivations for exploring these areas in my own practice in relation to certain discourses. 

The work of related visual artists who share these concerns provides a framework for the 

critical analysis of my research outcomes.   
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CHAPTER 1: RESEARCH OVERVIEW 

 1.1 Research Methodologies 

My approach synthesises selected established arts-based research methodologies, 

including practice-led and studio-inquiry research. The different terminologies used to 

describe these have been expanded by the range of authors and authorities writing in the field. 

However, the core assumption shared by this breadth of writing privileges creative practices 

that produce non-discursive outputs that make meaningful contributions to understanding the 

world. The discussion below highlights some of features of this methodologies. 

The term ‘arts-based research’ is usually used as the generic term for qualitative research 

that is undertaken within all artistic forms, such as performance arts, poetry, music, novel, 

and visual arts. Although arts-based research was previously dismissed by social scientists, 

the past decade has witnessed its gradual acceptance as a respected and legitimate form of 

inquiry.2 This approach to produce knowledge employs the principles of the arts, as well as 

the presence of aesthetic qualities (or design elements), within both the inquiry process and 

the research text.3 

Music researcher Tom Barone and visual art education scholar Elliot W. Eisner assert that 

this approach to research “exploits the capacities of expressive form to capture qualities of 

life that impact what we know and how we live”.4 These methodologies are part of an effort 

to “extend beyond the limiting constraints of discursive communication in order to express 

meanings that would otherwise be ineffable”.5  

Thus, a key outcome to this approach is of “enhanced understanding through the 

communication of subjective realities or personal truths that can occur only through works 

of art”.6 Unlike the other social sciences, arts-based research is involved in disrupting and 

transgressing against basic assumptions of the social world by communicating subjective 

 
2 Tom Barone, "Arts-Based Research," in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, ed. Lisa 
M. Given (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2008), 29. 
3 Barone, "Arts-Based Research," 29. 
4 Tom Barone and Elliot W. Eisner, Arts Based Research (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications Inc., 2012), 5. 
5 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 1. 
6 Barone, "Arts-Based Research," 29. 
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realities and generating doubts about singular perspectives that include the orthodox, the 

cliché, and the stereotypical.7 Shaun MacNiff also emphasises the significance of 

understanding multiple perspectives through subjective knowing, writing that “rather than 

trying to fix problems with our points of view, we might focus more on knowing them in 

creative ways”.8 

Furthermore, Susan Finley has identified four salient features of arts-based research: (1) 

it uses emotive, affective experiences, senses, and bodies, and imagination and emotion as 

well as intellect; (2) it gives interpretive license to the researcher to create meaning from 

experience; (3) it attends to the role of form in shaping meaning by representing research in 

many different arrangements; and (4) it exists in the tensions of blurred boundaries.9  

Throughout my candidature, I have drawn on these fundamental aspects of arts-based 

research. Drawing on the personal and subjective, I have attempted to portray, express, and 

explore the phenomena of cultural difference in multiple ways and through a range of artistic 

mediums to create works of art that embody new insights and understanding. These 

expressions and explorations make use of emotion and intellect during stages of ideation, 

creation, reflection, research, and interpretation. It has not been my goal to find a ‘truth’ in 

this experience or artistic form, but rather to explore alternate perceptions and understandings 

of cultural identity, of knowledge of the past, and about what constitutes as ‘art’, art spaces, 

and the role of audiences. These methodologies will become apparent as I discuss and analyse 

my research outcomes. 

 

1.2 Key Terms and Concepts 

Crucial to this research are the key terms and concepts of ‘cultural difference’, ‘frictions’, 

‘tensions’, and ‘transcultural’. To understand these, it is first helpful to define what is meant 

 
7 Barone, "Arts-Based Research," 30. 
8 Shaun McNiff, "3 Arts-Based Research," in Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, 
Methodologies, Examples, and Issues, ed. Ardra L. Cole and J. Gary Knowles (Thousand Oaks: SAGE 
Publications, Inc., 2008), 37-38. 
9 Susan Finley, "Arts-Based Research," in Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, 
Methodologies, Examples, and Issues, ed. Ardra L. Cole and J. Gary Knowles (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 2008), 72. 
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by the term ‘culture’. In this research, ‘culture’ is regarded as “a system of values and norms 

that are shared among a group of people and that when taken together constitute a design for 

living”.10 Culture provides its members with a sense of belonging and identity through a 

shared system of learned behaviours, many of which are used to distinguish these members 

from other social groups.11 Cultures can be seen in various forms but are commonly used to 

refer to those found in national and ethnic identities—the two cultural identities that my 

research refers to. As a unifying force, culture is built and maintained through the conscious 

beliefs of its members. At the same time, it is also a divisive force that creates an ‘us’ formed 

by those who share the same culture and a ‘them’ who do not share the same culture. In turn, 

this creates cultural difference.  

‘Cultural difference’ is a term that refers to the aspects of a culture that distinguish it from 

another. For those who inherit and experience multiple cultures, identity formation and a 

sense of belonging may be highly complex, contradictory, and layered. Differences that 

distinguish cultures may exist in varying degrees between many aspects of these cultures, 

ranging from slight differences that generate little cause for concern to more significant 

differences that produce frictions and tensions. 

In this research, the terms ‘frictions’ and ‘tensions’ are used to describe the effects 

generated by cultural difference. In physics, friction is defined as the “force that resists the 

motion of one surface relative to another with which it is in contact”.12 However, in relation 

to human interactions, friction may be considered as disagreements or differences, opposing 

opinions, values, perspectives, and cultures. Friction is neither inherently negative nor 

positive; rather, it could be interpreted either way. For example, the friction of rubbing wood 

may generate stress and heat, leading to destruction, but at other times, this friction may spark 

a fire for warmth and function.13 Hence, friction in human interaction may lead to animosity 

and hostility, or possibly to new insights, understandings, and relationships based on 

 
10 Charles W.L. Hill quoted in Anil Gurung and Edmund Prater, "A Research Framework for the Impact of 
Cultural Differences on IT Outsourcing," Journal of Global Information Technology Management 9, no. 1 
(2006): 37. 
11 Antonio Lebrón, "What is Culture?," Merit Reseach Journal of Education and Review 1, no. 6 (2013): 126. 
12 Jonathan Law and Richard Rennie, "Friction," Oxford Reference, last modified 2015, 
http://www.oxfordreference.com.  
13 Bradley Koch et al., "Cultural Friction in Leadership Beliefs and Foreign-Invested Enterprise Survival," 
Journal of International Business Studies 47 (2016): 454. 
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acknowledgement and the cultivation of different perspectives. It is this duality of friction 

that many transcultural artists use in their work to create compelling outcomes.  

Likewise, the tensions of cultural difference are used by transcultural artists to develop 

their practices. In physics, ‘tension’ is defined as “a force or stress that causes stretching”.14 

In this research context, the tensions of cultural difference convey the mental and emotional 

strain and stretching that occur when differences between cultures pull against each other. I 

have approached my practice mindful that the frictions and tensions of cultural difference are 

valuable and are positive ingredients in the production of critical artworks and insights. 

Throughout my life, my Hmong and Australian heritages have pulled, tugged, and rubbed at 

each other in attempts to bring the other into closer alignment and agreement. Like other 

bicultural and transcultural artists, I have taken advantage of these discomforts and used them 

to develop my artistic practice.  

To be clear, bicultural individuals are those who possess two cultures and internalise the 

values, customs, and ways of life of both. Biculturalists keep a foot in both cultural worlds 

as they navigate through the valleys and hills of each.15 

This is unlike transcultural individuals, who draw from two or more cultures to create a 

new form. The term ‘transcultural’ was first coined by the Cuban anthropologist Fernando 

Ortiz in his canonical 1940 text Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar, in which he 

proposed the term instead of ‘acculturation’, as it better described the intercultural processes 

that occur in colonial cultures.16 Rather than the one-way imposition of the colonising 

culture, transcultural processes involve a “two- or more way exchange of cultural influences, 

layering upon each other in complex processes of power, loss, and production”.17 Thus, 

transculturalism leads to the modification of both parts of the equation, resulting in the 

 
14 Michael Allaby and Chris Oark, "Tension," A Dictionary of Environment and Conservation. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2017),  http://www.oxfordreference.com. 
15 Dennis M. Rutledge, "Introduction: The Bicultural Self," in Biculturalism, Self Identity and Societal 
Transformation (Reseach in Race and Ethnic Relations, Volume 15), ed. Dennis M. Rutledge (Bingley: 
Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 2008), 6. 
16 Ian McLean, "Introduction," in Double Desire: Transculturation and Indigenous Contemporary Art, ed. Ian 
McLean (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), 3. 
17 Jossianna Arroyo, "Transculturation, Syncretism, and Hybridity," in Critical Terms in Caribbean and Latin 
American Thought. New Directions in Latino American Cultures, ed. Ben Sifuentes-Jáuregui and Marisa 
Belausteguigoitia Yoland Martínez-San Miguel (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2016), 133. 
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emergence of a new reality.18 Transcultural processes occur in ‘contact zones’, a term the 

linguist Mary Louise Pratt coined to refer to: 

social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in 
contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or 
their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today.19 

Here, the colonised members of the periphery may not be able to “control what emanates 

from the dominant culture” but they are able to fashion it to their own purposes, and in turn 

the colonisers are shaped by what they encounter.20 Transculturalism highlights the creation 

of new cultural phenomena because of encounters in these contact zones, which are “not a 

mechanical agglomeration of traits”,21 but syncretic forms that are multicultural and hybrid, 

asymmetrical in meaning, and able to speak to those in contact.  

Today, transcultural processes have become more prevalent through the unprecedented 

mass migration and mobility of people, together with the exchange of information and ideas 

through new technologies and global commerce. This results in flows of cultures, with people 

adapting to different cultures multiple times in their lives, and being able to “develop an 

understanding of culture that transcends or goes beyond specific cultures by combining 

elements of more than one culture”.22 In turn, transculturalism has developed “the formation 

of multifaceted, fluid identities resulting from diverse cultural encounters”.23  

My own transcultural identity and experiences are a result of inheriting Hmong and 

Australian cultural heritages, along with my upbringing in Far North Queensland (FNQ). 

This will be discussed in the following section.  

 

 
18 Malinowski quoted in Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar (London: Duke University 
Press, 1995), xi. 
19 Mary Louise Pratt, "Arts of the Contact Zone," Profession, no. 1 (1991): 34. 
20 McLean, "Introduction," 4. 
21 Malinowski quoted in Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint, lxi.  
22 Barbara Duque et al., "Transcultural Identity: The Future Self in a Globalized World," Revista 
Transcultural 6, no. 1 (2014): 13. 
23 Carmen Zamorano Llena, Julie Hanson, and Irene Gilsenan Nordin, "Introduction: Conceptualizing 
Transculturality in Literature," in Transcultural Identities in Contemporary Literature ed. Carmen Zamorano 
Llena, Julie Hanson, and Irene Gilsenan Nordin (New York: Rodopi, 2013), ix. 
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1.3 Personal Context and Development of Practice  

My family migrated to Australia in 1988, having spent more than a decade in the Ban 

Vinai Refugee Camp in Thailand. It was in this camp that my parents, Ue Yang and Chue 

Xeng Vue, had found refuge from the Lao Communist government’s persecution of those 

who sided with the Royal Lao Government and the USA in their attempts to thwart the 

advancement of Communism in Asia. It was also here that they met, married, and started a 

family together, with five of my siblings born during this time. They were finally accepted 

on a humanitarian visa to Australia, which gave me the fortune to be born in Sydney in 1989.  

However, I have no memory of Sydney, as my family relocated to Innisfail in 1991. My 

parents and other Hmong-Australian families were drawn to Innisfail because of the 

opportunities to work in the agricultural sector, including the many banana plantations. For 

my parents and other Hmong-Australians who had grown up with an agrarian lifestyle, 

heavily reliant on farming for sustenance in Laos, this opportunity was more than appealing. 

But after several more years, we followed other community members to Cairns, located 

ninety kilometres to the north, which has been home for over twenty-five years. To this day, 

my family and other Hmong-Australian families have been involved in small-scale farming 

and retailing fresh produce at the local markets.  

For my parents, the FNQ region is both home as well as ‘home away from home’, 

reminding them of their lives back in Laos with its sprawling mountain surrounds, lush green 

rainforests, majestic water pools and waterfalls, monsoon season, elevated temperatures and 

suffocating humidity. A sense of familiarity keeps them in Cairns, with their past homes 

attainable through the flora and the sights that often trigger memories of their childhood and 

early adulthood (figure 1). Nevertheless, feelings of exile and alienation have remained with 

them, and they regularly express their desire to ‘return home’.  

Around my early teenage years, I became aware of a feeling I had of floating between two 

places. Even though I was born and raised in Australia and had never been exposed to the 

lives my parents fondly remember, I felt a sense of belonging here but also elsewhere, and 

of being in a state of enduring exile from a ‘true home’ and reluctantly having to ‘make do’ 

with what was available. My sense of home in Australia rubbed against a sense of home 
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elsewhere, and I came to consider what Jill Bennett raises in her question, “[is] home the 

place where I was born, the place my ancestors came from, the place where I am now?”24 

I began to wonder if Australia was home or a temporary residence. The desire to ‘go back’ 

and relocate permanently to Southeast Asia was a seed my parents had planted during my 

formative years. This desire culminated in a solo backpacking trip to Vietnam, Laos, and 

Thailand towards the end of 2013. During this trip, I visited Hmong communities, relatives, 

and significant sites of conflicts during and after the war, which has only fuelled my 

aspiration to eventually relocate permanently or temporarily to the region once I have the 

means to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The family home since 2004. My parents chose to build in this suburb 
because of the surrounding mountains. 

My strong sense of connection and identification to my Hmong identity was instilled 

through my parents’ strong affection for their past homes and their pride in their cultural 

identity. However, given the contrasting values and way of life in Australia, this connection 

 
24 Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art (Stanford, California: Stanford 
University Press, 2005), 137. 
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also resulted in challenges to my personal identity. Like others with dual or multiple cultural 

identities, this has meant the constant negotiation of differences, the attempt to resolve 

contradictions, and the constant repositioning of myself and my role within differing 

contexts. Vegneskumar Maniam observes that young people from minority backgrounds in 

Australia 

often find that the ideological and core values of their home and school are rather 
different, in some cases even conflicting. They then have to decide whether they 
predominantly wish to follow the ideological and core values of their family or those 
of the school and their mainstream peers in establishing their personal sense of 
identity, or whether they make their own adaptation through claiming a dual or even 
polycultural identity. This is possible when the core values of the mainstream and 
minority groups do not conflict.25 

However, when these values do conflict, it may be best to find other avenues through 

which to engage with them. Art has been the best avenue for my attempts to respond to and 

explore these conflicts, as it has provided me with the means, resources, and space to 

communicate, engage, and negotiate the differences between my Hmong and Australian 

cultural heritages. These would manifest themselves in the early part of my undergraduate 

degree, when themes of cultural identity, history and memory emerged as focal points for my 

work, as evidenced in the first painting I completed after a field trip to the HMAS Diamantina 

docked on South Bank (figure 2).  

In succeeding years, however, I chose to keep my heritage at a distance and to create art 

that was not necessarily tied to questions of Hmong identity and history. This was an effort 

to steer away from being pigeonholed as an ‘ethnic artist’. During my painting specialisation 

at university, I began copying the painting techniques of other well-known Western artists, 

including Lucian Freud, Frank Auerbach and Gerhard Richter. As I had grown up with 

popular culture as my main source of art knowledge, this was an attempt to engage with the 

history and dialogues of Western painting. Eventually, I became suspicious and tired of 

following this ‘Western canon’ and I started to experiment with other ways and approaches 

to painting. 

 
25 Vegneskumar Maniam, Sports Participation and Cultural Identity in the Experience of Young People 
(Bern: Peter Lang Publishing, 2014), 30-1. 
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Figure 2. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Red in Black and White, 2007. Acrylic on 
canvas, 120 x 90cm.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Motherboard, 2009. Installation with mixed 
media on wooden panels, spray paint on PVC elbow joins, dimensions variable. 

In with the Out Crowd, QCA, Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia. 
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At first, patterns and textures became more important, along with images and motifs that 

were not connected to my Hmong heritage. Towards the end of my undergraduate degree, I 

opted for a more experimental and playful approach. The final work in my graduate show 

(figure 3) included multiple individual panels that used craft, recycled materials, and a range 

of art and industrial mediums placed within a floor-to-wall installation. At the time, I 

continued to keep my Hmong heritage at a distance, still reluctant to make this a strong aspect 

of my practice. 

Following a four-year hiatus from visual art studies, I returned to complete an Honours 

year in Fine Art. By that time, the desire to engage and explore my Hmong heritage and 

recent history had returned. Although I still did not wish to be known as an ‘ethnic artist’, I 

made a conscious effort to engage in work that had meaning to me, regardless of what others 

may see in my work and how I may be represented. Therefore, my Honours work directly 

explored my Hmong-Australian heritage, reinterpreting Hmong textile traditions through my 

experiences as a Hmong-Australian. These and other explorations throughout my Honours 

year provided the platform from which this research has developed and expanded.  
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CHAPTER 2: REIMAGINING ‘BELONGING’ 

In our technologically driven, globalised world, the need for individuals and groups to feel 

a sense of belonging persists. The dislocation of people through forced and voluntary 

migration, and the spread of cultures, ideas, images and information that have accompanied 

those global moves, has called for new ways of approaching relationships with place and 

understanding belonging. But developing such new, meaningful senses of belonging is a 

complicated process—one that can no longer be formed along traditional grounds and 

conventional forms of identity. Instead, individuals and groups need to reimagine tropes of 

belonging that incorporate a wider range of experiences in which dislocation and change are 

central. 

2.1 Contextual Background 

‘Belonging’ within National and Ethnic Identity  

According to Virginie Cobigo, Alyson L. Mahar, and Heather Stuart, a sense of belonging 

is: 

a subjective feeling of value and respect derived from a reciprocal relationship to an 
external referent that is built on a foundation of shared experiences, beliefs or 
personal characteristics. These feelings of external connectedness are grounded to 
the context or referent group, to whom one chooses, wants and feels permission to 
belong.26 

Both national and ethnic identities perform as unifying agents that provide tropes of 

belonging in contemporary society. Both are forms of collective identification and each 

contains features that overlap and intersect with the other. Although finite definitions of 

‘national identity’ and ‘ethnic identity’ are elusive, I shall outline those that have been 

employed in this research.  

Anthony Smith asserts that national identity has five common features: “a named human 

population sharing a historical territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass, 

 
26 Virginie Cobigo, Alyson L. Mahar, and Heather Stuart, "Conceptualizing Belonging," Disability and 
Rehabilitation 35, no. 12 (2012): 1031. 
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public culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties for all members”.27 

In modern society, national identity has been commonly associated with the nationality of 

nation-states, where territory and citizenship bounds groups of people to an identity. As 

Nikos Papastergiadis points out:  

throughout the modern period, most people have understood their sense of 
belonging in terms of an allegiance to a nation state . . . and among the central aims 
of the project of nation-building was the unification of diverse peoples under a 
common identity.28  

The people who share this common identity are not connected and bonded to each other 

through face-to-face contact but through imagination. In Benedict Anderson’s concept of 

imagined communities,29 this nation exists as a socially constructed community. The 

members of a nation perceive themselves as being included in this group, fervently believing 

in the existence of each other, and proceeding with loyalty and commitment to a core set of 

values and beliefs that are shared as being part of the same nation. 

In the same manner, ethnic identity also bonds people through the power of imagination. 

Although ethnic identity has provided the basis for many nation-states, this is not always the 

case. Defined by Richard A. Schermerhorn, ethnicity is “a collectivity within a larger society 

having real or putative common ancestry, memories of a shared historical past, and a cultural 

focus on one or more symbolic elements as defined as the epitome of their peoplehood”.30 

Ethnic identities are often defined by those within the group, as well as by outside agents and 

organizations.31 Importantly, ethnic identities distinguish the individuals and groups they 

describe as unique and distinct from other ethnic identities.  

 

 

 
27 Anthony Smith, National Identity (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991), 14. 
28 Nikos Papastergiadis, The Turbulence of Migration (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 2. 
29 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised 
ed. (London: Verso Books, 2006). 
30 Stephen Cornell and Douglas Hartmann, Ethnicity and Race: Making Identities in a Changing World 
(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2007), 19. 
31 Joane Nagel, "Constructing Ethnicity: Creating and Recreating Ethnic Identity and Culture," Social 
Problems 41, no. 1 (1994): 155. 
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Spectre of Comparisons 

Both national and ethnic identities offer tropes of belonging based on a kind of 

‘incorporation’ that denies, diffuses, or sublimates the contradictions of lived experience. 

Rather than acknowledging the contested, unbounded, multiple and fluctuating nature of 

identity, these two traditional forms of identities offer closure, essentialism, and static notions 

of inclusivity. The works of several transcultural artists focused on in this thesis have 

circumvented these limitations, stepping outside of such definitions to highlight their flaws 

and to showcase other possibilities for belonging.  

The work of these transcultural artists reflects Anderson’s ‘spectre of comparisons’, a 

phrase first used by the Filipino nationalist and novelist José Rizal. Anderson explores how 

the spectre of comparisons “arises as nations stir into self-awareness, matching themselves 

against others, and becoming whole through the exercise of the imagination”.32 With a focus 

on Southeast Asian societies, Anderson observes and asks deep questions concerning this 

phenomenon and how it has worked its way through politics and culture.33 

Many visual artists, including myself, use this ‘spectre of comparisons’ as a positive zone 

from which to reflect on how personal experiences of transculturalism contradict fixed tropes 

of belonging. As a result, these works open the viewer to broader fields of experience or ways 

of understanding new possibilities for identification and connection. Such works bring two 

or more different formats or prescriptions for ‘belonging’ and use the frictions, tensions or 

contradictions between them in ways that engage the viewer to reflect on the advantages of 

being outside traditional tropes of belonging.  

Orientalism, Othering, Hybridity, and Transculturalism 

By reimagining ‘belonging’, artists such as myself challenge the traditional binaries that 

separate ‘us’ from ‘them’, ‘inside’ from outside, ‘White’ from ‘Other’, ‘primitive’ from 

‘advanced’, and the ‘Orient’ from the ‘Occident’. These binaries stem from processes of 

Orientalism and Othering first discussed by Edward Said in his influential book 

 
32 Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons (New York: Verso Books, 1998), excerpt from back 
cover. 
33 Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons. 
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Orientalism.34 Said criticises Western discourses that constructed false dichotomies between 

the West and the Arab-Islamic—and, to a wider extent, the non-Western world—from the 

Age of Enlightenment to colonial times. These exoticising and marginalising discourses, 

termed ‘Orientalism’, essentialised and Othered non-Western societies as irrational, static 

and undeveloped in contrast to an advancing, rational, developed and superior Occident, 

which are those countries of the West. Orientalism and Othering was used to justify Western 

imperialism.  

Such frameworks continue to define cultures, nations, and peoples into hierarchies of 

belonging despite the intense critical response to its processes in recent years. Of prominence 

are the processes of Othering when forming national and ethnic identities, which designate 

an ‘us’ and ‘them’ thinking in which ‘them’ is seen through negative stereotypes. This is 

often based on race, ethnicity, gender, class, culture, religion, and political beliefs, and result 

in those who are considered as ‘Other’ experiencing discrimination, marginalisation, 

exclusions and with decreased opportunities.35 Néstor Garcia Cancline notes how these 

concepts of identities are heavily based on difference from others: 

Having an identity meant [to groups of people]—above all—having a country, a 
city, an area: an entity where all that was shared by the inhabitants of place was 
identical and interchangeable. Those who did not share this territory, who had 
neither the same objects or symbols nor the same rituals and customs, were the 
others—those who were different.36 

In turn, these identities, their dichotomies, and associated inclusions and exclusions have 

resulted in narrowing the possibilities of identification frameworks for new cultural 

experiences that may be more complex, contradictory, and open-ended.  

By contrast, hybridity and transculturalism are concepts that problematise Orientalism and 

Othering. In Homi Bhabha’s Location of Culture, questions of identity, social agency, and 

the limitations borne of traditionally argued national affiliations are reconsidered through 

concepts of mimicry, ambivalence, interstice, liminality and hybridity.37 Of these, hybridity 

 
34 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978). 
35 Joan L. Bottorff Joy L. Johnson, Annette J. Browne and Suki Grewal, "Othering and Being Othered in the 
Context of Health Care Services," Health Communication 16, no. 2 (2004). 
36 Néstor Garcia Cancline quoted in Papastergiadis, The Tubulence of Migration, 103. 
37 Homi Bhaba, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994). 
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blurs and complicates binaries associated with Othering and Orientalism, working to counter 

essentialist and bounded understandings of identities and cultures based on difference. It is 

important to note that a sense of cultural differentiation is not lost in the construction of 

hybrid identities, but rather accepted as part of the process. Australian scholar Ien Ang writes 

that: 

Hybridity is a necessary concept to hold onto in this condition, because unlike other 
key concepts in the contemporary politics of difference—such as diaspora and 
multiculturalism—it foregrounds complicated entanglement rather than identity, 
togetherness-in-difference rather than separateness and virtual apartheid. It is also, 
as I will argue, a concept that prevents the absorption of all difference into a 
hegemonic plane of sameness and homogeneity.38 

As Ang argues, hybridity does not resolve the tension between two cultures, but instead 

“holds the tension of the opposition and explores the spaces in-between fixed identities 

through their continuous reiterations”.39 

Ang is critical of identities based on nation-state and ethnic affiliation, as these are linked 

to essentialist constructions. She argues that hybridity circumvents these pitfalls in a world 

which cannot be easily defined in terms of difference. Ang’s proposed strategy offers an 

effective approach through which to engage with frictions and tensions of cultural difference 

by undermining or subverting—from the inside out—dominant formations through the 

interstitial insinuation of the “different”, the “Other”, or the “marginalised” into the very 

fabric of the dominant.40 Hybridity, as Ang goes on, 

destabilises established cultural power relations between white and black, coloniser 
and colonised, centre and periphery, the “West” and the “rest”, not through a mere 
inversion of these hierarchical dualisms, but by throwing into question these very 
binaries through a process of boundary-blurring transculturation.41 

As discussed in Chapter 1, transculturalism involves processes of appropriating, sharing, 

and negotiating cultures in the ‘contact zone’, with “the formation of multifaceted, fluid 

identities resulting from diverse cultural encounters”.42 Transculturalism results not so much 

 
38 Ien Ang, "Together-in-Difference: Beyond Diaspora, Into Hybridity," Asian Studies Review 27, no. 2 
(2003): 141. 
39 Simone Drichel, "The Time of Hybridity," Philosophy & Social Criticism 34, no. 6 (2008): 605. 
40 Ang, "Together-in-difference," 150. 
41 Ang, "Together-in-difference," 150. 
42 Llena, Hanson, and Nordin, "Introduction: Conceptualizing Transculturality in Literature," ix. 
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in a social but a personal identity based on multiple intercultural contact experiences, with 

transcultural individuals autonomously and consciously choosing “the cultural elements they 

want to internalise so that they become part of who they are”.43   
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Figure 4. Guan Wei, Plastic Surgery, 2015. Acrylic on linen, 180 x 401cm. 

The artists canvassed in this research and my own practice take advantage of hybrid and 

transcultural processes to circumvent traditional tropes of belonging offered by national and 

ethnic identities. Many artists use humour, including play and irony, to highlight the fluidity 

of identity. Humour has often been used as an approach to hold two apparently contradictory 

positions in a state of suspended tension—one that is released when the ‘tables of 

expectation’ are overturned, violating one’s expectations of certain patterns.44 Such use of 

humour in is evident in Plastic Surgery (2015, figure 4) by Chinese-Australian artist Guan 

Wei.45 Plastic Surgery is made of four panels, each depicting Wei’s face as it changes 

progressively from the ‘Chinese’ Guan Wei to the ‘Australian’ David Guan. Lines, grids, and 

numbers have also been used in the manner of medical reports and observations, as they point 

to those facial features Wei feels the desire or pressure to change. In the fourth panel, Wei’s 

 
43 Duque et al., "Transcultural identity: The future self," 15. 
44 John Morreall, "A New Theory of Laughter," Philosophical Studies: An International Journal for 
Philosophy in the Analytic Tradition 42, no. 2 (1982): 244–5. 
45 Guan Wei immigrated to Australia in 1990 following previous artist residencies in Tasmania. Since then, 
Wei has created art exploring his experiences of migration and adaptation to his new homeland. For a 
thorough discussion on Wei and his art, see Dinah Dysart, Hou Hanru, and Natalie King, Guan Wei 
(Fishermens Bend: Craftsman House, 2006). 
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face is amusingly depicted with blue eyes, wavy blonde hair, light skin, and luscious pink 

lips. Despite the difficulties associated with changing identities, Wei notes that “getting a 

‘plastic surgery’ for myself in a humorous way represents the change of my identity from a 

Chinese into an Australian”.46  
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Figure 5. Juan Davila, Portrait of Bungaree, 1991. Watercolour, pen, ink and 
pencil over photo-silk screen print, 241 x 160cm. Griffith University Art Gallery, 

Brisbane, Australia.   

 

Artists have also brought together incommensurate items, forms, or references to 

metaphorically represent the complexities and contradictions of identity. The Chilean-

 
46 Guan Wei, "Plastic Surgery --- A Portrait of an Immigrant Artist," Nancy Sever Gallery, last modified 
2015, http://www.nancysevergallery.com.au/guan-wei/. 
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Australian artist Juan Davila is a strong proponent of this strategy.47 Over the years, Davila 

has altered particular individual identities in such ways that they no longer fit neatly into 

prescribed roles based on culture, sex, or sexual orientation. For example, in Portrait of 

Bungaree (1991, figure 5), Davila has recreated the figure of Bungaree, an Australian 

Aboriginal noted in colonial history for his ability to navigate and negotiate between settlers 

and Aboriginal people. Davila depicts Bungaree as both male and female, with a face that 

resembles a transvestite. On his right arm, Bungaree carries a small, bizarre man, who suckles 

on his right breast while having his backside prodded. Bungaree’s semi-erect penis is also 

exposed, with the head of the penis heavily bandaged and a grotesque shaft speckled with 

pins. With these aberrant sexual features, Davila’s depiction of Bungaree reflects a sexual 

identity that is at odds with official accounts of Bungaree, and furthermore, at odds with those 

definitions that are generally accepted in contemporary Australian society. As Australian 

curator Russell Storer notes, public attitudes to figures depicted by Davila are “almost always 

negative, revealing deep fissures in the social order”.48  

In a similar way, exaggerated scale can make significant alterations to the way viewers 

respond to traditional associations with identity and belonging. Cambodian-American Anida 

Yoeu Ali49 is one artist who has employed this strategy. Ali’s The Buddhist Bug (2012–2016) 

is a series of the artist’s performances that have been exhibited as videos, photographs, and 

performance installations. Ali uses the metaphor of the ‘Bug’ to reflect on her sense of 

displacement in Cambodia as someone who has returned to the country as well as being a 

Muslim in a nation that is predominantly Buddhist. For Ali, this Bug is a “displaced creature 

destined to travel and wander amidst the ‘in-between’”.50 This is reflected in the double 

association of the Bug outfit, being the same vibrant orange as Cambodian Buddhist monks’ 

robes, but featuring a head covering in a similar fashion to the Hijab. Additionally, the scale 

 
47 Davila was born in Santiago in 1946 and immigrated to Australia in 1974. For a thorough discussion on 
Davila and his art, see Roger Benjamin, Guy Brett, and Juan Davila, Juan Davila (Carlton: Miegunyah Press, 
2006). 
48 Russell Storer, "Juan Davila," in Volume One: Museum of Contemporary Art Collection, ed. Glenn Berkley 
(Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 2012), 222. 
49 Although Ali was born in Cambodia, she immigrated with her family to the USA at an early age before 
returning to Cambodia in 2011. Ali’s personal history is discussed in Cathy J. Schlund-Vials, "Art, Activism 
and Agitation: Anida Yeou Ali," Verge: Studies in Global Asias 3, no. 1 (2017).  
50 Anida Yoeu Ali quoted in Annie Jael Kwan, "Anida Yoeu Ali: Artist Provocateur," ArtAsiaPacific, no. 95 
(2015): 75. 
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of Ali’s Bug emphasises its Otherness. For example, in Campus Dining (2012, figure 6), the 

Bug sits centrally in a busy restaurant, with its body coiling around an entire table. This 

exaggeration of scale disrupts everyday settings, whimsically provoking questions of 

Otherness, and inciting further considerations of belonging within national and religious 

identities. 
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Figure 6. Anida Yeou Ali, Campus Dining, 2012. C-Print, 75 x 112.5cm. From 
the Buddhist Bug series.  

These strategies are also found in the work of Australian Aboriginal artist Tony Albert, 

which reimagines belonging within Australian Aboriginal identity. The discussion now turns 

to a selection of this artist’s work. 

2.2 Case Study: Tony Albert 

A descendent of the Girramay, Yidinji and Kuku-Yanlanji peoples, Tony Albert was born 

in 1981 in Townsville.51 For Albert, being identified within the narrow concepts that define 

 
51 Sally Brand et al., Tony Albert: Visible (South Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, 
2018). 
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traditional views of what might constitute being an ‘Australian Aboriginal’ means 

subscribing to a restrictive and unproductive framework. Being urban-based, Albert does not 

see himself reflected in the negative and stereotypical tropes of Australian Aboriginal identity 

that continue to permeate Australian history, society, culture, and institutions. Instead, Albert 

exploits these negatively limiting stereotypes in his art and, through humour, play, and irony, 

suggests a more knowing, sophisticated and self-reflexive approach to contemporary 

Australian Aboriginal identity.  

‘Aboriginalia’ and Text  

In his work, Albert brings together a range of incommensurate items, forms, and 

references embodied in what he defines as ‘Aboriginalia’—kitsch tourist souvenir-ware 

depicting Australian Aboriginals—which Albert has collected from a young age. These 

objects reflect the racist commodification and consumption of Aboriginal identity and culture 

once prevalent in Australian society. Though less widespread, these material items continue 

to inform and cloud general perceptions of Australian Aboriginal identity, both in Australia 

and abroad.  

Paradoxically, Albert’s initial motivations for collecting these objects was out of 

admiration, for they were some of the only form of representation of Australian Aboriginals 

available, as Albert states: 

My collection of Aboriginalia started as a young child and initially stemmed from 
something very innocent. I genuinely loved the iconography and imagery, 
particularly the faces, which reminded me of my family.52 

However, towards the end of high school, Albert started to see these faces as problematic 

representations of his identity, with his exposure to the work of Tracey Moffatt and Gordon 

Bennett contributing to this change in perspective.53 

The contradictory responses to such representations have since been exploited by Albert 

to reveal their political and discriminatory implications, with Albert reclaiming and 

 
52 Tony Albert quoted in Ivan Muniz Reed, "Shifting Meaning and Memory: Tony Albert in Conversation," 
Art Monthly Australia, no. 278 (2015): 57. 
53 Tony Albert quoted in Reed, "Shifting Meaning and Memory," 57. 
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repurposing their original use in installations that prompt the viewer to consider their lasting 

effects on Australian culture in general. These effects have generated preconceptions of 

Australian Aboriginals being noble savages, intertwined with Australian nature, ill-fit for 

contemporary society, and destined for extinction. Albert challenges these understandings by 

changing the way these items are read by physically altering them, by recontextualising them 

within the gallery space, by arranging them in ways that spark new linkages, and by 

combining them with provocative text. 
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Figure 7. Tony Albert, Headhunter, 2007. Synthetic polymer paint and vintage 
Aboriginal ephemera, 110 x 370cm overall installation. Art Gallery NSW, 

Sydney, Australia. 

For example, in Headhunter (2007, figure 7), Albert brings together various Aboriginalia 

featuring the heads of Australian Aboriginals, including wooden plates, ceramics, coasters, 

dolls, statues, bronze busts, framed illustrations, among other kitsch souvenirs. Their 

accumulation exaggerates their presence, emphasising their scope, diversity, and wide extent 

to which they were made available. By being installed on the wall atop large painted black 

letters that spell out ‘HUNTER’, these objects are even more pronounced. The austere sans 

serif font communicates the word directly, with the objects bulging at the edges, almost as if 

the word is struggling to restrain them within its parameters.  
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By combining Aboriginalia with text, Albert has created an ironic installation, shifting our 

positions and perceptions on who is considered as the hunter. The word ‘HUNTER’ carries 

the irony of this work, with multiple references that cast doubt over who is the ‘hunter’ and 

who is the ‘hunted’. One could assume that the hunter here refers to Australian Aboriginals, 

who have so often been considered as uncivilised hunter-gatherers. Alternatively, the hunter 

may refer to the White settlers who decimated the Aboriginal population during the ‘frontier 

wars’ of British colonisation (1788–1934). As these men often decapitated their victims in 

the process, many Aboriginal skulls were sent across Australia and the world, collected and 

stored in private collections, cultural and educational institutions, medical facilities and 

museums as ‘objects’ and ‘specimens’. This activity was justified as ‘scientific’ research that 

proved the superior biological differences of Western people over non-Western ones. 

Through this perspective, the congested arrangement of Albert’s objects is reminiscent of 

trophy rooms and ethnographic displays, where the conquest over and knowledge of Others 

is on display to support ideas of natural selection and evolution. But as Bridget R. Cooks 

observes, Albert’s re-presentation of these objects challenges these very notions:  

Albert argues that through their massive quantities and incessant repetition, the 
collections of objects appear to represent truth and offer proof of the innate 
innocence and primordial essence of Aboriginal culture that has no place in the 
contemporary world. Belief in this argument would define Australians’ institutional 
and individual violence against Aboriginal people as beneficent and logical for the 
development of the West. Albert defiantly challenges this assumption through 
exhibition.54 

In more recent times, Australian Aboriginals have become the hunters of these Aboriginal 

skulls and other remains, seeking their rightful repatriation.55 Additionally, the hunter in the 

work may refer ironically to Albert, who is an avid collector of Aboriginalia.  

 
54 Bridget R. Cooks, Stephen Gilchrist, and David Teplitzky, Tony Albert: It Always Seems Impossible Until 
It's Done (Hong Kong: Conceptio Unlimited Publication, 2011), 3. 
55 Over the past twenty-five years, the Australian Government has provided support to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities to return their ancestors back to their communities of origin under the Indigenous 
Repatriation Program. As of 24 August 2018, 1483 Australian Indigenous ancestors have been repatriated 
from overseas. For more information see the document: Indigenous Repatriation Program International, 
Department of Communications and the Arts, Australian Government 2018. Within Australia, the domestic 
Indigenous Repatriation Program returns Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ancestral remains and secret 
sacred objects held in major Australian museums to the communities they came from; see: 
https://www.arts.gov.au/what-we-do/cultural-heritage/indigenous-repatriation/domestic-repatriation.  

https://www.arts.gov.au/what-we-do/cultural-heritage/indigenous-repatriation/domestic-repatriation
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Through these ironic possibilities, Headhunter complicates simplistic definitions of ‘self’ 

and ‘other’ that are affirmed through the established conventions of social and political order. 

Hence, a deeper reflection on Aboriginal identity and Australian history is invited, as the 

roles of these objects are repurposed and recast through Aboriginal eyes in an act of truth-

telling. In doing so, Albert reverses the meaning of these objects so that their innocent 

qualities reveal the violence that underlies their existence and collection.  

Headhunter challenges the benevolence and paternalism of Australian colonisation, 

reimagining and repositioning Australian Aboriginals not as a race doomed for extinction 

and in need of rescuing, but rather as resilient survivors who continue to exist despite being 

a target of genocide. 

Aliens and Superheroes  

Albert also uses the iconography of extra-terrestrial lifeforms in his work to refer to 

Otherness. Although he is personally attracted to the idea and aesthetics of these otherworldly 

lifeforms, Albert’s use of extra-terrestrial iconography also carries multiple associations. He 

states: 

I have been drawing aliens and their spaceships for as long as I can remember . . . 
The iconography remains in my work because I think it has many different levels of 
meaning. Firstly, it’s ironic for me to connect Aboriginal culture and people to a 
term that means “anything foreign.” It’s also very playful and optimistic. The alien 
is symbolic of the existence of another world and we really must hope it is a 
peaceful, loving, and accepting place!56 

The incorporation of this iconography is immediately suggestive of the alienation, 

marginalisation, and displacement of Aboriginal people. The ‘alien’ also points to the status 

and treatment of Aboriginal people as non-humans, whose existence is considered to belong 

to another time and place. However, Albert’s use of irony in this approach is a canny 

reference to the colonisers of the land, who invaded the country under the false pretence of 

terra nullius—the Latin term for ‘land belonging to no one’.57  

 
56 Tony Albert quoted in Cooks, Gilchrist, and Teplitzky, It Always Seems Impossible Until It's Done, 41. 
57 Nigel Parbury, "Terra Nullius: Invasion and Colonisation," in Teaching Aboriginal Studies: A Practical 
Resource for Primary and Secondary Teaching, ed. Rhonda Craven (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 2011), 69. 
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This suggests that the colonisers are the aliens, which can also be read in Rearranging 

Our History (2002–11), where Albert has added three extra-terrestrial lifeforms above the 

original painting of the iconic Sydney Harbour Bridge and Opera House (figure 8). Rendered 

in the aesthetic of the 1980s Space Invaders arcade game, these lifeforms exude both 

innocence and threat. However, their role here is questionable. One is not certain as to 

whether these aliens are here to invade the landscape or whether they are protectors of a post-

invaded landscape. Albert’s inclusion of the text “all that is written about us is of savagery 

or barbarism” points to the latter, with these aliens safeguarding and monitoring any 

deviations that may contradict past and current hierarchies of thought. As such, the challenge 

of representing Australian Aboriginal identity beyond savagery and barbarism remains 

hindered by the rigid perspectives held and propagated by Australia’s alien invaders.  
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Figure 8. Tony Albert, Rearranging Our History, 2002–2011. Detail view, 
installation of ninety-seven reworked velvet paintings, dimensions variable, 200 x 

1150cm (overall installation). 

In the exhibition Unalienable (2016, figure 9) held at Sullivan+Strumpf in 2016, Albert 

installed hundreds of inflatable aliens in a long section of the gallery. Exaggerated 

monumentally through their sheer number, these green and pink plastic bodies lay 

inanimately, sprawled from wall to wall, with their overgrown heads and skinny limbs 

recalling the malnourished bodies of extermination camps. Their mass accumulation 

referenced the bloody violence perpetrated against Australian Aboriginals during colonial 

frontier wars, which resulted in many mass graves. Used in this way, the alien reflects an 

Australian Aboriginal identity that contradicts the notion of the alien as another extra-human 

being from outer space. Here, the alien menaces intent on invasion are not the ones sprawled 
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across the gallery floors or murdered in mass numbers during colonial history, but rather 

those who remain invisible from this installation; namely, those engaged in the ongoing role 

of colonisation.  
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Figure 9. Tony Albert, Unalienable, 2016. Exhibition view at Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney, Australia. 

As well as creating ironic visual representations, Albert makes works that offer counter 

representations to misunderstandings of Australian Aboriginals. These empowering and 

positive images also employ humour and playfulness. Albert’s series of photographs titled 

No Place (2009) is evidence of this approach. The title of the series is a reference to the film 
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The Wizard of Oz (1939),58 where the character Dorothy repeated to herself “there’s no place 

like home” to enable her to wish herself home from the magical yet treacherous Land of Oz.  

In these photographs, Albert’s family members have donned máscaras (wrestlers’ masks) 

that Albert acquired in Mexico. Photographed from the chest up, these luchadores (wrestlers) 

stand proud in front of Girramay country in the Cardwell area. In No Place #4 (2009, figure 

10), the figure wears a red-black-and-yellow máscara, referencing the tricolours of the 

Aboriginal flag. Behind the figure, the lush vegetation of the rainforest can be seen. In No 

Place #5 (2009, figure 11), the figure dons a black-and-yellow máscara, standing composed 

in front of a sugar cane field.  

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance  

with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Tony Albert, No Place #4, 2009. C-type print, 80.2 x 80.2cm (image), 
107 x 106cm (sheet), edition of 5. Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, 

Australia. 

 

 

 
58 Victor Fleming, dir, The Wizard of Oz, New York City: Leow's, Inc., 1939. 
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Figure 11. Tony Albert, No Place #5, 2009. C-type print, 80.2 x 80.2cm (image), 
107 x 106cm (sheet), edition of 5. Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, 

Australia. 

Contrary to the kind of romanticised images that depict Australian Aboriginals as being 

one with the landscape, these images exude a humour that belies a quiet, at times, self-

mocking strength and sincerity, with Albert’s playful incorporation of the masks combined 

with the stance of the subjects. Fittingly, these warriors stand within their country—

Girramay—having repelled and resisted external influence for years. Even so, their 

contemporary clothing reflects their identity as individuals who exist in today’s world. The 

figure in No Place #4 is depicted wearing a hooded jumper printed with stencils of 

professional wrestlers, whereas the figure in No Place #5 wears a shirt with popular text 

written across it. Therefore, rather than the bare-chested, body-painted figures so often 

associated with imagery of Australian Aboriginals, these figures are clearly members of 

contemporary society. With the addition of the máscaras and the specific sites they are 

standing in, these “brave warriors continue in the tradition of those who have gone before, 

battling to retain what is theirs—language, culture and land”.59 

 
59 Bruce McLean, "There's No Place Like Home," Artlink 30, no. 1 (2010): 72. 
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In We Can Be Heroes (2013, figure 12), play is again at work, as Albert draws on popular 

culture to represent Australian Aboriginals as extraordinary. In this series, Australian 

Aboriginal males are depicted in direct and defiant stances against a black backdrop. In the 

original photos, these men had target symbols painted across their chests, as Albert created 

these works in response to the prejudice young Aboriginal men continue to face, with the 

targets symbolic of them as “walking targets in society”.60 
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Figure 12. Tony Albert, We Can Be Heroes, 2013. Pigment print on aluminium 
and acrylic, 55.5 x 135 x 6.5cm 

In the updated works, Albert offers a positive and empowered representation: he alters the 

original photographic print, painting in superhero attributes and other graphic elements, and 

in so doing transforms these young men into the recognisable characters that are such a 

pivotal influence on youth in contemporary pop culture. Albert incorporates popular culture 

as a device that destabilises the usual primordial representation of Australian Aboriginals.  

The target painted on their chest has also been incorporated into the vivid costumes, 

suggesting courage, defiance and resistance that does not shy away from the impact of 

aggression of all kinds. Through this double-edged juxtaposition, these identities vacillate 

between appearing as young Aboriginal men who carry with them the stigma of violence and 

delinquency to Aboriginal men who have the potential to be extraordinary despite the 

challenges of institutional racism and racial profiling. In these images, young men stand 

 
60 Tony Albert quoted in Ruby Jones, "Tony Albert's We Can Be Heroes Wins Top Prize at National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Award," ABC News, last modified August 9, 2014, 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-08/tony-alberts-we-can-be-heroes-wins/5658830. 
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before viewers not as evidence of a dying race, but as living and breathing individuals who 

survive and who take a proud role in contemporary society.  

Through utilising humour, play and irony, and by bringing together the incommensurate 

within an exaggerated sense of scale, these works simultaneously expose and disrupt the 

usual patterns of Australian Aboriginal representation while reimagining belonging in terms 

of tropes of identity that are positive and resilient. My research outputs that draw from my 

transcultural Hmong-Australian identity have similarly drawn from such perspectives and 

strategies. 

2.3 Research Explorations and Outcomes 

My sense of being outside traditional tropes of belonging finds resonance with Albert. 

However, it is necessary to identify the particular tropes of belonging for my own work—

those associated with both Australian national identity and Hmong ethnic identity—to 

provide the context for my ongoing research.  

The ‘Aussie’: From the Bush to Multiculturalism 

Australian national identity has undergone dramatic changes since British colonisation. In 

the past, this national identity has been based on the core myth of the ‘typical Australian’, 

one that was provocatively examined by Russell Ward almost fifty years ago in his influential 

text The Australian Legend.61 According to Ward, this Australian identity is based on a 

‘national mystique’ that can be traced back to the depiction of Australian bushmen, 

romanticised by such writers as Henry Lawson, Banjo Paterson and Joseph Furphy. Traits 

such as mateship, anti-authoritarianism, swearing, hard drinking and reverence for physical 

prowess all developed from the lives of the bushmen. Ward goes on to describe the 

characteristics of the typical Australian as:  

a practical man, rough and ready in his manners and quick to decry any appearance 
of affection in others. He is a great improviser, ever willing ‘to have a go’ at anything 
but . . . content with a task done in a way that is ‘near enough’. Though capable of 
great exertion in an emergency, he normally feels no impulse to work hard without 
good cause. He swears hard and consistently, gambles heavily and often, and drinks 

 
61 Russel Ward, The Australian Legend, 3rd ed. (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1978).  
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deeply on occasion . . . he is a great ‘knocker’ of eminent people, unless as in the 
case of sporting heroes, they are distinguished by physical prowess . . . he will stick 
to his mates through thick and thin, even if he thinks they may be in the wrong.62 

Ward argues that although most Australians did not live in the bush, the attitudes and 

character of the bushman influenced the development of national identity, significantly 

impacting the nation’s culture, way of life, and cultural and social profiling. These attitudes 

and characteristics would eventually find themselves in a number of future iterations. Those 

related to Australia’s engagement in World War I and II campaigns are described by Anthony 

Moran as follows: 

These myths dominated conceptions of Australian identity, with the bushman myth 
finding a potent reiteration in the Anzac legend of the citizen soldier during World 
War One, in particular through the experiences and mythologizing of the failed 
Gallipoli campaign of 1915. Physical prowess, bravery, stoicism in the face of 
adversity, mateship, anti-authoritarianism, innovation, and practicality were 
extolled as typically Australian virtues, and it has commonly been claimed, by 
political leaders, historians, and ordinary Australians since then that the Australian 
nation was born at Gallipoli.63  

Although this characterisation of the Australian may no longer fit so closely as it did 

during the colonial period of Australia and the early period of the twentieth century, Ward’s 

‘Australian legend’ is still visible today in contemporary images and forms of Australian 

identity. The ‘true blue Aussie’, the ‘larrikin’, and the ‘battler’ continue this tradition, 

representing Australians in ways that reflect this historical connection to the bushman.  

However, several other tropes of Australian identity have stood in critical distance to the 

idea of the outback Australian hero. A crucial factor in the challenge to the singular and 

exclusive nature of Australian national identity has been the presence of immigrants from a 

diverse range of countries and cultural heritages. However, this was not always the case, with 

Australia’s immigration polices changing drastically over its history.    

From the time of federation in 1901 to 1973, Australia’s immigration policies were 

designed to exclude people of non-European descent, with preference to those from Britain. 

 
62 Ward, The Australian Legend, 16–7. 
63 Anthony Moran, "Multiculturalism as Nation-Building in Australia: Inclusive National Identity and the 
Embrace of Diversity," Ethnic and Racial Studies 34, no. 12 (2011): 2516. 
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These policies, which were encapsulated under the term ‘White Australia’,64 were put in 

place by the government led by Edmund Barton that was formed by the Protectionist Party 

with the support of the Australian Labor Party after the first elections.  

White Australia policies kept Australia’s growing population predominately British 

throughout much of the early twentieth century. This changed following the events of World 

War II. The relatively large number of Australian lives sacrificed during the war, and the 

potential invasion of the country after Japan bombed Darwin in 1942, contributed to the 

popular slogan that Australia had to “populate or perish”.65 Consequently, Australia’s 

immigration policies gave greater leniency to Europeans who were displaced after World 

War II.66 From 1949 onwards, White Australia policies were slowly dismantled by various 

governments as acceptance towards non-European immigration gradually increased.67 The 

final vestiges of these policies were abolished in 1973, with the Gough Whitlam Labor 

government declaring them “dead and buried”.68  

Australia has since constructed itself as a multicultural nation, one in which people of both 

European and non-European backgrounds call Australia home, and in so doing contribute to 

a society diverse in cultural, ethnic, linguistic and religious backgrounds. Australian 

multicultural policies are based on the idea of ‘unity-in-diversity’, with ethnocultural 

identities accommodated through a process of national integration that leaves these identities 

intact.69 Many Australians today take pride in Australian multiculturalism, with numerous 

 
64 The White Australia policies included the cornerstone Immigration Restriction Act, which used a dictation 
test based on European languages for anyone who wanted to migrate to Australia, making it extremely 
difficult for non-Europeans to pass. The development and maintenance of White Australia policies before and 
after federation are discussed in Eric Richards, Destination Australia: Migration to Australia Since 1901 
(Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2008); Celeste Lipow MacLeod, Multiethnic Australia: Its 
History and Future (Jefferson: McFarland and Co., 2006). 
65 James Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera: The Story of Australian Immigration (Port Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 11. 
66 Dalbir Ahlawat, "Reinventing Australian Identity," International Journal of Business and Social Science 3, 
no. 11 (2012): 60. 
67 The gradual dismantling of White Australia policies began with the election of a coalition of the Liberal 
and Country parties in 1949, when Immigration Minister Harold Holt allowed 800 non-European refugees to 
remain and Japanese war brides to enter Australia. Further steps were then taken over the next twenty-five 
years, including the implementation of the Racial Discrimination Act in 1975 by the Gough Whitlam Labor 
government, which made selection on the basis of ‘race’, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin 
unlawful. For further reading see Gwenda Tavan, The Long, Slow Death of White Australia (Carlton North: 
Scribe Publications, 2005); Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera. 
68 Gough Whitlam, The Whitlam Government, 1972-1975 (Ringwood: Viking, 1985), 501. 
69 Ien Ang, "Ethnicities and Our Precarious Future," Ethnicities 11, no. 1 (2011): 28. 
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politicians openly proclaiming the country as the most successful multicultural nation in the 

world. Nonetheless, some observers have noted the pitfalls of multiculturalism in Australia 

and elsewhere.  

For decades, multiculturalism has been criticised as misguided political correctness that 

disunites society and undermines national identity.70 Some have argued that multiculturalism 

maintains and promotes the distinction between cultural groups. In Identity and Violence: 

The Illusion of Destiny, economist Amartya Sen rejects multiculturalism, arguing that it 

creates a society that is a “federation of cultures”, with individuals constrained within rigid 

boxes of inherited identities.71  

Lebanese-Australian academic Ghassan Hage has also been one of the foremost critics of 

multiculturalism. In his influential work White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a 

Multicultural Society, Hage criticises multiculturalism in Australia as policies that are used 

to maintain White Australian dominance. Although diversity and tolerance have been exulted 

as virtues of the nation, Hage argues that these coincide with the desire for a ‘White nation’: 

White multiculturalism operates as an adaptation of the assimilation fantasy of post-
war Australia which allows the White subjects to retain their governmental position 
within the nation. It does so through a process of incorporating Australia’s 
multicultural reality by constructing it into a reality of tamed ethnicities structured 
around a primary White culture.72 

In Hage’s perspective, multiculturalism in Australia reinforces the hierarchal power 

structure, where White Australians remain on top. The status quo is maintained as White 

Australia projects itself as a benevolent actor, tolerating and accepting Others as well as 

celebrating their acceptable differences. Similarly, Jon Stratton argues in his book Race 

Daze: Australia in Identity Crisis that policies of multiculturalism essentialise and relegate 

 
70 Some examples of these are: Geoffrey Blainey, All for Australia (North Ryde: Methuen Haynes, 1984); 
Robert Hughes, Culture of Complaint: The Frying of America (New York: Warner Books, 1994); Karl Peter, 
"The Myth of Multiculturalism and Other Political Fables," in Ethnicity, Power and Politics in Canada, ed. 
Jorgen Dahlie and Tissa Fernando (Toronto: Methuen, 1981); Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., The Disuniting of 
America: Reflections on a Multicultural Society (New York: Norton, 1991). 
71 Amartya Kumar Sen, Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 
2006). 
72 Ghassan Hage, White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society (Annadale, NSW: 
Pluto Press Australia, 1998), 29. 
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ethnic Others to second-class status, while entrenching an Anglocentric mainstream 

culture.73 In this manner, ethnic Others are never quite Australian enough.  

Most vehemently, opposition to multiculturalism was triggered by the politician Pauline 

Hanson on her election to the Australian parliament in 1996. In her maiden speech to the 

parliament, Hanson famously stated that Australia was “in danger of being swamped by 

Asians” who “have their own culture and religion, form ghettos and do not assimilate”.74 

Upon her election to the Senate in 2016, Hanson again expressed these criticisms of 

multiculturalism, but this time directed her comments at Muslims, who “bear a culture and 

ideology that is incompatible with our own”.75  

Regardless of these criticisms, multicultural policies have resulted in significant changes 

to Australia’s demographics,76 and the characteristics of Australia’s national identity have 

consequently shifted away from those described by Ward. However, non-White Australians 

who are visibly and culturally different continue to be defined against a White Australia as 

the ‘Other’.77 The presence of Hmong-Australians such as myself remain largely omitted 

within mainstream images and consciousness of national identity. Furthermore, perceptions 

of the Hmong in Australia are predominantly constructed through essentialist views.78 To 

better understand the context of this situation, I will provide a brief overview of Hmong 

 
73 Jon Stratton, Race Daze: Australia in Identity Crisis (Sydney: Pluto Press, 1998). 
74 "Pauline Hanson's 1996 Maiden Speech to Parliament: Full Transcript," The Sydney Morning Herald, 
accessed September 15, 2016, https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/pauline-hansons-1996-maiden-
speech-to-parliament-full-transcript-20160915-grgjv3.html. 
75 "Transcript: Pauline Hanson's 2016 Maiden Speech to the Senate," ABC News, accessed September 25, 
2016, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-09-15/pauline-hanson-maiden-speech-2016/7847136. 
76 Australia is a nation of people from over 190 countries and 300 differenct ancestries. A summary and 
discussion of Australia’s diverse demographics from the 2016 Census is available at: "Cultural Diversity in 
Australia, 2016: Census Article," Australian Bureau of Statistics, accessed July 28, 2017, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0~2016~Main%20Features~Cultural%
20Diversity%20Article~60. 
77 Hyacinth Udah, "‘Not by Default Accepted’: The African Experience of Othering and Being Othered in 
Australia," Journal of Asian and African Studies 53, no. 3 (2017): 386–7. Examples of recent papers that 
examine Othering in Australia include: the Othering of Black African immigrants in Udah, "Not by Default 
Accepted."; Othering of Indian migrants in Michiel Baas, "Curry Bashing: Racism, Violence and Alien Space 
Invaders," Economic and Political Weekly 44, no. 34 (2009); and Othering of Muslims in Karien Dekker, 
Maša Mikola, and Val Colic-Peisker, "A Multicultural Nation and its (Muslim) Other? Political Leadership 
and Media Reporting in the Wake of the ‘Sydney Siege’," Journal of Intercultural Studies 37, no. 4 (2016). 
78 Roberta Julian, "Living Locally, Dreaming Globally: Transnational Cultural Imaginings and Practices in the 
Hmong Diaspora," in The Hmong of Australia, ed. Gary Y. Lee and Nicholas Tapp (Canberra: ANU Press, 
2004), 32. 
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history, before proceeding to discussions on Hmong representation and identity construction 

in Australia.  

The Hmong: A Perpetual Other 

Although precise historical details on the Hmong are still contested among historians and 

anthropologists, many agree that they originated between five to six thousand years ago in 

the Yellow River basin of what is now China.79 Their history in China consists of rebellions 

and staunch resistance to oppressive and exploitive policies from the Han Chinese, leading 

to their gradual migration southwards.80 This migration eventually resulted in the northern 

parts of what is now Vietnam, Laos, Thailand and Myanmar becoming home to the Hmong 

since the 1800s. A more drastic migration of the Hmong people resulted after the Second 

Indochina War (1954–75), during which several thousand Hmong Lao fled Laos due to 

political persecution for their involvement and support for the Royal Lao Government and 

the USA.81 Today, the Hmong form a global diaspora, with significant concentrations in the 

Asia-Pacific, Europe, and North America.82 

Like many other nations around the world, the Hmong nation is stateless, and the Hmong 

are minorities in every country in which they reside. Even before the modern fabrication of 

nation-states, the Hmong were considered as outsiders, as foreigners, as Others in relation to 

their compatriots—particularly by those in the majority. Often labelled as ‘highlanders’, 

‘hilltribes’, ‘backwards’, and ‘barbarians’, the Hmong have long been outcast, seen as 

 
79 Christopher Thao Vang, Hmong Refugees in the New World: Culture, Community and Opportunity 
(Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2016), 14; Gary Y. Lee and Nicholas Tapp, Culture and 
Customs of the Hmong (Santa Barbara: Greenwood, 2010), xxi. There have also been other accounts of 
Hmong origins by non-Hmong authors, including biblical, Siberian, Mesopotamia and Mongolian origins: 
François Marie Savina, Histoire des Miao (Hong Kong: Société Des Missions Etrangères, 1924); Keith 
Quincy, The Hmong: History of a People (Cheney: East Washington University Press, 1988). Gary Yia Lee 
refutes these and other historical accounts in Gary Y. Lee, "Diaspora and the Predicament of Origins: 
Interrogating Hmong Postcolonial History and Identity," Hmong Studies Journal 8 (2007), 
https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-8-2007.html.  
80 Lee and Tapp, Culture and Customs of the Hmong, 7. 
81 This event is discussed in more depth in the next chapter of this exegesis.  
82 The number of Hmong in different parts of the world and the approximate number of Hmong worldwide 
can be read in Lee and Tapp, Culture and Customs of the Hmong, 1. Jacques Lemoine has also synthesised 
available information of Hmong in different parts of the world to derive a hypothetical estimate of the actual 
number of the Hmong population in Jacques Lemoine, "What Is the Actual Number of the (H)mong in the 
World?," Hmong Studies Journal 6 (2005), https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-6-2005.html.  
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burdens upon the ruling elites. Throughout China’s history, many attempts have been made 

to forcefully assimilate the Hmong as they were pushed to the fringes of its expansionist 

empire.83  

Since European colonisation and the demarcation of national borders, Hmong Otherness 

continues within the real and imaginary constructions and limitations employed by nation-

states and their pursuits for national unity. Consequently, such representations frequently fall 

victim to false and negative stereotypes that are compounded by cultural misrepresentations. 

In the USA for example, Hmong-Americans have been represented negatively as ‘perpetual 

warriors’ and as hapless immigrants. This representation is evident in Clint Eastwood’s box 

office hit Gran Torino (2008),84 which was the first mainstream film to present Hmong-

American identities. The film centres around a young Hmong-American named Thao, who 

is submissive, incompetent, and in need of guidance and ‘toughing up’ by his neighbour 

Walt, played by Eastwood. Other Hmong-Americans play the roles of grateful immigrants 

and violent gangsters. As the film progresses, Hmong-American gangsters attempt to sway 

Thao into joining their group, with violence and havoc ensuing in the neighbourhood. In 

another iteration of the White saviour narrative, the film climaxes with Walt sacrificing 

himself at the hands of these gangsters for the well-being of Thao and his sister. The overall 

effect, as Hmong-American scholar Ly Chong Jalao argues, is the infantilisation of the 

Hmong community as “incapable of fending for itself and severely lacking in the proper tools 

for success in America”.85 

 
83 Lee and Tapp, Culture and Customs of the Hmong, 7–8. At one point, the Hmong population was classified 
into two subcategories: ‘cooked’ Hmong, attributed to those who had assimilated, adopting Chinese culture 
and traditions; and ‘raw’ Hmong, attributed to those who resisted assimilation and who lived in desolate 
areas. For further discussions of how the Hmong have been viewed by the Han Chinese and vice versa, see 
Mai Na M. Lee, Dreams of the Hmong Kingdom: The Quest for Legitimation in French Indochina, 1850–
1960 (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2015), 50–2; Vang, Hmong Refugees in the New World: 
Culture, Community and Opportunity, 25. 
84 Clint Eastwood, dir, Gran Torino, Burbank: Warner Bros., 2008. 
85 Ly Chong Jalao, "Looking Gran Torino in the Eye: A Review," Journal of Southeast Asian American 
Education and Advancement 5 (2010), https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/jsaaea/vol5/iss1/15. False representations of 
Hmong-Americans in this film is also discussed in-depth in Louisa Schein and Va-Megn Thoj, "Gran Torino's 
Boys and Men with Guns: Hmong Perspectives," Hmong Studies Journal 10 (2009), 
https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-10-2009.html. In this paper, the authors argue that the 
representation of the Hmong community and their story is inaccurate, partial and distorted, with their 
characters perpetuating the Hmong as hyperviolent, subordinate, perpeptual warriors and foreigners, and ill-fit 
for American society. 
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In Southeast Asia and southern China, Hmong and other ethnic minorities are largely 

visible as exotic cultural bearers in tourism but are excluded or negatively impacted by 

processes of nationalism.86 In Thailand and Laos, the Hmong have historically been called 

‘meo’, which is considered as derogatory by the Hmong as it refers to cat in Thai and Lao 

language, and therefore less-than-human.87 Conversely, many community members have 

also sought to maintain Hmong distinctiveness and uniqueness as part of strategic 

essentialism, retaining and protecting ‘traditional’ ethnic identity for cultural, social, 

economic and political purposes.  

In Australia, the Hmong population is dispersed across four concentrations along the east 

coast, with an approximate total of 3,500 persons.88 This accounts for only 0.014% of the 

Australian population. Consequently, Hmong visibility is lost within mainstream images of 

Australian identity. But where it has been visible, Hmong identity has been watered down, 

represented by Hmong and non-Hmong as exotic Others—their identity presented, 

remembered and reconstructed along essentialist terms within the celebratory rhetoric of 

multiculturalism. Based on ‘tradition’ and ‘authenticity’, this Hmong Otherness is assumed 

as beneficial to both the community and the wider public, palatable and easily absorbed into 

the fabric of multicultural Australia.  

Professor Roberta Julian at the University of Tasmania has studied the Hmong refugee 

diaspora, and makes similar observations about the integration of Hmong Tasmanians: 

 
86 Various texts that discuss the negative impacts of nationalism on the Hmong in Asia include Kwanchewan 
Buadaeng, Prasit Leepreecha, and Don McCaskill, eds., Challenging the Limits: Indigenous Peoples of the 
Mekong Region (Washington: University of Washington Press, 2008). The negative impacts of stereotyping 
and discrimination on Hmong academic achievement in Vietnam are discussed in Minh Phuong Luong and 
Wolfgang Nieke, "Minority Status and Schooling of the Hmong in Vietnam," Hmong Studies Journal 14 
(2013), https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-14-2013.html. A recent controversy involving 
racism and stereotyping in Thailand also occurred when degrading comments about the Hmong were made on 
state television in 2015; see Khaosod English, "Thai Hmong Association Condems 'Racist Remarks' on State 
TV," accessed February 5, 2018, http://www.khaosodenglish.com/life/2015/02/05/1423132897/. In China, 
Hmong (Miao) and other ethnic minorities are discussed as useful exotics in Stefan Simons, "The Fate of 
China's Minorities," Spiegel Online, last modified August 6, 2008, 
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/useful-exotics-the-fate-of-china-s-minorities-a-570402.html. 
87 Lee, "Diaspora and the Predicament of Origins: Interrogating Hmong Postcolonial History and Identity". 4. 
88 This number has been taken from a census conducted by Hmong Australia Festival in 2015. For a record of 
this census, please see: https://www.facebook.com/HmongAustraliaFestival/photos/a.1574477916173152/ 
1665378943749715/?type=3&theater. 

https://www.facebook.com/HmongAustraliaFestival/photos/a.1574477916173152/
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The Hmong became an icon of multicultural Tasmania; they were seen to have 
successfully integrated into Tasmanian society while simultaneously maintaining 
their cultural identity, an ideal expressed in government policy statements on 
Australian multiculturalism (OMA, 1989). In this context, however, it can be argued 
that Hmong identity becomes commodified, trivialised and marginalised. The 
Hmong are represented as ‘the exotic Other’, as a marketable tourist commodity. 
This encourages an essentialist notion of Hmong identity which homogenises what 
is, despite its small size, a heterogeneous 'community'.89 

Thus, a Hmong-Australian identity based on ‘tradition’ and the exotic allows for 

acceptance within an Australia which trumpets its tolerance of cultural difference and the 

‘richness’ this brings to the cultural landscape. Rather than allow for a diversity of 

‘Australianness’ to be explored and expressed, multicultural Australia bounds Hmong and 

other community groups and individuals to stereotypes, perpetuating the romanticism of 

authentic rather than pluralistic identities and cultures. Cultural communities remain in 

positions of service, ‘enriching Australia’ through images of stagnated identities and exotic 

differences which are showcased once or twice per year, or whenever the occasions call for 

a ‘celebration of diversity’. The Hmong identity, as Julian argues, is implicated in this 

process: 

At the level of the nation-state, the rhetoric of multicultural policy in Australia 
‘encourages’ the presentation of Hmong identity. Typically, however, multicultural 
spaces in Australia are aimed at the White middle-class or the tourist market - the 
identities presented are essentialist and ‘traditional’. 90  

Conversely, an essentialist Hmong identity also acts as a blockade to forces of change 

within the Hmong-Australian community. Gary Yia Lee, a Hmong-Australian 

anthropologist, notes the concerns of identity loss by first-generation Hmong-Australians: 

will their children still retain enough of their Hmong cultural heritage to be called 
Hmong? Or will they be Australian in their hearts and minds, and Hmong only in 
their appearance? . . . What they face and worry more about is the survival of their 
cultural identity in the midst of the vast ethnic diversity in this country.91 

 
89 Roberta Julian, "Hmong Transnational Identity: The Gendering of Contested Discourses," Hmong Studies 
Journal 5 (2004), https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-5-2004-05.html. 
90 Julian, "Hmong Transnational Identity: The Gendering of Contested Discourses". 17. 
91 Gary Y. Lee, "Culture and Settlement: The Present Situation of the Hmong in Australia," in The Hmong of 
Australia, ed. Gary Y. Lee and Nicholas Tapp (Canberra: ANU Press, 2004), 22–3. 
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This ‘survival’ of ethnic identity is based on maintaining past ideals of Hmong ethnicity, 

particularly those that are distinctively Hmong. In this perspective, the Hmong identity is 

unique and authentic, and has existed more or less the same for hundreds, if not thousands, 

of years. Major changes to this are considered as the unequivocal loss of Hmong identity.  

A further factor that contributes to the maintenance of Hmong Otherness is the lack of 

resources, capacity, and opportunities for Hmong-Australians to reimagine a more inclusive 

Australian identity. Rather, adaptive strategies are selected that reinvent Hmong identity in 

ways that increase social closure.92 As Julian observes, the marginal positions and relative 

isolation of the Hmong community leaves the process of identity construction to White 

Australians, which only “serve[s] to further reinforce the raced and gendered Australian 

identity of the past”.93 

Thus, belonging within an authentic and Othered Hmong ethnic identity is based on 

concepts reinforced by national pursuits of a multicultural nation that incorporates a 

‘federation of cultures’, by Hmong community members’ fears of identity loss, and finally, 

by their lack of resources, capacity and opportunities to explore and create alternate identities.  

I have grown frustrated at these limited tropes of belonging offered by constructions of 

Australian and Hmong identities. As such, my research outputs have sought to leverage these 

abrasions positively to reimagine Hmong-Australian identity as a form of belonging more 

closely aligned to my lived experiences. I began this research by engaging with a sport that 

has provided me with some of my greatest joys and deepest frustrations: Australia’s iconic 

game of cricket. 

 

Cricket as a Vehicle for Reimagining Identity 

In Australia one cannot escape the obsession and hysteria that Australians have towards 

their sports and sportspeople. Sports in Australia has played a vital role in nation-building, 

 
92 Julian, "Living Locally, Dreaming Globally," 54. 
93 Julian, "Living Locally, Dreaming Globally," 54–5. 
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nourishing the symbolism, rituals and attitudes that characterise Australianess.94 As Richard 

Cashman observes: 

sport is central to the business of being Australian, that most (though not all) 
Australians are passionate about sport and that sport dominates the cultural and 
physical landscape. Sport, as much as any institution, seems to define the Australian 
nation.95 

It is through Australian sports and sportspeople that the characteristics of the ‘national 

mystique’ described by Ward, especially those of mateship and physical prowess, have 

translated best. To participate in sports is considered an extension of one’s ‘Australianness’—

an integral activity in the Australian way of life. To be disengaged in sports, or as Peter Kell 

has pointed out, to be bad at sport or to be uninterested in sport, is considered distinctly “un-

Australian”.96 Through participation and engagement, Australians feel a sense of belonging 

and connection to other Australians in this imagined community, uniting them with collective 

hopes, pride, joy, heartaches and disappointments.  

But despite its ability to unite and define the Australian nation, sport also has the potential 

to marginalise and discriminate, defining who belongs and who does not. Kell observes that: 

Australians have a powerful belief that sport is one of the few social institutions 
where everyone still gets "a fair go" . . . Far from being a source of unity . . . sport 
in Australia has always been a source of divisiveness and a site of exclusion. Sport 
has reinforced anxieties and fears about outsiders . . . Some sports have been utilised 
as a tool of established elites, with imperial and anglocentric linkages.97 

In this nation of sports enthusiasts, not all sports are considered equal. Like other nations, 

there are certain sports in Australia that are considered as national sports and as intrinsic to 

the culture of the nation. For Australia, there may be no sport held in higher esteem than the 

game of cricket, inherited from Britain’s idea of fairness and ‘the level playing field’. 

 
94 Peter Kell, Good Sports: Australian Sport and the Myth of the Fair Go (Annandale: Pluto Press Australia, 
2000), 23. 
95 Richard Cashman quoted in Jared van Duinen, "Playing to the 'Imaginary Grandstand': Sport, the 'British 
World', and an Australian Colonial Identity," Journal of Global History 8 (2013): 349–50. 
96 Kell, Good Sports, 27. 
97 Peter Kell quoted in Suvendrini Perera, "'Cricket, With a Plot': Nationalism, Cricket and Diasporic 
Identities," Journal of Australian Studies 24, no. 65 (2000): 15. 
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I have engaged with cricket for both conceptual and personal reasons. First and foremost, 

I could not escape the impact and influence of sports when I was younger: cricket was my 

most favoured sport. During my childhood, I spent countless hours over mornings, 

afternoons, and early evenings playing cricket with my brothers in the backyard of our house.  

On many occasions, I imagined myself playing professional cricket, heroically scoring the 

final runs or taking the final wicket needed for victory. I borrowed countless books on the 

game, studied the game, and moulded my techniques and skills on Australia’s top players, 

including Australia’s revered captain at the time, Stephen Waugh. Considered as the 

‘iceman’, Waugh exhibits many of the character traits that epitomise the Australian character: 

courage under fire, stoicism, grit, mateship, and reverence for the Anzacs.98  

As a young boy, I dreamt of imitating and surpassing Waugh’s feats, or at least donning 

‘the baggy green’99 and successfully representing Australia on the cricket field. However, 

this slowly but surely dissipated over time, owing in part to the lack of support from my 

family, and in part by the awareness that there was an overwhelming lack of Australian 

cricket players of colour, with national and state teams made up predominantly of players 

from Anglo-Saxon backgrounds.100 This awareness developed inner doubts that eventually 

quelled my aspirations for cricketing glory.  

In terms of my subsequent work as an artist, the choice to conceptually engage with cricket 

was made due to the game’s metaphorical potential to suggest ‘fairness’ in terms of a 

‘sporting chance’, even though cricket in Australia has actually been a highly divisive sport. 

With Australia’s claim that cricket should be celebrated as ‘the national game’, exclusion 

 
98 Waugh even called for stop overs to Gallipoli (a peninsula located in Turkey where thousands of Australian 
and New Zealand Army Corps died during WWI) by future Australian cricket teams as a traditional start to 
every Ashes tour (international cricket tests between Australia and England). This came during a visit to 
Gallipoli en route to the UK for the 2001 Ashes tour. For more information, see 
http://www.espncricinfo.com/ci/content/story/106647.html. 
99 The baggy green is a cricket cap which Australian Test cricketers have worn since 1899, and is considered 
as the highest honour an Australian cricketer can receive.   
100 At the national level, several notable Indigenous Australians have represented Australia in both men’s and 
women’s cricket. These include Faith Thomas, Asheigh Gardner, Jason Gillespie, Scott Boland, and Daniel 
Christian. As of writing, D’Arcy Short currently plays for Australia in One Day and Twenty20 internationals. 
Other notable players of non-Anglo-Saxon backgrounds include Andrew Symonds (West Indian and Danish 
or Swedish descent), Hunter Poon (Chinese descent), Richard Chee Quee (Chinese descent), and current 
Australian Test, One Day, and Twenty20 player Usman Khawaja (Pakistan-born).  

http://www.espncricinfo.com/ci/content/story/106647.html
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from the game also equates to exclusion from constructions of national identity. Brett 

Hutchins argues that cricket in Australia is far from being a ‘level playing field’ as it 

continues to perpetuate the image of White Australian masculinity and Australia’s colonial 

history. Hutchins writes: 

In the case of Australian cricket, the picture that comes into view is one of social 
conservatism, of a sport that shows a limited desire to shake the vestiges of a past 
that is intimately connected to the British Empire. It is a proudly traditional sport 
that emerged from an imperial age and appears reluctant to transcend the social and 
cultural boundary markers that defined this bygone era.101 

Thus, the operation of cricket in Australia has fallen far short of welcoming and including 

all those groups and communities that constitute the nation.102 Although this is beginning to 

change in recent years, with new strategies implemented by Cricket Australia to ensure 

cricket is “Australia’s favourite sport and a sport for all”,103 there is still a long way to go 

before cricket becomes a sport that is representative of its diverse population. 

Australian Aboriginal artist Ron Hurley104 sought to address the supposed equality in 

Australian cricket in his work Bradman Bowled Gilbert (1989, figure 13), which highlights 

the differing fates of two cricketers: Donald Bradman and Eddie Gilbert (an Australian 

Aboriginal). Bradman is depicted playing a stroke, while Gilbert is depicted on the cross as 

a sacrifice. Both cricketers played during the same period, with Gilbert bowling Bradman out 

for a ‘duck’105 in 1931. But despite this unimaginable feat against Australia’s best batsman, 

Gilbert faded into anonymity, marked by controversary and accusations of chucking, and 

later being associated with personal battles with alcoholism and dementia. Bradman, on the 

other hand, has been elevated to the status as one of Australia’s greatest icons. By 

 
101 Brett Hutchins, "Unity, Difference and the 'National Game': Cricket and Australian National Identity," in 
Cricket and National Identity in the Postcolonial Age, ed. Stephen Wagg (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), 9. 
102 Hutchins, "Cricket and National Identity in the Postcolonial Age," 9. 
103 National Community Engagement Framework: For Game and Market Development 2014/15-2017/18,  
(Cricket Australia, 2014), 2. In 2014, Cricket Australia began implementing new strategies targeting female, 
disabled, multicultural, Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander communities. These form Cricket Australia’s 
National Community Engagement Framework, which seeks to achieve set goals of significantly growing 
cricket among diverse communities by the 2017-18 season. 
104 Ron Hurley was an Aboriginal-Australian artist of the Gooreng Gooreng and Mununjali peoples.  
105 A ‘duck’ means a score of zero.  
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immortalising Gilbert’s feat and juxtaposing these men’s opposing fates, Hurley exposes the 

inequalities in Australian cricket and its links to national identity.  

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Ron Hurley, Bradman Bowled Gilbert, 1989. Oil on canvas, two 
panels, 182.4 x 304.5cm. The Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, 

Brisbane, Australia. 

The contradictions of Australian cricket have also been explored by Australian artist Pat 

Hoffie in her work No Such Thing as a Level Playing Field (1994, figure 14). Hoffie’s work 

takes as its starting point John Michael Crossland’s Portrait of Nannultera, a Young 

Poonindie Cricketer (1854, figure 15). The work is a portrait of a South Australian 

Aboriginal boy who, along with many other young Aboriginals, were residents at Poonindie 

Mission Station in South Australia during the second half of the nineteenth century. The 

station was established by Archdeacon Matthew Hale, who also commissioned the painting 

as a record of his achievements at the mission in ‘civilising’ Aboriginals.106 Cricket was 

considered to be a recreational pastime as well as a method to ‘convert’ Aboriginals to 

Western ways, with Nannultera depicted with all the features of being British. However, a 

quiet bleakness and gloom can be read in Nannultera’s face, belying the success of the 

 
106 Ron Radford, ed. Collection Highlights: National Gallery of Australia, Canberra (Canberra: National 
Gallery of Australia, 2014), 85. 
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mission from the perspective of Australian Aboriginals, where many died due to cramped 

and unhygienic living conditions.107  
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Figure 14. Pat Hoffie, with assistance by the Galicia family, No Such Thing as a 
Level Playing Field, 1994. Large-scale banner painting. 
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Figure 15. Portrait of Nannultera, a Young Poonindie Cricketer, 1854. Oil on 
canvas, 99 x 78.8cm. Rex National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia. 

 
107 Radford, Collection highlights, 85. 
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For her work, Hoffie commissioned the Galicia family in the Philippines to replicate the 

upper portion of the painting to a much larger scale. Overlaid on this is the title of the work 

in various typefaces and colours, which covers much of the painting and brings about a new 

reading. Hoffie’s use of scale, irony, and selective appropriation places Nannultera in a 

position of resilience and defiance. The bat is held with strength and poise, and Nannultera’s 

eyes are unwavering. It seems that it is he who makes the claim that the playing field is 

unlevel, and who is willing to ‘go in and bat’ for greater balance. Displayed at the Adelaide 

Cricket Ground gates during the 1994 Adelaide Festival, No Such Thing as a Level Playing 

Field hits hard at Australia’s sense of fair play and equality in more than just the sporting 

arena.  

My own research outputs have resulted in the series Hmussie Willow (Green and Gold) 

(2016, figure 16). In these works, I have sourced English Willow cricket bats, manufactured 

by the Australian sports company Kookaburra. Founded by Englishmen Alfred Grace 

Thompson in 1890, Kookaburra claims to be “synonymous with Australian sport”,108 

specialising in cricket and hockey goods. I have chosen to keep some of the Kookaburra 

branding in my work as a reference to this ‘Australianness’.  

Hand carved designs run along the margins of these bats on both the top and undersides. 

These carved designs draw on Hmong writing systems and textiles patterns, albeit with 

personalised alterations. I have also used batik cantings to fill these carvings in with beeswax, 

which are tainted to varying degrees with green dye. A final application of French polish 

leaves the wood with a warm, moderate shine.  

With these changes, the re-worked bats in Hmussie Willow (Green and Gold) serve as a 

metaphor for a more inclusive Australian identity—one in which cultural Others have 

reconfigured the core from the margins. Unlike multiculturalism, where the role of Others in 

Australia maintains Whiteness, the carving out of English willow is akin to that of extracting 

Englishness and Whiteness from Australian identity. In its place is beeswax, which can be 

considered in relation to multiple references. Firstly, it is a direct reference to the craft of 

Hmong batik and cultural traditions. Secondly, it is a reference to both the positive and 

 
108 "About Us," Kookaburra Sport, accessed April 24, 2018, http://www.kookaburra.biz/en-au/about/. 
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negative associations with bees—considered advantageous for their environmental and 

economic benefits, but also to be avoided because of the danger they pose with their sting, 

thus in turn reflecting similar dual responses to cultural minorities within nation-states. 

Thirdly, the yellow-brown-cream colour of beeswax suggests a reference to people of colour 

and is also a reflection of my own yellow-brown complexion, with the added green used in 

association with Australian sporting colours and as a reference to the ‘impurity’ of Otherness. 

Fourthly, the French polish finish references the French colonisation that has been crucial to 

recent Hmong history, and also diminishes the Whiteness of the original English willow, 

leaving the wood of the bat with a golden sheen.  

In this work, I introduce Hmong colours, patterns, cultural material and presence into the 

contested space of cricket, and in the following bodies of work, the Australian workplace.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Hmussie Willow (Green and Gold) #1–5, 
2016. Carved English willow cricket bat, coloured beeswax and French varnish,  

73 x 11 x 6cm each. 
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A Battle(r) for the Ages 

For the series Hmong-visibility (2018–19), I have focused my attention on the ‘Aussie 

battler’, a figure whose character has been linked strongly to the ideals of Australia’s working 

class. In this body of work, the high-visibility (hi-vis) workwear that is so often associated 

with blue-collar work has been altered with additional features and aspects from 

contemporary Hmong clothing designs. Ranging from work polos (figure 17) to singlets 

(figure 18), these alterations playfully bring into question the level of inclusivity afforded by 

images of Australian identity.  

Like the decision to use cricket bats, the choice I made to use hi-vis Australian workwear 

was deliberate, as these material items are intricately linked to ideas and perceptions of 

Australian national identity. Hi-vis workwear is representative of the Aussie battler—those 

Australians who ‘survive’ despite adversity. Throughout the twentieth century, the Aussie 

battler has been a central icon of Australian masculinity and identity, described by Henry 

Lawson as a man “with few natural advantages, works doggedly and with little reward, who 

struggles hard for a livelihood, and who displays enormous courage in so doing”.109 Although 

this Aussie battler definition has broadened in contemporary times to include ‘ordinary’ and 

everyday working-class Australians, it still remains relatively limited, used predominantly to 

describe White working-class men, sporting heroes, and farmers.110  

Chinese-Australian Hou Leong challenges this image of the Aussie battler in Mates (1995, 

figure 19), which is from his An Australian (1994–5) series. Mates features two male figures 

standing next to each other, who are clad in jeans, khaki shirts, and bush hats. The arms of 

the figure on the right are slung over the shorter figure on the left in a gesture that suggests 

friendship and comradery. The ruggedness of their clothes and the earthy background is 

indicative of their position within Australia’s rural working class. However, instead of two 

White males that would usually be associated with such imagery, Leong has manipulated the 

image and inserted his own face onto the figure on the left. Leong’s eyes are directed 

downwards, in a rather withdrawn and fatigued state, perhaps from the toil of a day’s hard 

 
109 Henry Lawson quoted in Katherine Bode, "Aussie Battler in Crisis? Shifting Constructions of White 
Australian Masculinity and National Identity," ACRAWSA e-journal 2, no. 1 (2006): 2. 
110 Bode, "Aussie Battler in Crisis?," 3. 
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work. Leong’s face projects out from the image even though he is wearing a hat and half his 

face is cast in shadow, with his Asian features and spectacles noticeable against those of the 

figure on the right. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with Mai Yia Her, Hmong-
visibility Polo #5, 2018–19. Hi-visibility workwear reworked with Hmong 

textiles fabrics and accessories, 99 x 152 x 5cm. Front and back views. 
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Figure 18. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with Mai Yia Her, Hmong-
visibility Singlet #1, 2018–19. Hi-visibility workwear reworked with Hmong 

textiles fabrics and accessories, 74 x 38 x 4cm. Front and back views. 
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As Aussie battlers are so often portrayed as White Australians, Leong’s face is a jarring 

inclusion that disrupts ingrained conceptions of Australian identity, reminding us that there 

are other Australian battlers who lie outside depictions of White Australians. Although 

created more than two decades ago, this work—along with other works in Leong’s An 

Australian series—remains relevant to current questions of Australian identity.  

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance  

with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19. Hou Leong, Mates (from the series An Australia), 1995. Printed 
digital photograph, 60 x 60cm.   

More recently, Australian–Papua New Guinean artist Eric Bridgeman references 

Australian working culture in Boi Boi The Labourer (2008, figure 20). The figure shown is 

adorned in work clothing from head to toe, tentatively holding the bottom end of a hammer. 

He looks dubiously towards the viewer. With his exposed skin painted white, the figure’s red 

lips are bright features on this face. Unlike traditional images of Australian male road 

workers, this ‘labourer’ stands on a furry rug within the cleanliness and starkness of the white 

walls and floors of a constructed photographic studio space. In place of the masculinity so 

often associated with Australian identity is a more inclusive sense of identity that suggests a 

sexual expressiveness beyond the dominant heterosexual masculinity found in Australian 

work and sport.  
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Figure 20. Eric Bridgeman, Boi Boi The Labourer, 2008. Inkjet print on photo 
rag paper, 110 x 90cm, edition of 5. University of Queensland Art Museum, 

Brisbane, Australia. 
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Figure 21. Abdul Abdullah, Green and Gold, 2013. C-type print, 155 x 110cm. 

Australian workwear also features in Muslim-Australian Abdul Abdullah’s photographic 

work Green and Gold (2013, figure 21). Here, the Australian battler is also reworked, but 
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unlike Leong and Bridgeman, who provide expanded images of the battler, Abdullah exposes 

the exclusion of this figure. Even though the figure is wearing Australian colours and 

workwear, the painted green flesh and the gooey golden liquid which drips from its mouth 

question the extent to which this is capable of being recognised as Australian identity, thus 

exposing the exclusion of those considered as Other or alien. 

Sharing these concerns with depictions of intrusions into Australian identity, my Hmong-

visibility series seeks to challenge the hegemonic representations of Australian identity 

through disrupting deeply held cultural assumptions. In these I explore alternate modes of 

Hmong-Australian identity by bringing Hmong textile traditions into the framework. I sent 

Australian workwear and digital plans to my relative, Mai Yia Her, who sourced pre-made 

pieces and sewed these onto the workwear. Additionally, Mai Yia also altered and made 

additions where she saw fit.     

The mis-match of fabrics, beads and accessories is reflective of contemporary Hmong 

textiles, which has developed into new forms of individual expression that take advantage of 

readymade authentic and introduced materials. Furthermore, I have worked over some of the 

headwear with objects from my daily life and made use of discarded and recycled materials 

(figure 22). These choices reflect my personal values and way of life, which involves being 

resourceful and making the most of situations—the same traits that have served Hmong 

communities well over multiple migrations and that are embodied by battlers.  

The sculpture series titled Hard Hat Devi(l)-(n)ation (2018–19) is an extension of this 

body of work. Using the construction worker’s hard hats as the basis for this work, I 

exaggerated their scale and presence through the inclusion of various applied sculptural 

elements. Though these elements are hybrid and multifarious, they are not random; rather, 

they are objects I have sourced from my daily life that pertain to my interests. The hardware 

items are not only reflective of my DIY ethics, but also of my workplace at the time—

Bunnings Warehouse. The toilet ring attached at the top of Hard Hat Devi(l)-(n)ation #2 

(2018–19, figure 23) was bought after it was discounted by more than ninety percent. 

Likewise, the PVC elbows and the compact fluorescent light bulbs were also picked up from 

my workplace. Other items were salvaged from my day-to-day life, including the unused 



 

56 
 

resistant bands that form large loops under Hard Hat Devi(l)-(n)ation #3 (2018–19, figure 

24), and the camera lens that I accidentally jammed, seen on the front of this hard hat. 

Other incommensurate items and forms include construction materials, waste, recyclables, 

electronics, craft, and sporting goods. These have been constructed over the hard hats, 

completely burying the safety helmet and thus removing its protective functionality. Instead, 

horn-like structures protrude up and outwards, extending the space occupied by the original 

hard hat into a fetishistic specimen that evokes excess, mistranslation and anarchy in the face 

of the OHS embargoes of everyday working life. Sitting under each sculpture, the 

information display stand describing the work in a faux-museological manner is as much a 

part of the sculpture as the work it refers to. 

As with the hi-vis wear, I have chosen to use hard hats because of their associations with 

the ‘tradie’, an archetypal Aussie battler, and by extension a quintessential Australian. Once 

again, this image of an Australian is often exclusive of many who call themselves Australian 

today. Rather than the sleekness and whiteness of the original hard hat, these hats are infused 

with incongruent and purposeless materials, irregular and arbitrary forms, and bright and 

contrasting colours that are reflective of an identity that deviates from the standard tropes of 

belonging within either Hmong or Australian identities. These excessive additions of detritus 

and junk taken from my life, along with the influences of Hmong textile aesthetics, represent 

an identity that is conflictual, multi-layered, unorthodox and excessive and uncontainable. 

Here, identity is not neatly packaged and reinforced by images of White masculine ‘tradies’ 

nor exotic feminine yellow minorities but is confounded and contradicted in the array of 

many spikes of nails, the softness of cotton puffs, the obsessive arrangement of cable ties, 

the drooping and coiling of patterned beadings, and the voluptuousness of yarn. The included 

didactics playfully mock this Aussie battler, mentioning those traits, habits and values that 

Australians find most endearing about their compatriots (figure 25).  
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Figure 22. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with Mai Yer Her, Hmong-
visibility Legionnaire #1, 2019. Hi-visibility workwear reworked with Hmong 

textiles fabrics and accessories, beads, washers, lids, string, rod, rope, tape, cable 
ties, ear plugs, and foam, 75 x 20 x 25cm. 
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Figure 23. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Hard Hat Devi(l)-(n)ation #2, 2018–19. 
Hard hat, mixed materials and mediums, display stand, and didactic. 
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Figure 24. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Hard Hat Devi(l)-(n)ation #3, 2018–19. 
Hard hat, mixed materials and mediums, display stand, and didactic. 
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Figure 25. Faux didactic for Hard Hat Devi(l)-(n)ation #1, 2018–19. 

 

 

 

 



 

61 
 

At the time I was making these sculptures, I visited the exhibition Mud Men (2016, figure 

26) by Sri Lankan–Australian artist Ramesh Nithiyendran at the National Gallery of Australia 

(NGA), Canberra. These large flamboyant ‘totems’ are made from eclectic items and 

materials, including ceramic, cement, concrete, sea shells, human hair, teeth, beads, 

cardboard, polystyrene, twine, gold lustre, rubber snakes, and spray paint. Even though the 

artist has used industrial materials, the ‘primitivist’ aesthetic of these sculptures that 

questions colonial representations of Indigenous cultures comes through as a strong 

statement. Moreover, Nithiyendran’s unconventional base or plinths for these sculptures—

which include some made from cement, replete with the artist’s scribbles—could also be read 

as a deliberate disregard and play on the seriousness of museological display. Exhibited in 

the NGA Asian Galleries, with some later acquired for the permanent Asian collection, these 

sculptures offer a satiric reflection on the collection of ‘exotic’ art by Western collecting 

institutions. 
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Figure 26. Ramesh Nithiyendran, Mud Men, 2016. Mixed media and materials, 
dimensions variable. National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia. 
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As a result, I was inspired by Nithiyendran’s humourous approach to museological 

display. But unlike the plinths in Nithiyendran’s work, the stands that these sculptures sit 

atop are minimalistic, clean, sharp, and with just a touch of colour, so as to draw little 

attention to themselves. Similarly, the didactics also imitate those used in museums in terms 

of their format while using humour and satire to radically challenge their seriousness. 

Like the cultural production of other marginalised groups, objects from Hmong culture 

are generally presented and contextualised within museum spaces as artefacts belonging to 

the past; they are seen as ‘traditional’ and timeless, irrespective of their historical 

development or their continuation in contemporary life. This has filled me with a deep sense 

of discomfort. As a person with Hmong heritage who lives, uses and creates from this culture 

today, my own understanding of my Hmong heritage is one that is a living and breathing 

entity—not locked and frozen behind glass cabinets to be ogled at. These sculptures, like 

other Hmong cultural productions, exist today and reflect the fluidity of both past and present 

identities and cultures. 

By imitating the ethnographic museum display, I play with the truth and authenticity that 

these institutions project through their exhibition formats. The strategies I have employed are 

shared by other artists whose work challenges the authenticity and importance that museums 

bestow on particular objects, as James Putnam writes: 

In using systems of classification, display, archiving and storage, artists have been 
able to apply museological methods to both the production and the presentation of 
their work. They are inspired not only by these practical methods but also by their 
broader institutional context, since the fact of being exhibited in a museum confers 
on objects an aura of importance and authenticity, endowing whatever is presented 
with a sense of significance.111 

In this way, the approach of African-American artist Fred Wilson is also relevant to my 

work. Wilson is well known for exploring the racism and discrimination inherent in 

collecting and exhibiting institutions. In Guarded View (1991, figure 27), four mannequins 

are each dressed in the uniform of guards from four New York museums, making apparent 

the common visibility of African-Americans in low-level positions. Wilson states: 

 
111 James Putnam, Art and Artifact: The Museum as Medium, Second ed. (London: Thames and Hudson, 
2009), 34. 



 

63 
 

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27. Fred Wilson, Guarded View, 1991. Wood, paint, steel and fabric, 
dimensions variable. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York City, USA. 
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Figure 28. Fred Wilson, The Museum: Mixed Metaphors, 1993. Dimensions 
variable, installation view at the Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, USA.  
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The majority of museum guards . . . tend to be African American. . . . Many of the 
museums on the East Coast pride themselves, and get . . . funds . . . for having such 
large minority employment. But actually all the employment is in the guards, and 
the fact that they’re in that level of the museum and not on the upper levels, affects 
the kind of artwork that’s displayed and the kind of visitor that comes through the 
door.112 

To further address this situation, Wilson has also used clothing as an artefact in The 

Museum: Mixed Metaphors (1993, figure 28), where a man’s suit has been placed within a 

group of traditional African robes and artefacts associated with power. An accompanying 

label text parodies typical museological interpretation, describing how this suit is designed, 

tailored and worn throughout Africa.  

Seen within the context of these works, the Hmong-visibility and Hard-hat Devi(l)-

(n)ation series continue a line of inquiry and critique that is critical of the museum, especially 

regarding the presentation and interpretation of the cultural production of Others. I have 

incorporated and accentuated ‘tribal’ aesthetics to question the appropriation of cultures by 

high fashion, kitsch tourism, and popular consumer products branded under ‘tribal’ and 

‘ethnic’ labels—cultural appropriations that have become increasingly common throughout 

the world, sparking strong protest and opposition from a number of indigenous cultural 

groups. 

To conclude, in this chapter, I have outlined the work of contemporary artists who have 

reimaged belonging by harnessing the frictions and tensions of their own transcultural 

identities and experiences as a means of establishing a shared space of concerns among 

Australian artists (and others) who seek to challenge limiting interpretations of their own, 

often transcultural, identity. Key has been the work of Tony Albert, which reimagines 

belonging within Australian Aboriginal identity as one that is fraught by a kind of rift—a 

lacuna that splits his self and the representation of his people into the limitations of Black 

and White, civilised and savage.  

Albert and other discussed artists offer tropes of belonging that are more inclusive of their 

lived experiences, challenging traditional understandings and definitions of identity that are 

 
112 Fred Wilson quoted in Lisa G. Corrin, ed. Mining the Museum: An Installation (New York: New Press, 
1994), 8. 
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static and bounded. I have used these strategies in my research outputs to reimagine 

belonging in ways that highlight the positive options of being outside both the ideals of 

White, masculine, Australian national identity and those of the feminised and exotified 

Hmong ethnic identity. Through my research outputs, I reimagine belonging based on an 

identity that is multiple, contradictory, and reflective of my personal experiences as a 

Hmong-Australian. This is an identity which will continue to morph and take different forms 

and shapes with future transcultural experiences. 

Although my identity has been influenced by both concepts of Australian and Hmong 

identity, the past has also greatly influenced my sense of self. Like the limitations of 

traditional identities, traditional understandings of the past often do not include contradictory 

and multifaceted accounts that embrace both memory and ‘official’ history. In the following 

chapter, I discuss my research in relation to the work of other artists who have worked 

towards reinterpretations of the past that can provide new images, ideas and counterpoints 

capable of generating more comprehensive and inclusive narratives.  
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CHAPTER 3: REINTERPRETING THE PAST 

An enduring aspect of my transcultural experience has been the recounted memories of 

trauma and violence experienced by my parents and their generation during and after the 

Secret War in Laos (1964–75). Although I did not experience the war first hand, I am part of 

the ‘hinge generation’—the subsequent generation who received transferred knowledge of 

events associated with the war that were transmuted into history or myth.113 This transference 

of knowledge occurred during much of my childhood, with my parents relaying stories of 

war, escape, and refugee camps, along with other private and public narratives, records, and 

artefacts. However, my parents’ narratives have contradicted and conflicted with official 

record and public knowledge.  

In this chapter, I examine how private and collective memory and ‘official’ history have 

been used to reinterpret the past in the practices of certain transcultural artists, including 

myself. By drawing on the frictions and tensions between history and memory, and by 

inserting or uncovering what was previously overlooked, disregarded, or distorted to bring 

new light to our understanding, these artists have been able to contribute new narratives in 

three main ways.  

Firstly, some of these artists offer contradictory narratives through works that challenge 

and at times contradict the generally accepted version of official history. Indonesian-born, 

Australian-based artist Dadang Christanto has made work based on events in Indonesia that 

were “hidden from public acknowledgement by Government policy over many decades”.114 

In They Give Evidence (1996–7, figure 29), sixteen sculptural figures stand carrying clothing 

representative of victims of violence and oppression. As such, they appear to bear witness to 

‘evidence’ that contradicts traditional accounts of Indonesian and other official histories that 

 
113 Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge: Memory, History, and the Legacy of the Holocaust (New York: 
Public Affairs, 2004), xv. 
114 Glen St John Barclay and Caroline Turner, "Recovering Lives Through Art: Hidden Histories and 
Commemoration in the Works of Katsushige Nakahashi and Dadang Christanto," Life Writing 8, no. 1 (2011): 
77. These events relate to the bloodbath surrounding the overthrow of President Sukarno and the installation 
of President Suharto in Indonesia between 1965 and 1967. For more information, see Antonie C. A. Drake, 
The Sukarno File, 1965–1967: Chronology of a Defeat (Leiden: Brill, 2006). These events also resulted in the 
abduction and disappearance of Christanto’s father in the middle of one night in 1965—a traumatic 
experience that continues to shape the artist’s work. 
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disregard the stories of innocents. For the artist, they symbolise “the continuity between old 

and new violence”.115  
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Figure 29. Dadang Christanto, They Give Evidence, 1996–7. Sixteen standing 
figures holding clothes. Figures made from terracotta powder mixed with 
resin/fibreglass; twenty-two pieces of clothing made from cloth and resin. 

Dimensions variable. Art Gallery NSW, Sydney, Australia. 

Secondly, some of these artists create additive narratives through extending upon or 

uncovering aspects of history which are lesser known, forgotten, or hidden. This is can be 

seen, for example, in Kara Walker’s signature works where black cut-out silhouettes of 

caricatures of antebellum figures are arranged on white walls. These works make additions 

to the past by emphasising Black pain, visualising narratives of Black rape and abuse, and 

magnifying the history of slavery.116 An example of this is in Gone: An Historical Romance 

of a Civil War as It Occurred b'tween the Dusky Thighs of One Young Negress and Her Heart 

(1994, figure 30). In the lower left section of this installation, a White plantation owner is 

engaged in a romantic moment with a White woman, with his sword close to sodomising a 

small Black child. Such composition points to the sexual abuse of African-Americans by 

both White men and women. The figures in this and in other works by Walker uncovers 

historical narratives that have been hidden in American history yet continue to underlie the 

ongoing perpetuation of ethnic stereotypes and racism.  

 
115 Dadang Christanto quoted in Barclay and Turner, "Recovering Lives Through Art," 78. 
116 Riché Richardson, "Kara Walker's Old South and New Terrors," Journal of Contemporary African Art 25, 
no. 1 (2009): 50. 
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Figure 30. Kara Walker, Gone: An Historical Romance of a Civil War as It 
Occurred b'tween the Dusky Thighs of One Young Negress and Her Heart, 1994. 

Paper, 396.2 x 1524cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York City, USA. 

Thirdly, some of these artists create personal narratives through which they remind the 

viewer that history has a human face. This is evident in Moroccan-French artist Bouchra 

Khalili’s work The Mapping Project (2008–11, figure 31), which records the extraordinary 

stories of those forced from their homes by political and economic circumstances. When 

discussing this work, Khalili has stated that her aims are to pose a question, spark debate, and 

give people a means to speak for themselves.117 As such, the work consists of eight screens 

displaying maps of the Mediterranean basin, with eight individuals marking the trajectory of 

their journeys throughout this area. These individuals narrate their stories, with their voices 

overlaying their mapping. The creative documentation of these personal stories provides 

powerful insights into individual realities which are often lost in historical narratives. 

Contradictory, additive, and personal narratives are core methods that transcultural artists 

have used to reinterpret the past. However, before I discuss them in further depth relating to 

the works of contemporary transcultural artists, including myself, I will first provide a brief 

conceptual background on the relationship between history and memory. 

 
117 "Citizens and Borders: Joseph Carens, Bouchra Khalili, and Samar Yazbek | MoMA LIVE." Youtube 
video, 1:33:36, posted by The Museum of Modern Art, June 24, 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1343&v=TRq_R7WBupk. 
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Figure 31. 1994. Eight-channel video, colour, sound, dimensions variable. 

3.1 Contextual Background 

History and Memory 

‘History’ here refers to the study, recording, and retelling of past events. Previously, this 

process was considered as representative of a ‘real’ past, containing a narrative that had “a 

sort of teleological railway engine made up of objective events, driven forward along the 

neutral tracks of time and space towards a more or less causally-explained future”.118 Beverly 

C. Southgate defines history as: 

stories that we tell (and are told) about the past. Theoretically and ideally, those 
stories are based on reliable evidence deriving from the past and aspire to “truth” 
through their correspondence with what actually happened.119 

 
118 Beverley C. Southgate quoted in Alexander Lyon Macfie, "Towards a New Definition of History," 
Rethinking History 17, no. 3 (2013): 402. 
119 Southgate, Macfie, "Towards a New Definition of History." 
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With this aspiration to ‘truth’, history is thought to record and recount the past with a level 

of certainty, authenticity, and accuracy along specific timelines of events that have been 

universally agreed upon. It is most often viewed as a collective singular detached from 

individuals and groups, impartial, suspended of values, and able to separate the past from 

present and future.120  

As an academic discipline, history emerged in the nineteenth century as an empirical 

model of inquiry and was considered a ‘scientific’ tool for uncovering objective truth. History 

developed into a specialised and independent discipline in universities—one with its own 

standards of truth telling, including specific rules for verifying facts and intersubjective 

arguments.121 Through such parameters, history was effectively distanced from memory.  

Contrastingly, memory is considered as that faculty of the mind by which information is 

encoded, stored, and retrieved. As the sum total of what we remember, memory affords us 

the capability to recall past experiences and utilise stored knowledge. But memory is subject 

to forgetting, punctured with gaps and inconsistencies, and, therefore, has often been pitted 

as antithetical to history. In describing memory, French historian Pierra Nora writes: 

Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its name. It remains in 
permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, 
unconscious of its successive deformations, vulnerable to manipulation and 
appropriation, susceptible to being long dormant and periodically revived. . . . 
Memory, insofar as it is affective and magical, only accommodates those facts that 
suit it…122 

Given its claim to universal truth and objectivity, history has been perpetually suspicious 

of memory and its flaws, seeking to suppress and destroy it.123  

However, in recent times, memory has emerged to play an increasingly significant role in 

how we understand the past. Debates regarding the relationship between memory and history 

are numerous, with many writers welcoming the role of memory in contributing to a truer 

 
120 Aleida Assmann, "Transformations Between History and Memory," Social Research 75, no. 1 (2008): 61. 
121 Assmann, "Between History and Memory," 59.  
122 Pierra Nora, "Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire," Representations, no. 26 (1989): 8–9. 
123 Nora, "Between Memory and History," 9. 
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account of the past.124 Despite its faults, memory can aid in forging more truthful 

understandings, as it offers certain advantages that history lacks. These includes personal 

memories—those retained by individuals—and collective memory, which is “the 

representation of the past, both that shared by a group and that which is collectively 

commemorated, that enacts and gives substance to the group’s identity, its present conditions 

and its vision of the future”.125 Ironically, memory’s ability to paint a clearer picture of the 

past relies on those aspects that are considered as antithetical to history; as Nora writes,  

The privileging of memory over history represents a freedom of knowledge which 
can become less prescriptive and allows a transformation from the historical to the 
psychological, from the sociological to the individual, from the objective message 
to its subjective reception.126 

With the role of memory reconsidered in such terms, more nuanced understandings of the 

past have become available, where the experiences of individuals and groups are considered 

alongside historical narratives, records, and artefacts.  

Further to this, history’s truthfulness has come into question in our postmodern society. 

No longer considered an undistorted mirror image of the past, history becomes only one 

limited version that we use to explain and/or construct a singular account. As we listen to 

new polyglot accounts, the past is no longer understood as static, but rather as dynamic 

because understanding and interpretation continually change. The idea that history contains 

a singular, unified truth no longer holds. Aleida Assmann observes this change in the way 

we perceive history when she writes: 

While until fairly recently people were convinced that the past was closed and fixed 
and the future was open to change, we are now experiencing that the past is 
constantly changing and the future proves to be heavily determined by the past. The 
past appears to be no longer written in granite but rather in water, new constructions 
of it are periodically arising and changing the course of politics and history. It is not 

 
124 Some recent and influential examples of these include: Assmann, "Between History and Memory."; Alan 
Corbin, "History and Memory," in The Columbia History of Twentieth-Century French Thought, ed. 
Lawrence D. Kritzman (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006); Geoffrey Cubitt, History and Memory 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007); Barbara A. Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering 
(Philadelphia: Open University Press, 2003); Marek Tamm, "Beyond History and Memory: New Perspectives 
in Memory," History Compass 11, no. 6 (2013). 
125 Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering, 25. 
126 Pierra Nora quoted in Joan Gibbons, Contemporary Art and Memory: Images of Recollection and 
Remembrance (London: I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2007), 7. 
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safely locked up in history books and stowed away in libraries but continually 
reclaimed as an important resource for power and identity politics.127 

Not only is the past reconsidered as a fluid interpretation but it is also understood as 

multiple and varied according to context. Keith Moxey has argued for the consideration of 

time as heterochronic—a theory which posits that time is not universal and does not move at 

the same speed in different places.128 Rather, heterochronic time takes into consideration the 

importance of local temporalities that have been marginalised and misunderstood by Western 

colonialism.129 According to Moxey, different cultures have distinct notions of time, and 

these are not easily related to one another. Heterochronic time encourages the creation of 

narratives that are contemporaneous but not synchronous.130  

Perceiving history not as a singular truth but as multiple realities and being open to 

contestation and change has resulted in the re-examination, revision, and reinterpretation of 

past histories, often challenging orthodox views of historical events. Scholar Madhavi 

Thampi writes that the reinterpretation of history is based on two factors:  

One is the unearthing or availability of new source materials, whether these are 
archival in nature or archaeological, oral, visual, and so on. The other is change in 
the world at large, change that affects the thinking of the historian and results in 
changing the ways in which historians look at the past.131 

However, historians are not the only ones to have reinterpreted history. Many 

contemporary visual artists also re-examine and reinterpret the past, using history and 

memory as both subject and material of their work. In Australia, these challenges have come 

most defiantly from Australian Aboriginal artists, and although their subject matter differs 

from that of my own practice, I have found many of these works highly informative. A brief 

examination of their work is warranted in the context of understanding my own approach to 

my art practice. 

 

 
127 Assmann, "Between History and Memory," 56–7. 
128 Keith Moxey, Visual Time: The Image in History (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 1. 
129 Moxey, Visual Time, 173. 
130 Moxey, Visual Time, 173. 
131 Madhavi Thampi, "Reinterpreting History," China Report 49, no. 2 (2013): 197–8. 
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Revealing Australia’s ‘Black’ Past: Daniel Boyd and Vernon Ah Kee  

Australian Aboriginal artists have reinterpreted Australia’s history in ways that challenge 

the colonial narrative. Daniel Boyd132 appropriates images that portray Eurocentric 

perspectives of Australian history and reinterprets these through the lens of Aboriginal 

Australia. Exemplified in We Call Them Pirates Out Here (2006, figure 32), Boyd has 

appropriated Emmanuel Phillips Fox’s iconic The Landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay 

1770 (1902, figure 33) and altered it to tell a different narrative. Rather than the original 

heroism of British landing shown in Fox’s painting, Boyd has used humorous satire to depict 

Captain Cook as a pirate, donning an eye patch over his right eye, with a parrot sitting on top 

his left shoulder as he surveys the landscape. The flag has also been reworked to create the 

‘Jolly Jack’, a combination of the Union Jack with the Jolly Roger.133 Smoke billowing in 

the distance indicates the existence of inhabitants, of “close-knit communities within 

Australia”,134 which contradicts claims that the land was terra nullius at the time of British 

settlement. Boyd’s reinterpretation challenges the heroic narratives of British colonisation, 

depicting their legacy instead as one of violence and pillage, akin to that of pirates.  

Vernon Ah Kee is another artist who overlays and infuses historical narratives with 

personal stories and references. Ah Kee is well known for his large drawings, many of which 

are based on anthropologist Norman Tindale’s collection of historical photographs recording 

genealogies of Aboriginal people from all over Australia, with the majority of the 

photographs collected during the 1920s and 1930s.135 One of these photographs captures Ah 

Kee’s great-grandfather, whom the artist has redrawn in his work George Sibley (2008, figure 

34). In this portrait, Ah Kee focuses on the facial features of the subject, emphasising the 

emotional intensity of the sitter’s unwavering gaze. Unlike Tindale’s detached anthropologic 

record, which resembles a mugshot and is only registered by number, Ah Kee’s portrait is 

 
132 Boyd is a Sydney-based urban Australian artist from the Kudjila/Gangalu peoples. 
133 "Daniel Boyd Interviewed in 2007 on 'We Call Them Pirates Out Here'." Youtube video, 4:45, posted by 
Museum of Contemporary Art Australia, April 26, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L8Fb1VFu_CU. 
134 "Daniel Boyd Interviewed in 2007 on 'We Call Them Pirates Out Here'." 
135 "Tindale Genealogies," AIATSIS: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 
accessed May 17, 2018, https://aiatsis.gov.au/research/finding-your-family/family-history-sources/tindale-
genealogies. 
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imbued with dignity through the artist’s focus on the sitter’s inherent humanness. Restoring 

dignity is one of Ah Kee’s key intentions. As he states: 

the portraits are a realisation of my efforts to establish a revisioning of the Aborigine 
as a beautiful and worthy subject full of depth and complexity. The Aborigine is a 
worthy subject to be sure, but my intention is to strip away from the image any of 
the romantic and exoticised notions of primitivism, virtue, and, most importantly, 
the decorative stone age.136 

Ah Kee’s attempt to break from these negative images is furthered in his other portraits of 

living family members, which have been exhibited together with those based on Tindale’s 

collection. For example, in the 2017 exhibition not an animal or a plant at the National Art 

School Gallery in Sydney, George Sibley was exhibited with a portrait of the artist’s young 

family member in Eddie Ah Kee (2008, figure 35). Doing so, Ah Kee reclaims images from 

the public archive, restoring them into a continuing narrative of family history. By asserting 

their humanness and ongoing lineage right up to the present day, these works challenge the 

historical narrative that cast Australian Aboriginals as primordial, inferior to their European 

counterparts, and doomed for extinction. 

Such works reveal Australia’s Black history. Together, they reinforce a story of survival, 

resiliency, and humanity that has continued to unfold despite the violence, dispossession, and 

oppression enacted upon Australian Aboriginals. A similar celebration of resistance, 

although one from a very different history, is evident in the work of Vietnamese-American 

artist Dinh Q. Lê, whose reinterpretations of the past suggests new and more complex 

narratives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
136 Glenn Barkley et al., Vernon Ah Kee: Born in This Skin (Brisbane: Institute of Modern Art, 2009), 8. 
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Figure 32. Daniel Boyd, We Call Them Pirates Out Here, 2006. Oil on canvas, 
226 x 276 x 3.5cm. Museum of Contemporary Art Australia, Sydney, Australia. 
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Figure 33. Emmanuel Phillips Fox, The Landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay, 
1770, 1902. Oil on canvas, 192.2 x 265.4cm. National Gallery of Victoria, 

Melbourne, Australia. 
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Figure 34. Vernon Ah Kee, George Sibley, 2008. Acrylic, charcoal and crayon 
on canvas, 180 x 240cm. Private collection, Brisbane, Australia. 
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Figure 35. Vernon Ah Kee, not an animal or a plant, 2017. Exhibition view at 
the National Art School Gallery in Sydney, Australia. 
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3.2 Case Study: Dinh Q. Lê 

Dinh Q. Lê’s work engages with a past that aligns closely with my own, and I share a 

similar sense of frustration with how this past has been portrayed. Having grown up in the 

USA,137 Lê became exasperated with the American filmic perspective of the Vietnam-

America War (1955–1975),138 wherein Vietnamese people are presented mostly as ‘violent 

gooks’ or exotic Orients. Hollywood filmic representations often present images of 

Vietnamese as “the shadow in the jungle, the farmer who doesn't say anything or the 

prostitute who is always horny”.139 Lê’s desire to show other voices and perspectives 

motivated his decision to work with historical narratives and memory to provide a more 

comprehensive retelling and representation of these events, something he affirms in the 

following statement: 

My interest in the [Vietnam-America War] has always been about how that history 
has been mostly written by the West. I’ve always been trying to—maybe not 
completely undermine it—but at least insert a different point of view into that 
narrative.140 

Images from Another War 

In his ‘photoweavings’, Lê retranslates the Vietnamese craft of bamboo mat weaving into 

artworks that create a more complex, often contradictory, and literally ‘interwoven’ 

understanding of the Vietnam-America War. This result is evident in Persistence of Memory 

 
137 Dinh Q. Lê was born in 1968 in the Vietnamese town of Hà Tiên. Lê and his family migrated to the USA 
when he was ten years old due to the ensuing conflict of the Vietnam-Cambodia War (1978–1989). Lê 
returned to Vietnam where he has lived since the mid-1990s. Further information about Lê’s personal history 
and motivations for returning to Vietnam can be read in Denise Tsui, "Dinh Q. Lê: Excavating History," 
ArtAsiaPacific, no. 95 (2015). For more information about the Vietnam-Cambodia War, see Stephen J. 
Morris, Why Vietnam Invaded Cambodia: Political Culture and the Causes of War (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1999).  
138 The Vietnam-America War is the name I use to refer to the Vietnam War, as it is more commonly known. 
In Vietnam, this war is known as the American War, and furthermore as Kháng chiến chống Mỹ (Resistance 
War Against America); hence, it is important to include America in its name.  
139 Gabrielle Banks, "Artist's Work Grapples with the Vietnam War's Effect on Soldiers and Civilians," Post-
Gazette, last modified August 22, 2013, http://www.post-gazette.com/ae/art-architecture/2013/08/21/Artist-s-
work-grapples-with-the-Vietnam-War-s-effect-on-soldiers-and-civilians/stories/201308210128. 
140 Dinh Q. Lê quoted in Tom DiChristopher, "Extended Interview with Dinh Q. Lê," AsiaLIFE Blog, last 
modified June 4, 2010, https://asialife.wordpress.com/2010/06/04/extended-interview-with-dinh-q-le/. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/H%C3%A0_Ti%C3%AAn
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#17 (2000, figure 36), where Lê has woven together multiple images to create a single image 

comprising multiple perspectives. 

In the foreground, Vietnamese figures—perhaps innocent civilians—are depicted 

running, probably from the havoc and dangers of war. Even though their faces are almost 

unrecognisable, an ambience of fear and anxiety pervades these figures. The sense that they 

are escaping from danger is reinforced by the presence of the prominent dark forms of 

helicopters that linger in the background. These are made even more menacing through the 

use of pockets of black that have been filtered through and scattered across the upper half of 

the work, reminiscent of the many images of aerial bombings in the twentieth century. In 

contrast to the solidity of the helicopters, the figures themselves seem to be disintegrating, 

almost as if they are evaporating away or are being slowly engulfed by the fiery reds and 

yellows of the lower half of the work.  
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Figure 36. Dinh Q. Lê, Persistence of Memory # 17, 2000. C-type print and linen 
tape, 165.1 x 114.3cm. 
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The insertion of these Vietnamese figures reflects the untold stories of devastation and 

loss that so many innocent civilians endured, including Lê’s own family. By bringing these 

figures to the fore, the work contradicts Western narratives that relegate the Vietnamese 

participation to a backdrop, stripped of the humanity afforded to the representation of 

Americans. Furthermore, Lê challenges the heroism and benevolence of American 

intervention by showing the menacingly dark presence of the helicopters hovering and 

surveying above the figures. 

The Persistence of Memory #17 recreates photographic sources that explore how histories 

and memories are negotiated between the real, the mythic, the personal, and the collective. 

As the artist states: 

There is no single image or single viewpoint in these works, which in fact contain 
multiple perspectives with different characters—Vietnamese and American—in 
conflict. . . . It merges fact, fiction, and personal recollections to create a tapestry of 
memories that is relatively unstable.141 

Thus, Lê’s work presents no singular and absolute narrative of the past; rather, it is shown 

as fluctuating, emerging and receding relative to our understanding and our willingness to 

hear, see, and recognise other voices and images. As these images weave in and out of 

recognition, they showcase conflicting and contrasting perspectives, leaving the viewer to 

question where they might sit in relation to this conflict and its consequences.  

By working directly with found black-and-white photographs in both Mot Coi Di Ve 

(Spending One’s Life Trying to Find One’s Way Home) (2001, figure 37) and Crossing the 

Farther Shore (2014, figure 38), Lê has continued his reinterpretation of the past by inserting 

the kind of intimate narratives that history covers over. Most of these photographs were taken 

between the 1940s and the 1980s. They depict Vietnamese portraits, scenic landscapes, 

celebratory events, domestic gatherings, and other scenes. Since his return to Vietnam in the 

mid-1990s, Lê has spent much time foraging through second-hand and antique stores in Ho 

Chi Minh City collecting these photographs in search of photographs his family abandoned 

when they left Vietnam. Although unsuccessful in this quest, Lê has found hundreds of other 

 
141 Melissa Chiu and Dinh Q. Lê, "Interview with Dinh Q. Lê," in Vietnam: Destination for The New 
Millennium: The Art of Dinh Q. Lê (New York: Asia Society of Museum, 2005), 21. 
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family photographs and has subsequently chosen to collect them as part of an extended-

family album. He observes: 

Initially, I was interested in finding my family's photographs that we were forced to 
leave behind when we escaped from Vietnam. Sifting through these old 
photographs, I was hoping that one day I would find some of ours. Along the way, 
I realized these photographs in a way are my family's photographs. These people 
probably were also forced to abandon memories of their lives as well, either because 
they did not survive the war, or they had escaped from Vietnam.142 

Originally lost or abandoned by their original owners, these photographs are revived and 

continue to live through having been repurposed in Lê’s works as objects that are installed 

facing inwards and outwards. On the reverse side of these works are personal notes by the 

artist, snippets of classic Vietnamese literature, excerpts of interviews with Vietnamese-

Americans about the war, and letters written by soldiers and their wives. 

The final arrangement of these photographs contradicts traditional historical presentations 

of the events of which they are fragments. In Mot Coi Di Ve (Spending One’s Life Trying to 

Find One’s Way Home), the photographs have been hand-stitched together to form a curtain-

like structure and in Crossing the Farther Shore, Lê has strung these photographs into cube-

like structures reminiscent of the mosquito nets so often used in Vietnam. Both reference the 

domestic sphere and refer to the kinds of structures that cover, reveal, and protect inhabitants, 

acting as powerful metaphors for the role these photographs have in protecting, revealing, 

and ‘holding’ together these neglected aspects of the past.  

Like Lê’s photoweavings, these installations reinsert narratives that have been lost, 

abandoned, or intentionally hidden. However, in this case, it is not by Western media, but by 

present-day Vietnam. As records of people and everyday life in South Vietnam before and 

during the Vietnam-America War, these photographs have been subject to erasure by the 

Communist government in their desire to rid the country of any trace of a pre-1975 South 

Vietnam.143 Lê salvages these photographs, reasserting their narratives through exhibition, 

 
142 Dinh Q. Lê quoted in Roth Moira, "Obdurate History: Dinh Q. Lê, the Vietnam War, Photography, and 
Memory," Art Journal 60, no. 2 (2001): 42–3. 
143 Gannon Burgett, "Explore Dinh Q. Lê’s Moving ‘Crossing the Farther Shore’ Installation," PetaPixel, last 
modified May 23, 2014, https://petapixel.com/2014/05/23/documentary-a-look-at-crossing-the-farther-shore-
with-photographer-dinh-q-le/. 
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and thus denies the official narrative that lays claim to the complete eradication of their 

existence. These photographs are also representative of a Vietnam that stands in sharp 

contrast to the images and narratives of war that continue to be held by those outside of the 

country. In these photographs, we find people engaging in everyday activities that are 

“special or happy moments in their lives”, making them “an extreme contrast to the 

photographs that the world saw of Vietnam during the [Vietnam-American] War”.144 

The intimate and everyday narratives depicted in these abandoned photos are all-too-often 

neglected in historical accounts. They show deeply personal stories that contrast with the 

recorded history of the war, which tends to focus on acts of violence, military leaders, and 

politicians, excluding the ‘small stories’ of civilians. In writing about the scribbles found on 

the reverse of these photographs, Chuong-Dai Honh Vo describes them as: 

stories told by Vietnamese and Vietnamese-American subjects yearning for a home 
that was torn apart by war but cannot be understood within the framework of war 
alone. These are not narratives befitting official accounts of the glory of war and the 
sacrifices that must be made but letters and scribbled writings that hold in their fibres 
the presence of a loved one, the pleasure of eating a favourite dish, and the ease of 
a good sleep.145 

By using these photographs, Lê brings to light images and narratives that have been lost, 

overlooked, forgotten, and erased from official history and public memory. In so doing, these 

works reveal the human faces of history—faces that tell of a past that the artist is not yet 

willing to abandon or to accept as having been subsumed by history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
144 Dinh Q. Lê quoted in "Dinh Q. Lê: Crossing the Farther Shore," Rice Gallery, accessed June 15, 2018, 
http://www.ricegallery.org/dinh-q-le/. 
145 Chuong-Dai Honh Vo, "Viet Nam Xua Va Nay / Vietnam Yesterday and Today," in Vietnam: Destination 
for The New Millennium: The Art of Dinh Q. Lê, ed. Deanna Lee (New York: Asia Society, 2005), 11. 
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Figure 37. Dinh Q. Lê, Mot Coi Di Ve (Spending One’s Life Trying to Find 
One’s Way Home), 2001. Hand-stitched curtain structure from found 

photographs, thread and linen tape, 599.4 × 396.2cm. 
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Figure 38. Dinh Q. Lê, Crossing the Farther Shore, 2014. Hand-stitched 
structures from found photographs, thread and linen tape, dimensions variable. 

Installation views at Rice Gallery, Houston, USA. 
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Personal Stories from the Other Side 

Lê’s video titled The Farmers and the Helicopters (2006) is further evidence of his use of 

personal narratives. In this three-channel video, the experiences of local Vietnamese are 

brought into central focus as the artist records their thoughts regarding the role of the 

helicopter during and after the Vietnam-America War.  

The film begins with a wide-angle view of rice paddies, with sheaves of rice swaying 

peacefully in the wind before segueing into another aspect of the blue sky above. Dragonflies 

accumulate and then swirl across the three screens, with a haunting voice repeating a melodic 

Vietnamese proverb, “When dragonflies fly low, rain will fall. When they fly high, the sun 

will shine. When they fly in between, it will drizzle.” As the final sentence of this proverb 

fades away, the film transits into a documentary approach showing Hollywood clips of 

helicopters hovering over typically Vietnamese landscapes. The natural sounds of 

dragonflies and rice paddies become drowned out by the mechanical sounds of helicopter 

propellers. Vietnamese locals then appear in one of the channels, recounting their memories 

of helicopters during the Vietnam-America War (figure 39). Told in a non-chronological 

way, these Vietnamese stories cut and interweave through each other as the film progresses. 

The footage of these locals is juxtaposed against violent clips of helicopters flying together 

as dark hordes in the sky, shooting, and bombing the countryside and engulfing the landscape 

in explosions of flames.  

Lê has purposely only included Vietnamese voices in this work, as these have been 

extensively neglected in popular Hollywood films, documentaries, and the wider Western 

consciousness. By focusing solely on Vietnamese voices and experiences, the work has, in 

turn, effectively “silenced the voices from the West”.146 Lê provides a platform that allows 

for “those who endured the war a chance to speak for themselves”, resulting in recollections 

and perspectives of the past that are “much more powerful”.147 

Moreover, these filmic clips taken from Western sources have been reinterpreted within 

the context of Vietnamese stories. Through this approach, the work counters the cinematic 

 
146 Dinh Q. Lê quoted in DiChristopher, "Extended Interview with Dinh Q. Lê". 
147 Dinh Q. Lê quoted in Tsui, "Dinh Q. Lê: Excavating History," 71. 
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portrayals of American bravado, with the juxtaposition of helicopters next to the narratives 

of those who experienced the violence they wrought offering highly contradictory and 

poignant readings. By putting faces to personal stories and experiences, Lê has rendered the 

helicopter, and by extension those who used it during the war, as cold and menacing forces. 

Subsequently, Vietnamese locals are humanised through the humble stories they share. 

Although largely unheard by those on the opposite side, these stories endure and persist in 

the minds of local Vietnamese, proving to be a source of resilience that even mechanical, 

fire-breathing dragonflies cannot thwart. 
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Figure 39. Dinh Q. Lê in collaboration with Tuan Andrew Nguyen and Hà Thúc 
Phù Nam, The Farmers and the Helicopters, 2006. 3-channel video installation, 
high definition video, 15:00 mins, and handcrafted full-size helicopter, made by 

Tran Quoc Hai and Le Van Danh. Film stills.  
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 3.3 Research Explorations and Outcomes 

 The approach I have taken to my own work shares several aspects used by the artists 

discussed in this chapter: I too have reinterpreted the past in ways that generate contradictory, 

additive, and personal narratives. To better understand the specific aspects of the past that 

my work addresses, I will first provide a brief historical account of the events that my 

research is engaged with: the Secret War in Laos.  

The Secret War in Laos and Hmong Involvement 

The Secret War in Laos (1964–75)148 coincided with both the Laotian Civil War (1954–

75)149 and the Vietnam-America War (1955–75).150 Together, these related and overlapping 

wars formed the larger Second Indochina War (1954–75).151 Fought between the Communist 

Pathet Lao and their allies against the Royal Lao Government and their allies, the Secret War 

in Laos was kept a ‘secret’ as Laos was recognised as a neutral country, agreed upon at the 

Geneva Accords in 1962 by the Cold War superpowers and the parties involved. However, 

with both sides heavily backed by the external powers of the USA and North Vietnam, Laos’s 

neutrality effectively failed in its appointed role. Laos was considered a focal point of the 

USA’s containment strategy against Communism in Southeast Asia, where intervention was 

believed to be a necessity.  

This intervention came in the form of covert Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operations 

that recruited and trained a ‘secret army’ of ethnic minorities, with the majority being of 

Hmong ethnicity.152 Conversely, other factions of the Hmong in Laos also joined the 

 
148 Kenneth Conboy, Shadow War: The CIA's Secret War In Laos (Boulder: Paladin Press, 1995); Joshua 
Kurlantzick, A Great Place to Have a War: America in Laos and the Birth of the Military CIA (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2016); Timothy N. Castle, At War in the Shadow of Vietnam: United States Military Aid 
to the Royal Lao Government, 1955–75 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995). 
149 Martin Stuart-Fox, A History of Laos (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Kenneth J. 
Conboy, War in Laos, 1954–1975 (Carrollton: Squadron Signal Publications, 1994). 
150 Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New York: Penguin Books, 1997); George C. Herring, America's 
Longest War: The United States and Vietnam (New York: Wiley, 1979); Victory in Vietnam: The Official 
History of the People's Army of Vietnam, 1954–1975., trans. Merle L. Pribbenow (Lawrence: University Press 
of Kansas, 2002).  
151 William S. Turley, The Second Indochina War: A Concise Political and Military History (Lanham: 
Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2009).  
152 For a more thorough discussion on CIA-backed Hmong involvement in these wars, see Jane Hamilton-
Merritt, Tragic Mountains: The Hmong, the Americans, and the Secret Wars for Laos, 1942–1992 (Indiana: 
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communist side. Led by General Vang Pao, the ‘secret army’ attacked and defended sites in 

the north of Laos and disrupted North Vietnamese supply-runs along the crucial Ho Chi Minh 

Trail153 in the south. Following the withdrawal of USA support in the region, and the eventual 

victory by the North Vietnamese, the Pathet Lao toppled the Royal Lao Government and 

instated a Communist government.  

Many Hmong who sided with the Royal Lao Government and the CIA fled the country in 

fear of persecution for their involvement, with the Pathet Lao newspaper, in May 1975, 

calling for the Hmong to be exterminated “to the last root”.154 Finding refuge in Thailand, 

some of these Hmong would wait over a decade before their application as refugees to other 

countries, including Australia, was recognised.  

History and Memory within the Hmong and Personal Context 

Within the Hmong context, “historical memory has been transmitted primarily through 

oral tradition”.155 Such an oral tradition has been significant in transferring more than just 

knowledge of the past, but also knowledge of cultural and religious practices, political and 

social structures and norms, and cultural heritage and identity. Without written languages 

until the twentieth century, Hmong people have traditionally stored their past within their 

memories rather than in history books, passing these from one generation to the next. The 

collecting of knowledge or recording of the past through the written word has only begun in 

recent times with the exposure to foreign writing systems and those developed specifically 

 
Indiana University Press, 1999); Keith Quincy, Harvesting Pa Chay's Wheat: The Hmong and America's 
Secret War in Laos (Spokane: Eastern Washington University Press, 2000); Chia Youyee Vang, "'America's 
Most Loyal Allies': The Hmong and the War," in Understanding and Teaching the Vietnam War, ed. Brad 
Austin, Matthew Masur, and John Day Tully (University of Wisconsin Press, 2013). 
153 The Ho Chi Minh Trail was a crucial logistical system for Communist Viet Minh, who used it to move 
supplies effectively to the south in their war efforts against the USA and South Vietnam. This is discussed 
thoroughly in John Prados, The Blood Road: The Ho Chi Minh Trail and the Vietnam War (New York: Wiley, 
1999); Virginia Morris, A History of the Ho Chi Minh Trail: The Road to Freedom (Bangkok: Orchid Press, 
2005). 
154 Yang Dao quoted in Hamilton-Merritt, Tragic Mountains, 538. 
155 Faith Nibbs, Chia Youyee Vang, and Ma Vang, "Introduction," in Claiming Place: On the Agency of 
Hmong Women, ed. Faith Nibbs, Chia Youyee Vang, and Ma Vang (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2016), xvii. 
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from the Hmong language.156 For many Hmong of my parents’ generation, the oral recall of 

the past remains intrinsic to daily life—especially since many did not have the privilege to 

attend school and learn to read or write. 

As noted in Chapter 1, I was born in Australia and did not directly experience the events 

described above, with the official end of the war preceding my birth by more than a decade. 

As a part of the generation after, I received relayed knowledge of these events through my 

parents’ stories and few photographs they possessed. Other evidence came via the black-and-

white documentary films and photographs taken by journalists and government 

organisations, and through written records and accounts in various books and magazines, and 

other publications. The many hours I spent with my father have ensured this transference of 

relayed knowledge most effectively. 

My father recounts many of his stories again and again, even to this day. Although he re-

tells these stories with much enthusiasm, pride, and nostalgia, there is also a great sense of 

loss and sorrow—as many family members and friends perished or were left behind during 

and after the war. Conversely, my mother has remained largely silent about her past, perhaps 

in an effort not to reawaken memories that may be too unbearable to recall. Nonetheless, it 

is through the sharing of memory by those who are willing to do so that many in my own 

generation have knowledge about this past. This has been supplemented and augmented by 

official narratives, records, and the other available documentation and artefacts that are still 

able to be retrieved. 

However, the many different forms in which this past exists do not align neatly into a 

coherent and chronological narrative. Nor are they equally weighed, valued, or equally heard. 

A sense of disconnection and friction exists between official historical accounts and those 

personal and collective memories and narratives. Although I do not seek to find a ‘true’ past 

or to ‘set the record straight’ in my research explorations, I have used the various forms in 

which this past is recorded as the material and subject for my work. Through this, I hope to 

bring about a more comprehensive retelling of the past. 

 
156 According to William Smalley, there have been fourteen writing systems developed by or for the Hmong 
people. For more information, see: William Smalley, Mother of Writing: The Origin and Development of a 
Hmong Messianic Script (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990). 
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Repurposing Reportage and the Historical 

The ‘secret’ nature of the war meant that public consciousness and records of it have 

remained largely limited. Unlike the plethora of written and visual records of the Vietnam-

America War, the Secret War in Laos is less documented, more covert, and, by implication, 

understood to be less significant. With the imposed neglect of this past, those whose lives 

have been so intertwined with it have been forced to live with the imposed assumption that 

their story is less than that of other pasts.  

I have often felt unease at positioning my family’s story and my individual story within 

wider historical narratives, which is made more challenging in Australia—a nation that did 

not engage in the Secret War in Laos despite supporting the USA in neighbouring Vietnam. 

Whereas the larger Hmong population in the USA has been vocal in airing their stories, 

Australia has not witnessed a similar response in terms of demands for recognition of this 

past. 

My research in exposing and uncovering this past thus began with the visual records I 

have been able to retrieve. They are also the images I have been most exposed to—filmic and 

photographic records of the Secret War in Laos and its aftermath. In the body of paintings 

titled Fading Marks (2015–16, figure 40), I investigate the imagery associated with the Secret 

War in Laos. I have used photographic and filmic records to explore how these images and 

their associations can be productively engaged with to open, refocus, and uncover aspects of 

the past that have been overlooked, omitted, or missed. Information regarding the Secret War 

in Laos has become even more acute with the onslaught of digital imagery and the subsequent 

degradation of analogue technology.  

Fading Marks consists of fifty-two paintings from film and photographic prints. These 

prints have been taken from various resources—mostly from the documentary Hmong & 

General Vang Pao: The Secret War in Laos, 1960–1975 (1997), which is itself an 

amalgamation of other video resources.157 This is a documentary that I was ‘sat down’ to 

watch during my childhood, with my father often narrating along with the film’s narrator. 

 
157 This video can be found and purchased online at Hmong ABC, 
https://www.hmongabc.com/products/hmong-general-vang-pao-the-secret-war-in-laos-1960-1975-part-1-2. 
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Although the images and narration did not keep much of my attention as a young boy, I would 

later watch this film during my late teens with a keener sense of awareness regarding aspects 

of the significance it held. This film has since been uploaded onto YouTube, which I 

downloaded and captured as film stills before printing them out and taking them into the 

studio.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Fading Marks, 2015–16. Oil and acrylic on 
wood. Installation view at Logan Art Gallery, Fading Marks exhibition, 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 41. Prints of film stills captured from the documentary Hmong & General 
Vang Pao: The Secret War in Laos, 1960–1975 (1997). 

Working from these blurred prints (figure 41), I built up the paintings for Fading Marks 

using three to five layers of thin oil paint diluted with a lean medium. I also sanded certain 

areas back between applications, and blurred sections with a flat feathered brush. Accidental 
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marks created by the debris and dust of my studio were also captured between layers over 

several days, which has resulted in paintings that are infused with the passing of time and 

daily life. The backs of these paintings have been painted using fluoro spray paint, which 

reflects off the white wall to provide a soft glow around each painting, acting as natural 

spotlights. 

This process of erasure and recreation in the work draws attention to the cycle of 

manipulation, alteration, and re-creation these images have undergone as they have been 

transformed between formats. Beginning as VHS recordings, they have been digitally 

converted, uploaded online, screen captured, printed, and then finally painted with oil onto 

wood. This process of subsequent re-creations was extended further when I had the 

opportunity to convert them back to photographic prints for the annual Qhia Dab Neeg Film 

Festival in Saint Paul, USA, in 2016 (figure 42). Such layered processes of erasure and re-

creation can be read as a metaphor for the partiality of both history and memory, which do 

not reflect truth and reality but are instead constructions open to degradation, contestation, 

negotiation, imagination, and recreation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Fading Marks, 2016. Installation view at 
Qhia Dab Neeg Film Festival in Saint Paul, USA. Ten framed inkjet prints on 

photo rag paper, 30 x 40cm each. 
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In freezing these film stills and repainting these images several times, I was forced to 

carefully scrutinise them. My decision to use an intimate scale was deliberate. Although these 

are paintings of history, they stand in sharp contrast to traditional historical paintings, which 

are usually large and grandiose, serving to glamourise or heroise what they depict. The small 

scale of these paintings entices the viewer to examine the ‘disappearing’ visuals more closely, 

encouraging a more contemplative approach to viewing the content. These paintings do not 

depict notable or recognisable narratives and figures, but instead focus on past events and 

people that have gone largely unknown and unrecognised.  

Furthermore, I have accentuated the shadows of the past into tones and blotches that make 

them even less decipherable. While some aspects from the film remain recognisable, others 

are engulfed by brush strokes or dissolved by scratches. Through reinterpreting the physical 

acts of erasure through the medium of paint, the image loses its ability to convey the original 

moment in time even further, limiting its reference to a specific time or event in history. 

Though these film stills are from a specific past, this indecipherability limits our 

understanding of what is seen.  

In these paintings, the shadows and presence of the past and static glimpses of the people 

and places that have since faded seem nevertheless to roil and remain constantly in motion. 

The people and places refer to a story shrouded in mystery so that they remain like fragile 

forms written in dust on the brink of being whisked away by the winds of history and the 

disintegration of its technology. However, perhaps through their continued reiterations, 

whether as paintings in the gallery space or as photographs exhibited as prints or made 

available online, these blurs, scrapings, shadows, and mists may obtrude into those seemingly 

solidified narratives of the past. Through their iterations, these images live again, circulating 

into public consciousness, vying not to be overlooked or forgotten, and speaking directly 

about issues that, regrettably, have remained of crucial importance as new atrocities occur 

throughout the world.  

Other historical resources have also been repurposed into the installation Chandelier for 

a Great Place to Have a War (2019, figure 43). The title references Joshua Kurlantzick’s 

book A Great Place to Have War (2017), titled after a former CIA agent’s sardonic remark. 

In the book, Kurlantzick discusses how the covert operations by the CIA in Laos were the 
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beginnings of the organisation’s paramilitary activities, providing a template for future CIA-

led proxy wars that continue to this day.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 43. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Chandelier for Great Place to Have a War, 
2019. Authentic French Indochina coins, replica French Indochina coins, bomb 
metal spoons, bike wheel, aluminium, metal washers, fishing line, wood, string 

lights, paint, and replica documents of the Final Declaration of the Geneva 
Conference (1954) and the Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos (1962). 

Installation, approximate dimensions: 170 x 62 x 62cm (chandelier structure), 6 x 
45 x 45cm (base and documents).   
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Figure 44. Carved replica documents of the Final Declaration of the Geneva 
Conference (1954) and the Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos (1962). 
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The installation uses replica French Indochina coins that have been arranged into a 

structure that resembles a French Second Empire chandelier. I have chosen to use these coins 

as they are generally used on Hmong clothing, and traditionally signified the wealth of the 

individual wearer and their family. Significantly, these replica coins, which are mass-

produced for Hmong clothing purposes, are markers of French colonisation in Laos.158 Joined 

together and flowing down, they are meant to resemble a mass of cluster sub-munitions.159 

While chandeliers are traditionally associated with light and European wealth, luxury, and 

grandeur, this chandelier alludes to darkness instead—shimmering metals fall from above, 

raining down something sinister and malevolent. The shimmer of light emanates to a pile of 

stacked paper which sits on authentic French Indochina coins dating back to the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These coins, which belong to and are treasured by 

my parents, together with the mass-produced replicas, are material evidence of this period. 

Although the Secret War in Laos came after French colonisation, the consequences of French 

exploitation and division of both people and land left lasting repercussions that were 

subsequently highlighted by the ensuing conflict.  

The pile of stacked paper (figure 44) includes replicas of two historical documents: the 

Final Declaration of the Geneva Conference (1954) and the Declaration on the Neutrality of 

Laos (1962). The former refers to a collection of documents of non-binding treaties produced 

as a result of the Geneva Conference (April 26–July 20, 1954) between several nation-states 

relating to the possibilities of restoring peace in Indochina. The latter refers to an agreement 

signed in Geneva by fourteen states pledging to respect Laotian neutrality—to refrain from 

any interference, whether directly or indirectly, in the internal affairs of Laos; to refrain from 

drawing Laos into military alliance; and to refrain from establishing military bases in Laotian 

 
158 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as part of the French colonisation of Indochina, 
colonised communities were burdened with various forms of exploitation. In Laos, this included a head tax on 
all males between the ages of eighteen and sixty; taxing the sale of opium, alcohol, and salt; the requirement 
of each adult male to perform unpaid corvée labour; and the establishment of a government monopoly on 
opium. For more information, see Lee, Dreams of the Hmong Kingdom: The Quest for Legitimation in French 
Indochina, 1850-1960; Stuart-Fox, A History of Laos. 
159 Explosives that are released by the hundreds from air-dropped cluster munitions. More information can be 
found at http://www.stopclustermunitions.org/en-gb/cluster-bombs/what-is-a-cluster-bomb.aspx. 
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territory. As subsequent history attests, the failure of these documents to bind those involved 

in preparing them to the rules they agreed to now make them appear as a travesty of justice.160  

The documents have been punctured with cut-outs in the shape of Laos. Scattered across 

the surface of the document piles, they recall the jagged edges of the many bomb craters that 

have left deep ruptures across Laos’s landscape, where so many unexploded cluster 

submunitions pose a long-lasting threat to those who live in the country. As with daily life in 

Laos, the ultimate worth of these documents is scarred by the shape of that legacy, leaving 

irreversible damages on a land considered ‘a great place to have a war’.  

Chandelier for Great Place to Have a War exposes a lesser known past—one that has 

been dimmed and overshadowed by the activities of larger political powers. Simultaneously, 

the work references the continued impacts that this past has in Laos and on its inhabitants, 

shedding light on how the “past is not dead” or “even past”.161  

Inserting the Personal and the Collective 

As well as historical artefacts and recorded documentaries, I have also used the stories of 

those who experienced this past as both the material and subject for my work. Additionally, 

I have reflected on my own experiences in learning of this past and incorporated them as both 

material and subject.  

For the work Here Retold, There Unfaded (2017), I have recorded my father’s narration 

of the past, especially aspects of his daily life, and combined these with various documentary 

footage related to the war. The work focuses on how this past relates to the present, 

emphasising the psychological residue of this past on my father’s present. It is a past which 

my father holds onto firmly, if only as a means from which to understand the futility of past 

actions and violence determined by forces beyond civilian control. Along with this, the value 

 
160 For an overview of the agreements within the Final Declaration of the Geneva Conference, as well as how 
these were contravened or circumvented by the states involved which led to the Second Indochina War, see 
Turley, The Second Indochina War, 16–8., The online version of the Final Declaration of the Geneva 
Conference can be retrieved at: http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/SEAiT.GenevaConference. The online 
version of the Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos can be retrieved at: 
https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%20456/volume-456-i-6564-english.pdf. 
161 William Faulker quoted in Eric Renner, Pinhole Photography from Historic Technique to Digital 
Application (Oxford: Focal Press, 2008), 225. 

http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/SEAiT.GenevaConference
https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%20456/volume-456-i-6564-english.pdf
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of these increasingly distant memories lies in being able to give a sense of meaning to the 

present and to the future self. These are memories that continue to be reflected and retold 

daily, even though a quarter of a century has passed since our family’s arrival in Australia. 

From avoiding the aerial bombings along creek banks to hiding out on farmland to avoid 

hostile troops, the past remains a constant presence, psychologically projected onto the 

landscape of the present home in tropical FNQ.  

This can be read in the overlaying and intersecting of documentary and personally 

recorded footage. One occurrence of this is in the early part of the video (figure 45), where 

my father is in the process of creating a chicken cage. As this scene unfolds, the mountains 

behind him are engulfed by the mountains of Laos, along with the slow hovering of a cargo 

plane. Footage of Hmong refugees waiting to board flights out of the country also appear on 

the shed in the background. These ‘shadows’ appear faintly, fading in and out before 

disappearing completely. Throughout footage of my father’s interview, these past ‘shadows’ 

are also inserted onto his body, the structures of the suburban home, and the backyard (figure 

46).  

Although my father’s narration begins early in the video through to the end, there are also 

several moments of quiet pause and contemplation, each of which is contrasted with louder 

and busier segments of competing narration and sounds. Sounds of daily life in tropical North 

Queensland are important references to the present, especially that of rain and daily activities. 

But at other times, the sounds of the included documentary footage are brought to the fore, 

with the explosions of bombs, the trumpets of parades, and mechanical sounds of helicopters 

performing a stark contrast to the sounds of domestic, suburban and tropical life in FNQ.  

At points in the video, my father’s narration tapers off or is cut off completely as other 

multiple voices compete against each other to be heard. Conversely, I have silenced the 

narration and sounds of these voices at other points, amplifying my father’s voice instead. 

This is reflective of my experience with narratives of this past, where documentary videos 

would be viewed as my parents (predominantly, my father) would narrate their own 

experiences throughout the viewing. As in Here Retold, There Unfaded, these oral stories 

intersect and silence those voices and sounds coming from the television set, while at other 

times, these voices and sounds drown out my parents’ narration.  
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Figure 45. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Here Retold, There Unfaded, 2017. Video, 
20:00 mins. Film still. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 46. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Here Retold, There Unfaded, 2017. Video, 
20:00 mins. Film still. 
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The insertion of Hmong stories into larger historical narratives is also evident in the work 

of Hmong-American artist Pao Houa Her. In Attention (2012–14, figure 47), Her brings to 

light the desires of Hmong-American veterans to “insert themselves into a history that has 

erased them”.162 In an effort to acknowledge their significance and importance, Her has 

photographed Hmong veterans in army uniform against backgrounds reminiscent of 

nineteenth-century paintings, civil war soldier portraits, and official presidential portraits. 

They have been printed at a large scale, framed with gilded frames, hung relatively high, and 

spotlighted to imbue them with a sense of aura.  

 

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47. Pao Houa Her, Attention, 2012–14. Digital archival inkjet print, hand-
painted archival glaze and framed. 127 x 101.5cm each. Installation view at the 

Minneapolis Institute of Art, Minneapolis, USA. 

 
162 Pao Houa Her quoted in "Talk - McKnight Visual Artist Discussion Series: Andria Hickey in Conversation 
with Pao Houa Her and Caroline Kent." Vimeo video, 1:34:32, posted by Minneapolis Institute of Art, March 
23, 2018, https://vimeo.com/265237449. 
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However, the uniforms, ribbons and medals that adorn these soldiers have not been 

provided to them by the USA military. Rather, they have been purchased by the soldiers and 

others in attempts to gain recognition for their valiant past. As indicated by the title of the 

work, Her draws viewers’ attention to the Hmong veterans’ lack of recognition, and the ways 

in which they have reasserted their stories into a narrative that is already filled with deceit 

and dishonesty.  

Like the work by both Lê and Her, my video work showcases multiple perspectives and 

narratives, with a strong focus on contrasting lesser known and personal narratives against 

official historical narratives, especially as the voices of those who continue to live out this 

war struggle to be heard, seen and remembered. The overlays and insertions of visuals from 

the past and the present act as metaphorical prompts towards an understanding about how the 

past continues to impinge on the present. Though this war and its immediate consequences 

may have officially ended—existing only at the back of history books and as footnotes to 

other events—the effects of the war have never ended for those who experienced these 

events. This past is here retold, with the events ‘back there’ remaining ‘unfaded’ as daily life 

continues to conjure re-experiences and recollections that are part of a wilful resistance to 

forgetting. 

In another work, I again used historical and personal materials to uncover and extend 

narratives of past events. In September 2016, I exhibited the installation work Ci-Lines (2016, 

figure 48) at Canberra Contemporary Art Space. The installation was made within the Cube 

Gallery, a gallery no bigger than twenty-five square metres, whose walls are painted black. 

The nature of this gallery, as well as its location in the nation’s capital, prompted me to create 

an installation that addressed war, migration, and refugee experiences from a distinctly 

personal perspective. 

Using fluoro yellow builder’s line, I strung together an abstracted map of Phetchabun 

Refugee Camp, the last refugee camp in Thailand containing Hmong-Laotian refugees to 

close. Some family members on my father’s side were among that final refugee population. 

Although some in this camp have been fortunate to migrate to a third country, many have 
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since been repatriated back to Laos, despite uncertainty about their welfare and the constant 

fear of retribution from the Lao government.163  

Sitting along the floor, or within the outline of this camp, were paper cut-outs of a Hmong 

figure on his knees. This form of this figure was taken from the iconic photo by Australian 

journalist Philip Blenkinsop of a group of Hmong who had been on the run for almost thirty 

years after the official end of the war (figure 49). The cut-out figure is here used as 

representative of the ‘everyrefugee’, those who experience the hardship and trauma of forced 

migration, and the desire and desperation for safety. 

Reused Perspex panels with a taped proverb in Pahawh Hmong scripture disrupts the 

outline of the map. A television screen is also embedded into this installation, screening the 

video Unseen Waters (2016), which flashes visuals and sounds of my family’s outings in 

tropical FNQ, the sounds of a recent speedboat trip with my father along the Mekong River 

between Thailand and Laos, and documentary footage from the Laotian Civil War.  

These elements are combined with the use of ultraviolent lighting, which are the only 

lights together with those coming from the screen, which illuminate the line mapping, the 

cut-out figures, and the tapings.  

Rave aesthetics are employed as a way of drawing connections between refugee camps 

and rave parties. Both are believed to be a blight on society and are thus heavily monitored 

by law enforcement. Rave parties, especially those involving illegal drug use, are regularly 

raided by authorities. Likewise, refugee camps are often forced to close, including the 

Phetchabun Refugee Camp. Those interned in refugee camps for long periods of time may 

also experience similar psychological trauma as drug users at rave parties, experiencing 

hallucinations, stress, loss of consciousness, aggression and panic attacks among other 

symptoms.  

But unlike a rave party, where up to thousands of participants willingly attend to revel in 

alcohol, drugs, and music, those interned in refugee camps are for the most part eager to leave 

the destitution of refugee camps for places and situations where their safety is assured and 

 
163 For more information about the closure and forced repatriations of these refugees, see 
https://www.mercurynews.com/2009/12/27/thai-troops-raid-hmong-camp-deport-4000-seeking-asylum/. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2009/12/27/thai-troops-raid-hmong-camp-deport-4000-seeking-asylum/
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secured. As each element in the installation pulsates and ‘breathes’, it may remind others that 

for many, the threat of persecution and refugee camps are far from festive experiences, but 

rather lucid nightmares that have the potential to overextend into frightening, unending 

altered states imposed by authorities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 48. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Ci-Lines, 2016. Fluoro builder's line, paper 
cuts, industrial and decorative tape, acrylic sheets, ultra-violet lighting and video. 

Installation at Canberra Contemporary Art Space, Canberra, Australia. 
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Figure 49. Philip Blenkinsop’s photo of the persecuted Hmong in Laos jungle, 
2004. Commissioned by Agence Vu for Time. 

My research outputs share with the work of the artists discussed in this chapter 

reinterpretations of the past by using personal and collective memory as extensions of and 

corrections to official history. By using the resources and narratives found in these often-

opposing accounts of the past, these works present contradictory narratives that challenge the 

generally accepted versions of official history, present additive narratives that extend and/or 

uncover lessor known, forgotten, or obliterated aspects of history, and provide personal 

narratives that remind the viewer that history has a human face. 

Australian Aboriginal artists Daniel Boyd and Vernon Ah Kee have reworked historical 

imagery to provide a retelling of Australia’s past from the perspective of those who have 

been excluded from Australian history. Ah Kee’s work is especially moving, with scientific 

records reworked into large scale drawings of family members imbued with dignity and 

humanity. Similarly, Dinh Q. Lê offers alternate accounts of the Vietnam-America War, 

specifically those from non-Western perspectives. Lê uses popular imagery and found 

photographs in ways that promote new readings of Vietnam and Vietnamese people from 

those that are generally associated with the Vietnam-America War. The presentation of 

personal stories has also interrupted understandings of this past, with the voices of 

Vietnamese locals contradicting the accounts propagated by Western media. 
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CHAPTER 4: RECONSIDERING THE ‘ARTIST’, 
AUDIENCES, AND ART SPACES 

Like the Indigenous Australians, for whom ‘ground’ or country or place is sacred, the 

Hmong understand the value of space, although this acute awareness has arisen through very 

different circumstances. As a stateless cultural community or communities, the Hmong have 

always had to work with the shards of left-over spaces offered to them and have taken these 

‘refugee’ spaces and developed them intensely. Here I will argue that transcultural artists, 

especially those with minority and marginalised cultural heritage, are conscious of the 

institutional structures that have kept them as ‘outsiders’ and therefore negotiate institutional 

spaces with a keen vigilance of being co-opted as pre-identified ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’ artists. 

Therefore, a number of these artists operate both within and beyond traditional exhibiting 

spaces as well as engage ‘non-artists’ in the making of artworks. Moreover, because they 

undertake projects in various contexts determined by these spaces and engagements, they 

make strong considerations of place and audience, which becomes part of the material and 

conceptual basis of the work.  

Some of the artists and their works discussed in the previous chapters have grappled with 

these concerns and have taken on these strategies. For example, the making by ‘non-artists’ 

is evident in Dinh Q. Lê’s collaborative video The Farmers and the Helicopters, which has 

not only engaged non-artists in the making but also brought their voices to the fore. As noted, 

the video includes the participation of Vietnamese farmers who express their past and present 

experiences, fears, and thoughts in relation to the helicopter. Additionally, this video has been 

installed with helicopters made by local Vietnamese farmers who have come to admire and 

hope for better things from these once violent machines (figure 50). Although it is Lê and 

other artists involved who select, edit, refine and present the final work, it is the voices, faces, 

and stories of Vietnamese farmers that ultimately make this work moving and poetic.  

 

 

 



 

105 
 

 

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 50. Dinh Q. Lê in collaboration with Tuan Andrew Nguyen and Hà Thúc 
Phù Nam, The Farmers and the Helicopters, 2006. 3-channel video installation, 
high definition video, 15:00 mins, and handcrafted full-size helicopter, made by 
Tran Quoc Hai and Le Van Danh. Installation view at Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, 

Japan. 

Dadang Christanto also engages non-artists in making works, but in a very different 

manner to Lê. In a series of performances by Christanto titled Survivor (2008–), the 

participation of non-artists is crucial to the work, as is the role played by site and audience. 

Survivor refers to the ongoing environmental catastrophe in Sidoarjo in East Java, Indonesia, 

where a mud volcano has been erupting and submerging villages since May 2006, resulting 

in the loss of lives and homes. These mud eruptions are suspected to have been triggered by 

exploratory drilling by Indonesian oil and gas company PT Lapindo Brantas, although the 

company has refuted these claims and has instead blamed an earthquake that struck two days 

before the beginning of the mud eruptions.164  

 
164 "Oil Company Blamed for Mud-Volcano Eruption," Nature 456, no. 7218 (2008): 14. 
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Figure 51. Dadang Christanto, Survivor, 2009. 3-hour performance held at the 
4A Centre of Contemporary Art in Sydney. 

Survivor has been performed in many Australian art gallery and public spaces, including 

the 4A Centre of Contemporary Art in Sydney (2009, figure 51) and various regional art 

galleries.165 Each time Survivor is performed, new participants from the area are included. In 

these performances, the artist and participants are covered in mud as they stand, sit, kneel, 

and lie down with large photographic portraits of those affected by the mud eruptions. They 

remain silent throughout the two- to three-hour performances, with onlookers standing 

nearby. The video and photographic documentation of these performances also contribute to 

the artistic outcomes of the work, extending its reach and ongoing impact. By engaging with 

Australian public members who have not been personally affected by the disaster in Sidoarjo, 

these performances encourage cross-cultural connection, empathy and solidarity, and, in 

 
165 These include Gosford Regional Gallery (2012), Lismore Regional Gallery (2012), The Glasshouse 
Regional Art Gallery (2012), Goulburn Regional Art Gallery (2013), and Pinnacles Gallery (2013). Further 
information about these exhibitions can be found at https://mgnsw.org.au/sector/exhibitions/past-
exhibitions/survivor-dadang-christanto/. 
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Christanto’s words, they speak “for those who can no longer speak about their suffering”.166 

In Survival, it is the human spirit for survival and resilience despite loss and suffering that 

flows and erupts across locations, cultures and peoples.  

Site-specificity and a more playful and light-hearted approach to the participation of non-

artists is found in Anida Yeou Ali’s work Gallery X (2011, figure 52), which was conceived 

and completed together with her partner, filmmaker Masahiro Sugano, under the name Studio 

Revolt.167 Gallery X involved photographing members of the public in a ‘jump shot’ to 

“spread joy and expand art into the public sphere”.168 This included people at a market in 

Phnom Penh called Psar Kandal and those at Mosque Dhiya Uddin in Battambang. They are 

caught in moments of joy, while other locals look on with interest and mild confusion. 

The photographs were subsequently exhibited at both sites in twenty-four-hour 

installations, which allowed the public to view them within the context of their daily lives. 

Two white pillars were installed, with photographs displayed in two built-in screens. This 

created an outdoor gallery with life and art coexisting together, and with additional photos 

made of this public viewing and included as part of the artwork (figure 53). An exhibition of 

this project was held at Meta House in Phnom Penh in 2011 (figure 54), which showcased 

printed photographs of both the jump shots and the public viewing, along with the two pillars 

that had been left unaltered from the public installation. Instead of the images that are 

generally associated with Cambodia (e.g., of genocide and temples), these artworks—created 

by and viewed by everyday Cambodians—showed Cambodians in moments of joy, play, and 

intrigue, despite the hardships of daily life. 

 

 

 

 
166 Aaron Seeto, Survivor: Dadang Christanto, (Sydney: 4A Centre of Contemporary Art, 2009) exhibition 
catalogue. 
167 Studio Revolt is an independent artist-run media lab in Phnom Penh. More information about Studio 
Revolt can be found at www.studio-revolt.com.  
168 "Gallery X Psar Kandal (Phnom Penh)," Studio Revolt, accessed November 29, 2018, http://studio-
revolt.com/?p=393. 

http://www.studio-revolt.com/
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Figure 52. Anida Yeou Ali (Studio Revolt), Gallery X Market, 2011. Digital 
capture. 
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Figure 53. Anida Yeou Ali (Studio Revolt), Gallery X Mosque, 2011. Digital 
capture. Installation view at Masjid Dhiya Uddin.  
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Figure 54. Anida Yeou Ali (Studio Revolt), Gallery X, 2011. Exhibition views at 
Meta House in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 

A re-representation of the community is also found in Tony Albert’s public sculpture 

Yininmadyemi - Thou Didst Let Fall (2015, figure 55). Located in Sydney’s popular Hyde 

Park, this work is composed of a crushed granite base in the shape of a boomerang, with four 

seven-metre-tall bullets made of painted aluminium, black marble, and corten steel standing 

beside three fallen shell casings arranged on top. It is inspired by Albert’s family’s combined 

military service of over eighty years.169 Specifically, it draws on the experiences of Albert’s 

grandfather Eddie Albert, whose story Albert considers encapsulates the struggles faced by 

Indigenous servicemen and women.170 Eddie served in World War II, was captured as a 

prisoner of war, and narrowly escaped execution. After his eventual release, he returned to 

Australia only to be denied the recognition afforded to other army personnel who were not 

Indigenous Australians. 

 

 
169 Tony Albert quoted in Reed, "Shifting Meaning and Memory," 58. 
170 Tony Albert quoted in Reed, "Shifting Meaning and Memory," 58. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aluminium
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Figure 55. Tony Albert, Yininmadyemi – Thou Didst Let Fall, 2015. Public 
sculpture with crushed granite, painted aluminium, black marble and corten steel. 

Dimensions variable. Hyde Park, Sydney, Australia. 

Placing the work here, Albert has taken into consideration the significance of Hyde Park, 

acknowledging the site as an important ceremonial ground for local Gadigal people. Albert 

engaged Anita Heiss, a respected Sydney writer, Wiradjuri woman, and previous chair of the 

Gadigal Information Services, to write the memorial’s text inscriptions (figure 56) to 

“resonate with the local and broader community”.171 The word ‘Yininmadyemi’ is also the 

Gadigal language word for "thou didst let fall", which Albert considers as representative of 

“the continual struggle of Aboriginal people when they returned from service”.172 Located 

permanently in a public and popular site, the work pays overdue acknowledgement of the 

past and current service of Australian Indigenous men and women in the Australian Defence 

Force. 

 
171 Tony Albert quoted in Reed, "Shifting Meaning and Memory," 58. 
172 Tony Albert quoted in "Living Black S2015 Ep3 - Yininmadyemi - Thou Didst Let Fall." Youtube video, 
27:00, posted by SBS Living Black, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c122jw7RzWw. 
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Figure 56. Tony Albert, Yininmadyemi – Thou Didst Let Fall, 2015. Detail view 
of the memorial’s text inscriptions. 

Informed by the approaches and strategies from the discussed works above and others, I 

have collaborated with others to produce several bodies of work throughout this PhD, as well 

as extended and expanded the repertoire of my practice through numerous commissioned and 

non-commissioned public artworks. These outputs have enriched and informed my 

individual arts-based practice. Such extensions developed from my keen desire to make art 

outside institutional spaces and to engage with diverse audiences. As noted in Chapter 1, I 

have long felt a sense of discomfort working within traditional art institutions, both in terms 

of my exhibiting practices and in my performative role as an artist. In part, this comes from 

my wariness about being defined by these institutions as a representative of a certain kind of 

pre-identified ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’ artist. 

In this chapter, I analyse my research outputs in site-specific and community collaborative 

art and examine how they have extended, contradicted, or conformed to the more traditional 
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parameters of art associated with ‘white cube’ exhibiting practices. Such practices are 

identified by Brian O’Doherty in his series of essays published in his book Inside the White 

Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (1986). O’Doherty argues that modern gallery 

space, the white cube, is not a neutral container, but a historical and ideological construct. 

Because modernism expanded the limits of each individual medium and the frame itself, the 

modern gallery space was a natural evolution for art to contemplate and evaluate itself. The 

modern gallery space is built with “laws as rigorous as those for building a medieval 

church”,173 with the outside world kept out. The art within this space appears “untouched by 

time and its vicissitudes”.174 This clean, untouched, artificial space works to determine the 

meaning of the art as much as the art exhibited, with context becoming content. Those who 

enter this space are similar to those who have ‘died’, having forgone their humanness as they 

accept a reduced level of life and self for the separate and autonomous activity of the eye.175  

Furthermore, in this analysis, I have chosen to focus on the art production undertaken 

during the process of this research and to extend the idea of ‘art’ by describing the ‘art 

experiences’ that are so fundamental to understanding the impact of the research work. 

Additionally, the work in this section extends to several other forms of cultural production 

that may otherwise fall into the category of ‘design’ and ‘communication’. These take several 

forms, including the essential cycles of emailing, text messaging, essay writing, researching, 

and analysing in preparation for the projects; and recording works through photographing, 

videoing, editing, and preparing the layout for printed and online materials inevitably 

generated by such projects. Since each of these aspects is integral to the impact of the projects 

and their capacity to influence within and on the community and audiences, an analysis of 

the works’ effectiveness should be informed by a comprehensive understanding of these 

essential aspects of their production. But first I will discuss my motivation to extend my work 

into this area, and how this is located within a wider context.  

 

 
173 Brian O'Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (Santa Monica: The Lapis 
Press, 1986), 15. 
174 O'Doherty, Inside the White Cube, 15. 
175 O'Doherty, Inside the White Cube, 9–10. 
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4.1 Contextual Background 

Unbelonging within the Museum/Gallery Space 

The institutions of ‘high art’ are not places in which I have been able to find much comfort, 

either as an artist or as a ‘non-White’ audience member. Instead, my engagements with 

official spaces such as the art museum and gallery have left me feeling detached and 

disengaged, and my experiences of viewing artworks within these elite institutions have been 

rather sterile and alienating. As a person coming from a migrant family, I was part of that 

population who did not have the luxury of time, or the desire, to attend art spaces and ponder 

the specifics of art. Thus, I did not attend an art institution until I was sixteen, when I first 

participated in a field trip with my high school art class to Cairns Regional Art Gallery. 

Before then, I had only seen art within other kinds of touristic contexts, with Cairns being 

promoted by art as a place that was a hub for natural beauty and tropical surrounds, along 

with ‘traditional’ Aboriginal art and souvenirs. My disenchantment with art institutions 

continued when I moved to Brisbane to pursue undergraduate studies in Fine Art at the 

Queensland College of Art, Griffith University.176  

Further studies into the development and practices of art exhibiting institutions have since 

confirmed my personal experiences that this is because of the historically exclusionary nature 

of these institutions and the role they play in defining who belongs and who does not belong 

in the ‘art world’, together with the distinction between what is and what is not art. For 

example, Kathleen McLean argues that museums maintain the illusion of democratic access, 

although they cater mainly to certain social groups at the exclusion of others,177 while David 

Mason and Conal McCarthy conclude that young people have felt excluded from art 

institutions due them having different definitions of what constitutes relevant art from those 

who make these decisions.178 Significantly, the definition of who does and does not belong 

and the distinction between art and non-art have been developed by the institutional definition 

 
176 My interest in pursuing this degree was to improve my drawing and painting skills, which I had long had a 
passion for. At that point, I was naively unaware that being a professional contemporary visual artist involves 
exhibiting and engaging regularly with purpose-built art institutions.  
177 Kathleen McLean, "Museum Exhibitions and the Dynamics of Dialogue," Daedalus 128, no. 3 (1999). 
178 David Mason and Conal McCarthy, "‘The Feeling of Exclusion’: Young Peoples’ Perceptions of Art 
Galleries," Museum Management and Curatorship 21, no. 1 (2006). 
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of art, as discussed by George Dickie. Dickie proposes that art is not an intrinsic property of 

objects but is produced as a status conferred upon by agents working within art institutions. 

According to Dickie, a work of art is “(1) an artefact (2) a set of the aspects which has had 

conferred upon it the status of candidate for appreciation by some person or persons acting 

on behalf of a certain social institution (the artworld)”.179 Those who make decisions on 

behalf of these institutions in Australia (and elsewhere) are not generally those who exist on 

the margins of society.  

Since their establishment, art institutions have developed a reputation as cultural palaces 

for the White (upper) middle class.180 On entering the art institution, the viewer is aware that 

the space is supposedly a refined and civilising space, and that they need to adjust their 

behaviour accordingly. French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has argued that the main function 

of art museums is to maintain class hierarchies, whereby these “sacred places of art” are used 

to “reinforce for some the feeling of belonging and for others the feeling of exclusion”.181 In 

Australia, major art institutions continue this tradition, as Ang writes: 

Despite their increasingly uncertain role and direction, art museums still enjoy a 
dignified status today because art has always been considered self-evidently 
important in bourgeois society. In the realm of high culture, art—and love of art—
is a respectable pursuit for its own sake, a marker of civilization and distinction. 
This bourgeois aesthetic disposition towards art . . . still exercises considerable 
symbolic power and authority, and still informs to a large extent the functioning of 
art museums . . . 182 

The tension I feel within art institutions has been part of my motivation to choose other 

spaces for exhibiting and alternative ways of making. I have extended my practice outside 

art institutions in a bid to reach audiences who have been excluded from these institutions. 

Additionally, public artworks, which are site-specific and community collaborative, have 

come to play a significant role in my research practice, informing the conceptual, material, 

 
179 George Dickie, Art and the Aesthetic: An Institutional Analysis (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974), 
431. 
180 Ien Ang, "The Predicament of Diversity: Multiculturalism in Practice at the Art Museum," Institute for 
Culture & Society Pre-Print Journal Articles 5, no. 3 (2005): 307. 
181 Pierre Bourdieu quoted in Ang, "The Predicament of Diversity," 307. 
182 Ang, "The Predicament of Diversity," 318. 
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and processual aspects of my practice. Moreover, my research outcomes have also occurred 

at ‘non-contemporary art’ events, including city festivals.  

Public and Participatory-Based Art 

As a broad definition, public art is art located outside the spaces and conventions of 

galleries and museum.183 A clear definition of public art is elusive.184 Cameron Cartiere notes 

how wide-ranging public art is: 

Under the vast umbrella of public art one finds permanent works, temporary works, 
political activism, service art, performance, earthworks, community projects, street 
furniture, monuments, memorials . . . Temporary works can be site-specific and 
memorials can exist as interventions; the practice of public art weaves in and around 
itself, existing in layers. Public art can incorporate a single object or an entire 
streetscape. Public art exists in urban centres, suburbia, and rural regions.185 

Since the 1960s, these works have gradually increased in a growth of commissioning that 

echoes that of statues and memorials in the nineteenth century, albeit using a different visual 

language and located within a broader range of settings.186 Contrary to art that is produced 

to be displayed within purpose-built art institutions, public art offers audiences greater access 

to view, engage and interact with art away from a space they may find alienating and elitist. 

Key to my research is that public art is “encountered by diverse publics who have, to a large 

extent, no contact with art galleries”,187 and reflects “a desire for the artist and for art to break 

free from the comforts of circulation among traditional privileged audiences . . . so as to 

engage with people who inhabit other social domains, class strata and ethnic 

communities”.188   

Public artworks have also tended to incorporate community-responsive and site-specific 

considerations in an effort to garner a greater sense of inclusivity. As Miwon Kwon writes: 

 
183 Malcolm Miles, Art, Space and the City: Public Art and Urban Futures (New York: Routledge 1997), 4. 
184 Cameron Cartiere, "Coming in From the Cold: A Public Art History," in The Practice of Public Art, ed. 
Cameron Cartiere & Shelly Willis (New York: Routledge, 2008), 9. 
185 Cartiere, "Coming in From the Cold," 9. 
186 Miles, Art, Space and the City, 3. 
187 Miles, Art, Space and the City, 6. 
188 Joshua Decter et al., "Culture in Action: Exhibition as Social Redistribution," in Exhibition as Social 
Intervention: 'Culture in Action' 1993 (London: Afterall Books, 2014), 16. 
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a central objective of a community-based site specificity is the creation of a work in 
which members of a community—as simultaneously viewer/ spectator, audience, 
public, and referential subject—will see and recognize themselves in the work, not 
so much in the sense of being critically implicated but of being affirmatively 
pictured or validated.189 

Contrary to the experiences that viewers may have when visiting art institutions, where 

the viewer is generally kept at a distance from the finished artwork, public art is able to 

engage directly with people, through accessibility and participatory-making, as noted in the 

artists’ works discussed above. However, with these advantages are other restrictions, rules, 

and limitations that vary according to context, some of which will be highlighted below. 

Nonetheless, my explorations in public art and participatory-making is also motivated by my 

experiences of communal making in Hmong cultural traditions, and the connection between 

daily life and creative cultural production.  

Communal Making in Hmong Cultural ‘Traditions’ and Way of Life 

As the word ‘art’ does not exist in Hmong languages, the concept of art does not exist in 

Hmong culture. ‘Traditionally’, Hmong cultural production did not exist as a concept 

separate to everyday life. Rather, what is considered as ‘traditional Hmong art’ is intricately 

tied to everyday human activities, with family and community members making, using, and 

appreciating Hmong functional objects, items, music, and performances. Often classified as 

‘traditional craft’, Hmong visual art includes textiles, silversmithing, woodwork, and basket-

weaving, among others.190 Hmong cultural production is tied closely to other aspects of 

Hmong traditional way of life, which are largely communal, with many religious, economic, 

and cultural activities structured around the participation of one’s immediate family, the clan, 

and the village.  

I grew up in a large family within a newly arrived community that remained close-knit, 

independent, and largely enclosed. Communal making was integral to my experiences of 

daily life and has greatly influenced my practice. Thus, the notion of the artist as an individual 

maker who makes art as a separate activity from daily life, and with an aim to have this 

 
189 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-specific Art and Locational Identity (Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press, 2002), 95. 
190 Lee and Tapp, Culture and Customs of the Hmong, 99–120.  
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exhibited within closed structures rubs against my experiences of Hmong cultural production. 

The frictions between these two ways of making and experiencing art have furthered my 

research into public and participatory-based art that seeks to find some balance between the 

two. 

4.2 Research Explorations and Outcomes 

As discussed, my sense of un-belonging within art institutions as well as my desire to 

encourage communal making and greater accessibility to viewing art has led to several 

participatory-based projects throughout this PhD. Most of these have been site-specific and 

ephemeral in nature, so their inclusion in my final exhibition is not possible. However, this 

section discusses their development and analysis, together with their associated 

documentation. Although these work s differ in process and presentation, they variously 

engage with the concepts and concerns of the previous two chapter: reimagining belonging 

within national and ethnic identities and reinterpreting the past. 

Artist Facilitator and Participatory Makers 

Before discussing my PhD artworks, it is worth mentioning a project I embarked on during 

my Honours year, as it led to my engagement with community-based work. Towards the end 

of 2014, I conducted a collaborative project titled Paj Hoob in Hobart with young Hmong-

Tasmanians. This became the first of several projects where I acted as an artist facilitator, 

actively engaging others to become makers of art.  

This project was developed further at the beginning of my PhD for Tasmania’s Ten Days 

on the Island Festival. In Paj Hoob #2 (2015, figure 57), an immersive installation was 

developed over four days for Gallery Ten in Hobart. In this collaborative installation, 

Hmong-Tasmanian participants designed their own symbols that reinterpreted, translated, or 

were inspired by symbols found in Hmong textiles, which were then transferred onto fluoro-

coloured paper, cut out, and then adhered to the gallery’s walls, poles, windows, and ceiling. 

Ultraviolet light was used to illuminate the symbols at night, filling the room with Hmong 

patterns that rose, fell, and floated in the darkness and visible to the public through the front 

window.  
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Figure 57. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with Hmong-Tasmanian 
community members, Paj Hoob, 2015. Paper cut-outs and ultraviolet lighting. 

Installation at Gallery Ten, Hobart, Australia.  
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Aside from making their own symbols, the participants did not have much input in the 

conceptualisation of the installation. Creative direction and decision making were, for the 

most part, under my control. However, throughout the installation, it occurred to me that I 

had ‘lost’ some control over the creative direction. I believe the simplified and effective 

process involved in this installation allowed for a sense of freedom that encouraged their 

creative expression. Furthermore, there were many moments where I felt the participants 

were ‘in the zone’. It was at these moments that I chose to ‘let go’ of my initial vision of the 

outcome. The parameters I had initially laid out remained, but they became less rigid. By me 

‘stepping back’ in this way, the outcome was moulded by the participants in ways I had not 

imagined.  

A key motivation for this project was to provide a platform for young Hmong-Tasmanians 

to engage with ‘cultural traditions’, artistic expression, and representations of the Hmong 

community in ways that differ from what has generally been associated with the Hmong 

community in Hobart—especially what has been seen at the famous Salamanca Markets, 

located one kilometre from Gallery Ten. Since the first Hmong stalls opened in the mid-

1980s, the Hmong have become “familiar faces”, known for the “organically grown 

vegetables of the highest quality” that they sell.191 This image of the Hmong has pervaded 

public consciousness, as evident in Margaret Eldridge’s comment: 

The Hmong have left a legacy in Australia’s island state through the introduction of 
vegetables previously unavailable and, in some cases, unknown in Tasmania, as well 
as the high standard of fresh, clean, organic produce.192 

Along with their fresh produce, the Hmong in Hobart are known for their textile designs. 

Hmong textiles now adorn schools, offices, homes, and the Tasmanian Museum and Art 

Gallery.193  

With this in mind, Paj Hoob #2 sought to expand the expressive capabilities of Hmong 

textiles as well as to suggest new representations of Hmong-Tasmanians beyond agriculture. 

The latter is perhaps most evident in the images of Hmong-Tasmanians actively engaged in 

 
191 Julian, "Hmong Transnational Identity: The Gendering of Contested Discourses". 4. 
192 Margaret U. Eldridge, "New Mountain, New River, New Home? The Tasmanian Hmong" (Master of Arts, 
University of Tasmania, 2008), 5. 
193 Eldridge, "The Tasmanian Hmong," 58. 
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the creation of the work (figure 58). These images were available during the installation, with 

passers-by able to see through the window the participants and myself installing the work. 

Further to this is a project catalogue titled Paj Hoob (Flower Room): A Radicalisation of 

Hmong Textile Traditions, which includes an essay I wrote about Hmong textile traditions, a 

biographical essay by one of the participants, brief biographies of the remaining participants, 

and documentation of the project (2015, figure 59).194 These associated documentation and 

design outputs have contributed to the impact of the project, and continue to extend the 

work’s life beyond its installation period and its ability to reach and impact participants and 

viewers.  

The experiences and insights from this project provided a springboard for the subsequent 

participatory-based projects I have undertaken throughout this PhD.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 58. Installation of Paj Hoob #2 in progress.  

 
194 Photos of the installation and the catalogue can be found at www.vanghoua-anthonyvue.com/pajhoob.  



 

121 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 59. Cover and excerpt from the catalogue for Paj Hoob, 2015. 

The first year of my PhD candidature, 2015, marked a significant year for those Hmong 

who fled Laos in the aftermath of the war. Many memorial-based events were held across 

Hmong communities in the diaspora. In Australia, the inaugural Hmong-Australia Festival 

was held in Melbourne, showcasing the history behind Hmong settlement in Australia. In 

France, the inaugural Hmong Festival France took place, while the larger Hmong 

communities in the USA staged two significant exhibits to commemorate and celebrate the 

year: We Are Hmong Minnesota held in Saint Paul, and Hmongstory 40, a touring exhibition 

in California.195  

Encouraged by the outcomes of Paj Hoob #2, I conducted another project with the wider 

Hmong-Australian community, prompted by this landmark year. Between March and 

September, I coordinated the community-based project 14,600 (2015, figure 60), where 

14,600 pieces of coloured recycled paper were folded in the form of Hmong yaj khaum ceeb 

khaums and installed at the Cairns Botanic Gardens Visitor Centre for the Cairns Festival. 

The number of yaj khaum ceeb khaums made in this installation is a reference to the forty 

years (14,600 days) since the end of the war and the beginning of the Hmong exodus and 

resettlement.  

 
195 More information for We Are Hmong Minnesota is found at http://www.mnhs.org/media/kits/hmong, and 
Hmongstory40 is available at their website at http://www.hmongstory40.org/. 
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Figure 60. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, with participation from Hmong-Australian 
community members, with public participation in Cairns, 14,600, 2015. Coloured 

paper, printed paper, and sand. Installation for the Cairns Festival at Cairns 
Botanic Gardens Visitor Centre, Cairns, Australia. 
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Cairns was selected as the site of this installation because of the significance of FNQ to 

the Hmong-Australian community. Secondary migration during the 1990s to FNQ has 

resulted in the area becoming home to the largest number of Hmong-Australians.196 The 

opportunity to install this work in Cairns was also appealing to me, because it offered me the 

first opportunity to exhibit in my hometown. 

The Cairns Festival is not a contemporary art event, which is why I proposed this project 

to the festival coordinators. As a multi-dimensional program of family-friendly events and 

activities, the Cairns Festival targets a large number and diverse range of audiences. For those 

who do not visit art galleries and museums, the festival offers a more open space for 

spectatorship and engagement.  

For most members of the Hmong-Australian community, active involvement in art 

exhibitions or participation in art institutions is uncommon, with cultural festivals often 

offering the only opportunities for them to be seen and represented. Most of the time, this 

exposure of the Hmong community is one of exoticism and Othering. Like the Hmong in 

Hobart, the Hmong in FNQ are seen primarily as excellent producers and sellers of fresh 

produce, and as makers and wearers of colourful ‘traditional’ attire. Thus, it was imperative 

that 14,600 be included as part of the Cairns Festival, to offer deeper understanding and 

context for the those who have made Australia home for over four decades.  

Several Hmong individuals and their families around Australia were also tasked to create 

several hundred yaj khaum ceeb khaums before mailing them to my parents’ home in Cairns. 

This included several families in Hobart, and two families each from Melbourne, Brisbane 

and Sydney.197 My own family members in Cairns also participated in the making. Photos of 

these making have since been uploaded to my website and included in a brief catalogue 

(2015, figure 61).198 These initial yaj khaum ceeb khaums, which amounted to roughly four 

thousand, formed the initial base for a week-long installation. During this period, the space 

 
196 By 2003, the Hmong population was 800 in Cairns and Innisfail, 350 in Brisbane, 140 in Sydney, 30 in 
Canberra, 435 in Melbourne, and 95 in Hobart. For more information, see Lee, "Culture and Settlement," 24.  
197 “Hmong Community Celebrates Each Day of 40 Years in Tasmania,” ABC Radio Hobart, September 1, 
2015, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-01/hmong-community-celebrates-each-day-of-40-years-in-
tasmania/6740146. 
198 Photographs and the project catalogue can be found at www.vanghoua-anthonyvue.com/14600. 



 

124 
 

was opened to the public to come in and participate by creating the remaining yaj khaum ceeb 

khaums. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 61 Cover and excerpt from the catalogue for 14,600, 2015. 

Making yaj khaum ceeb khaums is a significant, communal and social activity in Hmong 

culture. I have many memories of making these for long periods of time with my family. I 

intended for the work to reflect this communal making as well as the theoretical parameters 

of processes defined in relational aesthetics, a term coined by French art critic and curator 

Nicolas Bourriaud.199 According to Bourriaud, relational aesthetics is a “set of artistic 

practices which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure the whole of human 

relations and their social context, rather than an independent and private space”.200  

 
199 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Paris: Les Presses du réel, 2002). 
200 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 113. 



 

125 
 

Relational aesthetics focuses on artist-constructed social experience as the locus for 

determining meaning, structure and value within art, with the encounters between people 

providing the framework for how the work should best be considered. In relational aesthetics, 

social exchanges and interactivity with the viewer serve to link individuals and human groups 

together,201 with the artist a sort of ‘experience curator’ or facilitator of social experiences 

and human relationships through sharing, interaction and participation. 
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Figure 62. Rirkrit Tiravanija, Untitled (lunch box), 2014. Stainless steel tiffin, 
Thai newspaper, Thai takeaway food from local restaurant. Performance at the 

Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane, Australia for the exhibition Harvest: Art, Film 
+ Food.  

Thai artist Rirkrit Tiravanija, who works out of New York and Chiang Mai, has often been 

associated with relational aesthetics, producing work concerned with communal experience 

and socialisation. This is evident in Untitled (lunch box), which was first conceptualised in 

1996 and has since been held in various spaces, including at the Queensland Art Gallery | 

Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane for the exhibition Harvest: Art, Film + Food in 2014 

(figure 62). In this work, four random gallery visitors are selected and invited to a table to 

share a Thai takeaway meal out of a traditional Thai stainless steel ‘tiffin’ lunchbox. This 

activity breaks the sanctity of the white cube and refocuses the art on the social interaction 

 
201 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 43. 
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over a shared meal. The artist states that it “is not what you see that is important but what 

takes place between people”.202 Similarly, 14,600 and other participatory projects throughout 

this research sought to engage participants in communal making and to produce social 

exchanges between participants as they contributed to the installation. 

Being on site for the entire duration of the installation period, I was actively involved in 

instructing and conversing with participants and viewers about the project, exchanging my 

Hmong-Australian experience with theirs, and other unrelated topics. Once the participants 

had folded their yaj khaum ceeb khaums, they were encouraged to write dedications on them 

before placing them within the installation. These dedications were made to the participants’ 

friends and families, or to others who they felt deserving. The yaj khaum ceeb khaums made 

by the Hmong-Australian community also included dedications.  

These dedications are reflective of the original purpose of yaj khaum ceeb khaums in 

Hmong ceremonies. Traditionally made from joss paper, yaj khaum ceeb khaums are burnt 

as offerings of spirit money to the deceased on their journey to the afterlife, as well as to 

ancestors who have yet to go on to the next life. By making these offerings, one is able to 

obtain protection, abundance, good health and wellbeing. In 14,600, they act as dedications 

not only to the Hmong experience, but also to shared humanity, struggles, hopes and dreams.  

With their resemblance to hulls, these yaj khaum ceeb khaums have often been referred to 

as ‘paper boats’ and can be read as such within the installation. These paper boats sat within 

an outline of the Australian landmass, made from sand purchased in Cairns. They sat 

precariously and threatened to burst over Australia’s ‘borders’—a satirical reference to 

Australia’s fears of migration and overpopulation, and of being ‘swamped’ by various 

Others, including ‘boat people’ and ‘yellow hordes’ of the north. Along the back wall were 

also yaj khaum ceeb khaums made from paper printed with black-and-white film stills of the 

Secret War in Laos, each one printed with a year from 1975 to 2015 (figure 63). This acted 

as a necessary reference for the public and solidified the work within a specific historical and 

political context. 

 
202 "Rirkrit Tiravanija," National Gallery of Victoria, accessed September 19, 2018, 
https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/exhibition/rirkrit-tiravanija/. 
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Figure 63. View of yaj khaum ceeb khaums printed with black and white prints 
of film stills and the years since Hmong exodus and the end of the Secret War in 

Laos.  

More than just a commemorative work, this process-based work sought to foster cross-

cultural dialogue and to encourage porosity between cultures and experiences, facilitating 

empathy, thought and dialogue regarding the plight of all refugees and their treatment as a 

result of Australia’s immigration policies, past and present. 14,600 is not only a reflection on 

the Hmong experience but also on other experiences of trauma and forced migration, which 

may allow us to overcome and bridge our real and perceived differences. 

When I was awarded a Regional Arts Development Fund from the city of Logan in 2016, 

I continued this participatory aspect of my practice by developing a community-based 

installation art project using industrial tape that reinterpreted Hmong textile designs and 

language. As in the previous two participatory-based projects, site and audience were key 

considerations when developing and executing this project, which will and be discussed more 

thoroughly below.  
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Titled Pa Kor Day: Industrial Tapes as Cultural Traditions, this project was based in 

Logan, a city that is home to many Hmong-Australians. Unfortunately, my goal to engage 

young Hmong-Australians in Logan was not as successful as I had expected. In retrospect, 

this was due to the lack of rapport I have with the Hmong community due to my limited 

engagement with them, and perhaps also the lack of appreciation and understanding of the 

value of contemporary art making among the Hmong community.  

To compensate, I expanded my target pool to a wider group of young people. With Logan 

being one of the most culturally diverse cities in Australia, I decided to make the project 

inclusive of non-Hmong participants. Over the span of the project, between January 2016 to 

January 2017, multiple workshops were held to engage culturally diverse young people 

(figure 64). Significantly, I was able to conduct one week of workshops at Woodridge State 

High School (WSHS) with the Intensive Language Classes. Most of the students in these 

classes were newly arrived immigrants from Africa, Asia and the Middle East, many of 

whom have experienced the trauma of war and migration.  

These workshops allowed me to introduce my ‘tape-affiti’ works (discussed in more 

details below) and to engage these ‘new Australians’ in thinking about and creating art that 

draws on both cultural traditions and personal experiences as an Australian, and to reconsider 

how ‘cultural traditions’ may be expressed in unconventional forms and within differing 

contexts. This is paramount in cities like Logan, which is home to more than 217 different 

cultures,203 and thus has the potential to be reflective of a pluralistic society that expresses 

the diverse qualities of ‘Australianness’. 

The workshops resulted in over two hundred individual industrial tape-on-corflute 

artworks (figure 65), each approximately A3 size.204 Similar to my experiences with Paj 

Hoob, I had to ‘let go’ during these workshops, with the creative impulses of the participants 

overriding the ‘steps’ I had laid down. I also created my own installation pieces, which were 

installed together with those of Logan young people participants at Logan Hyperdome 

Library (figure 66) from May to April 2016, and at Logan Central Library (figure 67) in June 

 
203 "Statistics and Facts," Logan City Council, accessed May 3, 2018, http://www.logan.qld.gov.au/about-
logan/living-in-logan/statistics-and-facts. 
204 A full record of these can be found on my website at: https://www.vanghoua-anthonyvue.com/pakorday. 
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2016. These sites were chosen specifically because of their high level of exposure, with both 

libraries visited by thousands of locals per month. Additionally, both libraries are located 

within the vicinity of major shopping centres and are thus exposed to thousands of other non-

library visitors who travel pass or see the work from a distance.  

The culmination of this project was an exhibition in the Young People’s Gallery at Logan 

Art Gallery from December 2016 to January 2017 (figure 68), which showcased selected 

artworks created by participants, video and photographic documentation of the workshops, 

individual artworks, and additional site installations.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 64. Various workshops in progress for Pa Kor Day: Industrial Tapes as 
Cultural Traditions, 2016. Workshops held in Logan, Australia.  
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Figure 65. Samples of the artworks made by young people for Pa Kor Day: 
Industrial Tapes as Cultural Traditions. Industrial tapes and stickers on corflute. 
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Figure 66. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, with participation from young people in 
Logan, Pa Kor Day (Hyperdome), 2016. Public installation with acrylic sheets, 
corflute, stickers, decorative and industrial tapes. Logan Hyperdome Library, 

Logan, Australia. 
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Figure 67. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, with participation from young people in 
Logan, Pa Kor Day (Central), 2016. Public installation with acrylic sheets, 

corflute, stickers, decorative and industrial tapes. Logan Central Library, Logan, 
Australia. 
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Figure 68. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, with participation from young people in 
Logan, Pa Kor Day (Logan Art Gallery), 2016. Installation with video, acrylic 
sheets, corflute, stickers, decorative and industrial tapes. Logan Art Gallery, 

Logan, Australia. 
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Once again, the documentation of the project was a key component. Artworks created by 

the WSHS students were carefully photographed, edited and uploaded to my website, which 

allows the students the opportunity to find their work to show family and friends. An online 

project catalogue was also produced, documenting the project from preliminary plans 

through to its completion along with videos of the library installations (2016, figure 69). 

Although the installations were temporary, these associated art productions prolong the life 

of the project indefinitely, expanding its potential to reach and impact. 205  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 69. Cover and excerpt from the catalogue for Pa Kor Day: Industrial 
Tapes as Cultural Traditions, 2016.  

 
205 Pa Kor Day: Industrial Tapes as Cultural Traditions catalogue, videos and other associated documentation 
can be found at https://www.vanghoua-anthonyvue.com/pakorday.  

https://www.vanghoua-anthonyvue.com/pakorday
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Although my quest to work with Hmong community members in Logan did not yield the 

participatory results I had hoped for, I was fortunately commissioned in July 2016 by The 

Minnesota Museum of American Art (The M) to create several public art installations with 

the Hmong community in Saint Paul, Minnesota. This city and its surrounding area are home 

to the largest metropolitan Hmong community in the country, and considered as the “cultural 

and socio-political centre of Hmong life in the U.S”.206  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 70. Workshops in progress as part of the Saint Paul Murals Project, 2017. 
Center for Hmong Arts and Talent, Saint Paul, USA. 

 
206 Grit Grigoleit, "Coming Home? The Integration of Hmong Refugees from Wat Tham Krabok, Thailand, 
into American Society," Hmong Studies Journal 7 (2006), https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-
7-2006.html.  
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Initially, The M invited me to the city as an artist-in-residence, with the expectation that 

this would culminate in several public art installations. However, I did not feel comfortable 

in executing my art without some form of community engagement, especially considering 

the significant Hmong-American population there. Therefore, I altered the project into one 

which allowed for Hmong-American engagement and collaboration. Two residencies made 

up this project, with the first in March 2017, and the second in September 2017. During the 

first residency, I visited Hmong community members, schools, shopping centres, an adult 

day-care centre, and conducted several project-related workshops (figure 70). 

The workshops I conducted were to encourage a sense of ‘voice’ from this local Hmong-

American community. As extensive or minimal as it may be, this voice is an essential 

component to the creation of artworks that were to have deeper connection and significance 

to those who reside in Saint Paul. Although the workshops I held were not expected to yield 

input for these murals per se, it did allow me to gauge the level of interest and meet other 

Hmong-American artists. 

After further reflection following the first residency, I decided that collaborating with 

several Hmong-American visual artists was ideal, particularly considering the lack of 

Hmong-Australian visual artists. These visual artists included two freelance graphic 

designers, a photographer-filmmaker, a woodblock printmaker, and an illustrator-water 

colourist.  

The installations were executed during the second residency, with three works that varied 

in concepts, materials, aesthetics and process. Titled Chaws Leeg (A Place’s Veins) (2017, 

figure 71), the first installation was a temporary solo work located on the interior and exterior 

windows of The M, housed within the Pioneer Endicott Building. The work focused on the 

sites I had visited that are considered by some as significant to the Hmong-American 

community and incorporated directional and architectural mappings of my travels to these 

sites. 
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Figure 71. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Chaws Leeg (A Place’s Veins), 2017. 
Industrial tapes on windows. The Minnesota Museum of American Art, Pioneer 

Endicott Building, Saint Paul, USA. 
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Located in the central area of downtown Saint Paul, the Pioneer Endicott Building was 

also my place of residence during both residencies. Fittingly, the tape lines worked 

metaphorically as the veins of this experience, representing the explorations that travelled 

out from this central site towards other places, spaces, and infrastructures that contribute to 

making Saint Paul the ‘heart’ of the Hmong Minnesotan, and perhaps also for the wider 

Hmong-American community. Drawing on the memories of routes taken along with the 

architectural structures of these sites, these tape drawings converged, intersected, and weaved 

together to form a visual recording of my experience.  

On the Jackson Parking Ramp, space was made for the voices and experiences of the 

collaborating Hmong-American artists in Flows of Intersected Motifs (2017, figures 72). Of 

the three, this installation was the most challenging in terms of execution, with considerable 

organisation and negotiation required to align the artists’ availability with the limitations on 

road closures and boom lift use. Consequently, several design and compositional changes 

were made to overcome these challenges. 

The multicoloured camouflage background references wartime experiences and the 

‘heroic’ narrative that has been ‘voiced’ loudest and most articulately by Hmong male 

elites.207 The background also plays on notions of visibility and invisibility and sets the 

foundation upon which the collaborating artists overlaid individual figures, symbols, and 

compositions in black outlines. Each work contains narratives within themselves, as decided 

by the artists.  

For example, the chained jackalope208 along the left-hand corner of the building (figure 

73) references the contrasting perception of Hmong-Americans as both ‘violent warriors’ and 

exotic Others. Specifically, it responds to the racial discrimination of Hmong-Americans 

following a hunting incident in 2004, where six White-American deer hunters were fatally 

shot after a confrontation with Hmong-American hunter Chai Vang in northern Wisconsin.209 

These murders exposed deep cultural and racial rifts within the community, resulting in many 

 
207 Julian, "Living Locally, Dreaming Globally," 41. 
208 In American folklore, a jackalope is a fearsome critter described as a jackrabbit with antelope horns. 
209 For more information, see Bob Kelleher, "Hunter Kills Six, Wounds Two After Tree-Stand Dispute," 
Minnesota Public Radio, last modified November 22, 2004, 
http://news.minnesota.publicradio.org/features/2004/11/22_kelleherb_huntershooting/.  
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Hmong-Americans experiencing racial vilification, including bumpers stickers that read 

“Save a deer. Kill a Hmong” (figure 74). For the artist Christina Vang, the jackalope is 

representative of “the White community’s perception of Hmong immigrants as societal 

pests” and “perceived as at-once harmless and harmful”.210  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 72. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with Hmong-American 
artists, Flows of Interconnected Motifs, 2017. Acrylic aerosols on wall. Jackson 

Street parking ramp, Saint Paul, USA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
210 Christina Vang, email message to author, August 25, 2017. 
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Figure 73. Detail view of Flows of Interconnected Motifs. 

 

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

Figure 74. A picture of a bumper sticker published in Hmong Today in the wake 
of the killing of six White hunters by Hmong-American Chai Vang.  
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In another portion (figure 75), bees and vegetation cover the right façade of the building, 

sprawling up from the ground and over the beams of several levels. This reference may be 

considered as a homage to the Hmong farmers who have revitalised the Saint Paul and 

Minneapolis Farmers Markets, transforming them into some of the most vibrant markets in 

the country.211 The bees here can be read as representative of an agricultural sector 

invigorated by the ‘pollination’ of Hmong-American farmers. Alternatively, these can also 

be read as symbolic of deeper issues. 

Rather than the exotic fruits and lush greens often associated with Hmong produce, the 

bees are instead surrounded by opium poppies—a plant which oozes milky latex that when 

dried produces opium—a narcotic drug that has played a significant role in recent Hmong 

history.212 For the artist Xee Reiter, opium was experienced at a young age, transported over 

from Laos by the previous generations as a reminder of the past:  

My parents and grandparents grew opium in our backyard when my parents bought 
our first house. . . . I was fascinated with the thick, white milk that oozed out and it 
got on my fingers. My mom told me not to touch it. Later that year, during a drug 
prevention class, I learnt that opium was illegal to grow and distribute in the U.S. I 
went home and told my parents. They didn’t bat a lash. I figured it was ok because 
they grew it for its beauty and because it reminded them of what was once home.213 

The inclusion of opium poppies may thus refer to Hmong as producers, distributors, and 

users of drugs, both in the past as well as presently in the USA.214 These views portray the 

Hmong unfavourably as drug-induced and criminally prone, especially Hmong-American 

youths who have often been reduced to gangs.215 Such representations exists at the opposite 

spectrum to views of Hmong-Americans as positive contributors to American society. 

 
211 "Our Story," Hmong American Farmers Association, accessed October 24, 2018, 
https://www.hmongfarmers.com/story/. 
212 Opium was an important cash crop for the Hmong during French colonisation. Moreover, Hmong farmers 
and leaders who sided with the CIA have also been accused of producing and distributing large amounts of 
opium during the Secret War in Laos. See: Alfred W. McCoy, The Politics of Heroin in Southeast Asia (New 
York: Harper & Row Publishers Inc., 1972). 
213 Xee Reiter, email message to author, August 25, 2017. 
214 In recent times, many Hmong from around the USA have moved to Trinity County in California to take 
advantage of the growing marijuana trade, with the state legalising recreational use in 2016. For further 
reading, see: Thomas Fuller, "California’s ‘Green Rush’ Takes Hmong Back to Their Opium-Growing 
Roots," The New York Times, last modified June 3, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/03/us/hmong-
marijuana-california.html. 
215 Schein and Thoj, "Gran Torino's Boys and Men with Guns: Hmong Perspectives". 21. 
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Additionally, the bees are indicative of a protracted debate that has recently ignited, where 

Hmong experiences as victims to chemical attacks following the Secret War in Laos have 

been disregarded by some in the American scientific community as merely ‘bee excrement’, 

despite the firsthand accounts of Hmong villagers and farmers.216 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 75. Detail view of Flows of Interconnected Motifs. 

Much like the Mississippi River that the wall faces, the experiences of Hmong-Americans 

fluctuate and move in accordance to changes in place and time. These symbolic creations by 

Hmong-American artists provide a glimpse into these multifarious experiences. But although 

they have been painted in black, these symbols are difficult to decipher against the coloured 

 
216 Following the Secret War in Laos, the chemical T-2 mycotoxin, also known as “yellow rain” was used 
against the Hmong in Laos. In 2012, the science-themed show Radiolab aired an interview with Hmong 
refugee Eng Yang and his niece, author Kao Kalia Yang, to discuss Eng Yang's experience with yellow rain. 
The hosts, including two scientists and a former CIA agent, took the position that yellow rain was unlikely to 
have been a chemical agent. The episode prompted a backlash among some listeners, who criticised Robert 
Krulwich for insensitivity, racism, and their disregard for Yang's personal experience with the region in 
question. For further reading, see: Paul Hillmer and Mary Ann Yang, "Commentary: Ignorance as Bias: 
Radiolab, Yellow Rain, and 'The Fact of the Matter'," Hmong Studies Journal 18 (2017), 
https://www.hmongstudiesjournal.org/hsj-volume-18-2017.html.  
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camouflage—acting as a metaphor for the how new experiences and concerns by Hmong-

Americans struggle to be voiced against the narrative of war and migration.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 76. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with Hmong-American 
artists, Faces of an Expanded Village, 2017. Acrylic on canvas, 182 x 486cm.  

The final work in this project is Faces of an Expanded Village (2017, figure 76). 

Unfortunately, this work was the least successful of the three, as disagreements with building 

owners necessitated that the work be reduced to two medium-sized paintings on canvas, 

rather than spray paint on the large exterior walls of Hmong Village shopping centre (figure 

77). The work consists of two canvases with portraits of individuals chosen and painted by 



 

144 
 

the artists involved. These individuals were chosen to reflect a broad spectrum of 

unrepresented Hmong individuals. This concept was in response to my own experiences of 

visiting Hmong Village during the first residency. 

As a major shopping centre that caters to the Twin Cities Hmong community, Hmong 

Village is abuzz daily with vendors and shoppers looking for goods, services, fresh produce 

and dishes from bustling kitchens. In addition, Hmong Village also contains the Hmong 

Leaders Exhibition Hall (figure 78), a hallway to honour past and present Hmong leaders. 

Several dozens of these portraits are aligned next to each other, with ornate bronze framing 

that imbues these figures with a sense of aura and mystique. However, most of these images 

are of Hmong male military and political leaders and associated with French colonisation and 

the Secret War in Laos. Therefore, they are only reflective of a small portion of ‘leaders’ 

within the Hmong-American community, and an even smaller portion when considered 

within the context of the global Hmong community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 77. Work in progress showing a digital mock of portraits on the exterior 
wall of Hmong Village, July 2016. 

In response to the visuals within this building, the portraits in Faces of an Expanded 

Village were chosen by the collaborating artists and I based on personal significance rather 

than Hmong historical or socio-political impact. For example, Nicollazzi Xiong chose her 

grandmother: 

My grandmother was the first artist to expose art and design to me at an early age—
through sewing and embroidery. Summer of 2016, she passed due to natural causes. 
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I wanted to play tribute to her and capture her aura—the authentic side of her; she 
was playful, cool, sassy, and fun.217 

Melissa Vang considered a young community member as being representative of the 

Hmong-American community—“as Hmong and as American as a child born with two 

cultural identities as can be”.218 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 78. Hmong Leaders Exhibition Hall, Hmong Village, Saint Paul, USA. 

 
217 Nicollazzi Xiong, email message to author, August 25, 2017. 
218 Melissa Vang, email message to author, August 25, 2017. 
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Hence, these individuals contrast with those figures in the Hmong Leaders Exhibition 

Hall, with the artists’ agency to select being paramount. The background of these portraits 

are also symbolic designs and compositions created by each artist in correlation with their 

chosen figure, rather than the cold emptiness of the photographic print, made even more 

detached with the use of elaborate framing.  

Although the figures chosen for the artworks are only a miniscule selection of Hmong 

community members, it is hoped that the Hmong community in the Twin Cities and 

elsewhere can see themselves reflected. Unfortunately, because these figures were not 

military and political individuals associated with recent Hmong history, the agreement with 

the building owners fell through the day before the installation was to commence at Hmong 

Village, despite them being given ample notification of these choices along with associated 

concepts and visual examples in the months beforehand. The building owners did not 

consider our portrait choices worthy of being painted. 

I believe this is reflective of the generation gap between my parents’ generation, many of 

whom are supportive of the heroic war narrative and maintaining patriarchal standards, and 

subsequent generations (such as the one that the artists involved and I belong to) who are 

open to highlighting lesser-known narratives and individuals. Several days following this 

fallout, the Asian Economic Development Association offered us their space for both the 

creation and display of the final work. 

Through these two residencies in Saint Paul, I was able to meet, share, and collaborate 

with Hmong-American artists and community members. These engagements shed light on 

the very different contexts in which we are situated. Although our recent historical past may 

bind us to a shared narrative, we have also been through very different experiences. This is 

true not just between me and the Hmong-American artists, but also between the Hmong-

American artists themselves. The works created during this project were a glimpse of what 

is possible when such differences are employed into creative expressions that reveal multiple 

stories and concerns.  

These collaborative projects included, encouraged, and informed communities in various 

ways. Community members were included in the art-making process, igniting in them 
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creativity, cultural pride, and transcultural collaborations. These included other artists from 

other fields and, for the most part, those who are considered as ‘non-artists’. Key to these 

projects were my attempts to maintain critical rigour and inform communities of art’s 

potential beyond aesthetics—specifically through the process of making. These projects 

engaged and informed Hmong and non-Hmong community members of the potential for art 

to reflect and explore aspects of their experiences, especially in translating culture, 

countering misrepresentations and asserting forgotten and neglected narratives. 

Through their participation in these projects, community members were given the chance 

to engage in the production of new images that depart from the norm—seen in the final work, 

in the making of the work, and in the associated art productions. In attempts to reach a broader 

spectrum of communities, these projects have also been situated in art and non-art-

institutional spaces and non-contemporary art events. As I have discussed, these projects 

were not without their challenges, with frictions, tensions and conflicts generated between 

artist and participants, site, and audience. And although I have instigated these projects with 

a certain ‘vision’ in mind, I have also remained open and flexible to the potential that they 

may morph into other forms. 

These aspects of my participatory-based research are also reflected in my individual 

research with expanded practices and diverse spaces.  

Expanded Practices and Diverse Spaces with Tape-affiti 

One strand of my practice that has developed in this PhD involves the use of industrial 

tape on architectural surfaces and structures. Termed as tape-affiti, this aspect of my work 

was also used as a base for the participatory project Pa Kor Day: Industrial Tapes as Cultural 

Traditions, and the installation Chaws Leeg (A Place’s Veins) discussed above.  

Tape-affiti developed from an initial experimental piece I explored mid-way through my 

Honours year in 2014. Titled Paj Qhov Rais #1 (2014), this was my first experiment in 

translating aspects of Hmong language and textile designs into urban installations. The title 

refers to the term ‘paj ntaub’, the Hmong name given to Hmong textiles. In my title, ‘ntaub’ 

or ‘cloth’ is instead replaced with ‘qhov rais’, which translates to window. Overall, the 
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mistakes and learning experience from this experiment proved fruitful and re-surfaced early 

in this PhD, with the first installations for the inaugural Trace Biennale in West End, Brisbane 

(2015, figure 79). 

These tape-affiti are multilayered, with various material, personal, cultural, and political 

dimensions. In particular, industrial tape is used as it refers to functions that are both 

constrictive and supportive, used to repair, to fix, to hold, to connect, to protect, to prevent, 

to build, to restrict, to restrain, and to obscure. These functions played a significant role in 

my childhood experiences, especially during cyclone periods when my family and many 

others taped up windows to prevent them from shattering.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 79. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Kurilpa Paj Qhov Rais (Place of the Water 
Rat Flower Windows) 2015. Industrial tapes on windows. Trace Biennial, 

Brisbane, Australia. 
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Thus, these tape-affiti are not only influenced by the aesthetics of Hmong textile designs 

but they also share the function of protection. Hmong textiles possess spiritual and protective 

functions, as the designs and patterns are thought to provide a safeguard to the person wearing 

the textile from physical and spiritual harm.219 This protective element of Hmong textile is 

connected to the protective qualities of taping windows, as described above. In this sense, 

the physical home becomes the body, with the tapings metaphoric for the cloth that protects. 

Fittingly, I made several of my first installations located within suburbia, including Paj Qhov 

Rais (Carina Heights) (2015, figure 80), and back at my family home in Paj Qhov Rais 

(Edmonton) (2015, figure 81).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 80. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Qhov Rais (Carina Heights), 2015. 
Industrial tapes on window, Brisbane, Australia. 

 

 

 
219 Lee and Tapp, Culture and Customs of the Hmong, 102–3. 
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Figure 81. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Qhov Rais (Edmonton), 2015. Industrial 
tapes on window, Cairns, Australia.  

Language and writing are also crucial conceptual aspects of this work, reflecting and 

engaging with concerns of language oppression, loss and retention, voice, and power. 

Historically, the Hmong have struggled fiercely against the imposition of foreign languages. 

The written, and primarily the spoken, word is crucial to Hmong culture, history, and identity. 

Additionally, the challenge to retain my native tongue through regular use also prompted me 

to incorporate Hmong writing systems into these installations. 

Similarly, Germany-based Iranian artist Parstou Forouhar deals with language loss in her 

ongoing series Schriftraum (Written Room) (1995–). In these installations, Forouhar enlarges 

and constructs illegible interpretations of Farsi calligraphy onto the walls and floors of white 

cube spaces to transform architecture into written surfaces (figure 82). Forouhar creates a 

script that possesses no definitive meaning, and instead interprets Farsi calligraphy as 

figurative and ornamental abstractions. Being illegible, these Farsi-based installations 

counter attempt by viewers to assign it meaning, and further undermines Orientalist 

constructions. Moreover, this is reflective of Forouhar’s own loss of command of the Persian 

language and also suggests her sense of unbelonging after years of living in exile in Germany. 

As the artist states: 
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It's got a lot to do with me as an immigrant trying to redefine the space for myself, 
but also dealing with the situation that my mother tongue loses its function in 
everyday life. . . . I feel at home in Germany but, at the same time, not. I feel at home 
in Iran and then not.220 

Like Forouhar, my tape-affiti works also grapple with my sense of language loss and 

unbelonging. But unlike Forouhar, I use Hmong writing systems for more than their 

ornamental and figurative elements.  

 

 

 

 

 

< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 82. Parstou Forouhar, Schriftraum (Written Room), 1995–. Ink on wall, 
installation view at the Queensland Art Gallery for the 7th Asia Pasific Triennale 

of Contamporary Art, Brisbane, Australia. 

As other Hmong of the past have done, I too have adopted and adapted available languages 

into new hybrid forms.221 Various language systems, including English, Hmong Romanised 

 
220 Parstou Forouhar quoted in Pinar, "White Room Covered in Farsi Calligraphy Reflects Identity of an 
Immigrant," My Modern Met, last modified August 19, 2013, https://mymodernmet.com/parastou-forouhar-
schreiftraum-written-room/. 
221 See for example, Smalley, Mother of Writing. In this book, the authors trace the life of Shong Lue Yang, a 
Hmong farmer who lived in Vietnam and Laos during the 1920s to 1970s, who invented a new writing system 
from a series of divine revelations.   
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Phonetic Alphabet (RPA), Hmong Pahawh, Qauv Ntaub Qauv Ntawv, textile symbols, 

Aussie slang, street art, graffiti, typography, and design are deconstructed, rearranged, and 

then reconstructed. In a sense, this is reflective of the process I make when I speak 

‘Hmonglish’, which is a mish-mash of the already hybrid Hmong and English language 

adopted by many Hmong in English-speaking nations.  

Rather than lamenting the loss of language, I take advantage of the ability to alternate 

between languages, proactively using them in unintended ways as an act of individual 

empowerment. This has been used in several installations to address the context in which 

they have been shown.  

Commissioned by Engage Arts for the BrisAsia Festival in 2016, I created a series of tape-

affiti-based installations through Eagle Lane in Brisbane city that addressed Hmong-

Australian visibility and presence within the context of Southeast Queensland. In the work 

Eagle House-AuHmoobZi (AusHmongSie) (2016, figure 83), I have used Australian slang, 

Hmong Pahawh, and Hmong RPA to write out ‘Hmong Aussie’. In the works mounted along 

the top of Central Plaza (2016, figure 84), the Hmong proverb “nyob luag ntuj yoog luag 

tsav, nyob luag av yoog luag tsav” (“when you live in the world of others, imitate their skills, 

when you live in the land of others, imitate their kind”) was written to reference the 

adaptation and resilience of Hmong people. Opposite this work was Untitled (1996–2016) 

(2016, figure 85), which indicated the years since the Hmong population have been in Brisbane 

and Logan. This was also the strategy I used for Paj Qhov Rais (1992–2016) (2016, figure 

86) in Cairns—indicative of Hmong presence in FNQ. 
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Figure 83. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Eagle House-AuHmoobZi (AusHmongSie), 
2016. Duct tape, cloth tape, and contact paper on six acrylic panels, each panel 

1750 x 1200 x 3mm. Eagle Lane, Brisbane, Australia, commissioned by Engage 
Arts for the BrisAsia Festival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 84. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Untitled (Central Plaza), 2016. Acrylic 
sheets, corflute, polystyrene foam, duct tape, cloth tape, and contact paper on wall 

and glass surfaces. Dimensions variable, with sixteen acrylic panels each 450 x 
750 x 3mm. Eagle Lane, Brisbane, Australia, commissioned by Engage Arts for 

the BrisAsia Festival. 
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Figure 85. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Untitled (1996-2015), 2016. Acrylic sheets, 
corflute, polystyrene foam, duct tape, cloth tape, and contact paper on wall. 
Dimensions variable, with six acrylic panels each 1200 x 690 x 3mm. Eagle 
Lane, Brisbane, Australia, commissioned by Engage Arts for the BrisAsia 

Festival. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 86. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Qhov Rais (1992-2016), 2016. Industrial 
tapes on windows. KickArts Contemporary Art, Cairns, Australia.  
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Through these works, I make a claim to a transcultural, eclectic, and enduring Hmong-

Australian identity, one not generally represented at festivities like the BrisAsia Festival and 

one that is generally not known to the public, with the Hmong among those often defined 

under the homogenous umbrella of ‘Asian Australian’. Moreover, festivals such as BrisAsia 

have the tendency to focus on exotic cultural consumption, seeking out ‘Asianness’ rather 

than new forms of Australianness. Unfortunately, this was true again of this work. Following 

the installation, ABC Radio Brisbane went on to title their article for the laneway as 

“Weaving Our Heritage: Neon colour, Asian-inspired paper cut-outs give life to Brisbane 

CBD laneway”, further describing the work as “infused with Asian heritage”, even though 

much of these works were informed by my Australian upbringing.222 

As hybrid writings created from various sources and abstracted for aesthetical appeal, 

these tape-affiti are not meant to be comprehensible to viewers, although I do believe this is 

needed for a deeper understanding of the work. Thus, the titles of these works make the 

written reference explicit. But by making these writings visually ‘hidden’, I make a 

connection to beliefs held by some that Hmong women sewed a writing system within their 

cloths to avoid their destruction during Chinese oppression.223 Thus, a further connective 

strand can be made with graffiti, where the written language is often abstracted, codified, 

made illegible, and used as a tool of resistance. 

The colours used in tape-affiti have also been chosen for their high contrast and high 

visibility, reflective of both the colours used in contemporary Hmong textiles and the desire 

to be seen, to be recognised, and to be literally ‘visible’. Like the practice of graffiti, these 

installations express the sense of marginalisation felt within urban and suburban society, the 

desire to be heard and feel a sense of belonging, and the same impulse to write a public 

message. Charity Bramwell has discussed this aspect of graffiti, stating that graffiti is “a 

 
222 Jessica Hinchliffe, "Weaving Our Heritage: Neon colour, Asian-Inspired Paper Cut-outs Give Life to 
Brisbane CBD Laneway," ABC News, last modified February 8, 2016, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-02-
08/asian-heritage-highlighted-for-brisasia-festival-in-brisbane/7147062. 
223 Lee and Tapp, Culture and Customs of the Hmong, 48. 
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fundamentally political act that asserts presence by an often marginalised community with 

little or no voice in mainstream society”. 224  

Like graffiti, these installations seek to proclaim existence and announce identity. By 

incorporating ‘hidden’ writings into these installations and installing them in both urban and 

suburban contexts, I make this conceptual link between Hmong textiles and graffiti, and, in 

each case, their use of language is as a form of resistance and identification.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 87. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Phabnsta (Arcadia—South Bank), 2015. 
Industrial tapes on wall. Commissioned by Brisbane Festival, Brisbane, Australia.  

 
224 Charity Bramwell, "The Legitimate Semantics of a Subcultural Artform," Artlink: Contemporary Art of 
Australia and the Asia-Pacific 34, no. 1 (2014): 15. 



 

157 
 

Considering these further as expanded drawings has also seen these works develop onto 

other surfaces, architectural structures, and projections. As described by Cornelia Butler and 

Catherine de Zegher, expanded drawings are not restricted to two-dimensional lines on paper, 

but drawings that incorporate three-dimensional spaces, performance, video, sound and other 

forms.225 I first experimented with this in the work Paj Phabnsta (Arcadia–South Bank) 

(2015, figure 87), which was commission by Brisbane Festival. This work was installed onto 

particle boards, weaving in and out of its structures rather than remaining within a singular 

pane. Again, in Paj Theem Ntaiv (2016, figure 88) for the AusAsia Festival, I installed across 

four levels of stairwell at Metro Arts, cutting across steps, rails, walls, and doors. For the 

Drawing International Brisbane Symposium, I installed Paj Qhov Rais (Ob Txhiab Ib—2001) 

(2015, figure 89) on the ground level of Griffith University’s Webb Centre, with the 

installation projecting movement and dynamism as it wrapped around one corner and tapered 

off towards the opposite side.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 88. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Theem Ntaiv, 2016. Corflute, industrial 
tape, paper, and foam on stairwell. Metro Arts, Brisbane, Australia. 

 

 
225 Cornelia Butler and Catherine de Zegher, On Line: Drawing Through the Twentieth Century (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 2010). 
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Figure 89. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Qhov Rais (Ob Txhiab Ib—2001), 2015. 
Industrial tapes on window, Griffith University, Webb Centre, Brisbane, 
Australia. Installation for Drawing International Brisbane Symposium. 
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Figure 90. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Paj Qhov Rais (Woolloongabba), 2015. 
Industrial tapes on window. Woolloongabba, Brisbane, Australia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 91. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Untitled, 2017. Large-scale projection onto 
the William Jolly Bridge, Brisbane, Australia. 
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A further development to these tape-affiti has been their iterations into large-scale 

projections. For the Brisbane Street Art Festival in 2017, a portion of Paj Qhov Rais 

(Woolloongabba) (2015, figure 90) was reworked into a projection onto the William Jolly 

Bridge (Untitled 2017, figure 91). This was extended further in Mix Tape (2018, figure 92), 

which was a series of digital works projected onto the façade of the historic Cairns City 

Library over ten nights for the Cairns Festival.226 Unlike the projection on the William Jolly 

Bridge, this was more than a projection using a photograph, but twelve newly developed 

vector illustrations based on sections of previous tape-affiti installations. 

These vector illustrations were then animated with sound and music, collaboratively 

developed with AGB Events—a team of large-scale lighting projection artists, designers, 

animators, musicians, and 3D mapping experts based in Sydney. With my suggestions, AGB 

Events transformed these vector illustrations into animated projections with dynamic 

movements, intervals and transitions supported by a ‘jungle-techno’ soundtrack that 

incorporated the sounds of tropical weather and fauna, and the clattering and clinking of 

hardware and tools, infused together with upbeat techno music. The flow, or narrative, of the 

animated projection was based on weather patterns of FNQ, including the climatic build-up 

of a cyclone.  

Mix Tape expresses my experiences of Cairns through idiosyncratic means and references, 

injecting plurality into expressions of the FNQ experience that once again contributes to 

challenging stereotypical displays of Hmong-Australian cultural identity and production.  

Although I had expanded these tape-affiti into other forms, the actual tape on window or 

wall surfaces were completed between 2015 and 2016. I had decided to limit this strand of 

my practice, as I had grown dissatisfied with how these works were being received. Much of 

the critical aspects of these works were overridden by the aesthetics of the work, especially 

with reference to the vibrant colours and symbols of Hmong textile designs. With a desire to 

move beyond this sense of dissatisfaction, I explored other forms of public art that attempted 

to depart from these cultural references.  

 
226 A full video recording of this work can be found at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k6fXrOPcilg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k6fXrOPcilg
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Figure 92. Vanghoua Anthony Vue in collaboration with AGB Events, Mix Tape, 
2018. Large-scale animated projection onto the façade of the Cairns Library for 

the Cairns Festival, Cairns, Australia 
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Public Commissions: Brisbane, Logan and Cairns 

I will now discuss three commissioned public art installations that are distinct from tape-

affiti in terms of materials, concepts, and lifespan. These installations contribute a further 

dimension to my practice and support my desire to avoid being compartmentalised as an artist 

whose work is largely based on ethnic culture.  

In 2017 I completed the public installation Beyond an Oasis (2017, figure 93) in 

Sunnybank, which was commissioned by Brisbane City Council. Beyond an Oasis draws on 

different aspects of Sunnybank’s past, present, and future into a dynamic abstract work with 

strong references to water. Forms taken from postcards of the Oasis Tourist Gardens, 

Sunnybank’s present natural and built environment, and new structures proposed for the 

Market Square redevelopment were digitally deconstructed, manipulated and then 

reconstructed together. This process was informed by Brisbane-based artist Simon Degroot, 

who transforms and abstracts aspects of natural and built environment to highlight a vibrant 

sense of place and community. Examples of his strategy can be seen in Rediscover, 

Remember, Connect (2017, figure 94), which is a mural inspired by photographs and collages 

created by the local community, and from the environment surrounding the site. Organic 

forms and geometric patterns commingle to create a striking mural that is distinct from its 

immediate surroundings, while also reflecting it. I have found that this process of translation 

and abstraction is suitable for creating forms that are visually playful and open to 

interpretation, while remaining connected to the site.  

Language is also incorporated into this work, with letters abstracted into visual forms that 

co-exist with other abstract elements. Although difficult to make out, the work includes 

abstracted forms of the Irish proverb “you never miss the water till the well runs dry” and the 

Chinese proverb "飲水思源" (“when you drink water, think of its source”). Both Latin and 

Chinese characters are used, reflective of the multilingual signs used in Sunnybank’s 

shopping centres.  

Pauline Hanson also used the work’s former proverb in her return to the Australian 

parliament in 2016 as a warning to the current and future government against making 
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Australia vulnerable to foreign takeover by overselling Australia’s land and assets.227 The 

Chinese proverb, which is a reference to the Asian demographic and strong Chinese influence 

in Sunnybank, indicates a deeper sense of gratitude, which may be read as complementary 

or contradictory to the Irish proverb and to Hanson’s warning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 93. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Beyond an Oasis, 2017. Acrylic aerosol on 
concrete wall, 2 x 62 m. Mains Road, Sunnybank, commissioned by Brisbane 

City Council as part of the council's Brisbane Canvas program through Vibrant 
Laneways.  

 
227 "Transcript: Pauline Hanson's 2016 Maiden Speech to the Senate." "Transcript: Pauline Hanson's 2016 
Maiden Speech to the Senate." 
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< This image has been removed in compliance with the Copyright Act, 1968 > 

 

 

 

 

Figure 94. Simon Degroot, Rediscover, Remember, Connect, 2017. Acrylic on 
wall. Collins Street Centre, South Perth, Australia. 

Creating Beyond an Oasis was an attempt to make art that differed from some of my 

previous public art. Without any reference to my Hmong heritage, the work responds 

specifically to the site. Once a popular destination for its Oasis Tourist Gardens—consisting 

of lush gardens, swimming pools and a mini-zoo—Sunnybank is now a thriving multicultural 

and social ‘oasis’ where locals and visitors visit to replenish and dwell. With growing 

development in Sunnybank, and the continual stream of people from diverse origins, this 

looks set to continue. 

My public practice extended into sculptural forms when I was commissioned in 2017 by 

Logan City Council to create two artworks that were to be laser-cut into aluminium panels 

and installed as arbour structures at opposite ends of a newly developed pathway in Logan 

Central. Along this path is a long continuous strip of painted rectangles, with colours and 

arrangement based on national flags. Logan City Council required one arbour to reflect strong 

links with the Indigenous owners of the land, and the other to celebrate Logan Central’s rich 

cultural diversity. 

Although tasked with reflecting the rich cultural diversity of Logan, I instead created a 

work which uses Hmong symbolism, but also includes forms that are site-specific references. 

Like Beyond an Oasis, this was a conscious effort on my behalf to extend my work beyond 
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being primarily Hmong based, while also reflecting personal experiences rather than 

reflective of the Hmong-Australian community. Titled Connections of Logan (2017, figure 

95), my design for this arbour uses the shapes of a cricket ball, a rugby ball, and the Hmong 

tuj lub (spinning top), along with Logan’s floral emblem. Together, these objects surround a 

central motif found in Hmong textiles. This motif has been interpreted as symbolic of Hmong 

cultural identity, as well as one of connection and continuity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 95. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Connections of Logan, 2017. Laser-cut in 
aluminium panel of arbour structure, panel dimension 10 x 4550 x 3500mm 

(panel dimensions). Wembley Road, Logan, Australia, commissioned by Logan 
City Council. 
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Contextualised within this artwork, this motif can be read as linking and celebrating 

different aspects of Logan’s culture and lifestyle, one which will continue to evolve as new 

connections are made by those who make Logan home. Situated on the side leading to 

Wembley Road, this arbour connects those who use this path from Woodridge Station to 

Logan’s parks, art gallery, community centres, sporting clubs and more, which includes 

Hmong Logan community members, who engage and participate in these public spaces and 

diverse sporting activities together with the more ‘traditional’ Hmong sports and activities.  

While references to my Hmong cultural heritage had been downplayed in my previous 

two works, Raws Roob (2017, figure 96), commissioned by Cairns City Council, had 

inextricable links to this heritage. As the building for this installation is located along the 

Bruce Highway in the town of Gordonvale, it is visible to many motorists travelling between 

Cairns and southern towns—including my parents, who have driven along this route for over 

two-and-a-half decades for work, family, community and recreational purposes. With the site 

intrinsically connected to my personal history and the Hmong community in FNQ, I could 

not refrain from making work that referenced the Hmong experience in FNQ. Surrounded by 

mountains, including the iconic Walsh’s Pyramid, Raws Roob focuses on the role of 

mountains in influencing recent Hmong history, identity, and belonging. 

The making of Raws Roob, which translates in Hmong to ‘following mountains’, 

encompassed the selection and abstraction of mountains, natural and built structures of past 

Hmong homes, including Long Cheng, the CIA’s secret headquarters for the Hmong army; 

Ban Vinai, the site of the largest Hmong refugee camp in Thailand; Phu Bia, the refuge site 

for Hmong guerrilla soldiers resisting the Lao Communist Government; and present Hmong 

homes in Cairns' southern suburbs of Mount Sheridan, White Rock, Bentley Park, Edmonton, 

and the town of Gordonvale. 

These abstractions were then recombined into a reimagined landscape of bold lines, 

colours and forms. Like Beyond an Oasis, this translation of forms results in the visualisation 

of multiple locations and timeframes on a singular landscape. Raws Roob represents renewed 

growth, as the notion of home continues to grow and expand—even through forced 

migration—along with continued resilience, with new homes created and embraced while 

holding onto the nostalgia of the past. 
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Figure 96. Vanghoua Anthony Vue, Raws Roob, 2017. Acrylic aerosols on brick 
and aluminium, 4 x 2.6 m / 3 x 2.6 m / 4 x 2.6 m / 3 x 2.6 m / 2.7 x 3 m / 2.5 x 3 
m. Corner Kern and Bruce Highway, Gordonvale, Australia, commissioned by 

Cairns City Council as part of the Pumped: A Water and Waste Trail. 
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To conclude, this chapter has provided an overview of my personal motivations to move 

beyond the traditional context of the individual artist studio space and into more public and 

participatory spaces and engagements. I have drawn ideas and inspiration from the artists 

discussed in this chapter, who have created works for which participatory making was an 

integral component. This has allowed community members to voice their stories, to offer 

alternate representations of themselves, to engage in cross-cultural understanding, and to 

actively make the meaning of the work with the artist.  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis has followed a transcultural argument that has traced continuities between 

strategies used by several artists with diverse dual identities. In Chapter 1 I provided an 

overview of discussions surrounding arts-based research methodologies that, when 

considered as a whole, provide evidence that new knowledge is embodied in creative outputs. 

As Tom Barone and Elliot Eisner, among others, have pointed out, the expressive form of 

arts-based research extends beyond the limitations of discursive communication, and is able 

to capture qualities of life that impact what we know and how we live. 

I have drawn on Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of the term ‘transcultural’ to identify the 

complex processes by which appropriation, sharing and negotiation occur between cultures 

in the ‘contact zone’. This thesis has focused on my own work alongside the works of artists 

who share two or more cultural heritages, resulting in transcultural identities and experiences. 

The argument has traced how my upbringing in FNQ, an experience that has significantly 

shaped my identity and perspective, has been modified through my parents’ commitment to 

establishing strong connections to Hmong cultural connection, pride and historical 

understanding in my own experience, and that of my siblings. 

Chapter 2 analysed the ways in which transcultural artists have reimagined belonging 

within their respective identities. These artists positively adopt what Benedict Anderson has 

termed as the ‘spectre of comparisons’—the simultaneous imagining of self in comparison 

to other/s. Drawing on the arguments made by Homi Bhabha and Ien Ang, I posited in this 

chapter that the discussed artists and I take advantage of hybridity and transculturalism to 

make challenges to traditional binaries established by Orientalism and Othering, employing 

strategies of humour, exaggerated scale, and bringing together incommensurate items. 

Also in this chapter, I examined Tony Albert’s work in terms of the ways in which it has 

created positive and empowering tropes of belonging for himself, his family members, and 

other Australian Aboriginals in contradistinction to mainstream representations of them as 

primitive, alien, and ill-fit for contemporary society. This section examined my own research 

outputs, arguing that the non-traditional approaches I have taken to materials, forms, and 

colours that include, contradict, and transcend both Hmong and Australian identities are 
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reflective of my lived experiences as a Hmong-Australian in contemporary Australia. In 

particular, I focused on how these outcomes celebrate and embrace humorous and ill-defined 

mutations capable of constructing new languages of cheeky inconclusiveness. 

 Chapter 3 traced a discussion where I argued how transcultural artists have reinterpreted 

the past by using the materials of both history and memory. This discussion of their work 

presented history as a narrative that emerges through systems of construction and 

contestation, with revisions made as new insights and perspectives are considered. As Pierra 

Nora and others have argued, despite memory being subjective, incomplete, and prone to 

forgetting, it can paint a clearer picture of the past. Keith Moxey’s theory of heterochronic 

time also supports the possibilities of fluid and multiple interpretations of the past based on 

local temporalities.  

Drawing on these theories, my argument traced how the artist Dinh Q. Lê has reinterpreted 

the Vietnam-America War, rendering space for the inclusion of Vietnamese narratives and 

images that have been neglected and obscured by Western media’s images of American 

heroism and bravado. The argument also considered my studio research outcomes that have 

engaged with the Secret War in Laos and its continued aftermath, and shed light on the ways 

in which this narrative remains relevant to the present. I demonstrated how my ‘memory-

knowing’ of this past, my father’s memory, and private and historical artefacts and objects 

have been used to construct a more comprehensive retelling of this war.  

Chapter 4 situated my studio research outcomes alongside the work of transcultural artists 

who identify with and who work within a range of roles that move beyond the conventions 

of white cube exhibiting practices identified by Brian O’Doherty. Key to these artists’ work 

has been engaging non-artists in the making of the work and placing these works within and 

outside of traditional art exhibiting institutions in order to reach broader audiences than those 

who are familiar with the codes and conventions of traditional gallery spaces. Exemplary of 

this is Dadang Christanto, who has engaged public members in deeply moving acts that 

promote cross-cultural empathy and understanding, and Tony Albert, whose monumental 

public installation Yininmadyemi – Thou Didst Let Fall engages with public audiences and 

highlights the neglect of marginalised Australian Aboriginal servicemen and women stories.  
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This chapter then examined the numerous projects in which I have encouraged art-making 

by members of the Hmong-Australian community, the Hmong community overseas, and the 

wider public. It also discussed how my work has developed within strong references to site 

and audience. The contributions made by non-artists and my engagement within various 

contexts stem from my feeling of unease with the traditional relationship between the artist 

and the white cube gallery, together with my upbringing, which involved many hours of 

communal making with my family and within the Hmong community. Nicolas Bourriaud’s 

definition of relational aesthetics has been useful in this regard, as it points to artistic practices 

which are based on communal experience and interaction, including the work of Rirkrit 

Tiravanija. Like the artists referenced in this section, my research has sought to overcome 

the limitations of traditional definitions of the artist, what constitutes as artworks and art-

spaces, and the role of audiences.  

Overall, this research has highlighted how the approach of many artists who share 

experiences of transculturalism (including myself) have adopted the discussed strategies. 

However, I have only discussed a limited number of these artists and their works in this 

focused research. There is work by many more artists who have not been surveyed in this 

research that has unfortunately not been paid enough attention by visual art curators, writers 

and historians. These include transcultural artists who have spent extensive time in Australia 

either through birth or migration, and whose experiences of cultural conflict and negotiation 

have been redirected productively into visual art outcomes. It is hoped that future research 

will examine the work of these artists in further depth. As discussed, my work both shares 

with, and departs from, the work of other contemporary visual artists who have harnessed 

their transcultural experiences. In so doing, I believe we have created visual languages that 

point towards new ways of understanding the transglobal world we currently live in. 
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