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Day by Day is a solo exhibition by Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai, an artist based in
Hue, Vietnam. The exhibition draws on one year of extensive research by the artist in
several small fishing communities in Siem Reap and Pursat, Cambodia as well as in
Long An, Vietnam. The men, women and children in these communities are Vietnamese
by birth or by ancestry, but many of them have lived in Cambodia for years or even for
generations. Despite this, many of them do not have formal identification from either
country, resulting in ongoing difficulties.

The title of the exhibition is a phrase the artist borrowed from the villagers. In
her artist's statement, Nguyen suggests that the villagers' frequent use of this phrase
“drew the picture of their future.” Yet, as seen in Nguyen'’s exhibition, pasts and futures
repeatedly emerge, as if irrepressible. Villagers speak openly of their memories,
including experiences of war and conflict, but never of their dreams.

Day by Day presents a set of circumstances that are highly specific to the case
of Vietnamese in Cambodia, yet also of broader relevance, intersecting with universal
questions of citizenship and migration.

The exhibition consists of four interrelated serial works. /D Card (2014) is a
participatory installation consisting of 348 “unofficial” identity documents printed on
scraps of clothing donated to the artist by the villagers. Shadow (2014) is a series of
hand-colored digital photographs in which the human figures have been blacked out, at
once protectively obscuring individuals’ identities and hinting at the community’s shared
uncertainty. Another series of photographic prints, Travels (2014), consists of digital
collages in which a portrait of the head of various villagers is inserted onto the body of
an unknown stranger, posing in a photo studio decorated to appear like a faraway land.
Finally, Day by Day (2014-15) is the title of a video, in two parts, based in extended
interviews with villagers.

About the artist

Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai (born 1983, Hanoi) is an artist based in Hue, Vietnam. Select
exhibitions include Swimming in Sand; Growing Rice Under an Umbrella (Anita Archer
Fine Art, Melbourne, Australia, 2014); Unexpected (Chiang Mai University Museum,
2014); 2013 Asian Report (Artspace A Gallery, Cheongju, South Korea, 2013); and
Riverscapes IN FLUX (Goethe Institut, Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar, Philippines,
Indonesia, 2012). Residencies include Kunstlerhaus Bethanien, in Berlin, Germany
(2015-2016), Sa Sa Art Projects, Phnom Penh (2014); HIVE Studio, Cheongju, South
Korea (2013); New Space Arts Foundation, Hue, Vietnam (2013) and San Art, Ho Chi
Minh City, Vietnam (2012). Nguyen is a recipient of awards and grants from the Pollock-
Krasner Foundation (2014-15) and the Cultural Development and Exchange Fund (2014
and 2012). In 2015 she is a finalist for the Sovereign Asian Art Prize, Hong Kong. The
artist holds a Bachelor of Fine Arts from Hue College of the Arts, Vietnam (2006) and a
Master of Visual Arts from Mahasarakham University, Thailand (2012).

About the curator

Day by Day is guest curated by Roger Nelson, an independent curator based in Phnom
Penh and a PhD candidate at the University of Melbourne researching contemporary and
modern Cambodian art and culture. www.rogernelson.net

After its debut at SA SA BASSAC, Day by Day will travel to Sao La, Ho Chi Minh Fine Arts Museum, Vietnam.
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DAY BY DAY
by Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai

curated by Roger Nelson
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Nguyen Thi Thanh Mai, ID Card, 2014
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