
 

 

 

 

 

BLACK AIR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BY 

 

THANH VANVO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT 

 

OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE  

 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

BALL STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

ADVISORS: JOHN FILLWALK, VICTORIA  

 

BRADBURY, KENTON HALL 

 

MAY 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ii 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgments:  

I would like to thank Victoria Bradbury who generously agreed  

to serve as a committee member.  She also provided very helpful feedback and  

editing on the thesis.  I want to thank Kenton Hall for working with the Graduate 

School, and making it possible for me to complete my thesis.  Thanks to my 

Committee Chairperson, John Fillwalk, for supporting me in many capacities. 

I appreciate the committee’s time, patience, and efforts in dealing with me.  

 

I also want to express gratitude to my sister, Kate, who has assisted me  

tremendously.  I want to acknowledge the passing memory of my late 

mother, and the inspiration of her memory pushes me forward. 

 

  

 



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements          ii 

I. Statement of the Problem       1 

II. Purpose and Significance of the Problem     2 

III. Review of Literature        3 

IV. The Creation Process        9 

V. Description of the Artworks       18 

VI. Conclusion         25 

VII. Works Cited         27 

VIII. Appendixes         28 

 



 1 

 

 ―There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heaven: 

a time to be born and a time to die, a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to weep and 

a time to laugh, a time for war and a time for peace‖ (Ecclesiastes 3:2-8 (NIV)). 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Statement of the Problem 

 

Yes, and there is a time to remember.  Our memory informs us who we are and 

where we have been.  It is essentially our guiding light illuminating the past, both good 

and bad.  We rely on our memory to perform simple daily routines.  But, attempting to 

trace where man first stepped on earth or solving the mysteries of the universe requires a 

much deeper reasoning of intellect. 

  What other important purposes can memory serve us?  It can be used as a tool to 

teach about religions, cultures, history, politics, and even how to make wars.  Can we 

remember the lessons from history and learn not to make the same mistakes as the 

previous generations, which could do us great harm collectively?  If we cannot coexist in 

peace and harmony, then who are to blame?  Is it because of our inherent aggressive 

nature that is embedded in our DNA?  All these pressing issues are more complicated 

than I pretend to know or understand.  But what does memory of history has to do with 

making art?   
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II. Purpose and Significance of the Problem 

 

Throughout our lives, we absorb and accumulate a vast memory reservoir of 

experiences, habits, and beliefs that form our peculiar personality.  Our memory assists us 

in determining our actions, emotions, and reflections that lead us to the next intention or 

destination.  Through our memory, we recall specific experiences, happenings, places 

we’ve encountered, or the people who come into our lives which can alter our emotions 

and perceptions of realities. 

  In this body of work I utilize my memories during the time of the Vietnam War 

to chronicle my experiences and emotions of the 1970s.  I will also provide accounts of 

my journey and departure from Vietnam to the United States.   

The accounts of my memories of the journey are my personal story. They are used 

only as sources of inspiration in my video work.  The videos are not a direct 

autobiography but are intended to inform.  Additionally, they comment on the dark side 

of humanity and serve as commentary about social, political, and spiritual concerns.  

This work asks the audience to reflect more deeply about the world we live in. In 

turn, I hope that the audience will react and relate to the videos according to his/her own 

idiosyncratic experience, memory, and knowledge. 
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III. Review of the Literature 

 

In my Electronic Art Master's work at Ball State University, I have drawn from a 

diverse range of artists to inform my creative process.  I look to early Impressionist and 

Post-Impressionist painting for inspiration.  The use of light and color in these synthesize 

my visual and emotional senses and I am drawn into their worlds.  These images send me 

back to familiar, yet enchanted landscapes, that I had seen long ago in Vietnam. They 

served as my first inspiration to be an artist. 

 Vincent van Gogh's paintings are of particular interest.  I first saw his work at a 

museum when I was 12 years old and it left a deep impression in my consciousness.  

Through Van Gogh’s work and writings, I sense his idealism and his tendency to feel the 

plights of others.  In a letter to his brother Theo, the painter says:  ―Theo, whenever I am 

out on the heath and I come across a poor woman with a child in her arms or at breast, the 

tears come to my eyes…‖ (Walther 100).  In his series of painting of the people toiling in 

the field or farm, he perceived them as heroes:  ―Peasants digging, are closer to my heart, 

and I have found things better outside paradise‖ (Walther 179).  Perhaps he was able to 

identify his internal conflicts with the working poor.  Observing and painting the workers 

on some level benefited him emotionally.  The justifications to paint could be deemed as 

an honorable living in his time.  His work is filled with references to the emotional and 

psychological struggles of people and experiences he had encountered.  I aim to convey a 

similar examination of social and emotional concerns in my work. 
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Joseph Beuys’ work is also an influence on my own.  He was a former fighter 

pilot who nearly died when his plane was shot down behind enemy lines at the beginning 

of WWII.  Perhaps I can relate to his experiences and art because of my close calls with 

death during the Vietnam War.  His artwork references his near death experience and 

recovery (with the help from Russian tribesmen), but also his social and political reforms.  

He stated, ―I advocate on aesthetic involvement from science, from economics, from 

politics, from religion-every sphere of human activity.  Even the act of peeling a potato 

can be a work of art if it is a conscious act‖ (Weintraub 181). 

 Indeed, Beuys’ artistic interests included powerful drawings, paintings, 

sculptures, and ritual performances.  He utilized a variety of processes and materials, 

many of which had little connection with traditional artistic approaches.  In one of his 

performances I Like America and America Likes Me, he stay confined with a wild coyote 

in a cage for an entire week. His performance addressed the relationship and perception 

between man and animal.  Beuys’ work and his persona are often considered spiritual in 

nature.  ―Beuys is frequently compared to a shaman, a mender of souls. His activities 

were conducted in the intense, trance-like state of a religious rite.  In his drawings, he 

even depicted himself as a shaman teaching truths he learned from trees, plants, and 

animals‖ (183). 

By nature he was a committed activist in social, political, educational, and 

spiritual reforms.  According to his philosophy, creativity and the arts were the primary 

tools to forge fundamental changes in the development of a society.  He maintained that 

art was inspired by life in the broadest spectrum and that ―every human being is an artist‖ 

(183).   
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 The two artists previously mentioned inspire me for different reasons—

conceptually and emotionally.  However, Jerry Uelsmann was one of the first artists who 

had a critical influence in my early approach to creating art.  He often used multiple 

negatives sometimes sandwiching them together in the darkroom. This process allows 

him ―to create evocative images that combined the realism of photography and the 

fluidity of our dreams‖ (1) Throughout my undergraduate and graduate studies, I 

continue to apply this assemblage or compositing of multiple images in the darkroom or 

in the computer to produce work that transcends reality.  I also find commonality with 

Uelsmann’s process in generating images.  ―A camera is truly a license to explore.  There 

are no uninteresting things.  There are just uninterested people.  If you can get to a point 

where you respond emotionally, not intellectually, with your camera there’s a world to 

encounter.‖ (3) He continues, ―I begin to build a vocabulary based on things that I 

encounter and then I start photographing things specifically for use in my darkroom.  I 

may photograph objects on a light box so they have a white background or shoot things 

on black velvet so I can sandwich those negatives later in the darkroom.  But my initial 

approach is non-intellectual.  Today there is a lot of conceptual based art that begins with 

a particular theory and then the individual makes the images to fit.  My approach is a lot 

less premeditated.‖ (3) 

 My particular interest in working in video art can be traced back to 1960s video 

history when the medium gained popularity.  Artists such as Nam June Paik, Vito 

Acconci, and Bruce Nauman, recognized the power of mainstream media and technology 

in popular culture.  These artists, along with their European contemporaries, were intent 

to erase the boundaries of art.  "They not only challenged the art world by breaking its 
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conventions, but also succeeded in taking art outside of its normal perimeter, making art 

more accessible and bringing it closer to the general public‖ (Elwes 1). 

Paik, a Korean-born artist, was a forerunner in utilizing video technology to create 

art and express social issues.  He was one of the first artists to purchase a Sony portable 

recorder and camera which were developed in the early 1960s for U.S. military 

surveillance in Vietnam.  In America, there were social issues dealing with civil rights, 

feminism, black power, and anti-war movements which took center stage.  According to 

Elwes, ―The 1960s became the era of protest and Paik’s work represented the first 

challenge to the hegemony of the mainstream media, controlled by its oligarchy of 

commercial, political and military interests.  Paik and his contemporaries believed that 

they could harness the tools of mass media to awaken a new, alternative social and 

political consciousness‖ (5).   

After WWII, artists such as John Cage, Alan Kaprow, and others in performance 

art, created work ―that reflected the concerns of the world in which formation and 

communications technology and related concepts were becoming increasing important. 

Their work involved exploring questions of interactivity, multimedia, networking, and 

telecommunications‖ (Gere 79).  The work that these artists created was groundbreaking 

in the post war era because it had significant impacts on current artistic practice in 

relation to digital technology (80). 

As noted earlier, some of the technology such as the Sony portable recorder and 

camera were developed for military purposes.  In 1960s during the Cold War and 

consequently from the perceived threats primarily from the Soviet Union, the United 

States military shifted its research away from the development of analogue 
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machines to electronics and digital systems.   They wanted to develop and maintain 

in weapons research utilizing computer technology.   Computers allowed 

researchers to create scenarios, solve problems, and test simulations of nuclear 

warfare.   “Computers were crucial in offering a solution to one of the great paradox 

of the Cold War.  In the context of nuclear weapons, actual confrontation was not 

possible.  The computer offered a way out of this paradox by giving military 

planners the means to make simulations of possible scenarios” (64).   

Among these computer technologies, perhaps the most recognized 

contribution to the development of computing was the Internet (70).  Instead of a 

communication system that has a central control center, the Internet allows a 

network to “be set up composed of equal nodes, so that should any part be 

destroyed, messages could continue to flow along other routes” (71).  In 1967, a 

project named ARPANET was developed to form such a network that would become 

the basis of the future Internet. 

Technology since the 1960s has evolved to great heights—serving many purposes 

in contemporary times.  In the art world, the evolution of digital art and various forms of 

graphic media has transformed communication and entertainment industry over the past 

few decades.  Technicians in the movie industry, graphic designers, and artists continue 

to rely on computer technology and software to produce music videos, web sites, video 

games, movies, and visual arts.  Furthermore, because of digital technology’s popularity 

and accessibility, the general public has the capability to view their favorite movies and 

artists.  They are also able to communicate with families and friends through the internet 
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or mobile phones.  In addition, they can become the creators and use various 

technological tools to explore their artistic impulses.    
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IV. The Creation Process 

 

 

Developing Skills in Digital Arts 

 

I came to BSU to gain further knowledge about digital art technology, particularly 

in video production and animation.  I felt that being out of college for several years left 

me lagging behind current technologies in making art.  Additionally, I hoped to master a 

new form of visual creation and communication. 

Prior to entering Ball State, I completed a Bachelor of Art from the University of 

Missouri and a Master of Fine Arts from Bowling Green State University (BGSU), 

respectively.   While attending the two universities, I was drawn to the experimental 

processes in photography and utilized my discoveries to create art.  Coming from a 

photographic background, I initially found in my early experimentation with digital 

video, that the two creative processes are very different, making it a challenging 

transition.  In still photography, a captured photograph has the capability to complete a 

thought or emotion.  On the other hand, video art relies primarily on motion and time to 

tell a story or express an idea.  This was very new to me.  I needed to reflect on how to 

utilize the video medium to capture and manipulate images as metaphors to convey 

thoughts, emotions, and memory. 

In a video class, I was shown how to use color enhancement and other useful 

effects to alter the look and feel of a video.  I was delighted to incorporate these 

techniques to steer my work in the direction that I felt had the most potential.  I created 
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three to four videos in my first year.  Each piece is three to four minutes in duration. 

During the creation process, I learn how to apply sophisticated techniques in 

compositing, color manipulations, and other visual effects.   Although they were not 

―masterpieces,‖ they served me tremendously in developing and mastering the video 

production processes, providing a deeper understanding of time-based medium and its 

relationship within the visual arts and culture at large.  The result of these videos guided 

me to a direction that would prove most beneficial later on for the thesis exhibition. 

 

Exploring Memories of Vietnam as a Basis for Art I:  Exodus 

 

       In preparing for a cohesive and personal body of work for the thesis presentation, 

I have chosen to recall my past memories and experiences to shed a brighter light on my 

intentions.  In the process, I had to become reacquainted with childhood memories of 

Vietnam to coax out significant details of events and experiences in my life. 

 In 1975, near the end of the Vietnam War, my family and I fled to the United 

States.  Prior to our arrival in Missouri, we first had to negotiate a few obstacles to get out 

of Saigon, now known as Ho Chi Minh City.  I remembered having just stepped inside of 

our apartment and immediately I heard my mother frantically press at my two brothers to 

get ready.  She then urged me to pack quickly for a trip.  Our family didn’t own many 

things, and I only packed a few shirts and a pair of shorts, with a pair of rubber sandals 

under my feet.   

 I sensed there was imminent danger in her tone of voice.  Further contributing to 

my suspicion, I heard rumors that fighting between the North and South armies were 

spilling into Saigon.  Because the government was controlling the media, television 
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broadcasts and printed journalism were unable to inform the public of the conditions of 

the war and of when and where the enemy might strike.   

My mother didn’t explain what she knew or where we were going.  

Further, she adamantly instructed us not to tell anyone that we were leaving town if 

asked.  I suspected that we were heading for a long trip but I had no knowledge of the 

destination.  My mother had just enough money for a taxicab ride to a mysterious place.  

Apparently, she had already arranged for a taxi, as it was waiting in the street when we 

stepped outside to a sunny morning. 

 I noticed the scenes in the street markets had transformed dramatically in the few 

hours since I had been outside.  Increasingly, more people were bustling about in the 

streets like busy ants.  A small crowd gathered around the taxicab.  We hastily ducked 

into the car and closed the door.  To my delight and relief, the taxi drove away not a 

moment too soon.   

 As we passed through the city, to my surprise, I saw more people and families 

scurrying around and carrying clothes, suitcases, and furniture.  The taxi dropped us off 

within a few blocks of the U.S. Embassy.  The scenes on the streets near the embassy 

were much more chaotic.  People were running, shouting, crying, and even pleading to 

the street police and military personnel—pleading for what, exactly, was unknown to me.  

It was loud and confusing. 

 With some paperwork in her hand, my mother ordered us to stay together while 

she entered the embassy which was guarded by soldiers armed with semi-automatic 

rifles.  As we waited outside, I noticed the intensity of confusion and fear that had risen 

in the streets.  I also grew more anxious and fearful, but I tried to remain calm.  In the 
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midst of chaos, I observed that some individuals and storeowners were still conducting 

business as usual.  They remained calm while selling goods and chatting with passersby.  

Whatever fate was to come, they apparently had accepted theirs. 

 Within an hour that had seemed like an eternity, our mother came outside with an 

optimistic look, grabbed our hands and instructed us to go quickly inside the embassy.  

The guards inspected each of us for weapons.  I felt a little lighter and somewhat relieved 

as I passed through the entrance.  As we moved deeper into a chamber, I felt like we were 

entering through a portal and into a foreign place, a safe haven, with soldiers at their post. 

 Once we were inside, I knew that we would be much safer here than amid what 

was unfolding outside in the streets.  From behind the infamous steel gate where 

television networks shot scenes of frenzied people attempting to climb and claw their 

way in, I witnessed the 24 hours preceding the fall of Saigon. I saw the terror, anger, and 

panic in the eyes of helpless individuals outside the gate.  Some managed to climb over 

the gate and bypass the soldiers at the expenses of those outside being trampled 

underneath. I could not believe and comprehend what was happening. I was overcome 

with feelings of helplessness, guilt, fear, sadness, and relief. 

 At around three o’clock the next morning, a sea of people huddled inside the 

embassy airport.  We finally got the order to transfer near to the runway.  As we 

approached the metal detectors, the soldiers separated the boys from their parents, and 

confusion and panic broke out.  We were caught in the same predicament as most other 

boys; we lost sight of our mother in the night as we passed through the metal detectors.  

Somehow by great fortune, we were reunited with her minutes later.  Eventually, we were 
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loaded onto a bus and driven to a U.S. military cargo airplane.  To my surprise, no one 

inspected us as we proceeded inside the aircraft. 

 The ride was bumpy and adventurous caused by strong turbulence in the high 

altitude.  In addition to that, the pilots attempted to maneuver away from artillery and 

rockets launched at the plane from below.  I heard ammunition explosions and saw 

smoke outside of the windows.  Strangely enough, I saw big stars illuminating in the 

heavenly sky.  It was a beautiful, yet dangerous moment.   

 The plane eventually landed safely in the late morning on an island in the 

Philippines.  American personnel heartily greeted us and handed out sandwiches and cold 

drinks after we stepped off the plane.  We resided on the island for two weeks, sleeping 

in a tent and eating American food.  Beggars cannot be choosers, but the meals lacked 

flavors and spices which we were accustomed to eating.      

 After two weeks on the island, another plane transferred us to Guam where we 

stayed for one week before transporting to Honolulu for a plan changeover.  One hour 

later we boarded a much bigger airplane destined for California.  I believe we landed 

somewhere in Northern California.  The place was draped with valleys and mountains.  

Here, we sheltered communally with other refugees in makeshift airplanes or helicopter 

hangers near the mountaintops.  The air was cold in April compared to the hot and balmy 

weather of Vietnam.    

 

Exploring Memories of Vietnam as a Basis for Art II: Arrival 

 

      Within two weeks, we departed from California and flew to Missouri where a 

local church had sponsored us.  The people of the church were very gracious and 
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generous.  They provided us with housing and even a car to help ease us into the 

American culture.  I started my education at the elementary level.  I learned English 

quickly, which helped me to grasp different subjects in other classes.  Each Sunday 

morning we attended church.  We were not Christians but we felt an obligation to 

reciprocate the church's kindness.   

 My first introduction to the church's etiquette and rituals seemed strange yet 

somehow comforting and domestic.  I think the pipe organ and the choir’s songs 

contributed to the feelings of comfort.  I found the pastor’s sermons to be stimulating and 

encouraging.  A few months later, the pastor baptized us with holy water but I didn’t 

really understand the meaning and ceremony of baptism.  Eventually we stopped 

attending church when I was in high school.   

 Growing up in the mid-1970s in a very small, Midwest town left a deep 

impression in my mind.  There was a sense of simplicity and camaraderie among 

neighbors.  People were friendly and happy.  Although the Cold War was still brewing on 

the back burner, in their collective consciousness, the American people were more than 

ready to unload the burdens of the recent ending of a long, bitter involvement in the 

Vietnam War.  Who could blame them?  It was a very costly war for the Americans and 

especially for the Vietnamese people.  The war damaged the psyche and discredited the 

United States government and military.  Perhaps there was a mutual understanding 

between the two cultures, recognizing that it was ultimately the government who fed the 

war machine.  The common citizens were trapped in the political war game.   In any case, 

our Missouri neighbors welcomed us with open-arms. 
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Exploring Memories of Vietnam as a Basis for Art III: The Discovery of Art 

 

 As my family became acclimated within the local community, I made new friends 

in school and in my neighborhood.  In my efforts to assimilate quickly into the local 

culture, I played sports with friends daily.  I absorbed and was hooked on the 1960s and 

70s rock and roll music.  I drew pictures of musicians and sold them for 25 cents each to 

friends.  I supposed this transaction could be considered my first ―artistic creation‖ mixed 

with capitalism for a profit, but I did not envision art as my chosen profession until later 

years. 

 Throughout school I enrolled in art classes and enjoyed them.  My school trips to 

the museum, where I saw amazing and influential artwork, ignited a deep inspiration in 

my heart.  We visited the Art Institute Museum in Kansas City, Missouri.  I enjoyed 

being inside the museum with all of its décor.  I roamed around and occasionally 

meditated at a particular artwork.  

 In the museum, I remembered viewing the works of Claude Monet, Paul Gauguin, 

Pablo Picasso, and Vincent van Gogh.  I was drawn to and felt an emotional connection 

more to those paintings than to other artwork.   I was not quite sure of all the reasons why 

I enjoyed looking at the paintings.  Perhaps the Impressionistic and Post-Impressionistic 

styles of paintings possessed hypnotic colors and romantic and surrealistic landscapes 

that reminded me of the beautiful scenes embedded in my mind of my early childhood in 

Vietnam.   

 Although art was my favorite subject throughout school, it wasn’t until my junior 

year in high school that I gave serious consideration to studying art in college.   I was 
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also interested in social work for many different reasons, but primarily I wanted to help 

other people to improve their lives as those who assisted our family.  

 Soon after graduating with a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of 

Missouri, I was admitted in the Master of Fine Arts program in photography at Bowling 

Green State University (BGSU).   During the first semester at BGSU, I rediscovered 

religion and attended church again.  A few months later, I accepted God at a church 

conference.  My first encounter of religion was at a Buddhist monastery that had served 

as a refuge during the Vietnam War.  My experience here may have planted a spiritual 

seed in my consciousness.  C.S. Lewis proposed that a person practicing a different 

religion might serve some purposes that will ultimately lead to God.  ―There are people in 

other religions who are being led by God’s secret influence to concentrate on those parts 

of their religion which are in agreement with Christianity, and thus belonging to Christ 

without knowing it.  For example, a Buddhist of good will may be led to concentrate 

more and more on the Buddhist teaching about mercy and to leave in the background the 

Buddhist teaching on certain other points‖ (Lewis 176).  I’m not quite sure how to read 

into those informed views about religious paths, but the experience of that moment left 

me no doubt to accept what was offered from God.   

 After accepting God into my life, this new experience dramatically altered my 

perception of reality, art, time, and experiences.  I felt like a ton of bricks were unloaded 

from off my shoulders.  Armed with this new belief and energy, I worked feverishly 

throughout the nights.  At last the work came together.  I successfully defended my work 

in the final review, and was granted approval for the thesis exhibition.  
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Soon after my graduation, it was time to leave the sheltering environment of 

academia and to begin the search for employment.  I accepted work in freelance 

photography while teaching and counseling underprivileged teenagers at residential 

programs in Illinois and Massachusetts.  This type of work was not exactly what I was 

groomed to do, but remembering my past compelled me to accept these jobs in human 

services and to pull my own weight to where it was needed.   

While I was working in Illinois, I enrolled in a multimedia course to learn digital 

photography and graphic arts.  I especially enjoyed working and manipulating images in 

Photoshop.  The versatility of Photoshop allowed me to compose images on a computer, 

and create a surreal world that I could never accomplish utilizing only the darkroom.   A 

few years later while working with at-risk teens near Boston, the desire to learn more 

about digital art hit me again.  This time I was ready to make a new transition in my life, 

and I returned to college to further pursue digital art at Ball State University. 
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V. Description of the Artworks 
 

 

The body of work I have chosen for the thesis exhibition is comprised of five 

digital videos completed within two years at Ball State University.  The title of the 

exhibition, ―Black Air,‖ is also used as a title for one of the videos and invites the 

audience to make assumptions.  Working in collaboration with a student in the music 

technology department, we produced audio for the video work. 

 

“Wooden Levee,” Four Minutes and Thirty Seconds 

 

This was the first successful video I completed and I knew in my own 

expectations that it was going to be in the show.  I thoroughly enjoyed creating this piece.   

In the beginning of the video, the fire gradually emerges in a textured background, and 

then a human figure slowly materializes and fades out.  A few seconds later, the figure 

remains visible throughout the scenes.  The figure interacts and reacts in agony by the 

consumption of the fire (Plate 1).  Since I was the figure in the video, one might interpret 

that the work is about self-inflicted injuries.  However, I used myself only as a model, 

and the figure does not portray me directly.  The work metaphorically alludes to fire as a 

possible source of pain and destruction.  In a wider net, this piece is intended as a social 

commentary derived from my childhood memory during the Vietnam War in the 1970’s.    

After about 15 seconds into the video, the fire consumes the figure, and the 

interaction creates a hot, boiling liquid causing severe blisters and deformities on the 
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figure.  Throughout the piece, the sequences between the fire and the physical 

transformation of the figure, reference the dead that I saw in the mornings that were being 

ushered in and out of the boats along the river from the battles that occurred in the nights.  

Toward the end of video, a close-up of the figure’s face, although undefined, exhibits an 

expression of terror and pain.  In this sequence, I want to portray the confusion and panic 

I saw from those individuals who were unable to enter the United States Embassy in the 

last hours of evacuations.  In a moment of realization and desperation, people attempted 

to climb over the barbed-wire gate.  Some scaled over the gate successfully, but women 

and children were being trampled underneath. 

 My childhood experience in Vietnam during the war left an indelible mark in my 

memory.  Recalling scenes from the fatality of war, evacuations, and the terror of those 

left behind, this video attempts to convey emotions of fear, struggles, and confusion that 

unfolded during military battles and fleeting from Vietnam. 

 

“Powerline,” Four Minutes and Forty Seconds 

 

This piece is a tribute to the time when I first attended church in Missouri and as I 

later accepted the Christian faith during my graduate study at BGSU.  It was quite an 

experience!  But my first extraordinary encounter with religion occurred amidst the 

Vietnam War.  As noted earlier, my family and I had to evacuate the area and travel to a 

monastery for shelter when intense fighting broke out.  Residing in the monastery, I felt 

strange yet comforted with monks praying and chanting throughout the days and nights.   

One afternoon near the monastery, I tried to cross a narrow log bridge, (perhaps from a 

dare by my cousins), but I slipped off and fell head first into a deep mud pit.  People 
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gathered around and someone tossed in a rope and pulled me out from the pit.  After 

washing off the mud a monk handed me a bright orange robe to put on.  I felt 

embarrassed but special wearing a monk outfit.   

For this video, I show a parallel of what’s happening inside a church during 

service compared to the activities bustling in the streets.  The piece examines an 

individual’s journey in life and how each has the power to determine his own path.  For 

example, in one sequence, a person walks alone on the street, and she is isolated from 

other people.  A few moments later a sequence transitions to a street scene where there is 

a crowd of people frantically rushing about.  The scene is filled with loud noises from 

people chattering and cars passing by.  In these two critical sequences, I want to show 

that collectively, we seem to be disconnected with each other as human beings.  Each 

person is preoccupied and alienated, and seems to be only concerned for oneself in this 

world.  In contrast, the scenes of a church service with the activities of music and singing, 

worshipping, and reflecting, depict a sense of order, peace, and a communal 

acknowledgement of a spiritual presence. 

Therefore the beauty of freedom allows people to go about one’s daily business 

according to their own cadence.  I do not pretend to know the answers, or to be critical of 

anyone choosing a particular path that suits one’s tempo.  This work explores the 

possibilities of choices, the road one takes, and where it will lead. 

Near the end of video, a mysterious hand caresses red water in a gentle, back and 

forth motion (Plate 2).  In the next scene, a huge patch of dark cloud descends slowly 

across an open field (Plate 3).  The scenes are accompanied with an audio background of 
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chanting from the congregation professing in unison their statement of faith, 

foreshadowing something supernatural of eminent power declaring its arrival. 

 

“Inside The Circle,” Four Minutes and Fifty Seconds 

 

The beauty and unpredictable forces of nature have always fascinated me.  

This work explores and addresses my deep curiosity with the cycles of nature as well as 

human life.  Sequences of moving clouds, body of water, and sunrise and sunset convey 

the natural order of nature and its cycles.  Each of those elements functions as a 

barometer affecting the atmospheric conditions and temperatures.  Other images of 

people repeatedly inhaling and exhaling in slow motion represent the rhythm of the 

heartbeat and life within oneself which are dependent on the precious air we breathe 

(Plate 4).  The sequences of the Ferris wheel juxtaposed with the clouds, and the merry-

go-round not only reference the perpetual cycle of birth, life, and death, they also 

transcend beyond this world (Plate 5).  Their circular motions metaphorically imply that 

the mechanic rides are vessels in which each person has the opportunity to claim a seat 

for transportation into another realm. 

My interest in nature is rooted deeply from childhood experiences where I had 

lived near rivers and mountains in Vietnam.  My continual respect of nature happened on 

one unforgettable day in an encounter that was fatal for a friend and nearly cost me my 

life.  One afternoon I went with three people to swim in a pond.  As we swam and played 

in the deeper water, the air grew silent.  Without any warning, a large crocodile thrashed 

to the surface and brushed against me.  It proceeded to clamp down on a friend; we 

panicked and grabbed a branch hanging over the water to climb out.  As we stood there 
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on the bank watching helplessly, the boy screamed, struggled, and begged for help from 

the jaws of the crocodile.  My uncle ran to the house for some hand grenades.  Within ten 

minutes he came back, but the crocodile had already submerged with the boy.  

Nevertheless, my uncle threw several grenades.  They exploded in the water.  Nothing 

surfaced.  

 

“Acid Rain,” Eight Minutes 

 

The inspiration for this work derives from what I saw one night in my hometown 

of Savannah, Missouri.  At that time, I was 14 years old, and as I was observing the night 

sky, I noticed a bright band of sparkles zip past me and disappear within a second into the 

night.  It had rainbow colors and possessed tremendous energy but made no noise while 

traveling at an incomprehensible speed very near to the tree lines.  Perhaps it was a 

meteor or comet, but I could not find evidence of burn marks on the trees the next 

morning. 

From this undetermined sighting, I created a narrative work that investigates the 

possible existence of other beings from outer space or beings that possess supernatural 

powers traveling to earth.  Either reality would dramatically alter our lives.  The video 

starts with a mysterious figure with undefined features, standing in an enclosed space 

filled with some forms of energy.  As the sequences continue, the figure appears to gain 

more electrical currents around it.  At times, fire embodies the being (Plate 6).  Then a 

beam shoots down from the sky.  The figure materializes within the beam, and seconds 

later, the being transitions to an open field (Plate 7).  To capture the energy and flashing 

lights, I videotaped actual lightning and static noises from the television.  I composed 
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them into multiple layers to create vertical movements and energy surges.  The story and 

effects that I created reached very close to the expectations that I had envisioned. 

 

“Black Air,” Eight Minutes and Thirty Seconds 
 

Technically, this video was the most difficult piece to complete.  In the end, I am 

most proud of this work by the sheer delight that I had pulled it off.  Essentially, this  

work is viewed as a triptych of three smaller-size videos or panels on a screen.  Each is 

evenly spaced about two inches apart.  In the beginning, the first panel appears on the 

right side with an arm swinging back and forth in slow motion.  Then, the second panel 

shows a hand holding a hammer striking down at a large spike held by the other hand.  

Soon after, the third panel materializes with abstract and transparent liquids traveling 

slowly in different directions.  As the video continues, except for the middle panel, the 

left and right image are individually copied and composed into another panel temporarily 

forming two images in that panel.  As the result of this technique, at different intervals, 

the hammer is striking at the swinging arm or at the bluish liquids that gradually turn to 

orange-purple then to blood red.   

I use the hand as a representation of a very powerful tool and intelligence that has 

enormous potential to create and build magnificent structures and societies.  The 

swinging of the arm and the striking of the hammer works collaboratively to create for 

the good (Plate 8).   They are intended for peaceful purposes.  However, because of the 

nature of man and his desires for power and riches, these arsenals become weapons 

causing tremendous harm and inflicting horrific pains.   

The color progressions from blue to red in the middle video portray this side of darkness. 
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The hammer striking down at the spike also references the crucifixion of Jesus 

Christ.  By the hands of those in powers, and out of fears and misinformation, men and 

weapons are used to cause intimidation, fear, injuries, and death.  It is ironic that man has 

to kill the messenger, whose desire is to offer peace and harmony, in order to seal the fate 

of man and the world. 
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VI. Conclusion 
 

 

As I entered into the creation process for this body of work, I already had a good 

foundation to draw from my previous four videos that I completed in my first year at Ball 

State University.  Although I did not choose these videos for the thesis exhibition, they 

helped me significantly in developing and mastering the video production processes, and 

provided a deeper understanding of time-based medium and its relationship within our 

culture.  The results of these works steered me to a different direction - one that would 

involved a more personal investigation.  This meant I had to look to my past.   

In preparing for a cohesive body of work for the thesis presentation, I have chosen 

to recall my past memories and experiences as part of a critical and creative process. 

I revisit my memories during the time of the Vietnam War to translate my experiences 

and emotions of the 1970s.  The videos are presented as an interpretation in a form of 

poetic abstraction derived from a narrative past.  Furthermore, the work comment on the 

dark side of human tendencies and serve as commentary about social, political, and 

spiritual concerns.   

As an artist I use my knowledge utilizing both traditional and digital art processes 

to create work.  The kind of work I investigate derives from personal inspiration and 

observations of current discourses in our evolving world.  My long-term goal is to return 

to Vietnam and use my current knowledge to document and express the cultures of my 
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native country.  And along the journey, perhaps some memories and emotions that I had 

left there over 30 years ago will resurface more clearly.   
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Appendixes – Plates: 
 

 

(1) Wooden Levee – Still image from video 
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(2) Powerline – Still image from video 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 30 

 

 

 

 

(3) Powerline – Still image from video 
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(4) Inside the Circle – Still image from video 
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(5) Inside the Circle – Still image from video 
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(6) Acid Rain – Still image from video 
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(7) Acid Rain – Still image from video 
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(8) Black Air – Still image from video 
 

 


