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Zoe Butt: For this issue of DISPATCH I am looking at ideas of movement, how artists 
move from birthplace, to place of work, to place of study, to place of safety, to place of 
family, to end up building places of critical artistic initiative. I am intrigued by three kinds 
of stories. Firstly, narratives of arrival and departure (examining the nature of tourism as 
a means of seeing); secondly, of fleeing and betrayal (here in thinking of the boat refugee 
community who are now Viet Kieu) and finally, this idea of choosing and creating (here in 
reference to those who choose to study abroad). In particular I am looking at how this 
kind of movement is creating a new kind of cultural landscape in the post war generation 
in Vietnam – signaling a new trend of openness whereby old prejudices are ebbing and 
ideas of what constitutes ‘international’ within Vietnam being redefined. I wanted to do 
this interview with you as you are someone who chose to pursue a post graduate degree 
abroad and have subsequently returned to begin a film initiative in Hanoi that is quite 
different to what you set out to study. Can you tell me a little more about your family, their 
opinions of education, and what made you desire to study journalism abroad? 
 
Nguyễn Trinh Thi: Up until the early 90s' there was virtually only one choice for 
education in Vietnam. That is the state-managed public system with one single kind of 
socialist propaganda mindset. I think this was similar to China until the early 1980s.  So 
the only study-abroad opportunity was for the best students to study in Eastern European 
countries like the Soviet Union, Poland or East Germany for example. Studying abroad 
even in Eastern Europe was a dream for every student in Vietnam. After I graduated from 
Hanoi Foreign Language College with Russian and English majors, I started to work as a 
reporter for an Australian-run English language business weekly called the ‘Vietnam 
Investment Review’. My parents didn't play much role in my choice of career or 
education. My mom worked for the Central Documentary Film Studio all her life. But I 
never thought I would ever work for them. In the mid 1990s, the Ford Foundation started 



to give scholarships to Vietnamese to study in the US, but only through the government 
channel and only to a few sectors in the government. However, its first director in 
Vietnam, Mark Sidel (also a university professor) wanted to help young Vietnamese 
journalists to study in the US, so he helped me to apply to the University of Iowa. In the 
end of 1997, I finally got all the funding secured for my degree with a research position, 
including accommodation and boarding sponsorship from a Viet Kieu family who ran a 
restaurant near the university. Prior to 1997, Vietnamese government policy did not allow 
its citizens to study journalism abroad, but fortunately Vietnam signed an agreement with 
the United States on the freedom of migration, and Vietnamese citizens didn’t have to 
apply for an exit visa anymore. In the early 1990s, options for work had opened up a lot 
in Vietnam. You can now work for the private sector, for foreign companies or 
organizations. Young people, who have the chance, prefer not to work for the state.  
 
ZB: The system of education in Vietnam is very similar to that of China up until the late 
1980s. I think it interesting that your mother worked for the Central Documentary Film 
Studio. Do you think this had much influence on your choice of work? What exactly did 
she do at this studio? 
 
NTT: My mother is a sound person. Because the government perceived her family 
background to be "petit-bourgeoisie", she was not allowed to enter colleges in the 1960s. 
She could only receive the training of a sound technician.  I don't think her work had a 
huge influence on my choice of career. I never actually thought her work was that 
interesting. It was more like propaganda.  
 
ZB: I think this quite intriguing to consider your current art practice and career in relation 
to your perception of your mother’s work as mere sound technician, a prop for 
propaganda. You once mentioned to me that your studies in journalism became 
frustrating as you felt that text was not giving justice to the social issues you were 
reporting, and thus film became a language of interest for you. Perhaps it would be 
clearer to say that the power of a moving image became something critically important to 
you, that the idea of sound or text alone is something secondary to the importance of the 
image and its context, as the viewer understands it. In returning to Vietnam, what were 
the circumstances behind your decision to start HI-DeFF and DOCLAB? Your focus 
appears to have been on an encouragement of independent filmmaking. Can you explain 
what you mean by ‘independent’ filmmaking? Was there a particular event that triggered 
your decision to place your efforts in these organizations? Can you tell me a little more 
about what you hope these organizations will provide? 
 
NTT: I think underlying all my efforts has been the issue of "independent thinking" in 
Vietnam. Independent for me means the artist/filmmaker can fully express his/her own 
perspectives, aesthetics without the influence of money or politics. This relates again to 
the system of education and media propaganda that we have had in Vietnam for the last 
50 years.  In Los Angeles, I taught children at a great community media art center called 
the Echo Park Film Center and dreamt that someday I would like to do something like 
that in Vietnam. Before moving back to Vietnam three years ago, I returned for a summer 
when I did a "test" course where I gave young people a photography and filmmaking 
workshop. With this test, I realized the biggest problem for people in making films or art in 
Vietnam is not technical, but the lack of exposure to the diverse filmmaking practices in 
the world and very importantly, independent thinking. In relocating to Hanoi, I saw a few 
people who started to work independently here and there, but we didn’t have any kind of 
community for these people. So I started HI-DeFF (Hanoi Independent Documentary and 
Experimental Filmmakers Forum) in 2007. HI-DeFF was not enough though because it 
was limited to screening films. I could see that the demand and need was so much more. 
To really help things to develop locally, you have to go back to education again. So 
‘DOCLAB’ replaced Hideff and deals with a lot of these educational issues by providing 
training courses, workshops, screenings with guidance and discussion 
(www.hanoidoclab.wordpress.com). 



 
ZB: It is exactly this issue of education and the critical lack of resources available with 
regard to contemporary international culture, that i am constantly made aware of since 
my frequent visits to Vietnam began in 2007. Now being based here in Ho Chi Minh City, 
it feels ever more pressing that new strategies be implemented within the cultural sector 
and in this vein I am hearing more and more about the Vietnamese artists and cultural 
workers who have trained abroad and return to trigger these new strategies of thinking. 
Was there a deliberate decision to starting these organizations in Hanoi? Considering 
that the majority of filmmakers are based in Ho Chi Minh City, and that the level of 
experimentation with the moving image is arguably stronger in the South largely due to it 
being considered the economic capital of Vietnam, what triggered you to pursue these 
initiatives in Hanoi? 
 
NTT: I don't really see anything so important in film vs. other kinds of art. I just happened 
to know and love this medium. It's true that film is stronger in the south, but I'm not into 
the feature or commercial film business. I think documentaries are very different to start 
with. I think it relates more to people's interests in society, and with that, you can’t say the 
north or the south of Vietnam is stronger.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ZB: Was it a long conversation with the Goethe to start DOCLAB? Vietnam has recently 
had its film industry heavily supported by the Ford Foundation (which has now closed). 
What affect do you think this will have on the nurturing of film practice and screening in 
Vietnam? 
 
NTT: Actually, the Goethe Institute came to me to ask for advice on what they should do 
to invest in documentaries, I told them what I thought, and together we came up with a 
plan to open a small documentary film center, which will hopefully have funding for the 
next five years. I don't have any ambitions in changing the film practice in Vietnam. This 
is a very small effort; it won't change the industry a bit. I'm also not training professional 
people. I hope to give people larger exposure to practices of documentary filmmaking in 
the world, encourage them to create and think for themselves. Actually people who come 
to the training and screenings come from all kinds of disciplines. We're also hoping to 
nurture a local audience with a more critical awareness of documentary and experimental 
film, and video art.  
 
ZB: Do you consider your training and travel abroad as having been instrumental in you 
being motivated to start these initiatives in Vietnam? My knowledge of the Vietnamese 
documentary film industry is thin. In assuming that Vietnam’s film industry is relatively 



young, what challenges do you think lie ahead for local directors and producers to gain a 
foothold on an international platform? What do you see are the major advantages and 
disadvantages of being a video or film producer in Vietnam? 
 
NTT: Yes, my training and travel abroad was a huge factor in me beginning HI-DeFF and 
DOCLAB. In regards to the challenges of being a local film director or producer, this is a 
big question. I don't see myself being a part of the film industry in Vietnam. I see video as 
a medium I happen to know. I know a few independent documentary filmmakers, but I 
am closer to the visual artists here, because for me they are the one’s doing work that is 
different, more experimental. In reference to filmmakers in general, I think there are 
currently very few independent filmmakers, who speak about the relationship between art 
and documentary genres of filmmaking. In Vietnam, the visual arts has a much longer 
tradition than film and therefore artists have previous examples to take reference from in 
relation to motivations of independent thinking. Also, the visual arts in this country have 
been less subjected to censorship than literature and film.  
 
ZB: In speaking with many young video artists in the brief time I have spent in Vietnam, I 
am struck by the approach to digital media and film as a mere tool of documentation, as 
opposed to a medium of visual manipulation where all kinds of artistic forms can 
coalesce. How do you mentor a young and aspiring moving image-maker?  
 
NTT: We start with basic documentary film techniques. I try to gear people towards 
personal documentaries, to think firstly and honestly as individuals. That sounds quite 
simple, but in Vietnam, that is not an easy concept to embrace as for so many years, art 
was not a practice that spoke of individual’s issues. My advice to young filmmakers and 
artists in Vietnam is to widen and deepen the foundation of their knowledge of art and 
culture. This will help open and diversify their perspectives.  Learning another language 
can also give access to a larger world of knowledge and information that demonstrates 
the benefits of thinking for oneself.  
 
Nguyễn Trinh Thi possesses a Bachelor of Arts in Russian and English, Hà Nội Foreign 
Studies College, Hà Nội; Masters in Professional Journalism, University of Iowa; and a 
Masters in Pacific International Affairs, University of California, San Diego. She has 
produced 5 short films that have been screened in China, Italy, France; Cambodia, Việt 
Nam, Poland, Brazil and the US. Recent art exhibitions of her work include ‘LIM DIM’, 
Stenersen Museum, Oslo, 2009;  ‘10+’, Nha San Studio, Hà Nội, Vietnam, 2008; 
‘Strategies from Within: An Exhibition of Vietnamese and Cambodian Contemporary Art 
Practices’, Ke Center for Contemporary Arts, Shanghai, China, 2008 and ‘In the course 
of our exchange’, Yunart Contemporary Art Gallery, Kunming, China, 2008. In 2007, 
Nguyễn founded ‘HI-DeFF, to encourage independent filmmaking in Vietnam and 
collaborations among artists, filmmakers and others that holds biweekly documentary 
and experimental film screenings in Hà Nội. In 2009, she co-founded ‘DOCLAB’, a 
center/lab for documentary filmmaking and video art based at the Goethe Institute in 
Hanoi. 
 
FILMOGRAPHY 
“Rain, Poems, Toilet Paper”: documentary, 70 minutes, video, color (in production)\ 
“Chronicle of a Tape Recorded Over”: experimental documentary, 30 minutes, video, 
color (2010) 
“Spring Comes Winter After”: experimental video, 6 minutes, color (2009) 
“93 Years, 1383 Days”: experimental documentary, 30 minutes, video, color (2008)  
“Love Man Love Woman”: documentary, 52 minutes, video, color (2007) 
“A Chungking Road Opening”: documentary, 20 minutes, video, color (2005) 
 
(Interview conducted 12 March, 2010) 
 
 



Zoe Butt is Curator and Director (Programs and Development) for San Art, an 
independent artist-run gallery space and reading room in Ho Chi Minh City. She is also 
Curatorial Manager for Post Vi-Dai, a private collection of contemporary Vietnamese art 
based between Ho Chi Minh City and Geneva. Previously she was Director, International 
Programs, Long March Project – a complex, multi-platform, international artist 
organization and ongoing art project based in Beijing, China.  Prior to this she was 
Assistant Curator, Contemporary Asian Art at the Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, 
Australia where she assisted in the development of the Asia-Pacific Triennial of 
Contemporary Art (APT); key acquisitions for the Contemporary Asian art collection, and 
other associated gallery programs. For over 10 years she has been researching 
contemporary Asian art and has both independently and collaboratively curated 
exhibitions and contributed to various international art publications that have reflected the 
dynamic art of this region. 
 
DOCLAB is a center/lab for documentary filmmaking and video art based at the Goethe 
Institute in Hanoi. Its activities include basic film and video training, workshops, 
screenings and discussion, an editing lab and video library accessible to the public. 


