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What makes the spider spin her web, 2007. One hour electromusic-theatre piece. 
Premiere in Hanoi 27/04/2007. Concept, Music, images director, stage/theatre set/light 
design,vocal/performer by KIM NGOC. Photos by Laila Meyrick and Dang Hao. 
 
Zoe Butt: I have been fascinated by the ways in which young musicians in Vietnam 
seem enamored by the pop genre of music. It seems like such a ubiquitous style and 
trend here. I’m also quite struck by the few local or international music events held across 
the country that showcase different styles of music, of course there are the rare evenings 
of little known international guests, sponsored by the Goethe Institute or Alliance 
Francaise, but on the whole, Vietnam seems to lack a continual showing of contemporary 
music and performance. I am interested to know more about your personal story of travel 
and inspiration and what drew you to start thinking of conceiving the New Music Festival. 
Can you tell me a little bit about yourself, your background and how your journeying 
affected your artistic practice? 
 
Kim Ngoc: As a child of 6 years old, I began studying piano at the Hanoi National 
Conservatory of Music (now called the Hanoi National Academy of Music). I finished my 
secondary degree to then continue with a degree in composition at the same institution. 
After I graduated, I traveled to Cologne in Germany to study with a DAAD – Deutscher  
Akademischer Austausch Dienst (German Academic Exchange Service) 
(http://www.daad.de) scholarship. In Cologne I continued my study of composition with 
Johannes Fritsch and improvisation with Paolo Alvares. I also attended three summer 



courses with Keilheins Stockhausen. Other than my three years in Cologne, the other 
important time abroad for me was receiving a residency with the Asian Cultural Council 
(ACC) where I stayed in New York for 6 months. My time abroad, especially my study in 
Germany was very important for my music and me. That time has shaped and completed 
my music style. Without this time abroad, I would be a pop song writer in Vietnam 
earning money from being famous in the entertainment industry, like almost of my friends 
who graduated from conservatories or music academies or similar institutions in Vietnam. 
If I had not studied abroad, I would never have come up with contemporary music and 
would never found out that it is the best way for me to be myself. My study in Germany 
made me grow up… a bit late but not too late! 
 

 
 
ZB: You mention that if you had only studied music in Vietnam, you would now be a pop 
songwriter like many of the people you knew studying similar to you. What was so 
different about studying in Germany? 
 
KN: The first difference is the education system. The education system for music in 
conservatories in Vietnam was “imported” from the Soviet Union. This kind of East 
European system isolated us during the war. This Soviet methodology of learning kept us 
disconnected with the music of the 20th Century in capitalist countries. As we know, most 
important and exciting innovations in the music of the 20th Century happened in the 
capitalist countries. The meaning of experimentalism, the birth of the avant-garde in 
music – all of this pushed ideas of contemporary music. As an incomplete copy of the 
East European system, the curriculum in the conservatories in Vietnam focused on 
classical music and just a little of the music at the beginning of 20th Century. This means, 
the students lack the fundamental base to understand and practice contemporary music. 
It is not hard to understand why they feel strange and keep a distance with all lines of 
contemporary music, like modal music, serial music, atonal music, music concrete, 
experimental music, electro-acoustic music, avant-garde, post modern… When the 
students have no skills and knowledge to be a contemporary composer, but have been 
fully equipped by classical music techniques, there is always a choice for them in 
Vietnam to turn to be a pop-song writer. It is easier to be alive and to feel alive because 
of a growing market system for entertainment and its large audience. Now, I have heard 



there are some education-reform programs at the Academy in Hanoi but still it is in 
scattered form and not at all focused on contemporary experimental music. 
 
The second point is Viet Nam has no support system after college (mainstream or 
alternative) for contemporary practice, like regular programs for contemporary and 
experimental music, such as symphony orchestral philharmonics, theatres, concert halls, 
alternative spaces or experimental projects for young students. There is no special 
orchestra for contemporary music. In Germany, in each city, they have at least one very 
famous orchestra for contemporary music for example, ‘Ensemble Modern’ or ‘Musik 
Fabric’. These orchestras not only play contemporary composition but they commission, 
every year, new compositions from well-known or young composers. There are no 
festivals for contemporary music in Vietnam. There is no financial support system or 
foundation (government or nongovernment) for contemporary/experimental activities. 
Here, you will be really lonely if you want to initiate a real fundamental base for 
contemporary music. Contemporary makes no sense for people. Because of that, of 
course there is a clear result as the third point of difference is there is no community, thus 
a very very small audience for contemporary/experimental music.  
 

 
 
ZB: How do you define ‘contemporary’? 
 
KN: Contemporary music started at the beginning of the 20th Century. It has the 
theoretical base called “serial music” of Schoenberg. But normally music history counts 
“contemporary music” from the work of composer Stravinsky and onwards till now. 
‘Experimental’ music is a line, or genre post Second World War. But the meaning of 
experiment (or experimentation) is larger in our time and for me than a line of music. It is 
a culture and it Is what we prepare for our future. 
 
Art in general cannot develop without an audience, whether big or small. Artists work, 
then they present their creation to somebody else - that is process. The relationship 
between an artist and their community is mutually beneficial. This kind of relationship 
creates dialog and excites cultural  and social development from both sides. 
 



In Vietnam, there is almost no space for experimental music when popular music is 
everywhere. I don’t say we will ask experimental music to become popular, I say, 
experimental music should be considered worthwhile to have its own space, not only in 
institutions, but also present within the community. The audience for experimental music 
in Vietnam is just beginning. This reality is due to the very small alternative scene in 
Vietnam. The meaning of experimental culture is not well recognized and developed. The 
society accepts what is popular rather than what is independent. In comparison with 
other art forms, experimental music could play a role in society to break through this 
stagnation. That is the reason why there needs to be a larger audience for contemporary, 
and particularly, experimental music.      
 

 
 
ZB: It is interesting how practices (eg. visual art, music, performance) of contemporary 
culture in Vietnam do not more strongly desire an international presence. I say this, as 
having worked in China for the last three years; their universities are keen to connect with 
international institutions. Not wanting to compare too much with China, but why do you 
think Vietnam is not as open to ideas of experimentation? 
 
KN: In Vietnam, people need to have a better understanding of why experimentation in 
culture is important. Without this reconcilability, experimentation is just something 
perceived as a form that doesn’t make any money and therefore no fun at all. Actually 
experimental practice is the nucleus for all progress and development. In Vietnam, with 
the reality that popular culture dominates the country, experimental art practice is a 
critical space for independent thinking. The chance for artists to make art in response to 
what happens in front of them and to take responsibility of generating dialog. Society 
needs to have ambition, to take risks to initiate a platform for experimentation in culture. 
Vietnam seems to lack those kinds of people. To have an international presence by 
focusing on creating, organizing and supporting spaces for experimentation in culture, 
Vietnam needs to have a new philosophy of life! 
 
ZB: I agree with you that the Vietnamese government does not want to publicly 
acknowledge the relationship between the act of experimentation and culture. As an 
observation from the time I have spent in Vietnam since 2007, the idea of contemporary 
art and culture is not of priority to them. It is rather considered a dangerous topic. They 



understand there is art works being traded and that is of great interest, but caring for how 
their society thinks of the times in which they live - if it does not make money, particularly 
if the perspectives are critical in any way, they are not in support. I don't want to be 
negative about Vietnam here. I would rather focus on the changes we can see taking 
place and how these changes are occurring. For me, change is visible within the cultural 
production itself. More and more artists are taking responsibility themselves for 
generating dialogue. What motivated you to start the New Music Festival? How do you 
define 'New Music'? 
 
KN: Yes, I agree with you about the reality of Vietnam. This environment of no support 
and censorship is exactly the motivation for the Hanoi New Music Meeting in 2009 (the 
Hanoi New Music Festival begins 2011). As artists, we think and we do. If we think that 
our community needs it; we give our hand to create visible productions. The Hanoi New 
Music Festival will have three big targets: 1. Space. 2. Education. 3. Community. The first 
one will be the main part of the project. It will be a biennial festival where we commission 
new compositions from Vietnam and repeat good quality international productions. The 
biennale festival will be a space for artists to meet and practice at least one collaborative 
program. The second target will be arranged as a satellite project in collaboration with 
organizational partners abroad, and hopefully, relevant institutions in Vietnam. These 
satellite projects will focus on young students in Vietnamese institutions (such as the 
Academy in Hanoi or conservatories in Hue and Ho Chi Minh City), sending them out of 
Vietnam to study. In exchange we will invite experts from abroad to come to Vietnam to 
do lectures and workshops. These students on exchange we will showcase in the 
satellite projects, thus enlarging the local scene for contemporary music in Vietnam. The 
last target will take some work, as we want to create a separate research-program for 
developing audiences for experimental music in Vietnam. Of course, it is not easy when 
you want to support and encourage artists to make art in response to what they see in 
front of them, rather than focusing on a motivation of putting their production in the 
trading system. The most difficult part is looking at finance sources and raising 
sustainable funds for the whole undertaking. Artists must stop thinking that money 
prevents them from doing what they want to do – dialogue generates financial interest in 
so many ways.  
 
ZB: How do you define 'New Music'? 
 
KN: To have some thing NEW, you need experimentation. Some thing NEW is not only 
contemporary. For some people, classical music is contemporary, but it has over 100 
years of development. So I want to give the Hanoi New Music Festival a larger future 
than any specific word like ‘contemporary’ or ‘post modern’. Experimentation is also a 
word but it is more about the process, I want to point out the result of experimentation in 
the name of the festival, to experiment means to create something NEW - but be careful, 
NEW, not exotic. 
 
ZB: I'd like to talk briefly about your own artistic practice. How would you describe your 
work and the ideas that inspire your 'compositions'? 
 
KN: I am focusing now on music-theatre. I composed my first music-theatre before I went 
to Germany, when I had little knowledge of music theory and practice. That piece 
premiered at Nha San Duc in 2000. After arriving in Germany, I jumped into a very rich 
scene of music-theatre. Some of my favorite composers: Mauricio Kagel, Manos 
Tsangaris, of cause Stockhausen and some other conceptual pieces of John Cage and 
some instrumental-theatre of Heiner Goebbels. For me, the idea of music interacting with 
visual elements in my composition came to me naturally. When I wrote my first symphony 
piece, I had a strong desire to re-arrange the seating and shape of the orchestra and 
imagined how the musicians would dress. This particular idea of mine has never been 
realized because it needs more research on the acoustic balance of the overall space. 



But this idea came to me very early and my subsequent studies have anchored this 
fascination in my practice. 
 
 
Kim Ngoc, Hanoi 
Composer + improviser + electronic musician 
Born in Hanoi, Tran Kim Ngoc started to learn the piano at the Hanoi Conservatory of 
Music at the age of 7. When she was 14, she wrote her first compositions under the 
instruction of her father, composer Tran Ngoc Xuong. She finished her university degree 
at the Hanoi Conservatory of Music, majored in composition, before going on a study tour 
to Cologne, Germany. In Germany, She studied compositions with Professor Johannes 
Fritsch, improvisation with Paulo Alvares and attended two summer courses with 
Karlheinz Stockhausen. Before and after going to study in Germany, Kim Ngoc 
successively studied and practiced Vietnamese traditional music.Her music works for 
ensemble and orchestra have been performed by orchestras such as Ensemble Modern, 
Aterlier-Musique de Ville d'Avray, Ensemble d'Autorium Oliver Messiaen, Trio D'Argent, 
Baseler-Symfonieorchester, Freiburge Ensemble, PPO Chamber Orchestra, Hanoi 
Conservatory Orchestra... and broadcasted by some of the Europe's radios such as 
Deutschland Radio Berlin, Westdeuschland Radio (WDR), Deutschlandfunk, Neue Musik 
Radio, Radio France, RFI Schweizer Radio, Radio Monalisa...Kim Ngoc is not only well-
known for chamber and orchestra music but also for her music theatre compositions in 
Europe and the USA.  Her recent works include The Absence which was commissioned 
and produced by 10th.Muenchener Biennale Festival 2006 and What Makes The Spider 
Spin Her Web - euro-premier at Ultima Festival, October 2008.  Kim Ngoc is now living 
and working as a freelance composer in Hanoi. 
 
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. 


