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Belief

Sok Than

Omikuji Paper

When | went to a local Shinto shrine and saw these Omikuji paper lots tied to a wooden rack, it
felt like | was in my own country. | painted over the text on the paper so that the text became
unreadable.

| think every country have their own beliefs, it is just that the belief is strong or based on their
own values. Many Cambodians, particularly in the countryside, believe that their illness can be
cured by just praying and they do not go to hospital. The education in the country is not as
good as in the city, and this is why people do not believe in the power of technology.
Marriages are arranged by older people, who even make the decision on the marriage day as
well. But in my opinion, they should believe more in technology. | think that maybe because of
the development in the places that these people were raised and grew up in, they have such

strong beliefs. Because of these reasons, | am interested in Omikuji.

Thread

Monks give away threads to bless people, and many Cambodians obtain these threads in order
to avoid accidents or ghosts, especially after funeral or other ceremonies. Getting the threads
would bring safety and happiness to people and their homes. In my opinion it’s a belief based

on something that is unclear, and everything in the future cannot be foreseen.

Dead Flag

Each dead flag represents the deceased, which is made with white paper or white cloth. These
flags are stuck on sand mountains, and these human-shaped flags cannot fly away and stay still.
They look as though there cannot be freedom. We should not be like these flags, we should
free ourselves. For that, we should not depend too much on our beliefs. We need to combine
the power of technology and traditional beliefs. In this art work, these flags represent those

value the old beliefs.

Ceremonial Sand Mountains

People pray in order to release all the badness they have and mistakes they had made. Sand is
considered goodness.

| believe that making sand mountains does not help taking away all the badness unless the
person did not do something bad. Many Cambodians have this belief for many years, and this
tradition still goes on in temples on Khmer New Year and Phcom Ben Day. In this art work, |
hanged threads from the ceiling. | drew on the Omikuji papers with colour pencils, which made
them unreadable. Then they are folded and tied to the threads. Threads on the other end are
tied to the dead flags, which are stuck in the mountains. All elements are related to the belief,

the dead flags are surrounded by the beliefs.
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My Memory in Japan

Sok Than

During my stay in Sapporo while | participated in the JENESYS programme, | found the
weather was completely different from one day to another. On some days it was cold and
rainy, and on other days it was hot. Every time | went outside, | had to carry an umbrella with

me. | liked this weather; | will remember it when | go back to my country.

One morning when | was just waking up in the apartment, there was a little earthquake, which
was a very interesting experience for me. | had to clap my face as | thought it might be a
dream. When | put my hands on the window, it was really an earthquake. | could not believe it,
but it was happening for real. | wanted to experience it for another 5 or 10 minutes because |

had never come across such an event before; | used to watch it on TV.

The trip to Tokyo was interesting. | was very happy that | could meet many other artists from
different countries, they were all friendly, we visited museums in Tokyo, and | met some

friends that I'd known from before.

It was an opportunity for artists to meet one another, who all come from different countries;
we could exchange experiences and new ideas. | was glad to stay in Tokyo for 3 days. | could
make friends, and we discussed art and our own work. In addition, some of my friends wanted
to visit Cambodia to meet local artists, and they want to know about the local galleries, and

development in the Cambodian art scene.

I cycled everyday in Sapporo. It felt like | was doing actual proper exercise, and | lost 4kg.

Cycling was fun because | could see the views and buildings in the neighbourhood.

On 11th August, we had a short trip to Tomakomai, and | enjoyed views of the countryside. |
joined on a workshop with Kyoko and her husband. We learnt how to make a sake cup from
tin, and there were many steps to it. It was a good experience for me. | will keep the cup to
remember the friends and people | met in Japan. | also had a chance to go to many galleries

such as CAI02, Planis Hall gallery and Continental Gallery.

We had an opening day of our exhibition on 2nd September. At the opening party Phuong and
| cooked food for the party. It was actually the first time for me to cook Khmer food. They ate
all my food, which made me happy. When | go back to my country, | will cook food for my
family. | like Japanese food and Vietnamese food. | built a good relationship, which | can’t

forget. | also got to know many Japanese artists and many others who came to the exhibition.

| like Japanese people and Japan; | will think about them when | go back to Cambodia, and |
will probably miss Japan and my friends in Japan. | will remember this experience for the rest
of my life, and | will share my experience with my friends in Cambodia. Finally, | want to say
thanks to all those who made this programme possible as well as all those who helped me

during my stay in Japan. Thank you.
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The man | have met

And they had spoken

Unspeakable

Phuong Hoang Bich Le

| got inspirations for my paintings during the time | was wondering around and

looking for art materials near Odori Park.

When | got lost in town strangers helped me, which was a touching experience. |
came across a young woman, who spoke good English. She was trying to help, but
neither of us could find the shop. Then | came across another woman. She couldn’t
speak much English, and she asked someone else on the street for help. It was an
old cleaning guy, who works in a building somewhere. Together, they both spent

their time to help me find the art shop.

| could only understand as much Japanese as | read in mangas in Vietnam. It was a
good way to help learn the language, but my Japanese was not good enough. Every

time people spoke to me in solid Japanese, | got completely lost.

It always made me wonder how people’s minds worked. | kept questioning myself:
What should | say? What should | do? How do | express my thoughts? Speaking to
someone who doesn’t speak the same language as you do, lives in a different
culture and lifestyle from yours and has a different mindset — everything is different.
There were things | could not express enough. | had good experiences though and

they were interesting ones as well.
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It's All About the Strangers
Phuong Hoang Bich Le

| arrived in Sapporo on a cool summer night, which was cooler than Vietnam when | left there
the night before. My flight was long and delayed. | was worried that if | had missed out

something.

July 7th was the first day | started my two months residency staying at this lovely apartment in
Sapporo.

It made me worry because everything was different from what | was used to.

| needed some materials for my paintings. In Japan, they did not use the same type of frames
for silk painting as in Vietnam. What should | do? It was the first major obstacle that |
encountered, which was important.

| got lost in Odori Park when | was looking for an art shop. People don’t speak much English
here. | tried to ask for help from anyone on the street. Some strangers helped me. Finally, with
generous assistance by a young woman and an old man, | managed to get the things | needed.

| really appreciate their kindness.

Things went well after that. | was introduced to a local Vietnamese artist, Dam Dang Lai, who
had lived here for many years. He made me frames in Vietnamese style as well as many other
things. | was very lucky.

After a while, | found myself communicating with random people. | spoke to an old woman
about her cat, | had a conversation with an old couple who owned a Yakitori restaurant. How
did I manage that? | think the language did not matter anymore. | felt a little bit happier.
Everything was fine. | got all the materials. | had my inspirations. | started early enough. |

painted gentle everyday lives.
The first day of my exhibition with Sok was on a rainy night.

The opening party started slowly at 19:30 with a few people. More and more people arrived
even though it was still raining outside. Shibata had made soup curry for the party and he said
encouraging words. It was moving! | appreciated everybody who came to our exhibition. If
there were better words than “thank you” that could express such great appreciation, | would

love to say that out loud.

The exhibition was finally over. After that, | went to some places and had many encounters.
| would remember every conversation. | would talk enthusiastically about those strangers | had

met and | would count down the days to go back to Vietnam.

| wish to say special thanks to Dam Dang Lai, Hisashi Shibata, Kyoko Tachibana, Kiyoshi
Takahashi, Sok Than, Hiroko Ota, Akiko Kawamoto, Honami Nakamura, Rie Watanabe, Akihito
Yamamoto, Mimi, all the staff at Beggar Swindle and others at the ICC for the great time | had

here in Japan.
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Dam Dang Lai

Artist / Sculptor

Director Shibata contacted me a while ago to tell me that S-AIR was going to have a
visiting artist from Vietnam. That is such a rare occasion, so | said to him, 'that's
fantastic!' | have been working as an artist in Hokkaido for the past 9 years, but |
had never met an artist from my country. For me, it's a great thing, and | visited the
S-AIR office the next day. | met Shibata, Kyoko and Kiyoshi, and they introduced me
to the Vietnamese artist, Phuong Hoang Bich Le.

She showed me her work. It was a silk painting. They also have silk paintings in
China and Japan and it is a common medium. With silk painting, it is painted in
segments such as water colours on silk instead of other cloths on canvases.

What is so unique about Vietnamese silk painting is that they are very particular
about the kind of silk, which has to be made in Vietnam. You paint on Vietnamese
silk with water colours. Then you wash with clean water. You paint over and over
again, and you wash it, and you leave the blank parts so that you see the colour of
the silk. Traditional Vietnamese silk paintings takes a lot of patience. Although,
those souvenir paintings that are sold to foreign tourists as 'silk paintings' are just
painted on clothes with craft like patterns on them. They are called the same thing,
but they are completely different.

Phuong's paintings were also painted in a traditional way. Her motifs reflected the
situation and reality of contemporary Vietnamese youth. There was one painting
with a person revealing the teeth inside mouth and trying but failing to say
something. It was the feeling of irritation and struggle. Her very slight colouring
was traditional, but her message as from a young Vietnamese was very strong. | felt
that it was painted very much from a young person's perspective.

The twisted fingers, the big heads, and the exaggerated expression were somewhat
reminiscent of Japanese Ukiyo-e paintings. | imagined that she must love Japan and
studied its culture and admire it.

It was a 2 month and 10 day residency in Sapporo producing and exhibiting work.
She must have interacted with many artists in Hokkaido and shared experiences. |
was convinced that she would never forget her time and the friends she met in

Sapporo when she went back to Vietnam.
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