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Vietnam Exodus:
opened memories
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Tiffany Chung’s show at Spring Workshop is an
exhibition without any art works. It follows and
extends Vietnam Exodus, an exhibition dealing with
the Vietnamese refugee crisis (1975-2000) during
Art Basel Hong Kong in 2016. The artist started this
ongoing project in 2009, stopped it the same year,
then resumed it in March 2015 when she first came
to Hong Kong to conduct her research into local
Vietnamese refugees. Since then, she has made
three visits to the city to collect archival material
and meet the Vietnamese refugee community. The
body of work presented at Spring is entirely archival
material: photographs, video recordings,
newspaper clippings, reports and so on. It offers a
compelling historical and social perspective on the
topic, and constitutes an essential entry point to
the artist’s process, based on extensive research.
The exhibition also epitomises the inclusive,
transdisciplinary approach of the artist, who works
at the edge of the academic realm.
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Chung (b.1969) is well known for her cartographic
and topographic work pertaining to post-traumatic
landscapes, territories’ transformations or
modernisation, and humanitarian crises. At Spring,
two original-size printed reproductions of her
cartographic works on the Vietnamese refugees’
arrivals and departures, detention centres and
camps – the originals were bought by the M+
Museum in 2016 – are displayed on the wall
alongside photographs from a variety of sources,
including personal photographs given to the artist
by refugees and photographs taken recently by
Chung showing former sites of refugees camps and
detention centres. A few copies of the front page of
newspaper Tap Chi or Freedom Magazine, published
by the refugees inside the camp in the 1990s, reveal
the highly radicalised atmosphere in the camps
during that time (“Kill us all don’t send us back”).
In the middle of the documents, Chung introduces
text and titles, highlighting important dates and
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moments in the history of the boat people in
Hong Kong, such as the first United Nation
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
International Conference on Indochinese refugees
on July 1979 and the beginning of Hong Kong’s
screening policy in June 1988, but she also includes
titles such as “from humanitarianism through
ambivalence to hostility” and “compassion fatigue”.
In this rhizomatic and cartographic display, the
human dimension of the events is constantly
opposed to the dry, factual documents. The usual
representation of the unknown mass of the
Vietnamese refugees is deconstructed, with
individual stories making their ways into the grand
but still unofficial narrative of the boat people.
From her personal experience as a refugee – she left
Vietnam for the US as a child – Chung progressively
immersed herself in the local Vietnamese
community, following a quasi-ethnological
approach. Refusing to conduct formal interviews,
she took the time to build trust and remain open to
the former refugees’ stories.
There is indeed no linear or unique story to be told:
Chung’s display is an assemblage of a multitude of
voices and she acknowledges that she is showing
everything that she can, considering the difficulties
of locating these archive materials. On a long
table, seven folders containing testimonies and
documentation offer very different perspectives
on the history of the Vietnamese refugees in
Hong Kong: UNCHR records, mainly from its
headquarters in Geneva, where the artist spent
a lot of time; refugees’ personal documents; US
Voluntary Agency reports; and legal and academic
studies. In the personal archives, letters from
children expressing their feelings of being rejected
by others because of their origins are particularly
moving. There is also a folder dedicated to a
detailed timeline of the story from 1975 to 2000.
Facing this dense documentation, three screens

58 ARTOMITY ISSUE 7

show film footage from the UNHCR pertaining to
the riots that took place in the camps but also to
the daily lives of the refugees, Vietnamese returning
home or personal histories such as the refugees
who got married so they could remain within the
camp.
More voices could be also heard in a panel
discussion featuring human rights lawyers and
former Vietnamese refugees, who shared their
experience of spending their youth in Hong Kong
detention centres. Every story is different, but they
all agreed about their loss of dignity during that
time, especially when their names and identities
were turned into numbers. Being treated like
prisoners was profoundly dehumanising. Today,
out of years of habit, most of them continue to use
their numbers instead of their names.
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According to curator Christina Li, this part of
history is little known in Hong Kong, especially for
the generation born after the 1980s. She uses the
term “amnesia” to describe this hole in Hong Kong
history. For her, Chung’s project and this exhibition
will enable people to reconnect with a part of their
own history.
The first wave of refugees arrived in Hong Kong in
May 1975, following the end of the Vietnam War
and the reunification of the country under the
new Communist government. The territory soon
became known as a safe haven for asylum seekers,
attracting more and more of them. The ethnic
cleansing that took place in Vietnam from 1979
triggered another wave of refugees, mainly people
of Chinese origin, with a record 55,700 arrivals
that year. Bigger camps opened: the Argyle Street
Army camp, for example, which opened in 1979,
accommodated 20,000 refugees, while the
Whitehead camp had a capacity of 28,000. In total,
over 25 years, more than 200,000 refugees arrived
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in Hong Kong among a global total of about two
million. Liberal and humanitarian at the beginning,
Hong Kong policies became harder from the 80s,
favouring deportations and tougher rules inside the
camps. In 1982 Hong Kong adopted a “closed camp”
policy: the refugees were no longer able to move
freely or get jobs outside, but were confined like
prisoners. From 1988, the screening policy sought
to differentiate between political refugees and
economic migrants.
Life inside the camps was very harsh. Sophia
Suk-mun Law, author of the book The Invisible
Citizens of Hong Kong: Art and Stories of Vietnamese
Boatpeople (2014), says that because the camps
were closed, the Hong Kong people knew little
about what was happening inside; for security
reasons there were few reports about life in them.
What people in Hong Kong remember about these
25 years is only the riots, she adds, which were
usually caused by refugees’ protests against forced
repatriation.
Pillar Point in Tuen Mun was the last Hong Kong
camp to close, in 2000, but even if the era of the
boat people now belongs to history, for many
refugees the trauma remains vivid. The children
who grew up inside the camps are now adults but
many have been transformed by their traumatic
experiences. There is still discrimination against
Vietnamese people who wish to enter Hong Kong,
and some issues have not been solved, such as the
stateless status of some former refugees.
The Vietnamese refugee community has recently
been at the core of several art works exhibited in
Hong Kong. In particular, last June Floating Project
collective held a solo exhibition by Vietnamese
video artist Vicky Do featuring From Now On, a
30-minute documentary based on a her long-term
investigation into the current lives of former
Vietnamese refugees in Hong Kong. Through a
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series of interviews, the film tackles the issue of
their integration after leaving the camps,
asking sensitive questions about identity and
marginalisation, and indirectly challenging Hong
Kong’s refugee policies. Last September at
Duddell’s, as part of an ifva programme
independent film director Fai Wan showed 2 or 2
things about the bridge, a documentary film from
2014 tackling the issue of a group of people living
under flyovers in Sham Shui Po, among whom
many are former Vietnamese refugees living in a
limbo with no identity papers, and therefore no
rights and no welfare.
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Installation view of A Collective Present,
2017. Courtesy the artists and Spring
Workshop.
2,3
The Unwanted Population: The Vietnam
Exodus Project (2009/2014 - restarted in
2015 - ongoing) by Tiffany Chung, Hong
Kong Chapter, 2017.
Installation view at Spring Workshop.
Courtesy of the artist.
4
Still image from km 0 – Son’s story by
Tiffany Chung, 2017.
Courtesy the artist and Spring Workshop.
5
Don't Ask by Vicky Do, Video still.
Courtesy the artist.

Beyond the historical context, the subject relates to
the situation of today’s refugees and controversies
about current integration policies. Chung’s
Vietnam Exodus Project is part of a wider series,
the unwanted populations, which focuses in
particular on the Syrian refugee crisis in the context
of the artist’s investigations of post-traumatic
landscapes.
Chung constantly asks herself how an artist can
respond to such a complex topic, as she tries
different strategies to engage the audience in an
alternative process of knowledge production.
Working on the fringes of academia, she extends
art into a collective platform where she shares all
her resources freely and openly. The artist almost
disappears behind her subject while the audience
need to actively make their way through a
subjective journey between micro-histories and
official narratives, sensitive experiences and history.
The knowledge produced becomes critical and
tangible, and thus alive.
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