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Midterm Artist Paper: Binh Dahn
Binh Danh is a Vietnamese-American artist of national renown. His extensive photographic works investigate the concept of memory, mortality, history, justice, evidence, landscape, and spirituality and have raised him into an artist of national importance. As a result, his work has been included in exhibitions ate museums all over the country. They have also appeared in the collections of The Philadelphia Museum of Art, the Harry Ransom Center, the George Eastman House, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, the National Gallery of Art, and M.H. de Young Museum just to mention a few. Notably, his reputation goes beyond the national boundaries. He is represented by Lisa Sette Gallery in Phoenix, AZ and Hanes Gallery in San Francisco, and in 2012, Binh Danh was a featured artist at the eighteenth Biennale of Sydney, Australia (Binh Danh: Bio Np). This paper explores the artist in conjunction with his work.
Binh Danh employs a unique technique in his work. Although he confesses of taking some of the photographs on his visit to different places. However, the largest proportion of his work uses previous photos as he explores the main concept of war and its effects in Cambodia and mostly, Viet Nam. On this note, the artist takes a collection of photographs that were published during the war era and photosynthesizes them into modern pieces where the images appear imbedded in the leaves. He makes this possible through the chlorophyll printing process. This is a technique that is unique and almost entirely reserved for Dahn. However, he has incorporated the daguerreotype process in his latest body of work, but for purposes of this exploration, focus will be on the first primary process.
Dahn’s collection and reprocessing of photographs and other remnants of war bring new light to a history that is marked by sharp and painful memories. An excellent example is his “One Week’s Dead” series and the “Immortality, The Remnants of the Vietnam and American War” series (Figure 1 and Figure 2). Dahn got the images from an article that appeared in the 1965 Life Magazine that printed the faces of two hundred and forty-two young American soldiers who perished in the Vietnam War within a week. Nearly forty years down the line Dahn returns these faces back into the public’s attention using photosynthesis. The portraits are incorporated into the cells of grass and leaves which symbolize the jungle that is witness to the scars of war that are still present in the landscape (Figure 1; Figure 2). 
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He bases his photosynthesis method in the simple principle of the effects of leaving a water hose on the lawn for too long. The cells in the grass and leaves react to the presence of light by turning dark green and pale when they lack the light. Photosynthesis is used to record the images onto the foliage by using light and chlorophyll which Dahn views as the life source of all the plants and consequently planet earth. The artist then casts the leaves “in resin, like biological samples for scientific studies” (Bin Dahn: Immortality, The Remnants of the Vietnam and American War Np). The faded colors present an inherent gentleness. The detail of the veins and lines permeating each image create a delicate yet painfully beautiful visual effect. The process is informed by the idea of composition and decomposition of matter into different forms, or in other words, elemental transmigration. Dahn tries to show that the remnants of the American and Vietnam War, like matter, cannot be destroyed but live on in the Vietnamese landscape forever (Binh Danh: Ancestral Alters Np).
Dahn’s life and history are directly linked to the images that he presents in his work. It is apparent that the artist uses his work to explore his Vietnamese heritage as well as the collective memory that the contemporary society may have of War. He tries to revisit the past that he may have been too young to remember but nevertheless impacted his life significantly (Guth Np). In works such as “Ancestral Alters” series, he uses the same photosynthesis-chlorophyll process to embed images onto leaves that explore his ancestral ties [family and land] (Figure 3). 
[image: ] Figure 3
The artists create the images onto the leaves; not by actually printing on them, but by capturing the faces and events of the war within the leaves. By so doing, he encapsulates historical memory into the plant cells biological memory. Binh Danh seems fascinated by the events and history of war. He brings a new life and light into images that may have lost their place entirely if not revisited. In so doing, he does no only tap and elicits the memories of those who existed during the Vietnam America War period, but also the contemporary population who may not be aware of the events as they happened. 
I chose this artist because his work fascinates me and moreover he makes me ponder over the significant events such as war and the adverse impact on the victims. I also like the artist as a person because he does not shy away from embracing his heritage and making other people know and appreciate it too. If it is creativity, Danh is an expert, and from him, art students have an important lesson to learn – that nothing is impossible as long as one puts his/her creative side to it, otherwise, who would have thought that art can be presented in the manner that Binh Danh does!
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Appendix
Some Works By Binh Danh
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forced the urban popuiation info the countryside:
to fulfltheir ideal of an agrarian society. The:
Khmer Rouge—organized by their leader Pol
Pot—arrested, tortured, and eventually executed
anyone suspected of belonging to several
categories of supposed "enemies,” such as
foreigners who were ethnic Vietnamese. Ina
Security Prison coded-named S-21, which was
once a schoohouse, 14,000 men, women and
children were tortured and killed. Their testimony
was meticulously documented to justify their
execution. When Cambodia was liberated by the
Vietnamese in 1979, barely a dozen survived
s-21

While visiting this museum, | documented much
of the interior. | roamed the rooms and hallways
and imagined the horror taking place in front of
me. As part of the the victims' testimony,
photographs were made of them. Today, what is
left of the memories of these people are rooms
and rooms of those portraits. The portraits are:
witnesses to history and they speak to us, holding
us accountable. To honor these lives, | made
altars of the dead—a place where we can
meditate on history, the present moment, and our
own mortality. | believe that even when faced with
the truth that we will die someday, we can live a
good life and do good for others.
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Binh Danh's series, titled One Week's Dead.
Danh collects photographs and other remnants
of the Vietnam War and reprocesses them in a
way that brings new light to a history marked
by painful memories. A main source of the
images is the 1969 Life magazine article,
Faces of the American Dead: One Week's
Dead.! Portraits of two hundred forty-two
young American men, casualties in one week
of the war, were presented in a yearbook style
layout, triggering a powerful public response:
"the entire nation mourned those soldiers...you
saw those faces, that's what brought it home to
everyone."?

Danh returns these faces to the public's
attention nearly four decades later. Using
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the Vietnam War onto and |nto troplcal plants.
One summer, | was motivated to experiment
with photosynthesis and its pigments after
observing how grass changed color under a
water hose that was left on the lawn. Soon
after that, | was making chlorophyll prints.

In my work, photosynthesis is used to record
images onto leaves using only chlorophyll and
light: the life source of plants and,
consequently the Earth. The leaves are then
cast in resin, like biological samples for
scientific studies.

This process deals with the idea of elemental
transmigration: the decomposition and
composition of matter into other forms. The
images of war are part of the leaves, and live
inside and outside of them. The leaves express
the continuum of war. They contain the residue
of the Vietnam War: bombs, blood, sweat,
tears, and metals. The dead have been
incorporated into the landscape of Vietnam
during the cycles of birth, life, and death;
through the recycling and transformation of
materials, and the creation of new materials. v
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