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Sung Tieu’s exhibition “Perfect Standard” was a sparing arrangement
of objects in a flawless setting, the white cube in its classic form: stark,
tidy, extremely clean. In it, visitors learned about France’s practices in
its exploitation of Indochina: how in what is now Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia, the French replaced Indigenous units of measure, which
differed slightly from one place to the next, with the European metric
system to standardize their economic dominion. We saw how they
rounded down the rulers long used by local cloth makers or carpenters
in their own favor so as to increase their profits, as in the production
of rubber. We understood that the locals were barred under penalty of
law from producing their traditional rice wine and read the framed
letter by a desperate husband begging for the release of his wife, who
had been arrested for violating the prohibition. We viewed silk-screened
reproductions of stills from 1899 arrayed in a grid pattern, document-
ing how the women of the ruling governors tossed coins at children’s
feet as alms.

Tieu, who was born in Hai Duong, Vietnam, in 1987 and grew up
in Berlin, where she still lives, unearthed all this material through pains-
taking research guided, one might say, by the motto “follow the
money.” But she did not cast her findings into the form of “aesthetic
journalism,” as Italian curator Alfredo Cramerotti once called art that
comes in the form of wall charts and tabulated data. Instead, her art
reads as a sample collection of prototypical “Western art,” making it
almost impossible to examine without thinking of milestones of the
past century: the readymade and Nouveau Réalisme, early Pop art,
Conceptual art and Minimalism, and, more generally, what Benjamin
Buchloh called an “aesthetic of administration.”

For instance, visitors were encouraged to walk down a runway of
square rubber mats in which similar coins were embedded. They stood
before an accumulation of twenty-four olive-green canisters, twenty-
three of them, we were told, filled with gasoline, a single one with rice
wine. (But which one? There was no way to know.) A double row of
wooden rulers that encompassed the room as a frieze along the walls
let viewers assess the difference between the Indigenous measures and
those imposed by the colonizers. However, to really grasp their impact,
you had to study the press release. There one could read: “The intro-
duction of the metric system could also be considered a part of a
broader ‘regime of representation.”” That is, a systematic way of trans-
lating life in Indochina to a common standard that could be grasped by
any officer of the colony, whether seated in Hanoi or some 5,500 miles
away in Paris. Meanwhile, each work in one way or another prompted
reminiscences of Western artists—Carl Andre and his walk-on square
floor plates, Arman and his accumulations of everyday objects, or Andy
Warhol and the serial pictorial form of his early silk-screen prints.

The punch line of the exhibition, then, lay in how it homed in on the
conflict between the history of the colonial exploitation that has long
sustained the affluence of the West and, not least importantly, its cul-
ture and the endeavor to study and critique that exploitation using the
cultural instruments of the colonizers. And this endeavor in turn pro-
duced art to be sold at the price the market would bear and fed into a
global circulation of commodities—all in all, a complex late form of
appropriation art, though the objective was no longer to call author-
ship into question but instead to charge iconic European art with com-
pletely different political and economic content—to see its
entanglement with the history of colonization.

In the exhibition, I felt the breath of the show “Amt 45 i” at the

Museum fir Moderne Kunst in Frankfurt in 2023, in which Cameron
Rowland literally dazzled the audience with the whiteness of the largely
empty white cube. Tieu, with more limited space at her disposal,
achieved a rather conventional result.

—Georg Imdahl



