








contributions of immigrants to the United 
States and foster an appreciation for the arts 
and sciences, I have heard so many stories 
of the bravery, determination, and often 
luck necessary to risk it all for a chance 
at a better life, a better world. From Jan 
and Marica Vilcek’s daring escape from 
Communist Czechoslovakia in 1964 to 
20 years later, when an unaccompanied,  
undocumented child of eight years old, 
Guadalupe Maravilla, embarked on an 
almost unimaginable journey on foot from 
El Salvador. Every story is unique, but in 
each are the echoes of so many. Võ’s family 
escaped Vietnam in 1979, when he was just 
four years old, his family members taking 
separate boats to increase the chances the 
“family line” would survive. The vessels 
were intercepted, with Võ, his parents, and 
siblings settling in Denmark and his grand-
mother in Germany.
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View, from a balcony, along the interior of the Cleveland Arcade decorated with bunting and American 
flags for the United States Bicentennial, Cleveland, Ohio, October 1976. Built in 1890 and modeled 

after Milan’s Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II (completed in 1877), the Arcade was one of the first 
covered shopping centers in the U.S. and was afforded National Historic Landmark status in 1975. 
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Two women shopping in a Giant grocery store under a banner reading:  
“Happy birthday America, there's no place else we'd rather be!” commemorating the 

United States Bicentennial, Washington, District of Columbia, May 5, 1976. 
Photo: Marion S. Trikosko/U.S. News and World Report Magazine Photograph Collection/Alamy

Two of Võ’s series, We the People 
(detail) and Live Free or Die, feel particu-
larly of this moment. Both examine symbols 
of America (the Statue of Liberty and the 
American flag) and explore how meaning 
is changed when the pieces are dispersed, 
or when the medium is altered and variable. 
In these works, Võ presents us with a series 
of questions that invite engagement and 
defy easy answers. As Dr. Joshua Takano 
Chambers-Letson notes in “The Endlessly 
Renewable and Replenishable: Staging Danh 
Võ’s Live Free or Die,” his essay in this 
volume, “Võ engages with the dynamics of 

performance to show us how history, nations, 
and collective memories can be endlessly 
mutable and transformable matter. They can 
be metabolized, worked through, and used 
towards the generation and performance of 
new, critical, and creative inhabitations of 
the present.” Chambers-Letson explores Võ’s 
sculptures through the lens of conceptual and 
performance art, noting the influence of and 
Võ’s engagement with the work of Felix 
Gonzalez-Torres.

This idea of change and transforma-
tion through collective dedication also 
runs through “The Unfinished Work,” by  

United States Bicentennial Star, 1976
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or suppression: “If we were to hold that 
a State may forbid flag burning wherever 
it is likely to endanger the flag’s sym-
bolic role, but allow it wherever burning 
a flag promotes that role—as where, for 
example, a person ceremoniously burns a 
dirty flag—we would be saying that when 
it comes to impairing the flag’s physical 
integrity, the flag itself may be used as a 
symbol—as a substitute for the written or 
spoken word of a ‘short cut from mind 
to mind’—only in one direction.”4 While 
the London iteration of Live Free or Die 
might be flatly dismissed or criticized as an  
“offensive or disagreeable” flag burning, 
I am suggesting that the performance 
dynamics inherent to the piece allow it 
to move in more than one direction at 
once. Where the act of burning appears 
to express a critical gesture of protest, the 

labor of realizing, displaying, and com-
pleting the work. 

Live Free or Die joins an expansive 
thread of Võ’s work, wherein the artist 
appropriates, explores, deconstructs, and 
reconstitutes the history, monumentality, 
and iconography of the United States of 
America. In We the People, for example, a 
sculptural work executed between 2011 and 
2016, Võ reproduced every single panel 
from the Statue of Liberty in copper and 
to scale, doing so with the stipulation that 
the panels never be (re)assembled into the 
statue’s iconic final form. From one per-
spective, Liberty is divided from herself, 
deconstructed, and broken down into dif-
ferent and sundered parts that cannot be 
restored. However, as the work engages the 
creative powers of the imagination, the idea 
and ideal of Liberty can be reassembled or 

artist has also identified other practical 
considerations influencing his decision 
to burn the wood.5 He was inspired by a 
wood-burning stove at Gutshof Güldenhof, 
his farm in Brandenburg, Germany. That 
furnace serves as an effective, primary 
source of heat in the main seating areas 
of Güldenhof’s living room and kitchen 
during the sometimes bitterly cold win-
ters. Võ envisioned the stove in the 
exhibition functioning similarly, as a com-
forting source of warmth for spectators 
as well as a dynamic way of lighting the  
installation. As the differences between 
the Vilcek and London iterations sug-
gest, the piece has the capacity to bear 
a wide range of meanings, and many of 
these meanings will be determined by the 
choices made by an extensive party of par-
ticipants with whom the artist shares the 

assembled anew in the mind. Without nec-
essarily providing answers, We the People 
asks: What else might this towering mono-
lith be or become if it is broken down into 
the fragments of its constituent parts?

There is a clear resemblance between 
the mutable and iterative staging of the 
United States flag in Live Free or Die, the 
fragmented sculptural abstraction of We the 
People, or a work such as 2013’s Lot 20, 
Two Kennedy Administration Cabinet Room 
Chairs. For this piece, Võ purchased at auc-
tion two chairs that First Lady Jacqueline 
Kennedy Onassis, in the wake of the assas-
sination of her husband, President John F. 
Kennedy, gifted to United States Secretary 
of Defense and central architect of the 
Vietnam War, Robert S. McNamara. Rather 
than preserve these priceless artifacts of 
national heritage, Võ dismantled the chairs. 

In various exhibitions of the piece, he has 
staged the stripped, wooden frames along 
with the stuffing and upholstery piled on 
the floor or pinned to the wall. As curator 
Katherine Brinson observes, “the special 
eloquence of Vo’s objects and images 
derives from the iterative meanings they 
accrue as they travel through the world, 
whether from their cultural displacement 
and shifting ownership or their proximity 
to historical incidents and private water-
sheds.”6 As Võ curates and stages these 
objects and artifacts into his practice, he 
engages the iterative powers of perfor-
mance to alter and transform them in the 
process. The relational dynamics of per-
formance also allow for these “historical 
incidents and private watersheds” to com-
bine as they produce and accrue new and 
different meanings for the audience. 

DANH VÕ

  
Lot 20. Two Kennedy 

Administration  
Cabinet Room Chairs 

2013
Burlap

90 × 20 × 18 in. (228.6 × 50.8 × 45.72 cm)
Installation view, Danh Võ: Mother Tongue, 

Marian Goodman Gallery, 2013
Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery

Photo: Cathy Carver

Illustration created by ahoy with  
AI assistance using ChatGPT (OpenAI);  
final artwork edited by ahoy.
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“I love this country.  
I love it not for what it was in 
the past, and not so much for 

what it is now. I love it for what 
it can be. I love it for the ideals 

in its founding documents.”

Charles W. Dryden, Tuskegee 
Airman (late 1990s)

Photo: ZUMA Press, Inc./Alamy
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of that time. They escorted bombers flown by 
white troops, and they had an extraordinary 
record of success. But after the war, they were 
denied the honors that were due to them. And 
after fighting Nazism and fascism abroad, 
they returned home to a nation where Jim 
Crow, a system of subnational authoritarian-
ism, remained intact. 

Dryden became a highly engaged citi-
zen after the war and remained so throughout 
his life. I asked him what it meant to him 
to be an American. He told me this: “I love 
this country. I love it not for what it was in 
the past, and not so much for what it is now. 
I love it for what it can be. I love it for the 
ideals in its founding documents.” 

If Charles Dryden could keep hope and 
remain engaged, despite all he had been 
through, so can we today. Let us do our 
best, as citizens, to protect those core prin-
ciples, and take part in what Lincoln called 
“the unfinished work,” to make the United 
States what it can be. Like the signers of the 
Declaration of Independence 250 years ago, 
let us pledge our lives, our fortunes, and our 
sacred honor to this quest.
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Historic variations of the American flag tracing the evolution of the United States from the Revolutionary era to the present day.
 Illustration: ahoy
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Live Free or Die 
(detail)

2026 
Thirteen steel stars and wood logs  

Dimensions variable 
VF2025.04.02  

Courtesy of the artist and White Cube  
Photo: Nick Ash

Installation View of 
 
 

Danh Võ:  
Rebuilding Liberty 

 
On view at the Vilcek Foundation,  

from June 22, 2026, through June 25, 2027 
Photo: Vilcek Foundation
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We the People  
(detail), #dvw211.o9

2011–2016 
Hammered copper 

43 ¼ × 133 × 90 in. (109.9 × 337.8 × 228.6 cm) 
VF2025.05.01 

 Photo: Vilcek Foundation
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We the People  
(detail), #dvw211.f9

2011–2016 
Hammered copper 

78 ¾ × 115 × 43  in. (200 × 292.1 × 110 cm)  
VF2025.04.01 

 Photo: Vilcek Foundation
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We the People  
(detail), #dvw211.c8.1

2011–2016 
Hammered copper 

79 ¾ × 92 ⅛ × 53 ⅞ in. (202.6 × 234 × 136.8 cm) 
VF2025.03.01 

 Photo: Vilcek Foundation
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