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"Reflection does not withdraw from the world towards the unity of 
consciousness as the worlds basis; it steps back to watch the forms of 
transcendence fly up like sparks from a fire; it slackens the intentional 
threads which attach us to the world and thus brings them to our notice; it 
alone is consciousness of the world because it reveals that world as strange 

and paradoxical." 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, from 'Phenomenology of Perception' 
 

When the philosopher Merleau-Ponty wrote the above passage, he was writing of the 

process called the reduction; a kind of concerted meditative exercise where the 

philosopher would attempt to overcome all pre-suppositions about the world and its 

arrangement, and experience being-in-the-world as a stream of unmediated perception 

and sensation. Merleau-Ponty writes of the world being revealed as strange and 

paradoxical, meaning that once our conventional mode of perception is suspended, we are 

filled with a new wonder at the external world. For phenomenological philosophers like 

Merleau-Ponty, the primary source of knowledge did not come from an abstract and 

detached mind, but from the experience of being in a human body, in the world. To me, 

Phi Phi Oanh's installation Specula is deeply conducive to the aims of the 

phenomenological reduction: its insistence on embodied sensation, conscious awareness 

of perception and the experience of being flooded with wonder. 

The structure of Specula is that of a corridor with a curved apse, lit through frosted glass 



from below. The entire interior of Specula is painted in lacquer. As the viewers move 

through the passageway, waiting until their eyes adjust to the dim light, they can watch 

how their own shadows and motions reveal and conceal different aspects of the lacquer 

panels. Like many lacquer paintings, the panels of Specula cannot be comprehended in a 

single glance, as different effects of light can drastically change their appearance. Light 

can bounce off the high surface sheen.  The mirror-like quality to which the word specula 

refers or can penetrate through the multiple layers of lacquer to show the glowing depths 

of colour, or can strike on an area of gold or metal inlay, revealing sudden brilliance. To 

view the work in its completeness, the viewer has to attempt to slow down their 

perceptions, opening themselves up to a process of discovery and experience. 

Phi Phi Oanh has cited the spatial sculptures of Richard Serra and Anish Kapoor among 

her many contemporary influences, but her work can also be compared with that of other 

contemporary artists who have explored the connections between installation art and the 

sacred. In his installations using saffron or fragrant beeswax, Wolfgang Laib distills some 

of the sensual elements associated with spiritual practice and presents them in their 

essential forms. In the Southeast Asian context, a number of installation artists have 

linked their work to local religion, notably Montien Boonma in his evocations of Thai 

Buddhist spaces and rituals. Specula, however, is not directed towards any specific 

religion, but is designed with a more universal idea of sacred space in mind, drawing to 

mind both cave and temple interiors. In particular, Specula's structure led me to 

remember how the scholar Gordon Luce described the interiors of Burmese Gu temples 

as cave-like, and richly dark and devotional, where: 

“The main block is always dark, for the windows are of perforated stone or brick. Even 

the corridor is dim; and the Shrine containing the colossal image would often be pitch-

dark, if it were not for one, or three, sky-lights casting mysterious rays on the face of the 

Buddha.” 



The viewer passing through Specula's corridor form is also in semi-darkness, sequestered 

from ordinary life through the suspension of normal vision.  

Specula also suggests the idea of a painted cave through the way that the lacquer 

paintings blur figure and ground. In pre-historic cave painting, such as the caves of 

Lascaux, the painted figures would seem to float on the surface of the rock, with no 

background painting to anchor them in an illusory space. The support and the painting 

dissolved into one another, and the painting itself was changed by the natural features of 

the space: the uneven texture of the rock beneath, or the fall of light across the cave wall. 

Phi Phi Oanh recreates this effect by using lacquer to represent other organic substances. 

Along the paneled walls of Specula, we see the roughness of rock, a brilliant passage of 

green, like a chrysocolla mineral deposit on a cave wall, an expanse of gold and the 

warm-coloured clay of brick. These substances become the subject of the painting, with 

subtle suggestions of landscape and form merging into them. The varied textures give the 

space a beautifully indeterminate quality: at different points in the installation, the viewer 

is in a cave, an Islamic temple, the subterranean passage of a catacomb. Specula also 

shows how successfully lacquer painting can evoke the materialities of other natural 

substances, an aspect of the medium which Phi Phi Oanh has thoroughly explored in the 

development of the work. Looking at her lacquer studies of brick, I was struck by their 

startling resemblance to actual bricks, but also by the sense of depth and luminosity that 

the lacquer imparted to the idea of brick. It was as if, in the terms of Platos allegory of the 

cave (which Phi Phi Oanh also references), the lacquered brick was the ur-brick, 

presenting the essence of brick, while the bricks of the everyday world were mere 

shadows. 

Specula is also intimately connected to the local environment, both through the medium 

of lacquer and through the personal history of the artist. To describe an artist as being an 

overseas Vietnamese can run the risk of creating a pre-determined template for 



understanding their work. However, that Phi Phi Oanh was brought up in America by her 

Vietnamese parents, that she has made the journey to Vietnam and has now lived in 

Hanoi for four years, is part of the history of Specula's creation. In the Vietnamese arts 

community, she is both an insider and an outsider. Phi Phi Oanh was not trained in 

lacquer through the Vietnamese art school system, but instead subjected herself to a 

rigorous process of learning and experimentation during her time in Hanoi, which makes 

her achievements in the medium all the more remarkable. She is committed to using the 

natural son ta resin in innovative ways, and in particular has made a number of successful 

experiments creating new substrates for lacquer. In early 2009 at the Bui Gallery in 

Hanoi, Phi Phi Oanh showed the work Cadastre, where she bound lacquer to an iron 

support. In Specula, she has found a way to create a substrate for the lacquer made from 

epoxy-reinforced fibreglass composite. By doing so, she has been able to paint lacquer 

onto large-scale curved forms, such as Speculas apse, creating an architectural lacquered 

space. This is not merely technical showmanship: her experiments are fundamentally tied 

to the conceptual foundations of her work. 

By approaching lacquer in this innovative fashion, Phi Phi Oanh's work is linked to the 

heritage of innovation in local lacquer art. The Rhus succedanea tree is indigenous to 

Northern Vietnam, and its sap provides the raw material for lacquer. Historically, the 

local lacquer paint was used both for prosaic purposes  as a means of preserving wooden 

objects and furnishings from humidity and damage  as well as for creating special 

decorative or religious objects, sometimes enhanced with gilding or mother-of-pearl 

inlay. In the 1930s, following the founding of the École des Beaux-Arts d'Indochine by 

the French colonial government, Vietnamese artists began to experiment with using 

lacquer painted onto flat wooden panels as a means of modern, creative expression. One 

particularly important innovation at this time was a method of applying layers of lacquer 

paint and then rubbing back the surface with sandpaper and then burnishing it with stone. 

In this rubbed paint or son mai technique, the under layers of lacquer would reappear 



through the process of rubbing back, while the final surface would be smooth and shiny. 

This technique creates one of the paradoxes of Vietnamese-style lacquer art, evident in 

the lacquer panels of Specula: the simultaneous appearance of translucent depth and of 

mirror-like sheen.  

The modern lacquer painters of the École des Beaux-Arts essentially removed lacquer 

arts dependence on its support: in their work, the support was merely the vehicle for the 

image. Specula, however, is both lacquer painting and a lacquered interior, connecting 

both with the twentieth-century local history of lacquer and its pre-modern antecedents. 

Through Specula, Phi Phi Oanh reminds us that the viewing of lacquer art was often 

integrated with the experience of being in particular spaces, such as domestic interiors or 

temples. In many of the local temples of Hanoi or its surrounds, red or golden lacquered 

statues are viewed in a dim light, as they are arranged on the altar in the darker recesses 

of the temple. Lacquer's lustre and ability to catch the light allow the statues to glow in an 

otherwise muted atmosphere. While we increasingly see lacquer art in the bright and 

evenly-lit spaces of museums, Specula recalls this more ancient mode of viewing. 

Specula is an ambitious artwork with a wide scope of references, from the prehistoric to 

the contemporary, the specifically local to the universal. Above all, however, Specula 

creates an experience of space and substance, compelling the viewers to immerse 

themselves in the pleasures of perception, opening up to, as Merleau-Ponty might put it, 

the 'upsurge of the world'. 
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