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Vietnamese Lacquer Painting: A Cross-Cultural lAnalysis\

The development of lacquer as a medium for the artist is one of the most significant
achievements in the art world of 20th century [Vietnam,!

Kerry Nguyen Long !

Originating in neolithic China, the medium of lacquer migrated easily across modern political

borders to influence the traditional utilitarian and decorative wares in Burma, Japan, and

Vietnam due to military conquest and the spread of religion. The artistic and preservative

qualities of the medium have long appealed to local artists, who adapted Chinese and other
foreign influences into their own cultural practices. Over the course of the several thousand years
since its naissance, the application of lacquer has manifested itself into many forms, with each

lzeographic larea displaying unique pieces. Although a multitude of sources played a key role in

the cultural proliferation of lacquer, nowhere is its genealogy more distinctly evident than in the

contemporary artistic practice of Vietnam.
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toward, their own cultural history. With a marked lack of resistance, the Vietnamese have a
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historical pattern of assimilating new ideas and shaping them to fit their needs. As
communication becomes easier and ideas are rapidly shared, present-day Vietnamese lacquer
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created using this iron-based lacquer foundation and colors were later produced by adding

different minerals. Today, the sap is still harvested using traditional methods, but is often
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Decoration of the piece is done after the initial base of lacquer is complete. Artists inlay
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finished lacquer object or painting can take weeks and sometimes years to complete. Surface

decoration is greatly divergent across cultures, stemming from the lavish lacquered wares found ! (Deleted: e )

in tombs in China in the fourth century BCE (see fig. 1).
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BCE),” but it can be assumed that these pieces were mainly used for their preservative and
strengthening qualities, as decoration was not seen until later. According to George Kuwayama,
“[by] the Warring States period (475-221 BCE) the medium of lacquer had become a major art
form.”® Lacquer production in China became a prosperous industry by the Han dynasty d202,—,2”270[
BCE), leading to private workshops in addition to the imperial artist centers in Henan and
Sichuan.

It is important to note that the objects found from this period are mostly of aristocratic
patronage because of the expense and necessity for trained artisans, although lacquer was gaining

more widespread usage by this time. An example of the lacquer pieces from the imperial
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