PIEM PH UNG TH]
& SUBIEN THIEN CUA KY HIEU

“My Chdu chét & bé bé, mdu chdy xuéng nudc, trai so dn phdi déu bién
thanh hat chdu. Trong Thiy ém xdc vg dem vé tdng & Loa Thanh, xdc
bién thanh ngoc thach. Trong Thuy thudng tiéc khén cung, bén lao ddu
xuong gleng ma chét. Ngudi ddi sau mo ngoc ¢ bién Péng ldy nudc
giéng ndy ma rta thi thdy rdt trong sdng.

Tuong truyén nhitng vé trai dy dudc nhitng ngudi thg thu céng tuyén
lua dé lam nhitng hoa tiét kham trang tri 1én cdc dng thd, dé ndi thdt
quy gid, con ngoc thach thi dugc cdc diéu khdc gia sit dung trong
nhitng tdc phdm nghé thudt. Nudc tu giéng dy dudc cdc hoa si dem
diung dé u, mai tranh son mai thi tdc phdm ciing sé trong sdng vé
cung.”

(theo Linh Nam Chich Qudi va cdi bién ctia nghé si)

Diém Phuing Thi cé 1é la diéu khdc gia duy nhdt ma téi biét théi thud nhd. Biét dén
bd, nhung chua mét lan gdp g, chua mét lan dugc xem tdc phdm. Biét dén ba
khéng phadi td mén Lich st My thudt thdi dai hoc, ma la tu nhiing cuéc han huyén
bén ban dn gia dinh, ba téi ké vé chuyén nqgudi phu nit Hué tao ra nhiing tdc
phdm diéu khac thién bién van héa tit 7 ‘module’. Tt @6 dén lan dau dugc xem
tryc tiép tdc phdm cta ba trong Bdo tang Piém Phung Thi 6 Hué nam 2010, cho
dén lan tao ngé vat ly vao nam 2021, qua thuc vita la mét néi adm anh, vira la su
hitu duyén. Téi cudi cung sdp cé dip thuc su dudc ké cdn nhiing tdc phdm ctia
minh va tdc phdm cua cu Diém trong trién lam nay.

Diém Phuing Thi sinh trudng vao nhitng nam 20 cta thé ky trudc, trong mét gia
thé cé 1é khong ban han dé dudc theo ngdnh Y va la mét trong nhitng phu nit dau
tién tét nghiép chuyén nganh nha tai Bai hoc Y Dugc Ha N§i. Nhitng ngay thd du
rong rudi theo cha trén Mién Thugng dé thdm nhudn cdi khéng khi cta nui ritng
va nén nghé thudt diéu khac bdn dia déc ddo ctia Tdy Nguyén. Sau thdi gian dai
séng tai Phdp, tiép thu nhiing tinh hoa ctia dé thanh dnh sdng, ba tré lai qué
huong, thanh phé Hué nén thd ma thdm thia bi ai bao boc trong ddi khdn xé
nhdu nhi cta cudc chién, nqudi phu nit dy dd tao nén nhiing tdc phdm vita mang
tinh hodnh trdng, tugng dai nhung vdn nhudn nhi, mém mdédng, quyét liét cdch
tdn trong tao hinh nhung van cé cai dai cac ddc trung.

Nhitng tdc phdm ddu tay ctia Piém Phung Thi tuy déc ddo, nhung cé 1€ ba chi thdt
sy di dén tdn cung triét Iy nghé thudt cia minh khi hoan thién bé bdy ‘module’
Diém Phung Thi. Bay ‘module’, bdy ky tu, bdy nét nhac, hay bay ky hiéu - cap tién
va téi gian - téi gidn nhung khong hé khé khan ma van rdt hén hdu va rong
lugng. Trong thdi ky chuyén giao nay (gitta nhitng ndm 60), bd sdng tdc nhiéu tdc
phdm diéu khdc bdng ddt nung, cé 1é do tinh dé nhdo ndn va thay hinh déi dang
ctia né, ta van thdy bam viu hai hinh tugng chu yéu. Mét, la hinh tugng em bé,
mum mim, tron day, an nhién, va hinh tugng ctia mét nha tu hanh hay mét vi bo

tat, dang thién dinh tram tu nhung dong trén méi nu cudi ham tiéu, vé nhiém.
Hai hinh tugng nay nhdp lai thanh mét khi Piém Phung Thi hodn thién b bdy
‘module’, nhitng ‘module’ dy khi dugc thién bién van hod dudi ban tay nghé si da
nhoa di dudng nét chdn dung con ngudi, nhung co lic cé cai tinh nghich ctua
nhiing dia bé, luc thi la nhitng bé cuc hodn todn tritu tugng nhung van ggi mét
khong gian tam linh trdm tu mdc tudng. Piém Phing Thi cling chdng ngai ngdn
thé nghiém trén nhiéu chdt liéu: kim loai, gé, dd, vai véc, scn mdi, va ddc biét la
dd ngoc, nhiing chdt liéu ngd nhu trudng ton trudce thdi gian, nhung cting khéng
ngung nhdc ta vé su mong manh ctia méi truéng va su pht sinh ctia kiép ngudi.

Cudc gdp gd gitta Piém Phung Thi va téi la mét su tudng giao vé ngén ngit - mét
dn du vé chit quéc ngtt. Ca hai phu nit Viét thita hudng nén gido duc nghé thudt
phuong Tay, duong nhién, dé la cd mét tréi khdc biét vé thé hé va phong cdch
nghé thudt. Péi véi téi, nghé thudt diéu khdc Diém Phung Thi la mét hé quéc ngit
da hodn thién, chin chu, nhithg méu tu ¢é thé dugc dung dé miéu ta nhing vi té
nhdt trong ngén ngt Viét, lai mang tinh tho ca vugt 1én rao can ngén ngit, gan
vdi su phé qudt ciia dm nhac. Trong khi d6, nhitng mdu ty trong bo tu dién chit
quéc ngtt cua téi, la mdt hé chit con sd khai, ggi nhé trong téi nhitng cdm xtic khi
lan dé nhitng trang viét bang quéc ngt thdi dau cua Thdy gidng Bento Thién tu
thé ky 17, thudt lai cdu chuyén su Viét dugc luu gitt tai kho luu trit Dong Tén taqi
Vatican. Trong dé chuyén N6 than - hay tich Trong Thuy, My Chau dugc ghi chép
lai bang mét thit quéc ngit vung vé, rdi rac, nhiéu 16i, khi nhiing mau tu quéc ngt
sd khai nay dugc hod thdn 1én mdt né va dudc boéi ddp réi mai nhdn béi hang
hang 16p 1dp pht sa ctia son mai, nhitng mau ty dudng nhu dd bi khudt ldp, bién
mdt, chi con lai vdi con ddu trd troi, chdng thé ghép lai thanh cdu, tao nén cam
gidc bdt an va md hoé chung. Khi ddt canh nhau, nhiing ky tu trong veo cta cu
Pbiém va nhiing ky tu dut gdy cua téi, nghé si chdng mong tén vinh mét hé ky tu,
mat ngdén ngit ndo, ma la mét quan sdt vé su tién hod - hay ding hon - la su bién
thién ctia nhitng ky hiéu, su bién thién dy chang di theo mét dudng tuyén tinh ctia
lich stt chinh théng, md né mang tinh vi lich s, phi trinh tu, dit gdy va dé tan ctia
mét c6 thi méi dugc khai qudt. Do su ldng quén tdp thé va théi nuéng chiéu cho
nhiing tién ich tu bdn, nhiéu hé ngén ngu dang mdt di hang gid. Su La-tinh hod
hay vdan bdan hoa nhiing hé ngén ngtt nay la su cttu chuéc mudén mdn nhng cing
v6 hinh trung triét tiéu tinh da nguyen da chiéu ctia ngén ngit noz vd chuyen ké
ddn gian trudc khi dugce (hay bi) vdan ban hod. Do dé, chuyén ké dy, ¢ 1é khong
dugc ké-ghi chép-tao hinh bang mét thit ngén ngtt duy nhdt ndao, ma né la mét
cdu chuyén da ngén, gitta téi, gitta cu Biém, va gitta nhiéu tdm hén hitu tinh-hay
vo tinh khac.
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THAO NGUYEN PHAN ON PIEM PHUNG THI:

THE METAMORPHOSIS OF SIGNS

“My Chau died at the edge of the sea, her blood flowed into the ocean,
the oysters that absorb that blood all bear pearls. Trong Thuy carried
his wife's body and buried it in Loa Thanh, her body turned into jade.
Trong Thuy was extremely sad, he jumped into a well and died. The
next generation of people looking for pearls in the East Sea took them
to this well and used the well’s water to wash the pearls, they turned
shiny and iridescent.

Legend has it that these shells are selected by craftsmen to make
Mother of Pearl inlay to decorate the altars and precious furniture,
while jade is favoured by sculptors to create artworks. Artists and
painters also used the water taken from that well to grind lacquer for
paintings, then the lacquer would be extremely clear.”

(excerpt from the “Collection of Strange Tales in Linh Nam” and the
artist’s own improvisation)

Diém Phting Thi (1920-2002) is probably the only sculptor I have known of since
my formative childhood years; knowing of her, but never having met her. The art
history course I took in college did not mention her, rather, I learnt about her from
discussions at the family dining table where my father would share stories about
a petite woman from Hué who created stunning artworks using only seven differing
shapes, whose sculptural variations were infinite. The first time I saw her work in
person was in 2010 at the Piém Phung Thi Museum in Hué, and it was not until
now that I had the opportunity to encounter her artistic practice again, when I
was finally given the chance to pair my artworks with those of Piém Phting Thi in

this exhibition. My early obsession with her has turned into a lifetime appointment.

Diém Phung Thi was born in 1920 to an intellectual family; she was among the
first women to graduate with a major in dentistry at Hanoi Medical University.
She spent her childhood travelling with her father, a bureaucrat, in the unique
jungles and mountainous landscape of the Central Highlands, well known for
its indigenous sculpture tradition. Piém Phting Thi moved to France where she
consequently pursued becoming an artist, thus abandoning her dentist career.
In later years she returned to her hometown in Vietnam, the poetic but war-ravaged
former national capital of Hué. Throughout her prolific career, Piém Phting Thi
created works that were majestic and monumental, yet gentle and delicate. Her
sculptural forms are innovative and radical, but still with subtle feminine
characteristics.

During the transitional period in her art practice of the mid 1960s - moving
from a figurative approach to an abstract, modernist approach - she created
many terracotta sculptures, perhaps due to the ease of shaping and changing its
form. We can see two main motifs of this period: one, a peaceful and cheerful
looking child; second, a monk or a bodhisattva, bearing a contemplative pose
and subtle smile. These two motifs merged into one when Diém Phting Thi
developed her artistic philosophy, her set of seven radical shapes, what I like to

refer as ‘letters’ —seven modules, seven characters, seven musical notes, or seven
signs. Even though minimal, the modules were not regular, they were warm and
generous. When the modules were assembled into different configurations, they
were completely free from an attempt to depict human portraits. Yet sometimes
they represented the playfulness of children, sometimes the sculptural composition
was entirely abstract but evoking a thoughtful and contemplative spiritual space.
Diém Phung Thi did not hesitate to experiment with different materials—metal,
wood, terracotta, fabrics, lacquer, and precious stones—materials that seemed to
be long-lasting yet constantly serving as a reminder of the fragility of the
environment and the impermanence of life.

The encounter between Piém Phting Thi and I is an encounter in language,
beginning with my fascination for the narrative of the Vietnamese Romanised
script. We are both Vietnamese women who have received a western art education;
of course, there is a whole generational gap and differences in artistic styles. For
me, the language of Piém Phung Thi possesses an established, sophisticated
writing system, her letters can be used to describe the subtlest poetry, able to
overcome language barriers, close to the universality of music. Meanwhile, the
letters of my own Romanised script dictionary (which is still quite underdeveloped),
reminds me of the feelings when I flipped through the pages of Vietnamese history
penned in the 17th century by Catechist Bento Thién, written in early Romanised
script, now kept in the Jesuit archive of the Vatican. In these letters, the tale of the
‘Magical Bow’ (or the romance of Trong Thuy and My Chdu) was recorded in a
clumsy and unsophisticated way. In my ongoing installation work, ‘Magical
Bows (2017-ongoing)’ I took fragmented sentences and characters from these
letters, inlaid them with Mother of Pearl on crossbows, painting and polishing with
countless layers of lacquer. The letters inlaid on the crossbows are obscured; leaving
only traces that cannot be deciphered as sentences, provoking a sense of insecurity and
vagueness. When pairing Diém Phting Thi's consistent characters and my fragmented
ones, I do not wish to glorify a script and its writing system, but a personal observation
of the evolution, or rather, the metamorphosis of signs, which does not follow the
linearity of an orthodox history. Such modules as Diém Phting Thi and its
various configurations suggests the existence of microhistories, non-chrono-
logical, fragmented, fragile. I would like to propose a new narrative, or rather a
forgotten narrative that has just been rediscovered, and that should be seen with
unguarded eyes. Many spoken languages are now disappearing in a matter of
hours, the sacrifice of our capitalist conveniences and collective amnesia. The
Romanisation, or the textualization of linguistic systems, is a late salvation for
the cultural loss of oral history, but somehow this textualisation also destroys the
plurality and dimensions of spoken language and folk tales before they were
written. Therefore, the narrative between Diém Phung Thi and I, perhaps should
not be told in a single language, it is a multi-lingual tale, between me, between
Diém Phung Thi and among many other like-minded souls.
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