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At the International Colonial Exposition of 1931, in Paris, in the Indochina pavilion that was 
located inside a large replica of the famed Cambodian Angkor Wat temple, an exhibition of 
paintings by the first graduates of Vietnam’s first art academy, the Ecole des Beaux-Arts de 
l’Indochine, founded in 1925 by Victor Tardieu (1870-1937) and Nguyễn Vạn Thọ a.k.a Nam Sơn 
(1890-1973) was held. A reviewer of the exhibition, Adolphe Tabarant, praised the works of the 
Indochinese students and asked: “Would it be excessive to think that the students often 
surpass the masters? Next to the indigenous art, an exhibition of French art inspired by 
Indochina enables us to establish some comparisons that are not flattering for the French 
artists.”1 The art critic concluded that “indigenous” artists were as capable, if not more, than 
the French artists. Newly graduated and appointed teacher at the same school, Lê Phô was 
among those artists. He and his classmates had defined what was to become the masters of 
colonial period Vietnamese art, revered to this day in the annals of Vietnamese art history.  
 
Lê Phổ was born in the vicinity of Hanoi, on the Red River, in the early days of French colonial 
rule. He descended from a family of elite mandarins, an educated political class dated to the 
15th century, under the influence of Confucianism, a social system originating in China. Under 
the French administration, in the late 19th century, his father was named viceroy of the 
protectorate of Tonkin, a powerful and prestigious position.2  Lê Phổ was 18 when he enrolled 
in the first class of the newly founded Indochinese art academy.  Only upper class children were 
permitted to receive an education in a society that was mostly made up of indentured 
peasants. Prior to the creation of the school, there was no formal art training per se. Artistic 
skills were passed from father to son, or sometimes mother to daughter. And they were mostly 
what we would now consider “crafts:” woodblock printing, embroidery, wood carving and 
metal work. Poetry and calligraphy were taught by mandarins in higher class households. The 
idea to form an art academy was the brainchild of Victor Tardieu after visiting the craft villages 
surrounding Hanoi. He had been a recipient of the Prix de l’Indochine, a travel award given to 
classically trained artists. Upon arrival in Hanoi, he was commissioned to paint a large mural for 

 
1 Adolphe Tabarant, “Au Temple d’Angkor,” Oeuvre, September 1st 1931. Fonds Victor Tardieu, 
Box 125/08, the Institut National d’Histoire de l’Art, Paris, my translation.  
 
2 The colony of Indochina, founded in 1887, was made up of five protectorates : Annam, Tonkin, 
Cochinchina, Cambodia and Laos. The term Indochina was used until 1954 when four countries 
were given independence: the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in what is today Northern 
Vietnam, the Republic of Vietnam in the South, Laos and Cambodia. See Christopher Goscha, 
Going Indochinese: Contesting Concepts of Space and Place in French Indochina, Copenhagen: 
NIAS Press, 2012.  



 
the University. The mural depicted a number of iconic figures that glorified the French colonial 
empire. Like many awardees and colonial administrators, he was a patriot who believed in 
France’s colonizing policies or the Mission civilisatrice, or civilizing mission, to educate the 
indigenous population in Western ideas.  
 
Tardieu was authorized to open a school thanks to a change in cultural policies under Governor 
General Albert Sarraut (1872-1962). Policy changed from one of Assimilation, where the 
emphasis was on imposing French language in schools and French civil laws on the indigenous 
population, to one of Association, that would integrate local culture with French culture and 
create a kind of hybrid society. Under the policy of Association, for example, city planners 
designed Saigon and Hanoi to be “mini” Parises with large administrative buildings and tree 
lined streets, thus alienating the local community or forcing them, in essence, to become 
“French.” Under the policy of Association, architects designed structure that would incorporate 
motifs drawn from Buddhist Temples and village communal houses. The goal was to instill 
confidence in the colonial system among the indigenous population. Ultimately, France was 
defeated, but for many Vietnamese, the colonial period was a catalyst for modernism. 
 
After admiring the skills of local craftsmen, he imagined a school that would train these 
“artisans” to become “artists.” And while he believed that to become an artist meant learning 
Western style oil painting, he was also keen on integrating local materials and traditions into 
the curriculum. Thanks to his partnership with Nguyễn Nam Sơn, an artist who had trained in 
France, he created courses in silk painting and lacquer. Silk painting consisted of rapidly 
applying watercolor and ink onto a stretch swatch of silk. The technique required detailed 
precision, dexterity and speed. Lacquer comes from the resin of a tree that is abundant in the 
Red River Delta, the Rhus Verniciflua. The trunk is tapped and its sap is collected in a bowl. It is 
then applied in thick layers onto a wooden panel, sanded down and polished with a stone. It 
thrives in the humid climate of Northern Vietnam because it has the unusual property of 
needing to be wet to be dry. Since it is applied in layers, elements that resist the chemical 
substance of the resin are used to create the pattern such as egg shell and gold leaf. All other 
pigments would just dissolve under the black gooey liquid.  
 
Lê Phổ took to silk painting immediately. He and his classmates, Nguyễn Phan Chánh (1892-
1984) and Mai Trung Thứ (1906-1980) became skilled in depicting women in idyllic landscapes, 
eschewing the conventions of Western art education to sketch nudes. Perhaps due to their 
inherited Confucian values that required women to behave properly, remain demure and speak 
softly, they painted women in pastel colored dresses, seated gently in relaxed domestic 
settings. They were not objectified as tokens of desire so much as stood as exemplars of chaste 
virtuous beauty. Their choice and treatment of local subject matter stands in contrast with their 
French counterparts. These women were familiar to them, close to their hearts, as opposed to 



 
the way in which the French artists considered local subjects as exotic others.3 These images 
were attractive to the colonial elite, both the French expatriates living in Indochina at the time 
and the growing Vietnamese urban bourgeoisie. Upon graduating from the school, Lê Phổ was 
employed as a teacher, training the next class of Indochina artists in the fine art of silk painting.  
 
By the early 1930s, when the 1931 colonial exposition took place, colonial policies were under 
fire by artists and intellectuals in France. The surrealists had distributed a manifesto calling for 
the boycott of the exhibition. Support for the Vietnamese communist party was growing both in 
France and in Indochina. Divisions were also felt at the art school and debates took place 
between teachers and students who advocated for art for art’s sake and those who believed 
that art could play a role in society. The Indochinese artists who showed their work in the 
pavilion at the colonial exposition were not interested in politics. They were selected by Victor 
Tardieu himself as the best examples of Indochinese painting, in his view, the best marriage 
between Western techniques and local subject matter. Elegantly dressed women, mothers 
tending to their children, domestic scenes of preparing food and drinking tea, still lives with 
floral arrangements and well-crafted furniture and scholar’s utensils, paintbrushes and books, 
made for aesthetic compositions intended to showcase the beauty of Vietnamese homes. While 
these paintings may reveal a love of local culture, they were not intended to serve as political 
statements. The artists that joined the resistance movement against colonial rule were more 
intent on showcasing rural peasants and portraits of their leader, Ho Chi Minh. 
 
After the colonial exposition, Lê Phổ chose to remain in France and pursue classes at the Ecole 
des Beaux-Arts de Paris for a year before going back to Vietnam in 1932. In 1937, after Victor 
Tardieu’s death, a contemporary of his, a 1931 graduate, Tô Ngọc Vân (1906-1954) became the 
first Vietnamese director of the school. That year, Lê Phổ returned to France to head the 
Indochina section of the international arts and crafts exhibition and chose to pursue his career 
there. He remained there for the rest of his life.  
 
In the upheaval that followed, Vietnam’s struggle for independence, from a Japanese 
occupation in 1941, to a battle against French military forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 to a near 
two-decade war against American occupied South Vietnam from 1959 to 1975, had a profound 
effect on Vietnamese artists. Living in France, Lê Phổ avoided many of those hardships suffered 
by his contemporaries, but that does not mean that it wasn’t difficult for him to be far from his 
homeland. Many of his paintings emit a sentiment of nostalgia for the lush vegetation and 
colorful landscapes of his native country. These portraits of the Vietnam of his youth are also 
remembered in Vietnamese art history as the strongest examples of colonial era painting, a 

 
3 See Nora A. Taylor, “L’Autre exotique et le moi féminin : les corps des femmes dans l’histoire 
de l’art vietnamien du colonialisme à nos jours,” (Exotic Others and Feminine Selves : Women’s 
Bodies in the History of Vietnamese Art from Colonialism to the Present) in François Guillemot 
and Agathe Larcher-Goscha, La colonisation des corps : De l’Indochine au Viet Nam, Paris : 
Vendémiaire, 2014, pp. 229-245. 



 
golden period, one that saw the first masters of Western style painting infused with 
Vietnamese style, materials and local flavors. 
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