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PHOTO ESSAY 
REFLECTIONS OF HANOI

A stark contrast between one of Hanoi’s chic shops 
and the charm of the city's traditional workers. 

When I arrived in Hanoi just over a year ago, the city was 
described to me as a giant onion, to be explored and understood 
layer by layer. 

As such a feast for the eyes, one never knows where to look 
in Hanoi.  Recently I have been drawn to the many different 
reflections mirroring the contrasting layers of the city.  

I have explored the modern, dynamic, upbeat and rapidly 
changing visions of the city as well as its softer, more traditional, 
cultural and calmer refuges. The resulting images are a 
combination of reflections seen in glass, mirrors and water, all of 
which document the layers that make Hanoi truly unique.

PEELING 
THE ONION
PHOTOGRAPH CATE GUNN
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Wondering down the centre of the chaos on Hang Bong, 
a feast of action is reflected in the trendy shop windows 

lining both sides of the street.



44 AUG. 2011

Framed in the door of a traditional Vietnamese house, unaware she 
is being observed, a local woman removes her hat and enjoys a 
humorous moment whilst working across the street.
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As a morning ritual, women fetch pails of water from a well.

Captured in a small mirror, it’s business 
in the slow lane amidst the current of 

traffic in Hanoi’s Old Quarter
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After a 6 hour walk around the city I leave the roar of rush hour to stumble 
across the sun setting behind Long Bien Bridge. Its vivid reflection in a 
modern building shows the stark contrast between new and old.
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A fisherman enjoys a peaceful moment in 
West Lake as the city continues to buzz in 

rush hour around him.
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First up, why did you name your essay 
'Peeling the Onion'?
As with most newcomers, I was overwhelmed by the city on 
my arrival.  When I asked people how long it would take me to 
get my head around it all, I was once told it was like peeling an 
onion - I was assured the city would reveal itself layer by layer. 
That metaphor has stayed with me and over a year later I’m still 
discovering.

To what extent does your work embody that metaphor?
I aim to capture Hanoi’s layers by concentrating on the different 
sides of Hanoi.  Whether it’s through separating them or 
combining them, I guess it’s a way of ordering my thoughts. As 
a photographer it can be overwhelming when there are so many 
great shots all around you. I’ve started to use this concept more 
and more to guide my work.

What excites you most about shooting Hanoi?

I love setting out on foot and experiencing the city's 
eccentricities, whilst stumbling across hidden gems, but it’s the 
people in the context of their environment and the experience of 
interacting with them that excites me most. It can be intrusive 
stepping into someone’s daily life, but the camera’s a great tool 
for creating brilliant moments with strangers.  

Was the shoot entirely spontaneous or is there an 
element of planning in your work? 
I work intuitively and find that organizing a shot fails to capture 
the moment that makes an image magical.  I usually have an idea 
of what I want to shoot, but let it evolve organically in order to 
produce a more natural result. 

The idea of juxtaposing old and new Hanoi isn’t new, but 
capturing it through reflections in water and mirrors is. 
How does it work?
The old merges into the new, the fast into the slow and the 

For her photo essay, 
Peeling the Onion, British 
photographer Cate Gunn 
spent six solid hours 
meandering through the 
streets of Hanoi. She 
hoped to capture moments 
of a city straddling the 
remnants of its past and 
the lure of modernity. Here 
she talks to Nga Hoang 
about her work.

BY NGA HOANG

Cate  Gunn  ,  
27,  originally  from  Surrey,  UK  has  spent  
the  past  year  exploring  and  documenting  
local  life  in  Vietnam  and  South  East  Asia.
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dynamic into the subdued.  The different types 
of reflections are a great way of demonstrating 
these differences.  The water represents a still, 
softer side to Hanoi, whilst surfaces of mirrors 
and glass are great for representing the more 
dynamic scenes.  

I usually prefer to get close to the subject, 
particularly when shooting people.  Working 
with reflections has allowed me to take a step 
back and document uninterrupted life.   It also 
adds ambience to the shot, even if it’s not 
technically perfect.  

It’s really exciting when different sides of Hanoi 
can be combined in one shot, with reflections 
bouncing off each other to form an abstract 
image. 

What were the biggest challenges 
when trying to photograph Hanoi through 
reflections?
It can be frustrating when you see a fantastic 
shot but miss the opportunity to shoot it.  With 
the currents of traffic and speed at which 
people scurry around, you can miss a shot 
in a second.  I’ve even chased an old lady up 
the street in the hope of finding her in another 
reflection further down the road!

Do you have any plans to compile your 
images of Hanoi into a book or exhibition?
I think the project could be taken much further 
and it’s definitely something I’ll be working on.  
I like to push myself and Hanoi offers so much 
inspiration for anyone creative.  Compiling 
abstract interpretations of Hanoi really inspires 
me. I would love to exhibit further down the line. 
As Hanoi’s continuously evolving, I hope to be 
able to add to the documentation of its journey 
through photography. 

With the currents of traffic and speed at 
which people scurry around, you can miss 
a shot in a second.  I’ve even chased an old 
lady up the street in the hope of finding her in 
another reflection further down the road!

One of Hanoi’s newest trendy 
bars, Bar Betta, is host to 
an overwhelming mosaic 
of mirrors in its upstairs 
bathroom.  


