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t a a S a 	 C o M M i t t E E

A	 general	 issue	 is	 always	 so	 stimulating,	
allowing	 the	 TAASA	 Review	 to	 range	 over	
a	 great	 variety	 of	 topics,	 many	 related	 to	
current	events	and	exhibitions.	

Asian	 arts	 enthusiasts	 in	 Sydney	 have	
been	 particularly	 well	 catered	 for	 recently	
with	 two	 major	 and	 interrelated	 Chinese	
exhibitions	at	the	AGNSW:	The	First	Emperor:	
China’s	 entombed	 warriors	 and	Homage	 to	 the	
Ancestors:	 Ritual	 Art	 from	 the	 Chu	 Kingdom.	
In	 this	 issue,	Dr	Liu	Yang	of	 the	Art	Gallery	
of	NSW	focuses	on	the	significance	of	music	
in	 the	 ritual	 life	 of	 the	Chu	Kingdom	based	
on	musical	 instruments	excavated	from	Chu	
Kingdom	tombs	from	the	late	Western	Zhou	
(c800	BCE)	to	the	Warring	States	period	(c475-
221	 BCE).	 All	 the	 instruments	 he	 discusses	
can	be	currently	seen	in	the	latter	exhibition.	

While	 The	 First	 Emperor	 exhibition	 itself	
was	 covered	 in	 the	December	TR,	 this	 issue	
provides	a	lively	review	by	Dr	John	Millbank	
of	 the	 associated	 2	 day	 seminar,	 Innovations	
and	Creativity	 in	Ancient	Qin,	 jointly	held	by	
the	AGNSW	and	Sydney	University.

Another	 exhibition	 soon	 on	 show	 at	 the	
University	 Art	 Gallery,	 Sydney	 University	
will	 celebrate	 the	 legacy	 of	 Arthur	 Lindsay	
Sadler,	 Professor	 of	 Oriental	 Studies	 from	
1922	 to	 1947,	 in	 stimulating	 exchange	
between	Japanese	print	making	traditions	and	
Australian	 modernist	 artists.	 As	 co-curator	
Maria	 (Connie)	 Tornatore-Loong	 explains,	
this	 show	will	 explore	parallel	developments	
between	 Australian	 and	 Japanese	 modernist	
prints,	juxtaposed	with	European	expressionist	
prints,	bookplates	and	journals.

Gael	Newton,	Senior	Curator	of	Photography	at	
the	NGA	gives	us	a	tantalising	glimpse	of	works	
currently	on	display	in	the	NGA’s	Photography	
Gallery.	 	 A	 common	 thread	 in	 the	 diverse	
images	on	show	in	Here	and	There:	Contemporary		
photomedia	 artists	 in	 Asia	 is	 the	way	 in	which	
these	artists	explore	 their	cultural	 identities	 in	
the	context	of	the	current	cultural	engagement	
between	the	Euro-American	“west”	and	Asia.	

The	 potential	 for	 photography	 to	 provide	
insights	 more	 powerful	 than	 words	 is	
demonstrated	 in	 Gregory	 Fournier’s	
contribution,	based	on	his	two	month	journey	
on	horseback	travelling	across	Mongolia	from	
the	Orkhon	valley	to	the	high	glaciers	of	the	
Altai	region.	I’m	sure	you	will	enjoy	some	of	
his	 spectacular	 images,	 recording	 aspects	 of	
present	day	Mongolian	life	

Textile	lovers	are	offered	two	treats.	Drawing	
from	examples	 in	his	own	collection,	Trevor	
Vale	 discusses	 the	 colourful	 and	 highly	

symbolic	 altar	 aprons	 generally	 used	 to	
decorate	 side	 altar	 tables	 in	 Southeast	
Asian	 Chinese	 temples.	 Gill	 Green	 explores	
the	 link	 between	 two	 antique	 textiles	 –	 a	
cotton	 batik	 sarong	 from	 central	 Java	 and	
a	 silk	 tie	 dyed	 textile	 from	 Cambodia	 –	
which	 share	 a	 remarkably	 similar	 pictorial	
composition	 featuring	 early	 20th	 century	
icons	 of	 modernity.	 Her	 current	 research	 is	
attempting	to	establish	what	the	impetus	was	
for	 such	 radical	 change	 to	 traditional	motifs	
in	each	region	and	what	 the	connection	was	
between	 Java	 and	 Cambodia	 in	 relation	 to	
this	development.

Staying	 in	 Southeast	Asia,	 another	 collector	
shares	 her	 passion	 and	 expertise	 with	 TR	
readers.	Michele	Stephen’s	article	on	Balinese	
masks	 convinces	 us	 that	 these	 objects	 must	
be	 seen,	 not	 just	 as	 aesthetic	 objects	 of	
great	workmanship	 and	 variety,	 but	 also	 as	
vehicles	 for	 performance	 art	 and,	 above	 all,	
as	evocations	of	sacred	energies	and	powers	
essential	 at	 temple	 festivals	 and	 many	
domestic	rituals.

We	 are	 also	 privileged	 to	 publish	 Dr	 Bob	
Hudson’s	article	on	a	horde	of	Buddha	images	
and	 reliquaries	 unearthed	 from	 under	 the	
Hsutaung-pyi	 pagoda	 in	 Bagan	 in	 the	 1975	
earthquake.	Archaeologists	 only	 later	 realised	
that	some	of	these	relics	dated	to	the	13th	century	
when	 the	 pagoda	was	 originally	 consecrated.	
Bob	Hudson	was	 invited	 to	photograph	 these	
pieces	 before	 they	 were	 re-enshrined	 in	 the	
restored	 stupa,	 and	 their	 publication	 in	 this	
issue	provides	valuable	material	for	comparison	
with	Bagan	finds	in	other	locations.

Buddhist	 ritual	 art	 is	 also	 the	 subject	 of	
Melanie	 Eastburn’s	 article	 describing	 a	
19th	 century	 Thai	 Buddhist	 painted	 banner	
recently	 acquired	 by	 the	 NGA.	 This	 cotton	
banner	 is	 likely	 to	have	been	displayed	 in	a	
Buddhist	temple	in	association	with	a	festival	
held	 in	veneration	of	 the	28	Buddhas	of	 the	
past	and	Maitreya	(the	future	Buddha).	Such	
events	continue	 to	 take	place	 in	Thailand	as	
well	as	Cambodia,	Burma	and	Laos.

We	also	offer	a	review	by	David	Rehfuss	on	
the	 book	Southeast	 Asian	 Ceramics	Museum	 -	
Bangkok	University.	While	unfortunately	only	
available	 in	 Bangkok,	 ceramics	 enthusiasts	
will	be	interested	to	know	of	the	publication	
of	this	profusely	illustrated	catalogue,	which	
also	contains	a	useful	chapter	by	the	 late	Dr	
Roxanna	Brown.	And	finally,	testimony	to	the	
eclectic	nature	of	this	issue	is	a	review	of	the	
newly	opened	Museum	of	Islamic	Art,	Doha	
by	 Marion	 Macdonald	 –	 as	 famous	 for	 its	
architecture	by	I.M.	Pei	as	its	relatively	small	
but	outstanding	collection.
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The	bells	and	drums	sound	in	harmony;	
The	sounding	stones	and	flutes	blend	
their	notes;	
Abundant	blessing	is	sent	down.	
Blessing	is	sent	down	in	large	measure;	
Careful	and	exact	is	all	our	deportment;	
We	have	drunk,	and	we	have	eaten,	to	
the	full;	
Our	happiness	and	dignity	will	be	
prolonged.

(‘Zhijing’	in	the	Shijing	or	Book	of	Odes)

hus	 ends	 the	 account	 of	 an	 ancestor	
worship	 ceremony	 in	an	ode	 collected	 in	

the	Shijing	(Book	of	Odes),	the	earliest	anthology	
of	 Chinese	 poetry,	 written	 in	 the	 Western	
Zhou	 dynasty	 (c8th	 century	 BCE).	 This	 ode	
underscores	 the	 significance	 of	 music	 in	
ancient	 Chinese	 ancestor	 worship,	 a	 practice	
that	was	based	on	the	belief	that	life	continued	
after	 death,	 and	 that	 there	 was	 reciprocity	
between	the	deceased	and	living	kin.

The	 history	 of	 music	 in	 the	 region	 today	
known	 as	 China	 can	 be	 traced	 through	 the	
archaeological	 discovery	 of	 instruments	
dating	to	as	early	as	the	Neolithic	period.	For	
example,	a	painted	drum	fashioned	from	a	tree	
trunk	and	chime	stones	were	excavated	 from	
the	site	of	 the	Taosi	culture	(c4600–4000	BCE)	
at	 Xiangfen	 in	 Shanxi	 province	 (Li	 Chunyi	
1996:	2).	Although	details	of	 the	use	of	music	
in	 primitive	 worship	 are	 scant,	 inscriptions	
carved	 on	 oracle	 bones	 and	 later	 literary	
descriptions	tell	us	that	music	was	an	essential	
part	 of	 religious	 rites	 from	 the	 time	 of	 the	
Shang	dynasty	(c1500	–	1050	BCE)	onwards.		

One	of	the	primary	musical	instruments	was	
the	bronze	bell.	By	the	late	second	millennium	
of	 the	 Shang	 dynasty,	 both	 north	 and	 south	
China	 had	 produced	 massive	 clapper-
less	 bells,	 known	 as	 nao.	 These	 nao	 were	
constructed	with	the	mouth	of	the	bell	facing	
upwards	 and	 were	 arranged	 in	 groups	 of	
three	for	playing	simple	tunes.	

By	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Western	 Zhou	
dynasty	 (c1050	 –	 770	 BCE),	 ensembles	 of	
percussion	 instruments	 had	 begun	 to	 rival	
bronze	 vessels	 as	 components	 of	 the	 ritual	
paraphernalia.	 They	 comprised	 different	
bells,	 such	 as	 the	 yongzhong,	 which	 has	 an	
octagonal	stem	with	a	loop	for	suspension;	the	
niuzhong,	suspended	by	a	loop	on	the	top;	and	
the	bozhong,	distinguished	by	four	openwork	
flanges	 on	 the	 sides	 or	 on	 the	 top.	 When	
played,	 the	 bells	 were	 suspended	 mouth-
downwards	on	a	frame.

The	 Chu	 kingdom	 was	 known	 for	 its	 love	
of	 music.	 Early	 Chu	 bronze	 culture	 can	 be	
represented	 by	 percussion	 instruments:	 the	
earliest	 documented	 Chu	 bronzes	 from	 the	
late	 Western	 Zhou	 period	 are	 mainly	 bells	
(Shanxi	 Provincial	 Archaeological	 Institute	
and	 Beijing	 University	 Archaeological	
Department	 1994:	 1-21).	 For	 instance,	 the	
well-known	set	of	eight	bells	excavated	from	
Tomb	 64	 of	 Duke	 Jin	 of	 the	 Zhao	 state	 (in	
present-day	Qucun	in	Shanxi),	was	proved	to	
be	cast	by	Duke	Ni	of	Chu	(r	c800–791	BCE).	
There	 are	 another	 three	 bells	 in	 the	 Sen-oku	
Hakuko	Kan	 in	Kyoto,	 Japan,	datable	 to	 the	
first	 half	 of	 the	 9th	 century	 BCE.	 The	 early	
music	 instruments	 created	 in	 Chu	 illustrate	
a	 continuation	 and	 expansion	 of	 the	 Zhou	

tradition.	Bronze	bells	and	chime	stones	were	
hung	on	wooden	or	bronze	racks	in	a	manner	
similar	to	their	northern	predecessors.	

The	late	Spring	and	Autumn	(c770	–	475	BCE)	
and	 the	 Warring	 States	 period	 (c475	 –	 221	
BCE)	was	the	pinnacle	for	Chu	music	culture.	
Many	 tombs	 dating	 to	 this	 time	 contain	
bronze	 musical	 instruments	 or	 equivalent	
models	made	of	lacquered	wood	or	stone.	The	
tomb	 of	 Prince	Wu	 (died	 552	 BCE)	 at	 Xiasi	
in	 Xichuan,	 Henan	 province,	 yielded	 four	
sets	 of	 over	 50	 bells	 comprising	 yongzhong	
and	 niuzhong	 types,	 and	 three	 sets	 of	 stone	
chimes,	 each	 consisting	 of	 13	 pieces	 (Henan	
Provincial	 Archaeological	 Institute	 1991).	
The	 tombs	 at	Changtaiguan	 in	Xinyang	 and	
at	 Tianxingguan	 in	 Jiangling	 all	 contained	
musical	 instruments	 (Henan	 Provincial	
Archaeological	 Institute	 1986).	 A	 preference	
for	percussion	instruments	is	strongly	evident	
in	the	assemblages.	The	sheer	number	of	finds	
from	archaeological	excavations	demonstrates	
that	 such	 instruments	 played	 a	 significant	
role	 in	 a	 ceremonial	 ensemble.	 For	 instance,	
in	Hubei	 province	 alone,	 over	 180	 pieces	 of	
bronze	 bells	 from	 the	Warring	 States	 period	
were	unearthed.	In	some	Chu	tombs	the	more	
economic	 wooden	 replicas	 of	 bronze	 bells	
were	 found.	These	were	especially	made	 for	
burial	use,	as	seen	in	examples	from	Tombs	1	
and	2	at	Changtaiguan	in	Xinyang.	

A	 chime	 set	 excavated	 from	 Tomb	 1	 at	
Jiuliandun	 in	 Zaoyang,	 Hubei	 province,	
datable	 to	 c300	 BCE,	 is	 among	 the	 best	
preserved.	 It	 is	 a	 composite	 group	 of	 34	
bronze	bells,	which	 are	 still	 suspended	on	 a	
substantial	two-tiered	lacquered	wooden	rack	
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CHiME	SEt	oF	34	BEllS, WarrING STaTES PErIOD, 4Th cENTUrY BcE, BrONzE, EXcaVaTED FrOM TOMB 1 aT JIULIaNDUN IN zaOYaNG, hUBEI PrOVINcE, 2002. cOLLEcTION OF ThE hUBEI PrOVINcIaL MUSEUM
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(481.8cm	 long,	 and	 149.8cm	 high),	 the	 only	
intact	 example	 now	 extant	 in	 China.	 While	
faded	 today,	 the	 rack	 would	 have	 initially	
been	 lacquered	 with	 elaborate	 cloud,	 bird	
and	dragon	motifs	painted	in	red	and	yellow	
against	a	black	background.	

The	set	of	bells	can	be	divided	into	two	groups,	
with	 22	 niuzhong	 bells	 (length:	 largest	 32cm,	
smallest	22cm)	pendent	on	the	upper	tier	and	
12	 yongzhou	 (length:	 largest	 73.5cm,	 smallest	
50cm)	 bells	 on	 the	 lower.	 They	 are	 arranged	
according	 to	 size	 and	 tone	 order.	 Niuzhong	
and	yongzhou	bells	are	both	almond-shaped	in	
cross	section,	but	they	differ	in	the	stem	type.	
The	niuzhong	bells	have	a	U-shaped	loop,	while	
the	yongzhou	bells	have	a	long	stem	with	a	loop	
attached	 to	 the	 lower	 part	 of	 the	 stem	 that	
surmounts	the	flat	top	of	the	bell	(known	as	a	
wu).	 The	 face	of	 each	bell	 is	 cast	with	panels	
containing	18	bosses	 (mei),	divided	 into	 three	
horizontal	rows	separated	by	abstract	designs.	
There	 is	 a	 plain	 trapezoidal	 section	 (zheng)	
on	 each	 side	 of	 the	 bells,	 below	which	 is	 the	
striking	 panel	 (gu).	 This	 striking	 panel	 has	
symmetrically	 arranged	designs	 consisting	of	
stylised	birds,	scrolls	and	dots.	

These	 bells	 have	 no	 clappers	 and	 they	 are	
sounded	by	striking.	Due	to	their	shape,	each	
bell	 could	 sound	 two	 different	 notes:	 one	
sound	if	struck	at	the	side,	another	if	struck	at	
the	centre.	The	range	of	notes	produced	by	the	
set	covers	two	octaves	and	the	set	 is	capable	
of	producing	a	chromatic	scale	(Hu	Jiaxi,	et	al.	
2009:	17-26).	

The	 musical	 instruments	 excavated	 from	
Chu	 tombs	 encompass	 a	 diversity	 of	 types.	
Key	 instruments	 were	 bronze	 bells,	 stone	
chimes,	 drums,	 stringed	 instruments	 and	
bamboo	 flutes.	 Examples	 of	 nearly	 every	
type	of	known	instrument	of	the	period	have	
been	 discovered	 in	 the	 tombs	 of	 rulers	 and	
aristocrats.	Buried	in	the	tomb	of	Marquis	Yi	of	
Zeng,	excavated	in	1972	at	Shuizhou,	Hubei,	
for	instance,	were	125	pieces	of	nine	types	of	
musical	 instruments.	 The	 instruments	 in	 the	
ensemble	 included	 bronze	 and	 stone	 chime	
sets,	 four	drums,	13	pieces	of	25	 stringed	 se,	
a	 ten-stringed	 qin,	 and	 a	 five-stringed	 zhu.	
The	 tomb	 also	 contained	 six	 bamboo	 sheng	
mouth	 organs,	 two	 baixiao	 panpipes,	 and	
two	hu	 flutes	 (Tan	Weisi	 2001:	 90–103).	As	 a	
whole	they	represent	the	largest	single	group	

of	 musical	 instruments	 preserved	 from	 any	
culture	in	the	ancient	world.

Drums	were	as	significant	as	bells.	Illustrations	
of	drums	supported	by	shafts	that	appear	on	
bronze	 and	 lacquered	 Chu	 kingdom	 vessels	
and	 their	 frequent	 mention	 in	 the	 literature	
of	the	period	indicate	that	these	objects	were	
an	integral	part	of	ritual	orchestras.	The	tomb	
of	 Marquis	 Yi	 of	 Zeng	 in	 Shuizhou,	 Hubei	
province,	datable	to	c433	BCE,	contained	the	
remains	of	four	drums.	Although	the	wooden	
drums	were	all	decayed,	an	openwork	bronze	
stand	with	 serpent	 forms	 that	 served	 as	 the	
base	 for	 the	drum	and	a	 shaft	has	 survived.	
A	drum	of	wood	with	animal	skin,	measuring	
106cm	 long	 and	 74	 cm	 in	 diameter,	 would	
have	 been	 suspended	 in	 the	 centre	 of	 a	
wooden	 pole	 (this	 type	 of	 drum	 is	 known	
as	 jiangu).	 The	 pole,	 about	 365cm	 in	 height,	
was	 held	 secure	 within	 the	 central	 tube	 of	
the	base.	The	remains	of	a	drum	and	a	pair	of	
drumsticks	were	discovered	next	to	the	stand.	

The	 decoration	 on	 this	 ‘sculptural’	 work	 is	
characteristic	of	the	flamboyant	style	of	Chu-
influenced	bronzes.	It	comprises	a	circular	base	

drUM	StaNd	WitH	SErPENtS, WarrING STaTES PErIOD, c433 BcE, BrONzE, 54 X (DIaMETEr BaSE) 80 cM, EXcaVaTED FrOM ThE TOMB OF MarQUIS YI OF zENG aT LEIGUDUN, 
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with	four	ring	handles,	a	shaft	and	a	dramatic	
grouping	 of	 upwardly	 writhing	 serpents.	
Dozens	 of	 smaller	 serpents	 are	 intertwined	
with	 the	 larger	 serpentine	 dragons,	 which	
gives	the	impression	of	a	flickering	flame.	The	
circular	base	and	the	eight	rampant	serpents	
are	 ornamented	 with	 inlaid	 turquoise,	 their	
scales	 carefully	 delineated.	 The	 inscription,	
‘Commissioned	 by	 Marquis	 Yi	 for	 his	 use’,	
is	 found	 inside	 the	 shaft	 rim	 that	 holds	 the	
wooden	 pole.	 The	 work	 is	 remarkable	 in	
its	 complicated	 structure.	 The	 intricate	 and	
advanced	technology	employed	in	the	casting	
process	puzzles	craftsmen	even	today.	

The	stringed	musical	instrument	is	represented	
by	 a	 se	 zither,	 excavated	 from	 Tomb	 2	 at	
Jiuliandun	in	Zaoyang,	Hubei	province	in	2002.	
The	 se	 has	 a	 hollow	 rectangular	 soundboard	
with	 a	 slightly	 vaulted	 top	 and	 a	 flat	 board	
that	covers	the	underside.	Four	wooden	string	
anchors	 and	 three	 short	 fixed	 bridges	 are	
located	at	one	end	with	a	broad	fixed	bridge	on	
the	other.	The	23	strings	were	tuned	by	sliding	
the	 movable	 bridges	 that	 are	 set	 along	 the	
soundboard.	The	number	of	strings	varied,	and	
archaeological	 excavations	 carried	 out	 in	 the	
Chu	kingdom	have	unearthed	 se	with	18,	 19,	
21,	23	and	24	strings.	The	surviving	strings	on	
this	zither	are	of	silk,	the	standard	material	for	
instrument	strings	in	that	period.	This	se	zither	
boasts	 refined	 joinery,	 and	 similar	 to	 other	
wooden	musical	instruments	of	the	period,	it	is	
decorated	with	carved	relief	and	lacquer.	The	
sides	show	geometric	patterns	painted	in	red,	
yellow	and	gold	lacquer.	

The	 earliest	 surviving	 se	 zithers	 were	
principally	discovered	in	the	region	of	present-
day	Hubei,	Hunan	and	Henan	provinces.	They	
were	 all	 from	 the	 tombs	of	 the	Eastern	Zhou	
period	 (770-256	 BCE).	 The	 central	 and	 east	
chambers	of	the	Marquis	Yi’s	tomb	contained	
twelve	se	zithers	and	some	1,358	anchor	pieces,	

which	 suggest	 such	 instruments	 played	 an	
important	role	in	musical	ensembles.

Apparently,	 neither	 the	 tuned	 sets	 of	 bells,	
drums	 or	 strings	 served	 as	 solo	 instruments:		
rather,	they	were	part	of	an	ensemble	containing	
examples	 of	 all	 the	musical	 instruments	 and	
played	 in	 chorus.	 The	 grand	 bell	 rack,	 the	
pole	 drum	 and	 the	 chime-stone	 rack	 formed	
a	monumental	 backdrop	 to	 the	 stringed	 and	
wind	instruments	played	at	floor	level	in	front	
(Cf.	 Jenny	 F	 So,	 ed.	 2000).	A	 scene	 of	 music	
making	 portrayed	 on	 a	 bronze	 hu	 vessel	 of	
the	late	Warring	States	period	unearthed	from	
Baihuatan	 in	 Chengdu,	 Sichuan,	 provides	
evidence	of	such	an	ensemble.

Archaeological	 excavations	 prove	 that	 the	
Chu	 developed	 a	 distinct	 music	 culture	 in	
the	Warring	 States	 period.	At	 this	 time	Chu	
music	 was	 annotated	 differently	 from	 the	
Zhou	music	tradition,	and	was	inclined	to	use	
unique	instruments	and	different	performance	
ensembles.	In	Chu,	the	se	was	preferred	over	
the	qin,	while	both	instruments	were	equally	
preferred	 in	 the	 northern	 Zhou	 states.	 The	
drum	specially	flourished	in	the	Chu	kingdom	
during	the	Warring	States	period:	up	to	now,	
most	of	the	archaeologically	excavated	drums	
were	found	in	Chu	(Li	Chunyi	1996:	177).	

The	 Chu	 also	 created	 some	 new	 types	 of	
musical	 instruments,	 including	 the	 jiangu,	
which	was	suspended	in	the	centre	of	a	wooden	
pole,	 and	 the	 xuangu,	 or	 ‘suspended	 drum’,	
such	as	the	drum	carried	by	a	pair	of	lacquered	
wood	 cranes	 standing	 upon	 crouching	 tigers	
unearthed	from	Tomb	2	at	Jiuliandun.

Assemblages	 combining	 bells,	 chime	 stones,	
strings,	winds	and	drums	appear	to	have	been	
associated	with	 formal	 ritual	 ceremonies	 and	
placed	 in	 an	 ancestral	 temple	 or	 palace	 hall.	
Although	 such	grand	assemblages	were	only	

found	 in	 the	 wealthiest	 tombs,	 string,	 wind	
and	 drum	 instruments	 have	 appeared	 in	 a	
great	 number	 of	 smaller	 and	 more	 modest	
tombs,	indicating	that	they	were	available	to	a	
broad	range	of	people	in	Chu	kingdom	society.	
These	finds	suggest	that	music	was	viewed	as	
a	valuable	part	of	ritual	activities,	and	played	a	
central	role	in	ceremonial	and	court	life.	
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alinese	masks,	simply	as	works	of	art,	are	
compelling	 and	 intriguing	 objects.	 With	

their	 multifarious	 colours	 and	 shapes	 they	
evoke	a	pantheon	of	divine	beings,	all	kinds	
of	 human	 figures,	 from	 the	 beautiful	 to	 the	
hilarious,	 and	 many	 sorts	 of	 engaging	 and	
terrifying	beasts.	They	are	made	of	light,	fine-
grained	wood	painted	with	layers	of	glowing	
colour	 and	 embellished	 with	 filigrees	 of	
pierced	gilt	leather,	with	mirrors	and	coloured	
glass,	wigs	of	animal	and	human	hair,	strings	
of	beads,	flowers,	earrings.	The	most	elaborate	
may	 be	 covered	 with	 semi-precious	 stones	
and	real	gold.	Some	are	small,	made	to	fit	over	
just	the	face	of	the	performer,	or	only	part	of	
the	face.	One	can	hold	such	masks	in	the	hand	
and	 admire	 the	 deft	 carving,	 their	 lightness	
and	 elegant	 painting.	 Even	 small,	 simple	
masks	possess	sculptural	qualities	conferring	
transformative	power	to	the	wearer.	

The	variety	of	masks	is	astonishing:	beautiful	
queens,	 handsome	 princes,	 gentle	 old	 men	
and	 dignified	 kings.	 There	 are	 bizarrely	
deformed	 faces	 with	 hair	 lips,	 buck	 teeth,	
swollen	 eyes	 and	 misshapen	 heads;	 these	
are	 clowns	 and	 their	 variations	 seem	 as	
unlimited	 as	 the	 imaginations	 of	 the	 artists	
who	 created	 them.	 There	 are	 animals:	
monkeys,	dogs,	goats,	horses,	and	a	plethora	
of	ghosts,	spooks	and	demons.	There	are	also	
much	 larger	 masks,	 several	 times	 the	 size	
of	 a	 human	 face	 and	 usually	 consisting	 of	
the	head	of	an	extraordinary	beast	–	often	a	
wild	animal	such	as	tiger	or	a	boar,	or	some	
entirely	 mythical	 creature	 recognizable	
nowhere	in	nature.	Despite	their	threatening	
expressions,	 these	 masks	 are	 the	 most	
beautifully	carved	and	richly	decorated.	Two	
in	 particular	 stand	 out:	 the	 barong	 ketket,	 a	
mythological	 beast	 with	 popping	 eyes,	 a	
gold	crown	and	a	beard	of	human	hair,	and	
the	 rangda,	 a	 grotesquely	 distorted	 human	
face	with	huge	 fangs,	a	great	 lolling	 tongue	
of	 red	 and	 gold,	 and	 a	 wild	 mane	 of	 long,	
dishevelled	hair.	

Although	their	aesthetic	qualities	alone	would	
recommend	the	masks	to	a	Western	observer,	
these	 intriguing	 objects	 are	 clearly	 imbued	
with	 significance	 beyond	 this.	 They	 are	 also	
vehicles	 for	 performance	 art;	 but	 above	 all	
they	 are	 evocations	 of	 sacred	 energies	 and	
powers.	 To	 attempt	 to	 understand	 who	 or	
what	a	particular	mask	represents	is	inevitably	
to	 be	 drawn	 into	 that	 “other”	mythic	 realm	
that	the	masks	bring	into	being.

Masked	performance	continues	to	the	present	
to	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 the	 popular	
religion	of	the	tiny	Indonesian	island	of	Bali,	
where	Hindu	beliefs	 have	flourished	 for	 the	
best	part	of	two	millennia.	The	earliest	written	
inscriptions	so	far	found	in	Bali,	dating	from	
the	9th	century	CE,	make	mention	of	dancers	
and	masked	performers	moving	from	village	
to	village	and	back	and	forth	from	the	king’s	
court,	indicating	the	presence	and	importance	
of	 masked	 performances	 at	 this	 early	 date	
(Lansing	 1983:30-31).	 Some	 scholars,	 such	
as	 Stephen	 Lansing,	 have	 suggested	 that	
performance	 –	dance,	 drama,	music,	 puppet	
theatre	 and	 masking	 –	 played	 a	 crucial	
historical	 role	 in	 bringing	 and	 spreading	
Indic	ideas	and	culture	throughout	Southeast	
Asia,	including	Bali.	Although	there	has	been	
much	disagreement	over	the	possible	sources	
of	Balinese	masks,	 recent	 research	by	Emigh	
(1996:74-99)	 persuasively	 demonstrates	 the	
links	between	Balinese	and	Indian	prototypes,	
especially	 from	 the	 region	 of	 Orissa.	 Links	
have	 also	been	 traced	between	 the	masks	of	

Bali	 and	 those	 of	 the	 Japanese	 Noh	 theatre	
(Coldiron:	 2005),	 giving	 support	 to	 the	
suggestion	 of	 movement	 of	 Indic	 ideas	 and	
texts	eastwards	from	Bali	via	performance.

Particular	masked	performances	are	essential	
at	temple	festivals	and	many	domestic	rituals.	
Slattum	 (2003)	 divides	 the	 masked	 dances	
into	four	categories:	barong	dances;	stories	in	
which	barong	and	rangda	appear,	such	as	Calon	
Arang;	topeng	pajegan	and	wayang	wong.	

Wayang	 wong	 enacts	 episodes	 from	 the	
great	 epics	 like	 the	 Mahabharata	 and	 the	
Ramayana	 using	 masked	 actors	 depicting	
a	 wide	 range	 of	 characters.	 It	 is	 popular	 in	
several	 communities	 but	 is	 not	 an	 essential	
part	of	temple	or	domestic	ritual.	Masks	and	
costumes	belong	to	 the	dance	troupe.	Topeng	
pajegan	is	a	genre	danced	by	a	single	performer	
representing	five	or	more	different	characters	
and	 depicting	 episodes	 from	 historical	
chronicles.	The	masks	used	are	usually	owned	
by	 the	 performer	 and	 often	 made	 by	 him,	

B
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and	are	stored	in	his	house	or	house	temple.	
Topeng	 pajegan	 is	 today	 regularly	 performed	
at	temple	festivals	and	at	important	domestic	
rituals	such	as	cremation	for	the	dead.	

In	contrast,	the	barong	and	rangda	masks	(and	
their	costumes)	are	the	property	of	a	temple,	
or	temple	congregation	and	are	stored	in	the	
temple	with	the	other	sacra.	Of	several	kinds	
of	barong	masks,	the	tiger	barong,	the	pig	barong	
and	a	 strange	mythological	beast,	 the	barong	
ketket,	 are	 the	 most	 notable.	 Of	 the	 three,	
however,	only	the	barong	ketket	is	ever	paired	
with	the	rangda.	The	masks	are	taken	out	only	
on	 ritual	 occasions	 and	 treated	 with	 great	
respect	 (Stephen	2001).	The	dances	 in	which	
they	appear	take	place	in	the	outer	courtyard	
of	the	temple	or	in	the	graveyard,	but	never	in	
a	domestic	 context,	 and	often	 include	a	host	
of	grotesque	supporting	characters	including	
witches,	 demons	 and	 animals.	 The	 making	
and	 consecrating	 of	 the	 barong	 masks	 and	
the	 rangda	 involve	 extremely	 elaborate	 and	
lengthy	rituals.	While	all	masks	are	considered	
links	 to	 the	 sacred	 realm	 and	 mediators	 of	
sacred	powers,	 the	 barong	 and	 rangda	masks	
are	regarded	more	as	sacred	personages	than	
as	ritual	props.

A	rich	mythology	surrounds	the	masks.	Such	
narratives	 are	 the	 province	 of	mask	makers,	
performers	 and	 priests;	 ordinary	 people	
usually	do	not	concern	themselves	much	with	
the	myths,	content	to	enjoy	the	spectacle	and	
immerse	 themselves	 in	 the	 energies	 evoked	
in	performance.	The	myths	 are	 found	 in	 the	
lontar,	hand-inscribed	 texts	made	 from	palm	
leaf,	written	in	ancient	 languages	only	a	few	
Balinese,	mainly	Brahmana	priests,	can	read.	
However,	 no	 single	 corpus	 of	 authorised	
textual	 or	 oral	 versions	 of	 the	 myths	 exists	
and	 they	 are	 told	 differently	 by	 different	
people	 and	 even	 by	 the	 same	 person	 on	
different	 occasions.	 I	 have	 discussed	 these	
myths,	which	usually	centre	around	the	high	
god	 Shiva	 and	 his	 consort,	 Uma,	 in	 detail	
elsewhere	(Stephen	2001,	2002,	2005).

One	myth	 tells	of	 the	origin	of	 the	pule	 tree,	
from	 which	 the	 masks	 are	 made.	 There	 are	
many	versions;	this	is	a	summary	of	a	version	
told	 to	 me	 by	 Ida	 Bagus	 Alit,	 a	 Brahmana	
mask	maker	and	performer:	

The	 creator	 god	 Shiva	 for	 no	 good	 reason	
cursed	 his	 wife	 Uma	 to	 leave	 heaven	 and	
descend	 to	 the	 earth.	 In	 anger	 she	 left,	
assuming	terrible	form	as	Durga.	After	many	
ages	 had	 passed,	 Shiva	 began	 to	 miss	 his	
wife	and	decided	 to	go	 in	 search	of	her.	But	
as	 she	 had	 now	 become	 Durga,	 he	 would	
have	to	pursue	her	in	similar	aspect.	Cursing	
himself	 to	 become	 the	 terrible	 Kala	 Rudra,	
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he	went	down	 to	 the	 earth.	When	finally	he	
found	his	wife,	 she	 bitterly	 complained	 that	
she	had	had	to	wait	too	long	for	him	and	she	
angrily	 resisted	 all	 his	 advances.	 Overcome	
by	desire	as	he	tried	to	embrace	his	reluctant	
spouse,	 Kala	 Rudra	 shed	 his	 semen	 on	 the	
ground.	From	this	grew	the	pule	tree	and	the	
other	large	trees	that	grow	in	eerie	places	such	
as	cemeteries.	It	is	from	the	pule	tree	that	the	
barong	masks	must	 be	made	 and	 is	 the	 best	
wood	to	use	for	all	masks.

Another	 myth	 (Stephen	 2003),	 which	 I	
summarise	 here,	 tells	 of	 how	 the	 masked	
performances	and	the	shadow	puppet	theatre	
came	into	being:

Durga	and	Kala	Rudra	were	 together	 laying	
the	 earth	 to	 waste,	 creating	 all	 manner	 of	
disturbing	 and	 destructive	 entities	 that	
threatened	 to	 devour	 humankind.	 The	
situation	 became	 so	 bad	 that	 the	 gods	 in	
heaven	began	 to	 fear	humanity	would	cease	
to	exist.	The	Tri	Murti,	the	gods	Brahma,	Visnu	
and	Iswara,	came	to	earth	in	search	of	Shiva,	
who	 had	 now	 taken	 the	monstrous	 form	 of	
Kala	 Rudra.	 Finally	 they	 came	 upon	 Kala	
Rudra	and	Durga	together	with	their	minions,	
the	 bhuta	 kala.	 The	 Tri	 Murti	 instructed	 the	

king	 of	 that	 country	 to	make	meat	 offerings	
to	satisfy	the	hunger	of	the	bhuta	kala.	Then	in	
order	to	bring	the	creator	pair	to	awareness	of	
their	frightful	deeds,	the	Tri	Murti	themselves	
became	masked	performers	 and	puppeteers,	
parodying	 in	 song	 and	 dance	 their	 doings	
on	 earth.	 Witnessing	 these	 depictions,	 the	
pair	 felt	 deeply	 shamed.	 Thus	 brought	 to	
awareness,	 Kala	 Rudra	 and	 Durga	 returned	
to	their	divine	forms	of	Shiva	and	Uma.	The	
bhuta	 kala,	 their	 hunger	 satisfied,	 resumed	
their	forms	as	angels	and	heavenly	musicians,	
and	flew	back	to	heaven.	

These	 myths	 reveal	 several	 very	 important	
things	about	the	masks:	the	wood	from	which	
the	 masks	 are	 made	 sprang	 from	 the	 very	
body	 substance	 of	 the	 high	 god,	 Shiva;	 the	
masked	 performances	 have	 a	 divine	 origin,	
being	brought	into	being	by	the	gods	Brahma,	
Visnu	 and	 Iswara,	 who	 themselves	 became	
performers;	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 performances	
is	 nothing	 less	 than	 to	 contain	 the	 dangerous	
potential	 of	 the	 creator	 pair,	 Shiva	 and	 Uma;	
and	 this	 end	 is	 achieved	 by	 bringing	 the	 god	
and	goddess	to	awareness	by	parodying	in	story	
and	song	their	destructive	rampage	on	earth.

Evidently	 the	 leading	 roles	 in	 these	masked	
dramas	 are	 those	 of	 the	 creator	 pair	
themselves	 in	 their	 terrible	 forms	 of	 Kala	
Rudra	and	Durga.	The	largest,	most	elaborate	
and	 most	 sacred	 masks,	 barong	 ketket	 and	
rangda,	represent	these	terrible	forms	of	Shiva	
and	 Uma,	 while	 the	 tiger	 and	 pig	 barongs	
represent	monstrous	forms	taken	by	the	gods	
Brahma	 and	 Visnu.	 There	 are	 other	 myths	
revealing	that	Shiva	and	Uma	are	the	source	
of	 all	 negative	 and	 destructive	 forces	 in	 the	
cosmos	 (Stephen	2002,	2005).	 In	 the	Balinese	
world	 view,	 good	 and	 evil	 are	 not	 totally	
separable	 categories,	 but	 merely	 aspects	 of	
a	 continuous	 cycle	 of	 energies	moving	 from	
creative	 to	 destructive.	Human	 beings	 have,	
however,	 been	 granted	 the	 knowledge	 of	
rituals	that	can	reverse	the	destructive	phase.	

The	 masked	 dances,	 especially	 those	 in	
which	 barong	 ketket	 and	 rangda	 appear,	 are	
a	 key	 element	 in	 these	 crucial	 rituals.	 They	
are	 performed	 at	 regular	 intervals,	 when	
the	 creative	 energy	 of	 the	 world	 or	 cosmos	
is	 believed	 to	 have	 run	 down.	 They	 are	
also	 held	 at	 times	 when	 disease	 epidemics,	
natural	 disasters	 or	 misfortune	 lead	 people	
to	 feel	 that	 destructive	 forces	 have	 been	
unleashed	upon	them.	Yet	they	are	not	simply	
exorcisms	of	 evil,	 as	many	have	argued,	but	
rather	the	means	to	re-align	the	forces	of	the	
cosmos	 so	 that	 the	 creative	 energies	 which	
bring	 it	 into	 being	 do	 not	 degenerate	 to	 the	
point	where	they	become	totally	destructive.	
Without	the	masked	performances	(and	their	

accompanying	rituals)	to	contain	and	re-direct	
the	 energies	 of	 the	material	world,	 it	would	
degenerate	into	total	chaos.

Although	 the	 many	 tourists	 who	 flock	 to	
Bali’s	 shores	may	 assume	 that	 the	 colourful	
dances	exist	purely	for	their	enjoyment	–	and	
indeed	many	 are	held	 and	designed	 just	 for	
that	purpose	-	Balinese	masked	performances	
are	 nothing	 less	 than	 the	 ritual	 means	 of	
maintaining	 the	 cosmos.	 Each	 performance	
in	 its	 specific	 locality	 plays	 its	 small	 part	
in	 the	 whole.	 Masks,	 as	 Napier	 (1986)	 has	
demonstrated,	are	the	very	essence	of	paradox	
and	ambiguity.	It	thus	seems	only	fitting	that	
the	 inherently	 double-sided	 nature	 of	 the	
Balinese	 cosmos	 is	 depicted,	 brought	 into	
being,	and	shaped	by	the	rituals	implemented	
by	wondrous	masked	beings.

Dr Michele Stephen, formerly a senior lecturer in 

anthropology at La Trobe University, is presently living 

in Bali.

The masks illustrated are from the author’s collection.
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n	 1975,	 Bagan	 (Pagan)	 in	 Myanmar	
(Burma)	was	hit	by	a	massive	earthquake.	

Many	 of	 the	 3,300	 historic	 buildings	 in	
the	 11th-14th	 century	 city	 were	 damaged	
(Hudson	 2008),	 including	 the	 Hsutaung-
pyi	 (“wish-fulfilling”)	 pagoda.	 This	 brick	
stupa,	 located	 along	 the	 road	 between	 the	
Nyaung-u	 airport	 and	 New	 Bagan,	 is	 part	
of	 a	 large	 Bagan	 period	 monastic	 complex,	
some	 of	 which	 remains	 in	 use.	 Following	
the	 earthquake,	 the	 monks	 recovered	 some	
religious	 objects	 from	 the	 debris.	 These	
included	 a	 Buddha	 image	 characteristic	 of	
the	 18th-19th	 century	Konbaung	 period	 and	
a	screw-top	 jar	containing	small	pebbles.	On	
the	assumption	that	all	the	relics	were	recent,	
no	particular	attention	was	paid	to	them	at	the	
time.	 In	 2003	 however,	 archaeologists	 from	
Bagan	visited	the	monastery	and	realised	that	
there	was	an	earlier	group	of	objects	amongst	
the	 ruins.	 The	 artifacts	 were	 taken	 to	 the	
Archaeology	 Department	 to	 be	 drawn	 and	
recorded	and	as	part	of	the	recording	process,	
I	was	invited	to	photograph	each	piece.	They	
were	then	returned	to	the	monastery	to	be	re-
enshrined	in	the	restored	stupa.	

The	 most	 unusual	 of	 the	 finds	 are	 two	
reliquaries	 carved	 from	 translucent	 quartz	
(silicone	dioxide,	also	called	rock	crystal)	and	
decorated	with	 gold.	A	 bulbous	 stupa	 has	 a	
removable	 top	 to	 allow	 access	 to	 a	 vertical	
central	 chamber	 which	 contains	 granular	
material.	A	second	reliquary	resembles	a	large	
canine	tooth	with	a	similar	central	tube.	It	was	
found	 in	 its	own	sandstone	container.	Seven	
years	before	the	foundation	of	the	Hsutaung-
pyi	a	donor	of	a	pagoda	two	kilometres	away,	
the	 Lemyethna	 at	Minnanthu,	 had	 said	 in	 a	
stone	 inscription:	“I	placed	relics	of	 the	holy	
Body…within	 a	 casket	 of	 crystal”	 (Luce,	
G.	 H:	 1932),	 suggesting	 that	 somewhere	
else	 at	 Bagan,	 perhaps	 under	 undisturbed	
pagodas,	 these	 two	 reliquaries	 might	 have	
counterparts.	 The	 granular	 or	 pebble-like	
materials	 inside	 the	 reliquaries	 are	of	 a	 type	
frequently	displayed	in	pagodas,	monasteries	
or	museums	in	Myanmar.	They	are	believed	to	
be	the	post-cremation	remains	of	holy	people,	
senior	 monks,	 or	 the	 “historical”	 Buddha	
or	 his	 predecessors,	 many	 of	 whose	 relics,	
according	 to	 doctrinal	 sources	 (Bhaddanta	
Vicittasarabhivamsa	 1992:	 Vol	 1	 Part	 2),	
were	 dispersed	 across	 the	 Buddhist	 world.	
Different	colours	and	textures	in	the	granules	
are	believed	to	represent	different	body	parts,	
such	as	bone,	blood	or	fat.	

An	11cm	high	bronze	stupa	has	four	windows	
made	of	rock	crystal.	These	are	now	discoloured,	
but	would	have	originally	provided	a	view	of	
the	bronze	Buddha	image	 inside.	The	bottom	
of	 the	 stupa	 bell	 is	 ringed	 with	 cabochon	
(unfaceted)	 gemstones.	 Devotees	 worship	 at	
each	corner.	The	stupa	lifts	up	from	its	base	to	
reveal	 Buddha	 seated	 in	 bhumisparsha	 mudra,	
his	 right	hand	 in	 the	earth-touching	position.	
This	 ritual	 gesture	 represents	 the	 Buddha’s	
moment	 of	 enlightenment:	 challenged	 by	 the	
forces	 of	 the	 evil	Mara,	 he	 calls	 the	 earth	 to	
bear	 witness	 to	 the	meritorious	 deeds	 of	 his	
previous	lives.	The	water	he	poured	to	signify	
these	deeds	is	wrung	from	the	hair	of	the	earth	
goddess	and	washes	away	the	demon	army.	

A	 separate	 bronze	 Buddha	 image	 features	
a	 reverse	 bhumisparsha	 mudra.	 The	 left	 hand	
touches	 the	 earth,	 rather	 than	 the	 right.	 The	
left-hand	 variant	 is	 reasonably	 common	 in	
sculpture	and	images	of	the	first	millennium	
CE	Pyu	period	city	of	Sriksetra	(Luce,	G.	H.:	
1985	Vol	2	Plates	23,	61),	but	it	is	relatively	rare	
at	Bagan.	It	may	be	an	older	image	recycled,	
the	 result	 of	 amateur	 manufacture,	 or	 a	

deliberate	 choice	 by	 the	 donor.	 The	 stylistic	
rules	were	obviously	not	so	strict	at	Bagan	as	
to	exclude	it	from	the	reliquary	deposit.	

Two	 sandstone	 Buddha	 images	 were	
recovered,	one	is	shown	here	seated	on	a	lotus	
throne.	 The	 downcast	 eyes,	 and	 the	 overall	
downward	 direction	 of	 the	 nose	 and	 chin,	
described	 in	Burmese	 as	 the	 “crow	drinking	
water”	 style,	 are	 characteristic	 of	 the	 Bagan	
period.	Both	images	show	evidence	of	having	
originally	been	painted.	

A	sandstone	“fat	monk”	sitting	with	hands	 in	
his	lap	in	the	posture	of	meditation,	and	lacking	
the	symbolic	flame	on	top	of	the	head	that	marks	
a	Bagan-period	image	of	the	Buddha,	has	more	
than	a	dozen	counterparts	at	Bagan.	There	are	
examples	in	silver,	bronze,	plaster	or	terracotta	
as	well	as	sandstone.	G.H.	Luce	describes	it	as	
a	popular	cult	image	of	the	12th-13th	centuries	
(Luce,	G.	H.	1969:	Vol	3	Plates	90-91).	

The	 stone	 images	 and	 the	 bronze	 stupa	
with	 its	 tableau	 of	 worshippers	 have	 many	
counterparts	 (Luce,	 G.	H.	 1969:	 Vol	 3	 Plates	

I
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407-10,	 425-428)	 but	 the	 gold	 and	 crystal	
reliquaries	 are	 a	 rarity.	 The	 inscription	
mentioned	 above	 from	 the	 Lemyethna	 hints	
that	 they	were	 not	 unique	 to	 the	Hsutaung-
pyi.	 It	 may	 be	 that	 previous	 finds	 were	
quickly	re-enshrined	as	sacred	objects.	Should	
they	 have	 fallen	 into	 less	 pious	 hands,	 they	
might	 have	 been	 too	 tempting	 in	 terms	 of	
their	portability	and	gold	content	 to	make	 it	
into	the	official	record.	

The	 provenance	 of	 this	 group	 of	 artefacts	 is	
imperfect.	 It	 is	 not	 clear	 whether	 there	 was	
one	 relic	 chamber,	 with	 the	 later	 materials	
added,	 or	 a	 separate	 chamber	 added	 some	
time	after	the	18th	century.	To	the	monks	who	
found	 the	objects	 in	 the	debris,	 these	were	 all	
simply	 religious	 relics,	 of	 equal	 importance.	
Memories	 of	 the	 recovery	 of	 the	 artefacts	 are	
hazy,	 and	 there	 is	 no	 way	 of	 telling	 whether	
other	items	may	have	been	found	but	have	since	

disappeared.	However	a	stone	inscription	dated	
1230	 CE	 (Pichard	 1994:	 Vol	 4:	 114-15)	 places	
the	original	deposition	very	accurately	in	time.	
The	objects	are	most	likely	to	have	been	made	
not	 long	 before	 the	 relic	 chamber	was	 sealed,	
with	the	specific	purpose	of	enshrining	them	to	
sanctify	the	pagoda.	On	the	available	evidence,	
these	 are	 elegant	 examples	 of	 the	 art	 style,	
religious	imagery	and	craft	techniques	of	early	
13th	century	Bagan.	They	provide	valuable	new	
material	for	comparison	with	other	Bagan	finds,	
and	with	finds	in	other	Burmese	locations	and	
contemporary	regional	centres.

Dr Bob hudson is an honorary Fellow with the 

archaeology Department, University of Sydney, and a 

Visiting Professor at the Field School of archaeology, 

University of culture, Myanmar.
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wo	 antique	 textiles	 when	 juxtaposed	
present	 some	 intriguing	 questions.	 One	

is	 a	 cotton	 batik	 sarong	 from	 Pekalongan,	
a	 north	 central	 Java	 coastal	 town	 and	 the	
other	 a	 silk	 textile	 patterned	 by	 a	 tie-dye	
resist	 method,	 now	 in	 the	 collection	 of	 the	
National	Museum	 of	 Cambodia.	At	 least	 80	
years	 old,	 they	 share	 a	 remarkably	 similar	
pictorial	 composition	 featuring	 icons	 of	
modernity,	 contemporary	 with	 the	 turn	 of	
the	 20th	 century.	 But	 Cambodia	 and	 central	
Java	 are	 2000	 kilometres	 apart,	 and	 their	

inhabitants’	 ethnicities	 and	 textile	 traditions	
are	quite	different.	So	the	questions	are:	what	
was	 the	 impetus	 for	 such	 radical	 changes	 to	
traditional	motifs	 in	each	region	at	 that	 time	
and	what	connection	was	there	between	Java	
and	Cambodia	in	this	regard?	

Batik-patterned	cloth	has	been	made	 in	 Java	
for	 centuries.	 Patterns	 on	 court	 batiks,	 those	
of	 the	 inland	 principalities,	 are	 traditionally	
conservative	 but	 from	 the	mid-19th	 century,	
boldly	 innovative	 patterns	 began	 to	 appear.	
These	are	 termed	generically	batik	 belanda	 or	
‘foreign’	 batik.	 The	 earliest	 are	 dated	 from	
the	mid	 19th	 century	 and	 their	manufacture	
continued	 until	 approximately	 the	 1940s.	
They	 were	 created	 in	 workshops	 initiated	
by	Indo-European	and	Indo-Chinese	women	
living	 in	 towns	 along	 the	 north	 Java	 coast	
notably	 Pekalongan,	 Lasem	 and	 Semarang.	
These	 women	 entrepreneurs	 responded	 to	
the	 changing	 milieu	 of	 19th	 century	 coastal	
Southeast	 Asia.	 Carolina	 von	 Franquemont	
who	 died	 in	 1867,	 established	 the	 earliest	
workshop	 in	 Semerang,	 and	 other	 notable	
workshops	 were	 set	 up	 in	 Pekalongan	 by	
Catherina	 Van	 Oosterom,	 Lien	 Metzlaar,	
Christina	van	Zuylen	and	 (Lies)	van	Zuylen	
and	Mrs	Simonet	(born	Tan	Ien	Nio).	

Batik	is	a	method	where	the	design	is	created	
by	 drawing	 or	 stamping	 melted	 wax	 onto	

the	 surface	of	 the	prepared	cotton	cloth.	This	
resists	 the	 subsequent	 dye	 bath	 or	 baths,	
depending	on	the	number	of	colours	required.	
The	wax	 is	 removed	by	boiling.	The	batikers	
employed	 in	 creating	 batik	 belanda	 were	
closeted	 in	 the	 supervisor’s	 workshop	 or	
home.	They	did	not	work	 en	 plein	 air,	 that	 is	
they	did	not	derive	 inspiration	 for	 these	new	
patterns	 by	 observation	 beyond	 the	 confines	
of	the	manufactory.	Designs	were	supplied	by	
their	employers	who	sourced	images	designed	
to	appeal	to	both	colonists	and	locals	attracted	
by	 novelty.	 The	 images	 were	 taken	 from	
postcards,	photographs	and	posters	produced	
for	the	tourist	market	as	well	as	from	European	
books	and	magazines	 in	circulation.	A	 tukang	
sungging	 (copier,	 drawer)	 was	 employed	 to	
draw	 an	 enlarged	 version	 of	 the	 illustration	
on	to	rice	paper	as	the	template	for	the	batiker.	
Interestingly	these	batiks	were	often	signed,	in	
batiked	script,	with	the	name	of	the	owner	of	
the	business.	Traditionally,	textile	craftswomen	
were	anonymous.

In	 the	 early	 phase,	 popular	 subjects	 adapted	
to	 batik	 design	 included	 European-style	
floral	 bouquets	 and	 fairy	 tales,	 local	 public	
events,	depictions	of	 local	military	campaigns,	
entertainments	 and	 card	 games,	 and	 images	
with	 Chinese	 themes.	 Of	 particular	 interest,	
however,	are	another	distinctive	group	of	themes	
depicting	modern	developments	in	technology.	

T
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These	 featured	 commercial	 buildings	 such	 as	
banks,	Dutch	bank	notes	and	coins,	and	modes	
of	transport	such	as	trains,	ships,	airplanes,	cars	
and	 bicycles	 -	 all	 impressive	 manifestations	
of	 modernity.	 Even	 the	 architecture,	 displays	
and	 infrastructure	 of	 the	 1914	 International	
Exhibition	 held	 in	 Semerang,	 Java	 provided	 a	
rich	 source	of	new	 themes	 for	batik	designs	–	
far	removed	from	not	only	traditional	Javanese	
batik	design	but	even	from	the	earlier	romantic	
or	domestic	designs.	

Batik	 belanda	was	worn	by	women	 in	 sarong	
style,	 stitched	 into	 a	 tube	 shape	 and	 folded	
and	 tucked	 in	 at	 the	 front.	Batik	 belanda	was	
also	 fashioned	 into	 pants	 style	 for	 men.	
Batik	 lengths	were	 used	 as	 a	 baby	 or	 goods	
carriers,	and	as	a	veiling	head	cover	(kudung)	
in	Sumatra	and	Malaysia.

Turning	attention	now	to	the	mainland	and	to	
Cambodia.	By	2008	some	50	tie-dye	patterned	
textiles	 comprised	 the	majority	of	 the	 textiles	
remaining	 in	 the	 collection	 of	 the	 National	
Museum	of	Cambodia	 in	Phnom	Penh.	They	
are	 said	 to	 have	 been	 accessed	prior	 to	 1928.	
The	Khmer	word	for	these	textiles	is	kiet	which	
corresponds	 functionally	 to	 the	 Indonesian	
terms	for	the	tie-dye	resist	patterning	technique	
of	plangi	and	the	stitch	resist	technique	known	
as	 tritik.	They	were	prepared	 from	 lengths	of	
imported	 Chinese-sourced,	 machine	 woven	
silk	and	dyed	with	synthetic	dyes.

About	 half	 have	 patterns	 based	 on	
geometrically	 arranged	 motifs	 of	 stars	 and	
flowers	 in	 the	 central	 field	 of	 the	 textile.	
Simple,	 outline	 tree-like	 forms	 are	 found	 in	
the	end	panels.	These	served	as	veiling	cloths	
for	 women	 of	 the	 Muslim	 faith	 living	 in	
Cambodia.	In	South	Sumatra	tie-dye	patterned	
silk	lengths	used	as	women’s	shoulder	cloths,	
selendang,	 are	 prominent	 textile	 forms.	 These	
have	 geometric	 and	 abstract	 patterns	 in	 the	
central	field,	some	quite	similar	to	those	on	the	
Cambodian	examples.	They	differ,	however,	in	
that	the	motifs	in	the	end	panels	are	invariably	
the	boteh	form,	familiar	from	Indian	and	West	
Asian	 textile	 patterns,	 the	 original	 ‘paisley’	
motif.	Further	north,	on	the	Malay	Peninsula,	
textiles	 similar	 to	 these	Cambodian	examples	
are	worn	as	sarong.	The	silk	 is	 the	same	fine,	
machine	spun	silk	cloth	imported	from	China,	
the	central	field	patterns	are	abstract	and	in	the	
end	panels	are	commonly	found	the	extended	
triangular	form	known	as	pucuk	rebung.	

The	remaining	half	of	the	silk	tie-dye	patterned	
textiles	in	the	Phnom	Penh	National	Museum	
collection,	however,	have	completely	different	
motifs	 in	 the	 central	field.	They	are	pictorial	
and	 what	 is	 more,	 they	 reflect	 modernity.	
They	include	architectural	structures	such	as	

shop	houses	and	cottages	built	in	the	Chinese	
style,	 that	 is,	 sited	 directly	 on	 the	 ground	
rather	 than	 raised	Khmer-style	on	stilts,	 and	
modes	 of	 transport	 such	 as	 bicycles,	 cars,	
ships	of	several	kinds,	and	flat	bed	trucks.	
In	 contrast,	 however,	 to	 the	 pictorially	
patterned	sarong	of	Java,	there	is	no	recorded	
information	as	to	what	function	these	pictorial	

tie-dyed	 textiles	 served	 in	 Cambodia.	 With	
their	 representational	 imagery	 they	 would	
probably	 have	 been	 quite	 unsuitable	 as	
headscarves	 in	 the	 Muslim	 tradition.	 But	
the	 remarkable	 similarity	 between	 Javanese	
batik	 belanda	 with	 technological	 motifs	 and	
the	 pictorial	 Cambodian	 tie-dyed	 textile	
collection	is	inescapable.	

BatiK	BalaNda	(dEtail)	c 1920, cOTTON. cOUrTESY rUDOLF SMEND cOLLEcTION, cOLOGNE

tHE	ENtraNCE	GatE aND WaITING carS PhOTOGraPhED aT ThE INTErNaTIONaL EXhIBITION, SEMaraNG, JaVa, 1914
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It	 could	 be	 argued	 that	 craftswomen	 in	
Cambodia	had	actual	examples	of	this	particular	
type	of	batik	belanda	in	their	possession	and	that	
these	were	the	models	for	their	own	explorations	
into	 novel	 patterns.	 But	 with	 one	 technical	
difference	 –	 they	 were	 created	 in	 the	 tie-dye	
technique	with	which	they	were	familiar.	Batik	
is	not	made	in	Cambodia.

If	this	scenario	is	valid,	it	poses	two	key	questions.	
How	 did	 batik	 belanda	 reach	 Cambodia?	 And	
what	was	 the	context	 that	 then	stimulated	and	
supported	 production	 of	 these	 novel,	 non-
traditional	patterns	on	silk	once	there?	

To	 address	 the	 first	 question,	 there	 are	 at	 least	
two	 possible	 physical	 routes.	 The	 first	 involves	
lively	 intra-regional	 maritime	 trade	 within	 the	
mainland	 Southeast	 Asia	 region	 with	 goods,		
including	 batik,	 sourced	 in	 Javanese	 markets.	
Veldhuisen	 mentions	 that:	 “After	 1900,	 batiks	
were	 displayed	 in	 Bandung	 from	 all	 over	 Java.	
Traders	 from	other	cities	 in	 Java,	 from	the	other	
islands	 of	 the	 archipelago	 and	 from	 Singapore,	
Malaya,	 Thailand,	 Cambodia	 and	 Birma		
(sic)	were	attracted	by	the	generous	assortment”	
(1993:88).	Arab	merchants,	Hadhramis,	migrants	
from	Yemen	from	the	mid	18th	century	onwards,	
were	 particularly	 active	 in	 centres	 on	 the	 north	
Java	 coast.	 Furthermore,	 these	 Arab	 merchants	
traded	in	batik	along	the	east	coast	of	Sumatra	and	
in	Singapore,	and	their	networks	connected	with	
other	Hadhrami	communities	on	 the	NE	Malay	
Peninsula	states	of	Trengganu	and	Kelantan.	

The	second	proposition	is	that	Javanese	workers	
and	their	families	who	migrated	to	Sumatra	and	
Trengganu	from	the	mid	19th	century	onwards	
transmitted	 their	 batik	 skills	 and	 batik	 itself	

(De	Klerk	1938:	422).	Batik	was	and	still	is	very	
popular	in	South	Sumatra	and	across	the	straits	
on	 the	Malay	Peninsula	and	 it	 is	possible	 that	
batik	 and	 batik	 belanda	 may	 well	 have	 found	
their	way	to	Trengganu	and	Kelantan.

Observers	have	documented	the	production	of	
tie-dye	silk	textiles	on	the	NE	Malay	Peninsula.	
Winstead	describes	in	detail	the	skill	of	tie-dye	
preparation	 in	 Trengganu.	 “Last	 and	 latest	
of	 the	processes	practiced	 in	 the	Peninsula	 is	
a	 method	 introduced	 apparently	 at	 a	 recent	
date	 into	 Singapore	 by	 Boyanese	 [Boyan	
is	 an	 Indonesian	 island	 north	 of	 Surabaya]	
craftsmen	 and	 thence	 copied	 by	 the	 nimble	
fingers	of	Trengganu	craftsmen.	Its	fabrics	[tie	
dye]	 are	 gaudy	 and	 meretricious…”	 (1925:	
66e).	Hill	noted	that:	“…Kain	pelangi	[tie-dyed	
textiles]	 are	 produced	 [in	 Trengganu].	 The	
patterns	are	rather	crude	and	resemble	some	of	
those	produced	by	batek	(sic)	work	on	fabrics	
seen	in	Malaya”	(1949:84).	

So	here	 is	 the	possibility	 that	 the	 craft	 skills	
for	 preparing	 tie-dye	 patterned	 silk	 textiles	
in	 patterns	 based	 on	 those	 of	 cotton	 batik	
imported	 from	 the	 south	 were	 practised	
locally.	 Is	 it	 possible	 that	 Malay	 women	 in	
Trengganu	 and/or	 in	 Cambodia	 were	 those	
who	 actually	 crafted	 these	 textiles	 accessed	
into	the	Museum	collection?	

This	circumstantial	evidence	possibly	answers	
the	question	of	 ‘who’	created	 the	 textiles,	but	
not	 the	 reason	 why.	 There	 is,	 however,	 one	
early	 20th	 century	 initiative	 that	 could	 have	
fostered	 innovation	 in	 Cambodia.	 George	
Groslier,	who	set	up	the	Royal	School	of	Arts	
in	Phnom	Penh	in	1918,	recruited	craft	workers	

from	the	King’s	court	to	this	newly	instituted	
school.	As	Director	of	the	newly-built	National	
Museum	of	Cambodia,	which	opened	in	1920,	
his	 aim	 was	 to	 keep	 Cambodian	 craft	 skills	
alive	by	producing	items	of	interest	for	sale	to	
tourists,	to	French	residents	and	for	exhibition	
and	sale	at	international	exhibitions	abroad.	

The	sales	were	mediated	by	a	local	French	arm	
of	 government,	 Corporations	 Cambodgiennes,	
whose	brief	it	was	to	market	the	items	crafted	
at	the	school	both	locally	and	abroad.	This	is	a	
context	that	could	have	provided	the	impetus	
for	 designing	 innovative	 textile	 patterns,	
such	 as	 those	 seen	 on	 the	 pictorial	 tie-dyes.	
The	rationale	for	their	manufacture	accorded	
with	French	entrepreneurial	ambitions	for	the	
territories	they	administered	in	Southeast	Asia	
in	the	early	20th	century.	In	exactly	the	same	
vein,	batik	was	always	included	in	exhibitions	
both	local	and	international	by	Dutch	officials	
in	the	colonial	period.	

Further	 research	 is	 now	 needed	 to	 support	
(or	 not)	 these	 hypotheses.	 My	 plan	 is	 to	
delve	 into	 archives	 and	 textile	 collections	 in	
Malaysia	to	find	any	evidence	that	could	shed	
illumination	 on	 these	 questions	 and	 to	 ‘join	
up	the	geographical	dots’.

Gill Green is President of TaaSa and an honorary 

associate in the Department of art history and Film 

Studies, University of Sydney. 
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ne	 day,	 as	Mao	 Zedong	was	 appraising	
the	 Great	 Wall	 of	 China,	 he	 remarked:	

“What	a	great	people,	the	one	who	built	such	
an	amazing	construction…”	Shortly	after,	the	
response	 from	a	 local	politician	 in	Mongolia	
resounded:	 “What	 an	 even	 greater	 one,	 the	
people	 who	 inspired	 so	 much	 fear	 within	
the	hearts	of	the	Chinese,	to	have	made	them	
build	this	great	wall	to	protect	themselves!”

A	 lot	 is	 revealed	 in	 this	 dialogue,	 of	 two	
contrasting	characters.	On	the	one	hand,	you	
have	 the	 sedentary,	 the	 builder	 and	 farmer;	
and	 on	 the	 other,	 the	 nomad,	 herdsman	
and	 hunter.	 The	material	 possessions	 of	 the	
Mongols	are	purely	their	herds,	horses,	cattle	
and	 sheep,	 but	 they	 are	 intrinsically	 more	
attached	to	them	than	farmers	are	their	crops	
and	possessions.

Mongols	love	their	horses	more	than	any	other	
animal.	If	they	chance	upon	a	good	one,	they	
will	willingly	offer	two	or	three	others	for	it.	If	
they	cannot	afford	it,	they	will	caress	it.

We	owe	to	nomadic	horsemen	the	invention	of	
pants,	so	practical	to	ride	in;	and	also	the	stirrups	

commonly	used	by	the	Mongols	to	gallop	in	the	
standing	position.	They	were	invented	to	allow	
the	 archer	 to	 aim	 and	 shoot	 his	 arrow	whilst	
galloping	on	his	horse.	The	first	saying	I	heard	
when	I	was	 in	Mongolia	was:	“In	 the	heart	of	
every	man	in	Mongolia	there	is	a	horse.	And	in	
the	heart	of	every	Mongolian	woman,	 there	 is	

a	Mongol	on	a	horse.”	 	By	these	words,	 I	was	
instantly	seduced.

One	 is	 deeply	 impressed	 by	 their	 eyes,	 their	
gaze	 so	 penetrating	 and	 intense	 that	 there	
is	 no	 point	 in	 hiding	 your	 agenda.	 They	 see	
straight	 through	you,	but	 their	demeanour	 is	

O
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such	that	you	do	not	feel	uncomfortable.		They	
are	 generous	 and	 authentic:	 even	 the	 harsh	
lifestyle	does	not	alter	their	good	temperament.	

Riding	horses	across	their	vast	territories	was	
probably	my	greatest	 joy.	 I	 spent	nearly	 two	
months	 in	 the	 Mongolian	 wilderness,	 the	
giant	 steppe	 from	 the	 Orkhon	 Valley	 to	 the	
high	glaciers	of	 the	Altai	 region	 in	 the	West.	
Accompanied	 by	 my	 father	 and	 a	 handful	
of	 selected	 friends,	 we	 entrusted	 our	 guide	
to	 take	 us	 through	 this	 untouched	 land	 on	
horseback,	 carrying	 the	 bare	 minimum	 on	
camels.	 During	 our	 journey,	 we	 shared	 the	
life	of	the	nomads,	accepting	their	hospitality,	
their	 food,	 discovering	 their	 traditions	 and	
realising	how	vital	 they	are	even	 in	present-
day	Mongolian	life.

You	would	never	knock	on	the	door	of	 their	
yurt	 before	 entering.	 Knocking	 on	 a	 yurt’s	
sculpted	wooden	 door	 translates	 as	 “maybe	
you’re	not	allowed	 to	come	 in”	 -	and	 that	 is	
a	supreme	insult	against	Nomad	hospitality.

The	word	yurt	comes	originally	from	the	Turkic	
language,	meaning	“territory”.	Called	a	ger	in	
Mongolian,	it	is	a	portable,	felt-covered,	wood	
lattice-framed	dwelling	traditionally	used	by	
the	nomads	in	the	steppes	of	Central	Asia.	A	
ger	is	more	home-like	than	a	tent	in	shape	and	
build,	with	thicker	walls.	As	in	every	culture	
influenced	 by	 Shamanism,	 nothing	 inside	
a	 ger	 is	 random.	Objects	 are	 not	 just	 objects	
and	 every	 gesture	 has	 a	meaning.	 	Walking	
inside	a	ger	is	like	walking	inside	a	symbolic	
representation	of	the	world,	a	universe	of	 its	

own	 where	 all	 rapport	 and	 interactions	 are	
codified	due	to	the	restricted	amount	of	space.

The	 nomads	 maintain	 the	 bright	 whiteness	
of	 their	 ger	 with	 immense	 pride,	 and	 they	
usually	bleach	the	cotton	fabric	to	accentuate	
the	roundness	of	their	home,	just	as	the	world	
appears	 to	 them.	 The	 threshold	 faces	 south	
and	a	visitor	must	never	step	on	it,	as	it	would	
be	 like	 “walking	 on	 the	 landlord’s	 neck”.	
According	to	the	Yassa,	a	secret	written	code	
of	 law	 created	by	Genghis	Khan,	 this	 action	
was	punishable	by	death.

Visitors	put	their	right	foot	first	inside	the	ger	and	
enter	by	the	left.	The	common	greeting	is	“Sain	
Bainu”.	As	with	 traditional	 ovoos,	 shamanistic	
stone	 cairns,	 or	 any	 Buddhist	 temple,	 one	
moves	around	in	a	clockwise	direction.		Guests	
then	 settle	 on	 the	 left	 side	of	 the	ger,	whereas	
the	 residing	 family	 sits	 at	 the	 backend	 or	 on	
the	right	side.	The	north	side	 is	 the	ancestor’s	
corner,	 where	 a	 few	 pictures	 of	 the	 family	 or	
various	religious	icons	are	exhibited.	

One	 should	 wear	 appropriate	 clothing	
when	walking	 inside	 a	 ger.	 Sleeves	must	 be	
buttoned	 down.	 Guests	 may	 only	 remove	
their	 hats	 once	 they	 sit	 down.	 Once	 seated,	
you	must	make	sure	not	to	point	your	feet	in	
the	direction	of	 the	fire,	 as	 this	would	be	an	
offence	to	the	spirit	who	lives	in	it.	The	visitor	
will	be	offered	some	traditional	tea	with	milk	
and	 sometimes	 salt,	 some	 dry	 cheese,	 some	
biscuits,	and	during	summer,	some	fermented	
mare’s	 milk	 called	 airag,	 and	 vodka.	 Every	
dish	must	be	honoured	and	 tasted;	 it	would	
be	rude	not	to	try	all	of	them.	The	dish	should	
be	 received	 by	 the	 right	 hand,	 with	 the	 left	
hand	 supporting	 the	 right	 forearm	 upon	
accepting	the	dish.
	
Often,	 if	 it	 is	 a	 strong	 alcohol,	 the	master	 of	
the	house	will	flick	some	drops	with	his	 ring	
finger	in	the	four	cardinal	directions,	to	honour	
the	 spirits	 of	 the	 house,	 after	 which	 he	 will	
place	a	drop	on	his	 forehead.	He	 then	passes	
the	bowl	on	to	 the	guest	of	honour,	who	will	
return	the	bowl	to	him	after	drinking.	The	host	
refills	the	bowl	and	passes	it	to	the	next	guest	
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who	will	also	give	the	bowl	back	to	 the	host.	
The	 host	 will	 ensure	 the	 bowl	 goes	 to	 each	
guest,	from	left	to	right,	in	the	way	of	the	sun,	
the	good	way	according	 to	 the	Mongols.	The	
visitors	and	the	hosts	will	then	mainly	discuss	
their	herds	and	enjoy	a	warm	meal.	In	winter,	
the	 temperatures	can	drop	as	much	as	minus	
50	degrees	 and	 living	 is	 primarily	 conducted	
indoors.	 The	 thickness	 of	 the	 felt	 around	 the	
ger	protects	the	house	from	the	cold	and	makes	
it	comfortable	and	cosy,	with	coffers,	beds	and	
a	low	table	richly	painted	in	a	vibrant	orange	
colour	placed	at	the	centre.

The	stove,	or	argal	which	is	fed	by	dry	dung,	as	
forests	and	wood	are	quite	rare	in	Mongolia,	is	
located	in	the	centre	between	the	two	roof	poles.	
The	 roof	 poles	 hold	 the	 round	 central	 piece	
called	 the	 crown	 or	 toono,	 which	 represents	
the	 sun,	while	 the	many	orange	wooden	axes	
holding	the	rooftop	represent	its	rays.	Herders	
use	 the	 position	 of	 the	 sun	 in	 the	 crown	 of	
the	 ger	 as	 a	 sundial.	 The	 poles	 support	 the	
whole	 structure	 and	 also	 allow	 the	 smoke	 to	
exit	 from	 the	 stove	and	 the	 spirits	 to	 circulate	
freely	in	and	out	of	the	home.	The	design	of	the	
Mongolian	 yurt	 has	 evolved	 from	 its	 ancient	
simple	forms	to	actively	integrate	with	Buddhist	
culture.	The	toono	has	adopted	the	shape	of	the	
Dharmachakra	 or	 ‘wheel	 of	 law’,	 one	 of	 the	
oldest	 known	 Buddhist	 symbols	 representing	

Buddha’s	teaching	of	the	path	to	enlightenment.
The	 internal	 organisation	 and	 furnishing	 of	
the	ger	mirror	 the	 traditional	 roles	 of	 family	
members	 as	 well	 as	 spiritual	 concepts,	
with	 special	 significance	 given	 to	 each	 of	
the	 cardinal	 directions.	 The	 north-eastern	
quarter	of	the	ger	is	reserved	for	the	woman.	
During	times	of	family	conflict,	the	man	was	
traditionally	 prohibited	 from	 entering	 this	
quarter	 and	 touching	 the	 woman	when	 she	
chose	to	reside	in	this	space.

If	 the	 man	 is	 the	 undisputed	 master	 of	
the	 family,	 the	 role	 of	 the	 woman	 is	 still	
undeniably	 important.	After	 the	wedding,	 a	
young	couple	will	live	in	their	own	ger,	offered	
by	their	parents,	and	in	rare	instances,	in	the	
family	ger.	If	the	couple	live	in	the	family	ger,	
the	young	bride	will	be	under	the	authority	of	
her	mother-in-law.

After	the	birth	of	the	first	child,	especially	if	it	
is	a	boy,	the	daughter-in-law’s	status	improves.	
From	 the	 time	 she	 gives	 birth,	 concordance	
develops	with	her	mother	in	law.	Little	by	little	
she	will	gain	in	authority	and	one	day	she	will	
become	the	mistress	of	the	house.

This	difficult	situation	requires	deference	and	
optimal	 manners	 by	 the	 bride,	 and	 certain	
subjects	 are	 never	 discussed	 between	 her	

and	 her	 mother-in-law.	 Hence,	 Mongolian	
women	 have	 mastered	 the	 art	 of	 ellipsis	
and	 in	 that	 ability,	 observers	 find	 the	 origin	
of	 their	 intellectual	 agility.	 Nowadays,	
they	 outnumber	 their	 male	 counterparts	 in	
universities	and	are	set	to	constitute	the	elite	
of	tomorrow.

As	 most	 of	 our	 time	 was	 spent	 outdoors,	
riding	across	the	steppe,	every	opportunity	to	
have	 a	 break	 along	 the	way	was	welcomed.	
Stepping	 into	 a	 ger	 to	 share	 some	 tea	 with	
the	 family	was	 a	dual	 experience:	 a	 cultural	
treat,	 and	 physical	 relief	 for	 our	 backs.	 We	
understood	that	the	hospitality	of	the	steppe	
is	 the	 cement	 of	 the	 nomadic	 culture.	 The	
ger	offers	a	warm,	comfortable	and	colourful	
shelter	 in	 contrast	 with	 the	 starkness	 of	 the	
bare	 steppe,	 in	 the	 same	way	 that	Mongolia	
is	a	unique	haven	of	authenticity	in	a	modern	
world	craving	for	progress	and	change.
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tep	over	the	threshold	into	many	a	large	
and	 busy	 Chinese	 temple	 in	 Southeast	

Asia	-	not	a	difficult	exercise	as	there	are	many	
temples	throughout	the	region	with	a	reported	
600	and	more	in	Hong	Kong	alone	(Raby	2005:	
8)	 -	 and	 through	 the	 crowds	 and	 the	 smoke	
from	joss	sticks	and	incense	coils,	one	is	met	
with	 a	 bewildering	 collection	 of	 objects	 that	
surround	 and	 support	 the	 primary	 god	 and	
lesser	 deities.	 Contributing	 to	 this	wealth	 of	
imagery	 are	 embroidered	 fabric	 banners	 of	
auspicious	 red	 or	 gold	 that	 are	 suspended	
above	temple	entrances,	over	the	deities	and	
in	 other	 visually	 important	 positions.	 Other	
fabrics	 adorn	 the	 deities,	 cover	 attendant	
figures	 and	 guardians,	 are	 suspended	 as	
canopies	 and	 grace	 the	 front	 of	 small	 altars	
and	offerings	tables	as	aprons.	

In	 the	 larger	 and	 the	 more	 prosperous	 of	
Daoist	 and	 folk	 religion	 temples,	 and	 in	
the	 temples	 for	 Chinese	 which	 follow	 a	
syncretism	of	Daoist	and	Buddhist	beliefs,	the	
main	 altar	 table	 is	 invariably	 a	 magnificent	
piece	 of	 furniture,	 ornately	 carved.	 Placed	
in	 front	 of	 the	 main	 deity,	 this	 table	 is	 not	
usually	 dressed	with	 fabric.	 However,	 often	
positioned	 to	 the	 side	 of	 the	 main	 altar	 or	
in	 front	 of	 lesser	 deities	 are	 smaller	 square	
altar	 and	 offerings	 tables	 with	 their	 frontal	
surfaces	usually	decorated	in	some	way.	This	
ornamentation	 may	 be	 a	 panel	 -	 carved	 in	
relief	and	painted	or	gilded	–	or,	 commonly,	
a	 square	 embroidered	 cloth	 apron	 full	 of	
auspicious	motifs.	

Usually	90	to	110	cm	square	(or	approximately	
square),	aprons	follow	a	conventional	 layout	
of	 two	panels:	 the	main	 generally	 separated	
from	 an	 upper	 and	 narrower	 panel	 by	 a	
decorative	border	or	fringe.	The	upper	panel	
may	be	a	smaller	part	of	the	entire	piece	or	a	
separate	 length	 of	 fabric	 stitched	 to	 the	 top	
of	 the	main	 body.	 The	whole	 is	 enclosed	 by	
a	 decorative	 border	with	 thin	 fabric	 ribbons	
attached	to	the	upper	corners	or	 to	a	further	
plain	 cotton	 section	 stitched	 to	 the	 top	 of	
the	 upper	 panel.	 Cloth	 of	 plain	 or	 simple	
patterned	 cotton	 is	 usually	 stitched	 to	 the	
back	of	the	apron.	Tied	to	the	top	of	the	table	
by	the	ribbons	or	held	in	position	by	placing	
a	weighted	object	on	the	plain	cotton	section,	
the	apron	hangs	freely	from	tabletop	to	floor.

The	 layout	 of	 the	 square	 apron,	 with	
auspicious	motifs	filling	both	 the	main	body	
and	 the	 upper	 panel	 of	 the	 fabric,	 has	 not	

changed	 over	 the	 years.	 Square	 altar	 cloths	
held	by	the	Boston	Museum	of	Fine	Arts,	dated	
to	the	mid	17th,	early	18th	and	mid	and	late	
19th	centuries	do	not	differ	in	their	make-up	
to	 that	 of	 inexpensive	machine	 embroidered	
aprons	that	can	be	purchased	from	retailers	of	
Chinese	 religious	 paraphernalia	 today.	 That	
the	structure	of	these	cloths	has	not	changed	
over	 time	 is	 probably	 not	 surprising	 for,	 as	
Patricia	 Bjaaland	 Welch	 aptly	 states	 in	 her	
book	Chinese	Art	–	a	guide	to	motifs	and	visual	
imagery:	 “There	 is	 reverence	 for	 the	 past	 in	
Chinese	 culture	 that	 treasures	 and	 idolises	
continuity	over	change”	(Welch	2008:	10).

Made	 to	display	a	colourful	 frontal	covering	
for	the	square	tables,	temple	aprons,	at	least	in	
the	 larger	 temples,	normally	appear	 in	good	
repair.	 For	 even	 when	 not	 covered	 in	 clear	
protective	 plastic,	 these	 cloths	 are	 replaced	
regularly;	 at	 times	of	 the	deity’s	 birthday	or	
feast	 day,	 for	 the	 Chinese	 New	 Year,	 when	
soiled	or	fire	damaged	and	at	other	times,	at	
the	discretion	of	the	temple	committee.

Visits	 to	 a	 number	 of	 temples	 will	 quickly	
show	 that	 the	 range	 of	 designs	 that	 appear	
on	 these	 cloths	 vary	 little	 from	 one	 temple	
to	 the	 next.	 Other	 than	 the	 way	 in	 which	
an	 embroiderer	 positions	 and	 interprets	
the	 motifs,	 the	 three	 personified	 riches	 Fu,	
Lu	 and	 Shou,	 the	 eight	 immortals,	 dragons,	
phoenix,	 Chinese	 lions,	 qílín	 /	 báizé	 and	
floral	 arrangements	 repeatedly	 appear.	

Individuality,	when	expressed,	is	by	add-ons	
such	as	necktie	like	attachments	with	Chinese	
script	that	identify	temple	benefactors,	solicit	
good	fortune	or	praise	a	particular	deity.	

Along	with	 other	 temple	 fabrics,	 aprons	 add	
to	the	overall	colour	of	the	temple	scene	with	
little	 attention	 given	 to	 them	 as	 individual	
decoration.	These	fabrics	are	however	far	more	
interesting	than	this.	Aprons	made	to	decorate	
the	 portable	 square	 tables	 that	 are	 placed	 in	
front	of	ancestral	or	household	shrines	and	the	
altars	 in	family	temples	 in	times	of	ceremony	
can	display	a	wider	range	of	motifs.	Bats	and	
butterflies,	 peony	 and	 lotus	 blossoms,	 vases	
of	 flowers,	 baskets	 of	 fruit,	 gourds,	 incense	
burners,	 propitious	 beribboned	 objects,	
calligraphy	 and	 geometric	 symbols	 may	
augment	the	central	theme	or	be	used	as	fillers	
on	the	decorative	borders.	Occasionally	though	
these	figures	are	used	as	a	central	theme.	The	
eight	 immortals	 may	 be	 depicted	 in	 their	
entirety,	as	individuals	or	represented	by	their	
personal	symbols	that	they	carry.	

Where	 commissioned	 by	 prosperous	
households	for	a	special	occasion,	aprons	can	
be	superbly	worked	fabrics.	Fine	examples	of	
embroidered	aprons	with	motifs	in	satin	stitch	
and	couched	gold	and	silver	thread	produced	
for	 wealthy	 Straits	 Chinese	 in	 the	 now	
Malaysia	and	Singapore	during	the	latter	part	
of	the	19th	and	early	to	mid	20th	centuries	can	
be	 seen	 among	 the	 items	 of	 Straits	 Chinese	
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heritage	 displayed	 in	 museums	 and	 the	
restored	 houses	 and	 mansions	 of	 wealthy	
Peranakan	 Chinese	 in	 Penang,	 Malacca	 and	
Singapore.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	though	
the	 Straits	 Chinese	 have	 a	 well	 recognised	
tradition	of	creating	fine	pieces	of	embroidery,	
it	 is	 said	 that	 large	 embroidered	 panels	 and	
fabrics	having	a	lot	of	couched	metallic	thread	
were	 rarely	 fabricated	by	Straits	Nonyas	but	
are	considered	to	have	been	produced	in	the	
workshops	of	Southern	China	 (Ho	1987:	92).	
This	observation	would	also	hold	true	for	the	
majority	of	 embroidered	aprons	used	by	 the	
Chinese	in	Indonesia.	

The	Chinese	in	Indonesia	and	the	Peranakan	
Chinese	 in	 Java	 and	 Sumatra	 in	 particular,	
did	 not	 restrict	 themselves	 to	 imported	
embroidered	 aprons	 and	 made	 use	 of	
decorated	cloth	produced	by	the	batik	process	
from	workshops	 on	 the	 north	 coast	 of	 Java.	
Batik	aprons	are	a	delight	 to	 the	eye	as	 they	
often	incorporate	elements	from	non	Chinese	
cultures	 into	 the	 overall	 pattern	 as	 well	 as	
depicting	interpretations	of	traditional	figures	
with	 colour	 combinations	 that	 one	 would	
not	 find	 in	 the	 conservative	 embroidered	
aprons	 sourced	 from	 China.	 Domesticated	
and	wild	animals,	wayang	characters,	figures	
from	 European	 story	 tales,	 garuda,	 aquatic	
creatures,	 and	 picturesque	 landscapes	 are	
added	to	the	wealth	of	motifs	to	be	found	on	
embroidered	cloths.	Phoenix	and	dragon	take	
on	expansive	shapes	and	forms.

Designs	on	batik	altar	cloths	are	all	produced	
from	 hand	 drawn	 wax	 (Heringa	 and	
Veldhuisen	1996:	201)	and	this	process	allows	
the	 skilled	 artist	 both	 flexibility	 in	 the	 way	
motifs	 can	 be	 depicted	 and	 the	 means	 to	
execute	 designs	 in	 fine	 detail.	 The	 mythical	
qílín,	 báizé	 and	 Chinese	 lion	 for	 example,	
are	 commonly	 represented	 on	 batik	 aprons	

in	 some	detail	 though	 they	 seldom	 conform	
to	 any	 strict	 definition	 of	 these	 creatures	
and	 are	 often	 a	 wonderful	 amalgam	 of	 all	
characteristics.	 While	 fine	 detail	 can	 be	
achieved	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 skilled	 batiker,	
the	 batik	 technique	 also	 allows	 a	 workshop	
to	 make	 designs	 quickly.	 This	 can	 lead	 to	
patterned	 cloth	 being	 produced	 in	 quantity,	
often	 resulting	 in	 an	 apron	 showing	 figures	
with	little	attention	to	detail.	There	are	many	
aprons	produced	 in	 this	way	 that	depict	 the	
eight	 immortals	 in	 the	 narrow	 upper	 panel	
of	 an	 apron	where	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 tell	 them	
apart.	 The	 leader	 of	 the	 group	Zongli	 Quan,	
the	beggar	Li	Tieguai,	and	the	only	female	He	
Xiangu,	are	 usually	 distinctive	 enough	 to	 be	
recognised,	 though	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 other	
five	immortals	is	often	open	to	speculation.	

Aprons	 are	 not	 generally	 regarded	 as	
collectibles	 except	 perhaps	 where	 they	 are	
shown	 to	 have	 an	 important	 provenance	 or	
are	 exceptional	 examples	 of	 embroidery	 or	
batik	skill.	Kept	in	storage,	household	aprons	
are	brought	out	 to	decorate	 the	 square	 table	
in	 times	 of	 ceremony	 and	 festivity	 such	 as	
weddings,	 funerals,	 anniversaries,	 birthdays	
of	members	of	the	household	and	of	ancestors	
and	 for	 the	 feast	 days	 of	 household	 gods	
(Ho	 1987:	 107;	 Achjadi	 and	 Asmoro	 2005:	
129).	 Unless	 made	 for	 a	 special	 occasion,	
for	 example	 the	 funeral	 ceremony	 of	 an	
important	individual	and	then	not	used	again,	
most	 have	 generally	 been	 in	 the	 possession	
of	a	 family	 for	a	considerable	 length	of	 time	
and	often	show	signs	of	heavy	wear.	Frayed	
and	 loose	 threads	 (repeated	 folding	 and	
unfolding	 is	 not	 kind	 to	 couched	 metallic	
thread),	spillage	stains	and	burn	marks	from	
hot	candle	wax	and	scattered	flames	as	well	as	
the	general	deterioration	of	fabrics	in	tropical	
climes	all	contribute	to	a	well	used	fabric	that	
is	frequently	seen	in	poor	repair.

While	 museums	 do	 hold	 small	 numbers	 in	
their	fabric	collections	and	textile	publications	
illustrate	 an	 occasional	 apron,	 there	 are	
no	 publications	 devoted	 solely	 to	 these	
interesting	textiles	and	a	closer	look	would	be	
rewarding.	Portable	square	tables	are	common	
items	 of	 furniture	 found	 in	 many	 Chinese	
households	 today	and	have	been	since	early	
times.	 Depicted	 in	 prints	 and	 paintings	 and	
as	 carvings,	 these	 tables	 can	 be	 traced	 back	
to	well	over	a	 thousand	years	 (Lo	2005:	183-
184;	 Mazurkewich	 2006:	 98)	 and	 it	 would	
be	 reasonable	 to	 assume	 that	 the	 practice	 of	
decorating	an	altar	 table	with	a	 fabric	apron	
would	also	be	very	old.	

Trevor Vale is a medical scientist with an interest in the 

textiles of Southeast asia.

Thanks to Patricia Bjaaland Welch for permission to 

quote from her book and to Alexandra huff, Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston for information on altar fabrics in 

the Museum’s collection.
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rom	 the	 early	 1900s	 onwards,	 Australian	
artists	 and	 printmakers	 have	 sought	

inspiration	 from	 Japanese	 ukiyo-e	 prints.	
They	 have	 embraced	 their	 technique	 and	
compositional	 features	 to	 create	 works	 of	 art	
in	 the	 distinctive	 Japoniste	 style:	 decorative	
colourful	patterns,	multiple	and	unconventional	
viewpoints,	 geometric	 rendition	 of	 subject	
matter	leading	to	abstraction,	the	dominance	of	
line,	distortion	of	perspective,	dynamic	rhythm,	
flat	 surfaces	 of	 colour	 and	 elongated	 pictorial	
formats.	A	major	exponent	of	Japanese	culture	
and	 aesthetics	 during	 this	 period	was	Arthur	
Lindsay	 Sadler	 (1882	 –	 1970).	As	 Professor	 of	
Oriental	 Studies	 at	 The	 University	 of	 Sydney	
(1922	 –	 1947),	 Sadler	 was	 instrumental	 in	
promoting	 Japanese	 art	 including	 woodcut	
prints,	 history,	 language,	 architecture	 and	
garden	 design.	 His	 legacy	 and	 role	 in	
stimulating	 exchange	 between	 Australian	
modernists	and	Japanese	aesthetics	is	celebrated	
in	the	University	Art	Gallery’s	exhibition	Japan	
in	 Sydney:	 Arthur	 Lindsay	 Sadler,	 Japan	 and	
Australian	modernism	1920s	–	1930s.

This	 exhibition	 further	 investigates	 parallel	
developments	 in	 printmaking	 in	 Japan	 and	
Australia,	 featuring	 the	 University’s	 unique	
collection	 of	 pre-World	 War	 II	 Japanese	
modernist	 prints	 (purchased	 by	 the	 Dr	 MJ	
Morrissey	 Bequest	 Fund	 in	 memory	 of	
Professor	 Sadler)	 and	 a	 diverse	 selection	 of	
Australian	 modernist	 prints	 and	 bookplates	
by	renowned	artists	including	Lionel	Lindsay,	
Margaret	 Preston,	 Thea	 Proctor,	 Adrian	
Feint,	 Dorrit	 Black,	 Ethel	 Spowers	 and	 Paul	
Haefliger,	 sourced	 from	 major	 Australian	
public	and	private	collections.	Integral	to	Japan	
in	 Sydney	 is	 the	 juxtaposition	 of	 Australian	
and	Japanese	modernist	prints	with	European	
expressionist	 prints,	 bookplates,	 ceramics	
and	journals	by	Edvard	Munch,	Max	Klinger,	
Käthe	Kollwitz,	Lovis	Corinth,	Ernst	Ludwig	
Kirchner,	Frans	Masereel	and	Bernard	Leach.	

Sadler	was	a	passionate	advocate	of	Japonisme.	
London-born	and	Oxford-educated,	he	spent	
13	years	in	Japan	prior	to	his	appointment	at	
The	 University	 of	 Sydney	 in	 1922	 when	 he	
succeeded	 the	 inaugural	 Chair	 of	 Oriental	
Studies,	 James	 Murdoch	 (1856	 –	 1921).	 In	
Japan,	Sadler	lectured	in	English	and	Latin	at	
the	Sixth	Higher	School,	Okayama	from	1909	
to	1919,	and	in	English	literature	and	classics	
for	 the	next	 3	years	at	 the	 elite	Peers	School	
in	 Tokyo.	 He	 married	 an	 Anglo-Japanese	
woman,	Eva	Botan	Seymour	(1893	–	1978)	in	

1916	at	the	British	vice-consulate,	Tokyo.	From	
1918	 to	 1922,	 Sadler	 actively	 participated	
in	 the	Asiatic	 Society	 of	 Japan	 as	 a	 council-
member,	and	was	awarded	companion	(Fifth	
Class)	of	the	Imperial	Order	of	the	Rising	Sun	
in	1919	for	his	services	to	teaching.

These	Japanese	years	were	instructive	in	Sadler’s	
Orientalist	 evolution.	 He	 became	 increasingly	
interested	 in	 Japanese	 modernist	 influences	 in	
literature	 and	 art	 through	 his	 association	 with	
the	 renowned	 British	 ceramist	 Bernard	 Leach	
(1887	–	1978)	and	engagement	with	the	Shirakaba	
group,	all	recent	graduates	from	the	Tokyo	Peers	
School.	 During	 the	 early	 1910s,	 Japanese	 artists	
were	 fascinated	 by	 modern	 European	 graphic	
publications	 including	 Die	 Jugend	 and	 the	
Studio	 and	embraced	Western	art,	 literature	and	
philosophy,	 which	 influenced	 their	 response	 to	
Japan’s	 rapid	 urbanisation.	 Equally,	 Australian	
modernists	were	captivated	by	the	European	print	
avant-garde.	Preston	attended	the	Künsterinnen-
Verein	in	Munich	in	1904	and	studied	innovative	
print	 technologies	 presumably	 under	 illustrator	
Angelo	Jank,	a	contributor	to	Die	Jugend.	(Edwards	
et	al,	2005:	272)	

Significantly	though,	two	exhibitions	mounted	
in	 Tokyo	 provided	 the	 greatest	 impetus	 for	
the	 development	 of	 Japanese	 modernist	
printmaking,	namely	the	1911	European	Print	
Exhibition	which	displayed	works	by	Klinger	
and	Edvard	Munch,	and	 the	1914	Der	Sturm	

Woodcut	 Exhibition,	 showcasing	 Futurists,	
Cubists	 and	 Expressionists	 including	
Wassily	 Kandinsky,	 Erich	 Heckel,	 Kirchner,	
Kollwitz	 and	 Max	 Pechstein.	 These	 artists	
directly	 inspired	modernist	 printmakers,	 for	
example	 Onchi	 Kōshirō	 (1891	 –	 1955)	 and	
Fujimori	Shizuō	(1891	–	1943),	to	experiment	
with	 expressionist	 themes,	 abstraction	 and	
printing	 techniques.	 Undoubtedly,	 Sadler’s	
involvement	with	 the	 Japanese	 avant-garde,	
and	his	belief	that	European	modernism	was	
linked	 to	 Japanese	 aesthetics	 informed	 his	
interactions	with	the	Sydney	art	world	in	the	
1920s	and	1930s.

Sadler	 was	 a	 universal	 scholar,	 fluent	 in	
Hebrew,	 Assyrian,	 Greek,	 Sanskrit,	 Chinese	
and	 Japanese.	 He	 possessed	 extensive	
knowledge	 of	 Japanese	 and	 Chinese	 history,	
classical	 literature,	 philology,	 archaeology,	
antiquities	and	art.	In	addition	to	his	teaching,	
Sadler	was	an	enthusiastic	collector	of	Japanese	
woodblock	 prints	 by	 Ickikawa	 Kansai,	
Kitagawa	 Utamaro,	 Andō	 Hiroshige	 and	
Katsushika	Hokusai,	antique	samurai	armour,	
Chinese	 ceramics	 and	 scrolls,	 ceremonial	
swords	and	Japanese	theatre	masks.	

Importantly,	 Sadler	 shared	 his	 passion	 for	
Japonisme	 and	 woodcut	 printing	 with	 local	
modernists,	 intellectuals	 and	 tastemakers	
like	 Lindsay,	 Proctor,	 Feint,	 Hera	 Roberts,	
Roy	 de	 Maistre,	 Spowers,	 Haefliger,	 Sydney	
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Ure	 Smith,	 Percy	 Neville	 Barnett,	 professors	
Wilkinson	 and	 Waterhouse	 and	 architect	
Hardy	Wilson.	 (Bell,	 1998:19)	His	passion	 for	
modernist	and	Japanese	architecture	as	well	as	
landscape	design	extended	to	his	Upper	North	
Shore	 Warrawee	 residence	 complete	 with	 a	
Sukiya	(outdoor	tea-hut)	and	a	Roji	(tea-house	
garden).	 Students,	 friends,	 intellectuals	 and	
artists	 were	 regularly	 invited	 to	 experience	
Cha-No-Yu,	the	Japanese	tea	ceremony.

Sadler	 actively	 organised	 and	 participated	 in	
various	 Sydney	 art	 exhibitions.	 In	 1923,	 he	
lent	 24	 ukiyo-e	 prints	 by	 Utamaro,	 Hiroshige	
and	Hokusai	for	the	Tyrrell’s	Gallery	Woodcuts	
Exhibition.	 They	 were	 displayed	 alongside	
contemporary	 woodcuts	 by	 European	 and	
Australian	 artists	 including	 Frank	 Brangwyn,	
Dürer,	 Thomas	 Bewick,	 Lindsay,	 Preston,	
Spowers	and	Barnett.	This	exhibition	was	highly	
significant	as	 it	heralded	a	revival	 in	woodcut	
techique	in	Australia.	(Butler,	2007:	135;	165).	

Sadler	also	designed	two	rooms	in	Sydney	Ure	
Smith’s	Burdekin	House	Exhibition	of	Antique	and	
Modern	Furniture	 in	Macquarie	Street	 (October	
1929),	with	Proctor,	Feint,	Leon	Gellert,	Henry	
Pynor,	Frank	Weitzel,	Roberts	and	de	Maistre.	
This	 ground-breaking	 exhibition	 espoused	
the	 virtues	 of	 modernity	 and	 simplicity	 in	
everyday	living.	The	first	room	Sadler	designed	
was	 a	 European-styled	 sitting	 room	 ‘showing	
Japanese	 influence’	 with	 ceramics,	 furniture	
and	 a	 painting	 by	 de	 Maistre,	 whereas	 the	
second	was	decorated	with	‘the	utter	simplicity	
of	the	Oriental	room’.	Tatami	matting,	Japanese	
standing	screen,	tea-kettle	and	brazier,	smoking	
cabinet,	Japanese	clock	and	hand-warmer	were	
all	lent	from	Sadler’s	private	collection.	

His	 translations	 of	 Japanese	 ancient	 texts	
greatly	 contributed	 to	 his	 popularity,	

including	histories,	essays,	novels	and	poetry	
in	 addition	 to	 his	 own	 writings	 on	 The	 Art	
of	 Flower	Arrangement	 in	 Japan:	 a	 sketch	 of	 its	
history	and	development	(1933),	Cha-No-Yu:	The	
Japanese	Tea	Ceremony	(1933);	A	Short	History	of	
Japanese	Architecture	(1941)	and	A	Short	History	
of	 Japan	 (1946).	 Moreover,	 Sadler’s	 public	
lectures	 on	 Japanese	 society	 and	 politics,	
Japanese	 Nōh	 Drama,	 Cha-No-Yu,	 Japanese	
garden	design,	ikebana,	and	Asian	art	history,	
regularly	presented	at	the	Art	Gallery	of	New	
South	Wales	were	 always	popular	 and	well-
attended.	(SMH,	1936:21)	As	such,	he	became	
a	leading	cultural	figure.

Research	has	confirmed	that	Sadler’s	collection	
of	 Japanese	woodcut	prints	directly	 inspired	
Australian	printmakers	during	the	1920s	and	
1930s.	For	Sadler:	“The	art	of	Japanese	colour-
print	 …	 is	 the	 most	 democratic	 art	 in	 the	
world	.	.	.	and	depicts	the	common	life	of	the	
nation”	(SMH	1926:19).	Akin	to	the	popularity	
and	collectability	of	ukiyo-e	with	the	Japanese	
public,	 Australian	 woodcuts	 and	 linocuts	
were	affordable	and	promoted	as	the	essential	
decorator	item	to	complement	the	modernist	
interior.	 In	 response	 to	 this	 demand,	 artists	
such	as	Preston,	Proctor,	Spowers	and	Ethleen	
Palmer	 actively	 produced	 woodblock	 and	
linocut	prints	in	the	Japanese	manner.	

Proctor	 was	 first	 introduced	 to	 Preston’s	
woodblock	 prints	 by	 art	 dealer	 and	 critic	
Basil	Burdett	 in	1923.	Preston	had	previously	
travelled	 to	Paris	and	London	 in	1912	–	1913	
where	she	visited	print	exhibitions	and	studied	
Japanese	ukiyo-e	17th	and	18th	century	masters.	
Later	in	1925,	the	artists	jointly	exhibited	their	
prints	at	Grosvenor	Galleries,	receiving	critical	
acclaim.	 Sadler	 was	 also	 an	 avid	 supporter	
of	Proctor	and	Spowers.	As	 illustrated	 in	The	
Home,	 a	 caricature	 depicts	 Sadler	 showing	

his	 Japanese	print	 collection	 to	Proctor	at	 the	
opening	 of	 Spowers’	 exhibition	 at	Grosvenor	
Galleries	in	1926.	(The	Home,	July	1926:40)

Professor	Sadler	was	a	visionary.	His	contribution	
to	 the	 appreciation	 of	 Japanese	 culture	 and	
aesthetics	 in	Australia	 is	 indisputable.	 Japan	 in	
Sydney	 is	 thus	 a	 testimony	 to	 Sadler’s	 legacy.	
His	 commitment	 to	 Japonisme	 and	modernism	
inspired	 a	 generation	 of	 intellectuals,	 artists	
and	 tastemakers,	 particularly	 during	 the	
1920s	 and	 1930s.	 Importantly,	 Japan	 in	 Sydney	
acknowledges	 Sadler’s	 contribution	 towards	
the	 understanding	 of	 Japan	 in	Australia,	 and	
determines	parallels	between	the	development	
of	 modernist	 printmaking	 in	 Australia	 and	
Japan	in	association	with	European	modernism.

Japan	in	Sydney	can	be	seen	at	the	University	Art	
Gallery,	The	University	of	Sydney	from	3	April	–	
26	June	2011.

Maria (connie) Tornatore-Loong is curator of this 

exhibition with Dr chiaki ajioka. She is currently 

undertaking a doctorate on australian classical 

modernist Jean Mary Bellette (1908 – 1991) and has 

previously worked as assistant curator, australian art, 

at the art Gallery of New South Wales. 
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lthough	 only	 officially	 open	 since	 1982,	
the	 National	 Gallery	 of	Australia	 (NGA)	

began	 collecting	 Thai	 art	 in	 the	 late	 1960s.	
Among	 the	 earliest	works	 to	 enter	 the	Asian	
collection	 were	 Thai	 Buddhist	 sculptures	
–	 from	 serene	 14th	 century	 bronzes	 to	 the	
gilded	 and	 bejewelled	 Buddhas	 of	 the	 19th	
century.	In	the	ensuing	decades	the	collection	
has	 expanded	 to	 include	 a	 small	 selection	 of	
intricate	textiles	and	costume,	as	well	as	early	
photographs	 of	 royal	 life,	 delicate	 illustrated	
manuscripts	 and	 a	 significant	 contemporary	
installation,	 Montien	 Boonma’s	 Temple	 of	 the	
mind:	Sala	for	the	mind.	

The	 first	 major	 Thai	 painting	 to	 enter	 the	
national	 collection	 is	 the	 recently	 acquired	
Buddhas	 of	 the	 past	 and	 future,	 a	 spectacular	
large	cotton	banner	(phra	bot	in	Thai)	painted	
around	 1820-1850.	 The	 banner	 is	 divided	
into	 two	 distinct	 parts,	 with	 the	 upper	 area	
dominated	 by	 depictions	 of	 the	 28	 Buddhas	
of	the	past,	 illustrated	in	seven	rows	of	four,	
while	the	lower	section	presents	a	lively	scene	
involving	 the	 god	 Indra,	 the	 cosmic	 monk	
Phra	 Malai	 and	 the	 bodhisattva	 Maitreya	
(Phra	Si	An	in	Thai),	the	Buddha	of	the	future.	

Banner	 paintings	 of	 this	 type	 were	 usually	
displayed	 in	Buddhist	 temples	 to	accompany	
and	illuminate	specific	events	in	the	Buddhist	
calendar,	 after	which	 they	were	 re-rolled	and	
returned	to	storage.	This	banner	is	likely	to	have	
been	 exhibited	 in	 association	 with	 a	 festival	
held	in	veneration	of	the	28	Buddhas	of	the	past	
and	Maitreya	(sometimes	referred	to	as	the	29	
Buddas	with	Maitreya	included	as	a	Buddha-
to-be).	 Such	 events	 continue	 to	 take	 place	 in	
Thailand,	as	well	as	neighbouring	Cambodia,	
Burma	and	Laos.	In	some	celebrations	images	
of	the	29	divinities	are	paraded	around	towns	
accompanied	by	music	and	dancing.	

The	 two	 sections	 of	 the	 NGA’s	 painting	
are	 separated	 by	 a	 horizontal	 band	 of	 text	
revealing	 the	names	of	 its	donors,	Mae	Thai	
and	Pho	Kon,	and	the	cost	of	the	commission:	
eight	 tamlung,	 a	 measure	 of	 silver	 used	
as	 currency	 in	 Thailand	 in	 the	 18th	 and	
19th	 centuries	 (Ginsburg	 2001:	 188).	 For	
comparison,	 a	 manuscript	 of	 the	 legend	 of	
Phra	 Malai	 in	 the	 collection	 of	 the	 British	
Library	which	 is	dated	 1849	 and	 features	 16	
illustrated	pages	contains	a	colophon	stating	
that	 the	manuscript,	 including	 its	 wrapping	
cloth	 and	 a	 specially-made	 gilded	 lacquer	
storage	 chest,	 cost	 eight	 tamlung	 two	 baht	

one	 fuang	 (Ginsburg	 2000:	 107).	
The	generosity	of	the	donors	was	
intended	to	attract	spiritual	merit	
for	 themselves	and	 their	 families	
in	 the	 hope	 of	 escaping	 the	
relentless	cycle	of	birth,	death	and	
rebirth.	 The	 artists,	 often	monks,	
would	 similarly	 gain	 merit	 as	 a	
result	 of	 their	 contribution.	 The	
creation	and	donation	of	Buddhist	
paintings	and	manuscripts	is	also	
thought	 to	 extend	 and	 preserve	
the	 Buddhist	 faith	 and	 assist	 the	
donor	and	maker	to	be	reborn	in	
the	age	of	Maitreya.

While	 esoteric	 Mahayana	
Buddhism,	with	its	many	saviour	
figures	 and	 concurrent	 Buddhas,	
was	 influential	 in	 Southeast	
Asia	 from	approximately	 the	 7th	
to	 the	 9th	 century,	 Maitreya	 is	
essentially	 the	 only	 bodhisattva	
with	a	continued	presence	within	
the	 Theravada	 tradition	 of	 most	
of	 Buddhist	 Southeast	 Asia	 and	
Sri	 Lanka.	 Maitreya	 is	 charged	
which	 restoring	 order	 following	
a	 period	 of	 faithless	 anarchy,	
cruelty	and	destruction	predicted	
for	 the	 thousands,	 even	millions,	
of	 years	 set	 to	 pass	 between	 the	
death	 of	 the	 historical	 Buddha	
Shakyamuni	 (Gautama)	 and	
Maitreya’s	own	arrival	as	the	next	
Buddha.	In	the	interim	he	resides	
in	Tushita	heaven	waiting	for	the	
right	moment	to	fulfil	his	destiny.

The	holy	monk	Phra	Malai,	who	
attained	 supernatural	 powers	
through	 meditation	 and	 is	 able	
to	 fly	 to	 the	 hells	 and	 heavens,	
serves	 as	 an	 emissary	 between	
those	 worlds	 and	 the	 earthly	
realm.	He	returns	with	vivid	tales	
of	horror	as	well	as	 reports	 from	
heaven	as	reminders	of	the	value	
of	 living	 a	 moral	 and	 charitable	
life.	 On	 meeting	 Maitreya,	 Phra	
Malai	 asked	 how	 humans	 could	
attain	 sufficient	 merit	 required	
to	 be	 reborn	 in	 the	 time	 of	 his	
buddhahood.	 Maitreya	 replied	
that	 among	 the	 acts	 required	 is	
recitation	 of,	 or	 being	 present	
at	 a	 single	 sitting	 recitation	
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of,	 the	 Vessantara	 Jataka,	 the	 long	 story	 of	
Shakyamuni’s	penultimate	incarnation.

On	his	journeys	to	the	hells,	Phra	Malai	brings	
solace	 to	 the	 sufferers.	 They	 implore	 him	 to	
ask	 their	 loved	ones	 to	create	merit	 for	 their	
release	 and	 ask	 that	 they	 be	 warned	 about	
what	lies	ahead	if	they	are	wicked.	Phra	Malai	
has	 very	 similar	 qualities	 to	 the	 bodhisattva	
Kshitigarbha	who	 is	 possibly	 best	 known	 in	
his	 Japanese	 form,	 the	 bodhisattva	 Jizo	 (Jizo	
bosatsu)	 who	 vowed	 to	 protect	 all	 sentient	
beings	until	Maitreya’s	arrival,	and	similarly	
comforts	the	inhabitants	of	the	hells.

Phra	 Malai	 is	 recognised	 in	 Burma,	 Laos	
and	Cambodia	but	it	is	in	Thailand	that	tales	
of	 the	 monk	 have	 been	 most	 popular.	 For	
instance,	the	vast	majority	of	illustrated	Thai	
manuscripts	created	in	the	19th	century	relate	
the	 Phra	 Malai	 legend.	 The	 tales	 appear	 to	
draw	on	Sri	Lankan	stories	in	Pali	but	to	have	
been	significantly	expanded	upon	in	Thailand	
in	 the	15th	or	16th	 century.	An	unillustrated	
palm	leaf	manuscript	dated	1516	is	the	oldest	
identified	version	of	the	story	but	the	monk’s	
name	 is	 also	 mentioned	 in	 a	 13th	 century	
Burmese	 manuscript,	 suggesting	 an	 even	
earlier	date	for	the	narrative	in	Southeast	Asia.	
Otherwise	few	accounts	of	the	stories	survive	
from	before	 the	 18th	 century	 and	 illustrated	
examples	 aren’t	 known	 before	 about	 1760-
1780	(Ginsburg	1989:	72;	2005:	101).	

Apparently	also	recited	at	weddings,	perhaps	
to	 inspire	 moral	 decorum,	 the	 legend	 of	
Phra	 Malai	 was	 read	 by	 monks	 at	 funerals	
throughout	much	of	the	19th	century.	Towards	
the	end	of	the	century,	however,	the	telling	of	
the	tale	had	become	so	crude	that	King	Rama	
I	(1781-1809)	banned	monks	from	performing	
it.	The	story	remained	popular	regardless	and	
came	 to	 be	 told	 instead	 by	 drunken	 former	
monks,	or	laymen,	dressed	as	Phra	Malai	and	
holding	one	of	his	identifying	attributes,	a	flat	
clerical	fan	(Ginsburg	2003,	146-7).

The	events	depicted	 in	many	 illustrated	Phra	
Malai	manuscripts,	though	less	often	on	scroll	
paintings,	 include	 gruesome	 images	 from	
the	monk’s	visits	to	the	hells,	aspects	of	daily	
monastic	 life	 (in	 which	 the	 monks	 are	 not	
always	pious),	and	an	episode	 in	which	Phra	
Malai	 receives	 eight	 lotuses	 from	 a	 humble	
woodcutter	 to	 offer	 at	 the	 Chulamani	 chedi.	
Located	 in	 Tavatimsa	 heaven,	 the	 heaven	 of	
the	33	gods,	the	Chulamani	stupa	is	a	golden	
structure	built	by	 the	god	Indra	 in	honour	of	
Shakyamuni.	 It	 appears	 towards	 the	 centre	
of	 the	 lower	 register	 of	 the	Gallery’s	 banner,	
surrounded	 by	 celestial	 musicians	 and	
dancers.	 The	 stupa	 contains	 the	 long	 hair	
Shakyamuni,	 cut	 off	 when	 renouncing	 his	

princely	life	for	that	of	an	ascetic.	The	colophon	
for	 an	 1860s	 or	 1870s	 manuscript	 telling	 the	
story	of	Phra	Malai	and	the	Ten	birth	tales	(jataka	
stories	 of	 Shakyamuni’s	 previous	 ten	 lives),	
incorporates	what	the	late	curator	and	scholar	
Henry	Ginsburg	described	as	‘typical	requests’	
including	 the	 desire	 to	 gain	 entry	 to	 heaven,	
meet	Maitreya,	 and	 see	 the	 stupa	 containing	
the	relics	of	Shakyamuni	(Ginsburg	2000:	108).	

The	final	section	of	the	Phra	Malai	text	describes	
the	 arrival	 of	 Maitreya,	 a	 scene	 gloriously	
illustrated	 on	 the	 Gallery’s	 banner	 with	 the	
elaborately	 adorned	 Buddha	 of	 the	 next	 age	
and	his	divine	entourage	shown	floating	within	
a	 vibrant	 red	 disc.	 Phra	 Malai,	 seated	 on	 a	
raised	platform	and	with	offerings	before	him,	
is	 shown	 in	 conversation	 with	 green-skinned	
Indra	 and	 pointing	 towards	Maitreya	 and	 his	
retinue.	 A	 painting	 on	 cloth	 featuring	 a	 very	
similar	arrangement	of	the	scene	was	formerly	
in	 the	Bangkok	collection	of	 James	H.W.	 (Jim)	
Thompson	 (detail	 illustrated	 in	 Boisselier	
1976:	 183).	 It	 is	 probable	 that,	 like	 illustrated	
manuscripts,	 banner	paintings	were	produced	
according	 to	 established	 conventions.	 Largely	
due	 to	 environmental	 factors,	 however,	 few	
banners	from	the	first	part	of	the	19th	century	or	
earlier	survive.	Nevertheless,	those	featuring	the	
28	Buddhas	of	the	past	and	Maitreya	may	have	
extant	 Khmer	 relatives.	 Cambodian	 textiles	
expert	Gill	Green	has	suggested	that	the	scene	
showing	the	gilded	stupa	and	Phra	Malai	with	
Indra	may	have	served	as	a	model	for	a	selection	
of	pictorial	Cambodian	Buddhist	textiles,	pidan,	
made	using	 the	 ikat	 (hol	 in	Khmer)	 technique	
(Green	2003:	254-255;	2008:	36).

In	 contrast	 to	 Maitreya’s	 sumptuous	
ornamentation,	an	indication	of	his	continued	
attachment	 to	 the	 material	 world,	 the	 28	
Buddhas	at	the	top	of	the	painting	are	seated	
in	 meditation	 dressed	 in	 simple	 monastic	
robes.	 Nevertheless,	 each	 is	 atop	 an	 ornate	
lotus	 throne	 and	 flanked	 by	 attendants	
beneath	 three-tiered	 parasols.	 The	 fifth	
century	 Buddhavamsa	 (Chronicle	 of	 Buddhas)	
text	details	24	past	Buddhas	but	in	Southeast	
Asia	 and	 Sri	 Lanka	 28	 are	 acknowledged,	

with	the	additional	four	being	the	most	recent	
–	 Krakucchanda,	 Kanakamuni,	 Kashyapa	
and	 Shakyamuni	 (Gautama).	Although	 each	
of	 these	 28	 of	 the	 potentially	 innumerable	
Buddhas	of	 the	past	has	his	own	identifying	
features	 and	 narrative,	 the	 Buddhas	 on	 this	
banner	 are	 illustrated	 uniformly,	 without	
distinguishing	characteristics	or	attributes.

Previously	 shown	 in	 Australia	 in	 the	
exhibition	 Buddha:	 radiant	 awakening	 at	 the	
Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales	in	2001-2002,	
the	 NGA	 is	 delighted	 to	 have	 acquired	 this	
exceptional	 Thai	 painting.	 The	 Gallery	 has	
also	recently	purchased	an	ideal	complement	
to	Buddhas	of	the	past	and	future,	an	impressive	
late	 19th	 century	 illustrated	 Phra	 Malai	
folding	manuscript.

Melanie Eastburn is curator of asian art, National 

Gallery of australia.
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John	Millbank

eld	on	4-5	December	2010	 in	 conjunction	
with	the	opening	of	the	AGNSW	exhibition	

The	 First	 Emperor:	 China’s	 entombed	 warriors,	
this	 seminar	 brought	 together	 speakers	 from	
Australia,	China,	Taiwan,	the	US,	the	UK	and	
Canada.	The	seminar’s	major	focus	was	on	the	
earlier	pre-imperial	history	of	the	state	of	Qin.	
Two	 recurring	 questions	 were	 raised	 in	 one	
form	or	other	by	all	the	speakers:	Who	were	the	
Qin	and	how	did	they	emerge	from	a	brawling	
ruck	 of	 warring	 kingdoms	 to	 unify	 the	 land	
we	now	call	China?	And	what	do	 the	objects	
found	around	the	First	Emperor’s	mausoleum	
tell	us	about	what	they	believed	and	expected	
to	encounter	in	the	afterlife?

The	Qin	have	long	been	portrayed	as	a	rough,	
tough	 people	 from	 China’s	 north-western	
frontier,	 even	 as	 descendants	 of	 cultureless	
nomadic	barbarians	from	beyond	the	borders.	
Professor	Jeffrey	Riegel	(University	of	Sydney)	
recounted	that	the	Qin’s	own	foundation	myths	
seem	to	be	directed	at	refuting	such	criticisms	
by	 connecting	 their	 founding	 ancestors	 with	
the	 predynastic	 Chinese	 emperor	 Shun	 and	
with	 the	Shang	 ruling	house	which	preceded	
the	 Zhou.	 According	 to	 historical	 records,	
supported	by	archaeological	finds	dated	to	the	
Western	Zhou,	the	origins	of	the	house	of	Qin	
were	within	the	Chinese	heartland:	King	Xiao	
of	Zhou	(r.	872-866	BCE)	presented	the	walled	
city	of	Qin,	located	in	the	east	of	today’s	Gansu,	
to	one	Feizi	of	Dog	Hill,	the	King’s	horse-	and	
cattle-wrangler,	establishing	the	Qin	family	as	
part	of	the	aristocracy.	

By	771	BCE,	 the	Qin	were	 fully	 enmeshed	 in	
the	feudal	relationships	of	the	Zhou	empire.	In	

that	year	their	ruler,	Duke	Xiang,	was	“chosen”	
to	 accompany	 the	 King	 on	 his	 (enforced)	
journey	 east	 to	 his	 new	 capital	 in	 Luoyang,	
and	was	“rewarded”	by	being	granted	domain	
over	Zhou’s	own	ancestral	lands.	Qin	was	now	
a	distinct	state	within	the	Zhou	empire.	A	large	
bronze	bo	bell	of	the	early	7th	century	BCE	(in	
the	AGNSW	exhibition)	carries	an	 inscription	
claiming	Heaven’s	mandate	for	the	first	Duke	
of	Qin	and	the	possession	of	his	capital	and	his	
state.	 By	 such	 bold	 statements	 bordering	 on	
lèse-majesté	towards	the	Zhou	royal	house,	and	
in	other	ways,	the	house	of	Qin	gave	notice	of	
its	ambitions.	

Professor	Lothar	von	Falkenhausen	of	UCLA	
argued	that	from	early	on	the	Qin	had	started	
to	 form	a	political	agenda	which	culminated	
in	their	assuming	central	control	of	China.	A	
key	figure	was	the	Qin	Chancellor	Shang	Yang	
(d.	 338	 BCE),	 who	 codified	 the	 state	 laws,	
introducing	 a	 system	 of	 harsh	 punishments	
for	miscreants	 and	 re-organising	Qin	 society	
to	make	members	of	a	household	responsible	
and	 answerable	 for	 each	 other’s	 actions.	
Professor	Robin	D.	S.	Yates	(McGill	University)	
showed	how	this	system	was	extended	after	
the	Qin	conquest	to	exert	Qin	control	over	the	
diverse	populations	of	the	new	empire.

Fan	 Ju	 (d.	 255	 BCE)	 carried	 on	 Shan	Yang’s	
policies	while	extending	them	into	the	military	
sphere,	 putting	 an	 end	 to	 chivalric	 notions	
of	 warfare	 and	 elevating	 the	 destruction	 of	
enemy	 armies	 as	 the	 main	 aim	 of	 military	
policy.	It	was	Fan	Ju	who	persuaded	the	King	
to	 “ally	 with	 distant	 states	 and	 attack	 your	
neighbours”.	 Qin	 ruthlessness,	 efficiency	

and	 central	 government	 control	 became	
embedded	as	the	major	characteristics	of	 the	
relentlessly	expanding	Qin	state.

In	 retrospect,	 the	 process	 of	 the	 unification	
of	 China	 by	 Qin	 has	 an	 air	 of	 inevitablity:	
beginning	 as	 early	 as	 the	 7th	 century	 BCE	
with	 the	 conquest	 of	 the	 rival	 state	 of	 Jin	
and	 installation	 of	 a	 client	 ruler;	 impelled	
by	 the	 successful	 termination	of	 an	 130-year	
campaign	over	the	rich	Southern	states	of	Shu	
and	Ba,	which	brought	access	to	new	mineral	
and	agricultural	resources	to	feed	and	arm	its	
armies;	 elevated	 to	 the	 status	 of	 a	Kingdom	
by	 the	enfeebled	Zhou	ruler	 in	325	BCE	and	
culminating	in	the	relentless	conquests	of	the	
half	dozen	remaining	states	“like	a	silkworm	
devouring	 mulberry	 leaves”	 in	 the	 Han	
historian	 Sima	 Qian’s	 evocative	 phrase.	 By	
221	BCE	the	King	of	Qin	stood	unchallenged	
as	ruler	of	all	China.

Yet,	 despite	 its	 relentless	 march	 to	 national	
power,	 there	 was	 a	 certain	 cultural	
ambivalence	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 Qin,	 revealed	
in	 its	 ritual	 objects	 and	 decorative	 artefacts.	
Ritual	bronzes,	especially	 those	of	 the	ruling	
house,	were	 stylistically	 part	 of	 the	Western	
Zhou	 cultural	 mainstream,	 characterised	
by	 interlacing	 decorative	 motifs	 that	 were	
distinctive	 without	 challenging	 orthodoxy.	
Even	after	new	shapes	and	styles	had	begun	
to	emerge	elsewhere	in	the	later	Zhou	period,	
the	Qin	style,	at	least	in	objects	for	ritual	use,	
tended	 to	 remain	 obstinately	 conservative.	
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 Qin	 taste	 for	 gold	
ornamentation	 reflects	 nomadic	 influences,	
even	 though	 the	 objects	 themselves	 (like	 a	
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gold	 tiger	 belt	 ornament	 in	 the	 exhibition)	
sometimes	 look	 back	 to	 Western	 Zhou	
shapes.	 Other	 objects	 such	 as	 two	 silver	
tiger	 decorative	 plaques	 (found	 in	 Xiongnu	
tombs	 in	 northern	 Qin)	 show	 clear	 Siberian	
influence,	 demonstrating,	 according	 to	 Dr	
Liu	 Yang	 of	 the	 AGNSW,	 the	 co-existence	
of	 surviving	 Shang	 and	 Zhou	 traditions	
with	 steppe	 region	 influences	 in	 Qin.	 Qin	
military	 conquests	 were	 a	 significant	 factor	
in	the	further	spread	of	these	outside	stylistic	
influences	throughout	the	country.

Qin’s	 “barbaric”	 origins	 are	 sometimes	 said	
to	be	proven	by	the	practice	of	including	live	
human	 sacrifices	 in	 royal	 burials,	 beginning	
with	 the	 burial	 of	 Duke	 Wu	 of	 Qin	 in	 638	
BCE.	 But	 human	 sacrifice	 in	 burials	 was	
a	 long-established	 Chinese	 practice	 going	
back	 to	 the	 Shang	 period,	 continuing	 into	
the	later	Eastern	Zhou.	In	the	state	of	Qin	the	
practice	was	 formally	 forbidden	 in	384	BCE.	
Notwithstanding	 this,	 the	 First	 Emperor’s	
tomb	is	believed	to	contain	the	bodies	of	many	
of	his	concubines,	while	the	bodies	of	artisans	
and	 labourers	 have	 been	 found	 in	 detached	
pits.	This	was	not	necessarily	the	intention	of	
the	First	Emperor:	according	to	Sima	Qian	the	
concubines	were	killed	by	decree	of	his	 son,	
the	 Second	 Emperor,	 who	 thought	 it	 wrong	

to	 separate	 those	 concubines	 who	 had	 not	
born	any	sons	from	their	lord.	Their	sacrificial	
burials	were	among	the	last	known	in	Chinese	
history.	 The	 burial	 of	 artisans	 and	 labourers	
was	an	afterthought	by	officials	motivated	not	
by	 any	 practice	 of	 ritual	 sacrifice	 (barbarian	
or	 otherwise),	 but	 rather	 to	 keep	 details	 of	
the	layout	and	contents	of	the	tomb	complex	
secure	from	tomb	robbers.	

And	 so	 to	 the	 second	question:	what	do	 the	
objects	 found	 in	 the	 Qin	 emperor’s	 tomb	
complex	 tell	 us	 about	 what	 he	 and	 his	
contemporaries	 believed	 about	 the	 afterlife?	
Surprisingly	 little	 is	 known	 about	 this.	
Confucius	 himself	 considered	 it	 futile	 to	
think	 about	what	might	happen	 after	death,	
preferring	 to	 confine	 himself	 to	 ensuring	
correct	 actions	 in	 this	 life	 and	 leaving	 a	
family	for	posterity.	But	from	the	contents	of	
contemporary	 tombs	 we	 know	 the	 afterlife	
remained	 a	 preoccupation	 for	 many.	 Like	
those	in	the	other	Zhou	states,	the	Qin	ruling	
family	 tombs	were	 furbished	with	 food	 and	
implements	 to	 nourish	 them,	 sustain	 their	
rituals	 and	 acknowledge	 their	 rank	 in	 the	
afterlife.	And	 the	 existence	 in	 lesser	 nobles’	
tombs	 of	 miniature	 vessels	 and	 ceramic	
imitations	of	ritual	bronzes,	shows	a	developed	
notion	 that	 symbolic	 representations	 were	

sufficient	in	the	afterworld	to	provide	for	the	
needs	of	the	spirits.	

We	know	that	the	First	Emperor	was	inordinately	
preoccupied,	even	obsessed,	with	life	beyond	the	
grave,	consulting	diviners	and	shamans,	sending	
expeditions	 to	 the	 eastern	 sea	 in	 search	 of	 the	
Penglai	 islands,	 then	held	to	be	the	gateway	to	
the	land	of	the	immortals,	and	travelling	to	the	
five	sacred	mountains	of	the	empire	to	perform	
rituals	 and	 leave	 stone	 commemorations	
designed,	in	part,	to	secure	his	own	immortality.	
Jessica	 Rawson	 (Professor	 of	 Chinese	 Art	 and	
Archaeology,	 Merton	 College,	 Oxford)	 likened	
the	 mausoleum	 itself	 to	 a	 giant	 doll’s	 house,	
replicating	the	real	world	to	create	a	place	where	
the	 Emperor	 would	 be	 safe	 to	 amuse	 himself	
for	 eternity.	 But	 how	 could	 inanimate	 models	
step	into	the	next	life	with	the	Emperor	as	living	
beings	to	serve	him?	Professor	Rawson’s	answer	
was	 that	 the	Emperor	must	have	believed	 that	
the	 act	 of	 creating	 these	 replicas	 brought	 their	
spirit	into	existence.	One	might	add,	and	served	
to	show	the	might	and	power	of	the	unified	state	
he	forged.

Grand	 though	 the	 tombs	 of	 some	 of	 his	
ancestors	 may	 have	 been,	 there	 was	 simply	
no	 precedent	 for	 the	 scale	 or	 elaborateness	
of	 the	 First	 Emperor’s	 tomb,	 nor	 for	 the	
armies	of	terracotta	and	bronze	figures	which	
surrounded	it.	As	Edmund	Capon	noted,	they	
came	from	nowhere,	the	first	such	effigies	we	
know	in	a	Chinese	tomb,	and	unique	in	being	
life-sized.	 And	 while	 the	 famous	 terracotta	
army	 is	 taken	 to	 convey	 the	 martial	 power	
and	 outlook	 of	 the	 Qin	 state,	 the	 discovery	
of	 statues	 of	 musicians	 and	 dancers,	 and	
dozens	of	realistic	life-size	bronze	waterbirds	
arranged	 as	 if	 along	 a	 riverbank	 show	 a	
gentler,	more	cultured	side.

While	other	emperors,	notably	under	the	Han,	
furbished	their	tombs	with	impressive	armies	
and	arrays	of	servants,	all	were	content	with	
scaled-down,	purely	symbolic	representations.	
Eventually,	with	the	introduction	of	Buddhism	
and	 the	 evolution	 of	Daoist	 philosophy	 into	
an	 organised	 religion,	 new	 concepts	 of	 life	
after	 death	 emerged,	 less	 literal	 but	 more	
spiritually	 and	 emotionally	 appealing,	 and	
new	 mortuary	 practices	 displaced	 the	 old.	
The	 vast	 mausoleum	 at	 Mount	 Li,	 said	 to	
have	employed	700,000	workers	to	build	but	
largely	 looted	 and	 burnt	 within	 years	 of	 its	
completion,	became	notorious	as	a	symbol	of	
extravagance	 and	 self-glorification.	But	 even	
now,	 it	 raises	 questions	 about	 the	 beliefs	 of	
those	 who	 built	 it	 which	 elude	 attempts	 to	
find	easy	answers.

John Millbank has a PhD in history. he is currently 

writing a book on the sacred mountains of china.
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Marion	Macdonald

ourteen	hundred	years.	Three	continents.	
One	legacy’,	reads	the	immense	billboard	

on	the	road	between	the	Doha	airport	and	its	
new	Museum.	
	
This	is	a	part	of	the	planet	not	much	given	to	
modest	aims	and	small	ideas.	The	Museum	of	
Islamic	Art	 is	 said	 to	 be	 the	 only	 one	 in	 the	
world	 to	 be	 devoted	 solely	 to	 Islamic	 art.	 It	
has	been	 the	personal	project	 of	 the	Emir	of	
Qatar,	 Sheikh	 Hamad	 bin	 Khalifa	Al	 Thani,	
and	his	Sheikha,	and	is	planned	to	be	the	first	
of	‘a	series	of	museums	and	institutions	which	
will	cover	all	 the	 interests	and	aspirations	of	
human	kind’.			

The	al	Thanis’	desire	was	to	give	all	Muslims	
a	sense	of	 the	richness	and	diversity	of	 their	
shared	culture,	 secular	and	domestic	as	well	
as	 religious,	 and	 also	 -	 in	 the	 wistful	 way	
often	expressed	by	progressive	Muslims	 -	 to	
show	the	rest	of	the	world	the	teachings	of	the	
Qur’an	as	tolerant,	enlightened,	inspirational.
	
For	 this	 reason	 the	 museum	 building	 is	 as	
interesting	as	the	collection	it	houses.	The	person	
they	chose	to	design	it	-	after	a	false	start	with	a	
Lebanese	architect	-	was	I.M.	Pei,	a	(then)	91-year-
old	 Chinese-American	 who	 said	 himself	 that	
Islam	was	one	religion	he	did	not	know.	
	
Pei’s	 last	 great	 cultural	 building	 had	 been	
the	 pyramid	 in	 front	 of	 the	 Louvre.	He	 had	
no	 need	 to	 épater	 le	 bourgeois	with	 this	 one.	
What	he	wanted	was	to	give	built	expression	
to	the	essence	of	Islam,	and	he	asked	for	two	
favours:	 six	months	 to	find	 it,	 and	an	 island	
to	put	it	on.
	
You	can	see	the	point	of	the	island	when	you	
look	at	the	surrounding	edifices.	The	cities	of	
the	Arabian	Gulf,	 starting	pretty	much	 from	
bare	 sand	 and	 fed	 with	 their	 sheikdoms’	
rivers	of	oil	and	gas,	have	become	a	dizzying	
kaleidoscope	 of	 architectural	 statements.	
They	lean,	they	bulge,	they	branch	and	topple.	
They’re	 fun	 to	 look	 at,	 though	 one	 can’t	
imagine	what	they’re	like	to	furnish.	
			
Pei’s	building,	in	contrast,	seems	to	have	grown	
out	 of	 the	 land.	He	 found	 his	 inspiration	 in	
the	ancient	forts	of	Tunisia,	the	severe,	sunlit	
architecture	of	the	desert,	and	in	the	great	9th	
century	Ahmad	 Ibn	Tulun	mosque	 in	Cairo,	
especially	its	late	13th	century	domed	sabil	or	
ablutions	 fountain.	To	quote	Pei	himself,	 the	
resulting	 architecture	 is:	 ‘an	 almost	 Cubist	

expression	of	geometric	progression	from	the	
octagon	 to	 the	 square	 and	 the	 square	 to	 the	
circle…’	Seen	first	from	the	irrigated	lushness	
of	the	Corniche,	the	Museum	is	the	colour	of	
sand,	a	monumental	sculpture	carved	out	of	
sun	 and	 shadow	 rising	 from	 the	 jade-green	
waters	of	the	Gulf.	
	
The	 austerity	 of	 this	 exterior	 is	 small	
preparation	 for	 the	filigreed	splendour	of	 the	
interior,	 the	domed	atrium	with	 its	 45-metre-
high	 glass	 curtain	 wall,	 the	 12-metre-wide	
circular	 metal	 chandelier	 over	 the	 grand	
double	staircase	which	curves	up	from	the	pale	
limestone	floor	through	the	layers	of	galleries.	
	
Pei	designed	the	atrium,	but	for	the	exhibition	
areas	 he	 turned	 to	 his	 collaborator	 at	 the	
Louvre,	Jean-Michel	Wilmotte.	The	Museum’s	
collection	is	not	enormous	-	still	in	the	process	
of	 acquisition,	 and	 numbering	 hundreds	 of	
items,	 rather	 than	 thousands	 -	 but	 virtually	
every	object,	from	the	tiniest	carved	Egyptian	
ivory	 chess-piece	 to	 a	 16-metre-long	 Indian	
carpet,	is	among	the	best	of	its	kind.	
	 	
Wilmotte	was	able	 to	give	each	one	of	 them	
the	 star	 treatment.	 The	 atrium	 is	 flooded	
with	light	but	no	natural	light	penetrates	the	
galleries;	 there	 is	 minimal	 labelling	 and	 the	
display	cases	are	so	immense	as	to	be	almost	

invisible,	 so	 that	 the	 glowing	 objects	within	
seem	to	float	in	the	dark.	
	
And	because	 there	aren’t	 too	many	of	 them,	
you	 can	 see	 them	 all:	 the	 most	 exquisite	
carpets	and	textiles,	calligraphy	and	ceramics,	
jewels	and	paintings	 from	across	 the	 Islamic	
world,	 from	 Mughal	 India	 to	 the	 gates	 of	
China	and	beyond.	
	
So	in	that	sense,	and	in	most	others,	the	Doha	
museum	is	a	day-tripper’s	delight.	There	is	a	
handsome	catalogue,	 and	an	excellent	 audio	
guide.	It	is	closed	only	for	Eid,	the	first	day	of	
the	 festival	 that	marks	 the	 end	of	Ramadan,	
and	 also	 -	 a	 nice	 reminder	 of	 its	 planned	
function	 as	 a	 bridge	 between	 cultures	 -	
Christmas	Day.	
	
Be	 warned,	 however:	 there	 is	 (at	 time	 of	
writing)	nowhere	to	eat	in	the	museum	itself,	
unless	you	fancy	the	kind	of	junk	food	available	
from	 vending	 machines;	 and	 whatever	 the	
temperature	 outside,	 the	 interior	 is	 chilled	 to	
an	extent	more	suited	to	a	side	of	beef	than	an	
art-lover.	Take	a	sandwich,	and	a	wrap.

Marion Macdonald is a former journalist whose first 

encounter with this part of the world came when she 

drove a Mini Minor in the London to Sydney Marathon 

in 1968.	
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Southeast	asian	Ceramics	Museum-	

Bangkok	University	

roxanna M. Brown 

Bangkok University Press, 2009 

136 pages, text in Thai and English, 125 colour images  

available in Bangkok. rrP baht 990 (approx aU$33)

This	 profusely	 illustrated	 catalogue	 of	 the	
Southeast	 Asian	 Ceramics	 Museum,	 which	
opened	in	2005,	includes	short,	clear	descriptions	
of	 all	 major	 ceramic	 types	 made	 in	 Thailand	
including	 Khmer	 Empire	 wares,	 shipwreck	
ceramics	 and	 trade	 ceramics	 of	 Myanmar,	
Vietnam	and	China.		The	catalogue	showcases	
the	Museum’s	masterpieces,	 illustrating	many	
fine	and	often	rare	pieces.			

In	a	posthumous	introduction,	the	late	Mr	Surat	
Osathanugrah,	the	Museum’s	founder,		explained	
that	in	the	early	1960s	when	he	discovered	that	
the	 best	 Thai	 pottery	 had	permanently	 left	 the	
country	 –	 sometimes	 in	 ancient	 times	 and	 but	
also	recently	-		he	set	out	to	establish	a	collection	
to	preserve	the	nation’s	ceramic	cultural	heritage.			
It	was	difficult	to	find	high	quality	examples.			A	
break-through	 happened	 in	 1984-1985	 when	
the	 extensive	 burial	 sites	 at	 Tak-Omkoi	 on	 the	
Thai-Myanmar	(Burma)	border	were	uncovered.			
Large	 quantities	 of	 14th-16th	 century	 pots	 in	
pristine	 condition	 from	 Si	 Satchanalai	 and	
Sukhothai,	and	rare	examples	from	the	northern	
Thai/Lanna	 kilns	 around	 Chiangmai,	 as	 well	
as	 pieces	 from	 Myanmar,	 Vietnam	 and	 China	
became	 available.	 	 Many	 of	 these	 are	 now	 in	
the	 museum’s	 collection	 which	 numbers	 over	
2000	items.		The	museum	complex	also	includes	
model	kilns	from	Si	Satchanalai	and	from	north	
Thailand/Lanna.

A	useful	chapter	outlines	the	late	Dr	Roxanna	
Brown’s	well-known	thesis	on	the	chronology	
of	 the	 Southeast	 Asian	 ceramic	 trade	 from	
1368-1584,	 based	 on	 her	 study	 of	 various	
shipwreck	 cargoes	 found	 in	 the	 Gulf	 of	
Thailand.	 	The	“Ming	ban”	of	 the	early	15th	
century	 created	 the	 opportunity	 for	 Thai	

and	 Vietnamese	 potteries	 to	 flourish,	 as	 the	
Chinese	imperial	prohibition	on	private	trade	
severely	 reduced	 exports	 from	 South	China.		
She	breaks	the	chronology	into	six	periods:

Phase 1, c 1368-1400:		The	first	exports	of	green	
glazed	Si	Satchanalai	(or	Sawankhalok)	and	San	
Kamphaeng	stonewares	appeared.		They	were	
found	 in	 shipwrecks	 together	 with	 Chinese	
brown	 and	 green	 glazed	 monochromes	 and	
Vietnamese	underglaze	brown	and	blue	wares.		

Phase 2, c 1400-1424/30:	The	first	Si	Satchanalai	
underglaze	painted	designs	emerged.	In	phases	
one	 and	 two	 50	 percent	 of	 the	 shipwreck	
ceramic	cargoes	were	Chinese.

Phase 3, c 1424/30-1487:	 Si	 Satchanalai	
celadons	were	at	their	peak.	 	The	proportion	
of	 Chinese	 wares	 in	 shipwreck	 cargoes	
dropped	to	five	percent.		

Phase 4, c 1488-1505:	The	quantity	of	Chinese	
wares	in	sunken	ship	cargoes	rebounded	to	75	
percent	with	bulk	shipments	of	blue	and	white	
porcelains	 and	 fewer	 celadons.	 	 Vietnamese	
blue	and	white	and	Myanmar	celadon-glazed	
stonewares	were	exported.	

Phase 5, c 1500-1520:	 Lovely	 opaque	 glazed	
wares	from	Si	Satchanalai	first	appeared.		Vast	
quantities	of	Si	Satchanalai	underglaze	brown	
and	white	covered	boxes	were	exported.	

Phase 6, c 1520-1580:		Si	Satchanalai,	Sukhothai,	
Myanmar	 and	 Vietnamese	 exports	 dried	 up.		
Singburi	 storage/shipping	 jar	 production,	
however,	continued	for	another	200	years.	

Roxanna	Brown	was	director	of	the	museum	
at	 the	 time	of	her	 tragic	death.	 	This	book	 is	
her	final	work	and	 it	 serves	as	 further	proof	
of	 her	 immensely	 important	 scholarship	
on	 mainland	 Southeast	 Asian	 ceramics,	
shipwreck	and	trade	ceramics,	and	the	“Ming	
ban”.			The	illustrations	are	superb,	flawlessly	
photographed	with	details	clearly	shown.	 	 It	
belongs	 in	 any	 library	 of	 Asian	 ceramics.		
Unfortunately,	it	is	only	available	in	Thailand.	

David rehfuss is co-founder and President of the 

Washington Oriental ceramic Society. he curated 

the 2006 exhibition, “Glorious Pots: a Millennium 

of Southeast asia Trade - ceramics from Maryland, 

Virginia and Washington collections”, and is a 

curatorial Volunteer of the Freer | Sackler Galleries, 

Washington, Dc. 
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With Angkor as its capital, the Khmer empire ruled over 
what is now central and southern Vietnam, southern 

Laos, Thailand and part of the Malay Peninsula. Angkor’s 
superb ruins are the major reason travellers come to 

view the great empire’s remnants. Yet Cambodia offers 
travellers a host of other experiences, including the legacy 
of outstanding ancient and French colonial architecture, 
spectacular riverine environments, a revitalising Phnom 

Penh and beautiful countryside. 

Our wide-ranging Travel With TAASA program sets out 
to reflect this variety. As well as Angkor we visit other 
evocative Khmer temple complexes including Preah 

Vihear, the breathtaking mountaintop temple of immense 
historical and political significance to the Khmers. An 

interesting diversion across the border into Thailand to 
experience Phanom Rung and Phi Mai is also included.

Two highly qualified leaders are looking forward to 
sharing their enthusiasm for Cambodia with you: Gill 
Green, President of TAASA, art historian and author 

specialising in Cambodian culture; and Darryl Collins, 
prominent Australian expatriate university lecturer, 
museum curator, and author who has lived and  

worked in Cambodia for twenty years.

Price per person twinshare  
ex Phnom Penh $4650

 To register your interest, reserve a place or for 
further information contact Ray Boniface

PO Box U237 
University of Wollongong NSW 2500 Australia

p: +61 2 4228 3887 m: 0409 927 129
e: heritagedest@bigpond.com

ABN 21 071 079 859 Lic No TAG1747

H E R I TA G E  D E S T I N A T I O N S
N AT U R E  •  B U I L D I N G S  •  P E O P L E  •  T R A V E L L E R S 

Travel with TAASA
Cambodia:  

Angkor, Preah Vihear  
and Beyond

With Gill Green and Darryl Collins
30 October – 16 November 2011
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Gael	Newton

oo	 many	 exhibitions	 in	 Europe	 and	
America	 of	 photography	 from	 the	Asia-

Pacific	 region	 are	 dominated	 by	 the	 few	
foreign	 photographers,	 usually	 British,	 at	
work	 in	 Asia.	 Here	 and	 There,	 currently	 on	
show	 in	 the	 NGA’s	 Photography	 Gallery	
encompasses	responses	to	Asia	by	both	Asian	
as	well	as	foreign	artists,	who	reflect	on	their	
artistic	 heritage	 and	 the	 rapidly	 changing	
modern	world	in	which	they	work	and	travel.

On	display	is	a	group	of	works	by	contemporary	
photomedia	 artists	 dating	 from	 the	 last	 two	
decades.	 The	 works	 are	 mostly	 large	 scale	
staged	tableaux	in	colour	and	their	techniques	
range	 from	 the	 photogram	 process	 used	 by	
Susan	Purdy	in	her	enigmatic	still	life	studies	of	
Chinese	objects	-	one	of	the	oldest	and	simplest	
forms	 of	 photography	 -	 to	 the	 latest	 digital	
imaging.	 The	 earliest	 work	 on	 view,	 Casual	
victim:	 Club	 World	 1990-91	 is	 by	 Hiram	 To,	 a	
conceptual	 artist	 who	 spent	 time	 in	Australia	
and	 presents	 an	 enigmatic	 image	 of	 a	 young	
Asian	man	in	a	bell-hop	uniform	in	Hong	Kong	
holding	a	sign	saying	‘Club	World’.	

Australian	Valerie	Sparks	looks	at	identity	and	
cultural	exchange	in	a	more	positive	light	using	
digital	 imaging	 to	 make	 a	 panoramic	 mural	
inspired	by	18th	century	exotic	Pacific	themed	
wallpapers	melding	Asian	immigrant	cultural	
motifs	with	Melbourne	landmark	buildings.

Two	 works	 from	 London	 based	 photomedia	
artist-collaborators	 Jonathan	 Anderson	 and	
Edwin	Low’s	recent	series	Manga	Dreams	show	
the	costume	and	bodily	transformations	adopted	
by	 a	 subculture	 of	 young	 people	 in	 Southeast	
Asia	who	parade	the	spiky	black	hair	styles	and	
costumes	worn	by	characters	in	Japanese	manga	
comics.	Anderson	and	Low	are	fascinated	by	the	
way	this	Japanese	popular	cultural	phenomenon	
is	taking	over	from	Western	magazines,	film	and	
television	in	initiating	new	trends.	

Works	 by	 Australian	 artist	 couple	 Rose	
Farrell	 and	 George	 Parkin	 come	 from	 their	
residency	 at	 the	 Beijing	 Art	 Academy	 in	
2000	which	resulted	 in	a	series	called	Double	
Happiness	 in	 which	 the	 artists’	 increasingly	
heavily	 digitally	 manipulated	 self-images	
appear	 in	 Chinese	 settings.	 Merged	 person	
identities	 also	 appear	 in	 the	montage	mixed	
media	 painting	 and	 photographic	 works	 of	
Australian	 artist	 couple	 Charles	 Green	 and	
Lyndal	 Brown	whose	work	 places	 a	 famous	
1860s	Felice	Beato	hand	coloured	photograph	

of	 Japanese	 girls	 asleep	 within	 a	 view	 of	
Sydney	Harbour.	

Known	for	performing	in	a	series	of	elaborately	
set	 tableaux	 based	 on	 Western	 medical	
treatises,	Farrell	and	Parkin’s	engagement	with	
Asian	place	and	culture	presented	a	challenge:	
how	 to	 make	 authentic	 and	 creative	 work	
without	 the	 hubris	 of	 suggesting	 they	 could	
know	China	 in	a	 short	visit.	 Interestingly	 the	
couple,	while	appearing	to	be	confined	by	their	
Chinese	settings,	succeed	in	demonstrating	the	
creative	forces	released	by	cultural	exchange.	

Similarly,	the	work	of	their	Chinese	counterparts,	
artist	couple	Lin	Tianmiao	and	Wang	Gongxin,	
refers	 to	 their	 experiences	 in	 American	 art	
schools	 and	 their	 lives	 as	 international	 artists.	
The	 photographic	 component	 of	 their	 video	
and	 installation	 work,	 Here?	 and	 There?,	
shows	 ethereal	 Chinese	 girls	 in	 filmy	 white	
and	 blue	 costumes	 in	 stylised	 poses	 like	 old	
Chinese	 figurines	 set	 within	 fantastic	 settings	
and	desolate	black	and	white	landscapes.	Their	
characters	 seem	 almost	 imprisoned	 by	 a	 past	
that	is	unconnected	to	the	present	and	future.	

In	their	different	ways,	the	artists	in	Here	and	There	
tackle	their	own	cultural	pasts	in	the	context	of	
the	current	geopolitical	and	cultural	engagement	
between	the	Euro-American	‘West’	and	Asia.	

‘Here	 and	 There’	 is	 showing	 at	 the	 Photography	
Gallery,	 National	 Gallery	 of	 Australia	 through	
until	May	2011.

Gael Newton is Senior curator of Photography at 

the NGa.

THe GiRl iN THe ReD HAT, MaNGa DrEaMS SErIES 2010, 

aNDErSON & LOW (EST. LONDON 1990), INkJET cOLOUr PrINT 

FrOM DIGITaL PhOTOGraPh, NGa, PUrchaSED 2010

For a brochure on any of the above tours,  
or to receive our quarterly newsletter  

Bon Voyage, please phone: 

(02) 9290 3856 or 1300 799 887  
(outside Sydney metrop.), fax: (02) 9290 3857, 

e-mail: robl@alumnitravel.com.au;  
www.alumnitravel.com.au 

Organising study tours since 1989. Australia’s 
oldest independent study tour company.

We offer over 20 study tours each year, of which the 
following may be of interest to TAASA members.

TURKEY: LURE OF THE EAST
21 MAY – 09 JUNE 2011

From Turkey’s lush Black Sea coast, through dense pine forests 
and hidden valleys, this tour visits some of the Turkey’s most 

dramatic scenery. Even more striking are the layers of civilisation 
that have been revealed here, and the tour includes Gobekli Tepe, 

a religious sanctuary dating to c9000. Other centres  
visited include Trabzon, Erzerum, Kars, Dogu Beyazit,  

Van, Mardin, Sanliurfa, Gaziantep, Antakya and Adana.  
Tour is led by Rob Lovell.

Land Only price per person, twin share: $6,995

SRi LANKA: AN AdvENTURE iN SERENdipiTY
23 MAY – 13 JUNE 2011

Islands are special places and Sri Lanka is no exception.  
Its Buddhist legacy of dagobas, relic fortresses, statues and 
temples awaits to be explored along with national parks,  

colonial architecture, tea plantations and elephant orphanages. 
Bawa officionados will be satisfied. John Barclay will  

be your tour leader. 
Land Only per person, twin share: $4,975

KOREA: NORTH ANd SOUTH
06 – 24 SEpTEMbER 2011

Compare both the Communist north and the extremely capitalist 
south of this riven nation. Travel by train from the Chinese border 
into Pyongyang. After some local touring there, you will witness 

one of the spectacular parades for which North Korea has become 
renowned. In the south explore the history of the three great 

dynasties, the beautiful autumn colours of the mountains  
on the eastern side of the peninsula and the unique cuisine.  

Tour is led by Simon Gentry.
Land Only per person, twin share: $8570

iRAN
NOvEMbER 2011

John Tidmarsh (Near Eastern Archaeology Foundation) leads his 
second tour to Iran for us, exploring pre-historic sites, the cities 

of the Persians and Sassanians, whose sophisticated society 
challenged the Byzantines and laid the foundations for an 

advanced Islamic succession. Includes fabled Isfahan and Shiraz.

TOURS ScHEdULEd FOR 2012 iNcLUdE:
Egypt (hopefully), Uzbekistan, viet Nam’s central 

highlands, the caucasus, cyprus and Lebanon, 
Japan, Taklamakan, remote parts of iran,  

Nepal, bhutan and Laos.

T



Ta a S a  r E V I E W  V O L U M E  2 0  N O . 1

taaSa	NSW	

TAASA Iranian Arts and Crafts Seminar
30 October 2010, Powerhouse Museum, 
Sydney
The	 topic	 for	 this	 one	 day	 seminar	 was	
designed	 to	 follow	 on	 from	 the	 topic	 of	
‘Ancient	 Iran’,	 the	 focus	 of	 the	 September	
issue	of	the	TAASA	Review.	Dr	John	Tidmarsh	
skilfully	 set	 the	 scene	 with	 an	 overview	 of	
Iran’s	 early	 history	 and	 key	 archaeological	
sites,	 supported	 by	 glorious	 images.	 Dr	
Stefano	Carboni,	Director	 of	 the	Art	Gallery	
of	West	Australia	 and	previously	Curator	 of	
Islamic	Art	 at	 the	 Metropolitan	 Museum	 of	
Art,	New	York,	spoke	on	glass	objects	-	ewers,	

bowls	and	even	medallions	–	produced	in	the	
Sasanian	period	and	pointed	out	the	delicacy	
of	 handling	 and	 working	 in	 this	 fragile	
medium.	He	also	noted	that	the	tradition	has	
revived	 in	recent	centuries.	Dr	Kate	Radford		
discussed	 the	 motif	 of	 the	 ‘dancing	 ladies’	
on	 Sasanian	 period	 silver	 ewers,	 and	 it	was	
interesting	to	compare	the	forms	of	the	ewers	
of	beaten	silver	with	those	in	glass.	

Iranian-born	 artist	 Nasser	 Palangi	 introduced	
the	 subject	 of	 calligraphy,	 the	 artistry	 of	 the	
written	 word.	 Spoken	 Farsi	 (the	 language	 of	
Iran)	 is	 transcribed	 in	 Nastaliq	 script	 which	
beautifully	 expresses	 both	 mundane	 and	
metaphysical	 layers	 of	meaning.	Dr	Heleanor	
Feltham’s	presentation	discussed	how	Sasanian	
period	weavers	adopted	silk	weaving	into	their	
repertoire,	once	silk	arrived	in	west	Asia	from	
China.	In	an	example	of	reverse	influence,	she	
showed	 how	 the	 so-called	 pearl	 medallion	
design	containing	figurative	motifs,	a	distinctly	
Sasanian	form,	thereafter	appeared	in	prestige	
Chinese	 textiles	 from	 the	 Tang	 Dynasty	
onwards	as	well	as	eventually	in	Europe.	

The	 afternoon	 was	 rounded	 off	 by	 Leigh	
Mackay	who	explained	the	layered	symbolism	
of	 the	 motifs	 on	 tufted	 Persian	 carpets	 with	
their	 emphasis	 on	 expressing	 the	 infinite	

universe	accessed	through	concepts	of	 layered	
cosmology.	

In	a	first	for	TAASA,	Nasser	Palangi	and	his	
wife	 Farideh	 Zariv,	 both	 practising	 artists	
based	in	the	ACT,	exhibited	a	number	of	their	
contemporary	works	in	a	display	space	in	the	
seminar	area.	

TAASA NSW End of Year Party
The	 TAASA	 End	 of	 Year	 party	 took	 place	 on	
Wednesday	 8	 December	 at	 the	 Powerhouse	
Museum.	As	always	it	was	a	great	opportunity	
for	members	and	guests	to	catch	up	on	a	year	that	
has	passed	so	quickly	and	to	purchase	amazing	
bargains	from	the	Bazaar	which	was	bigger	and	
better	than	ever.	Tremendous	thanks	are	due	to	
all	those	who	helped	by	providing	such	delicious	
snacks,	who	helped	with	 our	 yearly	 raffle	 and	
at	 the	 bar,	 and	 to	 those	 who	 donated	 those	
irresistible	items	for	both	the	bazaar	and	raffle.
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taaSa	NSW	EVENtS

TAASA Textile Study Group
This	 year,	 the	 Powerhouse	 Museum	 is	
undertaking	 major	 renovations,	 which	
means	 that	 our	 usual	 meeting	 room	 will	
be	unavailable	for	some	time.	A	couple	of	
options	 for	 alternative	 spaces	 are	 being	
explored	 and	 when	 an	 arrangement	 is	
finalised,	 this	 will	 be	 circulated	 and	 the	
continuing	program	announced.	

taaSa	QUEENSlaNd	EVENtS

Provisional	 arrangements	 have	 been	
made	 for	 events	 in	April	 and	 June	 though	
confirmation	of	the	dates	is	not	yet	possible	
since	 potential	 venues	 in	 the	 Queensland	
Art	Gallery	and	the	Gallery	of	Modern	Art	
were	 closed	 owing	 to	 the	 recent	 flooding	
in	 Brisbane.	 Subject	 to	 determination	 of	
venues,	 members	 John	 and	 Marilyn	 Bee	
have	 agreed	 to	 talk	 about	 and	 display	
items	 from	 their	 collection	 of	 Lao/Indo-

China	silver	in	early	April.	In	June,	member		
Dr	Anne	Kirker	will	 present	 an	 illustrated	
talk	on	two	contemporary	print	artists	from	
Japan:	Noda	and	Shimada.	

Final	 details	 will	 be	 sent	 to	 Queensland	
members	as	soon	as	they	become	available.	
Any	 queries	 about	 Queensland	 events	
should	be	directed	to	Philip	Courtenay	at:	
courtenay@hotkey.net.au.

taaSa	ViCtoria	EVENtS

Special viewing of Sotheby's Auction 
30 March, 5 - 7pm, 926 High St Armadale, 
Melbourne

A	special	preview	viewing	of	the	Sotheby's	
Decorative	Arts	sale	scheduled	for	5	April,	
which	has	a	significant	Asian	art	component,	
will	 be	 provided	 for	 TAASA	members	 on	
Wednesday	30	March.

aT ThE TaaSa IraNIaN arTS aND craFT SEMINar. 

 L-r FarIDEh zarIV, NaSSEr PaLaNGI, STEFaNO carBONI.  

PhOTO SaNDY WaTSON
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Compiled	by	Tina	Burge

aUStraliaN	CaPital	tErritory

Varilaku	-	Pacific	arts	from	the	Solomon	islands	

National Gallery of australia, canberra

26 February – 29 May 2011

This	 is	 the	first	major	exhibition	 in	Australia	
bringing	 together	 the	 finest	 traditional	
arts	 from	 one	 of	 our	 nearest	 neighbours.		
Drawn	 from	 museums	 and	 galleries	 across	
the	 Pacific,	 the	 artworks	 will	 display	 the	
symbiotic	 history	 of	 warfare	 and	 art	 and	
feature	 spectacular	works	 from	 the	 late	 19th	
and	early	20th	centuries.	

Varilaku:	art	from	the	Solomon	islands	forum

A	 two-day	 forum,	 in	 collaboration	 with	 the	
Oceanic	Art	Society,	on	16–17	April	2011,	with	
local	 and	 international	 experts	 in	 the	 fields	
of	Solomon	 Islander	art,	 culture	and	history.	
Price	 for	 both	 days:	 $40;	 $35	 members/
concessions/Oceanic	Art	Society	members.	

A	series	of	talks	will	be	presented	in	
association	with	the	exhibition.		
Go	to	www.nga.gov.au

 
 
 
Other Asian Art related events at the NGA 
include:

Spirit of India 2011	 -	 9	 March	 7.30	 pm:	
Flute	 and	 shehnai	 player	 Pandit	 Rajendra	
Prasanna	 performs	 lively	 interpretations	 of	
Indian	ragas.

Ukiyo-e/ Japanese woodblock prints : lecture 
and demonstration	 -	 18	 March	 12.30–2.00	

pm:	An	 introduction	 to	 traditional	 Japanese	
Ukiyo-e	 woodblock	 prints	 by	 Kunio	 Sakai,	
Director	of	Sakai	Kokodo	Gallery	and	Deputy	
Director	 of	 The	 Japan	 Ukiyo-e	 Museum.		
Japanese	with	English	interpretation.

Wayang kulit (shadow puppet drama of Java) 
performance	 -	 21	May	 2.00	 pm:	 Enjoy	 stories	
told	through	the	magical	Javanese	art	of	wayang	
kulit	(shadow	puppet	drama),	accompanied	by	
a	traditional	gamelan	(orchestra).

The lotus within	 -	 5	 April	 12.45	 pm:	 Lucie	
Folan,	 Assistant	 Curator	 of	 Asian	 Art,	
introduces	 a	 recently	 acquired	 Sri	 Lankan	
Buddhist	relic	container	in	the	form	of	a	stupa.

Cantering through the cosmos	-	10	May	12.45	
pm:	Robyn	Maxwell,	Senior	Curator	of	Asian	
Art,	 discusses	 an	 extraordinary	 Indonesian	
sculpture	of	an	ancestral	horse	and	riders.

NEW	SoUtH	WalES

Homage	to	the	ancestors	-		

ritual	art	from	the	Chu	Kingdom

The art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 

4 February – 26 april 2011

In	ancient	China,	banquets	were	offered	to	the	
ancestors	and	heavenly	deities,	with	elaborate	
bronzes	 used	 to	 hold	 food	 and	 wine,	 and	
musical	 instruments.	 Drawn	 from	 the	
holdings	of	the	Hubei	Provincial	Museum,	70	
of	these	ritual	objects	from	the	Chu	kingdom	
in	 the	 Warring	 States	 period	 (481-221	 BCE)	
are	 displayed,	 most	 from	 the	 treasure-filled	
tombs	 of	 the	 Marquis	 Yi	 of	 Zeng	 and	 an	
anonymous	 aristocrat	 at	 Jiuliandun,	 which	
rank	among	the	most	astonishing	discoveries	
ever	made	in	Chinese	archaeology.

A	series	of	exhibition	talks	from	5.30-6.30pm	
in	the	Asian	gallery	include:
Ritual practices:		Dr	Julian	Droogan	on	
2	March
Lacquer wares:	Phoebe	Scott	on	9	March	

Go to: www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au.

arts	of	asia	lecture	series	2011	-		

innovasian:	asian	art	1960s	to	now

Tuesdays 1pm

15 March – 20 September 2011

Beginning	on	15	March,	this	course	investigates	
innovation	and	transformation	across	traditional	
Asian	 art	 forms,	 contemporary	 art	movements	

and	 individual	 practice	 throughout	 the	 region.	
Each	lecture	presents	the	broader	socio-political	
context	for	a	specific	movement	or	artist,	as	well	
as	cultural	highlights	of	the	period	and	reception	
of	the	work,	both	locally	and	globally.

For further information go to:   
www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/calendar/arts-
asia-2011

	

	

	

	

india	–	Past,	Present	and	abroad

Macquarie University art Gallery, Sydney

24 January – 18 February 2011 

The	 historical	 past	 and	 the	 present	 are	
interconnected	 through	 the	 personal	
experiences	 and	 stories	 told	 by	 Indian	
communities	 in	 Australia	 and	 abroad.		
On	 16	 February,	 a	 lecture	 entitled	 India’s	
Secret	 Heritage	 -	 a	 Tale	 of	 Two	 Cities,	 by	
Professor	Jane	Chapman,	one	of	the	curators	
of	the	exhibition,	will	examine	less	examined	
aspects	of	India’s	recent	past.	

For further information go to:  
www.artgallery.mq.edu.au.

it	Without	a	Blink

Gallery 4a, Sydney

19 March at 12.30pm and 2.30pm

As	 part	 of	 the	 exhibition	 Constellation,	 4A	
presents	 this	 choreographed	 performance	
by	 Berlin-based	 Korean	 artist,	 Eunhye	
Hwang.	Members	of	the	audience	are	invited	
to	 register	 their	 names	 which	 will	 then	 be	
orchestrated	 into	 a	 complex	 arrangement	 of	
movement	 and	 vocalisation	 by	 the	 artist,	
together	with	an	eclectic	group	of	singers	and	
dancers.	To	register	your	interest	email	4A	at:	
info@4a.com.au

roViaNa	laGooN,	SoloMoN	iSlaNdS, 

POrTraIT BUST OF a YOUNG MaN 1870–1900, 

WOOD, PaINT, ShELL , haIr, 33 X 26 X 22 cM, 

NaTIONaL GaLLErY OF aUSTraLIa , caNBErra , 

PUrchaSED 2007

THe BOy wHO STicKS OuT HiS TONGue , 

2001, zhaNG XIaOGaNG, OIL ON caNVaS,  

200.0 X 260.0cM, PUrchaSED 2002, arT GaLLErY 

OF NEW SOUTh WaLES © zhaNG XIaOGaNG
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	QUEENSlaNd

the	Zhongjian:	Midway

Bundaberg art centre, Bundaberg

until 13 March 

caloundra regional art Gallery, caloundra

20 May - 3 July

A	travelling	exhibition	 from	the	Wollongong	
City	 Gallery	 continues	 in	 Bundaberg	 and	
Caloundra.	 	Leading	Australian	and	Chinese	
contemporary	 artists	 provide	 insights	 into	
questions	 of	 personal	 and	 cultural	 identity,	
and	 the	 implications	 of	 finding	 oneself	
‘midway’	between	cultures.

For further information go to:   
www.bundaberg.qld.gov.au/arts and  
www.caloundraregionalgallery.org.au.

Birds	of	a	Feather

cairns regional Gallery, cairns

21 January – 21 March

In	Hong	Kong,	around	Yuen	Po	Street,	 there	
is	a	bustling	bird	market	with	songbirds	held	
in	 intricate	 small	wooden,	metal	 or	 bamboo	
cages.	 This	 is	 a	 cross-cultural	 project	 with	
North	Queensland	artists	 in	association	with	
the	Cairns	 and	District	 Chinese	Association.	
The	 artists	 will	 each	 create	 their	 own	
version	of	a	Chinese	birdcage	either	through	
sculpture,	 assemblage,	 painting,	 installation	
or	multi	media.	

For further information go to  
www.cairnsregionalgallery.com.au/exhibitions.

ViCtoria

Ukiyo-e	-	demonstration	and	Workshops

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne

demonstration:	Ukiyo-e	–		

Pictures	from	the	floating	world

20 March, 5–6.30pm & 23 March 11am–12.30pm

A	 lecture	 by	 Kunio	 Sakai,	 Director,	 The	
Japan	Ukiyo-e	Museum,	Matsumoto	and	live	
demonstration	by	Tatsuya	Ito,	printmaker	will	
provide	insights	into	the	history,	themes	and	
artistic	 processes	 used	 to	 make	 traditional	
Ukiyo-e	woodblock	prints.

Workshops	–	Ukiyo-e

21 March, 10.30am–12pm & 2-3.30pm

In	this	NGV	Members’	workshop	tutored	by	
Tatsuya	 Ito	 participants	will	 learn	 the	 art	 of	
printing	 an	 Ukiyo-e	 woodblock	 print	 using	
traditional	methods	and	tools.

For further information go to:   
www.ngv.vic.gov.au

iNtErNatioNal

SiNGaPorE

it’s	Now	or	Never	Part	ii	-	New	

Contemporary	art	acquisitions	from	

Southeast	asia

Singapore art Museum

8 March - 8 May 2011

This	 second	 instalment	 of	 the	 latest	
acquisitions	 of	 contemporary	 art	 by	 the	
Singapore	 Art	 Museum	 will	 showcase	
installation	art.	

For further information go to  
www.singaporeartmuseum.sg

HoNG	KoNG

the	Ultimate	South	China	travel	Guide	–	

Canton	ii	(the	last	Episode)

hong kong Museum of art, hong kong

January – March 2011

The	 Ultimate	 South	 China	 Travel	 Guide	 –	
Canton	 staged	 last	 year,	 experimented	 with	
the	idea	of	curating	an	exhibition	in	the	style	
of	a	 travel	guidebook.	The	second	stage	will	
explore	 the	 activities	 of	 foreign	 travellers	 in	
South	China	from	the	middle	to	the	end	of	the	
19th	century	and	will	 focus	on	the	evolution	
of	 export	 painting	 in	 the	 post-Opium	 war	
period	 through	 around	 50	 oil	 paintings,	
watercolours,	sketches	and	prints.

For further information go to:  
www.lcsd.gov.hk/ce/Museum/Arts/english.

UNitEd	KiNGdoM

afghanistan:	Crossroads	of	the	ancient	World

British Museum, London

3 March – 3 July 2011 

Will	 highlight	 some	 of	 the	 most	 important	
archaeological	 discoveries	 from	 ancient	
Afghanistan	 and	 display	 over	 200	 precious	
and	unique	pieces	on	loan	from	the	National	
Museum	of	Afghanistan	in	Kabul.	
	
For more information go to:  
www.britishmuseum.org.
	
FraNCE

l’orient	des	femmes	vu	par	Christian	lacroix	

(Women	in	the	orient)

Musee du quai Branly, Paris

8 February - 15 May 2011

Selected	 by	 fashion	 designer	 Christian	
Lacroix,	the	exhibition	features	150	traditional	
costumes	 and	 accessories	 from	 Syria	 to	 the	
Sinaï	Peninsula,	dating	mainly	 from	 the	 late	

19th	century	to	the	present	day.	Many	of	the	
items	 are	 from	 the	 renowned	Widad	 Kamel	
Kawar	collection	in	Jordan.

For further information go to:  
www.quaibranly.fr/en.

GErMaNy

Costumes	for	Noh	theatre

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin 

19 January - Sun 1 May 2011 

Presents	both	old	and	modern	costumes	and	
fabric	 patterns	 held	 at	 the	 Sato	 Yoshihiko	
Memorial	Yamaguchi	Noh	Costume	Research	
Centre	in	Kyoto.	

For further information go to:  
www.smb.museum/smb.

CaNada

Maharaja:	the	Splendour	of	india’s	royal	

Courts

art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto

19 November 2010 – 3 april 2011

Previously	at	London’s	V&A	Museum,	over	200	
works	spanning	three	centuries	of	history	will	
be	on	view	including	the	extraordinary	Patiala	
necklace,	 the	 largest	 single	 commission	 in	 the	
House	 of	 Cartier’s	 history,	 containing	 2,930	
diamonds	and	weighing	nearly	1,000	carats.		

For further information go to: www.ago.net.

USa

Bali	–	art,	ritual,	Performance

asian art Museum, San Francisco

25 February – 11 September 2011

This	 first	major	 exhibition	 of	 Balinese	 art	 in	
the	United	States	will	explore	the	history	and	
religious	beliefs	of	Bali	and	how	performance	
and	rituals	are	still	integrated	into	daily	life.		

For further information go to:  
www.asianart.org/Bali.

Echoes	of	the	Past:	the	Buddhist	Cave	

temples	of	Xiangtangshan

Freer Gallery of art, Washington

February 26–July 31 2011

Majestic	 Northern	 Qi	 (550-577CE)	 Chinese	
Buddhist	 sculpture	 is	 combined	 with	 3D	
imaging	technology	in	this	recreation	of	some	
of	 the	 caves	 as	 they	 appeared	 before	 their	
tragic	despoliation	in	the	early	20th	century.	

For further information go to:  
www.asia.si.edu.




