
NEWS IN BRIEF

THE BURRELL COLLECTION 
REOPENS, GLASGOW
The Burrell Collection in Scotland has  reopened to 
the public late March after major refurbishment.  
Sir William Burrell (1861-1958) devoted more than 
75 years of his life to amassing, along with his wife, 
Constance, Lady Burrell, one of the world’s greatest 
personal art collections, including a renowned 
collection of Chinese art. The additional gallery space 
has vastly increased the areas for display, enabling 
visitors to see and appreciate much more of the entire 
collection. More information can be found on 
burrrellcollection.com.

BEST INTERNATIONAL FILM AT 
THE OSCARS 2022
In March, Ryusuke Hamaguchi’s Drive My Car won 
the Academy Award for best international feature 
film. It is the second Japanese film to win in the best 
international feature film category, the only other 
being Yojiro Takita’s Departures, which won the 
international award in 2009. Based on a short story 
by Haruki Murakami, the film premiered at the 
Cannes Film Festival in July 2021 where it won three 
awards. It was also named the best picture in the 
non-English language category at the 79th Golden 
Globe Awards in January.

SINGAPORE BIENNALE  
Singapore Art Museum (SAM) announces the 
naming of the seventh edition of the Singapore 
Biennale (SB2022) as Natasha. Through this act of 
naming, SB2022 moves away from its perception as a 
mega-thematic exhibition and towards an 
engagement with the ways that art, and that which is 
considered other to art, may be deeply connected to 
the subject and matter of life. Even contemporary 
interactive technologies – such as Siri and Alexa – are 

Chinese, Japanese & 
South East Asian Art
Tuesday 17 & Wednesday 18 May

A rare Chinese Imperial archaistic cloisonné enamel and gilt bronze ritual vessel, ding, Qianlong period

Estimate:£6,000-8,000*

70/76 Knights Hill, London SE27 0JD | www.roseberys.co.uk |  +44 (0) 20 8761 2522

Fine Art Auctioneers & Valuers

*Plus Buyer’s Premium +VAT (30)% inclusive of VAT) 

 
Inside  
2

7

10

12

14

16

18

19

20

21

22

23

Profile: the Iranian artist
Mehdi Ghadyanloo
An interview with the artist 
Tang Song in Shanghai
Scholar’s Rocks and literati 
pursuits
The life of the former emperor 
of Vietnam, Hàm Nghi, in Nice
Guide to the June event 
Printemps Asiatique in Paris
Paris June auction previews 
and Printemps Asiatique 
events in June
What’s on at the Paris 
museums in May and June
Gallery shows in New York, 
Paris, and Singapore
Tibetan and Himalayan 
contemporary art in Virginia 
and New York; Korean 
treasures in Brussels; Chinese 
antiquities in Nantucket
The art of Kawanabe Kyosai  
in London and Islamic Art 
 in Zurich
Auction previews in London 
and Hong Kong
Islamic Arts Diary

Next issue
June/Summer Quarter 2022 
A round-up of Summer events

Continued on page 2

asianartnewspaper.com
#AsianArtPaper  |         asianartnewspaper  |        asianartnewspaper  |         Asian Art Newspaper

Scan me
To visit our home 
page. For contact 
details see page 2

Asia Week New York was back in 
action after the disruptions caused by 
the Covid pandemic. Sales seemed 
buoyant in the galleries and at the 
auctions. Chinese bidders and 
Chinese lots attracted a lot of interest 
in the sales with Sotheby’s having a 
white-glove auction of the Dr Wou 
Kiuan Collection, Part I, which 
realized US$10.6 million, doubling 
the auctions high estimate. Across 
the auctions of The Dr Wou Kiuan 
Collection, Part I and Important 
Chinese Art, collectors from 
mainland China and Hong Kong 
made up nearly half of total buyers, 
underlining the strength of the 
market still in the region. Other areas 
also saw strong interest with two 
Indian artists providing top lots – in 
the Modern and Contemporary 
South Asian on 21 March, Vasudeo S 
Gaitonde’s 1972 Painting 4  led the 
week, selling for US$2.47 million 
and Bhupen Khakhar’s Sheikh Shoe 
Mart sold for US$1.4 million, more 
than double its $500,000 high 
estimate.

The top lot of the week at Christie’s 
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was in the Important Chinese 
Ceramics and Works of Art, an inlaid 
bronze faceted jar (fanghu), Warring 
States period, 4th/3rd century BC, 
sold for US$2.76 million, against an 
estimate of US$400-600,000, more 
than six times its low estimate. Selling 
within estimate was a 11th/early 
12th-century gilt-bronze figure of 
Guanyin, from the Dali Kingdom, 
with a strong provenance, which sold 
for US$2.58 million (est US$2-3 
million). Chinese furniture was also 
in demand – a 17th-century 
huanghuali table sold for US$504,000 
(est US$150-250,000). The top 
furniture lot was a 17th-century 
huanghuali trestle-let table that 
achieved US$2.1 million (est 
US$800-1.2 million). In the single-
owner snuffbottle sale, an imperial 
famille-rose enamelled glass bottle, 
Qianlong period, sold for 
US$693,000.

Elsewhere at Christie’s, the 16th-
century hanging scroll, Gathering of 
Scholars at the National Library 
(Dokseodang), sold for US$693,000 
(est US$500-700,000) in the Japanese 

and Korean Art sale on 22 March. 
Other top lots in the series included a 
bronze figure of a dancing Krishna, 
which sold for US$693,000. Indian 
contemporary showed strong sales 
when Bhupen Khakhar’s The Banyan 
Tree, from the Mahinder and Sharad 
Tak Collection realized US$2.46 
million. In the same sale, Francis 
Newton Souza’s Still Life achieved 
US$2.16 million.

Over at Bonham’s, a gilt-copper 
figure of Tara from Nepal, early 
Malla period, 13th-century, was the 
top lot across their auctions, achieving 
US$£2.3 million, selling four times 
over estimate. Chinese works of art 
also sold well, with nine of  the top 10 
lots selling for multiples of their high 
estimates. The most contested lot was 
a pair of lemon-yellow glazed bowls 
with Yongzheng six-character marks, 
which sold for US$200,313, 40 times 
its pre-sale estimate (US$5-7,000). 
Chinese furniture brought strong 
bidding at Bonham’s, too, with an 
18th-century huanghuali Qin table, 
tiaoji, selling for US$212,813 against 
a pre-sale estimate of US$30-50,000.

Inlaid bronze jar, fanghu, Warring States period, sold for US$2,760,000 
(est US$400-600,000), at Christie’s, New York, 
Important Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art on 24 and 25 March 2022
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granted first-name familiarity. In 
these instances, naming seems to 
produce intimacy, a relation of 
kinship and care, a way of engaging 
and living with other beings.
   The act of naming is a deliberate 
attempt to shift the biennale from 
the convention of a large-format 
exhibition-event of presentation to 
something a little more ‘human.’ 
Through this act of naming, the 
artistic directors thus wish to draw 
attention to and to discuss the facets 
of: being and non-being, human and 
non-human, knowing and 
unknowing, visible and invisible, 
local and cosmic; and how these 
connect or intersect with creating, 
writing, encoding, and navigating 
each other and the world. The main 
exhibition will take place in 
Singapore from 16 October 2022 to 
19 March 2023.

KOREA ART PRIZE
2021, SEOUL
The National Museum of Modern 
and Contemporary Art, Korea 
(MMCA) named video artist Choi 
Chan Sook as the winner of the 
Korea Artist Prize 2021. Her work 
was selected from four works 
presented at the finalists’ exhibition 
currently on view at MMCA Seoul. 
Choi’s winning piece, the four-
channel multimedia installation  
qbit to adam (2021), investigates the 
privatisation of land, with video 
footage featuring stories of people 
forced off of their property. The 
artist explained in an interview 
conducted by the museum: ‘I am 
interested in migration, especially by 

those with no choice but to be 
marginalised or neglected. This 
interest did not stem from a specific 
matter, but rather, from my own 
experiences, having lived as a 
migrant for an extended period of 
time without a solid foundation’,  
the artist said.
   Choi completed both her 
bachelor’s degree and master’s 
degree in visual communications 
and media art at the Universität der 
Künste (University of the Arts) in 
Berlin. Travelling between 
Germany and South Korea, Choi 
often draws inspiration from her 
experiences of living in different 
countries, and from memories of her 
Japanese paternal grandmother who 
moved to South Korea. She has also 
presented her performance works at 
festivals and institutions across 
Korea and Germany, including the 
National Theatre of Korea, Art 
Sonje Centre, the Real DMZ Project 
at Kunsthal Aarhus, and at the 
Humboldt Forum in Berlin. 
   The other three finalists were 
multimedia artist Kim Sangjin; 
painter and installation artist Bang 
Jeong-A; and video and performance 
artist Min Oh.
   
NEW ART FAIR FOR 
PARIS
Earlier this year, the group that 
manages the Grand Palais made the 
announcement that the international 
art-fair giant Art Basel would 
replace FIAC in its annual fall slot. 
The new fair has been given the 
name Paris+. The fair will launch in 
the Grand Palais’ temporary site 

with a roster of about 170 dealers, 
and remain there until 2023, before 
moving in 2024 to the Grand Palais 
itself, with its capacity for more than 
200 exhibitors.

CULTURAL 
HERITAGE IN 
INDONESIA
The Education, Culture, Research, 
and Technology Ministry in 
Indonesia  is currently recording 
information on all the cultural 
heritage assets in the country and is 
in the process of developing a digital 
platform to support the management 
of cultural heritage data for the 
future. The digital platform will 
contain the name, description, value, 
and location of all cultural heritage 
sites in the country.

HEAD CURATOR 
HIRSHHORN 
MUSEUM, 
WASHINGTON DC
Evelyn C Hankins, curator at the 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden since 2008, has been named 
the Head Curator. In her position as 
the first female Head Curator of the 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Hankins leads the 
department responsible for planning 
exhibitions and commissioning 
artworks which draw from and 
respond to the museum’s 
internationally distinguished 
collection of modern and 
contemporary art. Hankins will 
continue to advance the Hirshhorn’s 
international reputation and shape 
the permanent collection.

by Olivia Sand

Following his graduation from art school, 
Mehdi Ghadyanloo started his career 
creating murals in Tehran. Between 2004 
and 2011, he completed a hundred murals 
in the city, embellishing Tehran’s landscape 
which remained affected by the Iran-Iraq 
war (1980-1988). His work went beyond 
the revolutionary murals that could be seen 
in the city until then, providing an outlook 
for hope, and beauty. His subsequent work 
in the form of painting, continues to be a 
voyage in a surreal world, with his most 
recent pieces taking the viewer in an 
imaginary scenery where neon-coloured 
objects in a box resemble a stage set. Thus, 
slides, tubes, and ladders, painted with 
extraordinary detail giving the illusion of 
three dimensionality, are engaging the 
viewer in what is about to happen. Subject 
to many interpretations, his paintings 
remain true to the initial motto of his 
murals, to offer a moment of hope and joy 
in an increasingly uncertain world. In the 
following interview, Mehdi Ghadyanloo  
(b  1981, Iran) looks back on his practice, 
also further discussing his trajectory.

MEHDI  
GHADYANLOO

Mehdi Ghadyanloo. Photo: Ali Sabouki

KOCHI MUZIRIS 
BIENNALE, INDIA
The government of Kerala, India, 
have recently confirmed sponsorship 
of the Kochi Muziris biennale, 
which will allow it be a physical 
event later this year in December. 
The Kochi Biennale will mobilise 
the funds towards a range of 
programmes to support the local arts 
ecosystem and its revival in a 
post-Covid landscape. December 
will be the fifth edition of the 
biennale which is scheduled to open 
on 12 December and run until 10 
April 2023.

FIRST ISLAMIC ARTS 
BIENNALE, SAUDI 
ARABIA
The Diriyah Biennale Foundation 
(DBF) is delighted to announce that 
the inaugural Islamic Arts Biennale 
will take place in Jeddah in early 
2023. The first event of its kind, the 
new biennale will showcase the art 
and creativity of Islamic culture, 
past and present. 
  The location of the first Islamic 
Arts Biennale, originally planned for 
Riyadh, will now be the city of 
Jeddah with its historic and 
continuing significance as a gateway 
to the two holiest cities to Muslims 
across the world, Mecca (officially 
Makkah Al-Mukarrama) and 
Medina (officially Al-Madinah Al- 
Munawwara). The wealth of 
historical sites such as Bab Makkah, 
combined with the diversity of the 
city’s cultural heritage, complement 
the Biennale’s objective to interlink 
past, present, and future.

NEWS IN BRIEF

Asian Art Newspaper: You are 
presently living in Germany. What 
prompted you to settle near Frankfurt?
Mehdi Ghadyanloo: Three years ago, 
right at the beginning of the 
pandemic, I was supposed to have a 
gallery exhibition in New York. In 
view of that, I had obtained 
immigration visas for myself and my 
family to go to the US. However, as 
we were on the way from Dubai to 
Los Angeles, we were no longer 
eligible for the flight because we had 
been in Iran a few weeks before, and 
were affected by the Covid 
restrictions. We thought about 
going to Germany and simply wait 
there for a few weeks until the 
Covid restrictions affecting those 
who had been in Iran were lifted. 
Then, the US and Europe 
announced travel bans and since 
there were no more flights to go 
anywhere else or to go back, we 
ended up staying there. Fortunately, 
the German government allowed 
whoever got trapped in Germany to 
stay, matching that decision with a 
working permit. Although we had 
no plans to remain in Germany, we 
ended up in Saarbrücken, near 
Frankfurt. I established my studio 
there, even though the space is very 
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granted first-name familiarity. In 
these instances, naming seems to 
produce intimacy, a relation of 
kinship and care, a way of engaging 
and living with other beings.
   The act of naming is a deliberate 
attempt to shift the biennale from 
the convention of a large-format 
exhibition-event of presentation to 
something a little more ‘human.’ 
Through this act of naming, the 
artistic directors thus wish to draw 
attention to and to discuss the facets 
of: being and non-being, human and 
non-human, knowing and 
unknowing, visible and invisible, 
local and cosmic; and how these 
connect or intersect with creating, 
writing, encoding, and navigating 
each other and the world. The main 
exhibition will take place in 
Singapore from 16 October 2022 to 
19 March 2023.

KOREA ART PRIZE
2021, SEOUL
The National Museum of Modern 
and Contemporary Art, Korea 
(MMCA) named video artist Choi 
Chan Sook as the winner of the 
Korea Artist Prize 2021. Her work 
was selected from four works 
presented at the finalists’ exhibition 
currently on view at MMCA Seoul. 
Choi’s winning piece, the four-
channel multimedia installation  
qbit to adam (2021), investigates the 
privatisation of land, with video 
footage featuring stories of people 
forced off of their property. The 
artist explained in an interview 
conducted by the museum: ‘I am 
interested in migration, especially by 

those with no choice but to be 
marginalised or neglected. This 
interest did not stem from a specific 
matter, but rather, from my own 
experiences, having lived as a 
migrant for an extended period of 
time without a solid foundation’,  
the artist said.
   Choi completed both her 
bachelor’s degree and master’s 
degree in visual communications 
and media art at the Universität der 
Künste (University of the Arts) in 
Berlin. Travelling between 
Germany and South Korea, Choi 
often draws inspiration from her 
experiences of living in different 
countries, and from memories of her 
Japanese paternal grandmother who 
moved to South Korea. She has also 
presented her performance works at 
festivals and institutions across 
Korea and Germany, including the 
National Theatre of Korea, Art 
Sonje Centre, the Real DMZ Project 
at Kunsthal Aarhus, and at the 
Humboldt Forum in Berlin. 
   The other three finalists were 
multimedia artist Kim Sangjin; 
painter and installation artist Bang 
Jeong-A; and video and performance 
artist Min Oh.
   
NEW ART FAIR FOR 
PARIS
Earlier this year, the group that 
manages the Grand Palais made the 
announcement that the international 
art-fair giant Art Basel would 
replace FIAC in its annual fall slot. 
The new fair has been given the 
name Paris+. The fair will launch in 
the Grand Palais’ temporary site 

with a roster of about 170 dealers, 
and remain there until 2023, before 
moving in 2024 to the Grand Palais 
itself, with its capacity for more than 
200 exhibitors.

CULTURAL 
HERITAGE IN 
INDONESIA
The Education, Culture, Research, 
and Technology Ministry in 
Indonesia  is currently recording 
information on all the cultural 
heritage assets in the country and is 
in the process of developing a digital 
platform to support the management 
of cultural heritage data for the 
future. The digital platform will 
contain the name, description, value, 
and location of all cultural heritage 
sites in the country.

HEAD CURATOR 
HIRSHHORN 
MUSEUM, 
WASHINGTON DC
Evelyn C Hankins, curator at the 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden since 2008, has been named 
the Head Curator. In her position as 
the first female Head Curator of the 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Hankins leads the 
department responsible for planning 
exhibitions and commissioning 
artworks which draw from and 
respond to the museum’s 
internationally distinguished 
collection of modern and 
contemporary art. Hankins will 
continue to advance the Hirshhorn’s 
international reputation and shape 
the permanent collection.

by Olivia Sand

Following his graduation from art school, 
Mehdi Ghadyanloo started his career 
creating murals in Tehran. Between 2004 
and 2011, he completed a hundred murals 
in the city, embellishing Tehran’s landscape 
which remained affected by the Iran-Iraq 
war (1980-1988). His work went beyond 
the revolutionary murals that could be seen 
in the city until then, providing an outlook 
for hope, and beauty. His subsequent work 
in the form of painting, continues to be a 
voyage in a surreal world, with his most 
recent pieces taking the viewer in an 
imaginary scenery where neon-coloured 
objects in a box resemble a stage set. Thus, 
slides, tubes, and ladders, painted with 
extraordinary detail giving the illusion of 
three dimensionality, are engaging the 
viewer in what is about to happen. Subject 
to many interpretations, his paintings 
remain true to the initial motto of his 
murals, to offer a moment of hope and joy 
in an increasingly uncertain world. In the 
following interview, Mehdi Ghadyanloo  
(b  1981, Iran) looks back on his practice, 
also further discussing his trajectory.
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Mehdi Ghadyanloo. Photo: Ali Sabouki

KOCHI MUZIRIS 
BIENNALE, INDIA
The government of Kerala, India, 
have recently confirmed sponsorship 
of the Kochi Muziris biennale, 
which will allow it be a physical 
event later this year in December. 
The Kochi Biennale will mobilise 
the funds towards a range of 
programmes to support the local arts 
ecosystem and its revival in a 
post-Covid landscape. December 
will be the fifth edition of the 
biennale which is scheduled to open 
on 12 December and run until 10 
April 2023.

FIRST ISLAMIC ARTS 
BIENNALE, SAUDI 
ARABIA
The Diriyah Biennale Foundation 
(DBF) is delighted to announce that 
the inaugural Islamic Arts Biennale 
will take place in Jeddah in early 
2023. The first event of its kind, the 
new biennale will showcase the art 
and creativity of Islamic culture, 
past and present. 
  The location of the first Islamic 
Arts Biennale, originally planned for 
Riyadh, will now be the city of 
Jeddah with its historic and 
continuing significance as a gateway 
to the two holiest cities to Muslims 
across the world, Mecca (officially 
Makkah Al-Mukarrama) and 
Medina (officially Al-Madinah Al- 
Munawwara). The wealth of 
historical sites such as Bab Makkah, 
combined with the diversity of the 
city’s cultural heritage, complement 
the Biennale’s objective to interlink 
past, present, and future.

NEWS IN BRIEF

Asian Art Newspaper: You are 
presently living in Germany. What 
prompted you to settle near Frankfurt?
Mehdi Ghadyanloo: Three years ago, 
right at the beginning of the 
pandemic, I was supposed to have a 
gallery exhibition in New York. In 
view of that, I had obtained 
immigration visas for myself and my 
family to go to the US. However, as 
we were on the way from Dubai to 
Los Angeles, we were no longer 
eligible for the flight because we had 
been in Iran a few weeks before, and 
were affected by the Covid 
restrictions. We thought about 
going to Germany and simply wait 
there for a few weeks until the 
Covid restrictions affecting those 
who had been in Iran were lifted. 
Then, the US and Europe 
announced travel bans and since 
there were no more flights to go 
anywhere else or to go back, we 
ended up staying there. Fortunately, 
the German government allowed 
whoever got trapped in Germany to 
stay, matching that decision with a 
working permit. Although we had 
no plans to remain in Germany, we 
ended up in Saarbrücken, near 
Frankfurt. I established my studio 
there, even though the space is very 
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small in comparison to the scale of 
my works. It is a temporary studio, 
but I have already been working 
there for one and a half years, which 
is not that temporary anymore.

AAN: Are you nevertheless still 
considering moving your studio to 
another city?
MG: New York has pros and cons: it 
is the centre of the art world, but 
keeping your concentration is 
difficult as there are constantly 
temptations ranging from openings 
to lectures and parties. The 
advantage of living in Saarbrücken is 
that you have no choice but work. 
However, if the nuclear deal is done, 
if from both sides Iran’s relationship 
with the rest of the world is 
normalised, we would all like to go 
back home. I would love to live in 
Iran, especially since I have a gallery 
representing me. It is much easier to 
work somewhere where you have 
roots. In terms of inspiration, 
everything in my subconscious is 
much more fluent when I am in 
Iran. Back in 2016, I was in Austin, 
Texas, thinking about travelling 
back to Iran as the conditions 
seemed favourable: the nuclear deal 
was on track, many of our European 
friends were going to Tehran and 

Iran was blossoming. We thought 
we could work there, connect to the 
international banking system, and 
easily transfer our works, but we 
were wrong. I did not leave Iran 
because it was not a good place, 
rather it became impossible to work 
internationally, especially when it 
came to shipping paintings and 
transferring money. 

AAN: In Iran, when you started to 
make a name for yourself, did the 
situation improve ?
MG: Most of the problems I 

encountered were from the outside. 
When an exhibition was taking 
place somewhere in Europe, as an 
Iranian, instead of thinking about 
your exhibition or exhibition 
statement, you must worry about 
your visa. I missed out on  many 
events because of that. Four years 
ago, I completed a mural for the OK 
Centre for Contemporary Art in 
Linz, Austria. I could not go 
because I did not get a visa. I even 
found that the problems increased as 
I became better known. My current 
strategy is to live abroad and as soon 
as I can work and live in Iran, I will 
go back. 

AAN: What has been your trajectory to 
become the artist you are today?
MG: I come from a nomad and 
agricultural family. My mother was 
a nomad, weaving carpets and 
growing up, I watched and admired 
her work. My father was a farmer 
and he was drafted during the Iran/
Iraq war. My childhood was actually 
very strange, living in a poor 
neighbourhood, with my father at 
the frontline, followed by a post 
Iran/Iraq war context. After the war 
in Iran, a struggle between 
reformists and extremist took place, 
and although it was somehow 
peaceful, it still affected our lives. 
Then, the sanctions began, with 
ramifications and consequences for 
all of us.

Up to the age of seventeen, I was 
living in the countryside and, one 
day, my aunt visited us and asked me 
to draw her portrait. Even though  
I do not remember how the portrait 
turned out, she liked it and became 
my sponsor, sending me to the city 
for art classes. I started with 
miniature painting, as it was the 
only painting class available. In the 
beginning, I was so angry towards 
the discipline of miniature painting 
because I found it to be boring, time 

consuming, and old fashioned for a 
seventeen-year-old with lots of 
energy. A small-scale piece took 
three weeks to create. Although I 
later quit miniature painting, today, 
one can still see its footprint in my 
work, especially in the depiction of 
details throughout every single 
square millimetre of each piece. 
That is all due to miniature painting.

After that, I was interested in art, 
but my field of study was 
experimental science due to our 
system in high school. At university, 
out of nowhere, I studied hospital 
management for one semester 
coming to the conclusion that I was 
not the right person for it. I realised 
that I was much more interested in 
art and subsequently, at Tehran 
University, I changed from medical 
science to art. It was the beginning 
of a new life. 

AAN: As a young artist, what led you 
towards murals, a very challenging 
scale, especially right after graduation?
MG: At the time, many of my friends 
told me that it was not classy to work 
on murals and that it was not the 
thing to do as a graduate from 
Tehran University, which back then 
was the best university in the city. 
Over time, I came to realise that the 
approach towards murals in Iran was 
radically different from the one 
abroad: in the West, when you 
become famous in the art world, the 
government or various institutions 
commission you to do a mural. In 
Iran, it was different: you could go 
and start painting revolutionary 
murals without having any 
background in the art world. In 
Europe, I feel that you would need a 
good background in art and some 
studio experience before being 
commissioned to create a mural 
within the cityscape. At that time in 
Iran, you just needed to decide to do 
murals, apply, and submit your 
proposals. 

Looking back, it was a good thing 
that I only went to Tehran for my 
studies, allowing me to keep a fresh 
outlook on the city. As I went to 
Tehran to register my name at 
university, I saw very big murals and 
I found them extremely ugly.  
I remember thinking that without 
being an expert and that people 
deserved much better works than 
those on show. It seemed that 
someone with no exceptional skills 
painted these ugly landscapes, which 
left you with a bad feeling. Three to 
four years into my studies, I came 
across an opportunity when there 
was a call for artists to beautify the 
city. It was open to everyone and not 
selective. I remember that thousands 
of art students applied by submitting 
proposals to the municipality of 
Tehran. There was a great openness 
at the time and it was a blossoming 
age in urban art, because a budget 
had been allowed for the discipline.

AAN: Once your first mural was 
commissioned, did the application 
process become easier?

MG: It did become easier, especially 
since, for the first time in the art 
management scene of Tehran, 
someone who had graduated from art 
university was in charge of the 
beautification bureau. This made a 
huge difference, as we were speaking 
the same language. Throughout the 
time I created murals in Tehran, my 
friends and the public still viewed it 
as a secondary art form: the logic was 
that if you were making art that 
addressed everybody and could be 
understood by anyone, it was not art, 
but kitsch. As a result, the best art 
graduates did not participate and 
those that did only did it for fun. 
However, I took it very seriously and 
worked on murals for 10 years, 16 
hours a day. I was a twenty-three-
year-old and had the energy. I was 
convinced that these works would 
help Tehran to be a more peaceful 
and colourful city.

AAN: Even though you lived through 
the war, you mentally still had a 
cheerful image of what you wanted to 
present in your work. 
MG: Sometimes, my friends keep 
asking me why I even cared to react 
to the ugliness of Tehran in the first 
place. I guess we had different 
outlooks, because they had been in 
the city from the beginning, whereas 
I came to Tehran as a rural boy, who 
had been surrounded by nature and 
had only seen  rural landscapes – 
flowers, greenery, animals, as 
opposed to the city filled with grey 
cubes. It was just too ugly for me.  
In my imagination, the city was 
something balanced. Instead, I found 
two-storey buildings next to 
eight-storey buildings, then empty 
spaces, broken buildings and, 
sometimes, very ugly murals. It was 
terrible. I felt the ugliness more,  
as I had not lived there when I was 
young. For people who lived there, it 
was just Tehran – they simply did not 
notice it.

Tehran was grey because as, all too 
often, when modernising a city in 
third-world countries, there are 
attempts to modernise it like a 
Western country. In many cases, 
cities like Cairo, for example, cannot 
be modernised properly. As a result, 
it is half-modernised, and half-
traditional, which leads to chaos. In a 
city like Tehran it is still a problem to 
identify how to go about it: should 
one revive Iranian architectural 
values, or should one ignore them 
and go more towards high tech? 
Some people are in favour of 
destroying Tehran and rebuilding it, 
but it is not a practical solution, as is 
the case for many cities. Looking at 
the bigger picture, I did not solve the 
problem of urban architecture in 
Tehran, but I did my part with the 
minimum budget allotted to me for 
the murals. As I see it, my works 
acted like a painkiller for the people 
in the city. That did not prevent some 
of them from being angry, criticising 
me for painting for the government. 
Indeed, I did paint for the 
government. We need to keep in 
mind that we must talk about things 
that are actually possible and 
realistic, considering the strict 
guidelines regarding urban art and 
the background of Islamic art where 
the representation of the body and 
face is forbidden.

AAN: You stopped after ten years of 
working on murals. Did you feel you 
had exhausted the medium?
MG: Actually, there were several 
reasons. The main one was that 
between the age of twenty-three, 
when I started with murals to the 
time I was thirty, I felt I was putting 

View of Folded Walls (2007). Photo: © Mehdi Ghadyanloo

View of Freshness (2007). Photo: © Mehdi Ghadyanloo.

View of Old Memories of Tehran (2006). Photo: ©Ghadyanloo
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Iran, especially since I have a gallery 
representing me. It is much easier to 
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everything in my subconscious is 
much more fluent when I am in 
Iran. Back in 2016, I was in Austin, 
Texas, thinking about travelling 
back to Iran as the conditions 
seemed favourable: the nuclear deal 
was on track, many of our European 
friends were going to Tehran and 
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we could work there, connect to the 
international banking system, and 
easily transfer our works, but we 
were wrong. I did not leave Iran 
because it was not a good place, 
rather it became impossible to work 
internationally, especially when it 
came to shipping paintings and 
transferring money. 

AAN: In Iran, when you started to 
make a name for yourself, did the 
situation improve ?
MG: Most of the problems I 

encountered were from the outside. 
When an exhibition was taking 
place somewhere in Europe, as an 
Iranian, instead of thinking about 
your exhibition or exhibition 
statement, you must worry about 
your visa. I missed out on  many 
events because of that. Four years 
ago, I completed a mural for the OK 
Centre for Contemporary Art in 
Linz, Austria. I could not go 
because I did not get a visa. I even 
found that the problems increased as 
I became better known. My current 
strategy is to live abroad and as soon 
as I can work and live in Iran, I will 
go back. 

AAN: What has been your trajectory to 
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MG: I come from a nomad and 
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growing up, I watched and admired 
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and he was drafted during the Iran/
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very strange, living in a poor 
neighbourhood, with my father at 
the frontline, followed by a post 
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in Iran, a struggle between 
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and although it was somehow 
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ramifications and consequences for 
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I do not remember how the portrait 
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beginning, I was so angry towards 
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because I found it to be boring, time 

consuming, and old fashioned for a 
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one can still see its footprint in my 
work, especially in the depiction of 
details throughout every single 
square millimetre of each piece. 
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After that, I was interested in art, 
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system in high school. At university, 
out of nowhere, I studied hospital 
management for one semester 
coming to the conclusion that I was 
not the right person for it. I realised 
that I was much more interested in 
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science to art. It was the beginning 
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AAN: As a young artist, what led you 
towards murals, a very challenging 
scale, especially right after graduation?
MG: At the time, many of my friends 
told me that it was not classy to work 
on murals and that it was not the 
thing to do as a graduate from 
Tehran University, which back then 
was the best university in the city. 
Over time, I came to realise that the 
approach towards murals in Iran was 
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commission you to do a mural. In 
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and start painting revolutionary 
murals without having any 
background in the art world. In 
Europe, I feel that you would need a 
good background in art and some 
studio experience before being 
commissioned to create a mural 
within the cityscape. At that time in 
Iran, you just needed to decide to do 
murals, apply, and submit your 
proposals. 

Looking back, it was a good thing 
that I only went to Tehran for my 
studies, allowing me to keep a fresh 
outlook on the city. As I went to 
Tehran to register my name at 
university, I saw very big murals and 
I found them extremely ugly.  
I remember thinking that without 
being an expert and that people 
deserved much better works than 
those on show. It seemed that 
someone with no exceptional skills 
painted these ugly landscapes, which 
left you with a bad feeling. Three to 
four years into my studies, I came 
across an opportunity when there 
was a call for artists to beautify the 
city. It was open to everyone and not 
selective. I remember that thousands 
of art students applied by submitting 
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Tehran. There was a great openness 
at the time and it was a blossoming 
age in urban art, because a budget 
had been allowed for the discipline.

AAN: Once your first mural was 
commissioned, did the application 
process become easier?

MG: It did become easier, especially 
since, for the first time in the art 
management scene of Tehran, 
someone who had graduated from art 
university was in charge of the 
beautification bureau. This made a 
huge difference, as we were speaking 
the same language. Throughout the 
time I created murals in Tehran, my 
friends and the public still viewed it 
as a secondary art form: the logic was 
that if you were making art that 
addressed everybody and could be 
understood by anyone, it was not art, 
but kitsch. As a result, the best art 
graduates did not participate and 
those that did only did it for fun. 
However, I took it very seriously and 
worked on murals for 10 years, 16 
hours a day. I was a twenty-three-
year-old and had the energy. I was 
convinced that these works would 
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AAN: Even though you lived through 
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cheerful image of what you wanted to 
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asking me why I even cared to react 
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place. I guess we had different 
outlooks, because they had been in 
the city from the beginning, whereas 
I came to Tehran as a rural boy, who 
had been surrounded by nature and 
had only seen  rural landscapes – 
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opposed to the city filled with grey 
cubes. It was just too ugly for me.  
In my imagination, the city was 
something balanced. Instead, I found 
two-storey buildings next to 
eight-storey buildings, then empty 
spaces, broken buildings and, 
sometimes, very ugly murals. It was 
terrible. I felt the ugliness more,  
as I had not lived there when I was 
young. For people who lived there, it 
was just Tehran – they simply did not 
notice it.

Tehran was grey because as, all too 
often, when modernising a city in 
third-world countries, there are 
attempts to modernise it like a 
Western country. In many cases, 
cities like Cairo, for example, cannot 
be modernised properly. As a result, 
it is half-modernised, and half-
traditional, which leads to chaos. In a 
city like Tehran it is still a problem to 
identify how to go about it: should 
one revive Iranian architectural 
values, or should one ignore them 
and go more towards high tech? 
Some people are in favour of 
destroying Tehran and rebuilding it, 
but it is not a practical solution, as is 
the case for many cities. Looking at 
the bigger picture, I did not solve the 
problem of urban architecture in 
Tehran, but I did my part with the 
minimum budget allotted to me for 
the murals. As I see it, my works 
acted like a painkiller for the people 
in the city. That did not prevent some 
of them from being angry, criticising 
me for painting for the government. 
Indeed, I did paint for the 
government. We need to keep in 
mind that we must talk about things 
that are actually possible and 
realistic, considering the strict 
guidelines regarding urban art and 
the background of Islamic art where 
the representation of the body and 
face is forbidden.

AAN: You stopped after ten years of 
working on murals. Did you feel you 
had exhausted the medium?
MG: Actually, there were several 
reasons. The main one was that 
between the age of twenty-three, 
when I started with murals to the 
time I was thirty, I felt I was putting 
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There is a dramatic lacuna in Chinese-
artist Tang Song’s CV as though 
Occam’s razor has slashed out a 
fourteen–year gap between 2007 and 
2021. Fourteen years seem to have 
been erased in the blink of an eye 
with very little to show for them. But 
how deceptive appearances can be. 
The lacuna masks a period of intense 
artistic activity by Song resulting in 
abstract paintings many of which are 
immense. And many of which, if not 
all, simply have not left the studio 
during these 14 years. It was as 
though they had taken root among 
the paint-splattered studio 
floorboards while Song continued 
the struggle of constructing their 
surface architecture over many years. 
Song’s public persona retreated 
behind this wall of intense activity. 
Work went on, he just had not 
exhibited anything. Perhaps by 
choice, but also through 
circumstances beyond his control. 
He had spent several years overseas 
and, when he returned to China, he 
found there were few, if any, places 
where he could exhibit his work. One 
reason is that Tang Song is in trouble 
and has a complicated background. 
The second reason, Song explained, is 
that he could not make any money.

One notable exception was in 2013, 
when Boers-li Gallery in Beijing held 
a significant show of Song’s work - 
Eulogy – in memory of Hans van Dijk. 
It was the first time Song’s large-scale 
abstract expressionist works had been 
publicly seen. And then silence. As 
though Song – always an outsider 
with radical views – had again 
retreated into the studio. 

In reality, Song had not stopped 
painting. Quite the contrary. In 
studios in Hangzhou, Beijing, and 
Shanghai he continued the search for 
some sort of artistic resolution. He 
sold the occasional work when he 
could to keep the wolf from the door. 
Or, more specifically, to keep the 
studio rent paid, he recently explained 
in an email. Slowly, the vividly 
arresting expressionistic paintings 
accumulated in the studio, like a vast 
visual library of 14 years of work, 
paintings with surfaces of such 
intense rapture that they somehow 
defied the eye with their conflation of 

TANG SONG 
too much energy into it. I did not 
have time to update my inner 
library: I needed to expand my 
horizon, read, experience and learn 
more as, in my opinion, I did not 
have anything new to bring to the 
city – my ideas became repetitive. 
That was the main reason, as 
otherwise, I would have fought to 
win new projects. Also, working in 
the city became too stressful, as I 
was trapped into thinking 
exclusively about this triangle that 
included myself, the artwork, and 
the people who were going to see it. 
I reached a point where I did not 
want to paint for anyone else 
anymore but myself.

AAN: At the time, social media also 
helped to get your work seen.
MG: Indeed. I had put images of my 
murals on Facebook and Instagram 
because the media in Iran did not 
care too much about art. Sharing my 
images led to an email from the 
Huffington Post, which was actually 
the first media to recognise my work 
in the West. As at the time my 
English was poor, the Huffington 
Post email remained unanswered 
until I showed it to a friend who 
knew the West much better than  
I did. He explained that the 
Huffington Post was an important 
newspaper in the US and they 
requested my permission to publish 
images of my murals. He answered 
on my behalf and, the next day,  
I had more than 4,500 friend 
requests on Facebook with my inbox 
having many interview requests 
from Western media. Back then, my 
only concern was to paint and 

beautify Tehran. I think that for the 
Western media, the context 
surrounding these murals in Tehran 
was of great importance. Indeed, 
when mentioning the words ‘murals 
in Tehran’, everybody remembers 
the piece depicting the American 
flag with the slogan ‘Down with the 
USA’, or various other revolutionary 
murals. My work, on the other 
hand, represented a completely 
different approach.

AAN: Your work on social media also 
led to gallery shows abroad. 
MG: After eight or nine years of 
painting murals, producing a mural 
every month, or sometimes 
simultaneous projects, I felt 
exhausted. Then, all these good 
things happened. A gallery from 
Norway sent me a Facebook 
message showing interest in an 
exhibition. At the time, I declined, 
indicating my intention to go back 
to the countryside and grow 
vegetables. I was tired and had 

decided to stop painting all together. 
Looking back, it was a childish 
decision, but I felt I had done all 
these murals with no proper 
coverage in the media, and 
ultimately, to me, it was just stress. 
Also, I needed to find something in 
my life to pay my expenses. The 
gallery in Norway kept in touch and 
I ended up sending them a painting. 
The owner’s feedback was straight 
forward: the painting was terrible 
and he recommended I would be 
better off growing vegetables. From 
my end, all I heard at the time 
through Western media was stories 
about Banksy, or references to 
graffiti style. However, I had several 
conversations with the gallery owner 
and he helped me, pointing out 
sections taken from my own murals, 
encouraging me to modify these 
beautiful works into something 
more personal. I completed some 
small paintings and took them 
myself to the gallery in Bergen.  
The show was sold out before the 
opening. This marked a new 
beginning for me. 

Then, in 2014, another small 
gallery in London approached me. 
The show was successful, and I also 
completed a mural there, which led 
to some media coverage – the front 
page of the Daily Telegraph. This was 
quite a different situation from Iran. 
I entitled the mural in London ‘We 
Didn’t Start the Game’, which at the 
height of the Middle East conflict 
(2014-15), was very political. I 
thought the title added a lot to the 
mural. So it was these two 
exhibitions that marked the 
beginning of my adventures abroad. 

AAN: There is a drastic change in 
colour palette from the murals and 
your present work to the paintings you 
completed around 2014-15 that 
conjure a very different atmosphere. 
What was your approach to colour at 
that stage?
MG: I felt lost between these two 
periods. In my opinion and back 
then, I was very good at murals, 
especially when it comes to the skills 
needed. Eventually, I could finish a 
500-square-metre mural within one 
week. Then, I completely changed 
scale, working on small canvases. 
Retrospectively, the paintings that 
were part of the show in Norway 
were very dark in terms of subject.  
A Norwegian newspaper even wrote 
about ‘an existentialist from Tehran 
showing in Bergen’. The concept was 
too dark and even in 2014, I was 
painting big cubes of concrete on top 
of the heads of people. My 
perspective probably changed, 
because after the murals, I wanted to 
be very personal in my work, 
showing the darkness of life. Later,  
I realised that it was useless, since 
life itself is boring and grey, with a 
lot of pressure. 

The influence that became ‘my 
master’ in changing my perspective 
was Rumi, the 13th-century Iranian 
poet. He writes about light, beauty, 
hope, which explains why some 
people called him the prophet of 
love in comparison to Mohammed, 
who is the prophet of Islam. As 
Rumi was promoting love, beauty, 
and light, I became aware that I 
should go back to having that mural 
approach again, acknowledging the 
fact that life was dark and I did not 
need to explain or remap it. When 
you are unhappy, a good poem is a 
mood changer. From the moment  
I adopted that approach, my colour 
palette changed, and so did the 
subject matter. I switched from big 
blocks of concrete cubes above the 
heads of people to beautiful and 
colourful slides. Then, I started with 
a slightly different composition, with 
the slides trapped in boxes with a 
small hole on top. In the first layers, 
for someone who seeks beauty, there 
is beauty. As to the other layers, 
people can have their own 
interpretations with a kind of ying/
yang balance, not too happy nor too 
shallow. I am not depicting a subject 
matter with the sole ambition to 
make people happy: I also want to 
have a conversation about existence, 
life, joy in life, or about destiny. 

AAN: The objects you choose 
encourage thoughts about existence, 
joy, destiny. How did the composition, 
depicting the objects in a box,  
come about?
MG: When I stopped working in 
murals, I had more time to go 
through literature, art, and reflect on 
things beyond my own work. I 
realised that all over the world, our 
lives are very similar: whether in 
Iran or elsewhere, every country has 
their own problems, everyone has 
their passion for love and fear of 
death. We are all facing this 
existential anxiety and we need to 
find a tool to escape or ignore it, 
whether it is death or loneliness. I 
wanted to feature all these concerns 
in painting without telling a story, or 
forcing people into a specific 
direction. For me, the box allowed 
me to raise questions and could 
create an atmosphere without telling 
a story. That is something we 
encounter in Donald Judd’s work, or 
in an architectural way in Tadao 
Ando’s work. I knew that I did not 
want to create these boxes as 
sculpture for now, but I needed to 
find a way to somehow represent all 

Finding Hope, Davos, Switzerland. Photo : © Mehdi Ghadyanloo

my questions and feelings of wonder 
in facing the beauty and darkness of 
life. I found that the combination of 
slides, ladders, and boxes stands for 
an abstraction of life, with its joys, 
beauty, and anxieties to create a 
dialogue that is open to 
interpretation. 

AAN: You mentioned Donald Judd and 
Tadao Ando. Generally, your work is 
associated with De Chirico, Magritte, 
and M C Escher. How do you feel  
about this?
MG: I love these artists, and Magritte 
(1898-1967) in particular is still my 
hero. I admire the way he can give 
importance to a subject and make it 
the centre of the work. Also, his 
ability to play with the concept of 
illusion is remarkable. He was 
brilliant, and to this day, his works 
remains powerful and timeless.  
I admire De Chirico (1988-1978), 
who was my second hero, for the way 
he handled the walls. In his 
paintings, I am always impressed by 
his very sharp perspective of walls  
that recede in his works; and how he 
achieves that green sky is admirable. 
He was definitely a source of 
inspiration and I would have loved to 
have been an assistant for these 
artists!

AAN: Considering that you grew up in 
the countryside, nature is not 
represented in your paintings.  
Why is that?
MG: When I was a farmer I knew 
about the Impressionists, I loved 
watching the sunrise, the changes in 
colour, how green is not green at  
5 am and how green is gold and green 
at 5 pm. At the time, I did not know  
I was going to be a painter, I just 
enjoyed the beauty surrounding me.  
I love all these things from nature, 
but in an indirect way. Somehow,  
I am upset that it is not represented 
in my work. There was a time when  
I completed some sky paintings, but  
I did not exhibit them. I wanted to 
focus on clouds in Iran, but although 
I was trying to master their 
depiction, I felt I was not good 
enough. However, trying to be a 
master in cloud painting 
subsequently helped me to paint my 
slides. It is all connected. From my 
experience, every single dot in my life 
was connected and contributed to 
improving my artistic experience.  
I came to the conclusion that skill is 
something you can learn. Knowing 
how to paint is, of course, essential, 
but the main question is the subject 
matter. I feel that life experience and 
all these sources of inspiration come 
together in this area. In my opinion, 
it is all about what one should  
paint and not about how one should 
paint it.

AAN: Finally, on another note, once the 
conflict is over, a country like Ukraine 
will need artists like yourself to bring 
their city back to life. How do you see 
it?
MG: While using public 
transportation or walking on the 
street in Tehran, I kept noticing how 
desperate people were to see beauty 
around them. Overall, people were 
angry, angry about the debts, the 
financial problems, and the political 
problems inside and outside Iran. If 
my work made them feel better, then 
the mission of my murals to take 
their mind off their problems was 
accomplished. Considering the large 
population in Tehran, every day, 
approximately 500,000 people saw 
my murals. I may have improved 
their lives for seconds, preventing 
some heart attacks or suicides. Art 
has that power, not only in Iran, but 
everywhere.

I do not want to 
force people 

into a specific 
direction 

The Innocentness (2022), acrylic oil on canvas, 
140 x 140 cm, Courtesy the Artist and Gagosian
Photo: Rob McKeever

Joint Adventure (2016), 
acrylic on canvas, 200 x 200 cm
Photo: © Mehdi Ghadyanloo

After Wine (2007-2021), detaill, oil and acrylic on linen, alcohol, 169 x 350 cm
Photo: MAB Gallery Shanghai         

Continued on page 8
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There is a dramatic lacuna in Chinese-
artist Tang Song’s CV as though 
Occam’s razor has slashed out a 
fourteen–year gap between 2007 and 
2021. Fourteen years seem to have 
been erased in the blink of an eye 
with very little to show for them. But 
how deceptive appearances can be. 
The lacuna masks a period of intense 
artistic activity by Song resulting in 
abstract paintings many of which are 
immense. And many of which, if not 
all, simply have not left the studio 
during these 14 years. It was as 
though they had taken root among 
the paint-splattered studio 
floorboards while Song continued 
the struggle of constructing their 
surface architecture over many years. 
Song’s public persona retreated 
behind this wall of intense activity. 
Work went on, he just had not 
exhibited anything. Perhaps by 
choice, but also through 
circumstances beyond his control. 
He had spent several years overseas 
and, when he returned to China, he 
found there were few, if any, places 
where he could exhibit his work. One 
reason is that Tang Song is in trouble 
and has a complicated background. 
The second reason, Song explained, is 
that he could not make any money.

One notable exception was in 2013, 
when Boers-li Gallery in Beijing held 
a significant show of Song’s work - 
Eulogy – in memory of Hans van Dijk. 
It was the first time Song’s large-scale 
abstract expressionist works had been 
publicly seen. And then silence. As 
though Song – always an outsider 
with radical views – had again 
retreated into the studio. 

In reality, Song had not stopped 
painting. Quite the contrary. In 
studios in Hangzhou, Beijing, and 
Shanghai he continued the search for 
some sort of artistic resolution. He 
sold the occasional work when he 
could to keep the wolf from the door. 
Or, more specifically, to keep the 
studio rent paid, he recently explained 
in an email. Slowly, the vividly 
arresting expressionistic paintings 
accumulated in the studio, like a vast 
visual library of 14 years of work, 
paintings with surfaces of such 
intense rapture that they somehow 
defied the eye with their conflation of 

TANG SONG 
too much energy into it. I did not 
have time to update my inner 
library: I needed to expand my 
horizon, read, experience and learn 
more as, in my opinion, I did not 
have anything new to bring to the 
city – my ideas became repetitive. 
That was the main reason, as 
otherwise, I would have fought to 
win new projects. Also, working in 
the city became too stressful, as I 
was trapped into thinking 
exclusively about this triangle that 
included myself, the artwork, and 
the people who were going to see it. 
I reached a point where I did not 
want to paint for anyone else 
anymore but myself.

AAN: At the time, social media also 
helped to get your work seen.
MG: Indeed. I had put images of my 
murals on Facebook and Instagram 
because the media in Iran did not 
care too much about art. Sharing my 
images led to an email from the 
Huffington Post, which was actually 
the first media to recognise my work 
in the West. As at the time my 
English was poor, the Huffington 
Post email remained unanswered 
until I showed it to a friend who 
knew the West much better than  
I did. He explained that the 
Huffington Post was an important 
newspaper in the US and they 
requested my permission to publish 
images of my murals. He answered 
on my behalf and, the next day,  
I had more than 4,500 friend 
requests on Facebook with my inbox 
having many interview requests 
from Western media. Back then, my 
only concern was to paint and 

beautify Tehran. I think that for the 
Western media, the context 
surrounding these murals in Tehran 
was of great importance. Indeed, 
when mentioning the words ‘murals 
in Tehran’, everybody remembers 
the piece depicting the American 
flag with the slogan ‘Down with the 
USA’, or various other revolutionary 
murals. My work, on the other 
hand, represented a completely 
different approach.

AAN: Your work on social media also 
led to gallery shows abroad. 
MG: After eight or nine years of 
painting murals, producing a mural 
every month, or sometimes 
simultaneous projects, I felt 
exhausted. Then, all these good 
things happened. A gallery from 
Norway sent me a Facebook 
message showing interest in an 
exhibition. At the time, I declined, 
indicating my intention to go back 
to the countryside and grow 
vegetables. I was tired and had 

decided to stop painting all together. 
Looking back, it was a childish 
decision, but I felt I had done all 
these murals with no proper 
coverage in the media, and 
ultimately, to me, it was just stress. 
Also, I needed to find something in 
my life to pay my expenses. The 
gallery in Norway kept in touch and 
I ended up sending them a painting. 
The owner’s feedback was straight 
forward: the painting was terrible 
and he recommended I would be 
better off growing vegetables. From 
my end, all I heard at the time 
through Western media was stories 
about Banksy, or references to 
graffiti style. However, I had several 
conversations with the gallery owner 
and he helped me, pointing out 
sections taken from my own murals, 
encouraging me to modify these 
beautiful works into something 
more personal. I completed some 
small paintings and took them 
myself to the gallery in Bergen.  
The show was sold out before the 
opening. This marked a new 
beginning for me. 

Then, in 2014, another small 
gallery in London approached me. 
The show was successful, and I also 
completed a mural there, which led 
to some media coverage – the front 
page of the Daily Telegraph. This was 
quite a different situation from Iran. 
I entitled the mural in London ‘We 
Didn’t Start the Game’, which at the 
height of the Middle East conflict 
(2014-15), was very political. I 
thought the title added a lot to the 
mural. So it was these two 
exhibitions that marked the 
beginning of my adventures abroad. 

AAN: There is a drastic change in 
colour palette from the murals and 
your present work to the paintings you 
completed around 2014-15 that 
conjure a very different atmosphere. 
What was your approach to colour at 
that stage?
MG: I felt lost between these two 
periods. In my opinion and back 
then, I was very good at murals, 
especially when it comes to the skills 
needed. Eventually, I could finish a 
500-square-metre mural within one 
week. Then, I completely changed 
scale, working on small canvases. 
Retrospectively, the paintings that 
were part of the show in Norway 
were very dark in terms of subject.  
A Norwegian newspaper even wrote 
about ‘an existentialist from Tehran 
showing in Bergen’. The concept was 
too dark and even in 2014, I was 
painting big cubes of concrete on top 
of the heads of people. My 
perspective probably changed, 
because after the murals, I wanted to 
be very personal in my work, 
showing the darkness of life. Later,  
I realised that it was useless, since 
life itself is boring and grey, with a 
lot of pressure. 

The influence that became ‘my 
master’ in changing my perspective 
was Rumi, the 13th-century Iranian 
poet. He writes about light, beauty, 
hope, which explains why some 
people called him the prophet of 
love in comparison to Mohammed, 
who is the prophet of Islam. As 
Rumi was promoting love, beauty, 
and light, I became aware that I 
should go back to having that mural 
approach again, acknowledging the 
fact that life was dark and I did not 
need to explain or remap it. When 
you are unhappy, a good poem is a 
mood changer. From the moment  
I adopted that approach, my colour 
palette changed, and so did the 
subject matter. I switched from big 
blocks of concrete cubes above the 
heads of people to beautiful and 
colourful slides. Then, I started with 
a slightly different composition, with 
the slides trapped in boxes with a 
small hole on top. In the first layers, 
for someone who seeks beauty, there 
is beauty. As to the other layers, 
people can have their own 
interpretations with a kind of ying/
yang balance, not too happy nor too 
shallow. I am not depicting a subject 
matter with the sole ambition to 
make people happy: I also want to 
have a conversation about existence, 
life, joy in life, or about destiny. 

AAN: The objects you choose 
encourage thoughts about existence, 
joy, destiny. How did the composition, 
depicting the objects in a box,  
come about?
MG: When I stopped working in 
murals, I had more time to go 
through literature, art, and reflect on 
things beyond my own work. I 
realised that all over the world, our 
lives are very similar: whether in 
Iran or elsewhere, every country has 
their own problems, everyone has 
their passion for love and fear of 
death. We are all facing this 
existential anxiety and we need to 
find a tool to escape or ignore it, 
whether it is death or loneliness. I 
wanted to feature all these concerns 
in painting without telling a story, or 
forcing people into a specific 
direction. For me, the box allowed 
me to raise questions and could 
create an atmosphere without telling 
a story. That is something we 
encounter in Donald Judd’s work, or 
in an architectural way in Tadao 
Ando’s work. I knew that I did not 
want to create these boxes as 
sculpture for now, but I needed to 
find a way to somehow represent all 

Finding Hope, Davos, Switzerland. Photo : © Mehdi Ghadyanloo

my questions and feelings of wonder 
in facing the beauty and darkness of 
life. I found that the combination of 
slides, ladders, and boxes stands for 
an abstraction of life, with its joys, 
beauty, and anxieties to create a 
dialogue that is open to 
interpretation. 

AAN: You mentioned Donald Judd and 
Tadao Ando. Generally, your work is 
associated with De Chirico, Magritte, 
and M C Escher. How do you feel  
about this?
MG: I love these artists, and Magritte 
(1898-1967) in particular is still my 
hero. I admire the way he can give 
importance to a subject and make it 
the centre of the work. Also, his 
ability to play with the concept of 
illusion is remarkable. He was 
brilliant, and to this day, his works 
remains powerful and timeless.  
I admire De Chirico (1988-1978), 
who was my second hero, for the way 
he handled the walls. In his 
paintings, I am always impressed by 
his very sharp perspective of walls  
that recede in his works; and how he 
achieves that green sky is admirable. 
He was definitely a source of 
inspiration and I would have loved to 
have been an assistant for these 
artists!

AAN: Considering that you grew up in 
the countryside, nature is not 
represented in your paintings.  
Why is that?
MG: When I was a farmer I knew 
about the Impressionists, I loved 
watching the sunrise, the changes in 
colour, how green is not green at  
5 am and how green is gold and green 
at 5 pm. At the time, I did not know  
I was going to be a painter, I just 
enjoyed the beauty surrounding me.  
I love all these things from nature, 
but in an indirect way. Somehow,  
I am upset that it is not represented 
in my work. There was a time when  
I completed some sky paintings, but  
I did not exhibit them. I wanted to 
focus on clouds in Iran, but although 
I was trying to master their 
depiction, I felt I was not good 
enough. However, trying to be a 
master in cloud painting 
subsequently helped me to paint my 
slides. It is all connected. From my 
experience, every single dot in my life 
was connected and contributed to 
improving my artistic experience.  
I came to the conclusion that skill is 
something you can learn. Knowing 
how to paint is, of course, essential, 
but the main question is the subject 
matter. I feel that life experience and 
all these sources of inspiration come 
together in this area. In my opinion, 
it is all about what one should  
paint and not about how one should 
paint it.

AAN: Finally, on another note, once the 
conflict is over, a country like Ukraine 
will need artists like yourself to bring 
their city back to life. How do you see 
it?
MG: While using public 
transportation or walking on the 
street in Tehran, I kept noticing how 
desperate people were to see beauty 
around them. Overall, people were 
angry, angry about the debts, the 
financial problems, and the political 
problems inside and outside Iran. If 
my work made them feel better, then 
the mission of my murals to take 
their mind off their problems was 
accomplished. Considering the large 
population in Tehran, every day, 
approximately 500,000 people saw 
my murals. I may have improved 
their lives for seconds, preventing 
some heart attacks or suicides. Art 
has that power, not only in Iran, but 
everywhere.

I do not want to 
force people 

into a specific 
direction 

The Innocentness (2022), acrylic oil on canvas, 
140 x 140 cm, Courtesy the Artist and Gagosian
Photo: Rob McKeever

Joint Adventure (2016), 
acrylic on canvas, 200 x 200 cm
Photo: © Mehdi Ghadyanloo

After Wine (2007-2021), detaill, oil and acrylic on linen, alcohol, 169 x 350 cm
Photo: MAB Gallery Shanghai         
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Deaf, Blind, 
and Mute 
(2007-2021), 
oil and acrylic 
on canvas, 
alcohol, 
300 x 170 cm

Tang Song
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depth and flatness triggered by linear 
wire grids that articulated the 
painting’s surfaces. Two-dimensional 
surfaces were penetrated by an 
illusory three-dimensionality 
courtesy of Song’s unflinching 
adherence to the one-point 
perspective that the grids defined. 
Such perspectival illusion was a 
simple technique picked up, it is 
rumoured, through Song’s passion 
for Piranesi’s architectural drawings, 
where all lines converged on one 
point on the horizon. In Song’s 
paintings, the grids give the work an 
infinite depth that penetrated the 
work’s textured surface architecture. 
Process and aesthetics increasingly 
preoccupied him.

‘Survival at that time was one vote 
for the East and one for the West,’ he 
says alluding to his attempts to unite 
his passion for Western art with that 
of Chinese classicism. Some 
paintings were sold privately. 
‘Enough to keep my Beijing studio 
going,’ Song explained. 

Song was born in Hangzhou in 
1960, went to school there, and spent 
time in the People’s Liberation Army 
in the late 1970s/early 1980s enjoying 
the physicality of army life. He 
identifies as a man of action rather 
than one of the words. He studied 
painting at the Zhejiang Academy of 
Fine Arts (now known as the China 
Academy of Art), and learned how to 
utilize ‘junk’ left around the campus 
for painting surfaces because he was 
too poor to buy an alternative, and 
graduated in 1989 – the same year he 
became involved in the China/Avant-
Garde Art exhibition at the National 
Museum of Art in Beijing. 

The China/Avant-Garde exhibition 
has long since been identified as a 
pivotal moment in Chinese 
contemporary art history. Back then 
there was not such a thing as 
contemporary art, Song says. Only 
modern or avant-garde art. At the 
exhibition opening on the morning 
of 5 February 1989, there was a fracas 
when a student friend Xiao Lu fired a 
gun at her installation, Dialogue 
(since 1966 possessing a gun in China 
was a serious offence). Lu fled the 
gallery through a back door. Song 
was arrested by plain-clothed police 
who identified him as a collaborator 
and dragged him off to a detention 
centre. The exhibition was closed 
temporarily. 

The ’shooting incident’ as it has 
since become known is seen by many 
historians as a controversial – albeit 
mute – call for democracy at a time 
when the political climate in China 
was being recalibrated. There was a 
revolutionary buzz in the air. Years 
after the event, Song said the 
shooting was a rebellious act 
propelled by China’s New Wave 

movement. The shooting was to have 
long-term consequences for the pair 
both of whom contested the 
authorship of the work. Four months 
later in April thousands of students 
began occupying Tiananmen Square 
culminating in the bloody massacre 
of 4 June. By association – the 
rebellious nature of the Dialogue 
shooting incident marked it out in 
popular culture as the first gunshots 
in the student-led revolution.

In December 1989, Lu left for 
asylum in Australia where she was 
eventually joined by Song, who had 
been smuggled to Hong Kong and 
then to Sydney. They returned to 
China in 2003, after their relationship 
ended having spent years in Sydney 
eking out a meagre living.  

In the decade following 1989, Song 
has been active in art fairs all over the 
world in the US, Australia, South 
Korea, Japan, Singapore, UK and 
Mexico. Life was nomadic, but he 
appears to have always gravitated 
toward city life. He says it is 
important for an artist to be in a city. 

– some can be as immense as 25 
metres in length – lean against the 
concrete walls on wooden boards set 
on concrete that is caked with dry 
and congealed paint. There is a 
mobile paint trolley on which sit 
domestic-sized cans of paint. The 
trolley is also caked in dry paint and 
forms a curious multi-coloured 
palimpsest. There are few 
paintbrushes, but several mops that 
Song uses to apply paint to the 
canvases. There are a couple of chairs 
and little else. If the studio can best 
be described as otherworldly then so 
must Song’s paintings; demonic in 
their intensity, confusing in their 
clash of two-dimensional surface 
texture laid over the geometric grids 
that suggest entry points to 
otherworldly matrices. 

Tang Song is a complex character – 
‘unruly even’ suggested gallery owner 
Mathieu Borysevicz. But his 
paintings do not share the same 
obfuscation. For abstract expressionist 
paintings, they remain accessible and 
aesthetically alluring functioning on 
several conceptual levels at once. 
Even so, there remains no resolution 
in his cosmic imagery. As the 
paintings evolve over years, there is 
always something that needs 
‘polishing’, altering, adjusting, 
updating, much as an author writes, 
and then rewrites only then to rewrite 
the rewrites. This is why for Song 
there have been 14 years absence, the 
self-imposed lacuna cunningly 
concealing a highly productive period, 
but one where the paintings, like 
errant youngsters, continually scream 
out for attention. ‘I am not very 
interested in what other people think. 
If you are famous self-knowledge can 
be a problem,’ he said.

Then in 2020, things changed 
when he agreed to show his paintings 
at BANK Gallery in Shanghai. 
Mathieu Borysevicz, the gallery 
owner had kept his eye on Song’s 
work since they first met in 2008 – 
but from a distance. ‘I had been 
greatly impressed with Song’s Boers-
Li 2013 exhibition. We met again in 
2020. He was as surprised to see me 
as I him. So, we exchanged numbers. 
He visited the gallery and I went to 
his studio. It was all very mutual and 
smooth. He might have resisted 
because he is shy or maybe conflicted 
about a lot in his life, like all amazing 
artists are,’ Borysevicz explained.

The paintings’ vivid coloration and 
monochrome intensity mesmerized 
visitors to the exhibition. They sold 
well and continue to do so, says 
Borysevicz. It was a coup when an 
Australian philanthropist and 
collector of contemporary Chinese 
art bought a painting. 

Song’s works have been described 
as a ‘continuous experimentation in 
artistic texture’. The paint is lush and 
cumulative, and can be at times as 
much as two centimetres thick before 
being scraped off and reworked or 
perhaps refashioned by a power saw 
to the extent where the paintings 
become more like installations. The 
paint accrues heavy succulent globs, 
or rivulets, before being sliced off to 
reveal the painting’s archaeology. 
They ooze barely controlled energy. 
Song refers to the process as ‘Action 
painting’. The repetitive nature of his 
process, the sheer scale of the 
paintings, and the physical endurance 
to execute them, demands the artist 
enters an introspective meditative 
transcendent state. And perhaps here 
is a key to Song’s 14 years of 
unrelenting labour. The search is not 
only about fashioning the work’s 
visual dissonance into a visual 
harmony, but it is also an attempt to 
reach a spiritual nirvana.

The grid that Song uses is created 

from wire which becomes an adjunct 
to the creative process and which 
remains on view at all times. Song 
confuses me later when he emails to 
say, ‘I am not interested in grids, I am 
not interested in plane geometry. I 
am interested in the front and rear 
spaces created by lines, front and rear, 
horizontal and vertical’. 

He is also interested in calligraphy. 
There was a time when he would 
practice it every day. But no longer. 
However, he still thinks about 
calligraphy every day and now just 
traces the characters with his finger 
on the inside of a pocket.

As for the studio space, ‘It is a 
matter of space and time,’ he 
commented obliquely. A view that 
coalesces neatly with the extra-
terrestrial. It is a portal and a bridge 
between the contemporary and the 
ancient influences that beguile Song; 
ancient history, poetry, classical 
biographies, and calligraphy. 

One influence has travelled with 
him since 1985, when American 
painter and graphic designer Robert 
Rauschenberg was in Beijing for his 
exhibition ROCI China at the 
National Art Museum of China. The 
exhibition was a runaway success and 
attracted 300,000 attendees over 
three weeks, such was the local 
hunger for Western art. Rauschenberg 
lectured when he was in the city 
saying something that Song found 
memorable then – and still does. 
Rauschenberg told Chinese art 
students not to ‘always think about 
what to do in New York, or what to 
do in Paris, but to build something 
new that belongs to China. Don’t eat 
other people’s leftovers’. 

Song is an energetic fighter for his 
art. He looks fit, too, and perhaps 
even a touch pugnacious. Slim and 
wiry, but with an intellectual strength 
that more than compensates for his 
stature. He smokes endlessly and 
perhaps looks older than his 62 years. 
But he smiles a lot, with a warm and 
generous smile and there is a hint of 
rebellion in his eyes. Baggy trousers 
hang from his wiry frame. But he 
remains an enigma. ‘Art is a creative 
endeavour, you need to have the 
courage to try, just know, then you 
have to act in this way, this is my 
basic concept, this is what I say. The 
unity of knowledge and action. This 
knowledge is to know what to know, 
and to know is to know the reason for 
the existence of art’. Simple really.

I asked Song why does he need to 
paint on such an epic scale? The 
answer is surprisingly down to earth. 
‘I have big things to say, big thoughts 
to explore, big emotions to express in 
my heart, but I have been suppressed 
for many years without much space or 
time’.
s�BANK Gallery is exhibiting Tang 
Song’s painting at Art Basel Hong Kong, 
either online, or physically, in May 2021

Tang Song at National Museum of Art, 
Beijing, 5 February 1989, moments 
after his arrest 

Untitled (2007-2021), oil and acrylic on linen, alcohol, 300 x 170 cm. Photo: MAB Gallery, Shanghai

Tang Song in his Shanghai studio in Songjiang 2021

International (2007-2021), oil and acrylic on canvas, alcohol, 260 x 380 cm 
Photo: MAB Gallery Shanghai

I have big 
things to say 

and big 
thoughts  

to explore

‘Art is a thing of contemporary 
civilisation, and you (an artist) must 
be in a contemporary city,’ he 
elaborated.

 His current studio is in Shanghai 
an immense concrete space in the 
Xinqiao Art Zone in Songjiang in 
the city’s southwest suburbs. The 
studio possesses an apocalyptic aura, 
as though it could have been plucked 
from a sci-fi movie set. His paintings, 
many of which are of huge dimensions 
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depth and flatness triggered by linear 
wire grids that articulated the 
painting’s surfaces. Two-dimensional 
surfaces were penetrated by an 
illusory three-dimensionality 
courtesy of Song’s unflinching 
adherence to the one-point 
perspective that the grids defined. 
Such perspectival illusion was a 
simple technique picked up, it is 
rumoured, through Song’s passion 
for Piranesi’s architectural drawings, 
where all lines converged on one 
point on the horizon. In Song’s 
paintings, the grids give the work an 
infinite depth that penetrated the 
work’s textured surface architecture. 
Process and aesthetics increasingly 
preoccupied him.

‘Survival at that time was one vote 
for the East and one for the West,’ he 
says alluding to his attempts to unite 
his passion for Western art with that 
of Chinese classicism. Some 
paintings were sold privately. 
‘Enough to keep my Beijing studio 
going,’ Song explained. 

Song was born in Hangzhou in 
1960, went to school there, and spent 
time in the People’s Liberation Army 
in the late 1970s/early 1980s enjoying 
the physicality of army life. He 
identifies as a man of action rather 
than one of the words. He studied 
painting at the Zhejiang Academy of 
Fine Arts (now known as the China 
Academy of Art), and learned how to 
utilize ‘junk’ left around the campus 
for painting surfaces because he was 
too poor to buy an alternative, and 
graduated in 1989 – the same year he 
became involved in the China/Avant-
Garde Art exhibition at the National 
Museum of Art in Beijing. 

The China/Avant-Garde exhibition 
has long since been identified as a 
pivotal moment in Chinese 
contemporary art history. Back then 
there was not such a thing as 
contemporary art, Song says. Only 
modern or avant-garde art. At the 
exhibition opening on the morning 
of 5 February 1989, there was a fracas 
when a student friend Xiao Lu fired a 
gun at her installation, Dialogue 
(since 1966 possessing a gun in China 
was a serious offence). Lu fled the 
gallery through a back door. Song 
was arrested by plain-clothed police 
who identified him as a collaborator 
and dragged him off to a detention 
centre. The exhibition was closed 
temporarily. 

The ’shooting incident’ as it has 
since become known is seen by many 
historians as a controversial – albeit 
mute – call for democracy at a time 
when the political climate in China 
was being recalibrated. There was a 
revolutionary buzz in the air. Years 
after the event, Song said the 
shooting was a rebellious act 
propelled by China’s New Wave 

movement. The shooting was to have 
long-term consequences for the pair 
both of whom contested the 
authorship of the work. Four months 
later in April thousands of students 
began occupying Tiananmen Square 
culminating in the bloody massacre 
of 4 June. By association – the 
rebellious nature of the Dialogue 
shooting incident marked it out in 
popular culture as the first gunshots 
in the student-led revolution.

In December 1989, Lu left for 
asylum in Australia where she was 
eventually joined by Song, who had 
been smuggled to Hong Kong and 
then to Sydney. They returned to 
China in 2003, after their relationship 
ended having spent years in Sydney 
eking out a meagre living.  

In the decade following 1989, Song 
has been active in art fairs all over the 
world in the US, Australia, South 
Korea, Japan, Singapore, UK and 
Mexico. Life was nomadic, but he 
appears to have always gravitated 
toward city life. He says it is 
important for an artist to be in a city. 

– some can be as immense as 25 
metres in length – lean against the 
concrete walls on wooden boards set 
on concrete that is caked with dry 
and congealed paint. There is a 
mobile paint trolley on which sit 
domestic-sized cans of paint. The 
trolley is also caked in dry paint and 
forms a curious multi-coloured 
palimpsest. There are few 
paintbrushes, but several mops that 
Song uses to apply paint to the 
canvases. There are a couple of chairs 
and little else. If the studio can best 
be described as otherworldly then so 
must Song’s paintings; demonic in 
their intensity, confusing in their 
clash of two-dimensional surface 
texture laid over the geometric grids 
that suggest entry points to 
otherworldly matrices. 

Tang Song is a complex character – 
‘unruly even’ suggested gallery owner 
Mathieu Borysevicz. But his 
paintings do not share the same 
obfuscation. For abstract expressionist 
paintings, they remain accessible and 
aesthetically alluring functioning on 
several conceptual levels at once. 
Even so, there remains no resolution 
in his cosmic imagery. As the 
paintings evolve over years, there is 
always something that needs 
‘polishing’, altering, adjusting, 
updating, much as an author writes, 
and then rewrites only then to rewrite 
the rewrites. This is why for Song 
there have been 14 years absence, the 
self-imposed lacuna cunningly 
concealing a highly productive period, 
but one where the paintings, like 
errant youngsters, continually scream 
out for attention. ‘I am not very 
interested in what other people think. 
If you are famous self-knowledge can 
be a problem,’ he said.

Then in 2020, things changed 
when he agreed to show his paintings 
at BANK Gallery in Shanghai. 
Mathieu Borysevicz, the gallery 
owner had kept his eye on Song’s 
work since they first met in 2008 – 
but from a distance. ‘I had been 
greatly impressed with Song’s Boers-
Li 2013 exhibition. We met again in 
2020. He was as surprised to see me 
as I him. So, we exchanged numbers. 
He visited the gallery and I went to 
his studio. It was all very mutual and 
smooth. He might have resisted 
because he is shy or maybe conflicted 
about a lot in his life, like all amazing 
artists are,’ Borysevicz explained.

The paintings’ vivid coloration and 
monochrome intensity mesmerized 
visitors to the exhibition. They sold 
well and continue to do so, says 
Borysevicz. It was a coup when an 
Australian philanthropist and 
collector of contemporary Chinese 
art bought a painting. 

Song’s works have been described 
as a ‘continuous experimentation in 
artistic texture’. The paint is lush and 
cumulative, and can be at times as 
much as two centimetres thick before 
being scraped off and reworked or 
perhaps refashioned by a power saw 
to the extent where the paintings 
become more like installations. The 
paint accrues heavy succulent globs, 
or rivulets, before being sliced off to 
reveal the painting’s archaeology. 
They ooze barely controlled energy. 
Song refers to the process as ‘Action 
painting’. The repetitive nature of his 
process, the sheer scale of the 
paintings, and the physical endurance 
to execute them, demands the artist 
enters an introspective meditative 
transcendent state. And perhaps here 
is a key to Song’s 14 years of 
unrelenting labour. The search is not 
only about fashioning the work’s 
visual dissonance into a visual 
harmony, but it is also an attempt to 
reach a spiritual nirvana.

The grid that Song uses is created 

from wire which becomes an adjunct 
to the creative process and which 
remains on view at all times. Song 
confuses me later when he emails to 
say, ‘I am not interested in grids, I am 
not interested in plane geometry. I 
am interested in the front and rear 
spaces created by lines, front and rear, 
horizontal and vertical’. 

He is also interested in calligraphy. 
There was a time when he would 
practice it every day. But no longer. 
However, he still thinks about 
calligraphy every day and now just 
traces the characters with his finger 
on the inside of a pocket.

As for the studio space, ‘It is a 
matter of space and time,’ he 
commented obliquely. A view that 
coalesces neatly with the extra-
terrestrial. It is a portal and a bridge 
between the contemporary and the 
ancient influences that beguile Song; 
ancient history, poetry, classical 
biographies, and calligraphy. 

One influence has travelled with 
him since 1985, when American 
painter and graphic designer Robert 
Rauschenberg was in Beijing for his 
exhibition ROCI China at the 
National Art Museum of China. The 
exhibition was a runaway success and 
attracted 300,000 attendees over 
three weeks, such was the local 
hunger for Western art. Rauschenberg 
lectured when he was in the city 
saying something that Song found 
memorable then – and still does. 
Rauschenberg told Chinese art 
students not to ‘always think about 
what to do in New York, or what to 
do in Paris, but to build something 
new that belongs to China. Don’t eat 
other people’s leftovers’. 

Song is an energetic fighter for his 
art. He looks fit, too, and perhaps 
even a touch pugnacious. Slim and 
wiry, but with an intellectual strength 
that more than compensates for his 
stature. He smokes endlessly and 
perhaps looks older than his 62 years. 
But he smiles a lot, with a warm and 
generous smile and there is a hint of 
rebellion in his eyes. Baggy trousers 
hang from his wiry frame. But he 
remains an enigma. ‘Art is a creative 
endeavour, you need to have the 
courage to try, just know, then you 
have to act in this way, this is my 
basic concept, this is what I say. The 
unity of knowledge and action. This 
knowledge is to know what to know, 
and to know is to know the reason for 
the existence of art’. Simple really.

I asked Song why does he need to 
paint on such an epic scale? The 
answer is surprisingly down to earth. 
‘I have big things to say, big thoughts 
to explore, big emotions to express in 
my heart, but I have been suppressed 
for many years without much space or 
time’.
s�BANK Gallery is exhibiting Tang 
Song’s painting at Art Basel Hong Kong, 
either online, or physically, in May 2021

Tang Song at National Museum of Art, 
Beijing, 5 February 1989, moments 
after his arrest 

Untitled (2007-2021), oil and acrylic on linen, alcohol, 300 x 170 cm. Photo: MAB Gallery, Shanghai

Tang Song in his Shanghai studio in Songjiang 2021

International (2007-2021), oil and acrylic on canvas, alcohol, 260 x 380 cm 
Photo: MAB Gallery Shanghai

I have big 
things to say 

and big 
thoughts  

to explore

‘Art is a thing of contemporary 
civilisation, and you (an artist) must 
be in a contemporary city,’ he 
elaborated.

 His current studio is in Shanghai 
an immense concrete space in the 
Xinqiao Art Zone in Songjiang in 
the city’s southwest suburbs. The 
studio possesses an apocalyptic aura, 
as though it could have been plucked 
from a sci-fi movie set. His paintings, 
many of which are of huge dimensions 
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Collecting and appreciating rocks 
has a long history in China. During 
the Song dynasty (960-1249), the 
literati and elite classes collected and 
traded rocks with the same passion 
as they did for fine art. Treatises were 
written on the desirable traits of 
rocks, detailing the characteristics of 
preferred features, such as rare stones 
(gongshi) and those with an 
fantastical appearance (guaishi). As 
with early paintings and calligraphy 
in China, scholars and intellectuals 
pursued rocks that were visually 
expressive and more meaningful 
than pretty or decorative. 

In 2018, scholar, collector, and 
filmmaker Wan-go Weng (1918-
2020) donated the Weng Family 
Collection of Chinese Paintings and 
Calligraphies to the Museum of 
Fine Arts in Boston. This gift, of 
more than 390 works, has resulted in 
an exhibition that provides an 
opportunity to explore the countless 
ways rocks have inspired Chinese 
culture throughout the ages – and 
continue to inspire today. 

Although the appreciation of 
scholar’s rocks was first recorded in 
the Tang dynasty (618-906), the 
appreciation of these objects only 
became firmly established during the 
11th century. Originally, fantastically 
shaped garden stones evoked the 
grandeur of mountains and other 
images from nature with scholars 
developing aesthetic principles to 
appreciate the beauty of the stones. 
Appreciated for form, colour, and 
texture, unusual rocks represented a 
microcosm of the universe upon 
which Chinese scholars could 
meditate in their own studios and 
gardens. Then smaller stones, at a 
later date, began to appear indoors 

THE WORLD OF 
SCHOLAR’S ROCKS

Small album by Jiu Si Tang Yung (Aisin-Gioro 
Yung iong)  (1743-1790), ink and colour on 
paper. Though of Manchu heritage, Aisin-Gioro 
Yung iong, like his father the Qianlong Emperor 
(reigned 1736–1799), diligently studied the 
traditional arts of China, the country his father 
ruled. A serious scholar, the prince was editor 
of the Siku Quanshu, the monumental 
imperially commissioned compendium of 
Chinese books, and devoted most of his spare 
energies to calligraphy and painting. Albums, 
one of the most intimate of Chinese painting 
formats, assembled by either an artist or a 
collector, usually focused on a singular theme. 
Gift of the Wan-go H C Weng Collection and 
the Weng family, in honour of Weng Tonghe  

and became highly desirable items 
for the literati class to collect and 
used as objects to spark conversation 
or for inspiration in creating poetry 
and paintings. 

By the early Song dynasty (960-
1279), small ornamental rocks were 
also collected as accoutrements of 
the scholar’s study and the portrayal 
of rocks, often joined by an old tree 
or bamboo, became a favourite and 
enduring pictorial genre for literati 
painters for centuries. Rocks were 
important objects that could 
represent an owner’s taste, as in the 
case of other carefully chosen works 
such as paintings and calligraphy. 
They were especially prized by the 
scholar and the court for their natural 
shape, their abstract qualities, 
texture, resonance, and their ability 

to evoke feelings from the viewer.
Especially admired are stones that 

have been sculpted naturally by 
processes of erosion or that appear to 
have been shaped by nature even if 
they have been artfully enhanced by 
man. Pitted, hollowed out, and 
perforated, such rocks, which are 
often displayed on end, vertically, are 
seen as embodiments of the dynamic 
transformational processes of nature. 
By the Tang dynasty (618-907), four 
principal aesthetic criteria had 
emerged: leanness (shou), openness 
and form (tou), perforations (lou) and 
wrinkling or texture/awkwardness 
(zhou) had been identified for judging 
the studio rocks, as well as the larger 
examples seen in gardens. 

When rocks were visibly eroded 
and sculpted by nature’s forces, they 

were thought to possess a 
concentration of nature itself, with 
the agreed criteria establishing the 
identity of this encapsulated power. 
Using the mentioned prescribed 
criteria, leanness describes the state 
in which this interior energy retains 
this power and manifests itself in the 
physical appearance of the rock, 
giving it energy. Surface texture 
patterns also provide visual form to 
this interior energy and aid the 
viewer’s appreciation of the form, 
whilst the perforations in the rock 
draw the viewer’s eye to its inner 
energy and ultimate form. 

These aesthetic features could be 
found in three main types of rocks: 
Taihu, Lingbi, and Ying varieties. 
Taihu rocks were farmed in Lake Tai 
in Jiangsu province. They  usually 
have perforated surfaces that were 
formed by drilling the limestone 
rock and then immersing it in the 
lake, where it was exposed to the 
erosive actions of water, waves, and 
sand, sometimes for hundreds of 
years. When the rocks were 
harvested, the perforations often 
appeared to be natural. Taihu rocks 
have been likened to miniature 
cosmic mountains with heavenly 
grottoes and fantastic peaks.

Many of the most prized examples 
for collectors came from Lingbi, in 
the northern Anhui provenance of 
China. The best Lingbi stones are 
deep black in colour, often only 
lightly textured with their surfaces 
appearing glossy to the viewer. The 
most prized, such as the limestone 
Lingbi type,  are so densely 
structured that they resonate and 
emit a clear ring when struck. Lingbi 
have been favoured and collected 
since the Northern Sung dynasty 

(960-1127) by the literati. Retrieved 
from subterranean quarries, the dark 
stones with their convoluted forms 
and textured surfaces, are emblematic 
of the great rock-faced mountain 
ranges that have inspired Chinese 
landscape painters and poets for 
centuries. While large Lingbi stones 
were occasionally placed in gardens, 
they were mostly placed indoors as 
desktop rocks in the scholar’s studio 
with the lighter coloured tai-hu 
rocks, with their strange perforations, 
were more frequently favoured for 
use as garden stones.

A more common type of scholar’s 
rock is from Yingde in Guangdong 
province – these rocks are 
traditionally prized for their 
intricately textured surfaces which 
are often characterised as ‘dimpled’. 
In Yingde, rocks were mainly 
discovered in cave complexes with 
prize example being praised from 
their geographic origin, colour, and 
texture. 

Besides formal physical qualities 
needed, rocks were also admired for 
their resemblance to mountains or 
caves, particularly the magical peaks 
and subterranean paradises (grotto-
heavens or dongtian) believed to be 
inhabited by immortal beings. Some 
rocks were appreciated for their 
resemblance to animals, birds, 
human figures, as well as mythical 
creatures.

Images of nature and natural 
landscapes have remained a potent 
source of inspiration for artists from 
the late Tang dynasty to the present 
day. This idea of escaping to nature 
and to one’s natural state was a 
central theme of the literati scholar 
and other objects placed on the 
studio table visually emphasise these 

Scholar’s rock, Qing dynasty, gift of the Wan-go H C Weng Collection and the Weng family, in honour of Weng Tonghe 
All images © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Finger Paintings of Flowers by Gao Qipei (1660-1743), dated 1708, 
ink on paper. Gao Qipei’s representation of a rock exemplifies the sense of 
awkwardness (zhuo) that rock enthusiasts sought. Awkwardness, the opposite of 
frivolous prettiness, appears not only in the shape and apparent texture of the 
rock, but also the ink lines that delineate it. Marshall H Gould Fund

Lingbi rock with wooden base, Qing dynasty, 18th/19th century, 
gift of the Rosenblum Family

ideas with the use of table screens, 
peaked brush rests. Scholar’s rocks 
also reflected these ideals. 

Paintings of fantastic rocks 
appeared as early as the 8th century, 
when the literati began to show 
interest in these objects and brought 
them into their world. Often a single 
elegant specimen, combined with an 
ornamental tree or flower, was used 
to suggest a garden setting. Rock-
and-tree paintings soon developed 
into a separate pictorial genre in 
which the auspicious associations of 
fantastic rocks were linked to the 
symbolic meanings of certain plants 

– such as a pine tree (longevity), 
bamboo (moral purity), peonies and 
hollyhocks (wealth and high rank) – 
to create images that were appropriate 
gifts for birthdays, the New Year, 
and other special occasions. 

By the 17th century, the aesthetic 
ideals of painting and scholars’ rocks 
were almost indistinguishable. 
Assemblages of fantastic rocks in a 
garden, often arrayed in front of a 
white wall, inspired by compositional 
formulas developed in painted 

Elegant Ink 
(Landscapes after 
Ancient Masters), 
1757,  
by Jin Nong 
(1687-1764), 
ink on paper, 
gift of the 
Wan-go H C Weng 
Collection and the 
Weng family, 
in honour of 
Weng Tonghe 

Rocks and 
Flowers, 
circa 1888,  
by Ju Lian 
(Chinese, 
1828-1904), 
ink and colour 
on silk. In the 
11th century, 
when connoisseurs 
first became 
absorbed with 
rocks and their 
aesthetics, the 
motif was 
primarily the focus 
of intellectuals 
and emperors. 
By the 
19th century, 
rocks were 
thoroughly 
integrated into the 
general aesthetics 
and decorative 
culture of China. 
Gift of Edward 
Warren Bernat 

landscapes. The passion for these 
specimens for contemplation and 
display brought about the numerous 
‘portraits’ of actual, as well as 
imagined specimens, of scholar’s 
rocks. With the rise of monumental 
landscape painting in the 9th to 11th 
centuries, artists began creating 
various prescribed images of 
mountains that recalled twisting 
plumes of smoke, soaring peaks, or 
misty landscapes. These imaginary 
landscape paintings were copied by 
later landscape painters and helped 
influence scholars’ taste in rocks.

This deep appreciation for the 
aesthetics of rocks led to new 
traditions: paintings of rocks and 
even how-to woodblock-printed 
manuals for painting them. This 
exhibition explores both rocks and 
paintings of rocks in Chinese culture 
and how a humble, common object 
can be an inspiring muse.

s�Weng Family Collection of Chinese 
Painting: Art Rocks, until 3 May, 2023, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,  
mfa.org
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WATCH
Chinese Scholar’s 
Rocks video essay

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llJn7YuCoAY
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Collecting and appreciating rocks 
has a long history in China. During 
the Song dynasty (960-1249), the 
literati and elite classes collected and 
traded rocks with the same passion 
as they did for fine art. Treatises were 
written on the desirable traits of 
rocks, detailing the characteristics of 
preferred features, such as rare stones 
(gongshi) and those with an 
fantastical appearance (guaishi). As 
with early paintings and calligraphy 
in China, scholars and intellectuals 
pursued rocks that were visually 
expressive and more meaningful 
than pretty or decorative. 

In 2018, scholar, collector, and 
filmmaker Wan-go Weng (1918-
2020) donated the Weng Family 
Collection of Chinese Paintings and 
Calligraphies to the Museum of 
Fine Arts in Boston. This gift, of 
more than 390 works, has resulted in 
an exhibition that provides an 
opportunity to explore the countless 
ways rocks have inspired Chinese 
culture throughout the ages – and 
continue to inspire today. 

Although the appreciation of 
scholar’s rocks was first recorded in 
the Tang dynasty (618-906), the 
appreciation of these objects only 
became firmly established during the 
11th century. Originally, fantastically 
shaped garden stones evoked the 
grandeur of mountains and other 
images from nature with scholars 
developing aesthetic principles to 
appreciate the beauty of the stones. 
Appreciated for form, colour, and 
texture, unusual rocks represented a 
microcosm of the universe upon 
which Chinese scholars could 
meditate in their own studios and 
gardens. Then smaller stones, at a 
later date, began to appear indoors 

THE WORLD OF 
SCHOLAR’S ROCKS

Small album by Jiu Si Tang Yung (Aisin-Gioro 
Yung iong)  (1743-1790), ink and colour on 
paper. Though of Manchu heritage, Aisin-Gioro 
Yung iong, like his father the Qianlong Emperor 
(reigned 1736–1799), diligently studied the 
traditional arts of China, the country his father 
ruled. A serious scholar, the prince was editor 
of the Siku Quanshu, the monumental 
imperially commissioned compendium of 
Chinese books, and devoted most of his spare 
energies to calligraphy and painting. Albums, 
one of the most intimate of Chinese painting 
formats, assembled by either an artist or a 
collector, usually focused on a singular theme. 
Gift of the Wan-go H C Weng Collection and 
the Weng family, in honour of Weng Tonghe  

and became highly desirable items 
for the literati class to collect and 
used as objects to spark conversation 
or for inspiration in creating poetry 
and paintings. 

By the early Song dynasty (960-
1279), small ornamental rocks were 
also collected as accoutrements of 
the scholar’s study and the portrayal 
of rocks, often joined by an old tree 
or bamboo, became a favourite and 
enduring pictorial genre for literati 
painters for centuries. Rocks were 
important objects that could 
represent an owner’s taste, as in the 
case of other carefully chosen works 
such as paintings and calligraphy. 
They were especially prized by the 
scholar and the court for their natural 
shape, their abstract qualities, 
texture, resonance, and their ability 

to evoke feelings from the viewer.
Especially admired are stones that 

have been sculpted naturally by 
processes of erosion or that appear to 
have been shaped by nature even if 
they have been artfully enhanced by 
man. Pitted, hollowed out, and 
perforated, such rocks, which are 
often displayed on end, vertically, are 
seen as embodiments of the dynamic 
transformational processes of nature. 
By the Tang dynasty (618-907), four 
principal aesthetic criteria had 
emerged: leanness (shou), openness 
and form (tou), perforations (lou) and 
wrinkling or texture/awkwardness 
(zhou) had been identified for judging 
the studio rocks, as well as the larger 
examples seen in gardens. 

When rocks were visibly eroded 
and sculpted by nature’s forces, they 

were thought to possess a 
concentration of nature itself, with 
the agreed criteria establishing the 
identity of this encapsulated power. 
Using the mentioned prescribed 
criteria, leanness describes the state 
in which this interior energy retains 
this power and manifests itself in the 
physical appearance of the rock, 
giving it energy. Surface texture 
patterns also provide visual form to 
this interior energy and aid the 
viewer’s appreciation of the form, 
whilst the perforations in the rock 
draw the viewer’s eye to its inner 
energy and ultimate form. 

These aesthetic features could be 
found in three main types of rocks: 
Taihu, Lingbi, and Ying varieties. 
Taihu rocks were farmed in Lake Tai 
in Jiangsu province. They  usually 
have perforated surfaces that were 
formed by drilling the limestone 
rock and then immersing it in the 
lake, where it was exposed to the 
erosive actions of water, waves, and 
sand, sometimes for hundreds of 
years. When the rocks were 
harvested, the perforations often 
appeared to be natural. Taihu rocks 
have been likened to miniature 
cosmic mountains with heavenly 
grottoes and fantastic peaks.

Many of the most prized examples 
for collectors came from Lingbi, in 
the northern Anhui provenance of 
China. The best Lingbi stones are 
deep black in colour, often only 
lightly textured with their surfaces 
appearing glossy to the viewer. The 
most prized, such as the limestone 
Lingbi type,  are so densely 
structured that they resonate and 
emit a clear ring when struck. Lingbi 
have been favoured and collected 
since the Northern Sung dynasty 

(960-1127) by the literati. Retrieved 
from subterranean quarries, the dark 
stones with their convoluted forms 
and textured surfaces, are emblematic 
of the great rock-faced mountain 
ranges that have inspired Chinese 
landscape painters and poets for 
centuries. While large Lingbi stones 
were occasionally placed in gardens, 
they were mostly placed indoors as 
desktop rocks in the scholar’s studio 
with the lighter coloured tai-hu 
rocks, with their strange perforations, 
were more frequently favoured for 
use as garden stones.

A more common type of scholar’s 
rock is from Yingde in Guangdong 
province – these rocks are 
traditionally prized for their 
intricately textured surfaces which 
are often characterised as ‘dimpled’. 
In Yingde, rocks were mainly 
discovered in cave complexes with 
prize example being praised from 
their geographic origin, colour, and 
texture. 

Besides formal physical qualities 
needed, rocks were also admired for 
their resemblance to mountains or 
caves, particularly the magical peaks 
and subterranean paradises (grotto-
heavens or dongtian) believed to be 
inhabited by immortal beings. Some 
rocks were appreciated for their 
resemblance to animals, birds, 
human figures, as well as mythical 
creatures.

Images of nature and natural 
landscapes have remained a potent 
source of inspiration for artists from 
the late Tang dynasty to the present 
day. This idea of escaping to nature 
and to one’s natural state was a 
central theme of the literati scholar 
and other objects placed on the 
studio table visually emphasise these 

Scholar’s rock, Qing dynasty, gift of the Wan-go H C Weng Collection and the Weng family, in honour of Weng Tonghe 
All images © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Finger Paintings of Flowers by Gao Qipei (1660-1743), dated 1708, 
ink on paper. Gao Qipei’s representation of a rock exemplifies the sense of 
awkwardness (zhuo) that rock enthusiasts sought. Awkwardness, the opposite of 
frivolous prettiness, appears not only in the shape and apparent texture of the 
rock, but also the ink lines that delineate it. Marshall H Gould Fund

Lingbi rock with wooden base, Qing dynasty, 18th/19th century, 
gift of the Rosenblum Family

ideas with the use of table screens, 
peaked brush rests. Scholar’s rocks 
also reflected these ideals. 

Paintings of fantastic rocks 
appeared as early as the 8th century, 
when the literati began to show 
interest in these objects and brought 
them into their world. Often a single 
elegant specimen, combined with an 
ornamental tree or flower, was used 
to suggest a garden setting. Rock-
and-tree paintings soon developed 
into a separate pictorial genre in 
which the auspicious associations of 
fantastic rocks were linked to the 
symbolic meanings of certain plants 

– such as a pine tree (longevity), 
bamboo (moral purity), peonies and 
hollyhocks (wealth and high rank) – 
to create images that were appropriate 
gifts for birthdays, the New Year, 
and other special occasions. 

By the 17th century, the aesthetic 
ideals of painting and scholars’ rocks 
were almost indistinguishable. 
Assemblages of fantastic rocks in a 
garden, often arrayed in front of a 
white wall, inspired by compositional 
formulas developed in painted 

Elegant Ink 
(Landscapes after 
Ancient Masters), 
1757,  
by Jin Nong 
(1687-1764), 
ink on paper, 
gift of the 
Wan-go H C Weng 
Collection and the 
Weng family, 
in honour of 
Weng Tonghe 

Rocks and 
Flowers, 
circa 1888,  
by Ju Lian 
(Chinese, 
1828-1904), 
ink and colour 
on silk. In the 
11th century, 
when connoisseurs 
first became 
absorbed with 
rocks and their 
aesthetics, the 
motif was 
primarily the focus 
of intellectuals 
and emperors. 
By the 
19th century, 
rocks were 
thoroughly 
integrated into the 
general aesthetics 
and decorative 
culture of China. 
Gift of Edward 
Warren Bernat 

landscapes. The passion for these 
specimens for contemplation and 
display brought about the numerous 
‘portraits’ of actual, as well as 
imagined specimens, of scholar’s 
rocks. With the rise of monumental 
landscape painting in the 9th to 11th 
centuries, artists began creating 
various prescribed images of 
mountains that recalled twisting 
plumes of smoke, soaring peaks, or 
misty landscapes. These imaginary 
landscape paintings were copied by 
later landscape painters and helped 
influence scholars’ taste in rocks.

This deep appreciation for the 
aesthetics of rocks led to new 
traditions: paintings of rocks and 
even how-to woodblock-printed 
manuals for painting them. This 
exhibition explores both rocks and 
paintings of rocks in Chinese culture 
and how a humble, common object 
can be an inspiring muse.

s�Weng Family Collection of Chinese 
Painting: Art Rocks, until 3 May, 2023, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,  
mfa.org
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Hardcover exhibition catalog 
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FRITZ HENLE
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WATCH
Chinese Scholar’s 
Rocks video essay

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llJn7YuCoAY
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by Denise Heywood

Misty landscapes at twilight in 
gentle colours of purple, violet, 
lavender, grey, blue and gold, 
characterise the paintings of Hàm 
Nghi, former emperor of Vietnam. 
L’Art en Exil, an exhibition at the 
Musée Des Arts Asiatiques in Nice, 
focuses on the work of a 19th-century 
prince who was banished from his 
homeland of Vietnam and sent into 
exile in Algeria. 

The exhibition brings together, for 
the first time, more than 150 works 
of art, objects, letters and documents 
from private collections and Parisian 
museums, that reveal a chapter of 
history and of history of art hitherto 
unknown to the French public. It 
draws on the work of the emperor’s 
great-great-grand-daughter 
Amandine Dabat, curator of the 
exhibition and author of a doctoral 
thesis published in 2019, concerning 
the life and artistic output of Hàm 
Nghi. It recounts a poignant story of 
a patriotic painter and sculptor who 
sought refuge in his art and 
consecrated his life to it. 

Crowned at the age of just 13 years 
old, Hàm Nghi was the eighth of 13 
emperors of the Nguyen dynasty that 
ruled in Hué, Annam, from 1802-
1945. At this time, Vietnam, not yet 
a unified country, consisted of 
Tonkin in the north, Annam in the 
centre and Cochin-China in the 
south. During the French colonial 
regime of 1887-1954, these three 
states, together with Cambodia and 
Laos, were united to form The 
Indochinese Union, with its capital 
in Hanoi, a federation that would 
end in 1954. While the French 
exploited the region’s many resources 
they also actively encouraged the arts 
in many different forms, including 
the restoration of the temples of 
Angkor in Cambodia and Champa 
in Vietnam and the creation of art 
schools. They built elegant cities 
such as Hanoi and Phnom Penh 
which were modelled on Baron 
Haussman’s Paris and each was 
referred to as the Paris of Asia. The 
Nguyen capital at Hué was a highly 
cultured place of rich artistic and 
Confucian traditions, including 
painting, calligraphy, lacquerware, 
silk painting, sculpture, music, dance, 
opera, poetry, ceramics, wood 
carving, embroidery and silk weaving, 
among many others, which the 
French admired and maintained. 

Hàm Nghi (1871-1943), Prince of 
Annam, was born Phuc Ung Lich in 
August 1871 in Hué, into the artistic 
milieu at the royal palace, part of the 
imperial city built by the Nguyen 
emperors on the evocatively named 
Perfume River. He ascended the 
throne on 2 August 1884, but he 
reigned for only one year, until 1885. 
His uncle, Emperor Tu Duc (1829-
1883), having no heirs, had adopted 
several successors, of whom two 
were older brothers of Hàm Nghi. 
The court was politically divided 
between those supporting a French 
presence and those resisting it. The 
French had already colonised the 
south, Cochin-China, and 
Cambodia, and were expanding into 
Annam and Tonkin and a treaty of 
protectorate was signed in Hué in 
August 1883. 

However, in 1885, following the 
failure of an insurrection, the Can 
Vuong, ‘Save The King,’ against 
General Herni de Courcy, Protector 
of Annam, and French colonial rule, 
Emperor Hàm Nghi was captured. 
The prince, effectively a pawn on the 
complex political chessboard of 
French Indochina, as the French 
considered him as leader of anti-
colonial resistance and a political 

Art in Exile 
HÀM NGHI

As Dr Dabat reflects: ‘When he 
understood that he would stay in 
exile in Algiers, he decided to marry 
a French woman, to have children, at 
least a son. He never talked about his 
past in Vietnam to his family and 
friends’.

He was able to acquire land in the 
town of El Biar where he then had 
his neo-Moorish house built. Here 
he had a workshop where he could 
do his sculpture, painting and even 
furniture making. He enjoyed family 
life with Marcelle and their three 
children: two daughters, Nhu May 
(1905-1999) and Nhu Ly (1908-
2005) and a son Minh Duc (1910-
1990). His eldest daughter never 
married. Nhu Ly married a French 
aristocrat and had children. Minh 
Duc married a French woman, but 
had no children. He also had a son 
with his mistress, Gabrielle Capek, 
named Jean Capek (1922-1982).

In November 1911, out of 
friendship for Suzanne Meyer-
Zundel, he exhibited at the Galerie 
Mantelet in Paris. Then, in 
November 1926, a substantial 
retrospective of his pastels, paintings 
and sculptures was dedicated to him 
at the Galerie Mantelet – Colette 
Weil in Paris, featuring 38 works in 
oils, 12 in pastel and 8 bronze statues. 

While Hàm Nghi’s work shows a 
deep artistic sensitivity, it is not 
obviously Asian in any of its subject 
matter or materials, but he remained 
an ‘Oriental’ in the eyes of the French 
and his exhibitions were well received 
at the time. Although viewed as an 
artist by his intimate circle of friends, 
he did not seek public recognition, 
showing scant concern for signing 
and dating his works. A Russian 
writer, T L Sepkina-Kupernhic, who 
met him at the Gia Long Villa, 
reportedly urged him to exhibit in 
Paris, but the prince declined, 
declaring it would be a mistake for 
him to show his work. He considered 

threat, was sent into exile to Algeria, 
a French colony, in December 1888. 
Replaced on the throne by his brother 
Dong Khanh, Hàm Nghi would 
spend 55 years in exile, 

The young Hàm Nghi landed in 
Algiers on 13 January, 1889, 
weakened by malaria during the long 
sea voyage. He was installed in a villa 
on the heights above the city in El 
Biar, just outside Algiers, where he 
would eventually have a neo-
Moorish house built, which became 
known as La Residence Gia Long 
(after the first of the Nguyen 
emperors). Still only a teenager, he 
led a simple life, but was placed under 
guard and constant surveillance that 
would last his whole life. His mail 
was monitored and all 
communication with Indochina was 
prohibited. But he was given a 
pension from the general budget of 
Indochina and was able to create a 
home in his villa. 

During this time in Algeria he 
learned to speak French and also, 
apparently, to ride a bicycle – unusual 
at the time. He learned photography, 
studied literature and began drawing. 
A French Captain de Vialar, in 
charge of his supervision, discovered 
the prince’s drawings one day. He 
suggested that the artist Marius 
Reynaud (1860-1935) come twice a 
week to give the prince lessons. 

Marius Reynaud, born in 
Marseille in 1860, was a pupil of 
Dominique Antoine Magaud, from 
the Ecole des Beaux Arts. Reynaud 
had also worked under the direction 
of Edouard Detaille, an academic 
painter regarded as the ‘semi-official 
artist’ of the French army, portraying 
military life. Reynaud, having 
assisted in Magaud’s painting The 
Siege of Belfort, received an award in 
1879 at the Marseille Exhibition, 
then went to Algeria in 1881 for his 
military service and settled there. 

where he became a member. 
Under such august tutelage, the 

young prince became passionate 
about art. In the ‘Orientalist’ style, as 
taught by Reynaud, he painted en 
plein air, out of doors, and included 
scenes of his garden, the Roman 
gates at Timgad, twilight over the 
sea, the ruins of Constantine, the 
latania palm forests of El Kantari, 
the white dome of the tomb of 
Marabi and local children. In Algiers, 
he also frequented the Orientalist 
painter George Rocherosse (1859-
1938) as well as the sculptor Leon 
Fourquet (1841-1939). 

One of the exhibits, Route de 
Mustapha, reveals in pastel the gentle 
colours of the landscape, perhaps at 
the end of the day, with the light still 
casting a luminosity, showing in 
technique the influences of 
Impressionism on Hàm Nghi. Le 
Vieil Olivier is an alluring 
composition of softest violet, purples 
and moss green of the shadows 
beneath the old olive tree. These are 
images of peace and tranquillity. 
With its Mediterranean climate, the 
light of Algeria has the same 
compelling qualities of southern 
France which attracted so many 
artists. Thus, the prince found in his 
art a refuge, a personal space for 
reflection, for serenity, creating an 
art form that enriched the life that 
had been impoverished by the loss of 
his homeland. 

As Amandine Dabat, curator, says: 
‘When he was exiled, Hàm Nghi did 
not know he would stay in exile until 
his death. The first years, he was 
wondering if and when he could 
come back to Vietnam. Every winter, 
at the anniversary date of his exile, 
he was depressed. I think that he 
hoped to go back to his country for 
about 15 years’.

In his new way of life, he 

frequented French high society in 
Algiers and gradually managed to 
circulate letters in which he showed 
no political inclinations, but was able 
to receive food and objects from 
Indochina. His correspondence 
shows his difficulties in 
communicating in French 
throughout his life and he did not 
master the Romanised script (quoc 
ngu), introduced by French 
missionairies, which became official 
in Vietnam in the early 20th century, 
replacing their own traditional 
Chinese style characters. 

However, from 1893 he was 
granted permission to travel to 
France every two years. In 1895, it 
was reported in a publication La 
Fraternité that he had arrived in Paris, 
dressed in his traditional costume, 
which he always wore. He spent 
many hours in the Musée du Louvre. 
Here, in Paris, he formed 
relationships with artists and 
intellectuals of his time. In 1899, he 
met Auguste Rodin (1840-1917) and 
subsequently worked in the Parisian 
studio of the master, in rue de 
l’Université, where he learned about 
moulding, casting, patinas, 
enlargement. The two men 
maintained a correspondence 
between 1899 and 1910. 

In 1900, he met Judith Gautier 
(1845-1917), poet, writer, sculptor, 
sinologist, Oriental scholar and 
eldest daughter of Theophile Gautier, 
poet and literary critic. She formed a 
deep attachment to him and a lasting 
friendship ensued based on their 
reciprocal artistic exchanges. She 
was a connection to the East for him. 
She dedicated many poems to the 
prince and invited him several times 
to her home in Dinard, a pretty 
seaside resort in Brittany that 
became fashionable during the Belle 
Epoque era, where he painted 
seascapes. 

His painting Falaises de Port Blanc 
shows his love of the coast, a 
rendition of a sky at dusk suffused 
with pale pinks and the varying hues 
of a deep blue sea and cliffs, 
reminiscent of Claude Monet’s 
paintings, an artist whose work 
influenced him. Instead of painting 
the sun itself, he chose instead to 
capture the myriad colours after it 
has set, with its variations on the 
landscape. From 1904, Hàm Nghi, 
having discovered the work of Paul 
Gauguin (1848-1903) in Paris, 
employed the saturated hues and 
flatter planes of image of the artist he 
grew to admire. Another painting 
Sans Titre, evokes Impressionism in 
both form and content with its tall, 
elegant poplar trees, so reminiscent 
of Van Gogh, in a landscape of 
variegated greenery illuminated by a 
soft iridescent golden light tinged 
with subtle shades at the end of the 
day. It was through the vocabulary of 
Impressionism that he achieved his 
finest work, both in France and in 
Algeria. 

His evocative landscapes rarely 
have any figures in them, perhaps 
hinting at a loneliness and yearning 
that he felt in exile. Amandine Dabat 
believes he painted French 
landscapes with a Vietnamese soul. 
In a letter to Monsieur de 
Gondrecourt, an admirer, in 1897, 
the prince wrote: ‘These works form 
part of my life: I see in my pictures 
the vicissitudes of my sad thoughts, 
my joy and a thousand nuances …. 
and they are a consolation’. 

In June 1904, Hàm Nghi exhibited 
10 pastel pictures at the Musée 
Guimet in Paris. Later that year he 
married a French woman, Marcelle 
Laloë, daughter of the President of 
the French Appeals Court of Algiers. 

his art as a private distraction, 
helping him to forget that he was a 
deposed sovereign in exile. 

During his visits to France, he 
bought Chateau de la Losse in 
Thonac, Dordogne. When he died in 
Algiers in 1944, he was initially 
buried there. But in 1965, Général 
de Gaulle organised, with his 
daughter, the transfer of his remains 
to Thonac, where he now lies in a 
simple grave. Vietnam would like his 
remains to be brought back to the 
imperial city of Hué, where many of 
the former Nguyen emperors are 
buried in beautiful tombs. But, as Dr 
Dabat admits, ‘the family want to 
keep him in France (even if Hàm 
Nghi himself wanted to be buried in 
Vietnam).’

Many of his paintings were 
tragically destroyed when his house 
was burned down during a battle in 
Algeria in 1964. Today about 100 
paintings and sculptures remain, in 
private collections and in museums, 
that he gifted to friends and family 
members. He never sold any of his 
work. One drawing is in the Musée 
Rodin, and two paintings, two 
pastels and one sculpture are in the 
Musée Cernuschi, in Paris. One 
painting, Decline of the Day, from 
1915, was sold at auction in Paris in 
2010 to a French collector. His works, 
transmitted and preserved by his 
relatives for several generations, have 
only recently entered museum 
collections. 

This exhibition has, therefore, 
made it possible to discover the life 
and work of a man long forgotten. It 
was in his constant dedication to, 
and love of, art that Hàm Nghi was 
able to find a personal sense of 
freedom and to build a new life for 
himself during his half century of 
exile.
s�Until 26 June, Art in Exile,
Musée des Arts Asiatiques, Nice, 
arts-asiatiques.com
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Route de Mustapha, Algeria, 15 March 1904, dry pastel on paper on canvas, 45 x 59 cm. Private collection

Self-portrait, Algeria, 24 juillet 1896, 
graphite on paper, 54.5 x 43.5 cm. 
Private collection

Untitled, Algeria, circa 1916, oil on canvas, 54 x 65 cm. Private collection

Photograph of Hàm Nghi in his studio, 
Algeria, 1935, Capek Archives 
nationales d’outre-mer

Port-Blanc Lighthouses (St-Lunaire), France, 1912, oil on canvas, 50 x 61 cm. 
Private collection

His views of the port of Algiers and 
the surrounding area made him 
famous. Hàm Nghi also decorated 
the pavilion of the Ottoman-era 
Palace of the Dey, the Regent of 
Algiers, and the Chamber of 
Commerce. From 1887, he exhibited 
at the Salon des Artistes Française 
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Asiatiques in Nice
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Misty landscapes at twilight in 
gentle colours of purple, violet, 
lavender, grey, blue and gold, 
characterise the paintings of Hàm 
Nghi, former emperor of Vietnam. 
L’Art en Exil, an exhibition at the 
Musée Des Arts Asiatiques in Nice, 
focuses on the work of a 19th-century 
prince who was banished from his 
homeland of Vietnam and sent into 
exile in Algeria. 

The exhibition brings together, for 
the first time, more than 150 works 
of art, objects, letters and documents 
from private collections and Parisian 
museums, that reveal a chapter of 
history and of history of art hitherto 
unknown to the French public. It 
draws on the work of the emperor’s 
great-great-grand-daughter 
Amandine Dabat, curator of the 
exhibition and author of a doctoral 
thesis published in 2019, concerning 
the life and artistic output of Hàm 
Nghi. It recounts a poignant story of 
a patriotic painter and sculptor who 
sought refuge in his art and 
consecrated his life to it. 

Crowned at the age of just 13 years 
old, Hàm Nghi was the eighth of 13 
emperors of the Nguyen dynasty that 
ruled in Hué, Annam, from 1802-
1945. At this time, Vietnam, not yet 
a unified country, consisted of 
Tonkin in the north, Annam in the 
centre and Cochin-China in the 
south. During the French colonial 
regime of 1887-1954, these three 
states, together with Cambodia and 
Laos, were united to form The 
Indochinese Union, with its capital 
in Hanoi, a federation that would 
end in 1954. While the French 
exploited the region’s many resources 
they also actively encouraged the arts 
in many different forms, including 
the restoration of the temples of 
Angkor in Cambodia and Champa 
in Vietnam and the creation of art 
schools. They built elegant cities 
such as Hanoi and Phnom Penh 
which were modelled on Baron 
Haussman’s Paris and each was 
referred to as the Paris of Asia. The 
Nguyen capital at Hué was a highly 
cultured place of rich artistic and 
Confucian traditions, including 
painting, calligraphy, lacquerware, 
silk painting, sculpture, music, dance, 
opera, poetry, ceramics, wood 
carving, embroidery and silk weaving, 
among many others, which the 
French admired and maintained. 

Hàm Nghi (1871-1943), Prince of 
Annam, was born Phuc Ung Lich in 
August 1871 in Hué, into the artistic 
milieu at the royal palace, part of the 
imperial city built by the Nguyen 
emperors on the evocatively named 
Perfume River. He ascended the 
throne on 2 August 1884, but he 
reigned for only one year, until 1885. 
His uncle, Emperor Tu Duc (1829-
1883), having no heirs, had adopted 
several successors, of whom two 
were older brothers of Hàm Nghi. 
The court was politically divided 
between those supporting a French 
presence and those resisting it. The 
French had already colonised the 
south, Cochin-China, and 
Cambodia, and were expanding into 
Annam and Tonkin and a treaty of 
protectorate was signed in Hué in 
August 1883. 

However, in 1885, following the 
failure of an insurrection, the Can 
Vuong, ‘Save The King,’ against 
General Herni de Courcy, Protector 
of Annam, and French colonial rule, 
Emperor Hàm Nghi was captured. 
The prince, effectively a pawn on the 
complex political chessboard of 
French Indochina, as the French 
considered him as leader of anti-
colonial resistance and a political 

Art in Exile 
HÀM NGHI

As Dr Dabat reflects: ‘When he 
understood that he would stay in 
exile in Algiers, he decided to marry 
a French woman, to have children, at 
least a son. He never talked about his 
past in Vietnam to his family and 
friends’.

He was able to acquire land in the 
town of El Biar where he then had 
his neo-Moorish house built. Here 
he had a workshop where he could 
do his sculpture, painting and even 
furniture making. He enjoyed family 
life with Marcelle and their three 
children: two daughters, Nhu May 
(1905-1999) and Nhu Ly (1908-
2005) and a son Minh Duc (1910-
1990). His eldest daughter never 
married. Nhu Ly married a French 
aristocrat and had children. Minh 
Duc married a French woman, but 
had no children. He also had a son 
with his mistress, Gabrielle Capek, 
named Jean Capek (1922-1982).

In November 1911, out of 
friendship for Suzanne Meyer-
Zundel, he exhibited at the Galerie 
Mantelet in Paris. Then, in 
November 1926, a substantial 
retrospective of his pastels, paintings 
and sculptures was dedicated to him 
at the Galerie Mantelet – Colette 
Weil in Paris, featuring 38 works in 
oils, 12 in pastel and 8 bronze statues. 

While Hàm Nghi’s work shows a 
deep artistic sensitivity, it is not 
obviously Asian in any of its subject 
matter or materials, but he remained 
an ‘Oriental’ in the eyes of the French 
and his exhibitions were well received 
at the time. Although viewed as an 
artist by his intimate circle of friends, 
he did not seek public recognition, 
showing scant concern for signing 
and dating his works. A Russian 
writer, T L Sepkina-Kupernhic, who 
met him at the Gia Long Villa, 
reportedly urged him to exhibit in 
Paris, but the prince declined, 
declaring it would be a mistake for 
him to show his work. He considered 

threat, was sent into exile to Algeria, 
a French colony, in December 1888. 
Replaced on the throne by his brother 
Dong Khanh, Hàm Nghi would 
spend 55 years in exile, 

The young Hàm Nghi landed in 
Algiers on 13 January, 1889, 
weakened by malaria during the long 
sea voyage. He was installed in a villa 
on the heights above the city in El 
Biar, just outside Algiers, where he 
would eventually have a neo-
Moorish house built, which became 
known as La Residence Gia Long 
(after the first of the Nguyen 
emperors). Still only a teenager, he 
led a simple life, but was placed under 
guard and constant surveillance that 
would last his whole life. His mail 
was monitored and all 
communication with Indochina was 
prohibited. But he was given a 
pension from the general budget of 
Indochina and was able to create a 
home in his villa. 

During this time in Algeria he 
learned to speak French and also, 
apparently, to ride a bicycle – unusual 
at the time. He learned photography, 
studied literature and began drawing. 
A French Captain de Vialar, in 
charge of his supervision, discovered 
the prince’s drawings one day. He 
suggested that the artist Marius 
Reynaud (1860-1935) come twice a 
week to give the prince lessons. 

Marius Reynaud, born in 
Marseille in 1860, was a pupil of 
Dominique Antoine Magaud, from 
the Ecole des Beaux Arts. Reynaud 
had also worked under the direction 
of Edouard Detaille, an academic 
painter regarded as the ‘semi-official 
artist’ of the French army, portraying 
military life. Reynaud, having 
assisted in Magaud’s painting The 
Siege of Belfort, received an award in 
1879 at the Marseille Exhibition, 
then went to Algeria in 1881 for his 
military service and settled there. 

where he became a member. 
Under such august tutelage, the 

young prince became passionate 
about art. In the ‘Orientalist’ style, as 
taught by Reynaud, he painted en 
plein air, out of doors, and included 
scenes of his garden, the Roman 
gates at Timgad, twilight over the 
sea, the ruins of Constantine, the 
latania palm forests of El Kantari, 
the white dome of the tomb of 
Marabi and local children. In Algiers, 
he also frequented the Orientalist 
painter George Rocherosse (1859-
1938) as well as the sculptor Leon 
Fourquet (1841-1939). 

One of the exhibits, Route de 
Mustapha, reveals in pastel the gentle 
colours of the landscape, perhaps at 
the end of the day, with the light still 
casting a luminosity, showing in 
technique the influences of 
Impressionism on Hàm Nghi. Le 
Vieil Olivier is an alluring 
composition of softest violet, purples 
and moss green of the shadows 
beneath the old olive tree. These are 
images of peace and tranquillity. 
With its Mediterranean climate, the 
light of Algeria has the same 
compelling qualities of southern 
France which attracted so many 
artists. Thus, the prince found in his 
art a refuge, a personal space for 
reflection, for serenity, creating an 
art form that enriched the life that 
had been impoverished by the loss of 
his homeland. 

As Amandine Dabat, curator, says: 
‘When he was exiled, Hàm Nghi did 
not know he would stay in exile until 
his death. The first years, he was 
wondering if and when he could 
come back to Vietnam. Every winter, 
at the anniversary date of his exile, 
he was depressed. I think that he 
hoped to go back to his country for 
about 15 years’.

In his new way of life, he 

frequented French high society in 
Algiers and gradually managed to 
circulate letters in which he showed 
no political inclinations, but was able 
to receive food and objects from 
Indochina. His correspondence 
shows his difficulties in 
communicating in French 
throughout his life and he did not 
master the Romanised script (quoc 
ngu), introduced by French 
missionairies, which became official 
in Vietnam in the early 20th century, 
replacing their own traditional 
Chinese style characters. 

However, from 1893 he was 
granted permission to travel to 
France every two years. In 1895, it 
was reported in a publication La 
Fraternité that he had arrived in Paris, 
dressed in his traditional costume, 
which he always wore. He spent 
many hours in the Musée du Louvre. 
Here, in Paris, he formed 
relationships with artists and 
intellectuals of his time. In 1899, he 
met Auguste Rodin (1840-1917) and 
subsequently worked in the Parisian 
studio of the master, in rue de 
l’Université, where he learned about 
moulding, casting, patinas, 
enlargement. The two men 
maintained a correspondence 
between 1899 and 1910. 

In 1900, he met Judith Gautier 
(1845-1917), poet, writer, sculptor, 
sinologist, Oriental scholar and 
eldest daughter of Theophile Gautier, 
poet and literary critic. She formed a 
deep attachment to him and a lasting 
friendship ensued based on their 
reciprocal artistic exchanges. She 
was a connection to the East for him. 
She dedicated many poems to the 
prince and invited him several times 
to her home in Dinard, a pretty 
seaside resort in Brittany that 
became fashionable during the Belle 
Epoque era, where he painted 
seascapes. 

His painting Falaises de Port Blanc 
shows his love of the coast, a 
rendition of a sky at dusk suffused 
with pale pinks and the varying hues 
of a deep blue sea and cliffs, 
reminiscent of Claude Monet’s 
paintings, an artist whose work 
influenced him. Instead of painting 
the sun itself, he chose instead to 
capture the myriad colours after it 
has set, with its variations on the 
landscape. From 1904, Hàm Nghi, 
having discovered the work of Paul 
Gauguin (1848-1903) in Paris, 
employed the saturated hues and 
flatter planes of image of the artist he 
grew to admire. Another painting 
Sans Titre, evokes Impressionism in 
both form and content with its tall, 
elegant poplar trees, so reminiscent 
of Van Gogh, in a landscape of 
variegated greenery illuminated by a 
soft iridescent golden light tinged 
with subtle shades at the end of the 
day. It was through the vocabulary of 
Impressionism that he achieved his 
finest work, both in France and in 
Algeria. 

His evocative landscapes rarely 
have any figures in them, perhaps 
hinting at a loneliness and yearning 
that he felt in exile. Amandine Dabat 
believes he painted French 
landscapes with a Vietnamese soul. 
In a letter to Monsieur de 
Gondrecourt, an admirer, in 1897, 
the prince wrote: ‘These works form 
part of my life: I see in my pictures 
the vicissitudes of my sad thoughts, 
my joy and a thousand nuances …. 
and they are a consolation’. 

In June 1904, Hàm Nghi exhibited 
10 pastel pictures at the Musée 
Guimet in Paris. Later that year he 
married a French woman, Marcelle 
Laloë, daughter of the President of 
the French Appeals Court of Algiers. 

his art as a private distraction, 
helping him to forget that he was a 
deposed sovereign in exile. 

During his visits to France, he 
bought Chateau de la Losse in 
Thonac, Dordogne. When he died in 
Algiers in 1944, he was initially 
buried there. But in 1965, Général 
de Gaulle organised, with his 
daughter, the transfer of his remains 
to Thonac, where he now lies in a 
simple grave. Vietnam would like his 
remains to be brought back to the 
imperial city of Hué, where many of 
the former Nguyen emperors are 
buried in beautiful tombs. But, as Dr 
Dabat admits, ‘the family want to 
keep him in France (even if Hàm 
Nghi himself wanted to be buried in 
Vietnam).’

Many of his paintings were 
tragically destroyed when his house 
was burned down during a battle in 
Algeria in 1964. Today about 100 
paintings and sculptures remain, in 
private collections and in museums, 
that he gifted to friends and family 
members. He never sold any of his 
work. One drawing is in the Musée 
Rodin, and two paintings, two 
pastels and one sculpture are in the 
Musée Cernuschi, in Paris. One 
painting, Decline of the Day, from 
1915, was sold at auction in Paris in 
2010 to a French collector. His works, 
transmitted and preserved by his 
relatives for several generations, have 
only recently entered museum 
collections. 

This exhibition has, therefore, 
made it possible to discover the life 
and work of a man long forgotten. It 
was in his constant dedication to, 
and love of, art that Hàm Nghi was 
able to find a personal sense of 
freedom and to build a new life for 
himself during his half century of 
exile.
s�Until 26 June, Art in Exile,
Musée des Arts Asiatiques, Nice, 
arts-asiatiques.com
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Route de Mustapha, Algeria, 15 March 1904, dry pastel on paper on canvas, 45 x 59 cm. Private collection

Self-portrait, Algeria, 24 juillet 1896, 
graphite on paper, 54.5 x 43.5 cm. 
Private collection

Untitled, Algeria, circa 1916, oil on canvas, 54 x 65 cm. Private collection

Photograph of Hàm Nghi in his studio, 
Algeria, 1935, Capek Archives 
nationales d’outre-mer

Port-Blanc Lighthouses (St-Lunaire), France, 1912, oil on canvas, 50 x 61 cm. 
Private collection

His views of the port of Algiers and 
the surrounding area made him 
famous. Hàm Nghi also decorated 
the pavilion of the Ottoman-era 
Palace of the Dey, the Regent of 
Algiers, and the Chamber of 
Commerce. From 1887, he exhibited 
at the Salon des Artistes Française 

WATCH
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Musée des Arts 
Asiatiques in Nice
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Untitled work (1974) by Toshimitsu 
Imai (1928-2002), acrylic on paper, 
39 x 54,5 cm, Galerie Louis & Sack 

Photo: Christian Baraja

PRINTEMPS ASIATIQUE

This rejuvenated Paris Asian art week 
has French and international galleries 
and auction houses offering a wide 
range of works from the East Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and South Asia and 
the Himalayas. An event guide will 
be available at linked locations 
throughout in Paris.

The Pagoda is a perfect location to 
show Asian art to the public. It was 
originally constructed as an hôtel 
particulier in the French Louis-
Philippe style. The building was 
bought in 1925 by Ching Tsai Loo 
(1880-1957), better known as CT 
Loo, a celebrated collector and dealer 
of Chinese and Asian art and 
antiquities. With the help of the 
architect Fernand Bloch, and under 
the careful supervision and direction 
of Mr Loo, the building was 
transformed into the Pagoda, which 
served as the home for the family and 
the gallery. Apart from its striking 
exterior, the original Shanxi lacquer 
panels from the 18th-century used in 
the interior  have also been restored. 

As a young Chinese immigrant to 
France, Mr Loo worked his way up 
from humble beginnings to become 
one of the earliest and most highly 
regarded Asian art dealers in the first 
half of the 20th century. Taking 
advantage of his privileged 
connections in China, in 1908,  

AT THE PAGODA
As part of Printemps Asiatique, in Paris from 8 to 16 June, 2022, dealers and auction houses are not only 
presenting shows and previews in their galleries around Paris, but also at the landmark Pagoda building 
in the 8th arrondissement, adjacent to the Parc Monceau. The event at the Pagoda, which includes 
French and international dealers,  runs from 8 to 12 June.  Over 40 French galleries and auction houses 
are participating.  More information and updates will be available on the event’s website next month.  
printemps-asiatique-paris.com

Mr Loo founded an antique firm 
originally under the name Lai-Yuan 
& Co. in Paris. During this period he 
was almost single-handedly 
responsible for introducing important 
early Chinese art – bronzes, jades, 
paintings – to the West. Mr Loo 
advanced the knowledge of Chinese 
and Southeast Asian Art in Europe 
and  the US by introducing new 
objects, such as archaic bronzes, 
ancient jades, Buddhist sculpture, and 
early pottery,  to a new clientele. 
Working between Europe and the 
US, Mr. Loo was also instrumental 
in advising and acquiring objects for 

Smoky crystal snuffbottle, painted on 
the inside with the Qiao Sisters 
reading a book, the reverse with an 
inscription, signed Ma Shaoxuan and 
dated 1898, Clare Chu Asian Art

Court helmet, silver brocade 
intertwined with gold thread with 
gilt-copper finial in the form of a 
stupa, Thailand, bowl diam 20.5 cm, 
early 20th century, Runjeet Singh

Inlaid shakudo and copper okimono 
of two oni by Sano Takachika, 
unsigned, height 18.5 cm, 
Meiji period, circa 1890, 
Malcolm Fairley

Japanese Buddhist monk’s robe (kesa), Edo period, 19th century, silk and gold, 
116 x 205 cm, Alan Kennedy

Lacquer suzuribako by Tomita Koshichi (1854-1910) 
with a pair of boats carrying bundles of firewood on waves on a black ground, 
the interior worked in fine togidashi with a classic design of autumn flowers and 
silver suiteki in the shape of cricket cage, circa 1900, 5.2 x 23.3 x 21 cm, 
Grace Tsumugi Fine Art

Gold tali pendant, Inset with rubies 
and red stone, part of a Kali Thiru 
(auspicious necklace), Chettiars 
Nattukottai, Tamil Nadu, South India, 
19th century, Susan Ollemans

Incense burner in the form of a finger citron supported on a bronze branch 
with a rich gold splash patina, China, 17th/18th century, 20 x 15 cm, 
Brandt Asian Art

Large porcelain charger representing 
the imperial consort Lady Yang 
getting tipsy, China, Kangxi period  
(1662-1722), diam 35.8 cm, 
Galerie Nicolas Fournery

GALLERY SHOWS IN PARIS
A selection of dealers holding shows in the galleries around Paris from 8 to 16 June.  Check the event’s website for up-to-date information on the gallery shows nearer the time.
Galerie Jacques Barèrre, for this year’s 
show, has taken the theme of 
Celestial Horses. The sculptures 
displayed during the exhibition date 
from the early Han dynasty to the 
late Tang, from 206 BC to AD 907, 
spanning more than a thousand years 
of Chinese history. A highlight at the 
gallery is a Han-dynasty figure of a 
wooden horse from Wuwei province. 
s�Show at 36 rue Mazarine, Paris, 
galeriejacquesbarere.com

JM Béalu & Fils are specialists in 
European and Oriental ceramics 
from the 16th to 18th centuries and 
are showing, for Printemps 
Asiatique, a collection of Chinese 
and Japanese export porcelains.
s�Show at rue de Bac, Paris,  
bealu.net 

Galerie Captier is offering a range of 
Asian works of art, include Japanese 
screens, paintings, classical Chinese 
furniture, alongside Japanese 
contemporary porcelains. 
s�Show at 33 rue de Beaune, Paris, 
galeriecaptier.com

The Pagoda, near Parc Monceau, the former home and gallery of CT Loo

Indra, gilded copper, 
Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, 15th century, 
end of Malla period (1200-1482), 
height17 cm, Galerie Hioco. 
Photo: Studio Sébert Photographes

many prestigious private and 
institutional collections, including 
those of JP Morgan, Charles Lang 
Freer, Samuel Peters, Alfred Pillsbury, 
and Henry Clay Frick, among many 
others. 

Participants at the Pagoda include 
Brandt Asian Art, Clare Chu Asian 
Art, Malcolm Fairley, Galerie Nicolas 
Fournery, Galerie Hioco, Susan 
Ollemans, Alan Kennedy Asian Art, 
Runjeet Singh and Grace Tsumugi 
Fine Art. Check the website for 
updates on the event.
s�The Pagoda, 48 rue de Courcelles, 
75008, Paris, pagodaparis.com

Gauchet Art Asiatique is offering a 
selection of Asian works of art, 
including a carved stone Buddhist 
stele dating to the Northern Wei 
period (386-534) in China. 
s�Show at 45 rue Monge, Paris, 
gauchet-expert.com

Galerie Hioco are offering something 
different in their gallery location for 
Printemps Asiatiques, a selection of 
Japanese contemporary ceramics, 
including works by Hashimoto 
Tomonari (b 1990), Ken Mihara 
(b 1958), and Jun Matsumura 
(b 1986). 
s�Show at 7 rue de Phalsbourg, Paris, 
galeriehioco.com 
s�There is an evening opening on  
9 June, 2022

Indian Heritage, as its name suggests, 
specialises in works from South Asia 
and the Himalayas, the gallery offers 
both primitive and classical pieces, 
with an emphasis on Himalayan 
masks. 
s�Show at 21 rue Guénégaud, Paris, 
indianheritage.biz

Galerie Bertrand de Lavergne is offering 
a range of Chinese export porcelain 
and Chinese works of art from the 
16th to 18th centuries, Japanese 
porcelain, and a selection of  Qing-
dynasty Chinese snuffbottles.
s�Show at 17 rue des Saints-Pères, 
Paris, bertranddelavergne.com

Antiques Valérie Levesque is presenting 
a wide range of Chinese works of art, 
porcelains, lacquerware, paintings, 
textiles and furniture from the Yuan, 
Ming and Qing dynasties.  
 

The gallery also offers Tibetan 
Buddhist works of art and Japanese 
objects dating from the 16th to the 
19th centuries. 
s�Show at 3 rue des Saints Pères, 
Paris, galerievalerielavesque.com

Galerie Louis & Sack, founded in 2020, 
specialises in Japanese artists from 
the ‘Nouvelle Ecole de Paris’ 
(Toshimitsu Imai, Key Sato, Hisao 
Domoto, Yasse Tabuchi and Kumi 
Sugai). Joining the thriving artistic 
scene of the French capital in the 
1950s, these artists all have in 
common their unprecedented impact 
on the growing abstraction 
movement in the West. 
s�Show at 3 Cour de Rohan, Paris, 
louis-sack.com

Galerie Luohan specialises in Chinese 
furniture and scholars’ objects. For 
Printemps Asiatique this year, in 
partnership with Galerie Jacques 
Barrère, the gallery is offering a 
luohan bed in black lacquer 
background, decorated with 
mother-of-pearl and  

Dali marble formerly in the Paul 
Morand Collection. 
s�Show at 36 rue Mazarine, Paris, 
galerie-luohan.fr

Galerie Véronique Prévot’s exhibition is 
called ‘To hold spring in your hands,  
tasting and initiation of Spring tea’, 
alongside a collection of Asian works 
of art. The gallery can host up to 10 
guests per day. 
s�Show at 18 rue de Provence, Paris, 
galerieveroniqueprevot.com

Galerie Tiago specialises in Edo and 
Meiji Japanese works of art, namban 
art, lacquerware as well as European 
furniture with the June exhibition 
entitled The Collector’s Cabinet. 
s�Show at 36 rue de l’Université, Paris, 
galerietiago.com

Galerie Tora Tori is offering Japanese 
works of art, including paintings, 
screens, bronzes, lacquers as well as 
the arts of the Samurai. 
s�Show at Le Marché Biron, 85 rue des 
Rosiers, Saint-Ouen, for more 
information mayer.toratori@gmail.com

Figure of a horse, wood with traces of 
polychrome, Wuwei Province, China, 
Han dynasty (BC 206-AD 220), 
107 x 83 cm, Galerie Jacques Barrère

Pair of porcelain Shishi,, Arita, Japan, Edo period, circa 1670-90,  
JM Béalu & Fils

Six-panel screen 
with flowers, 
mostly morning-
glory, gold leaf, 
colours on 
paper, Japan, 
middle Edo 
period, 
165 x 372 cm, 
Galerie Captier

Carved stone Buddhist stele China, 
Northern Wei (386-534), height  
40 cm, Gauchet Art Asiatique

Tribal mask, wood with soot patina, 
south central Nepal, Indian Heritage 
Photo: Frédéric Rond

Black lacquer luohan bed with 
inlaid with mother-of-pearl, 
armrests and backrest adorned 
with Dali marble slabs, 
Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
late 18th century China, 
Shanxi province,
220 x 124 x 110.5 cm,  
Galerie Luohan

Six-panel screen of Manchurian cranes by Tsurusawa Tangei (1687-1769), ink 
and colour on a gold-leaf background, 327 x 170 cm, Galerie Tora Tori

Figure of a smiling Buddha, enamelled 
porcelain, China, 18th century, height 
16 cm, Galerie Véronique Prévot. 
Photo: Victor Prévot

Vase, wucai porcelain, 16h century, 
first part of the Wanli period 
(1573-1620), height 17 cm, 
Galerie Bertrand de Lavergne

Kei, Mindscapes (2019), ceramic form
by Ken Mihara (b 1958), Galerie Hioco

Arrow-vase (touhu), gilt-bronze and 
cloisonné enamels, China, Ming 
dynasty, 16th century, height 14 cm, 
Antiques Valérie Levesque 
Photo: Yves Breton

Ryoshibako (document box), in 
takamaki-e and hiramaki-e gold and 
silver lacquer, gold leaf and kirigane, on 
black background, Japan. Edo period, 
16 x 40 x 30.5 cm, Galerie Tiago

mailto:mayer.toratori@gmail.com
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Untitled work (1974) by Toshimitsu 
Imai (1928-2002), acrylic on paper, 
39 x 54,5 cm, Galerie Louis & Sack 
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This rejuvenated Paris Asian art week 
has French and international galleries 
and auction houses offering a wide 
range of works from the East Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and South Asia and 
the Himalayas. An event guide will 
be available at linked locations 
throughout in Paris.

The Pagoda is a perfect location to 
show Asian art to the public. It was 
originally constructed as an hôtel 
particulier in the French Louis-
Philippe style. The building was 
bought in 1925 by Ching Tsai Loo 
(1880-1957), better known as CT 
Loo, a celebrated collector and dealer 
of Chinese and Asian art and 
antiquities. With the help of the 
architect Fernand Bloch, and under 
the careful supervision and direction 
of Mr Loo, the building was 
transformed into the Pagoda, which 
served as the home for the family and 
the gallery. Apart from its striking 
exterior, the original Shanxi lacquer 
panels from the 18th-century used in 
the interior  have also been restored. 

As a young Chinese immigrant to 
France, Mr Loo worked his way up 
from humble beginnings to become 
one of the earliest and most highly 
regarded Asian art dealers in the first 
half of the 20th century. Taking 
advantage of his privileged 
connections in China, in 1908,  

AT THE PAGODA
As part of Printemps Asiatique, in Paris from 8 to 16 June, 2022, dealers and auction houses are not only 
presenting shows and previews in their galleries around Paris, but also at the landmark Pagoda building 
in the 8th arrondissement, adjacent to the Parc Monceau. The event at the Pagoda, which includes 
French and international dealers,  runs from 8 to 12 June.  Over 40 French galleries and auction houses 
are participating.  More information and updates will be available on the event’s website next month.  
printemps-asiatique-paris.com

Mr Loo founded an antique firm 
originally under the name Lai-Yuan 
& Co. in Paris. During this period he 
was almost single-handedly 
responsible for introducing important 
early Chinese art – bronzes, jades, 
paintings – to the West. Mr Loo 
advanced the knowledge of Chinese 
and Southeast Asian Art in Europe 
and  the US by introducing new 
objects, such as archaic bronzes, 
ancient jades, Buddhist sculpture, and 
early pottery,  to a new clientele. 
Working between Europe and the 
US, Mr. Loo was also instrumental 
in advising and acquiring objects for 

Smoky crystal snuffbottle, painted on 
the inside with the Qiao Sisters 
reading a book, the reverse with an 
inscription, signed Ma Shaoxuan and 
dated 1898, Clare Chu Asian Art

Court helmet, silver brocade 
intertwined with gold thread with 
gilt-copper finial in the form of a 
stupa, Thailand, bowl diam 20.5 cm, 
early 20th century, Runjeet Singh

Inlaid shakudo and copper okimono 
of two oni by Sano Takachika, 
unsigned, height 18.5 cm, 
Meiji period, circa 1890, 
Malcolm Fairley

Japanese Buddhist monk’s robe (kesa), Edo period, 19th century, silk and gold, 
116 x 205 cm, Alan Kennedy

Lacquer suzuribako by Tomita Koshichi (1854-1910) 
with a pair of boats carrying bundles of firewood on waves on a black ground, 
the interior worked in fine togidashi with a classic design of autumn flowers and 
silver suiteki in the shape of cricket cage, circa 1900, 5.2 x 23.3 x 21 cm, 
Grace Tsumugi Fine Art

Gold tali pendant, Inset with rubies 
and red stone, part of a Kali Thiru 
(auspicious necklace), Chettiars 
Nattukottai, Tamil Nadu, South India, 
19th century, Susan Ollemans

Incense burner in the form of a finger citron supported on a bronze branch 
with a rich gold splash patina, China, 17th/18th century, 20 x 15 cm, 
Brandt Asian Art

Large porcelain charger representing 
the imperial consort Lady Yang 
getting tipsy, China, Kangxi period  
(1662-1722), diam 35.8 cm, 
Galerie Nicolas Fournery

GALLERY SHOWS IN PARIS
A selection of dealers holding shows in the galleries around Paris from 8 to 16 June.  Check the event’s website for up-to-date information on the gallery shows nearer the time.
Galerie Jacques Barèrre, for this year’s 
show, has taken the theme of 
Celestial Horses. The sculptures 
displayed during the exhibition date 
from the early Han dynasty to the 
late Tang, from 206 BC to AD 907, 
spanning more than a thousand years 
of Chinese history. A highlight at the 
gallery is a Han-dynasty figure of a 
wooden horse from Wuwei province. 
s�Show at 36 rue Mazarine, Paris, 
galeriejacquesbarere.com

JM Béalu & Fils are specialists in 
European and Oriental ceramics 
from the 16th to 18th centuries and 
are showing, for Printemps 
Asiatique, a collection of Chinese 
and Japanese export porcelains.
s�Show at rue de Bac, Paris,  
bealu.net 

Galerie Captier is offering a range of 
Asian works of art, include Japanese 
screens, paintings, classical Chinese 
furniture, alongside Japanese 
contemporary porcelains. 
s�Show at 33 rue de Beaune, Paris, 
galeriecaptier.com

The Pagoda, near Parc Monceau, the former home and gallery of CT Loo

Indra, gilded copper, 
Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, 15th century, 
end of Malla period (1200-1482), 
height17 cm, Galerie Hioco. 
Photo: Studio Sébert Photographes

many prestigious private and 
institutional collections, including 
those of JP Morgan, Charles Lang 
Freer, Samuel Peters, Alfred Pillsbury, 
and Henry Clay Frick, among many 
others. 

Participants at the Pagoda include 
Brandt Asian Art, Clare Chu Asian 
Art, Malcolm Fairley, Galerie Nicolas 
Fournery, Galerie Hioco, Susan 
Ollemans, Alan Kennedy Asian Art, 
Runjeet Singh and Grace Tsumugi 
Fine Art. Check the website for 
updates on the event.
s�The Pagoda, 48 rue de Courcelles, 
75008, Paris, pagodaparis.com

Gauchet Art Asiatique is offering a 
selection of Asian works of art, 
including a carved stone Buddhist 
stele dating to the Northern Wei 
period (386-534) in China. 
s�Show at 45 rue Monge, Paris, 
gauchet-expert.com

Galerie Hioco are offering something 
different in their gallery location for 
Printemps Asiatiques, a selection of 
Japanese contemporary ceramics, 
including works by Hashimoto 
Tomonari (b 1990), Ken Mihara 
(b 1958), and Jun Matsumura 
(b 1986). 
s�Show at 7 rue de Phalsbourg, Paris, 
galeriehioco.com 
s�There is an evening opening on  
9 June, 2022

Indian Heritage, as its name suggests, 
specialises in works from South Asia 
and the Himalayas, the gallery offers 
both primitive and classical pieces, 
with an emphasis on Himalayan 
masks. 
s�Show at 21 rue Guénégaud, Paris, 
indianheritage.biz

Galerie Bertrand de Lavergne is offering 
a range of Chinese export porcelain 
and Chinese works of art from the 
16th to 18th centuries, Japanese 
porcelain, and a selection of  Qing-
dynasty Chinese snuffbottles.
s�Show at 17 rue des Saints-Pères, 
Paris, bertranddelavergne.com

Antiques Valérie Levesque is presenting 
a wide range of Chinese works of art, 
porcelains, lacquerware, paintings, 
textiles and furniture from the Yuan, 
Ming and Qing dynasties.  
 

The gallery also offers Tibetan 
Buddhist works of art and Japanese 
objects dating from the 16th to the 
19th centuries. 
s�Show at 3 rue des Saints Pères, 
Paris, galerievalerielavesque.com

Galerie Louis & Sack, founded in 2020, 
specialises in Japanese artists from 
the ‘Nouvelle Ecole de Paris’ 
(Toshimitsu Imai, Key Sato, Hisao 
Domoto, Yasse Tabuchi and Kumi 
Sugai). Joining the thriving artistic 
scene of the French capital in the 
1950s, these artists all have in 
common their unprecedented impact 
on the growing abstraction 
movement in the West. 
s�Show at 3 Cour de Rohan, Paris, 
louis-sack.com

Galerie Luohan specialises in Chinese 
furniture and scholars’ objects. For 
Printemps Asiatique this year, in 
partnership with Galerie Jacques 
Barrère, the gallery is offering a 
luohan bed in black lacquer 
background, decorated with 
mother-of-pearl and  

Dali marble formerly in the Paul 
Morand Collection. 
s�Show at 36 rue Mazarine, Paris, 
galerie-luohan.fr

Galerie Véronique Prévot’s exhibition is 
called ‘To hold spring in your hands,  
tasting and initiation of Spring tea’, 
alongside a collection of Asian works 
of art. The gallery can host up to 10 
guests per day. 
s�Show at 18 rue de Provence, Paris, 
galerieveroniqueprevot.com

Galerie Tiago specialises in Edo and 
Meiji Japanese works of art, namban 
art, lacquerware as well as European 
furniture with the June exhibition 
entitled The Collector’s Cabinet. 
s�Show at 36 rue de l’Université, Paris, 
galerietiago.com

Galerie Tora Tori is offering Japanese 
works of art, including paintings, 
screens, bronzes, lacquers as well as 
the arts of the Samurai. 
s�Show at Le Marché Biron, 85 rue des 
Rosiers, Saint-Ouen, for more 
information mayer.toratori@gmail.com

Figure of a horse, wood with traces of 
polychrome, Wuwei Province, China, 
Han dynasty (BC 206-AD 220), 
107 x 83 cm, Galerie Jacques Barrère

Pair of porcelain Shishi,, Arita, Japan, Edo period, circa 1670-90,  
JM Béalu & Fils

Six-panel screen 
with flowers, 
mostly morning-
glory, gold leaf, 
colours on 
paper, Japan, 
middle Edo 
period, 
165 x 372 cm, 
Galerie Captier

Carved stone Buddhist stele China, 
Northern Wei (386-534), height  
40 cm, Gauchet Art Asiatique

Tribal mask, wood with soot patina, 
south central Nepal, Indian Heritage 
Photo: Frédéric Rond

Black lacquer luohan bed with 
inlaid with mother-of-pearl, 
armrests and backrest adorned 
with Dali marble slabs, 
Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
late 18th century China, 
Shanxi province,
220 x 124 x 110.5 cm,  
Galerie Luohan

Six-panel screen of Manchurian cranes by Tsurusawa Tangei (1687-1769), ink 
and colour on a gold-leaf background, 327 x 170 cm, Galerie Tora Tori

Figure of a smiling Buddha, enamelled 
porcelain, China, 18th century, height 
16 cm, Galerie Véronique Prévot. 
Photo: Victor Prévot

Vase, wucai porcelain, 16h century, 
first part of the Wanli period 
(1573-1620), height 17 cm, 
Galerie Bertrand de Lavergne

Kei, Mindscapes (2019), ceramic form
by Ken Mihara (b 1958), Galerie Hioco

Arrow-vase (touhu), gilt-bronze and 
cloisonné enamels, China, Ming 
dynasty, 16th century, height 14 cm, 
Antiques Valérie Levesque 
Photo: Yves Breton

Ryoshibako (document box), in 
takamaki-e and hiramaki-e gold and 
silver lacquer, gold leaf and kirigane, on 
black background, Japan. Edo period, 
16 x 40 x 30.5 cm, Galerie Tiago

mailto:mayer.toratori@gmail.com
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A RARE IMPERIAL CINNABAR AND OCHRE 
LACQUER ‘DRAGON’ CIRCULAR BOX AND COVER
China, Ming dynasty, 15th Century
€20,000 - 30,000
Art d’Asie, 6 July, Paris

Auction | Private Sales | christies.com
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Several auction houses are having 
sales in June. With Christie’s and 
Adam’s (Dublin) previewing June 
auctions in the Pagoda during 
Printemps Asiatique. Christie’s 
starts the Paris season of Asian art 
auctions with their sale on 6 June. 
The sale features works from private 
European collections spanning more 
than 3,000 years of Asian art. 
Featured are Ming- and Qing-
dynasty porcelain from several 
private European collections, jade 
carvings, cloisonné enamels and 
lacquer, as well as classical and 
modern Chinese paintings. 
Highlights include an imperial 
cinnabar and ochre lacquer ‘dragon’ 

Printemps 
Asiatique
EVENTS  
IN JUNE
 
A full programme of  
events has been organised  
to accompany  
Printemps Asiatique, 
from 8 to 16 June, 2022.  
Events may change, so please 
check the website for up to date 
information nearer the time.
printemps-asiatique-paris.com
 
A series of conferences organised 
with the Asia Society France are 
dedicated to strengthening the ties 
between Asia, France, and other 
countries of the European Union. 
The meetings will focus mainly on 
Asian collections held in Asia and 
the US. There will also be guided 
tours organised by the Association 
Française des Amis de l’Orient to 
include museum and other 
collections around Paris. 
 
Louvre  
9 June at 2 pm  
Jean-Baptiste Clais: Traces of Asia in 
the Louvre collections, 
louvre.fr

Musée Guimet 
9 June at 2 pm 
Pierre Loti in China (with the Society 
of Friends of the Guimet Museum)
guimet.fr

Musée Quai Branly 
10 June at 2 pm 
Christine Barthe: Retrospective of 
Vietnamese artist Dinh Q Lê
quaibranly.fr

Musée Guimet
11 June at 10:30 am 
Vincent Lefevre: The Bow and the 
Sword, a talk on the current exhibition 
dedicated to the Samurai 
11 June 11 at 2 pm 
Pierre Baptiste: The Khmer collections  

Musée Cernuschi 
(with the Society of Friends of the 
Cernuschi Museum) 
12 June at 10:30 am 
Anne Fort: The drawings and 
engravings of the students of the 
Gia-Dinh school
12 June at 2 pm
Manuela Moscatiello: 
Henri Cernuschi, French collector of 
19th century Asian arts
cernuschi.paris.fr 

Musée des Arts Décoratifs
13 June at 2 pm 
Brigitte Nicolas: At the varnish 
cabaret, or the art of drinking  
coffee according to the Compagnies 
des Indes
14 June, 2 to 4 pm
Laurent Colson: Chinese furniture of 
the 18th century 
15 June, 2 to 4 pm
Alain Truong: Vietnamese ceramics
madparis.fr

Société des Missions Etrangères  
de Paris 
16 June at 2 pm
The adventures of French missionaries 
in Asia 

Ecole Française d’Extrême Orient 
16 June at 5 pm
An exploration of Asian-art collections 
preserved in Los Angeles, Boston,  
and New York
efeo.fr

Temple of Heaven, Peking, 
1913, Stéphane Passet, 
autochrome, 9 x 12 cm 

Imperial 
green jade 
‘De Sui Shu 
Xin’ seal, 
Qing dynasty, 
Qianlong 
period, 1796, 
est €100,000-
150,000, 
Sotheby’s. 
Photo: 
Sotheby’s / 
ArtDigital 
Studio

PARIS AUCTIONS

circular box and cover from the 
15th century, an important pair of 
zitan cabinets from the Qianlong 
reign, and a flambé-glazed vase with 
an impressed Qianlong mark and of 
the period and a green-ground 
famille-rose vase from the Daoguang 
period (r 1820-50). Also on offer is 
another selection of objects from the 
Galerie Duchange Collection, 

including porcelains, Buddhist art, 
and scholar’s objects.  More lots 
include an important selection of 
imperial porcelains, lacquer boxes 
and cloisonné enamels from a 
French private collection, which has 
not been offered on the market 
before. The Arts of Asia online sale 
takes place from 27 June to 12 July.  
   Artcurial are holding their sale of 
Asian Art on 8 June, with a 
highlight being a Chinese  18th-
century, cloisonné, gilt-bronze vase. 
Bonhams are holding their first sale 
of Indian and Buddhist art in Paris 
with the Collection of Claude de 
Marteau, Part 1, on  
14 June. A grey schist standing 
Buddha, sculpted in the ancient 
region of Gandhara during the 3rd 
century, leads the sale, with an 
estimate of €500-700,000. The 
collection, which has an estimated 
value of  over €10 million, is a 
unique assemblage of art gathered 
over decades by the late dealer and 
collector, Claude de Marteau. Much 
of it has never been seen in public 
before and spans works created over 
a period of 1,500 years in the Hindu 
and Buddhist cultures that once 
flourished in India, Nepal, Tibet 
and China. This sale is the first in a 
series of four auctions of some 400 
works of art from the collection. A 
further sale will take place in Hong 
Kong on 3 October 2022 with the 
remaining two sales being held in 
Paris and Hong Kong during 2023. 

A highlight of Sotheby’s Arts of 
Asia sale in Paris, on 16 June, is an 
imperial green jade De Sui Shu Xin 
seal, Qing dynasty, Qianlong 
period, 1796, estimated at €100-
150,000. It belongs to a set of three 
seals and paired with Taishang 
Huangdi (Treasure of Emperor 
Emeritus) and Guizheng nai 
xunzheng (Retired but still giving 
advice). The seal is called a Yinshou 
zhang, which was used to make 

impressions at the right top corner 
of a painting or piece of 
calligraphy. The Desui chuxin (Able 
to Follow My Original Intention) 
seal was a very important seal 
during the time of Emperor 
Qianlong’s retirement, since it 
means ‘that he now has fulfilled his 
heart’s desire, which he had had 
from the very beginning of his life’. 
The seal revealed his enormous 
satisfaction that family and 
national matters were progressing 
just as he had planned from the 
very beginning.
s�Other auctions in Paris in June 
include sales by Millon Asium, 
Pescheteau-Badin, Thierry de 
Maigret, Tessier Sarrou, Aponem 
and Maison R&C.

MUSEE ALBERT KAHN

View of Mount Fuji from the lake, Yoshida, Japan, 
1926-1927, Roger Dumas, autochrome, 9 x 12 cm

The new musée Albert Kahn 
opened on 2 April 2022, in 
Boulogne-Billancourt, in a 
building designed by the 
Japanese architect Kengo 
Kuma. The project is part of 
the long-term process of 
preserving and transmitting 
the considerable heritage 
created by the philanthropist 
banker at the turn of the 20th 
century, around his exceptional 
collection of images, the 
garden, and the botanical 
collection. 

The inaugural exhibition, 
Around the World, takes visitors 
on a journey to the origins of 
the Archives de la Planète, 
offering a tour of the museum’s 
collections and an exploration 
of representations of travel 

through photography and film 
since the beginning of the 
20th century. It revolves 
around the work of Albert 
Kahn and the geographer Jean 
Brunhes, scientific director of 
Archives de la Planète. 
Following a professional world 
tour in 1908-1909 with 

Maurice Lévy, his 
representative at the bank, and 
Albert Dutertre, who captured 
the itinerary of their trip in 
images, Albert Kahn launched 
his project for the visual 
documentation of the world, 
the Archives de la Planète. 
Approximately 3,500 
stereoscopic plates (images in 
black and white, or in colour, 
which allow for the 
reproduction of relief) and  
2,000 metres of film. About 1 
hour and 30 minutes of 
running film time have been 
preserved from their journey. 
s�Travelling Through Images 
runs until 13 November, 2022, 
Musée Albert Kahn, 
Boulogne-Billancourt, albert-
kahn.hauts-de-seine.fr

Cloisonné gilt-bronze vase, China, 
Qing dynasty, Qianlong mark and 
period (1736-1795), height 25.5 cm, 
est €20-30,000, Artcurial

Grey schist 
Buddha, 
Gandhara, 
3rd century, 
est €500-
700,000, 
Bonhams

Brass figure of Kapaladhara Hevarja 
embracing his consort Nairatma 
from Northeast India, Pala period, 
12th century, height 14.5 cm, 
est €120-160,000, Bonhams

Flambé-glazed 
vase, Qianlong 

impressed 
six-character 

seal, mark and  
of the period 

(1736-1795), est 
€70-90,000, 

Christie’s

Red leaves by Qi Baishi (1864-1957), 
ink and colour on paper, signed, 
dated and with one seal of the artist, 
66 x 33.8 cm, €40-60,000, Christie’s
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Several auction houses are having 
sales in June. With Christie’s and 
Adam’s (Dublin) previewing June 
auctions in the Pagoda during 
Printemps Asiatique. Christie’s 
starts the Paris season of Asian art 
auctions with their sale on 6 June. 
The sale features works from private 
European collections spanning more 
than 3,000 years of Asian art. 
Featured are Ming- and Qing-
dynasty porcelain from several 
private European collections, jade 
carvings, cloisonné enamels and 
lacquer, as well as classical and 
modern Chinese paintings. 
Highlights include an imperial 
cinnabar and ochre lacquer ‘dragon’ 

Printemps 
Asiatique
EVENTS  
IN JUNE
 
A full programme of  
events has been organised  
to accompany  
Printemps Asiatique, 
from 8 to 16 June, 2022.  
Events may change, so please 
check the website for up to date 
information nearer the time.
printemps-asiatique-paris.com
 
A series of conferences organised 
with the Asia Society France are 
dedicated to strengthening the ties 
between Asia, France, and other 
countries of the European Union. 
The meetings will focus mainly on 
Asian collections held in Asia and 
the US. There will also be guided 
tours organised by the Association 
Française des Amis de l’Orient to 
include museum and other 
collections around Paris. 
 
Louvre  
9 June at 2 pm  
Jean-Baptiste Clais: Traces of Asia in 
the Louvre collections, 
louvre.fr

Musée Guimet 
9 June at 2 pm 
Pierre Loti in China (with the Society 
of Friends of the Guimet Museum)
guimet.fr

Musée Quai Branly 
10 June at 2 pm 
Christine Barthe: Retrospective of 
Vietnamese artist Dinh Q Lê
quaibranly.fr

Musée Guimet
11 June at 10:30 am 
Vincent Lefevre: The Bow and the 
Sword, a talk on the current exhibition 
dedicated to the Samurai 
11 June 11 at 2 pm 
Pierre Baptiste: The Khmer collections  

Musée Cernuschi 
(with the Society of Friends of the 
Cernuschi Museum) 
12 June at 10:30 am 
Anne Fort: The drawings and 
engravings of the students of the 
Gia-Dinh school
12 June at 2 pm
Manuela Moscatiello: 
Henri Cernuschi, French collector of 
19th century Asian arts
cernuschi.paris.fr 

Musée des Arts Décoratifs
13 June at 2 pm 
Brigitte Nicolas: At the varnish 
cabaret, or the art of drinking  
coffee according to the Compagnies 
des Indes
14 June, 2 to 4 pm
Laurent Colson: Chinese furniture of 
the 18th century 
15 June, 2 to 4 pm
Alain Truong: Vietnamese ceramics
madparis.fr

Société des Missions Etrangères  
de Paris 
16 June at 2 pm
The adventures of French missionaries 
in Asia 

Ecole Française d’Extrême Orient 
16 June at 5 pm
An exploration of Asian-art collections 
preserved in Los Angeles, Boston,  
and New York
efeo.fr

Temple of Heaven, Peking, 
1913, Stéphane Passet, 
autochrome, 9 x 12 cm 

Imperial 
green jade 
‘De Sui Shu 
Xin’ seal, 
Qing dynasty, 
Qianlong 
period, 1796, 
est €100,000-
150,000, 
Sotheby’s. 
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Sotheby’s / 
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circular box and cover from the 
15th century, an important pair of 
zitan cabinets from the Qianlong 
reign, and a flambé-glazed vase with 
an impressed Qianlong mark and of 
the period and a green-ground 
famille-rose vase from the Daoguang 
period (r 1820-50). Also on offer is 
another selection of objects from the 
Galerie Duchange Collection, 

including porcelains, Buddhist art, 
and scholar’s objects.  More lots 
include an important selection of 
imperial porcelains, lacquer boxes 
and cloisonné enamels from a 
French private collection, which has 
not been offered on the market 
before. The Arts of Asia online sale 
takes place from 27 June to 12 July.  
   Artcurial are holding their sale of 
Asian Art on 8 June, with a 
highlight being a Chinese  18th-
century, cloisonné, gilt-bronze vase. 
Bonhams are holding their first sale 
of Indian and Buddhist art in Paris 
with the Collection of Claude de 
Marteau, Part 1, on  
14 June. A grey schist standing 
Buddha, sculpted in the ancient 
region of Gandhara during the 3rd 
century, leads the sale, with an 
estimate of €500-700,000. The 
collection, which has an estimated 
value of  over €10 million, is a 
unique assemblage of art gathered 
over decades by the late dealer and 
collector, Claude de Marteau. Much 
of it has never been seen in public 
before and spans works created over 
a period of 1,500 years in the Hindu 
and Buddhist cultures that once 
flourished in India, Nepal, Tibet 
and China. This sale is the first in a 
series of four auctions of some 400 
works of art from the collection. A 
further sale will take place in Hong 
Kong on 3 October 2022 with the 
remaining two sales being held in 
Paris and Hong Kong during 2023. 

A highlight of Sotheby’s Arts of 
Asia sale in Paris, on 16 June, is an 
imperial green jade De Sui Shu Xin 
seal, Qing dynasty, Qianlong 
period, 1796, estimated at €100-
150,000. It belongs to a set of three 
seals and paired with Taishang 
Huangdi (Treasure of Emperor 
Emeritus) and Guizheng nai 
xunzheng (Retired but still giving 
advice). The seal is called a Yinshou 
zhang, which was used to make 

impressions at the right top corner 
of a painting or piece of 
calligraphy. The Desui chuxin (Able 
to Follow My Original Intention) 
seal was a very important seal 
during the time of Emperor 
Qianlong’s retirement, since it 
means ‘that he now has fulfilled his 
heart’s desire, which he had had 
from the very beginning of his life’. 
The seal revealed his enormous 
satisfaction that family and 
national matters were progressing 
just as he had planned from the 
very beginning.
s�Other auctions in Paris in June 
include sales by Millon Asium, 
Pescheteau-Badin, Thierry de 
Maigret, Tessier Sarrou, Aponem 
and Maison R&C.

MUSEE ALBERT KAHN

View of Mount Fuji from the lake, Yoshida, Japan, 
1926-1927, Roger Dumas, autochrome, 9 x 12 cm

The new musée Albert Kahn 
opened on 2 April 2022, in 
Boulogne-Billancourt, in a 
building designed by the 
Japanese architect Kengo 
Kuma. The project is part of 
the long-term process of 
preserving and transmitting 
the considerable heritage 
created by the philanthropist 
banker at the turn of the 20th 
century, around his exceptional 
collection of images, the 
garden, and the botanical 
collection. 

The inaugural exhibition, 
Around the World, takes visitors 
on a journey to the origins of 
the Archives de la Planète, 
offering a tour of the museum’s 
collections and an exploration 
of representations of travel 

through photography and film 
since the beginning of the 
20th century. It revolves 
around the work of Albert 
Kahn and the geographer Jean 
Brunhes, scientific director of 
Archives de la Planète. 
Following a professional world 
tour in 1908-1909 with 

Maurice Lévy, his 
representative at the bank, and 
Albert Dutertre, who captured 
the itinerary of their trip in 
images, Albert Kahn launched 
his project for the visual 
documentation of the world, 
the Archives de la Planète. 
Approximately 3,500 
stereoscopic plates (images in 
black and white, or in colour, 
which allow for the 
reproduction of relief) and  
2,000 metres of film. About 1 
hour and 30 minutes of 
running film time have been 
preserved from their journey. 
s�Travelling Through Images 
runs until 13 November, 2022, 
Musée Albert Kahn, 
Boulogne-Billancourt, albert-
kahn.hauts-de-seine.fr

Cloisonné gilt-bronze vase, China, 
Qing dynasty, Qianlong mark and 
period (1736-1795), height 25.5 cm, 
est €20-30,000, Artcurial

Grey schist 
Buddha, 
Gandhara, 
3rd century, 
est €500-
700,000, 
Bonhams

Brass figure of Kapaladhara Hevarja 
embracing his consort Nairatma 
from Northeast India, Pala period, 
12th century, height 14.5 cm, 
est €120-160,000, Bonhams

Flambé-glazed 
vase, Qianlong 

impressed 
six-character 

seal, mark and  
of the period 

(1736-1795), est 
€70-90,000, 

Christie’s

Red leaves by Qi Baishi (1864-1957), 
ink and colour on paper, signed, 
dated and with one seal of the artist, 
66 x 33.8 cm, €40-60,000, Christie’s
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In the Silence (2022), 
laser-cut STPI handmade paper, acrylic paint, 
STPI casted paper, 35.5 x 46 x 3 cm 
© Han Sai Por / STPI. 
Photo courtesy of the artist and STPI

The title of Vivien Zhang’s  
(b 1990) show Undo undo 
undo is an indication of the 
artist’s mindset: to question 
painting and constantly shift 
its boundaries. Determined to 
integrate icons of new 
technologies in her work, she 
easily juxtaposes traditional 
features with contemporary 
ones taken from this 
ever-evolving digital world 
with references to the 
metaverse and augmented 
reality. Beyond these features, 
Zhang’s practice is also based 
on a dynamic approach to 
space and colour, leading to 

VIVIEN ZHANG 
Undo Undo Undo

vibrant paintings, giving the 
illusion of movement, pace in 
a new horizon. Born in China 
and now based in London, 
Zhang is implementing on 
the canvas the thoughts she 
has summarised in her 
Manifesto Manifested that she 
keeps updating: describing 
this new digital era as, in her 
opinion, it is essential to 
materialise these changes in 
painting. An ongoing, 
challenging and fascinating 
undertaking.
Olivia Sand
s�Until 28 May, Pilar Coriras, 
London, pilarcorrias.com

Geoindex 2 (2022),  
acrylic and oil on canvas,  
200 x 180 cm.  
Courtesy of the artist and  
Pilar Corrias, London

UURIINTUYA 
DAGVASAMBUU
Moods in The Metaverse
This is Uuriintuya 
Dagvasambuu’s (b 1979) first 
solo show in New York. The 
artist uses the flat, brightly 
coloured pictorial style that 
originated in the 13th 
century, during the 
Mongolian Golden Age, and 
is more broadly influenced by 
Persian miniatures. Mongol 
Zurag’s focus on 
contemporary and secular 
subject matter resulted from 
political tensions between 
domestic nationalism under 
the socialist People’s Republic 
of Mongolia and foreign 
powers during the Cold War. 

Moods in the Metaverse  
presents two main themes: 
the Metaverse, or virtual 
world, and global experience 
of the pandemic. Firstly, the 
artist addresses the ever-
increasing presence of the 
digital and the virtual in our 
everyday lives, to the extent 
that we seem to exist in two 
parallel universes: the real 
and the metaverse. The 
second theme of the 
exhibition is connected to the 
Covid pandemic, quarantine, 

made deep traces on 
Mongolian life. But, 
Dagvasambuu looks at these 
sad and uncertain times 
through a creative lens. 

She is widely respected for 
her innovations in the 
Mongol Zurag style that 
notably integrates traditional 
Mongolian and Buddhist 
motifs with contemporary 
themes, as she chronicles the 
lives of women and everyday, 
showing mundane life across 
the seasons in her post-
nomadic homeland. In recent 
years, the term Mongol 
Zurag has become an 
umbrella term for Mongolian 
figurative painting, similarly 
to Japanese nihhon-ga and 
Chinese guo hua. The new 
Mongol Zurag style and new 
Mongol Zurag artists were 
introduced into the 
contemporary Asian Art 
scene with the 2010 
exhibition Modern Mongolia 
at Han Art TZ Gallery in 
Hong Kong.
s�Until 7 May, 
Sapar Contemporary, New York, 
saparcontemporary.com

HAN SAI POR 
The Forest and Its Soul
This is the second residency and solo 
exhibition for Singaporean artist Han Sai 
Por (b 1943) with STPI. This current body of 
work draws from the artist’s own experiences 
of walking through dense forests, which Han 
has described as being ‘an emotional 
landscape’. Additionally, it serves to evoke a 
sense of boundless energy hidden behind the 
many layers and depth of the whole forest 
ecosystem, composed of many elements – the 
wind, leaves dropping, rolling waters, and the 
vibrant micro-life in the mud to the detritus 
on the forest or jungle floor. 
The impression of layers and depth is 
achieved through a handful of techniques, 
such as with the paper cast ‘paintings’. A 
sculptor at heart, and in line with the ideas 
she engages with for this show, Han seeks to 
capture depth with her two dimensional 
prints.
s�Until 22 May, 
Singapore Tyler Print Institute (STPI), Singapore, 
stpi.com

Vaccine: Second Dose (2021), 
acrylic on canvas and rice 
paper, 149.5 x 70 cm

lockdowns, and vaccines that 
became a part of our shared 
experience. Just as wars and 
revolutions leave a deep 
imprint, not only on art but 
also on people’s mentalities, 
the Covid era has already 

Living Inside by Chiharu Shiota. 
Courtesy of the artist and Templon, Paris – Brussels Adagp, Paris, 2022. Photo Thierry Ollivier

CHIHARU SHIOTA
Carte Blanche
In the continuation of the 
Guimet’s Carte Blanche 
undertaking, Chiharu Shiota 
(b 1972, Japan) is the latest 
artist who has been invited to 
present her work in the 
rotunda of the top floor, 
making this her first museum 
show in France. Creating 
over-dimensional installations 
using red thread, this project 
was initiated during the 
lockdown of the pandemic 

which affected the artist’s 
outlook towards her 
surroundings, indeed, the 
installation features a number 
of small objects from daily life 
as they could be found in a 
doll’s house, and are now 
wrapped in red thread, 
gaining thus a new dimension. 
These small, domestic, objects 
were the ones that were part 
of our daily landscape during 
the lockdown, during a time 

when the outside world was 
– as the artist rightly pointed 
out – nothing else but ‘a 
memory’. With these objects 
in a red woven cosmos, the 
viewer can reconsider his 
place in a world that has 
seemingly become 
increasingly unpredictable.
Olivia Sand
s�Until 6 June, 
Musée Guimet, Paris, 
guimet.fr

THE BOW AND THE SWORD
Taking the theme of the 
warrior class in Japan, this 
exhibition explores the life and 
culture of the samurai. The 
exhibition explores the 
aristocratic taste for noh theatre, 
the rise in popularity of the tea 
ceremony, and their attention 
to dress. It also looks at how 
strict martial discipline sat 
alongside their appreciation of 
poetry and the scholarly arts.   
   The personality of the 
samurai has been fictionalised, 
parodied, and admired. The 
show comprises prints, armour, 
photographs and works of art 
and uses these elements to 
discuss how the image of the 
Japanese warrior was portrayed 
in popular culture how it 
became prescribed image used 
for the depiction of samurai in 

modern Japan and around the 
world. On display, to support 
this point, are prints  from the 
museum’s collection of the 
legendary tales of the 47 ronin 
(itinerant samurai). Symbols of 
power and loyalty and a source 
of fascination for more than a 
century, the samurai have 
become part of our 
imagination. This historical 
warrior, with their skilled 
combat techniques and fierce 
loyalty, has constituted an 
inexhaustible iconographic 
source for contemporary 
artists, from manga, cinema, 
video games and animated 
films – all populated by 
characters with supernatural 
and superhero powers.
s�Until 29 August, Musée 
Guimet, Paris, guimet.fr

Ichikawa Danjuro VII 
in the role of Shibaraku 
by Utagawa Kunisada 
(1786-1864), 1820, 
Edo period, print, nishiki-e, 
19.1 × 16.6 cm. 
MNAAG, Don Norbert Lagane 
(2001), MA 12214 
© RMN-Grand Palais 
(MNAAG, Paris) / Thierry Ollivier

Through travelling materials 
and objects, the Petite 
Galerie’s new exhibition aims 
to tell the tale of the world 
and its peoples by describing 
exchanges between distant 
worlds – exchanges often far 
more ancient than the 
explorations of the 16th 
century.  
A highlight of the exhibition 
is the Pyxis of al-Mughira, 
now in the Louvre 
collections, which is among 
the best surviving examples 
of the royal ivory carving 
tradition in Al-Andalus 

Pyxis of al-Mughira, 
possibly from Madinat al-Zahra, 
AH 357/ AD 968, 
carved ivory with traces of jade, 
16 x 11.8 cm 
© Louvre Museum, dist. RMN 
-Grand Palais - Hugues Dubois

FROM AFAR TRAVELLING 
MATERIALS AND OBJECTS

(Islamic Spain). It was 
probably fashioned in the 
Madinat al-Zahra workshops 
and its intricate and 
exceptional carving set it apart 
from many other examples; it 
also contains an inscription 
and figurative work which are 
important for understanding 
the traditions of ivory carving 
and Islamic art in Al-Andalus.

The Louvre also has 
extensive holdings of Asian 
and Islamic art on permanent  
display in the galleries.
s�Until 4 July, 
Louvre, Paris, louvre.fr

OF FLAME AND AZURE

On show in the painting room 
of Musée Cernuschi are works 
by Francois Cheng and Kim 
En Joong (b 1940), a product 
of cultural exchanges between 
France and Asia that combines 
painting, calligraphy, and 
literature. When Kim En 
Joong was studying art at the 
University of Seoul, he also 
became a drawing teacher at 
the Catholic seminary, where 
he had discovered 
Christianity. Two years after 
receiving baptism, he left in 
1969 for Switzerland. He 
studied philosophy there and, 

Saying of Tian-yi, and promotes 
them as much by his 
translations into Chinese of 
French texts as by his work in 
the field of sinology. The 
collaboration with Kim En 
Joong has given him the 
opportunity to create them in a 
new form by combining 
painting and quatrains written 
in French, in the way that the 
Chinese painters of yesteryear 
adorned their works with 
poetry and inscriptions. 
s�Until 12 June, 
Musée Cernuschi, Paris, 
cernuschi.paris.fr

The collaborative work by Francois Cheng and Kim En Joong

the following year, entered the 
Dominican order to complete 
his novitiate. Ordained a 
priest in 1974, he was assigned 
to Paris, to the convent of the 
Annunciation, in order to best 
reconcile the work of his 
apostolic activity and his 
career as a painter. 
   Throughout his life, 
François Cheng seeks and 
encourages encounters 
between his native culture 
and that of his adopted 
country. He embodies these 
traits in the main character of 
his best-known novel, The 

AFFINITIES 
Gyeol Encounter
This exhibition takes place as 
part of a Franco-Korean 
artistic event, Affinités-
Rencontres de Gyeol. Organised 
by the artist Kim Myoung 
Nam, it takes place almost 
simultaneously in five 
places: in Gimpo, South 
Korea and around the Paris 
region. Prints and  wood 
engraving has been chosen as 
the media to highlight the 
links between the works of 17 
contemporary artists working 
in South Korea and 14 visual 
artists working in France.

In the field of woodblock 
printing, in particular, Korea 
has historically occupied a 
remarkable place since the 8th 

century and several 
masterpieces are today 
considered national treasures. 
The Buddhist scroll Great 
Dharanisutra of the Immaculate 
and Pure Light (dating from 
before 751) and the 81,258 
engraved matrices of the 
Tripitaka Koreana (11th 
century) constitute the most 
emblematic heritage of the 
Korean art of woodblock 
cutting. In the more recent 
past, in the 1970s and 80s, 
there was also exceptional 
growth in the interest in wood 
engraving through Minjung 
art, a movement that brought 
together many artists. Their 
protesting, even revolutionary 

graphic works, marked this 
era, which many 
contemporary artists still see 
as part of their heritage. 
s�Until 29 June, 
Korean Cultural Centre, Paris, 
corea-culture.org

DINH Q LE 
The Thread of Memory and 
Other Photographs
Dinh Q Lê, born in 1968 at 
Hà Tiên in Vietnam, has 
built up a rich, complex 
oeuvre since the 1990s 
through different techniques 
in which photography plays a 
big role. This exhibition looks 
back at the career of this 
leading artist whose work has 
been seldom seen in France 
until now.  For Dinh Q Lê, 
an image is matter to be 
explored and transformed. 
These selected works retrace 
the main themes over his 
twenty years of artistic 
practice. Photography, video 
and drawings combine new, 
subtle ways of telling stories 

of geopolitics twined around 
lived experience, history 
twined around personal tales. 

Dinh Q Lê spent his 
childhood in Vietnam but 
had to flee his country in 
1978 to take refuge in the US. 
At the end of the 1990s, he 
choose to return to Vietnam 
to open the biggest 
contemporary art centre in 
the country – Sàn Art. 
s�Until 20 November, 
Musée Quai Branly, Paris, 
quaibranly.fr

Splendour and Darkness 
(STPI) #26 by Dinh Q Lê 
Musée Quai Branly

No 1257 (2020) Kim Sang Ku, 
woodblock print, 94 x 63 cm

https://www.stpi.com.sg/artists/han-sai-por/
https://www.stpi.com.sg/artists/han-sai-por/
https://smarthistory.org/islamic-west-introduction/
https://smarthistory.org/islamic-west-introduction/
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In the Silence (2022), 
laser-cut STPI handmade paper, acrylic paint, 
STPI casted paper, 35.5 x 46 x 3 cm 
© Han Sai Por / STPI. 
Photo courtesy of the artist and STPI

The title of Vivien Zhang’s  
(b 1990) show Undo undo 
undo is an indication of the 
artist’s mindset: to question 
painting and constantly shift 
its boundaries. Determined to 
integrate icons of new 
technologies in her work, she 
easily juxtaposes traditional 
features with contemporary 
ones taken from this 
ever-evolving digital world 
with references to the 
metaverse and augmented 
reality. Beyond these features, 
Zhang’s practice is also based 
on a dynamic approach to 
space and colour, leading to 

VIVIEN ZHANG 
Undo Undo Undo

vibrant paintings, giving the 
illusion of movement, pace in 
a new horizon. Born in China 
and now based in London, 
Zhang is implementing on 
the canvas the thoughts she 
has summarised in her 
Manifesto Manifested that she 
keeps updating: describing 
this new digital era as, in her 
opinion, it is essential to 
materialise these changes in 
painting. An ongoing, 
challenging and fascinating 
undertaking.
Olivia Sand
s�Until 28 May, Pilar Coriras, 
London, pilarcorrias.com

Geoindex 2 (2022),  
acrylic and oil on canvas,  
200 x 180 cm.  
Courtesy of the artist and  
Pilar Corrias, London

UURIINTUYA 
DAGVASAMBUU
Moods in The Metaverse
This is Uuriintuya 
Dagvasambuu’s (b 1979) first 
solo show in New York. The 
artist uses the flat, brightly 
coloured pictorial style that 
originated in the 13th 
century, during the 
Mongolian Golden Age, and 
is more broadly influenced by 
Persian miniatures. Mongol 
Zurag’s focus on 
contemporary and secular 
subject matter resulted from 
political tensions between 
domestic nationalism under 
the socialist People’s Republic 
of Mongolia and foreign 
powers during the Cold War. 

Moods in the Metaverse  
presents two main themes: 
the Metaverse, or virtual 
world, and global experience 
of the pandemic. Firstly, the 
artist addresses the ever-
increasing presence of the 
digital and the virtual in our 
everyday lives, to the extent 
that we seem to exist in two 
parallel universes: the real 
and the metaverse. The 
second theme of the 
exhibition is connected to the 
Covid pandemic, quarantine, 

made deep traces on 
Mongolian life. But, 
Dagvasambuu looks at these 
sad and uncertain times 
through a creative lens. 

She is widely respected for 
her innovations in the 
Mongol Zurag style that 
notably integrates traditional 
Mongolian and Buddhist 
motifs with contemporary 
themes, as she chronicles the 
lives of women and everyday, 
showing mundane life across 
the seasons in her post-
nomadic homeland. In recent 
years, the term Mongol 
Zurag has become an 
umbrella term for Mongolian 
figurative painting, similarly 
to Japanese nihhon-ga and 
Chinese guo hua. The new 
Mongol Zurag style and new 
Mongol Zurag artists were 
introduced into the 
contemporary Asian Art 
scene with the 2010 
exhibition Modern Mongolia 
at Han Art TZ Gallery in 
Hong Kong.
s�Until 7 May, 
Sapar Contemporary, New York, 
saparcontemporary.com

HAN SAI POR 
The Forest and Its Soul
This is the second residency and solo 
exhibition for Singaporean artist Han Sai 
Por (b 1943) with STPI. This current body of 
work draws from the artist’s own experiences 
of walking through dense forests, which Han 
has described as being ‘an emotional 
landscape’. Additionally, it serves to evoke a 
sense of boundless energy hidden behind the 
many layers and depth of the whole forest 
ecosystem, composed of many elements – the 
wind, leaves dropping, rolling waters, and the 
vibrant micro-life in the mud to the detritus 
on the forest or jungle floor. 
The impression of layers and depth is 
achieved through a handful of techniques, 
such as with the paper cast ‘paintings’. A 
sculptor at heart, and in line with the ideas 
she engages with for this show, Han seeks to 
capture depth with her two dimensional 
prints.
s�Until 22 May, 
Singapore Tyler Print Institute (STPI), Singapore, 
stpi.com

Vaccine: Second Dose (2021), 
acrylic on canvas and rice 
paper, 149.5 x 70 cm

lockdowns, and vaccines that 
became a part of our shared 
experience. Just as wars and 
revolutions leave a deep 
imprint, not only on art but 
also on people’s mentalities, 
the Covid era has already 

Living Inside by Chiharu Shiota. 
Courtesy of the artist and Templon, Paris – Brussels Adagp, Paris, 2022. Photo Thierry Ollivier

CHIHARU SHIOTA
Carte Blanche
In the continuation of the 
Guimet’s Carte Blanche 
undertaking, Chiharu Shiota 
(b 1972, Japan) is the latest 
artist who has been invited to 
present her work in the 
rotunda of the top floor, 
making this her first museum 
show in France. Creating 
over-dimensional installations 
using red thread, this project 
was initiated during the 
lockdown of the pandemic 

which affected the artist’s 
outlook towards her 
surroundings, indeed, the 
installation features a number 
of small objects from daily life 
as they could be found in a 
doll’s house, and are now 
wrapped in red thread, 
gaining thus a new dimension. 
These small, domestic, objects 
were the ones that were part 
of our daily landscape during 
the lockdown, during a time 

when the outside world was 
– as the artist rightly pointed 
out – nothing else but ‘a 
memory’. With these objects 
in a red woven cosmos, the 
viewer can reconsider his 
place in a world that has 
seemingly become 
increasingly unpredictable.
Olivia Sand
s�Until 6 June, 
Musée Guimet, Paris, 
guimet.fr

THE BOW AND THE SWORD
Taking the theme of the 
warrior class in Japan, this 
exhibition explores the life and 
culture of the samurai. The 
exhibition explores the 
aristocratic taste for noh theatre, 
the rise in popularity of the tea 
ceremony, and their attention 
to dress. It also looks at how 
strict martial discipline sat 
alongside their appreciation of 
poetry and the scholarly arts.   
   The personality of the 
samurai has been fictionalised, 
parodied, and admired. The 
show comprises prints, armour, 
photographs and works of art 
and uses these elements to 
discuss how the image of the 
Japanese warrior was portrayed 
in popular culture how it 
became prescribed image used 
for the depiction of samurai in 

modern Japan and around the 
world. On display, to support 
this point, are prints  from the 
museum’s collection of the 
legendary tales of the 47 ronin 
(itinerant samurai). Symbols of 
power and loyalty and a source 
of fascination for more than a 
century, the samurai have 
become part of our 
imagination. This historical 
warrior, with their skilled 
combat techniques and fierce 
loyalty, has constituted an 
inexhaustible iconographic 
source for contemporary 
artists, from manga, cinema, 
video games and animated 
films – all populated by 
characters with supernatural 
and superhero powers.
s�Until 29 August, Musée 
Guimet, Paris, guimet.fr

Ichikawa Danjuro VII 
in the role of Shibaraku 
by Utagawa Kunisada 
(1786-1864), 1820, 
Edo period, print, nishiki-e, 
19.1 × 16.6 cm. 
MNAAG, Don Norbert Lagane 
(2001), MA 12214 
© RMN-Grand Palais 
(MNAAG, Paris) / Thierry Ollivier

Through travelling materials 
and objects, the Petite 
Galerie’s new exhibition aims 
to tell the tale of the world 
and its peoples by describing 
exchanges between distant 
worlds – exchanges often far 
more ancient than the 
explorations of the 16th 
century.  
A highlight of the exhibition 
is the Pyxis of al-Mughira, 
now in the Louvre 
collections, which is among 
the best surviving examples 
of the royal ivory carving 
tradition in Al-Andalus 

Pyxis of al-Mughira, 
possibly from Madinat al-Zahra, 
AH 357/ AD 968, 
carved ivory with traces of jade, 
16 x 11.8 cm 
© Louvre Museum, dist. RMN 
-Grand Palais - Hugues Dubois

FROM AFAR TRAVELLING 
MATERIALS AND OBJECTS

(Islamic Spain). It was 
probably fashioned in the 
Madinat al-Zahra workshops 
and its intricate and 
exceptional carving set it apart 
from many other examples; it 
also contains an inscription 
and figurative work which are 
important for understanding 
the traditions of ivory carving 
and Islamic art in Al-Andalus.

The Louvre also has 
extensive holdings of Asian 
and Islamic art on permanent  
display in the galleries.
s�Until 4 July, 
Louvre, Paris, louvre.fr

OF FLAME AND AZURE

On show in the painting room 
of Musée Cernuschi are works 
by Francois Cheng and Kim 
En Joong (b 1940), a product 
of cultural exchanges between 
France and Asia that combines 
painting, calligraphy, and 
literature. When Kim En 
Joong was studying art at the 
University of Seoul, he also 
became a drawing teacher at 
the Catholic seminary, where 
he had discovered 
Christianity. Two years after 
receiving baptism, he left in 
1969 for Switzerland. He 
studied philosophy there and, 

Saying of Tian-yi, and promotes 
them as much by his 
translations into Chinese of 
French texts as by his work in 
the field of sinology. The 
collaboration with Kim En 
Joong has given him the 
opportunity to create them in a 
new form by combining 
painting and quatrains written 
in French, in the way that the 
Chinese painters of yesteryear 
adorned their works with 
poetry and inscriptions. 
s�Until 12 June, 
Musée Cernuschi, Paris, 
cernuschi.paris.fr

The collaborative work by Francois Cheng and Kim En Joong

the following year, entered the 
Dominican order to complete 
his novitiate. Ordained a 
priest in 1974, he was assigned 
to Paris, to the convent of the 
Annunciation, in order to best 
reconcile the work of his 
apostolic activity and his 
career as a painter. 
   Throughout his life, 
François Cheng seeks and 
encourages encounters 
between his native culture 
and that of his adopted 
country. He embodies these 
traits in the main character of 
his best-known novel, The 

AFFINITIES 
Gyeol Encounter
This exhibition takes place as 
part of a Franco-Korean 
artistic event, Affinités-
Rencontres de Gyeol. Organised 
by the artist Kim Myoung 
Nam, it takes place almost 
simultaneously in five 
places: in Gimpo, South 
Korea and around the Paris 
region. Prints and  wood 
engraving has been chosen as 
the media to highlight the 
links between the works of 17 
contemporary artists working 
in South Korea and 14 visual 
artists working in France.

In the field of woodblock 
printing, in particular, Korea 
has historically occupied a 
remarkable place since the 8th 

century and several 
masterpieces are today 
considered national treasures. 
The Buddhist scroll Great 
Dharanisutra of the Immaculate 
and Pure Light (dating from 
before 751) and the 81,258 
engraved matrices of the 
Tripitaka Koreana (11th 
century) constitute the most 
emblematic heritage of the 
Korean art of woodblock 
cutting. In the more recent 
past, in the 1970s and 80s, 
there was also exceptional 
growth in the interest in wood 
engraving through Minjung 
art, a movement that brought 
together many artists. Their 
protesting, even revolutionary 

graphic works, marked this 
era, which many 
contemporary artists still see 
as part of their heritage. 
s�Until 29 June, 
Korean Cultural Centre, Paris, 
corea-culture.org

DINH Q LE 
The Thread of Memory and 
Other Photographs
Dinh Q Lê, born in 1968 at 
Hà Tiên in Vietnam, has 
built up a rich, complex 
oeuvre since the 1990s 
through different techniques 
in which photography plays a 
big role. This exhibition looks 
back at the career of this 
leading artist whose work has 
been seldom seen in France 
until now.  For Dinh Q Lê, 
an image is matter to be 
explored and transformed. 
These selected works retrace 
the main themes over his 
twenty years of artistic 
practice. Photography, video 
and drawings combine new, 
subtle ways of telling stories 

of geopolitics twined around 
lived experience, history 
twined around personal tales. 

Dinh Q Lê spent his 
childhood in Vietnam but 
had to flee his country in 
1978 to take refuge in the US. 
At the end of the 1990s, he 
choose to return to Vietnam 
to open the biggest 
contemporary art centre in 
the country – Sàn Art. 
s�Until 20 November, 
Musée Quai Branly, Paris, 
quaibranly.fr

Splendour and Darkness 
(STPI) #26 by Dinh Q Lê 
Musée Quai Branly

No 1257 (2020) Kim Sang Ku, 
woodblock print, 94 x 63 cm

https://www.stpi.com.sg/artists/han-sai-por/
https://www.stpi.com.sg/artists/han-sai-por/
https://smarthistory.org/islamic-west-introduction/
https://smarthistory.org/islamic-west-introduction/
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Celadon bottle with inlaid 
willow design, Goryeo dynasty

This exhibition at the Royal 
Academy in London is 
showing the works of 
Kawanabe Kyosai (1831-1889) 
from the Israel Goldman 
Collection. The artist was one 
of the most popular Japanese 
painters of the late 19th 
century. A child prodigy and 
draughtsman of the highest 
ability, his art is humorous, 
provocative, energetic, and 
outrageous. The exhibition 
focuses largely on the art of 
sekiga, ‘spontaneous paintings’, 
produced at ‘calligraphy and 
painting parties’ (shogakai), 
which were often fuelled by 
prodigious amounts of saké. 
Overlooked for decades, many 
of these works reveal a comical 
twist which plays on 
conventions or reflects the 
artist’s take on society. 
  Alongside these spontaneous 
works, highly detailed studio 
paintings reveal the wide 
subject range Kyosai 
referenced, as well as his 
revolutionary style that 
challenged the rigid artistic 
conventions of the day. The 
historical context of his work is 
also explored, revealing the 
great political, social, and 
cultural changes taking place 
across Japan which he 
captured in his art. The 
exhibition includes around 80 
works, many of which have 
never been exhibited or 
published, and these will all be 

Fath ‘Ali Shah 
Qajar, attributed  
to Mihr ‘Ali, 
Teheran, 
circa 1805, 
gift of  
Fath ‘Ali Shah  
to Napoleon I, 
paint and gold  
on canvas, 
227 cm x 131cm, 
Louvre,  
Dépôt du Musée 
de Versailles,  
Paris

IN THE NAME OF THE IMAGE
Imagery between Cult and Prohibition in Islam and Christianity
According to common belief, 
Islam has an absolute ban on 
images and is hostile to 
pictorial representations, 
quite in contrast to 
Christianity. But is this 
actually true? Are images 
categorically forbidden in 
Islam? And what about 
Christianity: does not 
Moses’s Second 
Commandment state ‘thou 

shalt not make unto thee any 
graven image’? With this in 
mind, how does one explain 
the existence of so many 
‘Islamic’ miniatures, ceramic 
bowls, and textiles bearing 
human representations? And, 
on the other side, how does 
one account for the 
widespread and popular 
veneration of statues in 
Catholic churches? In other 

words: what is the ban on 
images in Islamic and 
Christian cultures actually 
about? How did people in 
former times deal with 
figurative representation, that 
is, the depiction of human 
beings, especially of Prophet 
Muhammad and Jesus 
Christ? 

This exhibition deals with 
such questions on a 
comparative, cross-cultural 
basis. It traces the strategies 
Islam and Christianity 
applied over the centuries to 
deal with aniconism. The 
focus is on the Middle Ages, 
the period from the 6th to the 

16th century. During this 
time, the question of images 
was debated extensively by 
theologians. The 136 works 
on display cover a geographic 
area that stretches from Latin 
Western Europe (Kingdom 
of France and Holy Roman 
Empire) to the eastern 
Mediterranean (Byzantine 
Empire and later Ottoman 
Empire) to Western Asia 
(Persia) and as far as South 
Asia (Mughal Empire in 
India). 

In the Christian West, it 
was the Church that ruled 
over religious images. 
Starting from an initial 
rejection of imagery, the 
Church developed over time 
an image theology with the 
venerated cult image at its 
core (either an icon or a 
statue). However, this 
development did not unfold 
without resistance: twice in 
the period under review a 
serious dispute about the role 
of images arose, once in the 
8th/9th century and then 
again during the Reformation 
in the early 16th century, in 
the course of which countless 
religious pictures and statues 
were destroyed. 

In the Islamic world, 
matters developed more 
peacefully. Here it was the 
madhhabs, the schools of law, 
that decided whether an 
image was to be ‘prohibited’, 
or merely considered 
‘reprehensible’. There was 
never any doubt that images 

had no place in mosques and 
religious ceremonies. In all 
other areas it was, time and 
again, left up to the 
individual actors to negotiate 
the question of images within 
the framework of existing 
social power relations. Under 
these conditions, a rich 
pictorial culture developed at 
the princely courts of Persia, 
the Ottoman Empire, and 
the Mughal Empire in India, 
while in North Africa 
religious images were treated 
with utmost reservation. 

The Rietberg asks the 
question – are the medieval 
debates on images of 
relevance to us today? And 

Hell Courtesan (Jigoku-dayu), dancing Ikkyu, and skeletons 
(1871-1889), hanging scroll, ink, colour and gold on silk,
137.1 x 69.3 cm, Israel Goldman Collection, London 
Photo: Ken Adlard

KAWANABE KYOSAI

drawn from the Goldman 
collection. 

Kyosai was initially a pupil 
of the ukiyo-e artist Utagawa 
Kuniyoshi (1798-1861), 
before receiving academic 
training at the celebrated 
Kano school. The exhibition 
explores his life in three 
themes. The first section, 
From Tradition to 
Innovation,  highlights 
Kyosai’s representative works 
which demonstrate the 
variety of genres and styles in 
which he painted. These 
works, which include finely 
finished examples in full 

colour, reveal Kyosai’s firm 
foundation as a trained 
academic painter and provide 
a distinct contrast to the 
spontaneous paintings. 
Thanks to his extensive 
mastery of the traditional 
practices, these works are 
painted with considerable 
freedom and invention.  
A highlight is one the most 
important works in the 
exhibition, a  pair of three-
metre folding screens, Night 
Procession of One Hundred 
Demons, from 1871-1889. 

The second section, 
Laughing at Modernity, 

introduces Kyosai within the 
historical setting of mid to 
late 19th-century Japan. 
Here, prints and paintings 
depict the introduction of 
Western culture to Japan, 
encounters with Europeans 
and Americans, domestic 
political events and civil wars. 
In these pieces, contemporary 
topics are treated with 
humour, with human figures 
or ‘humanised’ animals often 
created in order to overcome 
strict political censorship. 

The final section, The 
Artist meets his Public, 
focuses on spontaneous 
paintings and collaborative 
works. Collaboration often 
occurred at gatherings and it 
was a vital part of art making 
in 19th-century Japan. Some 
of these painted compositions 
are ‘drunken paintings’, 
which reveal the essence of 
Kyosai’s virtuosity as a painter 
with their wilder and freer 
brush strokes. Kyosai also 
painted comical shunga 
(sexually explicit images), 
often impromptu in front of 
an audience. Additional, 
related works exhibited are in 
the genre of ‘paintings within 
paintings’ – one of Kyosai’s 
recurring themes. 
s�Until 19 June,  
Royal Academy of Arts, 
London, royalacademy.org.uk. 
s�A catalogue accompanies  
the exhibition

Famous from 
India: Elephants 
at Play (1863), 
colour woodblock 
print, 
36.2 x 24.6 cm, 
Israel Goldman 
Collection, 
London 
Photo: Art 
Research Center, 
Ritsumeikan 
University

Zulaikha Stones an Idol, 
from a Sifat al-‘ashiqìn 
by Badr al-Din Hilali, Iran, 
circa 1550, ink, paint, 
and gold on paper, 
18 x 14 cm (page size), 
British Library, London

Scene in a mosque, from the 
Falnama (Book of Omens) 
of Shah Tahmasp I, Iran, 
1550/1560, colours and gold 
on paper, 59 x 44.5 cm, 
MAH Musée d’art et d’histoire, 
Ville de Genève, 
Legs Jean Pozzi, 1971.  
Photo: MAH, André Longchamp

Portraits of Sultans, 
from a copy of the 
Tercüme-i miftã-i cifrü’l-cãmi, 
Istanbul, AH 1160 (1747), 
paint on paper, 
19.1 x 12.5 cm (page size), 
Chester Beatty Library, Dublin

supplies the answer – yes, 
namely for two reasons: the 
exhibition does away with a 
long-held prejudice, as 
mentioned at the outset. And 
secondly, it comes to the 
conclusion that we are living 
in times that are shaped and 
defined by images as never 
before. Images are 
omnipresent and readily 
available, every hour of  
every day. Although we 
might be aware of the 
manipulative power of 
images, we often tend to view 
them uncritically.
s�Until 22 May, 
Museum Rietberg, Zurich, 
rietberg.ch

Wish-Fulfilling Tree (2016), in 
collaboration with Ranjen Shah 
and team, Kathmandu Nepal, 
copper repoussé mandala, 
found objects, rubble 
height 149.9 cm, 
The Rubin Museum of Art, 
New York

This is the first solo museum 
exhibition by the Nepalese-
born Tibetan American 
contemporary artist Tsherin 
Sherpa. The Virginia 
Museum of Fine Arts 
organised the retrospective to 
explore the universally 
relatable themes that infuse 
the artist’s work – the 
struggles for individual and 
collective identity and 
empowerment.

Tsherin Sherpa was born in 
Kathmandu in Nepal in 
1968, and immigrated to the 
30 years later to the US. From 
a young age, he studied 
Tibetan thangka painting 
with his father Master Urgen 
Dorje. Sherpa moved away 
from this form of traditional 
painting and began creating 
original spirits influenced by 
both Tibetan Buddhist deities 
and icons of popular culture, 
exploring the dichotomy of 
the sacred and the secular, 

TSHERIN SHERPA 
Spirits

rendering the artist’s own 
diasporic experiences.

Sherpa’s works are both 
autobiography and social 
commentary, addressing loss, 
struggle and re-
empowerment. One 
sculpture, the large seven-
layer, spirit-faced 
mandala Wish-Fulfilling Tree, 
created after the devastating 
Nepal earthquake in 2015, 
beckons visitors to write their 
wishes on pieces of paper, for 
insertion into the piece. 

Tsherin Sherpa’s works are 
grounded in the traditional 
Buddhist art of his training 
but stretch, bend, reconfigure, 
and repurpose its forms to 
explore contemporary 
concerns. The exhibition’s 36 
paintings and sculptures trace 
the evolution of his “Spirits” 
series whose subjects resemble 
Tibetan Buddhist deities 
transformed by the modern 
world. Dislocated from their 
home—an experience 
familiar to the artist and 
communities all over the 
world—these figures move 
from grief and confusion, to 
courage and self-assurance, to 
triumph and wisdom. In their 

multiple manifestations, the 
Spirits reveal the power and 
endurance of transformation.

The exhibition is curated by 
Dr. John Henry Rice, 
VMFA’s E. Rhodes and 
Leona B. Carpenter Curator 
of South Asian and Islamic 
Art.
s�Until 16 October, 
Virginia Museum of Fine Art, 
https://vmfa.museum

Two Spirits 
(2010), 
gouache, acrylic, 
and gold leaf 
on paper, 
66 x 109.5 cm, 
Private 
Collection. 
Courtesy of 
M. Ars SA

OMG (2016) 
gold leaf, acrylic, and ink on 
cotton, 90.2 x 71.8 cm, 
Mauro Ribero Collection

BEYOND THE THRESHOLD
Contemporary Tibetan Art

ASIAN TREASURES FROM 
THE BILLINGS COLLECTION

Accepting Flowers’ 
Culture (2014), 
Tashi Norbu 
(Bhutan, b 1974), 
mixed media, 
Dutch souvenirs 
on wooden panel/ 
The Shelley and 
Donald Rubin 
Private Collection 
Image courtesy of 
the artist 
© Ven Tashi Norbu

This exhibition draws together 
13 works from 10 Tibetan 
artists, including a number of 
the pioneers in contemporary 
art. Among the major themes 
explored in these wide-
ranging works are the impacts 
of globalisation and 
commercialism on Tibetan 
culture, the creation and 
inhabitation of virtual worlds, 
self-representation and the 
questioning of identities, 
inter-connectedness, and 
pushing back against 
expectations collectively 
imposed upon Tibetans as 
subjects of the outsider gaze. 

Currently based in 
Australia, China, France, 
Nepal, the Netherlands and 
the US, each artist translates 
their own perspectives and 
experiences into material form, 
resulting in a rich diversity of 
works that draw long overdue 
attention to the innovations 
that have been taking place in 
Tibetan artists’ studios around 
the world. 

Centuries of traditional 
Tibetan artistic expression 
required that viewers have an 
understanding of religious 
history and tradition, as the 
majority of paintings and 
sculptures were created 
according to established norms 
for ritual use, generating 

merit, or conveying history. 
Since the 1980s, however, 
those thresholds have been 
transcended with ever 
increasing regularity, as 
Tibetan artists continue to 
contribute innovative, 
thought-provoking creations 
to global discourse.

Located in the Loeb’s 
Asian gallery, along with a 
monumental scale piece in 
the museum’s atrium, the 
exhibition presents paintings, 
photographs, and sculpture 
by Dedron, Gade, Gonkar 
Gyatso, Karma Phuntsok, 

Marie-Dolma Chophel, 
Nyema Droma, Sodhon, Tashi 
Norbu, Tsherin Sherpa, and 
Tsewang Tashi. 

Beyond the Threshold was 
guest curated by Dr. Ariana 
Maki, Associate Director of 
the Tibet Center and Bhutan 
Initiative at the University of 
Virginia. Running alongside 
the exhibition is Master and 
Merit: Tibetan Art from the Jack 
Shear Collection of religious 
paintings. 
s�Until 31 July, Loeb Art Centre, 
Vassar College, New York, 
vassar.edu/theloeb

This exhibition explores the 
collection of David Billings 
and Beverly Hall Billings, 
which has been assembled 
over decades. David Billings’ 
curiosity was piqued when he 
was given two 19th-century 
Chinese incense burners and 
a book on Asian Art. Fifty 
years later, the collection 
comprises around 4,000 
objects covering mainly 
Chinese works of art, but also 
objects from Tibet India, 
Japan, Korea and Southeast 
Asia. 

Paintings, Chinese court 
textiles, bronzes, and jade 
items complement the 
Chinese ceramics, which 
dominate the exhibition. 
From Neolithic period pots, 
pottery tomb figures from the 
Han and Tang dynasties, to 
the refined porcelains of the 
Song, Ming, and Qing 
dynasties, the ceramics show 
the advancement in 
techniques and are a record of 
how tastes were influenced 
and changed over the 
centuries. The exhibition also 
includes a scholar’s table 
featuring items a Chinese 

Pair of large kingfisher feather-embellished gilt metal finials of a 
roaring dragon, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 21.5 x 16 inches

Unglazed earthenware figure 
of a story-teller, 
from Sichuan province, 
Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220, 
height 8.25 inches

Roof tile in the 
form of a 
dragon and 
rider, Ming 
dynasty 
(1368-1644), 
height 27 
inches  

scholar might have used for 
contemplation and as 
inspiration for writing and 
painting and other cultural 
pursuits. 
s�Until 1 November, 
at the Whaling Museum, 
Nantucket
s�Catalogue available, US$75,  
more information visit 
billingscollection.com

KOREAN TREASURES 
IN BELGIUM
A selection of Korean 
artefacts preserved in the 
Royal Museums of Art and 
History (RMAH) are on 
display in the Korean 
Cultural Centre Brussels – 
with some works never 
having been taken out of 
storage before, while others 
have just returned from Korea 
where they have been 
restored. The exhibition 
includes six pieces of celadon 
from the Goryeo dynasty 
(918-1392), considered by 
many as the Golden Age of 
Korean ceramics. A bronze 
kundika, a gilt-bronze case for 
acupuncture needles is also 
on show. In addition to these 

Eight-panel folding screen depicting the banquet for 
General Guo Ziyi, Joseon dynasty (1392-1910), 19th century, 
Royal Museums of Art and History, provenance unknown 
© RMAH, Brussels 

eight artefacts, restored as 
part of a project launched in 
2019 for the celebration of the 
120th anniversary of 
diplomatic relations between 
Korea and Belgium, there are 
two folding screens from the 
Joseon dynasty (1392-1910), 
also from the Korean 
collection from RMAH. 

The exhibition also features 
documents from the Belgian 
Diplomatic Archives that 
mainly date to the end of the 
19th/beginning of the 20th 
centuries. These documents 
are of historical importance as 
they retrace the history of the 
first contacts between two 
countries, which in 1901 led 
to the signing of the Treaty  
of Friendship and Commerce 
between Belgium and Korea 
(the original copies of these 
treaties were written both in 
French and in Chinese), on 
show in the exhibition. These 
documents are all the more 
valuable as the copies kept by 
the Korean side after the 
signing of the treaty can no 
longer be found in Korea. 

s�Until 13 May, Korean 
Cultural Centre, Brussels,
brussels.korean-culture.org
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Celadon bottle with inlaid 
willow design, Goryeo dynasty

This exhibition at the Royal 
Academy in London is 
showing the works of 
Kawanabe Kyosai (1831-1889) 
from the Israel Goldman 
Collection. The artist was one 
of the most popular Japanese 
painters of the late 19th 
century. A child prodigy and 
draughtsman of the highest 
ability, his art is humorous, 
provocative, energetic, and 
outrageous. The exhibition 
focuses largely on the art of 
sekiga, ‘spontaneous paintings’, 
produced at ‘calligraphy and 
painting parties’ (shogakai), 
which were often fuelled by 
prodigious amounts of saké. 
Overlooked for decades, many 
of these works reveal a comical 
twist which plays on 
conventions or reflects the 
artist’s take on society. 
  Alongside these spontaneous 
works, highly detailed studio 
paintings reveal the wide 
subject range Kyosai 
referenced, as well as his 
revolutionary style that 
challenged the rigid artistic 
conventions of the day. The 
historical context of his work is 
also explored, revealing the 
great political, social, and 
cultural changes taking place 
across Japan which he 
captured in his art. The 
exhibition includes around 80 
works, many of which have 
never been exhibited or 
published, and these will all be 

Fath ‘Ali Shah 
Qajar, attributed  
to Mihr ‘Ali, 
Teheran, 
circa 1805, 
gift of  
Fath ‘Ali Shah  
to Napoleon I, 
paint and gold  
on canvas, 
227 cm x 131cm, 
Louvre,  
Dépôt du Musée 
de Versailles,  
Paris

IN THE NAME OF THE IMAGE
Imagery between Cult and Prohibition in Islam and Christianity
According to common belief, 
Islam has an absolute ban on 
images and is hostile to 
pictorial representations, 
quite in contrast to 
Christianity. But is this 
actually true? Are images 
categorically forbidden in 
Islam? And what about 
Christianity: does not 
Moses’s Second 
Commandment state ‘thou 

shalt not make unto thee any 
graven image’? With this in 
mind, how does one explain 
the existence of so many 
‘Islamic’ miniatures, ceramic 
bowls, and textiles bearing 
human representations? And, 
on the other side, how does 
one account for the 
widespread and popular 
veneration of statues in 
Catholic churches? In other 

words: what is the ban on 
images in Islamic and 
Christian cultures actually 
about? How did people in 
former times deal with 
figurative representation, that 
is, the depiction of human 
beings, especially of Prophet 
Muhammad and Jesus 
Christ? 

This exhibition deals with 
such questions on a 
comparative, cross-cultural 
basis. It traces the strategies 
Islam and Christianity 
applied over the centuries to 
deal with aniconism. The 
focus is on the Middle Ages, 
the period from the 6th to the 

16th century. During this 
time, the question of images 
was debated extensively by 
theologians. The 136 works 
on display cover a geographic 
area that stretches from Latin 
Western Europe (Kingdom 
of France and Holy Roman 
Empire) to the eastern 
Mediterranean (Byzantine 
Empire and later Ottoman 
Empire) to Western Asia 
(Persia) and as far as South 
Asia (Mughal Empire in 
India). 

In the Christian West, it 
was the Church that ruled 
over religious images. 
Starting from an initial 
rejection of imagery, the 
Church developed over time 
an image theology with the 
venerated cult image at its 
core (either an icon or a 
statue). However, this 
development did not unfold 
without resistance: twice in 
the period under review a 
serious dispute about the role 
of images arose, once in the 
8th/9th century and then 
again during the Reformation 
in the early 16th century, in 
the course of which countless 
religious pictures and statues 
were destroyed. 

In the Islamic world, 
matters developed more 
peacefully. Here it was the 
madhhabs, the schools of law, 
that decided whether an 
image was to be ‘prohibited’, 
or merely considered 
‘reprehensible’. There was 
never any doubt that images 

had no place in mosques and 
religious ceremonies. In all 
other areas it was, time and 
again, left up to the 
individual actors to negotiate 
the question of images within 
the framework of existing 
social power relations. Under 
these conditions, a rich 
pictorial culture developed at 
the princely courts of Persia, 
the Ottoman Empire, and 
the Mughal Empire in India, 
while in North Africa 
religious images were treated 
with utmost reservation. 

The Rietberg asks the 
question – are the medieval 
debates on images of 
relevance to us today? And 

Hell Courtesan (Jigoku-dayu), dancing Ikkyu, and skeletons 
(1871-1889), hanging scroll, ink, colour and gold on silk,
137.1 x 69.3 cm, Israel Goldman Collection, London 
Photo: Ken Adlard

KAWANABE KYOSAI

drawn from the Goldman 
collection. 

Kyosai was initially a pupil 
of the ukiyo-e artist Utagawa 
Kuniyoshi (1798-1861), 
before receiving academic 
training at the celebrated 
Kano school. The exhibition 
explores his life in three 
themes. The first section, 
From Tradition to 
Innovation,  highlights 
Kyosai’s representative works 
which demonstrate the 
variety of genres and styles in 
which he painted. These 
works, which include finely 
finished examples in full 

colour, reveal Kyosai’s firm 
foundation as a trained 
academic painter and provide 
a distinct contrast to the 
spontaneous paintings. 
Thanks to his extensive 
mastery of the traditional 
practices, these works are 
painted with considerable 
freedom and invention.  
A highlight is one the most 
important works in the 
exhibition, a  pair of three-
metre folding screens, Night 
Procession of One Hundred 
Demons, from 1871-1889. 

The second section, 
Laughing at Modernity, 

introduces Kyosai within the 
historical setting of mid to 
late 19th-century Japan. 
Here, prints and paintings 
depict the introduction of 
Western culture to Japan, 
encounters with Europeans 
and Americans, domestic 
political events and civil wars. 
In these pieces, contemporary 
topics are treated with 
humour, with human figures 
or ‘humanised’ animals often 
created in order to overcome 
strict political censorship. 

The final section, The 
Artist meets his Public, 
focuses on spontaneous 
paintings and collaborative 
works. Collaboration often 
occurred at gatherings and it 
was a vital part of art making 
in 19th-century Japan. Some 
of these painted compositions 
are ‘drunken paintings’, 
which reveal the essence of 
Kyosai’s virtuosity as a painter 
with their wilder and freer 
brush strokes. Kyosai also 
painted comical shunga 
(sexually explicit images), 
often impromptu in front of 
an audience. Additional, 
related works exhibited are in 
the genre of ‘paintings within 
paintings’ – one of Kyosai’s 
recurring themes. 
s�Until 19 June,  
Royal Academy of Arts, 
London, royalacademy.org.uk. 
s�A catalogue accompanies  
the exhibition

Famous from 
India: Elephants 
at Play (1863), 
colour woodblock 
print, 
36.2 x 24.6 cm, 
Israel Goldman 
Collection, 
London 
Photo: Art 
Research Center, 
Ritsumeikan 
University

Zulaikha Stones an Idol, 
from a Sifat al-‘ashiqìn 
by Badr al-Din Hilali, Iran, 
circa 1550, ink, paint, 
and gold on paper, 
18 x 14 cm (page size), 
British Library, London

Scene in a mosque, from the 
Falnama (Book of Omens) 
of Shah Tahmasp I, Iran, 
1550/1560, colours and gold 
on paper, 59 x 44.5 cm, 
MAH Musée d’art et d’histoire, 
Ville de Genève, 
Legs Jean Pozzi, 1971.  
Photo: MAH, André Longchamp

Portraits of Sultans, 
from a copy of the 
Tercüme-i miftã-i cifrü’l-cãmi, 
Istanbul, AH 1160 (1747), 
paint on paper, 
19.1 x 12.5 cm (page size), 
Chester Beatty Library, Dublin

supplies the answer – yes, 
namely for two reasons: the 
exhibition does away with a 
long-held prejudice, as 
mentioned at the outset. And 
secondly, it comes to the 
conclusion that we are living 
in times that are shaped and 
defined by images as never 
before. Images are 
omnipresent and readily 
available, every hour of  
every day. Although we 
might be aware of the 
manipulative power of 
images, we often tend to view 
them uncritically.
s�Until 22 May, 
Museum Rietberg, Zurich, 
rietberg.ch

Wish-Fulfilling Tree (2016), in 
collaboration with Ranjen Shah 
and team, Kathmandu Nepal, 
copper repoussé mandala, 
found objects, rubble 
height 149.9 cm, 
The Rubin Museum of Art, 
New York

This is the first solo museum 
exhibition by the Nepalese-
born Tibetan American 
contemporary artist Tsherin 
Sherpa. The Virginia 
Museum of Fine Arts 
organised the retrospective to 
explore the universally 
relatable themes that infuse 
the artist’s work – the 
struggles for individual and 
collective identity and 
empowerment.

Tsherin Sherpa was born in 
Kathmandu in Nepal in 
1968, and immigrated to the 
30 years later to the US. From 
a young age, he studied 
Tibetan thangka painting 
with his father Master Urgen 
Dorje. Sherpa moved away 
from this form of traditional 
painting and began creating 
original spirits influenced by 
both Tibetan Buddhist deities 
and icons of popular culture, 
exploring the dichotomy of 
the sacred and the secular, 

TSHERIN SHERPA 
Spirits

rendering the artist’s own 
diasporic experiences.

Sherpa’s works are both 
autobiography and social 
commentary, addressing loss, 
struggle and re-
empowerment. One 
sculpture, the large seven-
layer, spirit-faced 
mandala Wish-Fulfilling Tree, 
created after the devastating 
Nepal earthquake in 2015, 
beckons visitors to write their 
wishes on pieces of paper, for 
insertion into the piece. 

Tsherin Sherpa’s works are 
grounded in the traditional 
Buddhist art of his training 
but stretch, bend, reconfigure, 
and repurpose its forms to 
explore contemporary 
concerns. The exhibition’s 36 
paintings and sculptures trace 
the evolution of his “Spirits” 
series whose subjects resemble 
Tibetan Buddhist deities 
transformed by the modern 
world. Dislocated from their 
home—an experience 
familiar to the artist and 
communities all over the 
world—these figures move 
from grief and confusion, to 
courage and self-assurance, to 
triumph and wisdom. In their 

multiple manifestations, the 
Spirits reveal the power and 
endurance of transformation.

The exhibition is curated by 
Dr. John Henry Rice, 
VMFA’s E. Rhodes and 
Leona B. Carpenter Curator 
of South Asian and Islamic 
Art.
s�Until 16 October, 
Virginia Museum of Fine Art, 
https://vmfa.museum

Two Spirits 
(2010), 
gouache, acrylic, 
and gold leaf 
on paper, 
66 x 109.5 cm, 
Private 
Collection. 
Courtesy of 
M. Ars SA

OMG (2016) 
gold leaf, acrylic, and ink on 
cotton, 90.2 x 71.8 cm, 
Mauro Ribero Collection

BEYOND THE THRESHOLD
Contemporary Tibetan Art

ASIAN TREASURES FROM 
THE BILLINGS COLLECTION

Accepting Flowers’ 
Culture (2014), 
Tashi Norbu 
(Bhutan, b 1974), 
mixed media, 
Dutch souvenirs 
on wooden panel/ 
The Shelley and 
Donald Rubin 
Private Collection 
Image courtesy of 
the artist 
© Ven Tashi Norbu

This exhibition draws together 
13 works from 10 Tibetan 
artists, including a number of 
the pioneers in contemporary 
art. Among the major themes 
explored in these wide-
ranging works are the impacts 
of globalisation and 
commercialism on Tibetan 
culture, the creation and 
inhabitation of virtual worlds, 
self-representation and the 
questioning of identities, 
inter-connectedness, and 
pushing back against 
expectations collectively 
imposed upon Tibetans as 
subjects of the outsider gaze. 

Currently based in 
Australia, China, France, 
Nepal, the Netherlands and 
the US, each artist translates 
their own perspectives and 
experiences into material form, 
resulting in a rich diversity of 
works that draw long overdue 
attention to the innovations 
that have been taking place in 
Tibetan artists’ studios around 
the world. 

Centuries of traditional 
Tibetan artistic expression 
required that viewers have an 
understanding of religious 
history and tradition, as the 
majority of paintings and 
sculptures were created 
according to established norms 
for ritual use, generating 

merit, or conveying history. 
Since the 1980s, however, 
those thresholds have been 
transcended with ever 
increasing regularity, as 
Tibetan artists continue to 
contribute innovative, 
thought-provoking creations 
to global discourse.

Located in the Loeb’s 
Asian gallery, along with a 
monumental scale piece in 
the museum’s atrium, the 
exhibition presents paintings, 
photographs, and sculpture 
by Dedron, Gade, Gonkar 
Gyatso, Karma Phuntsok, 

Marie-Dolma Chophel, 
Nyema Droma, Sodhon, Tashi 
Norbu, Tsherin Sherpa, and 
Tsewang Tashi. 

Beyond the Threshold was 
guest curated by Dr. Ariana 
Maki, Associate Director of 
the Tibet Center and Bhutan 
Initiative at the University of 
Virginia. Running alongside 
the exhibition is Master and 
Merit: Tibetan Art from the Jack 
Shear Collection of religious 
paintings. 
s�Until 31 July, Loeb Art Centre, 
Vassar College, New York, 
vassar.edu/theloeb

This exhibition explores the 
collection of David Billings 
and Beverly Hall Billings, 
which has been assembled 
over decades. David Billings’ 
curiosity was piqued when he 
was given two 19th-century 
Chinese incense burners and 
a book on Asian Art. Fifty 
years later, the collection 
comprises around 4,000 
objects covering mainly 
Chinese works of art, but also 
objects from Tibet India, 
Japan, Korea and Southeast 
Asia. 

Paintings, Chinese court 
textiles, bronzes, and jade 
items complement the 
Chinese ceramics, which 
dominate the exhibition. 
From Neolithic period pots, 
pottery tomb figures from the 
Han and Tang dynasties, to 
the refined porcelains of the 
Song, Ming, and Qing 
dynasties, the ceramics show 
the advancement in 
techniques and are a record of 
how tastes were influenced 
and changed over the 
centuries. The exhibition also 
includes a scholar’s table 
featuring items a Chinese 

Pair of large kingfisher feather-embellished gilt metal finials of a 
roaring dragon, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 21.5 x 16 inches

Unglazed earthenware figure 
of a story-teller, 
from Sichuan province, 
Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220, 
height 8.25 inches

Roof tile in the 
form of a 
dragon and 
rider, Ming 
dynasty 
(1368-1644), 
height 27 
inches  

scholar might have used for 
contemplation and as 
inspiration for writing and 
painting and other cultural 
pursuits. 
s�Until 1 November, 
at the Whaling Museum, 
Nantucket
s�Catalogue available, US$75,  
more information visit 
billingscollection.com

KOREAN TREASURES 
IN BELGIUM
A selection of Korean 
artefacts preserved in the 
Royal Museums of Art and 
History (RMAH) are on 
display in the Korean 
Cultural Centre Brussels – 
with some works never 
having been taken out of 
storage before, while others 
have just returned from Korea 
where they have been 
restored. The exhibition 
includes six pieces of celadon 
from the Goryeo dynasty 
(918-1392), considered by 
many as the Golden Age of 
Korean ceramics. A bronze 
kundika, a gilt-bronze case for 
acupuncture needles is also 
on show. In addition to these 

Eight-panel folding screen depicting the banquet for 
General Guo Ziyi, Joseon dynasty (1392-1910), 19th century, 
Royal Museums of Art and History, provenance unknown 
© RMAH, Brussels 

eight artefacts, restored as 
part of a project launched in 
2019 for the celebration of the 
120th anniversary of 
diplomatic relations between 
Korea and Belgium, there are 
two folding screens from the 
Joseon dynasty (1392-1910), 
also from the Korean 
collection from RMAH. 

The exhibition also features 
documents from the Belgian 
Diplomatic Archives that 
mainly date to the end of the 
19th/beginning of the 20th 
centuries. These documents 
are of historical importance as 
they retrace the history of the 
first contacts between two 
countries, which in 1901 led 
to the signing of the Treaty  
of Friendship and Commerce 
between Belgium and Korea 
(the original copies of these 
treaties were written both in 
French and in Chinese), on 
show in the exhibition. These 
documents are all the more 
valuable as the copies kept by 
the Korean side after the 
signing of the treaty can no 
longer be found in Korea. 

s�Until 13 May, Korean 
Cultural Centre, Brussels,
brussels.korean-culture.org



22 23

ASIAN ART  |  MAY 2022  |          #AsianArtPaper  |          asianartnewspaper  |         asianartnewspaper  |          Asian Art Newspaper ASIAN ART  |  MAY 2022

Islamic Arts Diary
By Lucien de Guise

LATEST FROM 
LONDON
The seasonal auctions of Islamic art 
could have been business as usual.  
At least they were back to being ‘in 
the room’, but there was a new 
poignancy to the sales at Christie’s. 
This was the last foray for a specialist 
who has kept London at the top of 
the pyramid of expertise in the field. 
William Robinson, International 
Head of Group, World Art, has now 
retired.  

It was not exactly a secret; there 
was a well-attended gathering to 
mark the occasion. More than just 
canapés and heavily promoted Perrier-
Jouët champagne, it was an account of 
Robinson’s journey through the past 
40 years of Islamic art. While trying 
to avoid the scholarly shadow of his 
father, he ended up surrounded by the 
same objects that he had grown up 
with in the family home. There were 
numerous magic moments in his 
slideshow. To see him and the 
Christie’s team sorting out the estate 
of Doris Duke – one of the few 
women to have made a decisive 
impression in the field – was notable 
for more than the Hawaiian 
backdrop. Everything that was said 
and shown was a reminder that 
Islamic art is not just a curious 
sideshow; it is world history and it 
continues into the present day. A 
shame that William Robinson will no 
longer be at the centre of the stage. 
For once, a work of art from the 

spring sales won some global media 
attention. It was for all the right 
reasons, too. There were no looting, 
authenticity, restitution or inheritance 
issues. The star performer at Christie’s 
was, after Mr Robinson, a 16th-
century Persian miniature. When 
people question whether Islamic art is 
really ‘art’, pointing to a threadbare 
carpet or weathered bronze bucket, 
this is the genre of artefact that 
should convince them. It was painted 
almost 500 years ago, probably by 
Aqa Mirak, one of the great artists of 
a golden era. The market confirmed 
that the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama to 
which this folio belongs is ‘one of the 
most magnificent of all illustrated 
manuscripts ever created’. More than 
£6 million was paid, well over the 
estimate.

Seeing this folio in a frame against 
a huge expanse of wall at the viewing 
was a reminder that this was once 
part of a book. It was intended to be 
seen close up. It is more like a Book of 
Hours than a canvas by Willem De 
Kooning, which was what the Iranian 
government traded for another 
section of the Shahnama of Shah 
Tahmasp in 1994. What a wonderful 
work this tiny painting is though. 
Even the title is memorable ‘Rustam 
kicking away the boulder pushed by 
Bahman’. Always heroic, Rustam is a 

true action-hero here. The artist was 
almost as highly regarded as his 
subject. In his own time he was 
recorded as being ‘the genius of the 
age, the prodigy of our era’. In the 
modern age he was written about 
extensively by my favourite of all 
writers on Islamic art, Stuart Cary 
Welch. The late American scholar 
said of Aqa Mirak that he can 
‘captivate with a nuance’. Although 
this painting is one of 258 in the 
so-called Houghton Shahnama, it is 
as enchanting as Welch suggested 
– but only if you are close enough to 
it.

FURTHER EAST
The furthest reach of the British 
Empire was the Antipodes, which 
nowadays has a thriving Islamic-art 
forum in the form of the Islamic 
Museum of Australia. Keeping 
things fairly contemporary, 
multimedia artist Narjis Mirza 
presents Hayakal al Noor (Bodies of 
Light), which runs until 9 July 2022. 
This immersive, interactive show 
takes its inspiration from the 
medieval Islamic philosophy of 
illumination. The Visiting 
Exhibitions Gallery has been 
transformed into a cocoon of 
animated calligraphy, projection, 
textiles, subtle fragrances and 
sounds. Visitors are guided through 
this in order to ruminate beyond the 
visible and the tangible. Going 
beyond the usual museum mandate, 
those experiencing ‘Hayakal al 
Noor’ are instead invited to wonder, 
contemplate and ‘return to their 
spiritual beginnings’.

Australia and New Zealand.
Much closer to the Islamic 

heartland is a collateral event at this 
year’s Venice Biennale. From 
Palestine With Art is hosted by the 
European Cultural Centre and 
features 19 Palestinian artists from 
across the diaspora. They are of 
different faiths and come from 
locations as diverse as New York, 
Luxembourg, Kuwait and even 
Palestine itself. For me, the most 
remarkable discovery is the existence 
of the Palestine Museum US, which 
is organising the show. Having 
known nothing about it before, I can 
see that it is a remarkable showcase 
of a culture that is slowly being 
forgotten. Very much the work of 
one man, Faisal Saleh, it is located 
not in New York City but in more 
rural Connecticut. It deserves more 
publicity and probably more visitors 
– at the moment it is open by 
appointment only. 

Designed to be seen at a greater 
distance was another masterpiece 
from the Safavid court. Carpets have 
always been closely associated with 
Persian splendour, and Christie’s 
pulled out a very special ‘Polonaise’ 
for this auction. It also shared a 
Rothschild provenance with the Aga 
Mirak miniature painting. On this 
occasion it was the German branch of 
the family. Baron Adolphe Carl von 
Rothschild was the first of the 
Rothschilds to dedicate himself pretty 
much full time to collecting. The silk 
and metal thread carpet from his 
collection fetched £2.3 million and 
was an exceptional example of a very 
rare type. Woven in the early 17th 
century, it was ordered by Shah 
Abbas I, who used them as gifts to 
European royalty. The preference of 
one Polish noble collector in 
particular is how they got their name. 

Although these carpets are feats of 
technical accomplishment, they might 
be lacking some of the exhilarating 
designs of other types. They are 
unquestionably a known quantity, 
unlike the more striking and 
monumental Seljuk stucco panel from 
12th-century Iran that Christie’s 
offered. What could be more different 
from the softness and muted colours 
of a Polonaise carpet? The panel is 
monochromatic and all about deeply 
carved decoration. At the time, it 
would have a blaze of colour, but 
collectors now are probably as grateful 
for the absence of vibrancy as lovers of 
classical sculptures are. This Seljuk 
example is every bit as lively as the 
Parthenon Marbles; perhaps less 
rigorously realistic but with rather 
more charm. Very few such panels 
have survived, and Iran seems not be 
asking for them back.

Another category the Islamic 
Republic is not chasing vigorously is 
the Christian art of Iran. Among the 
lower estimates – and realized prices 
– at Christie’s was a 19th-century 
lacquered papier-mâché casket. 
Featuring the Virgin Mary and infant 
Jesus, it relies heavily on European 
engravings which circulated widely 
during the Qajar era. As with 
everything of that progressive time of 
crosscultural exchange, the local 
artists made the subject their own. 
The rosy cheeks and soft pouts are just 

two of the characteristics that were 
unlikely to have existed in the original 
interpretation.

Over at Sotheby’s, the most 
impressive lot for sale was also the 
largest. Two metres tall and almost 10 
metres wide, this gouache-on-paper 
painting is a military panorama on a 
scale rarely seen in Indian or any 
other art. It celebrates the Battle of 
Pollilur, a victory for Mysore against 
British forces in 1780. Tipu Sultan 
features prominently in the painting, 
as does his father Haidar Ali, who 
was in command. 

It is a moment of high drama, with 
the East India Company’s 
ammunition exploding. The British 
officers, needless to say, look 
completely bewildered and 
dimwitted. Mysore ruling father and 
son seem composed as they look on, 
confident that the day was theirs. 
Eyewitness accounts tell a more 
harrowing tale of how the battle 
ended, with blood and crazed 
elephants everywhere. It was the 
worst defeat the East India Company 
ever suffered. For a full account of 
the battle and of Tipu Sultan, there is 
an engaging video and write-up by 
William Dalrymple, a descendant of 
the victims of Pollilur and an expert 
who seems to dominate the usually 
hidden side of Indian history.

The most marvellous aspect to 
Narjis Mirza is that her scope is 
different from the usual East-West 
orientation of artists from the 
Muslim world. She has exhibited 
her work in numerous solo and 
group exhibitions in Australia and 
New Zealand, along with Iran, 
Turkey and Pakistan. 

Narjis recently completed her 
practice-led doctoral research into 
the ‘transcendent and imaginal 
realm of Islamic philosophy through 
spatial and participatory installation 
art projects’. Narjis explores new 
media technologies, animation, 
projection, typography and voice as 
mediums with metaphysical 
resonance that have the potential to 
evoke the unseen, in a visible image. 
Narjis aspires to expand a 
philosophical dialogue on  
the realm of reality through concept 
films and interactive light 
installations. She lives in both 

Islamic ArtsAuction Previews

Seljuk stucco carvings may have lost 
their colour over the past millennium, 
but not their sculptural quality
Christie’s, London

Narjis Mirza’s spectacular Hayakal al Noor in Australia
Photo: Stephan Marks

Among the less-publicised joys of 
the recent Islamic sales was this 
19th-century Persian lacquerware 
impression of the Virgin and Child. 
Christie’s, London

A 17th-century ‘Polonaise’ carpet 
with a superb Rothschild provenance 
also exceeded expectations at 
Christie’s, London

The 16th-century 
Persian folio 
that fetched 
£6 million 
at Christie’s, 
London

Sotheby’s was the venue for this 
astonishing 10-metre-wide painting 
of the Battle of Pollilur. In this detail 
Tipu Sultan observes the action from 
his elephant

Auctions

ASIAN ART 
Roseberys, London, 
17 and 18 May
The upcoming Asian Art sale 
at Roseberys takes place 
across two days in May and 
offers private collections of 
Chinese scholar’s objects, fine 
jade carvings, an imperial 
cloisonné ding (censer), 
alongside paintings and 
calligraphies. Also included is 
a selection of Japanese and 
Southeast Asian works of art.

Many lots are connected to 
the art of the scholar and the 
scholar’s studio. The Civil 
Service Examination was 
officially established by the 
Chinese imperial court in 
587, introducing a system for 
selecting scholar-officials. 

Various scholar’s objects on a Chinese huanghuali table, Roseberys 

17th-century Chinese school, an album containing six paintings 
on silk and six calligraphies on paper, with various romance scenes 
accompanied by poetry, each painting and calligraphy 
approx. 24 x 21cm, estimate £6-8,000, Roseberys

This new social class, 
comprised of intellectual and 
artistically trained scholars, 
was chosen via a supposedly 
meritocratic system: those of 
the ‘right’ family background, 
who passed the daunting civil 
exams, were assigned 
positions within the imperial 
court. The scholar-official had 
to master the teaching of 
Confucius and his followers, 
as these teachings formed the 
basis of Chinese governments 
for centuries.  

In addition to the study of 
these teachings, the scholar-
official was also obligated to 
practise poetry, painting and 
calligraphy, forming a 
well-rounded education that 
combined the intricacies of 

government bureaucracy with 
artistic exploration. This 
artistic practice developed the 
scholar’s sensitivity and 
attention to detail, qualities 
that could be utilised when 
working for the imperial court. 

The study was one of the 
most important rooms in the 
house of a well-educated 
government official. Here the 
scholar could practise the arts, 
contemplate nature, engage in 
discussion with fellow 
scholar-officials, or read in 
solitude. Some scholar-
officials continued this artistic 
practice even after retiring 
from their posts in 
government, with some, 
known as wen jen, taking early 
retirement to dedicate 

themselves to writing poetry 
and practising music. The 
scholar’s studio was home to 
many objects, both practical 
and inspirational.

There are four essential 
components for every 
scholar’s studio, known as the 
‘Four Treasures’ – a brush, 
ink, ink stone and paper. 
These objects allowed the 
scholar to practise many 
different mediums to develop 
a well-rounded artistic 
education, such as 
calligraphy, poetry, and 
painting.  The ink stone was 
an object of great importance 
to the scholar, who would 
grind ink cake to produce a 
fine ink with which to create 
intricate paintings and 
calligraphies. The stone itself 
is often made using duan 
stone – a volcanic stone 
mined from Guangdong 
province, named after the 
Duan prefecture that 
governed the city during the 
Tang dynasty (618-907). This 
stone is prized for its ‘eyes’, 
natural inclusions that instil a 
sense of unique beauty within 
the ink stone. Ink stones were 
often carved with intricate 
designs woven with symbolic 
meaning.

An essential part of the 
scholar’s intellectual 
development was the 
contemplation of nature. 
Some literati scholars would 
withdraw from society, 
travelling to remote areas to 
live out their years in solitude, 
surrounded by nature. These 
hermits, such as the legendary 
Xu You (d 204), were greatly 
admired for their devotion to 
nature. Most scholar-officials 
stayed home, however, opting 
instead to collect reminders of 
nature – small rocks that 
resembled jagged mountains, 
wood brush pots carved as 
twisting branches, and 
paintings of vast, uninhabited 
landscapes. 

In addition to objects 

depicting the natural world, 
the scholar would also collect 
works of art that reflected a 
person’s place within it. The 
Four Great Classical Novels 
– Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms, Journey to the West, 
Water Margin, and Dream of 
the Red Chamber, are highly 
regarded and popular works 
of literature that inspired 
countless paintings and 
poems. One example in the 

sale is a 17th-century album 
of paintings and calligraphies, 
with each painting 
accompanied by poems 
written by ‘famous 
personalities’ of the Ming 
dynasty.

When working on creating 
one of these poems or 
paintings, the scholar would 
need to carefully store and 
wash their brushes – one of 
the most important tools in a 
scholar’s repertoire. Brushes 
would be stored in a brush 
pot, brush-end turned 
upwards, in order to protect 
them, and brush washers were 
used to clean them. These 
tools were created using a 
wide variety of materials 
– hardwood, bamboo, lacquer, 
porcelain and jade. As with 
the other objects displayed on 
their table, each object would 
possess aesthetic beauty and 
symbolic significance. 
Sam Howard is an Asian Art 
cataloguer and researcher for 
Roseberys Auctioneers.

s�Asian Art, 17 and 18 May, 
Roseberys London, 
roseberys.com

Chinese porcelain monochrome 
powder blue brush pot, 
Kangxi period, height 12.2 cm, 
estimate £2-3,000, Roseberys 

CHINESE 
CERAMICS AND 
WORKS OF ART 
Bonhams, Hong Kong, 29 May
The highlight of the 
Bonhams HK sales is a rare 
pair of Yongle period 
(1403-24) blue-and-white 
octagonal floral candlesticks. 
The octagonal candlestick is 
one of the most remarkable 

and the remarkable octagonal 
candlesticks – which called for 
top craftmanship and 
techniques – never reappeared. 

Keason Tang, director of 
Bonhams Chinese Ceramics 
and Works of Art department, 
commented on the lot: ‘Until 
now, we have only known four 
examples of blue-and-white 
octagonal candlesticks. All of 
them are already in museum 
collections – two are in the 
Palace Museum Beijing, one in 

the Guangdong Museum and 
the other the Idemitsu 
Museum of Arts, Osaka. 
These two on offer this time, 
in a perfect pair, are the only 
surviving examples in private 
hands, therefore we will be 
expecting a lot of interests 
from collectors’. 

On 28 May, Bonhams are 
also holding a sale of 
Southeast Asian Modern & 
Contemporary Art, 
highlights of which include an 

oil on canvas work by Le Pho, 
a mixed media and collage 
from 2013 by Leang Seckon  
(b 1970), est HK$150-
250,000, and an ink and 
colour on paper drawing entitle 
The Sultan Mosque by Lim 
Tze Peng (b 1921),  
est HK$150-200,000.
s�Southeast Asian Modern  
& Contemporary Art, 28 May  
s�Chinese Works of Art,  
29 May, at Bonhams 
Hong Kong, bonhams.com

shapes found in the repertoire 
of early 15th-century 
blue-and-white porcelain, 
and they continued to be 
made in limited numbers 
during the later Xuande 
period. The distinctive style is 
inspired by early Islamic 
metalwork, particularly of the 
13th/14th century, but the 
charming octagonal form is 

an invention of the Chinese 
potter. In fact, there was a 
great variety of Islamic shapes 
in the Chinese Imperial 
collections, which was likely 
due to the taste at the court of 
Yongle and Xuande for the 
exotic works of art. 
Nonetheless, the Islamic 
shapes were hardly seen again 
until the early Qing dynasty, 

Blue and white octagonal 
‘floral’ candlesticks, 
Yongle period, height 29 
cm x mouth diam. 8.5cm 
x foot diam. 24 cm, 
estimate HK$15-20 
million, Bonhams

Composition 
by Le Pho 
(1907-2001), 
oil on canvas, 
80 x 99 cm, est 
HK$680-820,000, 
Bonhams
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Islamic Arts Diary
By Lucien de Guise

LATEST FROM 
LONDON
The seasonal auctions of Islamic art 
could have been business as usual.  
At least they were back to being ‘in 
the room’, but there was a new 
poignancy to the sales at Christie’s. 
This was the last foray for a specialist 
who has kept London at the top of 
the pyramid of expertise in the field. 
William Robinson, International 
Head of Group, World Art, has now 
retired.  

It was not exactly a secret; there 
was a well-attended gathering to 
mark the occasion. More than just 
canapés and heavily promoted Perrier-
Jouët champagne, it was an account of 
Robinson’s journey through the past 
40 years of Islamic art. While trying 
to avoid the scholarly shadow of his 
father, he ended up surrounded by the 
same objects that he had grown up 
with in the family home. There were 
numerous magic moments in his 
slideshow. To see him and the 
Christie’s team sorting out the estate 
of Doris Duke – one of the few 
women to have made a decisive 
impression in the field – was notable 
for more than the Hawaiian 
backdrop. Everything that was said 
and shown was a reminder that 
Islamic art is not just a curious 
sideshow; it is world history and it 
continues into the present day. A 
shame that William Robinson will no 
longer be at the centre of the stage. 
For once, a work of art from the 

spring sales won some global media 
attention. It was for all the right 
reasons, too. There were no looting, 
authenticity, restitution or inheritance 
issues. The star performer at Christie’s 
was, after Mr Robinson, a 16th-
century Persian miniature. When 
people question whether Islamic art is 
really ‘art’, pointing to a threadbare 
carpet or weathered bronze bucket, 
this is the genre of artefact that 
should convince them. It was painted 
almost 500 years ago, probably by 
Aqa Mirak, one of the great artists of 
a golden era. The market confirmed 
that the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama to 
which this folio belongs is ‘one of the 
most magnificent of all illustrated 
manuscripts ever created’. More than 
£6 million was paid, well over the 
estimate.

Seeing this folio in a frame against 
a huge expanse of wall at the viewing 
was a reminder that this was once 
part of a book. It was intended to be 
seen close up. It is more like a Book of 
Hours than a canvas by Willem De 
Kooning, which was what the Iranian 
government traded for another 
section of the Shahnama of Shah 
Tahmasp in 1994. What a wonderful 
work this tiny painting is though. 
Even the title is memorable ‘Rustam 
kicking away the boulder pushed by 
Bahman’. Always heroic, Rustam is a 

true action-hero here. The artist was 
almost as highly regarded as his 
subject. In his own time he was 
recorded as being ‘the genius of the 
age, the prodigy of our era’. In the 
modern age he was written about 
extensively by my favourite of all 
writers on Islamic art, Stuart Cary 
Welch. The late American scholar 
said of Aqa Mirak that he can 
‘captivate with a nuance’. Although 
this painting is one of 258 in the 
so-called Houghton Shahnama, it is 
as enchanting as Welch suggested 
– but only if you are close enough to 
it.

FURTHER EAST
The furthest reach of the British 
Empire was the Antipodes, which 
nowadays has a thriving Islamic-art 
forum in the form of the Islamic 
Museum of Australia. Keeping 
things fairly contemporary, 
multimedia artist Narjis Mirza 
presents Hayakal al Noor (Bodies of 
Light), which runs until 9 July 2022. 
This immersive, interactive show 
takes its inspiration from the 
medieval Islamic philosophy of 
illumination. The Visiting 
Exhibitions Gallery has been 
transformed into a cocoon of 
animated calligraphy, projection, 
textiles, subtle fragrances and 
sounds. Visitors are guided through 
this in order to ruminate beyond the 
visible and the tangible. Going 
beyond the usual museum mandate, 
those experiencing ‘Hayakal al 
Noor’ are instead invited to wonder, 
contemplate and ‘return to their 
spiritual beginnings’.

Australia and New Zealand.
Much closer to the Islamic 

heartland is a collateral event at this 
year’s Venice Biennale. From 
Palestine With Art is hosted by the 
European Cultural Centre and 
features 19 Palestinian artists from 
across the diaspora. They are of 
different faiths and come from 
locations as diverse as New York, 
Luxembourg, Kuwait and even 
Palestine itself. For me, the most 
remarkable discovery is the existence 
of the Palestine Museum US, which 
is organising the show. Having 
known nothing about it before, I can 
see that it is a remarkable showcase 
of a culture that is slowly being 
forgotten. Very much the work of 
one man, Faisal Saleh, it is located 
not in New York City but in more 
rural Connecticut. It deserves more 
publicity and probably more visitors 
– at the moment it is open by 
appointment only. 

Designed to be seen at a greater 
distance was another masterpiece 
from the Safavid court. Carpets have 
always been closely associated with 
Persian splendour, and Christie’s 
pulled out a very special ‘Polonaise’ 
for this auction. It also shared a 
Rothschild provenance with the Aga 
Mirak miniature painting. On this 
occasion it was the German branch of 
the family. Baron Adolphe Carl von 
Rothschild was the first of the 
Rothschilds to dedicate himself pretty 
much full time to collecting. The silk 
and metal thread carpet from his 
collection fetched £2.3 million and 
was an exceptional example of a very 
rare type. Woven in the early 17th 
century, it was ordered by Shah 
Abbas I, who used them as gifts to 
European royalty. The preference of 
one Polish noble collector in 
particular is how they got their name. 

Although these carpets are feats of 
technical accomplishment, they might 
be lacking some of the exhilarating 
designs of other types. They are 
unquestionably a known quantity, 
unlike the more striking and 
monumental Seljuk stucco panel from 
12th-century Iran that Christie’s 
offered. What could be more different 
from the softness and muted colours 
of a Polonaise carpet? The panel is 
monochromatic and all about deeply 
carved decoration. At the time, it 
would have a blaze of colour, but 
collectors now are probably as grateful 
for the absence of vibrancy as lovers of 
classical sculptures are. This Seljuk 
example is every bit as lively as the 
Parthenon Marbles; perhaps less 
rigorously realistic but with rather 
more charm. Very few such panels 
have survived, and Iran seems not be 
asking for them back.

Another category the Islamic 
Republic is not chasing vigorously is 
the Christian art of Iran. Among the 
lower estimates – and realized prices 
– at Christie’s was a 19th-century 
lacquered papier-mâché casket. 
Featuring the Virgin Mary and infant 
Jesus, it relies heavily on European 
engravings which circulated widely 
during the Qajar era. As with 
everything of that progressive time of 
crosscultural exchange, the local 
artists made the subject their own. 
The rosy cheeks and soft pouts are just 

two of the characteristics that were 
unlikely to have existed in the original 
interpretation.

Over at Sotheby’s, the most 
impressive lot for sale was also the 
largest. Two metres tall and almost 10 
metres wide, this gouache-on-paper 
painting is a military panorama on a 
scale rarely seen in Indian or any 
other art. It celebrates the Battle of 
Pollilur, a victory for Mysore against 
British forces in 1780. Tipu Sultan 
features prominently in the painting, 
as does his father Haidar Ali, who 
was in command. 

It is a moment of high drama, with 
the East India Company’s 
ammunition exploding. The British 
officers, needless to say, look 
completely bewildered and 
dimwitted. Mysore ruling father and 
son seem composed as they look on, 
confident that the day was theirs. 
Eyewitness accounts tell a more 
harrowing tale of how the battle 
ended, with blood and crazed 
elephants everywhere. It was the 
worst defeat the East India Company 
ever suffered. For a full account of 
the battle and of Tipu Sultan, there is 
an engaging video and write-up by 
William Dalrymple, a descendant of 
the victims of Pollilur and an expert 
who seems to dominate the usually 
hidden side of Indian history.

The most marvellous aspect to 
Narjis Mirza is that her scope is 
different from the usual East-West 
orientation of artists from the 
Muslim world. She has exhibited 
her work in numerous solo and 
group exhibitions in Australia and 
New Zealand, along with Iran, 
Turkey and Pakistan. 

Narjis recently completed her 
practice-led doctoral research into 
the ‘transcendent and imaginal 
realm of Islamic philosophy through 
spatial and participatory installation 
art projects’. Narjis explores new 
media technologies, animation, 
projection, typography and voice as 
mediums with metaphysical 
resonance that have the potential to 
evoke the unseen, in a visible image. 
Narjis aspires to expand a 
philosophical dialogue on  
the realm of reality through concept 
films and interactive light 
installations. She lives in both 
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Seljuk stucco carvings may have lost 
their colour over the past millennium, 
but not their sculptural quality
Christie’s, London

Narjis Mirza’s spectacular Hayakal al Noor in Australia
Photo: Stephan Marks

Among the less-publicised joys of 
the recent Islamic sales was this 
19th-century Persian lacquerware 
impression of the Virgin and Child. 
Christie’s, London

A 17th-century ‘Polonaise’ carpet 
with a superb Rothschild provenance 
also exceeded expectations at 
Christie’s, London

The 16th-century 
Persian folio 
that fetched 
£6 million 
at Christie’s, 
London

Sotheby’s was the venue for this 
astonishing 10-metre-wide painting 
of the Battle of Pollilur. In this detail 
Tipu Sultan observes the action from 
his elephant

Auctions

ASIAN ART 
Roseberys, London, 
17 and 18 May
The upcoming Asian Art sale 
at Roseberys takes place 
across two days in May and 
offers private collections of 
Chinese scholar’s objects, fine 
jade carvings, an imperial 
cloisonné ding (censer), 
alongside paintings and 
calligraphies. Also included is 
a selection of Japanese and 
Southeast Asian works of art.

Many lots are connected to 
the art of the scholar and the 
scholar’s studio. The Civil 
Service Examination was 
officially established by the 
Chinese imperial court in 
587, introducing a system for 
selecting scholar-officials. 

Various scholar’s objects on a Chinese huanghuali table, Roseberys 

17th-century Chinese school, an album containing six paintings 
on silk and six calligraphies on paper, with various romance scenes 
accompanied by poetry, each painting and calligraphy 
approx. 24 x 21cm, estimate £6-8,000, Roseberys

This new social class, 
comprised of intellectual and 
artistically trained scholars, 
was chosen via a supposedly 
meritocratic system: those of 
the ‘right’ family background, 
who passed the daunting civil 
exams, were assigned 
positions within the imperial 
court. The scholar-official had 
to master the teaching of 
Confucius and his followers, 
as these teachings formed the 
basis of Chinese governments 
for centuries.  

In addition to the study of 
these teachings, the scholar-
official was also obligated to 
practise poetry, painting and 
calligraphy, forming a 
well-rounded education that 
combined the intricacies of 

government bureaucracy with 
artistic exploration. This 
artistic practice developed the 
scholar’s sensitivity and 
attention to detail, qualities 
that could be utilised when 
working for the imperial court. 

The study was one of the 
most important rooms in the 
house of a well-educated 
government official. Here the 
scholar could practise the arts, 
contemplate nature, engage in 
discussion with fellow 
scholar-officials, or read in 
solitude. Some scholar-
officials continued this artistic 
practice even after retiring 
from their posts in 
government, with some, 
known as wen jen, taking early 
retirement to dedicate 

themselves to writing poetry 
and practising music. The 
scholar’s studio was home to 
many objects, both practical 
and inspirational.

There are four essential 
components for every 
scholar’s studio, known as the 
‘Four Treasures’ – a brush, 
ink, ink stone and paper. 
These objects allowed the 
scholar to practise many 
different mediums to develop 
a well-rounded artistic 
education, such as 
calligraphy, poetry, and 
painting.  The ink stone was 
an object of great importance 
to the scholar, who would 
grind ink cake to produce a 
fine ink with which to create 
intricate paintings and 
calligraphies. The stone itself 
is often made using duan 
stone – a volcanic stone 
mined from Guangdong 
province, named after the 
Duan prefecture that 
governed the city during the 
Tang dynasty (618-907). This 
stone is prized for its ‘eyes’, 
natural inclusions that instil a 
sense of unique beauty within 
the ink stone. Ink stones were 
often carved with intricate 
designs woven with symbolic 
meaning.

An essential part of the 
scholar’s intellectual 
development was the 
contemplation of nature. 
Some literati scholars would 
withdraw from society, 
travelling to remote areas to 
live out their years in solitude, 
surrounded by nature. These 
hermits, such as the legendary 
Xu You (d 204), were greatly 
admired for their devotion to 
nature. Most scholar-officials 
stayed home, however, opting 
instead to collect reminders of 
nature – small rocks that 
resembled jagged mountains, 
wood brush pots carved as 
twisting branches, and 
paintings of vast, uninhabited 
landscapes. 

In addition to objects 

depicting the natural world, 
the scholar would also collect 
works of art that reflected a 
person’s place within it. The 
Four Great Classical Novels 
– Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms, Journey to the West, 
Water Margin, and Dream of 
the Red Chamber, are highly 
regarded and popular works 
of literature that inspired 
countless paintings and 
poems. One example in the 

sale is a 17th-century album 
of paintings and calligraphies, 
with each painting 
accompanied by poems 
written by ‘famous 
personalities’ of the Ming 
dynasty.

When working on creating 
one of these poems or 
paintings, the scholar would 
need to carefully store and 
wash their brushes – one of 
the most important tools in a 
scholar’s repertoire. Brushes 
would be stored in a brush 
pot, brush-end turned 
upwards, in order to protect 
them, and brush washers were 
used to clean them. These 
tools were created using a 
wide variety of materials 
– hardwood, bamboo, lacquer, 
porcelain and jade. As with 
the other objects displayed on 
their table, each object would 
possess aesthetic beauty and 
symbolic significance. 
Sam Howard is an Asian Art 
cataloguer and researcher for 
Roseberys Auctioneers.

s�Asian Art, 17 and 18 May, 
Roseberys London, 
roseberys.com

Chinese porcelain monochrome 
powder blue brush pot, 
Kangxi period, height 12.2 cm, 
estimate £2-3,000, Roseberys 

CHINESE 
CERAMICS AND 
WORKS OF ART 
Bonhams, Hong Kong, 29 May
The highlight of the 
Bonhams HK sales is a rare 
pair of Yongle period 
(1403-24) blue-and-white 
octagonal floral candlesticks. 
The octagonal candlestick is 
one of the most remarkable 

and the remarkable octagonal 
candlesticks – which called for 
top craftmanship and 
techniques – never reappeared. 

Keason Tang, director of 
Bonhams Chinese Ceramics 
and Works of Art department, 
commented on the lot: ‘Until 
now, we have only known four 
examples of blue-and-white 
octagonal candlesticks. All of 
them are already in museum 
collections – two are in the 
Palace Museum Beijing, one in 

the Guangdong Museum and 
the other the Idemitsu 
Museum of Arts, Osaka. 
These two on offer this time, 
in a perfect pair, are the only 
surviving examples in private 
hands, therefore we will be 
expecting a lot of interests 
from collectors’. 

On 28 May, Bonhams are 
also holding a sale of 
Southeast Asian Modern & 
Contemporary Art, 
highlights of which include an 

oil on canvas work by Le Pho, 
a mixed media and collage 
from 2013 by Leang Seckon  
(b 1970), est HK$150-
250,000, and an ink and 
colour on paper drawing entitle 
The Sultan Mosque by Lim 
Tze Peng (b 1921),  
est HK$150-200,000.
s�Southeast Asian Modern  
& Contemporary Art, 28 May  
s�Chinese Works of Art,  
29 May, at Bonhams 
Hong Kong, bonhams.com

shapes found in the repertoire 
of early 15th-century 
blue-and-white porcelain, 
and they continued to be 
made in limited numbers 
during the later Xuande 
period. The distinctive style is 
inspired by early Islamic 
metalwork, particularly of the 
13th/14th century, but the 
charming octagonal form is 

an invention of the Chinese 
potter. In fact, there was a 
great variety of Islamic shapes 
in the Chinese Imperial 
collections, which was likely 
due to the taste at the court of 
Yongle and Xuande for the 
exotic works of art. 
Nonetheless, the Islamic 
shapes were hardly seen again 
until the early Qing dynasty, 

Blue and white octagonal 
‘floral’ candlesticks, 
Yongle period, height 29 
cm x mouth diam. 8.5cm 
x foot diam. 24 cm, 
estimate HK$15-20 
million, Bonhams

Composition 
by Le Pho 
(1907-2001), 
oil on canvas, 
80 x 99 cm, est 
HK$680-820,000, 
Bonhams
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Fine  Chinese  Art
Auct ion :  Jun e  1 3 t h/ 1 4 t h  2 0 2 2

Vi ewi n g :  Jun e  9 t h-  1 2 t h  2 0 2 2 ,  1 1  a m  -  5  pm

A SUPERB THANGKA DEPICTING MANJUSHRI, Central Tibet, Tsang Region, 1425-1450
A LARGE SCHIST HEAD OF A BODHISATTVA, Ancient Region of Gandhara, ca. 2nd/3rd ct.

A GERMAN PRIVATE COLLECTION OF THANGKA AND TIBETAN BRONZES, 
bought mainly from Schoettle East Asian Art in Stuttgart before 1973

A RARE DATED STONE FIGURE OF BUDDHA, China, Tang dynasty 
AN IMPORTANT AND RARE GILT-BRONZE FIGURE OF AVALOKITESHVARA, China, 14th ct., h. 104 cm 

CHINESE BRONZES AND WORKS OF ART, assembled by a private Hamburg collector before 2006 
A LARGE STUCCO AND CLAY FIGURE OF GUANYIN, China, 15th ct. 

A COLLECTION OF PORCELAIN FROM THE KANGXI PERIOD, assembled by a German private collector before 1960
QIANLONG MARK AND PERIOD CLOISONNÉ, a German private collection mainly purchased from Bernheimer in Munich before 1995

A GROUP OF BRONZES FROM THE COLLECTION OF JULIUS EBERHARDT


	AAN MAY 2022 web 1 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 1
	AAN MAY 2022 web 2 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 2
	AAN MAY 2022 web 3 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 3
	AAN MAY 2022 web 4 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 4
	AAN MAY 2022 web 5 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 5
	AAN MAY 2022 web 6 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 6
	AAN MAY 2022 web 7 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 7
	AAN MAY 2022 web 8 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 8
	AAN MAY 2022 web 9 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 9
	AAN MAY 2022 web 10 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 10
	AAN MAY 2022 web 11 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 11
	AAN MAY 2022 web 12 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 12
	AAN MAY 2022 web 13 - Copy
	AAN MAY 2022 web 13

