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A painting of Kublai man is in the Asian Art Museun's showcase of works associated with four dynasties and eight rulers.
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ReVIarding ` Hlreastires'
Context is key to absorbing Asian museum's royal array of works
By Charles Desmarals

Itisthe5othanniversaryofoneoftheBayArea's
mostimportantvisualartsorganizations,butone
thatdoesn'talwaysgetitsdue.TheAsianArtMuse-
um'scollectionisamongthelargestofitskindinthe
U.S.(ifnottheworld)and,bythemeasureofmost
intemationalexperts,very fine.Butthemuseum's
significanceisnotwellenoughunderstoodorprop-
erlycelebratedathome.

How,then,shouldthemuseumcelebrateitslong
presenceinthecityinawaythatwillextenditslocal
andregionalrelevance?Themuseurrlchoseanexcit-
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` Tlreasures' rewarding
for educated audience
Art firom Page EL

ing-soundingtheme:"Emper-
ors' Treasures: Chinese Art
From the National Palace Muse-
um, Taipei." Encompassing
morethanl5oobjectsassociat-
edwithfour,dynastiesandeight
rulers - seven emperors and an
empress - the show presents
extraordinaryworksofart,
more than half of which are
makingtheirfirstappearancein
the U.S.

Itisarichlyrewardingexpe-
rience,withmanymemorable
moments. But it is also an ex-
asperatingone,toooftenof-
feringmaterialthatis,ultimate-
ly,accessibletofewbutthemost
deeplyknowledgeableand
committed.

Captivatingpaintines
Mostalluringtomearethe

paintings. There are three-
dimensionalobjectsthatem-
bodyperfectionitselfincolor,
form and subtlety - several of
which,bythemselves,could
occupythethreehours1devot-
edtotheexhibition.Yetporce-
laino-rlacquerware,totaketwo
abundantexamples,arenearly
lost arts that are, frankly, hard
forthenonexperttoevaluate
amongtoday'sfloodofmechan-

Emperors' Treasures: Chinese
Art From the Natiohat Palace
Museum, Taipei: 10 a.in.-5 p.in.
Tuesdays-Sundays; until 9 p.in.
Thursdays. Through Sept.18.
$10-S15, free for ages 12 and
younger. Asian Art Museum, 200
Larkin St., S.F. (415) 581-3500.
www.asianart.org

icalreproductions;paintingisa
mediuminwhichvirtuosityis
morereadilyunderstood.

Theshowstopperisa4-foot-
longscrollfrom1668,``White
Clouds and Green Mountains"
bytheartistWuLi.Wude-
scribes his motivation for mak-
ingthepaintinginaninscrip-
tion on the work - his loneli-
nesswalkingthroughwindand
rainonalongjoumey,andhis
pleasure as the sky cleared after
eightdaysofstorm.

One has the sense that he has
infusedallthatintothepicture,
notonlyinitsdetailsdrawnin
ink but also in broad meta-
phorical swaths of emerald and
white: the rambling, winding
trail;thesweepingviews;the
contrastsofcoldandwarmth,
wetanddry.Itmightatfirstbe
mistaken for an Abstract Ex-
pressionistcanvas,fullofangst
anddrama,untiltheeyeis
drawndeeplyintothegullies

andvalleys,andintothedetails
thatfinallyrevealalonefigure
onasteppedpath.

Acenturylater,aMilanese
Jesuit missionary, Giuseppe
Castiglione,whowaseventually
embracedbyasuccessionof
threeemperorsandtookthe
nameLangShining,paintedthe
grand (6-by-3-foot) "White
Falcon," an emblematic image
ofaraptordrawnwithalmost
shockingclarity,setinanide-
alizedmountainlandscape.

Ffatiencepaysoff
One of the first works one

encounters in the exhibition is``WalkingonaPathinSpring"
(1195-1224), a deceptively simple
designthatshowsawhite-
robed scholar, stroking his
beard, poised on a bluff at the
edgeofavastopenspace.A
willowbranchloopsoverhead;
asmallbirdsings,another flits
acrossthesky.

Theexhibitioncatalogprais-
esthe"relaxingmood"prompt-
edbywhatisdescribedasthe``Ma corner." Named for the
artistMaYuan,whopainted
thiswork,itisacompositional
deviceinwhichthesubjectis
mostlycontainedinonecomer,
1eavingemptyspacetotakeup

Art contireues on E3
National Palace Museum

"White Fhlcon," by a missionary who became Lang Shining.
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muchofthepicture."Relaxing,"of course,isin
theeyeofthebeholder.It'snot
the word I would use. Behind
the figure of the scholar, the tree
leans away, not languidly, but
purposefully: Two roots spring
up from its base, like a pair of
legs with I)ony knees, pushing
at the ground; the trunk, a torso
with arched back, pulls hard on
the limb above like a fisherm.an
forcefullyleveragingoneof
those long, deep-sea rods.
Above, wispy willow tentacles
reac`h out, the singing I)ird
strains upward. It is an instant
of extr,aordinary stasis - the
world suspended in a peak
moment of torsion, moored
amidavoidofspaceandsound.

To experience this work at
thelevel1amdescribingtakes
littlemorethanpatientlooking.
The museum adds information
inanobjectlabelthatbringsthe
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worktoanevenhigherplain,
translatingtheChinesescript,a
verse that describes a ``shun-
ninghumanamongquietbirds
thatcawnosongs."

And then the kicker: The
calligrapherwasnoneother
than the Emperor Ningzong,
wh() so loved this object in his
collection that he was moved to
insc`rihe, :md I)c'rhaps compose,
thc. appc`ndi`d p()elm.

Challengetotheuninitiated
Allarthaswhatwemight

think of as both intrinsic and
associative va]u(`. Understand-
ing th{` asst]i`iatitins i.an radical-
ly change our pi`rct`ption. I-low
do wejudge a good picture
commissioned by a bad person,
forexample?Oramediocre
objecttreasuredbyagreatau-
thor or statesman? In the case of
art associated with times or
culturesdistantfromourown,
weareboundtoneedhelpwith
thelinkages.

Namu Gaji

At the same time, no matter
howhelpfulitistohavesuch
information in the back of our
minds, it's essential that we
experience the object itself. No
amount of words can replace
what can be communicated
nonverbally in a work of art.

It's not an c`asy balance to
strike in a museum exhibition.
"Ifmi)crors' Tri`asures" is ac-

companied by a 254-page, thor-
oughlyillustratedcatalog,ex-
tensivewalltexts,equallyam-
ple object labels, videos and
maps. We learn a bit about
geogl.:`phy, history, imperial
traditions, c`alligraphy forms
and f`abrication techniques.
And still, without a lifetime of
acculturation and an under-
standing of chinese -not to
mentionadeepknowledgeof
Chinese art and history - a
show such as this can be bewil-
dering.

. How can those of us without
suchbackgroundhopetoen-

Above: "White
Clouds and Green
Mountains" (1668),
an evocative 4-foot-
long scroll by Wu Li.

Fbr left: ``Walking on
a Path in Spring" by
Ma Yuan, with
calligraphy
attributed to
Emperor Ningzong.

Left: "Meat-Shaped
Stone," a seductive
bit of craftsmanship.

gageproductivelywithnumer-
oussheetsoffinecalligraphy
(otherthantonoddinglyappre-
ciate the distinctions between
traditional styles, helpfully
described in a short video in the
gallery)?

It's no wonder that the 21/2-
inch-high ``Meat-Shaped
Stone," widely publicized in
museum advertising and a truly
seductivebitofcraftsmanship,
isoneofthemostpopular
works at its home museum in
Taipei, but what to make of a
jade``Wish-Grantingwand"?

Museum's difficult task
Bettertodriftamongex-

quisiteobjects,respondingwith
theeyeandheart,investigating
moredeeplyonlywhentheart
compels us to.

Forthemuseum'spart,
thoughthethememayhave
seemed accessible at first, the
vasttopicshouldprobablyhave
beendramaticallytrimmed
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back.Byshowingtheaudience
moreaboutasingleimperial
familyanditsinteractionwith
art,wemighthaveendedup
with even more broad knowl-
edge,specificsbedamned,
about classical Chinese art and
its place in the culture.

Whichbringsmebacktothe
matterofrecognitionofthe
museum'srightfulplaceinthe
BayArea.Mostestimatesplace
theAsianpopulationatabout
one-third of sam Francisco's
total, which would seem to
ensure a built-in audience for
themuseum.ButAsiaisavery
big place - the Asian continent
ishometo6opercentofthe
people alive - encompassing
myriadnationalities,languages,
religionsandculturalgroups.

There is little reason to ex-
pect, then, that the programs
and exhibitions of the Asian Art
Museumwouldbeimmediately
accessible to most visitors who
are not scholars in the field.
Beautyknowsnoculturalcon-
fines - there are always great
visualrewardstoanyvisittothe
museuin. But context is central
to a contemporary understand-
ing of works of art, and the
challengeofconveyingthat
kind of information without
overwhelmingtheartorthe
audience will continue to be the
museum's task as it enters the
secondhalfofitsfirstcentury.

Charles Desmarais is The san
Francisco Cbronicle's art critic.
Email.. cdesmarais@
sfichronicle.comTevitter..@Art
gufyl


